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SOME COMMENTS
ON THE ORIGIN OF THE GEORGIAN ALPHABET

Two recent books dealing with Georgian art (Neubauer 1980,
Alpago-Novello 1980) have mentioned, albeit in passing, the
Georgian alphabet and, especially, its origin. Edith Ngubauer, a
professor of art history at the University of Leipzig and an active
scholar in both Georgian and Armenian art has said, in her recent
book on Georgian architecture (1980, 12), that «das georgische
Alphabet und die Schriftsprache haben ihren Ursprung in vor-
christlicher Zeit». This is, indeed, a statement hard to support
firmly, yet an idea the spirit for which is found adundantly
among the Georgians. It reflects their apparent nationalistic need
to separate themselves from the impact of fourth and fifth cen-
tury Armenian culture influence, a force we have reason to
believe was strong. And, it is solidly an Armenian tradition' that
they themselves graciously provided the Georgians with their
alphabet. This idea is flattering to the Armenians; the Georgians
find it anathema.

G. Lafontaine, in a book devoted to medieval Georgian art,
touched recently also on the question of the Georgian alphabet
[1980, 45 (in Alpago-Novello 1980)]. Lafontaine’s view was a
tentatively expressed statement that the Georgians owed the Ar-
menians at least partial credit for the creation of the Georgian
alphabet, a view that differs from Neubauer’s but is within the
mainstream of thinking as expressed by Junker (1925) and
Deeters (1955, 60-62, 65), though modifications and variances are

1. The principal citation for Mesrop’s creation of the Georgian alphabet
is found in Koriwn's Life of Mashtots (dwpp Uwynngt), section 15:
b wnbngp Qopgbug byulyury frpu of purg b gl (L filee
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abundant, and intimations of Iranian influence clearly are of
importance.

This present paper will add further comments to the problem
of the origin of the Georgian alphabet and its relation to the Ar-
menian alphabet.

It is the firm view of most scholars in Tbilisi, where the
question of the origin of the Georgian alphabet is of no minor
interest, that the Armenians had nothing in any way to do with
the formation of the Georgian alphabet. The basic reason for
dismissing Mesropian intervention is the point that Mesrop
simply didn’t know Georgian and therefore could not have pre-
pared the Georgian alphabet. This is an interesting observation
for we indeed have no evidence that Mesrop knew Georgian, and
one cannot construct an alphabetical system for a language one
has no knowledge of. But this opinion expressed by con-
temporary Georgian linguists is not wiholly as convincing as it
might appear at first blush. In fact, the argument is far from
conclusive, and we shall return to it.

When one talks about alphabets one is actually talking about
two quite distinct things : the forms of the letters; and the phono-
logical system the letters represent. It takes no special skill to
discuss the shapes of letters, for their elements are immediately
obvious even to the otherwise untrained eye and are easy to
compare with forms of letters of other alphabets. However, the
question of the phonological system they embody is a more
complicated issue which requires a knowledge of linguistics and,
in particular, an understanding of phonological theory. It is
this second aspect that is more crucial to the discussion of the
origin of any alphabet.

It has been adequately pointed out that the shapes of the
Armenian letters were taken from a variety of sources. Marquart
(1917, 47-54) suggested that the Greeks contributed the shapes
for thirteen of the Armenian letters; Pahlavi contributed eight;
Syriac gave four, and Coptic and Aramaic one each?®. Some of
the letters had composit origin or owed their birth to other pro-
cesses. There is little reason to argue with Marquart since his
observations are close enough. When one discusses the derivation

2. Olderogge (1972) has suggested that there is Ethiopian influence in the
Armenian alphabet. This theory has not attracted much enthusiasm.
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of shapes there is plenty of room for quibbling, but that process
is uneventful. Marquart’s views are, on the whole, quite fine’.
- But even if we can suggest that the forms of the Armenian
letters were derived from these sources*, and though we can
further add, as even the scholars in Tbilisi admit, that certain
forms of the Georgian alphabet are similar to Armenian forms,
this certainly does not mean that the forms of the Georgian
letters are derived from the Armenian®. Far from it; the
Georgians could have quite simply used, entirely independently,
the Greek (or Iranian, or Aramaic, etc.) forms as their models
as well, without reference to the Armenians. Thus comparison
of the forms of the two alphabets tells us very little about their
inter-dependence. To make a contribution to the consideration
of the relationship of the Georgian and the Armenian alphabets
one must deal with the two phonological systems involved.

