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The Confessions of Saint Augustine, C. 400 CE




CONTENTS

COVER

TITLE PAGE

COPYRIGHT

PRAISE

DEDICATION

EPIGRAPH

PROLOGUE

INTRODUCTION

ARIOMANIA

1. GENESIS

Lingua obscura

2. SACRED SPRING

Proto-Indo-European

3. FIRST AMONG EQUALS

Anatolian

4. OVER THE RANGE

Tocharian

5. LARK RISING

Celtic, Germanic, Italic

6. The WANDERING HORSE

Indo-Iranian

7. NORTHERN IDYLL

Baltic and Slavic

8. THEY CAME FROM STEEP WILUSA

Albanian, Armenian, Greek

CONCLUSION

SHIBBOLETH

FIGURES

FOOTNOTES

ENDNOTES

BIBLIOGRAPHY

INDEX

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO BY LAURA SPINNEY

NATIONAL YEAR OF READING

ABOUT THE PUBLISHER




PROLOGUE

It was 2021, and David Anthony was recalling a project he had been involved in a little over a decade earlier. In the summer of 2010, he and his wife and fellow archaeologist Dorcas Brown had joined a Ukrainian–American team excavating in the steppes south of Donetsk, in still-peaceful eastern Ukraine. From prehistoric burials they extracted sixty-six fragments of human bone. These they subjected to state-of-the-art tests, learning much about when the individuals concerned had lived and what they had eaten. The dig ended and Brown and Anthony returned to their usual place of work, Hartwick College in New York. The bone fragments had given up all their secrets, as far as they were concerned, and they put them in a drawer. ‘That drawer closed and stayed closed for ten years,’ said Anthony.

One day, out of the blue, he received a call from David Reich, a geneticist at Harvard University. Reich explained that his team had developed a method of extracting and reading DNA from ancient human bones, and he asked Anthony if he had any bones on which he could test the method. The drawer opened again, and in a way, so did prehistory. ‘This is an amazing revolution,’ Anthony said, of the way that conversation had changed his life. ‘It’s just incredible.’ He paused, visibly moved, and went on. Archaeologists could now go into an ancient cemetery and determine the hair, skin and eye colour of the people who were buried there. They could discover how those people were related, not only to each other, but also to people lying in distant cemeteries, and whether they shared diseases. For the first time, they could confidently identify migrants in the archaeological record. ‘It changes the whole ball game,’ said Anthony.

The ball game he was referring to was the study of prehistoric languages, and one prehistoric language in particular – the one whose descendants are spoken by nearly half of humanity today. The one to which he dedicated his career. The one that ancient migrants carried far and wide.
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INTRODUCTION

ARIOMANIA

The most powerful god in the ancient Indian pantheon was Father Sky. His name was Dyauh pita, literally ‘sky father’ in Sanskrit. For the Greeks the chief deity was Zeus pater – Zeus for short. The Romans deformed the dy sound of the original ‘sky’ word to give Iuppiter, or Jupiter. In Old Norse the d morphed into a t so that the Vikings recognised a thunderous god called Tyr, whose name in closely related Old English was Tiu. Tuesday is the day of the week that English-speakers dedicate to a god of weather and war.

Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, Norse and English are all descended from a much older language – Proto-Indo-European, from ‘proto’, meaning first, and ‘Indo-European’, the family to which those languages belong. The speakers of Proto-Indo-European, who might only have numbered a few dozen to begin with, lived between Europe and Asia in the region of the Black Sea. They too worshipped Father Sky. About five thousand years ago, their language exploded out of its Black Sea cradle, spreading east and west and fragmenting as it went. Within a thousand years, its offspring could be heard from Ireland to India. The Big Bang of the Indo-European languages is easily the most important event of the last five millennia, in the Old World. It took another three and a half thousand years and the invention of the ocean-going ship, but after 1492 some of those languages implanted themselves in the New World, and from there they expanded again.

Five thousand years is an eternity compared to a human life, and a heartbeat in the lifetime of humanity. Plenty of Indo-European languages and dialects have lived and died in that long/short interval, but more than four hundred are still spoken today. They span many of the languages of India, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran; the Slavic and Baltic tongues; Welsh, Irish and the other Celtic languages; English and her Germanic sisters; Greek, Armenian and Albanian; and the myriad offspring of Latin.

In Europe and some of its former colonies, people tend to trace themselves back culturally through the Jewish-Christian Middle Ages to the Romans and Greeks. Further east, many claim heritage in the Iranian languages and the prophet Zarathustra, or Sanskrit and the religions of ancient India. But go back further, beyond Ovid and the Greek myths, beyond the rambunctious gods of South Asia, and you hit a seam that connects east and west; a fibre stretched taut between them that thrums in all of us who speak Indo-European, though we may not be aware of it. This seam was forged in the heart of Eurasia before speech was written down – before history, that is, in mythological time. It teems with dragons and bears, wizards and warriors, formidable sky gods and wise, voluptuous queens. It’s the realm of dreams and nightmares, of fantasies and fears. The Hindu scriptures, Homer’s epic poems, Beowulf and The Lord of the Rings all tapped into it. All spoke to something very ancient in their audiences’ psyche. All owe a linguistic debt to the first speakers of Indo-European. These people, for centuries an object of fascination and even delusion, have now stepped into the light. In the last decade, science has transformed our understanding of them. The language they spoke, its ancestors and its globe-trotting progeny, are the subject of this book.
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For all their swagger, Sanskrit and her sisters were a late development in the history of language, which is humanity’s oldest tool. When Homo sapiens emerged in Africa three hundred thousand years ago, they were already equipped with it. Their vocal tracts could make all the sounds ours can. They had the cognitive capacity to map sound on to meaning, and to combine units of meaning, words, into sentences.

