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In the new rock art site of Etshkili-Too (Qukuiu-Too) in the Talas Province
of Kyrgyzstan, 105 engravings were inventoried, mainly zoomorphs
(caprids) dating to the Old Turkic period, as well as to the 19" and early
20t centuries. Furthermore, nine Arabic inscriptions were documented
at three different locations. Seven of them were concentrated near
three former settlements at the top of the valley, which were probably
occupied during the winter seasons. All inscriptions were deeply pecked
into the rock surface, clearly visible, and almost not patinated. They
are located at elevations between 1440 and 1600 meters above sea
level. They contain ten personal names, exclusively male, including
one referring to a hoja and mullah. There is no evidence to suggest
that these inscriptions functioned as epitaphs. The texts were generally
written in the Middle Turkic literary language as indicated by the use of
the word “oglu” (“son of”). Furthermore, six dates are mentioned the
inscriptions. Three follow the Gregorian calendar (1911 -1922), while
one was recorded according to the Hijri (1299 AH viz. 1882 CE). For
two additional dates it remains unclear whether they refer to the Hijri
calendar (1307 and 1889 or 1313 and 1895?) or to the Gregorian
calendar (1907 and 1913?). Furthermore, on one rock surface, two
dates are associated with animals according to the traditional nomadic
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calendar. One of the inscriptions is the Basmalah, located near a settlement. This inscription is
compared with another unpublished Basmalah inscription, recently found at the rock art site
of Kara-Say, also in Talas Province. Another inscription represents a form of oath, although
its precise significance remains unclear; it may have functioned as a marker of territorial
ownership. This inscription, together with a second example, is analyzed in relation to three
tamgas from the same period, raising questions about the transition from tamga symbols to
Arabic inscriptions as markers of territorial claims during the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Arabographic inscriptions within a rock art context should be systematically
documented, analyzed, and published in order to provide new insights into the history of
pastoral populations in Central Asia.
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Keiprpi3ctangarsl Jmkuimn-ToogaH (Tasac 06J1bickl) TabbLIFaH apabrpadukasibl
MOTiHAep MeH TaHO6aJjiap

AnnoTtanus. KeipreizctanHbiH Tajiac oOJibiceiHAars DKWan-Too (Oukunu-Too) xaprac
OHepi eCcKepTKillliHiH >XaHa opHbHAH 105 cyper aHbKTanaael. OjsapAblH 6ackiM OeJtiri
Heri3iHeH KeHe TYpiK AayipiHferi xkoHe XIX racelp HeMece XX FachIpAbIiH 6achkiHa AeiiHri
Ke3eHAepAi KaMTUTHIH 300MopdTap (TayTteke OeliHesiep) OoJjica kepek. COHbIMEH KaTap, YII
OeJiek xepAe OpHaJlaCKaH TOFbI3 apabrpadukassl a3y aHbBIKTaJIbIN, KyXaTTaaasl. OgapasiH
XeTeyi aHFap/blH XKOFaprbl OeJIiriHeri 6ypbIHFHI YIII KOHBICTBIH MaHbIHAA MIOFbIPJIaHFaH. by
KOHBICTapAbIH KbICKBI MayChIM A MalijaJaHbLIFaH 00JIysl 90JeH BIKTUMAaJI eKeHiH aTal eTKiMi3
keJsieqi. BapJblk ka3yJibl MITiHAEep XapTac OeTiHe TepeH KalllaJiFaH XoHe aHBIK KepiHei,
emKaHgail Kak 6acrmarad. Oyiap TeHi3 AeHretiiHeH 1440-1600 MmeTp OMiKTiKTe OpHaJIacKaH.
XKasynapga oH agaMHBIH aThl aTajafbl )XoHe oJlapAblH OapJibiFbl ep ajaMaapra KaThICTHI
(bipeyinge Koxa MeH MOJIJIaFa cijiTeMe xacajiapl). Bys MaTiHaepAiH MapKyMJapra apHaJiFaH
snuTadusIap eKeH/IiriH JaJIeJIAeNTiH elTKaH/iak Jepek koK. Kermimilik MaTiHaep ofeTTe opTa
TYPKi apabrpadukaibik 91e0u TijliH e *Ka3blUIFaH, MYHBHI «OTJIy» («{J1») CO3iHiH KOJIIaHbBLTybIMEH
manenneyre 6osaasl COHBIMEH KaTap, MATiHAep/ie aJThl Mep3iM xasbutraH. OsapAslH yiieyi
rpuropuaH KyHriz0eci 6oripiHIa 1911-1922 oK. apaibpiFblHa THECLTi, ajl KaJiFaH4aphl XUXpa
HeMece rpuropuad OoribiHma 1299 (arHu 1882), 1307 (sarHu 1889) xonHe 1313 (arHu 1895
?) COHBIMEH KaTap rpuropuaH KyHTi3Oeci 6oiibiHIIa 1907 Hemece 1913? xbingap 60Jiysl ga
901eH piKTUMAI. COHak-aK, 6ip XapTacThiH OeTiH/le eKi Mep3iM JI9CTYPJIi KOIIIeJTi bl CaHay
OOMBIHINIA XaHyapJiapMeH OaiiylaHbICThl 00l JKaszyaapabiH Oipi — esifi MeKeHHiH KaHBIHIA
opHanackaH «bacmana (6uccumuniina...)». Bys kaszy Tamac ob6meicel Kapa-CaiifplH >kaptac
eckepTKilliHeH TaOpUTFaH Oacka Oa xapusiaHOaraH «bacmasa» kazyblMeH CaJIbICTBIPBLIBII
Kapasigsl. Tarel Gip ka3y — OyJ1 aHTTHIH 6ip TYypi, OHBIH MaHi TOJIBIFBIMEH TYCiHIKCi3, MYMKiH
OCBI ayMaKTarbl MYJIiKTiH OeJrici peTiHAe KOJIAaHBLUIABI Aell Te aiTyFa 00J1aApl. ATaJIMBIII OCHI
’Ka3y MeH eKiHIIi ka3yJIbl MITiHi COJI Ke3eHJeri yiiI TaHOAHbIH 6ap-)KOFbIMeH TaagaHabl, XIX
FachIp xxoHe XX FachIpAbIH OachIHAAFbl ayMakKTH TagbOasay YIIiH TaHOa MeH apalrpaduKablk
’Ka3ybl apaceklHAarbl OaliylaHbICKa Aa KyMoH KenTipeni. KapracTarbl eHep KOHTEKCTiHZeri
apabrpaduAnblK MaTiHAepAi OpTajiblK A3usAmarbl MaJIlibl KaybIMOApAblH ©Mip TipIIijliriHiH
TapuxblHA KATBHICTHI XaHa MaJliMeTTep MeH ThiH JlepeKTep[i aHBIKTAy YILIiH oJlapAbl Xyhesri
TYpJie Tipkey, KyXaTTay, TaJiiay *KoHe XapusasayablH KaKeTTiIiri eTe KoFaphl.

