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The roots of Russenorsk

Russenorsk was a trade jargon or (pre-)pidgin spoken on the Arctic coasts from the late 18th century on, until finally the October revolution in Russia put an end to Russo-Norwegian trade contacts. As the name indicates, the language was most typically used between Norwegians and Russians and consisted mostly of Norwegian and Russian elements. However, there are also items of other origin (e.g. grot ’big; much, very’ from Low German or Dutch, slipom ’sleep’ from English), and it is probable (cf. Jahr 1996: 117) that the Finns and Sámis in that area used Russenorsk in their dealings with Russians. 

Although Russenorsk has by now been extensively investigated (Broch & Jahr 1984 [1981], henceforth BJ, and several smaller papers, e.g. Lunden 1978, Jahr 1996, Birzer 1999, Kortlandt 2001), it seems that a more sys​te​ma​tic study of its roots from a Finno-Ugristic point of view has not so far been taken. True, some remarks have been made on Sámi vocabulary in Russe​norsk, and the noun suffix -a (as in fiska ’fish’ < Norw. fisk) has been com​pared with the Sámi strategy of adapting monosyllabic Scandinavian loan​words to the model of inherited disyllabic a-stem nouns (e.g. biila ’car’ < Norw./Swed. bil; Jahr 1996: 117; BJ 45).
 Actually, it is possible that the di​verse language contacts in the Barents region have given rise to other link lan​guages or trade jargons as well, some of these being parallel cases or, may​be, ancestors of Russenorsk. Jahr (1996) lists three such possible but little-known cases: the Sámis’ gavppe-daro (”trade Norwegian”) mentioned in passing by Qvigstad (1899: 11), the Sámis’ Swedish-based Borgarmålet of the 18th century (five sentences reprinted in BJ 70–71), and Solombala-Eng​lish.  

Solombala-English, first investigated
 by Broch (1996), probably de​veloped during the ”English period” in the history of the city of Archangel, from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century. Solombala near Archangel was a truly international harbour with, among other things, an Anglican church and a bar named ”London”, and many local inhabitants used a mixed jargon in order to communicate with foreign sailors. Of this ”Solombala-English” language, only a handful of examples have survived in two 19th-century Russian descriptions, such as the following (1) and (2) [examples (4) and (6), respectively, in Broch 1996: 95]:

(1)
Asej? Kom milek drinkom.


sailor
 come milk drink


’Sailor? Come and drink some milk.’

(2)
Asej, asej, smotrom, boľše dobra sunduk, vervveľ skripim, gut verstom.


sailor sailor look very good chest very-good lock good key


’Sailor, sailor, look, it’s a very good chest, a very good lock, a good key.’

These two examples suffice to show that Solombala-English had, in ad​dition to clearly Russian (e.g. dobra ’good’) or English elements (e.g. verv​veľ < very well) and some enigmatic items like skripim ’lock’ and verstom ’key’, some features in common with Russenorsk and, maybe, other Northern pidgins or trade jargons. Broch pays special attention to the two verbs drinkom ’drink’ and smotrom ’look’ (< Russ. smotreť) which also ap​pear in Russenorsk. Even more interesting is that these, as well as <baem> (ob​viously = baëm [bajom], from English buy) in another Solombala-English example, contain the Russenorsk verb marker -om. Broch concludes that there must have been a connection between these two trade languages, although their relative chronology remains unclear.

2. The suffix -om and its origins

The verb suffix -om belongs to the most central pidgin characteristics of Russenorsk (word class markers being generally typical of developing pid​gins, cf. Mühlhäusler 1997: 144). Actually, if we accept Kortlandt’s (2001) skeptical analysis of Russenorsk as a concoction of code-switching and simplified ”foreigner talk”, this would be the only indisputable one. -om was used as an all-purpose verb marker for all persons (examples 3-5 below) and tenses (example 6).

(3) 
tvoja kopom oreka?


you buy nut


’You buy nuts?’

