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OSCAN AND UMBRIAN  

Oscan and Umbrian are the better attested of the Sabellian languages, allowing for the 
possibility to detail aspects of the respective language systems, as well as the Sabellian 
language corpus. The languages however differ in a great many respects, not the last in the 
way they are preserved to our times. 

All Sabellian inscriptions mentioned are, unless otherwise stated, cited according to the 
edition by Helmut Rix’ Sabellische Texte (2002). 

Oscan 
1. Geographical origin of the Oscan inscriptions 

Oscan is the language used in a large number of inscriptions from various parts of 
Campania, with a higher density of texts from Capua and Pompeii, and from northern 
Apulia, Lucania and Bruttium, and from Messana (mod. Messina) on Sicily. This was not 
the language of one particular tribe, but the language spoken by the Samnites, a loosely 
associated federation of tribes in the southern regions of the peninsula.  

Although the Samnites used one and the same language in writing their inscriptions, there is 
no evidence of any unified political organisation. Oscan inscriptions come from a fairly 
large area, and although there are several hundred years between the oldest and the youngest 
inscriptions, the language is surprisingly consistent, and the language was thus more a sort 
of koiné rather than a natural language (Rix 1996). 

The name of the language, Oscan, is a form of the label used in the earliest Greek sources in 
referring to the first inhabitants of Campania, Ὀπικοί (later Ὀσκοί), where Roman historians 
have Lat. Opsci (later Osci). This may have been the original name of the speakers of the 
language of the Pre-Samnite inscriptions, a very early layer of inscription along the 
Campania coast (see HO Day 3). 

2. Oscan orthography 

(a) The majority of Oscan inscriptions are written in an 
alphabet derived from the southern Etruscan alphabet, with 
some additions. This is called the Osco-Etruscan alphabet or 
the Oscan national alphabet. Among other things the signs 
for /b/, /d/ and /g/ were restored, probably under the 
influence of Greek. 
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The conventional method of transcribing this script is in bold letters: 

 a b g d e v z h i k l m n p r s t u f í ú 

(v represents /ṷ/); z = /ts/; there is no sign for /o/; on the new letter í and ú, see handout on 
phonology, point 3). Oscan and Umbrian, together with South Picene, use the Etruscan sign 
<8> for /f/. 

(b) A few inscriptions are written in the Latin alphabet (notably the Tabula Bantina); these 
are cited using italics. 

(c) There are a few inscriptions from Lucania and Siciliy written in the Greek alphabet, with 
the addition of a sign for /f/ and a sign for aspiration, /h/. These inscriptions are cited in 
Greek letters. 

The same transcription principles hold for all inscriptions from the Apennine peninsula. 

3. Types of Oscan inscriptions 

The Oscan language is attested in a variety of textual sources, such as building plaques, law 
tablets, dedicatory inscriptions, ownership stamps, funerary stones, defixiones (curse 
tablets), coins, and so on.  

There are three longer Oscan inscriptions, all different types of official documents for public 
consumption, from the mid-3rd century down to approximately the year 90. The earliest texts 
found are two inscriptions from the area of the Hernici (He1 and He2), from the 6th century 
(Rix 2002b: 7). Otherwise all inscriptions come from a period ranging from about 420 down 
to the Social War.  

• The oldest is the Tabula Agnonensis (TA = Sa1), a bronze tablet written in the native 
Oscan alphabet and dated to around 250. The tablet is inscribed on both sides, with two 
lists of names (all in the dative case) of different deities, female and male, in both singular 
and plural forms, all honoured in the Garden of Ceres. 

• The Cippus Abellanus (CA = Cm1) is a large stone cippus written in the native Oscan 
alphabet, and dated to around 150. The content of the inscription, on both sides of the 
cippus, is a treaty between the two neighbouring cities of Nola and Abella, concerning the 
shared administration of a sanctuary dedicated to Hercules. 

• A large bronze tablet, the Tabula Bantina (TB = Lu1) is the longest extant Oscan 
inscription, although fragmentary. The text details the rules and regulations concerning the 
public census, government assemblies, the assignment of magistracy appointments, court 
proceedings et alia, in the city of Bantia, Campania, and is dated to the late 2nd or the 
beginning of the last century. Contrary to Oscan inscriptions in general, the Tabula 
Bantina contains a high degree of Latinisms, among other things calques from the 
institutionalized juridical language of the Roman court. This, together with a large number 
of spelling errors, suggests that the scribe may not have been a native Oscan speaker. 

• The so-called iuvilas (Cp8-Cp35) form a separate set in the Oscan corpus. These are 
terracotta or tuff stelae or slabs of burnt clay, dated to between the second half of the 4th 
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century down to first half of the 3rd century. Many of these contain the term iúvilú (fem. 
nom. sg.) or iúvilas (fem. nom. pl.), the meaning of which is still obscure.

❦ ❦ ❦

Umbrian 
1. The origin of Umbrian 

According to ancient tradition, the Umbrians were the most ancient people in Italy, 
populating a large region to the north and northeast of Rome. Inscriptions however come 
from a limited area around Iguvium (mod. Gubbio), approx. 30 km northeast of Perugia, and 
from the nearby region of Spoleto, Todi and Assisi, a geographical constraint which makes 
it difficult to assess the actual extension of the language and the number of its speakers. 

