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Preface and
Acknowledgments

All languages are, of course, equally “old”: what sets Greek apart
from most other languages (apart from Chinese) is that (a) it has
been recorded in alphabetic writing continuously for over 2800
years (and there is in addition a brief attestation in Mycenean
syllabic script from around 600 years earlier); and (b) it has kept its
identity as “Greek” for most of that period. Latin would have a
written history of around 2300 years if one included the modern
Romance languages in the calculation; but Latin changed both
name and cultural identity when it became known as Italian, Spanish,
French, etc. If the territories of the Hellenistic empire of Alexander
the Great and his successors had remained Greek-speaking, as those
of the Roman empire in the West mostly remained Latin-speaking
(with the exception of North Africa, and, for a time, the Iberian
peninsula), it is likely that a number of competing “Hellenic”
vernaculars would have emerged, and there would thus be not one
but several Greek languages, some or all of which might have been
renamed by speakers anxious to carve out separate national identities.
The modern Cypriot dialect is about as distinct from standard Greek
as the Spanish of Madrid is from the Italian of Florence; but Cypriots
are taught standard Greek in school, and it is used in most printed
material, so that there is constant pressure in the direction of the
standard. In situations where such political, ideological, and cultural
pressure does not exist, a new “language” emerges.
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In the classical tradition in the West it is customary to use the
term “Greek” to mean ancient Greek, and to use the qualifier
“modern Greek” where necessary. Greeks do exactly the reverse
for obvious reasons, thus “Greek” and “ancient Greek”. In this book
the term Greek will refer to whichever period is under discussion
in the chapter in question (modifiers are used if there is a risk of
ambiguity). Greek words are transliterated and translated (longer
passages are translated only): transliteration of ancient Greek gives
vowel length, but not the ancient pitch accent; transliteration
of modern Greek gives the modern stress accent. Transliteration of
Greek names follows the inconsistent but widely adopted mixed
system: familiar figures are given in their traditional Latin version
(Aeschylus not Aiskhylos), and others are transliterated directly
from the Greek (Alkaios).

Greek and Latin are the two “classical” languages of European
culture; and since this is a book about language we can start off
at once by looking at this word. They are classical because they are
traditionally the languages learned in class: this is a late meaning,
from French, which connects the adjective classigue with the word
classe “class.” They are also classical because they belong to the
highest rank, are of the first order: this is the meaning of the rare
Latin word classicus, which is merely an adjective derived from the
noun classis, “group, class” (originally “called-up group, levy,” from
the Indo-European root which also gave the Greek kales, “I call”).
The Latin adjective denoted citizens of the top social class, and was
not metaphorically extended to writers, let alone languages, until
very late. It may seem odd to start a book on the history of Greek
with a discussion of a Latin word: but it is an appropriate reminder
that the two languages became quite intertwined (reflecting the
interaction of the two civilizations), and penetrate the languages of
Europe at every level and in every conceivable way.

For example, English has Greek words which were (a) borrowed
into Germanic (bishop < OE biscop < ¢niokonog [episkopos] “one who
watches over”), (b) borrowed by Latin, and retained in the Romance
languages, reaching English via Norman French (zreasure<Fr.
trésor< Lat. thesaurns<Onoavpdg [thesauros| “store-room, treasury,
treasure”), (c) borrowed by Latin, and borrowed from Latin into
French and from French into English (allegory<Fr. allégorie< Lat.
allegoria< dAAnyopia [allégoria] “speaking differently”), (d) bor-
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rowed by Latin, and then borrowed directly by English
(comma <xéppa [komma] “short clause”), and (e) borrowed directly
from Greek, both existing words (zeuron), and new compounds
(photograph < phot- “light”, graph- “write”).

The vocabulary of modern Greek is similarly intricate: the largest
part consists of native Greek words derived from the ancient lexicon,
mostly via the Hellenistic koine and the modern dialects of the
Peloponnese, on which the modern standard language is based. This
inherited stock is intermixed with (a) ancient Greek words, either
taken from modern European languages and re-naturalized
(yuxohdyog [psichologos] “psychologist”), or borrowed directly,
(b) borrowings from Latin (xlaowdg [klasikés] “classical”), and
(c) borrowings from other languages such as French, Italian, and
English, some of which are from Greek roots (otvepd [sinemd] < Fr.
cinéma[tographe]: Anc. Gk. kivnua [kinéma] “movement”).

This is in addition, of course, to a number of words borrowed
from Turkish during the Ottoman period (1453-1821). Modern
Greek kaléu [kalémi] “nib, chisel” comes from Turkish kalem, itself
a borrowing from Arabic galam < Ancient Greek xalduov [kala-
mion], “reed, pen.” This word also survives in its “native” form in
Modern Greek kahdpu [kaldmi] “reed, bullrush,” extended to mean
“(telescopic) fishing rod” (and the diminutive xohapdxt [kalamaki]
“drinking straw”). The history of Greek is a lesson that languages are
cultural artefacts, and that a linguistic study is always part of a socio-
linguistic study.

The word Greek and its relatives in the European languages
derive from a Latin, not a Greek word. The Romans called the
Greeks Graeci, from a tribe that they or some other Italic people
encountered in the region of Epirus (opposite the heel of Italy, an
obvious first point of contact). This is a perfectly common phenom-
enon in the naming of foreign peoples and places: the Germans call
themselves “Deutsch” (a word simply meaning “of the people”),
while the French call them after the Alemanni, a Germanic tribe
(English German<Lat. Germanus, the origin of which is disputed).

The Greeks themselves called their country ‘EANGg [Hellas] (mod-
ern EMN\GSa [Ellada]), and themselves "EAAnveg [Hellénes]. Ancient
Greek did not have a word for “Greek” (the language): the Greeks
referred either to “the Greek tongue” or used an adverb “in Greek,”
which originally meant simply “in the Greek way” (with a verb such
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as “they speak”). The Modern Greek word for “Greek” is EAAnvixkd
[Ellinikd], which is the neuter plural of the adjective “Greek” (and
analogously for other languages): this is first attested in the first
century AD, but is likely to have been in use in the spoken lan-
guage before then. The word Romaiika “Romaic” was also used to
denote Greek in the medieval and modern period (see below). The
non-Greek peoples of Asia Minor and the Near East have tradition-
ally used words deriving from the term “Ionia” for the Greeks: Old
Persian Yauna and Hebrew Yawan to Turkish Yunan.

The interaction between Greek and Latin started to decline when
the Roman empire was split into two halves, the Western empire
(capital Rome) and the Eastern empire (capital Constantinople, the
old Byzantium). This was done for administrative convenience by
the Roman emperor Constantine I in AD 324, and the split was made
permanent after the death of the emperor Theodosius in ap 395;
after the collapse of the Western Empire in 476 the eastern emperor
in Constantinople was the sole remaining Roman emperor: this is
how the Greeks ended up calling themselves “Romans” and refer-
ring to Greek culture as “Roman-ness” (Pwpioodvn [Romiosini]).

The eastern empire continued until the fall of Constantinople to
the Ottoman Turks in 1453; it was always predominantly Greek-
speaking, though the Latin language probably continued to be
spoken by a small number of people in Constantinople until the
eighth century. Knowledge of classical Greek among the elite in the
West survived into the sixth century; after that there is a gap of
around 800 years until the Italian renaissance, when Greek scholars
from the East arrived and started to teach Greek to the Italian
humanists, and manuscripts started to arrive in Italy (brought by
travelers, merchants, or Greeks escaping to the West). In fact, there
were always Greek speakers living in southern Italy — remnants of
the Greek colonists who had arrived in the seventh and sixth
centuries BC — and there is evidence that instruction in written Greek
for this Greco-Italian community continued in local monasteries.
Theywere, however, cut offfrom the “high culture” of Constantinople
and the pagan texts which survived there.

The language has been the lngua franca of the eastern
Mediterranean and the Near East, as far as India and Afghanistan; it
was the official language of the eastern Roman empire, the greatest
power in Europe in its day. Greek is now spoken by 13-14 million
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people in Greece, Cyprus, and elsewhere: it is a small player by modern
standards, but shares with Latin the distinction of having one of the
most widely read literatures, of being one of the most widely learned
languages, and of having permeated some of the most widely spoken
languages in the world. In the second half of the twentieth century
two Greek poets won the Nobel prize for literature: George Seferis
(1963) and Odysseus Elytis (1979). It is unsurprising that Greeks of
the modern era have felt the “anxiety of influence” as they endeavored
to create a new spoken and literary medium out of a language so pres-
tigious that it had once seemed a good idea to try to freeze it for ever
in its ancient form. That Greek is a language with baggage no one
could dispute; that the baggage has been successfully incorporated
into a powerful and expressive living language will be evident to any-
one who delves into the riches of modern Greek literature.

This book is designed to be accessible to readers who know little
or no Greek. For this reason it aims to be a social history of the lan-
guage rather than a purely linguistic history, which would be of
interest to specialists only (there are other, excellent books for spe-
cialists). I have tried to give a sketch of the salient developments in
the language, while concentrating on the relationship between the
language and the social, literary, and political history of the speakers.
Chapter 4, The Dark Ages, is more technical (or convoluted) than
other chapters, for which I apologize. It seemed important to give a
reasonably detailed sketch of the various views which have been put
forward to explain this difficult period in the history of the language.

I am as usual indebted to the kindness of friends and colleagues
for comments and criticism, and in particular to Alan Griffiths,
George Syrimis, Nick Baechle, and Nick Gonis, who read large
chunks of draft and provided polite corrections and criticism. I am
grateful to Haze Humbert and the Classics team at Wiley-Blackwell
for their patience with an overdue manuscript, and to the press
reader for helpful comments and corrections. I have drawn freely on
the published and unpublished work of numerous scholars, includ-
ing colleagues and teachers. Errors and peculiarities which remain
are entirely my responsibility. The book is dedicated to UCL stu-
dents, who have put up with so much and argued so cheerfully.

Stephen Colvin
London, March 2013






The Indo-European
Beginnings

The Indo-European Roots of Greek

Greek belongs to a family of related languages which are called
“Indo-European” because at the time of the discovery of this family
the known languages were distributed in Europe and the Indian
subcontinent (Indo-European languages were subsequently discov-
ered in Asia Minor and central Asia). The existence of such a family
was suggested by William Jones, a British scholar and lawyer who was
appointed to the Supreme Court at Calcutta in 1783. Jones was an
expert linguist who had taught himself Arabic and Persian at Oxford
in addition to Greek and Latin; he was also a radical politician, who
supported the American revolution and bitterly attacked the slave
trade. When he arrived in India as a judge he learned Sanskrit, the
ancient classical language of India and the sacred language of
Hinduism, in order to understand the principles of the native Hindu
legal tradition (he wrote several books on Hindu and Moslem law in
India). In 1786 he delivered a paper in Calcutta to the Asiatic Society
of Calcutta, which included the following famous words:

The Sanscrit language, whatever be its antiquity, is of a wonderful struc-
ture; more perfect than the Greek, more copious than the Latin, and

A Brief History of Ancient Greek, First Edition. Stephen Colvin.
© 2014 Stephen Colvin. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.



2 The Indo-Euvopean Beginnings

more exquisitely refined than either, yet bearing to both of them a
stronger affinity, both in the roots of verbs and the forms of grammar,
than could possibly have been produced by accident; so strong indeed, that
no philologer could examine them all three, without believing them to
have sprung from some common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists.

Throughout the nineteenth century work continued on the newly
discovered family of languages, mostly in Germany, and this gave rise
to the new science of linguistics in the West. In India there was a long
and illustrious tradition of linguistics, going back to the late sixth
century BC, when the famous grammarian Panini composed his
exhaustive grammar of the Sanskrit language (and the tradition of
systematic thought about language in India was doubtless older than
Panini). There was no analogous “classic” in Greek or in Roman lit-
erature. Although in both the Greek and the Roman world there was
interest in language, this was mostly related to its importance to phi-
losophy and rhetoric in the early period; there was more technical
work on language in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, but this was
focused more on textual criticism and the explication of archaic and clas-
sical forms of the language for educational purposes. Europeans were
still rather unsophisticated linguists in the eighteenth century. However,
the kick-start given by the comparison of Greek, Latin, and Sanskrit,
followed by study of Germanic and then Slavic, Celtic, and others, led
to the development of what we now call historical linguistics: the study
of the development of languages over time, and the reconstruction of
an unattested “parent language” by systematically comparing the later
languages which have survived in written form. This was the start of
modern Western linguistics: at the end of the nineteenth century
Ferdinand de Saussure, who had been trained in historical Indo-
European linguistics, moved from considering the development of lan-
guages over time (historical linguistics) to the analysis of structural
relations of languages at a given point in time (synchronic linguistics).

The Family Tree

Indo-European historical linguistics was, of course, a child of its
time, and many of the linguistic models and metaphors which have
become ingrained in our way of thinking about language reflect the
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intellectual environment of the nineteenth century. Part of this
environment was a fascination with biological taxonomy and the
evolution of species: Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species
(1859) provoked an intellectual revolution, and it is no coincidence
that much of the terminology of historical linguistics is reminiscent
of biology. Languages are described as related, and form a family;
one aims to reconstruct a parent language, from which the daughter
languages evolve; relations between languages are set out in branch-
ing tree diagrams, like a family tree. This type of relationship between
languages is called genetic. Both the model and terminology have
the potential to be extremely misleading, since languages are not
in fact organisms: an essential difference from the Darwinian model
is that languages (or rather, their speakers) do pass on acquired
changes. In addition to this, language is a sociocultural force which
plays a central role in the self-definition of the speaker: these two
facts have consequences for the way we think about language
change and the model of the family tree.

It is true that most speakers learn a variety of the native language
from parents (or older speakers in general); in this sense a language
may be said to be “inherited.” But the metaphor does not bear pressing:
for in fact a speaker learns not just one native idiom, but a variety of
idioms from a variety of different speakers. In addition to grandparents,
parents, and siblings, most children are exposed to different varieties of
the language from the community at large. A competent native speaker
is capable of recognizing a wide range of varieties (and their social
connotations), and has mastery of quite a few varieties which are
employed in different social situations. This reflects that fact that the
notion of a language is to some extent a social construct: a language
typically consists of a variety of different idioms and dialects, and in
many cases is not clearly distinguishable from neighboring languages.
And even when neighboring languages are in fact distinct, they may
still form part of the speaker’s linguistic competence (monolingual
cultures are exotic in the world, not the norm). Of course, in many
cultures there is a prestigious standard language which many speakers
think of as #he language (and other varieties may be seen as inferior
by comparison to this standard), but this perception is a cultural and
political phenomenon, rather than a reflection of linguistic reality.

There are clear consequences for the genetic metaphor of lan-
guage relationship and language change when we replace the idea of
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a uniform language inherited from parents with that of a continuum
of language varieties taken over from across the language commu-
nity. First, it can be seen that the native speaker’s competence has
multiple sources, and is subject to continuing development, so one
cannot contrast the validity or purity of a genetic relationship with
“contamination” or “influence” from other sources. The second
point is closely related to this: a language change occurs when a
majority of speakers adopt for use in a majority of situations a variant
which was previously used by a minority of speakers, or in a restricted
social context, or both. The reasons that prompt speakers to adopt
such changes are complex: sociolinguistic research indicates that these
decisions — like decisions pertaining to clothing and personal appear-
ance — are the result of the speaker’s desire to shift his or her identity
with regard to a particular section of the community. This type of
behavior is easy to observe in adolescents, but research indicates that
it persists in a subtler form in people of all ages. Speakers may be
unconscious of many of the linguistic shifts they are making.

Since the growth of sociolinguistics enabled linguists to under-
stand how languages change, it has become common to emphasize
the importance of “areal” factors in describing linguistic change and
language relationships, at the expense of the traditional “genetic”
family tree. This shift in emphasis offers important insights into the
historical development of Greek, even though we have seen that
the distinction itself is slightly dubious. “Genetic” can be applied,
metaphorically, to features of a language which were observable in
an earlier stage of that language, while “areal” covers features which
have entered the language from elsewhere.

The language groups which are now derived from the
Indo-European parent language are: Albanian, Baltic, Anatolian,
Armenian, Celtic, Germanic, Greek, Indic, Iranian, Italic, Slavic,
Tocharian. Very poorly attested languages or groups include Illyrian,
Phrygian, Thracian; it seems certain that many other languages have
disappeared without trace. The relationships between these groups
are not identical: for example, Indic and Iranian are so close that
they are generally grouped together as “Indo-Iranian,” and Celtic,
Germanic, and Italic show overlapping similarities which are best
explained by their contiguity in the northwestern area of the Indo-
European world. It is generally agreed that the Anatolian group must
have split off from the parent language earlier than the others, since
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Figure 1.1 Family tree of the Indo-European languages. Source: Benjamin W. Fortson 1V, Indo-European
Language and Culture: An Introduction, 2nd edn. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), Figure 1.1.
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it has peculiarities which sets it apart from the rest of the “family”
(such as lack of a separate feminine gender). There are a number of
different types of reason for thinking that these languages are related.

Systematic correspondences in the phonology

This means that for Indo-European an inventory of phonemes
(sounds) is reconstructed by comparing the daughter languages: we
use words which appear to have a similar form and meaning across
the I-E languages to build an inventory of phonemes for the parent
language, and to postulate a number of sound-change rules for the
daughter languages.

Example: the word for “foot” (accusative case):
Greek Latin Sanskrit  Gothic Hittite
n6da [poda] pedem padam fotum pada

In this example Greek [p] corresponds to a [p] in Latin, Sanskrit,
and Hittite, and to an [f] in Germanic (Gothic). On this basis a
phoneme [p] is reconstructed for Indo-European (written *p), and
a sound change *p>f'is posited for Germanic. This is known as the
comparative method, and is fundamental to historical linguistics.
The comparative method does not like sound changes to have
exceptions; if we state that an I-E *4” (aspirated 4) becomes Greek #
(aspirated ¢, written ) in one word, then the same change has to
operate in all words.

Abandoning this principle of regularity means that any random,
haphazard, or frankly lunatic etymology can be constructed for
any language, and this was regularly done from antiquity until the
eighteenth century. Compare, for example, the etymologies of the
Roman scholar Varro (5.20):

Apriab eo quod in locis asperis, nisi a Graecis quod hi kaproi. Capren
a similitudine quadam caprae. Cerys, quod magna cornua gerunt,
gervi, G in C mutavit ut in multis. ... Volpes, ut Aelius dicebat, quod
volat pedibus.

The word for wild boar [aper] comes from the fact that they have a
rough [asper] habitat; unless it is from Greek, because the Greek word
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is kapros. The roe deer [caprea] is named from a certain resemblance
to the she-goat [capra]. Stags [ cervus] are so called because they bear
[gerunt] large horns, the G of gervus has changed into a C, as often
happens. ... The fox [volpes] is so called because, as Aclius said, it flies
[volat] with its feet [ pes].

The comparative method does not allow such random dele-
tion and substitution of sounds: when sounds change, they do
so in accordance with clearly defined rules. The Latin word cer-
yus “stag” is in fact derived from the I-E *ker- “horn”, which
gives the Greek xépag [keras] “horn” (as well as the English
word horn).

However, a force that can undo regular sound change is analogy,
which plays an important role in all aspects of human language. In
English, for example, the verb zo dive had an original “weak” past
tense dived, but in some dialects this has changed to dove on the
analogy of “strong” verbs such as drive> drove. In Greek an s
inherited from Indo-European first became an 4 and finally disap-
peared between vowels, as in the nom. plur. of yévog [genos]
“family”: *genes-a>*geneha>genea. But in some cases the force
of analogy led to the retention of an intervocalic s. For example,
the future tense in Greek was created by adding an -s- to the

5

verbal stem:

klep- “steal” —> future stem kleps- klepso <1 shall steal”
Iu- “release” — future stem Jus- Iuso “I shall release”

Normally we would expect the intervocalic -s- in /usdo to disappear;
but in this case the -s- was maintained or restored on the analogy
of consonant-stem verbs like klepso. It would have been inconvenient
for the future marker to disappear: this would have given /[ud,
identical in form to the present tense.

Fundamental similarities in the morphology

Indo-European clearly had a complex inflecting morphology, since
all the daughter languages have preserved elements of this. An
inflected language is one in which grammatical significance is carried
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by changes in the form of the word, usually in the ending and often
in the stem as well. A typical Indo-European word is built as follows:

root + suffix + grammatical ending

The root of a word carries the basic meaning: adding a suffix to it creates
a stem to which the endings can be added. Thus, to take the verb “to
release” that we considered above: Juso “I shall release” breaks down as:

lu- (root)+ —  lus (future stem)+ — luso “1 shall
suffix -s- 1st person ending -0 release”

We could also add the “agent” suffix -zz7 (related to Latin -zor as in
pastor, Engl. -er as in maker) to the root /u- to make an agent noun:
luter “one who releases, deliverer.”

