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Summary: The contribution analyses the lexical list of names and synonyms for “lion” in 
Arabic. The whole list contains 191 roots and 233 forms. This list is analyzed from several 
points of view. Attention is given to the context of other Semitic languages and dialects of 
Arabic. The accompanying meanings of the roots are treated as attributes, and analyzed 
as such. Other analyses concentrate on phonological and morphonological properties of 
the list, as well as the semantic characteristics of individual names.
  Two sets are distinguishable – the one of names labeling only the lion, and the other 
based on attributes attached to lion. While the first set can be treated as a reflection of the 
dialectal division of the Arabic dialects, the second set portrays the lion as a positive, but 
respected figure, with marked emotional charge. The second set is most probably con-
nected with imaginative literature, especially with Arabic poetry.

1  Introduction

Lion – an animal called in Arabic by many names, which reflect the sentiments 
of ancient Arabs towards this animal. One should mention that the animal itself 
represents a great symbolic and emotional value in language in general: in many 
stories it is portrayed as the king of the animals, in most languages it is consid-
ered a symbol of power and strength. This image of the lion is widespread in 
many languages and cultures, regardless of whether they were in direct contact 
with the animal or not. The important part in which Arabic seems to differ 
from others, is that the dictionaries of medieval Arabic offer an impressive list 
of the designations of this animal, many of them designating directly the lion, 
and in many other cases reflecting the attributes assigned to the animal.

The total number of various words used to designate the animal is con-
siderably high in medieval Arabic, as we can see in the appendix. It is more 
than clear that a great majority of the selected items do not only serve as a 
designation of this wild animal, but also reflect the properties assigned to 

*	 This work was supported by the European Regional Development Fund-Project 
„Creativity and Adaptability as Conditions of the Success of Europe in an Interrelated 
World“ (No. CZ.02.1.01/0.0/0.0/16_019/0000734). The author is also grateful for valuable 
remarks from the anonymous reviewer.
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the creature. Such a situation is rather unique among the Semitic languages, 
where lists of words for lion of such abundance do not appear.

The Arabs have been in direct contact with lions. This can be seen from 
reports such as Nader (1989, p. 221), or Gasperetti et al. 1985, according 
to which the last reported lion on the Arabian peninsula was shot in the 19 th 
century; some other reports1 suggest an earlier date.2 Such dates, however, 
mean that practically all the Semitic populations had direct experience with 
lions in the not-so-distant past. On the other hand, it is also clear that the 
deserts of the Arabian Peninsula do not represent an ideal habitat for these 
wild animals, and their occurrence in these regions can be seen as more and 
more peripheral. Among the Semitic peoples, only the populations speaking 
Ethiopian languages are closer to today’s homeland of the lion.

It is well known that in Arabic, other lists similar to that of the various 
designations of the lion can be found as well. There are long lists of names 
for camel, sword, etc. Therefore, it might be useful to study such lists in or-
der to provide a better picture of the organization of the lexicon of Arabic, as 
well as to find the principles that are connected with the emergence of such 
lists, and reveal, at least partially, the motivation behind them. In this study, 
we offer a list that concentrates on the King of Beasts, the lion.

In the following, the contribution will deal with the situation in the other 
Semitic languages and, the exposé of the Arabic dialects. Then, the analysis 
of the data collected for this study is presented.

2  The Semitic context

However, a closer look at neighboring nations reveals that the contact with 
lions cannot be considered as conditio sine qua non for a rich list of syn-
onyms. As the data from other languages shows, the metaphoric usage of 
the lion, as found abundantly in Arabic, is not very common in the other 
Semitic languages, except in Akkadian, another language with rich imagina-
tive literature. However, some other languages do show some specific terms 
connected with the animal. In general, one can say that in these languages, 
there is rather little lexical derivation in such lists, and different lexemes are 
employed.

1	 Schnitzler 2011.
2	 According to Schnitzler 2011, the extinction of lions in the Near East and Arabian 

Peninsula can be dated to 12 th to 13 th centuries ce, the 19 th (or even the 20 th) century would 
hold for the Northern African regions. The dates for Northern Africa are supported also 
by Black et al. 2013. However, any of the given dates is convenient for a sufficient reflec-
tion of a lion in the lexicon of Arabic.
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Turning to the Afroasiatic stage,3 we find several terms: *ʔa-ruw-/ʔa-ruy- 
‘lion’; *bawar ‘lion’ (not in Semitic); *labiʔ-/libaʔ- ‘lion’; *mūʔ- ‘lion’ (not in 
Semitic); *nVčuw- ‘wolf, jackal’ (interpreted as basis for Semitic layṯ [Arabic, 
Hebrew] or nēšu [Akkadian]); *rum- ‘lion’ (not in Semitic). It is difficult to 
structure the above mentioned data by other criteria than the distribution 
within the Afroasiatic languages; the time depth does not allow a more de-
tailed analysis, at least not in our current stage of knowledge.

The reconstruction on the level of Semitic4 offers the following lexemes: *ʔV-
nar-/ʔVran ‘young dog, rarely: lion, hyaena’; *ʔarway ‘wild beast, lion; also 
Afroasiatic (but very similar roots also for ‘kind of wild cat’, ‘wild goat’, ‘bird of 
prey’); *gūr-, *gury/w- ‘whelp, cub’; *hVm/wām ‘large wild beast (Arabic ‘lion’, 
Tigre ‘leopard’), this lexeme is not very common in Semitic; *labVʔ ‘lion[ess]’; 
*layṯ-/layč- ‘lion’ (Hebrew, Judean, Arabic – Central Semitic only5); *mV(n)dīn 
‘a large wild cat’ (Akkadian ‘tiger’, Arabic al-madīn ‘lion’); and *nVhVš~/*n-
VhVs- ‘lion’ (Akkadian nēšu, Arabic nahhās/nahūs/minhas). Several lexemes 
are based on items from only two languages, where one is always Arabic.

At this level, we can observe some indication of a certain level of structur-
ing: besides the link to other wild and carnivorous animals there is a special 
lexeme for a cub, and there seems to be a special designation of a female: thus, 
some properties usual at designation of animals close to humans and their 
taxonomy can be observed, namely age and gender. It is probably appro-
priate to mention that such a scheme is in many (if not all) languages used 
especially for animals in a close or frequent contact with humans.6

Akkadian7 is rather ampler in the terms connected with the lion: gerru 
‘lion cub, puppy’; lābatu(m) ‘lioness’; lābu(m) ‘lion’; nēštu ‘lioness’; nēšu 
‘lion’; urgulû ‘a lion’; urmaḫḫu ‘lion (statue etc.)’. There are several attributes 
connected with the lion: ākilum ‘1. that eats, eating; eater, devourer. 2. jB8 of 
lion, design. of the jackal’; akkilu(m) ‘(man) eater’ O/jB of lion’; dapīnu(m) 
‘overbearing, savage; epith. of god, king, lion, etc.’; lā gāmilu(m) ‘merci-
less of soldiers, lion’; gašru(m) ‘very strong, powerful, of deity, king, lion’; 
kayyamānû ‘permanent (of soldier, of lion)’; lābiš ‘like a lion’; na’āru(m) 
‘roaring (of lion)’; niḫītum ‘mng. unkn. OB of lion’; pētān birki „swift run-
ner’ – of man, horse, lion’; lābiš puluḫtu(m) ‘clad in fearsomeness (of deity, 
king, lion)’; ṣerretu ‘mane jB (of lion)’. Altogether, there are five different 

3	 Orel/Stolbova 1995.
4	 According to Militarev/Kogan 2005.
5	 The authors do not agree with the traditionally proposed link with the Akkadian 

nēšu, cf. above.
6	 For an example of a similar type of lexical structure, cf. e. g. the English calf, cow and 

bull.
7	 Black et al. 2000.
8	 jB: jungbabylonisch/late Babylonian; OB: Old Babylonian.
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names for the lion (seven when the gender derivation is counted) and twelve 
attributes or epithets of the animal in question.

For the North-Western Semitic languages9 we find ʔrw/ ʔry ‘lion’; gr ‘lion 
man’; kpyr ‘young lion, warrior’; kprt ‘lioness, sphinx’; lbʔ ‘lion’ and lyš ‘lion’. 
In Ugaritic10 we find only arw and lbu, Hebrew11 in addition to the North-West 
Semitic lexemes has also šaḥal and gūr (the former one especially in poetry12).

