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A N

ANALYTICAL ESSAY

ON THE

GREEK ALPHABET.

HE Subje&, which I here propofe to examine, will of courfe ap-

pear minute and frivolous to thofe, who are only acquainted with it
from the keen ridicule, with which it has been treated by fome popular and
elegant writers of the laft and prefent centuries (1). I would, however,
entreat all perfons of this defcription, who honour the prefent attempt with
their attention, to confider, that even the beft and keeneft ridicule is no
teft, either of the truth or the dignity of the {ubje&, upon which it is em-
ployed, but has often been moft happily exercifed upon the beft-founded
opinions and moft important and elevated objeéls (2). At all events, 1
hope that they will not condemn the defign before they know the confe-
quences of its completion ; and if they then find that, by facilitating the
acquifition of Grecian Learning, it can bring the higheft efforts of hu-
man tafte and genius, into a ftronger or clearer light, they will confider
it as adding to the intelleGtual pleafures of man, which are certainly the
moft valuable belonging to his nature, becaufe they can be at all times en-
joyed without injury to health, fame, or fortune.

(1) See Moliere’s Bourgeois Gentilhomme ; and Pope’s Dunciad,
(2) See Gulliver’s Travels; and Tale of a Tub,
B 1 cannot

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108066020
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-06602-0 - An Analytical Essay on the Greek Alphabet
Richard Payne Knight

Excerpt

More information

t

AN ANALYTICAL ESSAY

I cannot indeed but think, that the judgement of the Publick, upon the
refpeftive merits of the different clafles of Criticks, is peculiarly partial and
unjuft.

Thofe among them who aflume the office of pointing out the beauties,
and detefing the faults, of literary compofition, are placed with the orator
and hiftorian in the higheft ranks; whillt thofe, who undertake the more
laborious tafk of wafhing away the ruft and canker of time, and bringing
back thofe forms and colours, which are the fubject of critici{m, to their
original purity and brightnefs, are degraded, with the Index-maker and
Antiquary, among the pioneers of literature, whofe bufinefs it is to clear
the way for thofe who are capable of more fplendid and honourable enter-
prizes.

But neverthelefs, if we examine the effe&ts produced by thefe two clafles
of Criticks, we fhall find that the firft have been of no ufe whatever, and
that the Jaft have rendered the moft important fervices to mankind. All
perfons of tafte and underftanding know, from their own feelings, when
o approve and difapprove, and therefore ftand in no need of inftructions
from the Critick ; and as for thofc who are deftitute of fuch faculties, they
can never be taught to ufe them ; for no one can be taught to exert facul-
ties which he does not poffefs, Every dunce may, indeed, be taught to
repeat the jargon of criticifm, which of all jargens is the wor(t, as it joins
the tedious formality of methodical reafoning to the trite frivolity of com-
mon-place obfervation. But, whatever may be the tafte and difcernment of
a reader, or the genius and ability of a writer, neither the one nor the other
can appear while the text remains deformed by the corruptions of blunder-
ing tranfcribers, and obfcured by the gloffes of ignorant grammarians, It
is then that the aid of the verbal Critick is required ; and though his mi-
nute labour, in difleéting fyllables and analyfing letters, may appear con-
temptible in its operation, it will be found important in its effect.

The office, indeed, of analyfing letters has been thought the loweft of
all literary occupations; but neverthelefs as found, though only the ve-
hicle of fenfe, is that which principally diftinguithes the moft brilliant
poctry from the flatteft profe; and as, in the dead languages, all found is
to be known only from the powers originally given to the charaters re-
prefenting the elements of it ; to analyfe thefe chara&ers, and fhow what

their
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ON THE GREEK ALPHABET. 3

their Powers really were, is the only way to acquire a knowledge of thofe
founds in which the antient poets conveyed their fenfe. A fuccefsful en-
deavour to obtain this end will not, I flatter myfelf, be deemed either
trifling or abfurd in this age of tafte and learning,

S ECTI1I ON I.

N articulate found is properly that which begins from, or ends in,
a fuppreflion or obftruétion of expiration, by the compreflion of
fome of the organs of the mouth.

