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and voWels in the oscan alPhabet
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Abstract: around 300 BC, the oscan alphabet underwent a reform 
whereby it acquired two new letters, <í> and <ú>. in this chapter i examine 
the use of <í> in inscriptions from this period in order to explain why it was 
more variable than use of <ú> for writers of oscan at this early stage in the use 
of the reformed alphabet. looking at these early inscriptions also suggests 
reasons for the development of the strange system whereby /j/ was represented 
by <í> at the end of a diphthong, but by <i> in other positions, while /w/ was 
represented by <v> everywhere.

Keywords: oscan, alphabet, reform, Capua, glides, diphthongs, vowels.

un problema acuto:  
semivocali, dittonghi e vocali nell’alfabeto osco

Sommario: verso 300 a.c. l’alfabeto osco ha acquisito due lettere nuove, 
<í> e <ú>. in questo capitolo faccio un’indagine sull’ uso di <í> del periodo 
per spiegare perchè è stata usata in un modo meno coerente di <ú>. Queste 
iscrizioni arcaiche suggeriscono anche una possibile spiegazione per il sistema 
che usa <í> per /j/ alla fine di un dittongo, ma <i> per /j/ in altri posizioni, 
mentre <v> rappresenta /w/ ovunque.

Parole chiave: osco, alfabeto, riforma, Capua, semivocali, dittonghi, vo-
cali.
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1. inTRodUCTion1

The oscan alphabet was created on the basis of the etruscan alphabet, with 
influence from either the Greek alphabet or another of the alphabets of ancient 
italy leading to the inclusion of the letters <b>, <d> and <g>, which were lack-
ing in the etruscan alphabet (Crawford et al. 2011, 19)2. as the name suggests, 
the alphabet was used to write oscan (and only oscan, as far as we know)3. 
The earliest inscription certainly showing the alphabet appears to be from the 
late fifth or early fourth century BC (agostiniani & Facchetti 2009; see also 
Tikkanen 2020, 109-19).

around 300 BC, the alphabet underwent a reform, whereby the letters <ú> 
and <í> were adopted. after a brief period of uncertainty, the former was used 
to represent the vowel /o/, which oscan had but etruscan lacked, while <í> was 
used in two contexts, firstly for the vowel /e/, which etruscan also lacked, and 
secondly to represent the off-glide of the diphthongs /ai/, /ɛi/ and /oi/ (lejeune 
1975; Crawford et al. 2011, 20-24).

in this article i will focus on the period of uncertainty just mentioned, 
and in particular on the series of inscriptions straddling 300 BC from Capua, 
known as the iúvila inscriptions, which show the shift from the unreformed 

1 i first started thinking about the matters discussed here as the result of a presentation at 
Cambridge in 2016 by Karin Westin Tikkanen on “archaic spelling Reforms: dealing with the 
sabellian vowel shift. The origin, spread and aftermath of <í> and <ú>”, at a conference held 
under the auspices of the Greek in italy project (funded by the arts and Humanities Research 
Council of Great Britain). subsequently, she very kindly shared with me the slides of her talk 
and encouraged me to publish my ideas. We focus on different aspects of the issue, and i look 
forward to seeing her views in print. i am also grateful to Gabriela de Tord Basterra, for sharing 
with me her drawings of the inscriptions from Capua. i am glad to acknowledge the support of 
the stiftelsen Riksbankens jubileumsfond, which funds my Pro Futura scientia Fellowship ba-
sed at the swedish Collegium for advanced study in Uppsala and the Centre for Research in 
the arts, social sciences and Humanities in Cambridge.

2 When individual graphemes are being discussed, they are enclosed within angled brac-
kets: < >. Phonemes and sequences of phonemes are enclosed within / /, phones within [ ] (pho-
netic transcription is as broad as possible). Phonemes and phones are represented according to 
the conventions of the iPa alphabet, as laid out in the iPa Handbook (international Phone-
tic association 1999). Reconstructed forms are preceded by an asterisk: *. They use the stan-
dard orthography of historical linguistic and indo-europeanist literature. This leads to some in-
consistencies in the writing of glides: in the iPa, as the second element of a diphthong they are 
written with the appropriate vowel symbol /i/, /u/, whereas elsewhere they are written as /j/ and 
/w/; in reconstructions they are written as *i̯ and *u̯ respectively. as is customary, i give letters 
and words in the oscan alphabet in bold (except where quoting Crawford et al. 2011, who use 
italics). When referring to oscan inscriptions i generally give the reference to both Crawford 
et al. 2011 and Rix 2002; but the text is taken from Crawford et al. 

3 it is also known as the ‘national’ or ‘native’ oscan alphabet. oscan was also written 
using the Greek, latin and etruscan alphabets. 



 an aCUTe PRoBleM: Glides, diPHTHonGs and voWels in THe osCan alPHaBeT 227

version (i.e. without <í> and <ú>) to the reformed version of the alphabet 
(Franchi de Bellis 1981, 25-31; Crawford et al. 2011, 27-9). We will see that in 
the inscriptions from the time when the reform was underway but not yet en-
tirely established, there is much more variation in the use of <í> than there is 
in <ú>.

