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THE DEMOCRATISATION OF ATTICISM 
 AND  IN PAPYRI AND INSCRIPTIONS1 

 
 and  are variants of the same verb without difference in meaning. In Attic Greek, as in 

Homer,  is the normal form, and the short form  is limited to a few exceptional cases, e.g. 
after a long vowel or in the expression   2. In koine Greek, on the other hand,  is the 
regular form, in the New Testament3, in the Attic inscriptions of the Hellenistic period4 and in the 
Ptolemaic papyri5. It even led to a new perfect form with reduplication 6. The classical form 

 survived in literary language, as is clear in the Herculaneum papyri7, for instance, and in some 
magical papyri8. 
 For the Roman and Byzantine periods the situation seems less clear. Mandilaras states that  is 
the regular form, but that “besides this form we find the Homeric-Attic 9”. According to Gignac 
“  is the normal present, but forms of older  are sometimes found in the Roman period and 
occasionally in the Byzantine. -forms also occur outside the present system.10” Both give a list of 
instances for the rare . Youtie too, though eliminating a case of  as foreign to koine Greek 
and considering  “the predominant present”, accepts that “  was not totally lost to hellenistic 
Greek”11. Mandilaras goes on to explain that in modern Greek  is the only surviving form, with a 
now “irregular” past tense  and . In koine Greek the normal past tense already has an 
augment with êta, as in modern Greek. From a historical point of view, this is of course derived from 

, but it is no longer felt as such. Past forms with epsilon ( , ) occur only 
sporadically in koine Greek12. 

                                                
1 This article profited from helpful advice by several colleagues. I thank J. D. Thomas and D. J. Thompson for useful 

criticism. 
2 See, for instance, R. Kühner - F. Blass, Ausführliche Grammatik der griechischen Sprache, I.1, Hannover 1890, p. 187 

Anm. 3; W. Schmid, Der Atticismus in seinen Hauptvertretern, II, Stuttgart 1889, pp. 22-23;  Liddell-Scott-Jones, Greek-
English Lexicon, s.v. ; F. R. Adrados, Diccionario griego-español VI, Madrid 2002, p. 1270. For an example from the 
time of Alexander, see IG II2 360 l. 76. 

3 F. Blass - A. Debrunner - F. Rehkopf, Grammatik des neutestamentlichen Griechisch, Göttingen 1984, § 101.31. 
4 L. Threatte, The grammar of Attic inscriptions, II Morphology, Berlin New York, 1996, pp. 637-638 gives examples 

in Attic inscriptions of different periods, including poetic texts.  
5 E. Mayser, Grammatik der griechischen Papyri, I.2, Berlin-Leipzig 1938, p. 119 (even in literary texts).  
6 F.T. Gignac, A Grammar of the Greek papyri of the Roman and Byzantine periods II, Morphology, Milan 1981, 

p. 247. Cf. Thomas Magister, Onomaton eklogai (ed. F. Ritschl, Halle 1832, p. 172) :      

, , ,    ,    μ . 
7  See W. Crönert, Memoria graeca herculanensium titulorum Aegypti papyrorum codicum denique testimoniis compa-

ratam, Leipzig 1903, pp. 131-132. Crönert adds two instances from magical papyri (see following note). 
8 See PGM I.103 ([ ]  ) (ca. AD 400); III.190 (   ), 269 (ca. AD 300) (  [ ]), IV.2934 

(  ) (ca. AD 300-350); VII.407 (    μ   ) (AD III); simple  is far more 
frequent. 

9 B. Mandilaras, The verb in the Greek non-literary papyri, Athens 1973, p. 91 § 163. 
10 F. T. Gignac, A Grammar of the Greek papyri II, Morphology, pp. 276-277. 
11 H. C. Youtie, Scriptiunculae I, Amsterdam 1973, p. 393. 
12 For some examples, see P.Pommersfelden, p. 53 l. 461 (AD VI) :  ; SB XII 10840 l. 5 (AD IV) : 

 . P.IFAO II 16 l. 4 ( ) (Roman period) and P.Alex. 27 l. 24 ( ) (Roman period).  
The following passages are more doubtful but probably also have an augment in epsilon : CPR VI 85 l. 2 (AD VII) :  
    [ ]; SB XIV 11665 l. 27 (AD III)  in a fragmentary context. I also interpret the letter 

P.Mich. VIII 473 l. 8 as an imperfect :  (l. , not ; the reading is somewhat doubtful)   . 
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 As a result there is some hesitation in papyrological indexes : some editors list all forms under the 
classical lemma , others prefer the koine form , others still list the two forms separately, 
referring to  and  as forms of . In this article I want to investigate when and in 
what contexts the full forms of  are used in documentary papyrus texts of the Hellenistic, Roman 
and Byzantine periods.  
 
