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KARTVELIAN NUMERALS 

§1. The Kartvelian language family represented by four languages known 
from South Caucasus, can be classified as follows (the data in brackets mean 
the estimations of the beginning of divergence according to 'recalibrated' 
glottochronology developed by S. Starostin — cf. Testelec 1995: 14): 

Common Kartvelian[2800 BC] 
A . Svan 
B. Georgian-Zan [800 BC] 

1) Georgian 
2) Zan 
a) Mingrelian 
b) Laz 

§2. In Kartvelian languages the following underived forms of cardinal nu
merals are known: 

Georgian Mingrel Laz Svan 
1 ert-i art-i ar{t)-i eixu 
2 or-i iir-i, iar-i iur-i jor-i,jerb-i 
3 sam-i sum-i sum sem-i, dat. sam-w 
4 otx-i, dial, otxo otx-i o(n)txo, otxu woitxw 
5 xut-i xut-i xut-i wo-xuid, wo-xwild 
6 ekvs-i amSv-i a(n)£-i usgw-a, uskw-a 
7 fvid-i Skvit-i Skvit-i iSgwid, iSkwid 
8 rva (b)ruo ovro, orvo ara 
9 cxra £xor-o £xo(v)r-o Sxar-a 

10 at-i vit-i vit-i jeidJeSt 
20 oc-i e(-i e£-i (jerw-eid = 2 x 10) 

100 as-i ol-i oi-i aStr, aSir 

§3. Reconstructing the proto-Kartvelian phonology, the most different re
sults are those of K . H . Schmidt on one hand versus Klimov, Gamkrelidze (& 
Madavariani) and Fahnrich on the other hand (the problem is discussed e.g. in 
Testelec 1995): 

Schmidt 1962 Klimov 1964 Gamkrelidze & Ivanov 
1984 

FBhnrich & Sardshweladse 
1995 

1 
„othei" 

*«rt-i (77,107) 
*Sxwa- (133) 

*ert- (79) 
*i,jrwa- (178) 

*ert- (253) *ert-(124) 
*SiXwa- (322) 



81 

Schmidt 1962 Klimov 1964 Gamkielidze & Ivanov 
1984 

FHhnrich & Sardshweladse 
1995 

2 *;or-i (129) *jor- (149) *;or- (253) *jor- (267-68) 
3 *sam-i (131) *«m-(161) •tam- (294) 
4 •oJ/jrw- (128) Mi.Ww)- (150) •o(£)tt(w)- (879) •otto- (269) 
5 •rotf-i (75,159) *xu(s,)t- (262) *xul- (555) 
6 •ettWw- (63,107) *<Jti,w- (80) •etftv- (878) (125) 
7 •ftwW- (142) *Swid- (216) •hvid- (875) •fwid- (429) 
8 *nia/*irua (130) *snva- (44-45) *[wa-l *anva- (879) •anva- (35-36) 
9 *dwf»-(151) *C,J/»- (232) *c,xflr- /*c,jrr- (469) 
10 •«f;"-i (92) *»(5,)t- (45) *af-(32) 
20 •or?-/ (129) *oc,Q(151) *oc,- (271) 
100 •aT-i (93) *ast g (45) *a£-(253) *asr (38-39) 

§4. Comparative — etymological analysis 
1.1. G Z *erf- "1" must be separated from S eSxu id. (see 1.2.) in contrary 

to Schmidt (1962: 77). The numeral could perhaps be derived from the G Z 
verb *rt- "to make, begin" (FS 287). The semantic motivation first numeral = 
beginning numeral has an analogy e.g. in Welsh cyntaf "the first". Old Irish 
cit- etc. vs. Old Church Slavonic nad&i "to begin", konb "beginning" 
(Pokomy 1959: 564). If this etymology is correct, the numeral seems to be an 
innovation. 

1.2. S eSxu "1" is related to G sxva "anderer, zweiter, fremd, ein", M Sxva 
"anderer, fremd", Laz dkva "anderer, ubriger" (Klimov 1964: 178; FS 322). 
The meaning "one" (S) can be an archaism in confrontation with the semantic 
dispersion in G Z branch. A parallel semantic development probably appears in 
Slavic *irn> "other" (*eino- < e-oino-) vs. IE *oino- "one". 

