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FOLIA ORIENTALIA 
TOME XIII 1971 

JAN W. WERYHO 

SYRIA0 INFLUENCE ON ISLAMIC IRAN 

(The evidence of loanwords) 

Fate .is more crooked than the Christian writing. 
It holds me in bondage like a monk. 

Shall I prepare a Syriac commentary on the Gospel f 
Shall I read the mystery of the Hebrew script1 

Khaqani. 

The great Persian scholar Edward G. Browne had always 
insisted on the importance of Semitic as opposed to Aryan studies 
for the study of the Persian language and culture: 

,,It is a remarkable thing how great at all periods of history has been 
Semitic influence on Persia; Arabian in the late Sasanian and Muhammadan 
time; Aramaic in earlier Sasanian and later Parthian days; Assyrian at 
a yet more ancient epoch. And indeed this fact can scarcely be insisted 
upon too strongly .... If.,I as an adjunct to my equipment for the study 
of Persian thought and literature, I were offered my choice between 
a thorough knowledge of the Semitic and the Aryan languages, I should, 
from this point of view alone, unhesitatingly choose the former. A good 
knowledge of the Aramaic languages is essential for the study of Pahlawi, 
and a fruitful investigation of the post-Muhammadan literature and 
thought of Persia is impossible without a wide acquaintance with Arabic 
books" 1 . 

1 Edward G. Browne, A literary histor.y of Persia. Cambridge, 
University Press, 1951, (First published 1902) Vol. 1: pp. 36-37. 
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The object of this study is to·examine what .Aramaic influence 
remained in or entered into the post-Mul_lammadan or classical 
Persian language written in the .Arabic alphabet which remains, 
with very slight changes, the main written and spoken language 
of Iran today. 

The 2nd century A. D. saw the emergence of a specifically 
Chrj.stian form of .Aramaic known as Syriac. Originally the dialect 
of Orhay (Greek Edessa, .Arabic Ruha', Turkish Urfa) it gradually 
became, with the spread of Christianity, the chief language of 
Syria and 'Iraq, the latter a part of the Sasani empire. With the 
Arabic conquest it quickly declined, ceding place to the closely 
related Arabic, but small Syriac-speaking groups have maintained 
themselves. in Syria, 'Iraq and Iran. In Iran the largest· concen­
tration of Syriac-speakers is to be found along the Western shore 
of Lake Drmiya 2, but th~re are larger or smalle.,.. groups in Tehran, 
Sanandaj, Kermanshah and other towns of Iran. The correct 
Persian (and .Arabic) term to describe the Syriac language is 
Soryani. It is however seldom used outside scholarly literature. 
',['he commonly used. Persian word to describe the language and 
the ethnic group which speaks it .lsuri (Assyrian) in view of their 
claim to descend from the ancient Assyrians. (In their own lan­
guage they call themselves .lturaye) 3 . About half of the Assyrians 
in Iran belong to the •Ancient Church of the East (the official 

. ~ The ~a~e Ur~iya•, in Persian "::A .,;1 Oriimiyeh, :is. of Semitic 
ongm, consistmg of Ur, a common Semitic form in place-names (e.g. Ur 
of the Chaldees) and miya ,,water" in Syriac (Arab .• L, ma'). In 1314 A. 
H. S. (1935 A. D.) Re?;a Shah who objected to foreign toponymy in 
Iran _changed the name of the city from Oriimiyeh to Re?;a'iyeh. This 
Arabic name, being derived from that of Iran's ruler was not regarded 
as foreign. ' 

3 For a support of the claim see Dr. W. A. Wigram, The As­
syrians and their neighbours. London, Bell, 1929. Esp. p. 178 and ff. 
The great Semitic scholar William Wright says in his Lectures on the 
comparative gramma1· of . the Semitic languages (Amsterdam Philo 
~ress, 1966 (first P1;1-b~shed Cambr~dge, 1890)) that the term ,,Syrian" 
is merely an abbreV1at10n of ,,Assyrian" (p. 15). In this case the modern 
Per_si~ns are q~te co~rect :vhen they refer to the Syriac lang~ag~ as 
.Asuri. The SoV1et onentalists have accepted the term assiri'iskii to 
~escribe modern Syriac, .g. K. G. Tsereteli, Sovremennyi assiriiskii 
iazyk. Moskva, Nauka, 1964. (Iazyki narodov Azii i Afriki). 
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name of the Nestorian Church), the other half to the Chaldean 
Catholic Church, that branch of the Ancient Church of the East 
which ii!-the 16th century had broken with Nestorianism and ac­
cepted the supremacy of the Pope. In 'Iraq the Catholics, who 
form the largest Christian denomination in that country, are 
known as Chaldeans and the Syriac language which they speak as 
Chaldeap. (Kaldani). Some orientalists have used the term Ohaldean 
( or Ohaldee in old English) as a general term for all .Aramaic dia­
lects. ln present-day Iran however the term .lsuri Katolik is used 
in preference to Kaldani. From the philologist's point of view this 
is very convenient since the .Assyrians of Iran and 'Iraqi Kurdistan, 
whether Catholics or N estorians, speak one dialect, while the 
Chald~ans of Mo~ul and Baghdad another. I should therefore make 
it clear that when I use the terms Assyrian and Ohaldean in this 
article I do not mean t.he ancient languages of Mesopotamia, but 
the Northern and Southern dialects of modern Eastern Syriac. 
The Qhaldean dialect seems to be an intermediate one between 
the.Eastern (,,Nestorian") and Western (,,Jacobite") form of Syriac, 
showing the characteristic West Syriac change of the final -a 
into -6 4 • The West Syriac dialect, formerly spoken in Syria and 
.western regions of 'Iraq and now almost extinct, geographically 
and culturally remot.e from Iran, does not need to be considered 
in relation to fois study. 

The classical Syriac literature which flourished from the 2nd 
till the 14th century .A. D. had exerted a profound influence on 
Arabic literature and thought, especially as a vehicle through 
which Greek philosophy was transmitted to the Arabs . .A revival 
of Syriac literature, using the modern dialect of Urmiya, took 
place in the 19th century. This modern Syriac literature is confined 
almost exclusively to the .Assyrians, the Chaldeans being, except 
for the clergy, unacquainted with the Syriac alphabet, and using 
.Arabic as their means o~ literary expression. Classical East Syriac 
continues of course to be the lit:urgical language of both the .Assy­
rian (Nestorian) and the Chaldean (Catholic Uniate) Churches. 

