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OCRA — AN ETYMOLOGICAL PROPOSAL

Abstract

The ancient name of the mountain (pass) that lies at the junction of the Julian and Dinaric Alps
(nowadays Mt Nanos and the adjoining Razdrto Pass in southwestern Slovenia) is attested as Ocra
in Latin (Pliny) and "Oxpa in Greek sources (Strabo, Ptolemy). The name is surely Italic and is
argued to go back to Proto-Indo-European *H Zol}reHZ- (to *H Zel}— ‘to be/become/make sharp’).
Given that an o-grade root is not expected in a deverbal adjective in -ro- (i.e. *H Zefc-ré- ‘sharp”),
such a formation is only interpretable as a substantivized feminine form of the possessive adjective
*H Zol'c-r-o'- ‘sharp,” derived from an acrostatic heteroclite neuter abstract noun *H Zo'fc-r-/ *Hzél}-n-
‘sharpness.’ As such, Ocra ~"Oxpa is the only unambiguous evidence for the existence of a deverbal
abstract with o : e ablaut in Proto-Indo-European. In the addendum a brief etymological account is
given of the place-name Acumincum ~ Acimincum from Pannonia Inferior, which likewise goes back
ultimately to the PIE root *H Zeic-, arguing in favour of the Ptolemaic variant with Acu- (as opposed
to Aci-) as the forma difficilior. The proposed etymology starts from PIE *H Zefc—igm—o— > *akumno-
‘rock’ + *-enko- (*akumnenko- ‘rocky (place)’), from which *akumenko- > * akuminko- would then
be produced by simple regressive dissimilation.

Keywords: Ocra (Nanos); Acumincum; etymology; Proto-Indo-European word formation; toponymy,
Slovenia
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K 3TUMOJIOI'MH TOITOHUMA OCRA

AHHOTALUS

JlpeBHee Ha3BaHUE TOPHOTO IepeBaia, oTaelnsonero fOmuiickie Anbibl 0T JIMHAPCKOTO HATOPbS
(ceiiuac ropa Hanoc u npusieraroniuii nepesai Pazapro Ha roro-3amnajie CiioBeHHn), (PUKCUPYETCS KakK
Ocra B narunckux ucrounukax (Ilnmunuii Crapmmii) u "Oxpo — B rpedeckux (Ctpabow, [Tronemeit).
JlaHHBIH TOMOHUM, HECOMHEHHO, UMEET UTATHICKOE MPOUCXOXKACHUE M CUMTACTCS BOCXOISLINM
K IIparHA0eBpoIeiickomy *H ZokreH -<*H Zel}- ‘OBITh / CTAHOBUTKCSI / INATh OCTPBIM . B oTriarosns-
HOM ITpUJIaraTesibHoM Ha -1o- (¥H. zel}—ro'— ‘OCTpBI’) TPYAHO MPEATIOIIAraTh 0-CTYNIEHb YePEIOBAHHS
B KOpHE, II03TOMY TTOI00HYT0 (POPMY MOIKHO OOBSICHUTB TOJBKO KaK CyOCTAaHTUBHPOBAHHYIO (hOPMY
JKEHCKOTO POoJia MPUTSKATENILHOTO MpUiaraTebHoro * H. Zol}—r—o'— ‘OCTpBIt’, BOCXOJISIILYHO K a0CTPaKT-
HOMY CYHIECTBUTEIEHOMY T'€TePOKIMTUIECKOTO CKIOHEHHUS! CPEIHEro poja ¢ aKpOCTaTHYECKOM
napaaurmon *H Zo'fc—r—/ *H Zél}—n— ‘octpora’. Takum o6paszom, Ocra ~"Okpo. IBISETCS €ANHCTBEHHBIM
HEJIBYCMBICIICHHBIM CBHJIETEILCTBOM CYILIECTBOBAHHSI OTINIArOJIbHBIX A0CTPAKTHBIX HAMMEHOBAHHIA
C KOPHEBBIM 4EpEFOBAHUEM O : € B IPaHA0EBPOIEHCKOM. B nomnonnenne k crarbe npeiaraercst
KparKasi STHMOJIOTHUECKAsl HHTEPIPETalyst TOoHUMa Acumincum ~ Acimincum B Hrokneit [1an-
HOHMH, KOTOPOE MOKHO CXOJHBIM 00pa3oM 0OBSICHUTH KaK BOCXOAALIEE K MPANHI0EBPONEHiCKOMY
KOpHIO *H Zel}-, YTO TOBOPHT B I0JIB3Y yrorpedisiemoro [Itonemeem Bapuanta ¢ Acu- (a He ¢ Aci-)
Kak forma difficilior. Ilo Mbicnu aBTOpa, Acumincum MOXXHO MHTEPIPETHPOBATh KaK COYCTAHHUE
*Hzelﬁc-mcn-o- > *akumno- ‘cxana’ + *-enko- (*akumnenko- ‘cxanucras (MECTHOCTB)’), OTKyna
*akumenko- > *akuminko- nmonydaercs myTeM perpecCUBHOMN JTUCCUMMIISIIHH.

