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A R U N I C  I N S C R I P T I O N  IN T H E  K U J B Y S E V  R E G IO N

BY

A. KÖNA-TAS

In  a  short paper published 1927 in H u n g arian  in the jou rnal Magyar 
Nyelv1 Professor Ligeti called the  a tten tio n  to  th e  work of F akhnT d-D in  
M ubärakh  Shah w ritten  abou t A.D. 1206 w here besides reporting  on th e  
Sogdian and  E as t T urk ish  runic scrip t the  au th o r  also refers to  th e  scrip t 
o f th e  K hazars. U n fo rtu n a te ly  the  late copyist o f th is  work left out th e  K h a za r 
le tters an d  so all th a t  we know is th a t  it was d iffe ren t from th a t o f the  E as te rn  
Turks. Allegedly it  o rig inated  from  the  R us an d  ran  from the  left to  rig h t. 
This led Sir Denison Ross to  the  ten ta tiv e  conclusion th a t we m ight have 
to  do here w ith th e  Cyrillic script. How ever th e  presence of two k inds o f /,׳. 
th e  in te rden ta l sp iran t (beside the  norm al s to p  d) raised some do u b ts  ab o u t 
th is hypothesis. In  any  case Professor Ligeti recognized th a t we are here con- 
fron ted  w ith  a possible link betw een the  E a s t  T urk ish  and th e  H u n g arian  
runic scripts.

Since 1927 a few runic inscriptions have been found in th e  te rr ito ry  
of the  form er K h azar K haganate , w ith  le tte rs  d ifferen t from  the  O rkhon-type.

Professor N em eth in his last paper on th e  runiform  scrip t2 o f E as te rn  
E urope po in ted  o u t th a t  th e  te rrito ry  from  w hich runic inscriptions are know n 
in E as t Europe seems to  be expanding. T he easte rnm ost find is th e  wooden 
stick o f Talas3 having different le tters from  th e  o ther Talas inscrip tions. 
The sou thernm ost occurrence of th is scrip t is know n from K hum ara4 n ea r the  
E lb rus M ountain. The w esternm ost te rr ito ry  is H ungary  where as m an y  as

1 A  ktizjir ira s  és a  m agyar rovdsirds [T he K h a z a r  S crip t and  th e  H u n g a ria n  R u n i
form  S c r ip t] :  M N y  X X I I I  (1927), pp . 479 470.

2 T he R u n ifo rm  In scrip tio n s from  N agy-Szen t -M ik lo s  and the R un ifo rm  S crip ts
o f E astern  E u ro p e A .׳ cta  L ingu ist. H ung . X X I  (1971), pp . 1 52.

3 See S. E . M alov, P a m ja tn ik i drevnetjurksko j p ism ennosti M ongolei i  K ir g iz i i , 
M .-L. 1959, pp . 63 — 68 w ith  an  excellen t p h o to : F ig . 14.

4 A . M. Sëerbak , Les inscrip tions inconnues su r  les pierres de K houm ar (au Caucase 
d u  N ord) et le problème de l ’alphabet runique des turcs occidentaux׳. A cta  O rient. H ung. 
XV (1962), pp. 2 8 3 -2 9 0 .
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th re e  d ifferent ty p es of run ic le tte rs  have been found, the  run ifo rm  signs 
on A v ar ob jects,5 th e  treasu re  of N agy Szent Miklos6 and th e  run ifo rm  script 
o f  th e  H ungarian  Seklers.7 On th e  shores o f th e  B lack sea the  inscrip tions of 
M u ta fla r  (Roum ania) offer new m aterial. T he northernm ost line o f th e  finds 
has h ith e rto  been m arked  by  th e  inscrip tions of Sharkel, N ovocherkask8 
a n d  E lis ta .9 I t  would he o f g reat im portance if  th e  frontiers o f th is  te rr ito ry  
could  be pushed ou t still fu rth er.

