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PART THREE

SPE C IAL S PEE C H

CHAPTER 6

Rhythm and Rhetoric
All of poetry I consider to be and refer to as discourse with meter.
-Gorgias ofLeontini, In Difense cifHelen

It is strange how long it has taken the European literatures to learn that style is
not an absolute, a something that is to be imposed on the language from
Greek or Latin models, but merely the language itself, running in its natural
grooves.
-Edward Sapir, Language

In the preceding chapters we have been concerned with what it means
for language to be spoken, a question that presupposes the one which will
occupy us in the remaining chapters of this book: what does it mean for
speech to be special? In order to discuss the special, poetic features of
Homeric discourse, we must first discuss the features of Homeric discourse
as speech, in particular its segmentation into basic speech units that are
cognitively determined. 1 Accordingly, in the discussions to be presented in
this third part of the study, we shall start each time from the cognitively
determined intonation unit as it is observable in Homer. In the present
chapter the subject approached in this way is meter; formulas in their
semantic and metrical quality will be discussed in Chapters 7 and 8. The
task willbe to determine each time how one of the most basic properties of
language in the spoken medium is enhanced, or stylized, into a poetic
feature belonging to special speech, the discourse of the special occasion.
Distinguishing the two questions, the one pertaining to speech and the
other to special speech, is useful as a method preventing us from approach
ing such matters as style and meter too early, and so assigning to them
qualifications that apply only with hindsight, within a perspective of what
1

See Chapter 3 .
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is for us poetry. The boundary line between speech features and special
speech features, however, cannot be drawn sharply: poetic features of Ho
meric style can be reduced to speech features precisely because speech
features can easily become poetic.2 In the previous chapter we saw for
example how framing, a common relation between intonation units, can
result in ring composition and other "poetic" phenomena; in the present
chapter we are concerned with how meter can result from the rhythmical
regularization and streamlining of speech units.
The discussion of Homeric metrics along these lines does not take issue
with the existing accounts of the dactylic hexameter or question their
findings. Rather, it differs from them in the perspective chosen, in the
direction from which some unquestionable metrical facts are approached.
We are accustomed, whether consciously or not, to regard meter as a
structure imposed on a discourse, a metrical form used for conveying the
poetic message. We tend to view discourse units in a poetic text in terms of
the metrical structure of the poem (verses, cola, and so forth) . In the
discussions that follow we shall try to reverse this perspective, not viewing
discourse in terms of meter, but meter in terms of discourse. I propose to
see meter not as a poetic form in itself but as emergent from spoken
discourse with its typical spoken articulation. This argument will give us an
opportunity to rethink some of the implications of the contrast between
poetry and prose, and to search in everyday speech for the stylistic founda
tions of Greek literary texts.

Meter, Number, and Periodic Style

To start our discussion of rhythm and meter in Homeric speech, I return
to the passage from the third book ofAristotle's Rhetoric with which I began
Part 2: the discussion of unperiodic and periodic style. Whereas our subject
earlier was unperiodic style and the later versions of that concept (adding or
paratactic style) , we are now primarily concerned with periodic style, and
the properties that Aristotle assigns to this mode of discourse (emphasis
added) :
2 In fact, some authors argue that ordinary language is inherently poetic (Friedrich 1986: 2427) or that ordinary language is not something that can be isolated from poetic language (Fish
1980: 97- 1 I I) .
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J..kyro 5£ ltEplo5ov J..k�w fxo'Uoav apXTJv Kal tEA£'UtTtV aUtTtv Kae ' autTtv Kal
�€YEeO� EUaUVOlttov . 1'l5Eta � ' 1'l tOla'UtTI Kat Eu�a9i]�, 1'l�Eta �£v �tlX to Evav
tl� fXEw tep altEpaVtcp, Kat ISn aiEl n OrEtal fXEw 6 aKpoatTtC; tep ad ltEltE
paVeal tl autep · to 5£ �1'\5£v ltPOVoEtV dval �1'\�£ avuEw a1'\5Ec;. Eu�aen� �E, ISn
EU�V1'\�{)vE'UtOC;. toutO �E, IStl aple�OV fXEl 1'l EV ltEPl6�Ol� A.E�l�, B ltavtrov
EU�V1'\�OvE'Ut6tatov. 510 Kat ta �Etpa ltaVtE� �V1'\�OVEUO'UOl �auov trov xu
�1'\v · aple�OV yap fXEl if> �EtpEltal. (Rh . I 409'3 5 - I 409b g , ed. Kassel)

I call "period" an utterance with an inherent beginning and end as well as a
length that can be beheld at a single glance. Such a type of discourse is not
only pleasant, but also easy to learn. It is pleasant by the fact that it is the
opposite ofwhat is unbounded, and because the listener at every moment has
the idea of having hold of something, by the fact that every moment is
bounded in itse}£ For having no anticipation ofwhat is to come or not com
pleting anything is unpleasant. It is easy to learn because it is easy to recall.
This is because periodic discourse has number, which ofall things is easiest to
recall. This is why all people memorize metrical discourse more easily than
language that is poured forth. For it has number by which it can be measured.

We usually discuss periodic style in terms of the balanced syntax and
stylistic subtlety that come with hypotactic construction, defined in op
position to parataxis. Aristotle, however, appears to have a quite different
conception ofperiods.3 Using the term "period" to designate what are for
us parts of periods, he assigns to these smaller units properties that do not
seem to be directly applicable to our syntactic conception of period. The
periodic style is "pleasant," according to Aristotle, because of its bounded
ness, which is a matter of hearer's anticipation: periodic style, as opposed to
unperiodic style, gives the hearer a sense of what will come next. From
Aristotle's wording it is not immediately clear whether this anticipation is a
matter of the relation between periods or of the period internally. In any
case, the second property mentioned, that something in periodic style is
"easy to learn," applies to the latter possibility. Aristotle says of periodic
style that "it is easy to learn because it is easy to recall" (eumathls de, hoti
eumnemoneutos) , the reason being that periodic discourse has number,
3 For a discussion of the differences between Aristode's use of the term 7tEp{O/)OC; and later uses
(Demetrius, Cicero) , see Siebenborn 1987 (with more literature) , who argues for an origin of the
term in the sphere of dance and music. My metrical understanding of "period" in this chapter is in
agreement with Siebenborn's discussion.
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which is " of all things easiest to recall" (panton eumnemoneut6taton) . For
Aristode, number is another kind of pleasant limitation,4 and hence the
pleasures of the periodic style, which derive from the style's boundedness,
are related to the ease with which periodic speech is remembered, for that
ease comes from the bounded nature of its rhythm or number.
Metered poetry also belongs to this category of number, as Aristode
mentions in passing. This move may be unexpected for us in a discussion of
what is for us prose, but it becomes less surprising when we realize that
rhetorical prose in antiquity is less a mode of written communication than
a specific speech genre that is continuously defined with respect to poetry:
while the poetic speech genres have number and rhythm to such a degree
of fixity that one can speak of meter, the periodic style of rhetorical prose is
periodic in its being less strict and fixed than poetic meter, but rhythmical
and numbered all the same. For Aristode, then, periodic style seems to be
less a matter of syntactic composition and production than of the experi
ence of rhythm -and therefore a matter of delivery and performance. Aris
tode actually uses terminology that for us, paradoxically, seems more ap
propriate for the constraints under which oral composition and! or recall in
performance has to take place.5 But if periodic discourse is discussed in
terms suggesting rhythmical anticipation and memorization, what are we
to do with the allegedly unperiodic style of Homeric metered poetry,
where rhythm and number are, if anything, even stronger?
Is Homeric style periodic? The question seems a contradiction in terms
when we define period in the modern way. As we saw in the previous
chapters, Homeric discourse is by no means simply paratactic, but that is
not to say that Homeric syntax is hypotactic. The question becomes more
interesting, however, when we adopt Aristode's different perspective and
elaborate on it, viewing rhetorical periodic discourse not in terms of syntax
or style but in terms of speech, as a special discourse for a special occasion.
The opposition between Homeric poetry and classical rhetoric then be
comes not so much a matter of style, of the Kunstsprache of Homeric epic
as opposed to the Kunstprosa of the classical period, as of different per4 Cf. ibid. 1 408b28-30, another mention of the boundedness of number and the unpleasant
ness of the unbounded. The Greek terms aplal16� 'number' and t)'\)aI16� 'rhythm' may have been
connected by folk etymology; in Latin, a single term numerus is used (see below) .
5 For detailed discussion of multiple constraints (including rhythm) in the composition and
recall of epic and other oral genres, see Rubin 1 99 5 , the work of a cognitive psychologist. On
rhythm and memorability see also Turner 1 992: 93 ·
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formance genres, each departing in its own way from ordinary everyday
discourse.
In this chapter I explore some of the possibilities of viewing Homeric
discourse within this rhetorical framework. Taking the categories poetry
and prose somewhat less for granted than they are usually taken, I will argue
that both Homeric poetry and classical rhetorical prose are, each in their
own specific and very different ways, the rhetorical enhancement and
manipulation of the basic properties of ordinary speech.6 Both are special
speech, based on strategies that are reserved for special performance occa
sions and meant, in a truly rhetorical sense, to have a special effect on an
audience. The main thrust of the argument is that the stylistic opposition
between periodic and unperiodic may not be the most meaningful way to
bring out the differences between Homeric poetry and classical rhetorical
prose. Rather, we might say that both are periodic in their own very
different ways.
The periodic nature of Homeric discourse, I will argue, lies in the
interaction between the speech units and meter. In this kind of discourse, in
which periods are defined in terms of meter, the number quality of the
discourse units is so strong that it determines not only the units as such, but
also the way in which they are related to each other as rhythmical units.
This genre of special speech will be opposed to the prose type of discourse,
in which number is merely a matter of the rhythm of speech units taken by
themselves: an important property, but still subordinate to the way in
which the speech units follow each other in the flow of rhetorical dis
course. Let us now consider how both types of periodicity can be best
described and how they achieve their specific rhetorical effects.

