Scythian elements in Old Iranian

ALEXANDER LUBOTSKY

1.1. DURING THE FIRST MILLENNIUM B.C., the Central Asian steppes were
inhabited by a group of tribes, called Sakas by the Persians and Scythians by the
Greek. They controlled an enormous territory from the banks of the Danube
across the Pontic steppes to Central Asia. We do not know whether these peoples
spoke the same language, but they presumably were culturally homogeneous, as
follows from the archaeological evidence: all over the Eurasian steppes we find in
the first millennium the ‘Scythian’ short sword, the trilobate arrowhead and the
so-called ‘Animal Style’ decoration.

From Classical and Mesopotamian sources we learn that sometime during the
late eighth and seventh centuries B.C., the Scythians invaded Media and the Near
East and dominated the lands of the Urartians, the Mannaeans and the Medes for
several decennia. This period led to inevitable amalgamation. In the seventh
century B.C., Urartian soldiers start wearing a Scythian bashlyq, very different
from the helmet worn by the Urartians in the preceding centuries. Various
peoples of the Iranian plateau and beyond wear Scythian clothing and weaponry
at least by the end of the sixth century B.C., as can be seen on the Persepolis
reliefs. Scythian influence can further be deduced from the story told by Hero-
dotus (1,73) that the Median king Cyaxares sent young boys to the Scythians to
learn their language and the art of archery.

On the basis of extensive historical and archaeological evidence, my colleague
Willem Vogelsang convincingly argued in his 1992 book that the Scythians must
have played an essential role in the rise and organisation of the Achaemenid
empire. It therefore seems legitimate to ask whether we can find Scythian loan-
words in the Old Iranian languages, namely Avestan and Old Persian. It must be
borne in mind that since all three languages are closely related, it is not simple to
prove borrowing. As is well known, Old Persian vocabulary contains many words
which must be of Iranian but non-Persian origin. These words are usually attribu-
ted to Median, but it is in principle equally possible that they are borrowed from
any other Iranian language, including Scythian. Only when we find phonological
features which are characteristic of Scythian can we be confident that we are
indeed dealing with a Scythian loanword.
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Unfortunately, we know next to nothing about the Scythian of that period—we
have only a couple of personal and tribal names in Greek and Persian sources at
our disposal—and cannot even determine with any degree of certainty whether it
was a single language.! Our information about Sarmatian and Alanic, which
represent the ‘Middle Iranian’ stage of Scythian, is also practically restricted to
personal names, whose etymological analysis is often uncertain. We only get onto
firm ground when we consider the historical development of Ossetic, the modern
representative of one of the Scythian dialects.? In a situation like this, it seems
necessary to start from Ossetic and then to move backwards. In other words, we
must select Ossetic sound changes which belong to the oldest layer, check whe-
ther these are also reflected in Sarmatian and Alanic names, and then hypothesise
that they already took place in Scythian. Needless to say, the last step must
necessarily remain uncertain. Nevertheless, if we find an apparently Iranian word
in Avestan or Old Persian that does not agree with the sound laws of these
languages, and if the specific sound change concerned is typical of Ossetic and
Sarmatian-Alanic, we may seriously consider the possibility of a Scythian origin.

1.2. There are two major isoglosses which separate Ossetic from the other
Iranian languages, namely Iranian *p > Oss. f and Iranian *#i > Oss. ¢.> Both
developments are already found in Sarmatian names in Greek inscriptions from
Southern Russia (Ist cent. B.C. to 3rd cent. A.D.), at least if our analysis of the
names is correct.

