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The aim of my study is to discuss three Phrygian glosses attested in Pseudo-Plutarch’s work Perˆ 
potamîn and explain them from the etymological and historical-comparative point of view. It is con-
cluded finally that all the glosses should be regarded as a real and valuable part of the Phrygian lan-
guage.
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The work De fluviorum et montium nominibus et de iis quae in illis inveniuntur (abbre-
viated title: De fluviis vel Perˆ potamîn), traditionally attributed to Plutarch of Chaeronea 
(Plout£rcou perˆ potamîn kaˆ Ôrwn ™pwnum…aj kaˆ tîn ™n aÙto‹j eØriskomšnwn), 
contains quite numerous glosses translating the local proper or common names (appellati-
ves) into Greek. In my study, I would like to discuss all the Phrygian glosses, verifying the 
credibility of the explanations and translations quoted in the referenced work.

I used the latest critical edition of the work (Calderón Dorda et. al. 2003). I also con-
sulted the Spanish study published two years later (Rodríguez Moreno 2005: 171–220).

1. Phrygian norikon n. (or norikos m.) ‘skin, skin bag’

Attestation (Ps.-Plut., De fluv. 10.2, s.v. MARSUAS): EÙhmer…daj d� Ð Kn…dioj ƒsto- 
r…aj mšmnhtai toiaÚthj. Ð ¢skÕj MarsÚou tù crÒnJ dapanhqeˆj kaˆ katenecqeˆj 
œpesen ¢pÕ tÁj gÁj e„j t¾n M…da kr»nhn· kaˆ kat’ Ñl…gon kataferÒmenoj ¡lie‹ 
tini proshnšcqh· kat¦ d� crhsmoà prostag¾n Peis…stratoj Ð LakedaimÒnioj par¦ 
t¦ le…yana toà SatÚrou pÒlin ¢pÕ toà sugkur»matoj kt…saj, Nèrikon aÙt¾n 
proshgÒreusen: nèrikon d� oƒ FrÚgej tÍ sfîn dialšktJ tÕn ¢skÕn kaloàsin (Cal-
derón Dorda et al. 2003: 156–158). 

Translation: “Here is how Euemeridas of Cnidus remembers the story. Marsyas’ skin bag, time-worn and 
thrown away, slipped down to the ground into Midas’ Spring. Carried along slowly [by the river Marsyas1], 

1	  Marsyas is the ancient name of the present river Dinar Su (Tischler 1977: 96). 
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it floated up to a fisherman. According to the oracle, Peisistratos of Lacedaemon built a town near the Satyr’s 
(Marsyas’) remains, naming it Norikon after the event. In their language, the Phrygians call a skin (skin bag) 
norikon”.

Pseudo-Plutarch tells us that the town of Norikon was named after Marsyas’ skin bag, 
supplementing the information with the message that the Phrygians call a skin bag nórikon 
or nórikos (acc. sg. NÒrikon cod., Nèrikon edd.). 

The same information is provided by Eustathius of Thessalonica (Eustath. comm. ad 
Dionis. Perieget. 121 = Geogr. Graec. Min. II 724): Tin�j d� ƒstoroàsi kaˆ Óti nèrikon 
oƒ FrÚgej tÕn ¢skÕn kaloàsin tÍ sfetšrv dialšktJ, kaˆ Óti, Ðphn…ka MarsÚaj 
™ke‹noj Ð MousikÕj ¢ped£rh tÕ sèma Øp’ ’ApÒllwnoj, Ð ¢skÒj kremasqeˆj kaˆ tù 
crÒnJ katenecqeˆj œpesen e„j t¾n M…dou legomšnhn kr»nhn, kaˆ aÙt¾ m�n metekl»qh 
MarsÚaj, Ð dš ¢skÕj kataferÒmenoj ØpÕ toà potamoà ¡lie‹ proshnšcqh kaˆ Peis…- 
stratoj Ð LakedaimÒnioj kat¦ crhsmÕn ¢pÕ toà sugkur»matoj pÒlin kt…saj 
Nèrikon proshgÒreusen, æj ¥n e‡poi tij ¢skÒn [...]. 