In languages such as modern English much of the meaning is
carried instead by a fixed word order rather than by endings,
and by “auxiliary” words such as will, had, etc. The older Indo-
European languages preserve the complex morphology that we
can see in Greek and Latin: of course, they have all changed and
innovated in various ways, but on the whole the basic morphologi-
cal building blocks (the morphemes) are the same, or very similar.
For example:

(i) I-E verb “to be” (root */,s-): *h s-mi “Tam,” * s-ti “s /he is”
Greek Sanskrit ~ Latin Hittite Gothic
emi, esti  asmi, asti  sum, est esmi, eszi im (< *imomi), ist

(ii) I-E noun “sheep”: nominative */ ewis— accusative */h.ewim
Greek Sanskrit ~ Latin Luwian (Anatolian)
o(w)is, o(w)in  avib, avim ovis, ovem hawis, hawin

In example (i) Latin sum is the result of a complicated process of
sound change and analogical pressure; apart from that, differences
between the forms are the result of regular sound changes. In example
(ii) all the differences between the forms are the result of regular
sound changes: in Greek the phoneme [w] is found in many dialects,
but not in classical (Attic) Greek.
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A morphological oddity that is evident in all I-E languages is the
alternation of the vowel ¢ with the vowel o. This is not a sound change
but a morphological marker of Indo-European: thus the Greek verb
phero “1 carry” has an ¢ in the stem pher-, but the related noun phoros
“tribute” has an o (stem phor-): the same process in the same root can
be seen in English bear versus burden. A third possibility is that the
vowel disappears completely: compare the I-E root *genh - “procre-
ate, family” in Greek gemos “race, family”, gonos “oftspring”, and
gnesios (adj.) “belonging to the family, legitimate” (the root appears
here as gn-, as in Latin gnatus “son”). This process, known as ablaut,
is fossilized (no longer productive) in the daughter languages, and has
suffered analogical interference, with the result that the ¢/0 variation
appears almost random (hence Latin ped- “foot” but Greek pod-).

A large number of lexical roots in common

It is clear that related languages are likely to have a large amount of
vocabulary in common (although sound changes may have changed
the form of the words to some extent): we have already come
across some examples above. However, languages very often change
the meanings of words, and drop words for no apparent reason
(dropped words may be replaced by borrowings, or by other
words which have been pressed into service, or which have had their
meanings extended). Words which are more likely to resist replace-
ment include the so-called “core” vocabulary: numerals, body parts,
family members, and certain others. It is rare, however, for a lexical
root to survive in all the major attested branches.

I-E Greek Sanskrit Latin Anatolian Germanic
*mater- mater- matar- mater — mother

*ph ter- pater- pitar- pater  — - father
*d'ugh ter- t'ugater-  dubitar- — tuwatri- daughter
*nas- - nas- nasus — nose
*wed-r/n-  hudr- ndn- unda  wadart water
*dwo duo dva Ano da-t two

* g ous bous gauh bos uwa-' cow

Notes: i Luwian (hieroglyphic) i Hittite
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Common vocabulary by itself is not a reliable indicator that two
languages are related, since languages borrow words from each
other freely: common vocabulary needs to exhibit regular phono-
logical correspondences, and similar morphological patterns (this is
important, as morphology seems to be one of the areas of language
which is most resistant to transfer across language boundaries).

Similarities in syntax and cevtain widespread poetic features

Since the I-E languages inherited very similar morphological
systems (complex inflected morphology), their syntactic patterning
is on the whole similar, at least in the early attested languages.
Word order is free rather than bound: there is a tendency for the
main verb to come at the end of a clause or sentence, and enclitic
words generally follow the first accented word in the sentence.
All I-E languages have relative clauses introduced by a relativiz-
ing pronoun (as in Engl. “The man who came to dinner”): I-E *yos
gave the Greek relative “who” (Gk. hos, Skt. yah), while other
languages use the interrogative and indefinite stem *%":-/*k”o-
(> Lat. gqui, Hitt. kwis). This stem survives in Greek #zs (and
in Latin quis) with interrogative and indefinite functions “who?”/
“a certain.”

Language is also, of course, used for poetic and aesthetic
purposes: in most of the major I-E languages there are traditions
of epic poetry which show some interesting commonalities. Now,
similarities between poetic or literary traditions do not prove
a “genetic” relationship, since these things travel by processes of
imitation and osmosis as well: there are also striking thematic
similarities between Greek and non-Indo-European traditions
of the ancient Near East (for example, the Mesopotamian Epic of
Gilgamesh), which must be indicative of regional influence.
Nevertheless, the I-E poetic traditions come from areas as far
removed as Ireland and India, and often raise the possibility of tying
thematic echoes to common linguistic forms. In 1853 the German
scholar Adalbert Kuhn noticed that the Homeric phrase (Iliad
9.413) “undying fame”, k\éog &¢Oitov [kleos aphthiton], was
exactly cognate with the Sanskrit phrase $rdavas ... dksitam (Rig
Vedn 1.9.7). This concept is an important part of the ideology of
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the epic poetry (typically, it is the reward earned by the brave
warrior), and the phrase may have roots in an ancient tradition
of heroic praise poetry. Since then much work has been done on
inherited features of language which go beyond pure phonology
and morphology, and which give a sense of which “larger” aspects
of the surviving languages may go back to an earlier period, from
everyday turns of phrase to poetic themes and ideas. Similarities
in poetic meter have also been studied in an effort to identify
inherited metrical patterns.

Phonemic Inventory of Indo-European

The reconstructed phonemic inventory of Indo-European is
set out below: some aspects of it are uncertain, but on the whole it
represents a modern consensus:

Consonants

voiceless stop voiced stop voiced aspivate stop  fricative
bilabial p b v
apical ¢ a a’ 5
velar! k g Vi
labiovelar k” Vi g”

Resonants and semivowels (consonantal ~vocalic)

nasals m~m n~n

liquids I~1 r~r
semivowels w~n y~i
Laryngeals'

hl hZ h\%’

Vowels and diphthongs

€ 0 € 0 et 0t en on
a a ai an

Notes:  Velars. The reconstruction of I-E velars is complicated by appar-
ent irregularities in their development in the daughter languages: for
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example, *g gives g in Greek and Latin, and usually gives 7 (as in
Engl. jam) in Sanskrit:

*genu/* gonn “knee” > Gk. gonu, Lat. genu; Skt. janu
But in some cases a velar is continued as a velar in Sanskrit too:
*yugom “yoke” > Gk. zugon, Lat. sugum; Skt. yugam

Since the comparative method (above) does not allow such
irregularity, it is necessary to reconstruct two series of velars: a
regular series *g, *k, *g" (for *yugom), and an additional series,
known as the palatal velars, *4, *k, *4” (for *gonu). However, since
the reconstruction of two series is not necessary to explain data
within Greek (or Latin) we shall ignore the distinction.

i Resonants/semivowels. These phonemes can be cither consonants
or vowels, depending on where they appear in the word: [w] is sim-
ply [u] in consonantal function. Vocalic liquids and nasals may seem
unfamiliar: but # and /, for example, appear in the final syllable of
button and bottle in normal spoken English.

i Taryngeals. The exact phonetic value of these sounds can only
be guessed at. As consonants they disappeared from all branches
of Indo-European except Anatolian, where at least one of them
survived as an 4. However, they left important tracks in the vowel
system of Greek:

*h, leaves an ¢, and does not affect a neighboring ¢ (neutral or
E-laryngeal).

*h,leaves an #, and turns a neighboring ¢ into an a (A-laryngeal).
*h, leaves an o, and turns a neighboring ¢ into an o (O-laryngeal).

Greek is the only major I-E language in which the three vowel colors
are maintained (Phrygian seems to differentiate them too, but
the language is very poorly attested): all other languages merge
them into a single vowel (Latin has #, Sanskrit has 7). In the parent
language they may have been varieties of laryngeal [?] (glottal stop)
and pharyngeal [{] (Arabic ‘ayin). This category of sounds is hard
to define in normal phonetic terms: although generally classed as
consonants, the way they affect the air-flow is peculiar compared to
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regular consonants (which stop or impede it in the oral cavity), and
they often behave like semivowels. In Greek their behavior can be
summarized as follows:

*h between consonants became a vowel: *ph,ter->Gk. pater-
“father”.

*} after a vowel disappeared, but lengthened the vowel (and
“colored” an e¢): *si-steh,-mi>GKk. histimi “1 set up, stand”, *di-
deh,;-mi>Gk. didomi “1 give”.

* b before a vowel disappeared (and “colored” an ¢): */,enti> Gk.
anti “facing, in exchange for” (cf. Hittite bants “in front”),
*hewis>Gk. owis “sheep” (cf. Luwian hawis).

Indo-European Language and People

If there was an Indo-European language there must, presumably,
have been a group of people who spoke it. Since the late nineteenth
century a huge amount of effort has been invested in trying to find
out who these people were, where they lived, and how they lived.
There are two principal sources of conjecture. Firstly, efforts have
been made to identify Indo-European speakers with archaeological
material. Secondly, reconstructed words have been used as evi-
dence: this has been termed “linguistic palacontology.” In its sim-
plest form the method supposes that if a common word can be
reconstructed for an object, the speakers of the reconstructed lan-
guage must have known that object. For example, since we can
reconstruct words for wheel, plough, yoke, horse, and various type of
stock animal (pigs, sheep, cattle), it seems likely that Indo-European
speakers were familiar with these objects and animals: by extension, it
has been concluded that, before dispersal, I-E speakers practiced agri-
culture. Various other conclusions of a similar nature have, with vary-
ing degrees of caution, been arrived at. A problem is that the meaning
of a reconstructed word is often not secure: while “mother,” “father,”
“sheep” are clear, many terms for plants and animals — which could
give a clue both to the location of the homeland and to the speakers’
way of life — have clearly changed meaning in the daughter languages:
for example, the Greek word for oak, @nydg [p'egos], is the exact
cognate of Engl. beech (and Lat. fiagus “beech”).
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Much more dangerous is speculation about social structure,
religion, or culture: a collection of asterisked and in varying degrees
hypothetical words is simply insufficient evidence for anything but
the most basic of observations. Furthermore, our reconstructed
language is anachronistic in the sense that the comparative method
is not good at sorting out different chronological or even dialectal
layers in a language: we have a mish-mash of lexical items which we
call a language, but which may have been in use at different periods
and in different areas of the Indo-European area.

Language has often been thought of as an expression of the soul
or psyche of a people: the Roman poet Ennius famously said that he
had three souls because he spoke Latin, Oscan, and Greek. Perhaps
for this reason there is always a strong temptation to connect a
language not just with a group of speakers, but with a “race,” a
notoriously undefined term. In the nineteenth century there was
much speculation about an Aryan race which spoke the newly
discovered parent language. The word Aryan was in itself a perfectly
harmless term, being the word that the Indo-Iranian peoples used
of themselves (Skt. arya- and Old Persian ariya-, cognate with the
word Iran): it was conjectured (wrongly) that it was the common
Indo-European self-designation. The term was then adopted by
European and North American racial theorists who believed in
a hierarchy of races (their own at the top, by odd coincidence), and
passed into the paraphernalia of Nazi Germany, along with the
equally innocent swastika sign (Skt. svastika “good luck charm”).

The area which was inhabited by speakers of Indo-European is not
known, though there have been many suggestions. There is as yet
no consensus over the various efforts that have been made to identify
Indo-European speakers with archaeological material. Scholarship
since the 1950s has in general put the Indo-European homeland
near the rough geographical center of the Indo-European speaking
world, between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea (the Pontic-
Caspian Steppe): this region has been argued for by archaeologists
who identify the “Kurgan” culture of the steppe with Indo-European
speakers (kurgan is the Russian word for a burial mound, borrowed
from Turkic). All arguments over the geography are bound up with
arguments over the date of the parent language, and the method
of its dispersal. The traditional view has been that the last period of
common Indo-European dates to somewhere in the early or
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mid-fourth millennium Bc. A different view, first propounded in
the 1980s, saw the geographical starting point in Anatolia: this view
has not been widely accepted, partly because proponents of an
Anatolian origin push the date of the parent language back as far
as the eighth millennium. However, the debate led to a useful
discussion of the ways in which languages spread, which has implica-
tions for the whole of the Indo-European area: the older view of
migration and conquest by Indo-European speakers (using superior
warfare techniques such as horses) is now seen as simplistic: an
interesting feature of the Anatolian theory was that it connected the
spread of the language with the spread of farming and associated
technology, rather than with large movements of people.!

Whatever the geographical origin of the Indo-European lan-
guages, a date in the fourth millennium still seems more attractive,
partly because archaeologists are clear that the products associated
with farming and wheeled vehicles (wheels, axles, yokes, wool, etc.)
are not found earlier than the fourth millennium: since we can
reconstruct Indo-European words for these items, if we were to
push the dispersal of the language back to an earlier period we would
have to assume that these words — which are found widely across the
Indo-European languages — were innovated independently in each
language group. In the case of the four farming terms mentioned
above, for example, both English and Greek preserve the Indo-
European words:

*krek” los KOKAOG [ kuklos] wheel (< OE bweowol)

* nks- &Ewv [akson] axle

*yugom Cuyov [zugon] yoke

*wih,n- Afvog [ /enos] wool (< OE wull< Proto-

Germanic *wulno-)

From Indo-European to Greek

Sometime between the last period of Indo-European (perhaps
around the mid-fourth millennium Bc) and our earliest surviving
Mycenaean texts of around 1400 Bc, speakers of one or more dia-
lects of Indo-European arrived in the south Balkan peninsula. Since
this region was later known (more or less) as Greece, the new arrivals
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are sometimes known as “proto-Greeks” and their language as
“proto-Greek.” These terms need to be used with some caution:
the people who later called themselves Greek were a mixture of
the newcomers and the people they found already living in the
region, and their language was similarly the result of development
of (probably) various closely related Indo-European dialects in
interaction on Greek soil.

It is hard to date the arrival of these people, because there is no
indisputable evidence from archaeology of a dramatic break in the
culture of mainland Greece. This evidence might take the form of
both widespread destruction of earlier settlements, and signs of the
arrival of a new material culture: for example, new styles of pottery,
new architectural forms, or a different style of burial. Furthermore,
archaeologists are divided over whether the arrival of a new group of
people (let alone a new language) is always reflected by changes in
the archaeological remains, and vice versa (this has been dubbed the
“pots =people” debate). Such evidence as there is has often been
taken to point to a date at the end of the early Bronze Age, around
2100-1900 Bc (the period known to archaeologists as Early Helladic
IIT). This is perfectly plausible from a linguistic perspective.

Note

1 The Kurgan hypothesis was proposed by Marija Gimbutas (1931-1994),
the Anatolian farming hypothesis by Colin Renfrew (1937-). Conve-
niently summarized with bibliography in Mallory (1989: chapter six).
Linguistic arguments for the later date in Garrett (2006).



An Aegean Co-Production

Although we have seen that Greek is an Indo-European language,
we also noted in the previous chapter the limitations of a purely
genetic account of a language using the family tree model. The
history of a language is much more complex: traditionally this
complexity has been handled by admitting “areal” influence on top
of the basic “inherited” elements. A more dynamic model for the
disparate layers and ingredients that make up a language is one
in which languages are seen as “co-productions”: and not only
languages, but also the various dialects that make up a language.!
Greek developed in Greece out of an Indo-European dialect (or a
number of closely related dialects): furthermore, if the assumption is
correct that around 1500 years passed between the break-up of
the Indo-European language community and the arrival of these
dialects into Greece, they are likely to have been in interaction with
other languages along the route. These languages are in general
unknowable, of course: but it seems likely that, in addition to contact
with unrelated languages, many of the Indo-European dialects which
later emerged as distinct languages were in contact with each other
for some time after the dispersal. For example, Greek, Indo-Iranian,
and Armenian share certain similarities, such as the addition of the
“augment” in the past tense: this is an element ¢- that was added

A Brief History of Ancient Greek, First Edition. Stephen Colvin.
© 2014 Stephen Colvin. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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to the beginning of the verbal stem as a marker of the past:
c.g., “I bore” from the I-E root *#er- “to bear” is:

Gk. e-pler-on Skt. a-t'ar-am Arm. e-ber

There are also a number of vocabulary items unique to these three
groups, such as the word for “old man”:

Gk. geront- Skt. jarant- Arm. cer

It has been suggested that some of the similarities between
Greek, Indo-Iranian, and Armenian can be accounted for by
supposing that at an early stage speakers of these languages had
a period of contact (compare the similarities between the Celtic,
Germanic, and Italic languages in the northwestern area). This is
not unlikely, though the fact that Armenian is not attested until
the fifth century Ap makes the comparative data from that
language rather uncertain.

We have few remains of the other Indo-European languages of
the southern Balkans, but the small pieces of information that
survive have always suggested an intriguing closeness to Greek (the
poorly attested Phrygian language is sometimes added to the Greek/
Armenian/Indo-Iranian trio above). This could well be due to a
period of contact, and in some cases perhaps an ongoing relationship
until a relatively late period: we shall consider this further below.

The Aegean Context

Greek represents the development of an Indo-European idiom in
interaction with the other languages of the Aegean area: some of
these may also have had Indo-European roots, and others were
probably non-Indo-European. Almost all languages contain words
which are not “native” but have been borrowed from a number of
other languages, related or unrelated. Greek (like all ancient I-E lan-
guages) contains a very large proportion of non-native words: the
exact figure is fiddly to calculate, and depends on whether words or
roots are counted, but is well over 50%. Loanwords from other
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languages can be identified by lack of an I-E etymology, or because
their phonology or their shape is unusual. For example, Greek lost
initial *s- in the “prehistoric” period, that is, before the first written
texts from the Mycenean period. However, there are many attested
words in historical Greek which begin with this sound: in some
cases the s- comes from a later sound change (for example, from * -
and *%y-), but in most cases words which begin with this sound are
borrowings from neighboring languages: thus sésamon “sesame”
(from a Semitic language such as Phoenician, already in Mycenean)
and sandalon “sandal” (probably from Persian).

There are a number of ways that language can assimilate foreign
words:

1. A population group moving into a new area will very often
assimilate words from the existing group(s) in that area. Linguists
call this “substrate” influence, from Latin substratum “the layer
below”: the implication is that the new group (invaders) becomes
the dominant group, while the older inhabitants are marginal-
ized or absorbed. In this situation the substrate language, if it
does not become extinct, is likely to be heavily influenced by the
language of the dominant incomers. The vocabulary of English
was heavily influenced by Norman French in this way.

2. Languages absorb elements from neighboring languages, through
normal processes of contact, trade, cultural exchange, etc.

3. A language may take over terms from a “culture language,” a
language of high prestige which is associated with literature,
religious texts, or a dominant culture. This type of language may
no longer be a living language (Latin, Sanskrit, classical Arabic);
in some cases it may be an older form of the same language.

4. A language may absorb words from a koine or lingua franca, a
language which is used as a language of communication over a
relatively wide area by a number of disparate groups. Examples
of this would be Swahili in eastern and central Africa, or English
in the Indian subcontinent; but there may also be overlap with
(3), as in the case of the use of Latin in medieval Europe, or
classical Arabic in the Moslem world.

In the case of prehistoric Greek the likeliest sources of influence
are (1) substrate languages and (2) language contact. A complicating
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factor is that languages often borrow from closely related languages,
or dialects of the same language. In English, for example, the word
shirt and skirt both derive from the same Germanic word: shirt
comes from Old English scyrze, with the normal change sc- [sk] > sh-
[[1, while skirt is a word from northern England which was influ-
enced by the Scandinavian invasions in the ninth century AD (cf.
Danish skjorte). The English word cow comes from the I-E *gous;
English also has the term &eef from the same I-E root, borrowed
from French as a culture term connected with cookery (cf. pig/pork,
deer/venison, etc.). The French word boeuf'is the regular develop-
ment of Latin bov-; the English adjective bovine is formed directly
on the same Latin stem. In four or five thousand years linguists
looking at this data would be able to guess that the coexistence of
skirt and shirt was the result of relatively recent dialectal differen-
tiation, and if they had access to additional data — such as some
place-names of England — might be able to connect them to the
appropriate regions and surmise Scandinavian influence. In the
case of cow and beef and bovine they would need to have recon-
structed a picture of Indo-European: in this case they would be able
to see that the words belong to the same I-E root, and would have
to guess why the English words represent three different strands
of the parent language. If they had a lot of similar data from
English their guesses might come quite close to the truth. By look-
ing at non-native vocabulary in Greek, and at place-names, linguists
have tried to isolate strands of influence on Greek and to draw
conclusions about Greek prehistory, with mixed results.

A group of Indo-European-speaking people arriving in Greece
sometime after 2100 Bc will have found at least parts of the region
already inhabited: this is clear from archaeology. It is reasonable to
suppose that they took over a number of words from the inhabitants;
the words they are likely to have borrowed are words for local
plants and animals, words for the products of technology or culture
which they did not possess, and place-names.

We do not know how many languages they encountered: there
may have been a number of different languages, or dialects of the
same language. Evidence for non-Greek languages in the Bronze
Age Aegean comes from two sources: the views and traditions of
the Greeks on the one hand, and modern discoveries and research
on the other. The most important Greek traditions about non-Greek
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peoples and languages concern a people called the Pelasgians, the sea
empire of king Minos of Crete, and the Phoenicians.

