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NAMES OF AROMATA IN SEMITIC AND
CUSHITIC LANGUAGES *

(GIORGIO Bmmﬂ RiccArRDO CONTINI

1. Severe limits of space compel us (o confine ourselves
in this paper 10 discussing @ representative selection of
words denoting «frankincense» and «myrrh» in Semitic and
Cushitic languages, as well as some taxonomies for incense
grades and the ~1ain tool employed for harvesting frankin-
cense. Other aromalics shall be mentioned only when they
will have to be distinguished [rom (he two mentioned
above.

Concerning the ‘dentification of lexemes denoting 1n-
cense, however, onc should consider that:

1) singling out the gum-resins of frankincensc and
myrrh with respect (O other aromata 1s often difficult, partic-
ularly in the mot ancient literary sources and in the reports
by the earliest European travellers;

2) many botanical identifications are controversial 1n
languages Jttested only scantily or fragmentanly;

3) cognate words may have different referential scope in
different languages, even more <0 in semantic ficlds such as
botanical terms .

.

« RCis responsible for the Semitic data, GB for the Cushitic and Egyp-
(ian ones. whereas we arc jointly answerable for the general struciure of this
paper and for (he etymological proposals offcred here. Materially, §§ -2
were written by RC, §§ 3-5 by GB. Biblingraphical references have been
keplioa minimum because of lack of space. ‘e (hank all those who helped
us on different occasions in prepanng (his paper. in panticular David Ap-
pleyard, Alessandra Avanzint, Marilina Betrd, Giovanni Canova, Aldo Cor-
cella, Federico De Romanis, Carlo Di Giovine, Rodollo fFattovich, Bernd
Heine, and Miranda Morris, Obviously only we are 1o blame for any misia-
ke we may have incurred.

' These methodological principles were of course tacitly adopted by the
most careflul scholars who studied plani-names 1 the classical Sem. langua-
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In fact, some tendencics displayed by botanic ethno-tax-
onomies should be always kept in mind:

a) they do not exhibit one-lo-one correspondence be-
(ween sign and referent;

b) they are nol systematic, 1.6. some lexical areas arc
highly structured, while others are shapeless and loose;

¢) they are vanable from speaker 10 speaker: i.e., (he
<ame word may denote only an aromd, or only the plant that
yields it, of bath;

) in contradistinction (0 Linnacus's and the subscquent
scientific classifications, which order plants according (0
their reproduction-mode, ethno-botanic nomenclaturcs arc
fashioned according (0 a number of different criteria (exler-
nal shape, size, smell or laste of one of the plant’s cOMPO-
nents, peculiar characleristics, uses to which the plant may
be put, and many more): this often results in more than onc
species sharing a single name (€.g. «myrrhy» and «aloc» in
MSA. both lexicalizing the salient feature of «billemess»),
or in one plant displaying a variety of names (as 1s the case
with many Commiphoras in Arabic and Somali) .

As is well known, the plants producing the bes! qualities
of frankincense and myrrh grow almost exclusively in arcas
where Semitic and Cushitic languages are now spoken
(roughly, the 1wo sides of the Gull of Aden), which fact
alone justifics our comparative perspective. Even i[Saftles
iled discussion of the nature of the lexical evidence on Se-
mitic and Cushitic names [or aromata would be impossible
here. a few cautionary remarks are nevertheless in order:

1) Both these incense-producing areas arc loday mark-
edly multilingual: we do not know which languages (Senut-
c or otherwise) were spoken in Southern Arabia before and

ges (only 10 2 limited extent ascribable lo a common Sem. stock), chiel
among them |, Low. On the other hand. old studics on plant-names in Ara-
bic- and Ethiosemiuc- of Cushitic-speaking areas, such as those by G.
Schwenfunh, are ieJay more dilficull 10 use because of the recent head-
ways in botanical classification.

I Cf.Cardona (1985: 117-128 on cthnobotany: 129-145 on naming pro-
cesses). Moms & Miller (1988: XVl ([.) for Dhoflari (Ar. and NSA)
plant-names, one of the very few available e thno-botanic studies on a Semi-
lic-speaking country. Sece also the relevant sectiuns in the sia yolumes ol

cthnobotanical surveys of Kenyan languages by the Kdln group, ¢.g. Heine
& Brenzinger (1988), Heine & Heine (1Y88).
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dJuring the period when ASA was wrillen; in the case of the
Somali-speaking arca we do not even know what languages
were uscd in some of its regions before the probably fairly
recent spread of north-central Somali, and similar considera-
tions hold also for large areas of Ethiopia and Eritrea that are
now either Oromo-, Amharic- or Tigrinya-speaking.

2) The botanical classification of the most important
(rankincense-producing (rees = for which the relevant lan-
ouages are MSA and Yem. and Dhol. Ar. in Southem Ara-
bin and essentially Som. in the Horn of Africa - is more of
less cstablished, although the possibility thal Boswelha
sacra and Bosw. carteri are in fact differcnt species is still
disputed’. But we do not yet have comparable evidence
aboul the distribution of Bosw. pnpyrifsra', even lo lhe
point of knowing - which languages of Sudan. Ethiopia and
Eritrca (beyond Tigre) one chould be looking for the rele-
vant plant-names. AS regards myrrh, we do not know which
LUIM-resing produced by Commiphoras, besides Comn.
myrrha proper which is said to grow only in Somalia, werc
regarded as «myrrh» 1n antiquily. Indeed., the botanic classi-
fication of the genus Commiphora is still uncertain, and the
various gums arc often described or correlated with the
plants consistently . Therefore, we shall refrain from dis-
cussing here the names of myn}rpmducing plants (in MSA,
South Ar., Elhiosem., Oromo and Som., respectively) and
concentrate upon words denoting the resin.

