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Greek πύργος ‘tower’ as a possible Lydian borrowing

Bartomeu Obrador-Cursach*

According to Beekes (EDG 1262), Greek 
πύργος, ου, ὁ ‘tower, wall-tower’ (first attested 
in Il. 3.153) is “clearly Pre-Greek”. In fact, he 
was not the first to take it as a substrate word, 
although there was no agreement on the linguistic 
filiation of the alleged substrate.1 To support his 
theory, Beekes (EDG 1262) considered that the 
suffix -αμο- in the polionym Πέργαμον, taken 
as possible variant of the word, “is otherwise 
attested as Pre-Greek (cf. κάρδαμον)” but, as he 
recognized, the exact morphological segmentation 
of the word remains unclear. He also adduced 
different toponyms containing alleged variants of 
the root to show that “πύργος was not inherited 
from Proto-Indo-European” and reached the 
conclusion that “the word is clearly pre-Greek”: 
Περγασα, Παργασα and Βαργασα. All in all, he 
compiled similar words containing “phonetic” 
variants to prove a Pre-Greek etymology. 
However, the origin and history of such forms 
must be considered individually and analyzed in 
context because a gloss or a toponym attested in 
Greek sources (the main sources used by Beekes) 
could report a secondary Greek innovation or a 
word originated in another language, such that 
they cannot be considered variants pointing to 
a substrate. This is the case of the polionyms 
Περγασα, Παργασα and Βαργασα, for which an

* Università degli Studi di Verona. 
1 This noun has been widely considered to have a 

substrate origin. See, e.g., Hester 1965, 363 §58, who 
considered it Pelasgian. Note however, that, according 
to Hester, “Pelasgian” is an Indo-European substrate 
language, while Beekes considered “Pre-Greek” to be non-
Indo-European (EDG xlii).

approximate geographical location can be 
determined and connected with other languages. 
Βαργασα and Παργασα are two variants of a 
Carian toponym situated between Karamus and 
Halicarnassus. There is a second Carian city with 
this name but it does not have a clear location (see 
KON 117 § 135-1). Note that morphologically 
these toponyms point to plain Luwic derivatives 
in *-assa- parallel to Πηδασα, Πιδασα (also in 
Caria, KON 489 §1054-1) in regard to *pédo- > 
*peda- (cf. Hittite pēda- ‘place, location, position, 
locality’, Lycian pddẽ ‘place, precinct’, Adiego 
2007, 336). Moreover, *bʰ(e)rǵʰ- is not the best 
candidate for a Carian stem Β/Παργ- for phonetic 
reasons2 and can alternatively be considered a 
derivative of the Proto-Anatolian stem *prH-, 
attested in Hittite parḫ-zi ‘to chase, to persecute, 
to hunt; to expel; to attack’ and Cuneiform 
Luwian par(a)- ‘to drive, to chase’ and parḫ- ‘to 
drive, to chase’ (cf. Kloekhorst 2007, 634-635). 
Note that the Proto-Anatolian ‘laryngeal’ *H is 
rendered as a tectal voiceless stop in Carian (as 
well as in Lycian), *HuHo- ‘grandfather’ > quq, 
although the Greek form Γυγος points to a voiced 
articulation (Adiego 2007, 260). Likewise, the 
adduced Περγασ//α// could be a Lydian toponym 
containing the same stem, but it remains unclear 
whether Πεγγασ//α// should be read instead (KON 
482 § 1039) and its inclusion in this series remains

2 It has commonly been considered that the traditional 
three-way contrast reconstructed for the PIE (/Kj/, /K/ and /
Kw/) had a triple reflex in the Luwic languages (in contrast 
with Hittite, a clear centum language). However, such a 
reflex of the PIE “palatal” series is disputed: see Melchert 
2012 contra Melchert 1987.
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unclear. The western Anatolian polionym 
Πέργαμον, which is relevant in this discussion, 
will be analyzed below.

Beekes adduced three more reasons to assume 
a Pre-Greek filiation for Greek πύργος. To 
begin with, he cited two glosses by Hesychius 
containing alleged variants of the consonants. The 
first is φύρκος· τεῖχος ‘(city-)wall, fortification, 
castle, walled city’ (Hsch. φ 1028). The source is 
commonly considered to be Thucydides 4.49 and, 
in fact, is a toponym located in Elis (northwest 
corner of the Peloponnese). However, the word 
is given as a common noun and, in fact, Gomme, 
Andrewes and Dover (1970, 65) consider that the 
gloss “is not a mere reflection” of Thucydides’ 
passage, “but a genuine dialect word”. In any 
case, Herodotus (4.148) demonstrates that the 
Elean toponym Φύρκος is a variant of Πύργος, 
which makes it very likely that φύρκος is the 
Elean variant of the common name πύργος, since 
the toponymic use locates the word at Elis. The 
gloss φ<ο>ῦρκορ· ὀχύρωμα ‘stronghold, fortress, 
prison’ (Hsch. φ 813) must be also considered 
because it shows Northwest Greek features, as I 
will defend.3

