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Both the Hurrian and Urartian languages left a slight residue in Armenian. This collection of
vocabulary, known of for more than half a century but most recently discussed in a Western
language by Igor M. Diakonoff (1985), implies that the proto-Armenians must have been influenced
by the Early Trans-Caucasian culture in its later stages. This vocabulary is reviewed here, and its
correspondences with the languages of the northeast Caucasus, spoken in the area from which the
Hurrians descended in the third millennium, are provided. This affords us firmer evidence for the
Hurrian relation to the Early Trans-Caucasian culture, and the Armenian rapport with Hurro-

Urartian.

Additional notes to this paper have been extracted from an extensive commentary on it by I. M.
Diakonoff dated October 4, 1989. I thank Prof. Diakonoff for allowing me to incorporate some of

his comments.

THE HURRIANS SEEM TO HAVE descended, in the third
millennium, from the northeast into Syria where their
names are read in Old Akkadian tablets' from as early
as 2300 B.c.” That sub-mountainous land whence they
arrived was the seat of a local civilization called the
Kura-Araxes culture or the Early Trans-Caucasian cul-
ture, a civilization that existed from 3400 B.C. until
about 2000 B.c.’ The earliest evidence for this culture is
found on the Ararat Plateau; thence it spread to
Georgia by 3000 B.C., and during the next millennium

' The first reading, of a single Hurrian name, appeared in
BE I 11, and further details can be found in Gernot Wilhelm
(1975: 42-43).

2 It was shortly after this that we can also assume contact
between the Hurrians and the Luvians. In 2100 B.C. a new
painted pottery introduces itself in Kizzuwatna (Cilicia),
another form of Hurrian presence in Luwian territory. This
penetration marked the start of Cilician Early Bronze Age IV.

? The Early Trans-Caucasian culture was not uniformly re-
placed; rather, following 2000 B.c., various pockets of Early
Trans-Caucasian culture remained in peripheral areas, espe-
cially to the northeast and northwest, as noticed by I. M.
Diakonoff (1984 and earlier). It is not clear what brought an
end to the Early Trans-Caucasian culture, but early Indo-
European activity could have been significant, although there
is no firm evidence that the Indo-Europeans played such a
role.
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it proceeded westward to the Erzurum plain, southwest
to Cilicia, and to the southeast into an area below
the Urmia basin and Lake Van, down to the borders
of present day Syria. Altogether, the Early Trans-
Caucasian culture, at its greatest spread, enveloped a
vast area approximately 1000 km by 500 km.

The Early Trans-Caucasian culture was character-
ized primarily by its pottery, at first with coarse incised
markings, spirals and bold decorations, and later with
more refined designs composed of birds and animal
motifs on a black burnished ware. There was a specific
house construction style as well, a rounded abode with
a hearth next to the door, presumably for the venting
of smoke; throughout Early Trans-Caucasian I the
size of the dwelling increased, and by Early Trans-
Caucasian II rectangular buildings, which were more
common in western Early Trans-Caucasian, penetrated
to the east, especially in Georgia. A stylistic consistency
is noted in the retention of the hearth alongside the
door.

Burials in Early Trans-Caucasian I and Early Trans-
Caucasian Il were frequently collective and initially
did not reveal any distinction of social class or wealth.*

* Simple copper artifacts, however, are found in graves in
Early Trans-Caucasian I-II, such as at Kvatskhelebi in
Georgia. In Early Trans-Caucasian III there was a marked
increase in metallurgy.
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By and large, the deceased were buried on their sides,
unlike in the Kurgan graves in which the bodies are
laid on their backs with knees drawn up, often accom-
panied by symbols of wealth. This Kurgan burial type
is noted at such well-studied sites as Lchashen on Lake
Sevan as late as Early Trans-Caucasian I11,° though, as
the Trans-Caucasian Middle Bronze Age progressed
into the second millennium, distinctions became ap-
parent. Significantly, this whole Early Trans-Caucasian
area reveals little discontinuity during the late third
millennium, though there is evidence for a southward
passage through it by a vigorous people, said by some
to be the Hittites, or at least an Indo-European people.
(See Diakonoff note A, below.) These people brought
changes in burial practices of the so-called Kurgan type,
timber-graves after the pattern known in the Pontic
area and otherwise alien to Early Trans-Caucasian
sites. The tombs at Trialeti, forty miles southwest of
Thilisi (2300-2000 B.c.), were of this type and perhaps
were anticipated by the royal burials at Maikop (2500
B.c.),* in the Kuban valley just northwest of the
Caucasus. The third phase of the burials at Lchashen
on Lake Sevan corresponds in part to the last period at
Trialeti. Numerous particular Early Trans-Caucasian
sites survived for long periods of time. At Kiiltepe Il in
Nakhijevan, there are fourteen levels of habitation; at
Yanik Tepe, eleven levels.

