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Preface

Preliminary remarks

What makes a language ancient? The term conjures up images, often romantic, of archeol-
ogists feverishly copying hieroglyphs by torchlight in a freshly discovered burial chamber;
of philologists dangling over a precipice in some remote corner of the earth, taking impres-
sions of an inscription carved in a cliff-face; of a solitary scholar working far into the
night, puzzling out some ancient secret, long forgotten by humankind, from a brittle-leafed
manuscript or patina-encrusted tablet. The allure is undeniable, and the literary and film
worlds have made full use of it.

An ancient language is indeed a thing of wonder – but so is every other language, all
remarkable systems of conveying thoughts and ideas across time and space. And ancient
languages, as far back as the very earliest attested, operate just like those to which the
linguist has more immediate access, all with the same familiar elements – phonological,
morphological, syntactic – and no perceptible vestiges of Neanderthal oddities. If there
was a time when human language was characterized by features and strategies fundamentally
unlike those we presently know, it was a time prior to the development of any attested or
reconstructed language of antiquity. Perhaps, then, what makes an ancient language different
is our awareness that it has outlived those for whom it was an intimate element of the
psyche, not so unlike those rays of light now reaching our eyes that were emitted by their
long-extinguished source when dinosaurs still roamed across the earth (or earlier) – both
phantasms of energy flying to our senses from distant sources, long gone out.

That being said, and rightly enough, we must return to the question of what counts
as an ancient language. As ancient the editor chose the upward delimitation of the fifth
century AD. This terminus ante quem is one which is admittedly “traditional”; the fifth is
the century of the fall of the western Roman Empire (AD 476), a benchmark which has
been commonly (though certainly not unanimously) identified as marking the end of the
historical period of antiquity. Any such chronological demarcation is of necessity arbitrary –
far too arbitrary – as linguists accustomed to making such diachronic distinctions as Old
English, Middle English, Modern English or Old Hittite, Middle Hittite, Neo-Hittite are keenly
aware. Linguistic divisions of this sort are commonly based upon significant political events
and clearly perceptible cultural shifts rather than upon language phenomena (though they
are surely not without linguistic import as every historical linguist knows). The choice
of the boundary in the present concern – the ancient-language boundary – is, likewise
(as has already been confessed), not mandated by linguistic features and characteristics of
the languages concerned.

However, this arbitrary choice, establishing a terminus ante quem of the fifth century, is
somewhat buttressed by quite pragmatic linguistic considerations (themselves consequent
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to the whim of historical accident), namely the co-occurrence of a watershed in language
documentation. Several early languages first make a significant appearance in the histori-
cal record in the fourth/fifth century: thus, Gothic (fourth century; see WAL Ch. 36), Ge’ez
(fourth/fifth century; see WAL Ch. 14, §1.3.1), Classical Armenian (fifth century; see Ch. 11),
Early Old Georgian (fifth century; see Ch. 12). What newly comes into clear light in the
sixth century is a bit more meager – Tocharian and perhaps the very earliest Old Kannada
and Old Telegu from the end of the century. Moreover, the dating of these languages to
the sixth century cannot be made precisely (not to suggest this is an especially unusual
state of affairs) and it is equally possible that the earliest attestation of all three should
be dated to the seventh century. Beginning with the seventh century the pace of language
attestation begins to accelerate, with languages documented such as Old English, Old Khmer,
and Classical Arabic (though a few earlier inscriptions preserving a “transitional” form of
Arabic are known; see WAL Ch. 16, §1.1.1). The ensuing centuries bring an avalanche of
medieval European languages and their Asian contemporaries into view. Aside from the
matter of a culturally dependent analytic scheme of historical periodization, there are thus
considerations of language history that motivate the upper boundary of the fifth century.

On the other hand, identifying a terminus post quem for the inclusion of a language in the
present volume was a completely straightforward and noncontroversial procedure. The low
boundary is determined by the appearance of writing in human society, a graphic means
for recording human speech. A system of writing appears to have been first developed by
the Sumerians of southern Mesopotamia in the late fourth millennium BC (see WAL Ch. 2,
§§1.2; 2). Not much later (beginning in about 3100 BC), a people of ancient Iran began to
record their still undeciphered language of Proto-Elamite on clay tablets (see WAL Ch. 3,
§2.1). From roughly the same period, the Egyptian hieroglyphic writing system emerges in
the historical record (see WAL Ch. 7, §2). Hence, Sumerian and Egyptian are the earliest
attested, understood languages and, ipso facto, the earliest languages treated in this volume.

It is conjectured that humans have been speaking and understanding language for at
least 100,000 years. If in the great gulf of time which separates the advent of language and
the appearance of Sumerian, Proto-Elamite, and Egyptian societies, there were any people
giving written expression to their spoken language, all evidence of such records and the
language or languages they record has fallen victim to the decay of time. Or the evidence
has at least eluded the archeologists.

