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Comparison between the Grammar of Greek Sapphic
and Tamil Seppal Songs
By D Pugazhendhi*
Sapphic stanza is a peculiar poetic form in Greek literary world. It gives more
important to the structure. This form was tried in many languages; but this form was
grammatically explained only at the later period. Resemblance with this format is
also seen in Tamil literary world, and the grammar book also belongs to the same
period as that of Sapphic stanza. So the grammar that is explained in this Tamil
grammar book is compared with the grammar of Sapphic stanza. The comparison is
made in different perspectives such as the letter count, light and heavy syllables,
formats of the syllable, sequences between two syllables, syllable formation in a
line, the length of each line and the lyric. It highlights that the Greek Sapphic stanza
seems to resemble one type of seppal songs which are mentioned in the grammar
book. Comparing the Greek literature with the grammar book of same era will lead
to better understanding and clarify the concepts that were misunderstood and
spread by the later critics.
Keywords: comparison, grammar, Sapphic, seppal, structure.

Introduction
The Greek literature includes prose, poetry and dramas. In the Greek field of
poetry comprises of various form of poems among which the Sappic stanza stands
unique from others in its forms. This Sapphic stanza originated from the Greek
poetess Sappho of Lesbos who lived sometime around 630 BC. It was written in
vernacular form of Greek, the Lesbian-Aeolic dialect. In the 9th century A.D., the
poems of Sappho disappeared. After that, only in the 16th century Sappho‘s poems
regenerated in the literary world. Apart from all obstacles Sapphic poems and their
stanzas still embrace a special place in the literary world.
Sappho in Greek Literary World
Sappho, the founder of the sapphic songs has some remarkable place in the
literary world of the Greek. According to Thomas Wentworth Higginson, Atlantic
Essays, 1871, Sappo is represented as ―divinely tongued‖ or ―spoke like gods.‖
―Out of a long list of Greek poetesses there were seven women who were, as a
poem in the Greek Anthology says, ―divinely tongued‖ or ―spoke like gods.‖ Of
these Sappho was the admitted chief. Among the Greeks ―the poet‖ meant Homer,
and ―the poetess‖ equally designated her. ―There flourished in those days,‖ said
Strabo, writing a little before our era, ―Sappho, a wondrous creature; for we know
not any woman to have appeared, within recorded time, who was in the least to be
compared with her in respect to poesy.‖1
*
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The distinctive feature in Sapphic form created interest for numerous poets
from various languages to experiment and try this form. To mention some are the
Greek poet Alcaeus, the Roman poet Catullus and Horace and the English poet
Algernon Charles Swinburne. Since Sapphic stanza gives much importance to the
form, it can very easily be categorised by the form. There are also evidences to
show that this unique form created interest among poets to try-out them in
different languages like the Greek, Latin, Polish, English and Chinese. Some of the
evidences to show this are, one Greek sapphic poem, one among the three Sapphic
Poems which was tried by the Chinese poetess of 19 century, two Latin sapphic
songs, Wu Tsao, one sapphic poem in Polish and one sapphic song in English.
Figure 1. Sapphic Songs in Different Languages

Latin

This Sapphic stanza is also found in the Tamil literature in a form very similar to
this.

This Tamil poetic form has a very specific name called the Seppal songs. The
Tamil word Seppal also has phonetic resemblance with the Greek word Sapphic. It
is also called as venba (literal meaning white stanza means to represent purity) in
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Tamil, meaning that this form is unadulterated and pure which means that this
form does not allow even a tiny piece of other forms be mixed with it. So there is a
necessity to compare the grammar of these forms of two different languages that
are spoken by people of geographically far-off places.
The Grammar of Greek Sapphic Stanza
The Sapphic poems are related with the music. There was no evidence of
any grammar or linguistic book or rules with which one could understand the
grammar of the Sapphic stanza found available that belonged to the same era.
In this regard, a Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities that belonged to
1890 explains the problems behind this issue.
―The existing remains of ancient music consist of three ―hymns,‖ none of
them probably earlier than the middle of the second century A.D., and a few
fragments of instrumental music (apparently of the nature of exercises) preserved
by an unknown writer of uncertain date [see MUSICA]. These, though they
furnish some important data, are yet too fragmentary and too late to throw much
light on the rhythms of the classical period of Greek music. Of the writers on
rhythm whose works have been at all preserved, the first in order of time and
importance is Aristoxenus (fourth century B.C.). Though he lived more than a
century later than the time at which Greek poetry and music attained their highest
development, he was still thoroughly acquainted with the music of that time; but,
unfortunately, his rhythmical works are preserved only in a fragmentary condition.
The writings of later theorists are chiefly valuable in so far as they are based on
Aristoxenus.‖2
The grammar related with Sappho songs which existed in 630 BC., was
available only in 400 BC., through Aristoxenus; but his explanation was only
about the Greek music. Though it is related with the music in poems, it does not
deal with the poem in totality. So, there is a need to explore for a grammarian who
has mastery with only the poems that can be sung with music. Here the words of
Plato shall be considered.
[400β]
ἀιιὰ ηαῦηα κέλ, ἦλ δ᾽ ἐγώ, θαὶ κεηὰ Γάκσλνο
βνπιεπζόκεζα, ηίλεο ηε ἀλειεπζεξίαο θαὶ
ὕβξεσο ἢ καλίαο θαὶ ἄιιεο θαθίαο πξέπνπζαη
βάζεηο, θαὶ ηίλαο ηνῖο ἐλαληίνηο ιεηπηένλ
ῥπζκνύο:/ νἶκαη δέ κε ἀθεθνέλαη νὐ ζαθῶο
ἐλόπιηόλ ηέ ηηλα ὀλνκάδνληνο αὐηνῦ ζύλζεηνλ
θαὶ δάθηπινλ θαὶ ἡξῷόλ γε, νὐθ νἶδα ὅπσο
δηαθνζκνῦληνο θαὶ ἴζνλ ἄλσ θαὶ θάησ ηηζέληνο,
εἰο βξαρύ ηε θαὶ καθξὸλ γηγλόκελνλ, θαί, ὡο ἐγὼ
νἶκαη, ἴακβνλ θαί ηηλ᾽ ἄιινλ ηξνραῖνλ ὠλόκαδε,
κήθε δὲ θαὶ….