In the south of the Semitic area, we find a different situation in Sayhadic 
and Ethiopian Semitic. For Sayhadic, we find only lbʔ ‘lion’ in Sabaic,13 and 
in Gəʔəz, W. Leslau’s dictionary (1991) adduces the following lexical items 
connected with the lion: ʔarwe ‘wild animal’; ʕanbasā ‘lion’; dəmākən 
‘young lion’; katārit ‘lion’s den’ and yānos ‘lion, strong, powerful’.

One should also bear in mind the character of sources. From this point of 
view, it is not surprising that Sabaic, attested mostly in inscriptions, has only 
one term and – on the other side of the scale – Akkadian with a much more 
colourful palette of genres and a many times larger body of literature offers 
more terms and epithets, some of them clearly attributive (or metaphoric).

It is obvious that the data shows rich coverage of the concept, which re-
flected many aspects of the existence of lion. In most languages we find dif-
ferent lexemes for lion, lioness, young lion or lion cub and their den, thus 
the taxonomy systems observed at the reconstructed proto-Semitic level are 
present as well (age, gender). Even their size might be (as Feliks/Sperling 
2007 mention for Hebrew) distinguished lexically and not attributively. We 
can also notice some tendency towards a metaphoric use: some terms are used 
mainly in poetry (cf. Hebrew), and especially Akkadian shows attributes 
connected dominantly with the lion. In a way, some reflections of a special-
ized usage of the concept can be observed (special names used only in poetry 
or attributes connected exclusively – or almost exclusively – with the lion).

3  Lion in Modern Arabic (dialects, Modern Standard Arabic [MSA])

The main dialects offer a rather limited list, usually containing the following 
four lexical items: ʔasad – ‘lion’, sabʕ – ‘lion, beast of prey’, šibl – ‘lion cub’, 
and labwa – ‘lioness’.14 A list in Behnstedt/Woidich 2011 (pp. 334–336) is 

  9	 Hoftijzer/Jongeling 1995.
10	 del Olmo Lete / Sanmartín/Watson 2003.
11	 Feliks/Spelding 2007.
12	 The authors suggest (according to Rashi) also distinction in size: ʔărī should be a 

large lion, šaḥal a medium sized and kəp̄īr a small one, etc.
13	 Beeston et al. 1982.
14	 Certainly one must admit some phonological changes characteristic for individ-

ual dialects. The above given picture holds for Egyptian (Hinds/Badawi 1986), Iraqi 
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much ampler: we find altogether 26 different names,15 but the lexemes with 
the widest geographical coverage are sabʕ/ sbaʕ (especially Maghrib) and 
the pair of sabʕ ~ ʔasad (from Egypt eastwards); the third place would be 
taken by ṣēd/ṣīd in Tunisia, scattered over neighboring areas of Algeria and 
Libya and isolated in Yemen. Dūd/dūt can be found scattered over Chad and 
Sudan, and the rest are local names. The highest concentration of different 
terms can be found in Sudan (10 names together with the two most common 
lexemes), possibly reflecting the multilingual situation in this country. At 
least in 3 cases the lion names are lexically derived by the usage of abu ‘fa-
ther’ (which is usually used in attributive function, i. e. ‘the possessor of …’, 
as abu ǧimʕ, abu nagalāt, ab riswa), in other cases often sharing the name 
for both lion and crocodile. More than one name can be found in southern 
Morroco and Chad (3 names), Nigeria and Iraq. Unfortunately, almost no 
information on the female names or the “youngling – female – male” triad is 
found here. Such a situation most probably reflects the dialectal dispersion 
of Arabic, as no single discrete language form (specific dialect) in a normal, 
non-metaphorical usage, employs too many names for the lion.

Only the dictionary of Andalusian Arabic16 offers more items in one 
language form/dialect: asad, sabaʕ~sabʕa, dirǧām, ǧaḍanfar, qaswar, léyṯ, 
hizabr for ‘lion’; šibl~šabl~šabal for ‘lion cub’ and lawba~libi~léuba for 
‘lioness’. On the one hand, it is clear that there were not so many lions in 
Medieval Andalusia, on the other hand we witness many more terms for 
lion in the Middle Ages than in modern Arabic dialects, although from the 
point of view of the practical life with lions in the two epochs and one place 
(Andalusia), there was probably no substantial difference.17

Modern dictionaries usually do not offer other forms, and clearly, what 
used to be a stable metaphor in the Middle Ages, is not considered as such 
by today’s lexicographers and the situation is very similar to the one in the 
dialects of Arabic. On the other hand, still, there are dictionaries where this 
is not true, such as Hans Wehr dictionary (1976) where we find quite an 

(Clarity et al. 1964); in Morrocan, Harrell/Sobelman 1966 give only lbiya ‘lioness’ 
and sbāʕ ‘lion’.

15	 The list contains (in Behnstedt/Woidich coding): sbaʕ/ sabiʕ, ʔasad (+ variants 
aséd/asét/áseti), ṣēd/ṣīd, hōš, dūd/dūt, dābi, abu ǧimʕ, abu nagalāt, layṯ/lēt/lieṯ, ḥaydar, 
burʕuṣ, bāḥaš/bāš, zuba, laḥu, tilb, ab riswa, kalb al-wādi, síímba, šēr/šīr, ljun, dorbies, 
abu xmayyis, bū ʕēidd, ləbbe/ləbbīye and baʕašōb. The influence of other languages is 
visible at least in cases of síímba (Swahili) or ljun (English/French?).

16	 Corriente 1997, traces of Arabic up to the end of 15 th century.
17	 Data seems to show that the European lion died out during the first centuries ce at 

the latest (Schnitzler 2011). However, the same author reports the existence of the lion 
in Maghreb and Morocco more specifically until the 19 th or 20 th centuries. For a more 
detailed survey of the occurrence of lions in Northern Africa cf. Black et al. 2013.
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abundant list. Although it is incomparable with the one contained in the 
lexicons of medieval Arabic (such as Kazimirski), it is remarkable: ʔasad 

‘lion’; ʔabū al-ḥāriṯ ‘lion’; ḫāḏir ‘lion (hidden in his den, lurking)’; zamzama 
‘roar of a lion’; sabʕ ‘lion’; šibl ‘lion cub’; ḍarġam/ ḍirġām ‘lion’; ġaḍanfar 
‘lion’; qašʕam ‘lion’; labuʔa ‘lioness’; layṯ ‘lion’; hizabr/hizbar ‘lion’, and 
haṣūr ‘lion (epithet of a lion)’. Interestingly, we do not find here (unlike 
Corriente 1997) qaswar/qaswara, which is the only term used for lion in 
the Qur’ān.18 In modern Arabic, quite a lot of these words are rather less fre-
quent in occurrence, or are transmitted into some other domain, such as per-
sonal names or poetry, or are used as mere attributes to such names as ʔasad.19

In general, it can be stated that a tendency to distinguish between the 
lion, lioness, and a lion cub, which has been clearly detected in other Semitic 
languages (cf. above), is present also in the dialects of Arabic and MSA. From 
this point of view, the situation in Arabic is very similar to the situation in 
other Semitic languages. The two axes mentioned above (age, gender) are 
very clearly observable, both in the dialects in Arabic and in the present-day 
MSA. However, as the examples from Andalusian Arabic and lexemes in the 
Hans Wehr dictionary show, an ampler list was available, probably in other 
medieval Arabic dialects as well. The example of al-Andalus shows that the 
designation of a lion must have been rather colourful in the Middle Ages. At 
the same time, it can be noted that the richness of lexemes indicated in the 
dictionaries for medieval or current Arabic20 is not attested in the dictionar-
ies of present-day Arabic.21

4  Data from Kazimirski’s dictionary

The data for the present study has been collected from the dictionary of 
A. B. Kazimirski (1860), which represents the lexicon of classical Arabic. 
The choice of this particular dictionary corresponds with the fact that it 
covers the medieval lexicon of Arabic; moreover, this dictionary is to a great 

18	 Cf. Zammit 2002.
19	 According to the CLARA corpus (MSA, 50 million words, cf. Zemánek 2001), the 

frequency of all the lexemes with the exception of ʔasad, sabʕ, šibl, labuʔa and layṯ is very 
low (ḫāḏir and ḍarġam/ ḍiġām are not attested at all). Usage as personal names or in po-
etical language strongly prevails. It should be also noted that ḫāḏir (Wehr) is not attested 
in Kazimirski’s dictionary.