In studying the Syriac lexical influence on Persian we must 

4 My chief informant reg. modern Chaldean pronunciation has been 
my wife, Marganitho (Margaret) nee Toma of Baghdad, a native 
speaker of the Chaldean. dialect of Syriac. • 
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begin with the numerous Aramaic ideograms in Pahlavi. .At first 
glance written Pahlavi gives the impression of being, like modern 
Persian, an Aryan language full of Semitic loanwords, .Aramaic 
instead of .Arabic. Those supposed loanwords however were not 
part of the language at all! Thus the word for ,,king", written 
malka was spoken shah. .A parallel phenomenon can be seen in 
the Chinese ideograms used in Japanese. These Pahlavi ideograms 
are outside the scope of this study except in the ra.re case of a ge­
nuine loanword which survived in Islamic or classical Persian. 
.After the .Arab conquest of Iran many Syriac. words found their 
way into Persian through (e.g. the names of the months of the 
Christi:;i,n calendar: Kiinun-e Siini, Shobat, Azar, etc.). These 
have been purposely excluded from this study. The problem of 
Syriac loanwords in .Arabic is a subject in itself, requiring a deep 
knowledge of Semitic philology, the student being faced with the 
difficult decision what is a loanword and what is a cognate word 
common to both Semitic la,;nguages. We are left therefore with 
those Syriac words which have entered Persian either directly 
or through Pahlavi. In my selection of words I have been guided 
by the following principle: Either the Sy:riac word has entered 
Persian and no similar form in .Arabic can be traced (e.g. Pers. 
saqi raghla, ,,polypody", from Syr. sagi regla); or the Persian word 
resembles the Syriac one closer than it does its .Arabic cognate 
(e.g. Pers. Yaldii, ,,Christmas" is obviously closer to Syr. Yalda 
than to Arab. Mitad); or again ·the history of the word could 
be traced to Syriac through Pahlavi (e.g. Pers. gonbad, ,,a dome", 
from Pahl. gumbat, from Syr. qubbatha). Since almost every .Arabic 
word has the right of citizenship in literary Persian very often 
two forms of the same word exist side by side, e. g. chal_ipa and 
salib (cross), gonbad and qobbeh (dome), gur and qabr (grave), etc. 
Popular etymology regards the Syriac form of these words as. 
,,pure Persian", as opposed to Arabic, and, in a sense, it is correct 
since these Syriac words have entered Persian language earlier 
than their .Arabic cognates and have become so assimilited that 
their foreign origin cannot be easily traced. 

Persian scholars have shown little interest in the Soryani 
or Syriac language. This is understandable . .A Christian Arab 
will (unless his backgro)lnd is Byzantine or Coptic) regard Syriac 
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as the sacred language of his religious tradition . .A Muslim .Arab 
scholar may still be interested in Syriac from the point of view 
of comparative Semi~ic philology; or he may be interested in the 
part S:yriac l-i-terature had played in the trasmitting of Gr.eek 
philosophy to the .Arabs; or again he may be, interested in the­
Syriac sources for the pre-Islamic history of Syria and 'Iraq .. 
.A Persian however does not see much direct relevence of the­
Syriac language and literature to the study of his own culture. 
.A certain interest in the Aramaic language has b~en shown by 
Iranian Pahlavi scholars who could not ignore the .Aramaic ideo­
grams in Pahlavi, but, following the majority of European Pa­
hlavi scholars, they studied the pagan or Jewish forms of .Aramaic. 
rather than the Christian Syriac. Edward Browne however says: 

When a Pahlawi text is read, a large proportion of the words composing 
it are found to be Semitic, not Iranian, .and, to be more precise, to be 
drawn from an Aramaic dialect closely akin to Syriac or Chaldean 5 • 

In discussing the attitude of some Iranian scholars towards. 
the Syriac language it may be of interest to recall here a scene 
I had witnessed in Tehran University where I was a student in 
1955-57. I was attending a class in linguistics given by a professor 
who, although a distinguished scholar in Iranian philology, wa~. 
a fanatical spokesman for the ultra-nationalistic or ,,.Aryan'~ 
school which refused to acknowledge any debt which Iranian 
languages may owe to the Semitic. ,,Only two Semitic languages 
are living languages", he began, ,,.Arabic and .Abyssinian (]!a­
bashi)" . .A student interjected: ,,Excuse me, Janab Ostad, but there­
is also the .Assyrian (.Asuri) language". The professor became visibly 
angry: ,,What are you talking about1 It is not a proper language, 
it is just a dialect spoken by a few thousand vagabonds who are 
not even descended from the ancient .Assyrians!" The student 
bravely kept up his defense of the .Assyrians and their language,. 
pointing out that they even had their own alphabet. I was surprised. 
It is not customary in Iran (at least" it was not customary at that 
time) for a student to argue with his professor. ,,.Are you an 
.Assyrian~" I asked him after class. His answer suprised me even 
more: ,,No", he replied. ,,I am a Kurd. But it angered me what 

5 Browne, op. cit., vol. 1: p. 73. Italics mine. 
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he said about the Assyrians. These Persians (Fars-ha) look down 
on us Kurds too. They deny that we have a language of our own 
and claim that we speak various Farsi diaJects". 

To my knowledge the most complete list of Aramaic loanwords 
in modern Persian is given by Paul Horn in his Neupersische 
Schriftsprache in the G-rundriss der irardschen Philologie 6• The 
paragraph deserves to be reproduced in full in any work on the 
subject: 

Aus dem .A.ramaischen: gazit gazid (Qur'an-Comm. S. 482 
urn]_' VULLERS) ,,Kopfsteuer", - masiha ,,Messias", - kasis 
,,Priester", - caliba ,,Kreuz", - kunist ,,Synagogue", - mazgit 
Moschee" - tabut Sarg", - fuhudh Jvahudh ,,Jude", - sanbadh " ' " • • 

sanba ,,Sabbath; Woche", - kasa ,,Becher; Schiissel", - palita 
Docht" - dol Eimer", - sipur saipur ,,Trompete", - dahol " ' " • ,,Vogelscheuche; Schreckmittel", - boriya ,,Schilfmatte", ~ kamra 

,,Giirtel" (aramaisirtes, echt persisches kamar, -wie maghusa ,,Ma­
gier" S 49, 1), - man mana (unbelegt) ,,Ferat", - a§kob phlv. 
a§kop ,,Gebiilk, Dachwerk", - gunbadh phlv. gmbat (vd. 5, 134 Gl.) 
,,Gewolbe", - gor ,,Grab" (nicht sicher), - gau gavadh etc. 
,,Grube", - tabaha tavaha ,,eine Speise", - tafsila ,,eine A.rt 
Ragout", - kak ,,eine A.rt Brot" (der Ursprung ist nich klar), -
dusab ,,Sirup", - gazur ,,Walker", - haduri ,,Bettler", - sedha 
wahnsinnig" (phlv. sedii ,,Teufel, Damon"), ~ ler ,,Schleim", -" • -xabazdo xabazdok ,,Kafer", - tudh ,,Maulbeerbaum", - satta 
Traube" - fa-Ffa sausa ,,Besatz, Tressen" (saus safs sind unbe-" ' .'./' 

legt), - abar ,,Blei", - saxiir a§xiir (unbelegt) saxira (saxera) 
,,schwar.zer Vitriol". 

