
Section LANGUAGE AND LINGUISTICS 

309 

RECONSTRUCTION OF THE 14TH AND 15TH PROTO-
SAMOYEDIC VOWELS 

Prof. Dr. Julia Normanskaja  
National Research Tomsk State University, Moscow Institute of Linguistic 

RAS, Russia  

ABSTRACT 

Proto-Samoyedic vowel system has been studied for more than a hundred 
years, since the relation between the Samoyedic languages was discovered. The 
first, as far as we know, publication of this system was in [12]. 

This is what it looked like: 

*i *ü *  *u  

 *e *ö *  *  *o  

 *ä *å  

Later, after analyzing modern Nganasan data, E. Helimski [7] proposed adding 
two more phonemes to the system (see analysis of these addings for relevance in 
[1]): 

*i *ü *  *u  

*e *ö *  *  *  *o  

*ä *a *å  

On the base of the analyses of the Taz-Selkup vocalism system and Narym, 
Ket and Middle-
additional series of regular correspondences between the Selkup dialects and 
Northern Samoyedic languages such as Nenets, Enets and Nganasan. Further 
analysis of these series showed correspondences in Kamassian, which reliably 
denotes their Proto-Samoyedic nature, as well as in the Finno-Ugric languages:  

1. Proto-Selkup * /* < Proto-Samoyedic *å  
(> Kamassian ) < Proto-Uralic *  (> Saami N oa) 

2. Proto-Selkup *  < Proto-Samoyedic *  
(> Kamassian u, o) < Proto-Uralic *  (> Saami N uo) 

3. Proto-Selkup *  < Proto-Samoyedic * (> Kamassian ) < 
Proto-Uralic *o, *u. 

Keywords: Vowel system, Samoyedic languages, Historical-comparative 
analysis 
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INTRODUCTION 

Proto-Samoyedic vowel system has been studied for more than a hundred 
years, since the relation between the Samoyedic languages was discovered. The 
first, as far as we know, publication of this system was in [12]. 

This is what it looked like: 

*i *ü *  *u  

 *e *ö *  *  *o  

 *ä *å  

 

Later, after analyzing modern Nganasan data, E. Helimski [7] proposed adding 
two more phonemes to the system (see analysis of these addings for relevance in 
[1]): 

*i *ü *  *u  

*e *ö *  *  *  *o  

*ä *a *å  

 

At the same 
phonemes in the following way (according to [1]): 

[9], [14] 

*i > *i (> Nganasan i), *e (> Nganasan )  

*e > *ä 

*ä > *a 

Still, when studying the Selkup vocalism system and analyzing Narym, Ket 
and Middle-
system  http://lingvodoc.ispras.ru/ we noticed some additional series of regular 
correspondences between the Selkup dialects and Northern Samoyedic languages 
such as Nenets, Enets and Nganasan. Further analysis of these series showed 
correspondences in Kamassian, which reliably denotes their Proto-Samoyedic 
nature, as well as in the Finno-Ugric languages. Results of this analysis are 
presented in Table 1:  
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Table 1 

Proto-Uralic 

according to [16] 

*  (> 
Saami N 
oa) 

*  (> Saami 
N uo) 

* , *u 

Proto-Samoyedic *å 

(*å [12])  

*   

(*å [12]) 

*  

(*å [12]) 

Northern Samoyedic languages 

Here and below the Northern 
Samoyedic languages are cited 
according to the following 
sources: Nenets as in [15], Enets as 
in [8], Nganasan as in [9]. 
 

Nenets , 
Enets , 
Nganasan  

Nenets , 
Enets , 
Nganasan  

Nenets , 
Enets , 
Nganasan  

Selkup dialects 

Here and below Selkup dialects are 
cited according to the following 
sources: Middle Taz as in [10]; 
Narym and Togur as in the field 
and archival materials at 
http://lingvodoc.ispras.ru; if the 
word is missing from these 
sources, it is cited according to the 
dictionary [5], or [12] (two latter 
sources are marked in the text, the 
rest are used by default) 

Proto-
Selkup 
* /*
(Selkup /
[3])  

> Taz, 
Middle-

/ , 
Narym , 
Ket   

Proto-
Selkup 
*  
(Selkup u  
[3]) 

> Taz / , 
Narym , 
Middle-

ve 

in the 
beginning 
of the word 
Taz w , 
Narym va 

Proto-
Selkup 
*u/*  
(Selkup u/
[3]) 

> Taz, 
Middle-

u/ , 
Narym, Ket 
u,  
 

Kamassian 

Kamassian forms are cited 
according to the dictionary [6]. 