No Umbrian inscriptions record any name of the people as a whole, though there is one 
reference in a South Picene inscription, CH2 ombriíen akren “on Umbrian land”, proving 
that at least one tribe in this region considered themselves members of an Umbrian ethnos, 
having also transmitted this to the writer of the South Picene text. 

2. Umbrian orthography 

(a) The majority of Umbrian inscriptions are written in an alphabet derived from the 
northern Etruscan alphabet, the so-called Umbro-Etruscan alphabet, or the Umbrian national 
alphabet. Clear influence from Etruscan is seen in the lack of a sign for /o/ (<V> is used for 
both [o] and [u]) and the absence of <8> for /f/.  

The value of the Umbrian-particular signs in the Umbrian national alphabet is visible from 
parallel texts in the Latin alphabet. 

Corresponding to 𐌛, words written in the Latin alphabets have a sequence <RS>, and thus 
the usual transcription <ř>, cf. teřa beside DIRSA, peři beside PERSI. Etymologically the 
sound in question continues intervocalic *-d- (and also *l under certain conditions). 

𐌜 (transcribed as <ç>) represents the outcome of palatalization of original *k. Corresponding 
forms in the Latin alphabet have <Ś> (but often just <S>, with the diacritic omitted). *g is 
also palatalized under certain conditions but the result if written with <i>. 

 (transcribed as <z>) stands for [ts], but in corresponding forms in the Latin alphabet <S> 
alone is used; cf. taçez beside TASES, uze beside ONSE etc. 

On <8> for /f/, see above. 

Note that there are no preserved Umbrian abecedaria, and that the order of signs (especially 
at the end) is hypothetical. 
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(b) The Romans began colonizing ancient Umbria in the early 3rd century, and the Roman 
conquest of the region was concluded already in the 260s. Around 150, the native Umbrian 
alphabet was neglected in favour of the Latin script, and almost all epigraphic material from 
after the Social War is in Latin (cf. Bradley 2000: 206). 

The following letter occurs in Umbrian inscriptions using the Latin alphabet: 

A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, L, M, N, O, P, Q, R, S, Ś, T, U, X 
On <Ś>, see above. <X> (rare) is equivalent to <ks> in the native alphabet, cf. FRATREXS beside 
fratreks. <Q> is used in the same way as in Latin inscriptions, to write a voiceless velar 
before <U>, thus PEIQU (abl.sg.) beside PEICO (acc.sg.). 

3. Umbrian inscriptions 

The chief source of knowledge of the Umbrian language are the seven bronze tablets, the 
so-called Tabulae Iguvinae. The tablets contain instructions for the ritual ceremonies of the 
so-called Atiedian Brethren, a college of priests, detailing the location and content of the 
sacrifices to be made to a series of deities, along with the prayers to be said.  

Of the seven tables, five (numbered I to V) are written in the native Umbrian alphabet and 
belong to an older set, perhaps from the middle or late 3rd century. The remaining two 
(numbered VI to VII) are written in the Latin script, probably inscribed sometime after 150. 
The moment of composition, or at least completion, of the formulas of the tables was 
anyhow clearly earlier than the Roman conquest in the mid-3rd century, since there are 
sections referring to an expulsion of aliens. Later on foreign relations with such peoples 
became governed by Rome.

There are some differences between the language of the older and later tablets, in terms of 
spelling, the internal order of the words and in the content of the text.  

• One example of different spelling concerns rhotacism in final syllable (*-Vs > -Vr): 

Ia.2 preveres treplanes vs. VIa.22 pre uereir treblaneir ”before the Trebulan gates” 

• The two sets of tables make address on different levels; the earlier tablets have 2nd person 
singular imperatives, “you”, where the later tablets have 3rd person singular forms, “he”.  

Meiser (1987: 11) distinguishes between Older Umbrian (Germ “Altumbrisch”) and Later 
Umbrian (“Neuumbrisch”). In terms of syntax, however, there are few differences. The 
language used in the composition of the Tabulae Iguvinae was most probably not a 
contemporary one, since the context of sacrificial rites could very well indicate a 
conservative idiom and thus an archaic form of Umbrian.   1

The later set of tablets, VI-VII, are not simple copies of the earlier tablets, and do not 
represent a development change in the cult, but give a longer and more detailed version of 

 A similar document is the Latin Carmen Arvale, a processional hymn of the Fratres Arvales, an 1

ancient Brotherhood said to have been founded by Romulus, known to have been around as late as 
218. The hymn is preserved in a relatively late inscription, probably cut by a scribe who did not 
understand much of the content of the text (Baldi 2002: 213-215). 
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the text on tablet I, for example with verbatim rendering of the prayers to be said. The two 
sets of tablets most likely go back on an earlier version, now lost, of which copies were 
made at different points in time. 

Remaining Umbrian inscriptions are few and brief, e.g.: 

Um 4 (Caere)  setums : miom / face  

   ’Septimus made me’ 

Inscription on handle of bowl (c. 575-525), ’Palaeo-Umbrian’ 

Um 16 (Tuder) ahal truitis dunum dede       
   ’Ahal Truitis gave (this) as a gift”                              

Inscription on a near life-size bronze statue, the so-called ”Mars of Todi” (late 5th/early 4th 
century). Etruscan bronze-work produced for the Umbrian market. Votive offering made at a 
sanctuary. 

Photos: KWT. 
Location: Museo Etrusco Gregoriano, the Vatican.  
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