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Abstract 

English. CLaSSES (Corpus for Latin Socio-

linguistic Studies on Epigraphic textS) is an 

annotated corpus for quantitative and qualita-

tive sociolinguistic analyses on Latin inscrip-

tions. It allows specific researches on phono-

logical and morphophonological phenomena 

of non-standard Latin forms with crucial ref-

erence to the typology of the text, its origin 

and chronological collocation. This paper 

presents the first macrosection of CLaSSES, 

focused on the inscriptions from the archaic-

early period.  

Italiano. CLaSSES (Corpus for Latin Socio-

linguistic Studies on Epigraphic textS) è un 

corpus annotato finalizzato all’analisi socio-

linguistica quantitativa e qualitativa delle e-

pigrafi latine. Permette di analizzare i feno-

meni fonologici e morfofonologici che carat-

terizzano le forme latine non standard, in re-

lazione alla tipologia testuale, all’area geo-

grafica di provenienza e alla datazione delle 

iscrizioni. L’articolo presenta la prima ma-

crosezione di CLaSSES, incentrata sulle i-

scrizioni risalenti al periodo preletterario e 

arcaico. 

1 Digital resources for Latin inscrip-

tions 

Available digital resources for Latin epigraphy 

include some important databases. The Clauss-

Slaby database (http://www.manfredclauss.de/gb/index.html) 

records almost all Latin inscriptions (by now 

696.313 sets of data for 463.566 inscriptions 

from over 2.480 publications), including also 

some pictures. It can be searched by records, 

province, place and specific terms, thus provid-

ing users with quantitative information. The Epi-

graphic Database Roma EDR (http://www.edr-

edr.it/English/index_en.php) is part of the international 

federation of Epigraphic Databases called Elec-

tronic Archive of Greek and Latin Epigraphy 

(EAGLE). It is possible to look through EDR 

both as a single database or together with its 

partner databases accessing EAGLE’s portal 

(www.eagle-eagle.it).
1
  

Although they collect a large amount of data, 

these resources cannot provide linguists with rich 

qualitative and quantitative linguistic information 

focused on specific phenomena. The need for a 

different kind of information automatically ex-

tracted from epigraphic texts is particularly 

pressing when dealing with sociolinguistic is-

sues.  

There is a current debate on whether inscrip-

tions can provide direct evidence on actual lin-

guistic variations occurring in Latin society or 

they cannot. As Herman (1985) points out, the 

debate on the linguistic representativity of in-

scriptions alternates between totally skeptical 

and too optimistic approaches. Following Her-

man (1970, 1978a, 1978b, 1982, 1985, 1987, 

1990, 2000), we believe that epigraphic texts can 

be regarded as a fundamental source for studying 

variation phenomena, provided that one adopts a 

critical approach. Therefore, we cannot entirely 

agree with the skeptical view adopted by Adams 

(2013: 33-34), who denies the role of inscriptions 

as a source for sociolinguistic variation in the 

absence of evidence also from metalinguistic 

comments by grammarians and literary authors.  

That said, the current state-of-the-art digital 

resources for Latin epigraphic texts does not al-

low researchers to evaluate the relevance of in-

scriptions for a sociolinguistic study that would 

                                                 
1 As regards the representation of epigraphic texts in digital 

form, the international project EpiDoc provides guidelines 

for encoding scholarly and educational editions in XML 

(http://sourceforge.net/p/epidoc/wiki/Home/). 
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like to rely on direct evidence. Furthermore, it is 

worth noting that within the huge amount of epi-

graphic texts available for the Latin language not 

every inscription is equally significant for lin-

guistic studies: e.g., many inscriptions are very 

short or fragmentary, others are manipulated or 

intentionally archaising. Obviously, a (so-

cio)linguistic approach to epigraphic texts should 

take into account only linguistically significant 

texts. 