D uring  m y last v isit to  C heboksary in  1973 I  collected Volga B ulgarian  
in scrip tions. M any o f m y Chuvash colleagues an d  friends gave me valuab le 
in fo rm atio n  abou t inscrip tions know n to  them . Among these th e re  was one 
w hich  was n o t Volga B ulgarian  or K azan  T a ta r  in  Arabic script. G. F . Y u m art 
(T rofim ov), a m em ber of th e  Chuvash Scientific In s titu te , handed  over to  me 
a reco rd  of an  inscrip tion o f Boljsoe M ikuskino. I  quote his record  verbatim 
in E ng lish  transla tion :

«The stone of M ikuskino»

In  th e  neighbourhood of the  village Boljsoe Mikuskino (Isaklinskij 
ray o n , K ujbysevskij ob lastj, form er B uguruslansk ij uezd, P rov ince o f Sa- 
т а г а )  on a  m ountain  called Kartlä tu th e re  was a  big stone w ith  inscrip tion. 
I t  h a d  th e  following form:

5 I .  V âsâ ry , B u n ifo rm  S ig n s  on Objects o f the A v a r  Period (6th— 8th cc. A .  D .)\ 
A c ta  O rient. H ung . X X V  (1972), p p . 335 — 347. I  q u o te  here  V âsâry : «The ru n ifo rm  
s c r ip t  o f  T u rk ish  orig in  could h a v e  been  know n o n ly  in  a  v e ry  narro w  circle o f  th e  A v ar 
s o c ie ty  . . . W h a t seem s to  be  s tran g e  is th a t  c e r ta in  le t te rs  o f th e  A v ar s c r ip t d isp lay  
a  re se m b la n c e  to  th e  w este rn  ru n ifo rm  a lp h a b e ts  o f  T u rk ish  origin (K h azar a n d  Székely- 
H u n g a r ia n  sc rip t) . A nd  th a t  is a ll w e can  say  a b o u t them .»  (p. 344).

6 See th e  p ap e r o f N é m e th  cited  above w ith  fu r th e r  b ib liography .
7 F o r  m ore  de ta ils  see th e  p a p e r  o f  N ém e th  c ited  a n d  a p ap er o f I .  V âsâ ry  pub lish ed  

in  H u n g a r ia n  in  th e  jo u rn a l K eletku ta tâs  1974 [1975 ], p p . 159 — 172.
8 M. I .  A rtam o n o v , N a d p is i  n a  baklazkach novo&erkasskogo m uzeja  i na  kam njach  

M ajackogo  gorodisca: SovA rch  X IX  (1954), p p . 263 — 268. A . M. Scerbak , N esko ljko  
slov о priem ach  ctenija  run iceskich  nadpisej, n a jdennych  n a  Donu: SovA rch  X I X  (1954), 
p p . 269 — 282. G. F . T u rcan in o v , О jazyke  n a d p ise j n a  kam njach majackogo gorodiSca 
i flagach  Novocerkasskogo muzeja■. SovA rch  1964: 1, p j r  72 — 87. A. M. S ce rb ak , Z n a k i  
n a  keram ike  i  kirp icach iz Sarkela -B elo j V ezi (К  voprosu о ja zyke  i  p is jm ennosti pecenegov) : 
M I A  N o . 75 1960, pp . 386 — 388, A• M. S cerbak , Z n a k i n a  keram ike iz S a rke la : Ê p .  Vost. 
X I I  (1958), p p . 5 2 - 5 8 .

9 T h e  te x t  w rit te n  on a  b u ll’s sku ll has n o t y e t  b een  published . S. G. K la s to rn y j 
a n d  I .  V â sâ ry  a re  w ork ing  on i ts  pub lica tion .