Before analyzing the dialectal features of the 
glosses, some remarks are in order regarding the 
transmission of the words. In fact, *φ<ο>ῦρκορ 
was transmitted as ύρκορ in the sole manuscript 
containing Hesychius’ lexicon (Venice, Marc. 
Gr. 622, 15th century; unfortunately it is a deeply 
corrupted text). Due to its position within the 
words beginning with φ, editors (following the 
editio princeps by M. Musurus, Venice 1514) 
added the initial phi: φύρκορ. In addition, F. 
Guyet (apud Schrevelius’ edition, Leiden 1668, 
958 fn. 5) also added the omicron, since it occurs 

3 The glosses were also considered by IEW 140-141, GEW 
II 631-630 and DELG 958. Clearly related to this question 
is the gloss φυρκηλῖται τειχήρεις ‘beleaguered, besieged; 
walled, fortified’ (Hsch. φ 1027). In fact, the manuscript 
reads φυρκηλῖτοι; see, however, Redard 1949, 115.

among words beginning with φου- as φουλίδερ, 
and replaced the original acute accent with the 
circumflex because he inferred that the digraph ου 
denoted a long vowel, as in standard Greek usage. 
The addition of the initial phi and the omicron is 
guaranteed by the position of the word within the 
lexicon, but the change of accent is disputable.4 The 
rhotacism found in the original nominative ending 
in φ<ο>ῦρκορ instead of *φ<ο>ῦρκος is compatible 
with Elean5 and strengthens the connection with this 
dialect. See Διόρ ‘of Zeus’ (e.g. in IvO 102) for Attic 
Διός, θεόρ ‘god’ and πεπολιτευκώρ ‘elaborately’ 
(both in IvO 39) for Attic θεός and πεπολιτευκώς, 
respectively; also the dative in the formula ἀ ϝράτρα 
τοῖρ Ϝαλείοις ‘the agreement (is) for the Eleans’ 
(IvO 9; found as ἀ ϝράτρα τοῖς Ϝαλείοις in IvO 2). 
This said, the original acute accent in <φο>ύρκορ 
may indicate that, in fact, the digraph ‹ου› was used 
to denote a non-labialized short /u/ (in contrast with 
Ionian and Attic development /u/ > /y/), as inferred 
for Northwest Greek dialects (cf. the use of ϙ in 
ϙυβάλας ‘Cybele’ in Lokroi Epizephyrioi) as well 
as for /uː/ (Méndez Dosuna 1985, 55).6 The last 
problem to be solved is the initial φ instead of the 
π. Again, this feature is not isolated in the Northern 
Greek dialects: IG IX,1² 3:718 attests the adverb φριν 
for Attic πρίν ‘before, sooner, formerly’. Therefore, 
both φύρκος (as well as the toponym Φύρκος) and 
<φο>ύρκορ are easily analyzed as Elean words,7 
even though Hesychius did not provide any filiation 

4 In Schmidt’s edition (Jena, 1867, 1532) the accent is 
not changed, the word is given as φ(ο)ύρκορ and considered 
to be Laconian, while in the more recent edition of Hansen 
and Cunningham (Berlin, 2009) it occurs as φ<ο>ῦρκορ 
(accepting Guyet’s proposal and ruling out any filiation).

5 Note, however, that in the earlier inscriptions -ρ 
alternates with the conservative -ς (Buck 1955, 56).

6 This use is also found in late Boeotian: cf. τούχα /ˈtu.khaː/ 
‘fortune’ (e.g., Darmezin 1999, 74,104) for Attic τύχη /ˈty.
kʰɛː/. This spelling is also found in literary sources: see, 
e.g., λιγουράν ‘clear, shrill, sweet’ (Corinna Fr. 11a, PMG 
664) for Attic λιγυράν.

7 The difference in the notation of /u/ can be explained 
by the chronology: φύρκος, as a toponym, occurs in 
the classical period (when final -ς also occurs), while 
<φο>ύρκορ may be a later spelling (as inscriptions show).
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and such variants can hardly be traced to a very 
old substrate, since such dialectal features clearly 
developed during the Iron Age.