During the late third millennium, the Early Trans-
Caucasian culture declined,” giving way to the Trans-
Caucasian Middle Bronze (2000-1200 B.c.) with a
parallel Colchidic culture in Georgia and Abkhazia
(1700-600 B.C.). (See Diakonoff note B, below.) The
distinctive Early Trans-Caucasian culture was vanish-
ing as it increasingly merged with the Araxes Late
Bronze Age culture. Following the dark ages parallel
to the collapse of the Hittite empire, new elements
intruded, and only the more remote uplands of eastern
Anatolia clung to the old ways of the Early Trans-
Caucasian civilization.

* Specifically from 2200 to 1200 B.C.

¢ There we have large limestone slab graves, one and a half
meters deep, with a length and width five meters by four
meters. In them were found vessels of gold and silver, and
other examples of wealth, thus showing a divergence from the
modest Early Trans-Caucasian graves, though there was
found, amidst this Maikop wealth, Early Trans-Caucasian
pottery. The similar graves at Tsarskaya are deemed Kur-
gan IV (2100 B.c.) by Gimbutas.

7 Differences in housing and in pottery developed through-
out Early Trans-Caucasian. Urban life also began, though
eastern Anatolia remained sparsely settled.

Charles Burney (Burney and Lang 1971: 44, 48-51;
Burney 1978: 132), performing the usual rituals of hesi-
tation and equivocation, reluctantly suggests that the
Early Trans-Caucasian culture is Hurrian,? a not un-
reasonable idea since the Hurrians were the mightiest
people to descend from the northeast during the Early
Trans-Caucasian period. Burney hastens to assure us
that though this contention is unprovable, it has logical
merit, and it is hard to disagree, either with the merit
of his proposal, or with the point that it is as yet
unprovable.’

The Hurrian culture, along with its kindred but
considerably later Urartian state,'® weighs heavily upon
early pre-literate Armenia, and a principal reason for
this suspicion is the existence of Hurro-Urartian words
in Armenian, which will be discussed at length shortly.
There is no clear point in time that can be posited for
the advent of these loanwords, though most were cer-
tainly part of the Armenian lexicon before the Bible
was translated in the early fifth century. We also cannot
say whether this Hurro-Urartian vocabulary is specifi-
cally Hurrian or specifically Urartian.'' There is one

® It seems entirely clear that the Hurrian language is not
related to either the so-called Proto-Euphratic or Proto-
Tigridic language groups, such as were spoken in the cities of
Uruk, Lagash, Adab, etc. In the few instances where we have
god names in those families that are known in Hurrian, the
forms differ (Haas 1975: 9).

® And indeed, there are other views. Japaridze (1978) claims
that, at least by the third millennium, the culture was
Kartvelian.

' The Urartians were by no means through with the south
Daghestani region, and as Melikishvili points out (1980: 35),
they reverted and made conquests there at least by the ninth
century.

" Though it remains tempting to say that Urartian is simply
a later form of Hurrian, this does not seem to be the case. The
question, though, often appears to be a difficult one. Early on,
Speiser (1941: 10) deferred to Friedrich (1939: 59-62) who, at
that time, could only say that Hurrian and Urartian were
related (a very early opinion was that Urartian was unrelated
and simply had a large number of Hurrian loan words in it);
Diakonoff does not confront the issue in his chapter (1967:
163-65; 1971: 157ff) on the geneology of Hurrian and Urar-
tian (there he is more interested in the prospect that Hurro-
Urartian can be related to the Daghestani languages) but his
opinions are abundantly known from elsewhere (1961: 419-
23). Melikishvili (1971: 10) clearly states that Urartian is not a
descendant of Hurrian, but that both are separate languages
from a common source, a statement reinforced by Salvini
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piece of evidence that implies that at least some of the
vocabulary cannot be Urartian, but the physical pres-
ence of the Urartians in the Lake Van area and west
from the ninth to the sixth century, immediately before
the Armenians are known in this region, supports a
logical notion that Urartian could well have had an
effect on the Armenian lexicon.