It is i:nfortunate that Horn does not give us the Aramaic 
sources for the above Persian words. Nor does he tell us which 
,dialect of Aramaic, pagan, Jewish, Christian, Mandean or other 
they come from. Since I have restricted my work to those Persian 
words for which I can trace a Syriac or Christian Aramaic origin 
I shall not try to study the etymology of all words on the above 
list. Some are included by mistake, e.g. reg. J.l.J:> xabazdo ,,beetle". 
Dr. D. N. MacKenzie, reader in Iranian Languages ~ the London 

6 Paul Horn, Neupersische Schriftsprache in Grundriss der irani­
schen Philologie; hrsg. von Wilh. Geiger und Ernst Kuhn. Strassburg, 
Triibner, 1898-1901. 1. Bd.: 2 . .A.bt., p. 6. 
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School of Oriental and African Studies in a letter to me dated 
819170 points out the purely Iranian origin of this word: ,,Xabazdu 
puzzles me: what Syr. word do you take it from'/ ... It must 
surely contain Av. pazdu-, whence Pers pazdak, payu, and other 
dialect forms, even remote Yidgha xowiza!" Syr. kharpusta (Chald. 
pronunciation lcharpushto) is probably derived from Pers. ~.? 
kharpasheh ,,a gad-fly". On the other hand Horn does not claim 
his list to be complete and I shall include in my study and try 
to trace the etymology of some words not listed by him. e. g. Gabr, 
Yalda. 

VOCABULARY 

I .A.lef 

_;LI - ,,burnt lead, good for wounds and bruises" (Stein­
gass, F. A comprehensive Persian-English dictionary) 7 ; from Syr. 
abara. 

~ - an elephant; from Pahl. pil, from Syr. pila, from .A.kkad. 
piru, pilu 8• A genuine loanword in Pahlavi, not just an ideogram. 
Arab. J:i is de1;ived from Pers. pil • or possibly from Syr. pila. 

.::.,,T 

o!A>l~· - meat stewed with aubergines 10 ; possibly from Syr. 
tababa, 3( butcher, a cook; from the Semitic root T-B-H (Syr. ,,to 

7 F. Steingass, A comprehensive Persian-English dictionary. 
London, Kegan Paul 1947., (First ed., 1892). 

8 C. Brockelmann, Lexicon Syriacum. Ed. 2., Halis Saxonum, 
Niemeyer, 1928. 

9 Article Fil, by J. Ruska - (Oh. Pellat) in The Encyclopaedia 
of Islam. New ed., Vol. II. Leiden, Brill, 1965. 

10 Borhan. Borhan-e qate'; ed. par Moh. Mo'in. Teheran, Ebn-e­
Sina, 1963, 4 v. (2d ed.). 

20 - Folia Orientalia, t. XIII 
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slaughter", .Arab. t:1~ ,,to cook"). Since the .Arabic loanwords 
in Persian almost always retain their original spelling this seems 
to be- a very old, perhaps pre-Islamic borrowing from Syriac. 

L.. j' - Tarsa - a Christian, literally ,,one who fears (God)"; 
from Pahl. Tarsak . .A loan translation of the Syriac term dehelii, 
or dehel Alaha. 

,, Tous les textes moyen-iraniens que nous conna1ss10ns jusqu'ici de­
signaient les chretiens par le mot tarsiikiin ,,craignant (Dieu)" qui correspond 
au syriaque dehelii, ou dehel Alalia (Act. Ap. 10, 2) ... " 11• 

In modern Persian the word Tarsa is no longer in use, the com­
mon term for a Christian being Masihi or less frequently "lsavi. 

-1:~;.;·-:-,,a dish of meat, eggs, carrotsi and honey" (Stein­
gass); from the Syr. root B-Sh-L, ,,to cook". The Persian word 
is obviously derived from the tap"el form of this verb, analogous 
to the wor9- talmidha, ,,a disciple",. I have not been able to• find 
a word tabhshila, but it could hav~ existed, not in literary Syriac, 
but in one of the colloquial Syriac dialects. Dr. D. N. MacKenzie 
,whom I had asked to criticise parts of this work strongly doubts 
my hypothesis in view of the rarity of tap" el forms in Syriac. 
He points out however that Jewish Aramaic has tabshila N~~w:::n. 

c_ CH 

~:lz.-chalipa - a cross; from Syr. §libha (modern .Assyr. pronun­
ciation: sliwa, Chald. §liwo). Steingass 12 mistakenly derives this 
word from Arab ....... 1.,.. salib. 300 years earlier Borhan of Tabriz . . . 
had made. the opposite mistake by deriving the Arab. §alib from 
Pers. chalipa 13 . Arab. §alib, being a specifically Christian symbol, 
probably is derived from Syr. §libha, although it could be a paral­
lel formation from the common °Semitic root ~-L-B. The ortho­
graphy of chalipa betrays its Syriac origin. The Arabic loanwords 

n Pierre j. de Menasce, in his edition of Martan Farriikh-i Ohrmazd­
datan, 1(Jkandgumanik vicar, Fribourg en Suisse, Librairie de l'Uni­
versite, 1945, p. 209. 

12 Steingass, op. cit. 
13 B or h an, op. cit. 
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in Persian almost always conserve their original spelling, although 
the Semitic emphatics are not pronounced. (N. B. They are not 
·pronounced in modern .Assyrian either). Thus the emphatic ~- if 

($ad) is pronounced exactly like ..r Sin. Before Islam and the 
influx of Arabic loanwords however the Semitic ~ u"' used to become 
CH c_ in Middle Ira:nian and vice-versa (c. f. the .Arabic word for 
China 0."' Sin, derived from Pers. ~ Chin) . .Another indication 
of the Syriac origin of chalipa is of course the final Alef, a charac­
teristic feature of the noun in Syriac and other .Aramaic dialects. 
On the other hand the material at my disposal is too small to 
allow rrie to establish whether the fricative Bh (Beth rkikhta), 
a sound intermediate between V and W, but closer to vV, follows 
a regular phonetic pattern by changing into P in the case of this 
word. Of course the Persians, as Muslims, refuse to accept that 
Christ ever w;1,s crucified. Jalalo d-Din Ru.mi speaks of his search 
for God: • .:, .>:; ~:.!z.-.J ...; I e,•:;:! ...,-: _,..., ,.:,l~ I_,.,..; _, ~:.!z.-

,, Cross (chalipa) and Christians, from end to end, 
I surveyed; He was not on the Cross" 14 . 

