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THE CAUCASUS CULTURE- Script

OVERVIEW

Alphabets were created as the primary tool to keep records of historical events, culture and people, to allow
people to transmit information and to share and preserve knowledge. Each culture possesses a language
and developed its own alphabet based on the phonemic structure of their spoken language. Each society
invented their alphabet with symbols and characters unique to their culture to be used easily by their
speakers.

There were numerous distinct spoken languages in the Caucasus, however, not all languages had written
form. In the 20" century, there were 50 languages spoken in the Caucasus.

Georgian and Armenian have had literary traditions since the early Middle Ages. In the North Caucasus
and Azerbaijan, Arabic was the main language of written communication. The scripts in use changed
several times depending on the political situation.

For example, the Latin alphabet was introduced in 1925. In 1938 the Cyrillic alphabet was introduced and
has been used ever since. The Soviets created many alphabets based on the phonetic structure of the
languages spoken in the Caucasus.

For the Soviets, to establish the socialist system, the non-Russian periphery needed to be transformed both
materially and culturally. Thus, education was regarded as a vital tool in their efforts to combat illiteracy and
disseminate their propaganda. One of their first moves after the revolution was the inauguration of a social
policy known as Korenizatsija (nativization or indigenization).

The goal of it was to create a single socialist community out of all of the Soviet Union’s diverse minority
nationalities by means of a uniform national culture. To create both a socialist worldview and socialist state,
the drive to increase literacy was thought essential in spreading socialism among the minority nationalities.
However, widespread illiteracy and the lack of uniform alphabet were major obstacles to tackle.

The creation of alphabets for each of the individual nations within the Soviet Union was an arduous effort
with insufficient human resources and facilities. To create new alphabets, the Soviets needed to find
qualified scholars and teachers and to build educational infrastructure to teach the people the new
alphabets and a new culture, and to adapt them to the new socialist system. The Soviets accomplished this
task by using strict methods and through an assimilation policy. Almost a century under the Soviet system
made indigenous languages and their alphabets dysfunctional and hampered the progress of their cultures.

ANCIENT PERIOD

Georgian Alphabet: According to the Georgian chronicle The Lives of the Kings of Kartli, the proto-
Georgian script Asomtavruli was invented in the 4t century BCE by King Parnavaz | of Iberia. According to
the Georgian chronicler Leonti Mroveli, King Parnavaz spread the Georgian language and created Georgian
mtsignobroba (script or literacy).

Armenian Alphabet: The early inscriptions of the Urartian Kingdom used Assyrian cuneiform and the
language of the Urartu, known as Urartian, did not belong to the Indo-European language family.
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Nuskhuri Script of Mikael Modrekili 10t century

GEORGIA: There are two theories on the creation of the Georgian script.
The first one is that it was created by King Parnavaz in the 4% or 39 centuries
BCE, and the second one was that the Armenian script, along with the
Albanian script, was invented by the Armenian Bishop Mesrop Mashtots in
400 CE.

Georgian had three scripts: from the 5% to the 9" century — Georgian’s first
written form was Asomtavruli (Mrglovani - rounded):
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From the 9t to 11t century Nuskhuri - Khutsuri (angular-lower case)was used for religious texts.
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From the 11" century the modern script Mxedruli (military; secular), which is used only for non-religious

texts, has been used.

The Georgian alphabet has undergone relatively few changes since the Middle Ages, with the exception of
a few letters added and removed in the 181-19t centuries. Currently, the alphabet stands as such:
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Asomtavruli was created

Sion and is dated to 494.

in Armazistsikhe (near Mtskheta) and
Nekresi (in Kakheti). The oldest Georgian inscription was found in
the Georgian Church of Peter the Iberian in Bethlehem and dates
to 430. In Georgia, the oldest inscription was discovered at Bolnisi

Bolnisi inscriptions in Asomtavruli script dated to 494.

ARMENIA: In Armenian Churches, the liturgical services were conducted in Greek and Assyrian, and to
understand the Bible, there was a need to construct an alphabet for the Armenian language.

