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The Albanian Inscriptions Revisited

Jost Gippert

0.1 With the decipherment of the palimpsests found in St. Catherine’s
Monastery on Mt. Sinai,* both the language and the script of the Cau-
casian Albanians have become available to linguistic and historical
investigations, not only into the texts of the palimpsests proper. The
decipherment has proven beyond doubt that the Albanian language
was, if not the ancestor, an extremely close relative of the modern Udi
language and that the script used for writing down the palimpsests
was specifically invented to meet the requirements of this language,
covering its sound system in a near to perfect way. The decipherment
of the palimpsests therefore also paved the way for a successful deci-
pherment and analysis of the few inscriptions that had been supposed
to be written in the Albanian language and script before the detection
of the palimpsests, mostly on the basis of the alphabet list preserved
inms. 7117 of the Yerevan Matenadaran, a collective codex of ency-
clopedic character which also contains alphabet lists of Greek, Latin,
Old Georgian, and Coptic, as well as other specimens of Oriental lan-
guages and scripts (on fols. 144r-147r; Fig. 1 displays the Albanian
list on fol. 145rv). After the decipherment of the palimpsests, the 52
letters of the Albanian alphabet can be arranged, together with their

! Cf. the edition by Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009.

% A new pagination has been applied to Cod. Mat. 7117 after the detection of the lists
in 1937; the respective folios referred to in older publications are 141r-144r.
Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, I1-1 with n. 1 as to bibliographical and other details
concerning the Matenadaran codex and the Albanian alphabet list.

75



Roman transcription and their presumptive names,® as outlined in
Table I.
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Table I: The 52 characters of the Albanian alphabet with their transcriptions and names

0.2 A first attempt to reanalyse the inscriptions on the basis of the al-
phabet as established in the decipherment of the palimpsests was pub-
lished in the introduction to the Caucasian Albanian language
provided in the edition.” Of the total of ten artefacts dealt with there,
seven were examined in greater detail by the present author in the Na-
tional Museum of History of Azerbaijan, Baku, during a stay in 2011;
for some of the remaining inscriptions, new insights have recently
been gained via scholarly communication. In the following pages, all
ten inscriptions will be revisited in order to illustrate the present state
of knowledge.”

® Cf. the reconstruction in Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-4-6. Characters that are not
attested in the palimpsests are marked with a grey background in the Table.
* Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-85-94 (4.3 The Caucasian Albanian Inscriptions).
> The inscriptions are arranged in the order of their treatment in Gippert, Schulze et al.
2009.
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1. The Mingecaur [Mingacevir] pedestal

The longest inscription in Caucasian Albanian known so far was
found during excavations near Mingagevir (Mingecaur), Azerbaijan,
in 1948, running around the four faces of the upper part of a cube-
shaped pedestal measuring ca. 70 x 70 cm which is now preserved in
the Baku Museum (cf. Figs. 2a-d). Older pictures show that the in-
scription was still more complete when the pedestal was unearthed,’
but even then, most of the text of the third face was missing. Mean-
while, important parts from the other faces have been lost, too, as doc-
umented in Figs. 3a-d below. The essentials of the inscription have
nevertheless been established with confidence: it commemorates the
erection of a cross, obviously on the pedestal itself, by a bishop in the
27" year of a king Khosrau. Considering the fact that the Albanian
church gained its autocephaly in the year 552 CE, the king in question
may well have been Khosrau | Anushirvan, the ruler of the Sasanian
empire from 531-579; the event would in this case have taken place
in 558." In contrast to the name of the king, still readable as xosroow
in a photograph of face 2 published in 1959° (of which xosro has re-
mained today, cf. Fig. 3b), the name of the bishop is anything but cer-
tain. The proposal to restore the beginning of face 4 as [ab]as, thus
matching the name of the Albanian patriach Ter Abas who, according
to Armenian sources, transferred the ecclesiastical throne from Der-
bent to Partaw under Khosrau I, must now be given up as the last
character cannot be maintained to be an s. Instead we seem to read -ay
at the given position, which would best be taken to represent the com-
mon pronominal (“referentialised”) genltlve plural ending (more pre-
cisely -4y, with an abbreviation mark):* the word the ending pertained
to must be left open. Another slight difference as to the reading pub-
lished in the edition concerns the right-hand part of face 1 where in-

® Cf. the images printed in Trever 1959, Tables 28 and 34, reproduced as Figs. 1-12 in
Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-85-86.