Finally, Cushitic and — morc surprisingly, considering
its long history — Semitic etymology 18 still far from having
reached the degree of subtlety and axactitude current 1n
Indo-European and particularly Romance scholarship. This
means that the proposals pul forward in this paper, the first
syslemalic exercise in COMpAring Semitic and Cushiuc
names lor incense, cannol but be lentative in many CASEs.
Furthermore, what appear 1o us s cognale words sometimes
cannot be accounted for by direct lexical diffusion. and our
El)'rn{]'.rjgiCﬂl suggestions have (0 employ different heuristic
devices, nol forgetting those «collateral evolutionary fac-

' Groom (198 1 103): Martinelz el al. (1989: 73 (1., 183).
' Groom (1981 102 [.): Murtincltz ¢! al. (1989: 74 fr.).
S Groom (198101 17 (0.); Marinelz ef al. (1989: 89 (r.).
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lors» pointed out by ‘heoreticians of etymology such as Yaa-
kov Malkiel .

2 The most important lerm for «frankincense» both 1n
Semitic and in Cushitic is of course liban, on which we do
1ot necd to dwell oo long, since the history of this word has
already been reconstructed masterly by Walter Muller some
20 years ago - Its different forms are listed below in (a.) ac-

cording to their likely morphological history and chronolog-
ical attestation ™:

(a)) LB «[rankincense» & awhite»

o liban: ASA bn (), Gr. Aifavog since Sappho, Yem.
nd Dhof. Ar. liban, Beja liban, Ti. [aban coll. (either
dircctly from libdn, of from Ar. luban);
lipdp > Ar. luban (with regressive labialization of i),
Sa Af. lubdn (AF. predicate form lubdan-a), Som. luu-
baan,
i5nt 1: Gr. Afavwrdg, Pun. Ibnt. BH I'bond, OfA
bwnh, Syr. lbé(n)d, Ti. lsbandt (n. unit. of laban),
Har. libanat, Or. libaanata, Som. H_baunﬂd;

Ibnt 2- Akk. (hale- and Nea.Bab.) sﬂaﬁmmrmmba_j:

(b)uniru.

We should only note that the (orm *libdnat presumably
Jeveloped by affixing (he derivative ending -af (0 CXPress
some semantic modification of the primitive form, accord-
ing lo a principle in Semitic historical morphology famously
llustrated by David Cohen in 1064 . The original character
of this modification is hard to define precisely in this case:
possibly the designation of a single grain of the dried gum in
contradistinction to the commodity in a general sense, as We

' On the pnnciple of lexical contamination =it is demonstrable that, the
more thoroughly a ficld has been ploughed under by etymologists, the hi-
gher the number of plausible blends» (Malkiel 1976: 64). On amultiple cau-
sation» sce, c. g.. Malkicl (1977), with instances culled from Romance lan-
EUJ%I‘:'&.

See particularly Muller (1974) and (1978: 703 (f.), with the main ety-
mological data; funher, Mielsen (1986: 60 ([.).

L] . 4 F
The same critena of course obtain also [or the subsequent elymologl-
cal sketches.

' Cf. Cohen (1970 (1964]: 43 ([.).
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still ascertain in Tigre. From the rt. LBN expressing «milky
whiteness» '© many more plant-names are derived in Semitic
languages: cf. ASA [bny (libndy 7] probably denoting «slor-
1x» 1 because of the whitish colour of the clots of this resin
(an incense-ingredient imported in Southem Arabia from
Syria). Of the (wo Somali allotropes, one points towards Ar-
abic, the other towards Harari, just as the Oromo form.

The Sem. root QTR - QTR (with altermance between [
and 1 owing o dissimilation of the emphatic consonant or {0
lexical blending) expresscs the notions of «incense», «odori-
(erous smoke» and «fumigation»:

v (b.) QTR ~ QTR

QTR: Ug.qlr «smoke, incense», BH q‘loret «incense
(offening)» and miqrérel «Rauchpfanne», ASA mqtr,
Ar. migtar ~ miqtarah «censem -, elc.

QTR: AkKk. qclfﬁr:m{ftlmignlc, make an incensc offer-
ing» and quirenu «ncense (offering)», Ar. qalara «cx-
hale an odour», G. qatara ~ qatiara «fumigale» and
gouar(e) «incense, fumigation» ) Som. jddar (jadar) "
(grndird Eﬂ.(r“*f"r'“] «incense from Bosw. frereana». '
{,-LHIIJEL“HH 1 Ad
—_— The Som. form jddar may have been borrowed f{rom

© The dominant colour of the (resh sap oozing [rom an incision in the
bark of the tree should thus be regarded as the wsdme lexicogenenr (Guiraud)
of the main word [or «[rankincense» in ASA, later diffused in the other lan-
gUABES. But see also what is <aid in § ) about Eg. 'nOwW (= Hesych.
dévtiov, cf. Edel 1980 46 (1.} sHarz», «incense» Of amyrrh= and Som. ca-
ndad |“aniad] ~quality of [rankincenage.
' On formal grounds (cf. BH libné, Ar. [ubnd), as rightly stressed by
Miller (1978: 705); sec also Sab.Dic. (81).
1 cf. HAL (111: 1022 (f.) with the celevanl comparalive information,
' 1nd Niclsen (1986: 52 [[.). Ar. has also qui(ulr «ploc-woods and galr wen-
cens de bois d'olods» (Kazimirski 767 bl that easily fil together with A
miqtar ( = miqtarah) «censers, €ic. On the other hand, the origin of the Ar.
lexical family of qatara =dnp (of tears or of resins (rom plants)», gifr «mol-
ien brasss, gat(i)rdn «liquid pitche (> 1. catrame, etc.), that has no obvious
match in Semitic, is unclear.
| D Leslau (1987: 452 2).
" From Axmed Canan Xaange (1984: 23 [1.), jadar-goyn a[rankincen-
se harvests il -frankincense-cutling» also in Ahmed Yusul Farah (1994:
69). Here k'- > Som. J- s in East Cush. *k’eb-i- «break (ir.)» > Som. jeb-
i-. but Arbore k'eb-i- wid.=: cf. also Sassc (1979: 47 ([.). Som. -d- < -i(t)- 13
the most obyious explanation. —
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Eihiosemitic garrar(e) with Ethiosemitic 2 > Som. a (hal
palatalises the preceding *q- (k'-). Ar. g usually gives Som.
q or more rarely g. The only other example of Ar. g corre-
sponding to Som. J is Som. jdad «kal, narcotic plant, Catha
edulis» vs. Ar. gar «id.» (> Som. gdad regularly), bul this 15
likely to have entered Som. through Ethiosem., cl. ¢.g. [lar-
ari &ar, Amh. and Gurage caf elc.

