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A NOTE ON ARMENIAN ZURNA1 

In a recent article in the Festschrift for Adam Heinz, Andrzej 

P i s o W i C Z (1986, 115) discu ESes Arm. zurna, a term he 'glos EeS 

as 'fife', • and which stands for a type of pipe upon which f9lk mu­

sic can be performed. The word is recorded. in Armenian apparently 

only in modern time•s. Zutna is not listed in the compendious Nor 

bargirk' haykazean lezui (venice 1836-.1837), ,nor is it menti~ned in 

A d j a r i a n' • c marvellous! 1• thorough Foot Dictionary (four_ 

volumes, Yerevan 1926-1935). Nor is it known in the medieval Arme­

nian vocabulary as re_flected in the Batgirk' hayoc' (Istanbul 1,9a, 

in manuscript; printed in Yerevan 1975), the most complete lexicon 

• compiled during that period. It is only in recent years 2 that the 

word has been recorded, and it can now be found in an1 of the. modern 

Armenian lexicons, that of lLa 1 k h a s e a n t s • (1944) ,. of 

A g h a y a n (1976), or of the Academy of Sciences ,(1969). There 

it is glosEed princ.ifally as: 'a type of orient~l flute', by which 

meaning it is also known in Persian, Georgia!'\ and Turkish, with the 

spelling zurna. 

The most common! y· used clas e-ical a_nd middle Armenian term for 

'fife' was sring,_ a _loan from Gk. aiJeLo~ 3 . It appears in the 

Bible ten times and is a common- term .. throughout later Armenian li­

terature. It is unclear to me why the actual literary references to 

Arm. zurna are so late, for the :instrument called by that name iE­

itself commonly known, and considere~ ancient. 
Pisowicz, in the article being mentioned here, discusses nurne-· 

rous phonetic features of Persian loan words in Armenian; among them 
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is Arm.· zu:i:na, the word that is the focus of this brief paper. Pi­

sow icz observes that it reflect E a medieval pronunciation of Per­

sian, before early Persian zurna had become modern Persian zorna. 

Fisowicz al s:, offered a parallel development, whereby Armenian ;i­
nar 'plane-tree' reflects earl,· Persian ~inar, not modern Persian 

cenar. 

Pisowicz has made a workmanlike and rather interesting obser­

vation, but its relevance to Arm. zurna is not aE abrolute as it 

might appear, because this wo-rd for 'fife' is also known in some 

of the ancient languages of Anatolia, some that arguably made lexi­

cal contributions to Armenian 4 . Accordingly Arm. zurna might not at 

all. be a loan from Persian, but come from an earlier source. This 

word for 'fife' is found in Hierogl 1phic Luwian aE furna 5 , a hapax 

noted in Me r i g g i' s dictionary {1962); it· is---;;:;_m known in 

vestigial form in cuneiform Luwian, where it is recorded as-SI-~-, 

with the Sumerogram SI the equivalent of 'horn', and the final -na­

assuming • the form of word-final furna. The· word in this rna·pe i £ 
-- 6 

not known in Hittite, where 'fife' appears as karawar , itself of-

ten written_ with the same Sumerogram as SI-ar, but with a word-fi-

nal -ar that reflects Hittite karawar: rather than Luwian 
, 
surna. 

The word is, not known as a loan in either Hurrian or Urartian, nor 

in Semitic 7 . 

So it would appear that Arm; zurna could come from a source ear­

lier than Persian, and thus not necessaril, reflect absolutely an 

early-Persian vocalism. The question then is what language carried 

HI- furna into historical times. Was it Armenian, which passed the 

word to Persian; or Persian, which passed the word·to Armenian? 

N o t e s 

1 
It was Aram Kos sian of the Oriental Institute in Yerevan who 

discussed this word with me in the autumn of 1985. 
2 

The earliest citation known to me is from the curious lexi-
con of uncommon Armenian words, edited by E. Riggs and pub-
lished in Smyrna, 1847. He notes that the word is Turkish! 