.:, Dal 

J.,;-1.:, - dakhul - a scare-crow; from Syr. dabula, _ ,,afraid". 
J_,.:, - dul - a bucket; from Pahl. dol, from Syr. dola, cognate 

of Arab. }.:, dalw. :Both forms, dul and dalv (from Arab. d'alw) 
are used in modern Persian. 

i..r· Sin 

4:.- satteh - grape, vine;_ from Syr. §atta. 
~ .J ,.;- saqi raghla (variant form '>lJi .J 

0
C saki raghla) -

the herb polifpody; from Syr. sagi regla, literally ,,many feet", 
regla being of course a cognate of .Arab. ~ .)_ rijl. 

14 ,'falalo'd-Din Riimi, Selected poems from the Divani Shams 
Tabriz; ed. by Reynold .A. Nicholson. Cambridge, University Press, 
1952. (First ed., 1898) p. 70. 
20• 
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. l!.,( ... sokuba - a Christian bishop; from Syr . . episqopa, from 
Greek hdcrxo1toi:; episkopos. The final Alef proves that this word 

, was borrowed into Persian through Syriac and not directly frorri 
-the Greek. 

,, They wrote a letter to every prince, 
Bishop ( solci'ibc7,) and patriarch of every land". 

Ferdawsi, Shiihniirneh 15
. 

,.; SHin 

.,l,;,;. shakhar - black vitriol; from Syr. shhara; variant form 
o..rfa.!-shakhireh from Syr. sh'f:iira . . 

.::..l.:,;, shanbalit - name of a plant: fenugreek (Steingass); 
herm~·dactylus tuberosus, hermodactyle (Mo'in, M. Farhang-e 
Farsi) 16 ; perhaps from S.yr. shabbalta, ear of wheat or corn; a cog­
nate of Arab. ~--- sunbulah and ~l: ... sabalah (Brockelmanh. Le­
xicon Syriaci1,m) . 

...:,;, Shanbeh - Saturday; preceeded by a numeral this 
word is used to designate the other days of the week, e. g. Yek 
Shanbeh ,,Sunday", Du Bhanbeh ,,Monday", etc. ( except J om' eh 
,,Friday"). The normal Syriac word for ,,Saturday" is Shabtha, 
but the other days of the week take the form Shabba, preceeded, 
as in Persian, by a numeral, e. g. 'J! ad Shabba ,,Sunday", . Tre 
Shabba ,,Monday", etc. (except 'Erubhtha ,,Friday"). The Semi­
tic -bb- regularly became -mb- in Middle Iranian. Of course both 
Shabtha and Shabba are .derived from the Hebrew n:::lli Shabbat. 
The very rare Persian variant form ..1.::..;:, Shanbacl is probably 
derived directly from the Hebrew. 

,.; r shaivsh - a branch cut from l'1 vine; from Syr. shabhshta. 
.)r.,:;, shaypi7,r - a trumpet, a horn, a flute; from Pahl. 

, shifor, from Manichean Par~hian syfwr (shifor), from Syr. shiporci, 

15 Ferdawsi, Shiihniimeh (ed. Barukhim) 6: 1469; quoted by Mo­
• hammad Mo'in, Farhang-e Fiirsi. Tehran, Amir-e Kabir, 1963-68. 
, 4 v. Vol. 2 under Sokf1,ba. 

16 Mo'in, Fcirhang-e Fiirsi, vol. 3. 
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from Jewish Aramaic :--:in:::w shipora from Hebrew iD1W shofar. 
(Brockelmann. Lexicon Syriacum). 

I ..1.:.!-shayda - madr insane, love-sick; from Syr. shidiina, 
literally ,,possessed by a demon", formed from the word shida, 
,,demon", ,,devil" in the same way Pers. -.;1_,,_J divcineh is foi'med 
from _,~J div. There is a Pahlavi ideogram syd (shayda or shida), 
derived from Aramaic. shida, standing for th<3 Pahlavi word for 
a demon, dev (mod. Pers. div). Dr MacKenzie however most 

' ' ' 

strongly doubts that this Pahlavi ideogram ever was ?i genuin~ 
loanword, to be read as written. It was merely an ideogram for 
dev. In this case the mod. Pers. shayda would be a direct borrowing 
from Syr. shida, not through Pahlavi. • 

c.J Kaf 

4..,.,\5" kaseh - a cup, goblet. Most Persian lexicographers 
derive this word from Arab . .._,..,tS' ka's without explaining the fina\ 
vowel -e represented by the letter • -h. I would suggest that this 
word, pronounced kc1,sa in classical Persian (as it still is in Afghani~ 
stan and parts of Eastern Oran) is not derived from Arab. ka's 
hut from its Syr. cognate kasa. 

J:5 kashish - a Christian priest, from Syr. qashisha. The 
presence of the SHin instead of a Sin proves that this is a direct 
borrowing, not through the Arabic form er:-; qasis. 

1_)" kamrii.- the sacred. string worn by Zoroastrians. This is 
the Persian word kamar, a belt, girdle (originally derived from 
Avestan kamara), borrowed _)" by Syriac in the form qamrii 
and returned to Persian with the Syriac nominal final Alef. A rare 
case of a pure Persian word being modified in its form by Syriac. 
(c. f. t;, _,.;.. Maghusha below) . 

.::,_!.:.j konesht - a synagogue; from Syr. knushta or from 
Jewish Aramaic ~illV\lJ knishta, ultimately derived from Heb. 
nW.i:J kneset ,,assembly". ·The Arabic word ½S' kanisah denoting 
a Christian church as well as a Jewish synagogue is of the same 
origin. C. van Arendeu,k writes in the article Kanisa in the Ency­
clopaedia of Islam: 
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. ,,KANISA (plural kana'is), synagogue, church, the arabicised form of 
the Aramaic k•nishta ,,meeting (place), school, synagogue" ... The Syriac 
form lc•nushta in the Peshitta on the New Testament is a rendering of 
synagoge and sometimes also of elcklesia ... whereas tlie foTm k•nishta in 
Christian Western Aramaic represents synagoge as well as ekklesia ... The 
Lisan al- Arab, viii. 83, 2 sq. is nearly right in so far as it derives kanisah 
from kunisht .. . ". 

.Actually neither .Arab. kanisah is derived from the· Pers. 
konesht nor vice-versa, but both are derived from a common 
.Aramaic source. 

~~ kiyana - nature; from Syr. kyana 17
• The final Alef 

shows us that this word is directly derived from Syr. kyana. 
The final Alef shows us that this word is directly derived from 
Syr. kyana, and not from its .Arabic cognate w~'l kiyan. 