20	 Corriente 1997, Wehr 1976.
21	 In the Oxford Arabic Dictionary, the Wehr list is somewhat reduced: ʔasad, šibl, 

labuʔa, hizabr/hizbar. The dialectal sabʕ is rendered as ‘predator’ only, and zamzama is 
represented by a more general ‘to murmur, to mumble’ (instead of Wehr’s ‘roar of a lion’).
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extent a translation of medieval Arabic synonymic (monolingual) dictionar-
ies22 into French. Thus, it reflects the semantic feeling of ancient Arabs. That 
is why we preferred this dictionary to e. g. E. W. Lane’s (1863), which offers 
a better analysis of individual roots and provides the reader with more con-
textual examples, but many roots are not analyzed in this dictionary.23

All the data we found is available in the appendix of the article.24 Alto-
gether, we collected 191 items – the number corresponds with the number of 
roots that are used in the words. The actual number of words designating a 
lion is slightly higher (233), but for the purposes of our analysis we found it, 
at least in some cases, more adequate to group lexical derivations under the 
heading of their consonantal root.25 However, this is mostly the case of the 
analysis of the phonological (especially consonantal) component; the seman-
tic notions as well as lexical patterns are derived regardless of the number 
of roots – these correspond to the real number of semantic notions26 and 
patterns.

4.1  Classification of meanings (attributes)

For a semantic analysis, we took advantage of other meanings present in 
the dictionary connected with the lexical form designating the lion. These 
accompanying meanings are given in the appendix at the corresponding lex-
ical forms. Such a possibility is based on the fact that the Arabic roots are 
polysemantic, with a considerable amount of derived meanings, and we see 
it reasonable to think of at least some of these meanings as those that could 

22	 It should be pointed out that medieval Arabic lexicography reached very high stand-
ards. Generally, cf. Haywood 1991.

23	 Kazimirski’s dictionary also claims to contain all the words of the Arabic language 
(“contenant toutes les racines de la langue arabe …”), which should be read in the sense 

“including also many variants and some dialectal forms”. This is exactly the property that 
enables us to undertake the current analysis, as the dictionary will then reflect more than 
official vocabulary, used only in written sources. At the same time, the last parts of Lane’s 
dictionary were not completed by the author himself. It should be understood that in any 
case, the whole set represents a sample; even the set of all the dictionaries of a language 
will not provide an exhaustive representation of the lexicon of that language.

24	 Data in electronic form can be obtained from the author upon request.
25	 I. e., pairs or groups of words derived from one root are treated as a single item: 

ǧarīʔ / muǧtariʔ can be found under one reference number, as well as such items as harit / 
harūt / harrāt / harīt, etc. The list in the appendix gives full forms of such items.

26	 Due to the polysemy of the roots in Arabic, it is certainly possible that at individual 
roots there are several semantic notions that can be bound to the concept of lion. E. g., 
there are couples such as “grand + strong”, “grand + courageous”, but also “leader + chase 
away”. All these semantic notions have been treated individually.



350	 Petr Zemánek

motivate the usage of a lexical derivative from such a root for the animal in 
question.

The scope of meanings is certainly wide. For the purpose of this study, we 
consider such accompanying meanings as possible attributes of a lion, being 
metaphoric, metonymic or connected with “being lion” in some other way. 
It is not reasonable to suppose that a single language could use so many dif-
ferent terms for an animal unless they are employed as technical terms that 
distinguish various types of animals or their usage (like the camel), which 
was definitely not the case of the lion. That is why we consider appropriate 
to understand the majority of these meanings in an attributive, metaphorical 
way.27 The semantic analysis then consists of grouping these accompanying 
meanings together, labelling them for various connecting features and try-
ing to get some hierarchy and structure to construct an overall picture.

It should be noted that these semantic notions which we call attributes 
here, are not taken from a syntagmatic level, but from a lexical level. The 
meanings co-occur at individual roots – the concept of a consonantal root 
is often connected with the notion of a semantic “nest” of related meanings. 
If our attributes do reflect meanings connected with “being lion”, they also 
reflect the perception of the animal in the minds of speakers (e. g., hurās is 
then connected with harasa ‘to eat with avidity, devour’). These attributes 
come from “inside”, they do not represent a description of any actual situ-
ation (they are not immediate or direct reaction to a specific situation in a 
sense “this lion is big/small, with/without teeth”, etc.), but are “filtered” by 
the abstraction of speakers. The fact that such terms found their way into 
a dictionary does reflect the fact that they must have appeared with some 
regularity. In a way, they could be perceived as a type of a result of fieldwork 
with questionnaires.

To the contrary of the above given list of words designating lion in Mod-
ern Standard Arabic and especially in its dialects, in our list, there are many 
other words where the accompanying meaning cannot be separated from the 
concept of “being lion”. Either there is no other meaning attested in the dic-
tionary or there is no other candidate among the accompanying meanings 
that could in any way support the concept in question. In sum, there are 26 
lexemes derived from 17 roots where the meaning of “lion” is very strongly 
represented in the sum of the meanings of a given lexical form.28 Some of 

27	 In case of ḏū l-zawāyid (epithet of a lion), the attributive character is explicit by the 
way of employment of the ḏū possessive element. This corresponds to the usage of abu 
‘father, possessor’ in the dialects of Arabic, cf. above.

28	 Here are the forms: ʔasad, ʔasāma(t), duġfar, šibl, ʕasrab, ʕifarn // ʕifārnī, ʕirzam, 
ġaṯwatir, ġaṯāġiṯ, ġašrab, al-muqānis, labā(t) // labawa(t) // lubūʔ // lubʔ // labuwāt 
// labʔāt, al-madīn, harit // harūt // harrāt // harīt, harṯam, harmat, hirmās // harmīs. 
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those are also attested in Andalusian Arabic,29 which only strengthens the 
argument that these forms were in usage especially in the Middle Ages, and 
as our sources show, only those describing this period reflect the richness 
of forms.30 Before (as attested in other Semitic languages) or after that (as 
witnessed in modern dictionaries of Arabic and its dialects) we find a very 
limited collection (cf. above). This set of data will be dealt with below.

The accompanying meanings have been assigned semantic notions, i. e. 
given values that enable further analysis. The number of semantic notions 
in the data reaches in our approach 268 semantic notions. However, the cat-
egorization of the data has been still very distributed, with a high number 
of semantic categories under investigation. Further reduction resulted in 
84 semantic categories that form the basis of our analysis here. It should 
be stressed that these attributes are necessarily connected with roots – the 
meanings connected with roots form the basis from which these attributes 
are derived.

When these attributes are ordered according to their frequency, we get a 
list where the lion is:
grand (40)
courageous (18)
lion as such (17)
strong (13)
breaking (10)
producing sounds (9)
severe (8)
killing (7)
evil (6)
grabbing (6)
wild animal (6)
violent (5)
chasing (4)

possessing a specific 
colour (4)

excited/exciting (4)
hard (4)
horrible (4)
hungry (4)
leading or bossy (4)
cutting (3)
marching/going (3)
having a grand neck (3)
old (3)
searching (3)
vivacious (3)

having (probably sharp 
or big) teeth (3)

angry (2)
beautiful (2)
decisive (2)
full of dignity (2)
experienced (2)
having a face (2)
fast (2)
fighting (2)
hiding (2)
appearing at night (2)
prey (2)
small (2)

It should be noted that in other dictionaries, other candidate meanings could be found, 
but here we wanted to keep the picture clearly based on Kazimirski’s dictionary. Inter-
estingly, the form lāyiṯ // layṯ, which is generally accepted as basic in both Afroasiatic 
and Semitic reconstructions, obtains in the dictionary meaning ‘fort, robuste, vigoreux’. 
Should the reconstructions be sound, this meaning must be secondary, derived from ‘lion’.

29	 The number of ‘lions’ in Andalusian Arabic is 9; also, the number from Wehr’s 
dictionary (reaching 13) is higher than the numbers attested in the dialects of Arabic. Still, 
none of these lists reaches the wealth of Kazimirski’s dictionary.

30	 A straightforward conclusion could divide the two sets into a part of dominantly bed-
ouin origin (the second set), which is later on (with the help of the Arabic derivational sys-
tem) complemented with the rather attributive set. However, although the data might raise 
such impression, currently we do not have any other supporting material for such a claim.
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(all remaining items with frequency = 1)
adding something 
of animal nature
bad will
bloody
catastrophic
creeping
cunning
causing damage
eating
hungry
dainty tooth
with big eyes
causing fear
exerting force
frightening
generous

greedy
grinding his teeth
causing hate
of a big head
unpleasant
jumping
vivid
lazy
magnificent
mean
appearing in the morning
of a big mouth
observing
poor
proceeding
protective

proud
leaving quickly
robbing
sharp
slow
smart
smelling something
stumbling
travelling
treasonous
visiting
connected with western 

winds
cultivating
young

It is clear that this order is illustrative at items with high frequency, however, 
gives a rather confusing picture at lower frequencies, as their number is rel-
atively high. Table 1 is an attempt to group the meanings into greater units.