. 
3 

The Greek term is passed on to Indic as ~kt. surunga-. Ad­
J a r i a n (Root Dictionary) notes the closeness of Per. !Siring a 
'the tinkling of bells', but it is a doubtful comparison. 
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4 Hittite loans in Armenian have long .been sugge sted, and first 
dealt with accurately in Soviet Armenian publications by G ha-
p a n t s i a n (1956), and then in the West by S c h u l t-
he i s s (1961). The theory ·faces some difficulties, the principal 
one being the rather snall number of Armen-ian-Hi tti te (and -llmi.ian) 
parallels; rome would dismiss the hypothesis·, arguing that the 
examples are few, and only coincidentaL On firmer ground is the ·hy­
pothesis of Urartian (or Hurrian) loans, which was first suggested 
by M s ~ r i a n t z (1904) at the thirteenth Congress of Orien-:­
tal is U in Hail\hurg, 19 0 2. 

5 The etymology of this word is clear,· though ·it is unsure if 
it should be rounded as surna or surna. It is derived from m 
•korn-, Lat. cornu, etc., as well as being close'to·the Semitic root 
for 'horn', q-r-n. I. J. Ge 1 b was the first to comment_o;i it 
(1942, 19ff), noting also the closeness of HL • fuwana to Gk.Jellc.>V. 
Here see G r e p . p i n 19 7 8. 

6_ Both the Luwian and the Hittite words are ultimately similar, 
and fr9m the same source, · :i:E • k-r-n/w: compare Hitt. karawar and 
Gk. K £~«c; 1 I(_ £e,a.{F)-O~ 'horn • • ._ . _ •• 

7 There is at least one incident of a Hurrian word that can be 
found not only in Armenian ( G r e p p i n 1982), but in various 
Iranian languages-as well, and that is Arm.~ 'type of. conifer 
tree', Hurr. magri, Kurdish mil-rX etc. 
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LES TRAITS D IST INCTIFS DES CONSONNES OCCLUSIVES ET AFF RIQUEES 

DE L, ARMEN IEN CLAS s IQUE + 

Le probleme du cons:mantisme armenien suscite l'inted~t depuiE 

un siecle et provoque de vives discussions et des controv~rses_plus 

fondamentales que dans d'autres domaines. La f_in de ces· discussions 

et la solution de toute s les difficultes semblent s 'eloigner de 

plus en plus dans l'avenir. Surtout les problemes de_;di~chronie sont 

tels qu' ils donnent tres peu d'espoir de trouv:er une explicat_ion sa­

tisfaisant tous les linguistes. 

Le E • di s:::us sions au tour du consonanti m1e. armenie~,- • pax-'ti.culi'ere­

ment vives dans les anne'es 1960, ont repris rece!lllllent vigueur s·u·ite_ 

a la popularite croissante dont jou:i,t, ces·dernieres annees,, ia th~­

orie glottale qui se refere, dans une large mesure, aux donnees de 

la langue armenienne. Lors de la conferenc:e de l '-Asro.c:j.ation Inte~~ 

nationale deE Etudes Armeniennes qui s'est ·ten:ue ~ Bruxel-les en. 

1986, je me sµis proncince, en tant qu'armenologue, contre les prin­

cipales theses de la dite theorie. 

Ce.tte fois-ci, tout en soutenant mon attitude· critique env'ers 

la thJorie glottale, j~ voudrais prerenter quelques conclusions que 

j 'a i tin~es de 1 'etude de la frequence de phonemes dan s le s texte s 

armeniens classiques. Il ne_ s.'agit; bien entendu, que des consonnes 

occlusives et des .. af~ri.qu~e s. 

Tout d'abord, je vais commencer par le rappel et le d~veioppe­

meri.t des objections que j_' ai formulees a plusieur s reprises contre 

+ Le texte qui ruit a ete presente le 15 octob~e 1~88 a la q~a-
• trieme conference de l 'Association Internatic::iale• 'des Etudes Arme-
• nienne s tenue a Fribourg/Sui sse. 


