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LITHUANIAN bužỹs ‘INSECT, COCKCHAFER, BEETLE, 
LOUSE’ AND RELATED PROBLEMS

Abstract. In his paper the author suggests that Lith. bužỹs ‘insect, cockchafer, bee-
tle, louse’ and Latvian buzis ‘louse’ (both from East Baltic *bužas m.), as well as Latv. 
bza ‘louse’, were originally derivatives from the Indo-European word for ‘she-goat’ (IE. 
*bhuos m. ‘buck, he-goat’, *bhuā f. ‘she-goat’), cf. Armenian buc ‘lamb; young goat, 
kid’, Avestan būza- m. ‘he-goat’, New Persian buz ‘goat’ and so on. The same semantic 
development is also attested in other Indo-European languages, cf. Arm. bcic ‘louse’ : 
Arm. buc ‘lamb; young goat, kid’; Yazghulami vazák ‘a tiny black insect, which moves 
about by jumping’ : Yazgh. vaz f. ‘goat’; Shughni vazič f. ‘grasshopper’ : Sh. vaz m. ‘he-
goat’, vāz f. ‘she-goat’. The suggested transformations may be reconstructed in the fol-
lowing way: ‘goat’ (early IE) > ‘jumping kid’ (IE) > ‘jumping insect’ (a late Indo-European 
or post-Indo-European process, attested in Iranian, Armenian, East Baltic) > ‘louse’ (Ar-
menian, East Baltic) > ‘any insect’ (only in Lithuanian). 

Under the headword babaũžė (‘Papanz, Schreckgespenst, mit dem man 
Kindern Furcht einjagt’) Ernst Fraenke l  (1962, 29) registers Lith. bužỹs m. 
‘insect / Insekt’ (also ‘Popanz, Schreckgestalt, Vogelscheuche’) and Latvian 
bza f., buzis m. ‘louse / Laus’ (used in the speech of children). Although 
the relation between Lith. bužỹs ‘insect, cockchafer, beetle’, also ‘louse’1, and 
Latv. buzis ‘louse’ (both from East Baltic *bužas) seems obvious, the origin 
and the earliest meaning of these words are quite uncertain.2

In my paper, I intend to demonstrate that the East Baltic terms in question 

1 According to LKŽ 1, 1229f., the Lithuanian appellative bužỹs, also būžỹs m. (4 
accentual paradigm) demonstrates seven different meanings, among them (1) ‘vabzdys, 
vabalas / insect, cockchafer, beetle’, also dialectal ‘utėlė / louse’, used in the childish 
speech, (2) ‘kankorėžis, žirginys / cone; catkin’, (3) ‘vaikų baidyklė, baubas, maumas / 
children’s fright, scarecrow, fright’. It is clear that the first meaning was basic and the 
most important for the authors of the monumental “Dictionary of the Lithuanian Lan-
guage” (Lietuvių kalbos žodynas). 

2 The East Baltic words in question are not mentioned by Tr au tmann  (1923 
[1970]), K a r u l i s  (1992) and S moc zyń s k i  (2007). 
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are etymologically and semantically connected with Armenian bcic ‘louse’, 
Yazghulami vazák ‘a tiny black insect, which moves about by jumping / 
название мелкого черного насекомого передвигающегося прыжками’ 
(Ras torgueva,  Ede lman 2003, 194) and Shughni vazič f. ‘grasshopper / 
кузнечик’ (Zar ub in  1960, 252). 