That’s one view. Another is that language didn’t evolve at all. It was invented in the deserts of south-eastern Africa around eighty thousand years ago, perhaps by a group of children left to their own devices, Lord of the Flies-style, and playing a game. In fact it may have been invented a number of times, in different parts of Africa.

The first human languages were spoken or signed or a combination of the two. They might have seemed quite rudimentary to us, lacking adjectives, say, or a fixed word order. But even with basic syntax their speakers (or signers) could transport their interlocutors beyond the here and now, beyond what was accessible to their senses. The ability to discuss the hypothetical is one of the most fundamental requirements of language. On that basis, it’s not unreasonable to suppose that the first speakers could already tell stories.

Our ancestors were hunter-gatherers who roamed in small bands and chose their mates from outside the band. This would have brought new languages into the group, so that children grew up hearing more than one of them. Subconsciously selecting the most useful features of each, they refined the tool. By the time humans walked out of Africa sixty thousand years ago, they probably communicated mostly through speech and were capable of a more sophisticated level of expression.[1]

Sixty thousand years ago, the world was cold. It would grow colder. Glaciers eventually covered much of the western end of Eurasia, and where the ice stopped treeless tundra began. Humans followed their prey into warm-weather refuges. Storytelling, conjuring other worlds, might have become a survival skill. The glaciers began to recede around fourteen thousand years ago and the survivors moved out again. Within a couple of millennia, in the fecund half-moon of land that envelopes the Euphrates, Tigris and Lower Nile, their descendants began to invest more energy in tending plants and animals than in hunting them. A whole new world of food opened up to them.

On the eve of this farming revolution, the human population was an estimated ten million. Perhaps ten thousand languages were spoken, each one having one or at most two thousand speakers. Thanks to the new sources of energy that farming unleashed, communities grew and their languages with them. Dialects emerged, and in time some of them became languages in their own right. Families of languages erupted like supernovas. This period, the Neolithic or New Stone Age, was our linguistic heyday: the moment in the human story when more languages were spoken than at any other. At their peak there might have been fifteen thousand of them.

They weren’t evenly distributed, because languages pool and split where humans do. An archipelago may contain as many dialects as it does islands. In the Caucasus, dubbed ‘the mountain of tongues’ by a tenth-century Arab geographer, linguists describe a phenomenon called vertical bilingualism, where people in higher villages know the languages of those living lower down, but the reverse is not true. Hotspots of linguistic diversity coincide with hotspots of biodiversity, because those regions can support a higher density of human groups speaking different languages, who don’t need to stray. Melanesia and West Africa, glimpses of a once-global superabundance, still brim with languages today.

Languages mould themselves to the habitable landscape, then. But ‘habitable’ is, literally, a movable feast – one that is defined partly by the physical environment, partly by climate, partly by human adaptability. When the climate changed, people moved or adapted by other means, and their language, ever malleable, reflected their response. As Bantu farmers expanded south from central Africa, starting around five thousand years ago, their languages absorbed the clicks of the bushmen they met. As Alaska became more amenable to agriculture, Aleut words that once meant ‘drop a fishing line’ and ‘distribute sea-catch’ came to mean ‘plant’ and ‘sow’ respectively. There are limits to human adaptability, though. Greenland’s Norse settlers vanished in the fifteenth century, along with their language, probably because a cooling climate pushed them beyond those limits.

From its Neolithic peak human linguistic diversity entered a long, slow decline. The downturn started with the formation of the first states, beginning five thousand years ago with Sumer in Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq). The languages in which those states chose to administer themselves grew, and within a thousand years the first ones with a million speakers had emerged. Some of them continued to expand at the expense of smaller ones. Many languages died, but rarely without a trace, since the survivors had rifled them for useful innovations.

Now, eight billion humans speak around seven thousand languages. Those languages fall into about a hundred and forty families, but most of us speak languages that belong to just five of them: Indo-European, Sino-Tibetan, Niger-Congo, Afro-Asiatic and Austronesian. Among those five, two behemoths stand out: Indo-European, whose major representative is English, and Sino-Tibetan, which includes Mandarin Chinese. Mandarin has more native speakers than English, but Indo-European has more native speakers than Sino-Tibetan. If you include second or subsequent language-speakers, Indo-European is by far the largest language family the world has ever known. That remains true if you measure it by geographical spread. Almost every second person on Earth speaks Indo-European.
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Though ghostly whispers of lost languages weave through our modern speech, we’ll never know what the vast majority sounded like, because they were never recorded. If you were to represent the three hundred millennia of Homo sapiens’ existence as a twenty-four-hour clock, writing emerged at about thirty minutes to midnight. It was at that moment that history began (history, from Greek historia meaning ‘knowledge’ or ‘inquiry’, and later ‘chronicle’ or ‘account’). Everything before that we call prehistory.