Kinr ce3gep: xaprac eHepi, Keipreizctan, Taysac o6ibichl, apabrpadukaibl MITiHIEP,
TaHOanap, XIX-XX racelpiap, MaJjl apyambUIbFb], KbIpFbI3CTaH TapUXHI, UCJIaM, KBIPFBI3 TiJIi.
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ApaGorpaduueckue HaqMUCH U TaMru U3 DKWIN-Too (Tanmacckas 06J1acTh)
B KbIprei3crane

Annoranuysa. Ha HOBoM apxeoJIornyeckoM NaMATHUKe HaCKaJIbHOM XKMBONKUCH DUYKUJIU-T00
(Oukunu-Too) B mpoBuHNuu Tanac B KeipreisctaHe 65110 3apeructpupoBaHo 105 rpasiop, B
OCHOBHOM MU300paxaromux 300MopdoB (K03710B) APEBHETIOPKCKOr0 NepHUoAa U OTHOCAILUXCA
K XIX nnu Havany XX Beka. Kpome TOro, B Tpex pa3HbIX MecTax ObLJIO OOHApYyKEHO eBATH
apabckux Hagnucei. CeMb U3 HUX COCPeJOTOUYEHHI B TpeX OBIBIIMX IOCEJIEHUSAX B BepxHeil
YacTU JOJIMHEL. DTH NOCeJIEHNA, BEPOATHO, UCIIOJIb30BAIMCh B 3UMHUI Nepuoj. Bece Hagnucu
OBLIN IJTyOOKO BBII0JIOJIEHE! B CKaJle, XOPOILO Pa3JIMYUMBbI ¥ TOUYTHU He MOKPBITH MaTUHOUN. OHU
pacriosioxeHsl Ha BbicoTe OT 1440 mo 1600 MeTpoB HaZ ypOBHEM MOps U cofepXaT AeCAThb
MMeH JIofel, U TOJIbKO MYX4YMH (0JJHO U3 HUX OTHOCHUTCS K XOJi’ke 1 MyJuie). HeT HuKakux
yKasaHWU Ha TO, YTO 3TH HAANNCU ABJAIOTCA 3nuUTa@uAMU yMepIIUX Jiofel. TeKCTH, Kak
IIpaBUJI0, OBLIIM HAMMCAHBI HA CPEAHETIOPKCKOM JINTEPaTyPHOM A3BIKE, O YeM CBUIETEJIbCTBYET
HCIOJIb30BAHUE CJIOBA «OIJTy» («ChIH»). KpoMe TOro, B HaAnmcAX yIOMHHAKTCA MIecTh Aart.
Tpu U3 HUX COOTBETCTBYIOT IPUIOpUAaHCKOMY KajeHAapio (Mexay 1911 u 1922 romamn),
oJlHa HamucaHa 1o xuaxpe (1299, a umenHo 1882 rop), a mo AByM APYTUM AaTaM HesCHO,
OTHOCATCA Ji oHU K xupkpe (1307, a umenHo 1889 u 1313, a umenHo 1895 roa?) uam k
rpuropuaHckomy kasjgengapo (1907 u 1913 roasi?). Kpome Toro, Ha 0fHOM K3 KaMHel ObLIN
OoOHapy>XeHH! IBE AaThl, CBA3aHHBIE C KUBOTHBIMU, CJIEJOBABIINMU TPAAULNOHHOMY KOUYE€BOMY
kasieggapro. Cpeau HaAnucen ecTb oJHa — bacmasia, pacrnoJioxeHHasA psAAOM C IOCEJIeHUEM.
OTy HaAINCh CPaBHUBAKOT C APYroil, paHee He MyOJIMKOBaBIlelicA HaAmucbio bacmasiel,
HeZJaBHO OOHapyXeHHO! Ha HacKaJbHOM prcyHke B Kapa-Cae, Takxe B IpoBMHLMU Tajac.
Jpyrasa Haanuch npencrasiisieT coOOU CBOEro poja KJIATBY, 3HaUeHHE KOTOPOU OCTaeTcs
HEesICHBIM, BO3MOJKHO, OHAa MCI0JIb30BaJlach KaK 3HAK COOCTBEHHOCTU Ha 3Ty TE€PPUTOPUIO.
JTa Ha[NWUCh, KaK U BTOpas, aHanIusupyeTcsa Ha (GoHe Hajuuus BCEro TpexX TaMr TOTO Xe
IIepro/ia, YTO CTABUT I10J] COMHEHMe Iepexo/] OT UCIOJIb30BaHNA TaMI' K apabCKUM HaAIHUCAM
A obosznavenus teppuropuu B XIX m Hawane XX BekoB. Apaborpadudeckrue HaANuCH B
KOHTEKCTe HaCKaJIbHOI'0 MCKYCCTBA JOJDKHBI OBITh CHCTEMAaTH4YeCKU 3aJOKyMEeHTHPOBAHBI,
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MpOAaHAJIM3UPOBAHEl U ONYyOJIMKOBAaHBI, 4YTOOBI MNPefOCTaBUTh HOBYI0 HHoOpMaIuo 00
HMCTOpUM MACTYLIECKUX NOMyAnuil B IleHTpanbHOI A3uu.

