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124. 

 
Ψελλός, ψελλίζειν, ψελλίζεσθαι, ψελλότης, ψελλισµός. 
τραυλός, τραυλίζειν, τραυλότης, τραυλισµός. 
ἰσχωνόφωνος, ἰσχνοφωνία. 
βατταρίζειν, βατταριστής, βατταρισµός.  

 
1. The German synonyms that correspond to the Greek words gathered here are “stot-

tern”, “stammeln” and “lallen”, but in Greek the semantic boundaries are differently 
arranged. Hence, it is useful to keep in mind, first of all, the differences in our mother 
tongue. Eberhard in his Synonymisches Handwörterbuch der deutschen Sprache, No. 1104, 
clearly distinguishes: 

«”Stottern” indicates the cutting off, blocking, and repeating words and syllabic sounds, 
combined with a painful sense of effort of the speaker. This is due to a defective predispo-
sition by nature or an unfortunate addiction. “Stammeln” and “lallen” mean a not accom-
plished speech without further defects reported by “stottern”: it is the case of the first at-
tempt of the children, when they can say only half-words, so their language, not yet drill-
ed, even in these fragments of speech is so nice. “Lallen”, compared with “stammeln”, 
specifies a higher level, because it refers to sounds articulated with the simple movement 
of the tongue.» 

2. We have a good distinction of those words in the following passage: 1] Arist. pro-
blem. 11,30: διὰ τί ἰσχνόφωνοι παῖδες ὄντες µᾶλλον ἢ ἄνδρες; ἢ ὥσπερ καὶ τῶν χειρῶν 
καὶ τῶν ποδῶν ἀεὶ ἧττον κρατοῦσι παῖδες ὄντες, καὶ ὅσοι ἐλάττους οὐ δύνανται βαδί-
ζειν, ὁµοίως καὶ τῆς γλώττης οἱ νεώτεροι οὐ δύνανται; ἐὰν δὲ παντάπασι µικροὶ ὦσιν, 
οὐδὲ φθέγγεσθαι δύνανται ἀλλ΄ ἢ ὥσπερ τὰ θηρία διὰ τὸ µὴ κρατεῖν. εἴη δ΄ἂν οὐ 
µόνον ἐπὶ τοῦ ἰσχονφώνου, ἀλλὰ καὶ τραυλοὶ καὶ ψελλοί. ἡ µὲν οὖν τραυλότης τῷ 
γράµµατός τινος µὴ κρατεῖν, καὶ τοῦτο οὐ τὸ τυχόν, ἡ δὲ ψελλότης τῷ ἐξαιρεῖν τι, ἢ 
γράµµα ἢ συλλαβήν, ἡ δὲ ἰσχνοφωνία, ἀπὸ τοῦ µὴ δύνασθαι ταχὺ συνάψαι τὴν ἑτέ-
ραν συλλαβὴν πρὸς τὴν ἑτέραν. ἅπαντα δὲ δι΄ ἀδυναµίαν· τῇ γὰρ διανοίᾳ οὐχ ὑπηρε-
τεῖ ἡ γλῶττα. ταὐτὸ δὲ τοῦτο καὶ οἱ µεθύοντες πάσχουσι καὶ οἱ πρεσβύται· ἧττον δὲ 
πάντα συµβαίνει. — With this agrees 2] ib. 11,54: διὰ τί ἰσχνόφωνοι γίνονται; ἢ αἴτιον ἡ 
κατάψυξις τοῦ τόπου ᾧ φθέγγονται, ἣ ὥσπερ ἀποπληξία τοῦ µέρους τούτου ἐστίν; διὸ 
καὶ θερµαινόµενοι ὑπὸ οἴνου καὶ τοῦ λέγειν συνεχῶς, ῥᾷον συνείρουσι τὸν λόγον. Cf. 
ib. 11,50.60.1 
                                                 
1 11,55: διὰ τί µόνον τῶν ἄλλων ζῴων ἄνθρωπος γίνεται ἰσχνόφωνον; ἢ ὄτι λόγου κοινωνεῖ µόνον, τὰ δὲ 
ἄλλα φωνῆς; οἱ δὲ ἰσχνόφωνοι φωνοῦσι µὲν, λόγον δὲ οὐ δύνανται συνείρειν. 11,60: διὰ τί ἰσχνόφωνοι 
γίνονται; πότερον διὰ θερµότητα προπετέστεροί εἰσιν, ὥστε προσπταίοντες ἐπίσχουσιν, ὥσπερ οἱ 
ὀργιζόµενοι; καὶ γὰρ οὗτοι πλήρεις ἄσθµατος γίνονται. πολὺ µὲν οὖν τὸ πνεῦµα συµβαίνει. ἢ διὰ τὴν 
ζέσιν τοῦ θερµοῦ ἀσθµαίνουσιν, διὰ τὸ πολὺ εἶναι καὶ µὴ φθάνειν ὑπεξιὸν τῷ τῆς ἀναπνοῆς καιρῷ; ἢ 
µᾶλλον τοὐναντίον κατάψυξις ἢ θερµότης τοῦ τόπου ᾧ φθέγγονται, ὥσπερ ἀποπληξία τοῦ µέρους 
τούτου; διὸ καὶ θερµενόµενοι ὕπὸ οἴνου καὶ τοῦ λέγειν συνεχῶς ῥᾴον συνείρουσι τὸν λόγον. 10,40: διὰ τί 
µόνον τῶν ζῴων ἄνθρωπος γίνεται ἰσχνόφωνον; πότερον ὅτι καὶ ἐνεόν, ἡ δὲ ἰσχνοφωνία ἐνότης ἐστίν; 
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Hence, ἰσχνόφωνος would be the stutterer, who mostly cannot finish his speech, and 
gets stuck; but in the Aristotelian description there is no mention of the painful repeat the 
words. Ψελλός could correspond to stammer (Stammler), who has to deal with various 
difficulties of pronunciation. Τραυλός could correspond to a lisping (lallenden) guy, who 
lisps, i.e. cannot articulate some consonants.2 

3. Ἰσχνοφωνία, being related with a finished speech (συνείρειν τὸν λόγον, 2]), is not 
attributable to children, whose problem is not to put together the parts of a speech, but the 
speech itself, i.e. a greater train of thought. Hence, in 3] they can only ψελλίζειν and 
τραυλίζειν, and in 4] these types of speech seem to be caused by a physical defect. On the 
other hand, a lot of people, even the majority, if they begin to get sloshed and their tongue 
unties, can speak much more freely than they would if, while completely sober, were 
ʺplagued with clouding of thought,ʺ3 that is with lingering on pros and cons without being 
able to bring themselves to a specific assertion. Cf. 2]. — 3] Arist. h. an. 4,9,16s.: ὅσοι δὲ 
κωφοὶ γίνονται ἐκ γενετῆς, πάντες καὶ ἐνεοὶ (deaf-mute) γίνονται· φωνὴν µὲν οὖν ἀφιᾶ-
σι, διάλεκτον δ΄ οὐδεµίαν. τὰ δὲ παιδία, ὥσπερ καὶ τῶν ἄλλων µορίων οὐκ ἐγκρατῆ 
ἐστιν, οὕτως οὐδὲ τῆς γλώττης τὸ πρῶτον, καὶ ἔστιν ἀτελῆ καὶ ἀπολύεται ὀψιαίτερον, 
ὥστε ψελλίζουσι και τραυλίζουσι τὰ πολλά. 4] Ιd. part. an. 2,17,2: καὶ πρὸς τὴν τῶν 
γραµµάτων διάρθρωσιν καὶ πρὸς τὸν λόγον ἡ µαλακὴ καὶ πλατεῖα (γλώττα) χρήσιµος· 
συστέλλειν γὰρ καὶ προβάλλειν παντοδαπῆ τοιαύτη οὖσα καὶ ἀπολελυµένη µάλιστ΄ 
ἂν δύναιτο. δηλοῖ δ΄ ὅσοις µὴ λίαν ἀπολέλυται· ψελλίζονται γὰρ καὶ τραυλίζουσι, 
τοῦτο δ΄ἐστὶν ἔνδεια τῶν γραµµάτων.4  