Like language, writing was conceived of independently a number of times. The oldest known writing system was invented by the Sumerians. It made use of ideograms, symbols that represent ideas pictorially. More abstract systems developed over time, in which symbols represented sounds. These fell into two main categories: syllabaries (in which each sign represents a syllable) and alphabets (in which each sign represents an individual speech sound). But there were also systems that were hybrids of the two, sometimes with a few ideograms thrown in.

As far as we know, the alphabet was only invented once, in or near Egypt. It was widely copied and modified each time. The important thing to understand about writing is that a given script can encode different languages, while a given language can be rendered in more than one script. Undeciphered ancient scripts, like those of Minoan Crete or the Indus Valley Civilisation, could therefore mask known languages or as yet undiscovered ones. Until someone deciphers them, we won’t know.

If we relied solely on writing to discover language’s past, this would be a very short book, since the Indo-European languages were spoken for millennia by people who never saw their names written down. Luckily we have other ways of interrogating that past. Because language is so malleable, because it has ceaselessly built upon itself, it is an archive of its own journey. When we talk about languages being ‘born’ or ‘dying’, we’re defining a language as a package of communication tools that is unintelligible to users of other such packages. (Similarly, according to a standard definition in biology, species are distinct if they can’t interbreed, or strictly speaking if their offspring can’t interbreed.) That’s a useful definition, but it’s not the only possible one. It’s no less true to say that all languages can be traced back to the first ones, just as all species can be traced back to the first living organisms. In that sense, all languages are equally old. Those we speak today are living fossils. Language is not only a tool; it’s also a monument.

Humans have long known that the structure of a language and its relationship to others offer up a time capsule of the past. Herodotus, the Greek who is sometimes referred to admiringly as the father of history and sometimes less admiringly as the father of lies, grasped this intuitively in the fifth century BCE.[2] He wrote that when the inhabitants of the steppes north of the Black Sea wanted to trade with tribes in the Altai Mountains of Central Asia (the edge of the world disc, to him), they had to pass through seven interpreters and seven languages. He understood that languages could be both distinct and related.

Herodotus probably only spoke Greek. It took a polyglot, someone in whose brain an impressive number of languages jostled, to express that concept more clearly. One such person was Dante Alighieri, the man who single-handedly hastened the death of Latin by penning one of the most important works of medieval European literature in the Italian vernacular (in his compatriots’ everyday language, that is). The impact of The Divine Comedy was such that, for a couple of centuries at least, Dante’s Tuscan dialect became the standard literary language of western Europe.

At the turn of the fourteenth century, when Latin had already been shuttered into places of learning, Dante looked around him at Europe’s linguistic landscape. Calling the languages by their word for ‘yes’, he distinguished the Germanic or jo languages from the Romance languages spoken to the south and west of them. Romance he further subdivided into the langue d’oc and the langue d’oïl, which divided at the River Loire, and the sì languages spoken in Italy and Iberia. Then he suggested that oc, oïl and sì were all descended from Latin.

His reasoning was that they shared many words, including those for god, love, sky, sea and earth. This jumps out at you even in the modern Romance languages, which have had more time to diverge. God, deus in Latin, gives dieu in French, dio in Italian and dios in Spanish. Love, amare in Latin, becomes amour – amore – amar in the same three languages; sky, caelum, becomes ciel – cielo – cielo; sea, mare, mer – mare – mar; earth, terra, terre – terra – tierra. In Occitan, the langue d’oc that is still spoken in pockets of France, Spain and Italy, the corresponding series is dieu – amor – cèl – mar – tèrra.[3]

Dante argued that any differences between these languages were the result of gradual change. He gave an analogy: ‘Nor should what we say appear any more strange than to see a young person grown up, whom we do not see grow up: for what moves gradually is not at all recognised by us, and the longer something needs for its change to be recognised the more stable we think it is.’[4]

It’s hard to express how heretical this idea was. Medieval Europeans had a different explanation for the languages they spoke: after Noah’s ark ran aground on Mount Ararat, his descendants dared raise a tower to graze heaven. Affronted, God ‘made a babble of the language of all the world’. All languages were the products of that punitive scrambling except one: Hebrew. This was the primordial language, the one that Noah had taken into the ark with him. Since none of these events had taken place more than a few thousand years earlier, there hadn’t been time for the kind of gradual change that Dante espoused. He was barking at the moon, and so were those other madmen, his contemporaries who claimed that the Germanic languages shared a common ancestor too.

… learnèd philologists, who chase

A panting syllable through time and space,

Start it at home, and hunt it in the dark,

To Gaul, to Greece, and into Noah’s ark …[5]

Slowly, slowly, the evolutionary account gained on the biblical one. The idea was accepted that there were Italic, Germanic and Celtic families of languages. In the early eighteenth century, another polyglot, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, claimed that these in turn shared an ancestor. By now Europeans were being sent out to manage far-flung corners of empires. Confronted by a dazzling array of peoples and tongues, some of them even learned those tongues, the better to administer the imperial subjects. In 1786, in a speech that has been quoted in countless linguistics textbooks since, a British judge and polyglot in Calcutta, Sir William ‘Oriental’ Jones, asserted that Sanskrit, Latin and Greek had ‘sprung from some common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists’. He added that Germanic, Celtic and Iranian might have sprung from the same source.

