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GR. γαγγάμη: OBJECT, WORD, ETYMOLOGY1
 

The article studies the Greek nouns γαγγάμη and γάγγαμον, which 
denote a certain fishing implement. The former occurs only in Strabo’s 
Geography in his description of the Northern Black Sea region (VII, 3, 18) 
and later in Hesychius. It is not clear what object the γαγγάμη was and how 
it was used in fishing. The etymology of this word is not clear either. We 
discuss the occurrences of this noun in texts and conclude that γάγγαμον 
and γαγγάμη both denote a drag net; the former noun occurs only in this 
meaning, the latter also means ‘gaff, a pole with a sharp metal end like a 
hook, fork, or trident’. In Strabo’s text both meanings are applicable 
because both devices are used in ice fishing. It is believed that this word is 
of non-Indo-European origin, but we attempt to show that it may be related 
to PIE *gem- ‘to grasp’ and has cognates in other Indo-European 
languages, e.g. Baltic, Slavonic, and Germanic. The root is of onomato-
poeic character; the form gangam- is reduplicative and originally expressed 
the iterativity of movements. We also describe ice fishing in regions of 
Russia which may be similar to the ancient fishing with the γαγγάμη: as is 
known, some fishing practices are very conservative and can remain 
unchanged for centuries.    

Keywords: Strabo, Oppian, Hesychius, Bosporus, ancient Black Sea 
region, ancient fishing, gangame, gaff, adur, drag net, reduplication. 
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Др.-греч. γαγγάμη: вещь, слово, этимология 

В статье рассматриваются древнегреческие существительные 
γαγγάμη и γάγγαμον, которые обозначают некое рыболовное орудие. 
Первая из этих форм встречается только в «Географии» Страбона в 
описании северного побережья Чёрного моря (VII, 3, 18) и затем у 
Гесихия. Чем именно являлась у Страбона гангама и как она 
использовалась не вполне ясно. Неясна и этимология этого слова. 
Случаи употребления показывают, что как γάγγαμον, так и γαγγάμη 
обозначают донный невод, однако γάγγαμον имеет только это значе-
ние, а γαγγάμη также значит ‘острога; пешня; багор’. В тексте 
Страбона данное существительное может иметь оба значения, т. к. как 
и сеть, и пешня, и багор, и острога используются в подлёдной ловле 
рыбы. Считается, что это слово имеет неиндоевропейское происхож-
дение, однако мы показываем, что оно допускает индоевропейскую 
этимологию и, возможно, имеет соответствия в родственных языках, а 
именно в балтийских, славянских и германских, восходя к корню 
*gem- ‘хватать; сжимать’. Этот корень, по-видимому, является звуко-
подражательным; форма *gamgam- представляет собой редупли-
кацию, выражающую многократность движений. В статье также опи-
сываются приёмы подлёдной ловли рыбы в различных регионах 
России, являющиеся, вероятно, параллелью ловле с помощью ган-
гамы: как известно, орудия и способы лова рыбы весьма консерва-
тивны и передаются из столетия в столетие. 

Ключевые слова: Страбон, Оппиан, Гесихий, Боспор, Северное 

Причерноморье в античности, рыболовство в античности, гангама, 

донный невод, острога, адур, редупликация. 

 

In the 7
th
 book of Geography, Strabo describes the Northern 

Black Sea region, including the area between the Borysthenes and 

the mouth of Lake Maeotis, which is characterised by severe 

winters. He mentions the following detail: ὀρυκτοί τέ εἰσιν ἰχθύες οἱ 

ἀποληφθέντες ἐν τῷ κρυστάλλῳ τῇ προσαγορευομένῃ γαγγάμῃ ‘fish 

that become caught in the ice are obtained by digging with an 

implement called the “gangame”’ (VII, 3, 18; Jones 1924: 225). 
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What Strabo meant by “gangame” is not fully clear; in this article 

we will try to find it out and propose an etymology of this word. 