(4) 
moja njet lygom


I not lie


’I don’t lie.’

(5) 
burman grot robotom


fisherman big work


’A/the fisherman/Norwegian works hard.’

(6) 
kor ju stann om paa gammel ras?


where you stay on old time


’Where were you last time?’

However, verbs can also appear without -om, especially (but not ex​clusively) in imperative forms like example (7), where grebi resembles the normal Russian imperative form:

(7) 
junga grebi moja po lan


boy row me on land


’Boy, row me ashore.’

For the origin of -om many explanations have been proposed (cf. e.g. BJ 47–48, Broch 1996: 96–97), but, so far, none of them seems completely satisfactory. The most obvious candidates suggested so far are 1pl verb suffixes: the Swedish hortative ending (as in sjungom ’let us sing’) and the Russian -om in (hortative) 1. pl. forms such as the very frequent pojdëm [po(j)ďom] ’let’s go!’. Here, it must be noted that more than a half of the verb tokens in -om in the Russenorsk corpus appear together with davaj ’come on and...’ or vœrsgo ’please’, that is, in hortative contexts (Lunden 1978; BJ 47). However, hortative or imperative clauses obviously form a great part of the Russenorsk corpus in general, and not all of them contain an om-suffixed verb (cf. example 7 above). Broch (1996) mentions the pos​si​bi​li​ty that -om (pronounced [um] according to the Norwegian ortho​graphy) could reflect a North Russian dialectal pronunciation [u:m] of the 1pl ending [ujem] in a certain conjugation class, but, as Broch himself notes, the trans​crip​tion of the Solombala-English examples clearly indicates [om].

In the most recent papers on Russenorsk (Birzer 1999, Kortlandt 2001), the Swedish hortative ending is accepted as the source of the Russenorsk -om without further question. Lunden (1978, cf. also BJ 47) has defended this hypothesis by stating that most Russenorsk verbs suffixed with -om are of Scandinavian origin. However, as Broch and Jahr (BJ l. cit.) admit, the Russian-origin verbs smotrom ’look’, robotom ’work’, kralom ’steal’ and podjom ’let’s go’ are also very frequent (as well as slipom ’sleep’ and drinkom ’drink’, likewise of non-Scandinavian origin). Strangely enough, no further thought has been given to the question as to why a Swedish suffix, the use of which was restricted to stylistically marked archaisms as early as in the 19th century,
 should play so pivotal a role in a Norwegian-Russian trade language. To my knowledge, Swedish -om has not been used in other contact languages or pidgins; in the few surviving examples of Borgarmålet, Swedish verbs appear as truncated stems.

Other, even less probable sources for the suffix -om include the Norwegian preposition om (as in trokk om trokk ’ware for ware’, which could have been reanalysed as trokkom trokk ’to barter’), the Russian instrumental case suffix -om (as in peškom ’on foot’), and the Old Norse dative plural ending -om (chronologically impossible; Jahr 1996: 120, fn. 6).
 

The fact that -om also appears in Solombala-English (besides ruling out the connection with the Swedish hortative ending) points towards the possibili​ty that its origins are to be sought in earlier, by now irretrievably lost contact languages. Considering that the White Sea coast was not only a meeting-point of Russians and various Germanic-speaking peoples but also previously inhabited by Finno-Ugric peoples, it is not impossible that there was once a trade language containing Finno-Ugric elements. The Finno-Ugrians originally inhabiting the southern and southeastern coasts of the White Sea could have been speakers of Finnic or – at least east of the river Dvina – Permic (Komi) language varieties (Rjabinin 1997: 113–148). In any case, 16th-  and 17th-century English and Dutch merchants on the White Sea coast did not only meet Russians but also Sámis, Karelians and other Finno-Ugrians (Stipa 1982, 1983). It is also known that the Komi have been very active as travelling merchants and middlemen in the Russian North and Siberia, and there are older and more recent Komi settlements stretching from Siberia to the Kola Peninsula.