This article’s aim, in the first place, is very modest: to explain why it is that 
the use of <í> was apparently more problematic than use of <ú> for writers of 
oscan at this early stage in the use of the reformed alphabet. However, an un-
derstanding of how the relationship between graphemes and phonemes played 
out at this early stage will also be shown to have wider implications, both for 
the relative chronology for the adoption of <í> in particular contexts, and in ex-
plaining some peculiarities of the use of <í> in the reformed alphabet once es-
tablished.

For reference, in figure 1 i provide a breakdown of the usual spellings used 
in the unreformed and reformed alphabets to write vowels, diphthongs and 
glides of oscan, which will be relevant for the discussion.

Unreformed alphabet Reformed alphabet

/u/ u u

/o/ u ú

/a/ a a

/ɛ/ e e

/e/ i í

/i/ i i

/ai/, /ɛi/, /oi/ ai, ei, ui aí, eí, úí

/au/, /ɛu/, /ou/ av, ev, uv av, ev, úv

/w/ v v

/j/ i i

Figure 1
vowels, diphthongs and glides in the oscan alphabet

2. THe TeXTs and THeiR ReadinGs

The early iúvila inscriptions are written on terracotta, but tufa began to 
be used about the same time as the reformed alphabet, and the majority of 
our texts were written on this much rougher and more friable surface. along 
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with occasional instances of damage that some stones have undergone, this 
has a —sometimes significant— consequence on the certainty of readings of 
texts, especially with regard to the symbols for <í> and <ú>, which are dis-
tinguished from <i> and <u> only by the addition of a short horizontal line 
and a dot respectively (thus: , 𐌞). Below i give the texts as presented in the 
edition of Crawford et al. (2011)4, along with variant readings relevant to 
the use of <í> and <ú> in the editions of Franchi de Bellis (1981) and Rix 
(2002)5.

capua 20

side a: m ̣inieís kaísillieís minateís ner(trak) | ekas iuvilas iuveí6 flagiuí | 
stahint

side B: ekas iúvilas iuveí flagiuí stahínt | minnieís kaísillieís minateís 
ner(trak)

Franchi de Bellis (16) a: iúvei B: minateis7

Rix (Cp 25) B: iúveí

4 Underlined sections were no longer visible to the editors, but are restored on the basis of 
earlier editions. vacats and interpuncts have been removed. 

5 i omit Capua 23/Cp 13 (Franchi de Bellis 7) for which Crawford et al. give eidú. [í]s |  
mam. (erttiaís) [s]akrid, while Franchi de Bellis has eidu(is). since the tile on which the inscrip-
tion appears is broken just where the diacritic of the <ú> would be, it is impossible to know 
whether eidú[i]s or eidu(is) is correct. as there are no other instances of the reformed letters in 
this inscription it may date to before their invention.

6 Crawford et al. (2011, 416) comment that “the photograph in Heurgon makes it clear 
the u of iuveí in B has no diacritical, contra Bücheler (from impression from iannelli) and von 
Planta (‘nur angedeutet’) and sT [ = Rix 2002]”. The reference is to Heurgon (1942 no. 12, 
plates 1.1 and 2.2). There is some confusion between sides a and B here, as Heurgon and von 
Planta give the inscriptions in the reverse order to Franchi de Bellis, Rix and Crawford et al., 
so that their ‘side a’ is Crawford et al.’s ‘side B’ and vice versa. Bücheler (1874, 609) makes it 
clear that he is referring to Crawford et al.’s side a: he gives the text as minieís Kaísillieís mi-
nateís ner. ekas iúvilas iúveí Flagiúí stahint and then adds “auf den andern kleiner und kürzer 
und schlechter beschriebenen seite steht minnieís mit doppeltem n”. von Planta’s (1982-1987, 
2.522, no. 138) comment on the “angedeutet” diacritic of iúveí is with reference to the form 
in his side B (i.e. Crawford et al.’s side a). His reading differs from Crawford et al.’s only in 
(Crawford et al.’s) side a iúveí. only Rix prints iúveí in (Crawford et al.’s) side B. on the ba-
sis of Heurgon’s photos, in which the writing is exceptionally clear, Crawford’s reading seems to 
be correct.

7 Franchi de Bellis (1981, 132) states that she is following von Planta (1982-1987, 2.522, 
no. 138) for the no longer visible sections but in fact he prints iúveí, minateís; the <í> is clear in 
both words in Heurgon’s photos. 



 an aCUTe PRoBleM: Glides, diPHTHonGs and voWels in THe osCan alPHaBeT 229

capua 248

side a: [1-2]ḳ(ieís) pạḳ(ieís) [c. 5]vii(úm) | paḳ(ieís) ṃedikid | túvtik(ud) 
kapv(anud) | sakraíṭir9 ka(sit)10 | damsennias | pas fiíet11 pústr(eí) | iúkleí 
vehiian(asúm) | medik(id) minive | kersna[s]ias

side B: [sak]ra[ít]ir | kas[it dam]s[en]n|ias pas fi[í]et | púṣtreí iúkleí 
| <v>ehiianasúm | a<v>t sakrim | fakiíad12 kasit | medik(i)ḍ túvtiḳ(ud) | 
kapv(anud) adpúd | fiíẹt13