Then, the fact that ψελλίζειν indicates the greater inability and τραυλίζειν the less 
one, as explained in the Aristotelian definition, is shown especially by remarking that the 
                                                                                                                                                                  
ἀλλὰ δὴ καὶ οὐδ΄ ὅλως πεπλήρωται τοῦτο τὸ µόριον. ἢ ὅτι κοινωνεῖ µᾶλλον λόγου, τὰ δ΄ ἄλλα φωνῆς; 
ἔστι δὲ ἡ ἰσχνοφωνία οὐ κατὰ τὸ ὄνοµα ἓν ἢ οὐ συνεχῶς διεξιέναι. 11,35: διὰ τί οἱ ἰσχνόφωνοι οὐ 
δύνανται διαλέγεσθαι µικρόν; ἢ ὅτι ἴσχονται τοῦ φωνεῖν, ἐµποδίζοντός τινος; οὐκ ἴσης δὲ ἰσχύος οὐδ΄ 
ὁµοίας κινήσεως, µὴ ἐµποδίζοντός τε τὴν κίνησιν µηδενὸς καὶ ἐµποδίζοντος βιάσασθαι, δεῖ. ἡ δὲ φωνὴ 
κίνησίς ἐστι· µεῖζον δὲ φθέγγονται µᾶλλον οἱ τῇ ἰσχύϊ χρώµενοι. ὥστ΄ ἐπεὶ ἀνάγκη ἀποβιάζεσθαι τὸ 
κωλῦον, ἀνάγκη µεῖζον φθέγγεσθαι τοὺς ἰσχνοφώνους. — The text of probl. 11,35 raises questions that we 
can not discuss here; suffice it to say here that we let βιάσασθαι depend on ἐµποδίζοντος, not on δεῖ.                      
2 V. infra. 
3 It is a bizarre quote from Shakespeare (Hamlet III 1: sicklied oʹer with the pale cast of thought)! 
4 The passage quoted by Schmidt is incomplete and needs some comment. The tongue—writes Aristotle—“is 
certainly the most loose and flexible organ of the human body, and it is also large (ὀ µὲν οὖν ἄνθρωπος 
ἀπολελυµένην τε καὶ µαλακωτάτην ἔχει µάλιστα τὴν γλῶτταν καὶ πλατεῖαν), so that it is useful to two 
functions (ὅπως πρὸς ἀµφοτέρας ᾖ τὰς ἐργασίας χρήσιµος)”, the first of which is “to taste substances 
(πρὸς τε τὴν τῶν χυµῶν αἴσθησιν)”; here Aristotle seems to insert an incidental consideration that the edd. 
put into brackets: “in fact, of all the animals, man is the most sensitive (ὁ γὰρ ἄνθρωπος εὐαισθητότατος 
τῶν ἄλλων ζῴων), and the flexible language is the most tactile unity (καὶ ἡ µαλακὴ γλῶττα ἁπτικωτάτη 
γάρ), and the taste is a kind of touch (ἡ δὲ γεῦσις ἁφή τίς ἐστιν)”. Then, the second function: “... and to 
clearly articulate the letters (καὶ πρὸς τὴν τῶν γραµµάτων διάρθρωσιν)...”. We do not agree with the 
punctuation of the edd., since the explanation of both functions (ἐργασίαι) ends here. The phrase καὶ πρὸς 
τὸν λόγον has to do with πλατεῖα—which, not containing the idea of thickness, includes the idea of flat, not 
thick—; therefore, we see this way: “καὶ πρὸς τὸν λόγον (and to talk) ἡ µαλακὴ (γλώττα ) καὶ πλατεῖα 
χρήσιµος (it is useful that the flexible tongue is large, too): in fact, with such a characteristics of fluency (τοιαύτη 
οὖσα καὶ ἀπολελυµένη) one can really say that it can (µάλιστ΄ ἂν δύναιτο) συστέλλειν ... καὶ προσβάλλειν 
παντοδαπῆ [not προβάλλειν] (contract and relax as it likes). This is proved by those who have got a not too loose 
tongue: they babble and mistake consonantal sounds, and that is a speech defect.”    
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first term, specifying the imperfect utterance of a child, can be reported, in a figurative 
sense, even to those who strike an inadequate, almost childish, attitude. 5] Plat. Gorg. 485 
B: ... καὶ ἔγωγε ὁµοιότατον πάσχω πρὸς τοὺς φιλοσοφοῦντας ὥσπερ πρὸς τοὺς 
ψελλιζοµένους καὶ παίζοντας. ὅταν µὲν γὰρ παιδίον ἴδω, ᾧ ἔτι προσήκει διαλέγεσθαι 
οὕτω, ψελλιζόµενον καὶ παῖζον, χαίρω τε καὶ χαρίεν µοι φαίνεται καὶ ἐλευθέριον καὶ 
πρέπον τῇ τοῦ παιδίου ἡλικίᾳ, ὅταν δὲ σαφῶς διαλεγοµένου παιδαρίου ἀκούσω, 
πικρόν τί µοι δοκεῖ χρῆµα εἶναι καὶ ἀνιᾷ µου τὰ ὦτα καί µοι δοκεῖ δουλοπρεπές τι 
εἶναι·  ὅταν δὲ ἀνδρὸς ἀκούσῃ τις ψελλιζοµένου, ἢ παίζοντος ὁρᾷ, καταγέλαστον 
φαίνεται καὶ ἄνανδρον καὶ πληγῶν ἄξιον. 6] Arist. metaph. 1,4,3, on both the Empedo-
cles’ principles of things, which he calls φιλία and νεῖκος: εἰ γὰρ τις ἀκολουθοίη καὶ 
λαµβάνοι πρὸς τὴν διάνοιαν καὶ µὴ πρὸς ἃ ψελλίζεται λέγων Ἐµπεδοκλῆς, εὑρήσει 
τὴν µὲν φιλίαν εἶναι5 τῶν ἀγαθῶν,τὸ δὲ νεῖκος τῶν κακῶν. 7] ib. 1,10,2: ψελλιζοµένη 
γὰρ ἔοικεν ἡ πρώτη φιλοσοφία περὶ πάντων, ἅτε νέα τε καὶ κατ΄ἀρχὰς οὖσα καὶ τὸ 
πρῶτον· ἐπεὶ καὶ Ἐµπεδοκλῆς ὀστοῦν τῷ λόγῳ φησὶν εἶναι.6  

A faulty pronunciation of certain sounds, that is, the consonants, properly signified by 
τραυλίζειν, in some cases causes a pleasant effect. This can happen when an “r”, which in 
Greek should be strongly vibrated, is replaced by an “l”, which requires a single stroke of 
tongue, and, in general, when hard consonants give way to weak consonants, or, also, 
when in a consonantal group one of them is replaced by a vowel. Who first, since other 
would have never run into that, had pronounced τετύφαται instead of τέτυπται, he 
would have made a real mistake of voice. Hence, τραυλός, but not ψελλός or ἰσχνόφω-
νος, can be a term for a melodious sound, e.g. the birds’ singing. 8] Mnasalca, Anth. Pal. 
9,70: τραυλὰ µινυροµένα, Πανδιονὶ παρθένε, φωνᾷ, | Τηρέος οὐ θεµιτῶν ἁψαµένα λε-
χέων, | τίπτε παναµέριος γοάεις ἀνὰ δῶµα, χελιδόν; 9] Philipp., Anth. Plan. 141: Κολχί-
δα τὴν ἐπὶ παισὶν ἀλάστορα, τραυλὲ χελιδών, | πῶς ἔτλης τεκέων µαῖαν ἔχειν ἰδίων; 

