
O no!
Final vowels in Bactrian

Melanie Malzahn
University of Vienna

East Coast Indo-European Conference XLIV (ECIEC 44)
June 20–22, 2025 | Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München



Bactrian vowels 

• Proto-Iranian vowels are essentially 
preserved in Bactrian

• The standard interpretation of the 
Bactrian phoneme systems is based 
on Sims-Williams 

(Sims-Williams 1989: 233 and later works)

Nicholas Sims-Williams (1989): “Bactrian”, in: Compendium Linguarum Iranicarum, Wiesbaden: Reichert 1989, 230-235
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Word-final characteristics

Bactrian is well-known 
for its distinctive 
characteristic that all 
words almost invariably 
terminate with a vowel, 
typically written –<o>

Nicholas Sims-Williams (2007): Bactrian Documents from Northern Afghanistan II: Letters and Buddhist Texts. London: The Nour Foundation in association with Azimuth Editions and Oxford University Press.

Letter bh
(Sims-Williams 2007: 67)
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Word-final characteristics

Bactrian is well-known 
for its distinctive 
characteristic that all 
words almost invariably 
terminate with a vowel, 
typically written –<o>,

except in early texts 
where other vowels are 
attested

Nicholas Sims-Williams (2012): “Bactrian historical inscriptions of the Kushan period”, Silk Road 10, 76–80.

Rabatak inscription
(Sims-Williams 2012: 77)
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Final –<o>

• The standard view in the literature is that 
this –<o> is merely an orthographic 
device that signals a word boundary 
especially in the cursive variety of 
manuscriptal Bactrian

• This fits with the fact that here –<o> can be 
occasionally omitted after the similarly 
rounded graphemes <f>, <r>, and <þ>, 
which, again, ought to be due to 
“occasional graphic simplification” 

(Sims-Williams 2007: 40)

Nicholas Sims-Williams (2007): Bactrian Documents from Northern Afghanistan II: Letters and Buddhist Texts. London: The Nour Foundation in association with Azimuth Editions and Oxford University Press.
Document from: Sam Fogg collection, MS 4580, https://www.schoyencollection.com/palaeography-collection-introduction/greek-other-documentary-scripts/bactrian/ms-4580 

© 2025 The Schoyen Collection
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Final –<o>

• The standard view in the literature is that 
this –<o> is merely an orthographic 
device that signals a word boundary 
especially in the cursive variety of 
manuscriptal Bactrian

• Accordingly, final –<o> is often simply 
omitted when transcribing Bactrian word 
forms
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Scholarship 1970–1984

Several scholars have, in contrast, stressed the nature of final –<o> as 
genuine vowel at least in the earlier stages of the language

• “a reduced vowel 0, phoneme or allophone” 

(Morgenstierne 1970: 126)

• “il n’v a pas de raison de l'interpréter autrement que comme une
voyelle postérieure arrondie, que l'on peut noter u” 

(Lazard in Lazard / Grenet / de Lamberterie 1984: 224–226)

Georg Morgenstierne (1970): “Notes on Bactrian Phonology”, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 33/1, 125–131.
Gilbert Lazard / Frantz Grenet / Charles de Lamberterie (1984): “Notes bactriennes”, Studia Iranica 13, 199–232. 7



Scholarship 2016–2022

• “while it [= final –o] marks the word-end in the manuscripts, it seems 
unlikely that it had no phonetic value whatsoever at the time when the 
script was adopted, and more likely that it marked a labial vowel at 
first” (Korn 2016: 421) 

• at some point in “late proto-Bactrian”, this final labial vowel induced 
u-umlaut (Benvenuto / Bichlmeier 2022) 

Korn, Agnes (2016): “A Partial Tree of Central Iranian: A New Look at Iranian Subphyla”, Indogermanische Forschungen 121/1, 401–434
Benvenuto, Maria Carmela / Harald Bichlmeier (2022): “Zu den Umlauterscheinungen im Baktrischen: Lautgesetz oder Tendenz?”, Münchener Studien zur Sprachwissenschaft 74/2, 7–32 8



Scholarship 2024

• “In later Bactrian, the overwhelming majority of words ends in 
omicron, but the letter’s use as a mere word divider constitutes the 
final stage in a longer line of developments. It could well be that the 
omicron has its base in phonological /-u/, often going back to < *-am, 
the acc.sg.m/n and nom.sg.n of the a-stems (cf. Sogdian -w /u/, as the 
marker of the acc.sg.m/n and nom.sg.n of the light stems). This early
Kushan Bactrian -ο /u/ was later reduced to schwa in final position 
and eventually served as a “Wortschlußzeichen” (Davary 1982: 
240)” (Kreidl 2024: 208f.)