KioueBble cjioBa: HackajibHOe UCKyccTBO, Keipreizcras, Tasacckas obiacts, apabckue
Haanucu, Tamry, XIX-XX Beka, CKOTOBOJCTBO, UCTOpUA KeIprbi3cTaHa, UcjiaM, KBIPTBI3CKUL
S3BIK.

Introduction

The rock art site of Etshkili-Too (Jukumm-Too) is located in the mountainous region of
Etshkili in northwestern Kyrgyzstan, 30 kilometers northwest of Talas (Fig.1). The mountainous
region of Etshkili extends for of approximately 40 kilometers, covers an area of circa 15 000
hectares and has an altitude between 1030 meters in the western part and 2100 meters in
the eastern part. There is no mention of any kind of petroglyphs in this area in previous
publications about the province of Talas (Gaponenko, 1963; Amanbaeva et al., 2011: 44).

In April 2025, Gamal Soronkulov and Laurence Delwiche from the environmental public
foundation Eco-Ayan based in Talas explored this region and discovered this site. In July
2025, Luc Hermann documented the rock engravings and inscriptions by fixing them with
GPS during a project under the supervision of Azamat Asein Uulu, director of the memorial
of Manas Ordo in Talas.

This new site is in a northwest-southeast-facing valley in the northeastern part of Etshkili,
19 kilometers northwest of Talas and 4500 meters southwest of the village of Tash-Tyube.
The Nyldy river flows circa 3700 meters east of the valley entrance. Petroglyphs are located
between 1419 meters and 1602 meters above sea level, all along the valley which has a
length of circa 2000 meters. In the higher part of the valley, there are five settlements, most
probably from the late 19th-early 20th century.

During the prospection of the site, petroglyphs, mainly from the 19th and 20th centuries
were documented, as well as nine Arabic inscriptions and three tamgas. The aim of this
paper is to present these inscriptions by translating and analyzing them in order provide new
material for the research on Arabic epigraphy, and also in order to identify major trends and
common features. Furthermore, we will describe and analyse the three new tamgas in order
to see their relations with the Arabic inscriptions.
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Fig.1. Location of Etshkili-Too and the inscriptions in the valley (© Google Earth).
1-cyp. Otmkmnu-Too xoHe aHFapAarkl xa3ytapabiH opHe (© Google Earth).
Puc.1. MectonosoxeHue DTKWIN-Too u Haanuced B foiuHe (© Google Earth).

Materials and research methods

Petroglyphs are not only beautiful drawings which should be published for their esthetic
qualities, but reflect the culture and the world perception of the societies in which they
appeared. For this reason, rock engravings need a contextual approach in which the whole
site is prospected by documenting all engravings: therefore, it is necessary to fix them in their
landscape through GPS points or in a general map done by tachymeter, to fix their orientation
and dimensions through pictures with a scale in order to understand which relations the
petroglyphs have with each others and with their environment. Furthermore, researchers must
also document other archaeological monuments of the site, such as settlements or graves in
order to analyze the petroglyphs in their archeological context. At last, it seems necessary to
adopt a statistical approach of rock art sites in order to identify major trends in the depictions,
allowing archaeologists to understand conceptual structures of ancient societies.
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Research on ancient epigraphy is primarily based on transliteration and translation of the
inscriptions. Secondly, the date of the inscription should be determined, either through a
date recorded by its author or through internal elements of the text, such as specific words
or characteristic letter forms. Other petroglyphs on the same panel as the inscription may
also assist in dating it, since their stylistic features can often be attributed to a particular
period. However, in Central Asia it is not uncommon for the same rock panel to have been
used during different periods or for earlier drawings to have been renewed in later epochs.
For this reason, archaeologists must analyse the techniques used in both the drawings and
the inscriptions to determine whether they were executed at the same time. The patination
of the inscriptions and of the drawings must also be taken into account, even if precaution
is needed by its interpretation due to the fact that patination can vary on a same panel: the
sun exposition of the different parts of the rock and the geological composition of the rock
provoke variations in the patination on a same panel. Thirdly, the inscription and its meaning
should be analyzed, also with other elements, such as tamgas or animal depictions, if these
elements are directly related to the inscription. Finally, the newly discovered material must
be compared with previously published inscriptions from other sites in order to identify
shared features and regional patterns.

Research background

Research on Arabic epigraphy in Central Asia has largely focused on inscriptions in
funerary contexts, such as those found on mausoleum or on tombstones (Dzhumagulov, 1987;
Muminov, Duisenov, 2023).

Arabic inscriptions in a rock art context have so fare rarely been translated or analyzed,
and are often not even published as images, despite the fact that some rock art sites present
a large corpus of such inscriptions. For example, there are more than 67 Arabic inscriptions
in Kara-Too in Kyrgyzstan (Hermann, 2019: 20). Only in the last decade have several studies
addressed Arabic inscriptions associated with petroglyphs. In Kazakhstan, such research
has focused on the sites of Kulzhabasy (Bazilkhan et al., 2013), Akkainar and Tamgaly
(Zheleznyakov et al., 2019), and Eshkiolmes (Hermann, Bazilkhan, 2023). In Kyrgyzstan,
similar studies have been conducted at Kuldak (Tabaldiev, 2012: 56), Kara-Say (Hermann et
al., 2025a: 368ff), and Sandyk-Tash (Hermann et al., 2025c: 58-59). Furthermore, one study
has examined the site of Karatash in Uzbekistan near the border with Kazakhstan (Kashchey,
2020: 41-42).