Franchi de Bellis (17) a: [helle]víi(eís), B: fakiiad, fiiet
Rix (Cp 34 and Cp 33) a: sakraítír, kaṣíṭ, mi(nieís) B: sakra]íṭ̣ịr, fiíet, fakiiad

capua 25 (Franchi de Bellis 22)

ek(úk) iúvil(ú) s(e)p(ieis) | kalúvieis14 iní|m fratrúm | múinik(ú) est | fií-
síais púm|periais pas pr|ai mamerttia|is set sakrasia|s l pettieis me|ddikkiai 
fuf|ens

Rix (Cp 30): kalúvieís, múíník(ú), fiísiaís, pumperiaís, me|ddikkiaí

8 i took photographs of Capua 24, Capua 26, Capua 27 and Capua 28 at the Museo ar-
cheologico dell’antica Capua, santa Maria Capua vetere (24/09/2013) and the Museo Cam-
pano, Capua (25/09/2015). Katherine Mcdonald has also kindly allowed me to see her photos 
of the same inscriptions (11/02/2015).

9 From photos, i think the reading sakraítir rather than sakraitir is doubtful; the horizontal 
of the <í> could be the result of damage to the stone that cuts diagonally across the text and fi-
nishes just at the mid-point of the first <i>. But i am reluctant to go against the evidence of all 
the editors. i agree with Crawford et al. and Franchi de Bellis, against Rix, that there is not <í> 
in the final syllable

10 “To see anything after ka is in our view wishful thinking” (Crawford et al. 2011, 425). i 
cannot make out anything in my photos. 

11 “The diacritical of the í merges with a damaged patch” (Crawford et al. 2011, 425).
12 “Reversed diacritical on the second i” (Crawford et al. 2011, 425). Based on my autopsy 

and photos, i agree with this reading. The first <i> is perhaps an afterthought: it is rather close 
to the <k>, and smaller and fainter than both <k> and <í> on either side.

13 “Reversed diacritical on the second i” (Crawford et al. 2011, 423). The horizontal here 
is much longer than in fakiíad (and below centre); presumably this is why the letter has often 
been taken by editors as <í>, unlike in fakiíad.

14 “The apparent interpunct before the second i of kalúvieis is accidental damage, not an 
aberrant diacritical” (Crawford et al. 2011, 427).
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capua 2615

ẹk(úk) iúviḷ(ú) s(e)p(ieis) kạ|ḷúṿieis iniṃ16 | fraṭrúm múị|nik(ú)17 est 
fị isíạis | púmperiais pra|i mamerttiais | pas set kerss<n>|asias l pettíẹ[i]|s18 
meddiki<a>i19 | fụfens

Franchi de Bellis (23): iním, pettíei|s, meddikiạí ̣
Rix (Cp 29): fiisiais, pettieis

capua 27 (Franchi de Bellis 19)

Text a: sẹpíeís heleviieís súm
Text B: mi(nieís) anni|ieí(s) medik|kiaí túv(tíkaí) | iúvilam | prúft(en)s |  

púmperi/a(s) | falenia/s20

Rix (Cp 28) B: fale(r)niias

capua 28/cp 27

sepis | helevi(is) | púmpe- |fale(nias) / r(ias) | iúvil(ú) de(kieís) | virriieís | 
medikiaí2̣1

Franchi de Bellis (18): medikia(í)

as can be seen by the footnotes on the appropriate texts, Rix quite often 
varies from the readings of Franchi de Bellis and Crawford et al. Where i have 
been able to check against the photos i have, i have agreed with their readings 
over those of Rix (who i suspect may have tended to ‘regularise’ the spellings 
of the inscriptions). Consequently, in what follows i always follow the readings 
of either Crawford et al. or Franchi de Bellis; where they disagree i use the evi-
dence of my own autopsy/photographs where possible, and otherwise leave the 
matter open (see the footnotes on the relevant inscription for more discussion).

in addition to the iúvila texts from Capua, which are unique in providing 
a range of inscriptions from the same area and in the same genre over a chron-

15 since both Capua 25 and Capua 26 were apparently written to commemorate the same 
occasion, they may have shared an author and/or stonecutter. Certainly their (non-)usage of <í> 
is very similar, but we cannot be certain of this.

16 on the basis of the photos, i agree with Crawford et al. that the reading is inim.
17 “The diacritical of the first u [of line 3] is clear, of the second neither visible nor to be ex-

cluded” (Crawford et al. 2011, 429)
18 My photos show <í> clearly; like Crawford et al., but contra Franchi de Bellis, i cannot 

see the final [i]. 
19 Crawford et al. attribute the apparent horizontal of the line-final <i> to damage, contra 

Franchi de Bellis. My photos do not allow me to tell.
20 The photo given by Crawford et al. clearly shows only a single <i> in this word (as do the 

photos i have).
21 There is no sign of final <í> in the photos, so i follow Franchi de Bellis here.
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ological spread across the adoption of the reformed alphabet, there are also a 
handful of other inscriptions from elsewhere which, on the basis of their spell-
ings, may also belong to the period of uncertainty seen in the iúvila inscrip-
tions. Most are difficult, either with regard to their readings or their datings, 
and are not included here, but i do give one which seems likely to belong to 
this context22.

