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On some Romanian substrate words with Albanian comparanda: 

etymologies and implications 

The paper offers a new angle on the etymologies of some Romanian substrate words with 

close Albanian comparanda, focusing on distinguishing each word’s language of origin. Two 

new Albanian loanwords are identified, berc ‘with a short tail; tailless’ and driză ‘hairy crab-

grass’, while rangă ‘crowbar’ and urdă ‘a kind of cheese similar to ricotta’ are identified as 

Thracian borrowings. Further, groapă ‘pit’ (< *ghrobh-eh2) is attributed to a minor substrate that 

preserved PIE *o — Paeonian or Brygian. Finally, mărar ‘dill’ is derived ultimately from An-

cient Greek *maráthrion, a diminutive of márathron ‘fennel’, through the mediation of both 

Thracian and Albanian. 
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1. Introduction 

Romanian preserves a considerable number of words from Paleo-Balkan languages — the 

poorly attested languages native to pre-Roman Southeastern Europe. These words were ac-

quired largely through the shift of Paleo-Balkan speakers to Latin and account collectively for 

the vast majority of the Romanian lexical substrate.O1 Currently, there is no consensus on the 

linguistic stratificationO2 or periodization of this vocabulary,O3 and the problem of the Romanian 

substrate is intimately connected to the yet-unsolved problem of the Romanian Urheimat. 

Based on historical considerations, substrate words may have entered Balkan Latin as early as 

the 2nd century BC, when Latin began to spread in the interior of the Balkan Peninsula follow-

ing the Third Macedonian War (171–168 BC), and as late as the final quarter of 1st millennium 

AD, prior to the cessation of Romanian-AlbanianO4 contacts and the extinction of Daco-Moesian 

and Thracian.O5 This lengthy period of often intensive contacts with Paleo-Balkan languagesO6 

accounts for the significant influence that these languages exerted upon Romanian. 

                                                   
1 Greek, usually not classed as a Paleo-Balkan language due to its extensive attestation (see Нерознак 1978: 7), 

also contributed to the Romanian substrate: Romanian exhibits a layer of early Greek loans of substrate typology — 

particularly names of small animals, such as cărăbuș ‘cockchafer’, drepnea ‘blackswift’, and mormoloc ‘tadpole’ 

(Diculescu 1927: 486–489). Additionally, any influences acquired from languages of non-Balkan origin that pre-

dated Latin in Southeastern Europe (e.g., Sarmatian) may be regarded as substratal. 
2 Research aimed at identifying layers within the Romanian lexical substrate has been limited. An early at-

tempt, now outdated, was Philippide (1927: 695–743). Later, Ivănescu (1980: 251–257) distinguished an Albanian 

and a non-Albanian layer in the Romanian substrate, but without providing an extensive analysis. 
3 According to Ivănescu (1980: 171), the bulk of Romanian substrate words entered the language between 450 

and 700 AD. Other authors propose earlier dates: Paliga (2024: 43–44) asserts that Thracian influenced Balkan 

Latin until the 6th century AD. 
4 Albanian, regarded by Matzinger (2018: 1790) as the continuer of an undocumented Balkan idiom distinct 

from both Illyrian and Thracian, is the sole modern descendant of a Paleo-Balkan language. 
5 Daco-Moesian and Thracian appear to have been still in widespread use at the time when the Slavs arrived 

in Southeastern Europe. See Yanakieva (2018: 59–61) on the situation of East Balkan languages in Late Antiquity. 
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Among the Romanian substrate words, particular attention has been given to those with 

close parallels in Albanian.O7 However, despite more than 160 years of research efforts, the 

problem of identifying and etymologizing Romanian substrate words with Albanian com-

paranda remains unsolved.O8 The identification of these words is complicated by the very late 

attestations of both languagesO9 and the heterogeneity of the shared Romanian-Albanian vo-

cabulary.O10 Among Romanian substrate words common with Albanian, reliable etymologies 

are largely limited to those analyzable as native in Albanian, of which some evidence Alba-

nian-specific developments,O11 whereas others do not.O12 Several important Romanian substrate 

words shared with Albanian remain with no plausible Albanian etymology.O13 

In recent decades, it has often been assumed that this group of Romanian substrate words 

largely derives from a single language (Nagy 2003: 194). This presumptive source language 

has been regarded as ancestral or otherwise very closely related to Albanian (Brâncuș 2022: 46; 

Matzinger 2018: 1790; Paliga 2024: 46; Poghirc 1969: 314; Slușanschi 1981: 340). However, the 

difficulty in providing Albanian etymologies for a significant share of these words suggests that 

they did not originate in a single language or an “Albanoid” groupO14 of closely related languages. 

