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Reciprocity and Commerce  
in Bronze and Iron Age Anatolia

H. Craig Melchert
los AngElEs

The impetus for the following discussion is the existence of a family of words in 
second- and first-millennium Luvian whose members seem semantically incompa-
tible. Some have religious connotations, while others occur in commercial contexts. 
For example, the Cuneiform and Hieroglyphic Luvian adjective /washaiya-/ shows 
a sense ‘consecrated, dedicated’, used in examples (1) and (2) of ritual objects and 
cult personnel:

(1) KBo 7.68 ii 2–12 (text Starke 1985: 361–2, but restorations mine-HCM)
GIŠtīrana wašḫa[iya . . .]KI.MIN GIŠtalān=za K[I.MIN šarra] wašḫa ānnan=ḫa 
wa[šḫa] § pa=ti(y)=aš aduna aša[r? ] GIŠwaššanza wašḫaiyan=za NINDAḫa-x[ ] 
wašḫaīš NINDAtannaša wašḫaiya [—] NINDA-iš wašḫaīš GIŠzappalālla KI.MIN DU-

Gu-x[ ]x-iš KI.MIN paršul=za KI.MIN gu[r?- ]x-ašu KI.MIN maddu KI.MIN [ -]iš 
KI.MIN LÚNINDA.DÙ.DÙ-aš KI.MIN [LÚSAG]I-iš KI.MIN LÚŠÀ.TAM-aš KI.MIN

“The t. are consecrated. [The __ ] likewise. The t. likewise. [Above] are conse-
crated things, and also below are conse[crated things.] § He/She s[its down?] to 
eat. 1 The table is consecrated. The h-bread is consecrated. The t-breads are con-
secrated. The bread is consecrated. The z. likewise. . .The morsel likewise. . .The 
wine likewise. . .The baker likewise. The drink-server likewise. The chamberlain 
likewise.’

(2) BABYLON 2 (text Hawkins 2000: 395–6; interpretation mine-HCM)
á-mu-pa-wa/i-tu (“*419”)wa/i-sa-ha-i-za ku+ra/i-i-sà( )ka-tara/i-hi-ha i-zi-i-ha

‘And for him (Tarhunt) I made (a) consecrated k. (and) k.’

The same adjective is also used in Cuneiform Luvian as the epithet of a tutelary 
deity (but notably not of  any other deity). I therefore interpret it as ‘patron’ (i.e., 
dedicated to an individual person): [. . .AN]A dLAMMA wašḫai ‘to the patron tute-
lary deity’ (KBo 34.186:5′) and wašḫaī[š dLAMMA] (KBo 12.100 Ro 13). See for the 
texts Starke 1985: 211 and 244 and further below.

Likewise the CLuvian adjective wašḫazza- means ‘patron’, referring to a tutel-
ary deity:

1. For the reading and restoration of ašar ‘sits down’ see now Oettinger 2011.

Offprint from:
Archi ed., Tradition and Innovation in the Ancient Near 
East: Proceedings of the 57th Rencontre Assyriologique 
Internationale at Rome, 4–8 July 2011
© Copyright 2015 Eisenbrauns. All rights reserved.
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(3) KBo 35.107 (+) 108 iii 10 (text and reading with Starke 1985: 238)
URUTaurišizzaš wašḫazzaš dLAMMA-aš dUTU-tī dātī tarkumī[ta]

“The patron tutelary deity of Taurisa reported to the father Sun-god.”

See likewise KUB 25.37 i 7 (1 UDU ANA dLAMMA wašḫazza “one sheep for the 
patron tutelary deity”) and KBo 21.54:9,10,21. The direct Lycian cognate wasaza- 
(TL 38,7) is a professional title and thus refers to a kind of priest, that is, somone 
‘sacralized, consecrated’ (Melchert 2004a: 78).

