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 It has long been generally agreed that PIE speakers possessed wheeled vehicles: 

*ṷóǵh-o- / *ṷéǵ'h-os / *ṷeǵ'h-no- / *ṷoǵ'h-no- ‘wagon’ < *ṷeǵh- ‘to bring, convey in a vehicle’. 

Terms denoting various parts of the wheeled vehicle can also be reconstructed to the proto-

language: *ḱṷéḱṷlo- ‘wheel’, *h3nebh- ‘nave’, *h2eḱs- ‘axle’, *iugó- ‘yoke’. (1) 

 This vocabulary has provided a vital clue for the PIE homeland search by giving a fixed 

temporal point of departure, since remains or representations of wheeled vehicles appear in the 

archaeological record only from about 3500 BC onwards.  

 During the second half of the fourth millennium BC, two major cultural complexes, both 

possessing wheeled vehicles, spread over wide areas: the Corded Ware cultures in NW Europe, 

and the Pit Grave cultures in SE Europe. With others genetically related to them, these cultures 

cover most areas where the various IE branches emerge. Their common roots have been traced 

back to the Copper Age cultures of SE European steppes between the Dnieper and the Urals: 

Srednij Stog (or Skelya) (4500-3300 BC), Dnieper-Donets (5400-4200 BC) and Khvalynsk 

(5000-4500 BC). A PIE homeland in the Pontic steppes agrees well with other clues provided by 

linguistic palaeontology and with the numerous early IE loanwords in Finno-Ugric languages. 

(2) 

  It was long generally accepted that the wheeled vehicles were invented in Mesopotamia 

(Childe 1951). Stuart Piggott (1983) still considered rapid diffusion of the invention from 

Mesopotamia as the preferred alternative. It is one of Gamkrelidze and Ivanov’s (1995: 639f.) 

major arguments for their Anatolian homeland thesis. During the past decades, however, early 

vehicle finds have multiplied, some of the earliest testimonia now coming from western and 

central Europe. In a comprehensive recent book (Fansa & Burmeister eds. 2004), numerous 

archaeologists discuss the present situation, some defending the traditional point of view, others 

offering new solutions.  
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 I do not know what David Anthony says in his forthcoming book (2007), but in 1995 (p. 

558 n. 1) he explicitly declared:  

“I have not proposed that the wheeled vehicle technology originated in the PIE homeland, a position that 

has been attributed to me by Häusler (1994: 223). I have proposed only that most of the IE vocabulary for 

wheeled vehicles originated in PIE.”  

Jim Mallory (1989: 163), on the other hand, goes a long way towards the here proposed solution 

with the following observations: 

“Tomas Gamkrelidze and Vyach[e]slav Ivanov... have noted that ... Proto-Indo-European *kwekwlo- bears 

striking similarity to the words for vehicles in Sumerian gigir, Semitic *galgal-, and Kartvelian *grgar. 

With the putative origin of wheeled vehicles set variously to Pontic-Caspian, Transcasucasia or to Sumer, 

we may be witnessing the original word for a wheeled vehicle in four different language families. 

Furthermore, as the Proto-Indo-European form is built on an Indo-European verbal root *kwel- ‘to turn, to 

twist’, it is unlikely that the Indo-Europeans borrowed their word from one of the other languages. This 

need not, of course, indicate that the Indo-Europeans invented wheeled vehicles, but it might suggest that 

they were in some form of contact relation with these Near Eastern languages in the fourth millennium 

BC.” 

 It is usual for the terminology to be adopted along with new inventions. While most PIE 

vehicle terms clearly are native words derived from PIE roots, for instance Finno-Ugric 

terminology connected with wheeled vehicles is predominantly borrowed from IE languages 

(this was pointed out already by Schrader 1907: II, 299).  

 The very earliest presently known evidence for wheeled vehicles comes (in the form of 

wheeled animal-shaped cups and house models) from the Tripolye culture (phases B2 & early 

C1) (Gusev 1998; Burmeister 2004: 14f.). The slide-car pulled by oxen is widely assumed to 

have been the predecessor of wheeled vehicles, and it too is documented from the Tripolye 

culture (C1 and earlier, cf. Burmeister 2004: 21f.). The Tripolye culture is located in the middle 

of the earliest vehicle finds, in the forest-steppe with big trees needed for solid wheels yet with 

plains more trafficable than the forested central and NW Europe or the marshy Sumer, where 

slide-cars remained long in use. 

