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This marvellously useful book gives a lucid and scholarly overview of the 
history of grammar, to the extent that it can be reconstructed, from around 
the second century BCE to Priscian of Constantinople in the sixth century CE. 
Much of Western intellectual achievement can be given an ancient Greek 
pedigree (philosophy, logic, history, drama, and so on), but this is not the 
case for linguistics. In the classical period, at least, there is no evidence for 
the sort of interest in language in itself that is evident in ancient India, where 
Pāṇini’s Aṣṭādhyāyī, the culmination of a long linguistic tradition, gave a 
brilliant description of the phonology, morphology and syntax of Sanskrit 
in a complex metalanguage at least twenty-three centuries before the 
concept of a morpheme was developed in Europe.1  

The Greeks (and then the Romans) developed a discipline that we might 
call grammar rather than linguistics. It is no accident that it emerged in the 
post-classical period in a context of cultural and linguistic insecurity; the 
texts of the classical period had been transformed into a canon, and this had 
a profound effect on the sociolinguistic culture of the Greek world. The 
children of the elite needed to be able to read canonical texts, and to write 
and speak an approximation of the classical language, which was conceived 
as the ‘real’ language (this is common in diglossic societies). It followed that 
the living Greek they were learning from their non-school environment was 
a decadent or corrupt version of the ideal variety. There developed a culture 
of pedagogy, and it is in this context that grammars and other interpretative 
tools (commentaries, etc.) were developed and used. The culture of lin-
guistic analysis in Greece (and Rome) reflects this context of teaching the 
classical languages and critical reading of literary texts. The grammatical 
work which emerged in this 700-year period included, of course, grammars 
with a practical application, but also treatises (tekhnai, artes) offering an 
analysis of the workings of Greek and Latin: the distinction is sometimes 
difficult to draw. As Matthews notes (p. 210), ‘the grammarians were pro-
fessionally teachers, of both language and literature’, and this may explain 

 
1 Paul Kiparsky drily remarks, ‘[The] universal admiration of Pāṇini poses a problem. 
Why do linguists who don’t approve of each other nevertheless agree in extolling 
Pāṇini?’ in his chapter ‘On the Architecture of Pāṇini’s Grammar’, in G. Huet et al. 
(edd.) 2009. Sanskrit Computational Linguistics 3.33-94, at 34. Heidelberg. 
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why, for example, the description of nominal inflection seems predicated on 
deriving inflectional forms from a base, rather than on understanding (p. 
197) how inflected forms might be economically divided into units at a level 
lower than the word (on the other hand, Indian grammar also emerged in 
the context of explicating the language of the Vedas). To this extent Euro-
pean linguistic production until the nineteenth century does in fact have an 
ancient pedigree: mediaeval and post-Renaissance Europe largely preserved 
the Graeco-Roman idea that a grammar of a language is prescriptive, based 
on a prestigious variety of the written language, and that linguistic change 
is equivalent to decline. These are ideas that have persisted in popular cul-
ture.  

There was systematic thought about grammar and language before the 
second century BCE in the Greek world, but it is hard to arrive at a clear 
history of ideas since the important sources have been lost or are known 
only from later references. It is clear that Stoic philosophers laid some 
important foundations for thinking about language in a systematic way.2 
Some of the sophists also had interests in language which straddled the 
boundary between logic and rhetoric, and may occasionally have touched 
on themes which we would consider more specifically linguistic (Protagoras 
and Prodikos in particular).  

In twelve clear and well-designed chapters Matthews takes the reader 
through the central issues in ancient grammar. The treatment is thematic 
rather than chronological, but for each topic he gives a clear idea of how the 
chronology works; this is made easier by a helpful list of ‘ancient writers 
referred to’ at the back, which gives a potted history of the principal figures. 
The design is ideal for non-specialists, and, since just about everyone is a 
non-specialist in this field, it makes for lucid orientation in a technical 
disciplinary history. It does not assume a knowledge of Greek or Latin. 
Spaced throughout the book are twenty-two shaded ‘text boxes’, typically 
two or three pages long, which stand outside the narrative to give a concise 
exposition of a topic important to the chapter (which the reader may not 
have encountered before): these include boxes dealing with ‘Ancient 
etymology’ (Chapter One, pp. 1-15), ‘The parts [of speech] as defined by 
Apollonius Dyscolus or Priscian’ (Chapter Five, pp. 71-92), and so on.  

