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Studies in early Indo-European loans in Uralic – problems and new 
solutions

In this paper, some problematic early Indo-European loan etymologies for Uralic words 
are discussed and criticized and alternative solutions are offered for most of them. In 
recent research there has been much criticism of early Indo-European, especially Proto-
Indo-European, loanwords into Proto-Uralic or early Uralic languages, and in this paper 
some etymologies criticized in recent research are commented on in greater detail in 
order to show that alternative solutions are often possible. Some problematic etymolo-
gies that have not received comment in recent years are also scrutinized. The paper also 
includes a discussion of the methodology for research into prehistoric loanwords.

1.	 Introduction1

In this paper I will comment on some Indo-European etymologies for Uralic words 
whose exact source has been left open in recent discussions. I will also criticize some 
alleged early Indo-European loans that have not received comment in the recent 
research on early Indo-European loans in Uralic.

This paper consists of case studies of some problematic early Indo-European 
etymologies. The purpose is to highlight problems in the current state of research, and 
to offer some new solutions that show that there is much that can still be said about 
early Indo-European loans. This paper is part of a larger research endeavor where the 
plan is to investigate the whole etymological material, and this paper serves as an 
introduction to some methodological problems and highlights the research situation 
regarding the early loanwords.

2.	 Research situation

Due to the advances in the study of Uralic prehistory and the reconstruction of the 
Uralic proto-language during the last decades, the placing of the split of Proto-Uralic 
in time and space now differs considerably from the picture held by scholars in the 
1990s and early 2000s. Kallio (2006) argued convincingly, based on both loanword 
evidence and archaeological evidence, that Proto-Uralic must have split around 
2000 BCE, much later than had been thought and much later than the divergence 

1.   This research has been funded by the Research Council of Finland (project 356825). I am grateful 
to Luobbal Sámmol Sámmol Ánte (Ante Aikio), Juha Kuokkala, Martin Kümmel, Niklas Metsäranta, 
and Juho Pystynen for useful discussions on some of the etymologies discussed here and to three 
anonymous reviewers for comments that have helped to improve this paper. The remaining errors are 
my own responsibility.
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of Proto-Indo-European; the divergence of Proto-Indo-European is usually dated to 
around 4000 BCE. The issue has been recently discussed by Grünthal et al. (2022) 
as well as Häkkinen (2023) who also support the more recent dating based on Indo-
Iranian loanword evidence and also possible correlations with archaeological cultures; 
this is accepted also by Abondolo & Valijärvi (2023: 4–5) in their recent overview. 
A slightly earlier dating (3000 BCE) was proposed by Janhunen (2009: 65–67) but 
without providing any convincing arguments for this. This has also an impact on the 
research into Indo-European contacts. If Proto-Uralic is significantly younger than 
Proto-Indo-European, the whole idea of contacts between the two proto-languages 
becomes unlikely.

The corpus of the Proto-Indo-European loanwords in Uralic has also been crit-
icized on linguistic grounds. Simon (2020) discusses the bulk of etymologies and 
shows that most of the Proto-Indo-European loanwords are problematic. Some loans 
could have been borrowed from later Indo-European languages and there remain only 
a handful of etymologies that could be considered as possible loans. Similar criti-
cism has also been set forth by Aikio (2022b) in an unpublished presentation, and the 
issue of contacts between Proto-Indo-European and Proto-Uralic is briefly and criti-
cally discussed also in Aikio (2022a: 25–27). Some loans have also been criticized by 
Holopainen et al. (2017). It should be mentioned that the idea of Proto-Indo-European 
loanwords received criticism already from Helimski (1990: 29–33; 2001). Helimski 
interpreted the lexical similarities as proof of a genealogical relationship between 
Indo-European and Uralic (in the scope of the Indo-Uralic and Nostratic hypotheses). 
The criticism presented in more recent research, such as that of Aikio (2022a: 25–27), 
also rejects a possible genealogical relationship between the two language families. 
On criticism of the Indo-Uralic and Nostratic hypotheses, see Kallio (2015).

Some remaining etymologies have been discussed by Holopainen & Junttila 
(2022), who also analyze some problematic Proto-Indo-European loans that might 
be rather borrowed from Indo-Iranian. For the alleged Proto-Uralic *wetä- or *wätä- 
‘pull; drive’ (← ? Proto-Indo-European *wedh- ‘lead; drive’), a set of parallel loans 
from Indo-Iranian *wadh- id. (a reflex of the Indo-European verb mentioned above) 
is suggested instead (Holopainen & Junttila 2022: 40–42). Concerning Proto-Uralic 
*moćki- ‘wash’, Holopainen & Junttila (2022: 43–44) suggest a possible Pre-Indo-
Iranian borrowing (from a form that yielded Proto-Indo-Iranian *majj- ‘sink’), but 
phonological details remain more uncertain in this case.