There are numerous types of alphabetical systéms, and they
represent a variety of different phonological systems. Greék and
Latin, and their derivatives, are for the most part vowel/con-
sonant systems, with one letter ‘standing for one sound, and
each sound represented by one letter. This, of course, is the
system the Armenian and Georgian alphabets use.

The Semitic system, some forms of which influenced Ar-
menian alphabetical forms, is markedly inferior to the Greco-
Roman alphabets, for the Semitic system did not have specific
forms for most vowel sounds, but showed vowels, when it did,
by super- or sub-segmental markers. Thus an Aramaic word
would be written with the letters, say, mslyn’, but the pro-
nunciation would be moagallayané. And though there is clear

3. Later comments by Peeters (1929) and Feydit (1961) do not differ or
add significantly.

4. G. Sevak (1962, 28, 48) has suggested that the Georgian, Armenian and
Caucasian alphabets all came from a now lost x alphabet, possibly
Danielian. Again, this is a comment based on shape rather than phono-
logy, and further seems to be engendered more by nationalistic feelings
than by solid evidence that. has scholarly merit.

5. Junker and Deeters both saw Iranian forms as pfégenitors of some of
the Georgian letters. However Armenian, which is also derived from
certain of the Iranian forms, could have been the intermediary though
not, clearly, in all instances. Georgian has some sounds that are quite
different than the Armenian sounds, and the letters for those sounds
could not be related to Armenian forms.
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evidence that certain of the Armenian letter shapes-are derived
from Aramaic, it is also clear that the Armenians, and the
Georgians, did not use the Aramaic alphabetical system.

Of all the languages that contributed loan words to the Ar-
menian lexicon, Parthian provided the greatest abundance. Fur-
ther, Parthian culture had a strong effect on the early Armenians
and Georgians in terms of religious systems, political thinking
and other substantive ideas. And, according to Marquart, the
Middle Persian alphabets contributed eight forms for the Ar-
menian letters; additionally, Junker states that Middle Persian,
as well as Aramaic, contributed strongly to the shapes of the
Georgian alphabet. Yet the alphabetical theory employed in
making the Pahlavi alphabet is considerably different from not
only the Armenian and the Georgian system, but from the
Semitic and European systems as well. All in all, Pahlavi had
almost the same number of sounds as those languages that sur-
rounded it. Yet, when written in the alphabet for the language
called Book Pahlavi, we find only fifteen letters. This means, of
course, that many letters had to do double, triple or quadruple
duty. For exaimple, the single letter | was used to represent the
sounds w, n, ’, and r. The letter 9 stood for g, d, and y. Thus a
word written as 919 could be read as gwd, gwg ynd, drg, d’d,
yrg, and so forth through a lengthy list of permutations. And
though Armenian and Georgian both derived forms for various
of their letters from Pahlavi, the system implied in the Pahlavi
alphabet has very little relation to the Georgian and Armenian
phonological systems. They are related only in an artistic way.

We can thus see that the Armenian and Georgian alphabets
can be related in form to the alphabets used by the literate
cultures that surrounded them. In alphabetical theory they are
close only to the Greco-Roman system where one sign stood for
(approximately) one sound and each sound, essentially, had its
own sign®. Aramaic and Pahlavi used writing systems that
functioned too differently.

There remains one further aspect that must be recognized
in dealing with the Georgian and Armenian alphabets, and that

6. The alphabetical order of Georgian sheds no light on the subject since
the Georgian alphabet has an order that is as close to that of Greek as
to that of Armenian. In fact, it is particularly close to no other, except
at the very beginning of the alphabet.
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is the theoretical basis for the representation of the actual
sounds of Georgian and Armenian. Both languages have a sound
system that is considerably richer than the languages of literate
cultures that neighbored them. Georgian and Armenian have a
threefold series of obstruents: Armenian has voiced, voiceless
and voiceless aspirate; Georgian has voiced, voiceless aspirate
and voiceless ejective. In addition to the threefold system for
obstruents, there is also a threefold system for affricates that
followed the pattern for the obstruents. Armenian has, for the
dental affricates, j /dz/, ¢ /ts/, ¢' [ts"/ and j [dzh], & [tsh/, &
/tsh®/ for the palatal affricates. The Georgian correspondents
are j /dz/, ¢ /ts'/, ¢ [ts*/ and § /dzh/, & [tsh’/ and & [tsh*/. That
the Georgians and the Armenians both viewed the affricate
series as unit phonemes (C) rather than clusters (/TS/) is re-
markable, for either interpretation is possible, and both inter-
pretations must certainly have been known by thercreators of
the Georgian and the Armenian alphabets. Were these similarities
between the complicated alphabetical views coincidental, or did
the Georgian view result from knowledge of the earlier cons-

tructed Armenian alphabet?

