Seth Lerer

Professor of Literature at the University of California at San Diego

History of the English Language, 2nd Edition (The Teaching Company/The Great Courses)

lecture 3 -- Indo-European and the Prehistory of English

A lecture illustrating methods and principles of comparative philology.



Indo-European: a postulated group (cluster) of languages, or group of dialects, out of which the Western and Eastern European, the Indian, and Iranian languages developed.

These languages are believed to have descended from a common language spoken by a group of peoples who probably lived in the third or fourth millennium BC in southeastern Europe, probably in the area around the Black Sea.

Modern languages descended from Indo-European: modern Farsi, modern Greek, the Romance languages, Albanian, the Germanic languages (German, Dutch, English), Baltic languages (Lithuanian, Latvian), Slavic languages including Russian.

There are also two branches of Indo-European that have languages that did not survive:

the language of the Hittites, who lived in Asia Minor in the second millennium BC

Tocharian, preserved in written documents in Western China and Tibet

It is generally believed that the Indo-European people were an agricultural population living in southeastern Europe in the third and fourth millennium BC.

Recent archeological discoveries indicate that they buried rather than cremated their dead.

Words from Indo-European:

snow -- All the Indo-European languages have such a word in variant forms (English snow; Russian, sneg, etc.). This includes those Indo-European languages that survive (in languages descended from Indo-European) and the dead Indo-European languages. Professor Lerer gives examples not only from common languages but also from languages such as Gothic, Old Irish, and Sanskrit. From this, we can deduce that the Indo-Europeans came from a place where it snowed.

All the Indo-European languages have a word for beech tree. From these were derived similar words meaning book and letter, indicating that writing was done on beech bark.

All the Indo-European languages have a word for corn. There are interesting words derived from them, such as the Greek word for old man, which has sounds the same and has the connotation of a dried up seed.

All the Indo-European languages have a word for wolf and for bear.

They all have a word for yoke.

They all had word for honey, or mead (fermented honey). The Greek word for wine is very similar, and there is a similar Sanskrit word which means any kind of liquor.

From the above, we can deduce that the Indo-Europeans came from a place where it snowed, where there were wolves and bears, where they yoked animals together, where they raised grain or corn, and where there were they used bees to make honey.

Thus, we can use surviving Indo-European words to place the Indo-Europeans geographically and culturally through a kind of linguistic archeology.

All of the Indo-European languages had words for heart (examples given from German, Old Norse, Gothic, and Sanskrit), lung (examples given from German, Latin, Russian, Irish, and Sanskrit), foot, hand, and head.

They all had words for star, sun, and moon (examples given from German, Old Norse, Greek, Latin, Lithuanian, and Sanskrit).

In other words, these languages had a common core vocabulary. Certain core vocabulary/words are preserved in Indo-European languages (e.g., for the basics of the body and for features of the cosmos). Such things were consistent factors of their experience over their migrations.

The discovery of Indo-European was made by scholars in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, notably Sir William Jones (1746 –1794), an English scholar and diplomat. A linguistic prodigy, he served as an official in India and was entranced by Indian culture. Jones became proficient in Sanskrit, the ancient classical language of India.

In Sanskrit, there is a word raj, meaning an imperial ruler (as Jones noticed) and rajah, meaning kingdom. Jones made the connection with similar words in other languages such as Latin rex (king), German reich (kingdom), and the Celtic suffix for king or ruler, -rix (as in the name Vercingetorix, 82 BC – 46 BC, a king and chieftain who united the Gauls in a revolt against the Romans).

Jones noticed not only similarities in vocabulary. He also noticed that forms of the verb to be were shared by all of these languages. He also noticed similarities among case endings and certain technical grammatical features.

There are certain words that are clearly not Indo-European, that are not common to or shared among the languages derived from Indo-European.

Examples:

Any word that ends in the sound -inth (as in plinth, labyrinth, hyacinth, and the town of Corinth) is not an Indo-European word. They are “fossil” words that were used by the pre-Indo-European inhabitants of the Greek peninsula and were absorbed by the Indo-European peoples. Many of these pre-Indo-European words absorbed into Greek, often in a mythological sense.

Also. Take the word for sea, or a large body of water. Indo-European languages do not have a common word for the sea. The Indo-Europeans in their migrations each had to discover the sea separately, as it were. They came up with their various words for the sea independently. (Something similar happened, Professor Lerer points out in a later lecture, with the Indo-European words for dog and cat. The descendant languages of Indo-European all have similar words for dog, but not for cat, indicating that the Indo-Europeans had dogs, but that cats had not been domesticated yet -- that they were domesticated later at various times in the lands where the surviving languages with spoken, with the result that these languages came up independently with their own words for cat.)

But, in contrast, it can be noted that al the Indo-European languages have a word or words beginning with a nav- sound (like navigate or navy). These words connote boat or ship. Similarly, there are common, or shared words, among the languages derived from Indo-European for the act of rowing. From this we can conclude that all Indo-European peoples knew small bodies of water (lakes, rivers, streams), but all of them did not share a word for the sea.
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