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Abstract
This study intends to focus on the vicinity between Kurdish and Syriac languages and the need for
interchangeability between two different languages and peoples because of daily commerce, habits and common
culture and proverbs of the surrounding areas of Iragi Kurdistan region.
The study tries to show the labour of Syriac language in Early 20" Century to adapt its own phonemic system (a
Semitic language) to the Kurdish phonemic system (an Indo-European language) with examples from manuscript
No. 964 from the depository of the Chaldean Antonian Order of Saint Hormizd in Algosh - Nineveh.
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1. Introduction

Syriac and Kurdish belong to two different linguistic families that are distinct from each
other, thus, the similarities cannot be ascribed to common genetic ancestry or linguistic
affinity of the two languages. It is noteworthy that Syriac language belongs to the Afro-asiatic
family macro division of languages and it is situated within the Semitic family precisely
known as the Aramaic branch, whereas, the Kurdish language and its three major dialects:
Northern (Kurmanji), Central (Sorani) and Southern (Palevani) belong to the Indo-European
family under the Indo-Iranian subdivision and its continuation of the line of north-western
Iranian languages (Thackston, 2006).

However, due to the promiscuity of these ethnic/linguistic groups and their need to
communicate for everyday life in commerce, culture, habits...etc., in the course of time an
interchangeability process took place in those areas, namely, southern Turkey, northern Irag,
western Iran and eastern Syria.

2. Literature review

Al-Qinai mentions a famous saying: ‘A pure language is a poor language’ (2000, p. 1).
Therefore, this process of daily mutual exchange has enriched both languages/dialects.
However, the major impact was on the minor ethnic/linguistic group which has absorbed
much more linguistic features in such a way that we can easily distinguish it in most of the
North Eastern New Aramaic [NENA] languages/dialects. On this regard few remarks were
exposed by Lipinski E. (2001, pp. 430-31; 464). For a thorough investigations on this field a
detailed survey was made by Mengozzi A. (2011), where he cites the most influential and
imminent scholars in this field. It is indispensable to refer to the immense work carried out by
these scholars in setting the foundations for the NENA such as: (Khan G. 2004, 2009, 2011,
2012, 2018) and (Mutzafi, H. 2004, 2008), (Sabar, Y. 2002) and (Fox, S.E. 1997).

Depending on the geographical areas, each of NENA dialects exhibits particular assimilations
of the dominant language such as Turkish, Farsi and Arabic and nowadays even English and
other modern languages in the diaspora. The influence of Kurdish is absent in standard Syriac
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which underwent a previous process in its earlier stages with Hebrew, Persian and more-so
with Greek. Nevertheless, in this period of ramification of both Syriac and NENA’s, we
witness an opening towards multilingualism, multiculturalism and sociolinguistic profile
(Dehgan, M. & Mengozzi, A. 2014).

The Greek influence on Syriac is very evident especially in the seventh century due to a great
number of translations. The studies on Syriac translation techniques were discussed
thoroughly in the works of Brock (1967, 1971, 1975, 1979, 1980, 1982, 1994, 1996), and also
the works of Wasserstein (1993, 1995).

Nevertheless, the composer of this collection has used the Standard Syriac and not any of the
NENA languages/dialects though during his time the use of standard Syriac was diminished
and subsided by numerous NENA’s written forms of vernacular Syriac in Alqosh from the
17" century onwards (Mengozzi, 2011), and also with the rise of schools and national
journals in Urmia in the 19" century (Murre-van den Berg, 1999).

3. Methodology

Given the fact that Syriac and Kurdish are different in age, family and script. Besides, Syriac
and most of NENA are written in Syriac script, while Kurdish is written generally in Perso-
Arabic script and sometimes in Latin script. Nevertheless, due to certain circumstances, as
shown above, of neighbouring and coexistence in the last centuries, some interchangeabilities
and modifications occurred to adapt the phonemic system of Syriac to Kurdish since it is
richer in phonemes. Besides, Syriac has adopted -most likely though its descendants of
NENA- many Kurdish words that, in many cases, were borrowed from Arabic, Turkish or
Farsi; the latter argument will not be discussed in this study.