Rhythm in Speech

We saw that for Aristotle number, or rhythm, is an important factor in
the learning or recall of a discourse. But rhythm, as a constraint that facili
tates memorization, would not be effective if it did not operate in concert
with the general possibilities and limitations of human consciousness that
we discussed in the previous chapters. On this basis we can view the in6 For discussion of rhetorical strategies in Homer, see also Mueller 1 984: 1 1 - 1 3 ; Hainsworth
1 993 : 92-93 (focusing more on ta�t� 'structure, ordering' than on A.E�t� 'style ') .
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tonation unit of ordinary spoken discourse as the proper locus for rhythm,
and approach Homeric meter from the vantage point of speech. In doing so
we are encouraged by the general observation that rhythm is not an exter
nal factor, superimposed on language from outside; language has its own
rhythm, which can be strengthened, regularized, and standardized to the
point at which we can speak of meter: Rather than separating poetry from
language as art from life, then, the metrical factor integrates poetry within
speech, in ways that turn the discussion of meter in the present chapter into
a complement of the discussion of consciousness and cognition in the
previous ones.
No speaker is entirely at the mercy of the cognitive limitations that I
described in Chapter 3 , and cognition is not the only factor that makes
speech what it is, at least speech as the object of stylization in the form of
special speech. It is true that spoken discourse may be best described as a
process, revealing some of the properties of consciousness as a process or
flow; but that does not mean that this process is involuntary, having only
the limitations of the processing consciousness as its constitutive features. In
fact, speech is purposeful behavior no less than it is constrained by cogni
tion, frequently involving deliberate choices as to presentation and effect.
To bring out this important aspect of speech, I will speak of rhetoric in this
chapter, as the necessary counterpart of the cognition that I examined in
Part 2 . Cognition and rhetoric, the latter concept to be understood in a
broad, pretheoretical sense, can be seen as opposite but interrelated forces.7
It is the interplay of cognitive and rhetorical features, in varying ratios, that
defines the style of most ordinary spoken discourse. And a discourse is
rhetorically more sophisticated to the degree that the intonation units of
ordinary speech are consciously and deliberately manipulated, in various
ways, but without their losing their cognitive role in the production and
reception of the discourse in question.
Even the most casual, unpremeditated discourse displays rhetorical fea
tures that are revealing for the strategies that we will see later on in more
rehearsed and sophisticated discourses. Consider the following example
7 The concepts "rhetoric" and "rhetorical" are often (e.g. , Cole 1 990: 1 2 ; Ford 1 992: 1 7)
taken to imply professional reflection on language, and hence a distinction between form and
content. My understanding of the concepts in this chapter is purposely wider and "pretheoreti
cal;' covering any purposeful enhancement of speech in whatever situation. Rhetoric comes thus
close to pragmatics; see Leech 1 9 8 3 : I S .
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from Chafe's corpus of data on spoken discourse, the climax of a conversa
tional narrative: 8
a.
h.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

. . And there were these two women,
. hiking up ahead of us.
. . [ r . s] And you sort of got,
to a rise,
and then the lake,
was kind of right there,
·

·

·

where we were gonna . . . camp.
. . And the two of them,
1.
. got to the rise,
j . . and the next minute,
k. . . [0.9] they just . . fell over.
l. . Totally.
·

·

·

·

·

This highly informal fragment, consisting of twelve intonation units, is a
curious mix of cognitive and rhetorical features. The rhetorical features,
which concern us here, occur at the end of the passage, in the last three
units.9 There are two long pauses in the fragment, one before unit c and the
other between units j and k. The two breaks are similar in length, but of an
altogether different nature. Unit c, along with units d-g, is framing and
orienting: it sets the scene for the event to be narrated. The pause preced
ing unit c seems to reflect the mental effort connected with the activation,
the visualization of the scene; it is followed by four swiftly delivered units,
as if the substance of those units had been "booted" during the pause. For
this reason we may call the pause cognitive. The pause after unit j, on the
other hand, can be called rhetorical: instead of merely reflecting mental ef
fort, it is used as a device to create suspense at the climax of this little narra
tive. In fact, the pause is part of a presentation strategy which also involves
8 From Chafe 1 990: 8 5 , presented and analyzed again in Chafe 1 994: 1 3 0-3 1 to illustrate
"climax" in conversational narrative. In this method of transcription the pauses between intona
tion units are shown by dots: two dots indicate brief breaks up to one-half-second long and three
dots mark longer pauses (up to one second) . Numbers in brackets indicate measured pauses (in
seconds) ; see Chafe 1 994: xiii. The pauses within units g and k did not coincide with an intona
tional boundary in the speech recorded.
9 For a discussion of what I am calling the cognitive features of the passage in terms of
activation, see Chafe 1 990: 90-9 1 . Notice the use of "and" which links all clausal intonation units
to what precedes (see Chapter 4 on continuation) .
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the unit preceding the pause. This unit was uttered at a higher pitch, with
more volume, and above all, at a slower pace than the previous units (almost
in a chanting manner) , a phonetic realization of which the pause is an
integral part and the main reason why it can be called rhetorical. 1 0
Part of the rhetorical articulation at the end of the fragment is also unit 1,
which has something in common with the type of intonation unit that
verbalizes a detail added to the previous unit. 1 1 Yet in the present context it
seems to have a more complex function. Apart from being the verbalization
of a detail added to the previous moment's verbalization (a detail which
stresses the extraordinary nature of the event) , this unit seems to have a
rhetorical, or more precisely, a rhythmical function. Being uttered just after
the peak of the narrative, it enhances the salience of the peak event (unit k) ,
by modifying it across an intonational boundary (indeed a sentence bound
ary, marked by the full stop that signals falling intonation) . In the two
previous units, the discourse had developed into a process with its own pace
and articulation; unit j prepares and leads up to unit k, and the I-unit, in
counterbalancing the preparatory unit j, provides a rhetorical addition to
the peak unit. Its presence seems to be best explained by the fact that its
absence would have been undesirable from the point of view of the rhyth
mical relations between units. 1 2
Even in relatively simple and informal cases, then, the transformation of
consciousness into speech may result in an object with properties and pro
cesses of its own, besides those deriving from the flow of consciousness. For
the purposes of the present argument it is opportune to focus on those rhe
torical properties that can be discussed under the general heading rhythm.
Rhythm is a property of any spoken discourse. Yet its importance and
deliberate use depend on the degree to which a narrative is rehearsed and
rhetorically presented. 13 No discourse is entirely devoid of rhythm, but in
1 0 I have been able to observe these physical features of this discourse, listening to the tape
recording of which the cited text is a transcription. Notice also the pause within unit k, a
rhetorical feature that does survive transcription.
1 1 See Chapter 5 above.
12
Note that if "totally" had to be placed in a standard English version of the same expression,
it would fall exactly where the pause is in the middle of unit k.
1 3 For examples of more "professional" informal narratives, featuring both cognitive features
(intonation units) and rhetorical features, see Polanyi 1982; Sobol 1 992 on modern American
storytelling; and especially the translation and transcription of Zuni Indian narrative in Tedlock
1972, who remarks (xix) : "What makes written prose most unfit for representing spoken narrative
is that it rolls on for whole paragraphs at a time without taking a breath: there is no silence in it."
He then goes on to explain his efforts to represent the breaks in Zuni narrative and to create a
transcription that does justice to both the cognitive and rhetorical features of the original.
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some discourses and discourse types, rhythm is more important than in
others, testifying to the varying ratio of cognitive and rhetorical features. In
the remainder of this chapter I am concerned with the way in which rhythm
as a feature of special speech may come to stylize the cognitively determined
features of ordinary speech.

Rhythm and the Remote Consciousness

When we move from informal narratives like the one just presented into
more rhetorical territory, an instructive example of the interaction of cog
nitive and rhetorical (rhythmical) features is the discourse and performance
of American folk preachers, described by Bruce Rosenberg as a genuine
oral tradition,14 and known to a larger audience through the oratory of
Martin Luther King, Jr. , and Jesse Jackson. A folk sermon is typically
chanted, at least in its more intense and emotional stages, and presented in
short, rhythmical units. The chanting is improvised, but due to the recur
rence of each sermon in a preacher's practice as well as to the formal and
official stance of the speaker, there is obviously more rehearsal, planned
organization, and professional experience than in informal dinner-table
conversations. The following passage is cited by Rosenberg as an accurate
description of this type of discourse and its performance: 15
Rev. Ratliffbegins his sermon i n normal, though stately and carefully mea
sured prose. As he gets into his subject, he gradually raises the intensity of his
delivery (though with well-timed ups and downs) . About one third of the
way into his sermon the prose has verged into a very rhythmical delivery,
punctuated into periods (more or less regular) by a sharp utterance which I
suppose might be called a vehement grunt. I haven't timed these periods, but
I would guess that they fall about every three seconds, sometimes less.
Within the rhythmical framework, the rises and falls eventually build to a

1 4 Rosenberg 1 9 8 8 , an investigation that started out, in a first edition, as an attempt to
exemplify Parry's and Lord's principles of oral composition on the basis of this Mrican-American
religious speech genre, but which later came to focu� equally on the specific nature and expres
sivity of this type of discourse ( 1 9 8 8 : 4- 5 ) . On the performed African-American sermon, see also
Davis 1 9 8 5 .
1 5 Alan Jabbour i n Rosenberg 1 9 8 8 : 1 6- 1 7, from a personal letter t o Rosenberg. The de
scription applies to the services of W. T. Ratliff in Durham, North Carolina in 1 969, but
according to Rosenberg fits over ninety percent of his material.
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climax when he lapses into a sort of chant, still with the same punctuation,
but with a recognizable tonic [tonal center] . Some of the congregation (who
respond ad libitum throughout) here lapse into humming along with him.