After the adoption of the Christianity in the 4t century, the Armenian alphabet (aybuben) was invented by

Mesrob Mashtots to translate religious texts and the Bible,
and was a pivotal invention in the development of Armenian
history and national identity. The Armenian alphabet is of
Greek and Persian origin. The Classical Armenian language
Grabar was used until the 13t century, but is now only used
as the liturgical language.

Classical Armenian Grabar

The Armenian alphabet originally had 36 characters where
each sound had its own corresponding letter. The alphabet

was created based on the Greek, Aramaic and Syriac scripts.
At the end of the 12t century, three more letters were added
to the Armenian alphabet.

Urbatagirk (Friday Book) was the first book printed in the
Armenian alphabet in Italy in 1512 by the founder of the
Armenian printing Hakob Meghapart, and was dedicated to
the Holy Cross symbolizing Christ. The content was both
religious and secular. The Sagmosaran Psalter, Kharnaypntur
tumar (First calendar), the Voskanyan Bible (First Bible) and
the Arhest Hamaroghutean (Art of Arithmetic) were all printed
between the 16" and the 17t centuries in Europe.
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In the 17 century, Baldasar Dpir and the German historian Johann Joachim Schréder made great
contributions in describing the modern spoken Armenian language which was called ASxarhabar (civil

language).



AZERBAIJAN: The Aramaic script was widely used in Southern Azerbaijan in the 15t century. The holy
book of the Zoroastrians, the Avesta was written in the Pahlavi letters.

With the spread of Christianity in Caucasus Albania in the 4t century, a script
was created by the monk Mesrop Mashtots and the translation of church books
into Albanian began. One Caucasian Albanian inscription carved on a stone
has been found in Mingachevir, Azerbaijan and dates back to the 7t century.

Albanian inscription found in a church in Mingachevir
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Between the 4™ and the 8" centuries, early
Turkic tribes settled in Nuvadi village and used a Runic script.

Runic inscriptions on the Garga Dashi rocks

After the Arab congquest and with the spread of Islam in the 7! century, the
Arabic script (Persian form) was utilized by the Azerbaijanis until 1924.
However, the Arabic script was very poorly suited to Azerbaijani
phonetically.

NORTH CAUCASUS
CHECHNYA: In this period the Chechen language remained unwritten.

Questions:
1- With the spread of Christianity, why did the languages in the South Caucasus develop scripts?
2- Why is the appearance of written texts in the writing of manuscripts a significant development?

Readings:

1- Khachikyan, A., History of Armenia, A Brief Review, Edit Print, 2010.

2- Payaslian, S., The History of Armenia, From the Origins to the Present, Palgrave McMillan, 2007.

3- Rayfield, D., Edge of Empires, A History of Georgia, Reaktion Books, 2012.

4- Zardabli, Ismail bey, The History of Azerbaijan, Rossendale Books, 2014.

5- Nichols, J., “The Origin of the Chechen and Ingush: A Study in Alpine Linguistic and Ethnic Geography”,
Anthropological Linguistics , Summer, 2004, Vol. 46, No. 2 (Summer, 2004), pp. 129-155.

6- Hewitt, G., Georgian A Structural Reference Grammar, John Benjamins Pub.Co.,1995.

7- Concise Encyclopedia of Languages of the World, Eds. Keith Brown&Sarah Ogilvie, Elsevier, 2009.

8- https://ostarmenia.com/en/middle-cilician-armenian/

9- Guérin, F. “The evolution of Chechen in asymmetrical contact with Russian”, in Language Empires in
Comparative Perspective, Edited by Christel Stolz, De Gruyter, 2015.

10- https://www.rizvanhuseynov.com/2012/09/turkic-scripts-codex-of-inscriptions.html

11- Kuchukhidze, G.“The Origins of Georgian Writing”, Rustaveli Institute of Georgian Literature Volume 4,
Issue 1, 2010

12- Polinsky, M., The Oxford Handbook of Languages of the Caucasus, edited by Maria Polinsky, Oxford
University Press, 2020.