" Cf. Gippert 2004, 117-8 as to details concerning this identification. The second
Sasanian king of the same name, Khosrau Il Parviz (ruled 590-628), might also be
taken into account; in this case, the year in question would be 617.

8 Cf. Trever 1959, Table 34; Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-85, Fig. 6.

9 Cf. Gippert 2004, 118-9.

10 Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-29-30.
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stead of arahéne, past tense form of an otherwise unattested verb
*ara-ihesown with the meaning ‘to be erected’, it now seems more
likely that we have to read ala héne, with ala representing the postpo-
sition hala ‘(up)on’. Third, it seems clear now that the final word of
the inscription, comprising the four letters added on the surface of
face 4, reads biyayn, not biyayne, thus lacking the final -e as part of
the third person clitic marker which usually appears as -ne. The mean-
ing remains the same though (‘he made it”). The resulting reading is
displayed, together with a close transliteration, a simplified transcrip-
tion and an English translation, in Table 11."

1 2,‘11271b[BJ-E]-‘lTh‘lOﬂO—!R’I&Z}[“l&JH ciyasze(be[s]i)[ys]iol[o]<h>alahéneei

2 JUTICO-FhJ 2 ‘10~7|JJO~O~1-H hal yé owsena xosroow<i>

3 hJ- LG eRR . serb<aown> ... ...

4 UT130-b999h3200-hJ- 164 ...dis Co'in iskaposen bi

12714 yayn

1 ciyas 3¢ besi ysi olo hala héne e i|hal In the name of our Lord Jesus!
On the pillar was (erected) this c|ross

2 y € owsena Xosroowi in the year 27 of Khosrau

3 [ETU *serbaown ... ... ... first ... ...

4 ..dy co‘in iskaposen bilyay-n of the ... The bishop of Cot malde (it).

Table II: Reading of the Mingecaur pedestal inscription

Another remarkable feature of the MingecCaur pedestal is the image
on its front side, which exhibits two peacock-like birds facing each
other with a plant stalk between them. Based upon a comparison with
peacocks on a silver bowl detected in 1947 at Bartym in present-day
Bashkortostan (Fig. 5),'% K. Trever considered a Sasanian background
for this symbol,*® which would well agree with the Sasanian king
being mentioned in the inscription. However, the Christian embedding

' In the following transcripts, characters that were still discernible in older photographs
are marked with a light grey background in the original script and with round par-
entheses in the Latin transliteration; characters that are barely readable in any photo-
graph, by a dark grey background in the original script and with square brackets in the
Latin transliteration. Characters that are supplemented in toto are printed white on a
black background in the original script and in angle brackets in the Latin transliteration.
12 Cf. Bader 1949 with Figs. 19a and b.

3 Trever 1959, 318 with n. 2 referring to Bader 1949, but also to I.A. Orbeli and L.A.

Maculevi¢ who proposed a Transcaucasian origin.
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of the Mingecaur pedestal suggests another origin. It has been noted
for long that the symbol of two facing peacocks with a plant or a
flower basket between them appears as a decorative element in ancient
Gospel manuscripts, more precisely, on their introductory pages com-
prising the Eusebian canon tables together with the letter to Karpianus
as a “prologue”; this is true, e.g., for the oldest Armenian Gospel
codexes (cf. Fig. 6 showing fol. 1r of the Etchmiadzin Gospels of
989)." In other Gospel manuscripts of Caucasian provenance, similar
symbols (with peacocks or other birds) appear also on top of the “por-
tals” to the individual Gospels as in the case of the Georgian Gospel
codex of Vani (12"-13" cc., cf. Fig. 7) or on miniatures displaying
the evangelists as in the Gospel codex of 3rugi (12" c., cf. Fig. 8).” In
one of the oldest Greek Gospel manuscripts, the Vienna Cod. gr. 847
of about the 6™ century from Ravenna, the peacock symbol occurs
even more prominently on its initial page preceding the Eusebian pro-
logue, in a decorative ornament with a cross inside (cf. Fig. 9)."° All
this suggests that the image we see on the Mingecaur pedestal was
meant to symbolise the Christianisation of the Albanians via the
introduction of the Gospels as the principal texts of Christian faith.