It is certain, though, that the Armenians cannot be a
people who resulted from an Indo-European overlay
upon a Hurro-Urartian people.'> Were this true, we
would find considerably more Hurro-Urartian linguis-
tic detritus in Armenian, not only lexical material, but
remnants of their syntax and perhaps phonology."
Hurro-Urartian, an ergative language with great agglu-
tinative powers, is considerably different from Armen-
ian, and there have been no claims that its syntax left
scars on the Armenian language, such as Old French
did on English." Further, the Hurro-Urartian loan

(1975: 44) and more recently by Khachikian (1985: 22) and
Neu (1988: 34). One of the more interesting differences is
that Hurrian forms a contrast between glottalized and non-
glottalized consonants, while Urartian forms apposition be-
tween long and short consonants (Thiel 1975: 49).

"2 This view contradicts Burney (1971: 177-79) who speaks
of a possible ethnic affinity between the Hurrians and the
Armenians. He also mentions, doubtfully, a further Hattic
relationship, but this has absolutely no linguistic support.
Recent efforts by Ivanov (1985) to relate Hattic to the lan-
guages of the northwest Caucasus are also unpersuasive. We
must also admit, at this point, that the details of Armenian
origin remain vague, conjectural and controversial; Igor
Diakonoff’s provocative hypothesis (1984) is the most detailed
theory yet advanced, but many remain unconvinced. (See
Diakonoff note C, below.)

3 Although it was first thought that Armenian got its odd
phonetic shape by some sort of areal transmogrification from
the neighboring Caucasian languages, we now might have a
more precise alternative. It is possible that the wide range of
the Armenian palatal and dental affricates resulted from an
ancient Hurro-Urartian influence. And indeed, though Hur-
rian and Urartian writing had to conform to the cuneiform
values of the Akkadian system, Diakonoff has suggested
(1961: 378-79; 1967: 123-32; 1980: 7-12) that there was a rich
series of affricates, a point further discussed in Khachikyan
1985: 39.

' Here one might note the present two-fold patterns for
forming the English possessive. The form with apostrophe -s
is of Germanic origin, while the of pattern is derived from Old
French, which uses de to express possession.

vocabulary in Armenian is the type that exists when
two cultures have a small approximation, as well as
clear social and economic distance."’

It does seem, though, that Burney’s suggestion that
Early Trans-Caucasian is the culture from which Hur-
rian evolved has new merit, an observation based
on the recent argument by Diakonoff and Starostin
(1986)"° that Hurrian and Urartian are related to the
languages of the Daghestan.'” In the meantime, Braun
and Klimov (1954) had produced a survey of the same
matter, and Djahukian (1967) went a step further and
added Indo-European to the relationship of Caucasian
and Kartvelian. These languages are high in number
but low in recognizability; they are, in fact, obscure.

There are three principal groups within the North-
east Caucasian family. In the far north, in the area
abutting the northwestern part of the Caspian Sea, is
the Avar-Andi-Dido group with eleven principal lan-
guages within the three sub-groups.'® Some of these
individual languages have very few speakers; one might
note, in the Dido sub-group, Gunzib with 600 speakers,
and Khvarsh with a thousand. Avar itself is a large,
well-described language, the sole member of that sub-
group, and has over 385,000 speakers. The second
group, Lak-Dargwa, comprises only those two lan-
guages and has over 300,000 speakers. The Lezghian
group has the greatest diversity, with ten principal

5 The loanwords, detailed later, are largely nouns of precise
and unique meaning, representing actual things rather than
abstraction.

' Though connections between Hurrian and the East Cau-
casian languages have been claimed before (Kluge 1907, with
Dargwa; Bork 1909: 68-82, as a link between NEC and SEC;
and Friedrich 1933: iv), this is the first time that precise lin-
guistic support has been adduced, for now we can establish
an at least primitive format for Proto-East-Caucasian, along
with Proto-Hurro-Urartian (for agreement, see Wilhelm
1989: 4).

' Early efforts had been made to relate Urartian to Kart-
velian (Marr 1921: 23ff; Tsereteli 1953: 37-39), a proposal
seconded by Meshchaninov as early as 1927: 110-16, and
gives its fullest development in Meshchaninov 1962: 54-72.
This seconding is, of course, with reference to Marr’s Japhetic
theory. The correspondences, however, are not entirely attrac-
tive. Note Ur. U-rur-dan ‘proper name’, Grg. Ber-den ‘Greek’,
Grg. den-a ‘to give birth’.

'8 Alekseev (1988: 9-12) would separate the Dido sub-group,
composed of five rather small languages, from Avar-Andi-
Dido, and establish it as a separate group.