Jones wasn’t the first to express this idea, but his audience was finally ready to hear it. The suggestion that an archaic link existed between Europe and the Orient electrified the public imagination. In a world before aeroplanes and the internet, that loomed so much vaster and more mysterious than it does today, there was awe to be had in gazing upon Latin–Sanskrit word pairs like domus-dam (house or home), deus-deva (god), mater-mata (mother), pater-pita (father), septem-sapta (seven) and rex-raja (king). Or in comparing the first three numbers in German (eins-zwei-drei), Greek (heis-duo-treis) and Sanskrit (ekas-dvau-trayas). Of what ancient and fantastic encounters were these the fading echoes? ‘Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard are sweeter.’[6] Sanskrit studies exploded in the West.

Historical linguists, people who study how languages change over time, would eventually tease out twelve main branches of the Indo-European language family: Anatolian, Tocharian, Greek, Armenian, Albanian, Italic, Celtic, Germanic, Slavic, Baltic, Indic and Iranic.[7] To write them in a list like that is to do violence to them, though, because each one hides not one but many worlds of human odyssey and thought.

Anatolian, a clutch of long-dead languages once spoken on the Turkish peninsula and including that of the great Hittite Empire, is considered the oldest branch, though it was one of the last to be recognised. Tocharian is another prodigal child, one no one expected to welcome into the fold, though the evidence that it belongs there is overwhelming. Also a dead language, or rather two, it was once spoken in the Silk Road trading posts of what is now north-west China, making it the family’s easternmost branch.

The Indic and Iranic branches are considered so closely related, by most linguists, that they are usually combined into one: Indo-Iranian. By far the largest in terms of both geographical range and number of speakers, this branch also includes the lesser-known Nuristani languages that are spoken in remote valleys of the Hindu Kush. The Iranic branch comprises extinct Avestan, Zarathustra’s mother tongue, and Sogdian, spoken by the merchants who plied the early medieval Silk Roads – the trade routes that connected Europe and China – but also Farsi (Modern Persian), Pashto and Kurdish. Their dead cousin Sanskrit, the language of the earliest Indian and Hindu scriptures, the Vedas, might be the most prolific of all the Indo-European languages. Among its many living offspring are Hindi, Urdu, Romani and the Sinhalese language spoken in Sri Lanka.

Greek, Albanian and Armenian are original enough that each one has a branch to itself. Their very orphan nature hints at a bevy of ghost languages, a clamour of long-dead relatives that might have travelled through time with them before expiring one by one and leaving only those three. The two surviving Baltic languages, Latvian and Lithuanian, have history entwined with the languages of the Slavs, judging by their closeness. But the Slavic tongues tell a tale of their own, falling out into western (including Polish and Czech), southern (such as Bulgarian and Slovenian) and eastern (notably Ukrainian and Russian) sub-branches.

At the other end of Europe, the Celtic languages divide north–south. Irish, Scots Gaelic and Manx took a different path from Welsh and Cornish, which show more affinity with Breton and extinct Gaulish across the Channel. Italic embraces Latin and its brood, from Portuguese to Romanian, but also Latin’s dead sisters Umbrian and Oscan. Oscan was the language of the Sabines, whose women, legend has it, were raped by Rome’s founder and his gang. Last but not least, Germanic spans the languages of Scandinavia along with English, Dutch and German, but also extinct Gothic, which was once spoken as far east as Crimea and southern Russia.

Most languages are themselves multiple. Take Modern English, which descends from Old English via Middle English. Linguists consider that on average it takes between five hundred and a thousand years for a language to become incomprehensible to its original speakers (who are, obviously, no longer around to look bemused). Modern English-speakers can understand the Early Modern English of Shakespeare, who wrote in the sixteenth century, but not the Old English of Beowulf, which was composed nine hundred years earlier. The first few lines of Beowulf are: Hwæt. We Gardena in geardagum, þeodcyninga, þrym gefrunon, hu ða æþelingas ellen fremedon.[fn1] American poet Stephen Mitchell translated them thus:

Of the strength of the Spear-Danes in days gone by

we have heard, and of their hero-kings:

the prodigious deeds those princes performed![8]

(Though it may seem like it, the Indo-European domination of Europe was never complete. Finnish, Estonian and Hungarian belong to the Uralic language family, while Basque survives as a rare pearl of an anachronism: an island of something older in a sea of Indo-European. In the first millennium CE, conquering Visigoths tried to update the Basques, and every Visigoth king trumpeted domuit Vascones. The expression, in the Latin language that the initially Germanic-speaking Visigoths took up as they moved west, means ‘he tamed the Basques’. He didn’t.)

Logically, the parent of all the Indo-European languages in turn sprang from an ancestor that it shared with other language families, and you could keep going back and back until you reached the very first languages that humans spoke. But the deeper you go in time, the harder it is to know if languages resemble each other because they are related by common descent, or for some other reason – because they have borrowed from each other, say – and beyond about ten thousand years ago it becomes impossible to disentangle these effects. So while nobody denies that linguistic ‘super-families’ exist (one has been proposed that embraces Indo-European and Uralic), studying them is a fairly fringe pursuit. Most scholars have turned their attention to questions whose answers are within their reach.

