
A Dacian Substratum Word: Romanian miel 

MIRCEA-MIHA I RADULESCU 
Buc arest 

I. Lexical aspects (references are being made only to sources of 
information other than DEX).  

Miel, pl. miej, s.  m. I .l/"Iamb (ev. only male) in the first months of life ; up to it's 
weaning (CADE ) ; ram in the first months of Iife ( Scriban) ; Iamb (male) up to the age of 
two years (DA)" ; 2/"Iamb's fur" ; 3/"lamb's meat". II. (rare . )  "the male offspring of animals 
other than sheep" (D.A) . Ex. : "Munţii giucară ca berbecii oilor si dealurile ca mieii oilor" 
( = Iitt. sheep lambs, Coresi Ps . 321/5, cit. by DA) ; "Dară te spurcă mielul de oaie" ( = Iitt. 
the lamb of the sheep ; Vîlcea, Gorovei, p. 191) ; mielu( caprei ( = Iitt. goat 's larnb ; Glosar din 
V. ,Jiului, s .  DA) . Anon. Carans. (p. 353 ) : mjel "agnus". 

Dialectal variants : mel, pl. mei (Banat, Oltenia, Moldova) ;  niel (Moldova, ; but miel 
in Neamţ ! ) ; mnel (Transylvania, N. -Oltenia) .  Aroma,nian : n'el, pi. n'el'f, (Papahagi, D.2, 
p. 923 ; he gives also the sense "nail spot" ) nel(u), pl. neli (Ca,pidan, Aromânii, p. 322). 
Megleno-Romanian : nel (Candrea-Densuşianu 1100, p. 166) ; also năl (Capidan, Megl. III, 
p. 210) ,  (m)niel (Puşcariu, "\V'b. 1070, p. 92) .  Istro-Romanian ml'e (Puşcariu, Z. Rekonstr. ,  
p.  73) .  

Diminutives : mieişor (rare, DA) ; 1nieluc, -ă (N. -Trans . ,  DA) ; mielUş-ă ;  miefoşel (Anon. 
Carans., p. 353 : mjefoshel "agnellus" ; DA : alim mieloşel, mierluşel ; mieluşei also "cheese 
pancakes" (R. "papanaşi"), CADE, p. 772), mieluşea (also mieluşeauă, DA ; Cioranescu, 
p. 520 -1 : also "combings" ;  Şăineanu, p. 398 : also "clover", in Oltenia) ; mieluşiţă (Can
drea-Densuşianu, 1 .c. ) ; mieluşor ( id. ) ; mieluţ, -ă (DA : rare ; also "vaca domnului" = Lygaeus 
equestris, "a sort of chinch").  Ar. : niluş, -e, pl. -i, -e ; nilîc (Papahagi D.2, p. 926) .  Mgl.-R. 
1/,iluş, neltsitc, niltsoc (Capidan, Megl . III, p. 210) ; niluşă (Pascu, DEMR, p. 132 -3 ) .  

Derivatives : 
Mia, pl. miele (I have heard also miâle) : 1/"female Iamb" ; 2/=mioară ; 3/"young ewe". 

Var. : mea (Tiktin, DRG, p. 974) ; mieâ, mnea (Cihac I, p.  164) ; mniâ (Ca,ndrea-Densuşianu, 
l .c. ) ; miauă (regressively built from the sing. def. miâua, DA) ; miâlă (from the pl. miele ; also 
"knuckle-bone, dib" = Rom. "arşică", DA) .  Ar. : nao (Capidan, Rom. Nom. ,  p. 280) ; naită ( id. ,  
Arom. , p .  227 ) ; n'eâuă, pl.  n'eâle (Papahagi, D.2, p. 923 ) .  Dimin. : D.-R. mieiţă, pl.  -e ,  mieuţă 
(obsolete, from miâ, DA) .  

Mielâniă "Iot of lambs" (Banat, Candrea-Densuşianu, l .c. ) ; mielâr "a shepherd who 
tends only lambs" (DA) ; mielăreâ, pl. -ele "chaste tree (Vitex agnus castus )" ; mielăreasă : 
fem. of mielâr ; mielărie "a fold only for lambs" ; milelăriţa : l/=mielăreas_ă ; 2/"lamb's tick'. ' ;  
milUţă (dim. ,  reg : DA) .  

