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Filip Vesdin and the comparison of Sanskrit with Iranian
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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Filip Vesdin, known by his monastic name Paulinus a Sancto Avestan; Sanskrit;
Bartholomaeo (1748-1806), was a Carmelite missionary sta- comparative linguistics;

tioned from 1776 to 1789 in Southwestern India. Vesdin missionaries; history of
authored an impressive opus of 32 books and smaller treatises ~ inguistics
on Brahmanic religion and customs, oriental manuscripts and

antiques collections, language comparison and missionary

history. This article focuses on the field of language compar-

ison, principally on Vesdin's book De antiquitate et affinitate

linguae Zendicae, Samscrdamicae, et Germanicae dissertatio

(= Dissertation on the Antiquity and the Affinity of the Zend,

Sanskrit, and Germanic Languages), published in Rome in 1798.

In this rather short treatise (56 pages), the most important part

consists of three word-lists where a large number of words

from Avestan, Sanskrit and Germanic languages are compared

in order to prove that these languages are related. The paper

presents Vesdin's three word-lists together with a description

and evaluation of his views on the relationships between these

languages in order to highlight his significance in the history of
comparative and historical linguistics. The paper also provides

new insights into the relationship of De antiquitate to Vesdin’s

later proto-linguistic treatise, De Latini sermonis origine (1802).

Abbreviations

Av.: Avestan; Guj.: Gujarati; lIr.: Indo-Iranian; Lat.: Latin; Malab.:
Malabaricum (Vesdin's term for Malayalam); Malay.: Malayalam;
MHG: Middle High Germa; NHG: New High German; NP: New
Persian; OAv.: Old Avestan; OFris.: Old Frisian; OHG: Old High
German; OSax.: Old Saxon; Pahl.: Pahlavi; PG: Proto Germanic;
PIE: Proto Indo-European; Skt.: Sanskrit; YAv.: Young Avestan

Introduction

Filip Vesdin (1748-1806), a Carmelite missionary of Croatian origin, was born
in Hof am Leithaberge (Cimof in Croatian) in Lower Austria in 1748.In 1768 he
was ordained in the order of Discalced Carmelites and took the monastic name

CONTACT Ivan Andrijanic¢ @ iandrij@ffzg.hr; Petra Matovi¢ petrasostaric2011@gmail.com
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Paulinus a Sancto Bartholomaeo, under which he published all of his works. In
the year 1776 he arrived in India where he spent 13 years, first as a vicar, then as
a rector of the Verapolitanean Seminar, apostolic visitor, and finally vicar
general on the Malabar Coast in the present-day Indian state of Kerala. After
returning to Rome in 1789 he taught oriental languages at the Missionary
Seminary of St. Pancratius. Later, he was appointed the head of the
Missionary Seminary of St. Pancratius and prefect of sciences in the Collegium
Urbanum de Propaganda Fide.'

In the period from 1789 until his passing in 1806, Vesdin authored 32 books
and shorter treatises on Brahmanic religion and customs, descriptions of orien-
tal manuscripts and antiques collections, language comparison, missionary
history, etc.> He published the first two European grammars of Sanskrit (in
1790 and 1804) in Latin, with Sanskrit words printed in South-Indian grantha
script.”

The field of language comparison is represented with two books. The first one,
the subject of this paper, is De antiquitate et affinitate linguae Zendicae,
Samscrdamicae, et Germanicae dissertatio (= Dissertation on the Antiquity and
the Affinity of the Zend, Sanskrit, and German Language), published in Rome in
1798.* The second one is De Latini sermonis origine et cum orientalibus linguis
connexione Dissertatio (=Dissertation on the Origin of the Latin Language and its
Relation to Oriental Languages) published in Rome in 1802, wherein the history
of the Latin and its connection to the ‘Oriental’ languages is discussed.” In both
books a large number of words are compared in order to prove that the languages
in question are related. In this respect Vesdin was the first scholar who published
such a large-scale word comparison of genetically related languages.®

"More details on Vesdin’s life are provided in Wetzl (1936), Slamnig (1991), Matisi¢ (2007) and Jauk-Pinhak (1984).

%For a complete bibliography of published works with brief summaries see Slamnig (1991: 19-23); for
unpublished works see ibid. pp. 23-28. See also Ambrosius A.S. Teresia (1941) Bio-Bibliographica Missionaria
Ordinis Carmelitarum Discalceatorum, Rome: Curia Generalitia; Ambrosius A.S. Teresia (1944) Nomenclator
Missionariorum Ordinis Carmelitarum Discalceatorum, Rome: Curia Generalitia. (Vesdin on pp. 285-291); Streit,
Robert (1931) Bibliotheca Missionum Vol. 6, (Vesdin on pp. 187-191). (Rocher 1961: 324; 1977: ix).

3Vesdin was first to publish a Sanskrit grammar, although manuscript grammars had already existed. The first
European to write a Sanskrit grammar was Heinrich Roth (1620-1668). His grammar was published as a manuscript
facsimile in 1988 (Camps & Muller 1988). Other authors of early unpublished Sanskrit grammars were Jean-Francois
Pons (1688-1752) and Johann Ernst Hanxlenden (1681-1732), whose grammar was published in 2013 (Van Hal &
Vielle 2013). For Sanskrit grammars written by missionaries in general see Milewska (2003).

“Rocher (1961: 325) points out that, although 1798 is the date given on the frontispiece, the dedication to
Cardinal Stephanus Borgia is dated 5 June 1799. He also notes that Vesdin himself in his other works refers to
this treatise as being from 1799.

°For a description De Latini sermonis origine see Rocher (1961: 339-350). For a linguistic evaluation of Vesdin’s
word-list in the same work see Andrijani¢ (2017).

