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Some Specific Features of the Language
of Siberian Runic Inscriptions

MEesMET OLMEZ
IstanBUL

Although the major problems with Turkic inscriptions written with Runic
letters have been solved, or seem to have been solved, some problems, as
known to us all, are still awaiting a solution today. The concerns and prob-
lems of non-classical inscriptions in the Yenisei-Altai region as well as of
“minor” inscriptions found in Mongolia are far more complicated and numer-
ous than those of huge inscriptions like KT, BK and T. For me, some compar -
ison can be made primarily from three points of view, if a comparison should
be made between these two groups of inscriptions at all: 1. Differences in
characters, 2. Morphological and phonological differences, 3. Lexical differ-
ences. In a comparison which is to be made in this respect, T. Tekin’s publi-
cations (KT, BK, T), and Clauson’s publications (Ongi, Kiili Cor) can be used
for Mongolia, while individual studies of T. Moriyasu, A. Katayama, T. Os-
awa (Moyun Cor, Taryat, Tes) as well as the books of O. Mert and E. Aydin
can be used for inscriptions remaining from the Uyghur Khaganate. I must
add, in addition to these, the work of mine, which is presently in press and
compiles all these inscriptions in one volume. As far as the Yenisei region is
concerned, Kormusin’s publications of 1997 and 2008 should be used as
sources in such work. For inscriptions in the Altai region, we must wait to
see the results of the Erdal-Nevskaya-Tybykova project.1

Differences in characters

If any mention is to be made concerning differences between the inscriptions
in Mongolia and the Siberia region, it has to consider primarily differences in
characters. The letters used especially in the inscriptions in Altai were dealt
with in this meeting by 1. Nevskaya [see also Nevskaya 2011].

1 The recent publication of Tybykova, Nevskaya, and Erdal (2012) could not be taken
into consideration in this article [Katalog drevnetjurkskix runieskix pjamjatnikov Re-
spubliki Gornyj Altaj. Gorno-Altajsk: Gorno-Altajskoe kniZnoe izdatel’stvo].
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As well known, the first person to point out the differences between these
two groups of inscriptions, namely the use of the character ¥ for the closed e,
was V. Thomsen [1913]): altunlug keSig belimtd bantim (note bel YUR, kes
ALY in Kormusin 1997: 93).

In addition to the letter for the closed e, which bears a distinct phonetical
significance, 9 further letters differ in these two groups of inscriptions (Tekin
2003: 23). One of them is a grapheme used for the open e (4): X.

As noted by I. Nevskaya in the meeting in Gorno-Altajsk, there are sever-
al letters for 7 in the Yenisei-Altai inscriptions, where both the letters < and
Y are used. The list provided by Prof. Tekin reveals the existence of addition-
al distinct letters for m, $, t, dam, up, kis.

Of the letters found by T. Tekin, a$ is expressed as H, §, s and bas as
Mor Il1q in Kormusin [1997: 2008]. Two more graphemes are also distin-
guished by Kormusin [1997: 2008], one of which is read as $im, while the oth-
er could not be read.

According to T. Tekin, the different graphemes in Yenisei inscriptions are as
follows [2003: 23]:

Letters Transliteration Phonetic values

X ] 4 (open-e)

[} e e (closed-¢e)

104 n n (in words with back vowels)
Nes m m

A § 8

® dam dam
B, B up up, Up (Irk Bitig, Yenisei)
A ot ot (Irk Bitig)

o ki$ kig

Phonetic differences

There seem to be some differences, although slight, between the two types of
inscriptions. Some of the differences, however, are due to the publisher's
preference, and hence not real. For instance, when we look at Kormusin's
transcription for the Yenisei inscriptions, we see these differences:
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Kormusin 29.3 alkanip [ “Ik*n'p 1J 1]

Inscriptions containing alkin-; TI B3 alkint [“Iknti FMdd], KTG 9,
BK K 7 alkintm [“lknt'g W@dd]; O 8 allkinmazuln [“l...n J...]

The verb in question here, alkin-, is the verb ’be devastated, be destroyed".
Also in the period following the time of the inscriptions, the verb is always
encountered as alkin- in Old Uyghur texts (alkin- UW_NB pp. 49-51); it
would therefore probably be more convenient to read it as alkin- here as well.