Mior, pl. - i  "one to three years old Iamb" (DA) ; mioâră, pl. - e  (rare. - i ,  DA) ; 1 /"young 
ewe up to the aO'e of three years ; ewe which has never (or not yet) brought forth" ; 2/(reg. ) 
"doe, or she-goat up to the age of one year" ; ex. : "A ciuta mioară, / Pe bot gălbioară . . .  (DA) .  
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Var. : mie6r, mieoară, mcoară, meioară, mihoară (DA) .  Deriv. : miorea ,  pl. -ele (DA ; pl. also 
"liverwort = Hepatica nobilis",  Borza, p. 83) ; mioriţă, pl. -e (W. -Trans. also mioruţă, DA ; 
sense also "squill = Seilla bifolia", Borza, p. 157 ) ; Spaţiul JJiioritic ( title of an essay of 
Lucian Blaga, inspired from the folk-lore poem "Mioriţa", object : the Carpathian space, 
with its artistical m�tnifestations and conception of life and death) ; mioarce "ewes" (DA, 
from a poem of Tudor Arghezi) ; mirioară, pl. -e (Banat, Puşcariu, Wb. 1093, p. 94) .  Ar. : 
mil'i6r, -oară ; mil'iur, -ură, pl . -i, -ure ; ml'i6r, mbl'i6r, -oară ; n'l'i6r, -oară : 1/  = mior, -oară ; 
2/"young she-goat" (Papahagi D. 2 p. 798, 813, 926 ) .  Mgl.-R. : miliur (Cioranescu, Le. ) ; mil'6r, 
ml' 6r "Iamb ; one year old kid" (Pascu , DEMR, p. 132 -3) ; ml'oară, mil'oară (Capidan, 
Megl. III, p. 189 -90) .  In compounds : strămi6r, -oară "ram, ewe, from two to three years" 
( Sibiu : strămni6r ; Mehedinţi : strămnioară ; Banat : strămioară, Candrea-Densuşianu 1101, 
p. 166) .  Ar. : strănil' 6r (Candrca-Densuşianu, l .c. ; also stră'ml'6r, pi. -i, Papahagi D.2, p. 1120) ; 
străml'oară, stranl'odră "ewe from two to three years" (Capidm1, Rom. Nom.,  p .  280). 

Borrowed frorn the Romanian : 
Albanian : mel'6re : :  1/"young ram ; young sheep of one to two years" ; 2/"she-goat 

which has not yet brought forth" ( last . sense in Greece ; Meyer, EWA, p. 278, also mil6re) ; 
mil' ur "two years old Iamb" (Hristoforidhi, p. 245) ; miluar, rnil6r, -e "two years old ram or 
ewe" (Cordignano) .  

New Greek (epir. ) : fLALwpL, -poc , " young Iamb" (Meyer, l .c. ) ; fLALopoc "three years old 
ewe" (Capidan, DR IV/1, p. 467 f. ) ; fL7tA.'o up, µ�A.'6p, fL1JALopL, -poc (cit. from diff. sources by 
Papahagi D.2, p. 818) .  

l\fagyar : mill6ra, mi6ra, mij6ra = Rom. mioară (Candrea-Densuşianu, 1 . c . ) .  

II. Miel< La. t .  Agnellus? 
Up to the present, in spite of insuperable phonetic difficulties, most authors have consi
dered quitc normal the deriving of miel from Lat. agn mlus ( the other words being mere Rom
derivatiws ; but see thc suffix -uar, -uer, - ore in Albanian ! ) .  As for the passing of gn to m. 
s ix theories have been advanced : 

1 .  After the aphaeresis of ag- ( something never heard of in Rom. ! ) , nellu- > miel 
(Cihac, l .c. ) .  

2.  Puşcariu (Z. Rekonstar. ,  l .c . ) ,  po::;tulates an *agm ellus (from a - mast improbable ! 
"contamination" of agnellus with agmen "herd ; mob" ) > * aumellus > * ·aumiel > * amiel > 
miel (slightly modified in DR I ,  p. 424 -5 : * agmellus > * aumell1i > * (a)mellu > miel) . 

3. Considering that Lat. gn has always resulted in Romanian mn (signum > semn, 
lignum > lemn, etc), Candrea and Densuşianu (1100, p. 166) thought gne changed to *mnie, 
then to rnie(l) through a "false regression", "because in those regions where *mniel first became 
miel, people pronounced mieii "mine", corresponding to mneu in other regions". A thesis accept
ed by Tiktin (DRG, p. 974, which gives as an ex. dnmitale < domniei tale} , by Meyer-Liibkc 
(DR II, p. 2 -3)  and by Scriban (p. 794 ) .  

4.  In his comments on a series of articles of  Skok (DR I, p .  424 -5), Puşcariu rejects 
as impossible the transformation gn > * m?î > mie(l) , arguing that in Banat the real spellings 
are rn·iel and mel, although n < ni, ne is preserved in this region ; he also gives up *agm mlus. 
After accepting the etymology Lat. *ignitia > D.-R. miaţă "fever" (Cod. Voron. mniaţă = 
miiaţă, according to Puşcariu ; Oaş, mnaţă ; Ar. naţă) ,  he favours now an evolution gn > *"IJn 
> *  11m > mi (  el) (two clusters almost impossible to spell ! ) .  

· 5. Puşcariu's last theory about miel (in Limba Română II, p . . 385) admits gne > * mne > 
> mie(l) (accepted by Cioranescu, who thinks that the aphaeresiR of a occured first) .  