Kreidl, Julian (2024): “On the Kushan Bactrian Ablative-Instrumental Case”, Iran and the Caucasus 28/2, 206–228.
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Aim and content of the paper

• Reappraisal of the evidence by taking into account the variation in the 
Bactrian corpus based on

• date

• materiality

• and other features 
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The Bactrian corpus

• Manuscripts 
• 4th to 8th cent. CE

• Monumental inscriptions, object/seal inscriptions, graffiti 
• early 2nd cent. CE, 3rd/4th and 8th/9th cent. CE

• Coins
• early 2nd to middle 4th cent. CE [from Kanishka I to Kipunadha]

• Loan words in Khotanese, Tocharian, Sanskrit and Middle Indic
• at least 2nd cent. CE to ?

• Names in Achaemenid and Hellenistic documents
• 4th –2nd cent. BCE
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The Bactrian corpus
Textual evidence from Bactria in Greek-based 

alphabet
Historical periodApprox. date

Textual evidence from Turfan / in Manichean script

Side evidenceCoinsInscriptions 
/ graffiti

Manuscripts

Achaemenid/ 
Hellenistic rule

4th –2nd c. 
BCE

Old Bactrian

Kushan Empire 
(heyday)

1st/2nd c. CEEarly 
Bactrian

Decline of Kushan 
Empire

3rd c. CE

Sasanian, Kidarite
and Hephthalite
successor states

4th – 7th c. CEStandard 
Bactrian

Muslim successor 
states

8th / 9th (11th) 
c. CE

Late Bactrian
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Final vowels in Early Bactrian

In a few early texts, vowels other than –<o> are still attested, which in later texts are then 
represented by –<o> (recently Kreidl 2024)

Final -a

 Feminine sg. forms of nouns, the article / demonstrative, and adjectives from PIr. nom.sg. *-ā, a category given up 
in Standard Bactrian

 Old ter-stem pida, later pido ‘father’ < PIr. nom.sg. *pitā

 Abl.sg. *-ād > -a (Kreidl 2024), a category given up in Standard Bactrian

 Adverb μασκα, later μασκo ‘herein, thereupon’ < *ima-uskād (Av. adv. uskā()

 Adverb oidra, later oidro ‘so long’ < *witarād

 Adverb ta ‘then’ from PIr. stem *tā-, as independent word given up in Standard Bactrian, there only attested as 
part of complex accentual units (-)ta-

Kreidl, Julian (2024): “On the Kushan Bactrian Ablative-Instrumental Case”, Iran and the Caucasus 28/2, 206–228.
Nicholas Sims-Williams (2007): Bactrian Documents from Northern Afghanistan II: Letters and Buddhist Texts. London: The Nour Foundation in association with Azimuth Editions and Oxford University Press. 14



Bactrian finals in Early Bactrian

Final -e

 Oblique noun sg. ending -e beside -i, replaced by the direct sg. ending in Standard Bactrian 

 Direct noun pl. ending -e beside -i < *-ah, replaced by oblique pl. ending in Standard Bactrian
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Bactrian finals in Early Bactrian

Final -i

Unlike -a and -e, -i is still found in the later corpus 

 The monosyllabic article and Ezāfe marker i < PIr. *ya- is always spelled ι in the whole corpus 
though it can be argued that it functions as a proclitic

 Infinitive *-tayay > Early Bactr. -δι, later -do (no later i-variants)

 Enclitic particle *uti > Early Bactr. -di, later -do beside occasional variants in -di in several adverbs

o oti ‘and, that’ > oto and oti, tadi ‘so, thus’ > tado (no later i-variant), kidi ‘who’ > kido (no later i-variant), etc.

 3.sg. present ending -di, later -do < PIr. *-ti (αστο ‘(s)he is’ < 3.sg. *asti)

 3.pl. present ending -ndi, later -ndo < PIr. *-anti

 3.sg. preterite ending -di, alongside or replaced by later (?) -do < verbal adjective stems in PIr. *-ta-

 Direct sg. in -ι < *-ah (Franchesca Michetti apud Bernard 2024: 56 and forthcoming)

Bernard, Chams Benoît (2025): Like Dust on the Silk Road. On the Earliest Iranian and BMAC Loanwords in Tocharian, Leiden: Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004732537
Michetti, Francesca (forthcoming): “On the origin of Bactrian final –ο“, in: Proceedings of the Tenth European Conference of Iranian Studies. Panel: History and culture of pre-Islamic Afghanistan, eds. Ching Chao-jung and Michaël 
Peyrot. Wiesbaden: Reichert.
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Variation in Early Bactrian

Even in the small corpus of inscriptions from the heyday of Kushan power we find
variation with word-final vowels between inherited endings in –i and –a and 
innovated -o

 the spelling with omicron in word-final position can here also already be in the 
majority
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The Surkh Kotal inscription (SKM)