Independently, the referenced information was given by Hesychios, the lexicographer 
from Alexandria (the fifth or sixth century AD), who quoted the gloss nark…on : ¢skÒn 
(Latte 1966: 697) without any ethnic designation of the referenced gloss. Although Hesy-
chios’ gloss is different than Pseudo-Plutarch’s and Eustathius’ one (Phrygian nÒrikon alias 
nèrikon) in the root vocalism (/a/ instead of /o/) and the sound cluster (/ki/ vs. /ik/), both the 
close form and the identical meaning prove the historical reliability of the gloss. No wonder 
then that the scholars researching into the remnants of the Phrygian language scrupulously 
distinguish the gloss nÒrikon or nèrikon from the Phrygian words (Gusmani 1959: 866; 
Neroznak 1978: 151).

Roberto Gusmani (1959: 866) maintains with reference to the Phrygian gloss nÒrikon 
alias nèrikon (= ¢skÒj) “è senz’altro in rapporto il nark…on (= ¢skÒn) di Esichio, forse 
anch’essa parola frigia: presenterebbe una vocale svarabhaktica in prossimità di liquida. 
Manca una probabile etimologia”. Otto Haas (1966: 154–155) supposes that the Phrygian 
name for a ‘skin, skin bag’ is etymologically related to the name of a fur animal whose skin 
was used to make skin bags, cf. Polish norka f. ‘an animal species inhabiting wooded marsh-
lands and river and lake banks, Mustela lutreola L.’ vs. norki f. pl. ‘mink skin, mink coat’ 
(< Old Slavic *norъka, cf. Russian нóрка f. ‘nutria, Mustela lutreola L.’, Ukrainian нíрка f. 
‘id.’; Czech norek m. ‘nutria’, Russian dial. нoрóк m. ‘weasel, Mustela nivalis.’). The name 
is confirmed in the Slavic languages with the suffixed forms as well: *-iko- (whence Slavic 
*-ьcь) and *-īkā (whence Slavic *-ica), cf. Old Czech nořec m. ‘otter’ or ‘nutria’, Upper Lu-
satian nórc ‘nutria’ < Proto-Slavic *norьcь m. ‘Mustela lutreola L.’ (sourced from Lusatian 
German Nerz, Nörz m. ‘nutria’); Ukrainian нoрúца f. ‘nutria, Mustela lutreola L.’, Russian 
dial. нoрúца ‘id.’ (< Proto-Slavic *norica f. ‘an animal similar to weasel’); Old Prussian 
naricie (EV 664) ‘polecat, gl. tufelskint’. The etymology of the Slavic names remains un-
clear. They may be the derivatives of the Slavic appellative *nora ‘animal’s underground 
hiding place, burrow, hole’, formed on the basis of the various suffixes, or the independent 
forms derived from the verb *noriti ‘to wallow (in water),’ or finally the borrowings from 
one of the Ugro-Finnish languages (cf. Finnish nirkka ‘weasel,’ Estonian nirk ‘id.’).

The alternative etymology was proposed by Franco Crevatin (1972), who referred the 
Phrygian names (nÒrikon alias nèrikon) and the Hesychian gloss (nαρκίon) to the Semitic 
appellatives (confirmed as early as the second millennium BC): Assyrian naruqqu(m), Ba-
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bylonian nuruqqum ‘skin, skin vessel to contain water or wine; bag, sack’. Thus interpreted, 
the Phrygian word would be an old borrowing from some oriental source (probably a Se-
mitic one).

V. P. Neroznak (1978: 151) rejects O. Haas’s etymology, relying on quite an uncertain 
premise that the Slavic names for a ‘mink’ are the supposed Ugro-Finnish loan-words, and 
concurring with F. Crevatin’s explanation, which he deems convincing both from a phonetic 
and semantic standpoint.