Table 1: Semantic analysis of the attributes of a lion

Superior group Overall 
frequency

number 
of labels Prominent labels

size 43 3 grand (40)
mental properties 43 7 courageous (18), severe (8), evil (6)
connected with some 
(dynamic) action 39 12 breaking (10), killing (7), grabbing 

(6), exciting (4), cutting (3)
connected with 
movement 20 12 chasing (4), marching (3), search-

ing (3), quick (2)
physical properties 17 3 strong (13)
being a lion 17 17
character properties 14 5 violent (5), leading (4)
body parts 13 8 neck (3), teeth (3), face (2)

producing sounds 10 8 murmuring, roaring, grinding 
teeth

being an animal 9 3 wild animal (6)
connected with nega-
tive notions 9 9 bad will, catastrophic, causing 

damage, treasonous, robbing, …
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Superior group Overall 
frequency

number 
of labels Prominent labels

positive aesthetic 
properties 5 3 beautiful (2), full of dignity (2)

hungry 5 1 hungry (5)

negative properties 6 6 greedy, cunning, lazy, mean, poor, 
dainty tooth

age 4 2 old (3)
colour 4 3 grey (2)
day time 3 2 occurring at night (2)
remaining properties 3 3

It is interesting that the number of clearly negative notions is not very high (even 
when connected with the “violent” and “evil” notion, currently under “char-
acter/mental properties”). Rather, the nuances connected with the grandeur, 
courage, strength are prominent. It is also clear that the majority of meanings 
can be connected with some emotional charge. Descriptive attributes as well as 
attributes derived from the physical reality are rather less frequent.

The most common notions comprise various types of body character-
istics (size, body parts) mental properties and types of actions (dynamic 
actions, movement, producing sounds). Most of these can be shared by a 
human, too, and a lion can serve as an image of a human. This points to a 
rather strong connection between an animal and a human, and a projection 
of their properties to an abstract being in which the properties of lion and 
human can be shared.

4.2  Analysis of phonological properties

For the analysis of the phonological properties, the list obtained from the 
dictionary was compared with the list of Arabic roots, as compiled by Tim 
Buckwalter.31 Currently, it seems to be the most complete collection of 
consonantal roots, although it reflects the modern usage only, which is a 
handicap for our present purposes. The list contains both nominal and ver-
bal roots, in which it differs from the purely nominal character of our data. 
On the other hand, it would probably prove very difficult, if not impossible, 
to distinguish in an overall list between these two types of roots in a collec-
tion of such a size – due to the history of the root system, we can find both 
nominal and verbal patterns at almost all roots.

31	 The list was obtained from the Qamus: Arabic lexicography website on 10.5.2013.
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Table 2 shows the percentual difference of the frequency of individual 
consonants obtained from our list as compared with the expected frequency 
as derived from the Buckwalter’s list of roots.

Table 2: Consonant frequency difference between Buckwalter’s list and 
the data for lion ordered according to the prevailing frequency groups

Frequency difference Consonants (in descending order of frequency)
higher than + 2  % r, h, m, ḍ, s
1 – 2 % ṣ, ṯ, ġ, b, ʕ
0 – 1 % d
0 – -1 % z, ẓ, š, f, t, ḫ, ǧ, q, ḏ
-1 – -2 % y, ʔ, ḥ
lower than -2 % k, n, ṭ, l, w

If only frequency is taken into consideration, then the first 60 % of all the 
occurring consonants is taken almost exclusively by voiced consonants (r, 
m, b, h, s – exception, ʕ, d, n, ḍ). The overall frequency of voiced conso-
nants reaches 68 %, while a similar number from Buckwalter’s list is only 
63 %. Only three roots (ḫšf, qṣqṣ, kft) consist entirely of voiceless conso-
nants. Another interesting fact is that semivowels are rather infrequent, in 
opposition to the prevalence of voiced consonants. Even the distribution of 
voiced consonants within roots is dominant – only 3 roots do not contain 
any voiced consonant, and 42 roots contain 2 non-voiced consonants. From 
the other point of view, there are 73 roots where only one consonant is non-
voiced, and 60 roots with all consonants voiced (including the semivowels). 
The dominance of voiced consonants is obvious.

4.3  Classification of patterns

Total frequency of the patterns is higher than the list of roots, on which 
some of the present analyses are based (esp. the analysis of the sound sys-
tem, but also the analysis of underlying meanings). At several roots, we can 
find more derivational patterns, which have been included into the present 
analysis. That is why the figures exceed the sums in other analyses in this 
article. Thus, the list of roots gives 191 items, but the number of forms offers 
a collection of 84 different patterns in a total frequency of 233 occurrences. 
The most common patterns are:
CaCCaC (32 ×, 13.73 %)
CaCCāC (21 ×, 9.01 %)

CaCūC (12 ×, 5.15 %)
CuCāCiC (11 ×, 4.72 %)

CāCiC (10 ×, 4.29 %)
CaCC (8 ×, 3.43 %)
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CiCCāC (8 ×, 3.43 %)
muCaCCaC (8 ×, 3.43 %)
CāCī (6 ×, 2.58 %)

CaCīC (6 ×, 2.58 %)
muCtaCiC (6 ×, 2.58 %)
CaCiC (5 ×, 2.14 %)

CaCāCiC (4 ×, 1.72 %)
miCCaC (4 ×, 1.72 %).

Another 71 patterns are used with rather low frequency (3 patterns occur-
ring 3 ×, 15 patterns occurring 2 ×, and 53 patterns with just one occurrence.

The forms stem mainly from the nominal sphere. Out of the total of 233 
forms, only 43 are derived clearly from a verb (participles), representing a 
mere 18.5 % of the whole; out of which 32 participles come from derived 
verbal stems and 11 participles from the basic stem. Great majority of them 
are active, only 7 formations are passive (representing approx. 16 %; 1 at the 
basic stem, 6 from derived verbal stems).

The first 5 patterns make up 37 % of the overall number, the first 11 pat-
terns represent more than half (55 %) of the total sum. It is certainly of im-
portance that the so-called ṣīġat al-mubālaġa, ‘intensive form’ (lit. a ‘form 
of exaggeration’),32 as described by several Arabic grammarians, is present 
among the most frequent forms. Esp. the forms CaCCāC and CaCūC are 
frequent, taking altogether 33 instances (14.2 %).33 This certainly adds to the 
emotional charge of the names for lion.

The frequency of common derivative patterns also means that our approach 
can be justified. The semantic notions used for lion belong to the core of the 
lexical derivation in Arabic, thus, a connection among the lexemes for lion and 
central meanings of the respective roots can be considered as reflecting the 
common meanings both for the roots and for the designations of a lion.

If the 17 roots with meaning closely connected with the concept of “being 
lion” (i. e., those listed without attributive connotations such as “grand” or “se-
vere”) are treated separately, a set of 26 patterns has to be excluded from the 
above mentioned group. This be the case, then the most common patterns are 
CaCCaC (5 ×, 19.2 %); CaCīC (2 ×, 7.7 %); CiCCāC (2 ×, 7.7 %). Another 23 
patterns occur only once. It is obvious that the variability of the patterns is 
considerably higher. Also the nominal character of this set is stronger – only 
one instance of an active participle, the rest being exclusively nominal patterns. 
Also the intensive forms are not as prominent as in the above set (the form 
CaCCūC is missing completely). One can say that the role of derivational pat-
terns (and thus the attributive character) of this set is significantly diminished.

32	 E. g., al-Zarkašī in his al-Burhān fī ʕulūm al-Qurʔān (Proof in the knowledge of 
Qur’an; 1984, pp. 502–506) gives the following forms: ġaffār, raḥīm, and ġafūr. As an exam-
ple, kaḏḏāb/kaḏūb – ‘an arrant liar’ (as opposed to kāḏib – ‘a [plain] liar’) can be given. Cf. 
also e. g. Fleisch 1961, pp. 377–380, or Wright 1896, pp. 136–137 as ʔabniyat al-mubālaġa.

33	 Also the CaCCaC form might suggest some “Aktionsart” notion, such as intensive, 
durative or iterative. The intensive form – cf. the intensive meaning of the faʕʕala derived 
verbal pattern (stem II) – seems to be the most suitable one here.
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Procházka’s analysis of animal names in Syro-Palestinian dialects 
(2004) shows that a tendency towards the preference of longer forms (such 
as quadrilitterals, use of gemination, long vowels, etc.) is observable. It is 
also worth mentioning that the CaCCūC form in the Procházka’s data is 
often used for a diminutive (or a youngster), and not intensive, as could be 
deduced from its similarity to the CaCūC intensive pattern. However, the 
geminated form (CaCCūC) is attested only once in our data.