Kamassian 
 

Kamassian 
u, o 

Kamassian 
u, o,  

  

One can see from Table 1 that there are three different vowels in Proto-Selkup 
which correspond to the Proto-Samoyedic *å according to the reconstructions [9], 
[14], and that these three vowels have specific correspondences in Kamassian and 
Proto-Uralic. From that one can deduce that Proto-Samoyedic vowel system has 
to be modified by adding two more phonemes: Proto-Samoyedic * , * . The 
resulting inventory should look like this: 

*i *ü *  *u  

*e *ö *  *  *  *o  
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*ä *a *  *å *   

Moreover, based on the two series of correspondences for Proto-
Saami N   Proto-Selkup * /* , Kamassian ; 2) Saami N uo  Proto-Selkup 
* u , Kamassian u, o it can be assumed the existence of two *a in proto-Uralic 
language, but this question needs further study.  

Below are some examples to illustrate these oppositions. 

Proto-Selkup * /* < Proto-Samoyedic *å (> Kamassian ) < Proto-Uralic 
*a (> Saami N oa) 

With Uralic etymologies 

1. Taz qossy 
forms for establishing the oppositions are marked as bold.)  Narym  
Proto-Samoyedic (The Proto-Samoyedic form and the forms from modern 
Samoyedic languages are cited from [12]) * ) 
[14: 61] < Proto-Uralic *   

2. Taz (ima)qota -Samoyedic *kåtå 
T ; Enets  an  
62] < Proto-Uralic *koska 
vowel reconstruction which the authors of [24: 189] propose does not occur to be 
reliable, as the reflexes of *koska do not point reliably at the reconstruction of the 
Proto-Uralic *o (cf. [13]). One can surmise that the reconstruction for this word 
is Proto-Uralic *kaska > (Saami N goas'ke -sk-  

3. Taz   Narym  -Samoyedic form and the 
forms from modern Samoyedic languages are cited from [12])  < Proto-
Samoyedic *  (Nenets T ; Enets naba, Nganasan ) < Proto-Uralic 
* -lV); in this word, Proto-Uralic * -lV) (> Saami N njoammel), can 
be reconstructed, as was mentioned before, according to [13] Mordvinic u (Erzya 
numolo, Moksha numol -Uralic *o in the first 
syllable; they might as well descend from Proto-Uralic *a in an unstressed Proto-
Finno-Volga position; 

4. Taz qo ingest  Narym  swallow, ingest Proto-Samoyedic 
*pålä- (Nenets T  ,  

 -Uralic *pala (> Saami N 
buole, boaldet [4], fin. pala  [24: 350]; 

5. Vas  -Samoyedic *
(Nenets T ; Enets padi; Nganasan , ; Kamassian phandr 
< Proto-Uralic *  ~ *  (*  ~ * ) [24: 353];  

6. Taz kont  root, float cord (from cedar roots)  Narym  // root
< Proto-Samoyedic *  (Nenets T ; Enets badu 

 root Kamassian mo å, å [7: 41]; Koibal ; Taigi ó) [14: 
171] < Proto-Uralic *  ~ * [24: 548]. 
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Without Uralic etymologies 

7. Taz on-  Narym  -Samoyedic *
(Nganasan ) [14: 18]; 

8. Taz kopt  bed, bedstead; place  Narym  bedstead, place, bed < 
Proto-Samoyedic *wåt3w  (Nenets T ; Enets  place Nganasan  
place, bed Kamassian bå u place, bed  

9. Taz porq  clothes  Narym  overcoat Proto-Samoyedic *pårkå 
(Nenets T ; Enets page; Kamassian r , [7: 52]; Koibal pyrga; 

harga  

10. Taz   Narym  -
Samoyedic *jåptå (Nenets T ; Enets ata; Nganasan d ikü; Mat. 

 

 ~  ~   [6: 87] < Proto-
Samoyedic * - s T ; Enets - 
Nganasan  -  

12. Taz   Ket ,  
[6: 91] < Proto-Samoyedic * - castrate (Nenets F ; Enets katur-; 
Nganasan a) [14: 60]; 

13. Taz  -Samoyedic 
* ; Enets pare) [14: 116];  

14. Taz qopty-  Tym  [6: 91] < Proto-
Samoyedic *wåptå ; Enets bata- 
Nganasan bobtu-   
Mat. -  

15. Taz topy  Narym -Samoyedic *  (Enets 
tabu tohi  
(Kamassian t b ) [14: 152]; 

16. Taz sompy-  Ket ,   [6: 
213] < Proto-Samoyedic * - (Nenets ; Enets - 
Kamassian ,  7: 57]) [14: 135]. 

Exception (non-standard reflex of the Proto-Samoyedic *å in Selkup 
dialects): 

Taz   Vas , , Tym , , Tur , El 
  < Proto-Samoyedic *t1  ; 

Enets ta u lamprey, worm-bait Kamassian t , t [7: 69]; Koibal 
) [14: 151] < Proto-Uralic *  (* -lV). 