As is well known, names of aromala arc frequently de-
rived from roots meaning «burning» and «smoke, fumiga-
tion» by lexicalizing the semantic leature of the usc ds
bumned incense (o which these substances were put (s 10
late Lat. incensum). Other examples beside the family in (b.)
above are Ar. bahiar ~ buhur «incense» " (< BHR «lum

m—

‘10 smoke: fumigate») and duhn «bumt aroma»'® (<
DHN «smoken»). Similarly Afar has ‘er-1é «incensc» [rom
Al “ér (predicate form ‘éer-i) «smoke, steamn» (cf. Dasencch
‘eer «1d.», Oromo aara «smoke», elc.).

Also Cl. Ar. kundur «frankincense» '’, which has been
wraced back historically to an Indian word denoting «frank-
‘ncense» from Bosw. serrata ', might ultimately turn out (0
be linked with the QTR ~ QTR rool. But it is at present 1n-
nossible to prove that the family originated ultimately from
Sem. QTR - QTR or from another language along the an-

" odn Yem. Ar. bahiir ~ buliir also designates a specific mix of aroma-
ics (varying regionally, but apparenily not including frankincense) bumed
on solemn and festive occasions, while tabhir denotes sfumigation with b.»
(Bonnenfant 1994: 35 [). :

" Recorded as =encenss in Hadr. (van den Berg 1888: 102) and Dath.
Ac. (Landberg 1920 724). it denotes today at ad-Sihr a kind of arnmalic
bark, an ingredient of didinah, a mix of 7 (vegetal and animal) arumatucs
bumned un coal lire (Camelin 1994:22).

AWK AS (1: 83, 550). The word seems 10 be unatiesicd in Saouthern Ar.
Jialects. althouph Landberg (1901: 496 [.) explained Hadr. Ar. Landara
-shave one's headw as being originally a denominative [rom kundur that
meant «fumigate one’s head with (rankincensens,

" More convincing than the alleged derivation from Gr. x6vOQOg
aprain= (i.c. of [rankincense). The Indian forms are kundul, kunduru-, kun-
duli. eic. aresin from Bosw. serratans (kurdah also «Jasminuin pubescense),
kunti, kundur-ukf, kunedar-tka s Dosw, SEFFJlﬁ--, all of them unattested in the
older teats or known only from lexicographers. Mayrholer (1956: 230) re-
gards this family as etymologically unclear. i is however likely to be the
LOUTCE ::rl’ MPers. kumdaruk afrankincenser, Arm. Endruk and ol the Ar.
ward. Forms with imital ¢- are known from Synac (qandrii, ete.) aml Geez
(9 andra ~ @ dndre, in a medical recipe), cf. Milller (1978: 707 ).
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cient trade roulcs between the Near East, the Indian Ocean

and India. T P g1 _
A specifically Ethio-Semitic root 15 TN «incense», «lO

burn incense, 1O fumigate with incenser, that passed also
into Cushitic 2

(c.) ‘TN n. «incense, v. «bum incense, fumigale with 1n-

ccnse» P '
G. Ta. ‘aran, Amh. Har. Gur. ofan, Sa. eldi = eldi

Or. (h)ixaana = (h)ixana |(h)it' dnal.

10
L]

s relationship with the Sem. ‘TR «perfume, scent> (par-
ticularly in Arani. with the same specialization of «perfume

produced by burningr») may be due not simply lo «Reim-
wortbildung» with forms of the root TN «l0 smoke», as ad-
vocated by Bruckchnann“, but rather o a cpnmmmmmn be-
(ween Sem. ‘TR «perfume» and (a i'I‘Il.‘l;'tll‘iE:H?.Cd allotrope of)
the possible ancestor rorm of both O.Eg. niyw (= l-h.:sytl.'h.
AEvTIOV) «incense», «myrrh» and Som. mf:uud |'anad]
«besl prade of [rankincensc from Bosw. carieri» (cf. § 3 for
its possible affliation).

7 1. Among minor (erms (or «frankincense» the (ollowing
one should be mc ntioned:

(d.) G. sahn «[rankincense» 2 Amh. sahin.

This is from Sem. SHN «be or become warm, hot» ac-
cording lo Leslau (1987: 495 b, 694 2), but the semantic spe-
cialisation can be neatly explained as an Ethiopian folk-ely-

e

N .ol data in Leslau (1987: 16 b). _

= Eiuj;ﬂzl?%:;ﬂd’}; 16 b) r:pﬁnsiﬂu. Al “drdn, whereas R:imm.:h (1989:
67) has Sa. ‘efeln nnd ercin and adds that the <yme [orm oceurs 1lso in Al All
these Tonns are partly Wrong because (1) nalS3. _M.‘wnn:ly has long *.rpw;l_ﬁ
1 final closed syllables, and (ii.) 1 does D cxist In Af. und occurs in 5a.
only in unadupted loanwords [rom Ethivscmitic. Since Fl::mm:h‘{fllr:n T:.;'
spells d Tord, the (formis in (c.) are probably e correct ones. ILis not Liear

what the Al forn actually 5. | £15 ,
n reckelimann (1927: 23). Another candidate for lexical conlamina-

tion with *TR aperfume, ccents might be D H ‘5.‘4_, AT. ‘_'i_“H -grpuk::a- (HAL
(11: 844 b), that, however, dues not secin Lo oCccur in Eihigscimitic.
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mological reinterpretation of Copt. (S, A) WOY-ZHHE, (B)
WO-2€EN «eNCCNs» with -2- (-h-]*. Indeed, as Zaborski
(1995: 538 s.) has most recently shown, there is evidence
that some Coptic words passed into Ethiopic directly and not
via Greek or Arabic.

MSA SHZ appears to be icolated within Semitic (except
if the Qatabanian clan-name bn-sthz mentioned by Miiller
1976: 127 should actually reflect the use of this word In
ASA as well).

(¢.) MSA SHZ «gum, resin, frankincense»

Jib. fahaz «gum, resin (gum Arabic and frankincense)»,
Me. féhaz «resin, frankincense», Ha. §3haz «frankin-
cense», S0q. Sdhar «gum, cesin. frankincense» .