4.4  Types of roots involved

Another question that might arise in connection with our list, is the struc-
tural properties of the roots involved. Table 3 sums up the situation.

Table 3: Analysis of root types

Total Only lion  
(16 roots)

Buck-
walter

No of 
radicals root subtype frequency  % frequency  %  %

3 125 66.1 7 43.75 79.5

mediae geminatae 6 3.2 0 0
with weak consonant 27 14.3 1 6.25

4 62 32.3 8 50.00 20.5

with weak consonant 2 1.1 0 0
reduplicated (1212) 13 6.9 1 6.25

5 3 1.6 1 6.25 0

Although the list based on Kazimirski’s dictionary cannot be directly com-
pared with modern lexical lists, the higher rate of quadriliterals is conspicu-
ous. Unfortunately, as a digital version of the Kazimirski’s dictionary that 
would enable a comparison is not available, we will have to limit ourselves to 
comparisons with other lists, with the reservation that we compare a list of 
medieval (and cumulatively collected) usage with the usage in the 20 th cen-
tury, from which the digitally available lists come from. Such results must be 
considered only tentative.

Diakonoff claims that the final -b in the root is the sign of the grammat-
ical class of wild and harmful animals.34 Our data contains 15 roots with fi-

34	 Diakonoff 1965, p. 55, note 3. Eight examples are given: *arn-ab- ‘hare’, *dub-b- 
‘bear’, *ḏiʔ-b- ‘wolf’, ḏubāb- ‘(stinging) fly’, *kal-b- ‘dog’, *lab-b- ‘lion’, *ʕaqra-b- ‘scor-
pion’, ṯaʕla-b- ‘fox’. This is followed by several examples from Afroasiatic languages, 
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nal b,35 but eight of them employ clear derivation36 or the roots are obviously 
not fitting the concept.37 This leaves us with the repertoire of ġašrab, qaršab, 
qaʕnab, and kaʕnab, for which the concept of a dangerous animal marked 
with final -b could be explored. Having in mind the possibility of ‘Wurzel-
variation’,38 the list is reduced to (ġšr/qrš)-b and (q/k)ʕn-b. These are purely 
nominal formations, and an addition of a determinative to a triliteral root 
might seem plausible, however, this cannot be currently supported by data 
from other Semitic or Afroasiatic languages.39 The situation then remains 
open to further investigation.

Another property that is common at nominal lists could be a looser con-
cept of their co-occurrences, i. e. a looser application of the Obligatory Con-
tour Principle. However, no such behavior was observed in our list – places 
of articulation within the roots change regularly, no clusters of same articu-
latory position are attested.40 Even the variation of neighboring phonemes is 
practically non-existent.41 This suggests that there is little or no derivational 
motivation among the individual roots/lexemes.

4.5  Correspondences of the reconstructed and actual forms

In the sections above, data for various stages of the language development 
with its final stage in Arabic has been gathered. The following table (Table 4) 
summarizes the intersection of this data in the respective stages.

where the -b suffix is missing, such as Chadic kele/kare ‘dog’. Bohas (1997, pp. 50–51) 
finds another 15 candidates, but his analysis is based on the excerption of the Kazimir-
ski’s dictionary only, not on reconstruction or comparison with other Afroasiatic lan-
guages.

35	 ġšrb, qbb, qbqb, qršb, ǧrb, ʔrqb, rhb, ṣʕb, ġḍb, ġlb, qṭb, qʕnb, kʕnb, nhb, hyb
36	 Esp. participles or intensive formations, nos 9, 47, 49, 134, 135, 146, 165, and 189 in 

the appendix.
37	 Nos 122, 125, and 146 in the appendix.
38	 Alternation of the consonants at particular positions in the root, such as q/ġ/k/g, cf. 

e. g. Voigt 1988, pp. 68–97.
39	 Both Militarev/Kogan 2005 and Orel/Stolbova 1995 do not list a plausible lex-

ical item without the -b suffix consisting of velar~liquid~sibilant or velar stop~larynge-
al~nasal.

40	 Possible exceptions are the combinations of occlusive and fricatives within the apical 
series, namely these roots: štm, šdd, dsr.

41	 In one case, the dictionary suggests a variation of qns~qnṣ. Otherwise, variation of ʔ 
and semivowels can be observed, especially the case of lioness (labā(t) // labawa(t) // lubūʔ 
// lubʔ // labuwāt // labʔāt).
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Table 4: Correspondences between Afroasiatic, Se-
mitic, and various stages of Arabic42

Meaning Afro
asiatic Semitic Modern 

Arabic
Modern 

Arabic II

Medi
eval 

Andalus

Mod-
ern 

dialects

Medieval 
Arabic

lion, 
lioness

*labiʔ-/ 
*libaʔ- *labVʔ labuʔa labuʔa

lawba/ 
libi/ 

léuba

ləbbe/ 
ləbbīye

labā(t)/ 
labawa(t)/ 

lubūʔ/ 
lubʔ/ labu-
wāt/ labʔāt

lion *nVčuw- *layṯ-/ 
layč- layṯ — léyṯ layṯ/

lēt/lieṯ
(lāyiṯ/ 
layṯ)

lion cub — — šibl šibl
šibl/ 
šabl/ 
šabal

šibl šibl

lion — — ʔasad ʔasad asad

ʔasad/ 
aséd/ 
asét/ 
áseti

ʔasad

lion — — hizabr/ 
hizbar

hizabr/ 
hizbar hizabr (hizabr/ 

hizbar)
lion, 
wild 
animal

— — sabʕ — sabaʕ/ 
sabʕa

sbaʕ/ 
sabiʕ (sabuʕ)

wild 
beast, 
lion

*ʔa-
ruw-/ 

*ʔa-ruy-
*ʔarway — — — — —

lion — — ḍarġam/ 
ḍirġām — dirǧām — (ḍarġam)

lion — — ġaḍan-
far — ǧaḍan-

far — —

large 
wild cat, 
lion

— *mV(n)
dīn — — — — al-madīn

42	 The data in Table 4 come from the following sources: Afroasiatic (Orel/Stolbova 
1995); Semitic (Militarev/Kogan 2005); Modern Arabic (Wehr 1976); Modern Ara-
bic II (Oxford Arabic Dictionary); Medieval Andalus (Corriente 1997); Modern Arabic 
dialects (Behnstedt/Woidich 2011) and Medieval Arabic (Kazimirski 1860). The pa-
rentheses in the data from Kazimirski 1860 mark those cases where attributive meanings 
are present in the dictionary.
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Only in Afroasiatic: *bawar, *mūʔ-, *nVčuw-;43 only in Semitic: *ʔVnar- / 
ʔVran, *gūr- / *gury/w-, *hVm/wām, *nVhVš~ / *nVhVs-; only in Modern 
Arabic I: ʔabū al-ḥāriṯ, haṣūr, qašʕam, ḫāḏir, zamzama; only in Andalusian 
Arabic: qaswar; only in Arabic dialects: bāḥaš/bāš, burʕuṣ, dābi, dorbies, 
dūd/dūt, bū ʕēidd, baʕašōb, abu ǧimʕ, hōš, ḥaydar, laḥu, ljun, abu nagalāt, 
ab riswa, síímba, ṣēd/ṣīd, šēr/šīr, tilb, kalb al-wādi, abu xmayyis, zuba.

The data in Table 4 show that there is a layer of Afroasiatic and Semitic 
continuity, namely in labuʔa, layṯ, and possibly also al-madīn.44 The second 
layer is the one of inner Arabic neologisms, such as ʔasad, hizabr / hizbar, 
sabʕ, ḍarġam / ḍirġām, and ġaḍanfar, together with the name for the lion 
cub (šibl), which is not reconstructed for Afroasiatic or Semitic.

5  Characteristics of the list

There are several characteristics that can be deduced from the analyses out-
lined above.

Semantically, the lion seems to be perceived mainly as of considerable size, 
possessing (rather) positive physical and mental properties and performing 
dynamic actions. Its characteristics is often connected with some prominent 
body parts and production of typical sounds. Clearly negative notions are 
in minority (28 properties). It is undisputable that the lion represents a great, 
distinguished and respected personality.