4. We find more precise information too, so τραυλίζειν meant primarily the inability 
to pronounce “ρ” or “τρ”, while ψελλίζειν stated numerous omissions and confusion, not 
excluding the inability to sing. 10] Plut. Alc. 1, about Alcibiades: τῇ δὲ φωνῇ καὶ τὴν τραυ-
λότητα ἐµπρέψαι λέγουσι, καὶ τῷ λάλῳ πιθανότητα παρασχεῖν χάριν ἐπιτελοῦσαν. 
µέµνηται δὲ καὶ Ἀριστοφάνης αὐτοῦ τῆς τραυλότητος ἐν οἷς ἐπισκώπτει Θέωρον· «εἶτ΄ 
Ἀλκιβιάδης εἶπε πρός µε τραυλίσας· | Ὁλᾷς Θέωλον; τὴν κεφαλὴν κόλακος ἔχει. | ὀρ-
θῶς γε τοῦτ΄ Ἀλκιβιάδης ἐτραύλισεν (= ὁρᾷς, Θέωρον, κόρακος).7 11] Galen. vol. IX p. 
268: ὥσπερ τὸ ψελλίζεσθαι τῆς διαλέκτου πάθος ἐστιν, οὐ τῆς φωνῆς, οὕτω καὶ τὸ 
τραυλίζειν, µὴ δυναµένης τῆς γλώττης ἀκριβῶς ἐκείνας διαρθροῦν τὰς φωνάς, ὅσαι 
διὰ τοῦ τ καὶ ρ λέγονται, καθάπερ αὐτήν τε ταύτην τραύλωσιν, καὶ ὁµοίως τάσδε· τρέ-
χει, τρέµει, τραχύς, τροχός, τρυφερός, ὅσαι τε ἄλλαι παραπλήσιαι κτλ.8 — 12] Eustath. 
p. 1635,22: ὁ κωµικὸς (Ar. fr. 536) τὸ κάππα ἐξελὼν γέλωτα ἐκίνησεν εἰπὼν οὕτω· ψελ-
λόν ἐστι (τὸ παιδίον) καὶ καλεῖ | τὴν ἄρκτον ἄρτον, τὴν δὲ Τυρὼ τροφαλίδα, | τὸ δ΄ 

                                                 
5 After φιλίαν, αἰτίαν is missing. Moreover, Schmidt, according to a regrettable but common habit, alters 
οὖσαν into εἶναι, because he  cuts off the sentence. 
6 Shortly before Aristotle says: ʺAnd they [scil. these philosophers] talk about confusedly (ἀµυδρῶς).ʺ So 
ψελλιζοµένη and ἀµυδρῶς explain each other.  
7 The untranslatable pun is between κόραξ “crow” and κόλαξ “bootlicker”.   
8 V. infra. 
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ἄστυ σῦκα. 13] Plut. mor. p. 621 E: τοῖς λεγοµένοις προστάγµασιν ἐξυβρίζουσι προστάτ-
τοντες ᾄδειν ψελλοῖς, ἢ κτενίζεσθαι φαλακροῖς, ἢ ἀσκωλιάζειν χωλοῖς. 

5. When forms like ψελλότης and ψελλισµός, τραυλότης and τραυλισµός are in use 
at the same time, usually the first one indicates the quality, the second the action, but a 
strict distinction can not be respected. Compare ex. 1]—where the condition of ψελλός 
and τραυλός in a global sense is meant by ψελλότης and τραυλότης—with ex. 14], where 
there is talk about the imitation of an action. 14] Plut. mor. 53 C: ὥς που καὶ Πλάτωνος 
ἀποµιµεῖσθαί φασιν τοὺς συνήθεις τὸ ἐπίκυρτον, Ἀριστοτέλους δὲ τὸν τραυλισµόν, 
Ἀλεξάνδρου δὲ τοῦ βασιλέως τὴν ἔγκλισιν τοῦ τραχήλου καὶ τὴν ἐν τῷ διαλέγεσθαι 
τραχύτητα τῆς φωνῆς. 

6. From the above, τραυλίζειν corresponds perfectly to our “lallen”, by which first of 
all we, too, think of the exchange of “r” and “l”; ψελλίζειν, however, is a bit less than our 
“stammeln”, since by this word we think of getting stuck in speaking, while ψελλίζειν 
only reports a faulty pronunciation. Rather, it is the ἰσχνόφωνος that is a stutterer (“der 
Stammelnde”), i.e. he sticks in speaking; but, when a Greek speaker thinks of the action 
and its effect and wants to express that with a verb, highlights with ψελλίζειν only a de-
fective articulation. 

Our “stottern” is undoubtedly βατταρίζειν, βατταριστής, βατταρισµός, of which 
words even the ancients partly recognized, rightly, the onomatopoeic nature. But at the 
grass roots level, if no etymological relationship was apparent or there was not at all, 
people preferred them come from individuals. Cf. Hdt. 4,155.9 15] Strabo 14,2,28: οἶµαι δὲ 
τὸ βάρβαρον κατ΄ἀρχὰς ἐκπεφωνῆθαι οὕτως κατ΄ὀνοµατοποιίαν ἐπὶ τῶν δυσεκφόρως 
καὶ σκληρῶς καὶ τραχέως λαλούντων, ὡς τὸ βατταρίζειν καὶ τραυλίζειν καὶ ψελλίζειν. 
These words are not very frequent, because the real stuttering (“stottern”) afflicts few 
individuals, and generally it cannot be attributed to children. On the other hand, it is not 
conceivable that orators or other important people are suffering from that; at the most, one 
can forgive them for the τραυλότης. According to the usual method of glossographers, the 
following definition could be just as well for ψελλίζειν. 16] Phryn. in Bekk. An. I, p. 30,24: 
βατταρίζειν· ἄσηµα καὶ ἀδιάρθρωτα διαλέγεσθαι; in fact, it is natural that the stuttering 
                                                 