Similarly isolated are the following words:
() Som. béeyo «Bosw. sacra ot carteri and its incense».

(g.) Som.yagcar (yagdr) ~ jagedr (Jag4r) «Bosw. frerea-
['I:'Hi I"_ -

Some possible etymological conneclions can be suggest-
ed for another Somali name of the Bosw. [rereana:

(h.) Som.mdydi «Bosw. frereana and its Incensen.

It corresponds to Yem. AT. lubdn midi wrongly regarded
by Rossi (1939: 169 f.) as imporled into Yemen from India.
Variants attested in S. Arabic are also (uban mifi (Schopen
1983: 162) and lubdan midi (Honda et al. 1990: Y
18 [.). Variation between d- ~ (- ~ -d- may reflect differ-
ent attempts at adapting this Som. word (0 S. Af. phonology.

n Crum (1939: 688 b), Yycichl( 1984: 274 a).

B Jahn (1902 205); Jjohnstone (1981: 250) and (1987: 371)% Morris &
Miller (1988 78). Leslau (1938t 427) quotcs Glaser (1899) as suggesting 3
conncction with Eg. 135 «a kind of plants (W AS 1V: 412), whose WJentifica-
won 15, however, unceriain.

* Yagcdr atiesied, ¢. g, in Y aasiin (p. 472 a), jogedr in Axmed Cartan
Xaange (1984: 23 (). Nolice that the alternation y- = j- in S0m. s rare, al-
though there arc a few other instances of it, ¢. g., ydbag = jitbagq =rumore
conluso di voci (umane O animali) a distanza» (DS1: 643 b).
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Alteratively, the N. Somali coastal settlement of Mdydh
[mdyc] in the area where Bosw. frereana grows may be the
cource of the S. Ar. nisbah mift_ = midi ~ midi thal re-en-
lered Som. as a loanword (mdydi). Dr. M. Moris (personal
communication) also suggested us a possible connection
with Soq. méde «a hot wind blowing in May-September,
‘hat also includes the period of the SW monsoon». Since this
is also said to be the best ime for harvesting this kind of
frankincense, the Som. word mdydi could thus contain cither
a place name or the name of a season. A connection has been
suggested (Grohmann 1930: 144) between this word and the
enigmatical potw, mentioned in the PME (8§ 12 [.) together
with frankincense and other aromalta produced and traded on
the Somali coast. lts identification with the second-best
grade of cassia suggested by Casson (1989: 130) is purely
hypothetical, and the possibility that the frankincense of
Bosw. frercana is here differentiated from the resin of Bosw.
carteri should at least be considered.

2.2. One of the most interesting connections between Semit-
ic and Cushitic names for «incense» is represented by the
word M ?R. whose modem reflexes denote the «frankincense
tree» in MSA, Dhof. Ar., Ethiosem. and Som. (the referent =
different species of Bosw. = changing in the yarious areas):

(i.) M?R «Bosw. sacra» (Som. Bosw. sacra of carten, T1.,
Amh. Bosw. papyrifera ?)

Mch. magardt «Bosw. sacra», Jib. maglrét ~ magdr

«Bosw. sacra», Dhof. Ar. muigereh (coll. mgor), Som.

méxor [méhor] «Bosw. sacra Of carterin, Ti. mdgdr,
Amh. mdqdr®.

This word is known at lcast since the 1st cenl. CE in the
form (DJupiapa 10 AEYOHEVOV) HOXQOTOV recorded by the
PME (§§9f)asa kind of incensc imported [rom the Somali
coast of the Gulf of Aden 1 with a semantic shift from the

1 C[. Johnstone (1987: 262): Mormis & Miller (1988: 78): Rhodokana-
kis (1911: 56 b); Littmann & Holner (1962: 142); Sureleyn (1973t no. 163).

i Cf. Casson (1989: 56 [, 127). The connection of jtoxgotov with
Sem. and Cush. words for frankincense had already been pul forward by
Glaser, se¢ Schoff (1912: 81).
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ree (0 its product which < also attested for mug(u)r in medi-
~eval Yem. Ar. by lbn 1l-Mujawir and modem Dath. and
Dhof. Ar."" The linguistic a[filiation and precise semantic
range (whether denoting the tree, the resin or both) ol the
original word is uncertain, this is why the middle radical 13
here replaced by 2 question mark. However, Wwerc the Qat.
clan-name mgr mentioned by Miiller (1976: 127) actually
(o be vocalized Spnug(w)rum 1nd related to the same rool (ns
‘ndeed names of aromata are often present in Semitic ONO-
mastics), the hypothesis of an ASA origin would gain
weight.

2.3. The most widespread word in Seritic (as well as
Greek, Latin and modern European languages) denoting

«myrrh» harks back from the rool MRR denoting «bitter-
ness».

(j.) MRR amyrrhy & «bitler»

Akk. Amarna Can. murri, Ug. Ph. mr, BH mar ~ mor,

Gr. pupea (alrcady in Sappho), ASA “murr and pl.
e, Syr. mitrd, Ar. Bl Yem. and Dhol. Ar. also
mirr, SOm. murre, Soq. 'irmher(?) "

A different form occurs in MSA:

(k.) MSA tayl = tul «inyrrh (Commiphora myrrha)», «aloe
(Alocs perryi and other species)»
Meh. tayf = tuf, hb. (if, Har. 50q. ayf*.

MSA verbs like Jib. 1of «be bitler» and Meh. atyif «col-
lect aloe» may be denominative. Leslau's (1938: 203) as-
sumption that it 1s connected with BH. (00 «an aromatic sub-

0 paller (1978: 726 L. Landberg (1942: 2710) Thomas (1932 122,
-(rankincense tree=); Thesigel (1964: 435, «frankincensen)

i M Jata in HAL (15 595 b). Sce also DNWSI (p. 682) lor Ph.; Mas-
son (1967: 54 ([.) for Gr.; Rubin (1994a: 12) and (19940: 0), and Swigpers
(1995: 138 and [n. 22) lof ASA: Rossi (1919: 16Y), Schopen (1983: 169 11,
and Dehnstedt (199): 194) [or Yem, Ar. Mormis & Miller | 1984: 86 ([, and
106) for Dhol. Ar. (denoting both true myrth, imported [rom Yemncen, and
local «lalses vanelics), Leslau (1938:251) for Sixy.