®Vesdin was not the first one to compare words from different languages considered to be related. In 1776, Jesuit
missionary Gaston-Laurent Coeurdoux remarked on Sanskrit’s similarity to Latin and Greek. He sent his observations to
Paris, where his materials found their way to Anquetil-Duperron, who apparently failed to recognize the importance of
Ceeurdoux’s findings. His work was finally published in 1808 (Mémoires de I'’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres,
XLIX 1784-1793, pp. 647-697), nine years after the release of Vesdin's De Antiquitate. For Coeurdoux's discussion see
Godfrey (1967: 57-59), Mayrhofer (1983). For the relationship of Coeurdoux and Vesdin see Van Hal 2005 [2004]:
330-332, who hypothesizes that Vesdin was indirectly exposed to some of Coeurdoux’s ideas through Anquetil-
Duperron.
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The aim of this paper is to present Vesdin’s treatise De antiquitate with
a special focus on the three word-lists where he compared Iranian, Sanskrit
and Germanic words in order to prove the linguistic affinity of these
languages. These lists are very important for Vesdin and it is significant
to analyze them in order to evaluate Vesdin’s contribution to the field of
language comparison and to determine what is his place in the history of
comparative and historical linguistics. Vesdin’s methodology is derived
from an epistemological background that appears to be quite different
from modern linguistic setup, and it is not appropriate to judge his
achievements by contemporary standards. However, Vesdin’s compari-
sons, based on phonetic and semantic correspondences, appear to be
quite successful, as will be shown later.”

Vesdin belongs to a group of 18™ century scholars who explored and
developed the ideas of their predecessors, but who did not yet employ an
entirely modern scientific methodology and were not completely free of
religious or other misconceptions. The idea of a common linguistic origin
was not uncommon among European thinkers of that time, but few agreed
which languages have the same linguistic ancestor, and what is the parent
language. Hebrew was often suggested as the predecessor of all languages,
but occasionally, that position would be assigned to the mother tongue of
the particular scholar (Van Driem 2001: 1039). Among the first to observe
certain similarities between Greek, Latin and the Germanic languages were
15th and 16th century scholars like Roelof Huisman, Johannes Turmair
Aventinus, Adriaen de Jonghe and Zigmund z Jeleni (Van Driem 2001:
1042). The Age of Discovery brought new languages into consideration:
Francis Xavier remarked on the similarities between Sanskrit and
European languages in a letter of 1544, Thomas Stephens in a letter of
1583 (Swiggers 2017: 159) and Filippo Sassetti in 1585 (Kapovi¢ 2017: 3).
Their contemporary Franciscus Raphelengius (Frans van Ravelingen) put
forth the idea that Persian was close to the Germanic languages; this was
corroborated by Bonaventura Vulcanius de Smet and Johann Elichman
(Van Driem 2001: 1042-1043). Although it is William Jones who is
commonly credited with establishing the discipline of Indo-European
linguistics, it was Marcus Zuerius van Boxhorn (Van Driem 2001: 1039,
1047; Kapovi¢ 2017: 2-3)®, following the footsteps of the famous Hellenist
Claude de Saumaise, who proposed the Scythic as a common ancestor of
Greek, Latin, Germanic, Celtic and the Slavic (Swiggers 2017: 153). Van
Boxhorn’s theory was adopted by Andreas Jager, William Wotton and

’For a general overview of Vesdin's principles of language comparison see Van Hal (2005[2004]).

8Van Driem offers an assessment of van Boxhorn’s achievements and Jones’ favourable position which helped
him promulgate his theories together with ‘a Sanskrit bias’ (Van Driem 2001: 1039-1051, Jones is especially
discussed on p. 1049).
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James Burnett, who had a decisive influence on William Jones, according
to Van Driem (2001: 1048-1049).

Vesdin’s treatise De antiquitate can be considered as a contribution to
the line of pre-modern research started by Raphelengius. Throughout his
treatise Vesdin referred to both his predecessors and his contemporaries -
sometimes admiring their achievements, sometimes viciously deriding
their ideas.

Outline of the treatise

Vesdin’s treatise De antiquitate et affinitate linguae Zendicae,
Samscrdamicae, et Germanicae dissertatio, dedicated to Cardinal Stefano
Borgia (dedication on pp. III-VI), comprises four chapters.’

I. A short description of Persia (VII-XI)

The first part of the treatise is a geographical description of Persia, its
boundaries, provinces and major cities. Vesdin’s main source was Voyage
de l'Inde a la Mekke by Abdoul-Kérym, translated into French by
L. Langles, and published in Paris in 1797. Vesdin also mentions other
contemporary sources like Bernhard von Jenisch (1734-1807) and ancient
writers like Clement of Alexandria, Cyril of Alexandria, Joseph Flavius,
Diogenes Laertius, Origen, Ptolemy, Strabo, Dionysius Periegetes,
Plutarch, Eusebius, Justin and Pliny the Elder. He considered Greek and
Roman authors important and trustworthy sources on Indian and Persian
history, geography and religion. First he describes the territory between
India and Persia and the two ways leading out of India (one into Persia via
the Khorasan province and the other to the Afghans, into Tataria). In the
final paragraph, he states that the first one ‘is the way the closeness of
Sanskrit (Samscrdamica as Vesdin calls it) and Avestan (Zendica as Vesdin
calls it),'” which existed already in the times of Herodotus, as will be
eloquently shown later, came about’! (X-XI). Khorasan consists of the

°An overview of the treatise can be found in Rocher (1961). We cover the fourth part of the treatise in more
detail here than Rocher did, while part three is treated more succinctly. Rocher relies on more direct quotes
from Vesdin, thereby offering an insight into Vesdin’s style. On the other hand, Rocher admits he had to skip
some ‘minor points ... such as Anquetil’s remarks on the correspondences in Zend and Georgian’ which are
mentioned in this outline (Rocher 1961: 331). Furthermore, Rocher is less interested in naming the Greek and
Roman authors Vesdin heavily relies upon, and the contemporaries and near-contemporaries Vesdin dis-
cusses. Although it was not possible to include every reference made by Vesdin, we believe that this summary
of his treatise helps show the breadth of his learning. Therefore this outline can be seen as complementary to
Rocher's.

"Oyesdin calls the Avestan language ‘Zend’ following Anquetil-Duperron. This name is a misnomer that became
widespread in the 19th century Iranistics (at the time, the Avestan language was often termed ‘Zend’); the
word actually comes from Pahlavi zand, and originally refers to the literature written in Middle Persian that
translates and explicates the Avestan sacred corpus.