In the Talas province of Kyrgyzstan, all Arabic inscriptions from the Ur-Maral region have
recently been systematically documented and published (Hermann et al., 2025b). The Ur-
Maral region is located 50 kilometers south of Etshkili-Too.

Arabic inscriptions found in a rock art context are usually personal names, most likely
those of shepherds (Bazilkhan et al., 2013; Zheleznyakov et al., 2019; Hermann et al., 2025b)
and in some cases those of a mullah (Hermann et al., 2025b: 189; Hermann et al., 2025c:
58). In few cases, inscriptions may represent epitaphs for deceased people (Hermann et al.,
2025a: 370; Hermann et al. 2025b: 187) or contain a religious expression (Hermann et al.,
2025a: 372).

Nine Arabic inscriptions were found at three different locations in the valley, even if
two inscriptions are isolated (Etshkili-Too I and II), whereas the remaining inscriptions are
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concentrated near three settlements at the top of the valley (Etshkili-Too IV-X) (fig.1). Two of
them are located near the first settlement, at the entrance to the valley (Etshkili-Too IV and
V), four near the second settlement (Etshkili-Too VI-IX), and one near the third settlement
(Etshkili-Too X) (fig.2). No inscriptions were found near the two settlements. The inscriptions
were documented from entrance of the valley to its upper part and assigned Roman numerals
accordingly. It should be noted that Etshkili-Too III is a runic inscription, which will be
published in a future study. Three Cyrillic inscriptions were also documented but have not
yet been assigned numbers.

In total, 105 petroglyphs were documented, including 99 zoomorphs: 78 caprids, five
horses (two with a rider), three dogs, two snakes and eleven undetermined animals. Three
other anthropomorphs and three tamgas were also found at this site. 55 linear markings were
also observed on different panels, although their meaning could not be interpreted.

If 11 engravings are attributed to the Bronze Age (10 caprids and one zoomorph) and 28
to the Old Turkic period (27 zoomorphs, among them 24 caprids, one dog and one horse, as
well as one anhropomorph), the main percentage of rock art is from the late 19th-early 20th
century and is contemporary with the Arabic inscriptions. For this epoch, we documented
54 petroglyphs, viz. 52 zoomorphs (38 caprids, four horses (two with a rider), two dogs, two
snakes and six undetermined) and two other anthropomorphs. Two undetermined zoomorphs
could not be assigned to a particular period. The chronological attribution of the three tamgas
will be discussed in this paper.

Fig.2. Location of the inscriptions Etshkili-Too IV-X by the settlements (Picture: Luc Hermann).
2-cyp. Otmkwin-Too IV-X xxaz6anapblHbIH ejifli MekeHAep OoiibHIa opHaiacysl (Cypert: JIrok I'epmanH).
Puc.2. PacniosioxeHue Hagmnucel STmkuian-Too IV-X B mocesnenusax (@oto: Jliok 'epmaHH).
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Analysis

Arabic inscriptions from Etshkili-Too (transliteration and translation by Napil Bazylkhan)

Etshkili-Too I

Location and description (Fig.3): The inscription is on a south-facing rock and has three
lines. The letters are deeply pecked, but due to heavy patination they are not clearly visible.
The rock is located 1442 meters above sea level, and the inscription measures 38x77 cm. No
other inscription have been identified in its immediate vicinity.

Transcription: 1. Almambet — [13 sene?]; 2. Qara danis; 3. Tursun [?]

Translation: 1. Almambet (13 years/ Year 13?); 2. Qara Danis; 3. Tursun (?)

Dating: Depictions of goats dating to the late 19" century or beginning of the 20" century
was recorded on nearby rocks. Petroglyphs of other periods are completely absent. On this
basis, the inscription is most probably dates to the late 19% century or early 20" century,
possibly to the year 1895 or 1913 (see the analysis below).

Analysis: The inscription contains the name of three people. In the first line, the expression
“13 sene” indicates the year when the inscription was engraved. This may correspond to the
year 1313 of Hijri calendar or 1895 according to the Gregorian calendar.

I~ 07\

0 10 cm

Fig.3. Etshkili-Too I (Picture and drawing: Luc Hermann).
3-cyp. duknunu-Too I (CypeT neH KoJsiceiz0a: Jitok 'epmanH).
Puc.3. dukunu-Too I (doTto u npopucoska: Jlok 'epmanH).

Etshkili-Too II
Location and description (Fig.4): The inscription, measuring 36x11 cm, is engraved on a
large rock, facing south at an altitude of 1494 m above the sea level. A rider on a horse,
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a second horse, a dog and a goat. Furthermore, a runic inscription (Etshkili-Too III) was
also found on this panel but will be published in a separate study. Although some letters
are not clearly visible due to cracks on the rock surface, the other ones are very clear and
without patina. There is no remaining characters are well preserved and show no significant
patination. No Arabic inscriptions have been identified in the immediate vicinity.

Transcription: Sabdanbay

Translation: Shabdanbay

Dating: It probably dates to 1928. Petroglyphs depicting zoomorphs and the date 1928
were engraved on the same panel. The pecked technique used for the zoomorphs, for the date
and for the inscription is very similar.

Analysis: It contains the name of a person. If the date was carved by the same hand as the
inscription, it should be noted that it was written according to the Gregorian calendar rather
than the Hijri calendar.

0 10 cm

Fig.4. Etshkili-Too II (Picture and drawing: Luc Hermann).
4-cyp. dukunu-Too II (Cypet neH KoJsiceizba: Jitok 'epmanH).
Puc.4. Suxkunu-Too II (doto u npopucoska: Jiok I'epmaHH).