 During the initial Tripolye A phase (5500-4500 BC) the Cucuteni-Tripolye culture 

extended from Rumania to Ukraine. During Tripolye B (4700-3750 BC), it became the largest 

and most advanced agricultural community of Copper Age Europe, with many village 

settlements, some of gigantic size (200-400 hectares). It is assumed to have possessed the plough 
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drawn by a pair of castrated oxen, these yoked draught-animals being a precondition for wheeled 

wagons. Valentin Dergachev (2002, 2007) has recently suggested that during Tripolye B1, the 

pastoralists of the Pontic steppes attacked Tripolye settlements on a vast scale. The number of 

arrowheads found in Tripolye settlements rises phenomenally, and previously unprotected 

settlements become fortified. Philip L. Kohl (2004, 2007: 23-54) calls attention to the subsequent 

transformation of the Tripolye people from settled farmers to more mobile pastoralists (Kohl 

2004, 2007: 23-54). I suggest that the linguistic Indo-Europeanization of non-Indo-European 

speaking Europe started with Tripolye, the farming culture closest to the steppe pastoralists, who 

had long received their metal from Tripolye and been under its cultural influence. Once the PIE 

speakers would have taken over leading positions in the Tripolye culture, the linguistic change 

could have been as speedy as in Mesopotamia, where the language of the Sumerians died out 

some 500 after the Akkadians had infiltrated their culture .  

 Inclusion of the late Tripolye culture in the late PIE homeland helps to understand the 

difference in the agricultural and botanical terminology between the western and eastern IE 

languages which more than a century ago induced Otto Schrader to propose a North Pontic 

homeland. The archaeological evidence for the Indo-Europeanization of Europe can also be 

reconsidered from this point of view.  

 

Notes 

 

(1) This is a minimal list. Cf. i.a. Schrader 1907: II, 298f.; Feist 1913: 220-3; Buck 1949: 722-6; 

Pokorny 1959: 6; 508-10; 639f.; 866; 1118-20; Gamkrelidze & Ivanov 1995: 621-641; Beekes 

1995: 37; LIV 1998: 280; 459; 602f; LIV Add 2001: 84; 127; 167; Schmitt 2000; Raulwing 

2000: 109-111; Fortson 2004: 36; Mallory & Adams 2006: 247-9. 

 

(2) See especially Mallory 1989; Anthony 1995; 2007; Carpelan & Parpola 2001; and Dergachev 

2002; 2007. The PIE homeland was located in SE Europe already by Schrader (1907) and Childe 

(1926), but more substantial foundations for the hypothesis were laid by Marija Gimbutas 

(1997). This reconstruction is now accepted as the most likely one in current textbooks on IE 

linguistics (Beekes 1995: 44-52; Fortson 2004: 35-45). It is most unlikely, however, that the 

Copper Age PIE speakers rode horses -- horse-riding became wide-spread only some two 
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millennia or more later, while the wheeled vehicles spread almost immediately after their 

invention (cf. e.g. Kohl 2007: 133f.). The approximate dates given in this paper are calibrated 

radiocarbon dates based on Chernykh 2007; Chernykh & Orlovskaya 2004; Kohl 2007: 261-267. 

For the Finno-Ugric loanwords see Koivulehto 2001 (with further references) and for their 

archaeological explanation Carpelan & Parpola 2001. 

 

References 

Anthony, David W. 1995. Horse, wagon & chariot: Indo-European languages and archaeology. 
Antiquity 69: 554-565. 
 
Anthony, David W. 2007. The Horse, the Wheel, and Language: How Bronze-Age Riders from 
the Eurasian Steppes Shaped the Modern World. Princeton: Princeton University Press.  
 
Beekes, Robert S. P. 1995. Comparative Indo-European Linguistics: An Introduction. 
Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company.  
 
Boyle, Katie, Colin Renfrew & Marsha Levine (eds.) 2002. Ancient interactions: east and west in 
Eurasia. Cambridge: McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research.  
 
Buck, Carl Darling 1949. A Dictionary of Selected Synonyms in the Principal Indo-European 
Languages. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.  
 
Burmeister, Stefan 2004. Der Wagen im Neolithikum und in der Bronzezeit: Erfindung, 
Ausbreitung und Funktion der ersten Fahrzeuge. Pp. 13-40 in: Fansa & Burmeister Hrsg. 2004. 
 
Carpelan, Christian & Asko Parpola 2001. Emergence, Contacts and Dispersal of Proto-Indo-
European, Proto-Uralic and Proto-Aryan in Archaeological Perspective. Pp. 55-150 in: Carpelan 
& al. (eds.) 2001. 
 
Carpelan, Christian, Asko Parpola & Petteri Koskikallio (eds.) 2001. Early Contacts between 
Uralic and Indo-European: Linguistic and Archaeological Considerations. (Mémoires de la 
Société Finno-Ougrienne 242.) Helsinki: Suomalais-Ugrilainen Seura.  
 
Chernykh, E. N. 2007. Kargaly: Fenomen i paradoksy razvitiya. Kargaly v sisteme 
metallurgicheskikh provintsij. Potaennaya (sakral'naya) zhizn' arkhaichnykh gornyakov i 
metallurgov. (Kargaly, tom 5.) Moskva: Yazyki slavyanskoj kul'tury.  
 