Contrary to this, the old idea of Indo-Iranian–Uralic contacts is still widely 
accepted. The issue has been discussed by Holopainen (2019) and some additional ety-
mologies were added in latter publications by Holopainen (2021; 2022). The problems 
of parallel borrowing have been highlighted in recent research: Koivulehto (1990) 
highlighted the importance of recognizing parallel borrowings, while Holopainen 
(2019: 339–343) shows that the corpus of Indo-Iranian etymologies in Uralic includes 
several parallel loanwords. The issue has also been recently highlighted by Grünthal et 
al. (2022: 498–500), Zhivlov (2023: 143), Metsäranta (2023: 162–167), and Häkkinen 
(2023: 59–61).
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In addition to the Indo-Iranian loanwords, it has also become clear that there are 
early Balto-Slavic loanwords in the Uralic languages, at least in the western part of 
the family (mostly in Finnic and Saami, but also in other “Finno-Permic” languages). 
This is mainly thanks to the research of Kallio (2008; 2022), but already Koivulehto 
discussed some Balto-Slavic loanwords in several publications (see e.g. Koivulehto 
1999b: 9–10, 275–288). Additionally, the issue has been investigated by Hyllested 
(2015: 14–21) and Junttila (2016) and some Balto-Slavic etymologies have been ana-
lyzed by Holopainen (2021), who mainly built on the recent ideas of Kallio.

The question of archaic Northwest Indo-European loanwords in Uralic (as sug-
gested by Koivulehto 2001: 239–247) still demands a fuller scrutiny with up-to-date 
methods. Some problematic early Indo-European loanwords in the western part of 
the family, especially Finnic and Saami, have been discussed critically by Hyllested 
(2015: 12–23), Junttila (2016), and Holopainen (2021; 2023), as well as by Holopainen 
et al. (2017: 110–115).

Additionally, some other early loanword layers have been tentatively suggested 
in recent research: Pre-, Proto-, and Para-Tocharian contacts have been occasionally 
suggested already by Rédei (1986: 58) and Napol’skikh (2001), but these ideas have 
been criticized (Kallio 2001: 35, footnote 8; 2004: 130, footnote 3; Widmer 2002). 
More recently, the possibility of Pre-Tocharian or Proto-Tocharian loanwords in Uralic 
has been cautiously suggested by Simon (2020: 257–259). The issue requires further 
research.2 Most recently, Martzloff & Machajdíková (2023: 92, footnote 80) have ten-
tatively suggested that Proto-Uralic *nimi ‘name’ (> Finnish nimi, Hungarian név, etc. 
id.) might have been borrowed from Proto-Tocharian *ñæmä(n) ‘name’ (> Tocharian 
A ñom, B ñem id., see Adams 2013: 288–289). This is a good example of an ety-
mology where Indo-European and Uralic show much similarity but finding a suit-
able Indo-European origin has been unsuccessful. It is debatable whether a Proto-
Tocharian etymology for a Proto-Uralic word would be chronologically possible,3 but 
the phonological side requires further argumentation and the etymology should be 
analyzed in further detail. Namely, the idea that the Uralic vowel *i could reflect the 
Proto-Tocharian vowel that is reconstructed as *æ by some would certainly require 
additional arguments; see Hackstein (2017: 1305), Adams (1988: 15), Malzahn (2010: 
1–21), and Peyrot (2019: 81–83) regarding the development of Tocharian vowels. Also 
the chronology of the development of Proto-Tocharian palatal *ñ should be clari-
fied – regarding this, see Ringe (1996: 101–117) and Peyrot (2019: 91), and also see 
Bernard (2023: 53, 96–100) on some Iranian loans that show the palatalization of 
*n in Tocharian. At the current state of loanword research, most scholars agree that 
there were indeed no contacts between Proto-Indo-European and Proto-Uralic, but 

2.   Later contacts between Tocharian and Samoyed seem more plausible; see a recent account of this 
by Warries (2022). Peyrot (2019) discusses possible Pre-Proto-Samoyed influence on the typological 
profile of Tocharian, but his arguments cannot be scrutinized here in further detail.
3.   See Simon (2020: 258, footnote 32) for a discussion of this possibility. Based on the study by 
Bernard (2023) of Iranian–Tocharian contacts, Proto-Tocharian was later than Proto-Iranian, so it cer-
tainly must have been later than Proto-Uralic.
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the question of early Indo-European loanwords is clearly not settled, as not all the 
relevant etymologies have been discussed, and some etymologies that Simon (2020) 
rejects as Proto-Indo-European loans could nevertheless have been borrowed from 
some early form of Indo-European that was in contact with Uralic.

In criticism of contacts between Proto-Indo-European and Proto-Uralic, the 
issue of chance similarity has been highlighted by Simon (2020: 256–257) and Aikio 
(2022a). It is always possible to find vaguely similar words in different languages 
and this alone does not offer sufficient grounds for postulating contacts. Recurring 
patterns of sound substitution are more important. On the other hand, Aikio (2022b) 
also raises the issue of chance correspondence, meaning that even in situations where 
no contact can be assumed, one sometimes can find accidental examples of recur-
ring sound correspondences. This is a very important methodological point: chance 
resemblance clearly is an existing issue, especially when one is dealing with a small 
amount of lexical material. It is a matter of interpretation how much of the possible 
Proto-Indo-European loanword corpus in Uralic consists of chance correspondences, 
but this is certainly something that the researchers have to be aware of.

