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The Lexicon of Hesychius is still of great importance as far as 
the exegesis of Classical texts is concerned, but the question 
of how far it can be considered a reliable source of 
dialectological data, and especially whether the glosses attest 
the real state of the vernacular spoken in the different 
regions of Greece, remains difficult to answer. The following 
article examines only one of its examples, namely the 
regional designation for the “eel”, as attributed to the 
inhabitants of the city of Methymna on Lesbos, cf. Hsch. I 621 
‡mbhriw  ¶gxeluw. Mhyumna›oi. The article aims to cast some 
light on this obscure form, it focuses especially on the 
proposed etymological connection between the Lesbian 
form and Lith. ungur s “eel”. The article discusses this 
problematic relation and concerns itself with the question of 
a possible alternative etymology for the Greek dialectal 
form under the assumption of tabooistic or folk-etymological 
influence. 

 
 In the course of research on the various dialects of 
Ancient Greek, the lexical system has not been studied in 
the same way as has been done with phonology and 
morphology. The same seems true of syntax. This situation, 
however, should not be considered an odd one. The 

                                                   
∗The Lexicon of Hesychius has been quoted according to the edition of 
Latte, K. 1953-1966. Hesychii Alexandrini lexicon. 1-2 (A-O). Hauniae: 
Ejnar Munksgaard editore and Schmidt, M. (Ed.) 1861-1862. Hesychii 
Alexandrini Lexicon. 3-4 (P-W). Halle a.d.S.: Max Niemeyer. 
(repr.Amsterdam: Hakkert 1965). The Lesbian inscriptions follow the 
standard edition in IG XII, 2 = Inscriptiones Graecae Vol. XII, fasc. 2: 
Inscriptiones Lesbi, Nesi, Tenedi. Consilio et auctoritate Academiae 
Litterarum regiae Borussicae edidit W. Paton. Berolini: apud Georgum 
Reimerum 1899, their abbreviations and numbers correspond to Hodot 
1990. The ancient authors have been quoted according to the electronic 
editions of TLG (Packard Humanities Institute), the abbreviations follow 
the model of LSJ. 
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majority of forms attested both in inscriptions and in the 
other sources can be interpreted as “normal” Greek words, 
which may differ in their phonetic shape or (less 
frequently) their morphological features. It seems clear, 
however, that research into the Greek dialectal lexicon 
could contribute much to the question of the contacts 
between various dialects, as well as to their external 
history. The dialectal lexicon of Greek offers many 
interesting forms which may be used in Indo-European 
reconstruction: etymology, morphology, etc. It seems, 
however, that the dialectal data, especially from glosses and 
ancient grammatical entries, should be treated with 
extreme caution, especially due to their mostly problematic 
provenance.1 On the other hand, the glosses are still one 
of the most important sources of our knowledge of the 
dialectal lexical systems (of course after the epigraphical 
sources), as they are for sure a certain source of new 
material, being sometimes the unique attestations of single 
formations in Greek.2 
 