The CLuvian noun wašḫa- (which is clearly the base of the preceding adjecti-
ves) also means ‘consecrated things, sacra’. See in a positive sense the expression 
[šarra] wašḫa ānnan=ḫa wa[šḫa] “[Above] are consecrated things, and also below 
are con[secrated things]” in example (1) cited above. We find the same noun also in 
the negative sense of sacra:

(4) KUB 35.54 ii 27–41 (text after Starke 1985: 67  
  except for the reading NU[MUN].Ḫ[I.A])

[ ]KÙ.BABBAR GUŠKIN NU[MUN].Ḫ[I.A?] ḫūman [GIŠḫaḫ]ran GIŠmuwilan 
GIŠintaluzi [ ]x GIŠtiddutri katt[a] ḫikzi n=ašta anda kiššan memai § zāwi ziyar 
NUMUN.ḪI.A-na [p]ūnāta inzagān wašḫa a=(a)ta [BE]L SÍSKUR GIŠḫattarāti 
ḫatta[r]itta GIŠtūrāti=pa=(a)ta tūr[ā]tta a=(a)ta imrašša<n> dIŠKUR-u[nt]i pari 
tarāwītta § a=(a)ta piyatta imma[r]aššan dIŠKUR-ti a=(a)ta zappatta attu[w]
al=za utar=ša [ḫal]liš=ša a=(a)ta ā[pp]a DINGIR.MEŠ-anza ŠA EN SÍSKUR 
parran ni[š] §awiti

(Hittite) “He offers downward [ ] silver, gold, all the seeds, a rake, a m., a shovel, 
[. . .], (and) a t. and interjects as follows (Luvian): ‘Here are laid down all the 
seeds, the inhumations, the sacra. The ritual client has hoed them with the hoe, 
while he has speared them with the spear. He has handed them over to the Storm-
god of the open country. He has given them to the Storm-god of the open country. 
He has z-ed them-the evil word and the illness. Let them not come back before the 
gods of the ritual client’.”

For the negative sense of wašḫa ‘sacra’ referring to the seeds symbolizing evils that 
are to be relegated to the divine sphere and thus made taboo for humans see Ben-
veniste 1969: 2.187ff. on Latin sacer and Watkins 1975a on Hittite šuppi-.

On the other hand, the HLuvian noun (*419/*420)washa- refers to commercial 
transactions:

(5) KARKAMIŠ A4a §§1–4 and §11 (text Hawkins 2000: 152,  
  including restorations)

§1 [za-ya]-wa/i [DOMUS]-na [. . .. . .]x-sa-´ [(INFANS)]ní-za-a-sa ka-ma-ni-ya 
REX-ti
CUM-ni ARHA (CONTRACTUS)DARE-ta
§2 ka-ma-ni-sa-pa-wa/i+ra/i PRAE-ri+i-SARMA-ma-ya-´ FRATER-la-sa-na
|(INFANS)ni-za-´ pa-pi-tà-ti-sà-na-´ INFANS.NEPOS CUM-ni ARHA
(CONTRACTUS)DARE-ta
§3 |wa/i-tu-u 20+2[+?] (“SCALPRUM[”)ma-na-zi ARGENTUM-za DARE-mi-na]
§4 [wa/i-tu-u PANIS.PI]THOS-[li]-za i-zi-ya-mi-na . . .
§11 (“PANIS.PITHOS”)á-za-li-sa-pa-wa/i DOMINUS-na-ní “*419”-sa-ha-sá-´ 
DARE-
mi-na
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“[These hou]ses [X, Y’s] son, sold to Kamani the King, and Kamani sold them to 
Parisarma (his) brother’s son, grandson of Papidati. To him 22(?) m[inas of silver 
are to be given(?)], and [for him a] a feast is to be made. . .A meal is to be given to 
the owner for the washa.” (less likely: “to the lord of the washa”)

On the terminology for buying and selling see Hawkins and Morpurgo Davies 1982, 
but for the verbal forms in -mi-na as gerundives see Melchert 2004b. For the res-
torations and the provision of a feast for the seller see CEKKE §§6–11 (Hawkins 
2000: 145).

(6) ASSUR letter f+g §§27–28 (text after Hawkins 2000: 537)
§27 |á-pi-ha-wa/i-za |(*420)wa/i-sa-ha-sa |REL-za |VIA-wa/i-ni-ta
§28 |wa/i-za |á-pi 4-zi-i |ka-max+ra/i-zi |i-sa-u-ta

“Furthermore, what did they send us of the washa-? They bought another(?) four 
k’s for us.” (literally “again four”)

(7) TÜNP 1 (text after Hawkins 2000: 155)
§1 [. . .. . .]ara/i-FRATER-la-ya CUM-ni sà-ta-ti-wa/i+ra/i-sa-na (“TERRA”)ta-sà-
REL+ra/i-na CUM-ni (“CONTRACTUS”)i-ya-sá-ta
§2 a-wa/i (“SCALPRUM”)á-su-sa ARHA (“CAPUT+SCALPRUM”)ku-sà-mi-na. . .
§5 (“PES2”)tara/i-pi+ra/i-pa-wa/i REL-sà
§6 |wa/i-´ 1 “ARGENTUM”-sa 1 (“SCALPRUM”)ma-na-sa |1 (“SCALPRUM”)ma-
na-sa-ha-na (“*419”)wa/i-sa-ha-sa

“[X ] bought the land from Aralani(?), son of Santatiwari. The (boundary) stone 
is to be effaced. . .He who shall oppose, one ARGENTUM-unit, one mina, and one 
manas(a)ha-unit is the washa.”