Etshkili-Too IV

Location and description (Fig.5): This inscription, as well as the following one, is located at
the top of the valley, near different settlements. It is situated near the first settlement at the
entrance of the valley, at an altitude of 1587 m above sea level. The inscription, measures
22x4 cm and is slightly patinated, which makes some letter difficult to read and some letters
are no more well visible. It is associated with a depiction of a goat.

142



L. Hermann, N. Bazylkhan, G. Soronkulov, L. Delwiche, A. Asein Uulu  Turkic Studies Journal (2026) 133-158

Transcription: Ahmet jan oyli

Translation: Son of Akhmetzhan

Dating: It probably dates to the late 19th century, as its graphic features and language
correspond closely to Kyrgyz phonology. Furthermore, the stylistic features of the zoomorph
also suggest a date in the late 19th century or early 20th century. The nearby settlement most
likely belongs to the same time.

Analysis: The text is written in the Middle Turkic literary language as evidenced by the use
of the word “oyli” (son). The expression “son of” occurs frequently in Arabic inscriptions from
the Ur-Maral region, althogh the authors usually mention their own first names (Hermann
et al., 2025b: 178). Even if there is one exception is the inscription Chiim-Tash V, where the
author only wrote “son of” without including his own first name (Hermann et al., 2025b:
184). A notable difference between Chiim-Tash V and Etshkili-Too IV is the use of the word
“ogli” in the latter, whereas the former uses the form “uli”.

0 5cm
1

Fig.5. Etshkili-Too IV (Picture and drawing: Luc Hermann).
5-cyp. Dukunu-Too IV (Cypet nieH KoJsicbiz6a: Jliok I'epmaHH).
Puc.5. 3uxunu-Too IV (doTto u npopucoska: Jliok I'epmaHH).

Etshkili-Too V

Location and description (Fig.6): This north-facing rock is located near the same settlement
as Etshkili-Too IV. The inscription measures 43x11 cm. Parts of the inscription are patinated
and no more clearly visible.

Transcription: 1. Er kim kelib u$buya galdirimiz; 2. K6bey Siqalman ovyli Irisqan Eljarqan
ovyli
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Translation: 1. Whoever comes, we left this here. 2. Kobey, son of Syqalman.

Yryszhan, son of Elzharkhan.

Dating: The inscription probably dates to the late 19th century, as its graphic features and
language correspond closely to Kyrgyz phonology.

Analysis: The text is written in the Middle Turkic literary language as evidenced by the
use of the word “oyli” (son). Two people engraved their names and indicated that they
did so for every person who would pass by. This statement is somewhat surprising raises
several possible interpretations. It may reflect a desire to be remembered by future visitors,
functioning almost as a form of anticipatory epitaph. Alternatively, it may represent a way
of marking property or territorial presence: the mention of the names could have served to
remind other shepherds frequenting the valley that it belonged to Kobey and Yryszhan?
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Fig.6. Etshkili-Too V (Picture and drawing: Luc Hermann).
6-cyp. duxkunu-Too V (CypeT meH KoJiceizba: Jltok ['epmanH).
Puc.6. dukunu-Too V (Ddoto u npopucoska: Jliok 'epmaHH).

Etshkili-Too VI

Location and description (Fig.7): This inscription, located near the second settlement at an
altitude of 1592 m above the sea level, is engraved on a west-facing rock and measures 23x6 cm.
The letters are well visible and have no patination. A dog was depicted under the inscription.

Transcription: 1. 1922-n¢i sene; 2. 1916 [ awa?] -n i Yilan

Translation: 1. Year 1922th; 2. 1916th dragon

Dating: 1916 and 1922.

Analysis: Both inscriptions display the same patination and are aligned on the same
horizontal line. However, a crack in the rock surface separates them. This crack was likely
used to mark the end of the inscription on the right and the beginning of the one on the
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left. The dates appear to have been written according to the Gregorian calendar rather than
the Hijri calendar. In this inscription, the author(s) also referred to the traditional nomadic
calendar, which assigns an animal to each year within a 12-year-cyclus: dragon for 1916,
snake for 1917, horse to indicate 1918... The word “dragon” (“Yilan”) was used for the year
1916, while the depicted dog most likely corresponds to the year 1922, which was the Year of
the Dog. To our knowledge, no other examples have been documented in Central Asian rock
art where animals are directly associated with dates according to this traditional nomadic
calendar.

Fig.7. Etshkili-Too VI (Picture and drawing: Luc Hermann).
7-cyp. Qukunu-Too VI (Cyper neH KoJsicei3ba: Jltok I'epmaHH).
Puc.7. Duxkunu-Too VI (doto u npopucoska: Jitok 'epmann).

Etshkili-Too VII

Location and description (Fig.8): This inscription is also located near the second settlement,
on a west-facing rock, and measures 36x29 cm. The inscription is not patinated, but the
rock surface was not very appropriate for an engraving, so that some letters are difficult to
read. A goat was depicted in the lower part of the rock, but offers a different patination. This
zoomorph is therefore more recent than the inscription.

Transcription: 1. Usbu; 2. Osilay [Onsalay?] olub; 3. Barca biikil qarayan jamiya 7-n¢i yil;
4. bolyan waqitinda yazyanim keyin ki oyularimizya; 5. belgi qilib H[J]ala Muhasan Baysibay
ovli; 6. uSbu qolum qoydim

Translation: 1.-2. Thus came to be; 3. The whole community bore witness. In the 7th
year, at that time, 4. I wrote this for our descendants as a sign (of remembrance). 5. Zhala
Mukhasan, son of Bagsybai, 6. hereby affixed my own hand (signature).