The Phrygian gloss in question, given by Euemeridas of Cnidus and repeated by Pseu-
do-Plutarch, can be securely verified by different literary sources (Hesychios of Alexandria; 
Eustathius, bishop of Thessalonica) and the non-Greek toponomy (note the Phrygian town 
Norikon), as well as by lexical data taken from the Semitic languages: Assyr. naruqqu(m), 
Babil. nuruqqum ‘skin, skin vessel to contain water or wine; bag, sack’.

2-3. Phrygian vallēn ‘king’, Vallēnaion oros ‘King’s Mountain’

Attestation (Ps.-Plut., De fluv. 12.3-4, s.v. SAGARIS): Par£keitai d� aÙtù Ôroj 
Ballhna‹on kaloÚmenon, Óper ™stˆn meqermhneuÒmenon basilikÒn, t¾n proshgor…an  
œcon ¢pÕ Ballhna…ou toà Ganum»douj kaˆ Mhdhsig…sthj paidÒj. oátoj g£r, tÕn 
genn»santa qeas£menoj ¢pothkÒmenon, to‹j ™gcwr…oij kaˆ Ballhna‹on ˜ort¾n 
katšdeixe mšcri nàn kaloÚmenon. Genn©tai d’ ™n aÙtù l…qoj kaloÚmenoj ¢st»r. 
oátoj e‡wqen nuktÕj baqe…aj purÕj d…khn l£mpein, toà fqinopèrou t¾n ¢rc¾n 
lamb£nontoj· prosagoreÚetai d� tÍ dialšktJ tîn ™gcwr…wn Ball»n: Óper meqer-
mhneuÒmenÒn ™sti basileÚj: kaqëj ƒstore‹ `Ermhsi£nax KÚprioj ™n b/ Frugiakîn 
(Calderón Dorda et al. 2003: 164). 

Translation: “Near the river there is a mountain called Ballenaion (or Vallenaion), whose translated name 
means the king’s mountain; it was named so after Ballenaios (or Vallenaios), the son of Ganymedes and 
Medesigiste, who, when he saw his pater dying from love, established a holiday for the locals, known as 
Ballenaion to this day. A stone called ‘star’ (astér) is formed in it [i.e. the river Sagaris]. It has a habit of shin-
ing in the likeness of fire deep in the night at the beginning of the autumn. The natives call it ballén (vallén) 
in their dialect, which means “king” in translation, as told by Hermesiánax of Cyprus in the second book of 
Phrygian Tales”.

The quoted excerpt contains the two cognate Phrygian glosses: 1. Phrygian appellative 
ball»n synonymous with the Greek word basileÚj ‘king’; 2. Phrygian oronym (Ôroj) 
ballhna‹on translated into Greek as (Ôroj) basilikÒn ‘king’s / royal mountain’ (Rodríg
uez Adrados 1991: 676). The form of the adjective, fixed in the oronym, is secondary to the 
Phrygian name for a king ball»n, which served to denote a kind of stone to be found in the 
river Sagaris.

The Phrygian word ball»n or bal»n m. ‘king’ is richly attested in a dozen or so other 
classical sources, from the great Greek tragedians (Aeschylus and Sophocles) to Eustathius, 
bishop of Thessalonica during the 10th century, the author of the commentaries on Homer’s 
works:

	 1.	 CO. ball»n, ¢rca‹oj / ball»n, ‡qi, ƒkoà (Aeschylus, Persae 657–658): “O king, 
ancient king, come, arrive”.
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	 2a.	 ballÁna tÕn basilša. EÙfor…wn d� Qour…wn fhsˆ t¾n di£lekton. – ball»n: ba-
sileÝj kat¦ Qour…ouj (Scholia in Aeschylum: scholia in Persas, [scholia vetera e codice 
Mediceo], v. 660): “ballén denotes a king. Euphorion says that it is in the Thurian dialect 
– ballèn means king in the Thurians’ vernacular”. 