9 ἐντεῦθεν δὲ τὴν Φρονίµην παραλαβὼν Πολύµνηστος, ἐὼν τῶν Θηραίων ἀνὴρ δόκιµος, ἐπαλλακεύετο. 
χρόνου δὲ περιιόντος ἐξεγένετό οἱ παῖς ἰσχνόφωνος καὶ τραυλός, τῷ οὔνοµα ἐτέθη Βάττος, ὡς Θηραῖοί 
τε καὶ Κυρηναῖοι λέγουσι, ὡς µέντοι ἐγὼ δοκέω ἄλλο τι· Βάττος δὲ µετωνοµάσθη, ἐπείτε ἐς Λιβύην ἀπί-
κετο, ἀπό τε τοῦ χρηστηρίου τοῦ γενοµένου ἐν Δελφοῖσι αὐτῷ καὶ ἀπὸ τῆς τιµῆς τὴν ἔσχε τὴν ἐπωνυ-
µίην ποιεύµενος· Λίβυες γὰρ βασιλέα βάττον καλέουσι, καὶ τούτου εἵνεκα δοκέω θεσπίζουσαν τὴν Πυ-
θίην καλέσαι µιν Λιβυκῇ γλώσσῃ, εἰδυῖαν ὡς βασιλεὺς ἔσται ἐν Λιβύῃ. ἐπείτε γὰρ ἠνδρώθη οὗτος, ἦλθε 
ἐς Δελφοὺς περὶ τῆς φωνῆς· ἐπειρωτῶντι δέ οἱ χρᾷ ἡ Πυθίη τάδε· 
 Βάττ΄, ἐπὶ φωνὴν ἦλθες· ἄναξ δέ σε Φοῖβος Ἀπόλλων 
 ἐς Λιβύην πέµπει µηλοτρόφον οἰκιστῆρα, 
ὥσπερ εἰ εἴποι Ἑλλάδι γλώσσῃ χρεωµένη· Ὦ βασιλεῦ, ἐπὶ φωνὴν ἦλθες. ὁ δ΄ἀµείβετο τοισίδε· Ὦναξ, 
ἐγὼ µὲν ἦλθον παρὰ σὲ χρησόµενος περὶ τῆς φωνῆς, σὺ δέ µοι ἄλλα ἀδύνατα χρᾷς, κελεύων Λιβύην 
ἀποικίζειν· τέῳ δυνάµι, κοίῃ χειρί; ταῦτα λέγων οὐκὶ ἔπειθε ἄλλα οἱ χρᾶν· ὡς δὲ κατὰ ταὐτὰ ἐθέσπιζέ οἱ 
καὶ πρότερον, οἴχετο µεταξὺ ἀπολιπὼν ὁ Βάττος ἐς τὴν Θήρην. — First, we have to point out that 
ἰσχνόφωνος is the lesson accepted by Hude (Oxford 31927), while Legrand (Les Belles Lettres 31960) prefers 
ἰσχόφωνος (v. infra the Comment). Secondly, the expression ἐπὶ φωνήν, in evident opposition with περὶ τῆς 
φωνῆς, is deliberately ambiguous, because it can mean “for recovering (your) voice”, “for getting (your) 
speech”, or “for listening to (my) voice” as the equivalent of ἐπὶ τὸ χρηστήριον: in fact, the Pythia evades 
the question, so as to try the patience of the consultant.    
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(“stottern”) include the stammering (“stammeln”). But the two following passages imply 
that βατταρίζειν had a broader meaning than ψελλίζειν. In addition, the latter refers to a 
normal phenomenon in little children, while βατταρίζειν certainly seems to indicate a 
deviation from the norm; then, its highly onomatopoeic nature should be considered, 
which is more or less similar to our “rappeln (to rattle)”. All that does not suggest any way 
to a slow and hesitant speech, but rather a voice that “suddenly breaks and crackles”. So 
you cannot doubt that βατταρίζειν is an expression that almost equals our “stottern (to 
stutter)”. 17] Dio Chrys. 11, p. 317 R.: συµβάνει δὲ καὶ τοῦτο τοῖς ψευδοµένοις ὡς τὸ πο-
λύ γε, ἄλλα µέν τινα λέγειν τοῦ πράγµατος καὶ διατρίβειν ἐπ΄αὐτοῖς, ὅ τι δ΄ ἂν µάλι-
στα κρύψαι θέλωσιν, οὐ προτιθέµενοι λέγουσιν οὐδὲ προσέχοντι τῷ ἀκροατῇ, οὐδ΄ἐν 
τῇ αὐτοῦ χώρᾳ τιθέντες, ἀλλ΄ὡς ἂν λάθοιεν µάλιστα, καὶ διὰ τοῦτο καὶ ὅτι αἰσχύνε-
σθαι ποιεῖ τὸ ψεῦδος καὶ ἀποκνεῖν προσιέναι πρὸς αὐτό, ἄλλως τε ὅταν ᾖ περὶ τῶν µε-
γίστων. ὅθεν οὐδὲ τῇ φωνῇ µέγα λέγουσιν οἱ ψευδόµενοι, ὅταν ἐπὶ τοῦτο ἔλθωσιν· οἱ 
δέ τινες αὐτῶν βατταρίζουσι καὶ ἀσαφῶς λέγουσιν· οἱ δὲ οὐχ ὡς αὐτοί τι εἰδότες, ἀλ-
λ΄ὡς ἑτέρων ἀκούσαντες. 18] Luc. Jup. trag. 27: ἐν πλήθει δὲ εἰπεῖν ἀτολµότατός ἐστι 
καὶ τὴν φωνὴν ἰδιώτης καὶ µιξοβάρβαρος, ὥστε γέλωτα ὀφλισκάνειν διὰ τοῦτο ἐν ταῖς 
συνουσίαις, οὐ ξυνείρων ἀλλὰ βατταρίζων καὶ ταραττόµενος, καὶ µάλιστα ὁπόταν 
οὕτως ἔχων καὶ καλλιρρηµοσύνην ἐπιδείκνυσθαι βούληται.       
 
 
COMMENT. 

By the reading of No. 124 of the Schmidt’s Synonymik we want to illustrate how a 
semasiological investigation of a group of alleged synonyms should be conducted—in a 
synchronic context, of course—, their differences to emerge. Similarly, those errors and 
contradictions will appear, which a lexicographer should avoid.    

The observations of Schmidt rotate around an excerpt from the Problems of Aristotle 
(cf. ex. 1]). But the compiler of the Problems is not Aristotle. Although here and there  Aris-
totelian material seems surfacing, the Greek of Problemata is not that of Aristotle, but of a 
much later author. If many Greek scholars are of opposite opinion, it is their problem.  

That said, the only words that need to be considered are: βατταρίζειν, ἰσχνόφωνος, 
ἰσχνοφωνία, τραυλός, τραυλίζειν, ψελλός e ψελλίζεσθαι. In fact, ψελλότης, ψελλισµός, 
τραυλότης, τραυλισµός, and βατταρισµός appear more than five centuries after classic 
Greek, i.e. in Plutarch and Philodemus. The fact that ψελλότης and τραυλότης are met 
with not only in Plutarch but also in Problemata, corroborates our assertion. Finally, βαττα-
ριστής is only in Hesychius.10  

Removed the ballast, we can begin analysing contexts. 
7. The first word, of which we have got evidence, seems to be βατταρίζειν, both be-

cause you could meet with in Hipponax,11 and because Herodotus is getting at.12 The histo-
rian tells us that according to Theraeans and Cyrenians the son of Polymnestus had been 
named Battos because he was afflicted with speech impediment. This means that such an 

                                                 
10 M. Schmidt, however, sets aside the lemma among the spurious glosses: βαταρισταῖς· τοῖς βαταρίζουσιν 
<βαττ-> (cf. ed. min. col. 295) 
11 Cf. Ι. Bekker, Anecdota Graeca I, Berolini (apud G.C. Nauckium) 1814, p. 85:  Βατταρίζειν: Ἱππῶναξ. 
12 V. supra (note no. 9) the text of the entire paragraph. 
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impediment was expressed by a specific word directly connected with Βάττος, and that 
word could not be anything but βατταρίζειν. Nevertheless Herodotus does not specify 
that. Why? In the first place, we can assume that for prose reasons he preferred to use a 
noun or an adjective, and, failing any noun or adjective from βατταρίζειν, he replaced it 
with the combination ἰσχνόφωνος καὶ τραυλός. In this case, however, we should accept 
the following semantic equivalence, even if not very rigorous: who βατταρίζει is ἰσχνόφω-
νος καὶ τραυλός, and, vice versa, when the person who is ἰσχνόφωνος καὶ τραυλός talks 
βατταρίζει. Otherwise, Herodotus, avoiding the use of the verb, wanted in some way to 
underline the absence of any relationship between the name Βάττος and the defect of 
speech, as Battus did not βατταρίζειν, since he was ἰσχνόφωνος καὶ τραυλός, in which 
case the supposed semantic equivalence would be completely denied.  

