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Greek yaia & yi} ‘earth’ and corresponding
theonyms in etymological perspective

Vaclav Blazek
(Masaryk University, Brno)

Abstract

This article analyzes the published etymologies of Greek yala & yfj ‘earth’ with special attention
to the Semitic etymology. The Canaanite origin seems to be the most promising solution.
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0. A purpose of the present contribution is to summarize and evaluate the existing ety-
mological attempts to explain Greek yaia & yfj ‘earth’ and corresponding theonyms in
perspective of both the internal and external etymology.

1. Documentation

1.1. The word was identified already in the Mycenaean texts, probably in the function of
both appellative and theonym:

kaja [PY Un 1314.3B], interpretable as the gen.sg. yaiag ‘land, territory’ (cf. Aura
Jorro 1985: p. 306);

diwe ... ma-ka [KN F 51], interpretable as the dat.sg. Diwei ... Md(trei)-Gai ‘to Zeus ... to
Mother Earth’; similarly ma-ka [TH Fq 126] = Ma(trei)-Gai (Bartoné¢k 2003: pp. 530-531).

The same syntagm ua Ia ‘mother Ga’ was used also in the classical period, namely by
Aeschylus, in his Suppliant women 890:

850i0t, atep, Ppéteog dpog ‘Alas, father; the help of the sacred images

8864tq u’:: dhad’ dyel deludes me. Like

BT8payvog wg Padny. a spider, he is carrying me seaward step by step -
858vap dvap pélav, a nightmare, a black nightmare!

8895toTotoTol, Oh! Oh!

890pa Ia pa Ia, Podv Mother Earth, mother Earth,

$lpofepov anodtperne, avert his fearful cries!

8920 na, Tag mad, ZeD. O father Zeus, son of Earth!’!

1.2. In the first mill. BCE the literary and epigraphic documentation is already very rich.
The following examples should serve only for illustration:

1.2.1. yaia

Iliad

2M0pebywuev obv viuot @ilnv ¢ matpida yaiav:
2oy yap €t Tpoinv aiprjoopev edpuvayviav.

‘Let us flee with our ships to our dear native land; for no more is there hope that we
shall take broad-wayed Troy.’

FOGAN” Dueig pév mavteg VOwp kai yaia yévolobe

H00fnevol avbi Ekactol dxknplot dkhedg adTwe:

‘Nay, may ye one and all turn to earth and water, ye that sit there each man with no heart
in him, utterly inglorious’

225 r0pvwoavto 8¢ ofjua Bepeilid te Tpofalovto

2 ORR

1 Transl. by H. W. Smyth (1926).
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‘Then they traced the compass of the barrow and set forth the foundations thereof
round about the pyre, and forthwith they piled the up-piled earth.”

Odyssey
8:555¢ine SéuoL yaidv te: tenv SAUOV TE TOAWY TE
‘And tell me thy country, thy people, and thy city’

1ZA03§AN" Gte O TV vijoov €Aeinopev, 008¢ Tig GAAN
240 paiveto yaudwv, AAN" odpavog 16¢ Bdlacoa
‘But when we had left that island and no other land appeared, but only sky and sea’

1.2.1.1. Doric yaia

E.g. the epiclesis of Poseidon in the Laconian Damonon inscription Tawapéxo (/G V 1.213;
5th cent. B.C.) or the inscription from Naples — see: TPEINAKPIA TAIA M€ AOXEY-
CATO ... (IG XIV.803).

1.2.2. Taia

Hesiod, Theogony

... T@V 8 dkdpatog péet avdn)

H0¢x otopdtwv Ndeia: yeAd 8¢ te dwuata TaTpoOg

NZnvog éprydovmolo Bedv ot Aetproéoon

Lodvapevn: Nxel 8¢ kapn vigdevtog OAvuTOL

Bdwpatd T’ dBavatwv. al 8’ dufpotov dooav igloat

HPe@v yévog aidolov mp@ToV KAgiovov &owdf

¢ dpxig, obg Tata kal Odpavog evpig ETikTey,

o1 v’ ék TV éyévovTto Beoi, SwTipeg Edwy.

