Types of Greek ancient etymologies (by C. Le Feuvre)

This list is meant to give a (provisional) concise presentation of the typology used in the field
Comment of the online Dictionary. Relevant examples can be found on the Dictionary
through the Search function. Here only a typical example is given for each type.

A. Formulation of the etymology

Alternative etymology
Two or more different etymologies are provided for the same lemma, independently of each
other. Etymology A is favoured by a given scholar while etymology B is favoured by another
one, and lexicons list them all.
Ex.: Orion, Etymologicum, sigma p. 147: Zk6tog. amd 100 okidlev @vopdobot. ol 0g
eoocitv 0t okomdg €oti. OtL O0el mpookomeicOar TOV mpoepyduevov €v avt@d: obTmC
‘Hpoaxieidne. 6 6¢ Hpwdiovog mapd 10 orédety e, 6Tt Em€yxel TOAAAKLG TPOiEvaLl.
“skotos ‘darkness’, gets its name from the verb skiazo ‘to shade’; but others say it comes
from skopos ‘watcher’, because the one who moves forward in darkness must watch
carefully before (proskopeisthai) — this is what Heraclides says. But Herodian says it
comes from the fact that it holds us back (skethein), because often it holds us back from
moving forward.”

We have here three etymological proposals, ascribed to three different scholars. The first one
(oxuaew) remains anonymous. The second one (okomdg) is ascribed to Heraclides and
explicitly said to be advocated by other people (oi 6¢) than the first etymology. The third one
(oxé8w, oxéBw) is ascribed to Herodian and explicitly considered incompatible with either the
first one or the second one. Those are three possibilities, only one of which is considered
correct by the scholar who advocates it. This is the most frequent case, save for the fact that
most of the time the etymologies are not explicitly ascribed to a given scholar and we have
only a formulation “A comes from X, or from Y, or from Z.”

Complementary etymology
Two different etymons are provided for the same lemma in complementarity. That is,
etymology A’ accounts for the use of the word in a given context A while etymology B’
accounts for the use of the word in a different context B. Both etymologies are valid, each
accounts only for a part of the spectrum of the word, and together they account for the whole
spectrum. Complementary etymology is a formalized type of contextual etymology. The two
etymologies can be proposed by one and the same scholar who considers both of them
correct, but not in the same context. This is often the case when a word has two different
meanings because of the semantic evolution.
Ex.: Scholia in Batrachomyomachia 81: dépag onuaivel 600 10 (®dv (A) kai 10 1e6vnKdg
(B). xai 10 pe&v {dv €rvpoioyeitor and toD 0ém 10 deoud (A’), 10 cvvdedepévov OV Ti
WYoydi. 10 82 Tefvnrog dmd Tod dapdlom (B’), To dedapoacuévov olov.
“demas has two meanings, it refers either to a living body or to a dead body. Demas ‘living
body’ is etymologically explained as coming from deo ‘to bind’, it is the body bound to the
soul. But demas ‘dead body’ is etymologically explained as coming from damazo ‘to
tame’, it is the one who has been tamed, so to speak.”

When complete, this type of etymology is framed in a pév... &8¢ structure. The difficulty is
that very often, as we have only fragmentary attestations, only one of the two etymologies is
given, so that the complementarity does not appear. We have to combine several sources in
order to be able to reconstruct the full explanation.
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Elliptic etymology
Etymology in which the etymon is not given explicitly but replaced by a synonym, or rather,
by a translation in usual koine Greek. This is often found for cases where the word was
obsolete in koine Greek, or had assumed a different meaning. Next to full explanations giving
both the etymon and its translation, introduced by 6 éotwv “that is”, we find elliptic
explanations in which only the translation is given.
Ex.: Apollonius Soph., Lexicon homericum, p. 147: dpnmp 0 iepevg, Amd ToD VIEP TOV
Budvtv Tag gVYOG TotETaO.
“Areter is the ‘priest’ (hiereus), called thus from the fact that he makes prayers (eukhas) on
behalf of those who sacrifice.”

The etymon apa is not given explicitly, but only its synonym goyn is given, and it is left to the
reader to identify the real etymon behind g0ydc. The complete formulation would be énd 10D
VIEP TOV Bvovtov Tag dpdc, O €otwv evydc, moieicbat. The reason is probably that dapd
originally meant ‘prayer’ but that in 1st century koine it was specialized in the (already
ancient) meaning ‘malediction’, which of course could not account for épntip, so that in the
older meaning it had to be translated, so to speak, into a synchronic equivalent.