We find the verb βατταρίζειν in a passage of Plato (Tht. 175D), that Schmidt does not 
cite perhaps because βατταρίζειν is not in the Ast’s Lexicon.13 Although the text provided 
by critical editions is not at all satisfactory, it seems clear that Socrates is talking about be-
haviour that a coryphaeus of philosophy, a founder, assumes when asked to deal not with 
utmost questions, but with arguments much more down to earth, ex. 19]: not being inured 
to that (ὑπὸ ἀηθείας), he gets anxious (ἀδηµονῶν), does not know what to say (ἀπορῶν), 
hesitates, and speaks stiltedly (βατταρίζων). Verbs ἀδηµονῶ and ἀπορῶ illustrate very 
well the semantic halo of βατταρίζω. So, even if that philosopher is not a stutterer, in the 
circumstances mentioned by Socrates he behaves stammeringly, i.e., when he has to speak, 
he gets upset, does not know what to say, because silently he thinks of the word easier to 
utter, and at last he utters that almost exploding, and then he stops again. Hence, we may 
deduce that βατταρίζειν, applied to those who have no defect of speech, can mean to speak 
as a stutterer. Whether the verb may be applied to a real stutterer, it is a presumption, very 
plausible indeed, but a presumption. Some centuries later, Cicero will use βατταρίζειν the 
same way in relation to a freed slave who, even if without any speech impediment, replies 
to embarrassing questions haltingly, like a stutterer (cf. Att. 6,5,1). 

8. Now let us go on to ψελλός and ψελλίζεσθαι. The first utilization of ψελλός seems 
to be in Aeschylus (Prom. 816), that Schmidt ignores. After explaining to Io her future wan-
dering, Prometheus adds, ex. 20]: τῶν δ εἴ τί σοι ψελλόν τε καὶ δυσεύρετον, | ἐπανδί-
πλαζε καὶ σαφῶς ἐκµάνθανε (“if one of what I <told you, seemed> to you unclear and 
difficult to grasp, repeat it several times <with me> and try to keep it in mind”).14 Here, 
Aeschylus’ interpreters tend to attribute to ψελλόν the meaning of “obscure”, “unintelligi-
ble”; however, the meaning of the adjective needs a specification. Prometheus is afraid 
that all those names which he has given, being unknown to Io, faded as something indis-
tinct (ψελλόν) and δυσεύρετον, “difficult to grasp”, “hard to keep in mind”. 

Schmidt, then, quotes a passage from Aristophanes (see ex. 12]) mentioned by Eusta-
thius, which for the time being we put aside, as the use therein of ψελλός seems in conflict 
with the same Aristophanes (v. infra). 

                                                 
13 In fact, the Plato’s editors borrow the lesson from Themistius, because the codices read βαρβαρίζων. 
14 It is very unlikely that ἐπανδίπλαζε might mean—as many interpreters want—“ask it again”; in fact, if it 
is true that ἐπαν suggests the idea of again and again, once more, continuing, from the beginning, διπλάζω has 
nothing to do with asking. Our supplement “with me” is required by the subsequent verse: σχολὴ δὲ πλείων 
ἢ θέλω πάρεστί µοι (“I have more time than I would”).     
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In ex. 5] Plato gives a well circumstantiated use of ψελλίζεσθαι, which shows une-
quivocally that this verb indicates the “babbling” of infants, who, despite not having any 
problems with phonation or utterance, have not yet learned to articulate with care all 
sounds of their idiom, so that, beyond sympathy, a great many might struggle to under-
stand them. The comparison with the passage from Theaetetus above seems inevitable and 
instructive too: there, it is a φιλόσοφος who βατταρίζει; here, is a φιλοσοφῶν who ψελλί-
ζεται. There, the action of βατταρίζειν is triggered by a proximate cause; here, that of 
ψελλίζεσθαι is an affectation. It goes without saying that any philosophical speculation 
about could not concern us. 

The meaning of ψελλός is further clarified by two Hippocratic passages. In the first 
(Epid. 7.8 [5,378,22 Littré]), about an elderly woman, the adjective refers to φωνή, ex. 21]: ἥ 
τε φωνὴ ψελλὴ διὰ τὸ παραλελυµένον καὶ ἀκίνητον καὶ ἀσθενὲς εἶναι τὸ σῶµα (“and 
her speech was faltering because the body was paralysed, motionless and bereft of 
strength”), then the normal utterance of sounds is hampered by paralysis and weakness. 
The second passage is more detailed (Epid. 7.105 [5,456,8 Littré]), ex. 22]: παρὰ ἀµφοτέ-
ρων ἀνιδρώσιες, γλώσσης ὑπὸ ξυρότητος ψελλοί (“absence of sweat in both subjects, 
babbling for the dryness of the tongue”); therefore, it is the dryness of the tongue, namely 
lack of salivation, that causes the condition of ψελλός. An example can be given by 
diabetics, who sometimes happen to feel their mouth completely dried, no saliva, with the 
urgent need to drink a bit of water: under such a circumstances they babble in a very 
similar way to children who are beginning to speak.  

Therefore, the meaning of ψελλός and ψελλίζεσθαι in literal, medical, and figurative 
sense leaves no doubt. 

9. And now we come to ἰσχνόφωνος, ἰσχνοφωνία. In corpus Hippocraticum you can 
find the substantive only once in a passage not useful for our purposes (Epid. 2,5,1 [5,128,5 
Littré]).15 As for ἰσχνόφωνος contexts are not illuminating, but the comment of Galen gives 
us a helping hand. In Epid. 1.9 [5,656,1÷6 Littré], ex. 23], Hippocrates relates that in Thasos, 
during the year and season taken into account, the number of diseases was very great, and 
those who died of them were chiefly teenagers, young persons, adults..., the ἰσχνόφωνοι, 
those whose voice was harsh, those who lisped, and those who were hot-tempered. The 
text of Galen edited by Kühn (vol. 17 / I, p. 186ff.) has been indecently patched up and his 
Latin translation—if possible—is even worse, but thanks to Californian TLG 16 we can read 
it in the latest edition of Wenkebach (Leipzig 1934), ex. 23c]: λοιπὸν οὖν ἐστιν ἐπισκέψα-
σθαι περὶ τῶν ἰσχνοφώνων καὶ τραχυφώνων καὶ τραυλῶν καὶ ὀργίλων, καὶ πρῶτον 

                                                 
15 The writer asserts that only a varix of the left or right testicle clears up the ἰσχνοφωνία. 
16 The Californian Thesaurus Linguae Graecae offers through subscription the possibility to search into the text 
of a large number of authors. Nevertheless, we cannot share some restrictions, because they assume that sub-
scribers use both the searches and the texts offered without mentioning the source; in other words, they fear 
that the subscribers pass the searches results off as a product of their own genius and personal efforts, and 
insert them into publications for sale, so making an undeserved profit. That may be true, but not always it is 
so. As for the texts processed in digital form, it would be enough to agree with the copyright holders—if still 
alive—and put them on sale to subscribers. In any case, the TLG is a valuable tool, and we, who on this web-
site offer free the results of our work, will quote it whenever any information comes from that source.   
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<µὲν περὶ τῶν πρῶτον>17 γεγραµµένων, τῶν ἰσχνοφώνων. εἰ µὲν οὖν οὕτως εἴη γε-
γραµµένον, τοὺς ἰσχνοὺς τὴν φωνὴν <ἂν ἀκούοιµεν>·18 ἰσχνόφωνοι γὰρ ἔτι καὶ νῦν λέ-
γονταί τινες, ὥσπερ γε καὶ λεπτόφωνοι. ταὐτὸ <µὲν> οὖν ἑκατέρου <τοῦ> ὀνόµατος 
σηµαίνοντος, διαφέρουσιν οὗτοι τῶν ἰσχοφώνων, ὡς ἐν τοῖς Περὶ φωνῆς εἴρηται, καὶ 
δέδεικται γίνεσθαι <τοὺς µὲν λεπτοφώνους> διὰ τὴν στενότητα τῆς τραχείας ἀρτη-
ρίας19 τοῦ λάρυγγος, τοὺς δὲ ἰσχοµένους τὴν φωνὴν διὰ τὴν φυσικὴν µοχθηρίαν τῶν 
κινούντων τὸν λάρυγγα µυῶν. ἑκάτεροι δὲ δι’ ἀρρωστίαν τῆς ἐµφύτου θερµασίας ἀπο-
τελοῦνται τοιοῦτοι κατὰ τὴν πρώτην διάπλασιν. ὥσπερ δ’ ἐν τοῖς τὸν λάρυγγα κινοῦσι 
µυσὶ φαυλότερον ἐξ ἀρχῆς οἱ ἰσχόφωνοι διεπλάσθησαν, οὕτως <ἐν> τοῖς τὴν γλῶτταν 
οἱ τραυλοί.20 According to Galen, therefore, in his time (second century A.D.) ἰσχνόφωνος 
and λεπτόφωνος 21 were more or less synonymous, hence, the only spelling that does not 
give rise to doubts would be ἰσχόφωνος,22 i.e. ἰσχόµενος τὴν φωνήν, who pauses / gets 
stuck / stops while speaking. In any case, even if Hippocrates had used an improper spelling, 
we can conclude that both ἰσχνόφωνος and ἰσχόφωνος do not indicate a defect of 
pronunciation, which instead afflicts the τραυλοί, but a different problem of utterance: a 
problem of volume or tune in the former case (ἰσχνόφωνος), a functional problem in the 
latter one (ἰσχόφωνος). 