The problem with the sound change *p > fis that the inscriptions write both 1t
and ¢, cf. TlovpBonog (Olbia) / Dovprog (Tanais) (< *pubra-, Oss. fyrt/furt ‘son’);
ITudog (Berezan’) / ®dog (Tanais, Panticapaeum) (< *pita, Oss. fyd/fide ‘father’).
Abaev (1949: 212f.; 1979: 332) interpreted the /¢ alternation diachronically, but,
as indicated by Bielmeier (1989: 240), the different reflexes may belong to differ-
ent dialects: forms with © are attested in the West (Olbia), whereas forms with ¢
are found in the East. We may therefore assume that the sound change *p > fwas
typical of East Scythian dialects.*

Assibilation *#i > *#5i (with voicing to *d% in intervocalic position) is found in
two Sarmatian names from Olbia: Ivoaloryog , which is usually interpreted as
Oss. *inse3xg ‘Vicentius’ (Abaev, IESOJ 1V, 277; cf. Oss. yss@3/insaj ‘twenty’
< Proto-Ossetic *insa3 < *vinsati), and, possibly, KovConog, if this is connected

! Henceforth I shall use ‘Scythian’ as a cover term for the Old Iranian stage (i.e. ca. tenth to third
centuries B.C.) of the North Iranian dialects.

2 An important argument in favour of the view that Ossetic is indeed ‘Neo-Scythian’ is furnished by
the name of the Scythian rebel Skunxa, who was captured by Darius (DB 5,27). As was indicated by
Frejman (1948: 239f.), this name is likely to correspond to Oss. (Dig.) @sk’wenxun ‘to be distin-
guished’.

3 The latter sound change is also found in Choresmian, but as a part of a more general assibilation
process.

4 1t is of course also possible that there were different traditions in the representation of a Sarmatian
sound for which there was no equivalent in the Greek alphabet, e.g. [¢] (a bilabial spirant).
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with Oss. ku3 ‘puppy’ (thus Abaev 1949: 171, who compares the Ossetic personal
names Kuza and Kuzeg). Here, too, we may hypothesise that the assibilation may
already have occurred in Scythian or in some of its dialects.

2. Avestan x*aronah- [ Iranian * farnah-

2.1. I have recently discussed the etymology and concept of Avestan x*aranah-
and its Iranian cognates (cf. Lubotsky 1998), so that I shall only indicate the main
lines here.

The best semantic analysis of x"aranah- was given by Sir Harold Bailey in his
Ratanbai Katrak lectures (1943: 1ff.). On the basis of a meticulous analysis of
Avestan and Pahlavi passages, Bailey arrives at the following rendering of
xX’aranah- (p. 29): ‘from the primary meaning “the thing obtained or desired” by
way of “good things” and “riches” to the “good fortune” assured by riches to the
possessor of hvarnah, and thence to “Fortune”, a divine (ménokik) hypostasis,
and a force bestowing “good fortune” including all success and victory”. In anti-
cipation of the discussion later on, I shall tentatively gloss Av. x*aranah- by
‘prosperity’.

Let us look at the major constructions involving Av. x’aranah-. The most
frequent formula with x’aranah- is the octosyllabic line ahe (manaldpham) raiia
x*aranaphaca ‘on account of his (my/their) wealth and prosperity’, which occurs
hundreds of times in the Yasts. A typical example is Yt. 3,18 (et passim):

ahe raiia x’aranaghaca tam yazdi surunuuata yasna
‘On account of his wealth and prosperity,
I will worship him with audible veneration.’

‘Wealth and prosperity’ appear together in other formulae, too, cf. raésca
x’aranasca, raiigmca x*aranaghgmca, raéuuant- x*aranay’hant-. They are attri-
butes of a god, who can bestow them on a devotee. In Yt. 10,108, for instance,
Mithra asks:

kahmdi raéSca x’aranasca  kahmai tanuué druuatdtom  azom bax$ani xSaiiamno
‘On whom shall I, who possess them, bestow riches and prosperity,
on whom health of the body?’

Another frequent juxtaposition is formed by xYaranah- and sauuah- ‘power’,
cf. sauuasca x*aranasca, x*aranagho sauuanho mazdadatahe, x’arané mazda-
batom ... sauud mazdadatom ... etc.