An absence of any internal etymology within Kartvelian gives a legitimity 
to seek external parallels. Trombetti 1923: 110 collected the following com-
paranda: a) Khvarshi has; b) Semitic *Ta$-t- ; c) Sumerian aS; d) Brahui asi. 
Let us analyze these comparisons. 

a) Khwarshi has, together with other Didoan forms (Ginukh hes, Ink-
hokvari hos, Bezhta hos, Gunzib hSs), reflect the nom. of proto-Didoan para
digm *hSs vs. obi. *ssi- (Gunzib si-d, Bezhta si-d and Didi nom. sis). Among 
the parallels in other North Caucasian branches (Avar-Andi *ci-; Lak ca; Dar-
gin *ca; Lezgin *ssa; Khinalug sa; W C *zV; Urarteian Susi- "1", suini- "all") 
the closest relative appears in Nakh *cha "1" > Chechen cha?, Ingush ca?, 
Bats cha (NCED 323-324: N C *cHS < *cshVor *hocV). 

b) For Semitic *$'ait-ay- (Akkadian i$ten(um) "1", istenSeret, poet. 
iSteneSret "11", Ugaritic fff ffrfc, Hebrew TaSteTaSar "11", Epigraphic South 
Arabian ^tn "1" — see A H w 400-401; Aistleitner 1965: 244-245), the most 
probable cognates within Afroasiatic appear in Omotic: Yemsa issoo, isson, 
Chara issaa, Wolaita ista, Zala istaa, Malo isti, Gofa issi(no), Dache isiyno, 
Dorze isiino & istaa, Nao is(i)n etc. "1" and perhaps also in Chadic: (Central) 
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Mafa sotad, Sulede sta; ? (East) Mokilko s6 "1" (Blazek 1990: 34). The com
parison of A A *?aSi-(-t/n-) "1" and K *eSxu "1" > 'other' is in principle possi
ble even in the genetic plan, if we accept the following development: *TaS[u]-
> *TSwa- > *SYwa- > *Shwa- > K *Sxwa- or sim. 

c) Sumerian aS means really "1" in the standard dialect (Diakonoff 1983: 85). 
d) In agreement with Dravidian historical phonology, Brahui asi "1" (adj.), 

asit "1" (entity), aslke "once" must be derived from proto-Dravidian *onm "1" 
(DEDR # 990 and table 1; Zvelebil 1970: 172) < *or-tu with the neuter suffix 
*-tu (Andronov 1978: 239-240). 

2. K *jor- "2" is the only proto-Kartvelian form reconstructed with the 
initial *;'-. It were already Caldwell (1913/56: 327-28), and later Fahnrich 
(1966: 149), who pointed to the parallel in Dravidian *i>- "2" (DEDR # 474). 

3. K *sam- "3" has a suggestive parallel in Lak Sam-a "3" (Trombetti 
1902: 196). The other related forms are Khinalug pSwa "3" and Tabasaran 
simi-cur, Agul Sin-cur "30" (NCED 978: *syvimHV). Trombetti (I.e. and 1923: 
201) recognized the cognate in Sino-Tibetan *(g-)sum- "3" and Yeniseian 
*do?ga "3", cf. also Bouda 1957: 83 and Starostin 1982: 210 & 1995: 222-
223. 

4. K *otxo- "4" is probably a more preferable reconstruction than 
*o(sx)tx(w)- (Klimov 1985: 207). The presence of the cluster -St- in Svan can 
be explained by analogy to the following numeral wo-xuSd, wo-xwiSd "5". The 
attempt of an internal etymology of the type *otxo- = "2+2" = *or- "2" (only 
G) & *tqu- (K *tqub- "twin" — see FS 340) is quite improbable (Klimov 
1985: 207). But already van Ginneken and Frei noticed the resemblance of K 
"4" and IE "8", traditionally reconstructed *okto{u) and interpreted it as dual 
of a hypothetical sg. *okto- *"4". This idea was supported by Henning, who 
analyzed the system of Old Iranian metrology. He determined that the mean
ing of Avestan aSti- corresponds to Greek naXaiorri "the breadth of four fin
gers" (1942: 235) and identified it with the expected Iranian *aSta- < *okto-
(1948: 69). Accepting this etymology, Klimov (1977: 162-163; 1985: 206-
207 with older literature) finds a support in examples of the type Aimara pusi 
"4" vs. Quechua pusex "8" or Ob-Ugric *ni7a "4" vs. *nllsy "8" (Honti 1982: 
171), where "8" represents probably dual of "4" (Gulya 1976: 314). The 
metathesis in the substitution IE *-kt- > K *-tx- has an analogy in K *usx(o) 
"bull for sacrifice" < IE *uksdn- (Klimov 1994: 476). On the other hand, 
Manaster-Ramer (1995: 16—17) prefers to reconstruct K *osxtx(plw)-, seeing 
here a substitution of the satom variant of the IE *oktoH "8" (but the final oc
ean also be explained from the alliteration with the following numeral 
*xu(sl)t-). If it is accepted, the semantic change "8" > "4" can be connected 
with the opposite semantic shift for K *arwa- "8" < Semitic *?arbaT- "4". 
Manaster-Ramer finds a formal analogy in the case of the North American 
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language Northern Chumash (Hoka) where the Yokuts (Penuti) numeral "10" 
was borrowed as "5" and the native word for "4" changed its meaning to "8". 