The Pelasgians

The term Pelasgian is used rather vaguely in ancient authors to denote
an earlier people who had inhabited Greece in some sense before the
Greeks: in what precise sense is not clearly articulated. Although
there was a tradition among the Greeks that the Doric-speaking part
of the population had entered Greece proper after the Trojan war (i.c.,
after the end of the heroic period), the idea that the Greeks as a whole
had entered Greece from elsewhere did not occur to the ancients:
and indeed, this is quite right, since the Indo-European speakers
who arrived in the region over a millennium earlier were not Greeks,
but just one ingredient in the mixture out of which Greek ethnic
identity later emerged. Greek writers refer to the Pelasgians as early
inhabitants of the Aegean world, but seem slightly puzzled about
how exactly to connect them with the Greeks. Areas that were associ-
ated with Pelasgians included Attica, the Argolid, Arcadia, Thessaly,
and Lemnos. For Herodotus, evidence pointed to the conclusion that
“the Pelasgians used to speak a foreign [barbaros] language,” and
he was then obliged to conclude that “the Attic race, being Pelasgian,
must have changed its language too at the time when it became part
of the Hellenes” (1.57). He does not attempt to integrate this with
a version he mentions later on (6.137), namely that the Athenians
expelled the Pelasgians after employing them to build the walls
around the Acropolis (the Pelasgians fled to Lemnos).

It is clear that in their use of the term Pelasgian the Greeks were
trying to capture a number of different strands of tradition and con-
jecture, not all of which can be expected to cohere. They were aware
that a significant civilization had earlier existed in Greek territories:
this was evident from the remains of the Mycenean world, such as
the “Cyclopean” masonry of ancient sites, from tombs and burial
mounds, and from artefacts that turned up from time to time (some
of which may have come from Mycenean tombs). The peoples
responsible for these earlier remains were covered by the term
Pelasgian, which may explain why the Argolid was associated with
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them (the Argolid was the traditional home of Agamemnon, leader
of the Greek expedition to Troy, and impressive remains of Mycenae
were visible in the region). In general the areas associated with
the heroic or early Greek world seem to have attracted a Pelasgian
pedigree, or at least a connection; hence perhaps the Pelasgian associa-
tion with Thessaly and environs, which are curiously prominent in
Homeric epic, and where the terms Hellas and Hellene seem to have
originated (see Chapter 6).

The DPelasgian connection with Athens can be explained by
the Athenians’ view that they were “autochthonous” (aboriginal,
not later arrivals). This Athenian narrative is connected with the tra-
dition that Attica was one of the few regions of mainland Greece
which was able to resist the so-called Dorian invasions that followed
the Trojan war. If the Athenians were autochthonous, it followed
that they must be descended from Pelasgians (the Mycenean wall
around the Acropolis was known as the “Pelasgic” wall); however,
this Pelasgian ancestry did not make them any less Greek than
Dorian Greeks. Herodotus (1.56) records that Croesus, king of
Lydia, consulted the Delphic oracle and was told that if he attacked
Persia he would destroy a mighty empire. On hearing this, and
assuming that the empire in question was that of the Persians, he
started to make enquiries in preparation for war:

After this he was careful to enquire which of the Greeks were the most
powerful, that he might win them over as friends. And on enquiry
he found out that the Lacaedemonians were foremost among the
Dorian race, and the Athenians were foremost among the Ionian
race. For it was these two races which were pre-eminent, the latter
being a Pelasgian people originally, and the former a Hellenic people.
The Pelasgian people has never yet migrated from its home, while
the other has wandered far and wide ...

Since ancient authors reasoned that at an earlier date some of the
ancestors of the Greeks had spoken a non-Greek language, it is easy
to see how linguistic minorities within the Greek world could also be
explained by invoking the Pelasgians. The island of Lemnos was tra-
ditionally associated with them: and indeed, inscriptions from that
island have been found written in a non-Greek language which is
clearly related to Etruscan. The fact that the Greeks also associated
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Etruria (modern Tuscany) with the Pelasgians indicates that there
was some awareness in the ancient world of a linguistic/ethnic
connection between the two regions. Thucydides says that the
inhabitants of the Athos peninsula, whom he describes as “bilingual
barbarians,” were “mostly Pelasgian, descended from the Etruscans
who formerly inhabited Lemnos and Athens” (4.109).

Given the more or less mythical status of the Pelasgians,? there are
no grounds for any serious attempt to connect items of vocabulary
in Greek, or place-names, with a hypothetical pre-Greek Pelasgian
language (though this has been attempted); there is no analogy
with modern English, for example, in which a cohesive stratum of
Germanic words exists which can be derived by regular sound laws
from Indo-European. It would not be helpful, either, to use Pelasgian
as a term of convenience for the language spoken in Greece before
Greek, in the way that “Minoan” is used for the pre-Greek language
of Crete: this would imply that there was only one such language,
and we do not have the evidence to support this assumption. There
may have been more than one language spoken in Crete, too, but
the term Minoan is tied specifically to the language of the Linear
A texts: there is no analog in mainland Greece.

The Minoans

The Greeks had a tradition that at some distant stage in the past (the
heroic era) the Aegean had been subject to a sea empire controlled
by Minos, the king of Crete.? The Athenians were obliged to send
him every year a number of youths and maidens to feed the Minotaur,
which he kept in an enclosure called the labyrinth. It was Theseus,
the culture hero of Athens, who (with the help of Minos’ daughter
Ariadne) killed the Minotaur and freed the Athenians from this
imposition. Herodotus reports a view that Greeks arrived in Crete
only after the time of Minos, but before the Trojan war; and that a
second wave of Greeks (presumably Doric-speaking) arrived in Crete
after the Trojan war, the Cretans of his day being the result of the
mixture of these waves with the ecarlier inhabitants.* However, as
with the Pelasgians, there was a vague feeling that these earlier
inhabitants of the Aegean had at least a close connection with the
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Greceks: Minos ends up as a judge of the dead at Odyssey 11.568, and
in the Homeric Hymn to Apollo (393) Apollo chooses “Cretans from
Minoan Knossos” (who are sailing to Pylos to trade) to be his temple
servants at Delphi. This is one of the very few instances of the word
“Minoan” in Greek, an adjective built from the name Minos.

The archaeologist Arthur Evans chose the term Minoan for the
pre-Mycenean civilization of Bronze Age Crete (we do not know
what they called themselves, any more than we know what the
Mycenean Greeks called themselves). This civilization left written
records in a script dubbed Linear A that is not yet deciphered,
though clearly related to the later Linear B script used for writing
Greek. The Mycenean Greeks took over much of Crete during
the fifteenth century Bc: this is likely to have been a political and
military elite, who took over palatial centers such as Knossos and
set the scribes to keeping records in Mycenean Greek rather than in
the language of the earlier Minoan elite. A large part of the popula-
tion of the island must have remained unchanged, however; and
since Minoan culture was materially superior to anything that existed
in mainland Greece, it would be surprising if a number of words had
not been absorbed into Greek at this period. Some may have been
restricted to the Greek spoken locally on Crete, others may have
passed into the dialects of the mainland. And indeed, since there is
evidence for widespread Minoan influence on the Myceneans from
the sixteenth century, the lexical borrowings are likely to have started
before the takeover of Crete. Two types of argument have given rise
to suggested Minoan loanwords into Greek.

(1) In addition to syllabic signs (which represent sounds), both
Linear A and Linear B have a small range of ideograms, signs which
stand for a whole word (items such as oxen, pigs, wheat, barley, figs,
pots and vessels, implements, weapons, metals). These are used in
lists of products to make it clear what exactly is being counted or
recorded. Some of these ideograms seem to have been built out
of the phonetic signs, presumably on an acrophonic principle (the
first syllable of the item in question). So, for example, the ideogram
for sasamon “sesame” is the syllabic sign sz (sign *31). Analysis of
the ideograms has given rise to a small number of plausible guesses
at Minoan words in Greek.

The ideogram for fig is identical to the syllabic sign #: (sign *30,
Linear A sign *60): an ancient author (Athenaeus) has preserved the
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dialect word for “fig” on Crete, which was vikoAeov [nikuleon]. This
is very likely a Hellenized form of the Minoan word; the sign itself
looks very like a tree.

The ideogram for wheat (sign *120, Linear A sign *1.42) looks
like a development of the syllabic sign sz (sign *41), perhaps com-
bined with the syllabic sign o (sign *05): the Greek word for
“wheat” is oitog [sitos], which must be a borrowing since it lacks an
I-E etymology and has an initial s- (cf. “The Family Tree” section in
Chapter 1 regarding Greek loss of I-E ).

The ideogram for wool (sign *145, Linear A sign *Lc46) looks
like a modified form of the syllabic sign ma (sign *80), combined
with the syllabic sign 7% (sign *26). In Linear B, syllables starting in
7- and /- have to share the same syllabic signs (the transcription 7a 7e
7i 7o ru is purely conventional: the signs represent both 72 and /a,
etc.). A Linear A sequence ma-ru would therefore map casily on
to the Greek word paAl6g [mallos], “fleece.”

(2) A more speculative approach combines information from
archaeology. The argument runs that if it can be shown that Greece
in the Bronze Age lacked certain implements or technologies until
contact with Minoan civilization, it is possible that Greek terms
connected with such fields (those which lack an I-E etymology or
are for other reasons clearly loanwords) were taken over from the
Minoan language. For example, a clear borrowing into Greek is
the word for a bath-tub, dcduvBog [asamint'os]. The archacologist
Colin Renfrew, noting that such objects are not found in Greece
until the late Bronze Age, but are attested very much earlier in
Minoan Crete, has argued: “There can be little doubt about the
Minoan origin of this rather luxurious feature of the Mycenaean
palace, and the likely Minoan origin of the word is perhaps enhanced
by its occurrence on the Linear B sealing at Knossos.” It shares a
suffix nthos with the archetypally Cretan word /labyrinthos “laby-
rinth,” and both of these words are attested in Mycenean Greek
from Knossos.® This might be taken to be a Minoan suffix, and hence
as support for this hypothesis, but it is also found in a number of
mainland Greek place-names such as Korinthos “Corinth,” and is
rare in Crete: a mountain called Berekynthos is perhaps the only
secure example.

The suffix -nthos (preceded by a, 7, or #) occurs in a wide range
of Greek nouns and place-names that are generally assumed to be
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loans from a non-Greek or pre-Greek language: ¢pépvBog [ erebint"os]
“chick pea,” 6AlvvBog [oluntios] “wild fig,” tépuvBog [termintios]
“terebinth tree” (pistacia tevebinthus, Mod. Gk. towovdid [ tsikoudya]).
It is hard to see why these should have been borrowed from Crete:
names of Mediterranean plants such as the terebinth tree are gener-
ally thought to have been taken over from local languages by the
incoming Indo-European speakers, to whom they were unfamiliar.
It would be a big step to assume on this evidence that mainland
Greece was also inhabited by Minoan speakers (and there is
no archaeological evidence to suggest a connection). Another
possibility is what Renfrew and others have called the “Versailles
effect” whereby elements of an important cultural center radiate into
surrounding regions: these can include styles and customs, but also
linguistic elements. The notion that the Minoans carried aspects of
their culture into the Aegean during their period of ascendancy
in the Bronze Age is attractive, but it has to be questioned whether
this would apply to plant names such as the humble chick pea, or to
place-names.

The Phoenicians

The Greeks had a long history of interaction with the Phoenicians,
a dynamic trading people based along the coast of the southeastern
Mediterranean (modern Syria and Lebanon), with important cities
at Byblos, Sidon, and Tyre. After the eastern Mediterranean collapse
of the twelfth century BC (a sequence of events which saw the
disappearance of Mycenean civilization and the Hittite empire) the
Phoenicians rose to a dominant position in the Mediterranean.
Phoenician colonies and trading posts were established in Cyprus,
North Africa, Sicily, Spain, and Sardinia; their famous colony
Carthage was founded in the ninth century, when Phoenicians were
at the height of their wealth and maritime power.

Greek literature bears witness to a memory of Phoenician impor-
tance and influence during the so-called Greek “Dark Ages” follow-
ing the Mycenean collapse; indeed, contact and trade with the
Phoenicians must have played a part in the Greek recovery in the
period following the tenth century. On the linguistic side, there are
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a number of Semitic borrowings into the Greek language, which
almost certainly came from or via Phoenician. A handful are attested
already in the Mycenean tablets: kOpwvov [kuminon] “cumin,”
xpvodg [Krisos] “gold,” xit@v [khiton] “tunic, chiton.” Later loan-
words which became common include 8é\tog [deltos] “writing
tablet,” kd&dog [kados] “wine jar,” kpdkog [krokos] “saffron,”
Kivvduwpov [kinnamdmon] “cinnamon,” pvd [mna] “mina” (a
Greek currency unit), popov [muron] “myrrh.” From the sixth cen-
tury BC, however, Semitic loanwords are more likely to have come
into Greek via Akkadian, the lingua franca of the Near East which
was used as the language of administration of the Persian empire.
The most significant Greek borrowing from the Phoenicians was
the alphabet, to which we shall return in Chapter 5.

A far greater degree of influence on Greece and on Greek from
the ancient Near East and Egypt was claimed in a series of sensa-
tional books by Martin Bernal. In Black Athena (1987) he wrote a
history of Western classical scholarship, which, he argued, was
systematically racist (specifically, anti-African and anti-Semitic) and
had suppressed or ignored evidence for cultural, artistic, and linguis-
tic influence on Greece from the Semitic and African cultures of
the ancient Mediterranean world. More controversially, he presented
a series of arguments in which he tried to demonstrate that much of
Greek culture was derived from Afroasiatic (in particular Phoenician
and Egyptian) cultures, the result of an occupation of Greece by
these peoples in the early to middle Bronze Age.

Much of Bernal’s analysis of Western historiography is accepted:
there is no doubt that classicists, especially in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, were hostile to the idea of Semitic and Egyptian
influence on Greece, even though in many areas the contribution of
these civilizations (for example, in art and architecture) was striking.
There are certainly examples of this bias from the history of scholarship
on the Greek language; for instance, it has often been stated that it
was owing to Greek brilliance (and, ergo, Indo-European brilliance —
with a conflation of language and race) that the first “true” alphabet
was invented, in the Greek adaptation of the Phoenician script. This
is because the Phoenician alphabet, like Arabic and Hebrew script,
does not regularly indicate vowels: anyone who has learned a Semitic
language will understand the reasons for this (the vowels are often
morphologically predictable in a way that is alien to Indo-European).
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The Greeks sensibly added the extra vowels that are necessary for
representing Greek (see Chapter 5): but to claim that an alphabet
suited to writing European languages marked a dramatic break-
through does indeed have its roots in a Eurocentric and (arguably)
anti-Semitic world view. In this sense Bernal was in the mainstream
of postmodern critical theory, which has challenged the view that
“objective” findings of the Western scientific method can be divorced
from the politics and ideologies of their era.

His positive attempts to reconstruct an Egyptian and Phoenician
history for Greece, however, met with widespread criticism from
experts in the field. His claim, for example, that Egyptians and
Phoenicians colonized Greece in the sixteenth century sc is flatly
denied by archaeologists (for Bernal the Pelasgians were “indige-
nous Indo-European-speaking peoples colonized and to some extent
culturally assimilated by Egypto-Phoenician invasions”). On the lin-
guistic side his claim that the introduction of the alphabet goes back
to the same period suffers from the fact that alphabetic writing is
simply not attested in Greece before the ninth century at the earliest.
More seriously, he proposed a large number of Semitic and Egyptian
etymologies for Greek words and Greek place-names which are
at best random, and at worst unscientific in that they ignore the
comparative method (see Chapter 1) as convenient. Many Greek
place-names are given random etymologies (e.g., Larisa in Thessaly,
from an Egyptian toponym R-3jz “Entry into the Fertile Lands”),
and Greek words too: for example, he says that “there is no reason
to doubt” that yrjpa [k"era] “widow” comes from the Egyptian k37
[¢'2rt] “widow,” though the normal I-E etymology of the word
derives it from a very common root *4’¢h - “be deprived, be empty.”
There is no need to repeat here the arguments of modern Indo-
Europeanists who have joined battle to rebut, and in some cases to
ridicule, Bernal’s methodology and conclusions.® In any case, the
substantive claims for the history of Greek boil down to little more
than widespread borrowing of words and place-names, which, even
if it were true, would not have huge linguistic implications. It is
worth observing that if there had been such a fundamental mixing of
populations the effect on Greek would have been far more profound
than mere lexical borrowing: from such a dramatic situation of
language contact (compare Norman French and Old English) one
would expect significant repercussions on the phonology and
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morphology of Greek, perhaps even a creolization. The conservative
phonology and morphology of classical Greek cannot be reconciled
with this scenario.

Modern Hypotheses

Modern work on the sources on non-Greek elements in the language
has concentrated on two main areas: words in Greek which look like
loanwords and which appear in other Mediterranean languages, and
Greek words and place-names which end in -#thos and -ssos (or -ssa).

(1) Words which appear to be borrowings into Greek can be
divided into a number of categories. A first category is sometimes
called common Aegean, or common Mediterranean: typically these
words have sufficient similarity with Latin to make it look like they
might come from a common source, without the similarities being
systematic. They include:

dmov [apion] “pear”: Lat. pirum

da¢vn [dap"ne] “laurel, bay”: Lat. laurus (cf. Greek dialect forms
laphne, daukbni)

uivn [mint"e] “mint”: Lat. menta

uoAvBdog [molubdos] “lead”: Lat. plumbum (ct. Greek dialect
forms molibos, bolimos)

ovkov [stkon] “fig”: Lat. f7cus

In other cases in this category the word seems to be found in
a number of eastern Mediterranean languages (Anatolian, Iranian,
Semitic, Egyptian):

otvog [oinos]: Lat. vinum (Hittite wiyana, Arabic wain: cf. Greek
dialect woinos)

Aeiprov [leirion] “lily”: Lat. [zlium (Hittite alel “flower,” Coptic hieli)

podov [rodon] “rose”: Lat. rosa (Iranian *wyd-, cf. Greek dialect
brodon < *wrodon)

In the “other cases” above the words seem to be clear examples of
areal diffusion: in whichever language they arose, they spread across a
wide area and morphed unpredictably as they moved. The notion that
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the words in the first category derive from some pan-Mediterranean
substrate is absurd, recalling an era when the areal diffusion of language
was barely recognized. These words followed the items they denote,
and were transmitted exactly like the words in the second group: the
same process that accounts for the various European words for coffee
derived from Turkish kahve, itself borrowed from Arabic gabwa in the
Levantine dialect form gakbwe.

A second general category has no obvious relatives in Latin or
in eastern languages: for example, musical instruments with the
suftix -gnx:

odAmy€ [salpinx] “trumpet”
ovptyg [strinx] “pipes, pan-pipes”
¢6puy€ [ptorminx| “lyre”

The suffix, whatever its origin, made itself at home in Greek: in
addition to a number of words without a clear etymology there are
also words built on an easily identifiable stem:

otpo@dAyE [strophalinx] “whirl, eddy” (streph- “turn”)
¢ooyE [phasinx] “blister; clove of garlic” (phus- “blow, swell”;
cf. Latin pustula “pustule”)

This suffix was perhaps at home in spoken or informal registers of
the language.

(2) Words in -nthos and in -ssos. We saw above that these words
in -nthos have been associated with the Minoans by some modern
scholars. In spite of the frequent claim that these words denote
items of culture and technology, there are only two clear examples:
dodpvBog [asamint"os] “bath,” and m\ivBog [plintos] “brick.” Most
are found in words for plants (a few animals), and in place-names:

dywvBog [apsint"os] “wormwood, absinthe”
kolokvvOn [kolokunt"e] “squash”

pivon [mint"€] “mint”

opivBog [smint"os] “mouse”

0axvBog [ huakint"os] “bluebell, hyacinth”

There are many place-names in -#thos and -ssos (or -ssa) in Greece.
The suffix -ssos appears as -#zosin Attica (Hymettos, Lykabettos, etc.).
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It is normal for Attic dialect to have #z where the other dialects have
ss, though it is worth noting that in the other regions which share this
dialect feature — Crete and Boeotia — the place-names have ss (e.g.,
Mykalessos, Teumessos in Boeotia; Tylissos, Knossos in Crete).

It has often been speculated that there is a connection between
the -nthos and -ssos suffixes of Greece and the many place-names in
-nda and -ssos (or -ssa) in Anatolia: Ephesos, Telmessos, Labraunda,
Oinoanda, etc. Scholars have suggested that the Greek words and
place-names are borrowings from Anatolian languages such as
Hittite and Luwian, or from the Minoan language, or from pre-Greek
substrate languages. Some scholars have, indeed, equated these
three. It has been suggested that the language of Minoan Linear A is
Luwian, or that related Anatolian dialects were spoken across the
Aegean area before Greek. Leonard Palmer argued that a variety of
Luwian was spoken in Greece before Greek; he reasoned that the
name Parnassos derives from the Anatolian parna- “house, temple”
and an Anatolian suffix -ss# (a place-name Parnassa is indeed attested
in Hittite).” None of these theories is impossible, but they remain
speculative owing to lack of hard evidence. There is some consensus,
however, in the light of recent much greater understanding of the
Anatolian languages, that the number of Anatolian words that ended
up in Greek has probably been underestimated.