As for the verb marker -om, a functionally viable counterpart can be found in the Finno-Ugric languages of the White Sea region, viz. the reflexes of the ancient Uralic deverbal action noun or past participle suffix *-mA. This suffix now survives in Sámi as -m (in most Northern dialects > -n in word-final position), the ending of the so-called action form (Korhonen 1981: 290–291; Sammallahti 1998: 78), and in Finnic as its structural and functional counterpart, the so-called mA-infinitive. In both Sámi and Finnic, *-mA can be used alone in lexical nominalisations (North Sámi ealli-n, Finnish elä-mä ’life’ from *elä- ’live’) and so-called agent-participle con​structions (NSámi gumpe goddi-n boazu, Fi. suden tappa-ma poro [wolf-GEN kill-PTC reindeer] ’reindeer killed by a wolf’), or together with case suffixes (NSámi ...mii lea barga-m-is [inessive-elative] ’...what is to be done’; Fi. kyntä-mä-ssä [inessive] ’[in the act of] ploughing’).
 The use of case-suffixed forms may approach the typical infinitive functions, as the illative (”into” case) form in Karelian mäne kaččo-ma-h [look-INF-ILL] ’go and see’. Assuming an extraction or back-formation of transparently case-suffixed forms (or the loss of the phonetically weak illative -h in Karelian), this could be the plausible origin of a generalised verb marker *-Vm, although agent constructions with plain *-m(A) could also have contributed. 

An even more plausible source for Russenorsk -om could be found in the Permic languages. There, *-mA forms the ending of the past participle (e.g. Komi velödćöm mort ’learned person’), which may also be used in agent-participle constructions (mös juöm va [cow drink-PTC water] ’water drunk by a cow’). Even more interestingly, the same element appears in the suffix of the so-called 2nd (”narrative perfect”) past tense (Komi munöm(a) ’[s/he has] gone[, obviously]’). (Bartens 2000: 202–205, 235–238.) Phonologically, Komi -öm would be a particularly good counterpart for -om, as Komi ö (a non-rounded mid vowel) regularly corresponds to (North) Russian o in old loanwords as well. 

The hypothesis that the verb suffix -om is inherited from a Finno-Ugric-based jargon (of which Solombala-English, perhaps, could be a relexified descendant) must, of course, remain a tentative solution. However, this etymology for -om is superior to other explanations proposed so far in at least one respect: the corresponding Finno-Ugric suffix is functionally well suited as a general verb marker. The suffix has a wide distribution (it can be attached to practically any verb stem), it is relatively frequent and salient, it can denote a past (accomplished) action and, above all, it is morphosyntacti​cally a nominaliser and thus (originally) devoid of person or tense marking, which makes it easily generalisable. In pidgins and ”foreigner talk” finite verb forms are often replaced with non-personal ones, i.e. infinitives, im​peratives or truncated stems (cf. Mühlhäusler 1997: 99–102); in the con​text of a morphologically rich source language, nominal forms seem a well-founded choice. Actually, some om-verbs in Russenorsk could be analysed as nominalisations or infinite forms as well, e.g. when appearing together with the preposition po (jes, på skaffom ’yes, [he is] [in the process of] eating’; a progressive construction reminiscent of the Finnic -mA + inessive forms), or together with davaj or vœrsgo ’please’. no davai drinkom [”come.on drink”], translated with ’nu kan du drikke’ (”oh well, you can drink!”, countering a polite refusal), is not very far from davai pœsna [”come.on song”], translated with ’vær så snild at synge’ (”be so kind and sing”). 

