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THE GERMANIC WORD FOR
‘FLESHY PART OF THE BODY, CALF’:
A NEW RECONSTRUCTION AND ETYMOLOGY

Two cognate groups of appellatives appear in the West Germanic languages: OE.
lira m. ‘muscle, soft parts of the body’, E. /ire ‘flesh, muscle, brawn’, MDu. liere f.
‘fleshy part of the leg, calf’ (< PGm. */izan-) and MLG. liese ‘thin skin’, LG. liése f.
‘layer of fat around the kidneys’ (< PGm. */isan-). The words under discussion
straightforwardly derive from the Proto-Indo-European archetype */éh;is-on- (gen.
sg. *leh;is-n-0s) m. ‘soft, fleshy part of the body’, which is closely related to the
Proto-Indo-European adjective */éh;isos (o-stem) ‘soft, lean (of meat)’, cf. Lith.
liesas adj. ‘lean (of meat), thin, non-greasy, slim, skimmed, infertile’, Latv. /iéss
adj. ‘lean (of meat), thin, non-greasy, slim, infertile (of soil)’, Gk. A&iog adj. ‘level,
smooth, rubbed, well-ground’. Other nouns derived from the same adjective fre-
quently denote ‘soft organs (of the body)’ in Indo-European languages, e.g. Latv.
liésa f. ‘spleen’; Hitt. [ési n. ‘liver’; Arm. leard ‘liver’; Toch. A lyya (pl.) ‘parts of
the body’, Toch. B lyyasa (pl.) ‘members (of the body)’ (< PIE. *lehis-).

In his Etymological Dictionary of Proto-Germanic Guus Kroonen
(2013: 330) reconstructs the Proto-Germanic noun */ehizan- m. ‘fleshy part of
the body, calf’ on the basis of the following lexical data:

1.1. OE. lira m. ‘muscle, soft parts of the body’, E. lire ‘flesh, muscle, brawn’,
MDu. liere f. ‘fleshy part of the leg, calf’.

Kroonen (2013: 330) provides the following comments on the suggested
reconstruction:

“An etymologically problematic word. The reconstruction */igizan- (thus Pokorny
IEW: 673) must be abandoned in view of MDu. /iere. The material, in fact, straight-
forwardly points to a proto-form */iran-. The alternative, *lehizan-, can theoretical-
ly be connected to PGm. */awiz- ‘ham, thigh’, but only if this formation developed
from *lok"-es- by Verner’s law, which is only one of many possibilities”.
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It is necessary to state that Kroonen’s reconstruction *lehizan- is super-
fluous. The lexical material, given in section 1.1., clearly suggests the Proto-
Germanic archetype */iran- (m.) or perhaps */izdn- (m.), if we take into account
Verner’s law. The latter alternative seems to be well-founded, as the lexical
evidence can be supplemented by the following West Germanic data:

1.2. MLG. liese m. ‘thin skin’ (Teuchert 1972: 330) and LG. dial. (Brandenburg)
liése f. ‘layer of fat around the kidneys’ (< PGm. */isan- m./f.).

It is not unjustified to posit two related Proto-Germanic archetypes *lizdn-
and *[isan-, reflecting an old difference in stress. The same accentual differenta-
tion can be found in other Proto-Germanic n-stem nouns, e.g.

2.1. ON. heri m. ‘hare’, Icel. héri m. ‘id.”, OSw. heri m. ‘id.’, Sw. hare m. ‘id.’,
Nw. hare m. ‘id.’, Elfd. eri m. ‘id.”, ODa. harcee ‘id.’, Da. hare ‘id.”; OE. hara
m. ‘id.’, E. hare ‘id.” (< PGm. *hazan- m.) (Orel 2003: 64; Kroonen 2013:
223-224).

2.2. OFri. hasa m. ‘id.”, OSax. haso m. ‘id.”, MDu. hase m. ‘id.”, Du. haas c.
‘id.’, MLG. hase m. ‘id.”, OHG. haso m., G. Hase m. ‘id.” (< PGm. *hdsan- m.)
(Orel 2003: 64; Kroonen 2013: 223-224).

