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On the Origin of Hungarian cickány ‘shrew 
(soricidae)’1 

 
Árpád Berta  

University of Szeged 
 
Abstract: Borrowed words in Hungarian language from Turkish is one of the 

most important fields of research in Hungarian Turcology. In this article , the 
word cickány is examined and an attempt is made to prove that it’s of Turkish 
origin.  

Key words: Hungarian, Turkic, loanwords, cickány. 
 
I would like to express my respect for Prof. Talat Tekin by submitting 

the following etymology, which is to be published in the upcoming book 
The Early Turkic Loan-Words in Hungarian, co-edited by Professor 
András Róna-Tas and myself. I specially selected this entry from among 
those I have written as it discusses a special item from the Hungarian 
lexicon. As previously stated by Benkő (1967-1984/1:427b; 1993- 

1997/1: 66a), cickány represents a form copied from the German 
scientific language but has its ultimate origin in Turkic. 

cickány [cickań] ‘shrew (soricidae)’. 1800 tzitzkány [cickāń] | cickāń 
<*cickan or *sickan ← German scientific lg, cf. dshilkis sitskan 
‘Streifmaus’, dschilkis-tsitskan ‘Schwertelmaus’ ← T sïcqan, cïcqan 
‘mouse; rat’ | OT sïčºġan ‘id.’ <PT ? *sïčVgAn.  

                                                 
1The contribution was completed within the framework of the Turkology Research Group 
workshop of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences and the University of Szeged. 
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The T background 
OT: sïčġan ‘Maus’ (UHeilk. I, 56); cf. sïčġan kün sïčġan ödindä ‘am 

Tage und in der Stunde der Maus’ (UTTVII 25:25); sïčqan (sicqaṃ) 
‘Maus’ (B [P:33]); sičġān ‘mouse 

(fāra)’, sičġān yili ‘The name of one of the twelve years among the 
Turks’ (AK) cf. Dankoff-Kelly under sič- ‘defecate (taġawwaŧa)’ 

MT: sïčqan ‘rat’ (UHy) sïčġan ‘mouse’ (ABF), sïčqan, sïčan ‘mysz’ 
(AHŠ), s|čġān ‘al-fa’r [mouse]’ (AIM), sïčġan ‘sıçan’, cf. sïčġan yïlï 
‘Türkçe on iki yıl adlarından birinci yılın adıdır’, cf. sïč- ‘kalın 
bağırsaktan pislik çıkarmak’ (AIMI), sïčan ‘mouse, rat’, sïčqan: sïčqan 

yïl ‘year of the mouse’ (AKD), sïčġan, sïčan ‘souris’ (AChag), 
sïčġan/sïčan ‘souris’ (AChag), sičan, sičqan ‘myš′, krysa; die Maus, die 
Ratte’ (AChagR), sïčġan ‘mouse’, also the name of one of the Turkish 
years (AChagSC), čïčkan ‘Maus; Ratte’, sïčġan ‘id.’ (AChagŠSK), 
sïčqan ‘Ratte’ (LCCI), sïčġan ‘fare’, (Tkm.) sïčan, sïčtan (error for 
sïčqan) ‘id.’ (AAH), sïčan ‘yumran, fare’ (AAHI), śïčqan ‘szczur, mysz; 
rat, souris’ (ABul), śïčqan ‘szczur, mysz; rat, souris’ (ADur), sïčqan 

‘Ratte’, (Tkm.) sïčan ‘id.’, cf. sïč- ‘scheissen’ (AHou), šïšqan/šïšan ‘al-
fa’r’ (AKav), śïčan, šïšqan, śïšqan ‘myš′’ (ATuh), sïšqan/sïčan ‘sıçan 
denen hayvancık’ (ATuhA), sïčan: sïčanotu ‘arsenik’, sïčan yolu 
‘düşman kurşun ve toplarından emin olmak için kazılan yol’ (AOtT); cf. 
sïčan otï ‘rat’s bane (a medicinal herb)’ (AOtTSC)  

NT: Ch šǎši ‘myš′; myšinyj’ (Chuv), cf. šǎši: šurǎ šǎši ‘belaja myš′’, 
šǎrši ‘myš′’, šǎšix ‘myš′’ (ChuvA); šǎšï ‘egér; Maus’ (ChuvP)  

