
Discover the world at Leiden UniversityDiscover the world at Leiden University

Anthony Jakob

1

Three pre-Balto-Slavic bird names

A more austere take on Oštir
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Towards a Characterization of the Baltic 
Lexicon

• Goal: identify pre-Indo-European influences in the Baltic (and Slavic) lexicon 

• Sources:

- dictionaries – laborious

- secondary literature – selective

Karel Oštir, Drei vorslawisch-etruskische Vogelnamen (1930)

• ‘Alarodian’ = language family (?) consisting of:

- Ancient Egyptian, Berber, Cushitic, Elamite, Mitanni, Urartian, Hurrian, Hattic, Sumerian, Caucasian, Basque, Etruscan

- and ‘Old European’
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Karel Oštir – pioneer?

• Slovene linguist, studied Comparative Linguistics in Graz

• Extremely dense writing style

• Meillet 1922: “Ce petit livre donne le vertige.”

- “Mais l'érudition de l'auteur est grande.”
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Karel Oštir – pioneer?

• Last publication 1930 (died 1973)

• Comparative Alarodian dictionary destroyed in fire during WWII.

• What can be salvaged?

- “on trouvera sans doute à prendre dans ce monceau extraordinaire de 
rapprochements” (Meillet again)

• Focus on recurring alternations

- cf. Furnée, Beekes, Schrijver

• Any irregularity is backed up by other examples
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1. ‘pigeon’

(Oštir 1921: 49; Oštir 1930: 39) 

• OCS golǫbь ‘pigeon’ : Lat. columba ‘id.’

Alternation g⁽ʰ⁾ ∞ k cf. 

• Lt. dal ̃gis : Lat. falx -cis ‘scythe’

• Pr. E dragios · heuen ‘yeast’ : Lat. fracēs ‘pomace’

• OCS mъnogъ, Go. manags ‘many’ : MW mynych ‘frequent’

• Lt. rugiaĩ, Ru. rož, ON rugr : MW ryc ‘rye’

Distribution: Balto-Slavic *gʰ : Italic/Celtic *k
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1. ‘pigeon’ (OCS golǫbь : Lat. columba)

Explanations:

• Voicing ‘alternations’ in the proto-language (Zupitza 1904, Machek 1934, Otrębski 1939)

- ‘Anarchical’ approach.

• Borrowing through IE route (Haas 1960, Szemerényi 1967, Holzer 1989, cf. Andersen 2003)

- No compelling IE etymology (IEW kel-4 ‘Fleck, grau’) 

• Secondary Slavic g- (Shevelov 1964: 365), or Latin c- (?).

- Ad hoc.

• Substrate (Treimer 1954, Machek 1968, Bezlaj 1976; cf. Sobolevskij 1914)

- Coptic ϭⲣⲟⲟⲙⲡⲉ < *kʰərampə (cf. Peust 1999, Ivanov 2002). From the same source?

• Parallel formation with suffix combination *-on-bʰ- (Brugmann 1906: 386, Meillet/Vaillant 1933)

- Communis opinio. ESSJ VI: 216, Sławski SP VIII: 46, Anikin RES XI: 146 etc.
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1. ‘pigeon’ (OCS golǫbь : Lat. columba)

• The ‘suffix’ *-n-bʰ-:

• Skt. vŕ̥ṣan- : vr̥ṣa-bhá-‘manly; bull’

• Gr. ἔλαφος ‘deer’ < *h₁el-n-bʰo-, cf. OCS jelenь, Arm. ełn ‘deer’

• Otherwise only in European bird names: Lat. palumbēs ‘wood pigeon’, Arm. salamb ‘francolin’

• Could OCS golǫbь and Lat. columba really be independent?

- No corresponding n-stem

- No root etymology: IEW kel-4 ‘Fleck, grau’ / ghel- ‘glänzen’
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1. ‘pigeon’ (OCS golǫbь : Lat. columba)

Counter-evidence: 

OE culfre, culufre ‘dove’ (obs.? dial. culver ‘wood pigeon’) 

- ? ← Lat. *colum(b)ra < *columbula (Skeat 1888, Pogatscher 1898, FEW)

- Nasal loss unexplained!