                                                   
1The most extensive source of them is the Lexicon of Hesychius of 
Alexandria, dated to the 5th/6th cent. A.D., the oldest manuscript however 
stems from the 15th. cent., Codex Marcianus Graecus 622. This Lexicon is 
based on earlier works, especially on a lexicon by Diogenianus from 
Heraklea “Pantodap∞ l°jeiw” (quoted by Hesychius under the name 
“Periergop°nhtaw”), which has not been preserved; among others the 
glosses by Aristarchus, Apion, Heliodorus, Kyrillus and the orthographical 
works by Herodianus were also used (cf. Latte 1953, XLII-XLVII). The 
Lexicon of Hesychius is of great importance as far as the exegesis of 
Classical texts is concerned, but the question of how far it can be 
considered a reliable source of dialectological data, and especially 
whether the glosses attest the real state of the vernacular spoken in the 
different regions of Greece, remains difficult to answer. 
2The lexical material attested in the glosses in many cases does not fit the 
epigraphical evidence, as it is often quoted from literary works and it 
makes the use of the same method as in the case of inscriptions 
impossible. The most important thing is first of all to examine the direct 
source of the gloss, and to place it in the tradition of the literary genre. 
Also, the historical-comparative method and interdisciplinary analysis are 
needed to explain these forms (for proposed methodological approach 
to the glosses and dialectal vocabulary see García Ramón 1997, 521-552, 
and above all García Ramón 2004. 235–264. For Lesbian glosses and 
problems of Lesbian dialectal vocabulary in general s. Sowa 2006, 233-
258. 
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Lesbian ‡mmbhriw  
 In his Lexicon Hesychius quotes the regional name 
for the “eel”, and indicates its dialectal provenance from 
Methymna on Lesbos, cf. Hsch. I 621 ‡mbhriw  ¶gxeluw 
Mhyumna›oi, nom. sg. The form is not attested in any other 
grammatical or lexicographical sources, nor does it occur in 
Lesbian inscriptions or poetry. 
 This Hesychean hapax legomenon still remains obscure. 
From a synchronic perspective, it would appear to have a 
word-formation parallel in the form lebhr¤w “skin or slough 
of serpent, (of beans) shell”, cf. Hsch. L 483 lebhr¤w· tÚ 
toË ˆfevw g∞raw, ˜ épodÊetai tin¢w d¢ êndra L°bhrin 
gen°syai ptvxÒn. ofl d¢ tÚ l°pow toË kuãmou;3 and it probably 
belongs to a group of feminina in –iw, which are mostly the 
names of animals, plants, armour and clothes derived from 
adjectives, e.g. nukter¤w� “bat” from nukterÒw “nightly, by 
night” (Risch 1974, 143f.; on the problem of the adjectives 
in -arÒw, -erÒw, -hrÒw and –urÒw see Risch, 1974, 69-73). 
According to Schwyzer lebhr¤w (*lebes-r-) has to be 
connected with lobÒw “lobe of the ear, of the liver, capsule 
or pod of leguminous plants” (LSJ) and would continue an 
unattested adjective *lebhrÒw from *lebow (to lobÒw) in 
the same way as triethr¤w “triennial festival” should be 
connected with triethrÒw “three years old” (Schwyzer 
1914, 196). If this proposal is correct, we would have Lesb. 
‡mbhriw which would continue an unattested Adj. *imberow. 
The etymology, however, is still unclear. 
 De Saussure was the first to compare the form to the 
Lith. word ungur s “eel”; and he also stated that there was 
no etymological correspondence between Lesb. ‡mbhriw 
and the widely attested Greek ¶gxeluw.4 According to de 

                                                   
3Cf. also Suda L 218: Lebhr¤w: tÚ g∞raw, ˜ épodÊetai ı ˆfiw. ka‹ paroim¤a· 
TuflÒterow� lebhr¤dow� ka‹� kindãlou.� ¶sti� d¢� e›dow� Ùrn°ou� ésãrkou� ka‹�
leptoË.� êllvw� d¢� gumnÒterow.� ka‹� •t°ra� paroim¤a� GumnÒterow� Íp°rou� ka‹�
lebhr¤dow.� fas‹� går� ˜ti� Lebhr‹w� p°nhw� §g°neto� §j� oÔ� ka‹� paroim¤a� met�
Æxyh. 
4“Wie viele Fischnamen dunkel, erinnert ¶gxeluw an andere 
Bezeichnungen des Aals: Lat. anguilla and damit verwandte balt. und slav. 
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Saussure, some other forms, like MHG. unc, unkes (and 
perhaps Lat. anguis, anguilla) would confirm the 
reconstruction with a non-aspirated labiovelar *gw (de 
Saussure 1889, 79), cf. Pokorny`s reconstruction *angw(h)i- 
“Schlange, Wurm” (IEW 43ff.), *engw- in the etymological 
dictionaries of Frisk (GEW I 725) and Fraenkel (1965, 
1163). 
 As is well known, the Indo-European languages 
possess many forms designating “snake”, “water-snake” and 
“eel”, which could have influenced one another, so one 
precise reconstruction cannot be made, even if the 
semantics are the same (cf. *hxVnghel ~ *hxVnghur in EIEC 
529f.).5 For Schrijver Lat. “snake” and “eel” anguis and 
anguilla would reflect *h2(e)ngwh-. OHG. unc “snake”, on the 
other hand, would rather reflect the zero grade *h2ngwh-; 
and Lith. angìs “snake” would be considered as the 
example of a full grade *h2engwh or *h2ongwh. Many look-
alikes could have different origins, as e.g. Gr. ˆfiw, ¶xiw, 
¶gxeluw and ‡mbhriw (Schrijver 1991, 44f.). Katz points to 
the fact that Latin anguil(l)a, Greek ¶gxeluw, Hitt. 
illuyankas seem to continue one single proto-form, i.e. a 
compound comprising the word for “snake” *angwh- and 
*(h1)ell-: *(h1)él the I.E. “eel”-word, which survived only in 
Germanic (Katz 1998, 318f.; 322; 328). 
 Lithuanian ungur s is generally considered to be 
related to the Slavic forms as Russ. ugor", Czech uho , Pol. 
w<gorz and probably continues the older state *anguris, as 
attested in OPruss. angurgis [anguris] “oel” (in Elbing 
Vocabulary 565; cf. Toporov 1975, 88). Lith. ungur s is allied 
to angìs “serpent” (through an intermediary form *ang-ur-), 
the Prussian sequence of Proto-Baltic *aNC- regularly 
developed in Eastern Lithuanian to uNC-; cf. OPruss. dantis 
“tooth” and ELith. duntìs (Smoczy ski 2000, 18). The 
Slavic * gor", Polish w<gorz has a nasal vowel from *anC, and 