It is attested in two forms, γάγγαμον n. and γαγγάμη f. As such, 

the pattern of fluctuation between the neuter and feminine is ancient; 

it is caused by the coincidence of the nom. sg. feminine and nom.-

acc. pl. neuter which both had *-ā    -eh2 in Proto-Indo-European 

(cf. Lat. caementum n. and caementa f., gāne m and gānea, mendum 

and menda, etc.). However, the gender differentiation could appear 

later, because, as is shown below, γάγγαμον and γαγγάμη denoted 

two different objects, which might have brought about the formal 

difference. The neuter form first occurs in Aeschylus (Agam. 361) 

and denotes a net in a figurative meaning (μέγα δουλείας γάγγαμον); 

it is a synonym of δίκτυον ‘net’, used a couple of lines above. In the 

literal sense, γάγγαμον (in the pl.: γάγγαμα ‘drag nets’) first occurs 

in Oppian in the Halieutica in the list of different kinds of fishing 

net, δίκτυα (III. 81). Oppian does not explain what this net looked 

like, but in scholia to the Halieutica it is described as follows: 

Гαγγάμη· γαγγάμη λίνος παχὺς δικτυωτὸς, σιδήρῳ κύκλῳ 

περιεχόμενος. γάγγαμα· γαγγάμη ἐστὶ λῖνος παχὺς (scholium 81), 

i.e. ‘gangame: thick trellised net embraced by an iron circle; 

gangame is a thick net’. The form γάγγαμον also occurs in the 

Onomasticon by Julius Polydeuces (Pollux) in the list of fishing 

devices (X, 132). Besides, it is defined as an ‘entwinement of sinews 

in the middle of the stomach in the area near the navel called by the 

many “seine”’ (II, 169).
2
 The feminine form γαγγάμη occurs in 

Strabo in the text cited above. In Strabo’s Chrestomathy, γαγγάμῃ 

has an apposition τῷ ἐργαλείῳ, i.e. ‘with a tool, instrument’ 

(Casaubon 1620: 139). Important information in this regard is given 

by Hesychius, who provides the following definition of γαγγάμη: 

σαγήνη ἢ δίκτυον ἁλιευτικόν. καὶ σκεῦος γεωργικὸν ὅμοιον τῇ 

κρεάγρᾳ ‘drag-net or a fishing-net, also a farming implement similar 

to a flesh-hook’.
3
 Casaubon (1620: 139) explains γαγγάμη as “genus 

retis aut alius instrumenti ad capiendos pisces” (a kind of net or 

other device to catch fish). According to the Thesaurus Graecae 

                                                      
2
 τὸ δὲ κατὰ μέσην γαστέρα κοῖλον ὀμφαλὸς καὶ μεσομφάλιον, καὶ ὁ περὶ 
αὐτὸν τόπος γάγγαμον, ἐπεὶ νεύρων ἐστὶ πλέγμα, καθάπερ τὸ δικτυῶδες ὃ 
νῦν καλεῖται γάγγαμον ἢ ὡς οἱ πολλοὶ σαγήνη. 
3
 A hook used to take meat out of the pot, or, generally, a hook to seize or 

drag by (Liddell, Scott 1996: 992). 
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linguae (II: 480), this implement could possibly be furca aut tridens, 

a fork or trident. As for γάγγαμον, it is defined by Hesychius as 

δίκτυον (Aesch. Agam. 361). καὶ τò περὶ τòν ὀμφαλòν τῶν 

ὑποχονδρίων ‘a net, and one of the soft parts around the navel’.  

This net was in use in the Mediterranean region up to much later 

times. It is described by Francesco Maurolico (1494‒1575) in his 

Tractatus de piscibus Siculis (“Treatise on Sicilian fishes”), written 

in 1543 and published by Domenico Sestini in 1807: “Est aliud 

retiarium instrumentum, quod nostrates piscatores vocant 

Gangamum, forte quasi αχαμον, quod καμαι, hoc est humi trahatur: 