Thefe organs are the lips, the teeth, the tongue, and the palate; to
which fome add the throat, but improperly, for guttural founds are not of
themfelves articulate : the combinations of them known to the Greeks
were only three; L the lips with each other; II. the tongue with the pa-
late ; III. the tongue with the teeth: to which the Latins added a fourth,
of the under lip with the teeth : but this the Greeks never employed, and
therefore could not pronounce the Roman F (1), though we perpetually
pronounce it in our corrupt manner of reading their language.

To reprefent thefe three modes of articulation, I am inclined to believe,
the firft vifible figns for founds were invented ; for, though articulation be
only the form, and tone the fubflance, of {peech, yet as the form is finite
and fimple, and the fubftance infinitely variable, it is natural to {uppofe
that the firft figns were invented to reprefent form rather than fubftance.
It is alfo this form or articulation which ditinguifhes human {peech from
the cries of animals, which are all tones, or vowel founds, varioufly afpi-

(1) See Quintil. 1. xii. c. 10,
B3 rated,
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yy AN ANALYTICAL ESSAY

rated, but neither begun, ended, or divided, by the compreflion of the
organs of the mouth.

The firft figns or notes of articulation were, therefore, the G (as it was
antiently pronounced, and as we ftill pronounce it when followed by an A,
O, or U), the P and the T (1).

Each of thefe was pronounced two ways, with a greater or lefs degree
of force in the compreffion of the organs; whence were formed three more
letters, B, K, and D, which I rank next in fucceflion, though there is
reafon to believe that neither of them (or, at moft, only the laft) was in-
vented until feveral intermediate improvements had taken place in the art
of exprefling founds by figns. The want of authentic monuments, how-
ever, prevents us from tracing the progrefs of thefe improvements, the
earlieft infcriptions extant having been made when the Alphabet was even
more perfet than it is at prefent. It fhould feem, indeed, both from the
order of the Alphabet, and our manner of pronouncing thefe letters, that
the B, G, and D, ought to rank together in the firft clafs; and the P, K,
and T, in the fecond ; which would certainly agree better with the ana-
logy of found ; but, neverthelefs, it is contradiéted by the authentic tefti-
mony of antient monuments, always to be preferred to any conclufions
that can be drawn from mere analogy.

In a very antient Greek Infcription found in Magna Gracia, and now
preferved in the mufeum of Monfignor Borgia, at Veletri, the G is ex-
prefled by a fingle perpendicular line, thus | (2), which feems to be its
moft antient form; for, upon fome of the earlieft coins extant, it is ex-
prefled by the fame line a little curved, thus ( (3); whence came the Ro-
man C, which is ufed for the G in the Duillian infeription, engraved in
the vear of Rome 493. The G was not employed as a diftinét letter until
introduced by Spurius Cervilius Ruga, twenty-feven years afterwards(q).
Antiquaries have obferved that, in Manufcripts, the round forms moftly

(1) T employ the Latin letters becaufe much nearer to the primitive Greek than the

Greek ones now in ufe.
(2) Plate 1. Fig. 1, from a copy of it given me by Mr. Aftle.
(2) See thofe of Gela in Numm. Sic. vet. Pl XXXI.
(4) Pivtarch. Qu. Rom. Taylor’s Civil Law, p. 557; alfo, in Marm, Sandvicenf.

prcdominate
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ON THE GREEK ALPHABET. 5

predominate in the letters, and in infcriptions the fquare, becaufe the for-
mer are more eafily written, and the latter more eafily carved (1). Hence
this curved Line, which reprefented the G, was made with an angular in.
ftead of a circular curve, thus {, or thus .

The moft antient K is a combination of one of thefe forms with the an-
tient upright line, thus )|, or thus 3 ; fo that this letter is, in fa&, a
junétion of two Gammas, in order to exprefs a ftronger and more empha-
tical enunciation by the fame organs. This will appear evident by exa-
mining the manner in which it is repeatedly written in the Etrufcan In-
feription, called the Eugubian Table, publithed by Gori; and alfo upon
fome very antient medals of Lefbos and Syracufe, in both of which it is
plainly reprefented by two diftinét charalters(2). This Etrufcan Inferip-
tion Gori endeavours to prove, from a paflage of Dionyfius of Halicarnaf-
fus, to have been written two generations before the Trojan war; but,
though I do not think his argument quite fatisfa&ory as to this point, it
is of very remote antiquity, for the Alphabet is the moft imperfe&, and
therefore, probably, the oldeft of any hitherto difcovered.

