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‘Armenian’ actually refers to several languages, in-
cluding Standard Eastern and Western Armenian,
Middle (/Medieval/Cilician) Armenian, and Classical
Armenian, as well as Zok, formerly spoken by the
Armenian inhabitants of southeastern Nakhichevan;
Kistinek, spoken by the Armenian inhabitants
of Musaler, Turkey; Kesbenuek, spoken by the
Armenian inhabitants of Kesab, Syria; Homshetsma
or Homshetsnak (referred to as Hemşince in Turkish),
spoken by the Hemshinli of northeast Turkey and
the Hamshen Armenians of the Black Sea coastal
regions of Abkhazia and Russia; and dozens of other
mutually unintelligible variants of Armenian origi-
nally spoken in Turkey, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Iran,
Georgia, Abkhazia, Russia, and Israel. Lomavren, the
language of the Bosha (or Posha) gypsies of Turkey

and Armenia, draws its grammar from the Erzerum
dialect of Armenian but its lexicon is mostly of Indic
origin; it therefore is not clear whether or not the
language should be classified as a form of Armenian.
All employ the Armenian alphabet (created by
Mesrob at the beginning of the 5th century) except
for the Turkish forms of Homshetsma, which nor-
mally appear only in oral contexts, but in recent
years have begun to show up in Turkish orthography
in collections of word lists from minority groups
in Turkey, lyrics on CDs, and the like.

Armenian belongs to the Indo-European family,
and is commonly believed to be most closely related
to Greek and Indo-Iranian. (For instance, all three
share a prohibitive particle *me: (Greek me:, Sanskrit
ma:, Armenian mi) and the imperfect third-person
singular augment *e- (as in Greek e-pher-e, Sanskrit
a-bhar-a-t, Armenian e-ber ‘(s)he/it carried’). Many
more such parallels are discussed in Clackson, 1994.)
Because of its many loans from various Middle
Iranian languages, especially Parthian, Armenian
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was thought to be an Iranian dialect until Heinrich
Hübschmann demonstrated in 1875 that it was a dis-
tinct branch of the Indo-European family. Scholars
disagree on how the Armenians came to historical
Armenia, the eastern half of present-day Turkey cen-
tered around Lake Van and Mount Ararat; some
believe they came southward from the Russian steppe,
others believe they and the Hittites came eastward
from Greece, and others suggest they moved only a
short distance from an original Indo-European home-
land in the Transcaucasus. It is most likely that
this settlement occurred in the second millennium
B.C. The earliest mentions of the Armenians occur
in the inscriptions of the Achaemenid Persian king
Darius (6th century B.C.) and the Greek historian
Herodotus (5th century B.C.)

The earliest written records of the Armenian lan-
guage date from the 5th century A.D. shortly after the
conversion of the Armenians to Christianity in the 4th
century led to the creation of an Armenian alphabet
by Mesrob around 401 and a systematic program
of translating the books of the Bible. The language
of the earliest translations was Classical Armenian
(also called grabar, ‘written [language]’), which con-
tinued as the preferred literary form of Armenian
until the 19th century, when it was supplanted by
the three modern literary dialects.

In linguistic terms Armenian is notable for its sig-
nificant divergences from Proto-Indo-European,
particularly in terms of pronunciation and vocabu-
lary. Some of the more striking phonological changes
are the development of a rich set of affricates (ts,
dz, etc.), the loss of final syllable rimes (e.g., PIE
*worgjom ‘work’>Classical Armenian gorts), the
change of initial *dw to erk- (e.g., PIE *dwo: ‘2’>
Classical Armenian erku), and the change of original
*w to g. Most striking in the vocabulary of Armenian
is the rarity of words inherited from Indo-European
and the overwhelming predominance of words of un-
known origin. Unsurprisingly, native IE words survive
primarily in the core vocabulary: mayr ‘mother’ <
*ma:ter, hayr ‘father’ < *pater, khoyr ‘sister’ < *swe-
sor, kov ‘cow’ < *gwows, tun ‘house’ < *domos, em
‘I am’ < *esmi. The remainder of the lexicon is drawn
primarily from Parthian, and to a lesser extent Greek
and Syriac (q.v. Hübschmann, 1895); several hundred
and perhaps as many as several thousand words are
of unknown origin, most likely having come from
Urartian, Hurrian, and other now-extinct autochtho-
nous languages. Armenian also incorporated large
numbers of Arabic words following the expansion
of the Arabs in the Middle East in the 7th century,
and the spoken language absorbed thousands of
Turkish words following the arrival of Turkic tribes
in Anatolia beginning in the 11th century.