Bouianum or saepinum not aesernia 1/sa 2223

stenis kalaviis g(aaviieis) | anagtiai diíviiai | dunum deded

3. vaRiaTion in THe Use oF diaCRiTiCs

in this section i will provide a breakdown of all instances in the inscriptions 
above where <í> and <ú> are used, or are omitted relative to the expected us-
age, by inscription and by phonological context. For the etymologies of the var-
ious forms i refer the reader to Untermann (2000).

capua 20, side a uses:

<í> as the last element of diphthongs: minieís, kaísillieís, flagiuí, mina-
teís, iuveí

22 Crawford et al. (2011, 23) are mistaken in claiming that Campania or samnium 6/
zo 1 uses <í> but not <ú>; upsed, the only word containing <u>, stands for /uːpsεd/ (cf. uup-
sens, Pompeii 13/Po 1). Capua 38/Cp 2 is given by Crawford et al. (2011, 453-4) as ụpfals pa-
tir miínieis, but they comment that they “are very uncertain that the second í in miinieis really 
had a diacritical, rather than the paint having flowed into a hole in the surface”. Cumae 7/Cm 
17 has [a]fṣtint according to Crawford et al. (2011, 503) but on the basis of my own photos 
(Museo nazionale archeologico, naples, 01/07/2017), i am not sure that “[t]he apparent dia-
critical of the i is accidental damage”, as they state (although <i> is certainly correct in afst|ist 
for expected afstíst). Cumae 9/Cm 13, stenim kalauiiúm tr<e>(bieis) | aginss urinss úlleis | fa-
kinss fang<v>am | biass biítam aftiím {a} | anamúm aitatúm | amirikum tíf[ei -?, uses <i> for 
the off-glide of diphthongs, but <í> for /e/ (except perhaps in amirikum?) and <ií> for /iː/ (a 
slightly different reading is provided by Murano 2013, 144). Crawford et al. (2011, 507) give a 
date of 125-50 BC, following Maiuri (1913, 473), who dates the tomb in which the lead tablet 
was found to this period on the basis “del tipo, della giacitura e del materiale ceramico”. Unless 
the dating is wrong, this seems to suggest that variants on the reformed system were still in use 
much later than the Capua inscriptions.

23 an inscription on a gold ring, known only from a copy of the text. dated to c. 300 BC 
by Crawford et al. (2011, 985), on the basis of “í, but u not ú”. in fact, the only place where 
<ú> might be expected is in the final syllable of dunum ‘gift’ /dunom/, but /o/ appears to have 
been raised to [u] before word-final /m/, and is frequently written with <u> in this position, 
even in inscriptions which otherwise use the reformed alphabet as standard (Buck 1928, 37). 
But the inscription does diverge from the normal reformed alphabet in using <i> to write the 
diphthongs in anagtiai diíviiai, so it may well be dated to around this period.
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<i> for /e/: stahint /sta.ent/
<u> for /o/: iuvilas /jowilas/, iuveí /jowɛi/, flagiuí /flagioi/24

capua 20, side b uses:

<í> as the last element of diphthongs: minnieís, kaísillieís, iuveí, flagiuí, 
minateís

<í> for /e/: stahínt
<u> and <ú> inconsistently for /o/: iúvilas, iuveí, flagiuí

capua 24 uses:

<í> as the last element of diphthongs: iúkleí (× 2), púṣtreí
<í> as the last element of long /iː/: fiíet, fiíẹt /fiːɛnt/, perhaps fakiíad  

/fakiːad/ (?). see section 4 for more discussion
<í> once, and inconsistently, for /e/: sakraíṭir /sakra.eter/ (unless we 

should read sakraiṭir; see fn. 9)
<í> perhaps once, and unexpectedly, for /i/: if we read [helle]víi(eís)  

/hɛllɛwijɛis/ (Franchi de Bellis) rather than [c. 5]vii(úm) (Crawford et al.)
<i> for /e/: ṃedikid, medik(id), medik(i)ḍ /mɛddekid/, túvtik(ud)  

/towtekid/, [sak]ra[ít]ir /sakra.eter/, sakrim /sakrem/, kasit /kaset/, minive  
/menevɛ/25, and inconsistently in sakraíṭir /sakra.eter/

<ú> for /o/: pústr(eí), púṣtreí /postrɛi/, iúkleí (× 2) /joklɛi/, túvtiḳ(ud), 
adpúd /adpod/

capua 25 uses:

<í> (once) and <i> for /e/: iní|m /enem/, me|ddikkiai /mɛddekjai/, 
múinik(ú) /moineko/

<i> and <í> for /j/: kalúvieis /kalowjɛis/, púm|periais /pompɛrjais/, 
sakrasia|s /sakrasjas/, me|ddikkiai, pettieis /pɛttjɛis/, fiísíais /feːsjais/. see be-
low for more discussion.

<i> as the last element of diphthongs: kalúvieis, múinik(ú), fiísíais, 
púm|periais, pr|ai /prai/, mamerttia|is /mamɛrtjais/, pettieis, me|ddikkiai

<ií> for /eː/: fiísíais
<ú> for /o/: kalúvieis, múinik(ú), púm|periais, fratrúm, probably  

/fraːtrom/26

capua 26 uses:

<i> and perhaps <í> as the last element of diphthongs: kạ|ḷúṿieis, 
múị|nik(ú), fịisíạis, púmperiais, pra|i, mamerttiais, perhaps meddikiaí (Fran-
chi de Bellis), if not meddikki<a>i (Crawford et al.)