Proto-Selkup *  < Proto-Samoyedic * (> Kamassian u, o) < Proto-
Uralic *a (> Saami N uo) 

With Uralic etymologies 
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1. Taz c tal qo meet, run into  Narym d  meet Proto-
Samoyedic *  walk (Nenets T ; Enets a ata-; Nganasan dotu- meet
Taigi dschadim ) [14: 38-39]. In [24: 106] a Proto-
Uralic *juta- is reconstructed, but, as is stat
the comparison is irregular: Mordvin -t- presupposes an original geminate *-tt-, 
and the vocalism of the Samoyed forms does not match Proto-Samoyedic * 
< Pre-Saami * juta-). Instead, the Saami verb could be regularly explained as a 
Baltic loanword: cf. Lithuanian 
etymology do not correspond regularly to the Mordvinian and Samoyedic ones 
and are probably a Baltic loan. Mordvinian reflexes, as shown in [13], can point 
to any back vowel in a non-stressed position;  

2. Taz q l  fish  Narym kv l fish < Proto-Samoyedic *kålä (Nenets T 
; Enets kare; Nganasan ; Kamassian ; Koibal ; M t.  [8: 

 < Proto-Uralic *kala (> Saami N guolle -l-, Fin. kala) [24: 119]; 

3. Taz t l qo to have stolen  Narym  to have stolen  < Proto-
Samoyedic *tålä (Nenets T  tarir- 

- to steal Kamassian (C) thol erl im, (D) t å , t o  I steal
- -Uralic *sala (> Saami N suolâ -llâg- 

sala  [24: 430]; 

4. Tym tìwer  [14: 38] < Proto-Samoyedic *jår (Nenets T ) [14: 
38] < Proto-Uralic *jarV jaarun 

 

5. Taz q r qo ~ q r qo ~q rqo to call, to invite, to name  Narym kv rgu < 
Proto-Samoyedic *kå- ; Enets  

- 4: 56] < Proto-Uralic *kanV (* ) 
[24: 125]; 

6. Taz q c  hot weather  Tym  hot Proto-Samoyedic 
*kåjå- sun (Nenets T ; Enets kaja; Nganasan kou; Kamassian (D) k u a, 
k u a, k u o [7: 33]; Koibal ) [14: 58]. In [24: 167] these words are proposed 
to be the reflexes of the Proto-Uralic *koje, but we, together with the authors of 
[22: 383] think this comparison to be not useful;  

 7. Taz q c qo to have left smth  Narym kv < Proto-Samoyedic *kåjä- 
 (Nenets T  kae-; Nganasan koi- 

have left smth Kamassian ol  I leave smth M t. kojo [8: 
531]) [14: 58] < Proto-Uralic *  (> Saami N  - - 
katoa-) [24: 115]; 

8. Taz q nqo to depart, to go, to ride, to leave, to go away  Narym kv ngu 
< Proto-Samoyedic *kån  (Nenets  kanus- 

- kan- 
 -Uralic *kanta (> Saami N guod'de- -dd- 

kanta  



Section LANGUAGE AND LINGUISTICS 

 315 

9. Taz k t kä left-handed; left; from the left, to the left, leftward  Tym 
, Ob  , Ket , Tur ä left Proto-

Samoyedic *  ; Nganasan  
Proto-Uralic *wasa [24: 559]. 

10. Taz w nt  nelma  Narym < Proto-Samoyedic *ånc  (Nenets F 
  [14: 18] < Proto-Uralic *  ( > Fin. vasen   

Without Uralic etymologies 

10. Taz s r qo to rain; to soak by rain  Narym f  rain  < Proto-Samoyedic 
*sårå- ~ * - (Nenets T  sare  
Kamassian su no, nò rain Mat. sörüh [8: 5]; 

11. Taz q t qo to illuminate  Ket , Ob   to start to shine; 
-Samoyedic *kåt1å 

; Enets   - 
  

12. Taz k t qo to grow, to bring up Proto-Samoyedic *wåtå to grow, to 
; Enets - - 

Kamassian bud , ; Koibal   
[14: 172]; 

13. Narym   Ket le -
Samoyedic * -  l  

 

14. Taz t t p  - El  shaman  [6: 251] < Proto-Samoyedic *cåcäpä 
(Nenets T ; Enets  ) [14: 32]. There are also 
cited in [14: 32] as reflexes for this etymology Kamassian t rb  [7: 68] and Koibal 

, but it is rightfully pointed out in [5: 180-181], that rb cannot be a reflex < 
*c. 