Aria Orient. Bung. X X X ,  1976.
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Its  height above th e  ea rth  was cca 1.5 m, its  length  about 4 — 5 m eters a n d  its 
b read th  no loss th a n  3 m eters. According to  th e  rem em brances o f A n n a  Ig n a t- 
jev n a  M ikeeva (born 1911) th ey  danced roundelays (on the stone) a n d  sung 
songs. The le tte rs  had  a b read th  abou t one arshin. How m any le tte rs  there  
were we do not rem em ber. B u t th ey  say th a t  th ere  were two lines. T here  were 
also do ts  in to  which one could place a fist. T he stone lay in the  ea rth . A fter 
the  G reat P a trio tic  W ar [W orld W ar I I ]  th e y  sp lit the stone in to  p arts  
and  w ith  the  help of a trac to r th e  stone [in p a r ts ]  was dragged to  th e  build ing 
constructions o f th e  farm. Above, on th e  borders there were sm all carvings 
spaced tigh tly . According to  A. I. M ikeeva no legends were connected w ith  the 
stone. The village is Chuvash, it seems th a t  [the  se ttlem en t] occurred  in  the 
beginnings o f the  18th century. Now th ere  are abou t 1.000 yards [i.e. houses]. 
The m ountain  is abou t two kilom etres aw ay on the  SW side o f th e  village. 
According to  M ikeeva there were [also] le tte rs  like Q  and  ^ . In  bo th  
lines there  were abou t 5 G letters».

Acta Orient, llung. X X X , 1976.1*
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Since according to  th e  record  th e  stone was destroyed and  it is un likely  
th a t  w e shall ever get a b e tte r  descrip tion o f it, I  considered it  w o rth  for 
p u b lica tio n .

W e have enough experience w ith  inscrip tions copied by h an d  to  know  
th a t  su ch  copies m ade b y  people no t know ing th e  scrip t are in  m ost cases 
u n re liab le .10 I t  is also a  risk y  task  to  t ry  to  decipher so short an  inscrip tion , 
or r a th e r  fragm ent. In  any  case we have seven  le tters: 1, ^  2.
3 4  3 ־ . -p/J 5. Q  6. 1. ■ф. I t  cannot be a m ere chance
th a t  a ll o f them  are sim ilar to  signs found on th e  flask-inscriptions o f Novo- 
cherkask . The fact th a t  th e re  were 5 — 6 le tte rs  in  e ither line seems to  exclude 
th e  possib ility  th a t  we have to  do w ith  sim ple tam g as .11 The slight differences 
b etw een  th e  le tte rs  o f M ikuskino and  those o f N ovocherkask seem  also to  
exc lude th e  p ro b ab ility  th a t  we have to  do here w ith a la te  falsification. 
Som e o th e r facts also speak  against it.

T he village is s itu a ted  no t very  far from  th e  riv er Suk, an  affluen t o f the  
K u n d u rc a , abou t 180 km s N E  from  K ujbysev . T he river Suk is m entioned  
a lre ad y  b y  Ib n  E ad lan  who crossed it on his w ay  to  the  Volga B ulgare.12 
A ccording to  Ib n  E ad lan  th is  te rr ito ry  was th e n  inhab ited  by  th e  B ashkirs. 
I f  th e  M ikuskino inscrip tion  was a runic one, it h ad  no t been w ritten  necessarily  
before th e  in troduction  o f Islam  into this region, i.e. the early  10th cen tu ry . 
T he case o f th e  H ungarian  runiform  scrip t show s th a t  in spite of C h ris tian ity  
a n d  th e  dom ination  o f th e  L a tin  alphabet, an  earlier script could surv ive and  
be p rese rv ed  for long a  tim e in  rem ote areas. B u t even in the case o f a re la tiv e ly  
la te  d a te  o f the  inscrip tion  itse lf it has to  be connected w ith the  pre-Islam ic 
p erio d  a n d  if no t itse lf  p rio r to  th e  10th cen tu ry , it  was a con tinuation  o f a 
p re -1 0 th  cen tu ry  trad itio n .

G. E. Y u m art is ce rta in ly  righ t when he po in ts out th a t  th e  C huvash 
in h a b ita n ts  of th e  village Boljsoe M ikuskino are  se ttlers  of the 18th cen tu ry .