A particularly useful theme of the book is discussion of the potential of 
ancient terminology to mislead when we read it through the filter of modern 

 
2 See for example Long, A.A. 2006. ‘Stoic psychology and the elucidation of language.’ 
In A.A. Long (ed.), From Epicurus to Epictetus: Studies in Hellenistic and Roman Philosophy, 
236-55. Oxford. 
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linguistic counterparts and a century of thinking about language in the light 
of structuralism and generative grammar. Ancient grammarians did not dis-
tinguish between (grammatical) tense and time (Matthews’ explanation of 
why the Latin future perfect was analysed as a subjunctive mode of the 
future is a model of clarity and interest), or between words and lexemes, or 
in general between words and their referents. It is easy, for example, to 
understand the ancient rationale for making participles a separate part of 
speech from verbs (and nouns): they behave like nouns and adjectives, but 
also ‘participate in’ tense. It is less obvious, until it is pointed out, that our 
own conception of the lexicon also plays a role in hindering our understand-
ing: ‘If participles are not a separate part of speech, it is because a part of 
speech is now a class of lexical units’ (p. 214).  

After historical preliminaries in the first two chapters, the book proceeds 
to an account of units of speech (vowels, consonants, letters, and syllables), 
which do not include the notion of a phrase as a constituent of the sentence; 
parts of speech; inflectional categories; correctness, barbarism and solecism; 
syntax and derivation. Matthews is sympathetic to his grammarians, and 
reminds his readers of the need for intellectual modesty and historical per-
spective in assessing their contribution:  

 
If we choose ... to pass judgment on what was achieved, we must be careful 
to distinguish analyses that were justified in their terms, even though we 
now no longer agree, from specific errors or misunderstandings. (p. 213)  

 
Even where we are sure they went wrong, however, there is room for 
caution. In their division of words into parts of speech, for example, they did 
not distinguish adjectives from nouns, which we generally find a convenient 
distinction: on the other hand, lexical categories, while useful, are now dis-
puted by theoretical linguists.3 Even their failure to understand voice as a 
distinctive feature of plosives b d g (as opposed to voiceless or ‘bare’ p t k and 
voiceless aspirate or ‘hairy’ ph th kh in Greek) seems less egregious when we 
consider how linguists currently fail to agree whether the distinctive feature 
of English plosives t versus d (etc.) is voice, as traditionally conceived, rather 
than [± aspiration], [± tense], or [± spread glottis]. Ancient grammarians 
applied the safely neutral term ‘middle’ to b d g, which is perhaps under-
standable given that the descriptions had to apply to both Greek and Latin, 

 
3 See Denison, D. 2013. ‘Parts of speech: solid citizens or slippery customers?’ Journal 
of the British Academy 1:151–85. 
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in a phonological journey which took them from their ‘classical’ articulation 
to the mediaeval period.  

The book fills an important gap in classical scholarship. It is more than 
‘an elucidation of what experts will usually take for granted’, as the author 
modestly claims (p. 205). It is certainly an ideal orientation in the field for 
anyone starting out, but it also presents an intellectual history of the discip-
line which all specialists in ancient and mediaeval grammar and education 
will need to read. There has been a renaissance in interest in ancient gram-
mar over the last twenty-five years, but scholarship in the field is scattered 
across journals and collections. Core texts have been re-edited and trans-
lated (in 2002 the Groupe Ars Grammatica was formed by Marc Baratin and 
others to translate and edit Priscian); recent work has looked at ancient 
grammar in the context of contemporary rhetorical practice, education, and 
scholarship. A grammar is a cultural product like any other sort of text, and 
is a rich source of information about the society in which it was written. As 
Greek and Latin have been studied and taught continuously since antiquity, 
this is an area in which the traditional boundaries between the classical, late 
antique, and mediaeval periods are easy to dissolve. 
 
Stephen Colvin  DOI 10.15731/AClass.063.# 
University College, London 
 
 