Kormusin 28.3 6zFk Yt N (inscriptions according to Tekin: 6z[k KT K 11, G
12). The point here, as in the example of alkin-, is the difference in the tran-
scriptions: dzlik (or 6zliik?) is the correct phonetic form of this word and the
forms in Kashgari’s “Compendium of the languages of the Turks” as well as
Chagatai texts confirm this, too; cf. Clauson pp. 286 b-287 a.

As further examples, we can consider such readings as tdpd, tord-, tordn in
Kormusin to be tdpii ~ t0pd, tori- ~ toré-, tordn [> torén Erdal 2002: 62].” The
following reading instances are also examples of the editor’s preference:
yiiri-, yont, én-, éntiir-, ériin, tiilbdri (> t6l-bori “Wolfjunges” Erdal 2002: 62).

Apart from this, a notable phonetic difference is witnessed in the word bal-
bal. The word aappears once in 51.4 as balbar: Y34 balbar’ Kormusin (p.
143).

One of the most noteworthy differences between the two groups of inscrip-
tions, Mongolia and South Siberia, is probably the word-initial k-/g- fluctua-
tion:

gayik 41.7
gimgig 41.6
gii¢ 41.6
yasya 41.5

2 Erdal 2002: 63, footnote 32:,Tekin 2000: 232 schliefit sich an KormusSins Lesung an,
transkribiert aber ‘toriiniim’ und gibt im Glossar fiir toriin die Bedeutung “akrabalik
ad1”; er denkt vielleicht an tiirkeitiirkisch torun ‘Enkel’, das aber ein Lehnwort aus
dem Armenischen sein soll.” For torun s. Yong-Song Li, pp. 222-223.

3 Vasil’ev: E 32, line A 3: K'n'b'I'b'I'; Erdal 2002: 63 (“Phantasie®).
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Moreover, the words yiydar and yulan with uncertain meanings must be
mentioned (in lines 41.5 and 51.2 respectively).

In contrast with this occurrence of voicing in word-initial position, a few oc-
currences of devoicing can be found in word-medial position in a couple of
examples:

binkii 48.14, 15; 20.1, 28.7, 48.9, 27.8, 42.3, 30.2, 134 (for 134, see Kormusin p.
163), tamqa 41.3

On the other hand, we find the forms bangii (KT G 8 f) and tamyag: (KT K 13)
in the inscriptions in Mongolia.

Lexical differences

The question concerning the age of the inscriptions in Mongolia, most of

which belong to the Khaganate period, and of the age of the inscriptions in

South Siberia has long been a point of debate. In some studies, the inscrip-

tions in South Siberia — while in other studies those in Mongolia - are con-

sidered to be older than the other. Based on two reasons, I believe the South

Siberian inscriptions to be more recent, that is, belonging to a period after

the inscriptions in Mongolia, or, at least, not belonging to a period any earli-

er:

e There are some experts who consider the South Siberian inscriptions to
be more recent because of the non-standard writing (bdpkii, yasya etc.)
regarded as dialectal features. However, most importantly, there must
first be a writing system and then its variations in different forms. It is
quite unlikely that different variations and spelling forms first existed
and then a standard writing system emerged from them. It must be the
case that after the standard writing system had been formed, these forms
were introduced in areas where the spoken language was far from the
standard writing conventions which resulted in orthographic mistakes.

e While some items which appear in South Siberian inscriptions are not
encountered in those in Mongolia, they appear as ‘new’ items found in
Old Uyghur texts. Considering this, I have come to think that South
Siberian inscriptions were not written before those in Mongolia. We can
name dzrua, kdng, okiing, tdgzin-, tozil, tusu among these words. Despite
this, the word dzrua belonging to the environment of the Manichean reli-
gion is evidence on its own. As is very well known, Turks and Uyghurs
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first met Manichaeism only after the Second Eastern Turkic Khaganate
had ceased to exist. Some scholars may certainly claim that in this case,
some of the hundreds of inscriptions are old while others are new. I do
not agree with this view.