Chernykh, E. N. & L. B. Orlovskaya 2004. Radiouglerodnaya khronologiya èneoliticheskikh 
kul'tur yugo-vostochnoj Evropy: Rezul'taty i problemy issledovanij. Rossijskaya Arkheologiya 
2004 (4): 24-37. 
 
Childe, V. Gordon 1926. The Aryans: A study of Indo-European origins. London: Kegan Paul, 
Trench, Trubner & Co., Ltd., & New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. 



Parpola 5 

 
Childe, V. Gordon 1951. The first waggons and carts -- from the Tigris to the Severn. 
Proceedings of the Prehistoric Society for 1951, N.S. 17 (2): 177-194. 
 
Dergachev, Valentin 2002. Two studies in defense of the migration concept. Pp. 93-112 in: 
Boyle et al. (eds.) 2002.  
 
Dergachev, Valentin A. 2007. O skipetrakh, o loshadyakh, o vojne; Ètyudy v zashchity 
migratsionnoj kontseptsii M. Gimbutas. Sankt-Peterburg: Izdatel'stvo “Nestor-Istoriya”.  
 
Fansa, Mamoun & Stefan Burmeister (Hrsg.) 2004. Rad und Wagen: Der Ursprung einer 
Innovation. Wagen im Vorderen Orient und Europa. (Beiheft der Archäologischen Mitteilungen 
aus Nordwestdeutschland 40.) Mainz am Rhein: Verlag Philipp von Zabern.  
 
Feist, Sigmund 1913. Kultur, Ausbreitung und Herkunft der Indogermanen. Berlin: 
Weidmannsche Buchhandlung.  
 
Fortson, Benjamin W., IV, 2004. Indo-European Language and Culture. Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing.  
 
Gamkrelidze, Thomas V. & Vjacheslav V. Ivanov 1995. Indo-European and the Indo-Europeans 
I-II. English version by Johanna Nichols. (Trends in Linguistics, Studies and Monographs 80.) 
Berlin & New York: Mouton de Gruyter.  
 
Gimbutas, Marija 1997. The Kurgan Culture and the Indo-Europeanization of Europe: Selected 
articles from 1952 to 1993. Edited by Miriam Robbins Dexter and Karlene Jones-Bley. (Journal 
of Indo-European Studies Monograph 18.) Washington, D.C.: Institute for the Study of Man.  
 
Gusev, S. A. 1998. K voprosu o transportnykh sredstvakh tripol'skoj kul'tury. Rossijskaya 
Arkheologiya 1998 (1): 15-28. 
 
Kohl, Philip L. 2004. Modeli transformatsii kul'tury: Ot osedlykh zemledel'tsev k skotovodam 
(Tripol'e i kurgannye kul'tury). Rossijskaya Arkheologiya 2004 (4): 95-103. 
 
Kohl, Philip L. 2007. The Making of Bronze Age Eurasia. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.  
 
Koivulehto, Jorma 2001. The earliest contacts between Indo-European and Uralic speakers in the 
light of lexical loans. Pp. 235-263 in: Carpelan & al. eds. 2001. 
 
LIV 1998: Lexicon der indogermanischen Verben: Die Wurzeln und ihre 
Primärstammbildungen. Unter Leitung von Helmut Rix und der Mitarbeit vieler anderer 
bearbeitetr von Martin Kümmel, Thomas Zehnder, Reiner Lipp, Brigitte Schirmer. Wiesbaden: 
Dr Ludwig Reichert Verlag. 
 



Parpola 6 

Mallory, J. P. 1989. In Search of the Indo-Europeans: Language, Archaeology and Myth. 
London: Thames & Hudson.  
 
Mallory, J.P. & D. Q. Adams 2006. The Oxford Introduction to Proto-Indo-European and the 
Proto-Indo-European World. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Piggott, Stuart 1983. The Earliest Wheeled Transport: From the Atlantic Coast to the Caspian 
Sea. London: Thames and Hudson  
 
Pokorny, Julius 1959. Indogermanisches etymologisches Wörterbuch I-II. Basel: Francke 
Verlag.  
 
Raulwing, Peter 2000. Horses, Chariots and Indo-Europeans. (Archaeolingua, Series Minor 13.) 
Budapest: Archaeolingua. 
 
Schmitt, Rüdeger, 2000. Indogermanische Altertumskunde: 1. Sprachliches. Pp. 384-402 in: J. 
Hoops, Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde, Zweite, völlig neu bearbeitete und stark 
erweiterte Auflage, 15. Band. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.  
 
Schrader, O. 1907. Sprachvergleichung und Urgeschichte: Linguistisch-historische Beiträge zur 
Erforschung des indogermanischen Altertums. I-II. Dritte neubearbeitete Auflage. Jena: 
Hermann Costenoble.  


