Russian Linguistic Bulletin = Ne 12 (72) = December

TEOPETNYECKAS, ITPUK/IATHASAA 1 CPABHUTEJ/IbBHO-COIIOCTABUTEJ/IbHASA
JIMHI'BUCTUKA/THEORETICAL, APPLIED AND COMPARATIVE LINGUISTICS

DOI: https://doi.org/10.60797/RULB.2025.72.3
PRE-SUMERIAN SUBSTRATUM: LANGUAGE OF UBAID CULTURE
Research article

Solomatin V.V." *
'ORCID : 0000-0002-8033-5091;
'Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public Administration, Tver, Russian Federation

* Corresponding author (mihsOl[at]yandex.ru)

Abstract

Sumerian is one of the most interesting and mysterious topics in linguistics. It is the first written language in the history of
mankind. The Sumerians used cuneiform, which is an ancient writing system in the history of mankind. The Sumerian
community originated within the framework of the Uruk culture, which replaced the Ubaid culture.

This article examines the influence of the inhabitants of the Ubaid culture on the Sumerian language. What layer of
vocabulary did they leave? And what can we learn about them?

In order to achieve this goal, we need to compare the Sumerian vocabulary with the vocabulary of other languages that
existed at the same time as Sumerian. In other words, we need to compare which words are similar in the languages we are
studying.

To solve this problem, the article uses dictionaries of the Sumerian language, as well as dictionaries of the Hurrian,
Semitic, and other languages. By comparing these dictionaries, we were able to determine which words the Sumerian language
shared with these languages and whether they could be used to identify the pre-Sumerian substratum.
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AHHOTaLus

[ITymepckuii A3bIK — OJjHA U3 CaMbIX MHTEPECHBIX U 3araflouHbIX TeM B JIMHTBUCTHKe. DTO MepBbI MMCbMEHHBIN S3bIK B
ucropurd uesosevecTBa. lllymepel MCIONb30BaaM K/IWHOMMCh, UTO SIB/ASETCS JipeBHe CHUCTeMOM MHCbMa B HCTOPUHU
yenoBeuectBa. [llymepckast 0OIIHOCTb 3apoju/iach B paMKax YPYKCKOHM Ky/IBTYphI, KOTOpasi IpHUIUIa Ha CMeHy YO6eHzacKon
KyJIbType.

B faHHO# cTathbe UCC/IeyeTcs, Kakoe BIMsSHIE OKa3a/ayd Ha IIyMepCKHIA S3bIK >KuTenu Y0eickoit KyabTypel. Kakoi miact
JIEKCUKH OHM O0CTaBUIN? V1 UTO MBI MOXKEM y3HaTh O HUX?

Ons Toro utoObl JOCTUYL 3TOW LIEJK, HAM HY)XHO COMOCTABUTH LIYMEPCKYHO JIEKCHKY C JIEKCHKOH JIDYTMX SI3BIKOB,
CyIIIeCTBOBABIIMX B OJJHO BpeMsI C ITyMepCKKUM. VIHBIMU C/IOBaMU, HaM HY>KHO CPaBHHUTB, KaK/e C/I0Ba MOXOKH B UCC/IE[yeMbIX
A3bIKaXx.

UToObI pelUTh 3Ty 33/jauy B CTaTbe MCIOJIb30BAaHbI C/I0BApH ILIYMEPCKOrO SI3bIKa, a TaK)Ke XypPPUTCKOrO, CEMUTCKOTO U
JPyTUX SI3BIKOB. B MTOre COMOCTaBNeHMS] HaM YZJaloCh BbIACHWUTH, Kakve OOIe C/I0Ba UMeN IIYMePCKUH S3BIK C 3THMHU
sI3bIKaM{ Y MOTVIM JI OHH COTIOCTABJISITh JOIIYMepCKHUiA CyOcTpar.

KroueBble cjI0Ba: IIyMepCcKUl, YOeis1, apxeosorusi, XyppUTCKUH, CEeMUTCKUH, 3/TaMUTCKUH, POACTBEHHBIE S3bIKH.

Introduction

The search for connections between the Sumerian language is of great interest. There have been several attempts to do this.

This article attempts to compare the Sumerian language with others based on the reconstruction of the supposed Ubaid
substrate language in Sumerian. To do this, the Sumerian language is compared with other languages that existed at the same
time.

Thus, it becomes clear which languages were spoken by the peoples of the Ubaid culture and formed the pre-Sumerian
substratum.