Though there are dozens of mutually unintelligi-
ble varieties of Armenian, all share certain features.
Proto-Armenian had four verbal conjugations, char-
acterized by theme vowels -e-, -i-, -A-, and -u- (be&-e-m
‘I carry’, wawsim ‘I speak’, wndam ‘I rejoice’, zgen-u-m
‘I wear’); most modern dialects (including the West-
ern and Eastern literary languages) have completely
or partially lost the -u- conjugation, and standard
Eastern Armenian has merged the -i- conjugation
into the -e- conjugation. There were originally three
morphologically distinct sets of personal endings for
verbs – present, imperfect, and aorist – which were
used in combination with additional tense and as-
pect markers to form the various tenses and moods.
The system of nominal morphology in Proto- and
Classical Armenian was rich, preserving the IE nomi-
native, accusative, genitive, dative, instrumental, ab-
lative, and locative cases in both singular and plural
(but the IE dual was lost); there were at least eight
different declensions, distinguished primarily by dif-
ferent theme vowels. This system was significantly
reduced by the medieval period; Middle Armenian
and the modern varieties now use the singular endings
for the plural as well, and have only one productive
declension, formed from parts of the original -i- and
-o- declensions. With the exception of pronouns, the
inventory of cases has significantly reduced as well:
the accusative has merged with the nominative,
and the genitive with the dative. Proto-Armenian
had several participial forms, but only two of these
survive into the modern period: the original past par-
ticiple -eal is now -el in the Eastern dialects, and the
original present participle -oR is now used as a present
participle and for relativizing subjects of subordi-
nate clauses, as in the following Standard Western
Armenian example:

Ajn khi&kh-e khen-oR gin-e
that book-def. buy-pres.ppl. woman-def.
‘the woman that is buying that book’

The Western dialects have replaced -eal with -ats
(> -adz) for past participles; all modern dialects
also use the -ats participle to relative non-subjects
of subordinate clauses, as in the following Western
example:

(khu) khen-Adz khi&kh-eth

2sgGEN buy-past.ppl. book-2sgPOSS

‘the book that you (have) bought’

Most of the changes between Classical and Modern
Armenian first appear in the medieval period in
Middle Armenian documents, associated with the
Armenian kingdom of Cilicia, which flourished
from the 11th to 15th centuries A.D. in what is now
south-central Turkey. Middle Armenian is generally
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Western in character, though it shares many features
with Eastern dialects as well. It inverts the pronunci-
ation of the Classical Armenian plain voiced and
voiceless stops (e.g., berem ‘I carry’> perem, pat
‘wall’> bad), a feature that is preserved in the mod-
ern Cilician dialects of Zeytun and Hadjin but differs
from the Western and Eastern literary varieties (East-
ern preserves the Classical system [bE&Em]; Western
devoices and aspirates the original voiced series
[ph

E&Em]). The Cilician kingdom was in close contact
with several Crusader kingdoms; as a result, it bor-
rowed a significant number of words from Crusader
French, most famously what comes out as the stan-
dard Western form for ‘mister’, baron.

In the 19th century Armenian nationalists became
interested in developing a literary form of the modern
language. This was brought about by excising most
Turkish forms from the regional dialects and replac-
ing them with new borrowings from the classical
language. The intellectual center around which the
new Western literary language was organized was
Constantinople (modern Istanbul), though many fea-
tures of the standard dialect (including the pronunci-
ation of the consonants) do not come from the
Armenian dialect originally spoken there. The same
holds for Eastern Armenian with respect to Erevan.
The relationship between the two modern literary
dialects is somewhat complicated; there are many
grammatical differences (e.g., W ge si&Em vs. E si&um
Em ‘I love’, W bidi si&Em vs. E kesi&Em ‘I will love’
(note that the same form is used for the present in
W and the future in E) and lexical differences (e.g.,
W dZE&mAg vs. E spitAk ‘white’; W hOs vs. E EstER
‘here’, W bEdkh

A&An vs. E zukh
A&An ‘bathroom’,

W hAvgith vs. E dzu ‘egg’), and most Western speakers
have difficulty understanding Eastern, but many East-
ern speakers are relatively comfortable with the West-
ern dialect. This asymmetry in mutual intelligibility
most likely results from the fact that large numbers of
speakers of Western dialects fled to Eastern Armenia
following the Russo-Turkish war in 1828 and the
Turkish Genocide in 1915–1920, whereas before
the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991 most Western
Armenians had little or no exposure to Eastern Arme-
nian. The fact that there is some mutual intelligibil-
ity in both directions can also be linked to the fact
that the literary dialects tend to borrow the same
forms from Classical Armenian, and (at least in recent
decades) employ the same newly coined words.

The destruction of the Armenian homeland and
more than a million Armenians by the Ottoman gov-
ernment in 1915–1920 rendered most nonstandard
varieties of modern Armenian moribund; with few
exceptions the Armenians in the diaspora (primarily
Lebanon, France, and notably in the Los Angeles area

of the United States) speak only Standard Western
Armenian. There were approximately 6.8 million
speakers of Armenian in 1996, but all varieties of
the language except for Standard Eastern Armenian
are in immediate danger of extinction as very few
diaspora Armenians under the age of 30 speak the
language fluently.