See for the interpretation of the passage in (7) in addition to Hawkins 2000: 155–56 
also Yakubovich 2010 and Giusfredi 2010: 264–66.

That there is no connection between the HLuvian and CLuvian words wašḫa- 
(thus Giusfredi 2010: 232) is extremely unlikely. Nor is a sense ‘fine, financial 
punishment’ (Giusfredi loc. cit.) plausible for examples (5) and (6). These call for 
‘purchase, sale’ or the like and connection with the root of Hittite waš- ‘buy’ and 
ušne-/ušniya- ‘sell’, as per Hawkins and Morpurgo Davies (1982: 1009), who also 
allow for a sense ‘fine’. Giusfredi’s formal analysis, an animate action noun in -šḫa-, 
is surely correct (CLuvian wašḫa can easily be the collective nominative-accusative 
plural to such an animate stem).

The terms for ‘buying’ and ‘selling’ are renewed in HLuvian: see Hawkins and 
Morpurgo Davies 1982 for (CUM-ni arha) piya- ‘sell’ (a specialized use of piya- ‘give’) 
and CUM-ni ijasa- ‘buy (from)’ (but for the source of ija(sa)- and Lycian ije- ‘buy’ 
< PIE *ai- ‘give/receive’ see Melchert 1989: 42–5 contra Hawkins and Morpurgo 
Davies 1982: 101–4). However, the root *wes- in a commercial sense is reflected 
in unattalla- ‘merchant’ (a hapax legomenon in the Hittite Laws §5 for ‘merchant’, 
spelled ú-na-at-tal-la-an). Derivation of this word from Hittite u-un-ni/a- ‘to drive’ 
with an initial vowel spelled with the sign u and a geminate -nn- is semantically 
dubious and phonologically impossible (see the correct remarks of Kloekhorst 2008: 
917). I propose that ú-na-at-tal-la- is rather a loanword from Luvian with the re-
gular outcome of *usna- < *us-no- or syncopated *we/os-no-. For loss of *s before *n 
in Luvian compare Luvian /ta:na-/ ‘sanctified, inviolable’ < *dh(e)h1s-no- (Melchert 
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1997: 49). Therefore Luvian did inherit the root wes- in the sense ‘buy/sell’, and the 
commercial sense of HLuvian /washa-/ (< *was-sha-) is perfectly in order.

PIE *wes- clearly referred to both buying and selling: see especially Benveniste 
1969: 1.125–8 and Watkins 1975b: 100–7, the latter elucidating the prehistory of 
Latin uēnum dare ‘to sell’ and uēnum īre ‘to be sold’ and cognate phrases in Greek 
and Sanskrit. This duality is clearly continued in Hittite waš- ‘to buy’ vs. ušne-/
ušniya- ‘to offer for sale’. Contra Szemerényi (1979: 122) the Hittite and Luvian re-
flexes show that the root *wes- was not restricted to the sense ‘to buy’ already in PIE 
(which is also belied by Iranian reflexes he cites 1979: 120–21). See further Mallory 
and Adams 1997: 184–86 and 224–25 with references.

The question remains: how are we to reconcile these facts with the religious con-
notations of CLuvian wašḫa- and the pan-Luvian adjective /washaiya-/? I believe 
the answer lies in the fact established by Benveniste (1951): in Proto-Indo-European 
society giving and receiving were regarded as part of a single process of reciprocal 
exchange. This notion permeated PIE society, including the relationship of host and 
guest, of poet and patron, and of humans and gods (the principle of do ut des). We 
know that there was no hesitation on the part of the Hittites to invoke the mutual 
dependence of humans and gods (see Singer 2002: 40 on the prayer of Arnuwanda 
and Ašmunikal and ibid. 48 on the plague prayers of Mursili).