15. Taz w c  meat; flesh, body  Narym  meat, food  < Proto-
Samoyedic *åjå (Nenets T ; Enets aja 
Kamassian u a meat  [14: 17]; 

16. Taz w c qo to rise, to fly up  Narym gú to stand up, to rise, to 
fly up,  < Proto-Samoyedic *ånsä (Nganasan -,  

 

17. Taz w rq  large; elder; magnitude, size  Narym varg large, elder  < 
Proto-Samoyedic * (Nenets T  ( ); Enets arum-  grow 

    
[14: 19]; 

18. Taz w n l again  Tym  anew < Proto-Samoyedic *ån
(Nenets T ; Enets  ) [14: 18]. 

Proto-Selkup *  < Proto-Samoyedic * (> Kamassian ) < Proto-
Uralic *o, *u (A Taz word mulympyqo El  
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this group, because we agree with the hypothesis of [3: 133] that it is a loan from 
Khanty mul-  -Samoyedic 
*må-  

With Uralic etymologies 

1. Taz qunt qo to die, to be severely ill  Narym kúgu to die, to be killed  
< Proto-Samoyedic * - (Nenets T  kaa- 
to be killed Nganasan - to die Kamassian l em I am dying Koibal 

 -  < Proto-Uralic *kola 
Fin. kuole-  

2. Tym k b d  [3: 261], El fish bladder (The vowel of the first 
syllable is not quite clear in El . It could be due to non-perfect recording of the 
southern and central dialects in the [5] dictionary, as there are several writing 
variants for a number of words) [6: 51] < Proto-Samoyedic * j- 

) < Proto-Uralic *kupe(-na) 
Fin kupinas) [24: 212]; 

3. Ket kuuska [14: 60] < Proto-Samoyedic *  ; Enets 
kasuo; Nganasan   < Proto-Uralic *  (* ) (> Saami 
N -i'ka(s)-  

4. Taz 3    -Samoyedic 
*må-  -Uralic *mOlV (*mOljV, 
*mOlkV  

5. Taz musyltyqo    ,  [6: 
132] < Proto-Samoyedic * - ; Enets masu- 

, , 
  - 42]) < Proto-

Uralic *  (* ) [24: 289]; 

6. Taz n  grass; hay  Narym grass, hay < Proto-Samoyedic * , 
* (Nganasan   * (Nenets T ; Enets  -

amassian , Koibal 
   < Proto-Uralic *  > Saami N njuöcco-rasse 

Samoyedic languages, but these words might as well be a reflex of Proto-Uralic 
* , as shown in [16];  

7. Taz   Narym 
lick, to lick smth < Proto-Samoyedic * - (Nenets T ; Enets nadìo-; 
Nganasan   < Proto-Uralic 
*  [24: 321] (> Fin. nuole-  

8. Taz l cheek  Narym púdal cheek, cheeks < Proto-Samoyedic *påt 
(Kamassian ; Koibal putmo; Mat. lo  * (Nenets 
T ; Enets    < Proto-Uralic *poske 
[24: 396] (> Fin. poski  
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9. Taz m3 animal; beast; bird; game, furs  Narym úrup big animal, 
-Samoyedic *sårmå (Nenets T ; Enets same 

Mat. sarma - < Proto-Uralic *  [24: 490]; 

10. Taz unt  louse  Narym  louse, lice < Proto-Samoyedic *ånc  (? 
~ *åmc ) [14: 18] (Nenets T  [14]; Enets adu; Kamassian n  [7: 82]; 
Koibal ) < Proto-Uralic * [24: 338]; 

11. Taz q tt  town, village  Ob  Vas ,  town Proto-
Samoyedic *  ; Enets 

 -Uralic 
* (> Saami  N oacce - - ottava   

Without Uralic etymologies 

13. Taz qo to weep  Narym gu to start weeping, to weep < 
Proto-Samoyedic *  (Nenets ; Enets dìaro- 

  [14: 38]; 