3.	 Etymologies

3.1.	 Loans with extensive distribution in Uralic (possible IE loans into PU)

3.1.2.	 Proto-Uralic *wosa ‘merchandise’

PU *wosa ‘merchandise’ (> Fi (derivative) osta-, SaN (derivative) oasti- ‘buy’, Mari 
užale- id., Ko, Ud vuz ‘merchandise’, Ms TJ wɛ̮tā ‘merchant’, wɛ̮tā·l- ‘trade’ < Proto-
Mansi *wē̮tā, *wē̮tāl-) (UEW: 586; Zhivlov 2014: 139) ← PIE *woseh2 ‘merchandise’ 
> Proto-Germanic *wazō > German Ware id., from the Indo-European root *wes- 
‘buy, sell’ (Koivulehto 1991: 39, footnote 17; 2001: 280; 2003: 283)

As this etymology has a long history of research, it is good to start the discussion 
with this loan. The Indo-European noun *woseh2 was reconstructed as the original 
by Koivulehto (1991: 39, footnote 17), based on an original idea by Szemerényi (1979: 
118–122). Simon (2020) notes that this formation is continued only in Germanic and 
Iranian (attested only since Middle Iranian, such as Middle Persian wahāg ‘Handel’) 
and there is not sufficient evidence for the PIE status of this noun – see Kluge (2011: 
971 Ware) for a discussion of the suggested Germanic comparanda and LIV (693), 
Kortlandt (2003: 170), and Bauer (2022: eDiAna ID 1429) for a discussion of the Indo-
European root and its reflexes. However, it is not clear whether the Germanic and 
Iranian words are actual cognates and whether a noun *woseh2 could even technically 
be reconstructed based on them. This problem will be discussed in more detail below. 
Although the word has been considered an early Indo-Iranian loan already early on – 
see Joki (1973: 298–299) with references and Rédei (1986: 48–49) – a suitable donor 
form was first suggested by Koivulehto (1991). Joki compared Uralic *wosa- with 
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the Indo-European verbal root *wes- , noting that the loan is either from early Proto-
Indo-Iranian (“frühurarisch”) or from Proto-Indo-European; Rédei’s treatment of the 
etymology was quite similar. Also in KEWA (III: 177, s.v. vasnám), the idea of a loan 
into Uralic (Fi osta-) from an “early” Indo-Iranian *o-grade is mentioned.

Katz (2003: 228–229) has, independently from Koivulehto, suggested a similar 
donor form (Katz labels the donor as Indo-Iranian but his reconstruction is practically 
Proto-Indo-European). However, he notes that a suitable Indo-Iranian form (*wāsa- < 
quasi-IE *woso-; Indo-Iranian *u̯ṓso in the reconstruction of Katz) is not attested as 
such but can be reconstructed to account for the Uralic words. The problems with the 
discussion of this kind of Iranian noun are discussed below. Katz is certainly on the 
right track in assuming an Indo-Iranian origin for the Uralic words. Furthermore, 
he assumes that the words in various Uralic languages are early parallel borrowings 
from Indo-Iranian. While this is plausible as such, Katz was operating with compli-
cated and outdated reconstructions, and it makes sense to revisit the problem of the 
parallel loans of this Indo-Iranian word. 

In more recent research, a borrowing from Indo-Iranian *wasaH into Uralic 
has been briefly suggested by Blažek & Schwarz (2017: 89) but this has gone largely 
unnoticed in subsequent research (see EVE s.v. osta-).4At this point it is important 
to discuss the possible Indo-Iranian source form more closely. In the discussion of 
Sanskrit vasná- in the EWAia (II: 535, s.v. vasná-) , it is mentioned that Iranian *waha- 
(< Proto-Indo-Iranian *wasa-) can be reconstructed based on the following Middle 
and Modern Iranian cognates: Middle Persian wahāg, Modern Persian bahā ‘trade, 
trading’, Khotanese bahoysana ‘market’, Manichean Sogdian xw’qr ‘merchant’, 
Ossetic wæj/wæjæ ‘sale’, as well as Middle Persian wāzār, Modern Persian bāzār 
‘market’ (< compound *wahā-čār-). Further cognates in other Middle Iranian lan-
guages not mentioned in EWAia can be found, such as Chwarezmian w’h. However, 
it is problematic that the alleged noun *waha- does not show the reflex of Brugmann’s 
law, that is, long *ā from PIE *o in open syllables. For this reason, it remains unclear 
what kind of formation the Iranian comparanda actually reflect. Nevertheless, for the 
sake of Uralic it is important that an Indo-Iranian noun *wasa- can be reconstructed, 
and Uralic *wosa can securely be assumed to be borrowed from that, regardless of the 
background of this word.