24 For /-oi/ as the o-stem dative singular in oscan, see zair (2016, 53-6).
25 if this is to be connected with latin mĭnor, as commonly supposed (Untermann 2000, 466-7).
26 on the spelling of oscan genitive plurals see zair (2016, 67-8, 81-3).
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<i> and <í> for /j/: kạ|ḷúṿieis, púmperiais, mamerttiais, kerss<n>|asias  
/kɛrsnasjas/, pettíẹ[i]|s /pɛttjɛis/, fịisíạis /feːsjais/

<i> for /e/: iniṃ, múị|nik(ú), meddikki<a>i
<ii> for /eː/: fịisíạis
<ú> for /o/: iúviḷ(ú), kạ|ḷúṿieis, púmperiais, probably fraṭrúm

capua 27 uses:

<í> as the final element of diphthongs: sẹpíeís, heleviieís, medik|kiaí
<i> for /e/: medik|kiaí
<i> and <í> for /j/: medik|kiaí, heleviieís [hɛlɛwijɛis], anni|ieí(s) /annijɛis/, 

sẹpíeís /sɛppjɛis/
<ú> for /o/: súm /som/, túv(tikaí), iúvilam, prúf(at)t(en)s /profattɛns/, 

púmperi|a(s)

capua 28 uses:

<í> as the final element of diphthongs: virriieís
<i> for /e/: virriieís /werrijɛis/27, medikiaí ̣
<ú> for /o/: púmpe-r(ias), iúvil(ú)

Bouianum or saepinum not aesernia 1 uses:

i<i> as the last element of diphthongs: anagtiai, diíviiai
<ií> for /iː/ if diíviiai represents /diːwjai/, or
i<í> for /eː/ if diíviiai represents /djeːwjai/28

even without delving any deeper into the details of the orthography of 
these inscriptions, it is clear that the use of <í> and <i> is, on the whole, much 
more varied relative to the subsequent established conventions of the reformed 
alphabet than is the use of <ú> and <u>. in all inscriptions bar Capua 2029, <ú> 
is used consistently for /o/. The writer of Capua 20 side a appears not be aware 
of the existence of <ú>, using <u> for all instances of /o/, while side B is incon-
sistent, using <ú> once and <u> twice.

By comparison, we find only one inscription in which <í> is used con-
sistently both for /e/ and for the second element of diphthongs, as it is in the 

27 Cf. víriis (Capua 33/Cp 36, Murano 2013 no. 1).
28 Weiss (2012, 153) derives /diːwjai/ from *dii̯iu̯ii̯o- via an (italo-Celtic) rule *-i̯e- > -i̯i- 

from *dii̯eu̯ii̯o-, with an analogically introduced lindeman variant *dii̯- for expected *di̯-. al-
ternatively, diíviiai could represent /djeːwjai/, derived from *di̯ēu̯o- ‘belonging to jupiter’ (Un-
termann 2000, 179-80). The change /dj-/ > /j-/ is datable to 300 BC or a little before, but for 
maintenance of the <di> spelling in the name of the god, cf. diúveí (Teruentum 34 a.11, 12, 
B.14, 15/sa 1), which is dated to the second century BC (zair 2016, 110).

29 and except Bouianum or saepinum not aesernia 1, which has no examples of [o].
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standard reformed alphabet (Capua 20 side B). in fact, rather the opposite: 
Capua 20 side a, Capua 27 and Capua 28 distinguish between <í> used for 
the final element of diphthongs and <i> for /e/, while the same division is heav-
ily favoured in Capua 24 (one doubtful example of <í> for /e/). Conversely, 
Bouianum or saepinum not aesernia 1 uses <i> for diphthongs and <ií> for ei-
ther /iː/ or /eː/, Capua 25 uses <i> for diphthongs and has one instance of <í> 
for /e/ and <ií> for /eː/ beside <i> for /e/, while Capua 26 seems to prefer <i> 
for both diphthongs and /e/ (one uncertain case of <í> in a diphthong). The 
use of <í> for /j/ in Capua 25, Capua 26, Capua 27, and of <ií> rather than 
<íí> for /eː/ are also foreign to the standard reformed alphabet30.

Why should there be such a stark distinction between the variability in the 
use of <í> and the consistency of <ú>? The answer must have to do with the 
relative functional load on the symbols <u> and <ú> and <i> and <í> in terms 
of match to the phonemes of oscan. The oscan alphabet had already inherited 
from the etruscan alphabet (which had inherited it from the Greek alphabet) 
an imbalance between symbols for high front vowels and their corresponding 
glides. etruscan had the high vowels /i/ and /u/, along with the glides /j/ and 
/w/. However, while /u/ and /w/ were represented by <u> and <v> respectively, 
both /i/ and /j/ had to make do with <i>. This situation was continued in os-
can, which also maintained the etruscan habit of representing the high back 
off-glide in diphthongs with <v> rather than <u>; naturally, as also in etruscan, 
the front equivalent was represented by <i>.

