
WordNets and Treebanks. A study on the semantic field SEA in Latin and Ancient Greek 
classical prose.  
 
In Latin and ancient Greek linguistics, onomasiological studies on the lexicalizations of concepts 
have led to a productive line of research based on in-depth philological analysis of extensive 
textual evidence (e.g. Moussy 1999; Kaster 2001; Craig 2005; Moussy 2005; 2007; Zamboni 2008; 
Lecaudé 2010; Kutscher and Werning 2014). The main obstacle to large-scale onomasiological 
analyses is that they require specialized language resources organized by concepts (Black 2001) 
rather than by lemmas. The Historical Thesaurus of English (Kay 1984) has enabled studies on 
diachronic patterns in English lexicalization of various concepts (Wild 2010; Alexander 2018; 
Allan 2020). For ancient Greek and Latin, we can now use WordNet (Biagetti et al. 2021).  

Building on the work done within the MultiWordNet project to automatically generate 
Latin synsets from dictionaries (Minozzi 2017), the Latin (https://latinwordnet.exeter.ac.uk) and 
Ancient Greek WNs (https://greekwordnet.chs.harvard.edu), directed by Dr William Short 
(University of Exeter), aim to create accurate machine-readable and machine-actionable 
representations of the semantic structures of Ancient Greek and Latin using the WN framework. 
Thanks to the same data structures and semantic descriptors (synsets, semfields) provided by the 
Princeton WN, they intend to model the idiosyncratic and unique features of the semantics of 
ancient languages, in terms that are compatible and comparable with models constructed for other 
languages, as well as integratable into larger computational systems. WNs for the ancient 
languages try to capture diachronic and generic variations in word meaning, and figurative 
structures that impact semantic development. Based on conceptual metaphor theory in cognitive 
linguistics (Lakoff and Johnson 1980), they capture both the metaphorical or metonymical 
relationships between word senses at the level of word meaning and large-scale figurative relations 
that may operate supra-lexically. In addition, they contain etymological information.  

Linking onomasiological resources such as WNs to corpus data can help us answer 
quantitative questions on the lexicalization of concepts. In our study, we combine WNs for ancient 
languages and corpus data, with specific attention to Ancient Greek and Latin. For our analysis, 
we choose the lexical field of SEA, given its importance in the two cultures. For the Greeks and the 
Romans, the sea was a source of wealth and trade (e.g. Reed 2003; Wilkinson 2020; Boardman et 
al. 2021), and a key part of their military strategy (e.g. Harris 2017; Nash 2018), but also a place 
of mystery and danger (e.g. Berens 1979; Lindenlauf 2004; Nikoloska 2012; Beaulieu 2016).  

We focus on Ancient Greek and Latin pairs of nouns (e.g. AGr. thálassa, póntos, pélagos, 
háls : Lat. mare, pontus, pelagus, aequor ‘sea’) and verbs (e.g. AGr. pléō : Lat. navigo ‘sail’) 
related to SEA. We enrich the Ancient Greek and Latin Dependency Treebanks (Celano 2019; v2.1 
http://perseusdl.github.io/treebank_data/) with semantic information from the Ancient Greek and 
Latin WNs. Our corpus includes the treebanked passages from Herodotus’s Histories and Caesar’s 
De bello Gallico. We then compare the quantitative data from the two languages to understand in 
what way Ancient Greek and Latin lexicalize concepts related to SEA, investigating the best way 
to add semantic information to the Ancient Greek and Latin Dependency Treebanks. This is a 
challenging task as WNs often provide a large amount of potentially relevant semantic 
information, and, even in a specific textual context, words can possess multiple senses, or their 
sense(s) can be ambiguous. Our study will cast new light on the use of WNs for crosslinguistic 
comparison for ancient Indo-European languages. It will also represent an attempt to digitally link 
semantic and syntactic information for classical languages, integrating WNs and treebanks (for 
modern languages see e.g. Kingsbury et al. 2002; Hajnicz 2014).  
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