This description evidently applies to phenomena that are closely related
to Chafe's two-to-three-second intonation units. The "periods" described,
however, seem to be more pronounced and recognizable than the intona
tion units of ordinary speech, both intonationally and rhythmically. More
over, the rhythmically enhanced units apparently play a more important
role than just the accommodation of the flow of discourse to the flow of
consciousness in the minds of the listeners: delivered at the more emotional
stages of a sermon, or when the psychological conditions are right, they
actually invite the audience's active partidpation in the flow of discourse. The
following transcription of such a performance will serve as a fairly typical
example: 1 6
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.

j.

John said
I...I
I saw four beasts
One with a face
Looked like a calf
Representin' patience
And endurance
'Nother beast I saw
Had a head like a lion
Representin' boldness
And confidence
'Nother beast I saw
A face like a man

k.
l.
m.
n. Representin' wisdom
o. An' he had knowledge
p. 'Nother beast I saw
q. Looked like a bald eagle
r. Ain't God allright?

This catalogic passage, an instantiation of the four-beast theme from the
Apocalypse, exemplifies the interplay of cognitive and rhetorical features
16 From Rosenberg 1 9 8 8 : 97-9 8 , 222. The speaker is Rubin Lacy from Bakersfield, Califor
nia. I have followed Rosenberg's presentation, starting each line with a capital, and without
Chafe's prosodic punctuation.
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when a folk preacher successfully draws on the resources of his tradition.
Each unit represents a separate idea on which the performer focuses, and
their sequence represents the flow of these ideas through time, as well as
their interrelationships, both in the mind of the performer and in the minds
of the audience. There is appositional or adding syntax in the representin
units f, j, and n, but also in the lines preceding, which verbalize an added
piece of detail as an independent clause. 17 But sharp demarcations between
the units and distinct phonetic contour are not as such reflexes of cognitive
constraints: a positive, rhetorical factor is at work, operating upon the basic
units of speech in their preferred length and in their typical syntactic inter
relationships. This factor consists of the performer's presentation strategy
to turn intonation as the main physical property of his speech units into
rhythm, 18 a strategy that not only affects the internal constituency of the
units and their relative timing, but also their length.
But rhythm is not an inherent, automatic property of this sermon, or of
the speech genre as a whole. The delivery of rhythmical speech units is a
matter of performance, and no two performances are identical. Rosenberg
actually cites a different, much less rhythmical version of the same theme
(with more cognitive features and hesitation phenomena, we may add) ,
which was delivered under much less favorable performance conditions. 1 9
Apparently the amount of rhythm -in our terms, the ratio of cognitive and
rhetorical features-varies from performance to performance, according to
audience response and the performer's inspiration at the moment. Without
a fixed text serving as norm for future performances, the rhythm of the
Mrican-American sermon remains a matter of performer-audience inter
action, and hence dependent on the chemistry of the moment.
It is important to emphasize at this point that rhythm in the sermon
preachers' discourse is not a rhetorical manipulation of any preexisting
ordinary discourse. As we saw, no discourse is entirely devoid of rhythm or
rhetoric, and the Mrican-American sermon differs not in substance but in
degree from more casual discourses. The tradition on which the preachers
draw, with its roots in biblical rhetoric and African-American Baptist cul
ture, departs from ordinary speech in the rhythmical regularity of speech
units at a sermon's more intense moments, but it is not for that reason
J_

17 Notice the Indo-Europeanists' conception of apposition as a reduced independent clause
(Ammann 1 922; Schwyzer 1 947) . See Chapter 3 .
1 8 O n the coincidence of intonation units with rhythmic units in an oral tradition, see also
Rubin 1995: 86.
1 9 Rosenberg 1 9 8 8 : 98; see also 1 9 8 8 : 90-9 1 on performer-audience interaction and metrical
regulariry.
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wholly different from speech. The preachers' chanted lines have a poetic
quality precisely because they are delivered in the interactive context of a
performance. In such a context, the boundaries between cognition and
rhetoric, speech and poetry, may become irrelevant to the point at which
we may speak of poetry in speech. It takes text, and a textual conception, to
separate what is indissolubly connected in a performance, and to isolate
poetry as something removed from speech.2 0
Rhythm as a feature of a performance is in a number of ways a com
plicating factor in an analysis that considers special speech, just as any
speech, to be the actualization of the speaker's consciousness. Rhythmical
discourse does not merely reflect the speaker's flow of consciousness, but at
the same time in a way directs the flow, which has properties and dynamics
of its own that are highly conducive to memorization and recall. Rhythm,
in fact, increases the impact of speech as an event. The speech may derive
from the speaker's cognitive processes, but it is at the same time an indepen
dent process in which the speaker himself can participate, given the appro
priate c onditions, both private or psychological and public, relating to the
dynamics of the performance.21
It is this potentially ambiguous relation between rhythm, consciousness,
and speech that accounts in part for the fact that many performers in
traditions of special speech around the world experience their discourse as
deriving from a consciousness other than their own, their role in the per
formance as being that of an interpreter or mediator, and their behavior as
being divinely inspired. Rhythm, in other words, contributes to what
might be called a dislocation of consciousness: the speech produced is not
the present speaker's responsibility but something with which a remote
authority is credited, an authority located beyond everyday experience and
the source of immutable knowledge and truth.22
Rosenb erg's preachers consistently claim that their power to produce
20 On poetry "in" ordinary language, see also Sapir 1 92 1 : 2 2 1 - 3 1 ; Friedrich 1 986: 24-27. On
the traditional opposition between ordinary and poetic language, see Fish 1 980: 97- I I I . These
authors, however, do not speak of performance.
21 Cf. Turner 1 992: 93 -94: "Somehow the rhythm of the words is remembered even when
the words themselves are lost to us; but the rhythm helps us to recover the mental state in which
we first heard or read the poem, and then the gates of memory are opened and the words come to
us at once."
22 Cf. , e.g., Kuipers 1 993 o n the epistemology o f ritual performance; Chafe 1 993 o n the
formulaic and prosodic differences between ordinary speech and the special speech evoking a
remote source of authority. The neurophysiological aspects of performance, ritual, and rhythm
are explored in d'Aquili and Laughlin 1 979. In classical studies, see the work of Detienne ( 1 967)
and Vernant ( 1 9 59) on truth and memory.
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rhythmical chant derives from God,23 and in the Homeric context, it is
impossible not to think of the Muses. While other epic traditions stage
their performers as telling what they heard, in the Greek context the singer
plays the role of an eyewitness.24 This is p ossible because the performer is a
thetos aoid6s 'godlike singer' and hence the favorite of the Muses, the ulti
mate eyewitnesses, who were present on the batdefield of Troy where the
epic events were enacted.25 It is their remote, divine consciousness that the
epic poet makes present in the context of the performance. Consider in this
connection the words of the Ithakan bard Phemios in the Odyssey:
a:o'totSltSaK'tO� tS ' eilLl, e£o� tSe ILO\ tv q>P£OtV OrlLa�
1tav'tola� £veq>'I>o£v ·

I am self-taught and for me in my mind a god made song-paths
of allkinds grow.