13- https://artsandculture.google.com/story/the-pioneers-of-armenian-printing/cwXxZfaxQohNGg

14- https://azeri.org/Azeri/az_english/81 folder/81 articles/81 manuscripts.html

EARLY MODERN PERIOD
SOUTH CAUCASUS

GEORGIA: In the 18" century, punctuation marks for the Georgian alphabet were introduced by Patriarch
Anton | of Georgia.
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https://www.rizvanhuseynov.com/2012/09/turkic-scripts-codex-of-inscriptions.html
https://artsandculture.google.com/story/the-pioneers-of-armenian-printing/cwXxZfaxQohNGg
https://azeri.org/Azeri/az_english/81_folder/81_articles/81_manuscripts.html

In the 18" century, the Georgian script was also used for North Caucasian languages during Georgian
missionary activities in the area.

ARMENIA: In the 18" century, a new form of cursive writing was created for Armenian under the name
Notr'gir. Notr’gir notary script was a mix of the scripts Bolor’gir and Stfa’gir. It was developed by scribes to
rapidly record information.

AZERBAIJAN: The 32-letter Perso-Arabic script was used in Azerbaijan in the 18% century.

Text from Leyli vo Macnun in Azerbaijani 18" century
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P st i e Questions:

s B 1-Why were alphabet reforms not an issue in the 18" century?

A

Readings:

1- https://azerbaijan.az/en/information/107

2- https://www.azerbaijans.com/content 936 en.html

3- Jaimaukha, A., The Chechens, A Handbook, Routledge Curzon, 2005.

4- Mullen, R., Language Policy and National Identity in Georgia, Ph.D. Thesis, Queen Mary University of
London, 2011.

5- The World’s Writing Systems, Edited by Peter T. Daniels and William Bright, Oxford University Press,
1996.

6- https://www.peopleofar.com/2012/02/08/armenian-calligraphy/

19™ CENTURY
SOUTH CAUCASUS

GEORGIA: The Georgian language has its own unique alphabet with 33 letters. Old Georgian had 38
letters, but five Old Georgian letters were eliminated from the alphabet in the late 19t century.

In the 19 century, Mkhedruli was used as the primary alphabet for written Georgian, but the Georgian
Church continued to use the Mkhedruli, Asomtavrulu and Nuskhuri alphabets.

The Society for the Spreading of Literacy was founded by Dimitri Kipiani, llia Chavchavadze, Niko
Tskhvedadze, lakob Gogebashvili, Akaki Tsereteli, lvane Machabeli, Raphiel Eristavi and David
Karichashvili in 1879. They introduced some changes in the Georgian script, eliminating five letters (&, o,
3. 3. 8) that no longer corresponded to sounds in Modern Georgian.

ARMENIA: Eastern Armenian would be based on the dialect of the Ararat plain and on the language spoken
by the Armenian intellectuals in Thilisi, Georgia in the 19" century.

The linguist and philologist Manuk Abeghyan proposed a number of orthographic changes which were
mentioned in his writings in the late 1890s.

AZERBAIJAN: Mirza Fatali Akhundov was one of the first Azerbaijani intellectuals who advocated
reforming the Arabic script for the Azeri language by pointing out the inadequacies of the Perso-Arabic
alphabet.
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https://www.peopleofar.com/2012/02/08/armenian-calligraphy/
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E1%83%B1
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E1%83%B2
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E1%83%B3
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E1%83%B4
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E1%83%B5

There are nine vowels in Azerbaijani, but the Perso-Arabic script has only has three vowel symbols.
Akhundov implemented a modification of the alphabet in 1850 and introduced new phonetic symbols for
the Azerbaijani language so each sound was represented by a separate symbol.

Akhundov also advocated a switch from Perso-Arabic to the Latin alphabet. His alphabet reform was
supported by Jell Mammadguluzade, Aleksandir Kasimovich Kazembek and Firudin bey Kocharli
(Kocharlinski). These literati also introduced the standards of the written Azerbaijani language.