2 Aims of the corpus 

The resource we present is part of a research pro-

ject devoted to the sociolinguistic variation in the 

Latin language (see Donati et al., in press, for 

further details on this project). Sociolinguistic 

variation of Latin in Rome and the Empire is a 

promising research area (Rochette, 1997; Adams 

et al., 2002; Adams, 2003; Adams, 2007; Biville 

et al., 2008; Dickey and Chahoud, 2010; 

Clackson, 2011; Adams, 2013). Since the semi-

nal work by Campanile (1971), many scholars 

have underlined that sociolinguistic categories 

and methods can be usefully applied to ancient 

languages (Lazzeroni, 1984; Vineis, 1984, 1993; 

Giacalone Ramat, 2000; Molinelli, 2006), even if 

cautiously.  

Assuming this methodological perspective, 

our empirical analysis of Latin texts is focused 

on identifying and classifying specific sociolin-

guistic variants, mostly at the phonological and 

the morphophonological level. Being aware of 

the debate on the reliability of inscriptions cur-

rently ongoing (§ 1), we intend to investigate 

whether it is possible to find out relevant evi-

dence for sociolinguistic variation in Latin via 

integration of the modern quantitative and cor-

relative sociolinguistics with a corpus-based ap-

proach. Since digital resources devoted to this 

particular kind of research are actually lacking, 

our first step was the creation of an original re-

source for sociolinguistic research on Latin epi-

graphic texts.  

First of all, we collected a corpus including a 

quite large amount of linguistic and metalinguis-

tic data, to allow grounded quantitative analyses. 

Our hypothesis is that sociolinguistic aspects 

eventually emerging from the inscriptions can be 

detected first identifying the occurrence of non-

standard forms in terms of frequency, with cru-

cial reference to the typology of text, its origin 

and chronological collocation (§ 3), and then also 

comparing them with their standard variants.
2
  

In our analysis of the inscriptions from the ar-

chaic and the early period, we considered as non-

standard those forms which deviate from the 

standard as it will be established between the 3rd 

and the 1st century BCE. For this reason we pre-

fer here the more neutral term “non-standard” 

(instead of “substandard”, used e.g. in Cuzzolin 

and Haverling, 2009), in the sense of “non-

classical”, i.e. not present in standard/classical 

Latin (for a more detailed discussion of this 

terms see Donati et al., in press).
3
 So, e.g. in CIL 

I
2
, inscription 8 (L Cornelio L f Scipio aidiles 

cosol cesor, ca. 250-200 BCE), Cornelio can be 

identified as a non-standard nominative form for 

the standard Cornelius.  

3 Methods 

3.1 The Corpus CLaSSES 

As a first step, we collected the texts of the in-

scriptions we were interested in and built a cor-

pus. Inscriptions are from the Corpus In-

scriptionum Latinarum (CIL), the main and most 

comprehensive source for Latin epigraphy re-

search. Here we present the work carried out dur-

ing the first phase of our project, corresponding 

to one macrosection of CLaSSES.  

As for the chronology, inscriptions selected 

are dated from 350 to 150 BCE with most of 

them falling into the 3rd century BCE (i.e. Ar-

chaic-Early Latin). The volumes of CIL covering 

this chronological segments that were systemati-

cally examined are the following: CIL I² Pars II, 

fasc. I, section Inscriptiones vetustissimae; CIL 

                                                 
2 It is worth noting that assuming non-standard forms is not 

a trivial epistemic operation for every phase of Latin, in 

particular for the archaic (7th century BCE-ca. 240 BCE) 

and the early period (ca. 240 BCE-ca. 90 BCE). A Latin 

linguistic and literary standard gradually emerges between 

the second half of the 3rd century BCE and the 1st century 

BCE, culminating in the Classical period (Mancini, 2005, 

2006; Clackson and Horrocks, 2007; Cuzzolin and 

Haverling, 2009). 
3 Even if assuming non-standard forms in archaic and early 

Latin may seem anachronistic in some way, this choice is 

based on two fundamental aspects: a) many phenomena 

occurring in these “deviant” forms seem to represent the 

basis for diachronic developments occurring from Late Lat-

in to the Romance Languages, thus revealing some continui-

ty at least at some (sociolinguistic?) level from the Early to 

the Late Latin (this point is not uncontroversial, see e.g. 