Thanks again to the aforementioned TLG we found another occurrence of ἰσχνόφωνος 
in Alcidamas, a pupil of Gorgias, almost contemporary of Isocrates. In his speech On the 
sophists, he compared those who prepare, write and read their speeches with those who, 
content with a mere outline, deliver an impromptu speech. The obvious superiority of the 
latter is exposed by smart and funny considerations. In § 16 he writes, ex. 24]: ὅταν γάρ 
τις ἐθισθῇ κατὰ µικρὸν ἐξεργάζεσθαι τοὺς λόγους καὶ µετ’ ἀκριβείας καὶ ῥυθµοῦ τὰ 
                                                 
17 The meaning of this passage is given in the translation we propose. Then, taking into account the linguistic 
habits of Galen, we assume two different solutions: 1. Between πρῶτον and γεγραµµένων we assume the 
fall of <τῶν κατὰ τόνδε τὸν τρόπον>; 2. Integrating in any case the article τῶν before γεγραµµένων, we 
may think of an ὡδί πως in place of τῶν: therefore, καὶ πρῶτον <τῶν> γεγραµµένων ὡδί πως· ἰσχνοφώ-
νων. What is certain is that πρῶτον γεγραµµένων is not to be understood according to the translation of 
some physicians of the xvi century (qui primo sunt loco relati), that is “the first in the list”!   
18 An integration is necessary; however, rather than an optative with ἄν, it seems more in line with the lan-
guage of Galen a future, i.e. ἀκουσόµεθα.   
19 Cf. Cic. n.d. 2,136: aspera arteria (sic enim a medicis appellatur).  
20 «Well, we must examine the ἰσχνόφωνοι, those whose voice is harsh, those who lisp, and those who are 
hot-tempered, and let us start by the spelling of ἰσχνόφωνοι. If the spelling is that, we shall understand 
those whose voice is small, in fact, even today we say ἰσχνόφωνοι for λεπτόφωνοι. Although both terms 
mean the same, the λεπτόφωνοι differ from the ἰσχόφωνοι, as we have said in the books On the Voice, where 
it is shown that the λεπτόφωνοι are so due to the stenosis of the trachea at the larynx, while the ἰσχόµενοι 
τὴν φωνήν are so due to congenital fault of the muscles moving the larynx. Such a condition of both of them 
is due to insufficiency of the innate warmth at the time of their forming. And as the ἰσχόφωνοι have mal-
formed from the beginning the muscles moving the larynx, so the τραυλοί have malformed those moving 
the tongue.» 
21 The term is in Aristotle, hist. an. 4,11 (Bekker p. 132): καὶ περὶ φωνῆς δέ, πάντα τὰ θήλεα λεπτοφωνότε-
ρα καὶ ὀξυφωνότερα, πλὴν βοός, ὅσα ἔχει φωνήν (and as for the voice, the female in all animals that are vocal, 
has a thinner and sharper voice, except for the cow). The addition of ὀξυφωνότερα clarifies that λεπτόφωνος—
and, indirectly, ἰσχνόφωνος / ἰσχόφωνος— does not allude to the highness of the voice, but either the quali-
ty (tone) or intensity (volume, power), or both.     
22 Note that the Anonymus Antiatticista (cf. I. Bekker, Anecdota Graeca cit., I, p. 100) writes: Ἡρόδοτος ίσχό-
φωνον (v. supra note no. 9).  

 8  



 

ῥήµατα συντιθέναι, καὶ βραδείᾳ τῇ τῆς διανοίας κινήσει χρώµενος ἐπιτελεῖν τὴν 
ἑρµηνείαν, ἀναγκαῖόν ἐστι τοῦτον, ὅταν εἰς τοὺς αὐτοσχεδιαστοὺς ἔλθῃ λόγους, ἐναν-
τία πράσσοντα ταῖς συνηθείαις ἀπορίας καὶ θορύβου πλήρη τὴν γνώµην ἔχειν, καὶ 
πρὸς ἅπαντα µὲν δυσχεραίνειν, µηδὲν δὲ διαφέρειν τῶν ἰσχνοφώνων, οὐδέποτε δ’ εὐ-
λύτῳ τῇ τῆς ψυχῆς ἀγχινοίᾳ χρώµενον ὑγρῶς καὶ φιλανθρώπως µεταχειρίζεσθαι τοὺς 
λόγους. From this passage, indeed, we can only deduce that the ἰσχνόφωνος does not 
speak ὑγρῶς καὶ φιλανθρώπως, but in § 21 Alcidamas states: τοῖς δὲ γεγραµµένα λέ-
γουσιν, ἂν καὶ µικρὸν ὑπὸ τῆς ἀγωνίας ἐκλίπωσί τι καὶ παραλλάξωσιν, ἀπορίαν ἀ-
νάγκη καὶ πλάνον καὶ ζήτησιν ἐγγενέσθαι, καὶ µακροὺς µὲν χρόνους ἐπίσχειν, πολ-
λάκις δὲ τῇ σιωπῇ διαλαµβάνειν τὸν λόγον, ἀσχήµονα δὲ καὶ καταγέλαστον καὶ δυσ-
επικούρητον καθεστάναι τὴν ἀπορίαν. Thus, the rhetorician, in a fit of anxiousness, is at 
a loss for words, hesitates, gets stuck and stops talking. The points of contact with the 
passage from Theaetetus (v. supra) are evident.      