These reformers were severely attacked by the clergy and traditionalists who believed that the Qur'an was
written in the Arabic script, therefore it was holy and it linked Azerbaijan with Islam.

NORTH CAUCASUS
CHECHNYA

When Islam was firmly established in the 19t century, the Chechens began to use the Arabic script. After

Teyemerad asfyra the Russian conquest, the first Cyrillic-based Chechen alphabet

I 9 4 was developed in 1862 by Baron Peter Karlovich Uslar. He wrote
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}{: e / . The Russian military officer and writer lvan Bartolomei wrote his

— Chechen primer in 1866 in Cyrillic. He included in his primer his
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Questions:

1- Why did traditionalists in Azerbaijan oppose the switch from the Arabic to the Latin alphabet despite
knowing the inadequacies of the Arabic alphabet?

Readings:

1-Pavlenko, A. ‘Linguistic Russification in the Russian Empire: Peasants into Russians?
http://www.anetapavlenko.com/pdf/Russian Linguistics 2011 Pavlenko.pdf

2- Practice of “Russification” in the Late Imperial Russia: The Case of the Central Caucasus
http://www.academia.edu/28176405/Practice of Russification in_the Late Imperial Russia The Case
of the Central Caucasus

3- Sarkiss, H.J., “The Armenian Renaissance, 1500-1863", The Journal of Modern History , Dec., 1937,
Vol. 9, No. 4 (Dec., 1937), pp. 433- 448

4- Mikaberidze, A., Historical Dictionary, Rowman&dLittlefield Pusblishing Group Inc., 2015.

5- Jaimoukha, A., The Chechens A Handbook, RoutledgeCurzon, 2005.
6-https://www.eng.kavkaz-uzel.eu/articles/1914/

7- Bondarevskii, G.L.& Kolbaia, G.N., “The Caucasus and Russian Culture”, Russian Studies in History
41(2):10-15, 2002.

8-Mullen, A.R., Language Policy and National Identity in Georgia, Ph.D.Thesis, Queen Mary University of
London, 2011.

9- Tragut, J.D., Armenian: Modern Eastern Armenian, John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2009.
10-Alakbarov, F., Mirza Fatali Akhundov, Alphabet Reformer before his Time, Azerbaijan International,
Spring 2000 (8.1)

https://www.azer.com/aiweb/categories/magazine/81 folder/81 articles/81 akhundov.html
11-Anchabadze, G., The Vainakhs (The Chechen And Ingush), “Caucasian House” Thilisi, 2001, 2009.
12-llyasov, L., The Diversity of the Chechen Culture, UNESCO, Ziya Bazhayev Charity Foundation, 2009.
13- https://archive.gov.ge/en/tsera-kitkhvis-gamavrtselebeli-sazogadoeba-1



http://www.anetapavlenko.com/pdf/Russian_Linguistics_2011_Pavlenko.pdf
http://www.academia.edu/28176405/Practice_of_Russification_in_the_Late_Imperial_Russia_The_Case_of_the_Central_Caucasus
http://www.academia.edu/28176405/Practice_of_Russification_in_the_Late_Imperial_Russia_The_Case_of_the_Central_Caucasus
https://www.researchgate.net/journal/Russian-Studies-in-History-1061-1983
https://www.azer.com/aiweb/categories/magazine/81_folder/81_articles/81_akhundov.html
https://archive.gov.ge/en/tsera-kitkhvis-gamavrtselebeli-sazogadoeba-1

20™ CENTURY
SOUTH CAUCASUS

GEORGIA: The modern Georgian alphabet is called Mkhedruli. It is a secular alphabet, there is no
distinction between upper and lower case letters, each Georgian sound is represented by only one letter
and it is fully phonemic.