                                                                                                     
Wörter, ohne daß man eine idg. Grundform aufstellen kann...” (Frisk 
GEW I 439f.). For the cultural context for an “eel” in Greek see 
Thompson 1947, 58ff..  
5The name of an “eel” is according to the authors of EIEC “at least of the 
west and center of the IE world”, it “cannot be shown to be of PIE status 
but has both a restricted linguistic and geographical range” (EIEC 529f.). 
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not from the *unC- sequence then (Smoczy ski 2001, 
113). The Lithuanian form could be synchronically 
interpreted as containing the suffix –ur s (< Proto-Baltic *-
ur-iio-, cf. gomur s “roof of an oven” < *gweh2m-ur-iio to Arm. 
kamowrΔ “bridge“ with a question mark in Ritter 1996, 17) 
and in the light of Finn. ankerias “eel” (a Baltic loan-word 
in Finnish), could be reconstructed to the Proto-Baltic 
form *ang-ur-iia-s (cf. also Finn. nukero ~ Lith. nugarà; Finn. 
perkele ~ Lith. perkúnas),6 and not to *angariias or *angeriias 
which in that case should develop with a sort of vocalic 
harmony or assimilation to attested OPruss. anguris (or 
Lith. ungur s as assumed in Otr<bski 1955, 26; cf. Otr<bski 
1958 214ff.; *ang-ur-iia-s in Smoczy ski 2001, 113). 
 We have to ask: is there a real possibility of 
connecting the Lesbian gloss ‡mbhriw to Lith. ungur s < 
Proto-Baltic *anguriias < *anguriio-? It seems that neither 
form continues the same stem and that the differences 
apply to the phonology as well as to the word formation, cf. 

 
Lith. ungur s Lesb. ‡mbhriw 
Proto-Baltic *anguriias Proto-Aeol. * i n gwe: r i s 
   i n b  e: r i s 
 

 If we consider one reconstructed lexeme *angwh-(see 
above) we cannot interpret the Lesbian form unless we 
assume an irregular phonetical development: */angwh-/ > 
*/engwh-/ > the loss of aspiration *engw-> *enb-> *emb-> imb-, 
with the sound change /e/ > /i/ /_ [+ Nas], and an Aeolic 
treatment of the inherited labiovelar before a front vowel. 
Such a development would be quite unusual. The change 
of /e/ to /i/ in the context before nasal is, however, 
typical of the Arcadian dialect (in = en, Inualiow, minonsai = 
m°nousai; cf. also part. suffix -minow for –menow, Schmitt 
1977, 86), and is also sporadically attested in Cretan (in 
Axos and Eleutherna where it has been interpreted as an 
influence of Achaean substratum, cf. fin = §n, also isw, iw < 
*/ins/ < */ens/; Schmitt 1977, 51). Peters points to the 
fact that some examples of such a change may also be 