Notes

Co-productions: Brixhe (2006: 22) quoting Calvet (1999: 15, 243).
See Sourvinou-Inwood (2003) on the Pelasgians.

Thucydides 1.4.

Herodotus 7.171 (and cf. 1.173 “for in ancient times Crete was entirely

B N

occupied by barbarians”).

5 Renfrew (1998: 245) on asaminthos and its possible Minoan origin. The
word occurs in Linear B at Knossos on a small clay sealing (KN Ws
8497) along with the word for “hand basin.” The sealings record trans-
actions (orders, deliveries, inventory, etc.) in the palace at Knossos.

6 Bernal (1987: 62,76, 81) for “widow,” “Larisa,” and the Pelasgians; vol-
umes 2 and 3 came outin 1991 and 2006. His arguments were challenged
in Lefkowitz and Rogers (1996), to which he replied in Bernal (2001).

7 Palmer (1980: 10-26); for Linear A as a Luwian language see Finkelberg
(2005: 42-64).



Mycenean Greek

The Greek Bronze Age

Dates in the Aegean Bronze Age are given in relative terms by
archaeologists, owing to the difficulty of establishing absolute
dates for archaeological trends and phases at such a remote distance
without documentary evidence. Absolute dates are tied in complicated
ways to Egyptian archaeology; they are based largely on pottery
styles, and rise and fall as new data are digested and argued
over by archaeologists and historians. The Bronze Age runs, very
approximately, from 3000 to 1200 Bc or a little later. It is divided
into three important periods:

Early Bronze Age 3000-2000 Bc
Middle Bronze Age 2000-1550 Bc
Late Bronze Age 1550-1150 sc

In the archacology of the Greek mainland these periods are
known as Early, Middle, and Late Helladic; in the archaeology of the
Cyclades, as Early, Middle, and Late Cycladic; and in the archaceol-
ogy of Crete, as Early, Middle, and Late Minoan. These periods are
further subdivided into three (e.g., Late Helladic I, II, and III); in

A Brief History of Ancient Greek, First Edition. Stephen Colvin.
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the Middle and Late periods these subdivisions can be further
qualified by the addition of A, B, and C (thus Late Helladic IIIA
is, roughly, the fourteenth century Bc). The absolute dates of these
periods differs slightly in the three regions, as might be expected
(since the periods are tied to developments in the material culture):
so, for example, the start of Late Helladic IIIA is conventionally
dated a little earlier than the start of Late Minoan IIIA.

The Mycenean age is the Late Bronze Age, or Late Helladic
period. It is during this period that an early form of Greek is attested
on clay tablets from a number of Mycenean sites in mainland Greece
and on Crete. The tablets are written in a syllabic script known to us
as Linear B. The precise dating of the earliest tablets (which are from
Knossos) is difficult and controversial, but a date around 1400-1375 Bc
seems to fit the archaeological record. Tablets from the mainland
sites, and perhaps some of the tablets from later stratigraphic levels
at Knossos, are dated to around 1250-1200 Bc (see Driessen 2008).
The Hellenization of Greece must have been well under way by this
period, for we can see both archaeologically and linguistically the start
of'a common culture across Greece (sometimes called the Mycenean
koine): from a linguistic perspective it is remarkable that there is
almost no dialectal variation in the language of the tablets, even
though they come from places as far removed as Knossos,
Pylos (Messenia), Mycenae, and Thebes. This fact, along with
commonalities in architecture, technology, and social structure
across the Mycenean world, implies a period of political develop-
ment and relatively settled conditions in mainland Greece. This
would have allowed for the spread of a “chancellery style” among
the literate officials of the Mycenean palaces: the spelling and general
writing conventions of the tablets, which are more or less uniform,
presumably conceal a degree of dialect diversity among the speakers.

It is clear that an important part in the development of Mycenean
civilization was played (paradoxically) by the Minoans, a non-Greek
people of advanced culture who were based in Crete; Cretan civiliza-
tion had been literate since the beginning of the Middle Bronze Age
(roughly the nineteenth century Bc). There is evidence for Minoan
colonies and trading posts in the Cyclades and elsewhere (the
most famous being Akrotiri on the island of Thera, buried by a
massive volcanic eruption a few decades before or after 1600 Bc).
Archaeological evidence indicates a particularly marked Minoan
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influence on Mycenean Greece towards the end of the Middle
Helladic period (the early sixteenth century Bc): this is the period
of the shaft graves at Mycenae.

The end of the Bronze Age is put at around 1200 Bc in Greece: at
this period of general turmoil in the Aegean Mycenean civilization
collapsed. The increase in the use of iron over bronze may have been
caused by the interruption to the supply of tin to Greece in the
unsettled conditions that followed (bronze is an alloy of copper and
tin): tin is not found in Greece, and had to be imported from as far
away as Cornwall. It is interesting that the archaeological and
historical reality that is the Late Bronze Age coincides in Greek
tradition with the “heroic period” in which most of the famous
episodes in Greek mythology are set. This mythological period
ended with the Trojan War and its immediate aftermath. Later
Greeks did not distinguish as sharply as we do between history and
mythology: by interesting coincidence, Greek calculations put the
Trojan War at around 1200 Bc. Herodotus (2.145) thought it
occurred 800 years before himself (i.c., around 1225 Bc); the
Alexandrian scholar Eratosthenes (276-194 Bc) calculated it at 407
years before the first Olympiad (i.e., in 1183 Bc).

As far as we can tell there was no memory of Mycenean writing
in later Greece, though there are plenty of anachronistic refer-
ences to writing in the heroic period in Greek tragedy (some of
the passages are explicit that this is alphabetic writing). A possible
exception is the story of Bellerophon in the Iliad: after a false
allegation of attempted rape, Bellerophon was sent by Proetus of
Argos to the king of Lycia with a folded tablet saying “Kill the
bearer of this message”: “He [Proetus] shrank from slaying him, for
he had dread of that in his soul; but he sent him to Lycia, and gave
him baneful signs [sémata lugra], engraving in a folded tablet many
deadly things ...” (Iliad 6.167-169).

This is the only passage in Homer that hints at writing: it is not
impossible that the poetic tradition in the Dark Ages had some
familiarity with inscribed objects from the Mycenean period or
carlier: for example, inscribed seals or other precious objects.
There are, however, other possibilities: if the first attempts to adapt
Phoenician script for Greek were as early as 1000 Bc, as some have
argued, singers in Asia Minor (where the epic tradition is thought to
have developed) may have heard of it; or they may have known of
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Near Eastern writing traditions such Anatolian hieroglyphic script,
Akkadian cuneiform, or Cypriot writing.

Bronze Age Aegean Scripts

The Linear B script is close to, and clearly a development of, the
undeciphered Linear A script of the Minoans. This would explain
the deficiencies of the script for writing Greek: it may have been
more suited to writing the language of the Minoans (assuming that
they devised it, which is not certain). The language represented by
Linear A is unknown, though there has been no lack of speculation
on the subject (Etruscan, Luwian, and Phoenician have been tried).
Some phonetic sequences have been guessed at by applying the
values of the Linear B syllabary to Linear A signs, but too few inscrip-
tions in Linear A survive to attempt a realistic decipherment. Linear
B may have been adapted from Linear A on Crete after Mycenean
Greeks became the dominant power at Knossos.

Writing from Minoan Crete survives in two forms: the earliest
records are written in what Arthur Evans, the excavator of Knossos,
called “hieroglyphic” script: this was used in particular for seals that
were pressed into clay. The second form is a linear script which Evans
called Linear A (to distinguish it from Linear B, which he found in
later stratigraphic levels in his excavation): this script survives on a
small number of clay tablets, which appear to be bureaucratic records
similar in nature to the Linear B records, and on a few objects (votive
offerings to gods, etc.). Linear A appears to be a development of
the earlier hieroglyphic script. Hieroglyphic and Linear A scripts
seem to have overlapped for a period, and may have been used to
write the same language: hieroglyphic inscriptions are dated to the
Middle Minoan or proto-palatial period (roughly the nineteenth to
the seventeenth century BcC), and the Linear A inscriptions to the
Late Minoan I or neo-palatial period (the seventeenth to the mid-
fifteenth century Bc). It is generally possible to tell that an undeci-
phered script is a syllabary from the number of signs (an alphabetic
script is likely to have 2040 signs, a syllabic script 50-90).

Linear A is also related to, and perhaps the ancestor of, a family
of syllabic scripts on Cyprus. The Greeks on Cyprus used a syllabic
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script to write their dialect from the eighth to the third centuries Bc:
one isolated inscription (Opbeltan, “of Opheltas”) on a bronze spit
appears to date to the eleventh century. The Cypriots were unique
among the Greeks in not using the Greek alphabet until the
Hellenistic period (some late inscriptions give their text in both
scripts). The syllabary they used was an adaptation of an earlier
Cypriot script which is attested both on Cyprus and at Ugarit (on
the Syrian coast) from the sixteenth to the twelfth centuries Bc. It
appears in slightly different forms at different periods; since the
Bronze Age texts have not been deciphered, it is not clear whether
it was used for one language, or more than one language. Owing
to the clear relationship with Linear A this early Cypriot script is
known as Cypro-Minoan.

One text found on Crete, in a context which dates it to around
1700 Bc, stands outside all known scripts of the Aegean. This is
the Phaistos disk, discovered in the palace at Phaistos. It is made of
baked clay and stamped on both sides with 242 signs arranged in
a spiral, apparently to be read from the outside to the center in a
clockwise direction. There are 45 different signs, and these are unique
in the ancient world as they have been imprinted using stamps. The
signs themselves are not particularly close to any other known script
of the ancient world, and the function of the object is quite obscure:
the disk may be an import into Crete, but is in any case a complete
enigma.

The Linear B Tablets

Mycenean Greek is written in a syllabic script known as Linear B.
This consists of: (a) around 90 phonetic signs for syllables; (b) a
large number of pictographic or logographic signs which denote
objects — over 100 are attested and others may have existed, or been
improvised as the need arose; (c) signs for weights and measures;
(d) numeric signs: these are easily deciphered.

The phonetic signs include the vowels a, ¢, 7, o, and # and the
diphthongs ai, an (V); the other phonetic signs represent syllables
made up of the simple vowels preceded by a consonant (CV): thus in
addition to the vowel 4, there are also signs for pa, ka, ta, za, etc.
(see Figure 3.1). A small number of signs represent a vowel
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a |T|e |Al|li |Y|o |[N|U |F |a |T|ai Rolau | P
da| } |[de| X |di|T |do| ¢ |Du| f | dwe | % |dwo | AR

ja| B |je|X jo | 7

ka| @ |ke | % |ki|%7 |ko| P |ku | %

ma| Y [me| T |mi|) |mo|3 [mu| ¥

na|Y |ne| ¥ |ni|X|no|% |nu| K |nwa]|¥

pa| + |pe| b |pi|M |po|5 |pu|d |Puz | |pte |

ga| T |qe | © |qi |T |qo| ¥

ra|l |re|Y |ri|®%|ro |+ |ru | |rax |f|rag | § (ros| ¢
sa|X [se| " [si|HA |so|" [su|F

ta |L [te | |ti |N|to|T |[tu]| P |ta twe | B |two| &
wa| fl [we| 2 |wi|& [wol| R

za| ¢ |ze | § zo | B

18 |19 | 22 |34 | 47 | 49 | 56 | 63 | 64 | 65 | 79 | 82| 83 | 86 | 89
T IAITIS I XIBIHIHMIB[I ARSI [LIA

Figure 3.1 Linear B syllabary. Source: Silvia Ferrara, “Mycenaean Texts:
The Linear B Tablets,” in A Companion to the Ancient Greek Language, ed.
Egbert J. Bakker (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), Figure 3.2.

preceded by two consonants: e.g., dwe, dwo, nwa, rya, ryo (in these
signs the second element seems always to be y or w, or sounds which
developed from them). The phonetic value of around a dozen less
common signs is still unknown.

This syllabary is not well suited to writing Greek, for two reasons.
First, a syllabary which has signs with the phonetic shape V and CV is
inherently unsuitable for writing a language which has consonant
clusters or final consonants. With these graphic resources a consonant
cluster can be written in one of two ways: with a dummy (non-existent)
vowel, or by ignoring one of the consonants. Linear B does both
(the second example below also illustrates a deficiency of the script
which affects vowels: diphthongs are generally ignored, and the
vowel signs have to make do for both long and short vowels):

pe-mo writes [spermo] “seed grain”
ko-to-na  writes [ktoina] “plot of land”

Final consonants are not written:

da-mo  writes [damos] “people, community” (nom.), [damon]
(acc.), [damoi] (dat.), etc.
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The second major deficiency is specific to Linear B: the sylla-
bary does not have all the consonantal signs that are necessary for a
complete representation of Greek. Greek distinguished between
voiceless, voiced, and voiceless aspirate stops:

m[p] B [b] ¢ [p'] (bilabial stops)
k [K] y[g] X [K'] (velar stops)
T [t] §[d] 0 [t"] (apical stops)

Linear B, however, has only one series to represent all three
phonemes in the first two cases (bilabial and velar stops): since the
decipherment these series have conventionally been represented
with a p- (pa pe pi etc.) and a k-. In the third case (apical stops) the
syllabary is more generous, providing one series for the voiced stop
[d], and a second series for the unvoiced [t] and [t"] (these are
conventionally represented with z). Thus:

te-me-no  [temenos] “land reserved for a high-ranking person”
te-o [thehos] “god”
do-e-ro [dohelos] “slave”

A further oddity is that the phonemes [r] and [1] are not distin-
guished by the syllabary: they are both written with the same series
(which is conventionally represented by 7-). This may indicate that
the language of Linear A (unlike Greek) did not distinguish between
the sounds [r] and [l]. The sound [h] can be represented when it
is followed by an # (since there is a sign 4a), but not in any other
context (there are no signs for be s ho hu); and the sign ba is not
consistently used by Mycenean scribes.

These features of Linear B make it difficult to see what exactly is
going on in the language at this period. For example, by the time of
alphabetic Greek, words can no longer end in a -# or a -4 (these
sounds are simply dropped in word-final position): so, for example,
the verbal form #-6nke [e-t"éke]| “he put, made,” which appears in
Latin as fzcit, is inherited from an I-E form *dhbeket. The verb appears
in Linear B in the sentence

o-te wa-na-ka te-ke an-ke-wa da-mo-ko-ro (PY Ta 711)
bte pavag Ofjke *AdyfiFa *Sapokopov (class. Gk.)
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[hote wanax t"eéke *Augéwa *damokoron |
“when the Lord appointed Augewas damokoros”

It is unfortunately impossible to tell whether this final -z has
disappeared from Mycenean Greek or not, because final consonants are
never written: most transcriptions of Linear B assume that it has, but
this may be influenced by a subconscious desire to make Mycenean
Greek look as much like alphabetic Greek as possible (see Garrett 2006).

The logographic signs in Linear B are not used like logographic
signs in other Near Eastern writing systems, such as Akkadian or
Hittite cuneiform: in these systems scribes can substitute a logogram
for the phonetic writing of a word. In Linear B documents logo-
grams are never used in the main body of the text, but only as part
of the totaling formula in texts which are lists of items (as many texts
are). A common structure of a document in Linear B is:

1. An introductory line or “paragraph” of syllabic text sketching
the subject matter or function of the tablet.

2. A line of syllabic text describing an item: at the end a logogram
for that item plus a numeral.

3. Repetition of (2) as necessary.

4. A final line which gives the grand total, with a numeral.

All of the surviving clay texts are administrative documents of this
type. There are also a number of short texts painted onto stirrup jars,
large vases used for storing and transporting oil or wine. These vase
inscriptions typically consist of three words: a personal name +a place
name +a second personal name (occasionally the adjective wanakteros,
“pertaining to or in the service of the wanax,” i.e., the head of state).

There are no literary texts or letters; if such documents did exist, they
may have been written on a less durable substance such as wood. The
texts which survive were preserved by accident: they were written on
soft clay which was baked hard in the fires which destroyed the palaces
(whereas Near Eastern tablets were deliberately hardened to preserve
them in archives). They are the day to day records of the administra-
tion, and do not seem intended to be more than temporary. They deal
with the distribution and collection of agricultural products; the man-
ufacture of products such as textiles, olive oil, and perfume; military
personnel and equipment, including armour and chariots; civilian
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personnel that the palaces appear to have controlled or been responsible
for (mostly workers and slaves); the distribution of items for religious
purposes (e.g., offerings to deities); land tenure of various types; and
palace inventory. For this reason we have a lot of names in the surviv-
ing corpus (some clearly Greek, some non-Greek, and others which
are difficult to interpret), and the repetition of a number of key nouns;
there are very few verbs, since there are very few complete sentences.
Fortunately for us the syllabary used small marks as word dividers
(represented in transcription with commas): enclitic words are grouped
together with the word they follow in an accentual group.

Since the documents deal with a society about which we know
very little, many of the key terms and concepts remain enigmatic
even when the Greek word(s) can be identified. For example, a num-
ber of tablets mention a class of people called ze-7e-ta who appear to
hold important positions in the Mycenean hierarchy: it is generally
agreed that this word is zelestas, plural of telestis: it is attested in the
dialect of Elis in the sixth century Bc with a meaning “official” or
“magistrate.” The Mycenean telestas are identified by their tenure of
a particular type of land, which they seem to have the right to hold
privately. Now, telestids is not hard to analyze in Greek: it is an
agent noun derived from the noun telos, roughly “man of zelos.”
The trouble is that the word zelos in later Greek has an extraordinarily
wide range of meanings: the dictionary gives “performance,
consummation, event, result, product, power, authority, office,
service, duty, dues, tax” and more. It has been speculated that telestai
were members of the elite who were granted land by the “king”
(Mycenean wanax, Homeric anax “lord”) in exchange for service:
this suggestion has been criticized for implying a type of feudalism
based on a medieval European model, but it is not impossible.

Four sample texts below with approximate transcription and
translation give an idea of the sort of document which survives. Some
of the words are marked with asterisks: these are words which have
been reconstructed by linguistic means, and which do not survive in
this form in alphabetic Greek: however, the roots underlying the
words survive in the later language, and the morphology is regular.
(The modern equivalents of the units of measurement are based on
conclusions drawn by archaeologists on the basis of material objects
such as cups, vessels, weights, etc. They are approximate, and alternative
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P LT
Mﬁ re

Cn 608

Figure 3.2 Linear B tablet: Pylos Cn 608 (pigs). Source: Emmett L.
Bennett, The Pylos Tablets (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
1951). Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press.

theories exist.) By convention, the logograms are given in capital
letters (usually in Latin, here in English). The word-dividers are rep-
resented by commas (they look quite similar on the tablets, but hover
above the line).

(1) PY Cn 608 (see Figure 3.2). A text from the palace archive at
Pylos in the southwestern Peloponnese. It appears to record the
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distribution of pigs to various areas of the territory controlled by
the palace: these pigs are presumably to be raised and then perhaps
returned to or distributed by the palace.

.1 jo-a-se-so-si, si-a,-ro

.2 o-pi-da-mi-jo

3 pi-*82 PIG+SI3
4 me-ta-pa PIG+SI3
.5 pe-to-no PIG+S8I6

[ Sixe move lines of place names and numbers)

1 *yoi *asensonsi sihalons

2 opidamios

.3 Piswa (?) PIG+s: 3
4  Metapa PIG+si 3
.5 Pethnos (?) PIG+s5 6

Local officials as follows are to fatten up pigs: Piswa, 3 pigs; Metapa,
3 pigs; Pethnos, 6 pigs; ...

The sign for PIG is a clear drawing of the head of a pig: in this
text the drawing is ligatured with the phonetic sign sz, which
presumably indicates “sihalos” pigs. The meaning of this word is
not known, but it occurs in the Odyssey as a noun or adjective
in apposition to the word “pig.” The word yos, if the interpreta-
tion is correct, is the nom. plur. of the relative pronoun (later
of [hoi]).

(2) PY Ep 704, 3-6. An extract from a text from the palace archive
at Pylos, giving names of people who have various types of land ten-
ure. It is unusual in containing a number of verbs. (In Mycenean
land tenure tablets the land is measured by the amount of seed grain
needed to sow it.)