It should also be noted that there might possibly be some evidence for Iranian 
*wāha- < *wāsa- with the expected long vowel. The vocalism of some Middle Iranian 
forms, like Chwarezmian w’h [wāh?] (Benzing 1983: 634), is ambiguous. In the 
Ossetic cognate væj/wajæ, the short vowel æ (< *a) might be secondary, as similar 
examples of shortening are found (compare Ossetic mæj/mæjæ ‘moon’ < *māhyā; 
Cheung 2002: 203).5

4.   The possibility of an Indo-Iranian borrowing is also mentioned by Ante Aikio in the draft version 
of his Uralic etymological dictionary as well as Sampsa Holopainen in the discussion of this etymology 
at EVE (see http://sanat.csc.fi/wiki/Etymologiadata:imsm:osta-) and the issue has been commented on 
by Juho Pystynen and Juha Kuokkala.
5.   I am grateful to Martin Kümmel for comments on the vowel length of the Iranian words.
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The existence of a noun *woseh2 in some stage of (late) Indo-European is also 
weakened by the fact that the Indo-European origin of Proto-Germanic *wazō is not 
settled. Bjorvand & Lindeman (2007: 1020–1021, s.v. vare) note that Szemerényi’s 
etymology is perhaps possible, but it is problematic that Old Norse vara does not show 
r-umlaut (which would have led to **vera): according to these scholars, in this case 
one should assume that vara is a loan from East Scandinavian or perhaps from Low 
German (that was also the source from which High German Ware was borrowed).

In the light of modern phonological studies, it can be noted that the development 
of the Proto-Uralic vowel in Mansi is not necessarily regular, which might result from 
an early borrowing of the Indo-Iranian word into Pre-Proto-Mansi. It is known that 
many early Indo-Iranian loanwords do not reflect regular Proto-Uralic forms but have 
to be the result of separate borrowing by Pre-Proto-Permic, Pre-Proto-Mansi, etc. at 
some early date. As noted by Ante Aikio (personal communication), Proto-Uralic 
*wo- often yields Proto-Mansi *ō, e.g. PU *woča ‘fence’ > Proto-Mansi *ōš,6 but 
some examples of *wo- > *wē̮- are also found, such as PU *wolka ‘shoulder’ > Proto-
Mansi *wē̮γlāp (Zhivlov 2014: 139). The issue therefore requires further research as 
it is not clear which development in Mansi is the regular one. Already Sammallahti 
(1988) seemed to be aware of the problems with the vocalism of Mansi *wē̮tā, as he 
reconstructed the Uralic noun as *wosa/*wi̮sa (= *we̮sa in our notation).

Regarding the other cognates, Katz assumes that North Saami oases and its 
Lule Saami cognate å̄sēs ‘Handelsware, Handel’ reflect Indo-Iranian *u̯ṓsɔs, which 
apparently corresponds to Proto-Indo-Iranian *wāsas in the standard reconstruction. 
It is not likely that Uralic *-s reflects the Proto-Indo-Iranian ending *-s here, however. 
As a noun *wāsas (in Katz’s reconstruction *u̯ṓsɔs) is not actually attested in Indo-
Iranian, this is certainly a weak point.

Katz considers the Permic cognates to be reflexes of a later loan from a mascu-
line or neuter noun, and also the Finnic and Saami consonantal-stem derivative verbs 
would belong here. It is true that Proto-Uralic *wosa- could yield all these forms, 
although the consonant stem in Finnic and Saami remains doubtful; it might be pos-
sible that these reflect an original *i-stem which would be a parallel borrowing.

For some reason, Katz also considers Mari uža a parallel loan from the same 
Indo-Iranian word, but this could actually reflect *wosa regularly. The Mari verb 
užale- is usually assumed to be a derivative of the noun uža, but Katz assumes that 
this would have been separately borrowed from Indo-Iranian *wasnám (*u̯ɔsnɔ́m). 
However, this explanation is unlikely from the point of view of Mari historical pho-
nology as the loss of *n in the cluster *sn would be irregular.

To sum up, the situation seems to be the following: most of the related forms 
could reflect Proto-Uralic *wosa. The vocalism of the Mansi word is dubious; some 
parallels exist, but as *wo- should regularly yield *ō, it is probable that the Mansi 
word is a parallel borrowing that gave Pre-Mansi *we̮sa. The Finnic and Saami con-
sonant stems require further research. However, as the loan etymology is convincing, 

6.   I use the Proto-Mansi reconstruction of Zhivlov (2023).
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and a suitable donor is attested only in Proto-Iranian, it could be assumed that we are 
dealing with parallel loans, especially as many of the Indo-Iranian loans have been 
separately borrowed into early varieties of Uralic (see the remarks above in Section 2).