Other specific characteristics of the set is a strong derivational preference 
of emotionally marked forms (the ṣīġat al-mubālaġa, “intensive forms”). 
The forms CaCCāC, CaCūC and CaCīC have 39 occurrences and the 
weight of almost 17 percent. This only strengthens the charged character of 
the collection. Other prominent form, CaCCaC (32 occurrences), cannot be 
directly connected with emotions, on the other hand, in our list, it is often 
formed by quadriliterals.

The collection contains a higher yield of quadriliterals than usual (or, at 
least than in modern Arabic). Today, such lexemes are rather connected with 
words of foreign origin, and it is often said that in the older lexicon, they 
formed a part of the ancient or Bedouin lexicon, sometimes also connected 

43	 This item appears both in the line of Afroasiatic *nVčuw- > Semitic *layṯ- > Arabic 
layṯ (this is a traditional reconstruction, but not accepted by Militarev/Kogan 2005), 
and Afroasiatic *nVčuw- > Akkadian nēšu, without manifestation in Arabic.

44	 al-madīn is practically out of use in Modern Arabic; labuʔa is very common for 
‘lioness’, and layṯ can be found in all of our sources except the most recent (Oxford Arabic 
Dictionary). However, in the CLARA corpus, the frequency of layṯ is relatively high, 
both as a proper name and a designation of a lion.
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with emotional words. Another issue worth mentioning is a rather small 
number of semivowels.

On the one hand, it can be said that the collection is strongly nominal – 
forms derived directly from verbs are in a clear minority. On the other hand, 
there is quite a rich occurrence of very common nominal patterns. This can 
be interpreted as connected with the Arabic root as the basis of the lexical 
derivation, i. e., the semantic relation with the other notions attested at indi-
vidual roots can be seen as relevant.

Connection with Bedouin speech is not excluded, on the other hand, there 
is no clear definition of what can be considered as a “Bedouin layer” in the 
lexicon, which means that one should be rather cautious with such types of 
speculations. There is no direct attestation of a link with the Bedouin speech.

Another important property of the numerous namings for the lion is lim-
ited mainly to Middle Ages. This is supported by our list itself (taken from 
Kazimirski’s dictionary, reflecting the medieval and pre-medieval Arabic) 
and by the Andalusian evidence. The numbers in Wehr 1976 are extraordi-
nary, and are not supported in modern dictionaries,45 but even in the modern 
dialects of Arabic.46 On the other hand, in other Semitic languages, such a 
richness of forms is not attested in any other Semitic language. The only 
possible exception, Akkadian, offers a list that is much smaller than the Ar-
abic one. On the other hand, lists from Arabic and Akkadian are still much 
richer than other Semitic languages as well as modern dialects of Arabic, 
where the triadic model of a “male ~ female ~ youngster/cub“ is present.

It seems rather well substantiated to divide the list into two parts based 
on meaning, into the one that can be called an attributive one, and the other 
one where the dictionary offers no attributive information. The first set is 
significantly bigger (175 roots), and the lexemes reflect some of the proper-
ties ascribed to lion. The other set, where the meanings are limited to only 
‘being lion’, is much smaller (17 roots, 26 lexemes). It is relatively easy to ex-
plain the existence and employment of the lexemes in the first set, where the 
attributive nature of individual lexemes might be the decisive factor in their 
formation and usage – i.e., probably metaphors in classical Arabic poetry.

The impression that the first one contains lexemes of secondary nature 
that came to designate lion as a result of some attributes is not completely 
justified, however. This would imply that the set of ‘only lions’ would be the 
unmarked set, supposedly close to a proto-language set. A closer analysis 

45	 Hoogland et al. 2003, Van Mol/Berghman 2001, Zemánek et al. 2006, Oxford 
Arabic dictionary).

46	 Cf. data from Hinds/Badawi 1986, Clarity et al. 1964, Harrell/Sobelman 1966 
with a limited number of namings within single dialect.
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however reveals that at least some of the reconstructed forms can be found 
rather in the “attributive” set – the case of layṯ with a secondary meaning 
‘fort, robuste’ was mentioned above. At the same time, there is little overlap 
with the reconstructed forms (lbw, lyṯ, mdn, cf. above). Even the closer look 
within the set suggests that at least some lexemes exhibit secondary develop-
ments.47 On the other hand, there is a clear inner-Arabic development, and 
the number of terms found only in Arabic is rather high.

6  Remarks on other lists

It is very probable that other lists similar to that of “lion” in the number of 
lexical variations of some concept will exhibit different properties. E. g., the 
list of designations of a camel seems to be a list of rather technical terms, 
describing various types of camels: according to Lane 1863–1893 ǧamal or 
baʕīr stand for camel in general, nāqa is a she-camel, young camels can be 
named farš, ʔibil is a collective (or a group of camels) or for a more specific 
designation, maʔbūḍ is used for a ‘camel having the pasterns of his fore leg 
bound’, ǧazūr is a camel that is slaughtered or to be slaughtered, etc. On 
the other hand, lexemes showing some aesthetic judgments about camels are 
also abundant. Other lists of similar nature, such as words for sword, might 
show other semantic notions.

In our list, at first sight, it is clear that a great majority of names are due to 
metaphorical resemblances, but it is especially these connotations that carry 
semantic notions possessed by the lion in medieval Arabic. It is difficult to 
speak of technical terms in case of the names for lion, we meet many mean-
ings whose relation to the basic concept could be considered as attributive.

However, the comparison of other lexical lists similar to that of lion in 
Arabic is in the current stage inevitably only tentative, as to our knowledge, 
there are no other analyses that would enable a proper discussion of all the 
aspects of such lexical lists. It could be also noted that such lists exist in 
other languages, too, cf. the famous names for snow types in Eskimo or 
the horse terminology in English. However, there seems to be one major 
difference between the names of the lion and the names of camel, snow and 
horse – the possibility of metaphorical usage of the list members seems to be 
the strongest with the lion in Arabic.

47	 al-muqānis is obviously secondary (definite article, participle from a derived verbal 
stem), harit // harūt // harrāt // harīt uses all the three patterns of the intensive form, and 
even the pair ġaṯwatir ~ ġaṯāġiṯ could suggest some closeness.
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7  Discussion

There are several problems that need clarification, but currently, it seems that 
there are constraints that make most of the conclusions rather tentative and/
or speculative. The main obstacle for interpretation is that our data comes 
from a dictionary, which is not a reliable source for exact contextual usage of 
the lexemes, especially the difference between particular and metaphorical 
types of usage. Thus, many of possible explanations remain obscure.

The first problem is the number of roots that designate purely the lion, 
without any other, (in the dictionary) attested meanings. 17 roots forming 
26 patterns (actual lexemes) differ slightly from the rest of the list, especially 
the role of intensive forms is not as prominent. This could hint at more par-
ticular usage, connected with the animal itself. This, on the other hand, con-
trasts with normally somewhat limited number of lexemes in other languages, 
where usually the triad of “youngling – female – male” is the most current – it 
is hardly thinkable that a single language develops 26 designations of a single 
concept that would be equal in their usage. Even the hints available in the 
dictionary are lacking here – there does not seem to be lexical derivation at 
work, otherwise usually present in Arabic. The lexemes seem rather isolated, 
connected with the meaning of the lion. A possible speculation is that such 
a state of the art could reflect the dialectal differentiation of the pre-classical 

“Arabics” existing on the Arabian Peninsula – this could be also the image of 
the situation suggested by the analysis of Al-Jallad 2018, and a somewhat 
abundant wealth of lion’s names could reflect the variety of the early stages 
of the Arabic dialects. In a way, the situation portrayed by Behnstedt and 
Woidich48, could serve as model for the 21 names designating the lion.

In case of the “attributive” set, there is a lexical derivation present here, 
but semantically, it is not the lion that would form a starting point of a se-
mantic field developed further by such derivation. On the contrary, the at-
tributive meanings reflect various types of properties assigned to lion. This 
means that these attributes stem rather from the observation of a lion and 
attaching the observed properties to the beast, thus helping in its character-
ization. This was our primary assumption, and our data supports this view. 
This part of semantic sequence is also at the end of the semantic chain.

The set designing purely the lion can be, at least partially, used in order to 
transfer the characteristics of a lion to humans, but obviously, this is not the 
case of the “attributive” set. Here, the less common words from the first set 
(“being lion”) occur more frequently. E. g., we can find ʔUsāma (ʔasāma in 
Kazimirski), (Ibn) Ḥārid, (Ibn/ʔAbū) Ḥalbas, (Ibn) Harṯam or Hurmās as 

48	 Behnstedt/Woidich 2011, pp. 334–336.
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examples of proper names, and it is questionable to what extent the current 
perception is still aware of the original meaning.