Hurrian influence

Ubaid aeneolithic archaeological culture was 6—4 thousands years ago in the south of modern Iraq. This was the most
important culture in the Middle East for the creation of civilization. It was the culture that preceded the Uruk culture — that of
the Sumerians themselves. People of the Ubaid culture spoke a language that was absorbed by Sumerian people and left a trace
in the form of Pre-Sumerian substratum. At that time civilization was emerging on the territory of the fertile crescent.

During this era, the Middle East was inhabited by various prehistoric peoples who spoke extinct languages. Some of these
cultures strongly influenced each other and mixed together. The largest and most interesting cultures to the north of
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Mesopotamia were the Halaf and Hassuna-Samarra. The people who lived here were in deep cultural, economic, and
technological contact with other parts of the world like the Caucasus, Anatolia, and Iran. They had an intensive trade exchange.
They had a great influence on the Ubaid culture, which at a later stage absorbed them into one large archaeological culture.
Thus, all the major archaeological cultures of the Neolithic Near East were combined into one culture.

This fact gives us the opportunity to compare the languages that could have originated on the territory of ancient
Mesopotamia with each other. Around 3100 BC, the great flood occurred, marking the end of the Ubaid culture. The Jemdet
Nasr culture is already a proto-Sumerian archaeological culture of the Uruk circle. What happened to the lands north of Ubaid
after the flood?

In later Mesopotamian sources, these lands are known as the land of Subartu. In the historical era, the Hurrians lived here,
they created several kingdoms. The Hurrian language belongs to the Hurro-Urartian language family. These languages existed
parallel to Sumerian. If they had co-existed within the Ubaid culture, they would have had a strong cultural influence. It would
have covered religion and mythology at an early stage. The names of some deities could match. The supreme god of heaven in
the Sumerian religion is An. Interestingly, it is interchangeable with the word denoting any god Dingir. They are even indicated
by a single icon in Cuneiform. In the Hurrian language, the word god is Eni [1, P. 16], as relative to its urartian language is Inu.
An-Eni-Inu may be a strong parallel for referring to God [6, P. 109].

They have other interesting parallels, including in the Swadesh list. The Sumerian word for date zulum has a cognate in the
Hurrian language is zilumba and, more interestingly, in the Nakh-Dagestanian proto-language is *3ulamV [2, P. 182] which
means dogwood. This word is usually referred to as a substratum because phonetically it is knocked out of the Sumerian
language. Sumerian tibira "the metal carver" came from Hurrian tabiri ‘one who casts the metal’ [4, P. 435]. This word is also
phonetically knocked out of the Sumerian language. Interestingly, there was a Sumerian city of Bad Tibira, an important center
of copper metallurgy.

Let's take a look at some of the roots from the statistical list.

Hurrian erwi [4, P. 435] ‘dog’ and Sumerian ur ‘dog’. Hurro-Urartian *$u- meaning hand and Sumerian Su ‘hand’. Hurrian
ur=mi ‘liver’ and Sumerian ur5 ‘liver’. Hurrian uzi meaning meat and Sumerian uzu ‘meat’. Hurrian word for rain iSena and
Sumerian SED3 ‘to rain; rain’.

These are the words from the Swadesh list. They are borrowed only as a result of ancient contacts, when one language
forms a substrate for another.

This indicates early contacts between the Hurrians and the Sumerians.

Semitic influence

In the historical era, the Sumerians had extensive ties with the Semites who inhabited northern Mesopotamia. First of all,
these were the Eastern Semites, known as the Akkadians.

Subsequently, the two ethnic groups united to form a single population in Mesopotamia. Sumero-Semitic relations went
both ways and for the most part date back to the period of the existence of Sumer and Akkad. Let's look at them.

Akkadian palim [4, P. 435] ‘Term of the Board’ from Sumerian bala. Akkadian laputtiim ‘overseer, officer’ from Sumerian
nu-banda [3, P. 41]. Akkadian ikkarum [3, P. 41] “cultivator’ from Sumerian engar.

Akkadian epinnum ‘plow’ from Sumerian apin. Akkadian karum ‘marina’ from Sumerian kar. Agricultural terms mostly
came from Sumerian into Akkadian, as the ancient Semites were nomads.

Akkadian tapplim ‘fellow’ comes from Sumerian tab-ba. Here we see the typical Akkadian ending -um.

Akkadian Satukkum ‘regular sacrifices’ from Sumerian sa-dull(g) [3, P. 41].

Akkadian Sangum ‘temple administrator’ from Sumerian sanga.

