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Problem 7. Proto-Basque (20 marks)
Most languages spoken in Europe today are Indo-European, brought

to Europe by waves of migration some time 3000 to 8000 years ago. This
includes English, French, and German, as well as Russian, Greek, and
Armenian. Before this, various other languages were spoken, such as
the language of Minoan Crete, famous for its undeciphered writing sys-
tem known as Linear A. Of these old European languages, only Basque
survives, being spoken by around 800,000 people in northern Spain and
southern France.

In the same way that French and Spanish descend from Latin, modern-
day Basque descends from an older language called Proto-Basque. Al-
though there are no speakers of Proto-Basque left, linguists can use historical methods to attempt
to reconstruct what words in Proto-Basque may have looked like. For example, here is one proposal
from the Proto-Basque numbers 1-9, given in a random order. Note that since these words are
reconstructed, rather than known for certain, they are preceded by *.

a. *berr-eri
b. *be-oro-atz
c. *atz-az-berr-eri-ahur-itzi

d. *berr-eri-ahur
e. *atz-az-eri
f. *bada-eri

g. *eri-ahur
h. *atz-az-bada-eri-ahur-itzi
i. *atz-az-berr-eri

Each of these proposed Proto-Basque numbers are made of smaller meaningful word-parts. For
example, *berr-eri literally means another finger.

Below are some of the word-parts of the Proto-Basque numbers, with their English translations
given in a random order. Note that the meanings of *be and *itzi are not relevant (linguists have
other reasons to believe that they were present).

1. *ahur j. another
2. *atz k. finger
3. *az l. hand
4. *bada m. (in) palm (of hand)
5. *berr n. there is
6. *eri o. with
7. *oro p. whole

Q 7.1 Determine which of the numbers a-i above correspond to each of the numbers 1-9.

Q 7.2 Determine the correspondences between words 1-7 and j-p.

Below are the modern Basque numbers 5-10 in a northern dialect, given again in a random order.

q. zazpi
r. bederatzi

s. bortz
t. hamar

u. zortzi
v. sei

Q 7.3 Determine which of the modern Basque numbers q-v above correspond to each of the numbers
5-10. It may be helpful to know that Basque z is very similar to s (although pronounced with
the tongue touching the teeth).

Map credit: Eddo, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=11102525
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Problem 7. Proto-Basque Answers
For Q7.1 write the corresponding letter (from a to i) under each item.
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

f a d g b e i c h

For Q7.2 write the corresponding letter (from j to p) under each item.
1. *ahur 2. *atz 3. *az 4. *bada 5. *berr 6. *eri 7. *oro

m l o n j k p

For Q7.3 write the corresponding letter (from q to v) under each item.
5 6 7 8 9 10

s v q u r t

Maximum 19 pts.
If the word(s) referred to by the letter has been written (e.g. another instead of j) mark it as correct.

Q 7.1 Max 9. 1 pt each.

Q 7.2 Max 7. 1 pt each.

Q 7.3 Max 3. 3 pts for all 6 correct; 2 pts for 4 or 5 correct; 1 pt for 2 or 3 correct.

In other words, 0.5 pts per tick, then round down to a whole number.

Problem 7. Proto-Basque Commentary
These Proto-Basque reconstructions are still not widely accepted, but are one recent proposal.

The numbers 1-9 have the following literal translations:

1. there is a finger
2. another finger
3. another finger in the palm
4. finger in the palm
5. (?) whole hand
6. hand with finger
7. hand with another finger
8. hand with 2 (left) in the palm
9. hand with 1 (left) in the palm
To derive the modern forms, make the following observations:

• Two end in -tzi, and two end in *itzi. Of these, *bada probably corresponds with bede, giving
8 and 9.

• *be-oro-atz > bortz is very plausible.

• Of the following, both sei and zazpi end in i, and contain s∼z. This makes more sense to
correspond to 6 and 7. Of these, the p likely comes from the b in *berr, so we get 6 and 7.
Note that sei may also be a Romance borrowing.
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• Hamar looks nothing like any of the Proto-Basque 5-9, so must be 10.

References and further reading:

• Gomez-Acedo, F. and Gomez-Acedo, E., 2019. Reconstruction of the Ancient Numeral System
in Basque Language. Philology, 4(2018-2019), pp.157-172.