I. As a first step in this direction I have checked all passages where the editors put the full forms in their 
texts and in their indexes. Many of them can simply be discarded. 
 In some cases the verb  is restored by the editor, who was apparently not aware that he 
supplied a classical form in a koine text. More often forms of  are read in damaged passages, 
partly supplemented and/or missing a context. In some cases an alternative reading can be suggested, in 
others we can only say that these are not clear instances of the full form  because the missing 
context allows for different interpretations.  
 The following survey discusses these false and/or uncertain instances one by one in the alphabetical 
order of the editions. Some of them, but not all, are listed in the works of Gignac and Mandilaras. I have 
supplemented their examples with the help of the Duke Databank of documentary papyri and the 
valuable Wörterlisten online in Heidelberg13.  
 From the inscriptions in the Packard Humanities database online a few hundred examples of - 
could be added. If instances of the classical period (Attic and dialectal forms), poetic texts (28 
instances), personal names (Ethelon, Ethelandros), the substantive  and the adverbs , 

 and , and uncertain cases14 are eliminated, very few remain. Examples from the 
late fourth century BC have been counted as pre-koine Attic, e.g. IG II  1196 [335-330]; IG II  360 [325 
BC]; IG II  509 [post 307 BC].  
 
P.Abinnaeus 7.10 (AD 342-351) :    . Whereas the editor corrects  into , I prefer to 
correct into < > i.e. , an epistolary imperfect.  

BGU III 948 l. 4 (IV/V AD) :   =>  ( )  . The papyrus was destroyed in a fire in the harbour 
of Hamburg, with the ship which brought them to Germany, and there is no photo of it. The edition is based on a preliminary 
transcript made by Wilcken in Egypt. With F. Reiter, who kindly provided this information, I restore some form of the 
common expression  ( )   here. 

BGU XVI 2642 l. 11 (BC 30 - AD 14) : ]  => [ ]  , perhaps the expression [  ]  , which 
is often found in letters. 

BGU XVI 2644 l. 6 (4 BC) :   [ ] μ  μ  =>   [- - ] μ  μ . The supplement [ ] is not 
necessary. In the note the editor offers the alternative   [ ], but the possibilities are manyfold, e.g.   [   

], as in BGU XVI 2633 l. 6. 

BGU XVI 2661 l. 4 (12 BC) : μ    is the result of a wrong word division by an editor who was too familiar 
with Attic Greek and should be corrected to μ   . 

CPR VIII 30 l. 3 (AD IV) :   [  ]  =>   [  ] . The editors comment upon 
 : “entweder Schreibfehler für [ ]  oder überflüssiges Schluss-Ny.” They choose for the latter solution, which in 

fact involves two irregularities, the superfluous ny and the use of the Attic present . I prefer to take [ ]  or rather 
[ ]  as a spelling for [ ] ; omega is also written for omikron in l. 10, where μ  stands for -

μ . 

CPR XIV 53 l. 9 (private letter; AD VIII) : [ ]    => [  ]    . 

P.Alex. 34 (AD VI/VII) : [  ] => [  ] (the epsilon is supplemented). 
                                                                                                                                                                  

In P.Rainer Cent. 79 l. 3 (VI) it is better to supply the usual augment in êta : [ ]    => [ ]    ; 
similarly in O.Claud. II 222 (AD 138-161) read [  ]  , rather than [ ]  (editor) and in PSI III 229 l. 21 
(AD II) read [ ] , rather than [ ]  (Wilcken in BL I, p. 393). 

13 To be consulted at : http://www.papy.uni-hd.de/WL/WL.html. 
14 Some are doubtful word divisions like    in SEG XXIII 532 [2] and IK Byzantion S50; in others the full 

form is supplemented by the editor, e.g. I.Leukopetra 96 ([    ]); TAM II 905 vii.10 ([ ] ); MAMA VI list 
151, 208 ([   μ  ]); Fouilles de Delphes III.1 352 l. 2 (the verb is not in ed. princ.). 
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P.Dura 13 (AD I) : [ ]    [ ]  [ This very damaged passage is illegible on the plate and cannot be 
considered a valuable instance of the full form. 