B. Nature of the etymology
(justification of the relationship between the lemma and the etymon)

Contextual etymology
Etymology designed to account for one specific occurrence of the word, usually in poetry, and
which is usually backed by a quotation of the relevant occurrence. Most Greek etymologies
are contextual and meant to account for all the contexts in which a given word can appear,
this is why several etymologies are provided for oen and the same word.
Ex.: Epimerismi Homerici: Pars altera Lexicon oaiuwoeiv, alpha 260: dvépoto: dvopa
TPOCNYOPIKOV G0 prpatoc. Amolhddmpog (FGrHist 244 F 233) mapd 10 AVOEWY. O 08 TOMTIG
Tapa TO AV AvEpmVY <01an> pévog vYpov dévtav (g 478, T 440).
“anemoio ‘wind’ is a common noun derived from a verb. Apollodorus says it comes from anuein
‘to achieve’, but Homer says it comes from aein ‘to blow’: dvéuwv <614m> pévog Hypov aéviav (€
478, 1 440).”
"Avepog is derived from dnut (Gw) ‘to blow’ because, as everybody knows, the wind blows,
and because Homer uses the noun and the verb together in the same line, in what is
understood as an etymological figura. Often, however, the quotation justifying the contextual
etymology is not given because the formulation has been abbreviated, so that a comparison
with other sources, which may preserve the quotation, is necessary.

Descriptive etymology
The etymon given for a word A refers to one formal characteristic of the referent of A, which
it describes in a way.
Ex.: Etym. Genuinum, alpha 1163: Apnmp- 0 iepede: (...) §j mopa 1o aipewv tag xeipag gig Hyog.
“the priest (arétér) is so named from the fact that he raises (airein) his hands upwards.”
Descriptively, the priest usually raises his hands to the sky when he prays a divine being
supposed to live in heaven. Raising hands is not fundamental in praying but it can be a
manifestation of the process, so that on paintings a praying figure can be identified through
this symbolic gesture alone.
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Etymology a contrario (enantiosemy)
A word is explained through the opposite notion, and supposed to be named after what it is
not or does not. The canonic example is Latin /ucus a non lucendo “the wood gets its name
from the fact that there is no light in it”.
Ex.: Epimerismi Homerici, pars prior, liber A, 1liad 1, 219b: konn: i Aaffi tod Elpovg, mapd O un
KOTTEW TNV XEIPAL.
“kopé is the ‘handle’ of the sword, the name comes from the fact that it does not cut (mé koptein)
the hand.”

This type of etymology seems to be rather recent, and is counter-intuitive for us, but enjoyed a
certain favour in Roman etymology in particular.

Etymology ex antonymo

This type works in antonymic pairs. The analogical square, which is a usual tool for
argumentation in the Stoicist system, establishes the following relationship: A: B = C: D,
such as the relationship between A and C is identical to the one between B and D, and the
relationship between A and B is identical to the one between C and D.

A < C
7 7
B < D

Applied to etymology, the analogical square yields the following result : A has an antonym B,
and an etymon A’. Therefore since the relationship between A’ and B’ is identical to the
relationship between A and B, B’ must be the antonym of A’.

A < B
7 7
AN = B

Ex.: Philoxenus, Fragmenta 475 (transmitted by Orion, Etymologicum, epsilon p. 61), Eipiqvn

Tapa O glpe kol Adyew v adti], elmep Apng, 0 TOAEUOG, KATA OTEPNGLY TG PoemG AEyETaL.