The linguistic diversity of the ancient Balkans offers a compelling alternative to the Al-

banoid hypothesis as an explanation for the Paleo-Balkan vocabulary shared by Romanian and 

Albanian. Multiple languages were spoken in pre-Roman times across the territory between 

present-day Romania and Albania, including Daco-Moesian, Thracian, Paeonian and Bry-

gian.O15 While Albanian has itself been often suggested to continue either Daco-Moesian or 

Thracian (Brâncuș 2013: 419; Georgiev 1981: 132–140; Paliga 2024: 46; Witczak 1995: 310–311), 

it markedly differs from these languages in its treatment of several PIE consonants and clus-

ters, particularly *sC groups (Kaluzhskaya 1993: 70–71; Ködderitzsch 2001: 82), rendering such 

affiliations implausible. Albanian likewise diverges from Paeonian and Brygian, having 

shifted PIE *o to *a in pre-Roman times (Matzinger 2017: 39–40), whereas the latter languages 

both preserved it (Duridanov 1985: 134–135; 1993: 64–65). 

Given these considerations, the essential principle guiding our investigation is taking into 

account the diversity of possible sources of the shared Paleo-Balkan vocabulary of Romanian 

and Albanian. This paper follows this framework to analyze six such words, offering argu-

ments for their attribution to a particular language rather than to a generic substrate. 

                                                                                                                                                                         
6 See Rusakov (2017: 556–557) for information on the intensive Romanian-Albanian contacts, discernible at 

multiple linguistic levels.  
7 An early discussion of this subject is available in Miklosich (1861: 6–10). 
8 Reflecting this uncertainty, Brâncuș (2005: 48–50) estimates that Romanian has between 90 and 150 substrate 

words shared with Albanian. New candidates continue to be proposed, such as Rom. înghesui ‘to cram, jam’, 

linked by Schütz (2002: 19) to Alb. gjesh ‘to knead’. 
9 Albanian and Romanian are virtually undocumented for most of their history. Substantive attestations first 

emerge in the 15th century AD for Albanian (Rusakov 2018: 1716) and around 1500 for Romanian (Maiden et al. 

2020: 3–4).  
10 Romanian and Albanian also share extensive Latin and Slavic vocabulary layers besides the Paleo-Balkan one. 
11 One such example is Rom. vatră ‘hearth’ < Alb. vatër id., whose /v/ arose via the Alb. *ā- > *w*- sound 

change in the earlier *ātrā ‘fire’ (Schumacher 2009: 46).    
12 An example is Rom. gard ‘fence’ ~ Alb. gardh id. < *ghordh-o- < PIE *gherdh- ‘to enclose, gird’ (Schumacher 

2013: 211). The word formation is straightforward and the phonetic developments are not diagnostic: PIE *o > a 

and *gh, *dh > g, d have also been attributed to Dacian and Thracian by Duridanov (1995: 45–46). 
13 An example is Rom. copil ‘child’ ~ Alb. kopil ‘bastard’. The main attempt at an Albanian etymology starts from 

Alb. pjell ‘to give birth (of animals)’ and assumes a ko- prefix and an *’of bad birth’ original meaning (Hubschmid 

1983: 507–510). The speculative word formation and phonetic difficulties render this etymology unpersuasive. 
14 See a brief presentation of the Albanoid hypothesis in Friedman and Joseph (2025: 33–34). 
15 See Duridanov (1995: 45; 2000: 23–25) and Hill (2011: 411). 
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2. Etymologies 

2.1. Rom. berc  ‘with a short tail;  tailless’  

This word has often been considered of unknown etymology (DLR 1913–1949, 1, pt. 1: 545; 

Șăineanu 1929: 62; Tiktin 1903–1925, 1: 177). 

The explanation from a surmised Lat. *brevicus < brevis ‘short’ (Bogrea 1921: 251) requires 

an arbitrary metathesis. Moreover, other Romance languages do not validate *brevicus, and the 

adjective-forming Lat. -icus suffix has not been historically productive in Romanian.  