If a comparison is made between the two groups of inscriptions using Kor-
musin’s 1997 and 2008 publications, it can be said that the following words
are first seen in South Siberian inscriptions, but not in the ones in Mongolia,
which can be dated between 720 (?) and 840:
agig a ‘pity!’
adas ‘friend, comrade’
adwr- ‘to separate’
adirin- ‘to be separated’
arslan ‘lion’
art ‘the back, hinder’
art- ‘to become bigger, to increase; to be, or become, excessive’
asig ‘profit, advantage’
at- I ‘to throw, to shoot’
atan ‘a gelded camel’
avzgga4 ‘an old man’
azugsiz [Mongolia inscriptions: azugq] ‘without food, without food
for a journey’

dvei ‘housewife, wife, woman’

dgin, dgnin ‘shoulder’

agsiik ‘deficient, defective; deficiency, defect’
dlik ‘roe-buck, female wild goat’

dnld- “to hunt (wild game)’

drld- ‘grow up, grow up into a man’

dsiz ‘a pity, deplorable’

asin- ‘to run, to gallop’

dzrufa] ‘(Czrw’), Zurvan’

bag ‘confederation (for clans), united (clans)’
bagis (?) Shaman’
ban- ‘to tie’

4 The letters written with b in the inscriptions are indicated with v in this study for the
word-medial and word-final positions (Olmez 2010).
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el¢i “‘messenger, ambassador’
ikiz ‘twin’
ingdn ‘female camel’
kddim [Mongolia inscriptions: kddimlig] ‘a garment; protective clothing (?)’
kalin [Mongolia inscriptions: kdliniin] ‘bride’
kdng ‘young’
kas, kes ‘quiver’
kisi I ‘woman’
kogsin ‘crane, blue-grey crane’
kortli ‘beautiful’
kiidagii ‘son-in-law’

lacin “falcon’

. . 3 b
okiing ‘repentance
. . 3 3

okiiz ‘ox

gadin ‘brother-in-law, related by marriage’
qansira- ‘to be without father’

qaryan- ‘to curse oneself, to curse one another’
qata ‘times’

gatiylan- ‘to harden oneself; to exert oneself, strive’
gay- ‘to turn back, return’

qazyaq ‘profit, gains’

qayadas ‘relative, kin’

qusla- ‘to hunt birds’

sdgldn- (sdglin-1) ‘to get untied’

sir- ‘to tolerate, to bear’

say ‘pebble, rubble, shingle’

tamqa ‘brand; mark’

tap- ‘to be bound (by a service)’

tas- ‘to increase; to become excessive’

tagim ‘attack’

tdagzin-, tdzgin- ‘to revolve, to rotate’

tdzig [Mongolia inscriptions: tdz-] ‘fast running’

toriit- [Mongolia inscriptions: t6rii-] ‘to bring into existence, to create’
tozii (?) ‘whole, all, completely’
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tul ‘widow’

turfia ‘crane’

tusu ‘profit, advantage’

tutuy ‘skirmish, fight’

tiniir ‘a person who actually is, or properly could be, related by marriage’

ugr+: ugrinta, ugrina ‘cause, because, through’

ulyat- ‘to become big, or bigger; to grow up (?)’

ut- ‘to win’

uyur (Kormusin: uyar) ‘having power, powerful, authority’

iin- ‘to rise’

yalyus ‘only; lonely’

yat ‘foreign’

ydmlig “position, capacity, appointment (?)’
yita (Kormusin: ayita) ‘a pity’
yoqal- ‘to perish’

yogla- ‘to raise’

yotuz ‘wife, woman’

yumus ‘ambassador’

yunt [Kormusin: yont] ‘horse’
yiik ‘load, burden’

yiirdk ‘heart’

I'have not included the following words into the comparison due to the prob-
lems with their reading and meaning: ag, dpndimd, aquz, cav, irig, kan-, mal,
mumnig, oquz, otagl safimag, tdrti, tikdndimda (?), dgii (?), iikiy (?), yangi, yii-
tim.

The verb az- ‘to go astray, to lose one’s way’ occurs only once in Ongi
and azighg ‘having tusks or canine teeth’ occurs only once in Kiili Cor while
the word e is encountered in several Uyghur inscriptions; hence they are ex-
cluded from the comparison.

Finally, some differences in expression in the form of differing lexical mean-
ings must also be emphasized. In Mongolian inscriptions, the expression i
kii¢ is commonly used to mean ’service’; this expression is not used in South
Siberian inscriptions. The word yumus with the dominant meaning of ‘duty’
in modern languages as its counterpart first appears in South Siberian in-
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SOME SPECIFIC FEATURES OF THE LANGUAGE OF SIBERIAN RUNIC INSCRIPTIONS

scriptions. However, there it means ’envoy, emissary’. This word may also be
taken to signify ‘the act of an envoy, mediator’. And, while in Mongolian in-
scriptions such words as gamay, qop, qalisiz, tiikdti appear to mean ‘all, al-
ways’, the word tozii appears in the Yenisei inscriptions as frequently as in
Old Uyghur texts.
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