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Remarks on Phraseology, Spoken Language 
and Language Contact 

in the Letters of Claudius Terentianus 
(2nd Century AD Egypt)

Hilla Halla-aho

The letters o f Claudius Terentianus from early 2”'1 century Egypt (P. Mich. VIII467-481) 
are valuable documents for research into substandard Latin. To add to their importance, 
Terentianus was also a Greek-Latin bilingual whose letters in both languages have 
survived.

Terentianus’ use of language, and of Latin in particular, has been studied in some 
detail because it shows many historical changes in progress, some of which are already 
symptoms of the later Romance evolution. The most comprehensive analysis is by J.N. 
Adams (1977).

Nevertheless, many questions remain to be asked and answered. In this article I 
shall focus on some aspects that have, in my opinion, not been discussed thoroughly 
enough, in the sphere of phraseology and syntax. First, I shall discuss the accusativus 
cum infinitivo constructions (Acl) and their relationship to epistolary phrasing and then 
move to the influence o f colloquial language and language contact on Terentianus’ 
variety of Latin. Finally I suggest some clarifications of the apparent regional variation 
in Latin epistolary phraseology resulting from contact with Greek.

The Acl, its gradual decline and the triumph of subordinate clauses are among the 
most studied topics in Latin syntax. From late republican times onwards, sporadic 
examples of finite complement clauses without anaphora are found with verba sentiendi 
el dicendi (in Suetonius, Tacitus, Plinius and Petronius'). The finite complements begin 
to abound in the works o f Apuleius and Gellius in the second century. Given the 
conservative nature of written language (as compared with the spoken) in general and 
that o f literary Latin in particular, any such change in written language evidently 
betokens widespread change in the spoken, at least for the great majority of speakers.’

If we suppose that the use of the Acl was by this time, the beginning o f the 2nd 
century, already decreasing, it would be reasonable to expect that the changes would be 
visible in substandard texts like the letters of Terentianus. This, however, is not the case. 
No instances of finite complement clauses governed by verba sentiendi el dicendi can be

1 Petronius. naturally, differs from the others with regard to literary genre and linguistic representativeness; 
sec below.
-  Cf. Stcfcnelli 1962, 102. See also Hofmann - Szantyr 1965, 354; Kühner - Stegmann 1971, 274-275. For 
divergent views on the popularity o f  finite complements sec Perrochat 1932, 133-139; Scivoletto 1962. 18-22; 
Cuzzolin 1991,29-32.
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found in his Latin letters. Infinitive constructions, for their part, are found in considerable 
numbers with these verbs. Among the infinitive phrases, there are standard salutary 
formulae like an[le own]ia op[to tejfortem  el h[iJlarem [e]l salvoin mihi esse (467, 2: 
“Before all else, I pray that you be strong and cheerful and well”') and o[p]to te bene 
val[e]re (470, 27: “Before all else 1 pray for your health"), but the Acl occurs in the body 
text of the letters as well: scias me. pater. accepis[se (467,4: “Know, father, that I have 
received”)', scias clomp noslrae deonim beneficio omnia recte esse (467,26: “Know that 
everything is going well at home, through the beneficence of the gods”).

From this data Adams has come to the conclusion, contrary to the view held by 
traditional handbooks, that infinitive complements were not falling out o f use, but, 
instead, were still used in substandard and spoken Latin and were replaced by finite 
complement clauses only later in the history o f Latin. Because of the absence of finite 
complements in these letters, Adams does not believe that those that are found in early 
vulgar texts are “the tip o f an iceberg”. Adams claims: “Some examples o f the acc. + 
infin. were clearly of a type formulaic in epistolography. But there remain sufficient 
instances to show that the construction was at home in the spoken registers of the 
author”.* 5 *