8  Conclusion

According to Wittgenstein, if a lion could speak, we could not understand 
it. In our case, the perception of the lion through the names assigned to it 
in Arabic gives us the portrait of a rather positive personality, and grandeur, 
courage, and strength are prominent qualities. The fusion of these qualities 
with humans is also observable, both in the set itself and in the fact that a 
number of these forms are used in proper names.

The phonological and derivational properties of the set point to emotional 
charge connected with the lion. We witness increased share of voiced con-
sonants, increase in open vowels, which strengthens the euphonic impres-
sion of the names. Usage of intensive forms is clearly abundant, and “longer” 
roots (3–4 consonants) are preferred.

From the semantic point of view, the set is divisible into a “lion-only” set 
and an attributive set, where the lion’s name comes as secondary from the 
primary meaning of the roots in question. In case of the first set, a possible 
explanation could lie in connecting the wealth of forms with the model of 
dialectal diversity of Arabic. For the second, attributive set, the richness of 
forms could be connected with imaginative literature and poetry, where the 
emotional character of the concept can be used in a variety of ways and its 
metaphorical potential can be exploited. It is not sure that such an assertion 
will ever be verifiable in the written sources, as lots of evidence may have 
been lost in the vanishing lore of the Arabic Bedouin oral poetry.

Appendix: List of lexemes designating 
the lion in Kazimirski’s dictionary

No. Lexeme Root Root 
type Meaning (attribute)

1 ʔasad اسد 3 c lion

2 ʔasāma(t) أسم 3 c lion

3 al-mutaʔannas انس 3 c qui sent de loin la proie

4 al-basūr بسر 3 c austère, sévère, renfrogné
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  5 al-mubtaġī بغي 3 w le desire, qui est recherché

  6 al-tāǧ توج 3 w couronne

  7 al-ʔaǧbah جبه 3 c qui a un front large et beau

  8 ǧarīʔ // muǧtariʔ جرء 3 w audacieux

  9 al-muǧarrab جرب 3 c éprouvé, qui a subi une éprouvé

10 ǧirāḍ جرض 3 c gros, épais ; fort, robuste

11 ǧurāhim جرهم 4 c gros, corpulent

12 al-muǧšim جشم 3 c gros, épais

13 ǧayfar جفر 3 c lion grand, énorme

14 al-muǧahǧah جهجه 1212 crier, jeter, pousser un cri pour 
effrayer et éloigner une bête

15 ǧahm جهم 3 c sévère, austère, dur dans l’expres-
sion de son visage, renfrogné

16 al-muḥarrab حرب 3 c
irriter, agacer, exciter, pousser 
quelqu’un à quelque chose, mettre 
en colère

17 al-ḥāriṯ حرث 3 c labourer, cultivateur

18 al-muḥtaṣir حصر 3 c prendre, saisir tout

19 ḥalbas حلبس 4 c homme brave, courageux, maître, 
chef

20 al-ḥumāris حمرس 4 c fort, hardi, courageux

21 al-ḥamza حمز 3 c Hamza, nom propre d’homme

22 al-ḥāmī حمي 3 w protecteur, défenseur

23 ḫabūr خبر 3 c essayer, s’assurer, éprouver par 
experience

24 al-ḫabbās خبس 3 c
grand preneur, grand faiseur de 
proie, qui en fait à tout moment, et 
qui en est toujours avide

25 al-ḫunābis خنبس 4 c horrible, affreux, d’un aspect 
hideux
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26 ḫaytaʕūr ختعر 4 c mirage ; Satan ; malheur, calamité ; 
loup ; lion

27 al-ḫādir خدر 3 c qui se cache au fond d’un antre, 
d’une tanière

28 ḫazraǧ خزرج 4 c clocher, marcher en boitant ; vent 
d’ouest

29 miḫšaf خشف 3 c
qui rode pendant la nuit ; coura-
geux, qui ne craint pas de voyager 
pendant la nuit

30 ḫušām خشم 3 c qui a un nez gros et épais

31 ḫaṭṭār خطر 3 c qui agite, qui remue la queue

32 ḫāyin al-ʕayn خون 3 w qui a les yeux faibles, qui lui font 
défaut

33 dirbās دربس 4 c devancer, aller en avant ; chien 
méchant, qui mord

34 al-darāwūs درس 3 c gros, épais et qui a un gros cou ; 
brave, courageux

35 al-dirfās درفس 4 c grand énorme

36 dawsar دسر 3 c gros, épais

37 duġfar دغفر 4 c lion énorme

38 dalhaṯ // dalhāṯ دلهث 4 c grand, fort, robuste ; brave, coura-
geux

39 dilhām دلهم 4 c brave, hardi

40 al-dawwās دوس 3 w brave, courageux

41 riʔbāl رءبل 4 w fraude, trahison ; loup

42 al-mutarabbid // 
ʔarbad ربد 3 c terrible, sinistre

43 marṯad رثد 3 c homme généreux ; attendre, rester 
à attendre quelque chose

44 al-rabbāḍ ربض 3 c
qui se couche habituellement les 
jambs ployées pour guetter sa 
proie ; grand, énorme

45 al-rādī ردي 3 w qui détruit, qui fait périr
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46 al-rāṣid رصد 3 c qui observe, qui guette, qui est en 
embuscade

47 al-ʔarqab رقب 3 c qui a le cou très-gros, épais à la 
base

48 murmil // murammil رمل 3 c pauvre, indigent

49 al-rāhib رهب 3 c effrayer, menace

50 al-zāʔir زور 3 w qui rugit, rugir

51 mizʕāfat زعف 3 c tuer quelqu’un sur place

52 zamǧar زمجر 4 c gronder

53 zahdam زهدم 4 c épervier ; jeune faucon ; lion

54 ḏū al-zawāyid زود 3 w addition, surplus

55 al-zāyif زيف 3 w qui marche avec fierté

56 musbaḥlil سبحل 4 c gros, au corps volumineux ; lion-
ceau qui a déjà grandi

57 sabr سبر 3 c exploration, examen

58 sabuʕ سبع 3 c bête féroce

59 al-sārī سري 3 w qui voyage de nuit

60 musāfiʕ سفع 3 c combatant, lutteur, qui se jette avec 
impétuosité sur quelqu’un

61 sulāqim // salqam سلقم 4 c faire claquer des dents

62 mustann سنن 122 dent

63 sīd سيد 3 w loup, lion ; dignité de chef, de 
prince ; chef, prince.

64 mušibb شبب 122 exciter, pousser ; agé ; vieillard ; 
jeune homme

65 mušattam شتم 3 c sinister, au visage rebarbative et 
renfrogné, austère

66 šibl شبل 3 c lionceau ; louveteau

67 al-ʔašǧaʕ شجع 3 c brave, courageux au combat ; trop 
vif, qui agit avec precipitation
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68 šaǧʕam شجعم 4 c grand de taille

69 šadīd شدد 122 violent, dur, severe ; fort, robuste, 
vigoreux ; brave, courageux

70 al-ʔašras شرس 3 c méchant, mauvais, hargneux, en-
clin à la dispute

71 mušrašir شرشر 1212 qui aiguise (un couteau, les dents, 
etc.)

72 šakim شكم 3 c mordre ; rétribuer, rémunérer 
quelqu’un

73 šanābiṯ شنبث 4 c gros, épais

74 al-ʔaṣḥar صحر 3 c fauve

75 ṣārim صرم 3 c brave, courageux ; sévère, dur, 
rigoureux

76 al-ṣaʕb صعب 3 c difficile, ardu ; désobeissant, indo-
cile

77 ṣalqām صلقم 4 c claquer, grincer des dents ; gros, épais

78 ṣamm صمم 3 c brave, courageux

79 ṣumaṣim صمصم 1212 hardi, entreprenant, ardent

80 muṣmaʕidd صمعد 4 c s’éloigner rapidement

81 muṣṭād // ṣayyād صيد 3 w chasseur ; pécheur ; qui fait la 
chasse, chasseur

82 miḍbaṯ // ḍabṯ // 
ḍabbāṯ ضبث 3 c saisir quelque chose avec la main, 

palper, tater, …

83 ḍibirr ضبر 3 c etre gros, épais, et avoir la char-
pente osseuse trěs forte

84 al-muḍarraǧ ضرج 3 c ensanglanter, mettre en sang

85 ḍirz ضرز 3 c dur ; avare

86 muḍarris ضرس 3 c dentelé

87 ḍarḍam ضرضم 4 c mâle de toute bête féroce

88 ḍarġam ضرغم 4 c
être hardi, intrépide et se montrer 
dans le combat comme un lion 
farouche, féroce
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  89 ḍurāk ضرك 3 c fort, robuste