Akkadian isinnum ‘holiday’ from ezen. Religious terms and temple vocabulary also go back to Sumerian. The Akkadians
were greatly influenced by the Sumerians in temple construction.

Akkadian passarum [7, P. 55] from Sumerian bansur ‘table’. Some construction terms also came to Akkadian from
Sumerian.

Semitic *haykal [8, P. 34] ‘palace’ > ugarit. hkl, old Hebrew. Hekal from Sumerian é-gal. The word palace in Sumerian
became the ancestor for the word palace in Western Semitic languages through Akkadian ekallu.

Some words came from Akkadian into Sumerian.

Sumerian silim ‘healthy, prosperous’ from Akkadian Salim. The Sumerian word "silim" contains a Semitic root meaning
peace, health, and prosperity that appears in many languages and is also used as a greeting among Semitic peoples.

Sumerian sagi ‘cupbearer’ from Akkadian Saqiim. A kind of royal official came from the Akkadian language, in Akkad the
royal power was formed earlier than in Sumer.

Sumerian ar-za-na [3, P. 40] ‘type of cereal’ from Akkadian arsanum.

Sumerian zabalum ‘juniper’ from Akkadian Sapalum.

Sumerian word ezen [3, P. 44] ‘holiday’ came from Akkadian *wsm (from the well-known Akkadian root wsm 'to be
worthy, appropriate, appropriate'; the isinnum lexeme attested in Akkadian 'holiday' is considered to be a reverse borrowing
from Sumerian).

Sumerian word bahar [3, P. 89] “potter’, maybe from proto-semitic *phr ‘to dig’ or proto-semitic *phr ‘assemble, connect’
< akkaz. paharum.

Most of these contacts are quite recent and occurred in the historical era. There are quite a few Proto-Semitic borrowings
in Sumerian and vice versa.

Also, Igor Diakonoff made a proposal about Proto-Tigrid languages that was substratum in Sumerian language. He called
them Banana languages because they have a structure like the English word "banana" -C1V1C2V2C2V2 [3, P. 92] where the
second syllable is doubled. That like in names Huwawa, Inanna, Bunene, Zababa.

This feature is also inherent in Semitic languages. We can see it in the Akkadian demon's name Pazuzu. We can also find
this structure in West Semitic languages like names Wanunu, in Arabic name Habibi. Perhaps, Huwawa is name for Lebanese
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giant monster who protect the Cedars forest, had semitic origin. It is found in the epic of Gilgamesh. Thus, the Proto-Tigrid
substratum can be explained simply by borrowings from Semitic languages.

Elamite influence

The Elamites are the oldest population of southwestern Iran. They were located on high ground in relation to
Mesopotamia, so they were called an elevated place.

That's why their country was called the sublime land. Nim-ma ki [9, P. 56] in Sumerian, Elamtu in Akkadian. The country's
self-designation sounded like Hal-tamti [5, P. 699] or Hatamti [10, P. 45]. The Elamites were an early Bronze Age population
who were in close cultural contact with the Sumerians. They are attested in the written era.

An important question is whether the Elamites lived in Mesopotamia during the Ubaid culture. In other words, could they
have formed a pre-Sumerian substrate?

To do this, we need to pay attention to geography during the Ubaid culture. At that time, the water level in the Persian Gulf
was higher. And the Ubaid culture did not directly border on Elam.

This raises the question of how the Elamites described the names of places in Mesopotamia. Did they have an idea of the
structure of these lands based on their own language, or did they borrow them from the Sumerian language?

Mesopotamia consists of two rivers, the eastern Tigris River. So let's take a look at the name of the Tigris River in
Sumerian Idigna. This word came from two roots Id and Igina that means faster river. This word came from Sumerian into
Elamite and became the word Ti-ig-ra [5, P. 771]. The Elamites borrowed this word [5, P. 771] from the Sumerians. This word
was borrowed by the Elamites from the Sumerians in the historical era.

Let's take a look at some other similarities between them. There are late borrowings from Sumerian into Elamite, such as
the word lord in Sumerian en, in Elamite in, as the name of the patron god Susa Inshushinak. These borrowings were probably
made while borrowing Cuneiform. But we will examine the early connections.

Sumerian word for eye Igi, also in sumerian dialect eme sal ibi, in Elamite elti [5, P. 694]. Interestingly, the dialect word is
slightly different and also similar to the Elamite root. However, it should be noted that similar words exist in other languages,
including Himalayan.