Our knowledge about x*aranah- comes primarily from the Yasts. In Yt. 19,
two types of x*aranah- are distinguished: kauuaém x*arané ‘the prosperity of the
Kavi-dynasty’ and axaratam x*arano. The kauuaém x*arano belongs to the gods,
who by its power create and preserve the world. It also accompanies the ancient
kings and heroes and gives them extraordinary powers. The ax’aratam x¥arano,
on the other hand, is described as an object of desire for divinities and heroes,
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who constantly struggle for it. Ahura Mazda even prescribes that every mortal
should fight for the ax"aratam x*arané. The meaning and etymology of the adjec-
tive ax*aratam are disputed, but it must mean something like ‘undistributed’.

In Yt. 18, the Aryan x*aranah- (airiianam x*arané) is honoured. It was created
by Ahura Mazda, is full of milk and pastures and overcomes the dagvas and the
non-Aryan countries.

2.2, The major problem we encounter when dealing with the etymology of this
word is its initial. Whereas Av. x*aranah-, Pahl. xwarrah and Pers. xurra point to
initial *x”-, the other languages show initial *f-, cf. OP °farnah- in the PN Vi*da-
farnah-, Man. MP and Parthian prh, frh [farrah/ ‘fortune, glory’, Sogd. (Buddh.)
prn, (Man.) frn, (Chr.) fn /farn/ *glory, high rank’, Bactrian ¢ap(p Jo on Kushan
coins, Khot. pharra- ‘splendour, rank (of Buddha)’, Pers. farr(a), Oss. farn/farne
‘happiness, wealth, well-being’.

For a long time it was held that the initial /- is due to a specific Median sound-
law Plr. *x7- > Med. f-. It was assumed that farnah- was borrowed by Old Persian
from Median, and then disseminated all over the Iranian territory in the period of
the Achaemenid empire. In 1983, however, Skjervg convincingly showed that
the ‘Median’ theory is untenable. His conclusions can be summarised as follows:

a. It is impossible to prove that farnah- is an originally Median word and that
there was an exclusively Median development *x*- > f-.

b. Forms with f- are attested throughout the whole Iranian territory, whereas
*x¥- is confined to Avestan. Pahl. xwarrah and Pers. xurra can be considered
loanwords from Avestan.

c. There is no evidence that farnah- was so important in the Achaemenid
empire that this term should have been borrowed by all Iranian dialects of that
time and replaced the local variants.

I agree with Skjeervp that the distribution of the forms clearly shows that
farnah- must be the original form. The initial x¥- of Av. x¥aranah- can easily be
explained by substitution of x¥a- for fa-, which is frequently attested in loan-
words. For instance, in South Russian dialects, f in loanwords regularly appears
as x¥, cf. x¥dbr’ika ‘factory’ (Standard Russ. fdbrika), x*andr’ ‘lantern’ (Standard
Russ. fondr’, a borrowing from Gr. gavépiov ); Middle Welsh Chwefror ‘Febru-
ary’ is a borrowing of Latin Februdrius; in Finnish, we find sohva ‘sofa’, kirahvi
‘giraffe” etc.

Furthermore, there is an important linguistic argument against a Proto-Iranian
reconstruction *h'arnah-, which, as far as I know, has never been mentioned in
the literature. (For a detailed discussion of the evidence I refer the reader to Lu-
botsky 1999.) Avestan compounds with second members in °x”- normally appear
with -s(.)x- after i, u, r, which is a result of the RUKI rule, cf. husx*afa, 3 sg. pf.
Vx’ap- ‘to sleep’; paiti§ x’ana- “disturbing noise’; pairis.x’axta- ‘surrounded on
all sides’; paitis(.)x"arana- ‘jaws’; aifis.x’araba- ‘suitable for consumption’;
mainiiu§.x'ara6a- ‘reared on supernatural food’; pasu§.x’araa- n. ‘food for