‘Unwearying flows the sweet sound from their lips, and the house of their father Zeus
the loud-thunderer is glad at the lily-like voice of the goddesses as it spreads abroad,
and the peaks of snowy Olympus resound, and the homes of the immortals. And they,
uttering their immortal voice, celebrate in song first of all the revered race of the gods
from the beginning, those whom Earth and wide Heaven begot, and the gods sprung of
these, givers of good things.™*

1.2.3. vy

Odyssey 13

13282 ai pot TodT’ &ydpevoov étiTupov, dgp’ &b eidw:
132331ig yij, i Sfjuog, Tiveg Avépeg éyyeydaoty;

132347 110V TIg vijowv e0deieNog, NE TIG AKTH
13-20el0” Al kexApévn EpiBwlaxog fimeipoto;

2 Transl. by A. T. Murray (1924).
3 Transl. by A. T. Murray (1919).
4 Transl. by H. G. Evelyn-White (1914b).
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‘And tell me this also truly, that I may know full well. What land, what people is this?
What men dwell here? Is it some clear-seen island, or a shore of the deep-soiled main-
land that lies resting on the sea?’

1.2.4. Tj

Iliad

*10TR te kol Hehiw: Ad 8 fiueic oloopev dAhov:

‘for Earth and Sun, and for Zeus we will bring another’

192851 viv Zevg mpdta Be@v dmatog kai dplotog

192597 1e kai 'HéAlog kai Epivoeg, al 87 vmd yaiav
1926004vBpwmovg tivuvtal, 6Tig K’ éniopkov duoooT,

‘Be Zeus my witness first, highest and best of gods,

and Earth and Sun, and the Erinyes, that under earth

take vengeance on men, whosoever hath sworn a false oath.’

1.2.5. Doric ya

Sophocles, Oedipus Tyrannus

554 AN& pot Suouopw ya @Bvag

856gphxel Yoxdv, Tad’ i Kakoig Kakd

857mpoodpel Toig Takat T TPOG TPOV.

‘But my unhappy soul is worn by the withering of the land, as well as by the thought that
our old sorrows should be crowned by new ones arising from the two of you.”

Pindar apud Plato, Theaetetus
[173¢] x0eq. Kad Tadta mavt’ 008’ &1t odk 0idev, oidev: 006¢ yap adtdv dnéxetal Tod eDSOKIEV
X&pv, dANG T® OvTL TO o@pa pdvov év T TOAeL keitat avtod Kkal émdnuel, 1 6¢ diavola, TadTta
TavTa ynoauévn oukpd kat o08év, dtdcaca mavtaxii métetar katd Ilivéapov ‘Tdg Te yag
névepBe’ kal T emineda yewuetpodoa, ovpavod B’ Umep’ dotpovouodoa®

‘And all these things the philosopher does not even know that he does not know; for
he does not keep aloof from them for the sake of gaining reputation, but really it is only
his body that has its place and home in the city; his mind, considering all these things
petty and of no account, disdains them and is borne in all directions, as Pindar says,
“both below the earth,” and measuring the surface of the earth, and “above the sky,”
studying the stars, and investigating the universal nature.”

1.2.6. Cypriot (& (uncertain)
In the inscriptions from Idalion (Cyprus) written in the Cypriot syllabic script there were
attested the following forms (Egetmeyer 1992: p. 215; Hintze 1993: p. 93):

5  Transl. by R. Jebb (1887).
6  Ed. by]. Burnet (1903).
7  Transl. by H. N. Fowler (1921).
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za™i = dat.sg. za'i (ICS*217 A 8; B 17.24)
za™ne = acc.sg. zan (1CS?217 A 10; B 22,/23.28)
zase = acc.pl. za’s (ICS?217 B 30).

2. Internal reconstruction and internal etymology

Various scholars speculate about the Common Greek protoform already 140 years:
2.1. Schmidt (1883: pp. 354-355): *yaid, gen.sg. *yduag.

2.2. Wackernagel (1885: p. 264): *gava.

2.3. Schmidt (1893: p. 349): *yafjac, gen.sg. *yafjag.

2.4. Carnoy (1957: p. 60): *gauia < *gic-auia < *g*je-ayia, whose components should be
connected with (fjv* ‘to live’ and aia ‘earth, land’ [1L.], but also glossed as aia 0o Kvpnvaiwv
mOI¢ kail pata, kai &deden Kpntne: kai gutdv T &1t 8¢ 6 kapmdg avt® duwvouog [EM 27.24],
comparable with Latin avia ‘grandmother’.

