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DECIPHERING METHODS IN THE PROJECT “DELICATE — THE DEVELOPMENT OF LITERACY

IN THE CAUCASIAN TERRITORIES”!

Over the last 20 years, considerable progress has been made in the analysis of the oldest written
materials of the three languages Georgian, Armenian and Caucasian Albanian in palimpsest
form, and the results have provided substantial new insights into their historical development.
These insights, which have hitherto been confined to the individual languages, are now for the
first time ever to be brought into a cross-language synthesis, which will yield a completely new
view on the emergence and spread of writing in the region, taking into account the interrelations
between the three languages and the Christian cultures represented by them as well as the
influence of external religious and linguistic factors. The project “DeLiCaTe” (“The
Development of Literacy in the Caucasian Territories”, running since 1 April 20222) aims to
assail the task of developing a thorough investigation into the common conditions and
circumstances of the development of literacy in the Caucasus. For the successful execution of
this project, it is important to decipher the relevant palimpsests, which has proved to be a
difficult task. Several methods for the decipherment of these palimpsests have to be developed
and applied such as, e.g., working with multispectral images, calculating the number of letters
and lines, comparing different redactions of texts, identifying the exact text passages and

analyzing and explaining the differences given via the comparison.

The Georgian Language — as the only non-Indo-European language of the Caucasus region -
can look back on an uninterrupted written tradition of more than 1500 years (the oldest written
records are inscriptions from the 5" century AD). A distinction is usually made between an Old
Georgian (approx. 5"-11" centuries), a Middle Georgian (approx. 12"-18" centuries) and a
Modern Georgian period (since the 18th century). Along with this linguistic distinction we see

three different manifestations of the Georgian alphabet:

! This publication is part of a project that has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC)
under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (Grant agreement No.
101019006).
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- asomtavruli majuscules (also styled mrg(v)lovani ‘rounded’; 5""-10" centuries);
« nusxa-xucuri (or nusxuri) minuscules (from the 9™ century onwards, the oldest
inscription being from 835 AD from the Ateni Sioni church), and

« mxedruli minuscules (cursive variant, from the 10" century onwards).

Asomtavruli | ¢ |q |1, |6 |1 || b|P |G [T 4| |F|FD|Q|lUV|F|p
Nusxuri cly|ln|S|n|m b|plm|2|h|m|d|A{o|w|u|y|tth
Mxedruli 5103|393 |B|®|oo|o] 3| njfolm|(3|g|6
Transcription | a | b | g |d|e| Vv |z |e| ¢t |i| k|l |m|n|j|lo|p|Z|Tr
Asomtavruli |, | B | q [P |4 N g |8 h | Clh|RB|S|E|Y|A|[V|L
Nusxuri bigld|m|t | n|iyly| h|g| d|m| 5B Yo x| di
Mxedruli L3 |d|0|9g|d|[b|g|d|F|F|b|S| x|3]|8
Transcription | s | ¢ (wi| p | k| &g | q|S|E|c| 3| ¢c | ¢ |x|q|35|h|o

Table 1: The three alphabets of the Georgian Language

The oldest written documents are inscriptions from ecclesiastical buildings and (in manuscript
form) translations of biblical texts. Apart from translations, an original Georgian literature
developed soon after, which is attested to by legends of saints allegedly written between the 5%
and 8" centuries (e.g., the Martyrdom of St. Eustathius of Mtskheta). Thus, the oldest written
documents of the Georgian language comprise translations as well as original Georgian texts
(Kamarauli 2022: 14). Certainly, a special focus must be made on texts written in asomtavruli
as they are deemed the oldest: the earliest asomtavruli inscriptions are found outside of Georgia
in Palestine (~430 AD) and within Georgia in the Sioni Church of Bolnisi (~493-94 AD).

Old Georgian written documents are classified in three groups: khanmeti, haemeti and
sannarevi. The division in theses 3 classes is based on morphological differences: in khanmeti
texts, 2" person subjects and 3" person objects are marked by a verbal prefix x-. The morpheme
x- can also be found in the comparative forms of adjectives (Kamarauli 2022: 13). In a slightly
later period, we find a prefix h- instead of x-; this period is called the haemeti period. Lastly,
the term sannarevi denotes those texts in which a 2" person subject and a 3" person object is
(partly) marked by an allomorph s-. Khanmeti texts are dated back to the period from the 41—
7" centuries, haemeti texts from the 7""-8™ centuries, and sannarevi texts from the 9" century
onwards (Kamarauli 2022: 13).




This project holds a special significance for the research of the Georgian language: As we do
not have many manuscripts from 5"-8" centuries that are not palimpsests, this project is
expected to fill the gap, answer previously unanswered questions/researches and add new

materials for future research.

So far, most of the work concerning Georgian in our project has been concerned with the
decipherment of the palimpsest manuscript Paris, BnF, géorg. 5%. The upper layer (in nusxuri
script) of this manuscript is from the 11" century and contains the Lenten triodion; the lower
layer (in asomtavruli script) is from the 9"—10™ centuries and contains parts of a lectionary.
Through participating in this project, I was given the opportunity to work on and analyse the
palimpsest for the first time on the basis of multispectral images of the lower layer, which were

provided by Jost Gippert and Bernard Outtier in 2013 with a MuSiS camera.