5. K *xu(s{)t- "5" has not unambiguous etymology. So far the following 
solutions have been proposed: 

a) Internal etymology based on G Z *xut- "driicken" (Zycaf & 
DzindZixadze 1985: 874) is improbable for semantic and phonetic vs. *-t-
!) reasons. 

b) Bork (1907: 25) and later 0§tir (1921: 129) compared K "5" and N C 
counterparts as Rutul xud, Khinalug pxu, Bats p%i, Kabardin txw9 etc. "5", 
reconstructed as EC *xxw9 and W C *{i)xw9- by Klimov 1967: 307 or N C E C 
*ffia/*JRa besides W C *s-xw9 in N C E D 426. 

c) Manaster-Ramer (1995: 16-17) proposes a borrowing of K *xusxt- "5" 
from some Semitic source of the type Akkadian f. hamiStu(m) "5", hamuStum 
"5th", cf. Old Assyrian hamuStum "Fiinfergruppe" (AHw 317; Riemschneider 
1978: 69, 294), assuming a development via *hawi$tu (or *hawuStu). 

6. K *ekslw- "6" was compared with its E C counterparts by Bork (1907: 
25-26) and 05tir (1921: 130). Only Khinalug zak "6" is formally similar, but it 
corresponds regularly to other E C forms, e.g. Kubachi ek, Agul (Chirag) 
rekka-l, Dargwa (Akusha) ureg-al "6" etc. (NCED 219: NC *?nfoA£ "6"). 
Marr (1927 — see Klimov 1967: 308) tried to analyze the numeral in *e-
(*ert- "1") & *kus- (*xut- "5"). But already Bopp (1848: 38) noticed the evi
dent similarity of the K numeral "6" with its IE counterparts. Among the IE 
forms of this numeral a source of the type Armenian vec' "6", Greek Doric 
pe£, Attic g£ or Old Prussian (w)uschsts "6th" was quoted (Klimov 1967: 308 
& 1985: 206). But the sequence *-kstw- perfectly reflects the initial cluster 
reconstructed in IE *Ksweks "6". If this point of view is acceptable, the pre-K 
*kswe... can represent a borrowing from some EE dialect, preserving the initial 
cluster (cf. Avestan xSuuaS or Sogdian of Khorezm xwSw, Yaghnobi uxS etc.). 

7. K *Swid- "7" was compared with IE *septqi "7" already by Bopp (1848: 
38-39). But the IE numeral is very probably of Semitic origin, cf. Semitic 
*sab'itum "7" (Illtf-Svityd 1964: 7; Blazek 1997). The borrowing from a Se
mitic source of the type Akkadian f. sebet(tum), sibbittu can explain the devel
opment in vocalism, assuming pre-K *Siwid- > K *Swid- (Klimov 1985: 206), 
but the unexpected initial s- in Akkadian against the reflexes of the Semitic *$-
in other Semitic languages suggests that the donor-language was not Ak
kadian. Testelec (1995: 25) offers a different solution based on the priority of 
clusters postulated by Schmidt: *SibUt > *STiwit > *$kwit. 

8. K *arwa- "8" cannot be compared with Chechen barh, Bats barb "8" 
(OStir 1921: 129) which have good cognates within EC: Khwarshi ba %a, Andi 
bejXXi-gu etc. "8" (EC *MnLe), besides W C *p(p)3X,9 "4" (NCED 314-
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315). A more promising source seems to be the Semitic numeral "4", cf. Ak
kadian m. arba'u(m) "4" (AHw 66), Ugaritic irbf, Hebrew ?arba? etc. 
(Klimov 1967: 308-309). Klimov (1985: 207) reconstructs the original source 
in the form of dual, e.g. in Akkadian *arba'i(n). A similar way of formation of 
some even numerals is known in Ugaritic where the numbers "6" and "12" can 
be expressed as tltfm and fffm resp., i.e. dual of tit "3" and tt "6" (Brugnatelli 
1982: 18). 

Trombetti 1902: 198 proposes an alternative properly Kartvelian etymol
ogy based on subtraction *ara-(j)or- "not two" > *arao(r) — > *arwa-. 