NW: tïčkan ‘myš′; myšinnyj; (razg. anat.) dvuglavaja myšca, biceps’ 
(Tat), sïčkan, tïs’kan, čiqan, čïqan, čïkan ‘tïčkan; myš′’ (TatD), tïčkan 
‘egér; Maus’, ? cf. tïč- ‘szarni; scheissen’ (TatB), sïsqan ‘myš′; myšinyj’ 
(Bashk), tïsqan:suï tïsqanï ‘krysa vodjanaja’ (BashkDial, cited by Dybo 
(Ed.) 2003: 426), cïcqan ‘tïčkan; myš′’ (SibT); cïcqan, čïčqan ‘myš′’ 
(SibTBD); cïcqan ‘myš′, krysa; die Maus, die Ratte’ (SibTBR), čïčkan 
‘myš′; god myši’ (Kir), tïšqan ‘mouse; (obs.) name of a year (according 
to the old Kazakh system of chronology using the names of animals)’ 
(Kaz), tïšqan ‘myš′’ (Kklp), šïškan ‘myš′; myšinyj’ (Nog), sïčan ‘myš′’ 
(CrTat), sïcan ‘myš′’ (KarH), sïčan ‘myš′’ (KarC), sïčqan ‘myš′; krysa’ 
(KarSh), šičan, šïčan ‘myš′’ (KarT), čïčqan ‘myš′’ (Kum); čïčxan ‘myš′; 
myšinyj’ (Krch-Blk), cïcxan ‘myš’ (Blk, cited by Dybo (Ed.) 2003: 426)  
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SW: ɵïčan ‘myš′; myšinyj’ (Tkm); sïčqan ‘id.’ (TkmDial, cited by 
Dybo (Ed.) 2003:426); sičan ‘myš′; myšinyj’, cf. sičovul ‘krysa; 
krysinyj’ (<——Mo) (Az); sıçan ‘rat; mouse’, sıç- (vulgar) ‘to defecate, 
excrete; to befoul or spoil something’ (Tt), sïčan ‘myš′; myšinyj’ (Gag); 
siča̱n, sịča̱n, sïča̱n, sïčān, sičan, sičan, sịčön, sịčan, sičān ‘Maus’ (Khor)  

Kh sïčγān ‘Maus, Ratte’ [Doerfer 1980: 188a tried to connect the word 
to sïč- ‘cacare’ using a question mark, cf. Kh sïčaq ‘Exkrement (des 
Menschen)’] (Kh), sičγan ‘Maus’ (KhT)  

Tu: sičqon ‘myš′’ (Uzb), sačqan ‘rat, mouse’, cf. čič- ‘to shit’ 
(TurkiJ), čäčkän, čičqan ‘myš′, krysa’ (TurkiL), sičqan (ust.), čašqan, 

sačqan ‘myš′’ (MUyg), čašqan (MUygM), šïġan, šiġan (!) ‘myš′’ 
(YUyg), šiġan (sic!), šïġan ‘myš′’ (YUygM)  

S čïčkan ‘myš′’ (Alt); čïčkan ‘myš′’ (AltQK), čïčkan ‘myš′, myšinyj’ 
(AltTK); ? cf. šiñgan e’’t ‘muskul, myšca’ (Tuv)  

Y:—(Y),—(Dlg)  
Mo čičaγulin ‘mole; gopher, prairie squirrel’ (L); čičaγa ‘looseness of 

the bowels, diarrhea; watery feces’ (L)  
 
Etymology of the T word  
According to Clauson (1972: 796ab), OT sïčġan is a generic word for 

both ‘rat’ and ‘mouse’. It is an old animal name ending in ogan. Doerfer 
(1967:307-308) gave the word a similar segmentation, sïč-gan, based on 
the assumption that the verbal base of the word may be T sïč- ‘scheißen’. 
With regard to the Khal data, he later reiterared his earlier opinion but 
added a question mark to this etymologic proposal (1980: 188a). As 
demonstrated by Erdal (1991: 85-89) in the EOT corpus, there are a 
number of plant and animal names with the class marker +gAn, which, 
however, also occurs in Mo as +gAnA. The absolute majority of them 
seems to be denominal forms. Erdal (1991: 88), however, notes that two 
of the animal names with the suffix or class marker ºgan can also be 
explained deverbally. These are sïčgan (cf. sïč- ‘to shit’) and taygan 

‘greyhound’ (cf. tay- ‘to slip down’), but these explanations are not 
obvious. 