Adams, 2013: 8); b) in any case, they provide evidence for 

phonological and morphophonological variation within 

archaic epigraphs, thus presumably indicating different 

levels in the diasystem. 
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I² Pars II, fasc. II, Addenda Nummi Indices, sec-

tion Addenda ad inscriptiones vetustissimas; CIL 

I² Pars II, fasc. III, Addenda altera Indices, sec-

tion Addenda ad inscriptiones vetustissimas; CIL 

I² Pars II, fasc. IV, Addenda tertia, section Ad-

denda ad inscriptiones vetustissimas.  

It is worth noting that the texts offered by CIL 

were also revised and checked by means of the 

available philological resources for Latin epigra-

phy of this period (Warmington, 1940; Degrassi, 

1957, 1963; Wachter, 1987), in order to guaran-

tee the most reliable and updated philological 

accuracy.  

Since inscriptions are not all equally relevant 

for (socio)linguistic studies, the following texts 

have been excluded: 1) legal texts, since general-

ly prone to be intentionally archaising; 2) too 

short (single letters, initials) or fragmentary in-

scriptions; 3) inscriptions from the necropolis of 

Praeneste, since containing only an-throponyms 

in nominative form. 

To sum up, the final number of inscriptions in 

the archaic-early section of CLaSSES is 379 

(1804 words). These 379 inscriptions are classi-

fied into four textual typologies:  

1. tituli sepulcrales (n. 27), i.e. epitaphs;  

2. tituli honorarii (n. 18), i.e. inscriptions cele-

brating public people;  

3. tituli sacri (n. 96), i.e. votive inscriptions;  

4. instrumenta domestica (n. 238), i.e. inscrip-

tions on domestic tools. 

The entire collected corpus was then manual-

ly tokenized and an index was created, so that 

each token of the corpus is univocally associated 

to a token-ID containing the CIL volume, the 

number of the inscription and the position in 

which the token occurs within the inscription. 

Each epigraphic text of CLaSSES was also en-

riched with metalinguistic information, regarding 

its geographic origin, its textual typology and its 

dating. For example, in CIL I
2
, inscription 45 

(Diana mereto noutrix Paperia), mereto is iden-

tified by the string CIL-I
2
-45/2, while CIL-I

2
-45 

is associated to the following data: loc.: Gabii, 

text. typ.: tit. sacr., dat.: 250-200 BCE. 

3.2 Annotation of non-standard forms 

In a second step, CLaSSES has been linguis-

tically analysed (for textual interpretation of in-

scriptions, we mainly referred to the rich infor-

mation included within CIL, as well as to 

Warmington, 1940; Degrassi, 1957, 1963; 

Wachter, 1987). This is the core part of the anno-

tation phase, that provides the corpus with a rich 

set of qualitative data.  

Each non-standard form (already identified by 

its token-ID) was manually retrieved by two an-

notators, then also associated to both its corre-

sponding standard form and its lemma, e.g. 

cosulibus (non-standard dat. pl.) - consulibus 

(standard dat. pl.) - consul (lemma). Uncertain 

cases were discussed by the annotators to 

achieve consensus. 

 

 
 

Table 1. Sample excerpt from the Excel sheet 

containing the annotation of CLaSSES non-

standard forms.  

 

Then, all non-standard forms were classified 

into three classes: vocalism, consonantism and 

morphophonology, according to the level in 

which they deviate from the standard form. For 

example, the nominative consol shows a vocalic 

phenomenon, because it deviates from the stand-

ard consul for the vowel lowering u>o.  

A finer-grained analysis of non-standard 

forms led to a sub-classification of the phenome-

na investigated. Relevant categories adopted for 

this classification are the following:  

1. for vowels, timbric alterations (lowering, 

raising), length (apex, I longa, gemination), 

syncope, deletion, insertion, monoph-

thongization and archaic spellings of diph-

thongs;  

2. for consonants, final consonant deletion (-s, 

-m, -t, -r), nasal deletion (-ns->-s-, -nf->-f-), 

insertion, assimilation, dissimilation, length 

(gemination, degemination), voice (voice-

less pro voiced and voiced pro voiceless 

stops), deaspiration. 