constat enim ex duobus semicirculis, uno ferreo, altero ligneo, 

quibus rete concavum insutum est; tum applicato fune ad capita 

semicirculorum, lentatoque, de navicula dimittitur, donec fundum 

attingat: mox acta in diversum navicula, per rudentem anchorae 

alligatum, instrumentoque per fundum maris raptato, ferreo 

semicirculo arenam, algamque radente, ligneo superstante. Confertur 

in reticulum multiplex piscium genus, Cancri, Camari, Bollaces, 

Conchae, Polypi, et alii”
4
 (Maurolycus 1807: 298). As A.W. Mair 

(1928: xliii) points out, the name γάγγαμον (γαγγάμιον) is still used 

round the Black Sea. It is a dredge-net employed in fishing for 

sponges, oysters, and sea urchins. Mair cites a description of this net 

taken from La Pêche en G èce (1883) by N. Apostolides: “autour 

d’un arc en fer est cousu un filet de forme conique; la corde, très 

large, de l’arc est aussi en fer; de la corde et de l’arc partent en 

rayonnant différentes cordes, au point de rencontre desquelles est 

attachée une grosse corde au moyen de laquelle on tire l’appareil.”
5
 

                                                      
4
 “There is another fishing implement which the indigenous fishermen call 

gangamum, perhaps like αχαμον, because it is καμαι, that is, it is dragged 
on the ground, consists of two half-circles, one made of iron, the other of 
wood, to which the net, which curves inward, is sewn; then, with a rope 
attached to the tops of the half-circles and strained, it is put down from a 
boat till it reaches the bottom; then the boat is led in the opposite direction 
by means of a rope attached to an anchor, with the implement being 
dragged on the bottom of the sea; the iron half-circle scrapes the sand and 
seaweeds, the wooden is above it. Many kinds of fish are caught into this 
net: crabs, lobsters, sea urchins (?), oysters, octopi, and others.” The form 
αχαμον (sic!) looks like a purposefully distorted pronunciation constructed 
to justify the fancied etymology which links the word to χαμαί ‘on the 
ground’ (κ may be a misprint). 
5
 “Around an iron bow a conical-shaped net is sewn; the very wide bow-

string is also made of iron; from this string and the bow radiate different 
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The New Greek forms are γαγγάμι ‘net for oyster catching’, 

γαγγάβα ‘dragnet; boat used in sponge fishing’. Loans from Greek 

are Mediaeval Latin gangamon ‘rete sinuosum variis plexibus 

involutum’ (Du Cange 1885: IV, 24), Italian gangama, gangamo, 

angamo ‘oyster net’, Turkish gamgam ‘tool for oyster catching’, 

gangava ‘dragnet or dredge used for sponge fishing; small boat used 

for sponge fishing’; for a fuller list of descendants of the Greek 

word, see Kahane, Kahane, Tietze 1958: 498‒499. A detailed 

account of “gangamo” in the Mediterranean region of the post-

Classical period is given by M. L. De Nicolò (2016: 11‒32).  

Judging by the textual evidence, both γάγγαμον and γαγγάμη 

denote a net, specifically a drag net, but there is also a semantic 

differentiation between these forms. While γάγγαμον exclusively 

denotes a net (Aeschylus, Oppian), γαγγάμη also denotes a certain 

tool with a hook
6
. S. Radt (2007: 270‒271) argues that γαγγάμη in 

this context is actually a drag net rather than “eine Art Hacke”, a 

kind of hoe. This net was put through a hole under the ice in order to 

catch fish there, rather than to pick out the fish frozen into the ice. 

His argument is that Hesychius defines γαγγάμη as a “farming 

implement”, rather than a fishing implement. However, both a hook- 

or a hoe-like tool, e.g. a gaff, and a net are used in ice fishing, which 

makes it possible that γαγγάμη could really have these two 

meanings in the context in question. 

This kind of fishing was in common practice in ancient times, 

and it is still in use now. In winter, nets are placed under the ice in 

the following fashion. A hole in the ice is made with a spike, then 

smaller holes are drilled in line with a distance of 2‒3 m. Then, a 

pole with a rope attached to it is put down into the ice hole; this rope 

is pulled from one hole to the other. Then this rope, which is under 

the ice, is tied to a net, and the net is drawn under the ice. 