9. K *clxar{a)- "9" was compared with Semitic *ti$T- "9" already by Man -

(1925: 74, 77; cf. Klimov 1967: 309). The initial cluster *cxx- should substi
tute the sequence t-S-T of the hypothetical source. The symbol *c, must reflect 
a sound close to d (cf. Schmidt 1962: 56, 151 writes directly *£; Gamkrelidze 
uses the symbol *c ). The substitution f > x has an analogy in 1.2.b. The con
tinuation of the Semitic *$" implies that the donor-language could not have 
been Akkadian (at least the language known from written records) where the 
loss of all 'laryngeals' (with exception of h) has taken place. It remains to 
explain the final part *-ar( a)-. The variant dxovro in Laz discloses an influ
ence of the preceding numeral ("retardation" after Marr). But there is yet one, 
rather neglected solution, assuming a compound *a(sx)t-sxxwa-ara- "ten-*one-
not-(+ lost verb)", cf. Gar{a) "not, no-" (Trombetti 1902: 198). 

10. K *a(si)t- "10" resembles some EC counterparts: Lak ac, Chamalal 
aca-da, Kubachi wic, Chechen iff etc. (OStir 1921: 130; N C E D 245-246: N C 
*?&nc£). Manaster-Ramer (1995: 17) sees here a transformation of Semitic 
^asara't-um "10" (orig. m.). In this case a hypothetical source cannot be the 
historically recorded Akkadian where the change *?a- > e took place (cf. eser 
& eSeret besides more archaic Assyrian esar "10" & eSartu "Zehnergruppe" — 
A H w 253). Finally, it is tempting to connect pre-K *ast- "10" with Semitic 
*TaSt-ay- "1" (cf. 1.2.b), assuming "10" = "1 x [10]". This solution could be 
supported by K *asl[ir]- "100", if it represents a borrowing of West Semitic 
*?aSir- "10th", hence K "100" = "tenth [ten]" ? (cf. §12). 

11. G Z *oc,- "20" has no satisfactory etymology. The attempt of Lafon 
(1933: 18) to derive it from G or- "2" & at- "10" (K *jor- & *a(s,)t-) cannot 
be accepted for phonetic incompatibility. 

12. K *as1[ir]- "100" was compared with the Semitic numeral "10" al
ready by Trombetti (1902: 199). A possible source could be found in some 
ordinal patterns as qatil: Hebrew Tasiri, Syriac TdsTraya or qatil: Arabic TaSir, 
Geez fafer; Akkadian ordinals are formed on the pattern qatul: eSrum m.ll 
eSurtum f. (Brockelmann 1908: 491; Moscati 1964: 118-119). This interpreta
tion implies the original semantic motivation "100" = "tenth [ten]" (cf. Bats 



85 

atasi "1000" = *at- "10" x asi "100" — all Georgian loans — Klimov 1985: 
208). It is tempting to assume the same origin for the NC counterpart: Tabasa-
ran wari, Agul baM; Akusha darS; Lak tturS etc. besides Ubykh Swa, Adyghe 
& Kabardin sa etc. "100" (Klimov 1967: 310; NCED 587-588: NC *HloSw€). 

§5 Conclusion: 
Kartvelian numerals can be classified according to their most probable 

origin as follows: 
a) Inherited: 
The numerals "1" and "2" are probably not borrowed. The hypothetical 

cognates within the Nostratic macro-phylum support their inherited origin. 
This semantic field can be extended: Svan iSgen "other, another" can reflect K 
*c(W)en-, cf. S la-m-Sged "north" vs. G drd-ili "shadow" or S mi-Sgwi vs. G 
Semi and Z dkimi "my" and S gwi-Sgwi "we" vs. G dveni, L ckuni, M ckini — 
see Schmidt 1962: 57); this reconstruction is compatible with AA *cin-ay- "2" 
> Semitic *tin-ay- II Egyptian snwj If Berber *sln & *hissln; cf. also Human 
fin- and Nakh *Si(n) "2" (NCED 845-846). 

b) North Caucasian origin: 
In the case of the numeral "3", NC origin seems to be the most probable. 