Upon fome very eminent coins of Croto, Corinth, and Syracufe, we
find the Kappa exprefled by a circular fupported by a perpendicular line,
thus & (3), from which comes the Roman Q. This is, however, equally
a combination of the antient Gammas, the two curved lines being joined
and divided by a perpendicular one, thus o.

After the invention of the Kappa, the fimple Gamma feems to have
fallen into difufe in fome diale@s ; for it is not to be found in any Etrufcan
infeription ; and the Etrufcan, as well as the Latin, is evidently a corrupt
diale& of the Greek ; a diale& by much the hartheft of any, and therefore
probably employing only the harfheft and moft emphatical palatial confo-
nant, which is the Kappa.

Both thefe letters retain their powers, with, I believe, little or no vari-
ation, in moft of the modern languages; except that the Englifh, French,

(£) See Aftle’s Hiftory of Writing,

(2) See Plate I. Fig. 4 and 5, from coins in the cabinet of the Author.

(3) See Comb. Fl. £X. XXI.; and Torremozzi Sic. Pl LXXVII,  Similar medals
are in the cabinet of the Author; who has quoted nene that he has not feen, having too
often proved the inaccuracy of books in thefe minute but impartant circumftances.

and
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6 AN ANALYTICAL ESSAYr

and Italians, have added a corrupt and barbarous dental found to the G,
when followed by cither of the flender vowels. The K is not emplayed
by the Italians, Spaniards, or French, in their own tongues; and in read-
ing the Greek they pronounce it in the fame manner as they do the Latin
C, that is, like a barbarous femi-vowel, forced out hetween the tongue
and the teeth with a har(h hiffing-found.

T'he moft antient form of the P feems to be that of the Etrufcans, which
confilts of a perpendicular line with another drawn obliquely from it,
thus 4. It exifts in the fame form, except that the oblique line is curved
thus (] , to diftinguith it from the antient Lambda, upon the vafe repre-
fenting the hunt of the Caledonian boar, in the Britith Mufeum, which is
evidently Greek, and appears, both from the ftyle of the workmanthip and
form of the letters, to be one of the moft antient monuments extant of the
art of that people. This curvature, being gradually increafed, formed
the Latin P, which was previoufly employed by the Greeks in the fame
form, as appears from the very antient Veletrian Infcription before cited.
In the fame infcription, hewever, it appears in the form which they more
commonly employed in early Times; which is indeed nearly the fame,
only that the curved line is made {quare inftead of round (I7), for the rea-
fon beforementioned. The power of this letter feems not to have varied
at all, for it is precifely the fame in all the languages of modern Europe,
and, as far as we can judge from analogy and etymology, the {ame as it
was in Greece in the days of Homer.

The B feems to have been originally an afpirated P ; for, in the Eugu-
bian Infeription, it has that power; and the Macedonians employed it
where the Greeks employed the ¢ and 11, writing BEPENIKH for ®EPE-
NIKH, and BYPrOX for ITPIO%; whence it appears that our Northern
words BURGH and BEAR come from the fame fource as the correfponding
ones in the Greek. The Etrufcans reprefented it in two forms, thus ¥,
and thus §; the firft of which occurs only once, and that in the Eugu-
bian Infeription; but the other is common. It is with the firt that both
the Greek and Latin forms of this letter agree; but its power feems to
have been that of the Pheenician Beth, at leaft if they pronounced it as
we do now, which the Greeks feem evidently to have done in fome in-
ftances ; for the verbs BOMBEQ, BAMBAINQ, &c, would not have an-

fwered
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ON THE GREEK ALPHABET. 7