Kurwuebie ciaoBa: Ocra (HaHoc); Acumincum; 3TUMOJIOTHS; TIPAUHIOEBPOIICHCKOE CIIOBO-
oOpazoBanue; TonoHuMust; ClioBeHus
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Strabo, Ptolemy and Pliny, the earliest available written records to mention
Ocra, use this place-name to refer to three closely associated geographical entities
at the junction of the Julian Alps and the Dinarides:' a) the plateau: 1§} "Okpq
(Strabo, Geogr., 1V.6.1), 1| "Oxpa (Ibid., IV.6.10), tiic "Oxpag (Ibid., V.1.3),
N 6" "Oxpa tomewvotatov pépog tadv Adrnemv €ott (Ibid., VIL.5.2), 11} "Okpa dpet
(Ptolemy, I1.12.1), tf} "Oxpa (Ibid., I11.1.1); b) the pass that lies directly at its foothill:
umepBeior v "Okpav, vmépbeois ot du thg "Oxpag (Strabo, Geogr., VIL.5.2);
and c) an erstwhile settlement of the Carni: Ocra (Pliny, Nat. hist., 111.19.131),
apparently already abandoned by Pliny’s time. The three can be identified
in that order with Mt Nanos, the Razdrto pass, and — probably — the iron-age
hillfort Grad near Smihel pod Nanosom. The name of the settlement represents
an obvious case of typical transonymization (oronym — oikonym), while the fact
that the Ocra pass was being generally referred to by the name of the mountain
on which it was geographically dependent is banal enough to safely assume that
in the case of Ocra we are most certainly dealing with an oronym. Ocra (Nanos)
is one of the most prominent orientation points of the Notranjska (Inner Carniola)
region in southwestern Slovenia and a place of utmost strategic importance
in Roman and pre-Roman times. Located in the lowest part of the Alps (cf. 1] &’
“OKpa TOTEWVOTATOV PEPOG TOV AATEDV £0TL TAV SOTEWVOVG®V Amd TG Pattikiig
péypt Tamodwv “Ocra is the lowest part of the Alps such as extend from the land
of the Rhaeti to that of the lapodes” — Strabo, [V.6.10), the Ocra pass for a long
time represented the easiest and most accessible route between sub-Mediterranean
Italy and the continental East. The plateau is an impressive 12 km long and 6 km
wide karstic massif characterized by precipitous slopes and a prominent steeply
cut edge that slopes down towards the Ocra (Razdrto) pass.

This conspicuous feature of the plateau is, following the aetiological principle,
also the most likely naming motive, given that the root etymology of the oronym more
than apparently goes back to the Proto-Indo-European root *H 261}- ‘(to be/become/
make) sharp.’ This, of course, is not a novel idea, which, given the obviousness
of the etymological connection, is unsurprising [see, e.g., Holder 1904: 829-830;
Kretschmer 1932: 112-113; Pellegrini 1961: 15; Sasel 1974; Prosdocimi 1978:
33; Calzecchi Onesti 1981: 168; Crevatin 1990: 72; Vedaldi Iasbez 1994: 99-100].
The problem remains, however, that given the comparative linguistic data from
the different Indo-European languages in which the derivatives of this root survive,
none really matches Ocra precisely.