  90 ḍiġz ضغز 4 c méchant

  91 ḍayġam // ḍayġamī ضغم 3 c qui mord, méchant

  92 ḍaġīnī ضغن 3 c haine, mauvaise voulouir

  93 ḍamḍam ضمضم 1212 courroucé, brave, courageux, grand

  94 al-muḍṭahid ضهد 3 c qui maltraite, qui opprime ; fort, 
robuste et violent

  95 ʕarfās عرفس 4 c gros, épais et dur

  96 ʕirham عرهم 4 c gros, épais, corpulent, énorme, fort

  97 ʕurwat عرو 3 w
anse ; ganse ; troupe nombreuse 
d’hommes ; environs d’une ville, 
banlieue

  98 al-ʕazzām عزم 3 c decide, résolu

  99 ʕasrab عسرب 4 c lion

100 ʕašrab عشرب 4 c fort et brave

101 ʕašarram // ʕušārim عشرم 4 c très-gros et épais

102 ʕaḍammaz عضمز 4 c fort et dur

103 ʕaṭṭāṭ عطط 122 brave, intrèpide

104 ʕifarn // ʕifārnī عفرن 4 c lion

105 ʕafarfara(t) عفرفر 4 c méchant et malfaisant

106 ʕayūṯ عيث 3 w qui cause des dégâts

107 ʕayyāl // muʕīl عيل 3 w

qui marche avec fierté, avec jac-
tance, qui se balance en marchant 
et penche tantôt d’un côte, tantôt 
de l’autre

108 ṭuḥan طحن 3 c petit, courtaud, de petite taille 
(homme)

109 ʕābis عبس 3 c severe, austere, renfrogné

110 ʕatras عترس 4 c gros, épais, large de la poitrine

111 ʕaǧūz عجز 3 c vieillard
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112 ʕirzam عرزم 4 c lion

113 ʕaris عرس 3 c stupéfait, étourdi du coup et qui 
reste interdit

114 ʕirṣām // ʕurāṣim عرصم 4 c gourmand, vorace

115 ʔaġbaṯ غبث 3 c cendré, gris de cendre

116 ġaṯiṯ غثث 122 mauvais, detestable

117 ġaṯwatir غثتر 4 c lion

118 ġaṯāġiṯ غثغث 1212 lion

119 al-ʔaġṯay غثي 3 w qui enlève et balaye tout sur son 
passage

120 al-ġādī غدي 3 w matinal, qui sort ou vient de grand 
matin

121 ġašrab غشرب 4 c lion

122 ġaḍb غضب 3 c irrité, courrocé, tout rouge de 
colère

123 ġaḍawwar غضر 3 c couper, retrancher en coupant

124 ġaḍāfir غضفر 4 c gros, robuste, fort, brutal et violent

125 al-ʔaġlab غلب 3 c qui a le cou gros et épais

126 al-muftaǧiʔ فجء 3 w
fondre sur quelqu’un à l’impro-
viste, saisir, emporter en fondant à 
l’improviste

127 fadawkas فدكس 4 c grand et gros, énorme

128 al-farrās // al-muf-
taris فرس 3 c qui brise les os et déchire sa proie  ; 

qui déchire et dévore sa proie

129 furāsin فرسن 4 c pied de chameau et elephant

130 firfār // furāfir فرفر 1212 lion ; qui brise et détruit tout, qui 
commet partout des dégâts

131 firnās // furānis فرنس 4 c qui a un gros cou ; brave, courageux

132 fuṣāfiṣat فصفص 1212 très-vif et alerte

133 ʔafḍaḥ فضح 3 c rougeâtre
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134 al-qabbāb قبب 122 couper, abattre ; grincer des dents ; 
gros et épais (nez)

135 al-muqabqib قبقب 1212 rugir ; le grognard

136 al-ʔaqdam قدم 3 c le courageux par excellence

137 al-mutaqaddī قدي 3 w qui marche d’un pas lent

138 al-qāriḥ قرح 3 c doué d’une grande force

139 qaršab قرشب 4 c gros, épais et long ; méchant

140 muqranṣif قرنصف 5 c qui marche, qui roule avec une 
grande rapidité

141 qaswar قسر 4 c lions ; violence, employ de la force

142 qasqas // qasqās قسقس 1212 ronger un os

143 qaṣqaṣa(t) قصقص 1212 gros, épais ; qui rugit

144 qiṣmil قصمل 4 c fort, robuste

145 quḍāqiḍ قضقض 1212 fracasser, broyer (se dit du lion qui 
fracases sa proie et lui brise les os)

146 al-qaṭūb قطب 3 c qui a le front ride, froncé

147 al-qaʕʕāṣ قعص 3 c qui tue incontinent sa proie

148 qaʕnab قعنب 4 c fort, robuste

149 qamūṣ قمص 3 c qui sauté, qui fait des sauts ; qui est 
sans cesse en movement

150 al-muqānis قنس 3 c
lion (voy. QNṢ) ; QNṢ: tuer ou 
prendre quelque chose à la chasse ; 
chasseur

151 qahramān قهرمن 5 c furieux et terrible ; violent, impé-
tueux

152 al-karīh كره 3 c désagréable, pour lequel on a de 
l’aversion

153 kaʕnab // kaʕānib كعنب 4 c petit, court ; qui a des bosses à la 
tête

154 al-kaffāt كفت 3 c qui saisit quelque chose et s̀ en 
empire
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155 al-ʔaklaf كلف 3 c fauve, brun

156
labā(t) // labawa(t) 
// lubūʔ // lubʔ // 
labuwāt // labʔāt

لبء 3 c lionne

157 al-lābid لبد 3 c être par terre et presque collé au sol

158 laḥḥāsa(t) لحس 3 c lionne ; grande lécheuse

159 lāyiṯ // layṯ ليث 3 w fort, robuste, vigoreux

160 al-madīn مدن 3 c lion

161 al-māḍī // māḍī 
al-ʕazm مضي 3 w qui sait exécuter ce qu’il se propose

162 al-mumtaniʕ منع 3 c fort, puissant, et dont l’accés n’est 
pas facile

163 al-mutamahhir مهر 3 c rusé, ingénieux à prendre une proie

164 al-naǧīd نجد 3 c brave, courageux

165 al-nahhāb نهب 3 c déprédateur, pillard

166 al-minhat نهت 3 c qui rugit

167 nahd نهد 3 c gras, corpulent ; grand, charnu et 
beau

168 nahz نهز 3 c
repousser quelqu’un en lui portant 
un coup de poing dans la poitrine ; 
chef d’une tribu

169 nahhās // nahūs نهس 3 c saisir et arracher un morceau de 
chair avec les dents de devant

170 nahhām نهم 3 c avide, insatiable

171 haǧǧās هجس 3 c détourner quelqu’un de quelque 
chose

172 hādī هدي 3 w guide, conducteur ; chef

173 harit // harūt // har-
rāt // harīt هرت 3 c lion

174 harṯam هرثم 4 c lion

175 hurās هرس 3 c manger quelque chose avec avidité
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176 muhraʕ // muhrāʕ هرع 3 c tout tremblant (de colere, de peur, 
de fievre, de faiblesse

177 harma(t) هرم 3 c lionne ; vieille femme

178 hirmās // harmīs هرمس 4 c lion férce qui attaque les hommes

179 harhār هرهر 1212 rugissement du lion

180 hizabr // hizbar هزبر 4 c gros et grand ; couper

181 hayzam هزم 3 c fort, robuste

182 al-hašamšama(t) هشمشم 5 c HŠM: casser, écrasser, surtout un 
corps sec et creux en dedans

183

haṣir // hayṣūr // 
hayṣār // hāṣir // 
haṣūra(t) // haṣūr // 
haṣṣār // mihṣīr // 
mihṣār // muhtaṣir // 
mihṣar

هصر 3 c qui brisse, ecrasse, qui broie

184 huṣam هصم 3 c casser, briser

185 hāḍūm // haḍūm هضم 3 c casser, briser

186 hamham // hamhām 
// hamhūm همهم 1212 parler bas, murmurer, … ; grom-

meler, grogner

187 hanbaġ هنبغ 4 c (HNBR: hyène). Être affamé, avoir 
faim

188 hawwām هوم 3 w chef d’une tribu, d’une famille ; qui 
a la tête plus grande

189
al-mutahayyib // 
al-muhīb // al-
mahūb

هيب 3 w craint, qui est à craindre, redoub-
table

190 al-mutawarrid ورد 3 w qui descend à l’eau, à l’abreuvoir

191 al-wahhās وهس 3 w briser, casser
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