fwered the purpofe for which Homer employs them, in making the found
correfpond to the fenfe, if the B were pronounced in any other manner.
In other inftances, however, or, at leaft, in other times, they employed it
as a palatial afpirate; for we find the Latin V (which we know had the
power of our W) fometimes exprefled in the Greek by the B, and fome-
times by the OT diphthong (1) ; whence it clearly appears that there was
then an affinity between them, though they now differ fo widely. The
Aolians and Dorians, in particular, employed it occafionally as a pure or
fimple afpirate, like the Digamma, or Roman H, writing BPOAOS for
POAOZ, BABEAIOS for “AEAIOE, BEAOZ for EAOZ, &c.(2). In the
fame manner it was introduced into the words TAMBPOX for TAMEPOZ,
and METHMBPIA for MESHMEPIA (3); but with what degree or form of
afpiration it was prenounced it is impoffible for us now to tell ; for though,
like the OT diphthong, it had a refemblance to the Latin V, we cannot
fay how near that refemblance was. In all modern languages it retains its
antient power of a labial confonant, except in the Spanifh, and fome dia-
le&s of the modern Greek, in which it has acquired that corrupt and bar-
barous found given by the other nations of Europe to the Latin V, a found
which it feems to have derived from the Byzantine Greeks, as it is en-
forced by the edi& iffued by Stephen Gardener, Bithop of Winchefter, for
the {upport of their pronunciation in the univerfity of Cambridge, of which
he was Chancellor. The Romans feem to have been very licentious and
irregular in the ufe of this letter ; for on the Duilian column, before al-
luded to, the name, which in later tuimes was written DuiLius, is writ-
ten Bur1os ; whence, as Gori obferves, BELLUM and BELLONA appear to
be the fame words with pUELLUM and DUELLONA (4); and we find ac-
cordingly, in the Seratus confultum Marcianum, infcribed about feventy-
five years after, the name of the goddefs BELLoNA written DveLona. In
the infcription in honour of L. Scipio Barbatus, which is of the year after
the Duilian, the B is alfo reprefented by the D and V in pvonoro, the

(1) As in the names VArRrRO and SEVERvs, fometimes written by Greek authors
BAPPQN and ZEBHPOZ, and fometimes OTAPPGN and ZEOTHPOZ.

(2) Prifcian, lib. I.

(3) Lennep, Analog. Grec. p. 286,

(4) Muf. Etrufc. Clafll V.

antient
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8 AN ANALYTICAL ESSAY

antient form of the word BoNoRUM, the final M having been ufually
omitted, and the U reprefented by the O in the old Latin.

The moft antient figure of the T, found in the Etrufcan infcriptions,
differs little from that now in ufe. Its power has alfo probably continued
the fame, except in the inftance of the hiffing found, which moft modern
nations have given it, when followed by an I in the fame {yllable. This
is undoubtedly a corruption, the Greeks having no letter to exprefs this
kind of found but the Sigma.

The D, the other dental confonant, does not appear to have been
known to the Etrufcans, having been probably borrowed from the Phee-
nicians after the Pelafgian alphabet had been carried into Italy. Its figure,
indeed (which is always triangular, though often rounded at one angle),
occurs frequently on the Etrufcan monuments; but it always ftands for
the R.  We find it, however, with the power of the D, or perhaps the
AT or Z, upon the Zankléan medals, which contain fome of the moft an~
tient fpecimens of Greek writing now extant (1).

Thefe fix letters are called mutes, becaufe, if employed according to
their original intention, they exprefs no found of themfelves, but only
mark the beginnings, endings, and divifions of found, by which it is arti-
culated, or feparated into detached portions, called in writing {yllables.

Thefe portions are, however, often divided by other means, which I
fhall now proceed to examine; but, in that cafe, it will appear that they
are net, {trictly fpeaking, articulate founds, or eflentially different from
the cries of brute animals.

The firft of thefe is a partial inftead of a total fuppreflion of the breath,
by an approximation inftead of a conjunétion of the organs of the mouth,
reprefented by the letters called afpirates; which, like the mute confo-
nants, are to be divided into three clafles, correfponding to the three dif-
ferent combinations of the organs of fpeech.

But, as each of thefe marks fignifies a particular mode of conftrained ex-
piration, by the approximation of fome particular organs to each other,
the moft natural and eafy way of expreffing them would be to invent fome

1) See Torremuzzi Sic. PL XLV, Similar medals are in the Author’s cabinet, and in
mott cthers, they being common,

