THE TERMS “ASSYRIA” AND “SYRIA” AGAIN
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SINCE antiquity there has been a debate about whether there is a linguistic con-
nection between the words “Assyria” and “Syria.” In 1617 John Selden suggested that the
name “Syria” is simply a corruption of “Assyria.”! Konrad Noldeke restated this assump-
tion in 1881 in a meticulous reexamination of the question.? The results of Noldeke’s study
were generally received as authoritative. The debate, however, was kept alive in the follow-
ing century. Eduard Schwartz examined some of the Classical authors’ statements in greater
detail® and agreed with Noldeke’s conclusions. Payton Helm, in his 1980 survey of the
current state of the debate, reaffirmed the conclusions of Noldeke and Schwartz.* In 1981
John A. Tvedtnes denied the by now established connection between “Assyria” and “Syria”
in an article published in this journal. He focused on the ancient Egyptian term Hrw for
his proposed etymology:3 “The development Hrw — Sa(i)ri is not totally unexpected, for
we have numerous other examples of 4 — § (in addition to %) in Coptic. And herein lies
what is possibly the correct derivation of the Greek Suria. It may well have come from the
Egyptian Hrw at a time when the latter was already pronounced similarly to its Coptic
counterpart (i.e., *Suri).’6 This opinion did not, however, remain unchallenged. In a re-
joinder, which also appeared in this journal, in 1992, Richard Frye argued that Tvedtnes’
explanation is a most unlikely one:” “It is conceivable, of course, that the Egyptians had
a term for the Hurrians which they confused with later Assyria/Syria, but both the vocal-
ization of the word ‘Syria’ and the reconstructed Middle Egyptian word *Suri present
problems, while the identification of Assyria with Syria does not.”® In this context Frye
reiterated the main arguments put forward by Noldeke, Schwartz, and Helm, i.e., that, in
Greek, usage of the terms “Assyria” and “Syria” was applied almost interchangeably for an
area that was roughly the same as that covered by the Assyrian empire. Only the “Syrians”
of Cappadocia and northern Anatolia around Sinope posed some problems. Frye assumed
that these “Syrians” may have been descendants of the Assyrian trading posts established
at the beginning of the second millennium B.c.® Helm speculated about an independent
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origin of the name in this special case.'® Schwartz and Noldeke thought that the Assyrian
empire may have included Cappadocia and the areas farther north.!' There were also slight
differences concerning the original meaning of the terms “Assyria” and “Syria” in the Greek
sources. Frye believed that the Greeks equated the Assyrian empire with its Aramaic-
speaking population and that therefore there was an ethnolinguistic origin. Noldeke and
Schwartz, however, supposed that the original meaning was a political or, at least, geo-
graphical one. But nearly all the scholars—Noldeke and Schwartz as well as Helm and
Frye—were convinced that the term “Syria” from “Assyria” developed in a Greek context,
just as their argumentation exclusively exploited Greek sources of Classical and late an-
tiquity. Helm put it this way: “Nothing in the early references to Xvpin and Accvpin in-
dicates any trace of a distinction between them, which one might certainly expect if the
terms derived from origins as different as Sur (a coastal trading city) and ASSur (an inland
military power).”!? Thus the explanation of Helm and his predecessors was, on the one hand,
well founded but, on the other hand, remained hypothetical, since there was no way for their
assumptions to be put to the test.

New evidence regarding the origins of the term “Syria” has emerged recently, however,
with the publication of a Hieroglyphic Luwian and Phoenician bilingual inscription from a
monument found in Turkey by Recai Tekoglu and André Lemaire in Cinekdy, in the vicinity
of Adana.!’ The monument depicts in bas-relief a male god, i.e., the storm-god Tarhunzas/
Baal, who stands on a chariot pulled by a pair of bulls.!* The bilingual inscription below
offers the key to identifying the historical context. The statue was dedicated by Warikas/
Urikki, king of Hiyawa/Adana, i.e., Cilicia, who is well known from the Neo-Assyrian
texts of Tiglath-pileser ITI (744—727) and Sargon II (721-705)."5 He is also named in the
Phoenician stela of Hassan-Beyli!® and in the famous bilingual inscription from Karatepe,
which gives an account of the work of his subordinate ruler Azatiwada.!” The Cinekdy in-
scription introduces Warikas/Urikki not only as a successful king, but also as an ally of
his Assyrian overlord and characterizes this special relationship in terms that hint at some
close bond.'® The Luwian version has Warikas/Urikki proclaim:

§VI And then, the/an Assyrian king (su+ra/i-wa/i-ni-sa(URBS))and the whole Assyrian
“House” (su+ra/i-wa/i-za-ha(URBS)) were made a fa[ther and a mo]ther for me,
§VII and Hiyawa and Assyria (su+ra/i-wa/i-ia-sa-ha(URBS)) were made a single “House.”!’
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The Phoenician version reads as follows:

Line 7: And the king [of Assur and (?)]

Line 8: the whole “House” of Assur (’§R) were for me a father [and a]
Line 9: mother, and the DNNYM and the Assyrians CSRYM)

Line 10: were a single “House.”?°

These lines both offer a glimpse of the ideology of an Assyrian vassal kingdom on the
fringes of the empire and are an essential aid for any attempt at explaining the linguistic
relationship of the terms “Assyria” and “Syria.” Luwian “su+ra/i-wa/i-ni-sa(URBS)” and
“su+ra/i-wa/i-za-ha(URBS)” are equivalent to Phoenician “38R” and “>SRYM”: the Luwian
forms are clearly truncated versions—by way of aphesis—of the Phoenician ones. The ob-
servation that the loss of A-mobile is a characteristic phenomenon in nomina propria of
the Anatolian milieu was first made by Paul Kretschmer,?! who, of course, could not have
known the inscription of Cinekdy.??> He also did not focus on this particular problem—
rather, he attempted to demonstrate that Hittite Ahhiyava has to be equated with the Cilician
“Yrnoyatoi of Herodotus 7.91.2% The inscription of Cinekdy may also shed new light on this
intractable problem—although it is not our concern here?*—since the land of Cilicia is called
“Hiyawa,” which seems in some way related not only to “Yrmayotoi, but also to Ahhiyava.?
More important in the context of the present study, however, is the fact that the inscription
of Cinekoy provides incontrovertible proof that the Luwians used to pronounce “Assyria”
without the initial aleph.? Since a second Luwian inscription presents the toponym in the
form “a-st+ra/i(REGIO)-wa/i-na-ti(URBS),”? it is evident that “Sura/i” and “Asura/i” are
simply variant versions of one and the same name; however, we should see this conclusion
in a broader context. As demonstrated by Noldeke and others, the Greek usage of “Assyria”
and “Syria” was almost interchangeable. Furthermore, Simo Parpola has recently shown
that in late seventh-century B.C. Aramaic documents from Assyria the name ASSur (pro-
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add this material to our considerations, it becomes clear that the inscription of Cinekdy does
not only represent another argument in favor of the derivation of “Syria” from “Assyria,”
but also points to the origins of this development. It may seem surprising, therefore, that the
significance of the Cinekdy inscription concerning this question has not yet been recog-
nized. It is true that Tekoglu saw the close parallel between the two forms “Sura/i” and
“Asura/i,” but he used it only to show the meaning of the term “Sura/i” in Luwian inscrip-
tions.?? The inscription of Cinekdy, however, contains much more information. It testifies
to the fact that the abbreviation was already current in the last third of the eighth century
B.C., and it demonstrates that the original linguistic and historical context was not a Greek
or an Assyrian one but the multilingual milieu of southern Anatolia and northern Syria at the
beginning of the Iron Age.*® This milieu was characterized by several small kingdoms where
Luwians, Phoenicians, and Arameans played a dominant role.?! In the eighth century B.C.
they came increasingly under Assyrian political pressure.’? It was about the same time that
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the Greeks established closer contacts with these regions in which Cilicia also played a
crucial role.®? It also seems that these Greeks encountered “Sura/i” and “Asura/i” (by now
the fully evolved equivalents for one and the same region) and rendered them in Greek as
“Syria” and “Assyria.” These terms were used in subsequent centuries as interchangeable
toponyms, although both terms also began to carry special connotations as was demon-
strated by Noldeke, Schwartz, and others.3* Since antiquity, scholars have both doubted
and emphasized this relationship. It is the contention of this paper that the Cinekdy inscrip-

tion settles the problem once and for all.
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