! Strong arguments against dissociating Ptolemy’s Ocra from the Strabonian evidence are offered
by [Vedaldi lasbez 1994: 98; cf. also Sasel 1977: 158, 160].
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Following the widely-held view [see Schindler 1980: 390, and Nussbaum 1999:
399; cf. Nussbaum 2004; Widmer 2004: 129; Wodtko et al. 2008: 296], the root
formed the standard verbal adjective in -ro-, so **H 2lﬁc-ro'— >*H 2e7c—r0’— ‘sharp’ (with
a restored e-grade of the root as a strategy to avoid the initial consonant cluster
*Hjcr) and was, apparently, marked by secondary barytonization (*Hzéfc—ro—),
which must be assumed on the strength of Proto-Slavic *dstras > *ostrv ‘sharp’ (cf.
OLith. astras, -a ‘sharp; strict’)* and Ancient Greek dkpog (however, Frisk [1938:
113—114] and Vine [2002: 335, 340, 343]° see in dkpog ‘highest, foremost, -top,
-end’ a syntactically revalorized substantive).* From this a nominalized deadjectival
abstract noun *H 20’1%—1*1'—/ *H 2élﬁc-ri- ‘sharpness (as the characteristic trait of anything
that is sharp)’ with an acrostatic o/e-ablaut was derived, which survives in Lat. ocris
‘jagged, rugged mountain’ (< *H Zél}—ri—), matching Gr. 6xpig ‘jagged point,” and Gr.
xpic (< *H 2élﬂc—ri—) ‘hill-top, mountain peak.’ From this it very clearly follows that
the only source of the o-grade in the root of any sort of derivative from *H,ek- that also
contained a r in its suffixal morpheme (chain) must be the strong form of the feminine
i-stem nominalization. As attested in the ancient sources, however, Ocra ~ "Oxpa
most obviously mirrors a feminine a-stem (adapted to fit the Latin 1% declension and
the Greek a-purum pattern), co-occurring with an o-grade root. That the o-vowel
in Ocra ~ "Oxpa might go back to *a, suggesting PIE *Hzel}—ro— [*yakro-], is as
good as excluded, given that the onomastic material of at least the western part
of the wider South-Eastern Alpine region seems to be Italic in nature,’ so that
a coalescence of PIE *o and *a is not at all a probable solution. Rather, a direct
retrojection of the mountain name strongly suggests a preform *Hzol}reH -

Since, as was pointed out above, such a PIE starting point is problematic,
at least under the standard view of things, *Hzol}reHz- can only be accounted

2Secondary transferal of accent type I/2 (= 2) adjectives (matching the Proto-Slavic accent type b)
to accent type I1/2 (= 4) is a productive process in Lithuanian, so that @stras may be implicitly understood
as a direct match of the Slavic comparandum.

3Contrary to Vine’s [2002] proposal, Ancient Greek dkpo. ‘higest/furthest point (of something)’ —
‘headland, summit, crest, height, extremity’ should in my view rather be seen as ultimately reflecting
a deadjectival nominal abstract *H Zel}reH = *Hzél}—re—H -) ‘sharpness’ rather than the other way around.

4Old Irish ér ‘noble, great, high’ < *cexrah < *axrah < *akros is, of course, silent as to the placement
of the accent.