[400b]
―Well,‖ said I, ―on this point we will take
counsel with Damon,1 too, as to which are the
feet appropriate to illiberality, and insolence or
madness or other evils, and what rhythms we
must leave for their opposites; and I believe I
have heard him obscurely speaking of a foot
that he called the enoplios, a composite foot,
and a dactyl and an heroic foot, which he
arranged, I know not how, to be equal up and
down in the interchange of long and short and
unless I am mistaken he used the term iambic,
and there was another foot that he called the
trochaic,3
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[400μ]βξαρύηεηαο πξνζῆπηε. θαὶ ηνύησλ ηηζὶλ
νἶκαη ηὰο ἀγσγὰο ηνῦ πνδὸο αὐηὸλ νὐρ ἧηηνλ
ςέγεηλ ηε θαὶ ἐπαηλεῖλ ἢ ηνὺο ῥπζκνὺο
αὐηνύο—ἤηνη ζπλακθόηεξόλ ηη: νὐ γὰξ ἔρσ
ιέγεηλ —ἀιιὰ ηαῦηα κέλ, ὥζπεξ εἶπνλ, εἰο
Γάκσλα ἀλαβεβιήζζσ: δηειέζζαη γὰξ νὐ
ζκηθξνῦ ιόγνπ. ἢ ζὺ νἴεη; κὰ Γί᾽, νὐθ ἔγσγε.

[400c] and he added the quantities long and
short. And in some of these, I believe, he
censured and commended the tempo of the foot
no less than the rhythm itself, or else some
combination of the two; I can't say; but, as I
said, let this matter be postponed for Damon's
consideration. For to determine the truth of
these would require no little discourse. Do you
think otherwise?‖ ―No, by heaven, I do not.‖ 4

So, Plato, who lived around 428 BC, has done research in many fields did
not get into this form since this required much discourse as explained by
himself.
Thus, there was difficulty in searching the data related with poems sung
with music as in the case of Sapphic songs sung during this era. If it is not
available in Greek language then it is to be searched in some other languages
which belonged to the same era. In this connection, the notions mentioned by
Greek Geographer Strabo in his work called Geographica which belonged to 7
BC., seeks attention and so, may be discussed in detail.
[17]ἀπὸ δὲ ηνῦ κέινπο θαὶ ηνῦ ῥπζκνῦ θαὶ
ηῶλ ὀξγάλσλ θαὶ ἡ κνπζηθὴ πζα Θξᾳθία
θαὶ Ἀζηηηο λελόκηζηαη. δῆινλ δ᾽ ἔθ ηε ηῶλ
ηόπσλ ἐλ νἷο αἱ Μνῦζαη ηεηίκεληαη: Πηεξία
γὰξ θαὶ Ὄιπκπνο θαὶ Πίκπια θαὶ Λείβεζξνλ
ηὸ παιαηὸλ ἦλ Θξᾴθηα ρσξία θαὶ ὄξε, λῦλ δὲ
ἔρνπζη Μαθεδόλεο: ηόλ ηε Ἑιηθῶλα
θαζηέξσζαλ ηαῖο Μνύζαηο Θξᾶθεο νἱ ηὴλ
Βνησηίαλ ἐπνηθήζαληεο, νἵπεξ θαὶ ηὸ ηῶλ
Λεηβεζξηάδσλ λπκθῶλ ἄληξνλ θαζηέξσζαλ.
νἵ η᾽ ἐπηκειεζέληεο ηῆο ἀξραίαο κνπζηθῆο
Θξᾶθεο ιέγνληαη, ξθεύο ηε θαὶ Μνπζαῖνο
θαὶ Θάκπξηο, θαὶ ηῷ Δὐκόιπῳ δὲ ηνὔλνκα
ἐλζέλδε, θαὶ νἱ ηῷ Γηνλύζῳ ηὴλ Ἀζίαλ ὅιελ
θαζηεξώζαληεο κέρξη ηῆο Ἰνδικῆς ἐθεῖζελ
θαὶ ηὴλ πνιιὴλ κνπζηθὴλ κεηαθέξνπζη: θαὶ ὁ
κέλ ηίο θεζηλ ‗θηζάξαλ Ἀζηηηλ ῥάζζσλ,‘ ὁ
δὲ ηνὺο αὐινὺο Βεξεθπληίνπο θαιεῖ θαὶ
Φξπγίνπο: θαὶ ηῶλ ὀξγάλσλ ἔληα βαξβάξσο
ὠλόκαζηαη λάβιαο θαὶ ζακβύθε θαὶ βάξβηηνο
θαὶ καγάδηο θαὶ ἄιια πιείσ.

From its melody and rhythm and instruments, all
Thracian music has been considered to be Asiatic.
And this is clear, first, from the places where the
Muses have been worshipped, for Pieria and
Olympus and Pimpla and Leibethrum were in
ancient times Thracian places and mountains,
though they are now held by the Macedonians; and
again, Helicon was consecrated to the Muses by
the Thracians who settled in Boeotia, the same
who consecrated the cave of the nymphs called
Leibethrides. And again, those who devoted their
attention to the music of early times are called
Thracians, I mean Orpheus, Musaeus, and
Thamyris; and Eumolpus too, got his name from
there. And those writers who have consecrated the
whole of Asia, as far as India, to Dionysus, derive
the greater part of music from there. And one
writer says, "striking the Asiatic cithara"; another
calls flutes "Berecyntian" and "Phrygian"; and
some of the instruments have been called by
barbarian names, "nablas," "sambyce," "barbitos,"
"magadis," and several others.5