The derivation from OHG brecha ‘breaking’ (Scriban 1939: 164) is semantically vague.O16 

Formally and distributionally, the hypothesis presents further difficulties, hinging upon the 

same unexplained metathesis and requiring an unlikely OHG x > Rom. k outcomeO17 as well as 

Old High German-Romanian contacts, which are not evidenced. Hypothetical mediation 

through an unattested Slavic form (Ciorănescu 2001: 88) fails to resolve these difficulties. 

Substratal etymologies have also been proposed. Vinereanu (2023, 1: 240) derives it from 

PIE *mreǵh- ‘short’ through Dacian, with an unexpected metathesis and velar stop.O18 Paliga 

(2024: 187) regards berc as a probable substrate word from a surmised bar-/ber- root extracted 

from toponyms and presumed to mean ‘hill’. However, such a root is not validated, and the 

semantic link to ‘hill’ is not compelling.  

Saramandu (1987: 126–130) connects berc with Rom. bercă ‘sheep with short and curly 

wool’O19 and Alb. berr ‘sheep; goat’, but regards it as a diminutive of a lost *ber through an ear-

lier *berce, with an unclear suffix. Saramandu (1987: 130) further suggests a ‘sheep with short 

and curly wool’ > ‘with a short tail; tailless’ semantic evolution, which is unconvincing.  

We propose instead that berc was borrowed from Alb. berk ‘goat’. The Albanian word is an 

internal diminutive of Alb. berr id. (Orel 1998: 21).O20 Early Romanians may have encountered 

berk as a term used to describe goats that resembled sheep in some way. A conspicuous differ-

ence between goats and sheep is that goats have much shorter tails than sheep; the historical 

importance of pastoralism among Romanians favored the generalization of an initial meaning 

*‘sheep with a short tail’ to ‘animal with a short tail’.O21 Another conspicuous difference be-

tween goats and sheep is that goats have much shorter wool than sheep; this explains the 

meaning of bercă.O22 For the semantic shift from the name of an animal to a perceived attribute 

of it, cf. Hun. ravasz ‘sly’ < ‘fox’ (Kálmán 1972: 56).  

Finally, it is worth noting that berk is a word of low distribution in Albanian — Orel (1998: 

21) mentions it is used only in era berk ‘stench of a goat’. However, given the large temporal 

gap between the age of intensive Romanian-Albanian contacts, dated to the mid-1st millen-

                                                   
16 One could, at most, surmise a connection with tail docking, a practice performed in farm animals such as 

pigs, sheep and cattle (Sutherland and Tucker 2011: 180). 
17 Such an outcome appears sporadically in auslaut in Old Church Slavonic loans, but the more frequent out-

comes of OCS -x are Rom. -f, -v, -u/ (with dialectal variation), and -h in learned borrowings (Petrovici 1948: 190–192). 
18 PIE *ǵh > Dacian z (Ködderitzsch 2001: 82). 
19 Rom. bercă lent Hun. birka ‘sheep; lamb, mutton’, Slovak birka ‘short-wooled sheep’, dialectal (Moravian) 

Czech burka ‘sheep’ (Pușcariu et al. 1926: 279), dialectal Russian birka ‘lamb, sheepskin’. Zaicz (2006 81) instead 

considers Hun. birka of either native or Slavic origin, but without explaining its word formation. 
20 Related to PSl. *b0rvъ ‘boar, ram, wether’ (Orel 1998: 21) < PIE *bhor-wo- (Derksen 2008: 58). 
21 Another semantic shift attributed to the historical predominance of pastoralism among Romanians is Rom. 

făt ‘boy’ < ‘young animal’ (Candrea and Densusianu 1907: 91–92).  
22 The feminine gender of Rom. bercă, in contrast with the masculine gender of Alb. berk, may reflect the 

influence of the feminine gender of Rom. oaie ‘sheep’. 
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nium AD (Rusakov 2017: 557), and the first consistent attestations of Albanian, this circum-

stance does not strongly challenge our etymology. It may be that berk enjoyed wider usage in 

the mid-1st millennium AD, whether in Albanian as a whole or in a variety thereof that experi-

enced greater contact with the Common Romanian dialect ancestral to Daco-Romanian. The 

absence of berc in Aromanian and Megleno-Romanian supports the latter scenario, suggesting 

that the word was borrowed from a northern Albanian variety which may have since disap-

peared through Romanization or Slavicization. 