5See [Repansek 2016: 34-38,255] and [Prosper 2019a] for the latest views. To propose that Ocra goes
back to Celtic (or more specifically Gaulish) toponymic heritage as is implied by the entry in [Delamarre
2023: 152] is of course entirely improbable, not least for the fact that in areas only secondarily colonised
by Celtic/Gaulish, place-names referring to prominent geographical locations tend not to get renamed,
and since in this particular area of the South-Eastern Alpine region there are no overt onomastic traces
of Gaulish at all anyway [see Repansek 2016]. Supporting the assumption on the element *okri- (and its
derivative *Hzo'l}-r-i-no'- > *okri-no- ‘having *okri-> — ‘sharp, pointy’), however, even if the latter could
at least theoretically be Celtic, is beside the point, since *okri- continues an entirely different Proto-Indo-
European formation.
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for convincingly if assumed that what we are actually dealing with is a thematic
possessive derivative of an underlying *Hzol}—r-, SO *HzolAc-r—o'—/éHz— ‘having/
possessing *Hzol}-r—.’ In its turn, *Hzol}—r— is only understandable as the strong-
grade of a heteroclite neuter abstract (nomen qualitatis) *H Zél}-r-/*Hzél}—n-
‘sharpness.’ The preform of Ocra ~ "Oxpa, i.e. *Hzol}-r—éH - s then interpretable
as the substantivized feminine form of the externally derived possessive adjective
‘having/possessing sharpness’ — ‘sharp.’ That such a secondary derivative would
start from the o-grade stem is unproblematic in view of cases such as Gr. dyvpdg
“firm, strong, lasting’ (on this see [Nussbaum 1998: 534-555]). Alternatively, and
only under the supposition that we are dealing with a derivative of an already
concretized nomen attributivum * H Zél}-r—/ *H 2élﬂc—n— ‘that which is sharp’ — ‘a steep
slope’ vel sim., *H 2olﬁc—r-é—H .- would potentially also be analyzable as an externally
formed collective of the *ud-n-é-H -type (PIE * uod-r-/*yéd-n- ‘water’ — *ud-n-o-
‘having/possessing water” — collective *ud-n-¢é-H - ‘a body/mass of water’) [see
Nussbaum 2014: 2911, so *H 2ol}—r—é—H - ‘acollection of sharp/steep slopes’ vel sim.
On aetiological principle (see above), however, the latter possibility is infinitely
less likely.

Be that as it may, the underlying derivative *Hzol}-r-o'- demanded by
the formal properties of the ancient oronym is positive proof of the existence
of a Proto-Indo-European heteroclite neuter *Hzo'fc—r—/ *H Zél}—n— ‘sharpness.’
Note in this respect that on the basis of PGerm. *axurna- ‘acorn’ < *H 2élﬁc—gf—no—,
Danish cr ‘id.,” and Lat. acer ‘id.” < *Hzél}—(e)r (in reality *Hzél}—er—i—, for
which see [Hardarson 2014: 106]), Oettinger [1994: 80-84]° already proposed
the existence of an erstwhile PIE neuter heteroclite, but in consideration of Hittite
SShikkarz(a) (for the etymological connection see [Puhvel 1991: 305]) assigned
it type II acrostatic ablaut (*H Ze"/}—r—/ *H 2él}—n-), claiming that “Da wir beim Wort
fiir ‘Ahorn’ keine Spur von o-Stufe, wohl aber von Langstufe finden, kommt nur
die Moglichkeit C [i.e. N-A. Sg. * Hzél}—[, G. *H Zél}—ig—s] in Frage.” Regarding
the Hittite i < *H e, however, see now [Rieken 1999: 277], who offers a far
more convincing proposal that starts from the vrddhi derivative of the commonly
reconstructed deverbal adjective in -ro-, thus removing the only potential evidence
for a lengthened e-grade in this deverbal abstract. Note, furthermore, that neither
*axurna- < *Hzél}-[-no- nor the Proto-Germanic precursor of Danish er (see
[Haroarson 2014: 106, fn. 13] for the possibilities) or Lat. acer (and, for that
matter, dcer ‘sharp, piercing’ < *akri-, an obviously post-PIE vrddhi formation
to *H 2d7€—r—i— <*H 2élﬂc—r—i—, the oblique stem of the deadjectival abstract *H Zéfc—ri—/

¢Cf. also [Petersson 1909: 269ff.] and [Wodtko et al. 2008: 292, fn. 15].
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”‘Hzél}-ri—)7 need to be derived from the heteroclite neuter, but can easily be
based on the deverbal adjective "‘Hzelﬁc—ro'—.8 It is in fact only Ocra ~ "Oxpa that
unambiguously speaks in favour of PIE *H Zo'fc—r-/ *H 2éfc—n—."