The Soviets did not change the Georgian alphabet since Georgia had a deep attachment to their national
identity and heritage and had very high literacy rates. Also, Georgians fought hard to preserve linguistic
separatism and self-determination. They continued publishing books in the Georgian alphabet, and in 1929,
71 % of the books were printed in Georgian.

By the mid-1970s, Georgian was still the first language of the Georgians, Svans and Megrelians and 94%
of Georgian children were attending Georgian language schools. In 1989, 98% of the population were fluent
in Georgian. Therefore, by the end of the Soviet Union, Georgians were one of the least Russified nations.

ARMENIA: In the Armenian alphabet, each letter has a capital and lower-case form.

During the Soviet era, Armenia was an ethnically and linguistically homogeneous country. As in the
Georgian case, the Soviet authorities did not substitute the Armenian alphabet with either Latin or Cyrillic,
since the Armenians had high literacy, a well-established literary tradition and a strong ethnic identity and
heritage.

During the Soviet period, an orthographic change was implemented in 1922. The government passed a
decree to remove the classical etymological spelling through the unification of some symbols,
discontinuation of the standardized norm of writing of diphthongs which were no longer pronounced etc.
and to make the Armenian orthography more phonetic.

Classical Armenian Grabar is used today only in the Armenian Apostolic Church as a liturgical language.

AZERBAIJAN: In 1919, after the Soviets took power, the People’'s Commissariat for Education,
Narkompros was established. The Narkompros proposed switching all the national alphabets from the
Arabic and the Cyrillic scripts to the Latin.

In 1920s, there were debates on the problems of switching the alphabet, such as the loss of the older
literature, the increase in illiteracy, and the cost. Supporters of alphabet change argued that liquidation of
illiteracy with the new alphabet would be much faster and would cost much less.

On 21 July 1922, the Central Executive Committee of the Azerbaijan Republic approved the project of
adopting a new alphabet based upon the Latin script proposed by the head of the Committee, Samed
Agamaly-ogly.

The Latin alphabet in Azerbaijan was made compulsory for newspapers and official use in 1925. In 1926
the First Turcological Congress was held in Baku. During eight days of debate, the reasons for retaining
the Arabic script, and the benefits and costs of converting to the Latin alphabet were discussed. The
congress envisaged a common Latin-based Turkic alphabet, and this New Turkic Alphabet was later
approved in 1927-1928 by the All-Union Central Committee on the New Turkic Alphabet. Between 1927
and 1930, the five major Central Asian languages substituted the Latin alphabet for the Arabic.

Despite the efforts spent to create a common Latin alphabet for the Turkic languages, the new, i.e. Latin,
alphabet was replaced with modified versions of the Cyrillic alphabet throughout Central Asia between 1938
and 1940. In addition, beginning in 1938, all non-Russian schools were required to teach the Russian
language. The Soviets claimed the these changes were necessary to combat illiteracy, particularly in the
countryside, and to bring the minority peoples of the Soviet Union up to the cultural level of the Russians.



While these claims may have had merit, another purpose was to isolate the Turkic republics from the
influence of Turkey.

With the passage of the state language law in 1995, Azerbaijan became the first Turkic republic to adopt
the Latin alphabet. This change was carried out with relative ease as the language is quite similar to Turkish,
and the switch was supported by the former president Ebulfez Elchibey as both a way to move closer to
Turkey and to reassert Azerbaijan’s Turkic identity. Azerbaijan’s next president, Heydar Aliyev, likewise
supported the transition to the Latin alphabet, seeing it as a means to create a distinct Azerbaijani identity,
and on 1 August 2001 announced a deadline for the mandatory alphabet change. The leadership’s
commitment to this policy combined with the country’s high rate of literacy both contributed to a smooth
transition as well as bringing Azerbaijan closer to Turkey and Europe.

The state language written with the Latin alphabet is used in books, education, and all official documents,
as well as in the press and other media. Although minority languages can be used in education, provided
that there is a need and that such use conforms with national laws, a 2002 law passed by the Milli Mezhlis
required the use of Azeri for all government work.