These words are often compared with the often cited claim of a Kirghiz
bard recorded by the Russian folklorist Vasilii Radlov: "I can sing any song
whatever; for God has planted the gift of song in my heart. He gives me the
word on my tongue, without my having to seek it. I have learnt none of my
songs . All springs from my inner self." 26 The apparent opposition between
self and god in these passages has been taken as reflecting a distinction
between form (the formulas that are the poet's own contribution to the
poem) and content (the god's contribution) .27 But the terms "form" and
23 E.g., Rosenberg 1 9 8 8 : 28-29, 36-37.
24 On this opposition as the crucial difference between the Homeric and the South-Slavic
tradition studied by Parry and Lord see Finkelberg 1 990. On the Muses in general, see Ford 1 992:
3 1 -34, 52- 5 3 , 6 1 , 72-76. On the eyewitness stance see Bakker 1 993b; 1 996a. See also Chapters 4
and 5 .
25 Cf. fl . 2.48 5 .
2 6 Translated in Chadwick and Chadwick 193 2-40: 182 ; quoted by Finnegan 1 977: 1 9 3 , who
is followed by Thalmann 1 9 84: 224 and Dougherty 1 99 1 . Cf. Finkelberg 1 990: 3 03 . The phrase
"springs from my inner self" could serve as a fairly accurate rendition of the Greek ot1i'too{OotK"tO�.
Against the more usual interpretation of this word, "self-taught," Fernandez-Galiano obj ects (in
Russo et al. 1 992: 279-80) that "there would be litde sense in Phemius boasting of being self
taught to Odysseus, a man who himself owes none of his skills to his teachers." Ford ( 1 992: 3 2)
takes the phrase as implying independence from other poets and their work. It seems best to
understand ot1itOo{OotK"tO� as "spontaneous," referring to the production of poetry and song in the
poet's consciousness. See also Thalmann 1984: 127.
2 7 E.g., Lanata 1 963 : 1 3 - 1 4 . Murray, who stresses the intellectual, nonecstatic character of the
conception of poetic inspiration in Homer, comes to speak about the divine contribution in
terms of knowledge and information ( 1 98 1 : 90-92) . although she does object (97) to the form
content interpretation of Od. 22. 3 47. On knowledge and the Muses, see Chapter 7 below.
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"content" are alien to the self-presentation of these singers.28 And with the
collapse of the form-content distinction, the notion that the poet's self and
the divine are opposing factors in the poetic process loses much of its
attraction.29 Rather, what is at stake, among other things, is a moment in
the process of verbalization, the transformation of the stream of private
consciousness into a stream of public and rhythmical speech. The usual
account of speech as deriving from consciousness is insufficient here, for
the singer's consciousness not only produces the speech but is also propelled
forward by the rhythmical movement of the language. What springs from
the self is thus both larger and stronger than the self. The power of such a
speech can then be said to originate from a source that is neither opposed to
the speaker's consciousness, nor identical to it. And this explains the speak
'
er's claim that a song which is planted by a god springs from the singer's
own self.
We could return here to the 4iscussion of rhythm as a rhetorical presen
tation strategy and move from Phemios and his self-presentation as bard to
the practice of Homeric rhythm. To do more justice, however, to the
complexity of the latter, and above all its rhythmical periodicity, we have to
turn briefly to the rhythm of ancient rhetorical prose. According to Aris
totle, as we have seen, the periodicity of this genre of discourse consists in
its having number and in its allowing the listener to "anticipate" (pronoeln) .
At the end of the chapter, we will be comparing these two types of period
to each other.

From Cicero to Homer

Rhythm, in a more prosaic vein than contact with the divine, belongs to
the many involvement strategies at the disposal of speakers, both casual and
formal, that are discussed by sociolinguists.30 But the discourse analyst of
the late twentieth century is by no means the only one to discuss these
matters. Students of classical rhetoric will recognize in the sociolinguists'
involvement strategies the figures of style from ancient rhetorical theory,
the stylistic embellishment of Greek and Latin rhetoric and poetry. But
28 See also Thalmann 1 984: 1 26-27; Ford 1 992: 32-3 3 .

29 See also Dodds 1 9 5 1 : 1 0; Maehler 1 963 : 23 .
30 See in particular Tannen's discussion of conversational artistry, which ends with an analysis
( 1 989: 1 7 3 -95) of the chanted lines of Jesse Jackson's address to the Democratic Convention of
1 988.
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while these figures and tropes have been treated as art, and the speeches in
which they occur as Kunstprosa that is removed from the naturalness and
artlessness of ordinary speech,31 the very fact that ordinary speech abounds
in figures suggests that the art of Greek and Latin rhetoric is effective
precisely because it draws on the common strategies of everyday speech.32
In fact, the ancient theorists of the art of public speaking themselves had
a conception of rhetorical style that, though in many ways a forerunner of
the modern conception of Kunstprosa, was still quite different from it.
Being much closer to what may be called discourse analysis than some of
their modern students, these writers consider the art of formal public
speaking as drawing on, not separated from, the everyday and the ordinary.
Style is for them a matter, not only of aesthetics-the static form of a
discourse as text-but also of pragmatics: their central concern is a more
dynamic conception of discourse as behavior, based on deliberate presenta
tion strategies and a skillful manipulation of the properties of ordinary
speech that are essential for understanding and rhetorical success.
One of the most important of these properties is the segmentation of
speech into short units, whose cognitive necessity and rhetorical potential
we have already seen. Basic speech units are the core of what is "nature" in
rhetorical discourse and at the same time are the foundation and starting
point of what is "art" in that speech genre. Consider what the Roman
orator and rhetorical theorist Cicero has to say an this issue, in a discussion
3 1 Cf. Denniston I952: 57, in connection with the artistic nature of the figure of speech
referred to in ancient rhetoric and stylistics as hyperbaton, the marked use of a given word outside
the syntactic environment to which it properly or logically belongs, and a subject usually treated
under the general heading of word order: "The Greeks stylized everything; and it is the most
difficult thing in the world to point to any Greek which may be regarded as 'natural,' '' the
implication being that hyperbaton makes a speech unnatural and the equation of "artistic" with
the latter. See also Norden I 909: 6 5 -6 6 on rhythm as the cause of "unnatural" word order.
Dover's strategy, in his discussion of the word order problem in Greek syntax ( I 96 0) is to turn to
inscriptions for basic and natural language; this attempt to escape the influence of Kunstprosa has
to be understood in the same way. In the search for ordinary or natural language, the real problem
might well be the difficulty of determining what ordinary language actually is (cf. Fish 1 980: 97I I I ) , rather than the shortage of data on nonliterary language.
32 In the example cited above, for example ("and the next minute, . . . [0.9] they just . . fell
over. . . Totally.") , the realization of "totally" as a separate unit is reminiscent of hyperbaton as a
figure of speech (the "normal" word order being "the next minute they totally fell over") . The
discussion of hyperbaton exclusively in terms of word order is typical of the stylistic study of a
textual skeleton, not of the discourse itself. Could it be that some cases of deviant, hyperbatic
word order in ancient texts are less-than-optimal recordings of passages in which syntactic separa
tion is a consequence of intonational separation in the actual performance, recitation, or delivery
of the text? See also the discussion of chiasmus and ring composition in Chapter 5 above.
,
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of style that is remarkable throughout in its insistence on sound, rhythm,
and other performance-related matters:
clausulas enim atque interpuncta verborum animae interclusio atque an
gustiae spiritus attulerunt: id inventum ita est suave, ut, si cui sit infinitus
spiritus datus, tamen eum perpetuare verba nolimus; id enim auribus nostris
gratum est, quod hominum lateribus non tolerabile solum, sed etiam facile
esse posset. Longissima est igitur complexio verborum, quae volvi uno spir
itu potest. (De orat. 3 . I 8 I )
It was failure or shortness of breath that originated periodic structure and
pauses between words; but once invented, this [segmentation] proved so
attractive that even if there were a person endowed with unlimited powers of
breath, we would still not want this person to deliver an uninterrupted flow
of words. For our ears are adapted to what is not merely endurable but also
easy for the lungs. The longest stretch of words, therefore, is that which can
be completed in one single breath.

For Cicero there are pulmonary constraints on the flow of discourse, a
physical necessity resulting in observable and expected breaks in the flow of
speech in the performance and yielding a segmentation into relatively short
unitS.33 Today we would not argue that breathing is solely responsible for
breaks in a discourse and would more likely consider it as synchronized
with the segmentation resulting from cognitive constraints.34 For Cicero
and from his point of view, however, there is another happy synchrony.
Being one of the things in nature that bring beauty and dignity by their
very usefulness and necessity,35 the primary units of discourse are the source
of rhythm, which more than anything else characterizes rhetorically en33 KWAa or membra in ancient terminology. Aristotle (Rh. 1 409b I 3 - 1 6) is the first to define
KWA.oV 'limb' as a constitutive part ("clause") of a "period" (1tEpiooo.;) . See also Dem. De eloc. 2-3 .
Quintilian (Inst. or. 9 . 1 23) defines the membrum (a Latin translation of Greek KWAoV) as a unit that
is rhythmically complete but semantically meaningless when detached from the "body" of the
period. One level below the membrum, Quintilian distinguishes the indsum 'incision' (Greek
KOI!I!IX), aptly called articula 'joint' by Cicero (e.g. , De Drat. 3 . 1 86) , which he defines as a unit that is
both semantically and rhythmically incomplete.
3 4 See Chafe ( 1 994: 5 7) , who cites Goldman Eisler 1 968 for the relation between speech
pauses and breathing.
35 Cic. De Drat. 3 . 1 78-80. Cicero's examples apply to the makeup of the universe, the organic
unity of the human body and the structure of ;lrtifacts (columns of temples, for example, which
are necessary for the solidity of a structure but add dignity to it as well) .
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hanced discourse as the skillful manipulation o fwhat is natural to speech. It
is the rhythmical aspect of speech units, both in their length and internal
constituency and in the movement from one unit to the other, that turns
constraint into a positive source of involvement by capturing and directing
the attention of an audience. Again, it is instructive to cite Cicero on this
point:
et, si numerosum est in omnibus sonis atque vocibus, quod habet quasdam
impressiones et quod metiri possumus intervallis aequalibus, recte genus hoc
numerorum, dummodo ne continuum sit, in orationis laude ponetur. Nam
si rudis et impolita putanda est ilia sine intervallis loquacitas perennis et
profluens, quid est aliud causae cur repudietur, nisi quod hominum auribus
vocem natura modulatur ipsa? quod fieri, nisi inest numerus in voce, non
potest. Numerus autem in continuatione nullus est; distinctio et aequalium
et saepe variorum intervallorum percussio numerum conficit, quem in ca
dentibus guttis, quod intervallis distinguuntur, notare possumus, in amni
praecipitante non possumus. (De orat. 3 . 1 8 5 - 8 6)
But if this element of rhythm is in all sounds and voices, characterized by
certain beats and measurable by its regular intervals, then its presence in
discourse, provided it does not occur without interruption, will be a thing
worthy of praise. For if a continuous flow of words has to be considered
rough and unpolished, is there a better reason to reject it than the fact that
nature herself modulates the voice for the ears ofhumankind?-a thing that
would be impossible unless the voice inherently contains an element of
rhythm. But in an uninterrupted flow there is no rhythm. It is segmentation
and a beat characterized by equal but often varied intervals that creates
rhythm. Rhythm is what we notice in falling drops of water, because they
are separated by intervals, not in a fast flowing river.

