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Abstract  
 
My PhD dissertation aims to determine the exact relationship between a selection of Indo-European 

stems which all point to a Proto-Indo-European root *(h)ar-. One of the most striking features of these 

stems is the fact that they all belong to remarkably divergent semantic fields. Notable examples include 

Greek ἄριστος ‘the best’, ἄρθρον ‘joint’, Latin ars ‘art, manner’, artus ‘narrow’ and Vedic ṛtá-. As a 

result my etymological research is not restricted to an examination of the phonological/morphological 

features of these stems, but primarily consists in a thorough semantic analysis of their oldest 

attestations. In this talk I will present the outcome of the (morpho-)semantic analysis of three Latin 

words starting with /arm-/: armenta ‘cattle’, arma ‘armour’ and armillae ‘arm-let’. 

 

As a matter of fact, none of these three nouns is provided with a complete and satisfactory 

etymological analysis. To begin with, three derivations have been hypothesised for armenta: either 

from the verb(root) ‘to plough’ (e.g. Varro, De lingua latina, 5.96), or from *(h)ar- ‘to join together’ (= 

communis opinio, e.g. Walde & Hofmann (1938-1954: 1, 68), Pokorny (1959-1969: 1, 72-73), Perrot 

(1961: 170), DELL (2001: 47), de Vaan (2008: 54)), or from a stem *h2an(h1)mn- ‘breath of life’ 

(Nussbaum 2014). According to the first theory the noun would have originally denoted ‘the ploughing 

animals’, according to the second ‘the things grouped/joined together’, i.e. ‘a herd’, and according to 

the last ‘living thing; livestock’. Nevertheless, these three interpretations seem hardly convincing from 

a semantic standpoint. Nussbaum (2014) points out that the armenta do not indicate plough animals 

and that *(h)ar- does not mean ‘to group’; yet, Nussbaum’s own theory appears semantically too 

vague. 

Furthermore, unlike armenta, the root of arma is uncontroversial and commonly reconstructed as 

*(h)ar-. However, information as to its suffix and precise semantic reconstruction is either completely 

missing (e.g. Walde & Hofmann (1938-1954: 1, 67- 68) and DELL (2001: 46-47)), or 

uncomplete/conflicting. De Vaan (2008: 54) reconstructs an adjective, Weiss (2020: 306) a substantive; 

the former ‘what is fitted together’ or ‘tools’, the latter ‘fittings’. 

Finally, armillae is standardly derived from armus ‘arm’ due to obvious semantic reasons (see e.g. 

Walde & Hofmann (1938-1954: 1, 68), Leumann (1977: 307), DELL (2001: 48), de Vaan (2008: 55)). 

However, this derivation is untenable for phonological reasons: the diminutive of a mo-stem cannot 

result in a sequence -illa- (cf. already Strodach (1933: 39)). 



In sum, there is no scholarly consensus on the root of armenta, nor on the exact suffix of armillae and 

arma, nor on the precise semantics of the stem of armenta, arma and armillae. In this talk I will give 

an overview of the thorough semantic analysis which leads me to conclude that armillae, arma and 

armenta most likely share the same men-stem ‘the attachment’ from the root *(h)ar- ‘to join closely’.  

 

 
Selected Bibliography  
 
Ernout, Alfred & Antoine Meillet (2001). Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue latine, Histoire des 

mots. 4th ed. Retirage de la 4e édition, augmentée d’additions et de corrections par Jacques André. 

Paris: Klincksieck. 

Hakamies, Reino (1951). Étude sur l'origine et l'évolution du diminutif latin et sa survie dans les langues 

romanes. Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seuran Kirjapainon Oy. 

Haudry, Jean (1971). “Le suffixe i.-e. *-men-”. In : Bulletin de la Société Linguistique de Paris 66, 109-

137. 

Leumann, Manu (1977) Lateinische Laut- und Formenlehre. München: Beck. 

Nussbaum, Alan, J. (2014). “Greek τέκμαρ ‘sign’ and τέκμωρ ‘sign’: why both?”. In: Das Nomen im 

Indogermanischen: Morphologie, Substantiv versus Adjektiv, Kollektivum. Akten der Arbeitstagung der 

Indogermanischen Gesellschaft vom 14. bis 16. September 2011 in Erlangen. Ed. by Norbert Oettinger 

& Thomas Steer. Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag, 215-260. 

Perrot, Jean (1961). Les dérivés Latins en -men et -mentum. Paris: Klincksieck. 

Pokorny, Julius (1959-1969). Indogermanisches etymologisches Wörterbuch. 2 vols. Bern & München: 

Francke. 

Strodach, George, K. (1933) Latin Diminutives in -ello/a- and -illo/a-: A Study in Diminutive Formation. 

Philadelphia: Linguistic Society of Amerika.  

Meyer, Isabelle de (forthcoming). “Take up your arms: on two m°-stems of the root *(h)ar-”. 

Indogermanische Forschungen. 

Vaan, Michiel de (2008). Etymological Dictionary of Latin and the Other Italic Languages. Leiden & 

Boston: Brill. 

Walde, Alois & Hofmann, Johann, B. (1938-1954) Lateinisches etymologisches Wörterbuch. 2 vols. 

Heidelberg: Winter. 

Weiss, Michael (2009/2020). Outline of the Historical and Comparative Grammar of Latin. Ann Arbor 

& New York: Beech Stave Press. 

http://www.sudoc.abes.fr/cbs/DB=2.1/SET=29/TTL=4/CLK?IKT=1018&TRM=Kirjapainon