	 2b.	 bal»n] balÁna tÕn basilša. EÙfor…wn d� Qour…wn fhsˆ t¾n di£lekton. bal»n] 
basileÝj kat¦ Qour…ouj. (Scholia in Aeschylum: scholia in Persas, [scholia vetera], v. 
657): “balén : ballén denotes a king. Euphorion says that it is in the Turian dialect – balén 
means king in the Thurian idiom”. 

	 2c.	 bal¾n] “ð basileà” kat¦ Qour…wn glîssan, éj fhsin EÙfor…wn (Scholia in 
Aeschylum: scholia in Persas, [scholia vetera ... Demetrii Triclinii], v. 657b): “ balén means 
“o king!” in the Thurian language, as Euphorion says.”

	 3.	 ball¾n barbarikîj Ð basileÝj lšgetai. EÙfor…wn dš fhsi Qour…wn eŜnai t¾n 
di£lekton. fhsˆn oân· ð ¢rca‹e basileà, ƒkoà (Scholia in Aeschylum: scholia in Persas, 
[scholia recentiora], v. 660): “The barbarians call their king ballén. And Euphorion says it is 
in the Thurian dialect. So he says, ‘O ancient king, arrive!’.”

	 3a.	 bal¾n ¢rca‹oj] bal¾n Ð basileÝj lšgetai. EÙfor…wn dš fhsi Qour…wn eŜnai 
t¾n di£lekton. fhsˆn oân, ð ¢rca‹e basileà, ƒkoà kaˆ paragenoà kaˆ ™lq� ™p’ ¥kron 
kÒrumbon, ½goun ™pˆ t¾n ¥kran ™xoc¾n kaˆ periwp¾n toà t£fou, ¢e…rwn kaˆ ™pa…- 
rwn kaˆ kinîn t¾n eÜmarin kaˆ tÕ ØpÒdhma toà podÕj, krokÒbapton kaˆ ™ruqrÕn kaˆ 
basilikÒn. œsti d� toàto per…frasij, pifaÚskwn kaˆ deiknÚwn kaˆ ¢nafa…nwn tÕn 
f£laron kaˆ tÕn lÒfon tÁj basilikÁj ti£raj kaˆ perikefala…aj. perifrastikîj 
dš tÕ basilikÕn stšmma fhs…. cod. A. bal¾n] basileÝj kat¦ Qour…wn glîssan, éj 
fhsin EÙfor…wn. cod. B (Scholia in Aeschylum: scholia in Persas, [scholia recentiora], v. 
657).

	 4.	 A„scÚloj d� Ñbr…kal£ fhsi toÝj leontide‹j kaˆ balÁna tÕn basilša ™n tù 
«bal¾n ¢rca‹oj bal»n». glèsshj d� toàto, ™x oá kaˆ Ôroj Balina‹on, Ó ™sti basi-
likÕn par¦ Plout£rcJ ™n tù Perˆ potamîn (Eustathius, Commentarii ad Homeri Ili-
adem, vol. 1, pag. 602): “Aeschylus calls lion’s cubs obrikala, and a king – balén in the 
phrase ‘king, ancient king’. This word comes from the [Phrygian] language, from which 
Mount Ballenaion, that is the king’s mountain, in Plutarch’s work “On Rivers” stems, too.”

	 4a.	 lšgei d� kaˆ A„scÚloj ™qnikèteron kaˆ oÙ kat¦ ’AttikoÝj, balÁna tÕn basilša 
™n tù, bal¾n ¢rca‹oj bal»n. Óqen kaˆ balhnna‹on Ôroj par¦ Plout£rcJ ™n tù perˆ 
potamîn ¢ntˆ toà basilikÒn. (Eustathius, Commentarii ad Homeri Iliadem, vol. 2, pag. 
189): “Aeschylus uses a foreign word and does not say in the Attic dialect. He calls balén 
‘king’ in the phrase ‘king, ancient king’. And Mount Ballenaion in Plutarch’s work “On Riv-
ers” means ‘royal mountain’ as well”. 