Paris, BnF, géorg. 5 measures 27.5 x 13 cm; the lower layer is written in two columns, which
usually contain 28 or 27 lines. The titles and beginnings of the lections are written in red ink;
initials are not ornamented. Most of the sheets were turned by 180° and the margins were cut
off, so we suppose that the original pages must have measured 35 x 23 cm or even more.

Figure 1: Folio 267, Upper layer, in one column (left); lower layer in two columns, turned by

180° (right); ultraviolet pictures, assembled

3 A paper about the decipherment, content and identification of the manuscript pages will be published 2023
(Kamarauli, M. & Kvirkvelia, E. (in press). A preliminary analysis of the Georgian Palimpsest Paris, BnF,
géorg. 5 with Multispectral Imaging. Mravaltavi).



Figure 2: Visual representation of the cut-off margins

The decipherment and identification of the text goes through several steps:

+ identification of a given text passage on the basis of the best readable letters (especially

letters such as g or i} are well identifiable);

+ identification of the given text passage and determination of the redaction it belongs to
(with the help of TITUS, GNC, bible.ge, ogg.tsu.ge, orthodox.ge, other manuscripts

preserving parallel texts, etc.)

« counting the approximate number of lines per column/page (as said above, typically

there are around 28 lines but there are also some with 30 lines)
« counting the approximate number of letters per line (typically between 16-24 letters)
» considering abbreviations, such as:

* nomina sacra, such as traditional abbreviations of toponyms: Jerusalem, Israel
« nomina appellativa (e.g. Jogosdo = Jaod + CASE;)

e conjunctions

+ relative pronouns

» quantifiers

» preverbs

» pre- and postpositions

» personal & possessive pronouns

Some abbreviation examples and their decipherment are shown below.



Nomina sacra are referred to as several frequently occurring divine names or titles, such as
Lord or God; the following example shows abbreviations of a preposition, a nomen sacrum and

a possessive pronoun:

asomtavruli: 1 Q10T NA-1LC G-f-F71, mxedruli: §(0653)g m(3300)0bs O(BG)MObS

0d(m3z9)60{Us}, “before the Lord, your God (lit. before Lord God your)” (Deuteronomy,
chapter 9, verse 16)

Figure 3: Extract of Folio 279, recto, column b, line 15, lower image with phrase retraced

Nomina appellativa or proper nouns can be abbreviated, too; in the following example by vowel
reduction (suspension):

asomtavruli: G171, 146+ 1a-G-4 L1, mxedruli: 3(5)go 030 J(5)e(5)Joo MzLom

“the man from his city” (First Book of Kings, chapter 1, verse 3)
Figure 4: Extract of Folio 287, recto, column b, line 22, lower picture with retraced phrase
5



The following example demonstrates abbreviations of the 2" person possessive pronoun and

a quantifier:

asomtavruli: IF19b1A-C HTBH1A-C, mxedruli: 3(9)6o g(m3)oms dseroms

“with all your might” (Deuteronomy, chapter 6, verse 5)

Figure 5: Extract of Folio 288, recto, column b, line 11, lower picture with retraced phrase

The last example in the present paper will be one showing abbreviations of a preverb, a

nomen sacrum, a personal pronoun and a postposition:

asomtavruli: “LEFTOLEC QT G-f-F BT mxedruli: (5)6Golbbs m(3gse)o md(039)6

b(900)s “ [He] made the Lord furious with you* (lit. ... furious on you)” (Genesis, chapter
38, verse 1) (Deuteronomy, chapter 9, verse 19)

Figure 6: Extract of Folio 279, recto, column b, line 18, lower picture with retraced phrase

Even if a great amount of Paris, BnF, géorg. 5. has been deciphered by us until now, there are
still some pages which are not readable and thus not identifiable. For our project, it is therefore

indispensable to travel to Paris to make new images of these pages using a more elaborate

6



multispectral imaging system and then to continue and complete the decipherment of the

lectionary.
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DECIPHERING METHODS IN THE PROJECT “DELICATE — THE DEVELOPMENT OF LITERACY
IN CAUCASIAN TERRITORIES™
(Abstract)

Over the last 20 years, considerable progress has been made in the analysis of the oldest written
materials of the three languages Georgian, Armenian and Caucasian Albanian in palimpsest
form, and the results have provided substantial new insights into their historical development.
These insights, which have hitherto been confined to the individual languages, are now for the
first time ever to be brought into a cross-language synthesis, which will yield a completely new
view on the emergence and spread of writing in the region, taking into account the interrelations
between the three languages and the Christian cultures represented by them as well as the
influence of external religious and linguistic factors. The project “DeLiCaTe” aims to assail the
task of developing a first cross-language synthesis of the common conditions and circumstances
of the development of literacy in the Caucasus. For the successful execution of this project, it
is important to decipher the palimpsests relevant, which is proved to be a difficult task. Several
methods for the decipherment of these palimpsests need to be developed and applied, such as
working with multispectral images, counting of letters and lines, comparing the redactions,
finding the exact text passage and analyzing/explaining the differences given during the
comparison. The presentation will deal with these topics and provide an overview of the

analyses so far.
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