Of all the 19 certain instances of Acl in Terentianus’ Latin letters, 5 are with opto 
(467, 3 and 35; 468, 3 and 64; 470, 27) and 6 with scio (467,4, 8 and 26; 468, 4, 43 and 47). 
The latter forms a clear pattern as well (of the type scias me pater accepis.se or misisse), 
though not as formulaic as opto. The remaining 8 are distributed with spero (2: 468, 22 
and 36), nego (2: 467, 9 and 471, 32), clico ( 1: 469, 12\p a reo  (1: 467, 17, anacolouthic) and 
two uncertain verbs (sileo in 471, 15 and something like posco in 467,9 according to the 
editors Youtie and Winter)." So, in my view, the sufficiency of this evidence, as far as 
spoken language is concerned, remains disputable. It must be remembered that the 
complement change from Acl to finite clauses was not an abrupt process that happened 
at some moment in time. The sporadic instances o f finite complements in literary texts 
from the 1" century BC through the Γ  century AD are a good indication o f this.7 The 
change started with some verbs and in certain kinds of contexts, and gradually spread 
further. Semantic properties of the governing verbs often had a decisive role." Therefore, 
the use o f Acl in these letters cannot be regarded as positive evidence concerning the 
verbal system as a whole."

'  All translations o f  the Terentianus letters arc by Youtie and Winter (1951).
■* Compare γεινώσκειν σε θέλω, πατήρ, κεκοιμί|κα)σθαι με παρά Άχιλλατος καλάθων (476.5) in Greek.
5 Adams 1977, 61-62. Calboli. like Adams, does not consider significant the fact that the majority o f the
infinitive constructions appear in salutary formulae (Calboli 1990. 29). Adams further states that “Had quod  or 
quia clauses had any currency in Latin, wc should have expected the existence o f the Greek Sri construction to 
have provided an additional impulse for a bilingual to admit object clauses in Latin” (Adams 1977.61). Syntactic 
interference and convergence in contact situations are very complex issues but will not be gone into here.

In addition to the instances mentioned above there are possible examples o f  Acl with rescriho in 46Χ. 32 as 
well as scio  in 470, 22. Calboli (1990. 37-39) has presented a table o f  all infinitive complements in both the Latin 
and Greek letters o f  Terentianus. Unfortunately it contains a number o f  mistakes: the verb (ap)parco is claimed 
to occur twice in letter 468 with an infinitive complement, though pareo  is found only in letter 467; ivscrihas is 
reported to have an infinitive complement in 470, though the contexts o f  all three instances are too fragmentary 
to permit any observations (470. 17, 18 and 22); in addition, the verb rescriho is not used in letter 467 contrary to 
what Calboli presents in his table: the formula o[p)to te hene va l[e}c  can be found also in letter 470: the verb 
rogo is not used in 470 with an infinitive complement as it is both times followed by an id-clause (470,4 and 
19); and finally, the verb nego has an infinitive complement in letter 467 (467. 9).
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Furthermore, some features of Terentianus’ syntax could support the conclusion 
that the use of the Acl was more or less limited. In several places Terentianus seems to 
have difficulties in composing the infinitive complement correctly when the verb 
governing it differs from the ones normally used in his letters. In letter 467 we find an 
anacolouthic expression ne tib[i]paream a spe qmar[a]parpa[tum] vagariquasifugitivom  
(467, 17:"... lest I seem to you to wander like a fugitive, lured on by a bitter hope”), where 
an adjective (fugitivom) referring to the subject is in the accusative instead of the 
expected nominative. A Greek-flavoured phrase factum est illi venire Alexandrie (471, 22: 
"and he happened to go to Alexandria”) is found in letter 471. Adams' suggestion, 
analogy from Greek dative + infinitive constructions, is convincing.1" In addition, 
Terentianus once shifted into a finite clause in the middle of an infinitive structure 
governed by the same verb: ed [sei]as Cat punt hie erfasse ed iny[e]ntus est Dios in 
legione et a[cce]pisse me pro illo (denarios) VI (468, 43: "Know that Carpus came here in 
his wanderings and Dius was found (?) in the legion and I accepted 6 denarii on his 
behalf ). This happened in his Greek as well: [γ]εινώσκειν σε θέλω μ[ετά] το αν[ω ήδ]γ) 
[σ]ο[ι] γε[γ]ραμ[μ]έ[ν]ον ένηνεγμένον μοι [... ύ]πό τοΰ ~[α]τβ[ο]ς Άνου[βί]ωνος το κα- 
λάθιον, καί το τέ[λο]ς νοΐν ~ά[ρεσ]τιν έμοί (477, 32: "I want you to know that after the 
above had already been written to you the basket was brought to me ... by Anubion’s 
father (?), and now at last I have it”)." These examples could imply that when 
Terentianus did not have the stock phrases for his support, he was not quite comfortable 
with the infinitive complement.* 8 * 10 11 12 13 14