<.3Gaf 

f Gabr - a term of abuse applied to Zoroastrians and by 
extension to non-Muslims in general. .DeTivatives: old French 
and English Guebre; Turkish Gavur, hence Byron's Giaour. Popular 
etymology derives this word from .Arab. j~ Kafir, ,,Unbelie­
ver", and this view is accepted by .A. Bausani in his article on 
Gabr in the new edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam. The .Arabic 

I 
word Kafir however is commonly used in Persian i.n the form 
Kafer, having submitted to the regular phonetic changes uder­
gone by .Arabic loanwords in Persian, the long -a-adopting a sound 
intermediate between -a- and -o-, the kasrah changing from -i­
to -e-, and the stress falling on the last syllable. Could the .Arab. 
Kafir have given us two derivatives in Persian, Kafer and· the 
unsimilar-looking Gabr~ 

.Another theory, now discarded by most scholars, had derived 
this word from the Pahlavi ideogram for a ,,man" gabra, itself 
derived from the .Aramaic and Syriac word for ,,man" gabra. 
Unfortunately there are strong doubts as to whether the modern 

17 W. B. Henning, Sogdian loan-words in New Persian in ,,Bulletin 
ot the School of Oriental and African Studies (University of London)", 
vol. X, 1939-42, p. 93, n. 1. 
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Persian Gabr i derived from Pahl. gabra. The Pahl. character 
gabra was not meant to be read in its Semitic form but was merely 
an ideogram for the Iranian word mart (mod. Pers. mard). 

.As far as I am aware, no one has suggested that the Pers. 
Gabr may have been directly derived from the Syr. gabra, not 
through the Pahlavi ideogram. The Syriac word gabra meaning 
,,man" had at one time a secondary meaning of slave according 
to Toufic Fahd: • 

,,L'acc. gabru, equivalent de l'heb. geber, du syr. gabro et de l'arabe 
gabr (ar-ragul, al-'abd, etc .... ), a ici le meme seris qu'imru' et 'abd." 18 • 

So T. Fahd makes Syr. gq,bro synonymous with .Arab. 'abd, 
meaning a ,,slave". If his statement is correct I would suggest 
that the Persian term of abuse, Gabr is derived from that secon­
dary meaning of Syr. gabra (or gabro), namely ,,slave" . 

.::,.,_J" gazit or gezit - a special tax collected by Muslim govern­
ments from their non-Muslim subjects; from Syr. gzitha, which is 
also the source of .Arab. jizyah. Regarding the origin of this word 
Leone 0aetani says: 

• 
,,La parola gizyah ... e di origine aramaica (gezitb(a)), ma fu adottata 

dai Persiani, i quali le dediero la forma iranica gazit. Gli Arabi la presero 
dai Persiani e la tramutarnno in gizyah" 19 • 

That the Persians should have borrowed the Syriac for.rµ. of tl;lis 
word is understandable, since after the .Arab conquest they found 
themselves (until their conversion _from Zoroastrianism to Islam) 
in the same legal position .as their. Syriac-speaking Christian 
neighbours and had to pay the. same tax. 

·...1.:,~ ..:,j.i.; ... :( 
y • J ) ~ ...,....,_..., 

,,He did not accept his gazit and did not listen to advice" • 
Daqiqi, Shahnameh 20 • 

18 Toufic Fahd, Le pantheon de l'Arabie centrale a la veille de. l'hegire. 
Paris, Geuthner, 1968, p. 137, n. 2. 

19 Leone 0aetani, Annali dell'Islam. Vol. II: t. II. Milano, Hoepli, 
1907, p. 930, n. 6. 

20 Daqiqi, Shahnameh; ed. ·Banik.him, 6: 1497; quoted by Mo:in, 
Farhang-e Fiirsi, vol. 3. 
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It may be of interest to add here that the Syriac word gzitha 
has entered almost all European languages. Engl. and Fr. gazette, 
,,newspaper" ( c. f. Span. gaceta, Polish gazeta) are derived from I tal. 
gazzetta. The Italian word gazzetta (gazeta in the Venetian dialect) 
originally meant a small Venetian copper coin of the 16th and 
17th century which· one had to pay to purchase the paper. The 
popular etymology of gazeta as a diminutive of gaza, a ,,magpie", 
does not sound very convicing. Venetian commercial activities 
in the Levant are well known and it is quite probable that they 
should have berrowed a word having to do with taxation to name 
one of their coins. The question remains from which language they 
would have borrowed this word: directly from Syriac, from Persian 
or from Ottoman Turkish, The latter would iJeem the .most pro­
bable, but· unfortunately the only Turkish didctiona:ry i.n which 
I could find the word .:;,.,_,_f gazit or gezit was Redhouse's 21• Thus 
the word, if it had existed in Turkish as a synonym of cizye must 
have been very rare . 

..1.f' gazir - ,,a vazir; the superintendent or collector of the 
revenue; a hero, champion" (Steingass). Dr. Mohammad Mo'in 
derives this word from Syr. gzira (Farhang,e Parsi) which he trans­
lates into Persian by .)~ v _;~ ~ares, jallad. C. Brockelmann in 
his Lexicon Syriacum renders gzira into Latin by lictor. The 
gziriJ, is derived from the Syr. ruot GZR (cognate of Arab . .J?. JZR) 
meaning ,,to cut or hew stone; to tear; to probe a wound; to cir­
cumcise, be circumcised; to determine, decree" 22

• 

The word gazir bears a remarkable resemblance to Arab . ..;1 _ _j_, 

wazir (Pers. vazir), ,,minister". Indeed Steingass gives us the word 
vazir as a synonym for gazir. Vullers in his Lexicon Persico-Latinum 
derives vazir from gazir. It is however generally accepted that 
wazir (or vazir) is in fact derived from Pahl. vichir ,,decider, judge", 
itself derived from Avestan vichira, having the same meaning 23

• 

21 Sir James W. Redhouse, Turkceden ingilizceye lugat kitabi. 
. A Turkish and English lexicon. Constantinople, Printed for the American 

Board Mission (by) H. Matteosian, 1921. 
22 R. Payne Smith, A compendious Syriac dictionary; ed. by 

J. Payne Smith (Mrs. Margoliouth). Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1903, 
(Reprinted 1967). 

23 See article Wazir by F. Babinger in The Encyclopaedia of 
Islam, vol. IV, Leiden 1934. 

' 
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Therefore, if we accept Dr. Mo'in's derivation of gazir from Syr. 
gzira and of the latter from the Semitic root GZR then the re­
semblance between gazir and wazir can only be coincidental, 
the former having a Semitic, the latter an Iranian origin. a 