.3 e-ri-ta,i-je-re-ja, o-na-to, e-ke , ke-ke-me-na , ko-to-na , pa-ro
da-mo , to-so , pe-mo WHEAT T 4

4 Kki-ri-te-wi-ja , 0-na-to , e-ko-si , ke-ke-me-na , ko-to-na , pa-ro,
da-mo , to-so , pe-mo WHEAT 1T 9
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e-ri-ta , i-je-re-ja , e-ke , e-u-ke-to-qe , e-to-ni-jo , e-ke-e , te-o ,
da-mo-de-mi , pa-si , ko-to-na-o ,
ke-ke-me-na-o , o-na-to , e-ke-¢ , to-so-pe-mo WHEAT 3T 9

Evithi hierein *ondton ckhei *kekeimends kroinds pavo damoi
toson spermo WHEAT T4

* Krithewini *oniton ckhonsi *kekeimends ktoinas paro damoi
toson spermo WHEAT 1T 9

Eritha bievein ckhei eukbetoi-qe *etonion ekheben thehoi damos
de min phisi ktoinahon

*kekeimenabon *oniaton ekhehen toson spermo WHEAT 3T 9

Eritha the priestess has an onaton lease of public (?) land from
the damos (“people, community”): so much seed WHEAT T 4
[~ 38 liters]

The krithewia (?) women have an ondton lease of public (?) land
from the damos. so much seed WHEAT 1 unit plus T 9 [~ 182 liters]
Eritha the priestess has and declares that she has an etonion lease
for the god, but the damos say that

she has an onaton lease of public (?) land: so much seed WHEAT
3 units plus T 9 [~ 374 liters]

Line 5 appears to record a dispute between the temple and the damos
(“community”) over the nature of the lease that the priestess holds. The
words *onaton and *etonion for types of land-holding may contain the
root seen in later Greek onésis “use, benefit.” The letter T represents a
sub-unit of volume (1,/10 of the major unit), around 9.6 liters. The
word damos survives in classical Greek as demos “people, community.”

(3) KN Fp 1. A text from the west wing of the palace at Knossos
recording quantities of oil which have been delived to, or are des-
tined for, various cult centers:

o UL o

de-u-ki-jo-jo me-no

di-ka-ta-jo di-we OILS 1
da-da-re-jo-de OILS 2
pa-de OILS 1
pa-si-te-o-i OILS 1

ge-ra-si-ja OIL S 1]
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.7 a-mi-ni-so , pa-si-te-0-i <OIL>S 1]

.8 e-ri-nu OILV 3

9  *47-da-do OIL V1

.10 a-ne-mo , i-je-re-ja <OIL>V4

A1 vacat

12 toso OIL3S2V2

1 Deukioio menos

2 Diktaioi Diwei OILS1

3 Daidaleion-de OIL S 2

4 pa-de OILS 1

5 pansi theoibi OILS1

6  gera-sija OIL S 1]

7 Amnisoi pansi theoihs OIL S 1]

.8 Erinus OILV 3

9 *47-da-do OILV1

10 anemon bierveidi V4

A1 [blank line)

A2 toson OIL3S2V2

.1 In the month of Deukios

.2 to Diktaian Zeus OIL S 1 (~ 10 liters)
.3 to the shrine of Daidalos OIL S 2 (~ 20 liters)
4 topa-de OIL S 1 (~ 10 liters)
.5 to all the gods OIL 1 unit (~ 30 liters)
.6 to ge-ra-si-ja OIL S 1 (~ 10 liters) [
.7 at Amnisos, to all the gods <OIL>S 1 (~ 10 liters) [
.8 Erinys OIL V 3 (~ 5 liters)

9 *47-da-do OIL V1 (~ 1'% liter)
.10 to the priestess of the winds ~ <OIL>V 4 (~ 6 liters)
12 Total OIL 3 units, S 2,V 2

(~ 113 liters)

In lines 7 and 10 the scribe was running out of room and omitted
the sign for oil. The letters S and V represent sub-units of liquid
(1/3 and 1,/20 of the major unit respectively).

(4) KN Sd 4401. One of a series of similar texts from the “room
of the chariot tablets” in the palace at Knossos (the lower line was
written first).
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.2 a-ra-ru-ja, a-ni-ja-pi , wi-ri-ni-jo , 0-po-qo , ke-ra-ja-pi , o-pi-i-
ja-pi CHARIOT [2
.1 i-qgijo,a-ja-me-no , e-re-pa-te , a-ra-ro-mo-te-me-no po-ni-kif-jo

2 arvaruwini hanidphi wviniois *opoqois *kevaidaphi  *opibidphi
CHARIOT [2
1 bigqio *aiamend elephantei ararmotmend phoinikio

.1 A couple of chariots inlaid with ivory, assembled, painted

purple,
.2 fitted with reins, with leather blinkers, with horn bits (?)

In line 2 the ending of the adjective a-ra-ru-ja “fitted” is a slip:
the scribe has forgotten he is describing two chariots, which calls
for the dual ending in [0]: the ending -# in the Linear B script
could be the feminine singular ending [a] or the feminine plural
[ai]. hania in line 2 survives in Homeric and later Greek as the
word for reins: in Mycenean the word was probably still [anhia]
from earlier *ansia. (Words which ended up with an 4 “trapped”
at the start of the second syllable generally moved it to the front
of the word.)

Greek Language in the Linear B Tablets

It is clear from the texts quoted above that the language of the
tablets is an early form of Greek, as Michael Ventris argued in
1952 after his decipherment (see Chadwick 1958). The obscuri-
ties of the writing system make it difficult to tell whether some of
the key phonological changes which are characteristic of alpha-
betic Greek had already taken place: we noted above that it is
unclear whether the restrictions in place in alphabetic Greek on
which consonants could end a word (only #, s, or ») were already
in place in Mycenean. Certain aspects of the morphology are
also obscured by the syllabary, but on the whole it looks very
familiar from later Greek; the vocabulary seems to be the same
mixture of Indo-European and non-Indo-European elements as
in the later language.



46 Mycenean Greek

Phonology

In a couple of cases sound-changes characteristic of later Greek seem
not to have occurred in Mycenean:

(1) Mycenean has not yet changed the labiovelar stops inherited
from Indo-European into the simple stops of alphabetic Greek.
In the parent language these consonants seem to have been velar
stops with lip-rounding (as in Engl. gueen): in classical Greek we find
the following changes:

*v >t or p (depending on the phonetic context)
*kre “and”: te [te], cf. Lat. -que
*lik"- “leave”: Aeinw [leipd], cf. Lat. Lnguo

*g” >d or b (depending on the phonetic context)
*g"ous “cow”: Bovg [bous], cf. Lat. bos
* g > or p (depending on the phonetic context)

*g"er- “heat”: Bépuog [termos] “hot,” cf. Lat.
furnus “oven”

In Linear B these three stops are represented by a series of syllabic
signs which are conventionally transcribed g-:

ge “and”: later te [te]

ga-si-re-u “chief, official”: later Pacihetg [basileus]
re-qo-me-no “leaving”: later Aeimépevol [leipomenoi]
qo-u-ko-ro “cow-herd”: later fovkdhog [boukolos]

It is impossible to prove how this series transcribed with a g- was
pronounced in Mycenean, but it is clear that the sounds they
represent had not yet merged with # and p, etc. The likelihood is
that the sounds were still labiovelars.

(2) Later Greek seems not to have liked two 4-sounds (aspirates)
in the same word: when this happens there is a strong tendency to
de-aspirate one of them, usually the first (this is known as “Grassman’s
Law” after its discoverer). Thus the verb *&yw [hek"d] “I have” in
the present tense became &xw [ek"d]: but the future tense remains
gEw [heksod] because there is only one aspirate in the word. This
process is already in place before the time of our earliest Greek texts,
and has often been assumed to be pre-Mycenean. In fact, it may well
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have taken place after the end of the Mycenean period (i.e., during
the “Dark Ages”). Words are conventionally transcribed in their
classical form in this chapter (thus e-ke “he has” as [ekPei]), which
may be inaccurate.

In most areas of Mycenean phonology sound changes character-
istic of Greek have already occurred:

(3) The syllabic resonants *# *» * [ *r of Indo-European have
already disappeared in Mycenean. They are vocalized in the way
familiar from alphabetic Greek (the choice of an # or an o vowel
varies among the Greek dialects: Mycenean uses both, with a
marked preference for o):

*spermn Myc. pe-mo class. onéppa [sperma] “seed”
[spermo]

*krety-pod-  Myc. ge-to-ro-po-  class. tetpdmnod- [tetrapod-]
[k¥etropod- ] “quadruped”

(4) *s has become 4, or disappeared, between vowels and at
the start of words:

*smtevon  Myc. ha-te-ro [hateron] dialect drepog [hateros]
“other”

*wetesi Myec. we-te-i [wetehi] class. (p)étel [(w)etei]
“year” (loc. sing.)

(5) The phoneme *y in later Greek became cither 4- or z- at the
start of a word before a vowel: the sound change *y > /- seems to
be in progress at the time of the Linear B tablets (the relative
pronoun is written o- [ho-] and jo- [yo-]). The change *y> z- has
already happened:

*yeuy - Myc. ze-u-k- [zeug-]  class. {edyog [zeugos] “yoke,
pair of animals”

The sound represented by Linear B z- is generally thought to be
some sort of affricate: [zd], [ts] or similar (here transcribed with the
neutral z-). After a consonant, *y merges with that consonant in a
process known as palatalization: as in Engl. Tuesday, where the first
syllable often sounds like choose. This has already happened in
Mycenean:
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*trpedyn Myc. to-pe-za class. tpdnela [trapeza]
[torpeza] “table” (“three-legged”)
*pantya Myc. pa-sa [pansa] class. mdoa [pasa] “all”

(feminine adj.)

Morphology

The morphological features of Mycenean are not particularly
startling: for the most part they are what might be expected in an
archaic version of Greek. Examples include:

1.

The genitive singular of the o-stem (second) declension is
written -o0-jo. This looks very like the Homeric ending -oéo, and
survives in the Thessalian dialect in the Classical period.

The dative singular of Zeusis written di-we, which must represent
[diwei] with the earlier dative ending which survives in the name
Diweiphilos (lit. “dear to-Zeus”). The classical ending -7 of the
dative is in fact the old locative ending (the two cases merged).
An instrumental plural ending written -pz is used regularly for
first and third declension nouns: to-pe-za e-re-pa-te-jo po-pi [ tor-
peza elepranteiois popp"i] “a table with ivory legs” (with [pop-
phi]<[pod-p"i]). This must be the ending -¢t [-p"i] which is
familiar from Homer (where, however, it is used as a metrical
convenience, in singular and plural, with instrumental, locative,
ablative, genitive, and dative function).

In text 2 above the verb e-u#-ke-to corresponds to classical ebxetat
[eukfetai] “she declares.” The ending -z07 is found in the
Arcado-Cypriot dialect, where it evidently represents an archaic
feature. All other dialects of the later language have -zaz, which
must be analogical on the first person ending -mai.

In classical Greek a prefix ¢- is added to the past tense of verbs (the
so-called augment); in Homeric Greek, however, this prefix is often
missing. In Mycenean it appears in just a couple of examples at most
(most clearly in a-pe-do-ke [apedoke] “he gave” in one tablet from
Pylos): in all other cases it is absent. It must therefore have been an
optional element in early Greek: of the other Indo-European lan-
guages, only Sanskrit and Armenian show any sign of it.
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Vocabulary

The vocabulary of Mycenean, when it is not obscured by the writ-
ing system, shows two familiar groups of words in addition to the
items inherited from Indo-European. The first comprises words
which are characteristic of Greek, but lack a clear I-E etymology:

a-to-ro-qo [ant'rok“os], later anthropos “human”
do-e-ro [dohelos], later doulos “slave”
ln-wo [lawos], later [dos (Attic leds) “people”

The second group comprises words that Greek borrowed from
neighboring languages:

e-re-pa [elephas], later elephas “ivory”

ku-mi-no [kuminon], later kuminon “cumin”

ku-ru-so [KPrusos], later khriisos “gold, golden”

A special item of the lexicon is personal names. Around two-
thirds of the words on the Linear B tablets are names, some place-
names but mostly personal names. We even have some descriptive
names of oxen from late Bronze Age Knossos: these are recorded on
small tablets which give a man’s name (presumably the person who
has charge of them), followed by the names of the oxen and finally
BOS ZE 1, i.e., the pictographic sign for an ox followed by the syl-
labic sign ze (short for zeugos, a pair of animals), and the number.

AL-WO-70 [aiwolos] “dappled”
ke-ra-no [kelainos] “dark”
W0-10-00-50 [woinok“orsos] “wine rump”
to-ma-ko [stomargos]| “white mouth”

Most of the names are of course human names, both male and
female. Very many are familiar-looking Greek names: others are
non-Greek (at Knossos it would reasonable to expect a pool of
indigenous names, some perhaps Minoan), and many are difficult to
interpret owing to the script. Easily recognizable names (with classi-
cal equivalent in brackets) include: a-ke-ra-wo (Agelaos), a-ki-re-u
(Akhilleus), e-ko-to (Hektor), e-u-me-ne (Eumenés), i-do-me-ne-jn
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(Idomeneia), ka-ra-u-ko (Glaukos), ko-pe-ve-u (Kopreus), ku-pi-ri-jo
(Kuprios), ma-na-si-we-ko (Mnésierges), o-re-ta (Orestes), si-mo
(Simos), si-ra-no (Silénos), te-o-do-ra (Theodora), te-se-u (Theseus),
wa-tu-0-ko (Astuokhos).

This short list shows a mix of name formations and name types
similar to later Greek. There are the heroic compound names which
seem to be a type inherited from Indo-European (Agelaos, leader
of the host); common descriptive names (Glaukos, gleaming, silver),
including ones based on physical characteristics ( Simos, snub-nosed);
and names derived from place-names (Kuprios, Cypriot). A special
class includes so-called copronyms (Kopreus, derived from the word
kopros, “dung”): these are names which appear curiously unflattering
or offensive. They are quite common in the ancient world, and seem
designed to ward oft the evil eye from an infant in a world in which
child mortality was high.



The Dark Ages

The End of the Late Bronze Age

The Linear B tablets were preserved by being baked in the fires
which destroyed the great Mycenean centers in mainland Greece
in the late thirteenth century Bc. The situation at Knossos was
complicated by a history of Minoan-Mycenean interaction (there
were more destructions, and they are harder to interpret), but on
Crete too a major destruction at the same period brought the
Mycenean period to a close and a general retreat to the hills. It is not
at all clear what caused this wave of destruction. It is generally thought
to be part of a wider tumult in the eastern Mediterranean: at the same
period the Hittite capital Hattusa was attacked and the Hittite empire
in Anatolia collapsed, and Egyptian records imply that Egypt was
also attacked by a confederacy of foreigners from areas to the north
of Egypt (the so-called “sea peoples™), but managed to fight off the
threat. A temple inscription of Ramses III claims that he repelled
them in the eighth year of his reign (around 1180 sc):

... as for the foreign countries, they made a conspiracy in their islands.
All at once the lands were on the move, scattered in war. No country
could stand before their arms: Hatti [the Hittites], Kode [Cilicia],

A Brief History of Ancient Greek, First Edition. Stephen Colvin.
© 2014 Stephen Colvin. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Carchemish, Arzawa [western Asia Minor] and Alasiya [Cyprus].
They were cut off. A camp was set up in one place in Amor [Amurru,
north Syria]. They desolated its people, and its land was like that
which has never come into being. They were advancing on Egypt
while the flame was prepared for them. Their league was Prst, Tjkr,
Skr¥, Dnn, and W united lands ...!

A letter found at Ugarit contains a request for help from the king
of Ugarit to the king of Cyprus. Ugarit was an important city on
the Syrian coast, which had close links with the Mycenean world
and other regional powers. It was attacked and destroyed around
1180 Bc, apparently before the letter could be dispatched:

1. To the King of Cyprus, my father, say: thus speaks the King of
Ugarit, your son. (Lines 5—11 contain an elaborate greeting.)

12. My father, behold, the ships of the enemy arrived: my cities were
burned with fire, and they did evil things in my country. Does my
father not know that all my troops [and chariots?] are in the Land
of Hatti, and all my ships are in the Land of Lycia ? They have not
[yet] returned, and the country is thus abandoned to itself. May my
father know this! Now, the seven ships of the enemy that came here
inflicted much damage upon us.?

Scholars have argued over whether there is any sign in the
surviving Linear B tablets from Pylos that the Myceneans were aware
of the impending attacks, or were making preparations for war.
Some of the tablets indicate at the very least that the palace at Pylos
took military preparedness very seriously: for example, tablet Jn
829 records an instruction to local officials in the regions of the
Pylian kingdom to collect bronze from temples “for the points of
darts and spears,” while tablet An 1 starts “Rowers going to Pleuron”
and is followed by a list of place-names and figures. It is one of a
series of tablets which records the dispatch of rowers from areas
around the Pylian kingdom to specific destinations. Another tablet
in this series (An 657) starts “Thus the watchers are guarding the
coast” and is followed by paragraphs giving locations, names of
officers, and numbers of men under their control (130 altogether).

Whether or not the inhabitants were aware of an imminent threat,
Pylos and other Mycenean sites in Greece were burned around 1200
BC and did not recover. In the twelfth century (Late Helladic IIIC)
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Mycenean culture ebbed away, and the 300 or more years from
the mid-twelfth century to the late ninth century have traditionally
been known to scholarship as the Dark Ages. Archaeologists have
sometimes preferred the more neutral “Early Iron Age,” but the
older term is not wholly inappropriate, for the following reasons.
First, loss of Greek literacy in this period means that it is hard for
us to reconstruct the history of these centuries, so they are dark
for us. Second, archaeology paints a fairly grim picture of life
following the Mycenean collapse: a dramatic fall in the population, a
retreat to small communities, a collapse in trade, and overall a much
lower standard of material culture.

Climate change may have played a role in the Aegean collapse
(and recovery), in two ways: change in climate can affect both
agriculture and human mortality in a region, and these in turn can
cause populations to move in search of more clement conditions.
Data from paleoclimatology indicate that significant climate changes
took place in central and southeastern Europe around 1400, 1230,
and 800 Bc.* These dates certainly correlate suggestively with
historical developments in the Aegean world. It has been suggested
that a sudden cold period in central Europe (starting around
1400 and ending around 1230) might have sent populations south,
which would have caused disruption in the Balkans and the Aegean
area. At the end of this period a warming (around 1230) could have
caused drought and disrupted living conditions in the Aegean: the
highly specialized and stratified economies of the palaces would
have been severely shaken by consecutive years of severe drought.
Conversely, a cooling around 800 (a return to more temperate
conditions) would have led to an improvement in agriculture and life
expectancy in the Aegean.

It seems likely, though it cannot be proved, that at least some
of the devastation was caused by “outsiders,” people from outside
the Mycenean world. A historical analog would be the third century
BC, when Celts arrived in the Balkan peninsula and sacked Delphi
before moving on to Anatolia, where — known as the Galatians — they
were contained with difficulty (Mitchell 1993: 13-20). Even if
outsiders played no role in the destruction of the palaces, in the
unsettled centuries which followed some sites were abandoned
completely, and others were occupied by new groups (the collapse
of Mycenean control in Greece left an obvious power vacuum).
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The scale and the nature of movements of people during these
centuries is a matter for debate: for clues as to what was going on in
Greece during this period we rely on three sources of evidence: (a)
linguistic evidence, (b) archaeological evidence, and (c) the later tra-
ditions and stories of the Greeks about the period.

The problem with (¢), the mythographic sources, is that Greeks
in the first millennium Bc had specific views on ethnicity which
they naturally projected back to the myth-historical past. Narratives
which describe movements of peoples, or the emergence into
history of an ethnic group in a particular location, generally appear
to us to have an essential ideological component: that is, they
cannot be described as “true” or “false” without qualification,
because ethnic identity has a meaning within a particular culture
but is unstable or incoherent when pressed from an external
scientific perspective. This is because ethnicity is not a given, but a
constructed quality; in other words, the people themselves are best
qualified to tell you who they are, and this explanation will not
necessarily reflect the conceptual categories either of an external
investigator, or of later stages of the same culture. Moreover, since
narratives which we would consider to be “mythological” had a
real and present force in ordering and justifying the contemporary
world in the Archaic and Classical periods, such narratives are often
open to the suspicion of having been pressed into service to
underpin a contemporary political position.

The problem with (b), the archaeological evidence, is that the
material record provides datable evidence of destruction, construc-
tion, and reconstruction, and of the evolution of cultural practices
and styles (architecture, technology, ceramics, burials, etc.), or of the
sudden introduction of new practices and styles; but it cannot tell us
who the people were who lie behind these events, or the language
they were speaking. Moreover, the same material record is subject
to differing and sometimes radically opposed interpretations by
archaeologists.

Linguistic analysis of Greek before and after the Dark Ages can
provide an important extra source of information in addition to
these sources. It has the advantage of not being concerned with the
ethnic definition of speakers; it looks at the pattern of similarities
and differences in the dialect features and tries to work out a plausi-
ble linguistic history to account for them. Linguists may make
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hypotheses about movements of speakers to account for the
distribution of language varieties; just as, for example, one needs to
assume the immigration of groups of Germanic speakers to the
British Isles to explain the distribution of Germanic and Celtic
in Britain and Ireland, or the movement of speakers of English,
French, Spanish, and Portuguese to the Americas. Nevertheless,
hypotheses of movements (where independent historical evidence is
not available) are controversial because the mechanisms of language
spread are more complex than mass movements of people.