Dating: 1889 or 1907? The mention of the 7th year would be 1307 after Hijri (1889) or
1907 following the Gregorian calendar.
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Analysis: The text is written in the Middle Turkic literary language, as evidenced by the
use of the word “oyli” (son). The inscription is particularly remarkable, as it appears to
represent an engraved oath mentioning the entire community as “witness” (qarayan). With
the expression “Qolum qoydum”, the author, Zhala Mukhasan, indicates that he wrote the
text with his own hand, functioning as a kind of signature attesting to his presence. The
expression “Qolum qoydum” has also been recorded in an inscription from Zhaltyrak-Tash
(Hermann et al., 2025b: 181). Furthermore, the author explains the engraving of the text
on the rock by describing it as is a “sign of remembrance for his descendants” (“bolyan
wagqitinda yazyanim keyin ki oyularimizya”). Engraving the inscription on rock allows it to
endure through time and remain visible to the author's descendants. However, the text does
not specify the subject of the remembrance or the act of witnessing. It is possible that the
inscription itself served to mark the ownership of this territory or of this settlement. It is,
however, surprising that an inscription resembling an oath has relatively small dimensions,
and that the author did not choose a bigger rock in order to make it more visible.
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Fig.8. Etshkili-Too VII (Picture and drawing: Luc Hermann).
8-cyp. dukunu-Too VII (Cyper neH Koscoizba: Jlrok 'epmaHH).
Puc.8. dukunu-Too VII (®oto u npopucoska: Jltok I'epmaHH).
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Etshkili-Too VIII

Location and description (Fig.9): This inscription is also located near the second settlement,
on a south-facing rock. The first line measures 16x5 cm, whereas the second line has a length
of 27, 5 cm. The inscription is clearly visible and shows no signs of patination.

Transcription: 1. 1911 jili; 2. Bissimillah ir-rahman ir-rahim de

Translation: 1. 1911; 2. In the name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful

Dating: 1911 as written by the author

Analysis: The date is provided by the author. It should be noted that the date follows
the Gregorian calendar rather than the Islamic one, which is surprising given the religious
character of the inscription.

The second part of the inscription contains the well-known Basmalah. This formula is
recited in the Qur’an before each surah and is also pronounced by Muslims before the prayer.
The orientation of the rock does not correspond to the direction of Mecca; however, the rock
and its inscription may have symbolized a religious place for daily prayers in the vicinity of
a settlement. Furthermore, this inscription may have had a propitiatory function, providing a
form of protection for the settlement and its inhabitants.

Fig.9. Etshkili-Too VIII (Picture and drawing: Luc Hermann).
9-cyp. duxnnu-Too VIII (Cypet neH koJsiceizba: Jltok I'epmanh).
Puc.9. Duxunu-Too VIII (doto u npopucoska: Jiiok 'epmanH).
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Etshkili-Too IX

Location and description (Fig.10): This inscription is also located near the second settlement,
on a flat rock, and measures 18x9 cm. The inscription shows no signs of patination. Although
lichen partially covers the inscription and the rock surface, the text remains clearly legible.

Transcription: Mirza Muhamed Kenek

Translation: Myrza Muhamed Kenek

Dating: The inscription most probably dates to the late 19th century, as its graphic features
and language reflect forms close to the Kyrgyz phonology.

Analysis: The text records name of a person.
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Fig.10. Etshkili-Too IX (Picture and drawing: Luc Hermann).
10-cyp. duxkunu-Too IX (Cypet neH KoJsickizba: Jltok I'epmaHH).
Puc.10. Sukuinu-Too IX (®oto u npopucoska: Jlrok I'epmaHH).

Etshkili-Too X

Location and description (Fig.11): This inscription is located in the middle of a third
settlement at an altitude of 1602 meters, on a south-facing rock. The first line on the right
part of the rock measures 21x6 cm, whereas the second line on the left part measures 51x24
cm. The inscription is well visible and not patinated. In the lower part of the rock, a small
Cyrillic inscription shows the same patina as the Arabic inscription.
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Transcription: 1. 12[99]..? 2.Mullagali Muhamed +ning qojasi Bu - Turur [Tarurud?//
Mirqadir?]

Translation: 1. 1299; 2. Mollah Kali Muhammad is the teacher (khoja) of Turur (Tarurud?//
Mirqadir?).

Dating: 1882 (1299 after Hijri)

Analysis: Two individuals are mentioned in this inscription. Turur may have been the
author, referring to Kali Muhammad as his khoja. The titles khoja and Mollah suggest that
Kali Muhammad was likely the imam of a nearby mosque. The date follows the Islamic (Hijri)
calendar, which corresponds well with the religious references found in the text.
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Fig.11. Etshkili-Too X (Picture and drawing: Luc Hermann).
11-cyp. Dukunu-Too X (Cyper neH Kosicbizba: Jiiok ['epmanH).
Puc.11. Sukumnu-Too X (doto u npopucoska: Jliok 'epmanH).

A new Arabic inscription in Kara-Say (transliteration and translation by Napil Bazylkhan)

The rock art site of Kara-Say is located 60 kilometers southwest of Etshkili-Too. Two
Arabic inscriptions this site have previously been documented and published (Hermann et al.,
2025a: 368). In July 2025, however, a third Arabic inscription was discovered and remains
unpublished. It is presented here for the first time, as it provides an interesting comparison
with the Arabic inscription of Etshkili-Too VIII.

Kara-Say 111

Location and description (Fig.12): This inscription is located in the immediate vicinity of
a settlement, on a south-facing rock. It measures 26x15 cm and is situated at an altitude of
1,728 m above sea level. The inscription is strongly patinated and has the same color as the
rock surface. Furthermore, a more recent inscription has been engraved over it. For these
reasons, the inscription is very difficult to see and read.
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Transcription: 1. Bissimlillah ir-rahman ir-rahim Muhamed; 2. La illaha illah Muhamed /
kalima; 3. Rasul allah.