No sooner had the link between Indic and European languages been demonstrated than people began to wonder where their common ancestor had been spoken. Locating the Indo-European homeland has been the Holy Grail for many intellectuals and many not-so intellectuals for two hundred and fifty years. Enlightenment thinkers rushed to claim India as the birthplace of the Indo-European languages, believing Sanskrit to be the most archaic of them. You could be forgiven for thinking that anywhere would do, for some of those champions of rational enquiry, as long as it wasn’t biblical. The North Pole was a candidate, as was the lost city of Atlantis, vanished beneath the Black Sea. Practically every land bordering that sea has been on the table at one time or other.[9] Some of them still are.

Dangerous elisions were made in the early days, between the idea that the Indo-European parent or proto-language was spoken in one place, and the idea that it was spoken by one people who belonged to one culture. Nineteenth-century European archaeologists with nationalist leanings latched on to the word ‘Aryan’, the name by which ancient Indians and Iranians referred to themselves (‘I gave the earth to the Aryan,’ sings the god Indra in the oldest Indian scripture), and relocated this supposed Urvolk much closer to home.[10] The Nazis pushed that fantasy to its absurd and sinister extreme, claiming that the first speakers of Indo-European had blue eyes and blond hair, made pottery in a uniform style, and lived in northern Germany. A moment’s thought reveals that such a one-to-one mapping of people, culture and language is an illusion. Indigenous Australians consider themselves ethnically similar but speak hundreds of different languages, while English is spoken by over a billion people claiming a bewildering number of ethnicities and cultures. Though most modern scholars believe that there was one Proto-Indo-European language, and that it was spoken by real people in a real place, they don’t assume that those people were ethnically or culturally homogeneous.

There is a minority of scholars who question the very concept of a homeland. They point out that in the real world languages don’t split neatly. Instead, dialects shade into each other. (This would have been obvious to anyone who lived before the eighteenth century. It became less so after national borders and languages were superimposed on dialect chains.) The definition of a language is hopelessly political – a language is a dialect with an army and a navy, in the witticism usually credited to linguist Max Weinreich – and languages don’t only change by vertical evolution, but by horizontal borrowing too. In sum, the popular tree model of linguistic evolution, with its crisp branchings from a single, ultimate root, is an oversimplification that has led us disastrously astray. All that happened at the Enlightenment, these sceptics say, is that a nationalistic origin myth replaced the biblical one. The faster we run towards the mythical cradle, the faster it recedes, because it never existed. It’s a mirage.

Most linguists find this view unduly pessimistic. They acknowledge that a tree model is a simplification, and that languages change through both horizontal and vertical processes. But they feel confident that they can distinguish these processes and walk them back through time. And they do believe that one can speak of the ‘birth’ of the Indo-European languages, and hence of their ‘birthplace’. Aware that this mindset has led their discipline into some dark ideological cul-de-sacs in the past, their response is not to bury that past but to haul it up for all to see – a warning never to go to those places again.

The Indo-European language family enjoys the dubious honour of being the one on which historical linguists cut their teeth. Later, they took the skills they honed there and applied them to other language families. Indo-European is consequently the best documented and in many ways the best understood of all the world’s language families, but it also drags the most outdated intellectual baggage behind it. It’s like the star patient of a tail-coated nineteenth-century doctor, hauled out woozily for public display, underwear slipping off its shoulder, fêted and abused in equal measure.
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How do you study a language that has been dead for thousands of years and was never written down? The short answer is with humility. A longer answer is with linguistics, archaeology and genetics. Historical linguistics probes the history that languages carry within themselves; archaeology tracks ideas and knowledge, the ingredients of culture; genetics tracks people.

Though there is no one-to-one mapping of language, culture and genes, relationships do exist between these three, meaning that each one can be informative about the other two. Languages broadly reflect the cultures with which they are associated, because people tend to have more words for the things that matter to them, whether they be chisels or elves or salted, fermented sea herring (surströmming in Swedish). When people move, they carry their cultures and languages with them – at least for a while. Migration is considered a major if not the main motor of language change, because it drives a wedge between dialects and brings them into contact with different languages. On many continents, there is a correlation between prehistoric migration routes and the branching of linguistic family trees. Plenty of exceptions to these rules exist, if only because genes and languages are transmitted differently. (A person receives their genes from their parents, but they can receive their languages from a wider circle, even from books and apps, and they can lose them too.) Nevertheless, if you can track migration, the evolution of culture, and language, and cross-reference the three, you can start to tease out the human stories behind the relationships that were perceived dimly by Herodotus, and with greater acuity by Dante, Leibniz and Jones. You can reconstruct humanity’s linguistic past, and even the long-dead languages themselves.

By the nineteenth century, the field of historical linguistics had been established on a more scientific footing. Using everything at their disposal, from ancient texts preserving dead languages to their living, spoken relatives, linguists systematically compared the formation of words and sentences across those languages. They described laws that predicted how a sound in one branch of the Indo-European family changed in another: how a p in Latin reliably became an f in English, or a qu became a wh – as in pater-father or quod-what. These particular sound transformations form part of a set known as Grimm’s Law, after Jacob Grimm. When Jacob and his brother Wilhelm went hunting fairy tales in the German backwoods, it was partly to build a body of material in different dialects from which to reconstruct their Proto-Germanic ancestor. Among the happy by-products of their efforts were Snow White and Little Red Riding Hood.