4 gonbad - a dome, a cupola; from Pahl. gumbat, from Syr. 
qubbath·a, a cognate of Arab. ~ qubbah. The Semitic -bb- be­
came -mb- in Middle Iranian. Subsequently Pahl. final -t became -d 
in classical and modern Persian. This word is one of the few. 
Aramaic/Syriac words in Pahlavi which became assimilated as 
loanwords and were not used merely as ideograms for pure Persian 
words. Thus it survived the disappearence of the Pahlavi script 
and passed into classical and modern Persian. An interesting 
question arises as to why should the Persians have borrowed 
a Semitic word for the dome instead of using a pure Ira_nian one. 
Did they borrow the very concept of the dome from their Aramaic­
speaking neighbours, This takes us to the question of the origin 
of the dome in Iranian architecture. Andre Godard has some rele­
vent remarks on the subject in his L'.Art de l'Iran: 

,,La plus ancienne coupole iranienne connue est celle du palais d'Ar-­
dashlr a ·Firuzabad. (3-e siecle chr.) ... Certes longtemps auparavant 
l'Assyrie avait construit des coupoles, si nous en croyons les bas-reliefs 
de Kuyundjik ... " 24 • 

Althought Professor Godard is sceptical about any possible 
direct influence (,,ce qui prouve seulement qu'en de nombreuses 
regions du monde on entreprit de couvrir des salles carrees ou 
circulaires au moyen de coupoles") 25 perhaps he would have been 
less sceptical had he taken into account the linguistic evidence­
presented by the borrowed word. I would suggest that the Persians 
had borrowed the idea of the dome (if not the actual methods 
of its construction) from 'Iraq towards the end of the Parthian 
era when Aramaic had long replaced Akkadian as the language. 
of that country. , 

_;_.,( gur - a grave, a tomb; from Syr. qabhra, pronounced 
qora in modern Assyrian, qoro in Chaldean. Its graphic form qbr 
clearly shows its relation with Arab . .1:' qabr. The Persians use-

24 Andre Godard, L'art de l'Iran, Paris Arthaud 1962, p. 217. 
25 Ibid., loc. cit. 



314 

both gur and qabr without being aware of their common Semitic 
origin. In the case of gur the change of c, Qaf into c5" Gaf shows 
that this is a much older borrowing, dating from the time before 
the impact of .Arabic had familiarised the Persians with Qa,j and 
other Semitic gutturals. (Actually Qii,j is pronounced like t_ Ghayn 
in Persian, except in Shiraz and Khiizestan where it retains its 
Arabic pronunciation). "Why should the Persians have borrowed 
a foreign, Semitic word for a grave instead of using an Iranian 
one~ The answer will be obvious if we bear in mind that Zoroastria­
nism forbids burial and commands that dead bodies be exposed 
in ,,towers of silence" ('ilakhmeh). Consequently in pre-Islamic 
Iran burial was an institution belonging to non-Zoroastrians of 
whom the Syriac-speaking Christians formed the largest group. 
Hence the Persian word for a gTave was a Syriac loanword. 

l~ .f gunya .:__ ,,a perpendicular, a mason's or carpenter's 
rule; an architect's line" (Steingass); from Syr. ·gonya, ,,angle"; 
from Greek yc.uvl°' gonia. 

~:J-l~.f .,~ L· r"'! J,Lt.jl .. C c..i f' 
,,Where is Noah, so that I might give him his instruments (for navig­

ating), So that I might give him his ruler and gi"i,nyar. 
Khaqani, Toyato'l-'Eraqayn 2•. 

J Lam 

J~ lir - saliva; from Syr. rira. 

i Mim' 

JL. JJf.ar - Lord, master: a title born by princes in the medieval 
kingdom of Gharjestan (in .Afghanistan) whose ruler bore the title 
Shar (variant form of Shah). Borhan-e qate' says under the word 
Mar (besides its other meanings): ' 

26 Khaqani, Masnavi-e Tohfato'l-'Eraqayn; ed. Dr. Yahya Qarib. 
Tehran, Ohapkhane-ye Sepehr, 1333/(1955), p. 207. 
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.i..:.;1_,;. .)l.!, IJ~T .l.!...l~ ~l:~ .;.;,_.f ,;~ lj~~ c.Slv-lJ ilC.J ···JL. 

,,Mar ... and (by this name) they call also governors (hokkiim) and 
princes (omarii) of Gharjestan, just as they call the King (Piideshah) of 
that country Shar". 

.A.nd Farrokhi Sistini has sung: 

ul:.,$ 0~ ~ .(i..)_,.; ;1.,J'.:.L_ JL. u . ..;.;.~ ., Jl.!. it(~ J~..l u_i J..l 

,,In this land in the time of the Shiir and so many Mars, 27 

Like leopards rose the Gharchahs in rebellion". 

Derivation: from Pahl. mar, from Syr. mara, which is a cognate 
of .A.rab. ~v-1 imrii , ,,a man". In Syriac it is used in the form Mari 
,,my Lord", preceeding the names of Christian Saints and Bishops. 
The personal pronominal suffix -i, ,,my", shown by the letter 
Yud is never pronounced and the word is read simply as Mar, 
e.g. Mar(i) Shim'un, title of the Nestorian Patriarch. 

I was told by Mar Zay'a Dashtii, Chaldean Catholic .Archbishop 
of Urmiya that the name of 4ilv- Maragheh, a town in Iranian 
.A.zarbayjan was derived from Mar .A.bha I, Nestorian Patriarch 
from 536 to 552 .A.. D. who was imprisoned there by the Shah 
of Iran, Khosraw .A.niishirvan ,,the Just" 28• The Syriac letter 
Beth rkikhta, usually shown in Roman transliteration with the 
letters BR, represents a sound intermediate between V and W, 
although closer· to W. Now Middle Pers. V often changes into 
t_ GHayn in modern Persian, e.g. Pers. ~ morgh ,,a bird" form 
Pahl. murv . 

..::S'.;..-mazket or ,::.5".;..-mazget, variant forms of ~ masjed -
a mosque. While masjed is the .A.rab. masjid, the ·forms mazket 
and mazget are derived from Syr. masgeda· or form its feminine 
form masgedta. 

..::S'.;..-.r> .:, i ).1 ..::..:! ~ i..)v" ..r"'.:, c.Sj' ._j .r° _,;· 
,, Thou art more honoured than any man 
Just as the Sacred House (the mosque of the Ka'bah) is more honoured 
than any mazket". 

Siizani 29• 

27 Farrokhi Sistani; quoted by Dr. M. Mo'in in his edition·of 
Borhan-e qate', vol. 4, p. 1935, n. 2. 

28 See William Wright, A short history of Syriac literature. Amster­
dam, Philo Press, 1966, (First published 1894), pp. 116-117. 