It is thus clear that we are not dealing with a Proto-Indo-European loan but a 
loan from Proto-Indo-Iranian. The substitution of Indo-Iranian *a has several par-
allels, notably after *w, such as *woraćV ‘boar’ ← *warāj́ha- id., see Holopainen 
(2019: 313–314). This word could be considered also a “Pre-Indo-Iranian” loan with a 
retained vocalism *o, but as the word can also be explained as a “proper” Indo-Iranian 
loan, this option is preferable, as the number of Proto-Indo-Iranian loanwords in 
Uralic is greater than the number of possible Pre-Indo-Iranian loans (see Holopainen 
2019: 329). Formally also a Proto-Iranian source would probably be possible: accord-
ing to Szemerényi (1966: 191–194) and Mayrhofer (1984; 1989: 7), the change *s > *h 
in Iranian took place after the Proto-Iranian period, but this change is not reflected 
in the loanwords into Uralic; see also Hintze (1998) and Holopainen (2019: 32–34). 
However, in the light of the distribution, this is more problematic (see below). Note 
that although the reconstruction of the vowel length is indeed relevant for the history 
of the Iranian word as such, for the borrowing from Iranian into Uralic it is hardly 
relevant, as long and short *a in Indo-Iranian were largely substituted similarly in 
Uralic (Holopainen 2019: 327–328). If Proto-Indo-Iranian *wasaH or *wāsaH can 
be reconstructed on the basis of Iranian *wahaH/*wāhaH, either would be a suitable 
source for the loan into the Uralic languages.

The semantics of the attested Uralic words mostly refer to ‘merchandise’ or ‘buy-
ing’, which is close to the original meaning of the Indo-European root. The attested 
Middle Iranian words have a wide array of meanings, but the meaning ‘merchandise’ 
is attested, for example, in Middle Persian wahāg, so we can assume that a noun 
*wasaH with a meaning ‘merchandise’ would have existed in Proto-Indo-Iranian.

The lack of a laryngeal reflex in the auslaut is not a problem, as there are no 
parallels for Indo-European/Indo-Iranian *-VH stems being borrowed as consonant 
stems in Uralic: most of the loans are *a-stems.

The problems with the possible Indo-European background of Iranian *wasa- (or 
*wāsa-) mean that we cannot securely reconstruct *woseh2 for any proto-language 
stage preceding Indo-Iranian, contrary to the view of Szemerényi (1979) that was 
supported by Koivulehto (1991; 2001). This means that a borrowing from Indo-Iranian 
into Uralic, and as argued above, probably several separate borrowings into early 
Uralic dialects, remain the most plausible option.

3.1.3.	 Proto-Uralic (?) *pućnV ‘flour’

Proto-Uralic *pućnV or *puśnV > PP *pi̮ź ‘flour’, *pi̮źna- ‘grind’, ~ ? Mansi T påsėn 
‘flour’ (UEW: *puśnV) ← Pre-Bsl / Pre-IIr *piseno- ‘flour’, root *peis- ‘to crush’ 
(Koivulehto 1991: 89)

Koivulehto’s Indo-European loan etymology has not received much commen-
tary in later sources. The etymology looks plausible at first sight but involves some 
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problems. The vocalism is a bit problematic, as Permic *i̮ points regularly to Pre-
Permic *ü or *u, not *i (Zhivlov 2023: 137). The Mansi vocalism is more problematic: 
the reflexes of Proto-Uralic *u in Ugric are versatile, but here the Mansi variants 
point to Proto-Mansi *u that can reflect Proto-Uralic *u (Zhivlov 2023: 147, 164). 
Furthermore, the labeling of the donor as “Pre-Bsl or Pre-IIr” is vague. Phonologically, 
the donor *piseno- reconstructed by Koivulehto is identical with the Proto-Indo-
European reconstruction, lacking the RUKI rule (*s > *š) that is clearly visible in most 
loans. However, the idea that Uralic *ś/*ć could substitute PIE *s lacks good parallels. 
Because of this, it has been briefly and cautiously suggested by Holopainen (2023) as 
well as by Holopainen & Metsäranta (2022) that the Uralic words in question might 
have been borrowed from an Indo-Iranian reflex of the Proto-Indo-European root 
*peis- ‘trample down, pound’. Proto-Indo-Iranian *pišant- ‘zerstoßend’ (EWAIa II: 
169; LIV: 466; Cheung 2007: 292–293) would be a possible origin, if we assume that 
the palatal sibilant is the substitute for Proto-Indo-Iranian *š in this case. However, 
also this etymology involves problems. Koivulehto reconstructs the donor *piseno- 
as Pre-Balto-Slavic and assigns the meaning ‘flour’ to this donor form. The meaning 
‘flour’ is also attested in related Indo-Iranian forms such as Middle Persian pist ‘flour’ 
(< Proto-Iranian *pišta-, attested in Old Persian *pista-kara- ‘flour maker’ > ‘miller’, 
transmitted in an Elamite text; Tavernier 2007: 429).

The sibilant is problematic. If Proto-Uralic *ś should indeed be reconstructed as 
an affricate *ć, the etymology looks even more implausible, but if the word is a paral-
lel borrowing into Pre-Permic and Pre-Mansi as seems to be the case, we can assume 
that the reflex of PU *ć had become a sibilant already at the time of borrowing.

Mansi shows here *s (< *ć) and not *š as in some early Indo-Iranian borrowings 
such as Proto-Mansi *še̮tV ‘hundred’ ← Proto-Indo-Iranian *ćatám id. (see Pystynen 
2013; Zhivlov 2023: 143). Perhaps Mansi received the word through Permian media-
tion. In any case, sound substitution is never entirely regular (see Holopainen 2019: 
40–43; Heidermanns 2001), so Mansi *s instead of the expected *š as such is not an 
obstacle to the etymology.