Sometimes, a line of small holes is not made in rivers, but the force 

of the current is used to pull the rope under the ice. Doing this, one 

should remember that the net can become frozen into the ice because 

                                                                                                               
ropes, at the meeting point of which a large rope is attached, by means of 
which this device is dragged.” 
6
 Cf. Tozer 1893: 196 (a small round net; the ice was first broken, and the 

fish then extracted with a net); Jones 1924: 225 (a pronged instrument like 
a trident); Höppener 1931: 42, 107 (an iron hook; drag net; in Strabo VII, 
3, 18 it is used in the former meaning); Bekker-Nielsen 2005: 92 (small net 
that can be handled by one person). 
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when the frost is heavy, ice gets thicker up to 10 cm a day. In the 

Azov Sea nowadays, fishermen make holes in the ice and do the 

fishing with a net pulled through these holes (E.V. Vdovchenkov’s 

own observations). 

In ethnographic studies of more recent times, there are 

descriptions of traditional ways of ice fishing that may cast light on 

Strabo’s mention of γαγγάμη. For example, I.F. Blaramberg in his 

Memoirs of 1843, describes his trip to the Ural River to Ural 

cossacks and ice fishing for sturgeons. Cossacks come down to a 

river in large groups with gaffs and short iron crowbars in order to 

break the ice, that is, to make round holes that would be big enough 

to pull out the fish. After a signal, “fishermen dressed in short fur 

coats and high boots rushed down from the elevated bank onto the 

ice, broke it in hundreds of places, deftly put down into the ice-holes 

their long poles with iron hooks, and in less than a minute, hundreds 

of blood-stained sturgeons were tossing on the white snow” 

(Blaramberg 1978). 

One more example is a description of ice fishing for sturgeon in 

the Angara (in oral narratives of old Russian residents of Baikal 

Siberia). The most usable tool in ice fishing for sturgeons was the 

so-called adur (Rus. áдур), a big gaff looking like a forged fork with 

three or four tines and a long shaft which could be made of several 

poles depending on the depth of the river. Fishermen made a large 

furrow or a hole in the ice. They had to figure out where there were 

fish, therefore several holes could be made. When they found the 

fish, the ice-hole was widened up to 1.5 m and more. To handle the 

adur, considerable physical strength was required. One adur could 

be manipulated by two to ten people (Rus. адурщики). Together 

they made a blow and forced the adur down, so that the tines went 

deeper. If successful, one gaff could catch up to 3‒4 and sometimes 

6‒7 sturgeons at once. The fish were pulled out onto the ice, and the 

whole thing was repeated (Makarenko 1902; Egorov 1943; Misharin 

1950; Podlednaya lovlya osetra). 

It is possible that Strabo’s γαγγάμη was such “long pole with 

iron hooks”. Not any fish, which abound in the Azov Sea, were 

caught in the manner described above. In all likelihood, as Strabo 

mentions in the same passage, these were ἀντακαῖοι, “which are 

about the size of dolphins”. Perhaps, this was a variety called the 

“starry sturgeon” (Acipenser stellatus, Rus. севрюга) (Braund 2023: 

237). Ethnographic accounts cited above also mention sturgeons. 
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Judging by archaeological evidence, the main fish caught in the 
Bosporus was herring. In the second place were sturgeons, which 
were probably exported (Marti 1941: 97; Zinʼko 2023a: 96). Among 
sturgeons prevails the starry sturgeon (Zin’ko 2023a: 94), which is 
shown on coins of Pantikapaion (Zin’ko 2023b: 166‒167, fig. 72). 
As archaeozoological evidence suggests, in Tanais, for example, 
sturgeons, catfish, and carps were economically important (Tsepkin 
1970: 116; Matera 2017: 168). The large size of Strabo’s antakaioi 
corresponds well with remains found in Tanais, e.g. of a great 
sturgeon of up to 250 cm, starry sturgeon of 150 cm, and a sturgeon 
of 180 cm (Tsepkin 1961; 1970; Matera 2017: 169). 

Ice fishing involved both nets and pike poles or gaffs, but in 
regard to Strabo’s account the latter way, i.e. the use of iron 
implements, looks likelier. This opinion is shared by V. Yu. Marti, 
who assumed that the gangame was a gaff (Rus. острога, Marti 
1941: 97). In winter, sturgeons gathered in bottom holes and 
deepenings. Using materials from Belozerskoe Settlement located in 
the mouth of the Dnieper, V. P. Bylkova and E. Yu. Yanish suggest 
that great sturgeons and starry sturgeons were caught in rivers 
primarily during spawning in winter, when the concentration of fish 
was quite large; this could considerably increase the number of fish 
caught (Yanish, Bylkova 2013: 356). Winter fishing for slow-
moving sturgeons from bottom holes using pike poles and gaffs was 
very effective. As for the fish caught in the ice (Strabo VII, 3, 18), this 
could refer to nets frozen into the ice (cf. Stolba 2005: 123‒124). 