In what follows we will expose both phonemic systems and then we will focus on the labour
of Syriac writer/composer Fr. Sulaiman Shekho, who tried to give a matching system for
Syriac/NENA speakers in order to be able to pronounce Kurdish as perfect as possible, and
we will focus mainly on the consonant phonemes. Besides, writing Kurdish in Syriac
transliteration, a case commonly referred to as Garshuni (Kiraz, G.A., 2019), (Mengozzi, A.
2007) helps one to learn Kurdish, or any other language, without spending time to learn
another alphabet. This was the case in the last few centuries and even nowadays.

4. Description of the Manuscript

This manuscript is not found in the old catalogues, namely the catalogues of Scher (1906) and
Vosté (1929), It has been recently catalogued with No. 964 by Haddad & Isaac (1988) as part
of the depository of the Chaldean Antonian Order of Saint Hormizd (O.A.O.C.), one of the
biggest religious-private collections in Iraq, about which a historical account and its
importance has been published by the author Yohanna (2015). This depository hosts 1176
catalogued MSS and hundreds of un-catalogued MSS.

349 | Vol.25, No.5, 2021



. P . . T\
2021 Jlu <585l « 25 Sy OIS 4483 0 diuily 3y 3515 5)LB3S |

Coloured reproduction of page 8 from Ms 964

The manuscript is written on a normal copybook measuring 205 mm x 160 mm, 20 lines for
each page, 60 leaves where some pages are left in blank in the middle and in the end. The MS
has no title, date, composer/copyist name and page numbers. According to Haddad & lIsaac
(1988), this MS was written by Fr. Sulaiman Shekho (O.A.O.C.) from Alqosh. In the register
of the Chaldean monks kept in the Monastery of Our Lady Protector of the Crops under No.
287, we find this note about him written in Syriac:
Fr. Sulaiman Shemmo Shekho, born in Algosh, wore the monastic habit professing
the solemn vows in the Monastery of Our Lady in front of Abbot Shmuel Jamil in 10
January 1915, was ordained priest in the Monastery of Saint George by his
Beatitude Patriarch Emmanuel 1l on 1 November 1936. He died in the same
monastery in 1972, and then his body was transferred to the cemetery of the monks
in the Monastery of Our Lady.
We presume that he wrote this MS in his early monastic life before becoming a priest as most
monks did before getting engaged in pastoral services. Therefore, it is suggested that this MS
is from the early 20" century.
The manuscript has been divided into two columns entirely and starts alphabetically
according to the Syriac system, where each letter is a chapter starting at the top of the page.
Nevertheless, the composer has inserted two separate chapters for the Kurdish letters (¢ and

z), While (5) is within chapter (=), and chapters (), and ) are usually written in Kurdish with
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(o and .) but the composer preferred to use (), and ) instead, knowing that these letters

might be of different origin rather than Kurdish, or because the dialectical pronunciation of
Badini has underwent an isomorphic alteration resulting in this confusion.

The first column at the right-hand side of each page is reserved for the Kurdish proverbs
(written in Garshuni, i.e., transliteration in Syriac script) and the second column is for the
Syriac translation of the proverbs. Hence, at first glance it seems that the entire MS is in
Syriac language, but as for the intenders it is in Syriac script entirely, but in two different
languages, namely Syriac and Kurdish.

This MS contains: 891 proverbs, of which 37 are not translated into Syriac; 19 proverbs were
accidentally dropped from the beginning of chapter (He) and there is a miss-numbering which
leads to a gap of (4) numbers in this chapter; at the very end of the MS there is an addendum
to three chapters, namely (Beth, Waw and He). These proverbs derive from the Kurdish
context typically from south-western Kurmanji or Badini (Thackston, 2006).

The binding of the MS is a bit loose but generally in fair condition. The script is an Eastern
vocalized Syriac, written in black, violet, brown, blue, green and pink inks using a stylo or a
regular pen (few proverbs are written with pencil). The MS exhibits many corrections and
overwriting which suggest that this collection of proverbs was continuously being updated,
which made some of these proverbs to be erroneously arranged within each chapter or they
were put in circles or inserted between the lines.

5. Exposition of both phonemic systems

According to the Kurdish Academy of Language website and the resources mentioned in this
study, we have two tables (see below, No. 1 & 2) for the Kurdish consonant and vowel
phonemes. The consonant phonemes in Kurdish are generally considered to be 29: the
voiceless glottal stop /’/ or Hamza (;s) is not to be mixed with the vowels /a/, /a/ represented

with (1). The phonemes /¢/, /i/ and /y/ are not considered originally Kurdish by many scholars,

such as Bedir-Xan (2002).