This shows that during the period of Dionysus, the Indian music, musicians
and the musical instruments got familiarised in the Greek land in the name of
Thracians. Twentieth century classical scholar White also attested the relationship
between Sapphic stanza and India.
‗Thus, by the early twentieth century, some classical scholars were looking
back to the Indo-European roots of Sapphic meter. In 1909 John Williams White
4
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published ―The Origin and Form of Aeolic Verse‖ …. White suggests these
syllables were regulated into patterns by a ―rhythmicizing instinct that gave
melodic form to the second half of the primitive dimeter first in India,‖ and then
among the Ionian poets,‖ and then their brothers, who in course of time made their
way and settled Aeolis and metrized differently.‖6
So, from the words of Strabo and John Williams White, the data related with
Sapphic songs may be available in Asian languages, in particular, in Indian
languages. One such Indian Language is Tamil.
Tamil Language
Like that of the Greek language, Tamil language also has very vast literary
heritage. Further, the Tamil language has separate grammatical tradition. The first,
the grammar book available in Tamil language finds its place earlier than 600 BC.
The book is called Tholkappiam. Thol means ‗ancient‘. Kappiam means book or
grammar. This book explains the grammar of the language and the theme of the
literature with linguistics approach. In the language point of view, it deals with
mora, syllable, structure of words, formation of words in a line and formation of
one poem by several lines. In all these concepts, it also deliberates the grammar of
seppal songs, which has resemblance in its overall view with that of Sapphic
stanza. So, there exists a space to compare the concepts of Tamil Tholkappiam
with the Sapphic stanza. To understand the stanza, knowledge of letters, mora,
syllable, feet and many more related with the formation of it are very important.
Letters
The Greek Alphabets consist of 24 letters. The vowels are α, ε, ε, η, ν, σ, π.
The remaining letters are consonants. And the phoneme /w/ which was in the
Aeolic dialect of Sappho, at the fore part of the words disappeared in the presentday Greek. Besides, in Greek language the vowels ε and ν are always short,
whereas ε and σ are always long. It is understood that ε[Η], σ[Ω] are long vowels
for the short vowels ε, ν respectively. The vowels α, η, and π, are either short or
long depending upon the place of its occurrence in a word. In case if they happen
to be long a line is drawn above it like the ones shown here ῑ, ῡ.
Tamil
Tamil language has three letter system consists of 247 letters. Letters exists
separately for vowels, consonants and vowel consonant. In vowels there are
separate letters for short and long. Here the comparison between the letter system
seem two languages is tabulated.
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Table 1. Comparison of Letter System
Greek
24 letters
Some vowel may be pronounced either
short or long

Tamil
247 letters
Separate letters for short and long vowels
Letters for vowels, consonants and vowel
consonants.

Letters for vowels and consonant

Here in Tamil the vowel consonant contribute for the difference in the letter
count. For universal understanding, let us take English letters which are equal to
Greek letters.
Letter Count
Normally a, b, c, d and e are counted as five single letters and so, ‗ba‘ is
counted as two letters and ‗de‘ is counted as two letters.
Tamil Tholkappiam
In Tamil language, consonant ‗b‘ is written as ‗
written as ‗ ‘; but ‗be‘ is written as ‗
two letters and in Tamil language ‗be‘ =

‘and vowel ‗e‘ is

‘ So, in European language ‗be‘ =
= one letter.

Mora
Mora is the basic unit of time for the verse. In Greek verse, a short syllable is
a single mora and a long is two. For universal understanding, the English
phonemes of consonants and short vowels like a, b, c, d, e, f and so on have
single mora whereas long vowels like aa, ee, and so on have two mora; but it
is not that very simple to understand as it is mentioned. The difficulty can be
felt in its time measurement as illustrated by the ancient Greek scholars.
―Aristoxenus also speaks of a quantity which is intermediate between the
normal long and the normal short, which, if the short syllable be taken as=1,
will be represented by 1 1/2. A foot in which the thesis is to the arsis in the
―irrational‖ proportion of 2 : 1 1/2 is called by Aristoxenus ρνξεῖνο ἄινγνο,
and is probably to be identified with the spondee, which is often found in
trochaic and iambic metres in the even and odd places respectively. If this be
so, the long syllable in the arsis of trochaic and iambic feet is of abnormal
value = 1 1/2 instead of 2. According to Bacchius (εἰζαγσγὴ ηέρλεο κνπζηθῆο,
the exact measurement of the ἄινγνο ρξόλνο is difficult to determine; but it is
shorter than the normal long, and longer than the normal short.‖7
This definition, in Greek, that is related with music, is difficult and
obscure to understand for the poetic persons. The way in which it is explained
in Tamil Tholkappiam, purely as literature makes one to understand it easily.
7
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Tamil Tholkappiam
In Tamil Tholkappiam, Mora is called as ‗Maathirai’. The measurement of
Maathirai is to some extent related with Mora in Greek. In addition to that, there
is a separate consonant which has only ½ mora in Tamil which ascertains that a
separate consonant does not count as neither a short nor a long syllable.
According to Tholkappiam, the short and long syllable are only related with
vowels and vowel-consonant (in Tamil it is called as uirmai yeizhuthukal)
combined letters.
Therefore, for better understanding it is explained separately for consonants
and vowels since Greek and English language do not have ‗vowel- consonant‘
combined letters. For this, first consider the vowels, ‗a, e, i, o, u‘ that has each 1
mora and when two vowels are combined like that of ‗aa, ee, ii, oo, uu‘ two short
vowels (though two short vowels cannot be equated with one long vowel; but in
this place they are joined only to symbolise the representation of long vowel) each
has 2 mora. These are same in Tamil. Further, single consonant say b, c, d,…has
½ mora [in the places like b in crab, c in lock and d in God] in Tamil and that of
consonant-vowel joined letters like that of ba, ca, da,… has 1 mora in Tamil
[Here, though b has ½ mora, when it is combined with vowel the consonant loses
its mora and retains only the mora of vowel. This rule shall also be applied to long
vowels like baa, caa, daa,…has 2 mora. So the definition given by Tamil
Tholkappiam is not obscure and unambiguous.
Syllables
The knowledge of syllable is important in understanding of the poetic
stanzas. It is a unit of speech, either a whole word or parts by which a word
can be separated with a pause. There are certain rules for making the pause in
a word which are related with syllable weight.
Syllable Weight
In Ancient Greek, syllables were divided into two types. They are called as
longum and brevis. For universal understanding let us denote the longum, as a
heavy syllable and the brevis, as a light syllable.
Light Syllable
Light syllable is the small unit of a word. The light syllable is associated
with certain rules.
Rule 1: A syllable ending in a short vowel without consonant
Example 1: ἄηε /ǎː.tɛː/
Atom /ˈa.təm/