I therefore propose that PIE *wes- originally meant ‘to pledge in exchange’, re-
ferring to both parts of any reciprocal exchange: (1) of commodities between people, 
(2) of people and things dedicated to gods and of a deity dedicated to a person, (3) 
of a fine or penalty given in exchange for release from debt. All three senses per-
sisted into pre-Luvian, to which was added a new commercial sense, reflecting the 
exchange of a commodity for a recognized medium of exchange (precious metal). 2 
The Luvian adjective /washaiya-/ became specialized in the religious sphere, while 
the base noun /washa-/ was apparently preserved in the same meaning in CLuvian, 
but evolved to have a commercial sense in HLuvian (recall again the prehistoric 
presence of such a use for *wes- in Luvian in unattalla- ‘merchant’).

The sense of ‘pledged to’ used of persons is likely also reflected in female per-
sonal names with second members -wašḫa/i- and -wašti- (see Zehnder 2010: 97–8). 
This is clearest in the latter type with inflected first members in the dative (thus 
contra Zehnder): fTāti-wašti ‘a pledge/gift to the father’, HLuvian /Tarhunti-wasti/ 
‘a pledge/gift to Tarhunt’ (MARAŞ 2,§1), fḪani-wašti ‘a pledge/gift to Hani’. The 
simplex name fWašti either means simply ‘gift’ or is a “Kurzname” back-formed from 
a compound. The nominal stem wašti- represents an action noun *wés-ti- ‘pledging’, 
concretized to ‘the thing pledged’. Likewise then also fĀššui-wašḫa- represents ‘a 
pledge to the a-stone’ (like Hittite ḫuwaši-, Luvian /a:ssu-/ likely meant ‘cult stone’ 
as well as ‘boundary stone’), fLalanti-wašḫa- ‘a pledge to Lalanta (city-name)’, fMa-
lia-wašḫi- ‘a pledge to (the goddess) Maliya’ (rather than ‘a gift from M.’), and so 
forth.

2. The question of just when and where various sets of  Indo-European speakers learned and ad-
opted the ways of commerce (buying and selling in the modern sense) is a topic beyond the scope of this 
essay. Undoubtedly, this was not a one-time event, and the answer differs for different sets of prehistoric 
speakers. I insist only that at the earliest PIE stage the underlying notion was one of mutual exchange 
of persons, goods, and services in a pre-commercial society. I again refer the reader to Benveniste 1951, 
the relevant portions of Benveniste 1969, and Mallory and Adams 1997: 184–6.
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The restriction of wašḫa- and *wašti- to female names may not be coincidental. 
According to a new suggestion of Pinault (2011), PIE *wes- was also used to refer 
to mutual exchange as part of marriage: Greek ὄαρ ‘wife’ (neuter!) by this analysis 
reflects *wós-ṛ, *wés-n- (the latter the source of *wé/ós-n-o- cited above), against the 
semantically implausible derivation from *swós-ṛ by Janda (1999). The wife would 
be the thing pledged in exchange (HCM). For early Indo-European marriage as yet 
another instances of exchange see the Sanskrit passages with ména-*‘exchange’ and 
‘concubine’ in Hoffmann 1960 cited by Pinault.

There are also traces of an older non-commercial sense ‘to pledge, match’ (on a 
balance scale) for Hittite ušneške-:

(8) KUB 21.27 iv 38–42 (Prayer of Puduhepa, NH)
mḪattušili[šš]=a ARAD=KA ANA ZI DINGIR-LIM šer dariyat nu=za apē[l] SAG.
DU-an ZI=ŠU=ya uššanišket kuitman [ŠA DINGI]R-LIM EN=YA URUNeriqqan 
āššiyant[an UR]U-an EGIR-pa wetet

“Also Hattusili, your servant, has exerted himself  for the god’s will and pledged 
his body and soul, until he rebuilt Nerik, beloved city of the god, my lord.”

Singer (2002: 105) renders uššanišket as ‘engaged’. Also possible is ‘put in the bal-
ance’ in the sense of ‘put at risk’ (cf. Friedrich 1952: iv 40 ‘aufs Spiel setzen’).

(9) KUB 21.19+KBo 52.17 iii 19′–21′  
  (Prayer of Hattusili and Puduhepa, NH)

nu KUR URUNerik EGIR-pa ašešanunun URUN[eriqqan URU-an] EGIR-pa 
wedaḫḫun nu=za ANA KUR URUNer[ik šer?] SAG.DU=YA ZI=YA uššaniškenun

“I resettled the land of Nerik. I rebuilt the city Nerik. For(?) the land of Nerik I 
pledged my body and soul.”