"Hac igitur via, quam descripsimus, Zendicae et Samscrdamicae linguae affinitas nata est, quam Herodoti aevo
jam exstitisse infra luculenter demonstrabimus (pp. X-XI). Translation by the authors.
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ancient provinces Parthia, Aria, Margiana and Bactria. According to
Vesdin, language development was brought about in this very area which
used to be culturally progressive, prosperous and densely populated.
Vesdin stresses the close relationship between Indian philosophers and
Persian Magi. Ancient Persian books were therefore written in Zend
(Avestan), a ‘daughter’ of Sanskrit. Vesdin refutes Langlés’ claim that
ZaraBustra (Vesdin calls him Zoroaster) was Assyrian (p. X). In Vesdin’s
opinion, he can only be Persian, as proven by amply cited ancient sources.

Il. An examination of Avestan and Sanskrit (XI-XIX)

In the second part of the treatise, Vesdin looks more closely into the
presumed affinity between Avestan and Sanskrit. He remarks that studying
language relationships helps to discover peoples’ origins, but advocates
a careful approach, mentioning some useful and authoritative sources on
the one hand (Scaliger, Casaubon, de Saumaise etc.) and ‘insane opinions’
on the other (p. XI)."* In his view, there can be no doubt that Avestan and
Sanskrit are related, and this idea is repeated throughout the treatise. He
makes a mention of Sylvester de Sacy’s study of Persian inscriptions, an
important source of linguistic information in this regard."> Vesdin then
examines the opinions of Anquetil-Duperron with great scepticism.
Anquetil-Duperron had stated that the use of Avestan reached the
Persian provinces at the Caspian Sea and that the Georgian language
resembled Avestan, especially in the nominal inflection. A comparison of
the paradigms for the word ‘king’ in Georgian (mepe) and Sanskrit (rajan)
follows."* Vesdin sees no similarities in this paradigm, but concedes that
there are some in the genitive and dative case of other nouns, but they are
only to be expected because Georgia used to be a Persian province.
Historical remarks are corroborated by Herodotus’ and Plato’s authority.
Vesdin furthermore claims that Avestan and Pahlavi became obsolete in
Persia a long time ago, and both exist only in the books commonly
attributed to ZaraBustra. For Vesdin, this is a proof that ZaraBustra was
of Persian origin, although he is not the author of Zoroastrian books.
Vesdin advocates a misconception that Zoroastrian books show
a mixture of Avestan and Sanskrit language, and a confounding of the
Magi’s and the Brahmans’ learning. He corroborates his claim that

2yesdin was very often extremely aggressive towards his predecessors and contemporaries. Such an attitude
provoked sharp, sometimes unjust criticism. For the reception of Vesdin’s works see Rocher (1977: xii-xvi). Van
Hal (2004-2005: 332) suggests that Vesdin's attitude may have been responsible for poor reception of his
work.

yVesdin makes a reference to Sylvester de Sacy, Mémoires sur diverses antiquités de la Perse, et sur les médailles
des rois de la dynastie des Sassdnydes. Paris 1793.

Vesdin’s forms are meppe and ragia or radja.
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ZaraBustra was of Bactrian origin by citing the historians Ammianus
Marcellinus and Agathias.

Thereon Vesdin proceeds to attack Anquetil-Duperron’s opinion that
writing Avestan from right to left was an ancient custom in Persia. Vesdin
claims this is due to Arab influence and moves on to William Jones, who
argued that in the ancient times there were two mother tongues in Persia:
Chaldean and Sanskrit."> According to Jones, the former is the mother
language of Pahlavi; the latter is the mother language of Avestan, Persian
(Farsi) and various Indian dialects. Vesdin agrees with Jones, whose
opinion was corroborated by Kleuker,'® and refutes Anquetil-Duperron’s
claim that Avestan is the mother language of Pahlavi and Persian.
Anquetil-Duperron was here closer to truth than Jones and Kleuker,
because we know now that Chaldean is a Semitic Neo-Aramaic language
that is not genetically related to Iranian languages. Avestan is a north-
eastern Iranian language, while Old-Persian from which Pahlavi developed
belongs to a south-western group of Iranian languages; all these languages
are genetically related in sense that they all trace their common ancestor,
the Proto-Iranian language. Still, Vesdin is not entirely in agreement with
Jones and Kleuker. He puts forward the misconception that Pahlavi came
about by mixing Avestan and Chaldean, the language of the Persians’
western neighbours. Although Pahlavi follows neither Avestan nor
Chaldean in verbal and nominal inflection, it is closer to the latter lan-
guage, ‘as will be obvious to anyone who diligently examines the book
Bun-
dehesch™’ (p- XV). On the other hand, Vesdin continues, Avestan is rich in
words and vowel signs, as Sanskrit is. Avestan shares the verbal endings
with Sanskrit, but the declensions do not conform (XV-XVI).'® Chapter
Two ends with a short description of Sanskrit, which in Vesdin’s opinion
has more in common with Greek than with Latin, and a list of Sanskrit
dialects.

lll. The relationship between Avestan and Sanskrit (XX-XXXVI)

A list of 194 Avestan and Pahlavi words with their supposed Sanskrit and
Malayalam (Lingua Malabarica as Vesdin calls it) cognates together with their

3Asiatick Researches II, The Sixth Discourse on the Persians, pp. 35-53. Jones discusses the languages of Iran on
pp. 39-43.

%Kleuker, Johann Friedrich (1795) Abhandlungen (iber die Geschichte und Alterthiimer, die Kiinste, Wissenschaften
und Literatur Asiens, Band Il, Riga: Hartknopf. pp.100-112.

YBundahisn or Zand-agahih is a Middle Persian Pahlavi text that deals with cosmogony and cosmography of
the Zoroastrian scriptures. The treatise was composed at the time of the Arab contest, and was expanded
through a number of different redactions between that time and the 12 ¢. (Boyce 1968: 40).