14. Taz tukyqo to scratch  Tym t naB [3: 176] < Proto-Samoyedic 
* ; Enets ; Nganasan d - 

-  

15. Taz cumpy  , , Vas, Tym , , Tur 
,  , Ket , El  [6: 285] < Proto-Samoyedic *

; Enets dìabu; Kamassian [7: 46]; Koibal ; Mat. 
n/ ambuh long, high  

16. Taz 1 -like bend of a river; portage through the neck of such 
 Tym, Tur  -

Samoyedic * -  
 

17. Taz   Ket  
b -Samoyedic * - mat° 
Enets  muzar-  
[7: 40], Koibal  -  

18. Taz u ptarmigan  Ob  Vas, Tym  ptarmigan < Proto-
Samoyedic *åwå (Enets aba). [24: 13] consider this word a reflex of Proto-Uralic 
* , but E. Helimski points out that the «Phonetic resemblance between the 
Saami and Northern Samoyedic (Nenets) forms is so great, including the 

in the overlong geminate in Saami and the ejective sign in Nenets, and so non-
conforming to normal schemes of historical phonetics, that it can only be 
explained as para
deny the possibility of a contact genesis of this resemblance» [11]. 

Exceptions (the first syllable vowel in Selkup dialects does not correspond 
to Kamassian using our correspondences): 
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1. Taz  nit  Ob  , Ket , Ket, Tym  nit
< Proto-Samoyedic *cårä nit (Nenets F ; Enets tare; Nganasan ; 
Kamassian [7: 73]; Koibal ; M t.  nit  

2. Taz  -Samoyedic 
*kåt1  wing (Nenets F r i; Kamassian ådår, åd r [7: 24]; Koibal 

, ) [14: 62].  

CONCLUSION 

So, we can see that there are three different vowels in Proto-Selkup which 
correspond to the Proto-Samoyedic *å according to the reconstructions [9], 
[14], and that these three vowels have specific correspondences in Kamassian 
and Proto-Uralic. From that one can deduce that Proto-Samoyedic vowel 
system has to be modified by adding two more phonemes: Proto-Samoyedic 
* , * . The resulting inventory should look like this: 

*i *ü *  *u  

*e *ö *  *  *  *o  

*ä *a *  *å *  
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ABBREVIATIONS 

Fin  Finnish language 
 Kamassian materials of M. A. Castren 

Kamassian D  Kamassian materials of K. Donner 
Karag.  Karagas language 
Mat.  Mator 
Nenets dialects  
Nenets F  Forest Nenets 
Nenets T  Tundra Nenets 
Saami N  Norwegian Saami 
Selkup dialects  
El  Elabuga Selkup dialect 
Ket  Ket Selkup dialect 

  
Taz  Taz Selkup dialect 
Tur  Turuhan Selkup dialect 
Tym  Tym Selkup dialect 
Vas  Vas Selkup dialect 



Section LANGUAGE AND LINGUISTICS 

 319 

REFERENCES 

[1] Aikio A., New Samoyed Etymologies. Part II, Finnisch-ugrische 
Forschungen, Finland, 59, 2006.  

[2] Aikio A., Saami Loanwords in Finnish and Karelian, Finland, 2009. 
[3] Donner K., Sirelius U. T., Alatalo J., Sölkupisches Wörterbuch aus 

Aufzeichnungen, Helsinki, 2004. 
[4] Etymological database of the Saami languages, http://kaino.kotus.fi/algu 

 
[6] Donner K., Kammasisches Wörterbuch, Finland, 1944. 
[7] Helimski E., The 13th Proto-Samoyedic vowel, Mikola-konferencia, 

Hungary, pp. 27-39, 2005.  
[8] Helimski E., Enets dictionary, www.slm.uni-

hamburg.de/ifuu/personen/eugen-helimski.html, 2007. 
[9] Helimski E., Nganasan dictionary, www.slm.uni-

hamburg.de/ifuu/personen/eugen-helimski.html, 2007. 
[10] Helimski E., North-Selkup dictionary, www.slm.uni-

hamburg.de/ifuu/personen/eugen-helimski.html, 2007. 
[11] Helimski E.,  Marginalia ad UEW, www.slm.uni-

hamburg.de/ifuu/personen/eugen-helimski.html, 2007. 
[12] Janhunen J., Samojedischer Wortschatz. Gemeinsamojedische 

Etymologien, Finland, 1977.  
[13] Normanskaja Ju.V., Rekonstrukciya prafinno-volzhskogo udareniya, 

Russia, 2008. 
[14] Salminen T., A Morphological dictionary of Tundra Nenets, Finland, 

1998. 
[15] Tereshchenko N. M., Nenets-Russian dictionary. Russia, 1965. 
[16] R dei K., Uralisches Etymologisches Wörterbuch, Hungary, 1986 1988.  