Cicero goes on to point out that the rhythmical movement of the

mem

bra 'limbs', the short units of discourse, needs considerable management ifit
is to be felicitous in all regards. Apart from the fact that the rhythmical
manipulation of units is an important factor in the creation of certain
moods in discourse and in the adaptation of the flow of discourse to the
various oratorical genres and styles, there are two major considerations in
the rhythmical articulation of discourse. First, the rhythmical movement of
rhetorical discourse should not be too close to poetic meter in the internal
rhythmical structure of the units, nor in the rhythmical relationships be-
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tween the units. This stylistic constraint on rhetorical discourse remained
valid throughout the history of ancient literary and rhetorical criticism.36
Second, the rhythmical articulation of rhetorical discourse has to support
the syntactic articulation in order to attain the desired periodic structure, in
which not only rhythm is brought to completion, but also syntax and
thought. The units near the end of a period, for example, have to be longer
than the preceding ones in order to avoid truncation and to secure a pleas
ing ending. 37
The two considerations work together in establishing rhetoric, not as an
artful or even artificial variant of what is for us prose, but as a particular
genre of special speech. In its specific deviation from ordinary speech, this
genre distinguishes itself most clearly from other, more traditional speech
and performance genres, such as the Homeric one. In carrying out the
natural rhetorical strategy of adding rhythmical articulation to intonation
as a physical property of speech units, the ancient rhetor is faced with the
existence of the easily identifiable rhythms of the established poetic genres.
Avoidance of these may have been a matter of taste and stylistics from the
fourth century B . C . E . , when rhetoric had established itself as a discipline
with intellectual dynamics of its own.38 But the earliest stages · of the de
velopment of ancient rhetoric have to be situated in the fifth century B . C . E . ,
a time less concerned with rhetorical or poetic theory than with actual
performance. And in this climate, awareness of the rhythmical possibilities
of one's speech may have been more a matter of the awareness of the
existence of rival performance genres than the intertextual differentiation
of one literary style from the other.
The fifth-century rhetors and sophists Thrasymachus and Gorgias come
to mind in this connection. The former is traditionally credited with the
invention of rhythmical Kunstprosa,39 and the latter with the introduction
36 Ibid. 1 75 , 1 82, 1 84. Cf. also Arist. Rh . 1 408b 30-3 1 : pu91loy 8ei �xelV tOY 'A.OYOY, IlEtpOY 8£
Il� ' ltotrUUX yixp �O't(lt 'A speech should have rhythm, not meter; otherwise it will become a
poem' ; Isocr. fro 1 2 : HMo<; O£ 6 'A.OyoC; Il� AOyOC; �O'tOl, �T1POY yap ' 1lT10£ �lllletpOC;, K(lt(lIp(lYEc; yap '
cilJ..clI1£lleix9Ol It(lYtt 1'lu91lQl 'A speech should not be "speech" in its entirety, for that would be
arid; but it should not be wholly metrical either, for that would be too obvious. A speech should
display an even distribution of all sorts of rhythms' . Aristode recommends the paean (rhythmic
patterns of three short syllables and one long syllable) to begin and end periods (Rh. 1 409'2-2 1 ) .
See also Siebenborn 1987: 2 3 3 .
37 Cic. De orat. 3 . 1 86. Cf. Arist. Rh . 1 409b 8-IO.
38 Cf. Cole, who actually limits rhetoric as a concept ( 1 99 1 : 1 - 3 0) to this institutional sense
and who claims that rhetoric in this sense did not exist before the fourth century (arguing pardy
on the basis of the absence of the term PTJtOpt� in fifth century texts) .
39 See Cic., Orat. 1 75 ; Norden 1 909: 4 1 ; Kennedy 1 963 : 68; Eisenhut 1 974: 14.
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of figures of speech related to the length and configuration of speech
units-.40 These two orators are the first in a tradition that defined, analyzed,
and designed rhetorical discourse With an ear to poetry. But instead of
introducing poetic, metrical elements into prose, as has often been assumed
from antiquity onwards,41 they seem to have been more concerned with
the development of a performance genre sufficiendy close to poetry (i. e.,
special speech in performance) to be rhetorically effective (i.e., have a
similar emotional or psychological effect) , yet sufficiendy different from
the way in which poetry deviates from ordinary speech to rank as a separate
genre.42 Consider, for example, the following excerpt from Gorgias's epi
deictic speech In Defense cifHelen, a demonstration of the power of logos that
is based on the mythical "case" of Helen, whose abduction by Paris caused
the Trojan war:
r:yro �E [3ouAo�UX1 AoylOIlOV twa tij> 'A.6YfP �oile; t�V IlEV KaKCOe; aKououoav
nauoal tile; aitlae;, toile; �E �£�CPOIl£VOUe; Ijf£uao�£voue; E1tlad�ae; Kat ad�ae;
taATj6Ee; nauoal tile; alla6lae;. (Rei. 2)

What I want is to provide an argumentation in my speech so as to keep her
who is held in bad esteem from accusation, and to demonstrate the lies of
those who blame her, and furthermore to give a demonstration of the truth
and to keep [them] from ignorance.

Presented in the usual way, this passage is an example of early Greek
prose, characterized by an antithetic contrast expressed by the particle pair
men . . . de. But this method of written presentation obscures the fact that
the passage in performance must have contained silence and hence ex
hibited the fragmented quality we discussed in the previous chapters. It
40 Examples are antithesis: marked syntactic juxtaposition; isocolon: sameness oftwo or more
cola; homoioteleuton: similarity in sound between the endings of various cola. See Norden 1 909:
50- 5 3 ; Kennedy 1 96 3 : 64.
4 1 See Cic. , De orat. 3 . 1 73 -74.
42 Cf. the remark of Gorgias TlJV ltoillatV liltaaav VOf.ti�Cl) Kat OVOILCl�Cl) MYOV I!xovta f,lEtpOV
'Allof poetry I consider to be and refer to as discourse with meter', Hel. 9, a statement followed by
a description of what cannot but be the psychology of the performance. Gorgias, then, seems to
have been concerned with introducing prosaic features into poetry rather than with introducing
rhythm and other poetic features into prose. To discuss Gorgianic discourse in terms of prose art, I
submit, is to reduce his program to mere stylistic prescriptions pertaining to the properties of his
speech as text, whereas he himself seems to have been more interested in his discourse as a way in
w\lich an orator can use, for his own ends and in his private interest, the effects of special speech in
performance.
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consists of short units that match the ideal cognitively determined length of
the intonation units of ordinary speech, but which in their rhythmic profile
resemble the rhythms of poetry. Following Norden, 43 I now present the
passage as a sequence of intonationally and rhythmically marked lines rather
than as continuous prose:
a. f:Yoo OE �OUAoj.lat
b.

c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.

Aoytcrj.lOV 'tlVa 'tip A.OYqJ oou�
't'11v j.lEV KaK� O.KoUouoav
ltauolXl tfj� ai't{a�,
'tou� OE j.lEj.lq>Oj.lEvOU�
'l'EUOOj.lEvOU� £lttoti�a�
Kal od�a� 'ta.A:rI9E�
ltauolXl 'tfi� a.j.la9{a� .

But as for me, I want,
providing argumentation in my speech,
her who is held in bad esteem
to keep [her] from accusation,
and as for them who blame her,
having demonstrated their lies,
and given a demonstration of the truth
to keep [them] from ignorance.