'"8Avestan declensions are actually remarkably close to Sanskrit declensions. Vesdin did not recognize this
because he relied mostly on Duperron’s book Zend-Avesta as a source of knowledge of Avestan and Pahlavi.
Duperron’s transliteration distorted Avestan forms heavily and made them hard to recognize.
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Latin translation is presented on pp. XX-XXXI, followed by a list of 18 pairs of
words related to Zoroastrian liturgy. Vesdin states that the affinity between
Avestan and Sanskrit is obvious and concludes that Indian philosophy and
religion also made their way to the Persians, Egyptians and Tatars or Scyths (p.
XXXIII). He corroborates his claims by once again citing various Greek and
Roman authors: Lucian, Pausanias, Clement of Alexandria, Photius, Diogenes
Laertius, Lactantius, Ammianus Marcellinus, Cicero and others, as well as
William Jones, accepting his opinion on the origins of Zoroastrianism. It is
difficult to reach a conclusion on the origin of languages without any material
or written proof, says Vesdin, but he thinks it would be the safest to assume
that Sanskrit was a contemporary language of Hebrew and Chaldean, and
a common language in Persia. Afterwards, Sanskrit and Avestan ceased to be
spoken and were preserved in books. According to Vesdin, Sanskrit is full of
Germanic, Slavic, Latin and Greek words denoting basic concepts and there-
fore unlikely to be loanwords. These words must have entered Sanskrit during
the cohabitation in the field of Shinar (Hebrew Bible’s term for Mesopotamia):
an assumption that seems to be corroborated by Diodorus Siculus and Pliny
the Elder. Still, the number of these words is not large enough to make the
claim that all of these languages descended from Sanskrit.

IV. Avestan and Sanskrit words culled from ancient writers (XXXVII-LVI)

The fourth part provides the reader with a list of 40 Avestan and Sanskrit
words culled from ancient writers (Herodotus, Hesychius, Aeschylus,
Ctesias, Strabo, Polybius, Ptolemy, Plutarch, Menander, Aristophanes,
Xenophon and others), p. XXXVIL" These words are meant to prove
the proximity of speakers of Sanskrit and Avestan in ancient times. The list
is followed by a discussion on the relationship between the two languages.
Vesdin once more comes to the conclusion that in ancient times Sanskrit
was spoken in Media (north-western Iran) and Persia, and that Avestan
developed from Sanskrit. This explains the extent of Indian and Sanskrit
influence on the Zoroastrian books. ZaraBustra might not be their author,
but he must have been Persian or Medo-Persian or Bactrian, as Eusebius,
Clement of Alexandria, Pliny and Ammianus Marcellinus all claim. Vesdin
more than once refutes the hypothesis put forward by William Jones,
namely that the books of ZaraBustra are not authentic, but recent forgeries
that came about as a result of the corruption of the Sanskrit language by
the Parsis.*

°A similar list was produced by William Burton in his Graecae Linguae Historia, 2 parts, London, 1657, which
included Veteris Linguae Persicae Asipava.

This idea was put forward by Jones in his lecture On the Persians, delivered on February the 10" 1789 and
published in Volume Il of the Asiatick Researches (p. 41). Vesdin also mentions Richardson and Meiners as
proponents of this theory, and the more sober judgement of Kleuker and Tychsen.
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A list of 60 supposed Sanskrit and Germanic cognates with meanings
given in Latin starts on page LIIIL.

Vesdin believes that his treatise proves that Avestan is a Sanskrit dialect.
Germanic is related to Avestan - as demonstrated by Pfeiferius (August
Pfeiffer, 1640-1698), Valtonius (Bryan Walton, 1600-1661), Burtonius
(William Burton, 1609-1657), and Boxhornius (Marcus Zuerius van
Boxhorn, 1612-1653). The following explanation is given by some scho-
lars: the Parthian and Germanic peoples are descendants of the Scyths and
they ruled over Persia for a long time. Persian words entered their voca-
bulary and were taken to the shores of the Danube and the Baltic Sea (here
Vesdin makes a reference to Christianus Ludovicus Schedius’ preface to
Eccard’s De origine Germanorum). On the other hand, Herodotus wrote
that the Germans are a Persian tribe.” Whatever the case, there is an
affinity between Germanic and Old Persian language, as well as with
Sanskrit. Those who, like Olaus (Olof) Rudbeckius and Carolus (Carl)
Lundius, believe that Germans come from Sweden or who, like Georg
Stiernhielm (1598-1672), Buffonius (Georges-Louis Leclerc, count de
Buffon, 1707-1788),>> and Carlo Gastone Della Torre di Rezzonico
(1742-1796), believe that almost all humankind originated in the North,
are, in Vesdin’s opinion, ridiculous. His final proof is the Indian king
Mannu, who must be the Mannus mentioned in the second chapter of
Tacitus’ Germania. Mannus is Noah, the founder of the Indian empire and
also the father of Indians, Persians, and Germans who are all of Eastern
descent, while the origins of the German language lie in the East.

General remarks on the word-lists

Vesdin’s first word-list (pp. XX-XXXI) contains a column with 192
Sanskrit and three Malayalam words? compared to Avestan words (some-
times with its Pahlavi pair) in the second column. The third column lists
a Latin translation of Sanskrit and Avestan ‘cognates’ from the first two
columns.

It is important to note that in the third column with the Latin transla-
tion of Sanskrit/Avestan pairs, 33 Latin words are printed in italics. It
appears that these italicized words are not just translations, but words that
Vesdin regarded as related to their Sanskrit and Avestan pairs; the words
regularly correspond phonetically and semantically. Almost all of these

2'Herodotus actually mentions the Germanians (Feppdviot), a Persian tribe (Her. 1. 125). The earliest reports on
Germanic peoples would not be written until the first century BC by the Romans (Fortson 2010: 338).

22Reported more precisely by Eddy, Buffon in fact believed that the first civilisation developed ‘six thousand
years ago ... in northwestern Asia between the fortieth and fifty-fifth degrees of latitude’, but was subse-
quently annihilated by ‘barbarian hordes from the North’ (Eddy 1994: 658).

