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A NOTE ON
O PISMENEXDH CRBENORIZBCA XRABRA

Robert Matbhiesen

Which Church Slavonic alphabet, the glagolitic or the cyrillic, did
Cyril invent? Many nineteenth-century slavists turned to the text
O pismenex (ronorizvca xrabra for an answer to this question, and each,
as a rule, found support in it for whichever answer he thought best. Finally,
in 1895, Vatroslav Jagié pointed out that the passages cited in proof
of each opinion were in fact either ambiguous or—in all probability—
later interpolations in the text. And this is quite correct: a number of
passages fit the glagolitic alphabet more closely than the cyrillic, and one
passage, possibly an interpolation, fits the cyrillic alphabet more closely
than the glagolitic, but no passage refers to the one or the other alphabet
without any ambiguity whatsoever.!

Curiosly enough, one passage of the text which might have been cited
in favor of the glagolitic alphabet seems never to have received a satis-
factory exegesis in the literature of the question.? This is all the more
curious because it is, in my opinion, the least ambiguous of all the pas-
sages which might be cited in favor of either alphabet. It is this passage
which is the subject of the present note.

The passage in question is the following:

drudzii Ze g[lago]lets. polto estw 38. pismen® stvorils, a mozets s¢
1 men’$imb togo pisati, jakoZe i greci, 24. piSqtb. i ne védets koli-

1 1. V. Jagié, Razsuzdenija juinoslavianskoj i russkoj stariny o cerkovno-slavian-
skom jazyké, Imp. Akademija nauk, Otd&lenie russkago jazyka i slovesnosti, Izslédova-
nija po russkomu jazyku, I (1885—1895), 287—1023, esp. 315—317. This view was re-
aftirmed in V. Jagié, Entstebungsgeschichte der kirchenslavischen Sprache, 2nd ed.
(Berlin, 1913), p. 129. See also P. A. LavroVv’s review of the first edition of the
Entstebungsgeschichte in Izvéstija Otdélenija russkago jazyka i slovesnosti Imp. Akademii
nauk, VI (1901): 1, 242—324, esp. 288—289, and Valerij Pogoré&lov’s reaction to
Lavrov’s comments, Zamétka po povodwu skazanija Xrabra o pismenax, ibidem, VI
(1901) : 4, 340—345.

2 This passage is mentioned in passing in Pogorélovs Zamétka cited above,
p. 344, and unsatisfactorily interpreted in R. Abicht, Das Alpbabet Chrabrs, Archiv
fir slavische Philologie, XXXI (1910), 210—217, esp. 215—216.
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cémb PiSqth groa. estb bo ubo, 24. pismens, ng ne naplenéqt se
témi knigy. ng priloZili set® dvoglasnyxn, 11. i vb &ismenex Ze,
3: 6-e. 19 desetnoe. 1 9 sbtnoje. i sbbiragt s¢ 1xb, 38. tém Ze po tomu
pod[o]bno i vB tbZde obraz®s stvori s[ve]tyi Kirils, 38. pismens.3

In other words, it was said that Cyril did not need to create 38 letters,
since one can write with fewer, as do the Greeks with 24. The author of
O pismenexv refutes this by observing that Cyril did not depart from
the Greek model in creating 38 letters, but rather followed it (po tomu
pod[o]bno i vb tvide obrazv stvori s[ve]tyi Kirilv, 38. pismens.), for the
Greeks too write with 38 letters: 24 letters proper, 11 diphthongs and
3 numerical signs (stas for 6, képpa for 90 and sampi for 900).4

This refutation is convincing only if the number of all proper letters,
diphthongs and numerical signs in the alphabet created by Cyril also
totals 38.5 If this were not the case, then the opponents of Cyril’s alphabet
could turn the argument in O pismenexw upon the head of its author

3 Ten independent manuscripts of what is assumed to be the oldest version of
O pismenex {ronorizoca xrabra are known; they are all listed (with bibliography) in Kujo
K u e v, Dva novi prepisa na Xrabrovoto solinenie, Bolgarska akademija na naukite, Ot-
delenie za istorieski i pedagogideski nauki, Izvestija na Institut za istorija, X (1962),
225—244. The oldest of these manuscripts is dated 1348; the passage given is trans-
literated from this text (as published in Ja gi¢’s RazsuZdenija already cited, p. 298) with
omission of accents, breathings and titla over numerals, and with expansion of
abbreviated words. Seven of the remaining nine witnesses were available to
me in good editions (the works by Kuev and by Jagi¢ just mentioned, O. M.
Bodjanskij, O drevnéjfem svidételstvé, éto cerkovno-kniinyj jazyk est slavjano-
bulgarskij, Zurnal Ministerstva narodnago prosv&&enija, dast XXXVIII (1843), pp. 130—
168, and Jordan Ivanov, Bolgarski starini iz Makedonija, 1st ed. (Sofia, 1908), pp. 75—
81, and 2nd ed. (Sofia, 1931), pp. 440—446; the two other witnesses were available to
me only in the variant readings given to the texts in Kuev’s article. None of these
witnesses, nor any of the later redactions published in Jagié’s RazsuZdenija, give any
variant readings which need to be considered here, except perhaps that one witness has
pismenéx for the form &ismenex of the manuscript of 1348 (Kue v, p. 234, variant no. 67).