The sound laws work because speech sounds drift over time, but the human vocal tract is not capable of an infinite variety of sound combinations. The directions in which individual sounds can drift are limited, and if one sound changes it tends to carry its neighbours with it. Guided by these laws, which restrict the possible ways languages can diverge from a common ancestor, linguists could start to identify inherited features shared by related languages, even if they sounded quite different in each. They could also differentiate between inherited and borrowed features, or loans. Loanwords could be highly informative in themselves, though, acting as a tracer dye of contacts between languages. It’s partly thanks to loans that historical linguists were able to reconstruct the Roma people’s thousand-year exodus from India. The Romani language is descended from Sanskrit, which is evident from the sound changes that separate the two, but Romani also picked up many loanwords during its epic trek west. Among those it assimilated in Persia were words for ‘honey’, ‘pear’ and ‘donkey’. The Roma must have moved on from Persia by the time the Muslims conquered it in the seventh century CE, however, because Common Romani contains no Arabic loans.

The winds lesser and greater

cradled the little Gypsy

and blew her far away into the world …[11]

Because languages preserve information without their speakers generally being aware of it, they offer up an uncensored view of the past. It may be an incomplete view, just as every historical account is incomplete, but when both language and history books are available they complement each other in interesting ways. The challenge, for linguists, is to extract their version intact, without being lured into the many traps that languages set for them. They had to learn not to be bamboozled by words that resemble each other by accident, for instance, or because they are the first words uttered by babies (‘mama’ is universal), or because they are onomatopoeic.

An example of onomatopoeia is the English word ‘barbarian’, which shares a root with barbaras in Sanskrit and barbaros in Ancient Greek. With apologies to Barbaras everywhere, the Sanskrit word, like the Greek one, refers to someone who stammers or speaks a foreign tongue. Both words, along with ‘barbarian’, were probably inspired by the sound people registered when they heard an unintelligible stream of speech: bar-bar or blah-blah or rhubarb. But everyone heard blah-blah when foreigners spoke. The Ancient Hebrew word balal, meaning ‘babble’, shares the same blah-blah sense as its English translation, and Hebrew is a language of the Afro-Asiatic family (Semitic branch). It would have been a mistake to conclude that Hebrew and English shared a common ancestor.

Gradually the linguists developed a sense of the relative age of linguistic features – certain sound combinations, say, or grammatical devices – based on whether they were present in older or younger branches of the family. This allowed them to attempt the delicate task of reconstructing long-dead proto-languages – the common ancestors of the twelve main branches and ultimately the mother of them all, Proto-Indo-European.[12] In recognition of the essential unknowability of these proto-languages, which predated writing, they adopted the convention of placing an asterisk before a reconstructed word, to indicate that it was hypothetical, that it had never been documented. *klewos, for example, is thought to have meant ‘fame’ in Proto-Indo-European, or perhaps something closer to ‘that which is heard’ (that of which the poets sing). It was reconstructed from its descendants, which include Greek kleos, Old Church Slavonic slava and Sanskrit shravas, with the help of the sound laws.

It wasn’t an exact science. The more branches of a family that contained features deemed to be related by inheritance, the stronger the case that those features were ancient; but people disagreed about how many branches were enough, and there were many disputes. Some of the most acrimonious were over the meaning of reconstructed words, since a word’s meaning can shrink, stretch or sashay over time. The English word ‘focus’, referring to the point to which attention is drawn, comes from a Latin word meaning ‘hearth’. The original sense of ‘merry’ was ‘short’, but at some point, probably because lessons or religious ceremonies that don’t last long are reasons to be cheerful, it made a semantic leap. Words can moonlight too, taking on second shifts as new concepts are born and demand labels. English ‘mouse’, from Latin mus, can refer to a small rodent or a manual device for moving the cursor on your computer screen, but when the Romans used it they only meant one of those things. Much of the pleasure of etymology lies in charting the tortuous path that each word’s meaning has travelled from its root to its modern usage.

It was as rare as hen’s teeth that the linguists were vindicated, that an inscription or document was unearthed that proved a reconstructed word or sound had once been uttered, but it did happen. Ferdinand de Saussure, a Swiss linguist, postulated a vanished consonant called a laryngeal to explain the evolution of words that had once contained it, and a Hittite tablet later came to light that preserved such a sound in a symbol. Unfortunately, he didn’t live to see it.

Historical linguists still work by comparing languages, though these days it’s computers that lay family trees over groups of shared linguistic features, to find the best fit. But the comparative method can only tell you the relative age of languages; it can’t tell you when, in chronological time, they were born, split or died. Loans can help with this, if they come date-stamped, so to speak, as in the case of the Persian words in Romani. Otherwise the only way to date key events in the life of a language is to turn to external, non-linguistic sources.