It is difficult to explain the cluster *sn from the Indo-Iranian words. The Balto-
Slavic origin would be better from a phonological point of view, even though also in 
this case the vocalism of the Mansi and Permic words remains difficult.

To sum up, the Proto-Indo-European loan etymology can be rejected, and also 
the idea of a parallel loan from Indo-Iranian into Pre-Mansi and Pre-Permic is less 
attractive than has been recently assumed. The word for ‘flour’ in Mansi and Permic 
is most likely a loanword from somewhere, as it is disputed whether it can go back to 
Proto-Uralic, but the Indo-European etymologies involve too many problems.

3.1.4.	 Proto-Uralic *kari ‘bark’

Fi kuori ‘bark, rind’; ? Mordvin kaŕ ‘shoe made of bast’ (UEW: 184–185; see below for 
the uncertain Ob-Ugric cognates) ← Proto-Indo-European *korā ‘bark’ (Koivulehto 
1999b: 280–281) 
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Koivulehto (1999b) assumes that Finnish kuori ‘bark’ and its Mordvin cognate 
kaŕ ‘shoe made of bast’ reflect a borrowing from Proto-Indo-European *korā or its 
Balto-Slavic reflex *karā, reconstructed on the basis of Slavic evidence only (see 
Derksen 2008: 234 for a discussion of the Balto-Slavic word and its possible Indo-
European background). Since that time, Aikio (2012: 234) has noted that Tundra 
Nenets śar ‘surface’ is a cognate of the Finnic word, and in the draft of his Uralic 
etymological dictionary he also convincingly argues that the Mordvin cognate should 
be rejected due to the semantics and phonological problems. Therefore, the etymology 
should be analyzed in more detail.

This etymology is a good example of a loan etymology that is plausible as 
such but where the increased distribution within Uralic has caused extra prob-
lems. Koivulehto’s Balto-Slavic etymology has recently been supported briefly by 
Holopainen (2020), but additional arguments are in order and the etymology turns out 
to be more problematic due to the aforementioned reasons.

Koivulehto (1999b) assumed that kuori reflects Early Proto-Finnic *kora, which 
would fit quite well with a Balto-Slavic origin, but under the new reconstruction of 
Finnic vocalism by Aikio (2015), the word has to be reconstructed as *kari; Aikio 
has shown that Finnic *oo-e words cannot reflect Uralic *o-a stems, contrary to what 
was believed earlier, which makes the loan etymology more problematic. Deriving 
Proto-Uralic *kari from Proto-Balto-Slavic *karā might be phonologically possible, 
although the stem vowel is somewhat peculiar, but there are no examples of Balto-
Slavic loans stretching all the way to Samoyed (Kallio 2022). On the other hand, 
a Proto-Indo-European source is out of the question because of the *o-vocalism of 
the Proto-Indo-European word, something that would not fit with Proto-Uralic *a. 
The alleged parallel Fi suoli ‘guts’ < PU *ćola (now rather *ćali) ← Indo-Iranian 
*ćā́lā ‘room, hut’ mentioned by Koivulehto (1999b: 283–286) has been shown to be 
an untenable etymology by Holopainen (2019: 216–217). The Balto-Slavic etymol-
ogy of Finnish puoli ‘half’ (← Balto-Slavic *palu or Proto-Indo-European *polu 
‘half’) involves similar problems: in Aikio’s new reconstruction, Finnish puoli < 
Proto-Finnic *pooli regularly reflects Proto-Uralic *pälä which could not have been 
borrowed from Balto-Slavic. The loan etymology has been convincingly rejected by 
Aikio (UED draft).

It remains unclear whether the Ob-Ugric words mentioned in the UEW as 
uncertain cognates of Finnish kuori have anything to do with the Balto-Slavic word 
discussed here: South Khanty χurəp ‘(Brot)Rinde; Schorf; Grind; Splitter am Eisen 
an einem Schneidwerkzeug’, North Khanty χărĭ ‘rötliche Schicht od. Haut auf der 
Innenseite der Birkenrinde’ and North Mansi χurup ‘корка’ could reflect Uralic 
*kara, which bears a close resemblance to Balto-Slavic *karā, but this might be sim-
ply an accidental similarity. No cases of Balto-Slavic loans confined to Khanty and 
Mansi are known so far.

To sum up, the Indo-European and Balto-Slavic etymologies for Proto-Uralic 
*kari ‘bark’ have to be rejected and the resemblance of the Uralic and Balto-Slavic 
words is most likely accidental.
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3.2.	 Loans with more western distribution

Here I will discuss some loans that have a limited distribution in the western part of 
the Uralic language family (especially in Finnic) and which are problematic. 