For ancient critics, poetry is a type of discourse conforming to a regular
metrical sequence, and by that definition this passage from Gorgias is prose.
But because, like poetry, Gorgias's In Difense ofHelen presents rhythmically
enhanced speech units in performance, it is certainly not prose. Some of the
units of the passage, in fact, are almost identical to the recognizable rhyth
mical units of the various poetic genres. Units a and c, for example, strongly
resemble iambic rhythm (u - u - u - and - - u - u - - -) , and units e-f are
dactylic in feeling (- u - u u - and - u u - u u - -) and almost hexametrical
in their relation to each other. The passage, in short, is speech rhythmically
enhanced in such a way as to resemble poetry. It has been partly designed as
an imitation of the way in which poetry, as special speech, distinguishes
itself from ordinary speech.
Besides rhythmic articulation, we must also consider the syntactic ar
rangement of the various units. We saw in the previous chapter that the
progression of speech units in Homeric discourse is often a matter of
framing: units frequently provide context for speech to come. In and by
themselves, however, Homeric speech units tend to be syntactically and
semantically autonomous: they agree with each other grammatically, with
out there being government of one by another.44 In Gorgias's discourse, on
the other hand, and in rhetorical prose generally, the framing is a matter of
43
44

Norden 1 909: 64, followed by a rhythmical analysis of other parts ofGorgias's speech.
See Meillet and Vendryes 1 968: 5 9 8; Meillet 1937: 3 5 8-59·
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syntactic government of one unit, or set of units, by another. Instead of the
continuation or addition I discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 , the most charac
teristic relation between two units is complementation; units tend to be
syntactically incomplete or completing, and the way in which one unit
anticipates another is thus a matter of syntactic construction.
The particles men and de in units c and e, for example, rather than
marking the role of independent clauses in the flow of discourse, as in
Homer,45 signal an antithesis between two ideas within the framework of
an overarching construction, in accordance with the use of men . . . de that
is usually singled out as central in Greek grammar. This syntactic intricacy,
in which looking forward on the path of speech is "syntacticized" to a
considerably higher degree than in Homer (note the parallelism between
units d and h) , is the hallmark of the periodic style of classical rhetoric, of
which Gorgias's passage is an early example. In its mature form, the art of
rhetorically manipulating the attention flow of the listener reached the
point where the units (Latin membra, Greek Mia) of discourse are either
protases or apodoses in the widest possible sense, in that they either create
syntactic expectations or give "what is due" in fulfilling them. It is to this
syntactic periodicity and anticipation that the rhythmical articulation of
speech units in their rhetorical form is ultimately subservient, in both the
theory and the practice of rhetorical discourse from the fourth century
B . C . E . onwards.
To consider Homeric discourse unperiodic, in contrast to the periodic
syntax of a Gorgias, is problematic and unsatisfactory, as we have seen in the
previous chapters. Homeric discourse looks ahead in its progression no less
than does rhetorical discourse. Still, we may not want to consider this
looking ahead as anticipation in the periodic sense: in spite of all the
fraIDing and orientation, there is no period to be completed, and no over
arching syntactic construction with respect to which the ordering of speech
units is arranged. Instead, there is an entirely different way in which speech
units in Homer are anticipating each other in the periodic sense: the di
mension of meter. Units in Homer are defined not with respect to the
completion of a syntactic whole, but with respect to the completion of a
metrical whole. In other words, if we take the rhetorical periodic sentence
as one highly complex end point in the marking and manipulation of
speech segments, then it appears that Homeric discourse with its metrical
45 See Chapter 4.
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period, is another equally complex end point, the perfection of an entirely
different genre of special speech.

From Rhythm to Meter

Retracing our steps away from periodicity and anticipation for a mo
ment, let us go back to a type of discourse like that of the American folk
preachers discussed above, where, under the right performance conditions,
a ratio of cognitive and .rhetorical features may obtain that differs from
ordinary discourse: the speech rhythm becomes more regular, to the point
at which we may speak of meter. Typologically, such a discourse could be
seen as a point on a scale ragging from maximum cognition to maximum
rhetoric; this scale can also be considered diachronically, as a gradual de
velopment from unmarked, ordinary speech to marked, special speech; 46 at
a given point on this scale we might envisage the differentiation of two
deviations from ordinary speech, the one leading to the syntactic periodicity
just discussed, and the other to periodicity in the form of a metrical period to
be discussed now.
Regularized rhythm is a rhetorical strategy to emphasize, as I have
argued, the boundedness of intonation units, in order to accommodate the
discourse to the listeners' consciousness and to stimulate the participation
of the audience in the flow of discourse. Yet at some point rhythm ceases to
be simply a property of intonation units and becomes subservient to some
thing else. This happens when the rhythmical movement of the units be
comes so regular as to turn into a period, consisting of indefinitely repeated
verses or rotations. This is the point at which the rhythm emergent in
discourse becomes meter.47 Thus meter is not something superimposed on
language, a form that exists independendy of it; meter emerges from lan
guage as part of the process by which special speech emerges from speech.
A useful formulation of this understanding of meter is provided by Nagy:
46 Though it would be misleading to characterize the speech genre of the folk sermon as
being on its way toward more rhythmical regularity. On the marking of special speech as a
diachronic process, see Nagy 1 990a: 29-40.
47 This usage contrasts with those accounts that use the term "meter" for the abstract (ideal)
prome of a given verse type, and "rhythm" for the concrete realizations of this type (e.g., Van
Raalte 1986: 6; Sicking 1993 : 43) . I depart from such usage (though without questioning the
validity of the observations articulated by it) , in the same way that I prefer not to speak of
realizations of a "formula" or a "sentence."
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"At first, the reasoning goes, traditional phraseology simply contains built
in rhythms. Later, the factor of tradition leads to the preference of phrases
with some rhythms over phrases with other rhythms. Still later, the pre
ferred rhythms have their own dynamics and become regulators of any
incoming phraseology." 48
The simplest case of meter, and minimally different from mere rhyth
mically streamlined intonation units, is the coincidence of the metrical
period with the basic segments of speech and performance. This type of
meter, which of all the metrical systems is closest to speech and in which
rhythmical properties be10ngjust as much to the discourse units (formulas)
as to the meter, is exemplified in oral traditions all over the world. In the
context of the older Indo-European languages, Rig- Veda verse may serve as
an example, and in later times we find a variety of medieval traditions and
verse types. Other examples, some of which are modern, include the
Finnish Kalevala, as well as the verse of the South Slavic tradition investi
gated in the 1 9 3 0S by Parry and Lord.49 All these cases may be character
ized, for the purposes of the present discussion, in terms of adding, both in
the usual sense of adding style, applying to the absence of syntactic anticipa
tion, and in the sense that each new speech unit added to the previous one
is as such a new instance of the metrical period.
Homeric discourse and metrics is much more complex than this, and
also an important step further removed from ordinary speech in its rhetori
cal sophistication. The Homeric metrical period, the dactylic hexameter, is
much longer than speech units usually are, and this turns the movement
from unit to unit into something much more complex, metrically and
rhetorically, than the mere recurrence of an identical period. Instead of
coinciding with the metrical period, speech units in Homeric discourse are
in their rhythmical profile subservient to it, as part of an ongoing rhythmical
flow, and this creates antidpation and periodidty, not in the syntactic sense of
rhetorical period but in the equally rhetorical sense of metrical period.
It has often been pointed out that the dactylic hexameter is a long verse,
with one, two, even three caesuras, which accordingly displays an internal
structure that accommodates two, three-according to some even four48 Nagy 1 974: 1 4 5 ; see also Nagy 1 990a: 3 7 . Useful formulations are also to be found in
Devine and Stephens 1 993 : 3 99-400; 1 994: 1 0 1 . See also Allen 1 973 : 14.
49 On Rig- Veda see Kurylowicz 1 970; Dunkel 1985: 1 1 9-20; Nagy 1 990b: 3 1 . For Old
Eng1ish see Cable 1 974; 1 99 1 ; Foley 1 990: 1 1 0-20. For Kalevala see Schellbach-Kopra 1 99 1 : 1 3 536. On Serbo-Croatian see Lord 1 960: 5 4- 5 5 ; Foley 1 990: 8 5 - 1 06. General remarks in Turner
1 992: 6 1 - 1 0 5 .
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cola. Much discussion has been devoted to the exact status of these caesuras
and cola: are they metrical or syntactic?50 It may not in the end make much
difference whether we speak of metrical units or of syntactic units seen in
terms of meter. The same rhythmical properties will be assigned to the
verse as to its manifestation in language. As long as we consider meter the
perspective and starting point, it may not even make much difference
whether we see the hexameter as a unit of discourse in itself, or as a mode of
discourse, a rhythmic principle regulating the flow of discourse. What is of
interest here is the specific nature of this flow of discourse, treated as a
progression of cognitively determined speech units. It is this cognitive flow,
I submit, on which we must base our discussion of the rhetoric of the
Homeric hexameter.
Instead of speaking of discourse in terms of meter, then, we are dealing
with meter in terms of discourse, as part of our discussion of the emergence
of poetry out of speech. In terms of cognition, the hexameter cannot be an
original discourse unit: it is simply too long to be grasped in its entirety by
the poet's and listener's consciousness. Instead, I propose, the hexameter is a
matter of rhetoric, of the deliberate manipulation of speech units for the
purposes of special speech in performance. The Greek epic tradition, at an
early date, must have developed a verse (in the literal sense of "period" :
something that returns to its beginning) that deliberately exceeded the span
of human consciousness, creating a complex universe of discourse that is
suitable for the reenactment of complex epic stories and the words of their
characters. 51 The exact metrical details of this process will probably remain
forever in the dark, but the origin of the hexameter from smaller units is a
very plausible scenario, if not an inevitable one from a cognitive point of
view. Instead of a coalescence of two shorter verses, however, we would
have to think of an increasingly elaborate rhythmical interdependence of
the basic units of speech. 52
50 Some approaches treat cola as linguistic phenomena, with caesuras resulting from colon
boundaries. See Frankel 1968: 1 00- 1 56, for a four-colon theory. See also Porter 1 9 5 1 ; Barnes
1 986. Other accounts stress the structural, metrical properties of the verse. See for example
Beekes 1 972; Van Raalte 1 986: 2 8 - 1 0 3 ; Sicking 1 993 : 70-7 1 ; Bakker 1 9 8 8 : 1 6 5 -7 1 . This ap
proach may lead, whether or not explicidy, to a stance against historical and genetic accounts of
the hexameter. See for example Hoekstra's critique ( 1 9 8 1 : 3 3 - 5 3 ) of the genetic accounts pro
posed by Nagy 1 974 and West 1 973 ·
51 On the dactylic hexameter being longer than syntactic units (seen as formulas rather than as
speech units) see Parry 1 97 1 : 1 9 1 -239; Russo 1 966; Ingalls 1 972.
5 2 The origin ofthe hexameter is often thought ofas the coalescence of a hemiepes - u u - u u
- ( X ) and a paroemiac X - u u - u u - - , reflected in the middle caesura (West 1973; 1 982: 3 5 ;
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The space opened up by the long metrical period allows the poets to
move in various ways from one period to the other, thus producing the
complex colometry that was taken up by subsequent hexameter poets. The
least complex situation is exemplified by a passage that served in Chapter 3
as an example of Homeric adding style: the metrical period is realized as
two intonation units that have now become metrical units, conforming to
the two halves of the verse divided by the middle caesura, which occurs
either immediately after the third long position (the so-called penthemi
meral caesura) or, when the third foot is a dactyl, after the first short syllable
of that foot (the feminine or trochaic caesura) : 53
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.
j.
k.