P.Fay. 20 (AD I) col. II.1 : [ ]  is an uncertain supplement by J. H. Oliver, Greek constitutions of early Roman 
emperors, Philadelpheia 1989, no. 275. In his critical apparatus Oliver lists three other proposals for this word. 

P.Flor. III 384 l. 51 (AD V) :   μ  - - - [  ]   . The verb and its complement are 
nearly completely supplemented by the editor. 

P.Giss. Univ. III 30 l. 4 (AD III/IV) :  occurs in a fragmentary passage. Naldini, Cristianesimo in Egitto, Firenze 1968, 
no. 22, who reedits this text, suggests in note an attractive supplement : [  ]  . Whether we accept this or not, 
his proposal shows how irregular  can easily be avoided here. 

P.Graux II 25 l. 23-24 (AD II) : ...  . The initial epsilon is “évanescent” and not visible on the plate; I prefer to 
read  (l. )  μ . 

REG 2 (1889), p. 19 = B. Laum, Stiftungen in der griechischen und römischen Antike, Leipzig-Berlin 1914, p. 135 no. 175 
[Amorion, Phrygia; I A.D.] : μ    [ ]  [  ]  μ  [ ]. I propose to 
supplement [  ] . 

REG 2 (1889), p. 20 B l. 11 [Amorion, Phrygia; I A.D.] = B. Laum, Stiftungen in der griechischen und römischen Antike, 
Leipzig-Berlin 1914, p. 135-136 no. 176 : [ μ ]        { } [ ]   

μ   o   . There is clearly something wrong here : the superfluous ny and the 
irregular form  coincide with a gap in the stone. This seems another case of the lex Youtie. There does not seem to 
be a photo of this text, and Laum simply copies the editio princeps of 188915.  

P.Lund II 5 l. 16 (about AD 500) : [ ]     [  ] . The supplements in the other lines are 
1 or 2 letters. I here supplement [ ]  instead of [ ]  because the epsilon before -  has nearly completely 
disappeared in the lacuna to the left (see plate in ed. princ.). The supplement [ ]  would in fact cover the space of three 
letters. The letter is written by an uneducated writer, who uses  in l. 17 and the normal -augmented forms in l. 5 
( ) and l. 15 ( ).  

P.Merton I 23 l. 8 (AD II) :     μ    =>   . The reading of the editio princeps, 
though still found in the Duke Database, was corrected by H. C. Youtie in 195816. For the expressions, compare e.g. P.Oxy. 
XVII 2153 ll. 15-19. 

P.Mert. II 83 l. 18 (AD II) :   μ  ,  μ  =>    μ  . The group  is written in 
ligature, exactly as in   (l. 11). Though the top of the delta is damaged, the base is clearly there. This scribe likes to link 
his sentences by the particle  (see ll. 4, 11, 16). This correction was already proposed by D. Hagedorn in ZPE 28 (1978), p. 
283 n. 5. 

P.Mich. VIII 486 l. 9 (AD II) :   μ  [ ] . A clear case of the “lex Youtie”, where an irregular form, 
with uncertain meaning (“not by his own wish”) occurs in a highly damaged passage. I have no proposal for correction, but 
the reading is certainly wrong. 

P.Mich. VIII 500 l. 10 (AD II) : μ    [ ] μ . This is another lex Youtie case : nearly all letters 
are doubtful, including the epsilon. Unfortunately the original is now no longer in Michigan but in Cairo, and there is no 
photograph available. 

P.Rein. 57 = Wilcken, Chrest. 390 l. 9 (AD IV) :  [ ]  [ ]  [ ]   [ ] [ ] [ ]. The verb is 
largely supplemented and the ending ]  is the result of a double correction by the scribe (see note in ed. princ.). This is 
again a doubtful example, the more so since the preceding word is also highly uncertain. 

P.Ross. Georg II 20 l. 16 (AD 146) :  [  ]. One can easily supplement a past tense with epsilon augment 
here, e.g.  [  ]. 