Gr. γαγγάμη, γάγγαμον do not have a commonly accepted 
etymology. R. Beekes (2010: 253‒254) assumes that it is a loanword 
going back to the pre-Greek substrate (more tentatively Frisk 1960: 
281). G. Neumann (1961: 100) suggested that it is related to the 
Anatolian verb “hang”, i.e. kānk-

i
/kank- (Kloekhorst 2008: 437), 

because Oppian, who originated from Cilicia, could use an 
Anatolian form in his work. This suggestion is erroneous because 
this word had occurred as early as in Aeschylus, many centuries 
before Oppian. We believe that γαγγάμη allows for an Indo-
European etymology, cf. the following Germanic forms: Sw. kink 
(-en, -ar) ‘metal hook with bait; gaff used to catch zander and perch 
in ice holes in winter’ (SAOB: K 962); etymologically, this is 
probably the same word as Sw. kink in the sense ‘loop, knot’ 
(marine term, SAOB: K 961), Engl. kink ‘twist, curl’. Further cf. 
Icel. kinka f. ‘sailor’s knot’, kinka ‘to nod; turn quickly’ (Magn sson 
1989: 461). Different vocalism is found in Sw. kånka ‘to lug’, where 
å < PScand. and PGerm. *а before nk (Wessén 1965: 74). Gr. 
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γαγγάμη is in all likelihood a reduplicative form *gam-gam-. The 
development is reconstructed as PIE *gam-gam- > PGerm. *kan-
kam- > *kank-, whence Sw. kånkа; for the change of m > n in this 
position, cf. Noreen 1923: 187. Engl., Sw. kink reflects PGerm. 
*kenk-, with secondary ablaut. The reduplication in γαγγάμη and in its 
possible Germanic cognates probably expresses iterativity. A similar 
formation is PIE *k

w
e-k

w
l-o- in words for wheel, e.g., Skt. cakra-, and 

for neck, Lith. kãklas (Brugmann 1906: 129; Fortson 2004: 117), to PIE 
*k

w
el- ‘to turn’, cf. Lat. c lō ‘to live; to cultivate’, ORus. kolo ‘wheel’. 

It can also be noted that reduplication is systematically used in Sanskrit 
to make frequentative verbs, e.g. cek īyate, ca ka ti, ca ika ti, 
ca ka īti, ca ika īti, ca īka īti ‘do again and again’ of k   ‘do, make’, 
can cū yate, can c  īti, cancū ti ‘walk again and again’ of car ‘walk, 
move’; for more examples see Deshpande 2014: 371‒371. This kind 
of reduplication has an iconic character and allows for a large 
number of forms; it does not follow the same phonological rules as 
reduplication in the perfect, present, and aorist. Reduplication is 
systematically observed in Armenian in iterative verbs, e.g. vazvzel 
‘run about, run here and there’, k

h
ašk

h
šel ‘pull hard, tug’, dzgdzgel 

‘drag out; delay’ (pronounced [vaz.və.ˈzεl, k
h
aʃ.k

h
ə.ˈʃεl, 

ʣəɡ.ʣə.ˈɡεl]) to vazel ‘run’, k
h
ašel ‘pull’, dzgel ‘draw, drag’ 

(Garibyan, Garibyan 1965: 168), cf. also such nouns as dzgdzgum 
‘protraction, procrastination’.  