Sumerian word for love ki-ga-ag2, love in Elamite hanik [5, P. 700]. One of the variants of the word love in Sumerian and
Elamite is very similar.

Sumerian word for to breathe zi, Elamite zur-zur. The word breath in both languages can be onomatopoeic.

These few coincidences cover the most basic layers of vocabulary. They may also have overlaps in other proto-languages.
This suggests that the Elamites were not a people in the Ubaid culture and their language did not form a substratum in the
Sumerian language.

Conclusion

Considering the pre-Sumerian substratum, we compared it with the well-known language families of the Middle East of
that time. There were three of them, and we examined their connections with Sumerian. These are Semitic, Hurrian-Urartian
and Elamite.

We have managed to isolate a layer of borrowings. The general vocabulary layer is divided into two periods, early and late.
Most of the borrowings belong to the late period. These are, for example, Sumero-Akkadian loanwords that have no analogues
in other Semitic languages.

But we also managed to isolate a layer of early borrowings that may relate to the period of the Ubaid culture. On the basis
of which we have made a conclusion about the ethnic population of Mesopotamia of that period.

Some researchers have suggested that the Sumerians did not live in Mesopotamia at all before the flood. However, we can
definitely conclude that the Sumerians lived as part of the Ubaid culture. And even before the flood, they definitely played an
important role in the ethnogenesis of the inhabitants of Mesopotamia.

The flood is mentioned in Sumerian literature. Alulim, the name of the first ruler who lived before the flood, has a
Sumerian etymology. Also, the oldest city of the Eridu Interfluve, which existed during the time of the Ubaid culture, has a
translation from the Sumerian language. The name of the Tigris river has Sumerian roots, and it is still used in modern
languages.

Nevertheless, the influence of other Mesopotamian peoples on the Sumerians is evident. Moreover, it should be noted that
at a certain stage, the Ubaid culture encompassed several neighboring cultures such as Halaf and Hassuna-Samarra, thus
covering Mesopotamia. And first of all, the peoples living in the Two Rivers show early connections with the Sumerians.

Of course, we are talking about the Hurrian-Urartian peoples, who influenced the early Sumerian language. We have seen
this with examples. Moreover, some words of unclear etymology, which seemed to be the legacy of an unknown language in
the pre-Sumerian substratum, fit the Hurrian borrowings. This indicates the early contact of these languages.

We also examined the connections of the Sumerian language with the Semitic ones. Despite the fact that most of them are
of a late nature, there are also early borrowings. Although they are inferior in number to the Hurrian-Urartian, they are also
interesting. Some of them may fit the description of Proto-Tigrid languages, which are distinguished as part of the pre-
Sumerian substratum in Mesopotamia. This suggests that they also interacted with the Ubaid culture.

Finally, Sumerian-Elamite connections. We also managed to study them. They are few but very interesting. The Elamites
borrowed the names of Mesopotamian place names from the Sumerians. These are probably late borrowings.

But there are several similar words in the early layer of vocabulary. They probably belong to the most archaic layer of
vocabulary and are similar to words in other languages, therefore they cannot belong to the layer of the Ubaid culture.

So, after analyzing the general layer of vocabulary, we come to the conclusion that the Hurrians were the most likely
neighbor of the Sumerians in the Ubaid culture. More precisely, the Hurrian-Urartian tribes at an early stage of their
development.

They left their mark in the Sumerian language in the form of a substratum.

3



Russian Linguistic Bulletin = Ne 12 (72) = December

BbnarogapHocTn Acknowledgement
Agrtop BeipaxkaeT 6yarogapHocts Cesne3HéBoit Osibre The author expresses his gratitude to Seleznyova Olga
HukonaesHe. Nikolaevna.
Kondukr naTepecoB Conflict of Interest
He yka3aH. None declared.
Penjensus Review
Bce cratbu npoxogdr perjeHsuposanve. Ho perjeHseHT wimn All articles are peer-reviewed. But the reviewer or the author
aBTOP CTaThU TPE/IIOUIN He MyOJUKOBATh PEIIEH3HI0 K 3TOM of the article chose not to publish a review of this article in
CTaThe B OTKPLITOM /IOCTYTIE. PelieH3ust MOXXeT ObITh the public domain. The review can be provided to the
MpejocTaB/eHa KOMIIETEeHTHBIM OpraHaM I10 3aripocy. competent authorities upon request.