The phonemes may exhibit some regional peculiarities, such as: /y/ changes into /y/; /h/ to /h/;
Ivl occurs rarely in Sorani...etc., according to Thackston (2006) and Kim (2010). The vowel
phonemes in Kurdish, with all dialectical variations, can be represented in 8 long and short
vowel phonemes. In Sorani there is no /&/ present, as in Kurmanji, but it has /a/ instead.

In the tables mentioned (see below, No. 1 & 2) we have coloured in red the phonemes that are
absent in Syriac/NENA, some of these are the spirantized form of (Bgdkpt) without following
the rules of spirantisation (see below, table No. 3 & 4). At first glance, the Kurdish phonemic
system shows nine consonant and one vowel phonemes that are not present in Syriac/NENA.
On the contrary, Syriac has four consonant phonemes that are absent in Kurdish, of which the
latter difference will not be tackled in this study.

It is noteworthy that in Syriac there are two distinct systems of writing and pronunciation,
namely, Eastern and Western, and due to the fact that the MS is written in Eastern Syriac,
which represents an earlier stage of Classical Syriac according to Muraoka (2005).
Nevertheless, each one of these systems has its own imperfections; the Western system has
the consonant phonemes /f/ and /v/, but is poorer in vowel ones; the Eastern system lacks /f/
and /v/ and instead has three kinds of /w/ and well-developed vowel phonemes. That is why
we have inserted /f/ and /v/ into the discussion of this study since the composer of the MS has
solved the problem of his own Eastern system marking the letters (= and <) in such a way to
reflect the missing phonemes.

Table No. 1 - Kurdish consonant phonemes

bilabial | labiodental |dental/alveolar| velar uvular glotto-
palatal pharyngeal
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plosive | voiceless Ipl Il K/ g/ 12/
voiced b/ /d/ g/
fricative |voiceless If] Isl, 1[I v/, Il In/, In/
voiced W Iz, I3/ M, Ids/ s/
nasal Im/ In/
lateral n 27
flap Iel
trill It/
approximant Iwl 1jl
Table No. 2 - Kurdish vowel phonemes
long vowel | /a/ | /0/ | /il
short vowel | /a/ | /ul | /el | lol | el
Table No. 3 - Syriac consonant phonemes
bilabial | labiodental | dental/alveolar | velar | uvular glotto-
palatal pharyngeal
Plosive |voiceless| /p/ It 111 Ikl g/ 12/
voiced /bl d/ g/
Fricative | voiceless Ifl 10/, Isl, Is'], 1fI v/ /n/, /h/
voiced v/ 101, Izl Iyl 18/
Nasal Im/ In/
Lateral n
Trill Irl
Approximant Iwl i/
Table No. 4 - Syriac vowel phonemes
long vowel | /a/ | /ul | /]
short vowel | /a/ | /ol | /¢/ | lel

6. Transcribed examples
The nine Kurdish consonant phonemes which are absent in the Syriac phonemic system are
presented below with two examples for each one, to demonstrate how they were transcribed
in some examples from the MS with an English translation depending on the explanations
given in the original Syriac. That is why it is described as (idiomatic or explained). Then,
there is a Kurdish transcription, original Syriac translation and original Kurdish (Garshuni,

Syriac transliteration).

6.1 Examples for /{f/, Kurdish (g), Syriac rendering () ‘three dots under Kap’

A
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Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

i Al s aas aa alis i A\ K
(1- Aleph, p.1)

Original Syriac translation

.

Kurdish transcription

025) Sb J L= $50 9dig eddmy 03yds S

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

He set fire of discord in the community, and then he went
[recklessly to hide] in the basement.

B

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

pida <he
(8- Aleph, p.1)

Original Syriac translation

Kia > Ko e T i@t Kaud Jhavaa hlus hise <o

Kurdish transcription

Sy 4 J& ©FE13B 9 a))l> 38 OIS gibd <oy 36 038 S6

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

The fire said: I'm dying. The wood said: I’'m ready [to
light you]. The hay said: I’'m better than you [the wood]
to light it [the fire].