Here the syllable ἄ and A are short vowels. After that a pause has occurred.
The occurrence of a short vowels followed by pause make it to be treated as
separate syllables. As they are Vowels it is denoted using the first letter as ‗V‘.
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Rule 2 : A syllable ending in a short vowel along with a consonant
Example 2: ιέγσ /lé.ɡɔː/ → /ˈle.ɣo/ → /ˈle.ɣo/
Penetrate /ˈpɛ.nɪtɹeɪt/
Here the syllable ιέ and Pe are consonants with a short vowels. After that
there is a pause. The short vowels up to the pause together are treated as one
separate syllable which is in the format of combination of Consonant and Vowel,
and so it is denoted as ‗CV‘. The Greek grammarians called these light syllables
as ζέζεη καθξά. For easy understanding, the syllables that are light weight are
denoted by the symbol
.
Heavy Syllable
Syllables longer than the light syllables are called as heavy syllables. These
are connected with some specific set of rules.
Rule 1: A syllable ending with a long vowel and without a consonant
Example 1: Ὦηνο /ɔː.tos/ → /ˈo.tos/ → /ˈo.tos/
ὠηόο (ōtós) /ɔː.tos/ → /ˈo.tos/ → /ˈo.tos/
eel ēl
Here the syllables Ὦ, ὠ, ee occur as long vowels. After that there is an
occurrence of a pause. So, the long vowel up to the pause are treated as one
separate syllable which falls in Vowel Vowel format and is denoted as ‗VV‘.
Rule 2: A syllable ending in a long vowel along with a consonant
Example 2: ζσηεξία /sɔː.tɛː.rí.aː/
Road - rōd /ɹəʊd/
Here the syllables ζσ, Ro occur as long vowels with consonant. After if there
is a pause and hence up to the pause it is treated as one separate syllable that is in
the format of Consonant Vowel Vowel and which is denoted as ‗CVV‘.
Rule 3: A short vowel followed by one or more consonants make a pause.
This type of syllable is called as closed syllable. The end of the consonant is called
as coda.
Example: ἀλδξῶλ /an.drɔːn/
Here the syllables ἀλδ, occur as a short vowel, followed by two consonants. It
makes a pause and become separate syllable. They are in the format of Vowel
Consonant. So it is denoted as ‗VC‘. In classical Greek, this format is considered
as heavy; but in some languages it is considered as light syllable.
Though ξ being a third consonant it is not joined with the previous syllable
because it is followed by a vowel. Hence ξ joins with the vowel that follows it to
form another new syllable.
Rule 4: A consonant with a vowel followed by one or more consonants. It
makes a pause and it is treated as one separate syllable. They are in the format of
Consonant Vowel Consonant. So it is denoted as ‗CVC‘. This is also called as
closed syllable. The end of the consonant is called coda.
Examples: πέιηαο, Current
The Greek grammarians called these heavy syllables as θύζεη καθξά. Here
these heavy syllables are denoted by the symbol
.
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In moraic theory, heavy syllables are analysed as containing two morae, and
the light syllables have one mora; but the Greek scholars themselves raise a doubt
in this explanation.
―The writers on metre (i.e. that species of rhythm which is exhibited in the
measurement of syllables) are all of late date, and are for that reason to some
extent untrustworthy.‖8
From this, it is clear that there exist certain difficulties like, the authors on
metre (which is a species of rhythm) is out-dated and so it cannot be trusted and
also the time gap between the poem and the researcher cannot be matched. This
may be explained by the Tamil grammar book that prevailed during the same era
called Tholkappiam.
Tamil Tholkappiam
The light syllable form
and the heavy syllable form
were also
explained in Tamil Tholkappiam. The light syllable
is called as ‗Nēr asai‘
and the heavy syllable
is called as ‗Nerai asai‘. Here ‗asai’ means
syllable. In ancient Greek it is denoted as ‗ᾆζκα‘, in Latin ‗āsthma‘, There are
many rules related with ‗Nēr asai‘ and ‗Nerai asai‘.
Table 1. Rules
Rules for
‗Nēr asai’9
1. One short vowel - form ‗V‘
[ex. ά
A=

]
2. One short vowel and one consonant - form ‗VC‘
[ex. ἐο

ap in appeal /əˈpiːl/ =
]
3. One long vowel - form ‗VV‘
[ex. ὠ
ō=

]
4. One long vowel and one consonant - form ‗VVC
[ex. ὣο

oak ōk [/oʊk/] =
],
5. One consonant with one short vowel - form ‗CV‘
[ex. ζε,
ca =

]
6. One consonant with one short vowel and one consonant - form ‗CVC‘
[ex. πὰξ
get =
]
7. One consonant with one long vowel - form ‗CVV‘
[ex. ηὼ
ba =
]
8. One consonant with one long vowel and one or two consonants - form ‗CVVCC‘
[ex. κεηξὸο /mɛt. rós/
Feel =
8

Rhythmica, A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities (1890) .
Tholkappiam, seiyulial - 1261

9

155

Vol. 7, No. 3

Pugazhendhi: Comparison between the Grammar of Greek...

Rules for
‗Nerai asai‘10
1. One short vowel and consonant followed by long or short vowel - form ‗VCV‘ or
‗VCVV‘
[ex. ὀρέσλ - /oxe.on/
[Ani in Animal [/ˈænɪ.məl/]=
]
2. One short vowel and consonant with long or short vowel and
Consonant - form ‗VCVC‘ or ‗VCVVC
[ex. ἔρνληεο - /ˈexon.tes/
[Identical /aɪdɛn.tɪk - Here Iden =
]
3. Consonant with one short vowel and consonant with long or
short vowel – form ‗CVCV‘ or ‗CVCVV‘
[ex. θάην - /ˈɸato/
[Come (/kʌm/) =
]
4. Consonant with one short vowel and consonant with long or
short vowel and one consonant - form‗CVCVC‘ or ‗CVCVVC‘
[ex. Φίινλ - /ˈɸilon/
[ River (/ˈɹɪvɚ/) =
]

Thus the rules for both
and
are defined in Tamil Tholkappiam.
Also, it is necessary to discuss, whether two
join and make one
,
for which the knowledge of division rules is important.
Table 3. Rules
Division rules11
1. In a word if the first letter is a vowel and it is pronounced long, then it has to be
treated as separate short syllable in the form of light weight
. And it should not
be joined with the following letter to make it heavy weight
.
[ex. ἠκείβεη᾽ - /ɛː.měː.bet/
Here ἠ is a long vowel. It itself is a separate syllable with light weight and also it won‘t
join with the following κεί and be made heavy weight. Since this rule is applicable also for a
word with consonant and a long vowel, for universal understanding the word wooden is
taken and it has to be separated as Woo.den and here Woo becomes light weight syllable.
2. In a word if the first letter is a short vowel, it will not stand as a separate syllable if
followed by a consonant and with short or long vowel then it should be joined
together to make a long and heavy syllable in the form of
.
[ex. ἐιάαλ
Animal – [ Ani. mal]
Here ἐ and A are short vowels. The followings are ιάαλ for ἐ and ni for A. So ἐ and A
won‘t make a light syllable ; but joining with the following letter like ἐιάαλ and Ani to form a
heavy syllable.
3. In a word if the first letter along with a vowel, which is pronounced either long or
short and after that there is a consonant or more and is without any vowel, then all of
the letters are joint together; but will make only a separate light syllable

.