As an alternative to substrate analysis, Greek 
πύργος has also been given an Indo-European 
explanation. Because of its formal and semantic 
similarity to Middle High Germanic (and 
modern German) Burg and Gothic baurgs 
‘town, tower’, Kretschmer (1934, 100-103) 
preferred to consider that the word was a 
Germanic borrowing via a “Balkanic language” 
such as Macedonian. Although such a scenario 
is unlikely, the Germanic word, a derivative 
of the PIE root *bʰerǵʰ- ‘to rise; high; hill, 
mountain’ (IEW 140-141, LIV2 78-79, NIL 30-
34), is too close to Greek πύργος in formal and 
semantic terms to rule out that the Greek word is 
etymologically related to this root. In fact, it is 
commonly assumed that it is a derivative of the 
PIE root and a borrowing from an Indo-European 
language, although it cannot be inherited in 
Greek for well-known phonetic reasons. 

If the Indo-European etymology is accepted 
for πύργος, we may assume a language affected 
by Grassmann’s law before the devoicing of the 
stop (*bh… ǵh… > p… ḱh…) and the merging 
of the preserved aspirates with the voiced 
aspirates (*ḱh > g). There is no such language 
in the Aegean region. So, one can hypothesize a 
language with a voiceless output of the ancient 
aspirates (*bh > /p/ and *gh > /k/) and a secondary 
voicing of the second stop in contact with /r/. 
Among the historical languages attested in 
contact with Greek, we do find such features in 
Lydian. In fact, the PIE voiced aspirates merged 
with plain voiceless stops in Proto-Anatolian 
(Melchert 1994, 60) and the Proto-Anatolian 
outcomes were retained as voiceless in Lydian 
(Gérard 2005, 72). Although “Lydian has only 
one set of stop phonemes, in all likelihood 
underlyingly voiceless”, the lack of contrast 
was such that in some favorable contexts the 
stops were realized as voiced (Melchert 1994, 

329 §13.1.1). This is the case of the stops in 
contact with /r/ in the following equivalences 
of personal names: Lydian šrkaštus ‘Surgastos’ 
(LW 011)8 = Greek Συργαστος (Melchert 1994, 
260 §10.1.4.2) and Phrygian Surgastoy (in 
dative, Dd-102, cf. Obrador-Cursach 2020, 147)9 
and Lydian atrasta- (LW 054, where it occurs 
in genitive) = Greek Ἀδράστης (Sinope, 4th-3rd 
century BC) and Ἄδραστος (Pindarus Ol. 6.13, 
Ionian Ἀδρηστ-) ‘Adrastus’. The equivalences 
of šrkaštus also provide a parallel for /ur/ as 
the reflex of syllabic [r̥] (Melchert 1994, 260 
§10.1.4.2). In the light of such considerations, 
Greek πύργος ‘tower’ is easily analyzed as a 
borrowing from a Lydian form *prkus, which 
in turn would follow the PIE u-stem adjective 
*bʰr̥ǵʰ-u- ‘high’ (NIL 31) found in Hittite parku- 
/ pargau̯- ‘high’ (Kloekhorst 2008, 637) and, as 
derivatives, in Armenian barjr ‘high’< *bʰr̥ǵʰ-
u-r- (Martirosyan 2009, 171) and Tocharian A 
pärkär and B pärkare ‘long, wide’ < *bʰr̥ǵʰ-u-
ró- (Ringe 1996, 68; Adams 2013, 399). The 
formation *bʰr̥ǵʰ-u- also fits morphologically 
as the origin of πύργος since a Lydian u-stem is 
rendered in Greek as an o-stem (again, šrkaštu- = 
Greek Συργαστος, also Old Phrygian surgasto-)10 
and a Greek thematic stem is found as a u-stem

8 Although I follow the transliteration for Lydian used by 
eDiAna, I preferred to use the transcription Surgastos, after 
the Greek and Phrygian renderings of this personal name, 
instead of Sergastus. Note that it also occurs in the Lydian 
possessive adjective šrkaštuliš ‘of Surgastos’ (LW 103).

9 The name Sergestus, found in the Aeneid for an Aeneas’ 
mate, is sometimes considered to be related. However, one 
cannot rule out an ad hoc literary creation which would again 
connect Troy with the Roman gens Sergia (see Beekes 2003, 
19–20, 47, who also considers the Etruscan personal name 
sekśtalus). Note also that the stem of this name is also found 
in the Hittite adjective šarku- / šargau̯- ‘eminent, illustrious, 
powerful’, which goes back to PIE *srḱ-(e)u- or *sorḱ-(e)
u- according to Kloekhorst (2008, 734).

10 See, however, Hipponax’ πάλμυς ‘king’, which clearly 
follows Lydian qaλmu- ‘id.’, also in the personal name 
Πάλμυν (acc. sg. in Il.13.792). Note the distinct nature 
of the sources: πάλμυς is a word used in high literature 
(Hipponax) while the Greek and Phrygian renderings of 
šrkaštu- occur in epigraphical texts.