l.

npcMoc; I)' 'Av'tW>XoC;
Tprorov v"ev dvl)pa lCOp1JO"t1!V
£a9A.OV tvi ltPOIJ.ClXOtO"t,
f)aA.uO"ui&r]v 'ExmroA.ov ·
'tov p ' 1!�aA.e ltPcMOC;
lCop1J90c; <paA.ov I.ltltol)aO"Etl1C;,
tv I)e JlE'tcD7tCP 7tfj�E,
ltIlPl1O"E I)' lip ' oO"'t£ov ErO"ro
a iXJln xaA.lCetl1 ·
'tOY Be O"lCOtOC; iSO"O"E lCaA.U'l'ev,
ijPtltE I)' cbc; IStE ltupyoc;,
tvi lCpa'tEpft uO"JltVn.

And first Antilokhos,
of the Trojans he took a helmeted man,
valiant among the foremost fighters,
Thalusias's son Ekhepolos.
He first struck him,
on the crest of his horse-haired helmet,
and he planted [it] in his forehead,
and it pierced right through the bone,
the bronze spearpoint,
and darkness covered his eyes,
and he fell as when a tower [does] ,
in the tough batde.
(fl. 4 . 45 7 -62)

In this fragment, the movement from the verbalization of one focus of
consciousness to another in the adding style is subj ected to a metrical
cohesion between pairs of units that shows Homeric discourse at its rhe
torically least marked and least complex: each unit that begins the metrical
period (units a, c, e, g, i, and k) is followed by a unit completing it (units b,
d, f, h, j, and 1) , and each pair is separated by what in terms of hexameter
Haslam 1976: 202) . Berg (1978), followed by Tichy (198 1 ) , argues for another coalescence with
the Aeolic meter of the pherecrateus X X u u - as second member, yielding what in
hexameter metrics is called the hephthemimeral caesura as the genetically important joint. See
also Gentili (1977; 1988: I S) who argues for an original looser association ofthe cola that were to
produce the hexameter. The most elaborate discussion is Nagy's (most recendy 1990a: 459-64) ,
who proposes a common ancestor for the hexameter, the Aeolic pherecrateus, and the dactylic
cola of " dactylo-epitrite" meters.
53 In this representation, II signifies the beginning of a metrical period, and I the primary
division of the period, the middle caesura of the verse.
-

-
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metrics is the middle caesura. This pattern of rhythmical segmentation
often yields one of two paired rhythmical units (minimal strophes or dis
tichs) , depending on where the middle caesura falls:
-uu-uu-

�

l

u-uu-uu--

-uu-vu-uu-uu-uu--

In the example above, units c-d, units g-h, and units k-l are of the second
type, and the others are of the first type. In either case, the second unit of
the line complements the first. So between the two units (cola) , there is a
mutual expectancy that is not unlike that between a protasis and an apo
dosis in a rhetorical period: the one fulfills what the other promises. In the
next chapter we will see that in certain central cases this expectancy is no
less a matter of the meaning of the two units.
The two-colon period just described is the default case of rhythmical
articulation in Homeric discourse. It displays controlled variation not only
in that each complementing unit has a different rhythmical profile from its
opening unit, but also in the way in which entire periodic distichs (the two
units of a verse taken together) relate to each other. When any two adjacent
verses are considered together, the result we observe is a more or less tighdy
organized interplay of four rhythmical profiles. Whatever role the middle
caesura has played in the origin of the hexameter, its rhetorical role is
beyond question: in either of its two possible realizations, it is the primary
resting point in the movement from the beginning to the end of the
metrical period.
But Homeric discourse frequendy moves beyond this level of rhythmi
cal and rhetorical complexity. Other subdivisions of the time span of the
metrical period are possible, yielding cognitive breaks after either the tri
themimeres (i.e., a break in the middle of the second foot) or the hephthe
mimeres (i.e., a break in the middle of the fourth foot) , or at both places:
-uu

-Iv

I

u-uu-uu-uu--

In the last case, the characteristic result is what Kirk has called a rising
threefolder, a division of the time of the metrical period into three units of
increasing length: 54
54 See Kirk 1 9 8 5 : 20-2 1 . Minton notes (1975: 3 3 -34) that this type of division is more
frequent in Hesiod than in Homer. In many cases (as perhaps in the example given) the first break
is less marked or even very weak, so that a case could be made for a bipartite organization with a
single break at the hephthemimeres.
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II 'tOY 0 ' d>pov
lPpeva 'tEPltOIlEVOV
q>oPlltyyt Atydll II

uu-uu--uu--

ISI

and him they found,
delighting his mind,
with the clear-sounding lyre.
(11. 9. 1 86)

The rising threefolder constitutes, as Kirk notes, a "substantial minority of
Homeric verses," 55 and we could see it as a rhetorical strategy to alleviate
the monotony of an indiscriminately prolonged series of periodic distichs.
The rhetorical function of the tripartite hexametrical period would be a
factor whether or not the participating cola have played a role in the origin
of the hexameter. We also find tripartite sequences with other, less regular
rhythmic profiles, e.g. :
a. I I Ei 0 ' aYE,
b. 'tou� flv tyw I tltto",Ollat,
c. ot oE mgecr9rov . 11

-uu
-uu-uu-uu
-uu-

-

well then,
whomever I will choose,
let them obey.

The central unit is longer than in the previous example, beginning earlier,
right after the first dactylic foot, and running up to the bucolic diaeresis. In
spite of the tripartite structure the middle caesura, falling after eg6 in unit b,
is not absent and could be seen as slight break, rhetorical rather than
cognitive, in the middle of unit b. The default rhythm of the hexameter, in
other words, is not disrupted. 56 The following example contains a tripartite
hexameter that can be seen as a disruption of the basic rhythm of the
period:
a. II 'tOY �uA.e O£�tOV !DIlOV '
b. 1 6 0 ' Ult'ttO� tv lCOVlllcrt
C.

d.
e.
f.

g.
h.
1.

II lCultltEcrEv oillro�a�,
I �'t(lpOt oe Iltv alllPt q>O�1l9EV
I nalovE� '
tv yap nU'tpOlCA.o�
q>o�ov �lCEV liltacrtv
II l'lY£llova 1C'tdva�,
1 1l� aptcrtEUEcrlCE lluXEcr9at. 11

him he hit in the right shoulder,
and he, on his back in the dust,
he fell with a cry,
and his comrades around him they scattered,
the Paionians,
for in [them] Patroklos,
fear he sent into all of them,
having killed their leader,
who was the best of them in the fighting.