The Surkh Kotal building inscription (SKM) is 

• dated into the second half of the 2nd century

• beside the official monumental monolith inscription there were two contemporary 
copies found at the same site containing the same text with variant spellings (= SKA and 
SKB) 

(Lazard / Grenet / de Lamberterie 1984: 220f.; Humbach 2003; Härtel 2023: 118) 

• notably, version B a number of more archaic spellings than A and M, 
• such as “kidi ‘who’, sidi ‘which’, oastindi ‘they were led’, where M and A have kido, sido, 

oastindo, “generalizing silent -o” (Humbach 2003: 161)

• feminine forms in –a such as ma liza ‘this fortress’ vis-à-vis ma lizo in versions A and M 

Gilbert Lazard / Frantz Grenet / Charles de Lamberterie (1984): “Notes bactriennes”, Studia Iranica 13, 199–232.
Helmut Humbach (2003): “The Great Surkh Kotal Inscription”, in: Religious Themes and Texts of Pre–Islamic Iran and Central Asia, ed. by Carlo G. Cereti / Mauro Maggi / Elio Provasi, Wiesbaden: Reichert, 157–166.
Stefan Härtel (2023): Commentary, Contextualisation and Interpretation of the Bactrian Inscriptions of the Kušan Peridod, Dissertation Freie Universität Berlin.
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Variation in Early Bactrian

However, even in the official monumental monolith inscription SKM, 

• the feminine article / demonstrative ma is still written with –a even though 
the respective nouns show –o as well 

• the adverb ta is still written with –a

• the affiliation shows archaic spelling

• and the plural form bage ‘gods’
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The Surkh Kotal inscription (SKM)

Stefan Härtel (2023): Commentary, Contextualisation and Interpretation of the Bactrian Inscriptions of the Kušan Peridod, Dissertation Freie Universität Berlin.

Text / translation 
Härtel 2023: 450f. 

And this well and mašto xirgo were made by 
me, Burzmihr the son of Kuzgashk, the 
inhabitant of Astilgan, the servant of 
Nukunzuk the lord of the marches, according 
to the lord's command. And this (inscription) 
was written by me, Mihraman the son of 
Burzmihr: [monogram 1]. Mihraman: 
[monogram 2]
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The Surkh Kotal inscription (SKM)

Stefan Härtel (2023): Commentary, Contextualisation and Interpretation of the Bactrian Inscriptions of the Kušan Peridod, Dissertation Freie Universität Berlin.

Text / translation 
Härtel 2023: 450f. 

Not random spellings but 
linguistically sensitive
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Final vowels on Kushan coinage

koþano

https://www.cngcoins.com/Coin.aspx?CoinID=189687

Heraios coin from the 1st cent. CE
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Final vowels on Kushan coinage

• What started out probably as a long -e (*-ē) as the 
ending of the oblique singular ought to continue the 
PIr. thematic genitive ending *-ahya (cf. gen.sg. Av. -
ahiiā, Skt. -asya, Sogd. light stem -e). The oblique 
actually still functions as genitive on coins by 
Kanishka I: 

 gen. kanhþki (renders a genitive form of the Greek 
model)

• On coins by his successor Huvishka, however, we 
already find the direct case form oohþko in genitival 
function beside oohþki, pointing to an on-going 
merger

23

þAONANOþAO KANHþKI KOþANO

https://coinindia.com/galleries-kanishka.html



Kushan coinage

• Bactrian script used on Kushan coins shows several deviations from 
inscriptional and manuscriptal Bactrian (Härtel 2024: 111–112)
• specific sign forms unattested in inscriptional and manuscriptal Bactrian (Arsakidian alpha)

• specific sign forms attested earlier than in manuscriptal Bactrian deviating from concurrent 
inscriptions

Stefan Härtel (2024): “Greeks, Iranians and Kušān in Tokharistān. Bactrian Identities and the Kušān Empire”, Studia Hercynia 28/2, 108–121.
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Object inscriptions

Silver pyxis (around 195–225 CE)
(Falk/Sims-Williams 2017)

Harry Falk / Nicholas Sims-Williams (2017): “A Decorated Silver Pyxis from the Time of Vāsudeva”, in: Zur lichten Heimat – Studien zu Manichäismus, Iranistik und Zentralasienkunde im Gedenken an Werner Sundermann, ed. by 
Turfanforschung, Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 121–138. 25



The evidence of loan words

Relatively certain loan words in Tocharian B (recently Bernard 2025) 

• TB akālk / akālko vis-à-vis agalgo ‘wish’ < *ākálku

• TB mālo ‘wine’ vis-à-vis μολο ‘wine’ < *malu

• TB sapule ‘pot’ vis-à-vis σαβολο ‘cup’ < *sabulǝ or *sabuli (Schoubben apud Bernard 2025: 56)