Zyesdin (1790: 17, 22) considered the Dravidian languages Malaya am and Tamil to be derived from Sanskrit,
and on p. 22, ft.15 he even considers them to be dialects of Sanskrit.
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italicized Latin words together with the same Sanskrit pair are included in
his later treatise De Latini sermonis, where he compared Sanskrit and
Latin. Therefore, the list in De antiquitate most probably served as basis
for the list in De Latini sermonis.”*

The second list (pp. XXXI-XXXIII) contains 18 entries concerning
Zoroastrian liturgical vocabulary. The third list (pp. LIII-LV) has 60
entries with supposed Sanskrit and Germanic cognates and a Latin transla-
tion. All lists with notes are presented in the Appendix to this paper.

Vesdin states on p. XXXIII that the source for Sanskrit words are the
Sanskrit glossary Amarakosa,”> Hanxleden’s ‘dictionary’ (actually two dic-
tionaries: a Sanskritized Malayalam-Portuguese dictionary*® and
a Portugese-Malayalam dictionary expanded by Bernard Bischopinck and
Antonio Pimentel®”), Sanskrit grammar”® and Puranas. On the other side,
almost all Avestan words are taken from one source, Anquetil-Duperron’s
Zend-Avesta (= ZA)*° 1, pp- 433-475 (Vocabulaire Zend Pelhvi et
Frangois). All Avestan words on Anquetil-Duperron’s list came from an
ancient Avestan-Pahlavi glossary Frahang i oim. Germanic words in the
third list are taken from Johann Schilter’s Thesauro antiquitatum
Teutonicarum (Ulm, 1728), and to a lesser extent from Bessel’s
Chronicon Gotwicense, Tomus I (Tegernsee, 1732).

The most serious issue with Anquetil-Duperron’s word-list is unsystematic
transliteration of Avestan characters, which makes many words difficult to
recognize.”® For instance, four distinct characters in Avestan script (transliter-
ated in Hoffmann’s scheme as g, 2, ¢, i) are written by Anquetil-Duperron as e.
Reichelt (1901) provides, besides his edition of the Frahang i oim (1900)*', an

Z4With the exception of Lat. fémina compared with Skt. vama; statim compared to atha; gera compared to ajara,
vivens compared to jiva; ira compared to Skt. irsya; dixit to vaksyati. It should be noted that except vivens and
jiva, all other pairs are not related and Vesdin was right in excluding them from the list in De Latini sermonis.

2Vesdin (1790: 13) mentions that he has three manuscripts in his possession, one South Indian written on
palm-leaf, one that Vesdin copied from an old codex and one copied from an Indian original by
J. E. Hanxleden.

ZAccording to Van Hal and Vielle (2013: 7), this is the dictionary that was referred to as ‘Hanxleden’s dictionary’
in Vesdin’s writing.

2"Bernard Bischopinck, S.J. (1642-c.1754), Hanxleden’s disciple, added Latin translations (Van Hal & Vielle 2010:
7). Antonio Pimentel, S.J. (?-1752) was an archbishop of Cranganore (Kodungallur in Kerala, India). He
completed Hanxleden’s Malaya am-Portuguese dictionary, finished by Hanxleden up to the letter t, and
named the work Vocabulario de lingua Malavar (Rocher 1977: 212).

ZMost probably Hanxleden’s grammar. For the transmission of this grammar see Van Hal and Vielle (2013:
13-15). Hanxleden’s grammar was discovered by Toon Van Hal in the Carmelite monastery in Montecompatri,
Lazio, in Italy (Van Hal 2010).

At the end of the paper one can find a list of all abbreviations.

3Destur Hoshaug Jamasp (Jamaspji & Haug 1867: I) gives the following remarks about Anquetil-Duperron’s
edition and translation: ‘... the meaning and translation in Pahlavi and French are so incorrect, that, for all
practical purposes, they are useless, and the inaccuracies are such that it appears to me that the learned
Frenchman either misunderstood the meanings, or his teacher, Destur Darab of Surat, was unable to explain
to him the contents correctly.’

3'The first modern edition of the text was published in 1867 by H. Jamaspji and M. Haug together with
translation and index. After that, the text was edited by Hans Reichelt (1900), G. Klingenschmitt (1968) and
finally by Raham Ashah (2009). For the purpose of identifying Avestan words in Vesdin's treatise we found
Reichelt’s index to his edition (Reichelt 1901) the most valuable, and hence his edition is used in this paper.
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index of all Avestan words in Frahang i oim in Bartholomae’s transliteration that
makes it easier to identify the word. Vesdin was also careless at times with
copying Anquetil-Duperron’s words. For instance, Anquetil-Duperron’s (p.
442)  khschethr6  Vesdin copied as khscetro  (Reichelt 1901:137
x$a9ro6 = ksatriya ‘warrior’). Vesdin also ignored many of Anquetil-
Duperron’s diacritics, which are sometimes helpful. For instance, Vesdin’s (p.
XXIII) vakhsch represents Anquetil-Duperron’s viksch. In ZA d stands for Av. a
and is thus closer to Reichelt’s vaxs ‘voice, speech’ (p. 169). On the other hand,
the identification of Vesdin’s Sanskrit entries is occasionally challenging. The
reason for this lies in Vesdin’s unsystematic transliteration. Rocher (1977:xxiv)
defends Vesdin’s transliteration asserting that if one has in mind South Indian
pronunciation and an Italian style of reading it is easy to reconstruct the Sanskrit
original. Despite that, some rather serious inconsistencies should be noted.
Vesdin did not indicate vowel length, the TAST?* -5- is sometimes represented
as -sh- (shrudi = Sruti ‘hearing, revelation™’), and sometimes as -sch-
(schedé = sete ‘lies down’). IAST -s- is sometimes represented as -s- (nasti = nasti
‘loss’), sometimes as -sh- (vakshyadi = vaksyati ‘will speak’), sometimes as -sch-
(krschi = krsi ‘ploughing’) and even -sz- (amisza = amisa ‘meat’). IAST -y- is
sometimes written as -j- (martja = martya ‘mortal’), sometimes as -y-
(yuiyam = yiyam). Aspiration is sometimes indicated, sometimes not, while
voiceless aspirate (visarga) -h- is never represented. Vocalic liquid -r- is also
a source of confusion as it can be rendered as -ra-, -er-, -e-, or -r-
(pratschadi = prcchati “asks’; herda = hrd- ‘heart’; geha = grha ‘house’).