29 Siizani; quoted by Mo'in, Farhang-e Farsi, vol. 3, p. 4063. 
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be:--Masib,a - Christ, the Messiah (a variant form fo the 
more common ~ Masib,. This word shows in its orthography 
and pronunciation a mixed derivation from Arab. Masi?i and 
Syr. Mshib,a. On the one hand the Arabic Sin takes the place of 
the Syriac SHin, on the other hand the final Alef of the Syriac 
is retained. E.g. The well-known line by ~afe~: 

I - I• • .? ? I -I .J"'::_. .i .J _, I <.J"' ..1. • .r' j .i J .r' - J:i;b. -co..'. _) -:-':'"" ,; 0 ,_.. I .J.l 

,,In Heaven no wonder if upon the utterances of Hafe~ 
The song of Zohi'eh should bring l\fasi);la to clance". 

•• l:. _;A JJiaghush a - a Zoroastrictin ( esp. a Zoroastrian pr1est), 
a Magian; from Pahl. Mag·usha, from Syr. Magusha, from Old 
Pers . ..Llifagusli through an older Arnmaic ·form. It is strange 
that such a purely Iranian term should have been influenced by 
a Semitic language (c. f. \J.('kamra al::ove). The word Maghusha 
however is very rare in Persian which prefers the form t Mogh, 
from Pahl. mag(u), from Old Pers. Magush. Arab. c.t'Y- 11/ajus is 
derived from Syr. JJ!Iagusha, while Greek Mrxyoc; Magos was borro­
wed directly from Old P1wsia,n. Latin JJ!Iagus, French· Mage, 
English Magian are all derived from Old ·Persian through Greek 
Magos. 

l\l.. Malka- a mythical character, supposed _founder of the 
Melkite sect of Christianity. Even Steingass in his Comprehensive 
Persian- English dictionary has fallen into the trap and explains 
this word as ,, The leader of a Christian sect'~. Actually no per­
sonage bearing this name had e:ver existed! The con.fusion is best 
illustrated by a line from Khaqani's pseudo-Christian poem: 30 

lCL. _j _, J ~ _j _, '-:"' _,.,., _ _j -1.- b _; ,j"6 .__.._ I Iv 

,, The Bishop will consider me a more trustworthy theologian 
Than Ya'qiib, Nestorius or Malka". 

3° Khaqani, Dar shekiiyat az zendii.n o band va madh-e '.A~imo'r­
Rum ... Qay~ar in his Divan; ed. by M. 'Abbasi and ~- Nakha'i. 
(Tehran, Amir-e Kabir, 1336/1957), pp. 17-22, line 49. In this poem 
Khaqani, imprisoned by the Muslim ruler of Shervan ironically'pro­
poses to renounce Islam, go to Constantinople and become a Christian 
monk. He displays his rather superficial knowledge of.Christianity and 
uses without fully understanding their meaning as many as possible 
Christian religion~ terms. This· includes many Syriac (or Syriac-sound-
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Ya'qiib al-Barada'i or Ya'qobh Burde'ana (died in 578 A. D.) 
was the founder of the Syrian Monophysite Church, named after 
him the Jacobite. Nestorius was Patriarch of Constantinople 
(428-431 A. D.) whose teaching regarding the two personalities 
in Christ, human and divine, condemned by his own Church were 
accepted by the Assyrian Church, henceforth known as the N esto­
rian. But who was Malka~ Malka is simply the Syriac word for 
,,,King", cognate of Arab. clJ... malik. The term ,,Melkite" Malkaya 
in Syriac, JlCL. JJiaka i in Arabic, meaning ,,royalist" w~s applied 
to those Christians of the Middle East who were faithful to the 
'Orthodox form of Christianity, upheld by the Byzantine Emperor 
(Malka), as opposed to the ,,heresies" of the Monophysites-- a-nd 
Nestorians. Until the schism of 1054 A. D. the Melkites, like 
other Orthodox, were united with the Catholic Church. Nowadays 
the term ,,Melkite" means an Arab Christian of the Byzantine 
tradition, Orthodox or Uniate Catholic. As Iran had never been 
part of the Byzantine Empire there has never been any Me!kites 
in that country. Hence the ignorance regarding the meaning of the 
term is quite understandable. 

.H 

c.S.J_,.il..t, hadfiri - an importunate beggar; from Syr. ~adi5ra. 

lSJJ.ll.t> -51£ 0.R i)j lSJ.lJ~'. 0T .;..cl:.._, .::,✓ ~ C.,; <.3:.:..:._4 

,,Give me a means of livelihood so that with the self-respect and 
contentment (derived from it) 21 

I would not go to every door like a hiiduri beggar". 

Asir Akhsika ti 31 . 

ing ) words. The poem has been translated into English and analysed 
in detail by Prof. V. Minorsky in his article Khiiqiini and .Andronicus 
Oomnenus in the ,,Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies", 
vol. XI, 1943-46, pp. 550-578; published again, with a few addi­
tional notes in Minorsky's Iranica. Tehran, University, 1964, (En­
tesharat-e Daneshgah-e Tehran, 775), pp. 120-150. 

31 A~ir Akhsikati; quoted by Mo'in, Farhang-e Fiirsi, vol. 4, 
p. 5080.. • 
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I> y 

\..J, Yalda - the longest night of winter; from Syr. Yalda, 
,,Chri~tmas". This word corresponds to Arab. -':>I: .. Milad and 
is derived from the same Semitic root YLD ( or WLD) - to give 
birth or to be born. 

c.sjy 4:1:l __,~J [J/')11 0__,;l5] ~I 1-l<> .:i-- 0J.:.JIJ i.r .. li.1 ~....::. _ _;)I ~I .)J 

L-.....11 .):>!:A ..,~) i..u,_ .l.:C p)I ~.i... 

,,And in the night which falls on the 25th of this month (December) 
is the night of the festival_of Yalda in the sect of Rum, and it is the birth 
(.llfilad) of Christ". 

al-Biruni, al-Athar al-baqiyah 32 • 

The ,,sect of Riim" is the Arabic term for the Orthodox and 
Catholic Christians (united until 1054 A. D.). Biriini does not 
mean that Christmas was not. celebrated by other Christian deno­
minations, like Nestorians or Jacobites, but .in this particular 
chapter of his work he was specifically discussing the calendar 
of the Greek Church (Rum or Mallca'iyah). Biriini who had studied 
Syriac and Greek, as well many other languages, had had a know­
ledge of Christianity perhaps unparalleled by any Muslim writer. 
Unfortu;nately later Iranian scholars, lacking Biriini's erudition 
could not explain the origin of this word. A vague remembrance 
persisted that the word had something to do with Christ and 
some Persian lexicogr·aphers, including Borhan, thought that 
Yalda was the name of one of the disciples of Christ! Of course 
the Persians, as Muslims, do not commemorate Christmas in 
a;ny way. Si;nce however they recognise Christ as a true Prophet 
of God they very well understa;nd its significance for Assyrian, 
Armenian and .other Christians. The modern Persian word for 
,,Christmas" is the Arab. Milad which seems to have replaced 
Yalda very early. For a longer discussion of the term Yalda in 
the Persian language I would refer the reader to Dr. M. Mo'in's 
footnote on Yalda in his edition of Borhan-e qate'. 