In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries it was widely
assumed (as it was assumed in the ancient world) that a change of
language in a region presupposed a large-scale population move-
ment. It is now recognized that the appearance of a new language
in an area is not necessarily the result of a massive immigration of
people: language A does not always replace language B because a
large number of speakers of A have taken over the territory of
B-speakers and replaced or swamped the earlier population. Language
A may prevail because the speakers are politically powerful, perhaps
the result of being militarily and technologically advanced; language
A may dominate in urban centers, while B becomes confined to
scattered rural settlements; language A may be a high-prestige
language which it is necessary to learn to participate in political-
cultural activities such as writing. When we try to reconstruct the
history of Greek before the widespread use of the alphabet, the
changing distribution of the dialects may lead us to suppose that
Greek speakers were on the move, but we cannot be sure of the size
of the movement or the precise mechanisms by which a linguistic
variety took hold and spread in an area.

Mainland Greece

For the history of Greek before the appearance of written texts in the
eighth century we have two pieces of evidence: the language of the
Linear B tablets from the Late Bronze Age, and the distribution of
the Greek dialects in Greece in the eighth century onward.

The question is what this can tell us (or what we can guess) about
the development of the language between the mid-sixteenth century
BC (the start of the Late Bronze Age, when the Myceneans became
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dominant in the Aegean) and the eighth century. Before we look at
the guesswork and speculation that this question has given rise to,
we should be clear that even during the centuries following the
introduction of the alphabet to Greece (the Archaic, Classical, and
Hellenistic periods), much of the detail of the Greek language is
completely obscure to us: both the linguistic development of the
language and the geographic and social distribution of the varieties.
This is due to lack of evidence: outside of a few (peculiar and excep-
tional) urban centers, inscriptions are late and scanty. Large areas of
northern and western Greece are almost without data before the
koine, and where local inscriptions do exist in the late fifth or fourth
centuries, the suspicion is that these are written in a local, koineized
standard, and do not reflect local vernaculars closely. Even in Ionia,
the cradle of Greek literacy, inscriptions appear to be written in a
standardized epigraphic koine from the earliest period. The handful
of standardized town idioms that we know about does not give us a
firm foundation on which to speculate about the preceding centuries.

In the Late Bronze Age we find surprising homogeneity in the
language of the Linear B tablets from across the Mycenean world.
This homogeneity (not complete, but nevertheless striking), plus the
fact that this variety is attested around 500 years earlier than the
other dialects of Greek, suggests, as a working hypothesis, that it is
in fact the ancestor of all the Greek dialects that we know from the
alphabetic period. The stemma would look like this:

Mycenean Greek

Laconian Arcadian Phocian Boeotian Thessalian  Attic  Ionic (etc.)

A closer analysis of the language of the tablets makes it clear that
this stemma is not possible. A sound change has already happened
in the language of the Linear B tablets, which is shared by some of
the classical dialects, but not all. This is the change #/>si in verbal
endings (3 sing. and 3 plur.) and certain other words: §idovtt
[didonti] > 8idovot [didonsi]| “they give.” There is nothing surprising
phonetically about this assibilation: it is attested in the third person
of verbal endings in other Indo-European languages, including
Hittite in Anatolia: compare the Hittite forms of the verb kuen-
“strike, kill,” where the endings *-#z and *-n¢i have become -z [ -tsi]
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and -nzi [-ntsi]: 3 sg. kuenzi, 3 pl. kunanzi (the verb is a cognate
of'the Greek Oeivw [ theind | “kill” < I-E *g”hen-). In the Italian peninsula,
however, the endings remained unassibilated:

Latin 3 sg. stat <*stati
3 pl stant < *stanti (compare Oscan
stabint, where b indicates hiatus)

This split treatment of the I-E verbal endings *#: and *#n#: occurs
within Greek. Dialects which assibilate *#i> *si are: (a) Mycenean
(Late Bronze Age), (b) Attic, Ionic (spoken in Euboea, the islands
of the north and central Aegean, and Ionia), Arcadian, Cypriot,
Lesbian (Lesbos and adjoining mainland). Dialects which preserve
the inherited *# are: (a) “Doric” or “West Greek” dialects in the
Megarid and the Peloponnese (apart from Arcadian) and the south-
ern Aegean islands Melos, Thera, Crete, Karpathos, Rhodes, and
Kos (and adjoining mainland around Knidos), plus “Northwest”
dialects in central Greece (Phocis, Locris) and northwestern Greece
(Epirus, Acarnania, and Actolia); (b) Boeotian and Thessalian in
north and central Greece: these are traditionally classed (with
Lesbian) as “Aeolic” dialects.

This means that a new stemma would have to look like this:

Early Greek

|
| |
LBA Mycenean ?

750 BC  Attic, Ionic, Arcadian, Cypriot Laconian, Cretan, Rhodian, Phocian,
Lesbian Argolic, etc. Boeotian, Thessalian

It does not follow from this either that Mycenean is the ancestor
of the didonsi dialects listed below it, or that the Linear B language
was the only didonsi dialect in Greece in the LBA. Similarly, the gap
in the LBA slot above the didonti dialects has the potential to be
misleading: it might be taken to imply that we are looking for a uni-
tary proto-dialect from which the attested didonti dialects derive.
In fact, the gap merely records the obvious fact that since there are
dialects with didonti (the older or more conservative form) in the
alphabetic period, there must have been dialects with didonti in
the Bronze Age. Another notable feature of the stemma is that it
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splits up Lesbian, Boeotian, and Thessalian, which are traditionally
grouped together as the “Aeolic” group.

The diagram represents our data accurately enough, but since the
nineteenth century classical linguists have attempted to divide the
dialects into higher-level groups which are supposed to cast light
on the linguistic situation in the Late Bronze Age and early first mil-
lennium. Following the decipherment of Linear B, a widely accepted
stemma with conjectural higher-level groups looked like this:

Early Greek
West Greek East Greek
West Greek dialects Mycenean
Northwest Greek dialects Attic-Ionic

Arcado-Cypriot

A variant of this schema replaces the term “West Greek” with
“North Greek”, and “East Greek” with “South Greek.” These
geographical terms reflect (a) the perception that in the historical
period speakers of West Greek were generally to be found in the
western and northern regions of Greece, and (b) the conjecture that
during the Late Bronze Age speakers of didonti dialects were to be
found to the north and west of the Mycenean world (north of the
Peloponnese and west of Boeotia). The question remains what to do
with the Aeolic dialects (Lesbian, Boeotian, Thessalian) if one accepts
this schema: if the three dialects derive from a unitary proto-Aecolic
dialect that was spoken in the Late Bronze Age, it is not clear
whether this proto-Acolic should be classified as a West or an East
Greek dialect.

Ignoring for the moment the problem of Aeolic, let us return to
the position of Mycenean in the stemma and conjectures about the
Late Bronze Age. We have already seen that the language of the
Linear B tablets is more or less uniform from all Mycenean sites
(there are some minor variations). It is also incomplete: the writing
system gives only a partial insight into the phonetic reality of the
language it represents, and the bureaucratic nature of the documents
gives rise to the suspicion that their language is in any case likely
to be a rather specific and perhaps standardized variety. It seems
certain that some degree of linguistic diversity is “hidden” by the
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standardized language of the tablets; the question remains whether
the hidden varieties were merely the normal range of social varieties
(which are always likely to be unrepresented in a written language),
or whether they included an idiom (i.e., a dédonti variety) which
modern scholars, following the Greeks of the first millennium,
have generally thought of as a geographical /ethnic variety (“Doric”)
rather than a social variety.

We have seen that the scribes wrote a didonsi variety of Greek;
but it is also clear that didonti varieties must have been spoken
contemporaneously somewhere in the Greek world. There are a
number of possibilities.

(1) Didonsi varieties were spoken by a social elite who controlled
the palatial economies and their resources; didonti varieties were
spoken by population groups who were subordinate to this elite
(the slaves or workers involved in production, for example).

(2) Didonsi varieties were characteristic of urban (palatial) cent-
ers controlled by the Mycenean elite; didonti varieties were predom-
inantly rural. There is an obvious overlap with the previous category;
for example, agricultural workers living in villages (such as the
communities responsible for the pigs in PY Cn 608, see Chapter 3).

(3) Didonsivarieties were found in areas of Greece which comprised
what we now think of as the “Mycenean world,” areas in which pala-
tial centers with archives have been discovered. In mainland Greece
this would include Messenia, the Argolid, Attica, Boeotia, and perhaps
Thessaly. In other areas didonti varieties would have been prevalent:
these might have included Elis, Achaea, Aetolia, and Epirus.

There are two scenarios which have been discounted:

(4) The suggestion, made in 1909 and in vogue for a couple of
decades, that didonti varieties were not heard in Greece until after
around 1200 Bc: they were spoken by a “tribe” of Greeks called
the Dorians, who swept into Greece around 1200 and occupied
the areas where didonti dialects were spoken in the historic period,
subjugating the previous inhabitants. The scenario is incoherent,
since the Dorians can hardly have been “Greeks,” speaking a dialect
of “Greek,” before they were located in Greece. As we saw in Chapter
2, the language is a co-production which developed in Greece from
the interaction of a number of idioms and ethno-linguistic identities.
The idea was typical of its time in mixing up linguistic varieties
(types of language) and “ethnic” varieties (types of people).*
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(5) The Linear B tablets were written in a dédonsi variety, which
does not reflect local linguistic practice: in Pylos and Thebes at least,
didonti dialects were spoken by everyone. This scenario depends on
assumptions along the lines of the following. If the Linear B writing
system was developed at Knossos after the palatial center had been
taken over by Myceneans from, say, Mycenae itself, which is perfectly
plausible, then the language would have reflected the variety spoken
by the new Mycenean elite who controlled the palace. This was then
frozen as a scribal language bound up with the Linear B writing
system, and exported to palaces on the Greek mainland as a package;
scribes at these sites would have learned to write an idiom which did
not reflect local speech habits, but did not change the system they
had been taught.

It is true that writing systems are naturally conservative: but the
scenario in this strong form seems unlikely, especially since we do
not find plausible examples of “misspellings” with # instead of sz in
the tablets (or any other linguistic feature associated with didonti
dialects), which are after all temporary records preserved by accident
in fire. A completely frozen scribal language might be expected in
literary or religious texts, or in documents in international diplo-
macy; and even then, if the scribe’s own language was a closely
related dialect of the scribal language, a degree of contamination
would be expected.

There are indeed a small number of #~si alternations in the
tablets, but these are easy to explain. For example, adding the suffix
-10s to a place-name in Greek gives you an ethnic adjective or noun:
as in English London+ er> Londoner, Boston+ ian> Bostonian. So in
Greek Korinthos “Korinth” gives Korinth-ios “Korinthian”: in a
didonsi dialect this would be expected to turn into Korinsios. This
is what we find in Mycenean: from ko-7i-to [ Korinthos] the ethnic
ko-ri-si-jo [ Korinsios]. In didonsi dialects of classical Greek, however,
we find Korinthios: this is obviously owing to the analogy of the
base word Korinthos. Place names ending in -zos and -thos produce a
couple of similar alternations in Mycenean: this is analogy, rather
than the work of a scribe who spoke a didonti dialect.

Of the scenarios sketched in (1) to (3), the first two are Marxian
approaches which posit situations that could be paralleled in
well-documented cases from the modern world: for example, from the
sixteenth century an English-speaking elite was superimposed on Irish
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speakers in Ireland, and the Irish language became associated with
area (predominantly rural), occupation (agricultural labor), and socio-
economic status (low). These are two different languages, but the
same situation can occur with two varieties of the same language: in
the United States during the period of slavery and beyond, standard
English was spoken by, or at least the model for, the white population,
while Africans spoke a distinct variety similarly associated with rural
location, agricultural production, and socioeconomic status. In both
cases, of course, there was the important added ingredient of ethnic
identity, a factor which defies speculation in the case of Bronze Age
Greece; or rather, since ethnic identity grows out of a number of
contemporary factors such as status, location, dialect, appearance,
religious practice, and others, to cite it as a determiner of dialect use
in the Bronze Age would be a circular argument.

Scenarios (1) and (2) have an important feature in common: the
didonsi dialects are discontinuous. If the elite in palatial centers
around Greece were speaking varieties which shared this innovation,
it would be absurd to suppose that they had all innovated indepen-
dently, as though assibilation went naturally with political power or
high living. An innovation such as didonti>didonsi starts in a
particular region and spreads through contact, so long as there are
no ideological barriers (i.e., resistance based on antipathy to the core
innovating group). If; therefore, (1) or (2) were correct, we would
have to suppose that the dominant group had fanned out from a
region where they had earlier been concentrated, and subjugated
local Greek-speaking populations. This is not, of course, impossible,
and it is clear that Myceneans took over Knossos from the Minoans
in the fifteenth century; but it creates a new complication in the
history of Late Bronze Age Greece, one which would not be posited
on other grounds.

The central problem in Greek dialectology from this early period
is the fact that between around 1400 and 1200 Bc didonsi varieties
are attested in the Linear B tablets from Crete, Pylos, the Argolid,
and Boeotia — all areas in which didonti varieties were spoken by the
time of the first alphabetic inscriptions. Scenarios (1) and (2) could
explain this: after the collapse of the palatial civilization, the didonsi
varieties of the elite lost their political and economic advantage; they
were minority varieties, and were simply submerged by the sur-
rounding didonti varieties. This would not explain very economically
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the didonsi variety in Arcadia, a remote and mountainous region in
the central Peloponnese which our hypothetical Mycenean warriors
would have been uninterested in subjugating. Scenarios which make
the two varieties a function of socioeconomic group require a popu-
lation movement earlier in the Bronze Age.

If we return to scenario (3) we need to consider how the didonti
varieties moved east and south to become dominant in regions in which,
we have suggested, the innovative didonsi had spread by the end of the
Bronze Age. We are not talking about “Doric” dialects: this term, inso-
far as it is useful when applied to a large group of disparate dialects, can
only apply to first-millennium dialects: many of the features which are
used to define the dialects are simply not relevant to the Bronze Age.
Still less are we talking about Dorians: this is an ethnic term of the first
millennium, and it has been pointed out that as a term of identity it may
well have developed in the Peloponnese in the centuries following the
Mycenean collapse. We are looking at a specific isogloss (didonti), which
typically bundles with a number of other isoglosses:

didonti Vs. didonsi “they give”
+ biaros Vs. hieros “sacred”
+ didomes Vs. didomen “we give”

An isogloss (on the analogy of isobar) is a line on a map which
gives the limit of a particular linguistic feature. Isoglosses can be
plotted with a certain amount of precision; a dialect, on the other
hand, is a construct, since isoglosses rarely coincide exactly, and a
“dialect group” is even more tenuous. Furthermore, perceptions of
dialect boundaries among speakers generally reflect ideologies
in addition to linguistic boundaries. In England, for example, there
is a popular notion of “northern” English and “southern” English
(which are bundled with various supposed social and cultural
traits). The two most important isoglosses used to demarcate
these dialect groups are:

Foot-Strut north of this isogloss, the vowel in both words is
[u]; to the south, foot has [u] and strut has [ ]
Trap-Bath north of this isogloss, the vowel in both words is

[2]; to the south, trap has [x] and bath has [a:]
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In the east of England the isoglosses start in the Wash and run west
towards Bristol and the Welsh border, but they do not coincide
completely: the further west they run the greater the divergence.
These differences are known as markers, because they function at a
high level of psychological awareness; but the country is criss-crossed
by numerous isoglosses which intersect and give rise to dialects
with differing levels of community awareness. Dialects with high
awareness are typically associated with major urban or cultural centers.

It is therefore illusory to try to map “dialects” in any degree of
detail in the Late Bronze and Early Iron Ages. On our scenario (3),
the didontiisogloss shifted during the 400 years or so after 1200. We
need to be clear that there is no linguistic way from didonsi to
didonti: the spread of didonts is not a phonetic innovation. By the
time of alphabetic literacy we find didonti (and hiaroes) across the
former Mycenean world in mainland Greece, with the exceptions of
Arcadia and Attica. The easiest explanation is a movement of people
in the depressed and turbulent centuries following the Mycenean
collapse; depopulation and power vacuum would have provided
conditions for movements of people south into the Peloponnese
and east as far as the Aegean. We saw at the beginning of the chapter
that other factors, such as turbulence in central Europe and the
Balkans, might also have provided an impetus. The movement within
Greece may have been relatively restricted: compare, for example,
the relatively small numbers of newcomers in Ptolemaic or Umayyad
Egypt, or Norman England. In all of these cases the new arrivals
had a profound impact on the language of the region over the
course of a couple of centuries. If this account is right it would not
be difficult to account for the survival of a didonsi dialect in Arcadia,
one which seems to be quite closely connected with both Mycenean
Greek and with the dialect of Cyprus. Natural features such as
mountains and rivers often affect the direction of isoglosses: in the
case of a remote and mountainous region like Arcadia the isoglosses
seem not to have penetrated deeply enough to affect the core fea-
tures of the didonsi varieties that were spoken there (at least in the
urban centers which put up inscriptions in the Archaic and Classical
periods).

Nevertheless, even if didonsi varieties were predominant until
1200, we should not underestimate the linguistic diversity that
is likely to have existed across such a large and geographically
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challenging territory. Late Bronze Age Greece probably encompassed
pockets of non-Greek language (few regions are entirely monolin-
gual, at any period in history). It is also likely that some didont:
varieties were heard within territories controlled by the Myceneans:
first, there may have been pockets where a didonti variety had
become ensconced; second, isoglosses will have been fuzzy around
the periphery; and third, a movement south and east may well have
started during the centuries of Mycenean wealth and power.

Greeks in the Aegean

At the beginning of the alphabetic period the Greek language was
spoken across the Aegean and along the coast of Asia Minor from
the Troad as far as the Carian/Lycian border; there were also Greek
speakers on the island of Cyprus. The dialects of classical Greek are
conventionally divided into four main groups (see Chapter 6), and
all four groups are represented.

1. Lesbian: in the northern part of the region, around the Troad
and the island of Lesbos, as far south as Smyrna. This dialect has
traditionally been grouped with the dialects of Thessaly and
Boeotia (the Aeolic group).

2. lonian: the central region of coastal Asia Minor, from Smyrna
to Miletos, was known as Ionia. The islands of the north and
central Aegean were also inhabited by speakers of Ionic. The
dialect is closely related to Attic.

3. Cypriot: the Greek dialect of Cyprus is unexpectedly close to
that of Arcadia, so close that the two are grouped together by
linguists (Arcado-Cypriot).

4. West Greek: southern Aegean islands, as far as Knidos and
Halicarnassus in Asia Minor.

Greek was clearly heard around the Aegean before the end of the
Mycenean period: archaeological evidence and Hittite records make
it clear that in the Late Bronze Age there was interaction between
Greeks and non-Greeks on the coast of Asia Minor, and Miletos
seems to have been under Mycenean control by the end of the period
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(Bryce 1989). Linear B tablets from Pylos designate groups of
women working for the palace as “from Milatos” (Miletos) and
“from Knidos.” There were also trading links with Cyprus in the
Late Bronze Age, though the first Mycenean settlements on the
island seem not have been until after 1200 Bc (Late Helladic IT1IC),
after the collapse of the palaces. Cypriot and Arcadian are close, and
of all the dialects have the most in common with Mycenean Greek.
We have seen that Arcadian looks like an isolated remnant of varieties
that were spoken in the Bronze Age Peloponnese; the Greek dialects
(didonsi varieties) that arrived in Cyprus in the twelfth century must
therefore have come from the Peloponnese also, perhaps spoken
by emigrants fleeing the turbulence that followed the collapse of
the Mycenean palaces.

Cyprus is a special case; on the whole, the distribution of the
dialects in Asia Minor at the end of the Dark Ages reflects population
movements which took place from around the middle of the
eleventh century. Given the very close relationship between Attic
and the Ionic dialects spoken in Euboea, the Aegean islands, and
Tonia, it is generally concluded that the dialect spread out from
Attica with settlers during this period. There seems, analogously, no
way of getting West Greek dialects onto Thera, Crete, Karpathos,
and Rhodes, and across to Asia Minor, without assuming a similar
process which started in the Peloponnese; this would presumably
have been an extension of the movement which saw the dominance
of didonti dialects in the Peloponnese by the end of the Dark Ages.

The Aeolic dialects Lesbian, Thessalian, and Boeotian present
peculiar difficulties. We saw above that a hypothetical proto-Acolic
group (the Bronze Age ancestor of the three dialects) is difficult to
fit into a simple genetic schema which divides a unitary proto-
Greek into two branches, east and west Greek. This is because the
three dialects share enough features to make them appear related
(and Greek tradition linked the three in an Aeolic “ethnic group”),
but the similarities are distributed in puzzling ways. There are
almost no features which are common to all three dialects, but a
fair number which are shared by two out of the three. Those pho-
nological or morphological features which can be stated seem to
have exceptions, so that they appear more like “tendencies” than
“rules”; Thessaly is a very large area which seems to have contained
a substantial degree of dialect variation within it; and all three share
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significant isoglosses with neighboring dialects (Thessalian and
Boeotian with West Greek, Lesbian with Ionic).