4 Compare the account given farther on in O pismenexb of the creation of the Greek
alphabet in seven stages: 16 letters, 3 letters, 2 letters, 3 letters, 5 diphthongs, 6 diph-
thongs, and 3 numerical signs; in all, 24 letters, 11 diphthongs and 3 numerical signs.
Note, incidentally, that the “11 diphthongs” of the text, presumably Greek a:, au, ei, ex,
oi, ou, g4, ui, gi, ei and g, were at that time diphthongs only in spelling, not in pro-
nunciation (fe, av, i, ev, {i, u, iv, i, a, i and o/), and all but three of them might
be more accurately called digraphs.

5 Nikolaj Durnovo, Mysli i predpoloZenija o proisxoidenii staroslavianskogo
jazyka i slavianskix alfavitov, Byzantinoslavica, I (1929), 48—85, esp. 70, points out
that the 38 Church Slavonic letters of O pismenexs ought to be taken as including both
letters proper and diphthongs, since the 38 Greek lemers include diphthongs. Since he
has the glagolitic alphabet in view, he does not consider the possibility that the 38 Church
Slavonic letters ought to be taken as including special Church Slavonic numerical signs
as well. Likewise Rajko Nahtigal, Doneski k vpraianju o postanku glagolice,
Znanstveno druftvo za humanistiéne vede v Ljubljani, Razprave, I (1923), 135—178,
esp. 148—149.
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and invalidate his claim that Cyril followed the Greek model in creating
his alphabet. For example, if Cyril’s alphabet had a total of 38 proper
letters and diphthongs, and also 3 pumerical signs, then its opponents could
say: even as the author of O pismenexv added all three types of Greek
graphs to get a total of 38, so must he add all three types of Church
Slavonic graphs—and then this total will be 41, which proves rather that
Cyril did not follow the Greek model, and leaves the charge against him
unanswered. Consequently, if this argument was made with as much skill
as the other arguments in O pismenext (and the fact that the argument
attacks the statement that the Greeks use 24 letters, which, though
technically true, can easily be controverted, rather than the statement
that one can write Church Slavonic with fewer than 38 letters, which is
more troublesome to controvert, may be taken as evidence of this skill
here), then the total number of all proper letters, diphthongs and numerical
signs in the alphabet attributed to Cyril was in fact 38.

If this is so, then the alphabet attributed in O pismenexws to Cyril
could not have been the cyrillic alphabet, for that contains at least 2 (and
probably 3) numerical signs, 1 diphthong (#) and 24 proper letters, all
borrowed from the Greek alphabet (and all 24 Greek proper letters must
be included, either as Church Slavonic proper letters or as Church Slavonic
numerical signs), and at least 13 proper letters and diphthongs created for
specifically Church Slavonic sounds (b, Z, ¢, &, §, b, ¥, v, &, ju, @, ¢, jo—
and perhaps also dz and $t); a total of at least 40, probably 41, and perhaps
as many as 43 proper letters, diphthongs and numerical signs.®

The alphabet described in O pismenexw could have been the glagolitic
alphabet; there are a number of plausible reconstructions of an original
glagolitic alphabet containing a total of 38 proper letters and diphthongs
(and, of course, no special numerical signs).?

Consequently, one can assert either that the alphabet attributed in
O pismenexv to Cyril was the glagolitic alphabet or that, contrary to
his practice in the rest of the text, the author of O pismenexw presented
a clumsy and unsuccessful refutation of the charge brought against Cyril’s

6 In the earliest cyrillic the numerical signs for 6 and 9C were distinct from the
letters dz and & it is not clear whether or not the earliest cyrillic numerical sign for
900 was distinct from the letter ¢ (the use of ¢ as the sign for 900 seems to be later).
See A. X. Vostokov, Grammatika cerkovno-slovenskago jazyka izloZennnaja po
drevnéjsim onago pissmennym pamjatnikam, Ulenyja zapiski Vtorogo otdé&lenija Imp.
Akademii nauk, VII (1863) : 2, pp. 8—9, or Paul Diels, Altkirdvenslavische Grammatik,
2nd ed. (Heidelberg, 1963), pp. 22—23, 25, and 49: Anm. 48 (bibliography).

7 See, for example, the reconstruction (of 36 letters and 2 diphthongs (digraphs) not
included in the alphabet proper) given in Nikolaus S. Trubetzk oy, Altkirdbenslavisdre
Grammatik: Schrifi-, Laut- und Formensystem, ed. Rudolf Jagoditsch, Sitzungsberichte
der philosophisch-historischen Klasse der 8sterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaft, Vol.
228 (1954) : 4, pp. 15—37.
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alphabet in this passage. We can not be absolutely certain that the second
alternative is not the case, and so the judgement of V. Jagié sull
remains correct. It seems to me, however, that the second alternative is
not at all probable, and therefore that the passage under discussion is

a relatively unambiguous piece of evidence that Cyril invented the
glagolitic alphabet.

Brown University
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