 

2.2. Rom. driză  ‘hairy crabgrass’ 

MDA (2001–2003, 2: 226) provides no etymology for this rare word. DELR suggests an unten-

able derivation from German Waldhirse ‘foxtail millet’ through *valtirză and *valdirză. 

The word is a transparent loan from Alb. drizë ‘thornbush’. The Albanian word derives 

from *dri- ‘bush’, a root shared with AGr. dríos id., with the Albanian diminutive suffix -zë.O23 

See the discussion of drizë in Demiraj (1997: 146).  

 

2.3. Rom. groapă  ‘pit ’  

There is little doubt that this word continues an o-grade result noun from PIE *ghrebh- ‘to dig’ 

(LIV 2001: 201–202). The comparison to Alb. gropë id., German Graben ‘ditch’,  OCS grobŭ ‘pit, hole’ 

was already made by Miklosich (1861: 9). What remains is to identify the language of origin. 

A Slavic (Cihac 1879: 129–130; Georgiev 1965: 76; Ungureanu 2016: 210), Thracian (Paliga 

2024: 307)O24 or Dacian (Vinereanu 2023, 1: 704) origin cannot explain the /p/, while a borrowing 

from OHG crôpa ‘pit, cavity’ (Orel 1998: 124)O25 is distributionally impossible.  

DLR (1913–1949, 2, pt. 1: 315) derives groapă from Albanian, which does not suffice to clar-

ify the history of the word. Regarding the /p/, Hyllested (2016: 73–77) brings compelling ar-

guments for a syllable-final *-b- > *-p development in early Albanian, occurring after the 

apocope of the unstressed vowel. Since the *-p in the new word-final position was retained af-

ter vocalic suffixation, such as with the feminine suffix -ë (Hyllested 2016: 74), Albanian can 

account for the *bh > p outcome. However, gropë remains difficult to explain as a native Alba-

nian word. This is because Alb. /o/ does not continue PIE *o, but PIE *eh1/2 (Demiraj 1997: 41–

45), which *ghrebh- cannot provide. If starting instead from *ghrēbh-, /o/ would be expected, but 

this requires an arbitrary long grade. 

A Slavic > Albanian > Romanian borrowing scenario has been suggested by Meyer (1891: 

131) and Tiktin (1903–1925, 2: 703). Matzinger (2006: 213) posits that the early date of the bor-

rowing explains the surmised b > p outcome. Yet this hypothesis is seriously marred by 

                                                   
23 On this suffix, see Arapi (2012: 134). Other Romanian words borrowed from Albanian suffixed with -ză in-

clude coacăză ‘currant’ (Çabej 1964: 73) and pupăză ‘hoopoe’ (Orel 1998: 350). 
24 Paliga claims that PIE *bh yielded Thr. p, giving Rom. jupân ‘master’ and stăpân ‘master, owner’ as examples. 

However, jupân is not of Thracian but of eastern origin, related to Bulgar zoapan (Blažek 2006: 515) and Old Uyghur 

čopan ‘chancellor’ (Ramstedt 1951: 72), borrowed into Romanian via Proto-Slavic (Leschber 2021: 213). Cf. further 

related official titles: Chinese chù bàn (处半), Bactrian sōpano, Khotanese chaupaṃ (Zhan 2014: 77). Regarding stăpân, 

Philippide (1927: 14–15) compares it to ARo. stăpuescu ‘I stop, I master myself’ and further to Sanskrit sthāpayati ‘to 

make to stand’, implying a derivation from PIE *steh2- ‘to stand’ and an original meaning of *‘one who makes 

(things, people) stay put’, The *-p- suffix is unclear, but a hypothetical earlier *-bh- form is unevidenced. See a 

discussion of the origin of the possibly related Indic -páya- causative suffix in Khoshsirat and Byrd (2023).  
25 A variant of OHG gruoba ‘pit, cavity’ (Schade 1872–1882: 355) < PGm. *grōbō ‘hole, pit’, an ō-stem derived 

from PGm. *graban ‘to dig’ < PIE *ghrebh- id. (Kroonen 2013: 191; 185–186). 
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chronological difficulties. No loanwords in Albanian showing the *-b- > *-p outcome have been 

identified so far: the /b/ is preserved in Slavic loans kob ‘treachery’, rob ‘serf’, cub1 ‘short-tailed; 

with the tail cut off’, udob ‘easy, convenient’ and even Gothic loan cub2 ‘robber’ (Hyllested 2016: 