" Johnstone (19872 414, 561); Morms & Miller (1988: 1R2). Simeone:
Senelle (1994: 1B7).
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stancen, ASA ryb and Ar. (ib «perfumen» needs to explain the
surprising correspondence f ~ b.

The normal term for “myrrh” is karbe in Ethiosemitic,

{hat shows here lexical independence from the rest of Semit-

ic [t occurs also in the some neighbouring Cushitic languag-
es. but the etymology of this arcal word is at present un-
known:

(1) G. karbe «myrrh», Ti. Tii. Amh. Gur. kiirbe, Bil. Sa.
karbe. Har. kdrdbt Y

It may be interesting {0 point oul here that the Demolic

: word hl (also spelt iry) «myrrh» ', (hat developed into Cop-

tic (S, B) waa, (A) 2€A «id.» with W is likely tobe a loan-
word from Cushitic:

(im.) Proto-Agaw *qVr- «smell (n., 1. v.)»

! Bilin gira «smell (n.)», Xamir xara «id.», Kemanl xera

«id.», Awngi yari <id»?t, Dem. hry = Nl amyrrh» >
Copt. (S, B) @aA, (A) 2eA wid.».

The Demotic word does not seem lo occur before the 1V
century BCE, and Betrd (1994: 42) suggests that the quality
of myrrh called hi - hry had become known through the
new (rade roules opened during \he Persian era. The Eg. s¢-

uence h- > 2 - lc-] (or atleast a (ront variety of (x]) > @7

|§-] points oward a variety of Agaw that had already de-
veloped *q- (preserved as such only In present-day Bilin)
‘a0 a velar fricative. The r 2 I shift is but another instance
of the well-known r = | instability in Egyptian.
A similar semantic development «(good) smell» > «in-
cense» Occurs In Adeni Ar. full «frankincense, incense»

(Stuce 18913: 86 b) and Smn._f.:i_qi: (f&h] «dw» from AT.

- —

!
-

v Leslau (1987: 290 ) Littmann & Hufner (1962; 400 b); DETA (p.
: 411y Streleynd 1973: no. 137) and Muller (1981: 579); Leslau (1979711 424
[ and /111: 348 a) Leslau (196]: 91 b).
" On (he interpretation of this word sce now Betrd (1994: 41 (1), and
the literature she qQUOIES.

¥ Relevant data in Appleyard (1984 §2), as modilied by Appleyard
(personal communication).
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fawh” verbal noun of Ar. faha «be fragrant, exhale a pleas-
ant odour», cognate of BH PWH «blasen, durchwehen», bul
Hiph. also «let exhale (a fragrance)» in Cr 4:16 hpyhy gny
yzhy bsmyw «(0 wind) let my garden exhale its fragrance,
that its aromata may flow out», and Syr. pah «olfecit, fra-
gravii». ' '

A different kind of semantic development is probably (o
be seen in the Som. ndme of «myrrh»:

(n.) Som. malmal amyrrh»

Som. malmdl «myrrh, name of different kinds of
myrrh-producing plants (Commiphora myrrha, Com-
miph. Playfan, Commiph. Ellenbeckii, Commiph. Mol-

mol)», I;Er:ndilh: mdlmal «myrrh-like gum of Commiph.
paolii» ™.

Itis an isolated word within Cushitic, but It is probably
ot to be connected with Sem. MRR «myrrh» as claimed,
e.g.. by Low (1928: 306 reporting an opinion of J. J. Hess)
because root reduplication and r > [in Som. would require
an ad hoc explanation. It is more probably a loan from Ambh.
malmal «selecled, chosen» (ultimately < MLH «remove,
putrout», cl. Leslau [087: 343 b)*, the likely name of a
commercial grade of myrrh widely traded by Ethiosemitic-
speaking merchants from the highlands of the Hom. This
was gencralised to indicate myrrh as a commodily, the
plants that produce it, and another myrrh-like gum. «Sclect-
ed» as the name of a commercial grade of an aroma is found

alfﬂ% i:? Som. ndkhwe < Ar. naqwah «selected, top quality»,
cf. § 3.

3 Taxonomies of different qualities of incense and other
aromata are found in Egyptian sources’® and, since the 1V-
11 century BCE, also in classical authors (e. g., Theophras-
tus. Hist. PL.1X.iv.1-10). As already stated above in § I, 1L 1S

" Also occurring in the phrase lubbdn fawh saromatic white-resin [ran-
kincenses in Yem. Ar. (Piamenta 1991: 444 b).

: For the Rendille form cf. Heine & Heine (1988: 64).
Also here Ethiosem. 2 > Som. a as in jddar, cf. (b.).

= Fnrﬁinmncm the 14 kinds of incense listed in the Edlu Laboratory
(¢f. Chassinat 1990: 205, 12 - 208, 10).
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nol always easy (O understand exactly what kind of fragrant

substance is being talked aboul, but the clearest cases are

when the object is frankincense. Pliny (HN XILxxxii) pro-
vides a very delailed account of it in the I century CE, and it
is worthwhile looking at its delails.

1. i. The best and natural harvest was done autumno «in au-

tumn». after incisions had been made in the trees’ bark
circa canis ortum flagrantissimo aesiu «about the rising
of the Dog-star”’, when the heat was most intense». The
sap was (hus given a few months’ lime to ooze oul and
harden into big drops. This (rankincense was purissi-
mum, candidum «ofl the purest kind, bright white in col-
our». and was called carfiathum.
i A second harvest was done vere «in spring», hieme
corticibus incisis «after culs were made in the barks in
winter». This was rufum ... nec comparandum priort
«reddish, but could not be compared with the former»,
and was called dathiatum.

b. Frankincense received on the ground regefe palniea «on a
mat of palm-leaves» was purius «purer». What was col-
lccted just area circumpavita «on the space around that
had been rammed hard» was ponderosius «heavier»,
whereas quod in arbore haesit ferro depectitur «the resi-
due adhering to the tree Was scraped off with an iron
ool» and was corticosumn «containing fragments of
bark». Laler on nicas concussu elisas wparticles that got
loose through shaking» arc also mentioned, that were
called mannam™.