Although the q u o d -clauses are absent, we have examples of the infinitive 
complement being replaced by finite ones. The verb d ic o  is used only once construed 
with Acl. Elsewhere d ic o  and other verbs of saying are followed by paratactic 
constructions, i. e. quotations from direct speech: a it ntihi s i n[on m i redd ja s  (467, 9: “He 
said to me: If you do not return ... to me”); d ic o  illi, da  mi. d i[c]o . q [e ]s  pau cu m ; iho, 
dico. a d  a m ic o sp a tr is  n tei (471, 10: "I say to him, ‘Give me’, I say, ‘a little money; I shall 
go’, I say, ‘to friends o f my father”). The verb can even be left out completely: m a te r  
meet: sp ec tem u s ilium  dum  venit (471, 24: “My mother (says), ‘Let us wait for him until 
he comes”).” This is likely to reflect the spoken practice as the style in letter 471 is 
colloquial in other respects as well, e.g. long clause chains coordinated with e t .u 
Scivoletto has claimed that paratactic constructions, rather than qu od-clauses, were the 
everyday subsitute for Acl.15 In Terentianus the usage is quite natural as the governing 
verb is one of speaking. There is quite a variety of examples in Hofmann, including, for

Examples are cited e.g. in Kühner - Stegman 1971.274-275.
8 Cf. Cuzzolill 1991, 74-75.

Sec Pinkster ( 1987. 213-214 and 1989. 322) where he deals with similar questions concerning future and 
perfect tense auxiliaries with habere. Sec Leiwo (2002) for discussion about the relationship between written 
and spoken registers in bilingual cpigraphic data.
10 Adams 1977, 63-64. See also Weinreich 1953. 39. Because o f  typological similarity, interference between 
Greek and Latin is likely to take place even at the syntactic level; see Romaine 1989. 54.
11 Cf. Adams 1977,63.

Salutary phrases could also be copied from other letters. The writer o f  letter O. Bu Njem 109 apparently 
knew Latin rather poorly but managed to write the closing salutation according to the standard.
13 Cf. Adams 1977,62.
14 Another feature from colloquial language might be the use o f  item as a connective particle.
15 Scivoletto 1962, 19-20.
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example, those with scio in Petronius: seis, magna navis magnani fortitudinem habet (76, 
6: “As you know, a big ship has a big heart”)1'' and scito antein, sociorum olla male fervet 
(38, 13: “You know how it is; a shared pot goes off the boil”).16 17 18 19

1 have wanted to point out the limited variety of expressions in which the Acl 
occurs, as well as Terentianus’ inability to always construe it correctly, although the 
absence of quod clauses in his letters is, of course, undeniable.

The most unquestionable and most regularly cited proof for the use o f finite 
complement clauses in the !sl century A D  comes from Petronius, although there are only 
four instances of the substitution, three of which are in the cena Trimalchionis (45, 10; 46, 
4; 71, 9; 131,7). The relationship between literary tradition and imitation of popular 
speech in the cena Trimalchionis is problematic. As an author, Petronius attempted to 
imitate the speech of the freedmen and to describe his characters by their linguistic 
behaviour. In the case o f Echion, who utters two of the above examples, the finite 
complements beginning with quia certainly demonstrate the character in question. He is 
a rather vulgar figure, whose speech contains most substandard expressions. The 
conjunction in these utterances probably shows Greek influence, as quia is the usual 
equivalence for S-rt.1* Sometimes Petronius may have exaggerated the substandard 
features of popular speech to make his point, but we have little means of finding out 
when this was the case. It is highly unlikely, however, that a native speaker of Latin, like 
Petronius, would have put into his characters’ mouths phrases that were not at all possible 
in Latin. Undeniably there were people for whom dixi quia was a possible way of 
expressing themselves.