67). If gropë is indeed of Slavic origin, the borrowing must have taken place very early. One may 

surmise that early Albanians borrowed gropë from Proto-Slavic just before the Alb. *-b- > *-p 

shift completed, and shortly thereafter borrowed cub from remnant Germanic populations of the 

Balkans. However, the earlier form of PSl. *gròbъ ‘grave’ was *grabu (Klotz 2017: 112), and the 

PSl. *a, *u > *o, *ъ shifts only occurred after 600 AD (Leschber 2021: 208). Unless the borrowing 

of cub2 from Gothic was as late as the 7th century AD, relative chronology demands that we 

start from *grabu. This, in turn, would require an unevidenced early PSl. *a > Alb. o outcome. 

These difficulties suggest the need to move beyond the traditional hypotheses. The final-

syllable *-b- > *-p shift has a notable Balkan parallel. The name of Astibus,O26 a town of Paeonia, 

an ancient region centered on the middle reaches of the Vardar (Axios) River (Duridanov 1985: 

133), has been preserved in Macedonian as Štip. Displaying the loss of anlaut unstressed a 

characteristic of Albanian, the modern name has been regarded as transmitted by Albanian 

(Barić 1955: 49). While its b > p shift may have occurred in Albanian, an alternative possibility 

is that it occurred already in PaeonianO27 and the toponym was passed to Albanian as *Astip-. 
This circumstance warrants consideration of the possibility that groapă originated in Paeonian.  

Among the distinguishing features of Paeonian proposed by Duridanov (1985: 134–135) 

we remark the one needed for explaining groapă: the preservation of PIE *o, based on the Paeo-

nian hydronym Pontos (< PIE *pent- ‘find a path’ through the o-grade, related to Gr. póntos ‘sea’ 

(Янакиева 2009: 112)) and ethnonym Stoboi. The preservation of PIE *o is not exclusive to 

Paeonian among the eastern Paleo-Balkan languages, however: it also characterizes Brygian, 

another variety historically spoken near the Axios River (Duridanov 1993: 64–65). 

Therefore, Rom. groapă and Alb. gropë continue a Paeonian or Brygian reflex of *ghrobh-eh2. 

Most likely, Albanian mediated the Paeonian or Brygian word to Eastern Romance, as sug-

gested by the Albanian transmission of Astibus. 

 

2.4 Rom. mărar  ‘dill’  

Long linked with Gr. márathron ‘fennel’ and Alb. marajO/Omërajë id. (Capidan 1922: 458), this 

word is usually regarded as substratal, with no etymological solution provided (Boerescu 

2018: 52; Brâncuș 1983: 96–97; Poghirc 1969: 345). The Greek word was attested in Mycenaean 

as ma-ra-tu-wo, and may have been borrowed from Pre-Greek (Beekes 2010, 2: 903–904).  

Diculescu (1927: 460) proposes a borrowing from Gr. *maráthrion, a reconstructed diminu-

tive of márathron. However, the Gr. th > Rom. ∅ outcome would be unexplained. 

Orel (1998: 244–245) regards mărar as borrowed from Alb. *mararja, an earlier form of 

maraj. This is a plausible viewpoint; for Alb. rj > j, see Schumacher (2013: 247). The obsolete 

Rom. mărariu ‘dill’ (Boerescu 2018: 52) and ARo. măralʹu ‘dill’ (Capidan 1922: 458) buttress this 

hypothesis: the Alb. rj > j sound change proceeded with a ʎ intermediary that survives in some 

Tosk varieties (Schumacher 2013: 247). Thus, mărar and măralʹu were borrowed from Albanian, 

with the former an earlier loan than the latter. 

Next, we will elucidate the link between maraj and márathron. First, the reconstructed di-

minutive *maráthrion is necessary to account for the *rj in the history of the Albanian word. 

                                                   
26 Derived by Georgiev (1981: 172) from *ad-tibhos ‘at the marsh’. 
27 Paeonia was classed as a distinct ethnic entity from Thrace, Illyria and Macedonia by some ancient writers, 

though conflicting reports describe Paeonians variously as Thracians, Phrygians or Illyrians (Katičić 1976: 117).  
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The loss of *th can be explained through a *drj > *rj > j development, well-known in Alba-

nian,O28 entailing an earlier *maradrjV-, and an Alb. *d ~ Gr. th correspondence. To account for it, 

Huld (1986: 247–249) proposes that maraj was borrowed from a Macedonian cognate of 

*maráthrion,O29 putting forward two other loanwords in Albanian with a putative Macedonian 

treatment of PIE voiced stops: 

— Alb. mëllagë ‘mallow’ ~ AGr. malákhē id. 

