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GREEK ADJECTIVES IN -εις 

Irène Maréchal, PLH, Université Toulouse 2 Jean Jaurès 

The Greek suffix -εις was used to create adjectives with a possessive meaning. Any noun could be used to create -εις 

adjectives.  Examples:  μέλι “honey” → μελιτόεις “full of honey, honeyed” 

    ἀλκή “strength” → ἀλκήεις “possessing strength, strong” 

The function and the use of the -εις adjectives changed during the history of the Greek language, as shown below. 

Proto-Indo-european 
before 1500 b. c. e. 

Scholars reconstruct a PIE 

suffix *-u̯ent- with a posses-

sive meaning. There is evi-

dence of this suffix in Greek, 

Sanskrit, Avestan, Hittite, 

Tocharian, and maybe in La-

tin and Phrygian. 

Mycenaean  

Greek 
1500 – 1200  

The suffix -ϝεντ- was used to create possessive 

adjectives that were used in the everyday lan-

guage. We have evidence of these adjectives in 

Linear B, a syllabic script used on clay tablets. 

Example: wo-do-we /wordowen/ corresponds to 

hom. ῥοδόεντι ἐλαίῳ “rose-scented oil” 

Archaic Period 
8th – 6th century 

From our first Greek texts 

(~8th  century b. c. e.), -εις ad-

jectives are used only in 

poetry. In the Homeric 

poems, we find nume-

rous -εις adjectives used in 

epic formulas.  

Classical Period 
5th century and first half of the 4th century 

The -εις adjectives are still used in poetry, with the exception of 

some forms present in the Corpus Hippocraticum, which was writ-

ten in Ionian dialect. Only two adjectives were used in Attic prose, 

φωνήεις et χαρίεις. Numerous -εις adjectives were turned into to-

ponyms, anthroponyms, hydronyms and into words referring to 

food. 

Hellenistic and Roman Periods 
from the second half of the 4th century 

Later poets created new -εις adjectives that 

sometimes did not have the original posses-

sive meaning anymore. Many of these adjec-

tives were used in technical language (Nican-

der and Oppian for example). 
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Lines of research 

•Description of the morphlogy of -εις adjectives 

•Study of some phonetic matters (for instance, παιπαλή→ παιπαλόεις) 

•Comparison between Greek and other Indo-european languages 

•Lexical innovation in later authors such as Nicander or Nonnos (out 

of about 400 adjectives, 110 are found in Nicander, according to Buck) 

 

 

 

Examples in Greek literature 

Homer 

ἔναρα βροτόεντα “bloody spoils” (Il.6.480., etc.) 

Corpus Hippocratum 

δίφρον ὀπήεντα “obstetric chair”, lit. “chair with a hole” (Hpc.Mul.Af.2.114) 

Lyric and elegiac poetry 

πόλεμον δακρυόεντα “war causing tears” (Theognis 890) 

μήλων τε κνισάεσσα πομπά “a procession of flocks for burnt sacrifice” 

 (Pi.O.7.80) 

Greek tragedians 

δονακόεντος Εὐρώτα “reed-fringed Eurotas” (E.Hel.209) 

Hellenistic poets 

καλάμινθον χαιτήεσσαν “the thick-leaved mint” (Nic.Th.60) ; ἰλυόεντος ἀνὰ θρωσμοὺς πεδίοιο “along the raised 

banks of the muddy river” (Apol.R.2.823) 

Roman period 

πατρίδα δαφνήεσσαν “laureate homeland” (Non.D.13.76) ; ἄγκεα ῥωπήεντα “bushy valleys” (Q.S.7.715) 

 

Examples of nominalization 

ἀλλᾶς “(garlic) sausage” < 

*ἀλλᾱ‑ϝεντ‑ (Ar.Ach.146) 

μελιτοῦττα “honey cake”, from 

μελιτόεις (Ar.Nu.507) 

Μυρτωέσσα, name of a nymph 

(Paus.8.31) 

Σελινοῦς, city in Sicily (σέλινον “par-

sley”) 

Σατνιόεις, river in Troad (Il.6.34) 

 

PY Fr 1238 

© University 

of Cincinnati 

Manuscript of Nicander, Theriaca, 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, 

supplément grec 0247, p.6r 