NORTH CAUCASUS

CHECHNYA:

In the 1920's, the Soviets also worked on the development of writing systems for languages which did not
have indigenous written form before the Revolution. The Soviet government preferred the Latin script rather
than Cyrillic in order not to provoke any anti-Russian reaction among the Moslem peoples in the North
Caucasus since the switch to the Cyrillic alphabet would be considered as an attempt at Russification.

In 1925, the Latin script was made obligatory for the North Caucasian people that had previously used
Arabic. Despite the enthusiastic claims by some national communists in the North Caucasus that the
adoption of the Latin alphabet would be an instrument of liberation and civilization for the region, others
were solidly opposed to the measure. Muslic clerics wanted to continue the use of Arabic, particularly in
their religious schools, the use of Russian and the Cyrillic alphabet was advocated by the Russified leftist
intelligentsia. However, the Chechens used Arabic until 1937 and then switched to Cyrillic.

In 1992, Chechnya declared independence from Russia and demanded the Latin alphabet henceforth be
used for Chechnya, but this was never realized. Cyrillic is still used in Chechnya today.

Questions:
1- Why was the transition from Arabic to Latin and then to Cyrillic considered necessary?
2- Why didn’t the Soviets change the Georgian and Armenian alphabets to Cyrillic?

Readings:

1- Grenoble, A. L., Language Policy in the Soviet Union, Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003, pp. 35-62.
2- Leprétre, M., ‘Language Policies in the Soviet Successor States: a brief Assessment on Language,
Linguistic Rights and National Identity.” Papeles del Este, No. 3, 2002.
http://webs.ucm.es/BUCM/cee/papeles/03/03.PDF

3- Dietrich, A., “Language Policy and Hegemony in the Turkic Republics”, in Language Planning in the Post-
Communist Era The Struggles for Language Control in the New Order in Eastern Europe, Eurasia and
China, editor Ernest Andrews, Palgrave Macmillan, 2018, pp. 145-168.

4- Dietrich, A., ‘Language Policy and the Status of Russian in the Soviet Union and the Successor States
outside the Russian Federation’,
http://miskinhill.com.au/journals/asees/19:1-2/language-policy-status-of-russian.pdf

5- Dietrich, A., “Post-Soviet Language Policy in the South Caucasus”, Classnotes, ODTUCIass, 2021.

6- Hatcher, L., ‘Script Change in Azerbaijan: Acts of Identity’ (provided by the instructor).

7- Mikaberidze, A., Historical Dictionary, Rowman&dLittlefield Pusblishing Group Inc., 2015.

8- Jaimoukha, A., The Chechens A Handbook, RoutledgeCurzon, 2005.


http://webs.ucm.es/BUCM/cee/papeles/03/03.PDF
http://miskinhill.com.au/journals/asees/19:1-2/language-policy-status-of-russian.pdf

9- Johanson, L., “Azerbaijanian”, Eds. Keith Brown & Sarah Ogilvie, in Concise Encyclopedia of Languages
of the World, Elsevier, 2009.

10- The Oxford Handbook of the Languages of the Caucasus, Edited by Maria Polinsky, Oxford University
Press, 2020.

11- Marchesini, I. “Russian (1917-1918) and Armenian (1922) Orthographic Reforms. Assessing the
Russian Influence on Modern Armenian Language”, Studi Slavistici, XIV, 2017, pp. 171-190.

12- Coulmas, F., The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Writing Systems, Wiley-Blackwell, 1999.

13- Sebba, M., Ideology and Alphabets in the former USSR. Working Paper No. 123, Lancester University,
Lancester, 2003.

14- Polinsky, M., The Oxford Handbook of Languages of the Caucasus, edited by Maria Polinsky, Oxford
University Press, 2020.

15- Dobrushina, N., Daniel, M.,& Koryakov, Y. “Languages and Sociolinguistics of the Caucasus”, Ch.1, The
Oxford Handbook of the Languages of the Caucasus, Edited by Maria Polinsky, Oxford University Press,
2020.