10. Finally, τραυλός and τραυλίζειν. The former—as we have seen—is already in He-
rodotus, the latter in Aristophanes. The contexts where Hippocrates uses τραυλός do not 
allow a semasiological investigation, but the comment of Galen (see above ex. 11]) to aph. 
6,32 (ex. 25]),23 which we quote in full, may provide some useful element, ex. 25c]: Ὥσπερ 
τὸ ψελλίζεσθαι τῆς διαλέκτου πάθος ἐστίν, οὐ τῆς φωνῆς, οὕτω καὶ τὸ τραυλίζειν, µὴ 
δυναµένης τῆς γλώττης ἀκριβῶς ἐκείνας διαρθροῦν τὰς φωνάς, ὅσαι διὰ τοῦ τ  καὶ  ρ  
λέγονται, καθάπερ αὐτήν τε ταύτην τραύλωσιν, καὶ ὁµοίως τάσδε· τρέχει, τρέµει, τρα-
χύς, τροχός, τρυφερός, ὅσαι τε ἄλλαι παραπλήσιαι. Δέονται γὰρ αἱ τοιαῦται πᾶσαι τῆς 
γλώττης µετὰ τοῦ πλατύνεσθαι στηριζοµένης ἐπὶ τοῖς προσθίοις ὀδοῦσιν. Ὅταν οὖν 
ἀτονωτέρα τισὶ ὑπάρχῃ, στηρίζεται χεῖρον καὶ οὐ διαρθροῖ τὸν τοῦ τ καὶ ρ φθόγγον, 
ἀλλ΄ἐπὶ τὸν τ καὶ λ µεταπίπτει. Δύναται δ΄αὐτῇ γενέσθαι τοῦτο καὶ διότι βραχυτέρα 
πώς ἐστι τοῦ προσήκοντος, ὅπερ ἐστὶ σπανιώτατον· ἀλλὰ καὶ διότι µαλακωτέρα τε καὶ 
ὑγροτέρα τὴν κρᾶσιν ἡ τραύλωσις γίνεται. Οὕτω γοῦν καὶ τὰ παιδία τραυλίζει παρα-
πλησίου τοῦ συµβαίνοντος αὐτοῖς ὑπάρχοντος οἷόν τι καὶ περὶ τὴν βάδισιν γίνεται. 
Καὶ γὰρ καὶ ταύτην τὰ µὲν οὐδ΄ὅλως, τὰ δ΄οὐχ ἱκανῶς ἔχει τῶν σκελῶν αὐτοῖς διὰ µα-
λακότητα στηρίζεσθαι βεβαίως ἀδυνατούντων. Ἐνίοις δὲ καὶ τῶν τελείων, ὅταν διαλε-
γόµενοι κάµνωσι, συµβαίνει τραυλίζειν, ὥσπερ καὶ τοῖς ἐπὶ τὸ πλεῖστον αὐλήσασιν, 
οὕτω δὲ καὶ τοῖς ἐν νόσῳ κεκµηκόσιν ἰσχυρῶς τὴν δύναµιν, ὥσπερ γε καὶ διὰ τὸ σφο-
δρότερον ξηρανθῆναι τὴν γλῶτταν ἐνίοις. Ἀλλ΄ἡ τοσαύτη ξηρότης οὐδενὶ τῶν κατὰ 
φύσιν ἐχόντων ὑπάρξαι δύναται. Καὶ διὰ τοῦτο µόνης ὑγρότητος ἀµέτρου σύµπτωµά 
ἐστιν ἐν τοῖς φύσει τραυλοῖς ἡ τῆς διαλέκτου βλάβη µὴ δυναµένων τῶν µυῶν τῆς 
γλώττης ἐγκρατῶς στηρίζεσθαι. Τοῦτο δὲ αὐτοῖς συµβαίνειν ἐγχωρεῖ µὲν καὶ διὰ τὴν 
οἰκεῖαν ἀῤῥωστίαν, ἐγχωρεῖ δὲ καὶ διὰ τὴν τῶν νεύρων, ὧν παρ΄ἐγκεφάλου λαµβάνει 
δηλονότι. Καὶ οἱ µεθύοντες οὖν ἐνίοτε τραυλίζουσι, τοῦτο µὲν ὑγρότητι πολλῇ διαβρε-
χοµένου τοῦ ἐγκεφάλου, τοῦτο δ΄ὑπὸ πλήθους αὐτῆς βαρυνοµένου. Συµβήσεται γοῦν 
οὕτω καὶ τοῖς φύσει τραυλοῖς ἤτοι τὸν ἐγκέφαλον ὑγρὸν ὑπάρχειν ἢ τὴν γλῶτταν ἢ 
ἀµφότερα. Τοῦ µὲν οὖν ἐγκεφάλου τοιαύτην ἔχοντος κρᾶσιν ἀποῤῥεῖν µὲν εἰκός ἐστι 
περιττωµάτων ὑγρῶν πλῆθος, ὑποδέχεσθαι δὲ αὐτὰ καταῤῥέοντα τὴν γαστέρα, κἀν-
τεῦθεν ἁλίσκεσθαι διαῤῥοίαις µακραῖς τὸν ἄνθρωπον. τῆς γλώττης δ΄αὐτῆς ὑγροτέ-
ρας οὔσης σφόδρα φύσει καὶ τὴν κοιλίαν εἰκὸς εἶναι τοιαύτην, ὡς ἂν θατέρου τῶν χι-
                                                 
23 Cf. 4,570,10 [Littré]: τραυλοὶ ὑπὸ διαῤῥοίης µάλιστα ἁλίσκονται µακρῆς.  
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τώνων αὐτῆς κοινοῦ πρὸς τὴν γλῶτταν ὑπάρχοντος, ἀσθενοῦς δὲ δι΄ὑγρότητα, κοιλίας 
δ΄οἰκεῖον πάθηµα, χρονία διάῤῥοια (vol. 18/1, p. 50÷53 [Kühn]).24 We can notice: a. both 
ψελλίζεσθαι and τραυλίζειν are not due to a problem of phonation, but of pronunciation; 
b. τραυλίζειν may mean a defect both congenital (φύσει)—namely the inability to pro-
nounce the consonantal group “τρ”—and a phase, which can be transitory—like the child-
ish speech—or occasional, as a result of drunkenness, tiredness, weariness. 

It is not clear why Schmidt cite Aristophanes through Plutarch rather than directly. 
Anyhow, we easily deduce from ex. 10] (v. supra), citing Vesp. 44 ÷ 46, that τραυλίζειν 
specifies the inability to articulate the sound “ρ”. The writer uses this same verb in two 
other places, of which we only use the second one,25 nub. 1380÷1385, es. 26]: ὅστις, ὦ ΄ναί-
σχυντέ, σ΄ ἐξέθρεψα | αἰσθανόµενός σου πάντα τραυλίζοντος, ὅ τι νοοίης. Εἰ µέν γε 
βρῦν εἴποις, ἐγὼ γνοὺς ἂν πιεῖν ἐπέσχον· | µαµµᾶν δ΄ἂν αἰτήσαντος ἧκόν σοι φέρων 
ἂν ἄρτον· | κακκᾶν δ΄ἂν οὐκ ἔφθης φράσας, κἀγὼ λαβὼν θύραζε | ἐξέφερον ἂν καὶ 
προυσχόµην σε.26 
                                                 