2.5. Cop (1971: pp. 23-24): ya & yi < *yda < *ypaod, and yaia < *yfaouq, all from the
primary paradigm *gyasia, gen.sg. *guasias.

2.6. Meier-Briigger (1992[1994]: p. 15): y§| < ya < *gah -ah, < *gih -ah, < *gnh -ah; <
*g'nh -eh, <*gnh -eh -, and yala < *gaiia <*gaiia < *gah -ijah < *gdh -ijah- < *gnh -ah - <
*¢'nh -iieh - < *gnh zieh -, as the Siever’s variant of *gnh -ih,, both from the root *genh - ‘to
give birth’, implying the meaning ‘fertile’ of the derivatives *¢nh -¢h, and *¢nh -ih,. Cf.
Vedic jdyé ‘wife’, derivable also from *gnh -ieh - (see Mayrhofer 1992-2001, EWAI I, 587).

2.7. Peters (1994: p. 206): *gahia < *gasia < *gansia < *gh nsia from *gah - ‘to light, shine’,
cf. ydvog ‘brightness, sheen’ [Sapph. 127], ‘gladness, joy, pride’ [A. Ag. 579], yaveiv -
Aevkaivety (Hesychius). This solution was anticipated already by Pisani (1925: p. 640),
who connected yaia with yn0é¢w [IL.], Doric yaBei [Theoc.] ‘to rejoice’.

2.8. Willi (2007: pp. 171, 178): yi/ya <*ga < *geh, < *(s)lg-eh - ‘covering’, which should be
nomen actionis from the root *(s)teg- ‘to cover’.

8  Cf. Plato, Timaeus 18b: dvaliokew te 81 kowvfj kol ovvSiautwpévoug ueta dAMNAwv {ijv / ‘they should spend
their wage in common and live together in fellowship one with another’ (Transl. by W. R. M. Lamb 1925).
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3. Etymological attempts based on comparisons with other
Indo-European languages

Standard etymological dictionaries are sceptical concerning the etymology:
Boisacq (1916: p. 146): Etym. inconnue.

Frisk (1960: p. 303): Ohne Etymologie.

Chantraine (1968: p. 219): Ni yfj, ni yaia n’ont d’étymologie établie.

Beekes (2010: p. 255): ETYM Unknown.

But several etymologies operating with external comparisons have been proposed:

3.1. Cop (1971: pp. 23-24), projecting yad/yfi and yaia into *guasia (see §2.5.), compared
it with Tocharian B acc.sg. kwasai ‘village’ (nom.sg. k siye; see Adams 2013: pp. 198-199,
who convincingly connected it with Germanic *husa- ‘house’; Adams’ solution excludes
any relation of kwasai with ya/yfi and yaia).

3.2. Furnée (1972: p. 391) judged that the synonymous pair yaia and oia implies a sub-
stratal origin of both lexemes, but without any specification of this hypothetical sub-
strate. Let us mention that e.g. Woodhouse (1994: p. 99) derived aia from *sausja ‘dry
land’, analogous to the semantic motivation corresponding to Latin terra.

3.3. Georgiev (1981: p. 101) also saw in yfj & yaia an adaptation of a substratal form, con-
cretely from his version of Pelasgic, a pre-Greek, but Indo-European language, where the
Lautverschiebung of Germanic type was realized. This assumption allowed him to connect
yi & yaia with Gothic gawi, gen. gauja ‘xwpa’, i.e. ‘country’, Armenian gavar ‘region’, and
Greek proper xdog ‘space’ (cf. Pokorny 1959: p. 449).