Cnucok yiareparypsbl / References

1. ObsikoHoB WI.M. f3biku gpeBHeit [Tepenneii Asuu / I.M. [IbsikoHoB. — Mocksa : Hayka, 1967. — 495 c.

2. psxkonos .M. XyppuTo-ypapTCcKue U BOCTOYHO-KaBKa3ckue s13b1ku / VI.M. JIbsskoHOB. — MroHxeH, 1986. — 206 c.

3. Busuposa E.}O. [IpeBHue s3biku bmknero Bocroka / E.FO. Busuposa, . T. Kanea, H.B. Ko3nosa; nox pen. H.H.
Kazanckoro, A.A. Kubpuka, FO.b. KopsikoBa // §13bIku Mupa: JIpeBHUE DelVKTOBBIE 53bIKU BivkHero Boctoka. — Mockaa :
Akapemusi, 2010. — 94 c.

4. Kassian A.S. Hurro-Urartian from the lexicostatistical viewpoint / A.S. Kassian // Ugarit-Forschungen. — 2011. — Vol.
42. —P. 383-451.

5. Hallock R.T. Persepolis Fortification Tablets / R.T. Hallock. — Chicago : The University of Chicago, 1969. — 700 p.

6. Attinger P. Eléments de linguistique sumérienne. La construction de dull/e/di "dire" / P. Attinger. — Fribourg ;
Gottingen, 1993. — 803 p.

7. Edzard D.O. Sumerian Grammar / D.O. Edzard. — Leiden, 2003. — 69 p.

8. Falkenstein A. Das Sumerische / A. Falkenstein. — Leiden, 1959. — 62 p.

9. Hallock R. On the Middle Elamite Verb / R. Hallock // Journal of Near Eastern Studies. — 1973. — Vol. 32. — Ne 1/2.
— P. 148-151.

10. Khacikjan M. The Elamite language / M. Khacikjan // Documenta Asiana IV. — Roma, 1998. — 100 p.

Crnucok /iuTeparypbl Ha aHrymmiickoM sa3bike / References in English

1. Diakonoff I.M. Yazyki drevnej Perednej Azii [Languages of ancient Western Asia] / .M. Diakonoff. — Moscow :
Publishing House of Science, 1967. — 495 p. [in Russian]

2. Diakonoff .M. Hurrito-Urartskie i Vostochno-Kavkazskie [Hurro-Urartian and East Caucasian Languages] / I.M.
Diakonoff. — Miinchen, 1986. — 206 p. [in Russian]

3. Vizirova E.Y. Drevnie Yazyki Blizhnego Vostoka [Ancient relict languages of the Near East] / E.Y. Vizirova, L.T.
Kaneva, N.V. Kozlova; edited by N.N. Kazansky, A.A. Kibrik, Y.B. Koryakov // Yazyki mira: Drevnie reliktovye yazyki
Blizhnego Vostoka [Languages of the World: Ancient Relict Languages of the Near East]. — Moscow : Academia, 2010. — 94
p. [in Russian]

4. Kassian A.S. Hurro-Urartian from the lexicostatistical viewpoint / A.S. Kassian // Ugarit-Forschungen. — 2011. — Vol.
42. —P. 383-451.

5. Hallock R.T. Persepolis Fortification Tablets / R.T. Hallock. — Chicago : The University of Chicago, 1969. — 700 p.

6. Attinger P. Eléments de linguistique sumérienne. La construction de dull/e/di "dire" [Elements of Sumerian linguistics.
The construction of dull/e/di "to say"] / P. Attinger. — Fribourg ; Gottingen, 1993. — 803 p. [in French]

7. Edzard D.O. Sumerian Grammar / D.O. Edzard. — Leiden, 2003. — 69 p.

8. Falkenstein A. Das Sumerische [The Sumerian] / A. Falkenstein. — Leiden, 1959. — 62 p. [in German]

9. Hallock R. On the Middle Elamite Verb / R. Hallock // Journal of Near Eastern Studies. — 1973. — Vol. 32. — Ne 1/2.
— P. 148-151.

10. Khacikjan M. The Elamite language / M. Khacikjan // Documenta Asiana IV. — Roma, 1998. — 100 p.



	ТЕОРЕТИЧЕСКАЯ, ПРИКЛАДНАЯ И СРАВНИТЕЛЬНО-СОПОСТАВИТЕЛЬНАЯ ЛИНГВИСТИКА/THEORETICAL, APPLIED AND COMPARATIVE LINGUISTICS
	Pre-Sumerian Substratum: Language of Ubaid Culture
	Solomatin V.V.1, *
	Прото-шумерский субстрат: Язык Убейдской культуры
	Соломатин В.В.1, *