Whereas Classical Armenian was relatively Indo-
European in its syntactic and morphological structure,
all varieties of Modern Armenian are typologically
muchcloser toTurkish and the Balkan languages. Com-
pare, for instance, the formation of relative clauses,
exemplified by ‘I saw the bird that was singing in
the tree’: Classical – tesi ez-thertShun-en o& e&gEr i
ve&Aj tsAr-oj-n (I.saw specific-bird-definite that was.-
singing in on tree-genitive-definite), Western – dzAr-i-
n ve&A jE&khOR thertShun-e dEsA (tree-gen.-def. on sing-
ing bird-def.I.saw). Western Armenian has undergone
additional influence from Turkish and Greek (cf.
sdEpRin ‘carrot’, istAkhOz ‘lobster’, bAnthOg ‘hotel’),
whereas Eastern Armenian has been heavily influ-
enced by Russian (e.g., the standard form for ‘pota-
toes’ is kh

A&thOfli, and the word for ‘gay’ is gAlubOj,
from the Russian word originally meaning ‘sky blue’;
the native word for ‘blue’, kApujt, cannot be used in
this sense).

The Lord’s Prayer in Different Varieties of
Armenian, Rendered in the IPA
Classical Armenian (E miatsin ms. 229,
989 A.D.)

Table 1 The Armenian alphabet, with IPA equivalents for

eastern pronunciation

A ts dZ
b k r

g h s

d dz v

(j)E R t

z tS &

E m ts
h

e j u

t
h

n p
h

Z S k
h

i (v)o O
l tS

h
f

w p
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hAj& me& o& je&kines. su&b eRitshi Anun kho. eketsh
E

A&kh
Ajuthiwn kho. eRitshin kAmkh kho o&pEs

jerkines ew je&k&i. ezhAtsh me& hAnApAzo&d tu& mez
AjsAw&. ew thoR mez ezpA&tis me&. o&pEs ew mekh

thoRumkh me&otsh pA&tApAnAtsh. ew mi tAni& ezmez
i pho&dzuthiwn. ajRj phe&keA ezmez i tSh

A&E. zi kho E

A&kh
Ajuthiwn ew zAw&uthiwn ew ph

Arkh jAwiteAnes.
AmEn.

Standard Eastern Armenian

hAj& mE&, vO& jE&kenkhum Es. su&ph thOR lini khO
Anune. khO th

AgAvO&uthjune thOR gA. khO kAmkhe
thOR lini jE&k&i ve&A , intShpEs vO& jE&kenkhum E. mE&
hAnApAzO&jA hAtshe tu& mEz AjsO&. jEv thOR mEz mE&
pA&tkh

E&e, intShpEs jEv mEnkh
Enkh thORnum mE&

pA&tAkAn:E&in. jEv mi tA& mEz phO&dzuthjAn, Ajl
phe&ki& mEz tSh

A&itsh. vO&OvhEtEv khOn: E

th
AgAvO&uthjune jEv zO&uthjune jEv ph

Arkhe
hAvitjAnes. AmEn.

Standard Western Armenian

Ov hAj& mE& vO& jE&ginkhn Es, khu Anuneth su&ph el:A.
khu thAkh

AvO&uthjuneth kh
A. khu gAmkheth el:A

intShbEs jE&ginkhe, nujnbEs jE&g&i ve&A. mE& AmEn
O&vAn hAtshe AjsO& Al mEzi du&, mEzi nE&E mE&
bA&dkh

E&e intShbEs mEnkh
Al ge nE&Enkh mE&

bA&dAgAn:E&un. u mEz phO&tshuthjAn mi dAni&, hAbA

tSh
A&En mEz AzAdE. kh

Anzi khugeth E

thAkh
AvO&uthjune jEv zO&uthjune u ph

Arkhe
hAvidjAnes. AmEn.

Zeytun Dialect (Cilicia, South-Central
Turkey)

Ov mEj bobe Oj ijginkhn-is, khu Anunet sujp thORnA.
khu thEkh

Evyythynet thuR kO. khu gOmkhet thuR lA,
intShbEs ijginkhe, indEn El ijgEjin vijO. mij AmEn
œjvEn hOtshe Esœj miz tuj. jEv miz nEjE mij bOjdkhe,
tShOtsh vO& minkh

El ge nEjinkh mij bOjdkhi dEjE&un.
jEv miz phOjtsuth

An mi dAnej, hAbO tShOjEn miz
AzAdE. tShunkhi khin: E th

Ekh
Evyjythyne jEv

zOjuthyne u phOrkhe. hAvidjAnes hAvidEnitsh. AmEn.

Kesab

œv mie& bybe, su&p ERni kh
E ænun,

kh
EthEkh

Evy&uthyne theR kO, kh
E i&AdEthet en:O,

tShytshe& khi i&gænkhe the&zEn El ikEdine, mie& AmEn
Evy& hoetshe du& miez Es Evy& El, mie& bO&dkhe miezi
bARetShlAmuS e&O tShytshe& khi mienkh

ginonkh

mie&ontshe, vE zezmiez phO&tsythjAn mi dAnO, hAbO
wAlesO i tSh

A&ien, tShynkhi kh
E E th

Ekh
Evy&uthyne,

tSh
E&Efe, khuvEthe, hAvidieines hAvidOnitsh

AmOn.
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musulman de Hemşin. Brussels: Palais des Académies.

Finck F N (1907). Die Sprache der armenischen Zigeuner.
St. Petersburg.
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