4. Etymology based on comparison with non-Indo-European
languages

4.1. There is a group of scholars which assume a Semitic origin of Greek yf & yaia,
seeking support in Biblical Hebrew gay? ‘valley’ (see Bernal 1987-2006: Vol. I, p. 57; Vol.
III, pp. 146-148; Ray 1990: p. 80; Brown 1995-2001: Vol. I, p. 58; Vol. III, p. 279, fn.
1). Rosét (2013: p. 167) rejected it, classifying this solution among ‘abgelehnte Etymolo-
gie’, but without any arguments. Let us repeat the known facts and their implications.
Hebrew gay(?) ‘valley’ does not stand in isolation within Semitic. Besides the closest
cognate in Samaritan giyya (HAL 188-189), there are Arabic iwa? ‘wide valley, open
pasture-ground; sky, air’ (DRS 106; Steingass 1988: p. 252) = ‘air, i.e. what is between
the heaven and the earth’, further ‘a low or depressed part of the ground, wide part of
a valley’ (Lane 1863: Vol. I, p. 478); Sabaic gw? ‘to penetrate into the depth of the earth’
(Miiller 1962: pp. 38-39); Jibbali g3t, pl. gdi ‘depression, deep hole’ (Johnstone 1981: p.
80), Soqotri gd?o, pl. égwa ‘a wadi where little streams conflate’ (CSOL 1, 540); Geez ge
‘territory’, Amhara, Argobba ge ‘country, town’ (Leslau 1987: p. 174), Wolane ge, Selti
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g¢ ‘country, land, village’ (Leslau 1979: p. 254). It was already Marcel Cohen (1933: p.
34), who compared Geez ge with Hebrew and Arabic, but also with Greek yfj. The ori-
ginal pattern in a hypothetical donor-language of the Canaanite type’ would have been
*gayya or *gaya?. It is necessary to stress that ‘river valley’ in the Near East implicitly
means ‘a fertile soil in a river valley’ vel sim. Tempting is to mention that Pindar [Pythian
9.101-102; see Appendix] used for Ia the epithet Babvkolnog. It has been translated as
‘deep-bosomed’, but the second component also means ‘valley, vale’, cf. Pindar, Olympi-
an 9.87: kai Nepéag ... katd kOAmov: ‘and ... in the vale of Nemea’."

4.2. There is still one Semitic lexeme, which could take part in a creation of the mythical
function of Greek Ify & Iaia, namely West Semitic *gawy-a(t) ‘kinswoman’, which would
continue in the hypothetical Canaanite donor-language as *gayya. It is reconstructible
on the basis of Hebrew goya ‘gentile woman’ (Klein 1987: p. 94). Together with Official
Aramaic gw ‘female slave’? (DNWS 217) these words are the feminine from the better do-
cumented Semitic masculine *gawy- ‘people, tribe’ (DRS 107) > Eblaite proper name Gay-
um ‘clan, tribe’ (Pagan 1998: p. 212); Amorite *gayyu" ‘clan’; Phoenician, Punic gw ‘com-
munity, corporation’, Biblical Hebrew goy ‘people, nation; persons’, frequently ‘pagan
people’ (HAL 182-183), Epigraphic Hebrew pl. gyym ‘the heathens’ (DNWS 221); Sabaic
gw-m, gwy ‘community group’ (Beeston et al. 1982: p. 50); West Semitic > Akkadian of
Mari gd?u ‘group, gang (of workmen)’ (CAD 5, 59) = ga?um or gawum ‘people’ (AHw 284).

4.2.1. This alternative etymology of the Greek theonyms Ifj & Taia can be supported by
their epithets (Bruchmann 1893: pp. 71-73). Besides the most frequent ‘mother’, the
goddess was also known as d\oxog ‘wife’ [Homeric hymns 30.17], 4vacoa ‘lady’ [Euripides,
Electra 678] or ‘queen’ [Euripides, Phoenissae 686], métvia ‘queen’ [Homeric hymns 30.6],
etc. (see Appendix).

9  With the characteristic change of Proto-Semitic *w > Canaanite *y (Lipiniski 2001: p. 121, §11.13).
10 Transl. by D. Arnson Svarlien (1991).