Sl. *golomB- : Gm. *gulubʰ-

Cf. Pl. jarząb ‘hazel-grouse’ : Lt. jerubė ̃ ‘id.’ (cf. Derksen 2000):

Sl. *i̯eremB- : Balt. *i̯erubʰ-

• Alternation VNC ∞ VC
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2. ‘swan’

(Oštir 1930: 14, 68) 

• Pl. łabędź, SCr. lȁbūd ‘swan’ < *làbǫdĭ ~ *àlbǫdĭ

• ON ǫlptr, OHG albiz, elbiz < *albet- ~ *albeti- (or *albut-?)

• ‘swan’ Sl. *albonD- : Gm. *albʰVd-

• ‘hazel-grouse’ Sl. *i̯eremB- : Balt. *i̯erubʰ-

• ‘pigeon’ Sl. *GolomB- : Gm. *gulubʰ-
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2. ‘swan’ (Pl. łabędź : OHG albiz) 

• Pl. łabędź, SCr. lȁbūd ‘swan’ < *àlbǫdĭ

• Bg. lébed, Ru. lébeď ‘id.’ < *lebedĭ

? Schwebeablaut *h₂lebʰ- : *h₂elbʰ- (Osthoff 1898, Andersen 1996)

Derksen (2000): Slavic *leb- : *a-lb- (a-prefix?, cf. Schrijver 1997)

• ‘swan’ Sl. *lebʰedʰ- : Gm. *a-lbʰed- (+ Sl. *albond-)

cf.

• ‘blackbird’ Lat. *mesal- : Gm. *a-msl- (OHG amsla)

• ‘ore’ Lat. *raud- : Gm. *a-rut- (OHG aruz)
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3. ‘oriole’

(Oštir 1930: 101) 

• Lt. volungė ̃, Lv. vãluôdze ‘oriole’

cf. High Lv. vàlûdze

• Sln. vółga, Pl. wilga < *vĭlgā ‘id.’

• cf. ME wōde-wāle, MHG wite-wal, Early MoHG dial. Wiedewalch (Switz., Bav.)

• *u ̯ālung- : *u ̯lg- (: u̯alk-)

• cf. Lat. merula : OHG a-msla?
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3. ‘oriole’ (Lt. volungė ̃ : Sln. vółga)

Traces of ‘prefix’ in Slavic?

• Ru. ívolga, Uk. ívolha, Bg. avlíga (< *ivlъga) ‘oriole’ < *jĭvĭlgā

• SCr. vȕga, Sln. vółga < *vĭlgā

?? Bulaxovskij 1968: from *ivo-vĭlga, i.e. ‘willow-oriole’

Two different alternants within Slavic? Plausible?

cf. *lebedĭ : *albǫdĭ ‘swan’
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Slavic ‘swan’ and ‘oriole’
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ívolga

ívalha

ívolha

avlíga

wilga

vlha

vółga

vȕga
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3. ‘oriole’ (Lt. volungė ̃ : CS vlъga)

Now compare the structure of our words:

• *KolVmb- ‘pigeon’ (OCS golǫbь, Lat. columba, OE culufre)

• *jerVmb- ‘hazel-grouse’ (MBg. eręb’, Lt. jerubė ̃)

• *(a-)lebVnd- ‘swan’ (Pl łabędź, OHG albiz)

• *(i-)vālVng- ‘oriole’ (CS vlъga, Lt. volungė ̃)

? Lt. balañdis ‘pigeon : Lat. palumbēs ‘wood pigeon’? (alternation b⁽ʰ⁾ ∞ p)

Lat. hirundō ‘swallow’

cf. Gr. χελῑδών; Alb. dallëndyshe ‘id.’

14



Discover the world at Leiden University

Conclusions

A more austere approach

• Limit alternations

• Focus on geographical patterning

• Use rigid semantics

• Morphological patterns: explain the whole word

Our bird names

• Most likely have something to do with each other

• Can be aligned with (part of) the ‘a-prefix’ words

• ‘Eastern’ and ‘western’ variants in Slavic?
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Thank you for your
attention! 
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