However, oscan had more phonemic vowels than etruscan’s four, con-
sisting of the low mid vowel /a/, three front vowels, /ɛ/, /e/ and /i/, and two 
back vowels, /o/ and /u/. as a result, at the time of the initial borrowing of 
the alphabet, there was a significant overloading of phonemes to letters in os-
can, with <i> representing /i/, /e/ and /j/, and <u> representing /u/ and /o/ 
(but not /w/, which was written with <v>). This paucity of letters was solved 
by the invention of <ú> and <í>, but to different extents. With regard to the 
back vowels, oscan now had a fully one-to-one match, with <u> available for 
/u/ only, <ú> for /o/, and <v>, as before, for /w/. on the front axis, however, 
there was still a problem, since <i> and <í> still had to cover three phonemes, 
/i/, /e/ and /j/.

eventually, a consistent system emerged, whereby <i> was reserved for /i/ 
and for /j/ other than as the off-glide of diphthongs, with <í> representing /e/ 

30 The temptation is strong —perhaps rightly— to standardise the spelling by choosing the 
reading for the uncertain cases that fits with the rest of the inscription. By doing so, we could 
get consistent <i> for diphthongs and <í> for /e/ in Capua 26. in Capua 24, if sakraíṭir /sakra.
eter/ is in fact the right reading, we could explain the single instance of <í> for /e/ as being due 
to force of habit, since the diphthong /ai/, spelt <aí>, must have been much more frequent than 
the two vowels in hiatus of /a.e/, ‘correctly’ spelt <ai>.
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and the glide in diphthongs. according to Buck (1928, 42) this is because the 
off-glide of the diphthong had been lowered to [e], so that <í> is being used 
here with its normal vocalic value; latin appears to have undergone a similar 
change in diphthongs, resulting in the change of spelling from <ai>, <oi> to 
<ae>, <oe> in the second century BC.

such an assumption could neatly explain the variation between <aí> and 
<ai> in some of the Capua inscriptions: where we find <aí>, the writer has 
prioritised the phonetic reality of the diphthong [ae], while <ai> notates the 
phonemic diphthong /ai/. However, while this would work for inscriptions 
which use <í> for both /e/ and diphthongs as in the standard reformed al-
phabet (Capua 20, side B), and for inscriptions which use <í> for /e/ and <i> 
for diphthongs as in Capua 25 (inconsistently), it runs aground on inscrip-
tions which use <i> for /e/ but <í> for diphthongs, as in Capua 20, side a, 
Capua 27, Capua 28, Capua 24 (if we read sakraiṭir or ‘correct’ sakraíṭir to 
sakra<i>ṭir), and conceivably Capua 26 (if we accept the single possible in-
stance of a diphthong in <í>). This is because if it is <i> that is used for /e/, 
<í> in the diphthongs cannot be representing [e] by carry-over of the vocalic 
value.

now, it is possible that in these inscriptions we simply do not have enough 
data to know whether their usage of <i> and <í> was consistent: in Capua 27 
we have three examples of diphthongs (all with <í>) and one example of /e/ 
(with <i>) and in Capua 28 there is one, or perhaps two, example(s) of diph-
thongs (with <í>) and two examples of /e/ (with <i>). Perhaps if we had longer 
samples of texts by these writers, we would find instances of /e/ with <í>, which 
could then be used to explain the diphthongs in <í>. But even in the case of 
Capua 24, where there is inconsistency between <i> and <í> in representation 
of /e/, i find it hard to say that the <í> in all three instances of diphthongs is 
due to the influence of the use of <í> for /e/ when we have only one instance of 
this (which is anyway doubtful; see footnotes 9 and 30) versus ten in which /e/ 
is written as <i>.

Moreover, this explanation does not explain the few, but hard to dismiss, 
cases of <í> being used for /j/ outside a diphthong, since in this context there 
is no reason to suppose lowering. The most straightforward case is fiísíais 
(Capua 25) and fịisíạis (Capua 26) ‘at the festival’, which are exactly cognate 
with latin fēriae and hence come from *dhēsi̯ā-, even though each inscription 
has four other examples of /j/ being spelt with <i>.

in the same pair of inscriptions we find the same name once spelt p ettieis 
(Capua 25), once pettíẹ[i]|s (Capua 26), while in another pair sẹpíeís in the 
genitive (Capua 27) compares with its nominative sepis (Capua 28). Here 
there are more possibilities as to what <í> may represent, since oscan pos-
sessed both names which had a nominative in /-is/ and a genitive in /-jɛis/, like 
dekis, d ekieís, and names which had a nominative in /-es/ and a genitive in  
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/-e.ɛis/31. so we could suppose either /pɛttjɛis/ or /pɛtte.ɛis/, /sɛpis/ and  
/sɛpjɛis/ or /sɛpes/ and /sɛpe.ɛis/. However, since Capua 26 uses /i/ for its other 
four examples of /e/, as does Capua 27 (although there is only one example), it 
seems more likely that <í> represents /j/.

in place of Buck’s suggestion, which runs into problems with this data, i 
would explain the variation in the Capua inscriptions on the basis of the im-
balance on the front axis relative to the back axis. at the time when <í> was 
first emerging, it is easy to see that users could be confused about its value: 
should <í> be seen as the front-axis equivalent of <ú> and hence represent /e/, 
or should it be seen as the equivalent of <v> and represent /j/? The result was 
inconsistency and variation in the use of <í>, both within individual inscrip-
tions and across the small corpus. There was no such trigger for variation in 
use of <ú>, which was consequently adopted for /o/ (and only /o/) much more 
quickly and consistently.