According to Tenišev (Ed.) (2001: 167-168), the etymology of the T 
word is dubious.  
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Although the internal T etymology of T sïčgan is doubtful, it may be 
borne out somewhat by the Mo name of ‘mole; gopher, prairie squirrel’ 
čičaγulin, if the base of the Mo word is a borrowed T verb with the 
meaning ‘to shit’. On the copied MMo word čiči- ‘id.’ from this 
supposed T verbal base see Ščerbak (1997: 145).  

The Chuv word form šǎrši ‘myš′’with the word-internal -r- seems to be 
secondary. Chuv šǎši and šǎšix may go back to the same dubious base as 
T sïčºgan but they are all derivatives with different suffixes.  

Doerfer was sceptical about Ramstedt’s (1957: 96) comparison of the 
T word with Mo čičaγuli(n) ‘Feldmaus’, but he did not rule out this 
comparison categorically and noted that the Mo word čičaγa ‘Schmutz’ 
may perhaps go back to *sïčaγa.  

Starostin, Dybo & Mudrak (2003: 1301) repeated Ramstedt’s proposal. 
According to them, PT *sïčgan ‘rat, mouse’ may be genetically 
interrelated with PMo *čičaguli ‘mole; gopher, praire squirrel’ and 
PTung *suǰakī ‘cat’. The reconstruction of the PTung word is based on a 
single piece and its meaning does not fit into the idea that the protoforms 
mentioned here may be interrelated.  

Having discussed the PT verb *sïč- ‘to defecate’, Starostin, Dybo & 
Mudrak (2003: 1287) compared it with the following “Altaic” parallels: 
PTung *sosa- ‘diarrhoea; to have diarrhoea; bird’s dung’, PMo *čiča-ga 
‘diarrhoea’ and PKor. *čìčhíi- ‘to have diarrhoea’. They rejected out of 
hand Ščerbak’s suggestion that the Mo forms can be of T origin. The 
PAlt form they reconstructed is *si̱uču ‘diarrhoea’. According to them, 
the Mo and Kor forms can be explained by assimilation *s- > č-.  

A very detailed analysis of the word forms concerned and an overview 
of the various etymological explanations can be found in Dybo (Ed.) 
(2003:425-430).  

 
Etymology of the H word  
In the Hungarian etymological literature, cickány was previously 

mentioned by Fialowsky (1878: 215) according to whom cickány entered 
the H lg through the language renewal processes at the very beginning of 
the 19th c. 
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The synonym word of cickány in the H colloquial lg is güzü. Vámbéry 
(1882: 33) and Munkácsi (1886-87:471) considered the H word to be of 
T origin. According to Gombocz (1912:66-67), cickány may go back to 
Old Chuvash *sïčkan. Gombocz’s etymologic explanation was not 
accepted by Paasonen (1913: 57) because of the Chuvash form šǎši. 
Gombocz & Melich (1914-1930: 660) considered the H word to be of 
doubtful origin. Doerfer (1967: 307) thought that the H word cannot be 
of T origin because of the Old Chuvash form must have been *sïčan, 
thus H cickány and be of Pecheneg or Cumanian origin. It was Benkő 
(1967- 1984/1: 427b; 1993-1997/1: 66a) who correctly demonstrated that 
H cickány is of T origin, but it was mediated into H through the German 
scientific literature. Ligeti (1986: 118) mentioned this word in his 
monograph without any remarks. The supposed phonetic change in H 
cickāń <*cickan can be explained by the possible influence of the H 
word endings oány, 

o
kány, 

o
vány etc. 
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smrt:ilglö:poq:iLGo:isik:RSY:irHt:dö 
ẄdtñrI : YSR : kIsIWGLI : wKWp : ẄlglI : tIrIms 

öδ teñri aysar kişi oγlı qop ölγéli tirimiş 
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smrt:ilglsmrt:ilglsmrt:ilglsmrt:ilglOOOO :poq:iLGo:isik:RSY:ir:poq:iLGo:isik:RSY:ir:poq:iLGo:isik:RSY:ir:poq:iLGo:isik:RSY:irhhhht:dt:dt:dt:dЩЩЩЩöööö  
ẄdtñrI  :  YSR :  kIsIWGLI :  wKWp :  Ẅ lglI  :  t I r Ims 

öδ  t eñr i  aysar  kiş i  oγ l ı  qop ölγ ́eli  t i r imiş  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Prof. Dr. Árpád Berta 
Ornı uçmak bolsun! 
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