The aim of Terentianus, on the contrary, was to produce as proper language as 
possible. Neither kind of text is likely to be a straightforward reflection of spoken 
language. Before the outcome of the complement change was determined permanently 
there must have been a long transition period with considerable variation, the choice 
always depending on contextual factors, in which we must include the medium, speech 
or writing, as well.1'’

Adams argues that, unlike normal substandard texts, there are no signs in these 
letters of hyperurbanisms and literary affectation, to which the absence of finite 
complements could be attributed.'" I have a slightly different view. Throughout the letters 
one can perceive how carefully Terentianus expresses his wishes in order to please his 
father as much as possible. He tries to write as well as he can, though his efforts are, 
perhaps, not always successful. The opening salutation in 467, an[te omn]ia op[to te] 
fortern et h[i]larem [e]t salvoin mihi esse cum nostris omn[ibus], quoti[en Jsque aute[m a 
t]e habe[o noJvom mihi bene est (“Before all else, I pray that you be strong and cheerful 
and well, together with our entire family, and I am pleased whenever I have news from 
you.”), to start with, clearly indicates some stylistic ambition and is paralleled in Pliny

16 The Petronius translations are from Petronius, The SiUyricon. Translated with introduction and explanatory 
notes by P.G. Walsh. Oxford 1996.
17 See Hofmann 1926. 106- 108.
18 Cf. Boyce 1991, 71: 82-83.
19 Sec Romaine 1982. H-17 for discussion on the relationship between spoken, non-literary and literary 
language.

Adams 1977. 61 and 85. Calboli (1990, 33) characterizes Terentianus' style as simple but also marked by 
grammatical correctness.
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(epist. 10, 1, 2).21 Other examples of elaboration are re tib[i] paream a spe amqr[a] 
parpa[tum]vagari quasifugitivom  (467, 17; for the translation, see above); nem[i]nem 
habeo enini karuin nisi secundum deos te (467, 18: “for I have no one dear to me except 
you”); qu[on]i[aJin nihil mi pro dis fuerunt nisi verba null[i'Jus con[c]epi q[diu]m(46T, 
15-16: “Since they were nothing to me -  (I say this) in the presence of gods -  but words, I 
conceived hatred of no one”). The same phenomenon is discernible in the Greek letters, 
and is manifested in letter 476 where Terentianus tries to assure his father of the necessity 
of bringing a woman into his household. At the same time, he attempts to avoid making 
his father angry: ε ί πού έστιν ήν έάν δοκή μ[ο]ι κατενέγκαι ή δυναμένη μαλλο[ν ύ]πέρ 
έμοϋ σοι εύνοεϊν καί φροντίζειν σου πλείω έμοϋ, διατ[ε]λεΐτα[ι] εμέ [σο]ι εΰχαρ[ι]στεϊν ή συ 
εμέ μέμψασθαι (476, 13-15: “If perchance the woman whom I decide to bring down is one 
able to be the more kindly disposed toward you for my sake (?) and to take more thought 
for you than for me, the outcome is that I do you a favor rather than that you blame me”).22

It should not be supposed that perfect literary elegance or hyperurbanisms are the 
only possibilities for a substandard writer. In his restricted way, Terentianus did, in fact, 
achieve a rather high level, which obtains further merit if one thinks of the context he was 
writing in. The point is that, although Terentianus for obvious reasons was not familiar 
with the literary registers of Latin,2' he was ambitious as a language user. This is connected 
with the wide variety of topics that are discussed in his long letters. In addition to normal 
enquiries and requests for different sorts of articles, Terentianus shares his feelings and 
fears with his recipient. This is more than can be said of average letter writers.

The infinitive complement occurs frequently also in the Greek letters of 
Terentianus. The majority o f the infinitive complements are in standard opening and 
closing formulae like εύχομαι σε ΰγιαίνειν and έρρώσθαί σε εύχομαι.24 Other verbs 
governing the infinitive complement are θέλω, γεινώσκω, γράφω, οίδα and ερωτώ, οτι- 
clauses, for their part, are sometimes found governed by verbs which elsewhere take the 
infinitive complement, e.g. γεινώσκω, οίδα, λέγω.