2. Yog’s candleholder

The second longest Albanian inscription is engraved in several lines
on the four sides of a clay candleholder, measuring ca. 8 cm in height.
The content of the inscription has been confirmed by and large during
the inspection of the artefact in the Baku Museum in 2011; it memo-
rises a certain Yog who obviously was its engraver: z(0)w yog gokarxé
nai‘ow bé etowx beleg'a-hcﬁce e hiwken akowx-biyay ‘I, Yog, the sinful
servant of God, have made this appear with the heart as it is decent.’
In contrast to the published edition,*” a minor correction concerns

4 Cf. Nordenfalk 1938, 99 (as to the Etchmiadzin Gospels); Kouymjian1993, 128 (as
to the Queen MIk'@ Gospels of 862 and the Lazarian Gospels, Moscow, of 887);
Kouymjian 2011, 91-122. For the Etchmiadzin Gospels cf. the facsimile edition
Macler 1920.
' Figures 7 and 8 are reproduced from Karanaze et al. 2010, 51 and 43.
° Drawing reproduced from Nordenfalk 1938, 157-8 and 190. — Cf. also Fig. 22
showing a relief plate from the Early Christian Basilica of VVravrona (Brauron), Greece.
7 Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-88.
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the arrangement of the lines across the four faces (cf. Figs. 10a-d),
caused by the fact that the individual e character on the front face has
now been identified as pertaining to the verb form belega, a hitherto
unattested present tense form with l-infix'® of the verb begesown
‘must, have to’.*® In addition, the e assumed in the third line within
the verbal form karxe (quasi *karexé) has turned out to be a mere
scratch. The corrected reading is illustrated in Table 111,

| I 1] \Y | I m v
1 $i0- z'wyo
2 €Go- g go
3 Je2d 042 960F  GCSL kar xena  i'ow beet
4 O-HEJ1J- owx bele
5a 32325 gahake
5b SUFLS- M2Y0- Y 121 hiwke n ak[ow]xbi  yay

Table III: Reading of Yog’s candleholder inscription

3. Potsherd inscription

For the defective inscription on a potsherd of ca. 10.5 x 10 cm (Fig.
11),% the inspection has brought about only little new insight. It
now seems more likely that the first character is not a ¢ (of gowm
‘palace’) but the z of the personal pronoun zow ‘I’, which is then fol-
lowed by an m as the initial letter of a personal name, given the
similarity with the fourth letter of line 3. Of the name itself, the rem-
nants of an a as its second letter seem discernible at the right-hand
edge. For the first character of the fourth line, is has become slightly
more probable that it is a b, thus yielding the (abbreviated) form of the
genitive of the word for ‘God’, bé = b(ixazowg)é. There are no traces
of a sixth letter in the same line. Cf. Table IV for the revised reading
of the inscription, which might mean something like ‘I, M(a)..., who
was pledged ..., with the hope of God ...".

'8 Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-44.
19 Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 1V-8 as to begesown 1.
20 Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-88-9.
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1 SO-11.2 zow m[a]... ...
2 6 U132 biiwga... ...

3 M-S0 hke-zow ... ...
4 GLAJ [b]e Aell]... ...

Table IV: Reading of the potsherd inscription

4. Candleholder foot

The reading of the inscription on two faces of a lengthy, slightly
pyramidal clay artefact of ca. 16 x 4.5 cm that is likely to have been
the foot of a candleholder?! (Fig. 12) has been slightly improved, at
least in its first part, which presumably mentions the addressee of the
text. Instead of nige or the like, we now seem to read kiye as the
person’s name. It is true that kiye is not attested as a personal name
elsewhere but occurs as an adjective meaning ‘rich, wealthy’;* in the
present context, however, it might also be a vocative form of the
underlying noun, ki ‘wealth’ (in the sense of ‘darling’).?® This is
suggested by the word following it if this is the vocative form
bowganayo ‘beloved one!” as proposed now, instead of the
syntactically unmotivated attributive form, bowqgana. For the second
part of the inscription, there are no new insights available; it seems
clear though that the text means something like ‘Darling, beloved, |
made the candle(holder) for you’. Cf. Table V for the present reading.