The first word list: Sanskrit and Avestan ‘cognates’

In the table we present IAST transliterations with Vesdin’s forms in
square brackets together with an etymological note taken from
Mayrhofer’s Etymologisches Worterbuch des Altindischen (= EWA) and
other dictionaries. In the second column we cite Vesdin’s Avestan word
and in the third column Reichelt’s rendering of the same Avestan word
in his edition of Frahang i oim (Reichelt 1900, 1901). We use an
asterisk to mark 107 comparisons successful in the view of modern
scholarship.

(a) Some of the cognate pairs bear clear phonetic and semantic resem-
blance and were easily identified by Vesdin (i.e. Skt. putra = Av. pudra;
Skt. paficadasa = Av. pancadasa ‘fifteen’ etc.). Also, Vesdin was able to
correctly compare words for kinship terms - e.g. Skt. matr (madr) with
Av. mata (maté) ‘mother’. Some words, such as Skt. angustha ‘thumb’,

32Acronym for International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration, the standard for transliteration of Indic scripts
into Roman characters without the loss of any phonetic information.
*Voiced dentals come from South Indian pronunciation.



LANGUAGE & HISTORY e 205

correctly identified by Vesdin as corresponding to the Pazand>* word
transliterated as arazan ‘thumb’, do not carry any phonetic resem-
blance. Vesdin here made a correct connection by relying on the Pahl.
word angust, which also means ‘thumb’. For Skt. stena ‘thief and Av.
taiio ‘thief’, which are correctly associated, Vesdin supposedly relied on
semantic correspondence as well. Mostly because of the mobile -s, their
attested forms appear quite different, while the meaning remained the
same.

(b) On the other hand, 82 pairs can be rejected as not being cognates,
while five acceptable identifications appear twice. Phonetic and
semantic correspondences, on which Vesdin mostly relied, some-
times led him astray. Some of these errors are due to Anquetil-
Duperron’s mistranslations. For instance Anquetil-Duperron mis-
translated Av. ahmai (D. sg. of the demonstrative pronoun) as
‘grand’, leading Vesdin to compare the word with the Skt. phrase
ayam maha ‘this one is big’.>> Av. tarasca ‘across’ was mistranslated
by Anquetil-Duperron as ‘il craint’ (‘he fears’), which misled Vesdin
to compare the word with Skt. dara ‘fear’. The real cognate of
taras¢a is Skt. tirasc->° bearing both semantic and phonetic resem-
blance. Other notable instances of unacceptable identification that
can be explained by overreliance on semantic correspondence are
for instance the wrong identification of Av. xratus ‘wisdom, intellect’
with Skt. dhrti ‘holding, resolution, will’. It is striking that Skt.
cognate kratu did not cross Vesdin’s mind here. In three instances
Vesdin wrongly associated the Malayalam words of Dravidian origin
with Avestan: Malay. ni, ™7 ‘you’ with Av. n3>" ‘we’; Malay. o190
palaya ‘old’ with Av. bada ‘always™®; Malay. @od»o akarit ‘sin’ with
Av. aya ‘badness, wickedness’.

The second list: Vocabula Liturgica

This list, containing 18 entries related mostly to Zoroastrian ritual, was
quite difficult to analyse. The identification of Sanskrit words presented the
greatest challenge. On the other hand, it was fairly easy to identify Iranian
words which Vesdin took from Anquetil-Duperron’s ZA II, pp. 529f
(Usages Civils et Religieux des Parses). Anquetil-Duperron’s Iranian
words are, upon closer inspection, in fact Avestan, Pahlavi and New Indo-
Aryan loanwords from Sanskrit accepted by the Parsi community in India.

34pazand is a writing system based on the Avestan alphabet used for writing Pahlavi, especially for commen-
taries (Zand) of the Avestan sacred corpus.

*Interestingly enough, Skt. ayam (N. sg.) is actually related to Av. ahmai (D. sg.); maha 'big’ is unrelated.

*The weak base of tiryaric- ‘transverse, horizontal'.

30Av. acc./dat./gen. pl. of the pers. pron.

38Anquetil-Duperron mistranslated bada (adv.) ‘always’ as ‘vieux’ (‘old’).
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In this list Vesdin was less successful in identifying cognates; only four
pairs can be accepted as related. This is, however, not unexpected because
the words mostly come from Zoroastrian ritual, which does not have many
correspondences in the Hindu ritual with which Vesdin was familiar.

An example of Vesdin’s adherence to semantic correspondence is Pahl.
aiwayahan (Av. aifiidyhana) ‘sacred girdle, cord™” that Vesdin compared
to Skt. wudvahani, ‘cord, rope’. These words are unrelated because
aifiidyhana is derived from the Av. root yah- ‘to wrap around, to girdle’,
while udvahani is derived from the causative of the verb ud\vah ‘to lead, to
carry’. Many incorrectly paired words in Vesdin’s Vocabula liturgica are
quite different both in sound and meaning; e.g. Skt. pataccara (padatschar
in Vesdin) ‘woven cloth, veil’ is mistakenly compared to Pahl. padan
‘sacred veil*® (Av. paiti.dana = Skt. prati-dhana ‘placed in front [of the
mouth]’). Also Skt. svadhyaya “Vedic recitation’, prarthana ‘wish, petition’,
namaskara ‘adoration, homage’ are all compared to Pahl. nirang(din),
a name of Zoroastrian ceremony of consecrating the sacred bull’s urine

(gomez)."!
There are only four acceptable identifications in this list: Skt.
anguliya = Pahl. angustarig ‘a finger-ring’; Skt. kartari ‘scissors,

a knife’ = Av. karata ‘knife’; Mitra = Mithra. It is worth noting a New
Indo-Aryan Gujarati loanword tal ‘cymbal’ from Skt. tala ‘cymbal” adopted
by Parsis from Gujarat.