. The resin novellae arboris «{rom sapling» was believed
10 be candidius «whiter», bul veteris «that from an older
reen odoratius «more (ragrant» e

" The nsing of Sirius in mid July, that marked the beginning of the
Nood season in the Egyptian calendar (cf. Dickennan 1968: 41).

“ Cf. pdyva Mffavwio® (Gp. 6.6.1) and Mpavopdyvva (Orph. 1. 20.
tit.). This was nol necessarily a fourth procedure for collecting [rankincen-
¢ |n facl, Emout translates 1n the «Bclles Lettres» edition of Pliny «quantl
aux micties détachées par les SCCOUSSES [du transport|», laking concussi as
having as its object the already harvested frankincense drops, rather than the
irees. In other words, the powdcery particles that gol loose dunng the tran-
sporn were collected separately as 2 distinct commercial grade.

» Similarly Theophrastus (Mist. PL 1X.iv.7) claimed that frankincense
from older trecs was not only evoupdtEQoy amore sweel-smellings bul
also Eav0dteQoy aless whites.
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d. The most appreciated shape of frankincense were big
drops formed cum haerente lacrima priore cansccula
alia miscuit se «when a following drop unites with a pre-
vious one still hanging suspended»; this was called main-
mosus «breast-shaped» in Latin. Another shape was in
round drops, and was called masculum «male», that ali-
qui putant a specie testium dictum «some people think (o
be so called from its resemblance lo the testicles» .
Pliny also mentions the Greek terms stagonian (0TaYO-
viav) «in drops» and atomum (GTojlov) «uncul», butitis
not wholly clear whether they refer to «male» or «breast-
shaped» frankincense 1n his text. Frankincense in smaller
drops was called orobian (0pofiav) «vetch-shaped» in
Greek.

e Three commercial grades of frankincensc wcrc sold 1n
the Roman markets for respectively 6, 5 and J denarii a
libra «pound». Each of them was ranked by candore ac
pinguedine «whiteness and bigness», fragilitate «lragil-
ity», carbone ut statin ardeat «its readiness (o catch lire
from a hot coal», and ne dentem recipiat potiusque in
micas frietur «it should not give 0 pressure of the leeth,
1nd should rather crumble into small fragments».

The main parameters were thus the harvesting season,
the way the resin was collected, the form and size of the
pieces, and their colour. These are still now the basis [or
classifying frankincense in its producing areas, sometimes
with the very saime words that were used 2,000 years ago.

For instance, Pliny's carfiathum was probably a [emi-
nine nisbah from ASA lirf glossed as «autumn, aulumn
crops» in Sab.Dic. (p. 62) and In Ricks (1989: 75). This

“ This looks like 2 loan translation [rom the same source that onginated
MPavwidg appny (Dioscorides, Mar. AMed. 1.68), as well as Egyptian Ar.
lLibiin dular (Hinds & Badawi 1986: 779 b) solibanum. frankincense [rom
Bosw canera and Yemeni Ar. lubbdn dakar «id.» (Behnstedt 1993 18K,
Piamenta 1991, 444 b also mentions fubbidn dukri attesied in writlen docu-
ments (rom the Den Zyi arclhave), From Ar. this tenn entered Somali as fu-
baanddhar »a kind of incenses, and Oromo as dakary and dakkurroo
«Bosw. neglectas and «Bos:v. hildebrandiii», whose gum. wood and bark
sre burnt as incense by islamicized Southern Oromos (cl. Heine and Bren-
zinger 1988: 118: da Thicne 1939: 83). For some amusing parallels to Pli-
ny's orchiomorphic metaphor in ltalian dialects see Beccana (1995: 20, 28

N
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word still survives, ¢.g.. in Jibb. xarf «monsoon rains, rainy

part of the summer (mid June (0 carly September)» (John-

stone 198 1: 304), Meh. xarf or Soq. horf (Johnstone 1987:
446) with a vocalisation that is likely to derive from *harf,

rather than from Ar. harif (usually «fall», but indicating the
season from «July to Sept.» in Southern Arabia, cf. Morris
1995: 1). It also survives in Som. khdraf ( < *harf with the
regular echo-vowel epenthesis of the second -a-) «frankin-
cense from Bosw. sacra (or carteri) produced in the xagaa
season (the time of the SW monsoon, ca. July-September)»
according to Axmed Cartan Xaange (1984: 30), and in its
masculine nisbah-adjective in the phrase $dhaz xdrfi «lhe
gumn harvested during the monsoon season», i.¢., the hottest
Junc-Scpt. months, in the Jibbili taxonomy published by
Morris & Miller (1988: 301 b; cf. also Morris, in print).

Also Pliny’s dathiatum, the reddish and inferior spring
harvest. is a feminine nishah, from ASA dt’ «spring», that
<till survives in Jibb. d3te’ «spring», Mch. data «Spring
rain». etc. This seems to match the Jibbali Sdhaz estebi
«winter gump», the lowest quality «harvested during the
coldest season of the ycar» (Morris & Miller 1988: 301 b:
of also Mormis, in print), from $ére’ «winter, ca. Jan.-
March», cognate of Ar. §ita® «winter. Morris & Miller
(1988: 301 b) and Mortis (in print) point out that this spring
or winler incense (named alter the scason the culs are ad-
ministered or the gum is harvesied) has been collected 1n
(relatively) recent times outside of the best areas, and only
when «lhe prices for gum were high. Indeed also Pliny re-
marked that iam quaestus alteram vindemiam acdfert «now
demand introduced a second harvest», whereas meti semel
anno solebat minore occasione vendend, «it used to be the
custom to gather it only once a year, when there were fewer
opportunitics of sclling 1t».