Histories are helpful. Roman chroniclers relate, for example, that when the future emperor Hadrian addressed the Senate around 100 CE, the senators mocked his Spanish accent (he was born in what is now the Spanish province of Seville). The fragmentation of Latin was underway, but Hadrian still spoke recognisable Latin rather than an early version of Spanish. By the time two of Charlemagne’s grandsons swore a military pact in the ninth century CE, Romance had hived itself off from Latin. We know this because the two brothers, one of whom spoke Romance and the other German, made their oaths in each other’s language for the benefit of their followers. The German-speaker, Ludwig, could have got by in Latin without notes, but Romance was a trickier prospect for him, and given how important it was to avoid a malentendu, he felt the need for a cribsheet. That sheet, known as the Oaths of Strasbourg, is the oldest surviving text in French, and indeed in any Romance language.

The Rig Veda, the oldest Indian text of any substantial length, is thought to have been composed around 1400 BCE. The oldest Greek literature is roughly the same age. There are older Indo-European inscriptions – graffiti, epitaphs and other brief word strings – and the oldest of all are Hittite. These date to around 2000 BCE. As you go back beyond that date, beyond the point where the permanent trace of language flickers and blinks out, a new means of calibrating the trees is needed, an alternative way of divining and dating ancient people’s dramas. This is where archaeology and genetics come in.

It was archaeologists of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries whose discoveries of inscriptions and texts allowed linguists first to decipher various writing systems, then to methodically study the languages they encoded. But the discipline would go on to contribute in many more ways than that. The science of archaeology has come a long way in the last seventy years, and it’s now entirely gripping. One archaeologist I listened to recently laughed in sheer delight as he described how dental plaque lifted from the teeth of shepherds who had lived thousands of years ago contained particles of charcoal from the smoke they had breathed in. An analysis of the particles revealed the species of tree they had burned.

The ratio of isotopes in bones and teeth speaks not only to what a person ate, but also to whether they grew up in the same place as their parents or were the child of immigrants, and whether they knew periods of hunger. (Isotopes, different forms of the same chemical element, occur in varying ratios in nature and hence in our food.) Bone scans show if they walked a lot, carried heavy loads or rode a horse. Such powerful tools had begun to yield hints that ancient people migrated even before geneticists could track the migrants themselves.

A seashell once worn as a bracelet can now be traced back along a chain of gift exchange to the beach on which it was picked up. A copper ingot salvaged from a shipwreck can be matched to the individual mine, half a continent away, from which the ore was extracted. The smelting of that ore might have left a swirl of lead dust deep in a peat bog. A scientist can drill into the bog, detect the swirl, and from it gauge the scale of the smelting operation.

Because peat accumulates so slowly, it acts like a carbon copy of the past. So does the organic detritus that sinks to the bottom of lakes. Pollen gets trapped in both, and by measuring the concentration and species of pollen in different layers you can reconstruct a sequence of prehistoric climate change, a time-lapse movie of rising and falling sea levels, advancing and retreating forests. Then you can ask, how do human sagas map on to that? Radiocarbon dating, at its most precise, allows the age of organic material, including bones, to be determined to within a human generation. ‘And I rose from the dark,’ wrote the Irish poet Seamus Heaney, of an ancient bog burial.[13]

But even though archaeologists can extract whole libraries of information from fragments so tiny they can only be seen under a microscope, their knowledge too is partial. They can see that people moved, but not necessarily how many people, how fast or over what period of time. They can peer into the most intimate rituals of an individual’s life, and death, but only guess at the beliefs that motivated them. There are nomadic peoples for whom no settlement has ever been found, and whole cities whose dead are missing (we’ll encounter both kinds of absence in this book). In general, archaeology captures events rather than processes, but many of the forces that have shaped humans and their languages were slow and cumulative. So slow, at times, as to be imperceptible to the people upon whom they acted. It took another science to probe those processes.

Geneticists first learned to extract DNA from very old human remains about twenty years ago. That wasn’t the first time genetic techniques had been applied to the study of prehistory, but until then people had looked for traces of past migrations in modern populations. A living person’s genome (their full genetic complement) is a snapshot of their ancestry, all those forebears who contributed DNA to them, so this was a clever strategy. It’s the strategy pursued by personal genomics companies such as 23andMe. But it is only reliable up to about ten generations back, because later contributions dilute earlier ones. It can tell you if your ancestor was brought to Algiers on an eighteenth-century slave ship, but not if another one mined salt in the Alps two thousand years earlier.

Reading the DNA of the long-dead was something that many people had thought would never be possible, because of the risk of contamination. Even brushing an ancient bone with your fingertips can introduce your DNA to it, and there were few bones in museums that hadn’t been handled without gloves. (In the nineteenth century, archaeologists would even lick bones to gauge how old they were. The more one stuck to your tongue, supposedly, the older it was.) The breakthrough came in the early 2000s, when geneticists succeeded in identifying the distinctive profile of ancient DNA, the changes it had accumulated over time, and developed techniques for sorting it from the modern. Along with the scaling up of sequencing, which slashed the price and the time it took to read a genome, the ability to extract, sort and decipher ancient DNA constituted a sea change in the study of the unwritten past.