(10) KBo 21.22 Ro 14–21 (blessings for the king, OH/MS)
nu=za kuit labarnaš LUGAL-uš ištanzanaš=šaš [x-x-x]-x-aš ilāliškezzi n=at=ši 
anda arān ēštu [nu=za kui]t MUNUStawanannaš MUNUS.LUGAL ŠA ZI=ŠU 
ŠA UZU=ŠU ilališkezi [n=a]t=ši anda aran ēštu § kāša GIŠRÍN karpiyemi nu 
labarnaš taluqauš MU.ḪI.A-uš ušneškemi kāša GIŠ.RÍN karpiyemi n=ašta 
MUNUStawanannaš taluqauš MU.ḪI.A-uš ušneškemi AWAT GIŠ.RÍN araḫza QATI

“Whatever the labarna the king desires with his soul and flesh(?), let it come to 
him. Whatever the tawananna the queen desires with her soul and flesh(?), let 
it come to her. I hereby lift up the scales and weigh out/match long years for the 
labarna. I hereby lift up the scales and weigh out/match long years for the tawa-
nanna. The word of the scales outside is finished.”

Contra Neu (1980: 81–82) and Watkins (1987: 293), ušneškemi is very unlikely to 
mean “I put up for sale.” As per Otten (1958: 132), Carruba (1964: 415), Kellerman 
(1978: 201), Archi (1979: 47), and Puhvel (1983: 52), ušneške- is rather the tech-
nical term for ‘to weigh’ on a balance scale, since such weighing requires putting 
something in one pan as a pledge/payment against what is put in the other (as per 
Otten 1958: 132 “einsetzen”). However, contra Puhvel it does not mean here that 
the king’s and queen’s lifespan “is symbolically hung in the balance,” nor contra 
Kellerman (1978: 204) that “if  the ‘long years’ weigh much, the king will live a long 
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time.” Rather with Otten (1958: 132) and Archi (1979: 44) the ritual action is to as-
sure long years for the royal couple, as indicated by the preceding context. Compare 
further the similar sentiment of KUB 29.1 ii 7–10 cited by Archi: GIŠḫūšuš šūwaduš 
ḫarkanzi nu LUGAL-waš MU.KAM.ḪI.A-uš malkiyanzi wittann=a kudreš=šmit 
kappūwuwar=šamet ŪL duqqāri “They (the fate goddesses) are holding full spindles. 
They spin the years of the king, and of the years no reckoning (nor) counting is to be 
seen.” We also have other ample evidence from prayers that long life was among the 
blessings most sought for the Hittite king and queen. It is thus not remotely plau-
sible that ‘long years’ would merely be offered to the king and queen as interested 
buyers. Rather, symbols for long years are placed in the one pan of the scales, and 
enough weight (surely metal) is put in the other to balance them and thus assure 
the desired long life of  the royal couple (for such symbols of long years compare the 
hunting bag/cornucopia of Telipinu in KUB 17.10 iv 31). One may compare with Ot-
ten (1958: 131–2) the Hurro-Hittite ritual KBo 17.95 iii 5–11, where the king puts a 
lead ingot onto a set of  scales that is then held out to the Sun-god. One would expect 
ušne- to be used either of the object A pledged to match B, or of  the object B that is 
matched by object A.

I have argued that the overall use of Hittite ušne(ške)- and of the Luvian family 
that includes unattalla- ‘merchant’ and /washa-/ and its various derivatives can only 
be fully understood in terms of an inherited Proto-Indo-European notion of a society 
built on a complex system of mutual exchange, one that was then largely renewed 
with the advent of commerce in the sense of exchange of goods for precious metals. 
On the other hand, the reference to some kind of meal or feast being furnished to the 
seller by the buyer in the first-millennium HLuvian texts involving land sales cited 
above appears to have no Indo-European background. For a ceremonial meal fur-
nished by the buyer to conclude a land sale in second-millennium Mesopotamia see 
Gelb, Steinkeller and Whiting 1991: 243–4. For a similar practice in Late Bronze 
Age Emar see Beckman 1997: 99 and Scurlock 1993. Since the two instances in 
HLuvian texts are in fact from Syria (KARKAMIŠ and cEKKE), I conclude that this 
practice belongs to the Ancient Near East and was adopted from there by Luvian 
speakers. Thus in this case as in other aspects of what we (oversimplistically) label 
“Luvian” society, we are dealing with a mixture of old and new and with a blending 
of Indo-European and Ancient Near Eastern elements.
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