A complex classification based upon the size and quality
of the picces of the beeyo, the Som. [rankincense from
Bosw. sacra (or carteri), has been published by Reinisch
(1902: 93b [.; the Som. forms in angled brackets are in
Reinisch's notation, the other ones in the current oflicial or-
thography):

(0.) i. <'andd> m. «dic beste sortex;
i, <fusis, fesus > m.,
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i, nakhwe, < nagwa> m. «harz das nach wegnahimne
der zwel ersten sorlen aus dem rest sorgfiltig auspele-
sen wird»;

iv. <ddbaq. ddbag> m. «ciwas mindere sorte als
ndqwa, doch dieser am nichsten kommend und von
den hiindlern auch als ndgwa verkaultn;

v. iskujir, <is-ku-jir> m. «ein gemisch von guicm
und yerunreiniglemharzer;

vi. <luibla> [. «harz von waber angequollen und
davon schwarz geworden»;

vii. <jendal> or < majéndal > m. «harz das tber
der rinde zur erde gefloBen und daher mit sand und
staub vcrunn:in’bgt IS,

Were Som. cquciqr_f (Reinisch’s < “andd >) to be con-
firmed by other sources, It could be an obvious cognalc of
Eg. ‘noyw (= Hesych. aévuov) «Harz», w«incense» Of
«myrrh» reconstructed as 1/l ~ W by Edel (1980: 47, who al-
SO Sugpests (ranscribing ‘nny rather than ‘nryw) ' Its connec-
ion with Semitic (Heb., Aram., Syr., Ar., Geez) Jint «lo em-
balm» suggested, €.g., by Reinisch (1902, p. 937, has (o €x-
plain the 1wo somewhat ad hoc correspondences Eg. Vs,
Sem. i and Eg. 1 vs. Sem. [. On the other hand, if the Som.
word actually exists and is not a loan from Egyptian or f[roma
third language, it could have an East Cushitic etymology in
*a(a)n- «iilkn, cf. Som. caan-o, Rendille laan-t, Oromo
aann-dn, but Alac har, predicnlu (form hdna with short -a- L3
This etymology would involve the samc metaphoric connec-
Lion between «milk» and «[rankincense» as in modem [rank-
incense-related Som. oral poetry reported, €. B, bY Ahmed
Yusuf Farah (1994: 135 [f.), that often portrays frankincense
rees as female camels (hat are milked of their sap. The fol-
lowing short song Jlliterated in g provides a good example of
this (from Ahmed Yusuf Facah 1994: 33, 135):

Geel an naga gablooleyn «Camels that never run dry of milk

—

" For the exact incaning of ‘nryw as «inyrths in Late Egyplian sce nOW
Dewrd (1994: 44 [(), conhirming Hesychius's gloss afvuoy: Alyunuoy

opuvpvioy, CI. also Germer (1982, 1986), and Niclsen (1986: 5 [T, [ns. 67
and 521).

4 Som. -dad and Eg, -ryw would thus have a sulfixal vrigin.
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Haliba gaawa leedahay Female camels yielding each a buck-
etful of milk

That don't need lo be walered

And never risk to starve

We have in the Guban region.»

An biyo loo garsaareyn
Gaajana looga yuabeyn
Yaa Gubunka noogu yaal.

Since camel pastoralism has been practised in the Horn
of Africa for at least 2 kys, still earlicr in Southern Arabia (cf.
Rullict 1975, Banti 1993), and cattlc have been herded in (he
same regions already much earlier than that, it 1s possible that
the metaphoric imagery of this modern poem actually is of
considerable antiquity. It may even Occur in the family of
(rankincense names from (he root [bn, that means «white» in
several Semitic languages (e.g., . Ug., Hebr. laban,
Mehri awban ~ fdyban < ¢l. elc.), but «milk» in Arabic
laban ©. The «whiter-metaphor obviously matches the whit-
ish (candichun) colour of the best grade of frankincense, but
it would be interesting 10 know whether any instance of the
«mnilk»-metaphor can be found in ancicnl SOUTCCs.

The majority of the lerms listed by Reinisch above are
actually Arabic words, as one would expect since most of
the Irankincense trade has been going through Aden in the
last centuries. In this manncr < fusiis >, the same as South-
ern Ar. lubdn fusiy that was the best quality of frankincense
in Aden according 10 Hunter (1877: 113: of. also Behnstedt
1993: 162), is the Ar. pl. fustis «gemstones». Ar. fass «gem-
stones also occurs in the name of another commercial grade
of lrankincense: Som. fas-saqiir < AT. [ass sagir asimall
gecmslone», onc of the intermediate qualities of resin from
Bosw. [rereana (Ahmed Yusuf Farah 1994: 17). Nakhwe 18
Ar. nagwah «top quality (of dales, elc.)» (Kazimirski: 1335
b), and < ddbaq > or <dabaq > 15 Yem. Ar. tabag with the
expected d ~d, variation in a Som. adaptation of Ar. . This
word is translated both as «[ein Wethrauchbau m| fur fusis»
and as « = lubbdn badawi» (3 quality of (rankincense) in
Behnstedt (1993: 132). Itis probably 2 metonymic speciali-
<ation of Yem. Ar. [abaq «round lray woven in palm leaves»
or tabagah «storeroom for grains, cereals, etc.» (Piamenta

“ Alrcady in the Koran, €.5.. misqi-Lum .. lubanan halisan si’igan li-

3. liribing awe give you ... pure milk, delicious for those who dnnk 1=
(16.66). '
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1991: 300 a), and thus refers (0 where frankincense was kepl
for selling.

The infenor quality that had been swollen by water was
called <uibla > from Ar. hubld «pregnant», and < jéndal >
or < majéndal> , the resin thal had fallen on the ground and
was mixed with dust, is from Ar. jandala «throw 10 the
ground» Of Ar. jundal «sandiger boden» (according to Rein-
isch 1902: 94). On the other hand iskujir, a blend of good
and low frankincense grades, is a fully Som. word, since it 1s

clearly a root noun from Som. iskii jir- «to be logether, be
mixed»,

4 The ficst account of how frankincense is tapped can be
found in Theophrastus (Hist. PL. [V.iv.4): the trees had inci-
sions (Evropdac) both in their stems (ta otekéxn) and in
their branches (toug xhGdovg). The former looked WOTEQ
AELv]) ... tetpiolal «as f they had been cut with an axc»,
while the latter had slighter (Aentot€Qag) incisions. The
only 1nstruments he mentions explicitly, however, are iron
lols (ownpotg) for scraping off (roEveLy) the resin that
remains sticking to the trees.