Since then, ancient DNA papers have been tumbling out. In 2023, the landmark was passed of ten thousand ancient genomes analysed, a hundred-fold increase over a decade earlier. It’s not enough, by the geneticists’ own admission; they need many more to fill the gaps in our knowledge of extinct peoples and to reconstruct those elusive processes. But the mass of detail they have already added to the portrait of prehistoric Eurasia is astonishing. Because they can track specific kinds of DNA that are inherited only through the male line (the Y chromosome) or only through the female line (mitochondrial DNA), they can distinguish the movements of men and women and map out mating networks. They have detected taboos on elites marrying beneath themselves and segregation between ethnic groups. They have picked up genetic signals of fostering, compassion for the disabled, human sacrifice, genocide and plague. They have determined the scale and in some cases the speed of migrations which archaeologists had only observed in freeze frames. Above all, they have confirmed beyond reasonable doubt the huge role that migration has played in the story of humanity and its languages.

Thanks to these advances, the study of the Indo-European languages has entered a thrilling new phase. It has become possible to triangulate in a way that it wasn’t for most of the field’s two centuries, and counting, of existence: to describe the events that turned dead languages into modern ones. Other disciplines have lent their weight. Mythologists piece together the stories that ancient people told by applying the comparative method to the building blocks of myths. In doing so they open a window on how those people understood the world. Ethnographers highlight possible parallels between modern and ancient societies. They tell us, for example, that herding societies are generally more violent than farming ones, because their wealth is mobile and hence more susceptible to theft. Computational biologists track the microbes that have evolved alongside us, including the ones that aid our digestion and those that make us sick. They are giving voice to what anthropologist James C. Scott has called the ‘loudest silence’ in the archaeological record: infectious disease. Germs, too, have played their part in shaping the languages we speak.

The origin of the Indo-European language family is one of the great outstanding problems of intellectual history, but reconstructing that family’s past is a very peculiar type of exercise. The phenomenon that scholars are attempting to understand is ephemeral: the emanations of long-vanished brains that caused long-vanished eardrums to vibrate. They are acutely aware that the rules that guide them are, with the exception of the sound laws, rules of thumb and no more. If migration has driven language change, it hasn’t been the whole story. The Scythians rode into Ukraine and India but left their language in neither.[fn2] The Romans got as far as Britain, but Latin stayed (mostly) in France. Whoever carried Celtic to Ireland caused barely a tremor in the Irish gene pool.

The reasons why people switch languages, or resist doing so, are and always have been complicated. Because of this, especially when it comes to the early, unchronicled part of the Indo-European story, nobody claims to have any hard-and-fast answers. At best what they are engaged in is a kind of ordering of scenarios by probability, or as one archaeologist put it, ‘controlled speculation’.[14] There is a lot more agreement than there was thirty years ago, however, and detail is being added all the time. As the story moves towards the present, and historical sources become available to them, scholars become more confident in their conclusions.

The irony of the exercise is that linguists, archaeologists and geneticists are barbarians to each other. They don’t speak the same language. Archaeologists think in terms of cultures, recurring patterns of objects that define a group’s identity in some way. Cultures rise and fall, but genes flow on, albeit with dilutions and concentrations, so that geneticists have a different concept of identity. Languages have another dynamic again, changing through both descent and contact, but they are no less intimately tied up with who we are.

There’s nothing intrinsically bad about this scientific Babel, because identity is multifarious, as each of us is intimately aware. In 2016 a man on a bus interrupted the conversation between a woman wearing a niqab and her young son to tell her to speak English in the United Kingdom. This earned him a reproof from another passenger, who pointed out that the pair were in Wales and had been speaking Welsh. Sixteen hundred years earlier, a Roman diplomat strolling about the camp of Attila the Hun, on the Lower Danube, heard someone address him in Greek and turned to see a long-haired man clad in fur. ‘A barbarian who speaks Greek!’ he exclaimed. The man explained that he was no barbarian, but that he had once been a Roman merchant before being captured and enslaved by the Huns. He had bought his freedom, remarried, and come to prefer their way of life. ‘Now I fight Romans.’

Though linguists, archaeologists and geneticists regularly disagree about how to interpret the evidence, that too could be viewed as a strength. They each have access to two other bodies of data against which they can test their theories. When the triangulation is working well, they challenge each other’s biases, keep each other intellectually honest. Each of the three disciplines, when applied to the Indo-European story, is tapping an elephant blindfold and calling it a crocodile, a python or a gnat. Together they come closer to divining a seven-tonne pachyderm.

Let’s plunge into this Narnia, then, this newly written prehistory. Keeping us company will be the linguists, archaeologists and geneticists who first found their way through the metaphorical wardrobe (and who in some cases have only just got back; they’re still dusting themselves off). First stop, in Chapter One, the Black Sea and the world around it after the ice melted. That’s the world in which an ancestor of all the Indo-European languages was articulated for the first time. We don’t know much about that ancestor, but we know quite a lot about the world in which it emerged – and that it was an insignificant player in a rich linguistic landscape. Chapter Two describes how that insignificant language became, not just significant, but extraordinary; how in a later incarnation it radiated with Bronze Age nomads who recognised no frontiers. That later incarnation, Proto-Indo-European, would give rise to all the Indo-European languages that are




[image: Start of image description, A map entitled ‘Lingua Obscura’. The map depicts regions around the Black Sea – to the south of the Black Sea is Anatolia and the Fertile Crescent, and Persia to the southeast. To the north is Ukraine, and to the east are the Caspian Sea and the Caucasus Mountains., end of image description]
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