	 5.	 CO. „ë ball»n (Soph., Pastores / Poimšnej, fr. 515): “HERDSMEN’S CHORUS: 
O king!”

	 6.	 oƒ par¦ tù Sofokle‹ poimšnej “„ë ball»n” lšgontej “„ë basileà” lšgousi 
frugist… (Sextus Empiricus, Adversus mathematicos et gramaticos / PrÕj maqhmatikoÚj, 
I 313): “The herdsmen in Sophocles say ‘ió ballén’, which means ‘O king!’ in Phrygian”. 
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	 7.	 bal»n· basileÚj. Frugist… [Soph. fr. 472] (Hesychius, HAL, I β-154): “balén – 
king, in Phrygian”. 

	 8.	 T¦ e„j lhn l»gonta ÑxÚnetai ball»n oÛtwj Ð basileÚj, Tell»n, ’Wl»n, 
swl»n, kwl»n, stel»n. seshme…wtai tÕ “Ellhn barunÒmenon. T¦ e„j hn ¡pl© œcon-
ta dediplasiasmšnon sÚmfwnon ÑxÚnetai ™ss»n, Ñss»n, Tell»n, ball»n pl¾n toà 
“Ellhn kaˆ Ð ¼rwj kaˆ tÕ œqnoj. tÕ dš ¥rrhn ’Attikîj ¢pÕ toà ¥rshn gšgone (Herodi-
anus, De prosodia catholica 3.1, pag. 15): “The words ending in -lēn have oxytonic stress: 
ballén meaning ‘king’, Tellén, Ōlén, sōlén, kōlén, stelén. The word Héllēn is distinguished 
as barytonic. Simple words with -ēn, having a double consonant, are oxytonic: essén, ossén, 
Tellén, ballén, except the name Héllēn, denoting both a hero and a people. And the word 
árrēn, sounding Attic, stems from the form ársēn”. 

	 8a.	 Doqi»n. oÙd�n e„j hn lÁgon Ônoma ÑxunÒmenon kaqareÚei kat¦ crÁsin ̀Ell»nwn, 
¢ll’ ¢eˆ prÕ toà h sÚmfwnon œcei À sÚmfwna: oŒon swl»n, leic»n, khf»n, aÙc»n, 
Peir»n kaq’ `Hs…odon pat¾r ’Ioàj, A„z»n Tant£lou pa‹j. stel»n, seir»n, ball»n, 
oÛtwj Ð basileÚj, ™ss»n Ð o„kist»j, “MurmidÒnwn ™ssÁna” Kall…macoj, puqm»n, 
lim»n, ¢tm»n, kamas»n „cqàj tij lšgetai, ’Araf»n eŒj tîn ̃ katÕn ¹rèwn, ºlakat»n, 
kaˆ toàto Ônoma „cqÚoj khtèdouj, ¢ll¦ kaˆ tÕ kÚrion. dÁlon Óti shmeièdhj Ð doqi¾n 
par’ ’Attiko‹j legÒmenoj kaˆ m¾ œcwn prÕ toà h sÚmfwnon (Herodianus, De prosodia 
catholica 3.2, pag. 923): “Dothièn. No noun stressed oxytonically and ending in -ēn is in 
concord with the use of the name Héllēnes, but it always has a consonant or consonants 
before the vowel η; similarly, solén, leikhén, kephén, aukhén, Peirén – father Io according 
to Hesiod, Aizén – son of Tantalus; stelén, seirén, ballén meaning ‘king’, essén – ‘settler’ 
(Callimachus mentions a “Myrmidon settler”), pythmén, limén, atmén, kamasén – the name 
of some fish, Araphén – one of the hundred Heroes, elakatén – it is the name of a giant but at 
the same time important fish. Clearly, the word dothién, used in the Attic dialect and having 
no consonants before the vowel η, is worth attention”. 