1 YU1J-60-12242  [Klive bowgan[a]
2 10- yo

3 SO-Fr2 659219 zow va bala...

4 B‘ﬂ2ﬂ biya<y>

Table V: Inscription on the two faces of the candleholder foot

? In Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-89 erroneously described as two separate feet of
the same size.

22 Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 1V-23.

22 The noun ki itself is not attested but contained in the privative formation ki-nowt
‘poor’, lit. ‘wealthless’ (cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 1V-23). — Alternatively we
might read hiye, which is not advantageous as this form is unknown elsewhere.

81



5. Candleholder with defective alphabet

For the inscription on a quadrupedal, slightly conical candleholder
(Fig. 13a-d), which consists of ca. 16 characters of the Albanian script
in alphabetic sequence,* no new insights have been gained. There is a
slight chance that the two characters missing between ¢ (no. 10, last
character in the horizontal row) and i (no. 13, first character clearly
visible on the foot below d), y and z, may once have been present at
the bottom of the foot before the sequence i‘l. The distribution of the
characters is illustrated in Table VI.

| I 1l IV ! I | IV

26 €9  JSC  PIL ab gd eze zi¢
= 3 = .
; : : :
= N -

Table VI: Candleholder with alphabet inscription

6. One-line candleholder inscription

For the one-line inscription running up vertically on one side of a
candleholder of a height of ca. 18 cm (Fig. 14),” the inspection has
brought about an improved reading. The sentence zow kin-pe pro-
posed now might be understood as ‘I made it by hand’, with kin rep-
resenting the regular instrumental case of kowl ‘hand’,?® even though a
compound verb kin-pesun ‘make by hand’ is attested in neither
Albanian nor Udi. The proposed reading is illustrated in Table VII.

SO-FJIVY- zow kin pe

Table VII: Candleholder with one-line inscription

24 Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-90.
2> Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-91.
26 Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 1V-42.
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7. One-name potsherd inscription

For the potsherd inscription consisting of a single name (Fig. 15), the
reading manas (standing for the beginning of a name like manase)
proposed by G.A. Klimov as early as 1967%" seems now preferable to
the alternative reading manan (standing for a name like manana); %
cf. the rendering in Table VIII.

1242h manas...

Table VIII: Potsherd with one-name inscription

8. The Derbent wall inscription

Since its first publication, the inscription discovered in the last decade
of the 19™ century in the northern wall of tower ‘B’ of Derbent (Fig.
16a) has been supposed to be Albanian,” and there were even at-
tempts to read it.*® With a recent article in a Derbent newspaper
(Musaev et al. 2011),*! the view that the inscription might be Albanian
has become obsolete. Instead, we may now gladly accept the proposal
by A.R. Sixsaidov quoted in the article, according to which the in-
scription represents a fragment from sura 2, verse 255 of the Qur’an,*
written in a Kufic ductus of about the 11"-12" centuries. On the basis
of photographs that have meanwhile become available, we can restore
the text as outlined in Table IX; it is important to note that the in-
scription must be turned by 180° as against its present position in the
wall (cf. Figs. 16b-c).*

T Klimov 1967, 78: “arenue XOPOIIIO U3BECTHOTO U3 UCTOPUH ATBAaHUHU COOCTBEHHOTO
umenn Manase « Mawnacs »” (“reading of the personal name Manase, well-known from
history”).
28 Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-91.
*® Barxowtareanc' 1893, 119: “Qwnwinwlywy £ np (pup% Ugnuuspg bgnch gqpbppg...” (“Tt
is probable that it is (written) in letters of the Albanian language”).
%0 Cf. Murav’ev 1981, 281-283 / Murav’ev 1998, 53-55; Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009,
11-92.
31 My thanks are due to T. Maisak who made the article accessible to me on the 22™
June, 2011.
%2 Actually, the verse fragment in question occurs elsewhere in the Qur’an, too (e.g.,
sura 4.42); however, 2.255 is the most probable on statistical grounds (L. Kalus,
personal communication of 21° Nov., 2013).
*% Photograph kindly provided by T. Maisak, 22" June, 2011.
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allahu ld ilaha illa huwa al-hayyu al-gayyiamu. asll Al s WAl Y A

la ta’huduhu sinatu” wa [a nau- oY g A o2ali Y
mu" lahu ma fi al-samawiti Sl ganall (b La 4
wa ma fi al-ardi oaY) ol

‘Allah — there is no deity except Him, the Ever-Living, the Sustainer of existence.
Neither drowsiness overtakes Him nor sleep.
To Him belongs whatever is in the heavens
and whatever is on the earth.’