11 The masculine *gayyu(m) is preserved in such proper names recorded in the Old Babylonian period as
Ba-ab-lu-ga-ji-im, Ba-ab-lu-ga-i-im, Ba-ab-lu-ga-i, representing the genitive syntagm /baSlu-gayyi(m)/ ‘lord of
a clan’, besides Ba-ab-lu-ga-ju and Ba-ab-lu-ga-a-ju /baSlu-gayyu/ ‘lord is a clan’ (Streck 2000: pp. 89, 321).
But the spelling ga-a implies better the feminine *gayya (cf. Streck 2000: p. 312: Um-mi-ta-ba = / 2ummi-taba/
‘my mother is good’) than the endingless masculine *gayy. The name A-na-na-ga-a, interpreted by Streck
(p- 183) as /hanana-gayy/ ‘Gnidig ist der Clan’, should be reinterpreted as /hanana-gayya/. If /gayya/
is the feminine to /gayyu/ ‘clan’, it is quite natural to ascribe to /gayya/ the meaning ‘clan-goddess’ and
the whole name would mean ‘gracious is the clan-goddess’. In this perspective it is possible to reinterpret
some other names too: Ba-ab-lu-ga-a and A-bi-ga-a are interpreted as /baslu-gayy/ ‘lord is a clan’ and /?abi-
gayy/ ‘my father is a clan’ respectively by Streck (2000: p. 183). If the second component is the feminine
theonym *Gayya, the names should mean ‘lord of Gayya’ and ‘my father of Gayya’ respectively, expressing
so that they belong to Gayya. The final -a indicates the genitive in such the syntagm, cf. Su-mu-ba-la /
Sumu-basla/ ‘descendant of a lady’, Su-mu-di-ta-na /sSumu-Ditana/ ‘descendant of Ditanu’ (Streck 2000:
p. 274).
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4.3. Both the hypothetical Semitic sources of the Greek theonym presented in §§ 4.1.
& 4.2. would be inconvincing, if there was none Semitic theonym generated by one of
these two etymons. They can really be identified:

4.3.1. Eblaite Ga-u / Ga-u, / Ga-um / Ga-a-al is connected with the etymon proposed in
§4.2. (Mander 2005: p. 77). This theonym is apparently masculine, but it is no problem
- in the Semitic pantheon there are deities which are masculine in one tradition and
feminine on other tradition or even both genders are represented in one and the same
tradition. Symptomatic is the pair of the Semitic theonyms *$attar- and *Sattar-at-, cf. Old
Babylonian Istar f. = Sumerian goddess Inanna, istaru(m) f. ‘goddess’, Young Babyloni-
an istartu f. id. (remodelled according to pl. istaratu - CAD 271-274); Eblaite as-dar f. /
fattar/ = “Inana (Krebernik 1982: p. 31); Ugaritic deities §ttr m. & Sttr £. (DUL 190-192);
Phoenician §strt f. ‘goddess of fertility and war’, Hebrew Sastdret ~ Sastéret f. ‘the goddess
of Sidonians’; Epigraphic South Arabian §tr m. ‘male deity connected with East’ etc.
(Blazek 1996: p. 133).

4.3.2. Ugaritic Agy, syllabic A-ga-ia, Nuzi A-ga-ia (Watson 2012: p. 324; DUL 28), if the
initial syllable represents the Semitic prefix *?a-, forming the elative in Ugaritic, e.g. alty
‘very strong’: Akkadian le’u ‘to prevail’, le’u ‘able’ (DUL 51; cf. Lipiniski 2001: pp. 221-222,
§29.16). Separating *?a-, the root proper can be connected with both the etymons ana-
lyzed in §4.1. and §4.2.

5. Conclusion

Summing up, it seems the Greek forms originated as the adaptation and merging of two
Canaanite (quasi-)homonyms reconstructible as *gayya, one designating ‘{fertile soil in
a} river valley’, second ‘female representative of a clan’. At least one of these lexemes
was also used as a divine name in the hypothetical donor-language, perhaps close to
Amorite.

Appendix

Homeric hymns 30 (to Earth), v. 17

xaipe, Be@v pftnp, dhox’ Ovpavod doTtepoevTog,

Bripdgpwv 8 vt @dfig Biotov Buurpe’ Smale:

Pavtap éyw kai ogio kai GAANG pvrioop” Gotdig.

‘Hail, Mother of the gods, wife of starry Heaven; freely bestow upon me for this my song
substance that cheers the heart! And now I will remember you and another song also.”'?

12 Transl. by H. G. Evelyn-White (1914a).
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Euripides, Phoenissae 686

Kai Stwvvuot Oeal,

[Mepoé¢paooa kai gila

S5 Aauartnp Oed,

navtwv dvacoa, tdvtwv 8¢ I tpo@og,

KTHOAVTO — TEUTE TTUPPOPOVG

Beag, duuve tdde ya:

navta 8 gdmeti| Oeoig.”