— Alb. bredh ‘fir tree’ ~ AGr. bráthu ‘savin’. 

But these examples fail to evidence an original voiced aspirate. AGr. malákhē can be com-

pared with Semitic words like Hebrew malúakh ‘saltbush’,O30 and the Albanian and Ancient 

Greek words may be independent non-Indo-European loans. Regarding AGr. bráthu, com-

paranda such as Aramaic bGrāṯ ‘cypress’ and Assyrian burāšu id.O31 do not indicate an original 

*dh. Furthermore, Alb. bredh is rather a native word from PIE *bherHǵ-o- ‘birch’ (Demiraj 1997: 

107–108), and therefore it must be separated from bráthu. Thus, another explanation for the 

Gr. th ~ Alb. *d correspondence is needed. 

It may be more appropriate to start from *maráthrion rather than from a postulated cog-

nate of it. As fennel and dill are aromatic herbs — a category particularly susceptible to lexical 

borrowing through trade relations — the transmission of Gr. *maráthrion to Alb. *maradrjV- 
may have occurred through an intermediary language. 

A plausible intermediary language can be identified. In Thracian, voiceless stops were 

voiced dialectally when adjacent to *r or *n (Duridanov 1985: 117–118; Georgiev 1983: 1171–

1172). Remarkably, evidence from Romanian confirms this development. In Rom. Medru ‘De-

metrius’ and Sumedru ‘Saint Demetrius’, the tr > dr shift, thought unexplained (Ivănescu 1980: 

242) can be attributed to Thracian mediation. Regarding the specifics of these dialectal 

Thracian developments, Duridanov (1985: 118) proposes Thr. *thn > *dn and *nkh > *ng shifts. 

However, it seems more typologically plausible that voiceless aspirates conditionally evolved 

to voiced aspirates, subsequently represented as plain voiced stops in the Greek and Latin al-

phabets as these lacked dedicated symbols to render these sounds. While this issue bears no 

direct relevance to Romanian etymology as Romanian does not distinguish voiced aspirates, 

we will opt to represent the Thracian sounds in question here as voiced aspirates. 

We propose, thus, that a Thr. *maradhrjV- was borrowed from Gr. *maráthrion and subse-

quently reached Albanian, where it yielded *maradrjV-. A later version of *maradrjV- subse-

quently lent Eastern Romance mărar and măralʹu before evolving to maraj/mërajë. 

 

2.5 Rom. rangă  ‘crowbar’ 

This word has generally been considered unexplained (see MDA (2001–2003, 4: 124)). 

Vinereanu (2023, 2: 365) tentatively suggests a formally untenable derivation from PIE *reik- 

(‘to stretch up, to wobble; pole, bar’ (Pokorny 1959: 862)). 

Semantically, a derivation from PIE *wronk-eh2 (also reflected in PSl. *rǫkà ‘hand, arm’ 

(Greenberg 2017: 529) and Late Lat. branca ‘paw’, a loanword (Pokorny 1959: 1155)) is quite 

satisfactory. The PIE noun derives from a verbal root *wrenk- preserved in Lithuanian riñkti ‘to 

gather’ (Derksen 2008: 440).O32  

                                                   
28 See Hamp (1976: 34). 
29 PIE *bh, *dh, *gh > AGr. ph, th, kh, AMac. b, d, g (Georgiev 1981: 167–169). 
30 Beekes (2010, 2: 896) reconstructs a *malwak- pre-form. 
31 See Beekes (2010, 1: 234–235). 
32 Galician ranco ‘a tool used to clean ashes and embers’ appears to be another substrate word in a Romance 

language derived from*wrenk-, paralleling rangă in its semantic evolution. 
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The Romanian word has a lookalike in Alb. rangë ‘housework’, plausibly derived from the 

same *wronk-eh2 by Orel (1998: 365). Due to the wide semantic gap, Albanian cannot be the 

source of Rom. rangă, however. 