3.2.1.	 Finnish tahma ‘(schmieriger) Belag, Schleim’

For Finnish tahma ‘(schmieriger) Belag, Schleim’ (cognates in Izhorian and Estonian; 
SSA s.v. tahma), Koivulehto (1999a: 216) suggested an early Indo-European origin, 
deriving it from Proto-Indo-European or Pre-Germanic *tah2ismo. The suggested 
source would be phonologically identical with late Proto-Indo-European but the for-
mation as such is only attested in Germanic: *þaisman- (OHG deismo ‘Sauerteig’). 
Some of the Pre-Germanic etymologies set forth by Koivulehto have been shown to 
be untenable by Holopainen (2021), while Hyllested (2015: 16–18, 19) and Junttila 
(2016: 223, 224–225) have suggested alternative sources for some etymologies alleg-
edly showing the substitution *š ← *h2. Furthermore, the number of archaic Indo-
European loans found in Finnic only is much smaller in the light of current research 
than was assumed by Koivulehto (1999a). Because of this situation, it is worth inves-
tigating whether an alternative example for Finnish tahma could also be found. SSA 
considers this word to be of “affective origin”, related to tahna ‘paste’ and tahkea 
‘tacky, sluggish’ but this explanation is ad hoc. It is assumed in SSA (s.v. tahkea) 
that also Finnish tahdas somehow belongs here, but Koivulehto suggested a separate 
Indo-European loan etymology for this word, while Junttila (2016: 223–224) has since 
shown that the word is indeed an Indo-European loan but borrowed from Proto-Balto-
Slavic (see also Hyllested 2015: 16). The Indo-European origin of tahdas is actually 
also mentioned in SSA (s.v. tahdas), which raises some confusion.

The Indo-European origin of the word might be correct, but instead of assum-
ing that the word is a very old loan showing a reflex of an Indo-European laryn-
geal, it could also be assumed that this was borrowed from the Proto-Germanic form 
*þaisman or *þaismjan as the word is reconstructed by Kroonen (2013: 531) (> Old 
High German deismo ‘Sauerteig’). This would involve loss of *i as in Koivulehto’s 
original suggestion. Koivulehto assumed syncope, but in this case it could simply 
be argued that the Germanic sequence *ism [jsm] was borrowed as *šm, as a cluster 
*jsm or *jšm would not have been possible in Early Proto-Finnic. The substitution 
*š ← *s is well attested among early Germanic loanwords (LÄGLOS I: xxi). There 
seems to be no phonological objection to derive the word from this Germanic source.

Of course, also the semantic side should be explained. Naturally ‘greasy sub-
stance’ and ‘sourdough’ are not exactly identical, but if the meanings attested in 
Germanic can be derived from a more general meaning of something ‘smudgy’ (as 
also Koivulehto 1999a assumed), the semantic connection can be accepted.

If the etymology is correct, this is a similar case as the Balto-Slavic etymology 
of tahdas: the Indo-European source as such is correct, but the etymology can be 
explained as a loan from a later form (in the case of tahdas from Balto-Slavic, in the 
case of tahma from Germanic) with a substitution for which there are parallels.
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It remains unclear for the time being what the origin of the semantically close 
tahna is; Koivulehto suggested an Indo-European origin also for this word. In this 
case no suitable Germanic donor is available. The word does not have any competing 
etymology (neither a Uralic etymology nor a loan etymology).

3.2.2.	 Finnish eväs ‘Proviant’

Finnish eväs ‘Proviant’ ← Proto-Indo-European *yewo- ‘grain’ (Koivulehto 1985: 
85)

The Finnish word eväs (cognates in Izhorian, Karelian, Ludic, and Votic) is 
also an alleged case of an early loanword borrowed from some early form of Indo-
European. Koivulehto (1985) assumed that this is a loan from some reflex of Proto-
Indo-European *yewo- ‘grain’ (regarding this Indo-European word, see Weiss 2021). 
The lack of *j would be very problematic. Koivulehto is right in noting that there 
are no words with word-initial *je- in Finnic. The exact source language was not 
defined by Koivulehto. It is known that Finnish jyvä was also borrowed from the same 
Indo-European source, an etymology that has been recently discussed by Holopainen 
(2019: 103–105) and Kallio (2022); Kallio argues convincingly for a Balto-Slavic 
donor. Word-initial *je- can indeed not be reconstructed for Proto-Finnic, but there 
are also no parallels for Indo-European words with word-initial *ye- being borrowed 
into Finnic as *e-. For this reason, Koivulehto’s initial suggestion remains uncertain, 
and it has been doubted by SSA (s.v. eväs). A similar origin is also suggested for 
Finnish evä ‘fish fin’, as Koivulehto (1985: 87) assumes this could also result from 
a borrowing of Indo-European *yewo-; similar phonological problems are naturally 
present here as well. For this etymology, an alternative solution is not known – the 
old connection with Hungarian evez ‘to row’, mentioned by SSA as a possibility, is 
criticized by Metsäranta (2020: 117) who presents an alternative Uralic etymology 
for Hungarian evez, deriving it from *säŋi-. It can be added that Finnic *e does not 
correspond regularly to Hungarian open e as the latter usually reflects *ä and in some 
cases *i; see Zhivlov (2023: 142). 