Translation: 1. In the name of God, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful; 2-3. There is no
God except Allah (and) Muhammad is Allah’s prophet.

Dating: Due to the strong patination of the inscription, it is suggested that it dates at
least to the 19th century. However, there is no evidence to suggest that the inscription is
significantly older.

Analysis: The first part of the inscription contains the well-known Basmalah. This formula
precedes each surah in the Qur’an and is commonly recited by Muslims before prayer. The
formula is further complemented by the shahadah, one of the Five Pillars of Islam, expressing
the Islamic declaration that there is only one God. This phrase is also part of the adhan,
recited by the muezzin when calling the faithful to prayer. The word kalima is also present,
referring to the declaration of faith contained in the shahadah. The orientation of the rock
does not correspond to the direction of Mecca; however, the rock and its inscription may
have symbolized a local place for daily prayer in the vicinity of the settlement. Moreover,
the inscription may have had a propitiatory function, symbolically providing protection for
the settlement and its inhabitants. A similar interpretation was previously proposed for the
Basmalah inscription of Etshkili-Too VIII, which is also located near a settlement.

Fig.12. Kara-Say III (Picture and drawing: Luc Hermann).
12-cyp. Kapa-Caii III (Cypert neH koJicwizba: Jlrok 'epmaHH).
Puc.12. Kapa-Caii III (®oto u npopucoska: Jltok I'epmaHH).

150



L. Hermann, N. Bazylkhan, G. Soronkulov, L. Delwiche, A. Asein Uulu  Turkic Studies Journal (2026) 133-158

Tamgas from Etshkili-Too

Three tamgas were documented on two rocks. In the description of the tamgas below, the
tamgas are attributed to a type following Rogozhinskii’s typology if it was possible (Yatsenko,
Rogozhinskii, 2019: 41). The tamgas are numerated here according to the surveys of the
authors.

Rock 16 (Fig. 13A): This tamga, resembling a key, measures 7x10 cm and is located at
an altitude of 1,580 m above sea level. The rock appears to have been slightly displaced in
the past, making it difficult to determine the original orientation of the petroglyphs. This
tamga represents a variant of type no. 30 and likely belonged to the Sadyr, a subgroup of the
Naiman (Castagné, 1921: 21).

Rock 26A (Fig. 13B): Two tamgas were depicted on a single stone located by the same
settlement as the rocks with the inscriptions Etshkili-Too X-XI, at an altitude of 1601 meters.
The rock was also moved, so it is not clear what the original orientation of the engravings
was. The tamga on the left side of the panel looks like a half-moon and measures 15x8 cm.
This kind of tamga, of Oguz origin, was still in used in the 19th century in the Tamgalyzhar
area in the western extremity of the Betpak-Dala desert in Kazakhstan (Rogozhinskii, 2019:
290-294).

Rock 26B (Fig. 13B): The tamga on the right side of the same panel as the previously described
tamga resembles the Greek letter “Psy” and measures14x10 cm. It corresponds to the so-called
“Tarak tamga”, used by the Kazakh tore, descendants of the Chinggisids. (Rogozhinskii, 2019:

Fig.13. Tamgas from Etshkili-Too (Pictures and drawings: Luc Hermann).
13-cyp. Etuikini-Tooman kesreH taH6a (Cypertep MeH KoJickizbasnap: Jliok 'epMaHH).
Puc.13. Tamrac u3 dukunu-Too (dortorpadun u npopucosku: Jliok 'epmanH).
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Results

A global analysis of the Arabic inscriptions from Etshkili-Too: major trends and
common features

Altogether, nine Arabic inscriptions were documented in the Etshkili-Too region at three
different locations. We observe some general features by these inscriptions.

Location of the inscriptions:

The inscriptions were found in a valley that is easily accessible from the plain of Talas and
from nearby villages. While the first two inscriptions are located at altitudes between 1,440
m and 1,500 m above sea level, the other seven are situated at the top of the valley, between
1,587 m and 1,602 m. These altitudes are not particularly high for Kyrgyzstan, and the sites
can be easily reached on foot and, of course, on horseback.

The presence of seven inscriptions near three of the five settlements indicates a strong
connection between the inscriptions and the inhabited areas. Given the relatively low altitude
of the settlements and their proximity to a small stream that flows only in winter and spring,
it may be suggested that these settlements served as winter camps, occupied from late autumn
to early spring. The settlements are located at the top of the valley and are surrounded by
small mountains, which provide partial protection from strong winds.

Nine different names were documented in six inscriptions. In addition, a seventh
inscription does not mention the author’s name but only his filiation, referring solely to his
father’s name (IV). Two other inscriptions containing three names also indicate the authors’
filiation, specifying whose sons they are (V and VII). One inscription refers to a mullah, who
is described as the author’s teacher (khoja) (X). Two inscriptions do not mention any personal
name (VI and VIII), although one of them consists solely of a Basmalah (VIII).

It is clear that a disciple of a khoja would have been educated to read the Qur’an, and
the Basmalah inscription may also have been written by a mullah. The other authors were
probably shepherds living near the settlements during the winter season; the association
of personal names with depictions of goats may indicate that shepherds were responsible
for these inscriptions. Inscription VII, however, raises a more complex question regarding
its authorship: the oath-like nature of the text, invoking the entire community as witness,
suggests that it may have been engraved by an aksakal, that is, an elder, possibly the leader
of the local settlement.

Dating of the inscriptions:

Six dates are recorded on five rocks. Three dates follow the Gregorian calendar, ranging
from 1911 (VIII) to 1922 (VI), although Arabic numerals were used to write them. In addition,
inscription II includes the date 1928; however, it is not written in Arabographic script, and it
remains uncertain whether this date was engraved by the same hand as the inscription.