Instead, the Thracian voicing of stops adjacent to *n noted in the discussion of mărar, to-

gether with PIE *o > Thr. *a,O33 suggests Thracian provenance. While the attested Thracian ma-

terial provides no reliable examples of the treatment of PIE *wr,O34 Romanian evidence supports 

*r as the Thracian reflex of PIE *wr. Vinereanu (2023, 2: 380–381) derives the otherwise unex-

plained Rom. rătie ‘twig; brushwood’ and rătină ‘small branch’ from PIE *wreh2d- (‘root’, but 

perhaps also ‘branch’, as suggested by the Greek and Latin data (de Vaan 2008: 512–513)). 

Based on the implied PIE *d > t outcome, attributable to Thracian (Duridanov 1985: 137; 

Georgiev 1981: 128),O35 rătie and rătină can be plausibly identified as Thracian loans.  

Finally, we add that the preserved /a/ in rangă shows that the borrowing from Thracian 

occurred no earlier than the 6th century AD. This is because the Rom. an > Ǹn shift, characteris-

tic of native words and very early loanwords, also surfaces in Rom. jupân ‘master’, an early 

Slavic loan. The fact that Thracian still influenced Romanian at this relatively late date can be 

explained through Thracian’s resistance to Latinization and Hellenization. As inferred from 

toponymic evidence, only a limited part of the Thracian population had adopted Latin or 

Greek at the time of the Slavic migration to the Balkans (Yanakieva 2018: 60–61). 

 

2.6. Rom. urdă  ‘a kind of cheese similar to ricotta’ 

Exploiting the fact that this culinary product is prepared by boiling, derivations from PIE 

*werH- ‘to be hot’ (LIV 2001: 689) have been proposed for urdă and Alb. urdhë id. (Orel 1998: 

487–488; Russu 1981: 412). Semantically, this is plausible, but the formal aspect needs eluci-

dation. 

If assuming an Albanian origin, the suffix has to be identified with Alb. -dhë, but this is 

not comfortable, because the suffix only appears in a few words (see Ajeti (2017: 531–532)) and 

does not generally attach to verbal roots. A stronger objection to this scenario is that the ur- re-

flex cannot be explained through Albanian if starting from *werH-. Orel (1998: 487) assumes ei-

ther a zero-grade or an o-grade formation, but neither option can explain urdhë. PIE *CrOHT 

yielded Albanian CraT, while the normal result of PIE *o is Alb. a, with u appearing as an out-

come after k, g and h (Schumacher 2013: 211, 213, 230). 

These difficulties prompt us to explore derivations from *werH- through a pre-Roman lan-

guage other than Albanian. The ur- appears to reflect a zero-grade derivative. In this regard, 

Thracian offers an option, as its reflex of PIE *rO was *ur/or, distinguishing it from Dacian, 

whose reflex was *ri (Georgiev 1983: 1189). Moreover, laryngeals following a syllabic resonant 

                                                   
33 See Georgiev (1983: 1165). 
34 Mihaylova and Mircheva (2022: 210) plausibly argue that Thr. briza ‘rye’, comparable to Sanskrit vrīhí ‘rice’, 

is a Wanderwort bearing little significance to questions of Thracian historical phonetics. It has been claimed, 

though, that Thr. bria ‘city’ is related to Tocharian A ri id. and Tocharian B riye, entailing a *wriyā proto-form 

(Duridanov 1985: 107) and a PIE *wr > Thr. br/vr shift. But the apparent Thracian-Tocharian isogloss is isolated, 

and the Tocharian words admit another etymology: Lubotsky and Starostin (2003: 264) propose a Chinese origin 

ultimately from Proto-Sino-Tibetan *riGH, whence also Jingpo mGre ‘town’.  
35 While the Thracian devoicing of the PIE mediae remains disputed (Yanakieva 2018: 47–48), some of the 

proposed examples have no alternative explanation. A well-known case is Thracian sinupyla ‘white briony’, con-

trasting with Dacian kinouboila35 id. and Lithuanian šùnobelė ‘crabapple’, from a pre-form meaning ‘dog’s apple’ 

(Duridanov 1995: 48). Further examples have been advanced recently: Mihaylova and Mircheva (2022: 215–216) 

compare Thr. torelle ‘funeral song’ with AGr. odū́romai ‘to wail, lament’.  
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elided before a consonant in Thracian, as shown from the onomastic element -turma, continu-

ing *drOh2-mo- < PIE *derh2- ‘to run’ (Mircheva and Mihaylova 2020: 57), while the PIE *wr > 

Thr. *r shift discussed for rangă suggests an analogous PIE *w > Thr. ∅ / _ *rO development. 