* Uncertain of its origin, it might be «i\ e Or <hizgo a branch of tree or a certain bush or
plant. Form the context it can be grasped as wood used for fireplaces. An old man from Zakho
has affirmed that the same word he used to use for the random grown trees in the mountains

of the villages of Omra.

** He uses the same Kurdish word in Syriac with the transition of = to «. The proper Syriac

word is ~zq that is the same pronunciation migrated in Arabic then to Kurdish with some
modifications which means ‘hay’ a very flammable material.

6.2 Examples for /f/, Kurdish (&), Syriac rendering (&) ‘a dot above Pe’

A

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

i < &) o) i eada Kiad
(2- Beth, p.8)

Original Syriac translation

AR Runh G di o < 1S (aads K

Kurdish transcription

03> 3yde (3 J A6 (0o 9l 158

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

Snow of Canon the Great [January] is water that runs
underneath the ground.

B

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

cra> hah < @) o) fnas eada <ias
(3- Beth, p.8)

Original Syriac translation

Kurdish transcription

Sz 0S5 5)de (2 J 86 (S8 993l 5584

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

Snow of Canon the small [December] collects and stores
water within ground.

6.3 Examples for /y/, Kurdish (¢), Syriac rendering (A ‘spirantized Gamel’
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A

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

A<D aad Ppria

(22- Aleph, p.2)

Original Syriac translation

o *(nas vyea) <A Lid1 e ehio KHiss i<hia
<A mla oum

Kurdish transcription

Olo §341 03y 295 295 <0l b o3ylize Lol ale b _osylige L6

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

| summoned the Agha and he did not come, | called out
the Pasha neither he came, | said [as if to a puppy] kutch
kutch, and he himself came as so.

* As it is explained in Syriac translation, it is a common way Kurds and other surrounding

people may say to summon a puppy.

B

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

DG Khh (hdaa i<ial Ly A
(51- He, p.26)

Original Syriac translation

Kurdish transcription

blagdus gu8 Sass Ll Jis Sao

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

When it is mating time for a female-dog, male-dogs will
gather to her from far places as from Baghdad.

6.4 Examples for /3/, Kurdish (z), Syriac rendering (2 ‘a wave sign under Gamel’

A

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

(45- Beth, p.10)

Original Syriac translation

Kurdish transcription

buwde 12 & Cuigod IS 9 clwdss 1z A Ciiged (5584

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

Snow remains longer in shade; grass remains longer in
difficult [places].

B

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

A8 hed fagime Khedn
(22- Gamel, p.16)

Original Syriac translation

<hal) Cdord Rimis I<ioio Kims

Kurdish transcription

B S in 9 G

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

Meat and rice are a good dinner.

6.5 Examples for /y/, Kurdish (g), Syriac rendering («) ‘spirantized Kap’

A

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

A O1 ilma (= ‘iaa <o
(15- Kap, p.44)

Original Syriac translation

o fuSums (o mah daida s cas
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ik pd Kl el Lo KhiSKa <inN s

Kurdish transcription

oL 3 50 9 0 )lg> Ligs S

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

He who lives well, [is like] husband and wife who live in
peace.

B

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

(3- Khe, p.47)

Original Syriac translation

K nh> mAman P < Y ,591<:301 et < .Lam t<Jv.|:|

Kurdish transcription

o)l (Sggids <oyl

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

A Sandgrouse [(a bird) can be distinguished whether
good or bad] from its blackness.

6.6 Examples for /t/, Kurdish (J), Syriac rendering (3) ‘no evident sign’

A

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

(4- Lamed, p.55)

Original Syriac translation

@) hu) mhuss pis IhiS wm hais nis ;zi A

Kurdish transcription

995 dis Jlo d) g caddb 9 Ll 59 53w J

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

He puts a [fancy] coloured hat on his head, [but] at home
he has nothing to eat.

B

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

(20- Sheen/zhe, p.84)

Original Syriac translation

& diadh nio pn s o KANE vl <huha aque
s iabe piben <o

Kurdish transcription

B diz 559 cdllad din O

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

If you bring a wife to your home, your son will resemble
his uncles.

6.7 Examples for /v/, Kurdish (s), Syriac rendering () ‘three dots under Beth’

A

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

afzar Loos hieas <idds
(6- Beth, p.8)

Original Syriac translation

Agrhhid <ahps 1ol Kioid

Kurdish transcription

g Obiadiy (oS 15)lody

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

In spring it was killed, in winter it was washed. [referring
to sheep and its wool].