6 .  Rosetti ( B L  V ,  33, also ILR, p .  130)  shows that gn was pronounced nn i n  Latin 
and thinks it changed to n then to mi( el) , the last stage being a recent onc and caused by a 
"false regression" (see point 3 . ) ; in his opinion, Ar. and Mgl. R.  net is an older stage (but 
whyt again, should this be true only for miel, as an unique example of its kind n 
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III. The origin of rom. miel 
None of these theories are satisfactory. In his article "Z. Rekonstr.". (l . c . ) ,  Puşcariu 
rightly says : " But the contemporary forms of miel are comparable to the results of 
Lat. mele ( "honey") : D„-R. miel : miere (mnel : mnere ; nel : nere) · Ar. nel : ?Îare (niel : niari) · 
I. R. ml'e ( <.ml' el) : .

-ml' are . . .  " . . These parallels are clear e�ough and make superfluou� 
the demonst�ation �hat � D.-� . ,  as rn the

. 
South-Danubian dialects, mel was the older spelling, 

the form.s �1th mn- or n- �erng only re1ponal and found also in other words beginning with 
or contarnrng an etymolog1cal me or mi. Another strong argument is mioară Ar. mil'ioară 
borrowed with an m- in Alb. ,  N. Gr. and l\fagy. ; mil'oară itself is a derivati�e of *mel not 
of mnel, nel or miel (s. also mirioară, Banat) .  (Cf. also the doubts of Capidan, Aror�ânii, 
p. 332 -3 and of Rosetti, ILR, p. 130) .  Rom. miel is not derived from Lat. agnellus. 

In Gramm. der Roman. Sprachen (voi. I, Bonu 1856),  F. Diez wa8 very close to the 
true solution, in comparing miel to O. Gr. µ"ijAo\I "sheep or goats ; small cattle" ( see Oihac, 
Le. ,  who rejects this theory, and Resmeriţă, who writes : "111iel : Daco-Greek, from µ'lj/..o\I 
" ram" ! ) .  

Miel i s  not from O .  Gr. µ"ijAo\I, but both have the same I. -E. origin. The older sense 
of miel was "offspring, young animal" (s. the meaning "kid" for miel and "yonng she-goat ; 
young doe" for mioară) .  O. Gr. µ"ijJ..o\I is related to the I.-E. radical * m e l o- ,  * s m e l o 
"kleineres Tier" (IEW', 724) : O. Ir. mil "(small) aninrnJ", Dutch rnaal "yonng cow", Arm. 
mal "sheep ; ram" ; from * m o l  o - : O. Oh. Sl. mal-r "small, little",  Ukr. mal' f. (eol l . )  "yonng 
sheep",  matih m. (coli . )  "young lambs, kids" (Berneker II, p. 13 -4) ; with an s-mobile : 
* s m fJ l o - (* s m o l  o - according to Onions, p. 837 ) > Got. smals, etc. "little, srnall, NHG 
schmal", esp. O. fal. smale n. "small animals", De Vries (p. 591) also srnali "small cattle" 
(s .N.Isl. ,  Far. smaU, N. Norw. , Sw. dial. srnale > Lp. N. smalla, smalts "sheep"),  O. Isl. 
smalki "trifle", also Lit. smalu "small animal", Let . smalks "thin, very small". De Vries sends 
also to * m e l - ( * s m e l -) ,  "zermalmen, etc" (IKW 716 -9) and to these radicals we may 
also relate O. Gr. µî:Aod;, -xoi:; (µ€nţl�) "young boy, fad" (Frisk II, p. 287 ) and Alb . 
milak, -q : 1/"leveret" ; 2/"child up to the age of two years" (Fjalor, p. 315 ; Mann, 
Dict. ,  p. 285 ; in Meyer, EWA, l.c. ,  also mil'ak), ev. also Alb. mijush "stupidello" ( Giordano, 
278 ) .  The Alb. words are inherited (not so H. Mihăescu, p. 350, who thinks mildk is from 
O. Gr. µî:Aţl�) .  Here also D. -R. melc, Ar. zmelciu (Papahagi D. 2, p. 1302) "snail" ( to 
*m e l  fJ -le). A series of Iranian words seems to belong here : Sangl. -ISkasmi mel, mel (Paha
lina, p. 216 ; Morgenstierne III, p. 50), Ormuri mei, rnai, Yidgha-Munji miio, �dl of them 
"sheep" ; Y. -M. miya "male oorial" (l\forgenstierne, l .c. ) ,  Kurd. me "sheep", megal "flock of 
sheep" (MacKenzie I, p. 54), mer "sheep" (Wahby and Edmonds, p. 90).  

Romanian has a lot of animal names of Dacian origin : bîră, bîrcă "ewe ; sheep", bîrîec 
"male Iamb" (see my article in DACOROMANIA 4, 1976),  balaur, b ală, b arză, breb 
(s. Mann, Die Urheimat, p. 227 ),  căpuşă, cîrlan, cioară, ciocîrlie, cotei, daş, hutitre,  mînz, melc, 
măgar, năpîrcă, pupăză, raţă, strepede, şopîrlă, viezure (tee I.  �· �ussu, .Elernen:tele 

.
Autoh

tone and O. PoO'hirc ILR-Ac. R. II and B. P. Hasdeu) . To tb1s impress1ve senes of appel
atives we add �ow 

'
miel (also mior, mioară), their Dacian origin being asserted hy the 

existence of similar and related words in Albanian, Armenian and Old Greek. 
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