In the end it may be said that Vesdin might have been more successful
in comparing Indian and Iranian ritual language cognates if he had had
access to the oldest strata of Indian Vedic and Iranian Avestan liturgical
vocabulary that indeed share significant and strikingly well preserved
forms that go back to Indo-Iranian prehistory. We know that Vesdin did
not have access to Vedas, and he did not even know that Vedas are texts;
he believed that Vedam is a religious law (lex) embedded in Hindu
religious books.**

The third list: Sanskrit and Germanic cognates

Vesdin’s third list comprises 59 pairs of Sanskrit and Germanic words
that Vesdin considered to be related. Vesdin’s Germanic words are
a mixture of different strata of historical development of Germanic
vocabulary. Vesdin’s care to provide the oldest variant of the word is
notable. Again Vesdin was successful in comparing words for kinship

39Aiwayahan is a sacred girdle wrapped around the waist by Zoroastrians; it can also designate a date-palm leaf
strip which is used to tie wires out of which the barsom twig is made. See Kanga (1984) and Choksy and
Kotwal (2014).

“CRitually employed to prevent the breath from polluting the sacred fire (Modi 1922: 116).

*1See Modi (1922: 97f, 255f).

*2Vesdin (1790: 9, 75).
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terms such as Skt. mdtr = OFris. moder; Skt. pitr = MHG fater;
bhratr = MHG brouder; sinu = NHG Sohn/OSax. sunu. It is interesting
to note the identification of Skt. sasita ‘punished” with OHG chestigon ‘to
chastise, punish’, which is in fact a loanword in OHG from Lat. castiga-
tion, which is in turn related to $asita through the PIE root “Kes- ‘to cut’.
An interesting acceptable identification is Skt. majjan ‘marrow’ with
NHG Mark (< PIE *mosgh-). The two resemble each other semantically,
but are arguably quite different in form. Mistaken comparisons are
usually words that appear similar. Skt. lipsd ‘longing’ and NHG Liebe
‘love’ (the Skt. word comes from PIE *leip- ‘to smear, stick’, and German
word from *leub™ ‘to care for, love’). For Skt. and German compounds
dvaravartin and torwartel ‘chamberlain’ Vesdin was right for the first
member dvara- and tor- (both stem from the PIE *dhger), while -vartin
stems from PIE *uert- ‘to turn’ and -wart from *uer- ‘to observe’. Many
mistaken identifications are admittedly close in both sound and meaning,
such as Skt. gamana ‘moving’ and OHG/MHG gan (> gehen) ‘going’
which are not cognates. Skt. pur “fortress, castle’ is quite similar to OHG
burg ‘castle’ (from Lat. burgos < Gr. mbpyog), but initial -p- (PIE *plh;-)
would give -f- [¢] in Germanic according to Grimm’s law. Another
typical misconception is comparison of Skt. ananda ‘bliss (Nnand ‘to
rejoice’) to unende, unendlich ‘unending’ (in fact related to Skt. anta
‘border, end’ [EWA I, p. 75]).

Vesdin’s linguistic views

Aware of Jones’ famous Third Anniversary Discourse delivered to The
Asiatic Society in 1786 and published in Asiatick Researches in 1788,
Vesdin (1798: XVIII, ft. 15) criticized Jones for not substantiating his
claims that Greek, Latin, Sanskrit, Gothic, Celtic and Old Persian have
sprung from some common source.** This was the most probable reason
why Vesdin composed De antiquitate and four years later De Latini
sermonis, where exhaustive lists of ‘cognate’ words serve to prove that
Sanskrit, Avestan and Germanic (De antiquitate) and Sanskrit, Greek and
Latin (De Latini sermonis) are related. In De Latini sermonis Vesdin
claimed that ancient Latins and Indians were people of the same
stock® who spoke some kind of primordial, rudimentary Sanskrit.*®

“3Vesdin (1790: 16) cites a part of Jones’ famous speech.
44 nulla suae assertionis produxisset documenta ... " (Vesdin 1798: XVIII, ft. 15). S. also van Driem’s critical
assessment of Jones’ famous lecture (Van Driem 2001: 1049).

“>Swiggers (2017: 138) lists mixing of linguistic aspects with historical, geographical, ethnological, theological,
philosophical considerations as one of the principal features of the ‘prehistory’ of comparative linguistics.
“®Haec ratio et causa jam dudum me induxit, ut crederem, veteres Indos et Latinos in remota antiquitate unius
stirpis homines fuisse, et ab uno stipite descendere, in cujus familia, rudis ille quidem, sed unus primordialis

Samscrdamicus sermo vigebat. (Vesdin 1802: 10).
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This implies that in De Latini sermonis Vesdin proposed some kind of
common source which is not Sanskrit as we know it, although Sanskrit is
much closer to that source than Greek and Latin. However, in De Latini
sermonis Vesdin explains the kinship between the Greek, Latin and
Indian peoples and their languages in terms of biblical tradition.
Vesdin traced the ancestors of the Greeks, Romans and Indians to
Javan, the son of Japheth (Vesdin 1802: 2).*” He considered the similar-
ity between the Sanskrit name for Greeks (yavana) and the name Javan
as an important proof of this claim.*®

Vesdin was right that Sanskrit is related to Avestan but was wrong in his
view that Avestan developed from Sanskrit. Anquetil-Duperron’s Pahlavi
material in ZA that resembled Avestan led Vesdin to the misconception
that Avestan words came into Pahlavi by mixing (or in modern terminol-
ogy, by language contact).

Regarding sound change, discussed extensively in 19™ century compara-
tive linguistics, Vesdin’s notes are scarce but worth mentioning. Sound
changes are discussed in footnotes 16 (p. XXI) and 26 (p. XXX). In
footnote 16 Vesdin notes correctly that Av. changes the Skt. -p- into -f-.
He cites two correct examples: Skt. pitr = Av. faodr ‘father’ and Skt.
preman = Av. frim ‘love’. Vesdin notes that Zend’ also adds the element
h, not attested in corresponding Sanskrit words, and cites the example Skt.
putra = Av. pudra ‘son’*’. Vesdin mentions the ‘useless’ addition of an e in
the word mrete. This is because of Anquetil-Duperron’s transliteration; in
the modern transliteration based on Bartholomae’s (and Hoffmann’s)
system, the word would be rendered as moarata ‘dead, deceased’. In Av.,
PIE *r (Skt. r) becomes ara. Vesdin also considers the change from Skt. i to
e in Persian peder ‘a corruption’. Here the situation is more complicated as
we are dealing with a reflex of PIE laryngeal *h, that reflected as i in Skt.,
the same as in Av., except before two consonants when it disappears
(Beekes 1988: 86f). Vesdin (1798: XXX, ft. 26) considers a general rule,
to which Av. is no exception, that ‘the first mutation starts with vowels ...
Some necessary vowels are omitted, others duplicated.” Vesdin remarks
that consonants are more stable (‘firmer’) and make the relationship
between languages clearer.”

