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This paper aims at demonstrating how information on the paths of semantic extensions undergone by 
content words may be incorporated into semantic maps. For this purpose, particular changes that 
affected the meanings of words in the course of the Ancient Greek and of the Ancient Egyptian 
language history will be investigated. 

The semantic map model was initially created in order to describe the polysemic patterns of 
grammatical morphemes (e.g. Haspelmath, 2003). However, recent studies by François (2008), Perrin 
(2010), Wälchli and Cysouw (2012), and Georgakopoulos et al. (2016) have drawn attention to the 
lexical domain, showing that the model can be extended to lexical items. It should be noted that the 
bulk of research has been adopting a synchronic perspective and the limited research that has added 
the diachronic dimension, has focused mostly on the grammatical domain (e.g. Narrog, 2010). 

In this paper, we analyze the diachronic evolution of the polysemy network of lexemes in order 
to produce ‘dynamicised semantic maps’ (Narrog & van der Auwera, 2011) of lexical items. More 
specifically, we study 20 concepts from the semantic domains of space, body parts, perception-
cognition, and from more abstract domains (e.g. BREATHE, TIME). The data are extracted from dictio-
naries, grammars, and the Perseus digital library (http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/) for Ancient 
Greek, and from the Thesaurus Linguae Aegyptiae (http://aaew.bbaw.de/tla/), the Ramses corpus 
(http://ramses.ulg.ac.be), and etymological dictionaries for Ancient Egyptian. Information on syn-
chronic lexical associations are extracted from CLICS (List et al., 2014), an online database 
containing tendencies of meaning associations. In CLICS, concepts are represented as nodes in the 
network and instances of polysemy are visualized as links between the nodes.  

Fig. 1 exemplifies how the diachronic dimension of 
meaning extension may be added to such a network. On the 
basis of a diachronic analysis of TIME in Ancient Greek (lexical 
unit: hṓra), which reveals that the meaning ‘time’ is historically 
prior to the meaning ‘hour,’ we may add a directed arrow 
representing directionality of change. However, historical priority 
is not a sufficient criterion for an arrow to be added. Rather, one 
should be able to show that meaning extensions have a clear 
motivation. 

 
Fig. 1 | Polysemy network 

of time with directionality of 
meaning extension (cf. CLICS) 

As such, we suggest identifying the cognitive (e.g. metaphor, metonymy, etc.) and the cultural 
factors that lie behind the observed evolutions. For example, in the case of the Greek concept TIME, 
one could establish a metonymic motivation between TIME and HOUR, which arises due to the 
correlation between the canonical time periods and the time these take to unfold. 

The present study will provide answers to the question of the directionality of change in two 
particular languages, namely Ancient Greek and Ancient Egyptian. However, our expectation is that 
by looking at diachrony in this fashion, significant dimensions of directionality of change with cross-
linguistic extensions can be revealed. 
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