                                                   
6For the problem of the Baltic loan-words in Finnish cf. also Thomsen 
1890. esp. 105, 158; Ritter 1993, 152, 155. 
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found in the Lesbian dialect, where the inscriptional 
evidence from Mytilene yields the forms of the noun 
agimvn (for ≤gem≈n). This epigraphic evidence however is 
very late (Roman period) so there could be a doubt about 
the vernacular status of a form;7 cf. MYT 035, 3 . ...bollaw 
kai tv damv peri autv toutv prow toiw ag[i]monaw oppvw 
kai autoiw faneran pohmen...; MYT 160 b 2: G. Kaisari kai 
L. Kaisari agimosi taw neotatow (translation of Lat. pricipes 
iuuentutis); MYT 148 a 4: G� aiv Kaisari agimoni taw 
neotato<w>, or ERE 015, 10: ... en de protanei Gaiv aisari 
tv paidi tv Sebast[v a]gimoni [taw neotat]ow ebouyuthse 
... (Peters 1986, 31132). Peters challenges Hodot`s 
hypothesis according to which the quoted examples with 
/i/, like agimvn, should be considered as the result of the 
analogous influence from the interjections as agi, agite 
(Hodot 1990, 109; Peters 1988-90 , 562). 
 It seems that the relation of the Latin, Baltic and 
Slavic forms to the Lesbian ‡mbhriw as being the 
continuation of hypothetical *engw- (*h2engwh-/angwh-) is 
especially from the phonetic point of view rather 
problematic.8 The same applies to Hom. ¶gxeluw, both for 
the phonetic and morphological reasons. There is, 
however, always a possibility that the form could be the 
result of tabooistic changes or folk-etymology. 
 A possible “candidate” for a derivational basis of 
‡mbhriw would be a nasal present *W¤mbv “anschirren, 
harness”, “tighten a belt”, “zeÊgnumi” (Frisk GEW I 725f.) 
which is not directly attested and survived only in glosses, 
cf. Hsch. I 645f. aor. part. ‡mcaw· zeÊjaw. Yettalo¤ ÖImciow· 
Poseid≈n ı zÊgiow.9 According to García Ramón, we deal 
here with the root *ueib- “turn, voltear (se)” in the shape 
of a nasal present *ui-n-b-o/e- a thematic form of the 

                                                   
7In most cases the Lesbian inscriptions from the Roman Period seem to 
be artificially Aeolised, with the majority of the formulas and forms 
belonging to the koinÆ, sometimes with dialectal endings or dialectal 
phonetic (orthographical) peculiarities added. 
8Cf. also Maziulis I 79.  
9This epiclesis of Poseidon is attested for Thessaly, see García Ramón 
1997, 538 for details.  
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original *ui-ne-b- stem-;10 the nasalisation would then be 
secondary extended from the present formation to the 
aorist and all nominal derivatives (García Ramón 1997, 
544). If ‡mbhriw was really formed in the same way as 
lebhr¤w then it should reflect the former adjective 
*‡mbhrow (< *ui-n-b-es-ro-) in the meaning “turning one”.11 