3. Traces of Finno-Ugric-based interlinguas?

The suffix -om in Russenorsk and Solombala-English could thus be a remnant from ancient times and possibly Finno-Ugric-based interlinguas used between Russian and Finnic, Sámi or Permic populations. But is it possible for a suffix to be detached and reanalysed so as to survive a relexifi​ca​tion process? Actually, the history of Finnic-Russian contacts may provide us with some evidence to that effect. The Finnic loanwords in Northern Russian dialects sometimes contain suffixes that seem to have been per​ceived as typically Finnic. Old Russian sources display -uj as a regular counterpart of the Finnic -oi not only in Finnic names (Gymuj, Munduj and other names mentioned in mediaeval birchbark documents; cf. Helimski 1986: 256 fn. 7) but also in ancient loanwords (uškuj ’ship’ < *uiskoi, arbuj ’soothsayer’ < *arpoja; cf. Kalima 1919: 67, 70, 79), and North Russian dialects use some Finnic derivational suffixes also with native Russian stems or with Finnic stems to which they do not originally belong (cf. Sarhimaa 1999: 27 for examples and further references).

We also have some, albeit very small pieces of evidence of the long history of similar-looking noun suffixes in Finnic-Russian contacts. Helimski (1986) explains the word lendom (gen.pl.) in the Russian text of a mediaeval birch bark document (Novgorod 249) as a loanword from *lendVm(a) ’carry-load’, a derivative of the Finnic *lentä- in its Vepsian meaning ’carry, lift’. This case reflects precisely the same suffix -mA as above, now in a de​rivational-nominalising function. Another (possibly related) all-Finnic suffix, *-m (regularly > -n, but the m is analogically retained in Livonian and Vep​sian) is used to form instrument nouns. The words for ’lock’ and ’key’ in the So​lombala-English example (2) remain etymologically obscure (skripim ’lock’ could, perhaps, be related to Russian skripeť ’squeak’ [also of a badly oiled lock or door]), but their suffix bears a ghostly resemblance to Vepsian instrument nouns like avaďim ’key’. Could this be further evidence of the generalisability of Finno-Ugric suffixes in hypothetical Finn(o-Ugr)ic-Russian interlinguas?

Research into Russenorsk has by no means dismissed the possibility of relexification. Broch and Jahr (BJ 71–73) point out in particular that the role of the Sámis, whose long history of multilingualism as well as their linguistic creativity and ability to act as interpreters are amply documented, must have been more central to the emergence of Russenorsk than can be seen on the basis of surviving Russenorsk materials. But if there have been possibly (half-)crystallised Sámi-Scandinavian (pre-)pidgins like the little-known Borgarmålet or ”gavppe-daro”, there may also have been other, similarly forgotten, Finnic- or Finno-Ugric-based contact languages farther to the east. Not knowing the precise character of the contacts between Russians and northern Finno-Ugrians in ancient times, we cannot reconstruct a social mechanism (such as the ”Pomor trade” that gave rise to Russenorsk) that could have created a contact jargon or link language, in place of a direct transfer from silent barter and occasional interpreters to linguistic assimila​tion and widespread bilingualism. However, the possibility of such a me​cha​nism cannot be excluded a priori.

Accepting the possible but still very hypothetical Finno-Ugric origin of the verb marker -om, we must simultaneously admit that many possible products of early language contacts in Northern Eurasia have been irretriev​ably lost. While pidgin and creole languages spoken in warmer climates and supported by a greater linguistic diversity and more complex social stra​ti​fi​cation could survive and become the subject of classical studies in this field, the typical fate of Arctic and sub-Arctic (pre-)pidgins as exemplified in many case studies in Jahr & Broch (eds. 1996) has been to die half-crystallised and almost unrecorded. This makes the already harshly criticised (cf. e.g. Honti 2001) hypotheses of Kalevi Wiik and others, which purport to explain major paleolinguistic developments in Northern Eurasia with pidginisation, creol​isation or paleo-lingue franche, even less credible.