In Greek, according to G. Horrocks, the non-finite complement began to fall out 
o f use already in the Ptolemaic period. First, the infinitives replaced the participles 
together with verbs denoting perception and later, they were replaced by clauses 
beginning with ότι. This change was largely similar to that in Latin. The complement 
changed in official koine as well and not only in substandard texts, though there it is 
much more conspicuous. In Ptolemaic papyri the verbs γεινώσκω, οίδα and γράφω took 
both kind of complements, but λέγω was more often followed by a δτι-clause than by an 
infinitive. In later koine, the use of the non-finite constructions declined and finally they 
disappeared totally. By the beginning o f the 2nd century A D , in the language o f the 
uneducated, the non-finite complements were restricted to such formulaic phrases as 
εύχομαι σε ΰγιαίνειν and γεινώσκειν σε θέλω.25

21 This formula could be modelled after Greek as well, cf. έρρωσθαί <τε εύχομαι καί εύφραίνεσΟαι (cf. Ρ. Mich. 
Vili 465. 45-46).
22 The syntax is interesting: ή δυναμένη ... -λείω  έμοϋ seems to be parenthetical.
23 Something which might be true o f  his father, though: see Calboli 1990. 36.
24 The Greek salutations o f  Terentianus are noteworthy for their length and perfection. I have not found such 
elaborate combinations in other papyri, although the elements themselves are quite normal. The medial 
participle ποιούμενος in the pmsfynema-pbrase draws special attention.
25 Horrocks 1997. 45-46. 88. 99 and 122.
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The evident parallelism of Greek and Latin epistolary formulae (o p to  te  ben e  
valere  -εύχομαι σε ύγιαίνειν and έρρώσΟαί σε εύχομαι- b en e va lere le  op to )  leads us to a 
related topic. When it comes to opening and closing formulae, there appears to be distinct 
geographical variation between papyri and ostraca from Egypt on one hand and wooden 
tablets from Vindolanda on the other. In Egypt, the letters follow a Greek model with 
wishes for the recipient’s well-being at the beginning and at the end. The salutations are 
usually construed with Acl like the Greek standard formulae.2 * * *'' In Vindolanda, however, 
there are hardly any salutary phrases at the beginning of the letters.27 The writers get 
directly to business after the opening, A to B salilleni. At the end, the wish for well-being 
is normally formulated with a finite complement (with the conjunction ul or, in many 
cases, paratactically), or simply as an imperative.2* Now we can make explicit the notion 
that o p to  (ut) va leas  and the imperative v a le  were the native Latin closings at this time 
and o p to  te ben e va lere  was a translation from Greek, though perfectly in accord with 
Latin grammar. The latter was used in Egypt and the former in Britain, where old Roman 
conventions were still nurtured in other respects as well (e.g. in orthography).2" The fact 
that the earliest Latin letters from Egypt, the correspondence of Macedo,1" resemble the 
Vindolanda letters in their style, would support this interpretation. At this early date, the 
old Latin model for letter writing was still used by the immigrants who brought their 
Roman habits with them, but the following generations abandoned it in favour of the 
translated pattem.

G. Calboli has suggested that the Greek letters show Latin influence in the use of 
infinitive complements." This seems questionable. First of all, there is nothing 
extraordinary in the Greek constructions which should be attributed to Latin influence. 
At this time (leaving aside the standard formulae), Acl was at home in casual, though 
perhaps a bit more refined Greek epistolary registers. As I have argued, Terentianus was 
not totally uneducated. On the other hand, by this time, it was beginning to be possible to 
replace the Acl in Latin by finite clauses, at least in certain contexts. And finally, as wc 
have seen, the close resemblance of the Greek and Latin opening and closing formulae is 
due to translation from Greek to Latin, and definitely not vice versa.12