‘and the goddesses of twofold name, Persephone and the kindly goddess Demeter, the
queen of all, Earth the nurse of all, won it for themselves; send to the help of this land
those torch-bearing goddesses; for to gods all things are easy.”*

Euripides, Electra 678

kai Tai” dvacoa, xelpag ) Sidwy” éuag'®
‘And Lady Earth, to whom I give my hands’'

Homeric hymns 30, 6

yaiav mopuntepayv deicopat, nubéuebiov,

npeaPiotny, 1 eépPet £mt xBovi mavd’ omodc” éotiv,

Auev doa x0ova Siav émépxetat 18 6oa mOVTOV

NS’ doa nwtdvtal, Tade PépPetal ék oébev SABov.

¢k 0o 8 edmaudég Te kai ebkapmot teAéBovat,

notvia, oed §° Exetat Sodvat Biov 18° dperécba

Bvnroic avBpamoiov: 6 & BAPLog, 6v ke oL Buud

TPOPPWY TWUNAONG: TO T~ dpBova mdvta TapeoTL.

‘I will sing of well-founded Earth, mother of all, eldest of all beings. She feeds all crea-
tures that are in the world, all that go upon the goodly land, and all that are in the paths
of the seas, and all that fly: all these are fed of her store. Through you, O queen, men
are blessed in their children and blessed in their harvests, and to you it belongs to give
means of life to mortal men and to take it away. Happy is the man whom you delight to
honor!’

Orphic fragment 57 (39)

[IpeoPeia mepl Twv Xprotiavwv ABnvayopou:

Ovpavog 8¢ I uxdeig yevva Onheiag uév Khwbw, Adyeotv, Atpomov, dvdpag 8¢ Exatoyxetpag
Kétrtov, Toynv, Bplapewv kai Kokhwmnag, Bpovtnv kai Ztepdmnyv kai Apynv- obg kai 6rfjoag
KaTeTaptdpwoev, ¢kneceiobat avtov Ko TOV Maidwv TAG dpxig Habwv. Aw kai 0pylobeioa
I{ Tovg Titdvag éyévvnoev

13 Ed. by A. T. Murray (1913b).
14 Transl. by E. P. Coleridge (1938b).
15 Ed. by A. T. Murray (1913a).
16  Transl. by E. P. Coleridge (1938a).
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Kotpovg 6 Ovpaviovag éyeivato motvia Taia,

ob¢ 81 kat Titfjvag énikAnoy kahéovaty,

obveka TIododnv péyav Ovpavov

dotepdevTa.

‘...and Ouranos, by his union with Ge, begot females, Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos;
and males, the hundred-handed Cottys, Gyges, Briareus, and the Cyclopes Brontes, and
Steropes, and Argos, whom also he bound and hurled down to Tartarus, having learned
that he was to be ejected from his government by his children; whereupon Ge, being
enraged, brought forth the Titans.

‘The godlike Gaia bore to Ouranos

Sons who are by the name of Titans known,

Because they vengeance took on Ouranos

Majestic, glitt’ring with his starry crown.’”

Pindar, Pythian 9.101-102

\eloTA VIKACOVTA O€ Kol TENETAIC

Bopioug év ITaArddog eidov dpwvol 8’ w¢ Ekaotal @iltatov
PrapBevikai OO T

1piov gdyovt’, & Teleoikpateg, Eupev,

10Igy ‘Olvumiowoi te kai faBukoArov

12T d€ONoig &v te kal aowy

05¢mywpiolg. éug 8 @v T1g dotdav

1§iyav dketopevov TpaoaeL xpEog avTig £yeipat

%ol makaway §6&av v mpoyovwy: oiot Aipvooag duei yvvaikog £pav

Ypaoca pog oA, Avtaiov petd kadAikopov pvaotiipeg dyakiéa kovpav'®

‘The women saw your many victories at the seasonal rites of Pallas, and each silently
prayed that you could be her dear husband, Telesicrates, or her son; and in the Attic
Olympia too, and in the contests of deep-bosomed Mother Earth, and in all your local
games. But while I am quenching my thirst for song, someone exacts an unpaid debt
from me, to awake again the ancient glory of his ancestors as well: for the sake of a
Libyan woman they went to the city of Irasa, as suitors of the very famous daughter of
Antaeus with the beautiful hair.”"
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