4. Multiple origins in contact languages, ”docking” in language contacts

The case of the Russenorsk -om with its various competing explanations is not unique in language contact research. Pidgins often abound with items of two or more possible origins. According to Mühlhäusler (1997: 1–3), up to 50% of the vocabulary of Tok Pisin can be traced from both English and To​lai source forms, and Russenorsk shows some similar phenomena. For example, the all-purpose preposition po in Russenorsk resembles both Nor​wegian på ’on’ and Russian po ’by (way of)’, and the use of ska si as an in​direct speech marker (as in moja ska si ju: ju grot lygom ’I tell you that you are a big liar’) can represent not only Norwegian ska(l) si ’shall say’ but also Russian skaži ’say!’ (imp.2.sg.) (BJ 42). 

Certainly, one important background factor here is the phonotactic simpli​fication characteristic of pidgins, which makes many elements of the con​tributing languages, by way of sound substitution, secondarily coincide in form. However, it is tempting to see another mechanism at work as well, a process that could be called ”docking”. In a contact situation like trading, where mutual understanding is an important goal, speakers actively search for words or forms that can be expected to be intelligible or at least somehow familiar to both parts; for example, it has been reported that the ad hoc jargons used between American soldiers and Germans in post-war Germany largely relied on the common Germanic word stock (Mühlhäusler l. cit.). This is obviously why certain lexical items appear in numerous pidgins from Oceania to Greenland or why a link language used between Russians and Norwegians employs German, Dutch or English ”internationalisms”. It could perhaps be fruitful to investigate code-switching phenomena in the light of ”docking” as well. In any case, similar mechanisms may be at work in all contact-induced developments, maybe even in lexical borrowing, an area traditionally investigated from ”autonomous linguistic” or culture-dependent (Wörter und Sachen) but very little from speaker-oriented points of view. The problematics of multiple origins in language contacts (cf. Laakso [forth​coming]) could be one central issue for future research.

Speakers confronted with a foreign language are not only groping blindly to find a way to make themselves understood. They are also extremely conscious of the differences and similarities between their languages – wit​ness the numerous bilingual puns and jokes about misleading similarities that typically arise in language contact situations. Contrary to some universals proposed on theoretical and structural grounds, speakers may be able to abstract and borrow practically any element, construction or category from another language (Harris & Campbell 1995: 120ff). If the verb suffix -om belongs to these cases, it is one additional little piece of evidence in support of a view of language users as active, creative and intelligent beings, not as dumb chessmen at the mercy of abstract universal principles or mechanisms wired into their brain, mechanisms that only the great white linguist can discern.
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� Another explanation for the suffix -a (cf. also Kortlandt 2001: 126–127) could be a tendency to adapt foreign words to the model of Russian feminine nouns ending in -a, as amply attested to in Finnic loanwords in Northwest Russian (e.g. mjanda < mänty ~ mändü ’pine’, lahta < lahti ’bay’).


� Broch credits Aleksandr N. Davydov of the Ecological Centre of the Ural branch of the Russian Academy of Sciences for drawing his attention to the Solombala-English material.


� According to Broch’s Russian source from 1849, the word for foreign sailors in So�lom�bala comes from the English I say.


� The loss of plural verb inflection in Swedish began in the 17th century, and although the written standard clung to the plural forms up to the 1950s, in spoken language singular forms were generally used already in the 19th century. The use of the hortative 1pl form in -om, originally identical with the indicative 1pl, probably developed along the same lines. The handbook examples of 19th-century -om forms clearly belong to Biblical, liturgical or elevated poetic language. (Cf. Noreen 1913: 216; Wessén 1970: 283–294.)


� To my knowledge, nobody has yet suggested a connection between Russenorsk -om and the verb suffix -(u)m that appears in a number of English-based pidgins (Mühlhäusler 1997: 144). However, this suffix, originating from the word him and typically used as a transitive marker, is not a very probable ancestor for Russenorsk -om which often appears with intransitive verbs such as slipom ’sleep’ or spasirom ’walk, go, travel’.


� The Sámi examples are from Erkki Itkonen (1969: 71), with modernised orthography.
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