The Armenian appellative for ‘louse’, bcic, is clearly derived from the noun 
buc (o-stem and i-stem) ‘lamb; young goat, kid / ягненок, козленок’ (Dja -
huk ian  1967, 174) and IE *bhos m. ‘buck, he-goat / Bock’ (Pokor ny 
1959, 174; Mal lo r y,  Adams 1997, 229). By analogy, the Pamir Iranian 
(i.e. Yazghulami and Shughni) forms denoting ‘a kind of jumping insect’ 
are related to Yazgh. vaz f. ‘goat’ and Sh. vaz m. ‘he-goat’, vāz f. ‘she-goat’ 
(see Morgens t i e r ne  1974, 87), respectively. The Pamir words in ques-
tion derive from Iran. *būźa- m. ‘he-goat’ and *bźā- f. ‘she-goat’, cf. Av-
estan būza- m. ‘Ziegenbock’ (Bar tho lomae  1904, 969), NPers. buz ‘goat’ 
(Bodrog l ige t i  1971, 122), Chotan Saka buysa- ‘goat’ (Ba i l ey  1979, 297), 
Khwarezmian ’βz [əβza] f. ‘she-goat’ (< *bǔźā-), Pashto wuz, wz, uz m. ‘he-
goat’, wuzá, wza, uzá, bza, dial. bezá f. ‘she-goat’ (Morgens t i e r ne  1927, 
94; 2003, 94), Bartangi vaz, Roshani vaz f. ‘she-goat’ (Soko lova  1960, 165), 
Yidgha vəzó, Munji vzo m. ‘he-goat’, vza f. ‘she-goat’ (Gr junberg  1972, 
373), Tadjik nar-buz ‘he-goat’ (see Ras torgueva,  Ede lman 2003, 191–
194). In the Iranian languages we find a number of derivatives ending with 
*-ya-, e.g. Avestan buzya- adj. ‘pertaining to a goat; goatish’ (Bar tho lomae 
1904, 969), Ossetic boʒ ‘goat’ (Abaev  1959, 264), Parachi bug, Fari væg ‘id.’, 
Pashto wužγúnay m., wǝžγūne f. ‘goat’s hair’, Waziri wužγwunē ‘id.’ < Iran. 
*buźya-gauna- ‘goatish hair’ (Morgens t i e r ne  2003, 94). The Iranian form 
*buźya- (displaying short u-vocalism) corresponds formally with the East 
Baltic *bužjas m. ‘insect, esp. louse’. Moreover, Iranian *bźā- f. ‘she-goat’ 
seems to be an exact equivalent of Latv. bza f. ‘louse’. The affinity of the 
Iranian and Baltic forms is striking and unquestionable from the phonologi-
cal point of view, though the semantic aspects of the suggested comparison 
require some additional comments. 

The Armenian term for ‘louse’, bcic, attested as early as in the 6th century 
AD,3 appears to be a diminutive form of the basic noun buc ‘goat’ derived by 

3 G r epp i n  (1990, 206) cites Arm. bcic ‘louse’ among the words borrowed by the Ar-
menians from an unidentified (non-Indo-European) substrate. However, both anic ‘nit’ 
and bcic ‘louse’ demonstrate the same suffix -ic and both derive from the Indo-European 
protolanguage. The relation between buc ‘lamb, kid’ and bcic ‘louse’ (< *bhu-id-o-) 
seems unquestionable.
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means of the suffix -ic, which is seen in Arm. anic (o-stem) ‘nit; the eggs of 
a louse’ (Grepp in  1983, 290). The suffix -ic may be related to Albanian -(i)
zë and Ancient Greek -ίδ-, -ίδιον,4 Modern Gk. -ιδα, -ίδι, cf. Alb. (Gheg) 
thëní, (Tosk) thërí f. ‘louse; nit’, dimin. thërízë, thërrízë f. ‘nit; little louse’, 
(Arberesh) thëríez f. ‘id.’ (Demira j  1997, 397; Ore l  1998, 476), Gk. κονίς 
f. (-ίδ-stem) ‘nit’, usually pl. κονίδες ‘eggs of lice, fleas, bugs; nits’, Mod. 
Gk. κόνιδα, κονίδα f., dimin. κονίδι n. ‘nit’5. Evidently, the louse – a small, 
jumping insect, living on the bodies of animals and humans (mostly under 
dirty conditions) – was named bcic (literally ‘kid, small goat’, cf. Arm. buc 
‘lamb, young goat’), as if lice could jump as kids. 