Regarding the etymology of eväs, a semantically rather close word is found in 
Indo-Iranian: Indo-Iranian *awasám, reflected by Sanskrit avasám ‘provisions, food’ 
and Avestan auuaŋha- ‘provisions’ (EWAia I: 133; Maggi 2019: 126–127; this Proto-
Indo-Iranian word possibly continues an earlier *s-stem *awás > Avestan auuah-; see 
Hintze 2009: 119–121). This Indo-Iranian word would be semantically a strikingly 
good source and also phonologically possible. The semantic connection is quite close 
(see SMS s.v. eväs for the semantics of the Finnish word). Concerning the phonol-
ogy, it is known that Finnic (or Uralic) *e corresponds to Proto-Indo-Iranian *a in a 
number of borrowings, such as *mekši ~ *makš- ‘bee’, *kečrä ~ *čatstram ‘spindle’ 
(Holopainen 2019: 116–118, 139–142, 329). Loans with *e-vocalism have usually been 
interpreted as very early Indo-Iranian loans before the *e > *a change in Indo-Iranian 
took place. This idea is still supported by Holopainen (2019: 329) but has been criti-
cized or doubted in some recent studies (Kümmel 2020: 249; Palmér et al. 2021: 13, 
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footnote 22) where it is argued that Uralic *e could be a substitution for Proto-Indo-
Iranian *a. As Proto-Indo-Iranian had a very limited vowel system and *a certainly 
was not realized as a similar back low vowel like, for instance, Finnish a, numerous 
substitutions on the Uralic side are possible (see Holopainen 2019: 327–330). It is 
also true that in the case of some loans showing Uralic *e, the Indo-Iranian vocalism 
*a is difficult to explain from earlier *e (as is the case of Uralic *ertä ‘side’ ~ Indo-
Iranian *Hardha- id., see Kümmel 2020: 250, footnote 17). This issue requires further 
research.

Whatever the correct explanation may be, it is true that this correspondence 
is found in a number of loans, so eväs could be an additional example. If the tradi-
tional idea of Pre-Indo-Iranian borrowings is correct, eväs could fit that group well. 
According to the EWAia, Proto-Indo-Iranian *awasá- does not have any certain Indo-
European cognates (see LIV: 274; Vaan 2008: 65 for possible Indo-European cog-
nates), but if it goes back to a stage earlier than Proto-Indo-Iranian, its vocalism *a 
cannot reflect Proto-Indo-European *o because of Brugmann’s law, which means that 
a reconstruction like *ewesóm would be a plausible possibility. On the other hand, if 
*e is a substitution for *a, the etymology fits the large number of loans showing this 
vowel substitution.

The word has to be an old loan and not from a late Iranian language, where *s had 
become *h (see the discussion on page 49). Furthermore, there are no known cases of 
very late Indo-Iranian loans in Finnic. The distribution limited to Finnic might raise 
some doubts, but also some other early loanwords, such as *kečrä mentioned above, 
have a distribution that is quite limited. Some old loans are also found in Finnic only 
(Holopainen 2020). Within Finnic the reflexes of *eväs are found in Finnish, Izhorian, 
Karelian, and Ludic as well as Votic (SSA s.v. eväs).

The low vowel *ä in the second syllable of the Finnic word remains enigmatic. 
If the word indeed was borrowed from a Pre-Indo-Iranian *eweso-, Pre-Finnic *ewis 
would have been possible as well. On the other hand, if *e and *ä reflect different sub-
stitutions of Proto-Indo-Iranian *a, the difference can simply be due to the phonetic 
variation of Indo-Iranian *a. This is not a very precise explanation but phonetically 
plausible.

A cognate of eväs in Saami has actually been suggested. In North Saami a verb 
avastit ‘eat up’ < *eve/is- is found, and this is mentioned in the SSA, but the phonetic 
relationship is not regular, and the matter remains uncertain. The Saami word is lim-
ited to North Saami, which raises doubts about its age. It is possible that the similarity 
with the Finnic word is accidental. A borrowing from Finnish would be possible in 
the light of the substitution, but the vocalism makes this idea difficult.
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4.	 Conclusions

In this paper, some problematic early Indo-European loanwords in Uralic have been 
mentioned and new solutions have been suggested. The loan etymology of *kari is 
altogether rejected, whereas for the other etymologies, other Indo-European sources 
are suggested (in the case of *wosa, a solution found in earlier research is supported 
but new arguments are added to the discussion). Although this scrutiny presents only 
a selection of early Indo-European loanword material in Uralic, it continues the trend 
observed in recent loanword studies where many early Indo-European loan etymolo-
gies have been criticized and reinterpreted (such as Simon 2020; Holopainen 2021; 
Kallio 2022). However, it is clear that the etymologies that have become problematic 
in the light of recent research can be reinterpreted in various ways, showing that there 
is need for scrutiny of early loans and the whole material cannot certainly be dis-
missed out of hand, even if contacts between Proto-Indo-European and Proto-Uralic 
are unlikely.

Abbreviations

Ko			   Komi
Ms			   Mansi
PP			   Proto-Permic
Pre-Bsl	 Pre-Balto-Slavic
Pre-IIr	 Pre-Indo-Iranian
PU			   Proto-Uralic

SaN			  North Saami
T			   Tavda dialect
TJ			   Tavda dialect, Janychkova 	
			   village (South Mansi)
Ud			   Udmurt
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