None of this is very surprising from a linguistic viewpoint, so the
problem is perhaps in the model that we are trying to push the data
into. The family-tree stemma for the history of the Greek language
has some explanatory use, but is limited. The genetic model for this
type of stemma does not work perfectly, as we saw in Chapter 2,
because the dialects are in continuous and complex interaction: this
means that when a particular dialect has been identified and named
(which can be a misleading exercise in itself), it cannot be traced
back to a single “parent” in the stemma. Importantly, this is also true
for the top of the stemma, the so-called “proto-Greek” which gave
rise to all the later dialects. This reconstructed unitary language is an
artificial and misleading node in the tree: it goes back to an era when
the prevailing picture was one of the “proto-Greek” nation arriving
en masse in Greece and fanning out across the country.

This model is one of unity followed by divergence. If, however,
we stick to the view of Greek as a co-production which arose in
Greece, we arrive at a model which is almost the exact reverse of
this: diversity followed by unity. That is to say, a number of dialects
emerged across the Balkan peninsula in interaction with each
other: the emergence of “Greek” (and “the Greeks”) as an abstract
concept which unified these varieties was a political and ideological
development. The naming of a language is a crucial step in its devel-
opment: ideological, but none the less important for that. Latin
turned into Italian after speakers had developed a national Italian
consciousness; when a national canonical text (Dante) had emerged
which legitimized the new language; and when speakers had
named their language “Italian” rather than “Latin.” In the follow-
ing chapters we shall examine how Greek emerged from the turbu-
lence of the Dark Ages: a new language with dialects, rather than
the chaotic diversity of the preceding centuries.

On this model Lesbian, Thessalian, and Boeotian were formed for
the most part by development and interaction zz situ: the overlap-
ping isoglosses go back to a period when speakers lived in contact
with each other. Given the historical position of the three dialects, it
has been assumed, not unreasonably, that this period of contact was
located in a region north of Attica, before part of the population
crossed the Aegean. The Acolic contact period may have been short,
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and late (perhaps after the collapse of the palaces): a loose grouping
intersected by competing isoglosses rather than a unitary idiom.

Notes

1 Kuhrt (1997: 387); same text is translated by Pritchard (1969: 262).
The inscription is from the temple of Ramses III at Medinet Habu.

2 Uyaritica V, no. 24 (Nougayrol ez al. 1968: 87-90): translation from
the French.

3 Discussion of climate change in the Bronze Age by Moody (2005),
Neumann (1993), Bintliff (1982: 147-150).

4  Kretschmer (1909): see Colvin (2010: 204-205) for a summary.



The Alphabet

The Greek alphabet was borrowed and adapted from the
Phoenician alphabet: the Greeks borrowed the letter forms, the
order in which they come in the alphabet, and the letter names
(alpha, beta, etc.). The date and place of the adaptation is one
of the most hotly disputed topics in classical scholarship.

Around 1000 Bc the eastern Mediterranean was largely literate.
The collapse of Hittite power around 1200 meant that cuneiform
documents were no longer being produced in Anatolia, but speakers
of Luwian (a language closely related to Hittite) were putting
up monuments carved with Luwian “hieroglyphic” script (a distinct
Anatolian script, not Egyptian hieroglyphic) in southeastern
Anatolia and northern Syria. The Egyptians, of course, wrote in their
own distinctive script, but used Akkadian cuneiform for communica-
tion with foreigners. On Cyprus a group of related syllabic scripts
was used to write a variety of languages, including (by the tenth
century) Greek; they are known to modern scholars as Cypro-
Minoan, because they are clearly related to the Minoan Linear A
script of Crete (and hence also to Linear B). In the Levant, the cast-
ern Mediterranean from Syria down to the Sinai peninsula, a new
script (or family of scripts) had established itself, and was spreading.
This is known as the North Semitic script. Unlike the other scripts of

A Brief History of Ancient Greek, First Edition. Stephen Colvin.
© 2014 Stephen Colvin. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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1. Egyptian ox head hieroglyph 2. Sinaitic simplified sign 3. Phoenician letter ’alf

5] 1 X

Figure 5.1 Ox head to ?alf.

the region, this script was not syllabic, but alphabetic, and used no
logograms. It had developed out of an alphabetic script attested as
early as the eighteenth century Bc: inscriptions in this very early
script have been found in the Sinai peninsula, and it probably had its
origin there (for this reason it is known as the Sinaitic or Proto-
Sinaitic script). It had almost certainly evolved under the influence of
Egyptian writing. Many of the letters look like Egyptian hieroglyphic
signs which have been borrowed and reused: the Egyptian sign was
named (by the Semitic-speaking adapters) and its value in the new
alphabet was the first sound of that name (the acrophonic principle).
Thus the hieroglyphic ox head was called (in a local north Semitic
language) “alf “ox,” and it was given the value ” (the glottal stop
[?]).! The graphic development from the ox head hieroglyph to the
Phoenician letter *alf can be seen relatively easily (Figure 5.1). Note
that the value of the new alphabetic letter had nothing to do with
the value of the Egyptian hieroglyph, or with any Egyptian word.

The most important North Semitic alphabet, Phoenician, had
developed by the eleventh century. It is the Phoenician alphabet
which lies behind the Arabic, Aramaic, and Hebrew scripts. The
Aramaic alphabet was borrowed from Phoenician in the eleventh
century Bc, and gradually modified; the original Hebrew script was
also an off-shoot of Phoenician, and probably distinct from it by the
ninth century Bc. From the fifth century Bc, however, Hebrew was
written in the Aramaic alphabet (the characteristic “square” Hebrew
script is a development of this). The Arabic alphabet is also a
development of the Aramaic alphabet.

The Greek alphabet was adapted from the 22 letters of the
Phoenician alphabet, with some additions and adaptations to suit the
phonology of Greek, sometime after 1000 Bc. Exactly how long after
is not clear, but it now seems unlikely that this process could have
taken place after around 850 Bc, even though the first inscribed
Greek texts that we have were written about a century after this date.
We shall consider the reasons for this assumption below.
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Adaptation of the Phoenician Alphabet into Greek

All 22 Phoenician letters were adapted into the Greek alphabet,
in the same order, and with more or less the same names: subse-
quently a couple fell into disuse, and five extra letters were added
by the Greeks to the end of the alphabet (see next section). In
Archaic and Classical Greece more or less every region had its
own variety of the Greek alphabet: letter shapes varied slightly,
and there were some variations in the use of the letters phi (®),
chi (X), psi (), and x¢ (E): we shall consider these further below.
After around 400 Bc all areas of Greece gradually adopted the
Tonic alphabet, and this is the alphabet that we now consider
standard (for the phonetic values of the Greek letters in the
Classical period see the Appendix). The three letters marked with
an asterisk do not appear in the Ionic alphabet, but are found in
other regional alphabets.

Phoenician Phoenician value

name

A alpha < ?alf [?] glottal stop

B beta < bet [b]

T gamma <  gimel [g]

A delta < dalet [d]

E epsilon < he [h]

*F wan <  waw [w]

7 zeta <  zayin [z]

H heta < ber [h] pharyngeal fricative voiceless
© theta < tet [t] pharyngealized stop

1 idota < yod [3]

K kappa < kap [k]

A lamda < ldmed [1]

M mu <  mem [m]

N nu <  nun [n]

B kst < samek [s]

O omikron < Sayin [1] pharyngeal fricative voiced
I pi < 2 [p]
*M san < sade [s¢] pharyngealized sibilant
*Q qoppa < qop [k9] pharyngealized stop
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p 7ho < 7Es [r]
3 sigma <  S$in [$] palatal sibilant
T tau < taw [t]

The letters are named on an acrophonic basis: that is to say, in
Phoenician the letter representing the sound [b] is named &zz, which
means “house,” because the word begins with a 4-. Greek has kept to
the same principle, except that the words do not have any meaning
(sigma is an exception — it means “hissing” in Greek). The addition
of a final -4 to the Phoenician words is easy to explain: Greek words
can only end in a vowel or the consonants #, 7, or s, so the final vowel
is a “support” vowel to avoid breaking this phonological rule.

It can be seen by running an eye down the list of Phoenician sound
values that there are no vowels. Anyone who knows a Semitic language
will find this unsurprising (the morphosyntactic structure of Semitic
languages makes it far easier to predict vowels than in Indo-European or
Turkic, for example): in the modern world Arabic and Hebrew are gen-
erally written without vowels. The Greek adaptations were as follows:

A [a] [a] < ?alf [?]
E [e] [e][¢] < he [h]
I [i] [1] < yod [j]

0 [o] [0] [D] < “ayin [1]
Y [u] [q] < waw [w]

The reasoning behind these adaptations is not hard to work out:

A. alpha: the Phoenician word begins with a glottal stop, which a
Greek would not hear (since it is not a phoneme in Greek). On the
acrophonic principle, therefore, it is natural to make this letter rep-
resent the first audible sound in the word.

E. epsilon: Phoenician is richer in aspirates than Greek, having
both 4z and bet. The latter had already been used for the Greek [h],
leaving /be (a fainter aspirate) free to represent the ¢ vowel which
characterizes the syllable. The name epsilon is medieval (“simple £” as
opposed to the digraph Al which was also pronounced [e] by that
time): in the Classical period it was still called &i [¢]: the Greeks
simply named this letter for its sound.
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1. dota: the vowel [i] is simply the vocalic version of the semivowel
[j], which makes the consonant yo4 an obvious choice; and since the
consonant did not exist in Greek, a Greek would probably have
heard the name of the Phoenician letter as [ijod].

O. omicron: this is hard to relate phonetically to the Phoenician
pharyngeal “ayin. But the name of the letter in Phoenician means
“eye,” and the words for “eye” in Greek begin with an o- (omma,
ophthalmos); the adaptation in this case depends on the translation of
the letter name and the acrophonic principle. The name omicron
(“short 0”) is late: in the Classical period it was still called o0 [0]: as
with epsilon, it was named after the sound.

Y. hypsilon: the vowel [u] is the vocalic version of the semivowel
[w] (compare Zota above), which explains the choice of waw. In this
case, however, Greek also had the consonantal phoneme [w] (though
it dropped from a number of dialects): the adapters therefore kept
[W]/waun in its original place in the alphabet, and added the new
vowel [u]/hypsilon to the “supplemental” letters at the end of the
alphabet (see below). The sign for the vowel in Greek was given a
slightly different shape to differentiate it from the consonant (in
early Greek script the letter forms are more similar than their mod-
ern printed form would suggest). The name hypsilon is Byzantine
(“simple #” as opposed to the digraph OI, since by that time the two
sounds had fallen together): in the Classical period it was simply
called 0 [hit] (compare epsilon).?

It is a striking coincidence that early Semitic scripts sometimes
used the consonant signs above to indicate vowels: in particular, ?alf
(Paleph) for [a], yod for [i], and waw for [u]. This device is found in
Aramaic and Hebrew, but is not attested in early Phoenician script.
When a consonant sign is used to indicate a vowel in this way in a
Semitic script, it is called a mater lectionis (Latin “mother of read-
ing”) by grammarians. It is impossible to be sure whether the Greek
adapters hit on the same idea independently, or whether it was
known as a possibility to their Phoenician contacts; the fact that in
the cuneiform Ugaritic alphabet of the thirteenth century Bc there
was limited use of analogous matres lectionis (special signs for
*aleph+ a,’aleph+ i, >aleph+ u) suggests that the device was to some
extent established in the region.

The classical Greek (Ionic) alphabet has two further vowel signs,
which were not in widespread use outside Ionia until the late fifth



The Alphabet 73

century BC (a striking gap in the Greek alphabet as originally devised
is the lack of signs for long vowels):

(H) éta: since Ionic dialects had lost the sound [h], this letter was
freed up to represent the long ¢ in the first syllable of (4)éta in the
Tonic alphabet. Other regions, which preserved [h], had to make do
with using the sign E for both long and short ¢ vowels: this was
unsatisfactory, as they were quite distinct phonemes in Greek.
However, when these regions took over the Ionic alphabet after
the end of the fifth century they then lost the ability to write the
sound 4-.

(Q) omega: this letter was invented in Ionia to represent a long o
(on the analogy of éta for long ¢): it is merely an omicron with a bar
underneath. Before the adoption of the new letter, the sign O was
used for both long and short o vowels. The letter name means “big
0” and is Byzantine: in the Classical period both phoneme and letter
were simply called [0] after the sound.

The three consonants with asterisks in the alphabet above fell out
of use for different reasons. The letter F [w] was retained in regions
where the local dialect kept the sound [w]; the sound was lost in
Attic and Ionic at an early date, so the alphabets in these regions
discarded the sign for it. With the spread of the Ionic alphabet
after 400 Bc the letter fell out of use: it makes an unexpected late
appearance in the second century AD in an inscription from Sparta
written in “revival” Laconian dialect (see Chapter 9). It is now called
by its Byzantine name digamma (“two gammas,” from the shape).

The letter goppa (which became Q in the Roman alphabet) was
dropped at an early date by all Greek alphabets, since it was redun-
dant. Both kappa and goppa were used originally to denote the
velar /k/: kappa before the vowels ¢, 4, a (front and mid vowels),
and goppa before o and # vowels (back vowels). The distinction
between a front velar and a back velar is not phonemic in Greek (any
more than in other Indo-European languages): the position of the
/k/ in the mouth is simply determined by the following vowel.

The letter san was used for /s/ in some varicties of the Greek
alphabet (e.g., in Corinth and Crete); most used the letter sigma.
For reasons which are not entirely clear, the earliest Greek alphabet(s)
offered the possibility of using either letter for this sound, and local
alphabets picked one or the other. Roger Woodard (1997: 181-184)
has made the attractive suggestion that san was originally used for an
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affricate sibilant with a value such as [t°]; in areas where this sound
did not exist, or had merged with another sound such as [t] or [s]
or [zd], sam was free to be used for normal Greek [s]. This is
connected with the suggestion that the adapters of the alphabet
were Cypriot, to which we shall turn below.

The “Supplemental” Letters

The Greek alphabet does not end with zan. The standard Ionic
alphabet has five extra letters: Y (hypsilon), © (phi), X (chi), ¥ (psi),
Q (omega). These were added by the Greeks to the end of the
borrowed alphabet, and are known as the supplementals; we have
seen the reasons for the appearance of the vowels hypsilon and
omegn among these additional letters. Of the three consonants, the
letter @ (phi) is straightforward: the alphabet already had @ (thera)
to represent the Greek aspirated stop [t']. Greek has two further
aspirated stops, namely [p"] and [k"]: phi was therefore invented on
the analogy of theta to represent [p"] (the letter shape is a circle with
the bar vertical instead of horizontal).

The representation of [k"] brings us on to the letters chi and psi,
which are less straightforward, and which need to be considered
along with the letter ksi in the main alphabet. Alert readers will have
noticed that this letter, like the Latin letter &, is an oddity in the
original adapted alphabet: it represents #wo phonemes, namely k+:s.
The sign psi (for p+ ) in the supplementals was clearly created on the
analogy of ksi: (voiceless) stop+[s]. There are in fact three voiceless
stops in Greek, namely [k], [p], and [t], but the sequence [ts] is not
possible in Greek, so no sign was devised.

Curiously, the Greek alphabets differ in the values they assign to
these three supplementals: they can be divided into three major
groups on the basis of how they do this. The three groups are known
as the Red, the Blue, and the Green alphabets (these convenient
color terms come from the first printed map of the distribution of
the Greek alphabets by A. Kirchhoft in 1887).

1. Inthe Red group are the alphabets of Euboea, Boeotia, Thessaly,
most of the Peloponnese (Elis, Achaea, Arcadia, Laconia,
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Messenia), and the western colonies of these regions (Italy and
most of Sicily).

2. In the Blue group are the alphabets of Athens, Megara, Argos,
Corinth, the Cyclades, Ionia, and Lesbos.

3. Inthe Green group are the alphabets of Crete, Thera, and Melos.

The relationship between the letter signs and their values in
the three groups is as follows (a dash indicates that the letter is
not in use):

Red Blue Green

h

® p p -
X k+s IS -
b4 kb p+s -
B - k+s -

A small subsection of the Blue alphabets did not use any letter for
[p+s] or [k+s], but spelled out the clusters with two letters. This
“Light Blue” sub-group is important because it includes the old
alphabet of Athens, along with Aegina and the central Cyclades.
The Ionian Greek alphabet that we are used to, and which usurped
the other alphabets in the course of the fourth century Bc, is a Blue
alphabet. The distribution table above explains the letter X in the
Roman alphabet: the alphabet was carried to northern Italy by
Euboean colonists who used a Red version. The cross-over in value
of the signs X and ¥ between Blue and Red alphabets is a minor
variation which is not too surprising; even less surprising the
decision to drop the “irrational” letters ksi and psi by the Light Blue
group. The absence of all four letters from the Green group, how-
ever, is hard to explain, especially since [k"] and [p"] are phonemic,
and since the group does use theta for [t"]. It suggests that the
carliest version of the Greek alphabet ended with zan (like its
Phoenician model), and that the supplementals were added after
the initial adaptation: in this case the alphabet may have become
embedded in Crete without the additional signs, which were subse-
quently resisted (with the exception of the vowel hypsilon). Some
support for this view was provided by the publication in the 1980s
of four copper tablets which contain an early version of the Greek
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alphabet (copied out several times), but only the original 22 letters
from alpha to taun. They were found in the Fayum, Egypt. It is
unfortunately hard to date the tablets, since they were the product
of an illegal excavation, and lack archaeological context; scientific
analysis indicates that they are not a modern forgery, but does not
give a precise date in antiquity. The alphabet on the tablets seems to
reflect a date in the ninth century Bc; it is then hard to explain how
they turned up in the Fayum (there were no Greeks in Egypt at
this date). It has been suggested by Brixhe (2007) that they could
be a Hellenistic copy of an earlier artefact, the signs on which were
thought to have magical properties.

We saw above that the letter hypsilon was created to represent
the vowel [u], and is an altered version of the sign wau, which
represented [w]. This sign is absent from the alphabet in the
Fayum tablets: presumably wan was used both for consonantal [w]
and for vocalic [u] at this period (as in most Semitic scripts). In the
Phrygian alphabet, which was derived from the Greek alphabet (a
Red version) at an early date, there is a similar split in the shape and
function of the sign for yod: the familiar vertical line <I>is used for
the vowel [i], while a Z-like sign was used for the consonantal [j]
(which is phonemic in Phrygian, as in Latin and English).

If the presence of two signs can be shown to be early in Phrygian
(this is not completely clear), an early version of the Greek alphabet
may have had them too. The Greeks would subsequently have
jettisoned the consonantal sign, since [j] is not a phoneme in
Greek: it exists only as a glide after the vowel [i] (the presence of
a couple of syllabic signs ja jo in the Cypriot syllabary shows that
Greek ears picked up on the intervocalic glide). This would explain
rather handily the odd fact that half the local alphabets of Greece had
a similar “crooked” zoza (angular, with three or four bars), while the
other half had the plain vertical line. Phoenician yod has a Z-like
shape, so this is clearly the oldest, and the simple vertical must be an
innovation. Alphabets which use the letter san for [s] generally have
the crooked Zota, while those which use sigma use the vertical line:
this must be to avoid confusion, since the crooked zota looks rather
similar to a sigma. In any case, the Fayum tablets, and the fact that
Phrygian inscriptions are now attested as early as around 800 Bc,
show that the adaptation of the alphabet needs to be pushed back
at least as far as the mid-ninth century, and perhaps earlier.
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Greek Views on the Alphabet

The Greeks were interested in the alphabet and its origins. They
retained a strong tradition that they had got the alphabet from the
Phoenicians; in the last quarter of the fifth century Herodotus
recorded the following:

Now these Phoenicians who came with Cadmus ... introduced into
Greece upon their arrival many arts, not least the art of writing, of
which the Greeks till then had, it seems to me, been ignorant. And
originally they shaped their letters exactly like all the other Phoeni-
cians; but afterwards, in course of time, as the sounds of the language
changed, they altered the forms of the characters as well. Now the
Greeks who were living around this region [ Boeotia] at the time were
for the most part Ionians. They learned the letters from the Phoeni-
cians and adopted them, altering the shapes slightly as they used them,
but still referred to them as “Phoenician,” as was indeed right, since
it was the Phoenicians who had introduced them to Greece. (5.58)

The term “Phoenician” is applied to alphabetic writing elsewhere
in Greece. A long and important inscription from the city of Teos in
Ionia from around 475 Bc specifies certain forbidden activities (inter-
fering in the city’s grain supply, conspiring with a foreign enemy, etc.)
and pronounces curses on any person who engages in such activities.
The inscription ends with the following clause: “Whoever breaks the
steles on which the curse is written, or knocks out the letters or makes
them illegible, that man is to die, both himself and his family.”

The word for “letters” here is phoinikein, which could be literally
translated “Phoenician things.” This can be connected with an
inscription that was discovered in Crete in the 1970s, written on a
piece of bronze armor, and dating to around 500 Bc. It is a contract
between a community in central Crete and a scribe Spensithios
whom they have just hired: “We the city ... pledged to Spensithios
subsistence and freedom from all taxes ... on condition that he act
for the city in public matters, both sacred and secular, as scribe and
recorder. No one else shall act as scribe ...”*

The verb here translated “to act as scribe” is phoinikazo (the stem
phoinik- and the verbal suffix -225). This can be analyzed as “to do
Phoenician [things]”; and the noun here used for “scribe” is
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phoinikastias, which is an agent noun (representing someone
who does the action of the verb) from the verb phoinikazo. The use
of the word Phoenician (or rather, its stem phoinik-) in areas as far
apart as onia and Crete, in addition to isolated references in classical
literature, illustrates the persistence of the belief that writing had
come to Greece from this region.