Back axis Front axis, possible 
system 1

Front axis, possible 
system 2

Front axis, eventual 
system used in the 
reformed alphabet

/u/ = <u> /i/ = <i> /i/ = <i> /i/ = <i>

/o/ = <ú> /e/ = <í> /e/ = <i> /e/ = <í>

/au/ = <av>
/ɛu/ = <ev>
/ou/ = <úv> 

/ai/ = <ai>
/ɛi/ = <ei>
/oi/ = <úi>

/ai/ = <aí>
/ɛi/ = <eí>
/oi/ = <úí>

/ai/ = <aí>
/ɛi/ = <eí>
/oi/ = <úí>

/w/ = <v> /j/ = <i> /j/ = <í> /j/ = <i>

Figure 2
imbalance between phonemes and letters on the front axis compared to the back axis

4.  FURTHeR THoUGHTs on THe develoPMenT oF THe 
osCan alPHaBeT

at this point, my initial aim of explaining the difference in variability in the 
use of <í> and <ú> in the Capua inscriptions is complete. nonetheless, some 
questions remain about the details in the use of <í> in Capua, which turn out 

31 The evidence for these names, which have not generally been recognised thus far is, as 
praenomina: αϝες (Petelia 2), [ga]avíeís (atina 1.a/sa 14); as gentilicia: paaristís (Pompeii 51/
Po 57), ιμες (Crimisa 3/lu 44), bení(eís) (Bouianum 119/tsa 27 = tsa 29, if the expansion of 
the abbreviation is correct), κοττειηις (vibo 5/tlu 3), τουρειεις (vibo 7/tlu 7); as cognomen: 
flakís (aeclanum 4/Hi 1); uncertain whether praenomen or gentilicium: pakís (venusia 3), 
μαραειν (laos 2.1, .7/lu 46); female name: pakíu (Pompeii 91/Po 87).
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to be relevant also for understanding the way that the conventions of the re-
formed alphabet came about32.

in the first place, if it is correct that inconsistency in the Capua inscrip-
tions is the result of uncertainty as to whether <í> should represent /e/ or /j/, 
the question remains why nearly all examples of <í> for /j/ are in diphthongs, 
while /j/ elsewhere is generally represented by <i>; a polarisation which became 
complete when the reformed alphabet was standardised. one possible reason 
is the avoidance of polysemy, since a consonant followed by <í> followed by 
a vowel, such as <tía>, could represent two possible sequences: either /tja/ or  
/te.a/ (as in e.g. pútíad ‘let him/her be able’ /pote.ad/, Capua 33/Cp 36). This 
could be solved by writing /tja/ as <tia>, which was unlikely to be mistaken for 
/ti.a/, as this sequence was very uncommon, and anyway could be —and gener-
ally was— written /tiia/33.

With regard to spellings of the type <aí>, on the other hand, the diph-
thongs /ai/, /ɛi/ and /oi/ will have been far more frequent than the sequences 
/a.e/, /ɛ.e/ and /o.e/. The latter two will have been practically non-existent. The 
sequence /a.e/ will have been more common, being found in subjunctives of 
ā-stem verbs (as in sakraíṭir), statives formed to roots ending in -a- (as in staíet 
‘they stand’ /sta.e.ɛnt/, abella 1.B 32/Cm 1), and names with nominatives in 
/-es/ to stems in *ā (as in μαραειν, laos 2/lu 46); but these contexts are still 
much more infrequent than the diphthong /ai/. Moreover, these cases of vow-
els in hiatus could be distinguished from diphthongs by the use of <h> as a hia-
tus marker (as in stahint, stahínt, saka(ra)híter ‘is to be sacrificed’ /sakara.eter/, 
Teruentum 34.9/sa 1).

in this case, therefore, although the initial comparison with the use of <u>, 
<ú> and <v> would have been expected to lead to the generalisation of either 
<í> or <i> for the glide /j/ both as the final element of diphthongs and else-
where, other pressures within the system, caused by the phonological patterns 
of oscan, meant that <í> continued to be used in diphthongs, while <i> was 
generalised for /j/ in other contexts.

another peculiar feature of the reformed alphabet is the spelling of /iː/ as 
<ií> rather than <ii>, as might be expected. once again, Buck (1928, 35-6) 
raises as a possibility that this may be because of a ‘breaking’ of /iː/ to [ie], al-
though he prefers the idea that it is due to avoidance of <ii> because of its other 
uses. neither of these explanations is particularly compelling: the breaking ar-

32 i leave aside Franchi di Bellis’ reading [helle]víi(eís) in Capua 24, which is too uncertain 
to say anything about.