Greek πύργος ‘tower’ as a possible Lydian borrowing
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(aλikšãntru- LW 003 and LW 050, both in 
dat. sg. aλikšãntruλ clearly represents Greek 
Ἀλέξανδρος -ου).

It is worth mentioning here that Heubeck 
(1961, 63-65)11 also suggested an Anatolian origin 
in the light of Hittite parku- ‘high, tall, lofty, 
elevated’ but this was ruled out by Simon, who 
considered that it “does not fit phonologically 
(the first vowel), morphologically (stem) and 
semantically” (2018, 402 §124). Of course, such 
observations only hold if the Hittite adjective 
is considered the source of the Greek noun but 
does not affect Lydian, a language which was 
undoubtedly in contact with Greek. In addition, 
the Greek word is only found in the Iron Age 
texts and ‘tower’ in Hittite is attested as auri- 
(Kloekhorst 2008, 230).12

Having seen that Greek πύργος can be 
straightforwardly analyzed as a borrowing 
from Lydian, we must consider if more data are 
available that support such a hypothesis. The 
suggested *prkus is not found in the Lydian 
corpus, its presence in Proto-Anatolian is assured 
by Hittite parku- / pargau̯- ‘high’, and a toponym 
may also considered (cf. Heubeck 1961, 63-65): 
Πέργαμον (also in pl. Πέργαμα and in masc. 
Πέργαμος), said of the Citadel of Troy in the 
Iliad and a city in Mysia (KON 484 § 1042-2 and 
1042-3). Leaving aside the Homeric citadel, the 
city and district of Πέργαμον is close enough to 
the historical Lydian territory to consider that this 
non-Greek name is related to the Lydian language. 
In fact, the consonantal treatment follows that 
considered for *prku-. However, the vowels show

11 Followed by Furnée (1972, 64-66) and Duridanov 
(1995, 52).

12 I am unsure how to analyze Urartian burgana- ‘palace’ 
(“Festung(?), Verstärkung(?), Heer(?)” in Melikišvili 1971, 
81), a noun introduced in this question by Beekes (EDG 
1262), but it could be an Anatolian borrowing in this 
language. Whatever the origin of the Urartian noun (see an 
alternative interpretation in Diakonoff 1985, 602-603), it 
does not affect the Greek word.

that it is another derivative of such a root. In fact, 
it contains an e-grade variant of the root, expected 
to be stressed also in its original form: PIE 
*bʰérǵʰ- is expected to become *pérk- in Lydian 
as *Hwéswo- > wesfa- ‘living’ (Gérard 2005, 41 
§3.1.1.2.2.4) or *sēr ‘above, on top’ >> *sér-li 
> šerliš ‘authority’ (LW 024, cf. Gérard 2005, 
74 §3.3.3.2.3.3). In light of these observations, 
a derivative with well-known PIE suffix *-mo- 
(also found in the Anatolian languages)13 is 
likely: *bhérǵh-o-mo- > *pérk-a-ma- > Lydian 
*pérkam(i)-14 > Greek Πέργαμος and Πέργαμον. 

In conclusion, there is no reason to sustain 
a Pre-Greek or a substrate word for Greek 
πύργος; in fact, its morphology and meaning 
point consistently to a borrowing from an Indo-
European language. Although it cannot be fully 
proven until the word *prkus is found in direct 
sources, Lydian may be the source of the Greek 
word. The polyonyms Πέργαμος and Πέργαμον 
indirectly show a productive use of their root in 
this language, since *perk- would represent the 
regular Lydian outcome of *bhérǵh- and only this 
language can account for such an outcome so far. 
In any case, the consonantal treatment points to 
an Anatolian origin.

13 E.g. PIE *torh1-mo- ‘peg, nail’ > Hittite (GIŠ)tarma-, 
Cuneiform Luwian tarma/i- ‘peg, nail’ (kloekhorst 2008, 
845) and the deverbative Cuneiform Luwian dušduma/i- 
‘manifest, voucher’ < *stu-stu-mo- (kloekhorst 2008, 
419). On the Anatolian derivatives in *-mo- see Melchert 
2014, 208-209 §2.1. Note that in Hittite it commonly occurs 
in the variant -ima- (see, Oettinger 2001).

14 The historic Lydian outcome of PIE *-mo- is -m(i)-, which 
suffered the i-mutation shared with the Luwic languages 
(Sasseville 2017, 140-141). The formation could mean 
something like ‘(high-)towered’. Although a syncope 
could be expected in the word, see Gerard’s thoughts on 
this problematic question (2005, 49).

Bartomeu Obrador-Cursach
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