Table IX: Sura 2.225 as represented in the Derbent wall inscription

9. The Upper Labko tablet

It has for long been proposed that the inscription engraved on both
sides of a flat stone tablet found in Upper Labko in Daghestan and
published in 1971* is a fake, the sequence of letters it contains being
a mere calque of the alphabet list of the Matenadaran, beginning with
the second page of the list (cf. the images contrasted in Fig. 17ab).*
The proposal can be maintained, all the more since there are neither
up-to-date photographs nor other new insights available that would
contradict it.

10. The Txoba-Erdy plate

It has been disputed for long as well whether the five characters dis-
cernible on the fragment of a clay plate found in Upper Ingushetia in
1901 (cf. Fig. 18)* can be considered as Albanian or, rather, Georgian
(Asomtavruli majuscules); however, no trustworthy interpretation has
been possible so far.*’ It is important to note, then, that the fragment
bears the relief of two deer facing each other, with a (date?) tree in
between, an image in some way reminding us of the peacock symbol
on the Mingecaur pedestal (cf. 1. above). Indeed, the image of two

3 Arslanbekov 1971, 70-2.

% Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-92—3 for details.

% Photograph reproduced from Trever 1959, Table 29; drawing reproduced from
Murav’ev 1981, 293, Fig. 20.

37 Cf. Gippert, Schulze et al. 2009, 11-93-4 for details.

84



deer is known in Christian contexts as well, taken to symbolise Psalm
42.2 (“As the deer pants for streams of water, so my soul pants for
you, my God”) as on the roof of the church of Gethsemane in
Jerusalem (cf. Fig. 19). The image of two deer was also used as part of
illuminations in Gospel manuscripts, in a similar way as the symbols
comprising peacocks or other birds;® the “portals” of the 12"-century
Gospel codex no. 182 from Kutaisi (Fig. 20a-d) give an idea of this
even though they contain other animals.* It thus becomes conceivable
that the “unintelligible” characters on the Txoba-Erdy plate might rep-
resent not a name* but elements from the Eusebian canon tables; cf.,
e.g., Fig. 21 which shows an extract from the table comprising the sec-
ond and third canon from the Kutaisi Gospel codex no. 76 (fol. 4r).
However, the character sequence visible on the Txoba-Erdy plate re-
mains unidentifiable so far.

11. Summing up, we may state that the closer inspection of the arte-
facts containing Albanian inscriptions has brought about considerable
new insights into their contents and background. However, many a
riddle has still to be solved, and we cannot but hope that more material
of this kind will come to light one day.

3 Cf. Nordenfalk 1938, 244-5.

% The portals pertain to the Gospels of Matthew (fol. 6r), Mark (81r), Luke (129r), and
John (206r).

“'|.A. Orbeli proposed to regard the five letters as rendering the personal name gotarz
in Georgian Asomtavruli script ("LQ.G~J'b, i.e., abbreviated gotrz); cf. Gippert,

Schulze et al. 2009, 11-94 with n. 208.
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The Albanian Inscriptions Revisited (Jost Gippert): Figures
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Fig. 2a-d: The four faces of te Mingecaur pedestal
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Fig. 5: The silver bowl! of Bartym (reproduced from Bader 1949, Fig. 19a).
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Fig. 9: Initial page of Cod. Vind. gr. 847 (reproduced from Nordenfalk 1938, 157)
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Fig. 10a-d: Yog’s candleholder inscription
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Fig. 12a-b: Inscription on the two faces of the candleholder foot
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Fig. 15: One-name inscription on potsherd
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Fig. 16a: The Derbent wall inscription (drawing reproduced from Barxowtareanc
1893, 119).




Fig. 17a-b: The Upper Labko tablet (Cohtrasféd with the alphabet list)
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Fig. 20a-c: Gospel portals with animal symbols from Cod. Kut. 182
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Fig. 21: Canon table from Cod. Kut. 76, fol. 4r
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Fig. 22: Relief plate from the Early Christian Basilica, Vravrona, Greece
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