Format and conventions

Each chapter, with only the occasional exception, adheres to a common format. The chapter
begins with an overview of the history (including prehistory) of the language, at least up to
the latest stage of the language treated in the chapter, and of those peoples who spoke the
language (§1, historical and cultural contexts). Then follows a discussion of
the development and use of the script(s) in which the language is recorded (§2, writing

systems); note that the complex Mesopotamian cuneiform script, which is utilized for
several languages of the ancient Near East – Sumerian (WAL Ch. 2), Elamite (WAL Ch. 3),
Hurrian (Ch. 9), Urartian (Ch. 10), Akkadian and Eblaite (WAL Ch. 8), Hittite (Ch. 2), Luvian
(Ch. 3) – and which provides the inspiration and graphic raw materials for others – Ugaritic
(WAL Ch. 9) and Old Persian (WAL Ch. 28) – is treated in most detail in WAL Chapter 8,
§2. The next section presents a discussion of phonological elements of the language (§3,
phonology), identifying consonant and vowel phonemes, and treating matters such as
allophonic and morphophonemic variation, syllable structure and phonotaxis, segmental
length, accent (pitch and stress), and synchronic and diachronic phonological processes.
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Following next is discussion of morphological phenomena (§4, morphology), focusing
on topics such as word structure, nominal and pronominal categories and systems, the
categories and systems of finite verbs and other verbal elements (for explanation of the system
of classifying Semitic verb stems – G stem, etc. – see WAL Ch. 6, §3.3.5.2), compounds,
diachronic morphology, and the system of numerals. Treatment of syntactic matters then
follows (§5, syntax), presenting discussion of word order and coordinate and subordinate
clause structure, and phenomena such as agreement, cliticism and various other syntactic
processes, both synchronic and diachronic. The description of the grammar closes with a
consideration of the lexical component (§6, lexicon); and the chapter comes to an end
with a list of references cited in the chapter and of other pertinent works (bibliography).

To a great extent, the linguistic presentations in the ensuing chapters have remained
faithful to the grammatical conventions of the various language disciplines. From discipline
to discipline, the most obvious variation lies in the methods of transcribing sounds. Thus, for
example, the symbols ś, s. , and t. in the traditional orthography of Indic language scholarship
represent, respectively, a voiceless palatal (palato-alveolar) fricative, a voiceless retroflex
fricative, and a voiceless retroflex stop. In Semitic studies, however, the same symbols are
used to denote very different phonetic realities: ś represents a voiceless lateral fricative while
s. and t. transcribe two of the so-called emphatic consonants – the latter a voiceless stop
produced with a secondary articulation (velarization, pharyngealization, or glottalization),
the former either a voiceless fricative or affricate, also with a secondary articulation. Such
conventional symbols are employed herein, but for any given language, the reader can readily
determine phonetic values of these symbols by consulting the discussion of consonant and
vowel sounds in the relevant phonology section.

Broad phonetic transcription is accomplished by means of a slightly modified form of
the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). Most notably, the IPA symbols for the palato-
alveolar fricatives and affricates, voiceless [ʃ] and [tʃ] and voiced [�] and [d�], have been
replaced by the more familiar [š], [č], [ž], and [�] respectively. Similarly, [y] is used for the
palatal glide rather than [j]. Long vowels are marked by either a macron or a colon.

In the phonology sections, phonemic transcription, in keeping with standard phonologi-
cal practice, is placed within slashes (e.g., /p/) and phonetic transcription within square
brackets (e.g., [p]; note that square brackets are also used to fill out the meaning of a gloss
and are employed as an element of the transcription and transliteration conventions for
certain languages, such as Elamite [WAL Ch. 3] and Pahlavi [WAL Ch. 30]). The general
treatment adopted in phonological discussions has been to present transcriptions as phonetic
rather than phonemic, except in those instances in which explicit reference is made to the
phonemic level. Outside of the phonological sections, transcriptions are usually presented
using the conventional orthography of the pertinent language discipline. When potential
for confusion would seem to exist, transcriptions are enclosed within angled brackets (e.g.,
<p>) to make clear to the reader that what is being specified is the spelling of a word and
not its pronunciation.
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The enthusiastic reception of the first edition of this work – and the broad interest in the
ancient languages of humankind that it demonstrates – has been and remains immensely
gratifying to both editor and contributors. The editor would like to take this opportunity,
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hand in the success of the first edition. We wish too to acknowledge our debt of gratitude
to Cambridge University Press and to Dr. Kate Brett for continued support of this project
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and for making possible the publication of this new multivolume edition and the increased
accessibility to the work that it will inevitably provide. Thanks also go to the many kind
readers who have provided positive and helpful feedback since the publication of the first
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Preface to the first edition

In the following pages, the reader will discover what is, in effect, a linguistic description
of all known ancient languages. Never before in the history of language study has such a
collection appeared within the covers of a single work. This volume brings to student and
to scholar convenient, systematic presentations of grammars which, in the best of cases,
were heretofore accessible only by consulting multiple sources, and which in all too many
instances could only be retrieved from scattered, out-of-the-way, disparate treatments. For
some languages, the only existing comprehensive grammatical description is to be found
herein.

This work has come to fruition through the efforts and encouragement of many, to all of
whom the editor wishes to express his heartfelt gratitude. To attempt to list all – colleagues,
students, friends – would, however, certainly result in the unintentional and unhappy ne-
glect of some, and so only a much more modest attempt at acknowledgments will be made.
Among those to whom special thanks are due are first and foremost the contributors to
this volume, scholars who have devoted their lives to the study of the languages of ancient
humanity, without whose expertise and dedication this work would still be only a desider-
atum. Very special thanks also go to Dr. Kate Brett of Cambridge University Press for her
professionalism, her wise and expert guidance, and her unending patience, also to her pre-
decessor, Judith Ayling, for permitting me to persuade her of the project’s importance. I
cannot neglect mentioning my former colleague, Professor Bernard Comrie, now of the
Max Planck Institute, for his unflagging friendship and support. Kudos to those who
masterfully translated the chapters that were written in languages other than English:
Karine Megardoomian for Phrygian, Dr. Margaret Whatmough for Etruscan, Professor
John Huehnergard for Ancient South Arabian. Last of all, but not least of all, I wish to thank
Katherine and Paul – my inspiration, my joy.

Roger D. Woodard
Christmas Eve 2002
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