7 mark
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ON THE GREEK ALPHABET. 9

mark of general conftrained expiration, which, being affixed to each of
the figns before invented, might diftinguifh each different mode of con-
ftrained expiration according to the different combinations of the organs by
which they are produced. Hence come the fimple afpirate, figured by the
Pheenicians and Etrufcans thus [, by the Latins thus H, and by the
Greeks thus H, and thus F; which, being prefixed to a vowel, fignifies
that the tone, which it exprefles, fhould be uttered with a forced and con-
denfed expiration; and, when affixed to a confonant, that the breath,
which forms that tone, fhould not be totally {fupprefled and interrupted by
it, but only confined and conftrained by the approximation only of thofe
organs, the entire junction of which is fignified by the confonant alone.
The fecond Greek chara&er for this fimple afpirate does not feem to have
been in ufe till the other was appropriated to exprefs another letter. An
antient {choliaft, cited by M. de Villoifon (1), fays, that, when the H
became a vowel, it was divided into two letters, the firft of which, F,
was employed to fignify the afpirate, and the fecond, 1, the flender, or
fimple vowel found. Quintilian and other old grammarians feem to have
held the fame opinion (2); fo that there can be no doubt but that thefe
marks were fo employed in the manufcripts of their times. There is,
however, no inftance of the 4 in any antient monument now extant, or
in any manufcript anterior to the ninth century, though the F occurs
upon the medals of Tarentum, Heraclea, and Lefbos, and alfo on the He-
raclean tables, and an earthen vafe publithed with them by Mazochi; who
has conjectured, with much ingenuity and probability, that thefe two
notes were firft employed in oppofition to each other, to fignify the thick
and flender enunciation of tone, by Ariftophanes of Byzantium, the inventor
of the accentual marks (3). The prefent notes (¢) and () are corruptions
of them, which were gradually introduced to facilitate writing (4). Dr.
Taylor fuppofed that the H was the Ionian afpirate, the I the Dorian,

{1) Proleg. in Homer. p. 5, where the marks, through an error of the copyift or printer,
are tranfpofed.
(2) Lib. L. c. 4. & Gramm. vet. Putch. Col. 1829, & feq.
(3) Comm. in Tab. Heracl, p. 127.
(4) Ibid,
C and
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10 AN ANALYTICAL ESSAY

and the F the Zolean (1) ; but we find the F in its Pelafgian Form, L,
with the F on the Heraclean tables ; and the Lefbians, whofe coins have
the latter afpirate, which he calls Dorian, were Aolians.

Diftin& marks or chara&ters were invented for each of the afpirated con-
fonants at a very early period; fothat, I believe, there is not more than one
genuine example extant in which they are feparated in the primitive mode.
This s a votive infcription preferved at Venice, in which we find KH for
X, and ITH for @, as in the Latin (2), which was derived from the Aolian
or Arcadian alphabet, before the afpirated confonants had found a place in
it.  In the oldeft Etrufcan Infcriptions, however, as well as the Sigean,
fuppofed to be the olde(t Greek extant except coins, we find them, both pa-
latial, dental, and labial, exprefled by chara&ers not only diftin&, but
which have no apparent refemblance of form to the letters from which
they are derived.

The palatial afpirate, which confifts of either the Gamma or the Kappa
afpirated, was made by the Etrufcans, I believe, invariably, and by the
Greeks fometimes, like a divided V, thus VW (3). Its ufual form, how-
ever, was compofed of two tranfverfe lines thus X; which, on the very
antient medals of Naxus in Sicily (4), is employed, as in the Latin, to
fignify the = or abbreviated mark for the I's and K2, unlefs indeed, as I
am inclined to think, the name of that city was really NAXZOZ contracted
to NAXOZ, as AZTANKAE to AANKAE, by an elifion of the £, much af-
feCted by the Greeks in the refinement of their language, when the found
of that letter was deemed harfh and barbarous. The power of the Greek
X feems to have been nearly the fame as that which the Spaniards now
give to the Roman X, the Tufcans to the C, and the Scotch to the GH.
We are apt to pronounce it as if it were a plain K without any afpiration ;
and the French have given it the barbarous found of their own CH, a
found which to a Greek would have appeared (carcely human. It was pro.

(1) Ad Marm. Sandvicenfe, p. 45.

(2) See PLI. Fig. 2. I have not feen the originals, nor any fac.fimile either of this or
the Veletrian Infcription ; but as both have been generally acknowledged to be authentic,
and contain no internal evidence to the contrary, I have ventured to quote them,

(3) See Pierres gravees du Duc d'Orleans, Tab. II. Pl 1L

(4) See Torremuzzi, PL IIl. Fig. 2, from a medal now in the cabinet of the Author.

bably
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