-6 In addition to the examples in Terentianus (and Tibcrianus. P. Mich. VIII 472: see also Adams 1077.4-5). the
formula is found in Mons Claudianus hen.valere le opin (O. Claud. I 135. 5): opto le bene valere el Jelicem esse 
(O. Claud. II 367. 12-14) and X times in the Bu Njcm ostraca (88, 7; 97. 11; 99, 8; 104. 7; 105, 5; 106, 2: 108. 3: 109, 
5). Cf. also CEL 158 and 159 (= O. Latopolis Magnac. The former shows an interesting variant opto le domine 
imiltis minis felieem videre); CEL 161 (= O. Flor. inv. L2): CEL 169 (=  P. Oxy. 1 32): CEL 183. 190 and 191 (= P.
Dura 78. 75 and 66). Rustius Barbaras in Wädi Fawakhir, however, writes opto tleos tit bene valeas ipie inea
vola sum (CPI. 304. .3). but here the phrase que men vola sum is clearly Greek in origin: the same is true o f CEL 
21X ( P. Berl. inv. 14114). The writer o f  CEL 83 (= P. Bcrl inv. 11649. from Fayüm)also uses the opto bene valeas 
type.
- 7 * Even those opening salutations that are found do not show any uniform pattern, sec tab. Vindol. II 225: 248; 
299; 311:321.
- s From all the letters published so far from Vindolanda, I have found only three closing salutations o f  the type 
bene valere te opto (tab. Vindol. II 248. tab. Vindol. II250. tab. Vindol. II 258). whereas there are altogether 17 
examples o f  the types opto (ill) valeas and vale. In addition, opto ul bene valeas is also found in one letter from 
Vindonissa. CEL 19 (= tab. Vindoniss. 43.194).
-9 Adams 1995, 94-95. Adams argues, in connection with the Vindolanda letters, that conventions developed 
among groups o f scribes with regard to salutary phrasing. He docs not mention, however, language contact as a 
probable source for this variation; see Adams 1995, 117-118. Furthermore, the correspondents themselves might 
well have been responsible for the salutations, cf. Halla-aho (in print).
30 P. Vindob. Lat. I. la, lb = CEL6-8.
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Adams (1977,4) observes that the opening formula which according to Seneca was 
common up to his time (Sen. epist. 15, 1), s i  va les b en e es t ego  va leo , does not occur in 
Terentianus. It does, however, appear in one letter from Vindonissa" and something 
similar is to be found in an Oxyrynchos papyrus.51 So this formula was not restricted to 
literary circles.

It should be noted that the interference from Greek to Latin happened at two 
levels. The epistolary formulae represent the written level and the other contact 
induced changes (e.g. phonological and lexical) the spoken one. The latter are not 
numerous. There arc possible cases of phonological interference, but nothing 
extraordinary.·'5 As regards morphology, we have a couple o f instances where the 
accusative ending appears to be Greek instead of Latin: Ulan  (468, 28) and n o stro u s  
(468, 62).56 These, however, appear in the same letter (468) and therefore I think that 
they are due to the bilingualism or insufficient training of the scribe and not to the 
bilingualism o f Terentianus. '7 In syntax, certain expressions seem to follow a Greek 
pattern, for example, the above mentioned phrase factum  e s t  ill i ven ire  in Λ /e x a m in e  
cum tirones  (471, 22), which shows probably Greek interference in the use of the dative 
case rather than the accusative.'* Yet, language contact is mainly seen in the lexicon. 
The majority of the Greek loan words are generally known in Latin, e.g. calam us  (468, 
19), g u b ern a to r  (468, 56), am phora  (467, 27), p liia la  (468, 17), others are not as common 
but still attested e.g. su n th e s is  (‘set’ 468, 16 = σύνΟεσις), a n a jb o la tliu m  (467. 5), 
co [ly m ]b a s  (467, 28). There are only a handful of words that arc not known elsewhere 
in Latin texts and even they may have been standard expressions in Egyptian Latin: 
lon c lia  (‘lance’ 467, 20 = λογχή), x y lesp h o n g iu m  ( ‘sponge stick’ 471, 29 = ξυλοσττόγ- 
γιον). It is important to keep in mind that lexical Greek loans and code-switching tend 
to indicate more about the Greek context o f the letters than about Terentianus as a 
bilingual individual. 31 * 33 34 * 36 37 * * * * *