(II. 1 6 .289-92)
55 Kirk 1 9 8 5 : 20.
56 Cf. also n. 24. 1 : Aiho 0 ' ayrov, l AaoL OE 1 90a� £ltL v�a� �lC(XcrtOt II £O"ldov(Xv't ' {EV(xl 'and the
games ended, I and [as for] the people, I to the swift ships each I they went dispersing', where a
slight break may perhaps be discerned after AnOL oE, uttered as a separate unit before its clause.
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Mter two distichs (units a-b and c-d) , the next verse is a tripartite period
(units e-g) like the one in the previous example. But this time there is no
rhythmic anticipation, as in the case of the distich or the rising threefolder.
The middle unit f, with its five heavy syllables, seems out of place rhyth
mically, and would have been more appropriate as the first unit of a pe
riod.57 This metrical disturbance results from the insertion of unit e, a unit
that is added to what precedes in the sense discussed earlier. 58
The cognitive boundary between unit e and the preceding unit d is
much less strong than that between unit e and the following unit f, and we
might for that reason say that unit e is enjambing. Enjambement, commonly
seen as the mismatch between a metrical unit (the hexameter verse) and a
linguistic unit (the sentence) , has long occupied an important place in the
discussion of Homeric meter and style. 59 In the perspective developed here,
where sentence recedes in favor of speech unit as a cognitive entity and
verse in favor of metrical period as a rhetorical one, the notion of enjambe
ment might have to be modified accordingly. As we have seen in Chapters 4
and 5 , the two maj or operations in Homeric syntax, continuation and
framing, require a space that almost always exceeds the metrical period. To
the extent that sentence is a phenomenon from a different medium, there
fore, I suggest that we refrain from using the term " enjambement" when
ever the progression of speech units is in accordance with the metrical
period.60 This happens, for example, in the transitions from unit b to c and
from unit g to h in the passage just cited, where we see a clause uttered
within a frame and an adding participial phrase.6 1 In these cases the cogni
tive boundary between two speech units coincides with the rhetorical
boundary between two periods.62
But there are varying degrees to which the movement from one focus of
57 Names like Patroklos (consisting of three long syllables) are much more at home either at
the beginning of the line or before the middle caesura (see O'Neill 1 942) .
58 See Chapter 5 . The present case is an example of disambiguation.
59 Since Parry's 1 929 article ( 1 97 1 : 25 1 -65) enjambement has played an important role in
discussions of oral composition. See, e.g. , Lord 1 960: 54; Kirk 1 966; Edwards 1 966; Bakker
1 990b; Higbie 1 990 (the fullest account) ; Clark 1994·
60 Cf. the earlier treatment of this topic in Bakker 1 990b.
61 On the reasons for not viewing 1CO:lt1tE<JEV (unit c) as the "verb" of a sentence of which 0 is
the "subject," see Chapter 5 ·
62 This is what Parry ( 1 97 1 : 25 3 ) called unperiodic enj ambement, the type of enjambement
that is in accordance with the adding style (see also Chapter 3 above) . Notice, however, that Parry
would not consider the frrst enjambement, between units b and c, unperiodic; he would assign it,
instead, to the more severe category of necessary enjambement (in which two necessary parts of a
sentence are separated by the end of the line-on this point, see the previous note) . For the various
typologies of enjambement see Parry 1 97 1 : 25 3 ; Kirk 1 976: 1 48; Higbie 1 990: 29·
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consciouslless to the other does not coincide with the cyclic rhythmical
movement of the period. Sometimes the boundary between two periods is
only blurred, as it is between units d and e, and the disturbance that results is
absorbed by unit f and contained within the metrical period. But some
times the cognitive units are at variance, not with the default rhythm within
the period, but with the movement across two or more periods. For exam
ple, a unit may start at the bucolic diaeresis and move beyond the time that
is left in the period (i.e., the clausula - u u - -) into the next period. The
remarkable thing about such necessary or violent enjambement, with a
strong mutual cohesion of the linguistic material on either side of the
rhetorical boundary, 63 is not that it occurs, but that it occurs in clusters, series
of rhythmical mismatches creating tension that is sustained across two or
more periods. To bring out the dynamic character of these rhetorically
charged moments, we might speak of antimetry to characterize the second
ary rhythm that is temporarily set up against the movement of the hex
ametric period.64 The second assembly of the Trojans provides an example:
a. I � () ' arOPTtV ar£pov'to ,
b. I lt6.po� ()OpltOto 1L£()Ea9at.

c. II op9ii>v ()' £<Ttao'tCllV
d. I arOpft rEvE't ',
e. ou()£ 'tt� IhA,l1 II i!�Ea9at .

lt6.v'ta� I yap /lXE 'tpo ILO�,
g. OilVEK' 'AXtllEi>� II £�EIp6.V1],
h. � pov ()E 1 1L6.X11� £It£lta'U't' aA.EyEtvij�. 11
f.

and they gathered for the assembly
before thinking of food,
and with everybody standing
the assembly, it was held,
and no one dared sit down,
for fear, it held them all,
since Achilles, he had appeared
and long he had stopped from the dire
fighting.

The description begins with a distich (units a-b) and a further unit (c)
that divides the time of the metrical period in the usual manner. The fourth
unit (d) , containing old information that is not cognitively salient (agorl
genet' 'the assembly it was held') , serves as a bridge to unit e, where the
antimetry begins; the unit runs into the next period, producing a limping,
unhexametrical rhythm.65 Unit f then carries the sequence of ideas to the
63 Some cases of adjective and noun separated by the end of the verse are n. 1 .78; 8 . 7 5 , 128;
1 7 . 3 60, 3 7 1 ; 1 3 . 1 9 1 ; 24. 1 22. Cf. also Edwards 1 966: 1 2 5 -3 3 ; Higbie 1 990: 5 5-56, 1 1 5 - 1 6 .
64 Edwards (1 966: 1 3 6-37; 1 99 1 : 42-44) tends to stress the emphasis received
- by the word

following the verse boundary in such cases.
65 The rhythm is unhexametrical because by Meyer's First Law phrases oi th� form
-or
almost never begin the verse, no doub� to avoid the very sequence with which it ends
(Beekes 1 972; Van Raalte 1 986: 9 3 ; but cf. Kirk 1 966: 97) .
- v v - v

- v v
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point at which the next antimetrical movement starts (unit g), at the bu
colic diaeresis, exacdy the same time in the metrical period as the previous
one. Units e and g do not, of course, pretend to be "false starts," hexameters
beginning too early and thereby weakening the basic metrical cadence: no
attempt has been made to conceal the beginning of the metrical cycle, as
appears from the hiatus in unit e between hie 'dared' and hezesthai 'sit
down' , and the virtual single-short rhythm due to the shortening of the
long final vowel of hie in line end. Indeed, the antimetrical effect of unit e
and g derives precisely, not from their weakening the metrical cycle but
from their acknowledging it; the units move against the basic rhythm, thus
creating a tension that cannot but be rhetorically effective. This tension, we
observe, is connected with an increase in semantic salience. Unit f, bridg
ing the time between the two antimetrical units e and g, is as to its content
also less prominent than the two sUl::rounding units causing the metrical
turbulence. This attraction of metrical (rhetorical) and semantic salience is
even clearer in the next example:
a. lXiliolTle; £1C\)pfie; anoe; i!d.uov,
b. tv Ii ' £1101 IXU't'fi I crtiJge(H

ncllletlX\ �tOP
<iva crtOl1lX,
vEpge liE youvlX II !tfJyvutlX\ .
£yyUe; &fI t\ lCIXlCOV
Ilpuxl1o\O tElCecrcrw.
g. IXt yap <in ' oillXtOe; efTi £l1eU i!noe; '
h. <iu.Cx I1cXA.' lXivroe; li lidlico
c.
d.
e.
f.

of my honored mother-in-law I heard the
voice,
and within me the heart, it is pounding in my
breast,
up to my mouth,
and my legs below, they cannot move,
yea, something terrible is close
to Priam's children,
may the word it be far from my ear:
but terribly I fear. . . .
(fl. 22.45 1 - 5 5 )

Andromakhe's verbalization of her anxiety constitutes a highly functional
case of antimetry: in three installments (units b, d, and h) she expresses her
feelings, and each time her discourse breaks through the metrical structure,
producing the halting, unhexametric rhythm of antimetry.66 One might
66 O ne might argue that unit b consists, after all, of two cognitive units separated by the end of
the verse, but in that case the cohesion between them would be so strong that the effect produced
would be in practice the same as described here. The same applies to units e and g in the previous
example: one might want to argue that oilvu:' ·AX\A.A.eU� (unit g) is a unit on its own that frames
'£�eqlaVfl in the way described in Chapter 5. But that would not affect the analysis proposed here:
repeated antimetrical effects would still occur, since the cohesion between ��ecr9a\ and t�qlaVfl
and the units preceding would be much stronger than between these verbal forms and the units
following (f and h) .
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want to consider such cases67 as a suppression of meter that is uncharacteris
tic of oral composition and not likely to occur in the practice ofimprovisa
tion.68 Yet from the point of view of performance and audience attention
that is, rhetoric-one cannot help finding them very effective. They may
even be indispensable, if not to underscore emotional or chaotic scenes by
means of meter, then at least to avoid a metrically too correct and therefore
potentially dull sequence of units.

Metrical versus Syntactic Periods

By way of apodosis to this chapter, we may add to this discussion of the
emergence of meter from discourse that the unperiodic nature of Homeric
syntax is by no means less complex than the periodic and hypotactic dis
course of later periods. Rather, Homeric discourse is an equally complex
result of the marking of ordinary speech into special speech, though of a
completely different kind. As noted above, the essence of special speech lies
in the connection between the discourse of the special occasion and ordi
nary discourse as the source on which it draws for its rhetorical effect. As
such the concept of special discourse is useful in bringing out a common
denominator of Homeric discourse and classical rhetorical prose, a simi
larity that gets lost in the more usual opposition between a formulaic
Kunstsprache and the periodic Kunstprosa oflater times.
Yet the concept is no less useful in bringing out the differences. Classical
rhetoric, in increasing the importance of syntactic anticipation in speech
and turning it into hypotaxis, can be said to have deviated from ordinary
speech in an important step toward what we would call prose. By contrast,
Homeric discourse has retained the characteristic flow of speech, but sub
jected it to the constraints of the hexametric period. It is this rhythmical
period, the primary characteristic of the discourse of the performance, that
turns Homeric speech into the stylization of ordinary speech. The flow of
speech in the performance may be driven by the consciousness of the
Homeric performer, but this consciousness, in its turn, is driven by the
rhythmical flow of the hexametric period. Insofar as the audience cannot
help participating, this process can rightly be called rhetorical.
67 Cf. also fl. 6.407- I I ; 8 . 1 2 5 -29; 10. 1 49-54; 12. 1 84-8 5 ; 1 3 .687-92; 16.60-62, 107- 10,
3 3 5 -40, 3 67-68, 3 95 -96, 5 52- 5 3 ; 1 9.92 -96; Od. 2. 1 67-68.
68 See Kirk 1 976: 168-69 on fl. 1 6 . 3 06-50.

