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Reconstructing phonologies of dead languages: the case of Late Greek 
 
Reconstructing phonological systems of ancient languages has always been a challenge for 

the scholars. Information from native speakers is obviously lacking, and all investigation has to 
rest on what can be inferred from two factors: (a) writing systems and (b) indirect evidence 
from ancient sources. 

Ancient languages have exploited these possibilities in a wide range of ways. Writing 
systems can be nearly phonetic (as it is the case with Avestan) or neatly phonological (as it is 
the case with Vedic) – or they can provide no information at all about pronunciation, as 
ideographic writing systems do. 

For Greek dialects syllabic and alphabetic writing systems have been used, the last being 
by far the most common and widely spread. The values of single alphabetic signs are defined 
easily enough by comparison with other Indo-European languages and the semitic writing 
system that provided the model for Greek alphabet. The exact phonetic values of a number of 
alphabetic signs, however, are still unclear (as is the case with zeta and sampi). 

Indirect evidence may not always be available (we have nothing the like for the earliest 
attested Greek, i.e. Mycenaean, or Hittite, as for possibly the majority of languages ever 
spoken), but when it is it can be of the most different kinds. We do indeed have treatises on 
correct pronunciation (orthoepy from now on) for Vedic Sanskrit, and at the roots of Avestan 
phonetic spelling there must have been a similar care for the way one should utter the sacred 
avestic hymns. In both cases we must notice that the attention to orthoepy is caused by the 
importance given to some particular literature, i.e. the sacred texts of Vedic Hiduism and 
Zoroastrianism. 

For the earliest stages of Greek we lack any texts of this kind. We do not know whether 
there had been texts specifically meant for worship or liturgy, neither we have any evidence of 
any care paid to orthoepy, at least as it would be relevant for worship, as it is for sure in Vedic 
ritual. 

When we do have texts dealing with orthoepy in the Greek world, the “golden Age” of 
Greece had since long reached to an end. And it mostly interesting that the age in which 
orthoepy is clearly dealt with in theorical treatises is when the Greeks themselves started 
looking at their language as a multifaceted reality, one that could be analysed in several layers, 
and these layers could be ordered in a chronological order. It was the 2nd century CE, and 
curiously this is when the Greek world becomes overtly an object of admiration for the highest 
charges of the Roman Empire, the Antonine emperors. 

As the indian Pratiśakhya were composed after the age in which Vedic was a vital 
language, one could wonder whether this special care for orthoepy is the result of the perception 
that the currently spoken language had eventually become something quite different from the 
language employed by the classical writers. Anyway, there is indeed a perception of Greek as a 
single language that survives well later on in time, to reach the at least the Byzantine Age, and 
the ‘belles lettres’ composed at the time. 

There have been several attempts at understanding in detail the phonological system of 
Greek, mostly of the attic dialect and koiné (Lupaş 1972, Teodorsson 1974, 1977, 1978). The 
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interesting conclusions drawn by some of these surveys, namely those of S.V. Teodorsson, are 
that there might have been as early as the 4th century BCE a substandard pronunciation of 
ancient Greek strikingly resembling the phonology of modern Greek. Teodorsson’s results are 
based on a large-scale comparison of spelling variations in inscriptions and papyri. Though 
Teodorsson method is definitely highly arguable (Ruijgh 1978), it is nevertheless a fact that 
many changes towards ‘modern pronunciation’ are indeed much less ‘modern’ than we think, 
and could easily have been achieved by Plato’s time, i.e. at the very core of the classical age of 
Ancient Greek (Horrocks 1997: 102 ff.). 

A minority of Teodorsson’s conclusions is indeed confirmed by the much stricter method 
of Threatte (1980), as Teodorsson based on the corpus of attic inscriptions, and a larger number 
was confirmed by Gignac (1976) for Egyptian papyri. Inscriptions and papyri, anyway, show a 
different degree of variability. Whereas inscriptions are more homogeneous in showing quite 
regularly the same kind of variation, for instance ει ~ ι, papyri do normally show a quite fuzzier 
picture, for instance ει alternating with ι but also with η and ε or even αι. This can be explained 
because of the later date of most papyri, or the more isolated geographical position of Egypt, 
and especially of the Egyptian country, as opposed to the more educated Greek-speaking elites 
dwelling in the Egyptian cities. But mostly, papyri were not meant to last as were inscriptions, 
and this allowed for a higher degree of inaccuracy. Some of the misspellings that are accounted 
for by mere inaccuracy can be just due to distraction, but others reveal features of the 
phonological system of the less educated. 