[ex. ὣο =
ηὴλ =
Ball =
Here in the word ballpoint pen, the syllable ball don‘t get separated; but remains a single
light syllable and also it is not joined with point to make a single syllable.
4. In a word if the first letter is a vowel which is pronounced short, it should be joined
10
11

Tholkappiam, seiyulial - 1261
Tholkappiam, seiyulial - 1261
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with the next letter followed by a vowel either long or short and after that there is one
or more consonant without vowel, then all are jointly treated as separate mono
syllable in the form of
.
[ex. ιύκπηα - ιύκ. πηα
Olimpia – Olim. pia
Here O is a short vowel so it joined with li and after that m occurs without vowel, so all
are joined to make a only a single syllable with heavy weight.
Olim =

These are the important rules in the division of syllables. Here, the long
pronunciation and the occurrence of a consonant without vowel play an
important role in separating the syllables. To understand this in a better way,
instead of taking different words as examples to explain the difference, it is
better to take one word as an example just without considering its original
meaning with the assumption that the long and short pronunciation should be
separate phonemes. The phonetic symbol - above the letter denote the long
pronunciation. The line drawn below represents the join of syllables. The
different combination of syllables are explained in an imaginary way only for
clarifying the rules.
Figure 2. Imaginary Example

Thus the rules used for the separation of syllables in Tamil are explained
by considering the English word ‗manager‘. Here, if the word manager is
pronounced in different ways that gives different assumed meanings, then long
and short pronunciations will become different phonemes, and so the same
word can get different syllable forms. Hence, this is very important because
poets join the words as per the rules; but without this knowledge if it is dealt
then it won‘t serve the actual purpose.
For example,
is the phrase represented with the forms as
shown below; but without the awareness of this form and for the purpose of
easy reading and understanding, the second form of the word sometimes gets
split into two forms as
. This may seem to be very
simple; but it very badly affects the poetic forms. It is to be noted here that
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seppal poetic structure follows very strict rules. Without knowing the rules of
the structure, if anyone handles it, then it loses its originality. So the
knowledge of syllabic forms is important.
The rules in Tamil and Greek are compared here. As per the rules given in
Tholkappiam in the mono syllabic format the number of the light syllables are
more when compared with that of the Greek rules. Besides, the rules for the mono
syllabic heavy syllables which are mentioned in Tholkappiam are treated as
disyllabic according to the Greek rules.
Table 4. Tamil and Greek Syllabic Format
V

VV

CV

CVV

VC

VCV

VCVV

VCVC

VCVVC

VVC

CVC

CVVC

Greek
Tamil
CVCV

CVCVV

CVCVC

CVCVVC

Greek
or
Tamil

In this way the rules for light and heavy syllables are more in Tholkappiam.
Table 5. Tamil and Greek C and V format
Light Syllable
Greek

Tamil

V
CV

V
CV
CVC
CVV
CVVC

Greek
VV
CVC
CVV

Tamil

Heavy Syllable

CVCV
CVCVV
CVCVC
CVCVVC

In this way the Greek and Tamil rules have a lot of differences in the syllable
representation.

Greek Feet
The combination of short and long syllables makes mono-syllabic, di-syllabic
and tri-syllabic forms. Tetra-syllabic form is also possible; but normally up to
three syllabic forms are only used in poetry.
Aristotle, who lived in the 335 BC in his work called Poetics, mentions the
convention behind the Greek system of form.
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[1447β] κέηξνηο θαὶ ηνύηνηο εἴηε κηγλῦζα κεη᾽
ἀιιήισλ εἴζ᾽ ἑλί ηηλη γέλεη ρξσκέλε ηῶλ κέηξσλ
ἀλώλπκνη ηπγράλνπζη κέρξη ηνῦ λῦλ:

[1447b] [1] either in one kind of metre or
combining several, happens up to the
present day to have no name. 12

After that, Greek scholars coined the technical terms for the different types of
syllable forms. Even now in Greek language there are words to denote these
syllabic forms. Pyrrichios [ππξξίρηνο], Iamb [ἴακβνο], trochee [ηξνρόο], spondee
[ζπνλδή], dactyl [δάθηπινο], amphibrach [ἀκθίβξαρπο], anapest [αλάπαηζηνο] are
some of the poetic words for these syllabic forms.
Among these forms, the Sapphic stanza uses only trochee [ηξνρόο] and
Dactyl [δάθηπινο] forms. Whether understood by means of the voice modulation
or any other means, it does not compromise on the strict usage of these syllables.
Table 6. Types of Syllable and their Structures
Greek
ππξξίρηνο

Pronunciation
pyrrichios,
pyrrhus,
dibrach

ἴακβνο

Iamb

ηξνρόο,
ρνξόο,

trochee,
choree,
choreus
Spondee
Tribrach

ζπνλδή,

Meaning

Structure

Greek minor goddess of
verse
Wheel or "rolling"
rhythm
libation

Dactyl
finger

δάθηπινο

Antibacchius
ἀκθίβξαρπο,

Amphibrach

"short on both sides".