24 «While ψελλίζεσθαι is a matter of pronunciation, not of voice, on the other hand the cause of τραυλίζειν 
is a tongue which fails to properly articulate the words containing “τ” followed by “ρ”, as in the word itself 
τραύλωσις and, also, in these below: τρέχει, τρέµει, τραχύς, τροχός, τρυφερός, and others alike. All of 
these, in fact, need the tongue, while it is widening, levers on the front teeth. When, therefore, it happens 
that a tongue has a lower muscle tone, it does not force sufficiently and cannot articulate the sound “τ” 
followed by “ρ”, but it fails and utters “τ” followed by “λ”. This, however, can also happen, when the 
tongue is shorter than it should be—a very rare case indeed—, but there is τραύλωσις, when it is softer and 
more humid by constitution. In truth, even the infants τραυλίζει, (but only) because they happen something 
similar while beginning to walk: some of them do not walk at all, others hardly do that, simply because their 
legs, being weak, are unable to stand firmly. Some of them, once grown up, happen to τραυλίζειν, if they get 
tired by talking unceasingly, or when they blew too much an instrument, or are weighed down by an illness, 
or, again, have their tongue terribly dry, even if such dryness cannot occur if one is well. So, who is τραυλός 
by nature has a bad pronunciation only because of excessive humidity, so that the muscles of the tongue 
cannot force. This can be due to a specific disease or to diseased nerves, which—as you know—(the tongue) 
receives from the brain. Sometimes the inebriates, too, τραυλίζουσι, because the brain soaks in a lot of 
humidity, whose abundance weighs down. The same happens to the τραυλοί, no matter if both the brain 
and the tongue are humid, or only one of them is that. When the brain is in such a condition, it is obvious 
that humours in excess flow down abundantly into the abdomen, which receives these outflows, so that the 
patient is afflicted with persistent diarrhoea. When, then, the language itself is extremely humid by nature, 
also the belly is obviously humid, as if, since one of its two membranes is in common with the tongue, it 
were (as a consequence) weak due to humidity. Chronic diarrhoea is a belly’s specific disease.»  
25 The text of nub. 860 ÷ 864 (εἶτα τῷ πατρὶ | πειθόµενος [erroneously ʺcorrectedʺ by Bentley in πιθόµενος] 
ἐξάµαρτε· κἀγώ τοί ποτε, | οἶδ ʹ, ἑξέτει σοι τραυλίσαντι πιθόµενος, ὃν πρῶτον ὀβολὸν ἔλαβον ἠλιαστι-
κόν, τούτου πριάµην σοι Διασίοις ἁµαξίδα), despite the agreement of the edd., raises problems which will 
be discussed elsewhere. Suffice it to say that there are two objections: firstly, ἑξέτει, because a six year-old 
sound child pronunces correctly. Van Leeuwen wondered in his edition (Leiden 21898, p. 139): ʺAt etiamne 
sexennes Athenis pueri blaeso ore loquebantur?». Secondly, the two aorist participles τραυλίσαντι 
πιθόµενος force to assume a real permanent speech impediment, not a large pronunciation (cf. v.. 873). A 
scholion suggests an explanatory paraphrase: κἀγὼ οἶδα καὶ γιγνώσκω, ὅτι ποτὲ ἥµαρτον πειθόµενός σοι 
ἑξαετεῖ ὄντι καὶ ἤδη τὴν βρεφικὴν ἡλικίαν παρατρέχοντι, καὶ τραυλίσαντι καὶ ὑποψέλλως καὶ 
παιδαριωδῶς αἰτοῦντι ὃν πρῶτον ἔλαβον ὀβολὸν ἡλιαστικόν. But—we repeat it—the two aorist 
participles, τραυλίσαντι and πιθόµενος, not determining as aorists any circumstances, cannot mean what 
the scholiast would like. The specialists of Aristophanes seem to ignore what is the verbal aspect and what 
does it mean.             
26 The linguists, preferring to masturbate their brain with the imaginery Indo-European, are not concerned 
with child language, and yet it would be their duty. It is not a coincidence that the son of a neighbour of ours 
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CONCLUSION. 

Herodotus (cf. note no. 9) and the examples 19] and 24] show that βατταρίζειν 
(verbum) and ἰσχνόφωνος (nomen agentis) are forms somehow suppletive; we might add 
ἰσχνοφωνία too (nomen actionis), but only by inference. Before proceeding, however, we 
must briefly dwell upon the question of spelling, raised by Galen: ἰσχνόφωνος or 
ἰσχόφωνος? We prefer ἰσχόφωνος, granting to ἰσχνόφωνος the only partial synonymity 
with λεπτόφωνος. However, apart from the place of Herodotus, where the lesson 
ἰσχόφωνος (cf. notes nos. 9 and 22) seems to be more correct, the manuscript tradition 
shows no uncertainties. We have to assume an early misuse of ἰσχνόφωνος, because of 
which the correct ἰσχόφωνος, no longer understood, became an obsolete word. On the 
other hand, these are words of infrequent use, which speakers happen to employ rarely 
and with little or no care. In Italian language, too, although there are various specific terms 
(“balbo”, “balbettone”, “tartaglione”, “scilinguato”, “balbuziente”, “bleso”, “bisciolo”), 
most people ignore them and only use “balbuziente”. 

So, βατταρίζειν, which is of clear onomatopoeic origin, corresponds to “stutter”, 
“stammer”, and ἰσχ(ν)όφωνος to “stutterer”, “who stops speaking”.  

The “babble” of children, however, is expressed by both ψελλίζεσθαι and τραυλίζειν, 
with a difference: ψελλίζεσθαι emphasizes the difficulty of understanding in the listener, 
while τραυλίζειν emphasizes the exchange and confusion both of consonantal sounds and 
pieces of words. In strict sense, however, applied to an adult, τραυλίζειν states the speech 
of one who is τραυλός, i.e. “lisping”.27 Ψελλός is who, unable to articulate sounds because 
of circumstantial conditions, babbles in a childish way, so it is hard to understand what he 
utters; hence the figurative use in ex. 20] and perhaps in ex. 12] too, where actually, ac-
cording to Eustathius, Aristophanes describes as ψελλόν a child who τραυλίζει. The dia-
lect difference indicated by Moeris Atticista (τραυλίζειν Ἀττικοί· ψελλίζειν Ἕλληνες) 
does not seem borne out by the authors. It is more difficult to understand—because of the 
scarcity of the texts—the semantic value of the middle voice: in ex. 5] Plato uses the 
middle present participle ψελλιζόµενος, not the active one ψελλίζων. In ex. 3] Aristotle 
uses the active voice, ψελλίζουσι, whose subject is τὰ παιδία, “the tots”, while in ex. 4] 
uses the middle one, ψελλίζονται, whose logical subject is ὅσοις ἡ γλῶττα µὴ λίαν 
ἀπολέλυται. Well, we can only speculate with some likelihood that the middle voice em-
phasizes that one does not make himself understood, and the effect of such a babble—
funny, embarrassing or annoying—is explained by the context or understood. So, in the 
two quoted Aristotelian examples ψελλίζουσι is a simple noting, while the middle ψελλί-
ζονται, if referred to those who have a tongue impairment, betrays embarrassment of both 
the person who ψελλίζεται and listener(s).         

                                                                                                                                                                  
said ʺbrum-brumʺ when he wanted water. Then, many children say ʺam-mam-mamʺ when they want some 
bread: every parent knows that. Finally, “cacca-cacca” is what all Italian children said when they felt the 
urge to defecate (now the situation is different, because the modern nappy is made in order to reduce any 
discomfort and prolong—for money—its use!). The most curious fact is that we are not talking about 
children born in Greece twentyfive centuries ago, but born in Italy in the XXth century. 
27 But, while in English “to lisp” means properly “to give sound of th or dh to the sibilant letters s and z”, in 
Greek τραυλίζειν implies the replacement of “ρ” with “λ”.   
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Finally, the figurative use, well documented for ψελλίζεσθαι and ἰσχ(ν)όφωνος, does 
not include τραυλίζειν and τραυλός, while βατταρίζειν is excluded from the medical ter-
minology. 

All later examples cited by Schmidt not only are not useful, but also they give rise to 
twisting of the meaning: exx. 8] and 9] do not provide any evidence suggesting that τραυ-
λός «can be a term for a melodious sound», or that ex. 13] infers the inability of singing, 
since that passage may imply that it is not enough to have a voice for singing, but one 
ought to pronounce distinctly.28   
 
 
 
 
 
 
Franco Luigi Viero © April 2013                 

 

                                                 
28 Ten years after the publication of the third volume of the Synonymik, in his Handbuch der Lateinischen und 
Griechischen Synonymik (Leipzig, Teubner, 1889, p. 150f.) Schmidt will specify a little better the meaning of 
ψελλίζειν and τραυλίζειν, but he will repeat some wrong observations, and, above all, will leave the reader 
believe that words, for example, like βατταρίζειν and βατταριστής deserve the same account, whereas the 
former is supported by authors, the latter not at all! 
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