Roberto Gusmani (1959: 853) has no doubts that the word ball»n ‘king’ is derived 
from Phrygian, because the Asian Minor provenance is fully confirmed by Pseudo-Plutarch 
(De fluviis 12, 3-4), pointing at the mountain Ballenaion in the Sagaris river basin. The 
Italian scholar (Gusmani 1959: 854) quotes several old etymologies of the Phrygian word 
βαλ(λ)ήv, however not accepting any of those proposed hitherto. 

W. P. Neroznak (1978: 139) hesitates whether the word under examination is Phrygian 
or Sicilian („Фригийское или сикульское слово?”). He only states that the word ball»n, 
which was assimilated into Greek no later than in the fifth century BC, has no credible ety-
mology. Furthermore, he points out that the form in the vocative case used by Aeschylus, 
identical to the nominative (ball»n ¢rca‹oj ball»n), can be essential for the reconstruc-
tion of the Phrygian vocative. 

The Phrygian ball»n [pronunciation: vallén] ‘king’ represents an Indo-European ar-
chetype *wald(h)ēn m. ‘king, ruler, ruling person,’ derived from the Indo-European root 
*wal- / wald(h)- ‘to rule, govern, manage’ (Pokorny 1959: 1111–1112; Rix 2001: 676–677), 

cf. Gothic valdan ‘to rule’, Old Icelandic valda, Old Church Slavic vlad, vlasti ‘rule’, Lithu-
anian véldu, veldBti ‘to possess, rule, take possession of, come into an inheritance, inherit’. 
The closest form is perhaps the Proto-Slavic *voldy-ka m. ‘ruler’, which represents some 
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innovative form compared to the older archetype *voldy (stemming from the Indo-European 
noun *waldhōn, which belongs to the nasal -ōn-/-en-stems). The Anatolian root *hwald- 
(= Indo-European *waldh-) is confirmed in the Lydian language: koaldde‹n : Ludoˆ tÕn 

basilša (Hesychios of Alexandria, 6th century AD) “koalddeĩn – the Lydians king [so call]” 
(Latte 1966: 495). The original nasal n-stem is acceptable in case of the Lydian name for 
a ‘king’ as well. 

The term cognate with the Phrygian name for a ‘king’ also appears in the Tocharian 
languages: Toch. A wäl (obl. lānt), Toch. B walo (obl. lānte) ‘king’ (< Common Tocharian 
*wälā-nt-). The foregoing names seem to represent the original participial forms derived by 
means of the suffix *-nt- from the Indo-European root *waldh- ‘to rule, govern, manage’ 
or Indo-European *wal- ‘to be strong’ (cf. Lat. valeo ‘be strong, powerful; have strength, 
advantage; dominate, surpass, prevail, win; be important’, whence secondarily ‘be healthy, 
be well’, and also ‘be able, capable, can’, val(i)dus adj. ‘powerful, strong, spry, healthy’).

Conclusions

The analysis of the Phrygian glosses quoted in Pseudo-Plutarch’s work De fluviis shows 
that the anonymous author succeeded in correctly conveying the meanings of the Phrygian 
proper names and appellatives. The Phrygian gloss nórikon ‘skin, skin bag’ (nèrikon d� oƒ 

FrÚgej tÍ sfîn dialšktJ tÕn ¢skÕn kaloàsin) is confirmed by the glosses of the later 
authors (Hesychios of Alexandria, Eustathius of Thessalonica), as well as by the onomastics 
and etymology. The next two glosses, ball»n ‘king’ and ballhna‹on ‘king’s mountain’, 
must be regarded as forming part of the Phrygian vernacular. The former word appears in 
the Greek literature from the classical period onwards (Aeschylus, Sophocles), its meaning 
being indisputable. The meaning of the other gloss is analogous and unquestionable. The 
etymology of the aforementioned Phrygian words was determined beyond all doubt (cf. IE. 
*waldh- ‘rule, govern, manage’, *wal- ‘be strong’). So, the three Phrygian glosses quoted in 
the work De fluviis are entirely correct. 
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