Yazghulami vazák ‘a little black jumping insect’ (liter. ‘a kid; small or young 
goat’, cf. Yazgh. vaz f. ‘goat’) acquired its name by means of the same se-
mantic motivation, i.e. the similar way of jumping shared by insects and kids. 
Shughni vazič f. ‘grasshopper / кузнечик’ (< Iran. *būzāčī-) and vaz ‘goat / 
коза’ (Zar ub in  1960, 252; Ras torgueva,  Ede lman 2003, 194) attests a 
similar Benennungsmotiv, as the grasshopper has long hind legs adapted for 
jumping and is commonly defined as ‘jumping insect which makes a shrill, 
chirping noise’ (Hor nby  1974, 377).     

The same semantic development which is observed in Armenian, Yaz-
ghulami and Shughni must also be assumed for the East Baltic forms. The 
semantic shift from ‘kid; small or young goat’ to ‘louse’ is attested both in 
Armenian and Latvian. The meaning ‘jumping insect’ appears in the Iranian 
languages of the Pamir area, whereas the Lithuanian data show an analogous 
development: ‘goat, kid’ > ‘jumping kid’ > ‘jumping insect’ (esp. ‘louse’) > ‘any 
insect’. This is why the East Baltic lexemes *bžā f. and *bužas m. should 
be reconstructed with the original semantics ‘insect jumping like a kid, esp. 
louse’. It is highly probable that the above-mentioned Lithuanian and Latvian 
nouns are reflexes of the Indo-European term for ‘goat’ (IE. *bhā f. > Latv. 
bza f. ‘louse’) and the corresponding adjective *bhuos ‘goatish, pertaining 
to a goat’, from which are derived certain secondary forms in Iranian (cf. 
Parachi buǰ, Fari væǰ, Ossetic boʒ ‘goat’) and Baltic (cf. Lith. bužỹs m. ‘insect; 
cockchafer, beetle; louse’, Latv. buzis m. ‘louse’).     

4 The suffix -ίδιον frequently appears in names of animals, cf. Gk. αἰγίδιον n. ‘kid’, 
Mod. Gk. γίδι n. ‘id.’ (< αἴξ, αἰγός f. ‘goat’), ἐχίδιον n. ‘young viper’ (< ἔχις m. ‘viper’), 
ὀφίδιον n. ‘young serpent’, Mod. Gk. φίδι n. ‘snake, serpent’ (< �φις m. ‘serpent’), χοι- n. ‘young serpent’, Mod. Gk. φίδι n. ‘snake, serpent’ (< �φις m. ‘serpent’), χοι-φίδι n. ‘snake, serpent’ (< �φις m. ‘serpent’), χοι- n. ‘snake, serpent’ (< �φις m. ‘serpent’), χοι-�φις m. ‘serpent’), χοι- m. ‘serpent’), χοι-χοι-
ρίδιον n. ‘young pig’ (< χοῖρος m. ‘id.’).

5 On Indo-European name for ‘nit’, see Puhve l  2003; W i t c z a k  2003.
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It cannot be excluded that the semantic variation ‘goat’ and ‘jumping in-
sect’ goes back to as early as the Indo-European times. The lexical data from 
Armenian, Baltic and Iranian make this suggestion possible. Many years ago, 
J anzén  (1938, 29) suggested that the Indo-European names for ‘biting in-
sect / zwickendes Insekt’ (Pokor ny  1959, 187f., s.v. deigh̑-) and ‘goat / 
Ziege’ (Pokor ny  1959, 222, s.v. digh-) might be related to each other. In 
fact, we may easily reconstruct the following Indo-European term: 

IE *dih- ‘goat’ (1) and ‘insect’ (2) 
1. Alb. dhizë f. ‘she-goat’; Anc. Gk. (Laconian) δίζα f. ‘id.’; OHG ziga ‘goat 

(Male and female)’, zickî, zickîn ‘female goat’, G Ziege ‘goat’, Zicklein ‘kid’; 
OE ticcen ‘kid’, Norw. tikka ‘sheep’;   

2. Arm. tiz ‘bedbug / Wanze’; MIr. dega ‘Hirschkäfer’ (< Celt. *digāt-); 
MHG zecke, zeche m. f., G Zecke f. ‘tick’, also ‘leech / Blutegel’, MLG teke m., 
ODu. teecke, Du. teek ‘Milbe, Holzbock; Hundelaus, Ixodes ricinus’; E tick  
(< Gmc. *tigōn ~ *tikkōn).  