Only one date clearly follows the Hijri calendar: 1299 (1882) (X). In two other cases,
the Hijri calendar was probably used: 7-néi, corresponding to 1307 (1889, VII), and “13
sene”, corresponding to 1313 (1895, I). However, an alternative interpretation based on the
Gregorian calendar is also possible, yielding the dates 1907 and 1913, respectively, given
that the inscriptions appear to have been produced in the late 19th or early 20th century.

The remaining inscriptions most likely date to the 19th or early 20th century. This dating
is supported by the graphic features and linguistic forms of the inscriptions, which correspond
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closely to Kyrgyz phonology. Moreover, the inscriptions generally display the same patina as
those that can be dated.

Technique of the inscriptions

The nine inscriptions were deeply pecked into the rock surface and are relatively large, with
lengths ranging from 18 cm and 51 cm. For this reason, they are clearly visible. The authors
appear to have deliberately sought such visibility, possibly in order to mark the territory.

Subjects of the inscriptions

Although personal names constitute the main content of the inscriptions, four of them
have a more specific meaning. Among the personal names recorded, none clearly refers to
deceased individuals, nor can any of them be interpreted as epitaph.

One inscription located near a settlement has a clearly religious character and consists of
the Basmalah (VIII). A similar inscription was also found at Kara-Say (Kara-Say III), likewise
near a settlement.

Another inscription refers to the year of the dragon, associating the word “Yilan” (“dragon”)
with the date 1916, and to the year of the dog, associating the date 1922 with a depiction of
a dog (VI), following the traditional nomadic calendar.

Two other inscriptions may represent attempts to mark ownership the territory or the
settlement (V and VII). In both cases, the authors invoked witnesses, either directly (“qarayan”,
VII) or indirectly (“Er kim kelib”, V). In these inscriptions, the authors also indicated their
filiation by mentioning their fathers’ names and, in one case, by referring to their descendants
in order to extend the inscription’s relevance into the future (“oyularimizya”, VII). Such
a practice may have served to assert territorial claims for both the present and future
generations. The use of rock as a medium ensured the durability of these inscriptions.

It may also be suggested that the simple recording of personal names in other inscriptions
served a similar function of marking ownership of territory. When a shepherd engraved his name
on a rock, it may have signaled to other shepherds that he was the first to occupy that pasture
or valley. The presence of tamgas (see the following chapter) also contributed to such territorial
claims. As marks of property, tamgas affirmed the presence of a particular clan in the valley. The
possibility of writing personal names may have provided shepherds with a new — and perhaps
more specific — means of asserting their claim to a territory than the use of a tamga alone.

The three tamgas

One tamga of type 30 is not associated with either Arabic inscriptions or a settlement. This
tamga shows no signs of patination, and a goat, stylistically attributed to the 19th century is
located in its immediate vicinity. The two other tamgas, engraved on the same rock, are also
not patinated and were still in use in the 19th century. Furthermore, they are located near a
settlement where two Arabic inscriptions were found, both of which can be dated to the late
19th century. For these reasons, the three tamgas are considered with the Arabic inscriptions
and with the occupation of the settlements and they are therefore attributed to the 19th
century. However, the tamgas are not directly associated with the Arabic inscriptions on the
same rocks. It is noteworthy that in this valley, which contains five settlements, only three
tamgas have been documented. This may suggest that tamgas represented an older method
of marking territorial ownership. The possibility of engraving personal names in Arabic may
have provided a more effective means of asserting land ownership than the use of tamgas.
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Conclusion

In contrast to the Ur-Maral region, it is not clear whether the nine inscriptions from Etshkili-
Too were made by shepherds (see Hermann et al., 2025b: 189). At least, one inscription was
written by someone who had studied under a hoja, as explicitly stated by the author himself
(X). Another inscription consists of the Basmalah (VIII). It remains uncertain whether such
a religious formula could have been engraved by local shepherds or whether this sacred
expression would normally have been written only by a mullah. The fact that the date on
the same rock follows the Hijri calendar might suggest that it was engraved by a lay person.
Nevertheless, this individual was sufficiently literate to write a complex religious formula
such as the Basmalah. Two other inscriptions also contain relatively complex sentences: one
refers to the community as a witness (VII), while another addresses people who might pass
by in the future (V). In both cases, the authors demonstrate the ability to compose more
elaborate texts using Arabic script. Finally, one inscription refers to the traditional nomadic
calendar, mentioning the years of the dragon and the dog (VI). To our knowledge, no other
inscriptions using this calendar have yet been documented. However, future discoveries and
publications of Arabic inscriptions may provide further information about this practice within
an Islamic society.

The association of personal names with dates in four inscriptions (I, II, VII, and X) indicates
that the authors sought to anchor their names in time. Moreover, the two inscriptions referring
to the community or to future passers-by also project themselves toward the future: one
mentions the author’s descendants (VII), while another addresses those who might later come
to the site (V).

It is also noteworthy that these inscriptions are not directly associated with tamgas, and
that only three tamgas were documented in the entire valley despite the presence of five
settlements. While the tamgas most likely date to the 19th century, the inscriptions appear
to belong to the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This observation leads us to hypothesize
that the possibility of writing personal names on rocks may have gradually rendered the
engraving of tamgas obsolete. If an inscription could record both a name and a date, marking
territorial presence through a tamga may no longer have been necessary.

Future publications of Arabic inscriptions from rock art sites will help confirm or refute
this hypothesis and will likely provide further insights into the history of Kyrgyzstan and of
the peoples of Central Asia during the 19th and early 20th centuries. For this reason, it is
essential that archaeologists systematically document and publish Arabic inscriptions. Such
materials may also contribute to a renewed understanding of rock art from earlier periods.
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