                                                   
10Cf. however the entry *ueip- in LIV2, 671 “in schwingende /zitternde 
Bewegung geraten” with parallels from other languages. The authors of 
LIV point to Germanic forms as e.g. Goth. weipan “to crown“, wipja 
“crown“, which could be interpreted as reflexes of quasi IE. */b/. It 
seems that there are some more reflexes of quasi *ueib- variant, cf. e.g. 
Lat. uibró, áre “to move to and fro, flash” and uíbix, -ícis “weal” (cf. Pokorny 
1959, 1131f., Ernoult-Meillet 19594, 731f.). It seems that the PIE root-
final consonant could really vary in voicing, cf. OInd. k§ipáti “to hurl”, 
k§iprá- “quick, fast” and YAv. xsuuibra- “quick” from *k(w)sueibh/p- (de Vaan 
2008, 674), cf. similar example in PIE ?*ueng- “sich krümmen” (LIV2, 
682) and ?*uenk- in the same meaning (LIV2, 683).  
11In principle the –ro- derivation from an –s stem is quite common in 
Indo-European, cf. Ved. támisrá “dark night” < *temHs-ro- to támas- “dark” 
< *temH-os-. The nasalisation of the presumed s-stem *uimbes- is quite 
strange. It seems however that it really has been secondary extended 
from verbal formations to all nominal derivatives, cf. the existence of the 
form ÖImciow:� Poseid≈n� ı� zÊgiow which is also to be explained as 
originally –io- adjective to unattested *W‡mcow. The same secondary 
extension of nasalisation from verb to noun occurs also in Thessalian 
aggrhmi “take, seize“ and an abstract noun angresiw, cf. e.g. IG IX, 2, 461b, 
28: edoj´e�tou�koinou�taw�poliow [epainesai] Lionta�et�ta�pproangres�[i, �
tan�exei�kai�p]ot�tan�polin�kai�po[y�ekaston]…; 504, 4: [… dioti�andraw�
kalow] ejapestel[len� kai� ajiow� taw] eutoi� aangresiow; LAR 517, 41: 
Yemistioi� ta� usteromeinnia� agoranomentow� Alejippoi,� per� ieroun,�
Alejippoi�leja[n]tow�ecafistei�ta�politeia,�ossoun�men�eefangrenyein �
kinew�toun�pepolitografeimenoun�tow�tagow�e[g]gra[can]taw�en�laukouma�
esyemen�autow�en�ton�limena …; MD 347, 14 (= IGC 9, 1, 14): kai�to�xouron�
eme[trei]yei� aafangreimenan� tan� odoun� kai� tan� enodoun: or MD 337.40 
(=BCH 59, 55, 2, 40): Leukion�Nikasiaion�et�ta�aaggresi�ta�eixe�pot�tan�
polin�kai�doyeimen. One may also point to the existence of pairs as in Gr. 
yãmbow “Staunen, Verwunderung, amaze”, éyambÆw and verb yamb°v “to 
be astonished at” opposite to tãfow, °tafÆw. In this particular case 
different forms have different chronology: in case of yãmbow and yamb°v 
the s-stem is derivational basis for verbal form (cf. zero grade *dhMbh- 
preserved in Aor. ¶tafon and regular °tafÆw, tãfow noun). According to 
Stüber in the period when the ablaut of the root was still preserved the s-
stem *dhembhos > y°mbow also existed, which has udergone later the 
levelling to the zero-grade forms and has been reformed to the shape 
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If this proposal is right, it would be another name of an 
animal in Greek expressing the action it performs. 
 Even more interestingly, such a proposal could also be 
supported by Lithuanian, where the dialectal name of an 
eel formed on the basis of folk etymology is attested: 
vingur s/viñguris or even viñguras (cf. LKZ XIX 466f.) 
instead of ungur s to the secondary present formations as 
e.g. vìngti, vingiúoti “to turn”; one may quote also the Latin 
serpens “snake” which obviously was named after its 
characteristic movements, cf. *serp- “kriechen, schleichen” 
(LIV2, 536). 
 The entry in Hesychius` Lexicon yields the form 
‡mbhriw, with the comment that it was used by the 
inhabitants of Methymna on Lesbos. This may really point 
to the vernacular status of ‡mbhriw in the light of a fact 
that Hesychius uses the adjective Aeolic, or expressions 
like “in Aeolic” Afiole›w to indicate mostly glosses coming 
from literary sources: Epic or Lyric, while the label: L°sbioi 
seems to apply to actual dialect spoken on Lesbos. In this 
case a dialect, or sociolect of one Lesbian town is indicated, 
but it is impossible to indicate Hesychius direct source 
(though it seems that it does not come from Diogenianus). 
The possibility of work of a literary nature can not be 
excluded either, cf. the use of ¶gxeluw “eel” in Homer F 
203 §gx°lu°w te ka‹ fixyÊew and in Archilochus Fr. 189: 
pollåw d¢ tuflåw §gx°luaw §d°jv, where it occurs in the 
metaphorical meaning “blind eels” - “penises”.12 We cannot 

                                                                                                     
yãmbow, which finally became a basis for the denominative verb yamb°v 
(Stüber 2002, 48). For the problem of Greek s-stems see also Meissner 
2006. 
12“You received many blind eels”, cf. also Ath. Deipn. 7,53, 21 -54, 3f.: 
¶gxeluw,� ¥� fÊsei� §st‹n� épÊrhnow� mÒnow� fixyÊw� ...� ÉOmÆrou� d¢� efipÒntow 
«te¤ront'� §gx°lu °w� te� ka‹� fixyÊew»�ékoloÊyow� §po¤hse� ka‹� ÉArx¤loxow�(fr. 
189):�pollåw�d¢�tuflåw�§gx°luaw�§d°zv. The same metaphor is apparently 
to be found also in Lat. natrix “watersnake, penis”, cf. Lucil. II, 69 si 
natibus natricem inpressit crassam et capitatam “if he put the head of a fat 
snake between the buttocks” (Krenkel 1970, 130). In Greek obscene 
language of Comedy the similar reference has been made, cf. Ar. Ecc. 
909f. kép‹� ∞ � kl¤nhw�ˆfin�proselkÊsaio�  boulom°nh�fil∞sai “may You 
find a snake in Your bed” which is the curse directed at a young girl by 
her older rival, and the meaning of a “snake” in this particular case is “a 
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state precisely whether the form was in use also in other 
parts of Lesbos, e.g. in Mytilene, nor can we say anything 
about the chronology of ‡mbhriw, though the form of the 
suffix seems to be already influenced by koinÆ (**imberro- 
expected?). 
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