Some of these phenomena are especially rele-

vant in the current discussion about social strati-

fication of Latin, namely vowel lowering (i>e, 

u>o), monophthongization (ae>e, au>o), 

synchope, final -s and -m deletion (cf. among 

others Campanile, 1971; Pulgram, 1975; 

Leumann, 1977; Vineis, 1984; Herman, 1987; 

Weiss, 2009; Loporcaro, 2011a, 2011b; Adams, 

2013; Benedetti and Marotta, 2014). Data related 

to vocalism and consonantism were also classi-

fied according to morphophonology: for exam-

ple, the non-standard nominative Cornelio for 

Cornelius is annotated for the lowering u>o, for 

134



the final -s deletion and for the non-standard -o 

ending nominative of the second declension.  

This fine-grained annotation allows research-

ers to evaluate the statistical incidence of these 

discussed non-standard phenomena with respect 

to the corresponding standard forms, also with 

reference to textual typology, period, geograph-

ical origin. Thus, the linguistic annotation of 

CLaSSES is original and innovative, because it 

provides not only a list of non-standard occur-

rences, but especially a collection of data well-

suited for a systematically grounded quantitative 

and qualitative analysis. 

4 Possible applications 

The data collected so far, together with those 

deriving from our future work (§ 5), will be the 

input for the creation of a database that will al-

low users to make different queries through a 

web interface.  

There are many possible operations that can 

be done on what we already have. For example, 

as a conclusion of the annotation work conducted 

on texts from CIL I
2
, we automatically created a 

Lexicon (that will be shortly published) of non-

standard forms that contains 340 lemmas. For 

each lemma, all inflected non-standard forms are 

reported, with their corresponding inflected 

standard form, the indication of the inscription 

they belong to, the indication of their position 

within the inscription, e.g. curo: coiraveront 

(curaverunt), CIL I
2
, 364(20); coraveron (cura-

verunt), CIL I
2
, 59(5).  

Comparing the total number of non-standard 

tokens with the Index resulting from tokeniza-

tion, we are also allowed to highlight the propor-

tion of standard and non-standard forms for a 

given lemma. We registered a 38,4% presence of 

non-standard forms in the overall corpus:  

 

Standard Non-standard

1112

692

 
Figure 1. Non-standard vs. standard forms in the 

corpus (tot. 1804 words). 

 

Similarly, for those interested in particular 

linguistic issues (such as vowel raising or lower-

ing, monophthongization, etc.), a frequency 

count of the occurrences of a given phenomenon 

can be easily done, with or without considering 

the position of the word within the inscription.  

Finally, cross-researches that take into ac-

count not only linguistic information (lemma, 

morphological form, phenomena) but also met-

alinguistic information (origin, dating, textual 

typology) are supported. This is one of the 

strongest points of our resource, because it al-

lows to find correlations among categories. For 

instance, the following graph shows the percent-

ages of non-standard forms over the total number 

of forms with respect to the different typologies 

of text: 

Tit.Hon.

Tit.Sep.

Tit.Sacr.

Instr.Dom.

38%

30%

44%

37%

62%

70%

56%

63%

Standard

Non-standard

 
Figure 2. Percentages of non-standard and stand-

ard forms with respect to the different typologies 

of inscriptions. 

 

Moreover, it is also possible to analyze the 

correlation between a particular phenomenon and 

the dating of an inscription, or its typology 

(whether it is classified among instrumenta 

domestica, tituli sacri, etc.). 

This is exactly the kind of evidence we need 

to foster a sociolinguistic approach to epigraphic 

texts. These examples of possible queries follow 

the belief that quantitative evidence is a neces-

sary requirement for a grounded, systematic lin-

guistic study, even in the case of a corpus lan-

guage. 

5 Conclusion 

CLaSSES is an epigraphic Latin corpus for quan-

titative and qualitative sociolinguistic analyses 

on Latin inscriptions, that can be useful for both 

historical linguists and philologists. It is annotat-

ed with linguistic and metalinguistic features 

which allow specific queries on different levels 

of non-standard Latin forms.  

We have here presented the first macrosection 

of CLaSSES, containing inscriptions from the 

archaic-early period. In the next future we will 

collect comparable sub-corpora for the Classical 

and the Imperial period. Moreover, data will be 

organized in a database available on the web. 
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