The next question is what root was reduplicated in γαγγάμη, i.e. 
what its cognates without the reduplication are. The possible form in 
this regard is PIE *gem- ‘drücken, zusammenpressen; fassen’ (LIV 
186, cf. Gr. (Hom.) γέντο, aorist, ‘(he) grasped’ (Il. 8. 43) and 
probably γέμω ‘to be full; to be filled’ (Frisk 1960: 281; Beekes 
2010: 265, 266), Rus. жму, жать ‘to press, squeeze’, PSlav. *žęti 
(Derksen 2008: 561). Semantically, this parallel is quite plausible 
and allows us to explain γαγγάμη as “an object used to grasp 
something; grasper, seizer”. Reduplication in this case is used to 
form a word which is a different part of speech, i.e. a noun from a 
verb (see Rozhanskiy 2011: 79ff.) 

However, the alternation *gem- (in γέντο) / *gam- (in γαγγάμη) 
is not phonetically regular, because the vowel а does not take part in 
standard ablaut alternations (Lubotsky 1989: 53; Pronk 2019: 123). 
This came to be the reason for the assumption about the non-Greek 
and non-Indo-European character of γαγγάμη. As is known, the 
vowel а is typical of onomatopoeic and descriptive words like PIE 
*bal-bal-, bar-bar-, cf. also Skt. kakhati ‘to laugh, laugh at or 
deride’, Gr. καχάζω ‘laugh aloud’, etc. (Pokorny 1959: 91; see also 
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a collection of examples in Brugmann 1906: 127). The existence of 
*gam-gam- alongside the semantically proximate *gem- makes us 
believe that these roots are onomatopoeic, cf. the sound of an abrupt 
exhalation followed by a labial sound when grasping something. 
Consequently, they do not comply with the regular ablaut pattern. 
The root *gem-/gam- may be further related to a large group of 
Balto-Slavic and Germanic words meaning “lump; heap” as 
something made by rapid grasping movements. Cf. Lith. gãmalas, 
gãm las, gam l s ‘lump, chunk’, gùm las, gùm  as ‘id.’, 
gùm li  ti ‘to crumple’, etc.; here also belongs Lith. gam là 
‘hornless cow; run-down person’ (because of rounded protuberances 
instead of horns). Slavic cognates: Serbo-Croat. gòm ļa ‘piece of 
cheese’, g m ļa ‘big heap of stones’, Slovenian g mòlj ‘chunk’, 
Czech homole ‘cone’, dial. g m l’a ‘horness cow’, g m lý 
‘hornless’, Rus. гомóла ‘chunk; ball’, Ukr. гомилá ‘tall clumsy 
fellow’; for more derivatives see Fraenkel 1962: 132; Vasmer 1967: 
II, 435; Trubachev 1980: 18. O.N. Trubachev considers these forms 
to be onomatopoeic (Trubachev 1980: 19), but doubts their 
relationship with γέμω. R. Derksen (2015: 163) provides Balt. 
*gamalas with a note “etymology unknown”. Germanic cognates: 
Norw. (nynorsk) kuml ‘lump, clod’, kumle ‘clumsy person’, kumla 
‘to mix up; bring in disorder’, OE cuml ‘wound, swelling’ (Torp 
1919: 335), Sw. kummel ‘piece of wood used as a mark; cairn; 
barrow; clumsy person, lout’ (SAOB: K 3188). In a striking 
parallelism to these forms are the forms with the initial k, e.g. Lith. 
kemšù, kim šti ‘to cram, stuff’, kam  l s ‘ball of yarn’, ke m  as 
‘heap’, Rus. ком ‘lump’, комолый ‘hornless’ (Vasmer 1967: II, 300, 
304; Trubachev 1983: 174, 179). The alternation g/k is a sign of the 
descriptive character of the root. 

 In connection with this, the forms γνάμπτω ‘to bend’ and 
γναμπτός ‘bent, curved’ should be mentioned. Taken as such, they 
cannot have a PIE preform (Beekes 2010: 279), but it is not 
excluded that gnampt- is a result of simplification of the 
reduplicated form *gamgam-. 

Let us summarise the results. Gr. γάγγαμον and γαγγάμη both 
denote a drag net; the former noun occurs only in this meaning, the 
latter also means ‘gaff, a pole with a sharp metal end like a hook, 
fork, or trident’. In Strabo’s text both meanings are applicable 
because both devices are used in ice fishing. The form gangam- is 
reduplicative and originally expressed the iterativity of movements. 
It may be related to PIE *gem- ‘to grasp’; the root is of onomato-
poeic character. 
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