αλάπαηζηνο,

anapest,
antidactylus

"struck back" (a dactyl
reversed)

Bacchius
cretic,
amphimacer
Molossus

Like that of the Greek, Tamil language also has the mono-syllabic forms, disyllabic forms and tri-syllabic forms. It also has separate poetic words to denote
these syllables. These words are not to be considered as mere words being used in
the language; but here words are constructed by means of a formula and it is seen

12

Aristotle, Poetics,
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inbuilt with its structure having the respective syllabic format. For this specific
reason they find a place of mention here with its Greek equivalents.
Tamil Tholkappiam
Table 7. Names of Greek and Tamil Syllable and their Structures
Greek

Tamil
[Pronunciation]

pyrrichios,

Tēmā

Iamb

Kūviḷam

trochee,

Puḷimā

Spondee

Karuviḷam

Tribrach

Tēmāṅkāy

Dactyl

Puḷimāṅkāy

Antibacchius

Karuviḷaṅkāy

Amphibrach

Kūviḷaṅkāy

anapest,

Tēmāṅkaṉi

Bacchius

Kūviḷaṅkaṉi

amphimacer

Puḷimāṅkaṉi

Molossus

Karuviḷaṅkaṉi

Tamil
[Structure]

The mentioned words are some of the poetic words to represent the syllabic
forms. In these formulas, the letters which have dot on top of it are figured small
because they are pure consonant sounds, and they are not counted in the syllable;
but makes a pause in the syllable. In addition to all, the grammarians coined the
poetic technical words by using the name of trees.
Among these general forms, Tamil seppal songs have all the two syllable
forms of pyrrichios, trochee, iamb and spondee and in three syllable forms, it has
all that which ends with
.
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Table 8. Comparison of Syllable in Greek and Tamil Poems
Greek Sapphic
Two Syllables
trochee

Tamil Seppal
trochee [ηξνρόο]
pyrrichios [ππξξίρηνο]
iamb [ἴακβνο]
spondee [ζπνλδή]

Three syllables
dactyl

dactyl [δάθηπινο]
tribrach
antibacchius
amphibrach [ἀκθίβξαρπο,]

In two syllabic forms, both the Greek Sapphic and the Tamil seppal have
trochee forms. In addition to that the Tamil seppal also has all the two syllabic
forms. The same thing is seen in the three syllabic format that is both the Greek
Sapphic and the Tamil seppal have the dactyl form. Still more the Tamil seppal
has all the three syllabic forms which end with
and both the Greek and the
Tamil do not use the three syllabic forms which end with
. Though the
boundaries of the forms may be seen broad in the Tamil when compared with that
of the Greek, they both strictly adhere not to use any other forms than that
prescribed in its unique structure.
But how these trochees and dactyls found in lyrics forms are related with
rhythmic is a big question that exists in front of us.
―There is, however, a class of metres of very frequent occurrence in which
feet of different metrical value, viz. trochees and dactyls (or iambics and
anapaests), e. g. ¯ ˘ | ¯ [brevemacr] | ¯ ˘ ˘ | ¯ ˘ | ¯ ˘| are combined in the same
θῶινλ. These metres are called ―mixed‖ (κηθηά), or logaoedic (ινγανηδηθά).
The latter name was probably given to these metres because, from their
apparent irregularity, they seemed to be intermediate between prose (ιόγνο)
and poetry or song (ἀνηδή). The explanation of this union of trochee and
dactyl, and the rhythmical relation between them, is uncertain,‖13
So, the thought that the union of trochee and dactyl itself makes rhythmic
poem which is seen obscure even to Greek scholars is to be explored. That is
this format alone does not suffice the existence of rhyme; but there is yet
another important factor in making of it. That factor lies in the sequence that is
followed in the usage of trochee and dactyl in constructing a line.
Word Sequence
In poetic stanzas, the sequence of the word formation is an important feature.
The relation between the concluding syllable of the existing word and the opening
syllable of the word that follow the existing one are taken into account.

13

Rhythmica, A Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities (1890)
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Figure 3. Structure of Word Sequences

Tamil Tholkappiam tells about many form of sequences using syllables, The
grammatical name of these structures is called ‗thalai‘. There are separate names
for each of these that are mentioned in Tholkappiam.14 Among these sequences,
the sequence which is numbered 3 is only followed in Sapphic stanza.
Figure 4. Sequence of Words in Sapphic Stanza

Here it can be observed that the existing word ends with short form, and the
next word that follows the existing word starts with long form. This way of
grouping of opposite forms is found both in the two-syllabic and three syllabic
format in Sapphic stanza. In two syllabic format, the Tamil seppal songs follows
the same way of grouping of opposite forms as that of Greek. In addition to this,
Tamil seppal songs also have sequences made by joining of existing word ending
with long form, and the following next word beginning with short form. Whereas
in three syllabic format, the making of the sequence is done by grouping the
14

Tholkappiam, seiyulial, 1311- 1317
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existing word which ends with short form, and the succeeding word also begins
with the same short form. From the above, it is clear that the Tamil seppal songs
follow two more15 forms than that is followed in Greek.
Table 9. Comparison of Word Sequence in Greek and Tamil Poems
Greek Sapphic
If the first word

Tamil Seppal
has two syllable

If the first word

has three syllable

So in the word formation of the Greek Sapphic and the Tamil seppal songs,
there are some similarities and differences. Both of them follow the rule given in
the number 3 format. In the Greek the same rule of two syllabic formation is
continued in three syllabic formation also; but in the Tamil language it is not the
same. With these formats of syllables, the Greek Sapphic and Tamil seppal songs
construct the line format.
Syllable or Letters in a Line
Syllable or letters in a line is also a very important factor in the harmony of
the lyrics in the poems. The first three lines of the Sapphic stanza have totally 11
syllables and the forth or the last line have 5 syllables. This is a strict rule to be
followed in the making of Sapphic stanza.
Tamil Tholkappiam
Tamil Tholkappiam explains more than 5 types of line formation.16 Unlike in
the Greek, all the lines format have poetic names that are mentioned in the Tamil
Tholkappiam.

15
16

Tholkappiam, seiyulial, 1315
Tholkappiam, seiyulial, 1292 - 1297
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Table 10. Types of Lines and their Names
S.No.
1.
2.
3.
4
5.

Letter count in a line
4-6
7-9
10 - 14
15 - 17
18 - 20

Name of the line
Kural Adi
Sinth Adi
Alavu Adi
Neadil Adi
Kazhi Neadil Adi

Here the line is denoted as ‗Adi‘. In these line formats, one type of Tamil
seppal songs make use of ‗Alavu Adi‘ in the first three lines and ‗Sinth Adi‘ in the
last line. So, here it is observed that the last (fourth) line is shorter than that of the
remaining three lines. This structure is similar to that of the Greek Sapphic stanza;
but here one more thing is to be noted. Tamil Tholkappiam talks about 10-14
letter count in a line, whereas the Greek Sapphic talks about 11 syllable count in a
line. Here, it is essential to know the relation between the Tamil letter count and
the Greek syllabic count.
Relation of the Tamil letter and the Greek syllable
It is known that the Tamil language has a separate letter type called vowelconsonant (uir-mei yezhuthu) and also separate letters for short and long vowels.
Since, joining of two
short syllable cannot make one long syllable
in music, in the same way, two short pronunciations won‘t make one long
pronunciation. So it has separate letters for short and long vowels. Also short and
long pronunciations are separate phonemes in Tamil language. Let us consider for
example, the three letters ‗bee‘, which is represented as one letter in Tamil.
Figure 5. Letter Counting