The answer is difficult. It is not remarkable or compelling
that both alphabets delineated their threefold obstruent series
in the same way; these are their sounds and an accurate alpha-
bet had to reflect them in the way the Georgian and the Ar-
menian alphabets do. It is remarkable, though, that the affricate
series, both dental and palatal, are viewed as unit phonemes by
these two languages, languages that neighbor each other and for
which there was a high degree of intercultural rapport.

There was no unified theory of phonology in the fifth cen-
tury A.D. Though no conclusive comment can be made, it re-
mains remarkable that both alphabets reflect exactly the same
phonological theory in preparing their alphabet. It is indeed
possible that Georgian created its alphabet independently and
did not derive its phonological principles from Armenian. But
this is the more difficult position. The more probable suggestion
is that the Georgians did indeed derive some--of their alpha-
betical theory from the Armenians.

What then of the problem that is apparent in Mesrop’s lack
of knowledge of Georgian, for this is a weighty problem. The
answer is not clear, but an influential judgement can be made.
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Clearly we can say that Mesrop did not travel to Georgia, sit
down in a room and, God inspired, prepare the Georgian alpha-
bet. That is impossible. But surely men that worked with
Mesrop’, and who understood both his concept of phonology
as well as the Georgian language, could have assisted in the
formation of the Georgian alphabet. Did these men have to be
Armenians? Not at all. They surely could have been Georgian
just as well. But what seems likely is that the creators of the
Georgian alphabet, whatever their nationality, were influenced
by Mesropian alphabetical theory.

Cleveland State University

JouN A. C. GREPPIN

7. It is clear from many passages in Koriwn's Life of Mashtots that

Mesrop had numerous students, and we must assume that they under-
stood his alphabetical theories. In section sixteen of Koriwn's bio-
graphy, we note that he was accompanied on his travels to the Greek
areas by numerous students, and because of his fame many of these
students came from the «northern regions», which certainly must
have included Georgia and areas in eastern Armenia (YWNPbPhy, qupf
Vmgwnagh, &2« be spocfugbuy qiunyp Swbpbpd wpmlbpnueg pugduwep ale—
gurly f fngdutba Bnihing s be wnarkjungngl puphynpd 4mn'luuuu.,' Jutnn Jur
!.-nlfn gl wilf urfnl.[r C[u.m[uuul’lmft tanJMl&g '4"1_‘”&‘6["5"')-
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THOMAS GAMKRELIDZE'S REPLY
TO JOHN GREPPIN®

Thilisi
February 16, 1982
Dear Professor Greppin,

Thank you for your paper on the origin of the Georgian
alphabet which seems to be interesting and which reflects “to
some extent the ideas about the origins of alphabetic scripts in
general we discussed during your stay in Tbilisi. I found in it
many points I discussed with you last and I believe it is me you
have in mind when you mentioned anonymous «scholars in
Tbilisi»' who dismiss Mesropian intervention in the creation of
the Georgian alphabet.

As you may know, I am preparing a volume dealing with
the typology of alphabetic scripts (the book will hopefully ap-
pear in the fall of this year), where the problem of the origin
of scripts (mainly alphabetic scripts) are being discussed in
general terms. In it there is a special emphasis on the scripts
which were derived from the alphabetic Greek writing system
as their prototype (Coptic, Gothic, Armenian, Georgian, Slavic).
The bulk of the book is of course dedicated to Georgian as re-
flected in the title of the monograph A Typology of the Alpha-
betic System of Writings and the Problem of the Origin of the
Georgian Script.

* Prof. John Greppin, having sent a pre-publication copy of his paper on
the origin of the Georgian alphabet to Academician Prof. Themas Gam-
krelidze, received the following reply. The reply has been forwarded to
the editors of Bazmavep for publication.

1. Other «scholars in Thbilisi», reject Mesropian intervention simply on
the grounds that the Georgian script was oreated allegedly centuries
earlier than the Mesropian one.
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