32 al- B iriini, al-Athar al-baqiyah. ( Ohronologie orientalischer Volker); 
hrsg. Dr. C. E. Sachau. Leipzig, Brockhaus, 1878, p. 292, lines 6-7. 
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Addenda 

k_i;, Shalikha -Apostle (of Christ); from Syr. Shff?ia, m 
Arab. e:L Billi"[/,. 

l.::l;. J J L..z; I .:., L, .J..::, • fa J ~ I J ..r ....J I -=-::: 

,,By Jerusalem and al-Aqsa (Mosque) and the Rock, 
By the Consacrations of the Disciples and Apostles;'' 

Khaqani 33 • 

Linguistic conclusions 

All the w9rds in our list are nouns, with the possible exception 
of Tarsa, shayda, Gabr and haduri which ca;n be used as adjectives. 
Regarding phonetic changes it is difficult to establish any rules 
basing our evidence on not more than some thirty five words. 
We can however make the following observations: 

1. A striking characteristic of the Syriac and Ai·amaic noun, 
differentiating it from other Semitic languages (e.g. Arabic or 
Hebrew) is the addition ~f a final Alif, -~ (pronounced -o in the 

. Ohaldean and Jacobite dialects). This final Alif is lost by the 
majo:dty of our words, but it is retained by some, e. g. chalipa, 
Masi~a, Yalda. 

.2. A double consonant (tashdid), very common i;n Semitic 
la;nguages, is rare in purely Iranian words. Before the influx of 

. Arabic words it was very unfamiliar to the Persians. The Semitic 
-bb- usually became -mb-. Examples: qubbatha into Pahl. gumbat 
(mod. Pers. gonbad); Shabba into Shanbeh. 

3. The Semitic emphatic~ if (Sad) which cannot be pronounced 
by the Persians became[_ OH in Middle Iranian. Example: chalipa 
from ?libha. 

4. The Semitic guttural Q c, (Qop, Qaf) becomes either K 
(example: kashish from qashisha) or G (examples: gonba<l, from 
qubbatha, gur from qabhra). In modern Persian words borrowed 
from Arabic on the other hand the c, Qaf becomes confused with 
f:_ GHayn (except in Fars and Khiizestan where it retains its 
Arabic pronunciation). 

33 Khaqani, op. cit., line 80. 
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5. Insertion of a short vowel -a- (fat~eh) between two initial 
,consonants. In modern Persian a word cannot begin with a con­
sonant cluster and a vowel has to be inserted. Examples: Masiba 
from Mshiba, chalipa from ?libha. This of course applies to Persian 
words borrowed not only from Syriac, but also from Sanskrit, 
Greek, French or any language which allows initial consonant 
dusters. 

A Cultural Conclusion 

Syriac loanwords in Persian ·are not numerous. This may seem 
strange in view of the fact that the two peoples had been neigh­
bours sinee time immemorial and in the pre-Islamic period Aramaic 
had a profound influence on Pahlavi-Persian, providing ideograms 
if not true loanwords. Why had this influence suddenly stopped 
with the Arab conquest of Iran and the acceptance of Islam by 
the majority of the Persians~ I would suggest that the reason for 
it was the close similarity between Syriac and Arabic. In borrow­
ing a Semitic word. the Persians have naturally preferr.ed an Arabic 
to a Syriac form, Arabic being the sacred language of their new 
religion. The Syriac language itself had begun to die out in the 
Middle East giving place to Arabic. Thus only those Syriac loan­
words which, in theil· Persian form, looked very different from 
their Arabic cognates could hold their own and resist the rivalry 
of Arabic. Many more SyTiac words entered Persian through 
Arabic but this was not a direct influence and lies outside the 

' scope of this study. 
One feature in our list which may strike our attention is the 

proportion of Christian religious terms: Tarsa (a Christian, loan 
translation of a Syriac term), Chalipa (Cross), sokuba (bishop), 
kashish (ChTistian priest), gazit (tax collected from Christians and 
other non-Muslims), gur (a grave, in pre-Islamic Iran a Christian 
feature), Masi"J_ia (ChTist), Malka (supposed founder of Orthodox 
Christianity), Yalda (Christmas), Shalikha (Apostle of Christ). 
Unlike Arabic the Pernian language is very poor in Christian 
religious terminology because it never had a need for it. There 
are no ChTistian Persians as there are Christian Arabs. The two 
ChTistian minorities of Iran are either Armenian- or SyTiac-
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speaking. ,Vhat was the situation in pre-Islamic, Zoroastrian 
!Tan~ ArthUT ChTistensen in his monumental L' Iran sous les 
Sassanides in surveying the different languages spoken in Sasani 
Iran says: 

,,Pendant l'epoque des Sassanides, la langue litteraire des chretiens 
de race semitique de !'empire iranien etait le syrien, dont l'origine est la 
ville d'Edesse" 34 • 

The famous ,,Church of Persia", as the Nestorian Church was 
known to most ecclesiastical historia:i;i.s was in fact more Syriac 
than Persian as far as her language was concerned. Syriac was 
not only the language of her liturgy but was also the language 
of the majority of her faithful. The zeal of the Nestorian mis­
sionaries and their successes in Central Asia, China and India are 
well known. In Iran however the intolerance of the Zoroastrian 
Iranian state was particularly ruthless towards any apostates from 
the official religion. Hence the Assyrian Christians of Iran had 
enough difficulty to keep their own faith without trying to conv~rt 
the Persians. This will explain why we have not been able to 
find any ChTistian literature in• Pahlavi with the exception of 
a translation of the Book of Psalms. Nevertheless, of all the 
Christian peoples with whom the early Persians had come into 
contact (Armenians, Georgians, Greeks, Ethiopians, Christian 
Arabs of Hirah) the Syriac-speaking AssyTians or Chaldeans were 
the ones with whom they were the most familiar. Nowadays the 
Armenians form by far the larger Christian group in Iran (when 
travelling in more remote parts of Iran the present writer when 
asked about his religion had to say Armeni to be understood) 
their mass settlement in that country dates only from the time 
of Shah 'Abbas the Great. Thus for a long time Christianity was 
associated in the Persian mind with the Syriac language. Thus 
Khaqani says in his ironical proposal to become a Christian: 

,,Shall I prepare a Syriac (Soryani) commentary on the GospeU" •• 

34 Arthur Christensen, L'Iran sous les Sassanides. 2. ed. Copen­
hague, Munksgaard, 1944, p. 49. 

35 Khaqani, op. cit., line 39. 
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