Medieval Arabic authors mentioned axes (an-Nuwayri,
of Grohmann 1930: 127 [.) and knives for administering 1n-
cisions (o the trees (yajrahina-ha bi-s-sikkin «they wound il
(the tree) with the knife», Yaqat 111z 577 (Wiistenfeld]). Ina
Soq. account of how (cankincense was harvested in Dholar
in the late 19th century, D. H. Miller (1905: 43) mentioned
menéqas min héschin wa di-yiile bis be-*éd tarb «Eisenham-
mer. deren Griff Holz ist» for cutting the bark and mendqif
(d-héshin «ciserne Meilel» for scraping the dry gum (rom
the trees. The pl. menéqas is from the noun of instrument of
MSA NQOS «open, take off; extract (an embedded thomn)»
(cf. also Dath. Ar. NQS «casser, arracher», Landberg 1942:
2813) that is recorded as Jib. nuinkus pl. minebkes «pincers»
and hars. menkds «id.»*, and also in Yem. Ar. mingds
«elaborate pincetien®’. But 1t does not occur in modern ac-
counts of frankincense harvesting. Instead, these mention
the other tool, that consists in a long wooden handle with el-

“ Cf. Juhnstone (1981: 1915 1977:91).
9 C Pramenta (1991 494 b).
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(her one or lwo blades (one at each of its ends). The two-
bladed variety is described for north-gdsiem Somalia both
by Ahmed Yusul Farah (1994: 62) and Axmed Cartan
Xaange (1984: 27, with a drawing on p. 27). The single-
bladed one has been portrayed for the frankincense-gather-
ing arcas in Southern Arabia by Martinetz et al. (1989: 83)
and Morris & Miller (1988: 81).

(p.) MNQI «tool for harvesting frankincense»
Dhof. Ar. mancaf ~ manqif «frankincense knife hav-
ing a long wooden handle and a small blade» (Elqassa-
i 1984: 45, Mandaville 1980: 87), Meh. mdnkaf «id.»
(cf. Juhn 1902: 217, Morris, in print);
Dhof. Ar. mungif «frankincense knile», Jib. munsif
«id.» (cl. Morris, in print);
Jib. minkgf «wd.» (cl. Johnstone 1981: 190);
Som. mingdaf > migaaf «[rankincense knife having a
long wooden handle and (wo small blades, a sharp onc
for cutting (Som. aféeye) and a blunt one for scraping
(Som. habtogure)».

These are all nouns derived from NQF «peeling off,
picking off, removing sth. (as a dry crust)», that specialized
‘nlo «removing dry frankincense drops» and subscquently
into «make incisions on a tree for lapping frunkincense» at-
lested, . g., in Som. nagaf «lo make small cuts (on a frank-
cense tree)» and ndgaf «incision (n.) on 2 frankincense
trcen. Agenl nouns occur in Dhof. Ar. engif «Weihrauchar-
beiters and Meh. neqqaf «ido»*. All the Som. forms imply
S Ar. -G- or S. Arabian glottalised k- [-k'-], otherwise one
would expect Som. -kh- = =g~ The historical phonology of
MSA is not sufficiently known for one (0 reconstruct with
certainty the original vocalisation of Jib. minkéf, but ils scc-
ond vowel was probably a short *-a-, cf. Lonnet (1993: 63
(). We thus remain with three or four allotropes of this
word: manqaf ~ manqif (S. Ar., Mchr.), munqif (Dhol.
Ar.. Jib.), *minkaf (7 Jib., [ not < *manqaf), *mingdf
(Som., il long -d- is not due (0 MSA secondary lengthening,

“ Cr. Rhodokanakis (19113 60 3) and Landberg (1942: 2816) for Dhol.
Ar., and Jahn (14022 217) for Mchn,
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of Lonnet 1993: 62). Of these, manqgaf has a pauern known
for nouns of instrument In Southerm Ar. dialects (Qalisheh
1992: 105), and *minkaf has a patiem often used for this
kind of nouns in Classical Ar. beside the more usual pattern
of *mingaf (Brockelmann 1908: §§ 197 a, 199). [nstead,
mungif, apparently an aclive participle of the |V form, 1s not
\ nown (0 be used for nouns of instrument.

S.Ina gencral way, the comparison belween Semitic and
Cushitic names, as well as a few Epyputian terms. reveals
come cases of straightforward lexical diffusion already in
ancient times. However, (here are also some striking diver-
gences, already in Geez, but espegially 1n MSA and Som.
Mhat have several words such as CLISA SHZ «gum, resin,
fcankincense», Som. béeyo «Bosw. sacra Of carteri and its
incense», or Som. yagedr -~ jagcdr «Bosw. frereana» that
seem (0 be wholly 1solated and still defy any attempt {O find
plausible etymologics. This may indicate that, while the
frankincense trade diffused a number of especially Semitic
words over a wide area already 1n antiquity ' = and sull does
<o in modem times, since the many Ar. words in the Som.
laxonoiny under (0.) are likely to be quite recent louns —, the
harvesting of the gums continues separate traditions in the
different areas. Nevertheless, the main tool for performing
this harvest, the MANQF, has the same name everywhere, an
indication that it is a rather recenl introduction, in spite of
the fact that iron tools were used already in the IV century
BCE (as reported by Theophrastus), unless its spread can be
explained through the fact that at least since the last century
Somali workers were employed in the harvest of both frank-
incense and myrrh in Hadramaul and elsewhere in Yemen,
as well as in Dhofar .

Finally, the etymologies discussed in this paper show
(hat a handful of metonymic procedures underlie most of the
names of these aromata: swhite» because of the colour of
the frankincense sap, «bitter» from the laste of the myrrh

% On the trade routes along the Red Sea in ancient tunes see now (he
eacellent book by De Romanis (1996).

“* Pace Groom (1Y81: 148), thal Somalis today gather frankincense
1150 in Dhofar has been kindly told us by De. M. Moms.
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sap, «smoke» for incense, «(good) smell», «select (quali-
Ly)», €lc.
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