Furthermore, Vesdin (1802: 17f) claims that the Latin words were
formed out of Sanskrit through the addition, subtraction, and permutation
of letters (litteras aliquas addendo, detrahendo, et permutando). Although
he does not mention it directly, Vesdin was most probably an adherent of

“7According to Rocher (1961: 341f), Vesdin derived his explanation from Gerhard Johannes Vossius (1577-1649).

“8 Javanis Graecorum meminere etiam Brahmanes Indi. Hine Javanabhasha ipsis est lingua graeca (Vesdin 1802: 3).

“In Avestan, PIE voiceless stops became fricatives before consonants: PIE *p > Av. f (Skt. p), PIE *t > Av. $ (Skt.
t). See Beekes (1988: 73).

0(van Hal 2005 [2004]: 332) suggests that the idea of stability of consonants and exchangeability of vowels,
shared with Coeurdouy, is influenced by Semitic grammatical theory.
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the classical theory of arbitrary letter/sound permutations (permutatio
litterarum). This theory was developed in the domains of grammar and
rhetoric and was used since classical antiquity to explain linguistic change
as the operations of addition (adiectio), subtraction (detractio), permuta-
tion (transmutatio), and substitution (immutatio) of sounds/letters.”*

Concluding remarks

Swiggers (2017: 138) enumerates four principal features that distinguish
the ‘prehistory’ of comparative linguistics from a satisfactory approach to
linguistic relationships. (a) First is the geographical model of language
diversification. Vesdin does not adopt such a model of distribution of
languages. However, he discusses some geographical aspects ol language
distribution. Thus he assumes that the reason for the similarity of Sanskrit
words with Germanic, Slavic, Latin and Greek words is cohabitation of
their speakers in the field of Shinar where the Tower of Babel was built.
Later, when discussing the kinship of Sanskrit and Avestan, Vesdin
assumes that Sanskrit was spoken in Media (north-western Iran) and
Persia. (b) The second feature is the failure to elaborate a concept of
language-internal change. Vesdin did not elaborate systematically
a system of language change, even if still presented some interesting
observations. (c) The third feature of the ‘prehistory’ of comparative
linguistics is mixing of linguistic aspects with historical, geographical,
ethnological, theological and philosophical considerations. This feature is
evident in Vesdin’s treatise in the sense that e.g. linguistic kinship is
interpreted in the frame of biblical tradition of the Tower of Babel, while
Zoroastrian liturgical vocabulary is (rather unsuccessfully) compared to
Hindu ritual vocabulary. (d) The fourth feature is the incapability to
include known Indo-European languages or the inclusion of non-Indo-
European languages in the scheme. This feature is also represented in
Vesdin, as he considered Dravidian languages Tamil and Malayalam as
related to Sanskrit in the sense that they are ‘dialects’ of Sanskrit.

On the other hand, Swiggers (2017: 140) enumerates four minimal
demands for the qualification of ‘linguistic comparativism’. (a) First is
a concept of explicitly labelled linguistic domains in a sense of the ideas
of ‘family’, ‘group’, ‘stock’. This feature in a way exists in Vesdin’s writings
as he speaks of ‘stock’ or ‘race’ (stirpis, Vesdin 1802: 10) although he does
not identify them by name (e.g. ‘Indo-European’, ‘Romance’, which is

*1The set of four operations appears for the first time in anonymous work Rhetorica ad Herennium 4.29 (1%

c. BQ); it was Varro in De lingua Latina 5.1.6 and 6.1.2 who used them to describe the linguistic change as he
relies on them to justify his etymologies. Quintilian in Institutio oratoria 1.5.38-41 calls this set of operations
quadripertita ratio. For a thorough overview of quadripertita ratio see Lausberg (1990: 250-254 [§462]). For its
application to linguistic change see Denecker (2017: 292-293), who also provides an extensive bibliography
for permutatio litterarum.
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a part of Swigger’s requirement). (b) A genetically based concept of
linguistic relatedness is the second requirement that is in a way fulfilled;
Vesdin understands the relation between the languages in question geneti-
cally, as he considers Sanskrit a ‘mother’ language of Avestan. The problem
is here that Sanskrit is not a parent language of Avestan, but they both
developed from a parent language, the Proto-Indo-Iranian. (c) The time-
frame into which the related languages are chronologically situated is the
third demand that is not addressed by Vesdin in a satisfactory manner
because his theory is still formulated in the frame of biblical worldview. (d)
Swiggers’ fourth demand concerns a demonstrative technique based on
linguistic material that is used to prove linguistic relatedness. This require-
ment is fulfilled because Vesdin developed a demonstrative technique in
the form of systematic comparison of words.

Therefore, Vesdin’s work meets these requirements partially. However,
from all the material presented it is quite obvious that Vesdin still belongs
to the ‘prehistory’ of comparative linguistics. Some features such as biblical
explanations of language diversification and the arbitrariness of permutatio
litterarum that prevented systematic research of sound change anchor him
deeply in prescientific linguistic developments. However, some features
such as awareness of genetic relationship between languages and quite
successful comparison of linguistic material might place him in the closing
chapters of the prehistory of comparative linguistics and announce the
‘satisfactory approach to linguistic relationships’ (Swiggers 2017: 139) that
will start to develop soon after Vesdin with Bopp, the Schlegel brothers,
Rask and others. Because of that, we see Vesdin as one of the ‘intermedi-
aries’ that stand as a link between pre-modern and fully developed modern
linguistics; this only confirms that the development of what can be under-
stood as a ‘satisfactory approach to language comparison’ did not appear
abruptly.
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