B

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

(9- Beth, p.8)

Original Syriac translation

<ods AR phua KRoic Khais al {he s
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2> Wl [<aal))] <Carh oo i llsg il

Kurdish transcription

S0 1535 1,8y g Ko KwdS 535

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

In daytime he puts a green hat [referring to religious
appearance of Imams], during nights he holds metal staff
[to threaten people].

6.8 Examples for /d3/, Kurdish (3), Syriac rendering () ‘three dots under Sheen’

A

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

=2 ads o1 GG ha | jceica aaor ham i Kraio

A =X
(7- Beth, p.8)

Original Syriac translation

*(}\c\m :,c'fa) 3160 o ion <odor mricne mhonid hhais

Kurdish transcription

O3> 18 03950 e Bl «38 59 1535 2k (030 $40 33

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

During the very cold winter [Kurds would say an
exclamation remark: hay hot] father asked his son to go
and slaughter the bull in the field [in order not to die].

* A way of rendering an exclamation in Kurdish that has been transferred to the
geographically shared areas and languages.

B

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,
Syriac transliteration)

(4- Resh, p.83)

Original Syriac translation

Kurdish transcription

Cawdd b (3033 s 0 Loy

English translation (idiomatic -
explained)

Your beard may become as long as the span [of your
palm], your enemy cannot be your friend.

6.9 Examples for /r/, Kurdish (,), Syriac rendering (i) ‘no evident sign’

A

Original Kurdish (Garshuni,

.S e LS P

Syriac transliteration) (58- He, p.27)

Original Syriac translation g axa ) ad <l ax
Kurdish transcription Oloyos osddg (Ol odd
English translation (idiomatic - It is both bread and medicine.
explained)

B.

Original Kurdish (Garshuni, 28 ¢ D7 yEom a6 Hoils (& A
Syriac transliteration) (60- He, p.27) ' T

Original Syriac translation

.)A‘\E\.&.@C\
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Kurdish transcription Gidw 01803 (5503 L d « i Ob Ko
English translation (idiomatic - If you are eating bread [alone], why do you say that you
explained) burned your mouth and lips?

7. Conclusions

This study tried to show the endeavour of Syriac speaking people to deal with the
complexities of various phonetic phenomena in both Syriac and Kurdish languages.
Therefore, it primarily aims to show the creativity of Syriac/NENA speakers in elaborating a
matching system to pronounce Kurdish as adequately as possible while focusing mainly on
the consonant phonemes. Thus, the vowel phonemes, the variations in long/short vowels,
vowel contraction, diphthongs and assimilation were not dealt with, alongside with the long
vowel phoneme /0/ in Kurdish (ss) which has no clear sign to mark it in Syriac.
Notwithstanding, all the arguments left behind can set a path for a further study.

Furthermore, the study of the Syriac phonemes (/t*/, /6/, Is*/ and /3/) was impertinent to this
study since the manuscript is presenting Kurdish in Syriac not otherwise. On the other hand,
the contextualization of the proverbs, their themes and cultural usage should be studied
separately with more sociocultural backgrounds and tools where some scholars have already
set some preliminary surveys and studies like (Sabar, Y. 1982) and (Oncu, M. 2020).
Therefore, to sum up the efforts of the composer in making the Syriac phonemic system more
flexible in order to represent all the Kurdish consonant phonemes we saw how he added more
diacritical signs in all the eighteen examples presented in this study (two for each consonant
phoneme not present in Syriac), and here is the resume:

1- 7 Kurdish (z) is rendered in Syriac as () by putting three dots under «,;

2- [f/ Kurdish () is rendered in Syriac as (<) by putting a dot above «;

3- /y/ Kurdish (¢) is rendered in Syriac as the spirantized (a);

4- [3/ Kurdish () is rendered in Syriac as (a) by putting a wave sign under x;
5- /y/ Kurdish (¢) is rendered in Syriac as the spirantized («);

6- /¥ Kurdish (J) has no evident sign in Syriac (3);

7- Il Kurdish () is rendered in Syriac as () by putting three dots under ;

8- /dsz/ Kurdish (3) is rendered in Syriac as () by putting three dots under .,

9- /d/ Kurdish (5) has no evident sign in Syriac ().
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