P.Würzburg 9 l. 50 (= J.H. Oliver, Greek constitutions, no. 166) (AD 161-169) : Oliver here supplements μ    

[ ] [  ] [  ] . Even if this proposal is accepted  and  are equally possible. 

SB VI 9557 l. 24 (AD 250-285) :   [ ]    ( ) . The text was reedited by Naldini, Il Cristiane-
simo no. 6 col. ii.13. After   [- - ] there is a lacuna and then an illegible text. 

SEG XVL 569 (Larissa; BC III) : ] μ     μ  . This fragmentary pedimental stele is puzzling. 
I propose tentatively  ]μ     μ  . The person who built the tomb “wanted it to be also for his 
mother”. The negation supplied by the editor makes no sense in my view. I would like to read something like [ ]μ , 
but without photograph we have to consider the ny as certain and no solution is available. 

                                                
15 The same text is also copied in M. J. Vermaseren, Corpus Inscriptionum et monumentorum religionis Mithriacae, 

Den Haag 1956, pp. 50-51. 
16 See now H. C. Youtie, Scriptiunculae I, Amsterdam 1973, pp. 302-304. The old reading is still accepted in Mandi-

laras, The verb, p. 91. 
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Stud. Pal. XX 223 l. 5 (AD VI/VII) :    μ  μ   . The text is written in colloquial Greek. 
S.G. Kapsomenakis, Voruntersuchungen zu einer Grammatik der Papyri der nachchristlichen Zeit, Münch. Beitr. zur Papy-
rusforschung 28, München 1938, p. 32, splits up as  , and interprets this as a present tense  , not as an 
imperfect with simple augment   (ed. princ.). This may be phonetically more correct (  = , not ), but the full 
form  in such a low level letter is at least surprising and the context far from clear. 

UPZ I 20 (163 BC) : [   ]   : this unique Ptolemaic example of  is in fact a supplement 
by Wilcken. It should be corrected into [  ] or [  μ ]. 

 
II. There are, however, also several unmistakable examples of the full form . Before discussing 
them I here present a chronological list, which I made as complete as I could, including some 
inscriptions from the Pack Humanities database (http://epigraphy.packhum.org/inscriptions/). 
 
AD 41 P.Lond. VI 1912 (= J. H. Oliver, Greek constitutions, no. 19) l. 102, letter of Claudius to the Alexandrians : 

 μ  μ      . 

AD I  SEG XI 948 (= IG V,1 1331.17 with new fragment) (Laconia), honorary decree of the city of Kardamyla 
for Poseidippos son of Attalos : μ      . This looks like an authentic Hellenistic 
use of  in the Peloponnesus in the first cent. AD. Unfortunately the text is only known through a transcript of Prott and 
the stone cannot be checked. 

AD 174 SEG XXIX 127 (= J. Oliver, Greek Constitutions, p. 366 no. 184), imperial letter of M. Aurelius to the 
Athenians, II.12 : μ       μ      . In l. 4 

[ ] is the adverb, not the participle. 

AD 193-198  P.Agon. 1 l. 6; 3 l. 10; 4 l. 4 (= J. H. Oliver, Greek constitutions, no. 212). Four copies of an imperial letter 
by Septimius Severus use the expression   (once in lacuna). 

AD II/III  P.David 14 (= P.Strasb. IV 169 + P.Ross. Georg. II 43) l. 28 (letter in rhetorical style; iota adscript 
written) :        . 

AD 298   P.Oxy. XII 1469 l. 16 (petition in high style) :      . 

late AD III P.Warren 20 l. 4 (letter in literary style ; for the date cf. Moscadi in Mus. Phil. Lond. 2 [1977], p. 35) :  

. 

late AD III  P.Ryl. IV 691 l. 9 (letter to a bouleutes in rhetorical style) : [ ]    μ   - - [ ] -

[ ] . 

AD 315 P.Col. X 285 l. 41 (reports of proceedings) : ]      [ ]. The reading 
]  is not entirely convincing and does not fit the preposition  following. I would prefer a form of  here, but I 
am unable to propose a convincing alternative from the plate in APIS (  is not really convincing either). 

AD 348 P.Ammon I 4 l. 51 (petition in highbrow style) :  - - μ  μ   μ  

 . 

AD IV Mitteis, Chrest. 95 l. 12 (proceedings before a magistrate) :   . 