Just this direction of borrowing can be supported by the existence of convinc
ing external parallels within the Sino-Caucasian macro-phylum. The NC 
source is also not excluded for the numerals "5" and "10". The semantic field 
of the numeral words of North Caucasian origin can be completed: K *tqub-
"twin" (Klimov 1964: 184; FS 340) vs. WC *tql:wA "2" > Ubykh tq™a, Ady
ghe p'o; Khinalug ku, Tabasaran qlu, Kubachi kwe, Lak ki-a etc. (NCED 924: 
NC *tqHw£); cf. also Nakh *tqa "20" (NCED 456; Klimov 1967: 307). 

c) Indo-European origin: 
The numerals "4" and "6" are probably borrowed from an IE source (cf. 

also G pirveli "first" vs. IE *prH2wo- id.). Its dialectal affiliation is naturally 
uncertain. If we do not take into account the possibility of the proto-Indo-
European as a contacting entity, there are at least three IE branches which 
were or could have been in contact with people of Southern Caucasus: 1. Hit-
tites, 2. Indo-Iranians, 3. Armenians. 

Ad 1) Concerning the Hittite (Anatolian) numerals, our knowledge of this 
topic does not allow us to find any closer connections. There is a certain lexi
cal evidence supporting the early contact of the Kartvelians and of ancestors of 
the Hittites (Giorgadze 1979: 64-66; Ivanov 1979: 111-129; Gamkrelidze & 
Ivanov 1984: 897-898). It is in good agreement with the archaeological data, 
demonstrating the Transcaucasian diffusion of the bearers of the Kurgan buri
als into Eastern Anatolia c. 3000 BC (Winn 1981: 113-118). 

Ad 2) The phonetic shape of K numerals "4" and "6" resembles the Indo-
Iranian data more than any others. An Indo-Iranian character of the donor lan
guage could be supported by the existence of other lexical parallels (Klimov 
1993: 29-37). The most serious question, which remains open, is the localiza-
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tion of the contact in space and time. The generally accepted presence of Indo-
Aryans in Eastern Anatolia in the middle of 2nd mill . B C is too late; the nu
merals "4" and "6" represent a common Kartvelian level, i.e. the beginning of 
the 3th mill. B C or earlier (Testelec 1995: 14). 

Ad 3) Armenian can be probably excluded as a donor language for pho
netic and chronological reasons. 

d) Semitic origin: 
It is remarkable that most of the K numerals can be explained as Semitic 

borrowings, namely "7", "8", "9", "100", and probably also "5" and "10". 
There are only two Semitic languages with written records, spoken in a rela
tive geographical proximity to Southern Caucasus in the 3rd mill. B C : Ak
kadian in Mesopotamy and Eblaite in Northern Syria. A hypothetical donor 
language can be characterized by certain features differing from historically 
attested Akkadian: in phonology esp. Semitic *Sa- > K *a- vs. Akkadian e-
(but Eblaite a-!) and in morphology the pattern of ordinals qaGl (cf. Hebrew or 
Aramaic) or qStil (cf. Ugaritic or Arabic) vs. Akkadian qatul (Eblaite numerals 
are not known, but cf. the personal name Mu-sa-ti-sa "she makes number 6" 
— Segert 1984: 54). There are more cultural Semitic borrowings in common 
Kartvelian lexicon, e.g. K *okro- "gold" > G okro-, M orko-, S (w)okwr-
(Klimov 1964: 151) vs. Semitic yjwrq > Akkadian (w)araqu(m) "gelbgriin 
sein", u-U-ra-qu. "vergolden" (AHw 1463-64), Ugaritic yrq "Gelbes (Gold)" 
(Aistleitner 1965: 137), Hebrew yarSq "das Griine", yeraqraq "goldgriin", 
Geez warq "Gold" etc. or K *uye/- "yoke" > G uyel-, M uyu-, S uywa-
(Klimov 1964: 186) vs. Semitic *gull- "yoke" > Old Canaanite (Tell Amarna) 
hullu, Hebrew Tol, Akkadian ullu etc. (IUiC-Svityd 1965: 334 — 35). The 
Kartvelian — Semitic contact can also be documented archaeologically. In the 
Maikop culture from Northern Caucasus (26th-23rd cent. BC), Safronov 
(1989: 242-58) has identified genetic links to the Upper Euphratian culture 
related to the Ebla civilization. He interprets this discovery as a result of the 
northward migration of the bearers of Syrian civilization, speaking a Semitic 
language, perhaps close to Eblaite. 

The presented conclusions, if correct, mean that Kartvelian was under a 
massive influence of other language families (North Caucasian, Indo-
European, Semitic), comparable with the infuence e.g. of Arabic on Siwa 
(Berber) or Indo-Aryan on Brahui where only "1", "2" and "1", "2", "3" resp. 
are unborrowed. The traditionally assumed conservatism of numerals is only 
myth. 

Abbreviations: 
A A Afroasiatic, C Caucasian, E East, G Georgian, IE Indo-European, K 

Kartvelian, L Laz, M Mingrel, N North, S Svan, W West, Z Zan. 
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