The alternation between *hdsan- (attested in West Germanic) and *ha-
zan- (in Anglo-Nordic) points to an originally mobile accentual paradigm: nom.
sg. *haso, gen. sg. *hazndz (Schaffner 2001: 528, 544-546; Kroonen 2013:
223) < IE. *kasén m. ‘hare’, cf. OPrus. sasins m. ‘hare’ (Derksen 2015: 564),
W. ceinach f. ‘hare’, Olnd. sasa- m. ‘hare’ (< Indic *sasd- m.), Khot. saha- m.
‘id.” (< Iran. *saha- m.), MPers. sahog, Pashto sée m. ‘hare’, Yidgha siy ‘id.’,
Parachi sahdk ‘id.” (< Iran. *saha-ka- m.) (Bailey 1979: 423). Also Lat. caro,
gen. sg. carnis f. ‘meat’ may belong to the same family of words, if it original-
ly means ‘hare’s meat’ (cf. the hypothetical paradigm of IE. *kds-on, gen. sg.
*fas-(e)nés m. ‘hare’). Undoubtedly, the same accentual paradigm should be
suggested for the Proto-Germanic alternation between */isan- (in West Germa-
nic) and */izan- (in Anglo-Dutch). In other words, the Proto-Germanic word for
‘fleshy part of the body, calf’ originally had mobile stress (nom. sg. */iso, gen.
sg. *liznadz).

It is obvious that the lexical data cannot confirm the suggested relation to
Proto-Germanic *lawiz- ‘ham, thigh’, cf. ON. ler n. ‘ham, thigh’, Far. leer n.
‘id.’, OSw. lar n. ‘id.’, Elfd. lar n. ‘id.”, OE. léow n. ‘id.” (de Vries 2000: 372;
Kroonen 2013: 329), or to the Indo-European root */ek- or */ék- ‘Gliedmalien’,
also ‘biegen, winden, springen, zappeln’ (Pokorny 1959: 673). Is there another
possibility to explain the origin of the Proto-Germanic word for ‘fleshy part of
the body, calf’?

In my opinion, the Proto-Germanic word in question goes back to the Indo-
European archetype */éis-on- m. ‘soft, fleshy part of the body’ (< PIE. */éh;is-
on-). It is evidently related to the Indo-European adjective */eis-o-s ‘soft, lean
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(of meat)’ (< PIE. *léh,isos), attested securely in Baltic (cf. Lith. liesas adj.
‘lean, thin, non-greasy (of meat, milk, animal), slim (of man), skimmed, infertile
(of soil)’, Latv. liéss adj. ‘lean, thin, non-greasy, slim, infertile (of soil)’ < Baltic
*l¢isas < PIE. *léh,isos; Smoczynski 2007: 351; Derksen 2015: 284), Greek
(cf. Gk. Aglog adj. ‘level, smooth, plain, flat’, metaphorically ‘smooth, soft (of
wind, words)’, if from PIE. */éh,isos), and perhaps in Slavic (cf. Pol. lichy
adj. ‘insufficient, inadequate, poor, miserable, meagre, mean, wretched, frail’,
Cz. lichy adj. ‘lonesome, isolated, empty’, Slovak lichy adj. ‘deceptive, empty,
incorrect; (dial.) poor, insignificant’ < Proto-Slavic */ix» adj. ‘insufficient, de-
prived of strength and health, dispossessed’; as proposed by Machek 1957: 269;
Bankowski 2000: 37; Kralik 2015: 327). There are some expressions in the East
Baltic languages which clearly show that the Baltic root */éis- can refer to the
fleshy or soft part of the body, cf. Lith. liesa mésa ‘lean meat’, Latv. liesa gala
‘lean, fasten meat’, Latv. liesums m. ‘meat without fat’ (= Lith. liesumas m.
‘leanness, thinness’). What is more, the Proto-Indo-European root */ef,is- can
also refer to soft internal parts of the body, e.g.

3.1. Latvian liésa f. ‘spleen’ (< East Baltic */éisa f. < PIE. *leh,is-¢h;). A re-
lated word is also attested in Lithuanian lielesa, lielesa, dial. lielasa, lielisa,
lienesa f. ‘spleen’s indisposition, twinge in a side, strong pain of stomach,
gripes / niedomaganie $ledziony, ktucie w boku, ostry bol brzucha’ (Smoczynski
2007: 350). It is not impossible that the Lithuanian word in question goes back
to East Baltic *leila-léisa, literary ‘great (i.e. swollen) spleen’ (cf. Lith. dial.
[Samogitian] leilas adj. ‘great, large, big’, Latv. liéls, dial. leils adj. ‘big, great,
large; adult, important”) by means of haplology (and also the progressive dis-
similation / — / > [ — n). Undoubtedly, the Latvian word for ‘spleen’ was de-
rived from the East Baltic adjective */éisas ‘lean (of meat), thin, non-greasy’
(cf. Latv. liéss adj., Lith. llesas adj. ‘id.”) by means of the usual accentual
opposition.

3.2. Hitt. lési, [issi (nom.-acc. sg. le-e-$i, dat.-loc. sg. [i-is-si) n. ‘liver’ (Gii-
terbock, Hoffner 1980: 72; Weeks 1985: 57-58; Tischler 1990: 54-55; Puhvel
2001: 97-98; Kloekhorst 2008: 525) probably represents PIE. */eh,is-i or per-
haps *leh;is-2, n. ‘soft organ (of the body)’. According to Puhvel (2001: 98), the
Hittite word for ‘liver’ may be “an adjective originally qualifying a lost neuter
cognate of IE *yekr(?)”. In fact, the Proto-Indo-European adjective */éh;isos
‘soft, lean (of meat)’ is the best solution for Puhvel’s excellent conjecture (see
also 3.3 and 3.1).