Addendum

A short etymological note on the ancient place-name Acumincum

The name of the Roman station in Pannonia is attested twice as "AxovOurykov
in (Ptolemy, 11.16.2, 11.16.5), while the majority of the other available sources report
the name as Acimincum (Amm. Marc.,19.11.8; Itin. Ant., 242.2; Not. dign. occ.,32.7).
The only epigraphical attestation of the place-name unambiguously reads Aciminci,"
strongly implying that the Ptolemaic 'Axovptykov might have arisen under
the influence of the vocalism of *AkoOtyxov (Aquincum)."" The generally aberrant
Acunum in the Tabula Peutingeriana and in Rav., IV.20,'> however, seems to at least
marginally support Acumincum as the forma difficilior, given that Acimincum would
less likely trigger the obvious association with Acunum = Acaunum (Montélimar),
through which the mistake is most easily explicable. Additional, although hardly
decisive argument in favour of Acumincum as the original form of the oikonym
would be the fact that in Latin unaccented syllables the weakened vowel followed

"But cf. [Weiss 2020: 341].

8On *axurna- < *Hzél}—(—no— <*H Zefc—or—né— <*H 2el}—ré— see especially [Hardarson 2014: 106], though
the lack of the e-grade in the suffix such as is normally attested in these kind of deadjectival derivatives
(most famously, perhaps, in *tig-er-né- ‘sharp’) could potentially §peak in favour of *Hzél}-[-no- being
apossessive adjective in -no- derived from a levelled-out stem *H ek-7- (for the desubstantival possessive
function of -no- cf., e.g., Lith. kravinas ‘bloody’ < *kruH -i-né- < *kréuH -i-/*kréuH -i- ‘blood, gore’).
I do not share the opinion expressed in [Hock et al. 2015: 62] that apart from Celtic and Balto-Slavic
the comparanda do not really speak in favour of a PIE deverbal adjective *H zel}-ro- but are supposedly
to be explained as secondary derivatives of an underlying r-stem. That is, of course, possible, but would
not solve much, especially as the semantically problematic/complicated Gr. dkpog (see above) would still
have as its starting point an adjectival derivative *Hzefc-r-o'-.

? Very probably supported by the so far unconvincingly explained Proto-Iranian *agfanga- (Old Persian
ada"ga-, Young Avestan asanga- ‘stone,” which in my view (to be properly laid out and evaluated in a separate
etymological study) goes back to a thematic velar extension of the oblique stem of the underlying heteroclite,
SO *Hzel}-en-go'- (cf. Ved. patanga- ‘bird; flying’ < *pet-en-go- to PIE *pot-r-/*pét-n- ‘wing’).

1"See [Szabd & Toth 2003: 123, No. 19; AE 2003: 01426; EDCS: 30100912; HD: 036280; lupa:
10304; Szabo6 2021: 243]. Although one finds Aciminci in all the editions of the inscription, the first letter
is not actually visible due to a severely damaged frame.

'This much seems to be implied by the remark in [Prosper 2019a: 34, fn. 3]. There are other cases,
however, of u being spelled i in Latin epigraphical sources. Consider in this respect /S/inuco [CIL 13:
1882], Sunic/ [RIB: 430], Sunicor[um [AE 1914: 293] for *Sunuko- (cf. Sunucorum [CIL 16: D69, A16]
etc.; see [Sitzmann & Griinzweig 2008: 259] for the full list of attestations).

20n the relationship between the different itineraria cf. [Fodorean 2016]. Scepticism as
to the reliability of the linguistic data harvested from secondary sources like the Roman itineraries
(as opposed to epigraphic attestations) is expressed by Prosper [2018: 16; 2019a: 34, fn. 3].

Voprosy onomastiki. 2024. Vol. 21, Iss. 1



JI. Penanwex. K atumonornu Tormonnma Ocra 193

by a labial regularly appears as i when an i follows [see Leumann 1977: 87-90],
so that Acimincum < Acumincum could easily be explained as a secondary variant
formed in the process of phonetic adaptation to the generally established pattern.'?
As an alternative, Acumincum > Acimincum, which seems to have been at least
a genuine variant of the place-name, could also be a case of regressive assimilation.