33 original sequences of the type *-CiV- had become *-Ci̯V- early in the history of oscan 
(C = consonant, v = vowel); new -CiV- sequences arose only in loanwords, by the sound change 
*-u̯i̯- > [wij] (zair 2016, 117-29), and from *-īV- by shortening of long vowels in non-initial sy-
llables.
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gument has the same disadvantages as the idea of lowering in diphthongs dis-
cussed above, while the other uses of <ii> were unlikely to cause confusion, 
since there are very few contexts in which <ii> is otherwise found between two 
consonants34.

a striking usage in this light is <ií> for /eː/ in fiísíais (Capua 25), which 
—if the writer wanted to mark length at all— would normally be spelt <íí> in 
the reformed alphabet. Clearly, <í> cannot be marking breaking since we are 
dealing here with /eː/ not /iː/. nor is it likely to be a way of clarifying that the 
vowel is /eː/ not /iː/, since <íí> would make more sense for that, and anyway 
the writer of this inscription only bothers to use <í> to write /e/ once out of 
four instances (not including this one). The most likely explanation is that <í> 
here —and originally in <ií> for /iː/ in the reformed alphabet— is being used 
to mark length.

if this is the case, how did this usage come about? The key, i believe, is 
in instances where a long /iː/ or /eː/ is found before a vowel, as in fiíet, fiíẹt  
/fiːɛnt/ (Capua 24; though there is some doubt about the readings: see foot-
notes 11 and 13)35. now that we know that <í> could initially represent /j/, 
a spelling like fiíet was originally intended to write [fiːjɛnt]. The representa-
tion of a purely phonetic glide in this way may seem surprising, but it makes 
sense that it might have been done precisely at the time of the introduction of 
the reformed alphabet. For in the unreformed alphabet glides of this sort, ap-
parently arising after both /i/ and /e/, were often written, as in iiuk (Capua 15/
Cp 8) ‘this (fem. sg.)’ /eok/, putiiad (Capua 34.7, 8/Cp 37) ‘may (s)he be able’ 
/potead/, tiianei (Teanum sidicinum 26/si 5 etc.) ‘at Teanum’ /teːanɛi/, tiium 
‘you’ (Capua 34.5/Cp 37) /tiːom/.

For a brief period, this habit may have continued into the reformed alpha-
bet, but of course using the new symbol <í> to represent the glide. However, 
since the relationship between spelling and sound in a word like fiíet could also 
be analysed phonemically as /fiːɛnt/ instead of phonetically as [fiːjɛnt], <ií> 
could be reanalysed as a way of marking length, especially since there was al-
ready a convention of using two letters for marking length in vowels. This re-
analysis was of course further supported by the move away from using <í> to 
mark /j/, which was presumably a fairly rapid development, since most exam-

34 in the reformed alphabet, <ii> is basically found in three contexts: to represent double  
/jj/ between vowels in words like púmpaiians ‘Pompeian’ /pompajjans/ (Pompeii 24/Po 3); to 
represent [ij] after a consonant and before a vowel (e.g. arkiia [arkija] Pompeii 65/Po 65, bo-
rrowed from Greek Ἀρχίας), and in gentilicia like dekkiis (saepinum 4/sa 59), where <ii> pre-
sumably actually does represent something like /-ies/, and is later replaced with <ií> (zair 2016, 
47-9, 117-19).

35 There is also fakiíad, whose reading is somewhat uncertain (see fn. 12). if the reading is 
correct, it probably represents /faki(ː)ad/ (see zair 2016, 126-8, although there i thought that 
this would require a spelling fakiiad).
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ples in these inscriptions are already spelt <i>. in inscriptions which use <i> for 
/e/, like Capua 25 and Capua 26, the same thing could happen for /eː/; no ex-
ample is attested, but the model will have been cases like /teːanɛi/, [teːe̯anɛi], 
spelt tiianei in the unreformed alphabet, then *tiíaneí in the early reformed al-
phabet, before writing of the glide was dropped, as in tíanud ‘from Teanum’, 
datable to 275-250 BC (Teanum sidicinum 1/nsi 1b, 1c).

5. ConClUsion

The inscriptions, mostly from Capua, that date to the first stages of the 
adoption of <ú> and <í>, show differences from the way that these signs are 
used once they have become better established. However, the treatment of <ú> 
is much more stable than that of <í>: most inscriptions use it consistently for 
/o/, one does not use it at all, and only one shows use of both <u> and <ú> for 
/o/. The picture is very different for <í>: some inscriptions use it for /e/ but not 
in diphthongs, some use it in diphthongs but not for /e/, some use it for /j/, 
and some show inconsistent usage.

This greater variation in the use of <í> can be explained by the fact that, 
even after it had been invented, oscan still had more phonemes than symbols 
in the front axis; since <ú> represented /o/ and <v> represented /w/, <í> could 
be considered to be the equivalent of <ú>, and hence used for /e/, or the equiv-
alent of <v>, and hence used for /j/ (or, in practice, could be used inconsistently 
for one or both).

investigation of the inscriptions from this unsettled period helps to explain 
some of the peculiar characteristics of the reformed alphabet once it had settled 
down. The surprising use of <í> to represent /j/ in diphthongs but not in other 
contexts is shown not to be original, but to have come about as a way of avoid-
ing the use of <í> in contexts where the phonotactics of oscan allowed for both 
/e/ and /j/, and hence resulted in ambiguity. The use of <ií> to represent /iː/ is 
shown to be the result of reanalysis of cases like fiíet, where <ií> before a vowel 
originally represented a phonetic sequence [iːj].
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