3.3. Arm. leard ‘liver’ seems to contain */eh;is- in the initial part. In my opin-
ion, it seems to represent a compound */eh is-iek"rt- (originally ‘soft liver’).

3.4. Toch. B lyiyo (sg.) ‘member’ and Toch. A lyya (pl.) ‘parts of the body’,
Toch. B lyydasa (pl.) ‘members (of the body)’ (Adams 1999: 567) should
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apparently be derived from PIE. *leh;is-a,s- (nom. sg. n.) ‘soft member
of the body’ and PIE. */eh;is-2,s-2, (nom. pl. n.) ‘fleshy parts of the body’,
respectively.

The ample lexical evidence collected from a wide range of Indo-European
languages clearly demonstrates that the West Germanic terms in question (name-
ly OE. lira m. ‘muscle, soft parts of the body’, E. /ire ‘flesh, muscle, brawn’,
MDu. liere f. ‘fleshy part of the leg, calf’; MLG. liese ‘thin skin’, LG. liése f.
‘layer of fat around the kidneys”) derive from the Proto-Indo-European arche-
type *léh,is-on- m. ‘soft, fleshy part of the body’.

References

Adams, D.Q. 1999. 4 dictionary of Tocharian B. Amsterdam, Atlanta: Rodopi.

Bailey, H.-W. 1979. Dictionary of Khotan Saka. Cambridge, London, New York, Mel-
bourne: Cambridge University Press.

Bankowski, A. 2000. Etymologiczny stownik jezyka polskiego. Vol. 2. Warszawa: Pan-
stwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe.

Derksen, R. 2015. Etymological dictionary of the Baltic inherited lexicon. Leiden,
Boston: Brill.

Giiterbock, H.G., and H.A. Hoffner 1980. The Hittite dictionary. Vol. 3. Fasc. 1.
Chicago: The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago.

Kloekhorst, A. 2008. Etymological dictionary of the Hittite inherited lexicon. Leiden,
Boston: Brill.

Kralik, L. 2015. Strucny etymologicky slovnik slovenciny. Bratislava: Veda.

Kroonen, G. 2013. Etymological dictionary of Proto-Germanic. Leiden, Bos-
ton: Brill.

Machek, V. 1957. Etymologicky slovnik jazyka ceského a slovenského. Praha: Nakla-
datelstvi Ceskoslovenské Akademie Véd.

Orel, V. 2003. 4 hanbook of Germanic etymology. Leiden, Boston: Brill.

Pokorny, J. 1959. Indogermanisches etymologisches Wérterbuch. Bern, Miinchen:
Francke Verlag. [abbreviated as IEW]

Puhvel, J. 2001. Hittite etymological dictionary. Vol. 5. Berlin, New York: Mouton
de Gruyter.

Schaffner, S. 2001. Das Vernersche Gesetz und der innerparagmatische gramma-
tische Wechsel des Urgermanischen im Nominalbereich. Innsbruck: Institut fiir
Sprachen und Literaturen der Universitit Innsbruck.

Smoczynski, W. 2001. Sfownik etymologiczny jezyka litewskiego. Wilno: Uniwersytet
Wilenski.

Teuchert, H. 1972. Die Sprachreste der niederlindischen Siedlungen des 12. Jahr-
hunderts. 2. Auflage. K6ln: Bohlau Verlag.

Tischler, J. 1990. Hettitisches etymologisches Glossar. Lief. 5 und 6. Innsbruck: Insti-
tut fiir Sprachwissenschaft der Universitét Innsbruck.



www.czasopisma.pan.pl I IJ www.journals.pan.pl
~

THE GERMANIC WORD FOR ‘FLESHY PART OF THE BODY, CALF’... 93

De Vries, J. 2000. Altnordisches etymologisches Wérterbuch. 4. Auflage. Leiden, Bo-
ston, KoIn: Brill.

Weeks, D. M. 1985. Hittite vocabulary: An Anatolian appendix to Buck’s synonyms
in the principal Indo-European languages. Doctoral dissertation, University of
California, Los Angeles.

Zaliznjak, A.A. 1963. Materialy dlja izuCenija morfologiceskoj struktury drevneger-
manskikh sucestvitel'nykh. Part I. In O.N. Trubachov (ed.), Etimologia. Issledo-
vanija po russkomy i drugim jazykam, 124—160. Moscow: ,,Nauka“.