The above evidence establishes *ur- as the probable Thracian reflex of PIE *wrOH-, making 

the language the likely source of urdă and urdhë. An additional factor speaking in favor of 

a Thracian origin is the suffix. Because of the Thracian voicing of stops near *r also noted 

earlier, introducing a *-dh- suffix is unnecessary. Instead, the pre-form of the word can be re-

constructed as a participle formation in *-teh2: *wrOH-teh2. Semantically, the formation is very 

close to Italian ricotta, etymologically ‘recooked’. Subsequently, the initial Thracian result of 

*wrOH-teh2, *urthā, yielded *urdhā, which accounts for the discussed Romanian and Albanian 

words.  

Regarding the pathway of borrowing, since Thracian is known to have significantly influ-

enced Eastern RomanceO36 but not Albanian, the Thracian word was most probably mediated to 

Albanian by Balkan Latin. 

3. Summary and conclusions 

We have provided novel etymologies for six Romanian substrate words with Albanian com-

paranda: berc, driză, groapă, mărar, rangă and urdă. The first two words are identifiable as Alba-

nian loans. In groapă, Romanian preserves a relic from a minor Paleo-Balkan language — 

Paeonian or Brygian — likely acquired via Albanian. A chain borrowing scenario explains 

mărar, a word of Ancient Greek origin mediated to Romanian by Thracian and Albanian. The 

preserved /an/ in rangă, a Thracian loanword, imposes a 6th-century AD terminus post quem 

for the end of Thracian-Balkan Latin contacts. Finally, urdă is also analyzable as a Thracian 

loan, with the Romanian word being the most probable source of Alb. urdhë. 

In addition to providing new solutions to problems of Romanian etymology, our work 

provides insights on extinct Paleo-Balkan languages — most notably, evidencing a PIE *w > 

Thr. ∅ / _{*r, *rO} shift. This result illustrates how data from surviving languages of Southeast-

ern Europe can reveal phonological features of the sparsely attested extinct languages once 

spoken in the same area. Romanian, in particular, holds great promise in this regard. While we 

have chosen to limit the scope of this paper to substrate words with Albanian comparanda, 

Romanian may offer a considerably richer substrate corpus, given that the language report-

edly contains over 1,200 words of unknown etymology according to recent counts (Paliga 

2022: 235). In sum, we maintain that treating the Romanian substrate as a composite of distinct 

layers not only offers the most suitable framework for advancing its understanding, but also 

helps uncover features of Paleo-Balkan languages that would be inaccessible through the an-

cient attested data alone. 

Abbrevia t ions and symbols 

AGr. — Ancient Greek; Alb. — Albanian; AMac. — Ancient Macedonian; ARo. — Aromanian; C — consonant; 

Gr. — Greek; H — Proto-Indo-European laryngeal; Hun. — Hungarian; Lat. — Latin; OCS — Old Church Sla-

vonic; OHG — Old High German; PGm. — Proto-Germanic; PIE — Proto-Indo-European; PSl. — Proto-Slavic; 

Rom. — Romanian; T — plosive; Thr. — Thracian; V — vowel. 

                                                   
36 An example of this influence is the Rom. -esc- suffix, one of the most important Romanian suffixes, which 

continues Thr. -isk- (Graur 1927: 549–551). 
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Андрей Ф. Стойка, Сюэ К. Р. Стойка. О нескольких румынских субстратных словах с ал-

банскими соответствиями: этимология и импликации 
 

В статье предлагается новый взгляд на этимологии некоторых румынских субстратных 

слов, имеющих близкие албанские соответствия, с упором на определение языка-

источника для каждого слова. Выявлены два новых албанских заимствования: berc ‘с ко-
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ротким хвостом; бесхвостый’ и driză ‘мохнатый пырей’, тогда как rangă ‘лом’ и urdă ‘вид 

сыра, похожий на рикотту’ определяются как фракийские заимствования. Помимо 

этого, для groapă ‘яма’ (< *ghrobh-eh₂) предполагается происхождение от субстрата, со-

хранившего праиндоевропейское *o (пеонийского или бригийского). Наконец, mărar 

‘укроп’ выводится в конечном счете из древнегреческого *maráthrion (диминутив от 

márathron ‘фенхель’), через посредничество как фракийского, так и албанского. 
 

Ключевые слова: румынский язык; румынская этимология; палеобалканские языки; ал-

банский язык; фракийский язык. 

 

 
  

 