Building on [Krahe 1955: 101], the etymology proposed by Anreiter [2001:
23] sees in the presuffixal part of Acumincum a derivative in *-m(o0)- of an u-stem,
connecting the proposed *akum- with Lat. aciimen ‘a point; sharpness, acuteness.’
The latter, however, is a late, internally Latin deverbative formation that rests
on a secondary verbal stem acii- ‘to sharpen,” extracted from the reinterpreted
denominative aciitus ‘sharp(ened), pointed,’ itself resting on acus ‘needle’ < PIE
*H ¢k-u- ‘sharp.”™*

A much more promising approach would therefore be to start from a thematic
external derivative *H ek-mn-o- (to PIE *H ék-mon-/*H ék-mn- ‘rock, stone’ <
*‘the sharp one’) such as is attested in Celtic (PCelt. *akamno- > Gaul. akauno-
‘rock’), meaning either ‘rocky, stony’ (with subsequent substantivization to ‘rock,
stone’), if this is a possessive adjectival derivative, or simply ‘rock, stone’ if
the thematization is merely structural. The latter possibility seems likelier in view
of the fact that a PIE possessive adjective *H Zel}—mn—o'— would otherwise be expected
to yield *Hzel}—n—é— by the so-called asno-rule (m > @ / VC__nV, e.g. Gen. Sg.
*Hzel}—mn—és > *Hzel}—n—és > Ved. asnas, Av. asno). Assuming that Anreiter is
correct in claiming that PIE syllabic resonants systematically yielded R in epichoric

13 Cf. in this respect the variant spellings of the epichoric divinity Aequorna, worshipped in Emona
and its territory. The name is attested on six inscriptions as Aequor(na) (1% ¢. BC), Aecorna (1#-2" ¢. AD)
and, in a late inscription, Aecurn(a) (2-3" c. AD) [see Sadel Kos 1999: 47-49]. Both variants attested
on later monuments seem to represent formae faciliores, phonetically adapted to the predominant pattern,
given that in Latin itself inherited *4" (qu) does not normally appear in front of o or u (cases such as aequor
‘level surface’ are of course analogical creations).

“Delamarre [2012: 39; 2017: 277; 2019: 24; 2023: 103] proposes an alternative etymology and
sees in Acu/imincum a dithematic Gaulish personal name (with zero conversion to a neuter place-name,
proposed as one of the standard means of onymization in Gaulish in [Delamarre 2012: 17]), which he
segments as either acu-minco- (subsequently omitted from [Delamarre 2019] and [Delamarre 2023]
in favour of Acimincum) or aci-minko-, matching *acu- ‘fast’ to the first member of *aku- yinko-, which
he recognises in Aquincum [see Ibid.: 26], and *aci- ‘sharp, pointy, piercing’ to the initial element
in names like Acimarius, Acisonius, Acisius (cf. Cisalpine Gaulish aKisios), on which see further
[Ibid.: 24], but cf. [Meid 1989: 12] and [ Villar & Prosper 2005: 271]. Solid proof for a Gaulish etymon
*aku- “fast’ as the first member of compounded names is lacking, while the existence of a proterodynamic
adjectival stem *aki- < *H Zel}i— or a Caland variant of *akro- (= an acrostatic feminine abstract) is not
impossible theoretically but does not actually find any real support in the comparanda [cf. Wodtko
et al. 2008: 287-300]. Nor is the idea behind zero onymization on the basis of personal names at all
convincing, since none of the examples adduced so far in support of this process are actually probative
[see Repansek 2014: 207, fn. 65].
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place-names of Pannonia [Anreiter 2001: 11-12 et passim],'> *H ek-mn-o- would
expectedly yield *akumno-, which joined with the productive possessive suffix
*-enko- (cf. Aquincum, i.e. *ak‘o- + *-enko- ‘(place) possessing water’) would
then undergo regressive dissimilation from *akumnenko- ‘rocky, stony (place)’
to *akumenko-.

Abbreviations
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Av. Avestan OLith.  Old Lithuanian
Gaul. Gaulish PCelt.  Proto-Celtic
Gr. Ancient Greek PGerm. Proto-Germanic
Lat.  Latin PIE Proto-Indo-European
Lith.  Lithuanian Ved. Vedic
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