“eiréné ‘peace’ comes from the fact that during peace we ‘talk’ (eirein) and speak, since Ares ‘war’

is named after the absence (sterésin) of talks (rhéseos)”.
The full reasoning is: A (eipnvn ‘peace’) is the antonym of B (Apng, taken in the meaning
‘war’, 0 mTolepoc), the etymon of B is B’ (privative d- + ‘talk’ pfioig), therefore the etymon of
A, A’ must be the antonym of B’, hence, must mean ‘to talk’ (ipew), sothat A: A>=B : B’.
This type often leads to etymologies which seem weird and not founded, but they are,
provided one reconstructs the underlying reasoning. The usual practice of Greek etymologists
is to give first the result of the analogical reasoning and only afterwards the base, that is, the
antonymic lemma / etymon that was used as a model (B : B’ in the above example).
The difficulty with that type of etymology is that the logical particle uniting the two
etymologies (ginep in the above example) is not always explicit, so that the two etymologies
can be presented as independent from each other, and sometimes indeed are not even quoted
as a whole, but only one is quoted (for instance only A : A’ without B : B’). The four-member
system can sometimes, however, be recovered from another source. Often this type of
etymology can be fully understood only through the combination of different sources and
different lemmas, for we have only membra disjecta.

Ex.: Orion, Etymologicum, alpha p. 28: Adyf (A), mopd 10 éym (A’) piipa, 1 dtoyduedo. okdTog

(B) mapa 10 oyébewv (B”) nuadg.

“auge ‘light’ comes from the verb ago ‘lo lead’, it is the one in which we move forward. Skotos

‘darkness’ comes from ‘to hold back’ (skhethein).
The logical particle is missing and the second element of the pair is itself abbreviated,
compared to other formulations where it is better explained (Herodian, Peri pathén, Lentz
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I11/2, p. 830: oko6t0G: 6 Hpwdiavog mapd oyédetv udg moALAKIG Tpoiéval, O 0TV EMGYETV
“okoto¢ ‘darkness’: Herodian says it comes from the fact that it often holds us back from
moving forward, that is, it retains us”). The logical particle missing in Orion is explicit in
other formulations: Etym. Gudianum, alpha p. 231 (Avyn (A)- mapd 10 dyo (A’): U v
ayopueda, giye oxotog (B) dud 10 Emoyelv (B’) Nuag), Eym. Magnum, Kallierges p. 168 (Avyn
(A): Hapd 10 &ym (A’), dyn, kai avyn, S fig dyoueda- oxdtog (B) yap mopd 10 émoyicdol
(B’) Nuac).

Other sources give only the first etymology (avyn), disconnecting it from ockdtog, which
makes it difficult to understand because we have only A : A’: Etym. Symeonis, vol. 1, p. 303
(a0 mopd TO dyo dyf koi avyn, 81 fg dyopeda), Ps.-Zonaras, Lexicon, alpha p. 343 (idem).
The main problem in that case is that we cannot give a correct translation unless we have first
reconstructed the whole four-term system and analysed the relationships within it. In the case
of Orion’s formulation, we could be tempted to translate 1) Stayoueda as “in which we live”,
which would be conceivable but is erroneous in this context: only taking into account the
parallelism with the etymology of okdtog and the antonymic relationship can lead us to the
correct translation. The formulation in Byzantine Lexica, 8t fiv ayépefa (Etym. Gudianum),
St Mg dyouedo (Etym. Magnum, Etym. Symeonis) suggests that Orion’s Stayoueda results
from a rewriting and is not the original formulation and that the verb is not didyw ‘to spend
one’s time’.

Functional etymology
The relationship between the word A and the etymon defines A through a functional
characteristic, something A is made for.
Ex.: Etym. Genuinum, alpha 1164: Apfjv: 10 mpdéPoatov. E6Tv oDV d4pd 1 eV €k ToOTOL YiveTal
apnv, To Emtndgov gig edynv TpdPatov.
“arén ‘sheep’: ara means ‘prayer’, and from it is derived arén, the animal which is suitable for the
prayer.”
The name of the sheep is derived from a functional feature: one of its functions is to enable
men to perform sacrifices. It is not a descriptive intrinsic feature like “white” or “hairy” or
“young”, but a feature having to do with the function of the referent in an external process
(here a cultural one, ritual).
Ex.: Herodian, De prosodia catholica, Lentz 11I/2, p. 325: 10 pévrorkoun Poapdvetar 6&mo
TOD KOGUOG YEYOVLid, KOGUT YAp.
“but the word komé ‘hair’ is barytone, being derived from kosmos ‘ornament’, for it is a *kosmeé

29

‘ornament’.

The name of the hair is not derived from an intrinsic feature like “dark™ or “long” or “curly”,
but is related to a function, which is to be an ornament for an external being, here man.
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