It is not out of the question that the same situation is seen in IE. *bhā f. 
‘she-goat’ (1) and ‘louse’ (2), although the evidence rather points to a change 
of meaning from ‘goat’ to ‘jumping insect’. Nevertheless, the existence of 
two sets of semantic equivalents in the Indo-European languages, namely (1) 
Khwar. ’βz [əβza] f. ‘she-goat’, Pashto wuzá, wza, uzá, bza, dial. bezá f. ‘she-
goat’, Bart. vaz, Rosh. vaz f. ‘she-goat’, Munji vza f. ‘she-goat’ vs. (2) Latv. 
bza f. ‘louse’, is noteworthy.      

Additional note: In Slavic, there are several terms for insects derived from the 
onomatopoeic root *bъzati / *bъzěti / *bъziti / *bъzykati ‘to buzz, to hum’, cf. Serbo-
Croatian zólja ‘wasp’ (< *bъzol’a), Bulg. dial. бъзýн ‘hornet’, бъзун ‘cockchafer, may 
bug / chrząszcz majowy’, бъзýн’ ‘cockchafer in general’, Russ. dial. бзык ‘gadfly’, Ukr. 
бзик ‘id.’, Pol. bzyk ‘a kind of buzzing insect’ (S ł aw sk i  1974, 467–468). They are com-
monly regarded as deverbative nouns, apparently unrelated to Lith. bužỹs m. ‘insect, 
cockchafer’ and Latv. bza f., buzis m. ‘louse’. It could be suggested that Russ. dial. бзык 
‘gadfly’ and Ukr. бзик ‘id.’ were originally related to Lith. bìzas m. ‘a type of insect sting-
ing cattle (gadfly) / насекомое, которое изводит скот (слепень, овод)’ and the verb 
bizóti, bizúoti ‘to run after being stung by gadflies (of cattle)’ (An i k i n  1998, 99f.) rather 
than to Lith. bužỹs. 
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LIETUVIŲ bužỹs ‘VABZDYS, VABALAS’ IR  
SUSIJUSIOS PROBLEMOS

S a n t r a u k a

Straipsnyje keliama mintis, kad lie. bužỹs ‘vabzdys, vabalas, utėlė’ ir la. buzis ‘utėlė’ 
(abu iš rytų bl. *bužas m.), taip pat la. bza ‘utėlė’, yra buvę vediniai iš ide. žodžio, 
reiškusio ‘ožka’ (ide. *bhuos m. ‘ožys’, *bhuā f. ‘ožka’), plg. arm. buc ‘ėriukas; ožiukas’, 
Av. būza- m. ‘ožys’, n. persų buz ‘ožys, ožka’ ir t. t. Tokia pati semantinė raida paliudy-
ta ir kitose ide. kalbose, plg. arm. bcic ‘utėlė’ : buc ‘ėriukas; ožiukas’; jazgulamų vazák 
‘smulkus juodas šokinėjantis vabzdys’ : vaz f. ‘ožys, ožka’; šugnų vazič f. ‘žiogas’ : vaz m. 
‘ožys’, vāz f. ‘ožka’. Suponuojami pakitimai gali būti rekonstruojami taip: ‘ožys, ožka’ 
(ankst. ide.) > ‘šokinėjantis ožiukas’ (ide.) > ‘šokinėjantis vabzdys’ (vėlyvas ide. ar poide. 
procesas, paliudytas iranėnų, armėnų, rytų baltų kalbose) > ‘utėlė’ (arm., rytų bl.) > ‘bet 
koks vabzdys’ (tik lie.).
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