It is worth adding that the adjective phoinikeios “Phoenician”
could also mean “purple/red” or “relating to palm trees.” Almost
all scholars have rejected the possibility that letters of the alphabet
were called “red things”: it is true that in some inscriptions on stone
the carved letters were stained with a red dye to make them stand
out, but this was hardly a widespread practice. The palm tree
connection does at least have support in an ancient (if obscure)
source. Cadmus was the son of Agenor, a mythological king of Tyre;
in some accounts Cadmus is given a brother called Phoinix, who was
also said to be responsible for introducing the alphabet to Greece
(Phoinix could mean “the Phoenician”). A curious entry in the Suda,
a huge Byzantine encyclopedia which preserves words and snippets
from ancient sources now lost to us, and a good deal of confusion
besides, gives the following under the heading “Phoenician letters”
(Phoinikein grammata): “The Lydians and Ionians say that the
letters were named after Phoinix son of Agenor, who discovered
them. The Cretans contradict this, saying that the name derives from
the practice of writing on the leaves of palm trees.”

Phoinix is the word for palm tree in Greek: the passage is
suggesting that phoinikein grammata means “signs on palm leaves.”
It is an interesting coincidence that this suggestion is attributed to
Crete, which knew writing in the Bronze Age: although it has been
pointed out in this context that most of the surviving Linear B texts
are written on clay tablets shaped like palm leaves, we have no
evidence that the Greeks ever used real palm leaves for writing on
(unlike southeast Asia, where this was common). It is not of course
impossible that on Crete, or elsewhere in Greece, artifacts with
Minoan or Mycenean writing were known in the first millennium
(cf. opening section of Chapter 3 [semata lugral).

In Greek literature the invention of writing is sometimes associ-
ated with two of the great “culture heroes” of Greek mythology:
Prometheus and Palamedes. In the Aeschylean tragedy Promethens
Bound, the hero claims credit for a long list of inventions that have
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benefited mankind (including architecture, astronomy, arithmetic,
and most forms of transport):

And the science of numbers — that outstanding skill —
I discovered to them, and the combining of letters,
A tool that allows all things to be remembered, the mother
of the Muses.
(459—-4061)

Palamedes makes a similar claim in a fragment of lost play by
Euripides:

And those drugs against forgetfulness I alone established;

laying down consonants, vowels, and syllables

I discovered knowledge of letters to mortal men.
(Palamedes, fr. 578)

It is writing which kills Palamedes in the end: Odysseus plants a
letter in his hut at Troy which implies that he is engaged in secret
and treacherous dealing with Priam (king of Troy), and Palamedes
is executed by the Greeks as a result. Both Prometheus and Palamedes
are examples of the Greek fondness for devising mythologies of a
“first inventor” (protos heuretes) for skills and cultural practices of
significance. It is worth noting that Cadmus is not such a figure in
Greek tradition. He did not “discover” or “invent” writing: he
imported a foreign technology to Greece.

The Modern Debate

Given that the Greek alphabet is an adaptation of the Phoenician
alphabet, we would like to know who was responsible for the
adaptation, where this took place, and what the circumstances and
mechanisms of the adaptation were. Since we have no reliable
information from the ancient world, we are in the familiar position
of relying on a mixture of circumstantial evidence and informed
guesswork. There are two basic models.

1. The usual assumption is that the process of adaptation was a pro-
cess which took place at a specific time and in a specific location:
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not necessarily between two people on one day, but probably in
a given community in response to a particular impetus.

2. However, not all technologies are borrowed by group A from
group B on a unique occasion, before then spreading through
group B: some (for example, musical techniques) may be borrowed
on multiple occasions from group B, before converging to a rec-
ognizable and distinct form in group A. This has occasionally been
offered as an alternative model to the simpler process above.

The local scripts of Archaic Greece show some fairly trivial
regional differences, easily explained as the result of the spread of
writing at different speeds in different regions of the Greek world
over the course of several centuries; and particularly unsurprising if
the date of the first Greek and Phrygian writing is pushed back into
the ninth century. But some of the peculiar features of the adapta-
tion (for example, the sign ksi) would be hard to explain as the
result of coincidence in numerous technology swaps. This suggests
that the Phoenician script was adapted to write Greek on a specific
occasion which gave rise to the attested alphabets of the Archaic
and Classical periods; the supplemental letters were added rela-
tively soon to the original 22 signs. This event eclipsed any earlier
or later adaptations, but did not prevent local innovations and
alterations as the script spread. In some areas there may even have
been a conscious effort to make the local script distinctive from
neighboring ones, as a marker of political identity.

The adaptation of the alphabet could have taken place just about
anywhere in the Mediterranean where Greeks and Phoenicians came
into contact in the early first millennium Bc. For Greek characters
in the Odyssey, which probably reflects life in this period, the
Phoenicians are a familiar presence in the Mediterranean world, and
this picture is supported by archaeological evidence. The leading
candidates proposed over the last few decades include Al Mina (a
coastal trading post in northern Syria, established around 800 Bc,
where Greek pottery has been found), Crete, Cyprus, Euboea,
Rhodes, and the “Tyrrhenian” region (the Greek trading post at
Pithekoussai and the neighboring Italian mainland): there is archae-
ological evidence for Phoenician trading activity in all of these places.
Scholars have made cases for one place over another based on their
view of the date of the adaptation, and the impetus.
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We need not assume that there was one overriding reason which
made Greeks want to write. It has been argued that the reasons were:
(a) economic: trade and accounting, (b) social: a prestigious elite
practice, (c) literary: to write down literature, (d) ideological: dis-
tinctive Greek script reflected a growing Greek identity.

Of these, (a) and (b) are the most promising. If the Phoenicians were
using writing as part of their trading activities, Greek counterparts may
well have been impressed by the practical benefits. But commercial util-
ity is not always the driving force in the spread of a new social practice
(or not the only one). The Phoenician practice of writing dedications
on objects in temples is likely to have come to the attention of the
Greeks; this is a practice which slipped easily into the secular realm, in
the form of private inscriptions on pottery. Phoenician inscriptions on
votive statuettes and pottery, and casual “graftiti” on vases, are attested
in the Old Phoenician period (around 1100-700 Bc), and are strikingly
reminiscent of Greek practice. The earliest surviving Greek inscriptions
are inscriptions of this type on pottery; this does not prove that com-
mercial or utilitarian use of script is not equally old, since these docu-
ments are likely to have been written on perishable materials. But a
range of different stimuli (top down and bottom up) may have been
instrumental in the spread of the new technology.

The romantic suggestion that the alphabet was taken over
specifically for the purpose of writing down the I/zad and Odyssey was
presented in an interesting book by Barry Powell (1991). The recep-
tion was mixed: some critics sat on the fence (“the case as presented
here still rests ultimately more on possibilities and a willingness to
believe than on demonstrable probabilities,” Lang 1991); others
expressed skepticism while admiring the “stylish and elegant” pres-
entation of the argument (Ridgway 1992); and some rejected the
notion outright. As Hugh Lloyd-Jones (1992) noted in his review,
the theory “raises not inconsiderable difficulties”:

At the start the new invention would have been intelligible only to
the inventor and his immediate circle. In the early period, the
alphabets used by the various Greeck communities were by no means
identical with one another. Certain letters called “supplementals” —
phi, chi, psi, omega — had different values in different places; in Crete
and in its neighboring islands of Thera and Melos, they do not appear
at all. Powell’s view that they belonged to the original alphabet, but
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were abandoned or given different values in certain places during the
half century following the alphabet’s invention, is not convincing.
Fascinating as is the bold conjecture that the alphabet was invented
specially to record the great poems, the humdrum notion that it was
invented by traders to help them in the conduct of their business
seems a good deal more consonant with the way things usually
happen in ordinary life.

For these reasons, in addition to the chronology (the adaptation is
placed around 800 Bc), the real picture is likely to have been more
complex, although the new ability to write down lines of verse must
have helped in the spread of writing among the elite. The fourth
consideration (d) is also unlikely to have provided the initial impetus
for the adaptation of Phoenician script: nevertheless, it is clearly a
factor that must have been central to the widespread adoption of
the skill in the eighth century, in the context of the emergence
of Homeric epic as a “national” text in the Greek world. Many of the
earliest graffiti on vases are hexameter lines, and some apparently
allude to Homeric poetry (see below).

There are a number of good reasons to put Cyprus at the top of
a list of candidates, and one major obstacle. Firstly, it had been a
major locus of interaction between Greeks and Phoenicians for
centuries before the foundation of the Phoenician settlement at
Kition (Larnaca) in the tenth or ninth century Bc. Secondly, there
was an unbroken tradition of literacy on the island from the Bronze
Age to the first millennium: inscriptions in Cypro-Minoan script are
attested from the fifteenth century to the early twelfth centuries Bc.
Greeks from the Mycenean world started to arrive on the island in
the Late Bronze Age, and (since they were used to literacy) were
probably instrumental in adapting the indigenous Cypro-Minoan
script for Greek: the earliest attested Greek inscription in the Cypriot
syllabary (a name in the genitive on a bronze spit) dates to the elev-
enth century. Cyprus is the only region of the Greek world that did
not adopt the Greek alphabet around the time of its invention:
inscriptions until the fourth century Bc (the Macedonian conquest)
are written in the Cypriot syllabic script. Roger Woodard (1997) has
argued that this script was developed by arrivals (or refugees) from
the Mycenean world who were familiar with the Linear B script;
and further, that there is evidence of the influence of the Cypriot
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syllabary on the adaptation of the Greek alphabet. In particular, the
alphabet includes the irrational sign ksz for [ks], which the Cypriot
syllabary also has; and, as we noted above, includes the signs san
and sigma for [s] (san may have been devised to denote an affri-
cate such as [t*], specifically, the sound which [k¥] had become in
Arcado-Cypriot dialect before ¢ and 7 vowels).

An obvious objection to Cyprus as the birthplace of the alphabet
is precisely the fact that Cyprus was the one region of Greece which
resisted the alphabet, and continued to use its own script for writing
Greek until the Hellenistic period. It is not in theory hard to under-
stand why the Cypriots resisted the new alphabet: writing habits are
notoriously conservative, and the presence of Phoenician settlements
on Cyprus, with whom the Greeks were in competition, may have
provided additional antipathy to the Phoenician-style script.
Whatever the mechanism of the adaptation, the Cypriot script may
have been a catalyst (examples have been found across the Aegean,
which implies that it may have been reasonably familiar to Greeks in
other regions); and if the speculation above is correct, the script had
an influence on the way the Phoenician alphabet was adapted to
write Greek. There may, consequently, have been a greater degree of
continuity in Greek writing in the Aegean than previously imagined.

The History of Greek Writing

The oldest intelligible Greek inscription is generally held to be an
inscription on a ceramic wine jug found in the Dipylon cemetery in
Athens in the 1870s. It is dated to around 740 Bc, and consists of
one hexameter line followed by a second line of 11 letters which
are hard to make sense of, but may possibly contain words for “this”
and “receive”:

1 Whoever of all the dancers now dances most friskily
2 ... [beis to receive this ?]

In this text the alpha (A) is on its side, as in Phoenician script, and
the fota is of the “crooked” variety, with three bars, and not distin-
guished clearly from the sigma. Perhaps a decade or so later is the
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“Cup of Nestor,” found on the island of Pithekoussai in the 1950s.
It consists of three lines of verse scratched onto a cup:

1 [T am] Nestor’s cup, good to drink from
2 whoever drinks from this cup, him straightway
3 shall the desire of Aphrodite of the beautiful crown seize.

The inscription is widely assumed to be a joking allusion to the
cup of Nestor as described at I/iad 11.632. (In the first line “I am”
is restored: the letters are damaged and cannot be read.)

Both of the above inscriptions are written right to left. The
direction of writing was not fixed in early Greece, though texts of
over one line in length were generally written boustrophedon (“as
the ox ploughs”) until the mid-sixth century: the direction of the
writing switches at the start of every new line. In the early period
writing is mostly, though not exclusively, right to left; left to right
direction gradually became the norm over the course of the seventh
century. The reasons for the switch in preference are not clear; Greek
written in the Cypriot syllabary was mostly right to left, except at
Paphos, and Linear B was always left to right.

Punctuation

Greek texts were written without spaces between words, and
mostly without punctuation signs. In archaic inscriptions use was
sometimes made of two or three dots, arranged vertically like a
colon, to mark off words or phrases. In literary papyri two dots
(dikolon) could also be used to mark a change of speaker (in a play,
or in Plato’s dialogues). A horizontal dash in the left margin called a
paragraphos (“beside the writing”) is widely used in papyri to mark
new speakers or new sections in a text: major divisions (such as the
end of a poem) may be marked with a small symbol called a koronis
in the margin next to the paragraphos. It can take the form of
drawing of a bird, or a more abstract shape not unlike the modern §.
The only ancient account of Greek punctuation is in the Grammar
of Dionysius Thrax (170-90 Bc), who says there are three types of
stigmé (the word means point or dot): the final point, the middle
point, and the “under” point (hypostigme):
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The final point is the sign of a completed thought, the middle point
is used for the sake of breathing, and the under point is an indicator
of sense which is not yet complete. In what respect does the point
differ from the under point? In time: the interval is substantial with
the point, with the under point it is much less.

This is borne out in a number of papyri which use a dot above
the line as a full stop or period, and a middle or a low dot to mark
the end of a clause.

The range of punctuation marks used in a modern printed text
of Ancient Greek, and in modern Greek, is a Byzantine develop-
ment, and they were not in regular use before the ninth century ap:
the full stop or period (.), comma (,), semi-colon () and question
mark (;). The terms komma (“cutting”) and kolon (“limb”) were
both in use by the Roman period in the sense of “phrase” or “clause”
(within a sentence).

Breathings and accents

In modern printed texts the presence or absence of /- is marked by the
(mandatory) addition of a diacritic sign * (4-) or > (no 4-) above the
vowel: thus & [ha-] and & [a-]. These signs are called the “rough breath-
ing” and “smooth breathing” respectively (the terms are translations
of the Greek), and were devised by Alexandrian grammarians in the
third or second century Bc: the earliest form of the rough breathing
was' (the first half of an H), and that of the smooth breathing 1 (the
second half of an H). They were not used regularly until the switch to
“minuscule” writing in the ninth century ap. In the Hellenistic and
Roman periods they were used sporadically to indicate the start of a
new word, since gaps in the writing were not used for this purpose.
Greek accent signs were devised at the same period, perhaps by
Aristophanes of Byzantium, head of the library at Alexandria in the
early second century Bc. Like breathings, they were mostly used for
the purpose of marking word division, and disambiguation; use of
the accent signs was not regular until the ninth century Ap. Ancient
Greek had a pitch accent on each word: one syllable in the word was
pronounced on a slightly higher pitch than the other syllables, as in
Japanese and Norwegian. This rising pitch is denoted by an acute ()
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accent on the vowel of the syllable: Aéyog [logos] “word,” co@dg
[sophés] “wise.”

If'the accent is on the final syllable of a word, the acute accent changes
to a grave (') accent when another word follows (which presumably
indicates that the rising pitch was modified or canceled owing to accent
on the following word): 6o@og Aéyog [sophos 16gos] “a wise word.”

On a long vowel or diphthong, if the pitch rises on the start of
the vowel it will fall on the end of the vowel: this is written with
a circumflex (7), which probably developed out of the acute followed
immediately by the grave accent ("*): vobg [nots] “mind,” név [pan]
“everything.”

If the pitch rises on the second part of the long vowel (or diph-
thong) it will be written as an acute: II4v [pan] “(the god) Pan”: the
difference between “everything” and “Pan” is thus [pdan] versus
[padn].

In Modern Greek the accent has changed from a pitch to a stress
accent, and since 1982 the acute accent (only) is employed to indi-
cate its position.

Writing Greek

From the sixth century Bc, when writing takes off in the Greek
world, attention was paid to the aesthetics of the letter forms in texts
made for public display: chiefly on stone, but also those painted on
vases. “Informal” inscriptions (such as graffiti) were, of course, likely
to be messier. Letters were constructed of straight lines and 45
degree angles: curved letters (such as B, ®, O) are formed with
attention to balance and proportion. Papyrus was available in Greece
from at least the late sixth century, and so far as we can tell, formal
writing in ink on papyrus followed the same principles, and was
more or less indistinguishable from epigraphic writing until the end
of the fourth century Bc. This type of formal writing was character-
istic of rolls containing literary texts (a luxury item).

Papyrus is of course perishable, and documents on papyrus gener-
ally survive only from Egypt, where they were protected by the
extreme dry climate, though our oldest surviving example of this
type of literary writing is a papyrus from the mid-fourth century Bc
preserved in the tomb of a Macedonian noble in Derveni (it was
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Figure 5.2 Timotheos papyrus with koronis. Source: Agyptisches Museum
und Papyrussammlung/Staatliche Museen zu Berlin/bpk photo agency.

carbonized in the funeral pyre of its owner), discovered in 1962.
Better preserved is a slightly later fourth-century Bc papyrus contain-
ing part of Timotheos’ poem The Persians (Figure 5.2) which was
found inside a sarcophagus at Abusir in Egypt in 1902. From the
third century, with the Macedonian conquest of Egypt, and the
foundation of the library at Alexandria, a “book hand” emerges, a
rounded form of the earlier epigraphic script: omega, for example,
began to be written in the form X and sigma in the form C. This
large, often rounded script consists of what we would consider to be
“capital” letters, and remained (more or less) the standard Greek
book script until the ninth century ap: in the Roman period the
rounded forms of the book hand begin to appear in inscriptions on
stone as well. In the Hellenistic period we see the emergence of a
distinct cursive “documentary” script, the style used in day-to-day
business documents and letters. Letters were joined together in writ-
ing, and letter shapes were modified to accommodate this. There is
no firm boundary between the two styles, but, as one authority has
put it, “at the extremes they are as different as chalk and cheese.”
Capital letters continued to be used for books, but by the late
eighth century ap the everyday cursive style (especially that used in
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government offices) had become formalized into a new style of
writing at Constantinople, known as minuscule. This regularized
the now familiar distinction between capital and “lower-case” letters:
the lower-case Greek letters of modern texts are derived from minus-
cule. It replaced the old capital script completely in the ninth cen-
tury for all purposes. Capitals were now reserved for headings. This
was considerably more economical with parchment, and ancient
manuscripts were recopied in the new script: almost all surviving
ancient texts derive from a minuscule copy of this period. Accents
and breathings were written, and by the tenth century word division
was normal. Modern Greek handwriting derives from minuscule.

Notes

1 The hieroglyphic ox head sign is Gardiner (1957: 461) sign F1.
[hii] and not [@] because the vowel #- was always aspirated in Greek at
the beginning of a word (a phonetic development which is not fully
understood).

3 Teos: full text and translation in Colvin (2007: 112-114); Spensithios:
text and translation in Colvin (2007: 156).



The Greek Dialects

Greek Attitudes to Dialect

The history of Greek until the Macedonian conquest at the end of the
fourth century Bc is the history of the Greek dialects. There was no
standardized Greek language, just as there was no unified political
entity called Greece. In this respect Greek was very different from
Latin, which from its first appearance in the third century Bc as the
official language of the Roman republic shows hardly any variation:
linguistic diversity in Italy was to a large extent hidden by the use of
a standardized language. In Greece, on the other hand, speakers used
the local dialect for all purposes, and cities put up inscriptions in local
dialect (written, as we have seen, in the local alphabet).

There is little evidence that the Greeks looked down on other
dialects of Greek, thought of them as in some sense “incorrect,” or
indeed found them intrinsically amusing. They seem to have been
unworried by and even uninterested in diversity within the language.
This is in striking contrast to their view of non-Greek languages,
and is bound up with the wider issue of the Greek view of foreigners.
In the late summer of 479 Bc the Greeks were at a critical point in
their struggle against the Persian invasion. The previous year they
had been defeated at Thermopylae, but had then destroyed the

A Brief History of Ancient Greek, First Edition. Stephen Colvin.
© 2014 Stephen Colvin. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Persian fleet in a victory at Salamis. According to Herodotus (8.144),
the Persians sent a message to the Athenians at this point, offering
them security and autonomy if they would come to terms. The
Spartans were alarmed, and urged them not to do a deal with the
Persians, to which the Athenians replied with some spirit that it was
shameful of the Spartans to fear such a thing, and gave a famous
statement of Greek national identity:

for the reasons which prevent us from doing this are many and serious,
even if we wanted to: firstly, the burning of our temples ... and secondly,
the fact that the Greeks are of the same blood and the same language, and
have common temples to the gods and sacrifices, and similar customs.

This shows that there was a concept of a Greek language, which
was not affected by the dialectal diversity. This language was, of course,
opposed to that of “foreigners.” The normal word for a non-Greek is
barbaroes, which was borrowed by the Romans and passed into English
as the word barbarian, though in classical Greek it lacks the strongly
pejorative implica