• TB suffix -īke (aṣanīke ‘worthy, worthy one’) vis-à-vis (Schoubben apud Bernard 2025: 56)

Bernard, Chams Benoît (2025): Like Dust on the Silk Road. On the Earliest Iranian and BMAC Loanwords in Tocharian, Leiden: Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004732537
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Conclusion early Bactrian

• Final vowels were persevered in quality at least until the 2nd cent. CE
• During the heyday of Kushan power when Bactrian were most prone to 

develop a centralized chancery standard (if any)

• Different script types and different writing material do not have an 
impact the orthography on final vowels, the attestations are 
linguistically significant

• Both the internal and external evidence suggest that final omicronat
first rendered a labial vowel -/u/

• Variation suggests that already in the 2nd cent. a process of merger of 
final vowels began, most likely into a reduced schwa
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Final -<o> in Standard Bactrian

• The main evidence for Bactrian comes from over 150 manuscripts with legal and 
economic content

• A handful of fragments from the Tarim region show the same orthography as do

• graffiti, even the late Tochi inscriptions

• seals

• object inscriptions

• The unique textual testimony of a manuscript in Manichean script from Shorcuq
does, however, not show final vowels 
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Variants in Standard Bactrian

• The manuscript corpus is, however, likewise not uniform but shows spelling 
variations—sometimes even between two copies of the same text—as noted by 
Sims-Williams on several occasions in the text edition and in the grammatical 
sketch

• Variation in these documents with respect to phonology, morphology and lexicon
is a focus of recent research, e.g.,
• Fortification of (at least word-initial) w > /g/ (Schoubben 2023)

• Standard Bactrian ολο ‘wife’ vis-a-vis γολο in (Uv4) < *wadū-

• Retention of the Old Iranian cluster *rn (Kreidl forthcoming)

Nicholas Sims-Williams (2007): Bactrian Documents from Northern Afghanistan II: Letters and Buddhist Texts. London: The Nour Foundation in association with Azimuth Editions and Oxford University Press.
Nils Schoubben (2023): “The Iranian sound change *w- > *γw- in the Indo-Iranian borderlands and a new etymology for Gāndhārī and Sanskrit guśura(ka)-”, Iran and the Caucasus 27/3, 285–298. 29



Variants Standard Bactrian

Nicholas Sims-Williams (2007): Bactrian Documents from Northern Afghanistan II: Letters and Buddhist Texts. London: The Nour Foundation in association with Azimuth Editions and Oxford University Press.

30

(Sims-Williams 2007: 40)



Variation -<o> : -<i>

• The consistent ti-variants in some manuscripts are “not attested in datable texts 
after c. 380 CE” 

(Sims-Williams / de Blois 2018: 61)

• The obvious explanation of this word-final -i must therefore be that there existed 
at least one Bactrian sociolect where a word-final -/i/ was spoken (or schwa 
perceived and rendered by –i) until the 4th century, in contrast to all the other 
sociolects that preferred at least to write a word-final -<o> that time

Nicholas Sims-Williams / François de Blois (2018): Studies in the Chronology of the Bactrian Documents from Northern Afghanistan, Wien: Verlag der ÖAW.
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Variation -<o> : -<i>

• Another variation that has not received proper attention is the writing of the word-
final sequence -/wi/ -oi in the Standard corpus until the end of the 7th century  (in 
documents dated per Sims-Williams / de Blois 2018: 63), which was changed 
afterwards to -/wu/ -<oo> 

Nicholas Sims-Williams / François de Blois (2018): Studies in the Chronology of the Bactrian Documents from Northern Afghanistan, Wien: Verlag der ÖAW.

32

Once again, this is a phonologically straightforward 
rule that can be initially explained by blocking 
labialization in an environment that is already labial 
with a very late unification



Conclusion

• All these facts taken together suggest that there had occurred a real sound change 
by which all final vowels of accentual units had been weakened and turned into a 
shwa-like vowel

• Which then subsequently was identified either with /u/ <o> (Standard Bactrian) or 
with /i/ <i> (in a Bactrian variety by a minority)

• After /w/, however, the shwa vowel was identified even by the speakers of 
Standard Bactrian rather as /i/ and not as /u/ and only finally turned into -/wu/ by a 
sound change that occurred at the end of the 7th century
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When transliterating Bactrian forms, the final vowels ought 
to be spelled in any case!



Further speculation

• Was Bactrian a basically zero-coda language in word-final position?
• absence of phonological processes that specifically target coda consonants 

(like final devoicing, nasal assimilation to a following consonant) are absent 

• Many Turkic and Mongolic languages show a strong preference for 
words to end in a vowel or a very restricted set of single consonants 
suggesting a strong drive towards open syllables or a very restricted 
coda inventory at the word edge

• The adherence of Bactrian to both reduces but still keep a final 
(schwa) vowel may thus be an areal phenomenon
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