In this way, two to three letters used in the Greek is represented as one letter
in the Tamil. Also, two to three letters of the Tamil make a syllable in the Greek.
So the rule of 10 – 14 letters (which is called as Alavu Adi) in a line of the Tamil
seppal song is more or less equal to 11 syllables of the Greek Sapphic songs. In
the same way last line of 7 – 9 letters (which is called as Sinth Adi) in a line for
the Tamil seppal song is more or less equal to 5 syllables of the Greek Sapphic
songs.
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Poetic Format
The poetic format of Sapphic stanza should have four lines. The first three
lines consist of 11 syllables each and the last line has five syllables. Moreover,
the last word of the poem is specially called as adonic. In this way the overall
structure of the Sapphic stanza is as shown in the figure.
Figure 6. Format of the Sapphic Stanza

Types in Seppal Songs Format
The Tamil Tholkappiam highlights many types of seppal songs based on
the number of lines.17
Table 11. Types and Names of Seppal Songs
S. No.
1
2
3
4
5
6

Line Restriction
Two line format
Three line format
Four line format
Four line format
More than four lines and up to 12 lines
More than 12 lines

Name
Kural Venba Seppal songs
Sinthial Venba Seppal songs
Neresai Venba Seppal songs
Innesai Venba Seppal songs
Pala Thodai Venba Seppal songs
Kali Venba Seppal songs

In all these types of format, the end line should be shorter than all the
remaining lines. Here the end word should be only either two-syllabic or mono
syllabic. These have special names such as Naal, Malar, Kasu and Perapphu.
There are two sub-categories in four line type format. If the fourth syllable of
the third line is separated it is called as ‗Neiresai Venba Seppal songs‘, and if not
it is called as ‗Innesai Venba Seppal songs‘. Here, ‗Innesai‘ in Tamil means
‗sweet music‘. Thus the type 4 format of the seppal song belongs to Innesai
Venba Seppal song which is exactly the same as in the Greek Sapphic songs.

17

Tholkappiam, seiyulial, 1375
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Rhythmic of the Poem
The Tamil Tholkappiam defines the several types of rhythmic sounds like
‗Agaval, Thullal and Seppal‘, which are related with the poems. The sound of
‗Agaval rhythmic‘ is related with communication of one person to many persons
like that of orator‘s speech. ‗Thullal music‘ sound is a jumping music related with
joy. Finally the ‗Seppal music‘ sound is related with the conversation of one
person to another very slowly and secretly like that of expression of love. The
poem which has a particular type of grammatical structure of syllables, word and
sequence formation will automatically create a type of music that is unique for
that particular structure. Thus the grammatical structure of the Tamil seppal songs
leads to the seppal music which is very appropriate to convey love. So, the
meaning of the Greek word Sapphic itself denotes the name of the music of that
structured poem Seppal, which is related with love.

Conclusion
The Sapphic song format is not very ordinary. Its structures are very rigid and
not easily changeable. It is very difficult for the poets to make a Sapphic stanza
song within the restricted structure. Poets of various languages tried their best in
the making of Sapphic stanza. In the same way, Tamil language also has Seppal
songs like that of Sapphic stanza. It also follows very strict rules and there are
many types in it. One among them is very much closely related in its features of
the structure like that of Sapphic stanza in the following ways.
1. Very strict poetic structure,
2. The using of trochee and dactyl,
3. Sequence of word formation,
4. Four line format,
5. The last line is shorter than other lines,
6. The last line has 5 Greek syllables or 7 - 9 Tamil letters,
7. Other lines having around 11 Greek syllables or 10 – 14 Tamil letters,
8. The last word of the poem should not exceed two syllables,
9. The last word has special poetic name,
10. The format opted for love music.

In these ways, Sapphic songs coincide in its features with one type of Tamil
seppal songs. In Tamil, this seppal song is a traditional poetic structure whereas
Sapphic songs in Greek belongs to an individual. More than this, seppal songs
found in Tholkappiam has a well defined grammar which belongs to the same
ancient era.
The rules for the language were not evolved in a day. Many school of
thoughts first arose and it discussed the rules of the language. Then the rules were
finalised in the written form. The Tamil Tholkappiam also mentioned many
schools of grammarians in its text. And Tholkappiam mentions that the related
data for the formation of certain grammatical rules connected with foreign words
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were collected from twelve united states,18 and were placed in the assembly of
the king Pandion for discussion.19
The Greek geographer also mentions about the assembled of twelve united
states by the Greek Pandion king Theseus.
[20] ηνζαῦη᾽ νὖλ ἀπόρξε πξνζζεῖζηλ ὅηη θεζὶ
Φηιόρνξνο πνξζνπκέλεο ηῆο ρώξαο ἐθ
ζαιάηηεο κὲλ ὑπὸ Καξῶλ ἐθ γῆο δὲ ὑπὸ
Βνησηῶλ, νὓο ἐθάινπλ Ἄνλαο, Κέθξνπα
πξῶηνλ εἰο δώδεθα πόιεηο ζπλνηθίζαη ηὸ
πιῆζνο, ὧλ ὀλόκαηα Κεθξνπία Τεηξάπνιηο
Ἐπαθξία Γεθέιεηα Ἐιεπζὶο Ἄθηδλα （ιέγνπζη
δὲ θαὶ πιεζπληηθῶο Ἀθίδλαο） Θόξηθνο
Βξαπξὼλ Κύζεξνο Σθεηηὸο Κεθηζηά ... πάιηλ
δ᾽ ὕζηεξνλ εἰο κίαλ πόιηλ ζπλαγαγεῖλ ιέγεηαη
ηὴλ λῦλ ηὰο δώδεθα Θηζεύς [Πανδίον].
ἐβαζηιεύνλην κὲλ νὖλ νἱ Ἀζελαῖνη πξόηεξνλ,
εἶη᾽ εἰο δεκνθξαηίαλ κεηέζηεζαλ:

It will suffice then to add, that, according to
Philochorus, when the country was devastated
on the side of the sea by the Carians, and by
land by the Bœotians, whom they called Aones,
Cecrops first settled a large body of people in
twelve cities, the names of which were
Cecropia, Tetrapolis, Epacria, Deceleia,
Eleusis, Aplhidnæ, (although some persons
write it in the plural number, Aphidnæ,)
Thoricus, Brauron, Cytherus, Sphettus,
Cephisia [Phalerus]. Again, at a subsequent
period, Theseus [Pandion] is said to have
collected the inhabitants of the twelve cities
into one, the present city.20

The following reference relates the Pandion kings with Greek and Tamil
land.
―θαὶ νἱ λῦλ δὲ ἐμ Αἰγύπηνπ πιένληεο
ἐκπνξηθνὶ ηῷ Νείιῳ θαὶ ηῷ Ἀξαβίῳ
θόιπῳ κέρξη ηῆο Ἰλδηθῆο ζπάληνη κὲλ
θαὶ πεξηπεπιεύθαζη κέρξη ηνῦ Γάγγνπ,
θαὶ νὗηνη δ᾽ ἰδηῶηαη θαὶ νὐδὲλ πξὸο
ἱζηνξίαλ ηῶλ ηόπσλ ρξήζηκνη.
θἀθεῖζελ δὲ ἀθ᾽ ἑλὸο ηόπνπ θαὶ παξ᾽
ἑλὸο βαζηιέσο, Πανδίοννο‖

As for the merchants who now sail from Aegypt by the
Nile and the Arabian Gulf as far as India, only a small
number have sailed as far as the Ganges; and even these
are merely private citizens and of no use as regards the
history of the places they have seen. But from India, from
one place and from one king, I mean Pandion, …. there
came… and the Indian sophist who burnt himself up at
Athens, as Calanus21

An ancient Greek work called ‗Peripules of the Eritheranian Sea‘ refers
that they had a kingdom in Tamil Nadu, India and the Greeks were trade with
them.
―Βαζηιείαο δ ἐζηὶλ ἡ κὲλ Τύνδις Κεπξνβόηξνπ,
θώκε παξαζαιάζζηνο ἔλζεκνο· ἡ δὲ Μοσζιρὶς
βαζηιείαο κὲλ ηῆο αὐηῆο, ἀθκάδνπζα δὲ ηνῖο ἀπὸ ηῆο
Ἀριακῆς εἰο αὐηὴλ ἐξρνκέλνηο πινίνηο θαὶ ηνῖο
Ἑλληνικοῖς· θεῖηαη δὲ παξὰ πνηακὸλ, ἀπέρνπζα ἀπὸ
κὲλ Τύνδεως δηὰ ηνῦ πνηακνῦ θαὶ δηὰ ζαιάζζεο
ζηαδίνπο πεληαθνζίνπο, ἀπὸ δὲ ηνῦ * θαη αὐηὴλ
εἴθνζη.Ἡ δὲ Νέιθπλδα ζηαδίνπο κὲλ ἀπὸ Μοσζιρέως
ἀπέρεη ζρεδὸλ πεληαθνζίνπο, ὁκνίσο δηά ηε πνηακνῦ
θαὶ πεδῇ θαὶ δηὰ ζαιάζζεο, βαζηιείαο δέ ἐζηηλ
ἑηέξαο, ηῆο Πανδίονος· θεῖηαη δὲ θαὶ αὐηὴ παξὰ

18

Tholkappiam, echchaviayal, 882
Tholkappiam, Phayiram
20
Sec.20, Chap. I , Book IX , Strab.
21
Sec.15, Chap. I , Book IV , Strab.
19
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Tyndis is of the Kingdom of Cerobothra; it
is a village in plain sight by the sea.
Muziris, of the same Kingdom, abounds in
ships sent there with cargoes from Arabia,
and by the Greeks; it is located on a river,
distant from Tyndis by river and sea five
hundred stadia, and up the river from the
shore twenty stadia. Nelcynda is distant
from Muziris by river and sea about five
hundred stadia, and is of another
Kingdom, the Pandion. This place also is
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πνηακὸλ, ὡζεὶ ἀπὸ ζηαδίσλ ἑθαηὸλ εἴθνζη ηῆο
ζαιάζζεο.‖22

situated on a river, about one hundred and
twenty stadia from the sea.

Figure 7. Tamil Nadu as Mentioned in the Greek Literature

Thus the king Pandion is mentioned in both the Greek and the Tamil sources.
More than that this Pandion was authorised for developing the grammar of Tamil
seppal songs and organising the grammar book Tholkappiam. So, the possibility
might be either during the period of Dionysus as mentioned by the Greek
Geographer Strabo or during the reign of Pandion the format of the Tamil seppal
song might be introduced from Tamil Nadu to Greek land. In this way, the strictly
organised structure of the Greek Sapphic songs has a base in the Tamil grammar
book Tholkappiam.

Areas of Further Research
There are so many opportunities for further research in this field. For
example let us take a Sappho song.
―Οἴαλ ηὰλ ὐάθηλζνλ ἐλ νὔξεζη πνίκελεζ ἄλδξεζ.
πόζζη θαηαζηείβνηζη, ρακαη δ᾽ ἐπηπνξθύξεη ἄλζνζ.
Ϝέζπεξε, πάληα θέξσλ, ὄζα θαίλνιηζ ἐζθέδαζ᾽ αὔωζ,
θέξεηζ νἴλ, θέξεηζ αἶγα, θέξεηζ ἄππ καηέξη παῖδα.

The meaning is as follows.
―O'er the hills the heedless shepherd,
Heavy footed, plods his way;

22

παξάγξαθνη 53- 4, Πεξίπινπο ηεο Δξπζξάο Θαιάζζεο
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Crushed behind him lies the larkspur,
Soon empurpling in decay.
Hail, gentle Evening, that brings back
All things that bright morning hath beguiled.
Thou brings the lamb, thou brings the kid,
And to its mother, her drowsy child.‖23

Here the meaning of αὔσζ is discussed in the "Etymologicon Magnum,"
and the meaning be assumed as "dawn", because in no other place it occurs in
the Greek, whereas in Tamil the word ‗Aawos‘ means the animal which gives
milk. This meaning that is found in Tamil also perfectly fits in the context of
the Greek poem which proves that the assumed meaning ‗dawn‘ has no base or
root. So there are lot of opportunities for further research in this field.
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91, 92 – Sappho songs, [Quoted by Demetrius].
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