31 Catboli I w o. 29: "Wenn man nun in Rechnung stellt, dass die mit οτι und ώ; (und οπω: u.dgl.) + verbum 
finitum eingeleilcten Konstruktionen im Griechischen dazu tendieren, den A.c.I. zu ersetzen, kann man 
natürlicherweise daraus den Schluss ziehen, dass ein Einfluss des Lateinischen auf den zweisprachigen CI. 
Terentianus erfolgt ist." See also Calboli 1990. 28 and 37.
3-  Calboli claims (1990,36-37) that Terentianus simplified his language use and tried to make the two languages 
convergent with respect to non-finite complements and pronouns.
33J iv te r s i  vales ego valeo in CEL 16 = tab. Vindoniss. 43.190 ( l ” century AD).
34 s lit v(ales) bienest) in CEL 10 -  P. Oxy. XLIV 3208 (Augustan era). The wish for mutual well-being can be 
seen also in tab. Vindol. It 311: at sa'as me ivete valent quod te  invicem Jecisse eitpio.

Adams has suggested (1978) that the merger o f  liquids in the wordsparpatum  and easlalinum  results from 
Greek interference in the speech o f  Terentianus. The merger happened in Latin as well, but not usually in front 
o f  a stop as in parpatum. I think that these forms may as well come from a bilingual scribe. See Romaine 1989, 
52 for under-differentiation o f  phonemes in contact situations. Adams (1977. 33-34) also tentatively attributes to 
Greek influence the tolerance o f  the eluster<tl>  which in Latin is normally changed to < c l>  but retained in 
silla  (P. Mich. VIII 469. 12). See Romaine 1989, 53 and Weinreich 1953. 23 for related though not identical 
phenomena.
36 Istutellen appears in letters 467 and 468. but for a Greek proper name the ending is not surprising.
37 For the scribes in the Terentianus letters, see Halla-aho (in print). For the outcome of heavy lexical
interference from Greek in a Latin marriage contract (ChLA IV 249 = P. Mich. VII434 · P. Ryi. IV 612). see
Leiwo and Halla-aho (2002).
3X Adams argues that the order VO in subordinate clauses is probably due to interference from Greek: see
Adams 1977, 66-67. 69-70, 73-74. 85. Changes in word order caused by interference are usual in the language o f
bilinguals: see Romaine 1989.54 and 187-188.
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I have presented some potential arguments against Adams’ view that the Acl was 
still the standard expression in spoken Latin, based, as it was, solely on the evidence 
furnished by the Tcrentianus letters. By doing this 1 have wanted to point out the complex 
nature of this problem and the difficulties in making conclusions about spoken language 
on the basis of written data. Adams’ opinion, however, does not seem unfounded but, 
instead, plausible, if we have a look on the whole corpus of Latin letters on papyrus, 
ostraca and wooden tablets (CEL I-IIW and tab. Vindol. II). In these texts, the Acl is, indeed, 
generally used according to classical rules in many types of expressions and no finite 
complement clauses are used to replace it.J0 So, despite my considerations above, the 
documentary letters would preliminarily challenge the traditional view that in the 2^ 
century the Acl was disappearing from the spoken language of the uneducated majority. If 
we still want to adhere to the traditional view, then we must assume that letter writers were 
taught to write according to the traditional standard and they succeeded well in this task.

Conclusion

The relation between spoken and written substandard language appears to be more 
complicated than is usually thought. One should be extremely cautious in 
straightforwardly ascribing to popular speech those linguistic forms that appear in any 
written text, even those with such distinct substandard quality as these letters. The 
written text, to be sure, eventually exhibits changes in spoken language but only in the 
course of time and always with delay. Although the letters show several tendencies 
characteristic of spoken language — in orthography for example, where uncertainty 
caused by phonological changes is clearly visible — we cannot conclude that this 
affected every feature of, say, syntax. The strong impact of phraseology plays a decisive 
part in the composition of letters. Translated patterns were used in the East whereas 
native Latin ones (opto (ut) bene valeas and vale) were retained in Vindolanda. The 
exact nature of the language, and especially of the syntax, of documentary letters and 
their relationship to spoken registers of Latin needs to be outlined and analysed. This 
will form my future research project.

D e p a rtm e n t o f  C la ss ic a l P h ilo lo g y  

U ni vers i  tv  o f  H e ls in k i •

•,9 By the time o f writing this article I had not been able to see CEL III (published 2002). 
411 Cf. also Molinclli 1996,967.
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