AD IV, end BGU IV 1024 col. viii.8 :  μ  (l. μ )    (BL I)   (court 
proceedings). 

AD IV/V P.Ant. II 92 (memorandum in “careful writing, but with poor grasp of grammar”) l. 6 :   μ[ ]  

 [ ]  μ  - -  ; l. 10 :       (μ μ ). Gignac, Grammar II, 
p. 229 considers  an “augmented form” in the subjunctive aorist. 

AD 418 P.Köln II 102 l. 10 (notarial contract) :    . 

AD V P.Prag. II 193 l. 4 (official letter in chancery script) (simple  in l. 1) :  μ    

 . 

AD V P.Rainer Cent. 74 l. 7 (letter; simple  in l. 4): μ    μ . 

AD V PSI III 176 l. 5 (notarial contract) : [    ] μ   μ   - - [ ]  (l. 
) . The reading is not beyond doubt. 

AD 539 P.Michael. 41 (notarial contract), l. 42 :    (future optative); l. 62 :  . 

AD 548 P.Cairo Masp. I 67029 l. 10 (petition) :    . 

AD 550 P.Oxy. I 140 l. 27 (notarial contract) :    [ μ ] μ    μ . 

AD 566-570 P.Cairo Masp. III 67314 iii.5 (notarial contract, written by Dioskoros) : [ ]  [ ]. 

AD 565 P.Hamb. III 230 l. 25 (petition) :    μ  . 
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AD 568 P.Cairo Masp. II 67158 l. 21 (notarial contract) :  μ  (future optative)   - - 

. 

AD 583 P.Lond. V 1727 l. 47 (notarial contract) :     - - . 

AD VI P.Oxy. XVI 1901 l. 2 (notarial will) :   (fragment). 

AD VI PSI VIII 881 l. 7 (notarial contract) :    μ  μ   μ . 

AD VI (end) SB IV 7436 l. 2 (letter) :   . 

AD VI/VII P.Iand. 25 l. 2 (letter) : μ    [  ] μ  [  ] could be epi-
stolary imperfect with  augment. 

AD VI/VII P.Haun. III 52 l. 19 (administrative letter) : μ  μ    [ ] μ  . 

AD 605 BGU I 3 ll. 20-21 (notarial contract) :           . 

AD 639 SB XXII 15729 l. 38 (notarial contract) :   . 

AD 668 SB XVI 12481 l. 22 (notarial contract) :     [  μ   ] [ ]  

μ  

 
The three oldest dated examples are the famous letter of Claudius to the Alexandrians of AD 41 
(P.Lond. 1912) and two imperial letters by Marcus Aurelius17 (AD 176) and Septimius Severus 
(P.Agon. 1, 3-5). Clearly these products of the imperial chancery were written and copied as a kind of 
high literary prose and for that reason were styled in a form of Atticistic Greek rather than in koine.  
 In P.Oxy. XII 1469, a petition from AD 298, the form , which had not been used in Egypt for 
nearly 500 years makes its reappearance in a document written in Egypt. Since the two other third 
century examples are in fact undated, the full form is in fact attested only from the very end of the third 
century onwards. This return is, however, limited to a few types of documents : notarial contracts, 
administrative prose, petitions written by learned jurists and a very few letters in rhetorical style with 
literary pretensions18. Often the  form is used in conditional sentences together with old-
fashioned subjunctives and optatives. 
 
In conclusion : our study shows an isolated example of an Atticistic usage in the late imperial and 
Byzantine periods. Starting from literary language, the form , known to every reader of Homer 
and Demosthenes, spread from classical prose and imperial chancery to the ever more literary language 
of notaries and officials. It was never used in ordinary correspondence nor in daily notes, and certainly 
not in everyday spoken Greek. Modern editors, who received their training on the basis of the same 
classical authors, sometimes introduced Atticistic forms in fragmentary passages, not realising that these 
did not fit the koine Greek used in the papyri. 
 
Grote Spekstraat  53  Willy Clarysse 
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Belgium 
Willy.Clarysse@arts.kuleuven.be 

                                                
17 In the epigraphic evidence too, this is one of the oldest extant examples of  in the imperial period. 
18  P.David 14 is dated only on the basis of the script and may belong to the third rather than to the second century. It is 

moreover highly influenced by the literary style. The expression       is perhaps a literary 
quotation (though it is not found in TLG). 