As papyri give us a picture ‘from below’ of the evolution of the pronunciation of Greek 
among the lesse educated, it is interesting to check what could have been the changes among the 
educated. A good source of information comes from treatises about orthoepy. These were not 
written with any religious purposes, as it was the case in India, but instead they were conceived 
as an aid to those who based their professional success on pronunciation, namely the orators. It 
is well known that oratory had been flourishing in the 2nd century CE (Whitmarsh 2005), and it 
is exactly in this century that we have a number of techincal treatises aimed at polishing the 
orators’ style. A special sort of such technical literature contains precious information about 
orthoepy: these treatises come in the form of lexica, and their shapes range from the mere list of 
words to the more extensive comment to single glosses. The lexica that contain information on 
orthoepy are of the prescriptive kind: they do not aim at describing meanings and/or usages, but 
at preventing the speaker or the writer from using certain words instead of others. The 
comdemned word would be normally a more popular or recent one, whereas the recommended 
word would be part of the usage of the authors that had come to be part of the canon. 

But there are instances of glosses that do not prescribe a specific word, yet a specific 
pronunciation. One of the most interesting case is the following, from Phrynichus’ Ecloga: 

(Phry. Ecl. 80) πελαργός· οἱ ἀµαθεῖς ἐκτείνουσι τὸ α, δέον συστέλλειν· Πελαργὸς γὰρ 
οὐδὲν ἄλλο ἢ Ἐρετριακῶς Πελασγός. 

«πελαργός: the uneducated lengthen the α, yet it has to be short: Πελαργὸς it is indeed 
nothing but the Eretrian for Πελασγός.» 

It is clear here that the difference in pronunciation involved cannot concern anything but 
the length of the vowel (and not for instance the accent or the metrical value of the syllable with 
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α). This points to the existence of different pronunciations at the time when Phrynichus 
composed its Ecloga, and to the social appraisal that these variant must have had during the 2nd 
century. 

A survey of similar such instances will help the understanding of the exact nature of these 
variants and thier influence in the developing of the most conservative varieties of Greek. 

 
 
Quoted bibliography and suggested readings 

Gignac, Francis Thomas 1976. A Grammar of the Greek Papyri of the Roman and Byzantine Period, 
vol.1: Phonology, Milano: Cisalpino-Goliardica 

Horrocks, Geoffrey 1997. Greek: A History of the Language and its Speakers, London - New York: 
Longman 

Lupaş, Liana 1972. Phonologie du grec attique, The Hague/Paris: Mouton 
Ruijgh, Cornelis J. 1978. Review of Teodorsson 1974, Mnemosyne 31: 79–89 
Teodorsson, Sven-Tage 1974. The Phonemic System of the Attic Dialect 400-340 BC, Göteborg/Lund: 

Berlingska Boktryckeriet 
Teodorsson, Sven-Tage 1977. The Phonology of Ptolemaic Koiné, Lund: Berlingska Boktryckeriet 
Teodorsson, Sven-Tage 1978. The Phonology of Attic in the Hellenistic Period, Uppsala: Almqvist & 

Wiksell 
Threatte, Leslie 1980. The Grammar of Attic Inscriptions, I, Phonology, Berlin – New York: Walter de 

Gruyter 
Threatte, Leslie 1982. «The Alleged Conservatism of Attic Epigraphical Documents: A Different View», 

Hesperia Suppl. XIX: 148–56 
Versteegh, Kees 1987. «Latinitas, Hellenismos,‘Arabiyya», pp. 251–74 in Taylor, D.J. (ed.) 1987, The 

History of Linguistics in the Classical Period, Amsterdam: Benjamins 
Whitmarsh, Tim 2005. The Second Sophistic [Greece and Rome, New Surveys in the Classics, 35], 

Oxford: Oxford University Press 
 