10 T h is  is th e  case w ith  m o s t o f th e  V olga B u lg a r ia n  inscrip tions. In  th e  A rch iv es 
o f  th e  I n s t i t u t  V o sto k o v ed en ija , L en ing rad , I  fo u n d  a  copy o f a  V olga B u lg a rian  in- 
s c r ip tio n  m a d e  b y  so m ebody  w ho  d id  n o t know  A ra b ic  sc rip t. The copy is p ra c tic a lly  
illeg ib le , th o u g h  b eau tifu lly  d raw n . As is know n b o th  th e  F in n ish  and  th e  R u ss ia n  ex- 
p e d it io n s  w ere  sen t to  th e  O rk h o n  in scrip tions b ecau se  th e  f i rs t copies m ade  b y  J a d r in c e v  
w e re  u n re liab le .

11 W h en  w e h av e  one o r tw o  signs on an  o b je c t , w e have  alw ays to  b e a r  in  m in d  
t h a t  th e y  can  be tam g as . V . F . K ach o v sk ij has co llec ted  a  series o f C huvash ru n ifo rm -lik e  
ta m g a s  (u n fo rtu n a te ly  w ith o u t g iv ing  h is sources o r a  m o re  deta iled  s tudy ) : О run icesko j 
p is jm e n n o s ti drevnych cuvaSej•. 100 let novoj iu va S sko j p isjm ennosti, C eboksary  1972, 
p p . 23 — 34.

12 I n  th e  te x t  we fin d  S ü h  w hich is th e  re g u la r  V olga B u lgarian  fo rm  a n d  n o t 
B a sh k ir .

Acta Orient. Hung. X X X ,  1978.



271A HUNIC INSCRIPTION

T h is  is b a ck ed  by  fac ts  know n  from  h is to r ic a l sources an d  th e  d ia le c t  o f  th e  
v illa g e .13 T h erefo re  we c a n n o t sp eak  a b o u t th e  co n tin u ity  o f  th e  in h a b ita n ts  
in  th is  region.

In  th is  connection th e  nam e o f th e  m ountain  is of special im portance. 
Kartlä tu  is a purely C huvash com position. Kart m eans in C huvash «zarubka, 
narez, m etka; notch cut, mark» and  p erta in s  to  th e  verb kart- «to cu t notch, 
to  gash» <  P T  kürt-. T he com position kart patakki is now th e  te rm  for the  
no tched  ta lly  stick. I f  th e  Chuvash h ad  a !•uniform scrip t it is very  likely  th a t 
th ey  used the  term  kart- «to incise run ic letters», bu t this has been forgo tten  
w ith  the  d isappearance o f the  script. T he new Chuvash se ttle rs  com ing to  
Boljsoe M ikuskino nam ed the  m ountain  a f te r  th e  «incised stone» dom inating  
th e  landscape w hether th ey  had  or h ad  n o t any  idea about the  fa c t  th a t  this 
was an  «inscribed» stone. The nam e o f th e  m ountain  shows clearly  th a t  the 
stone is earlier th an  the  18tl1 cen tury  an d  th u s  we can discount falsification 
w ith  g reat probability . I f  so, we are confron ted  w ith the  n o rth ern m o st runic 
inscrip tion  pertain ing to  th e  K hazar group o f th e  E ast E u ro p ean  !•uniform 
scrip ts. T he geographical d istribu tion  o f these inscriptions will help  us to  
connect th em  w ith the  people who used them .

13 See R . I. C aplina, Osobennosti nekotorych iuvaSskich govorov T a tarsko j A S S R  
i KujbySevskoj oblasti: M aterialy po luvaSskoj dialektologii I I ,  Ceboksary 1963, p p . 180-- 
206. C ap lina  w orked  w ith  e ig h t in fo rm an ts  fro m  th e  v illage Boljsoe M ik u sk in o , w ho all 
sp o k e  a  d ia lec t o f A n a tri- ty p e .

Ada Orient. Hung. X X X ,  1076.
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