
NİNE NOTES ON THE TES INSCRIPTION

T A L Â T  T E K İN *

In the summer of 1976, the epigraphical group of the Joint Soviet- 
M ongolian expedition of History and Culture, headed by S. G. Klyash- 
tom y, S. Kharjaubai and A. Ochir, found a m onument piece covered 
with inscriptions in Turkic runic script in the valley of the upper reaches 
of the Tes River (Tesiin gol) belonging to the Khövvsögöl Aim ak of the 
M ongolian People’s Republic. T h e stone, a red rectangular granit block, 
is the lovver part of a larger monument. T h e monument piece is 86 cm. 
high. T h e vvidth of the piece is 32 cm. on the two vvider sides, and 22 
cm. on the narrovver sides. Four sides of the piece are covered vvith in­
scriptions. There are 6 lines on the vvider sides, and 5 lines on the nar­
rovver sides, but tvvo lines of the inscription are completely lost. T he 
length of the surviving text is about 76 cm. T h e lines are separated from 
one another by engraved channels. T h e height of the engraved runic let- 
ters is about 3,5-4 cm. T he letters are engraved in the same m anner as 
those of the Terkh (Tariat) and Shine Usu inscriptions, i.e., their shapes 
are almost identical. In the lovver part of one of the narrovver sides there 
is a tamga resembling the tamgas found in the Terkh and Shine Usu in­
scriptions. 1

T h e Tes inscription vvas fırst published by S. K harjaubai.2 Kharjau- 
bai’s article contains a handmade copy of the runic text, its transcriptions 
in the Latin and Cyrillic scripts, and the translations of the text into Ka- 
zakh, Classical M ongolian, Khalkha and Russian.

T h e Tes inscription vvas secondly published by the late M ongolian 
scholar M . Shinekhüü.3 Shinekhüü’s article contains a handmade copy of
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the runic text, a transcription in the Latin script and a translation of the 
text into Khalkha.

T h e most recent publication of the Tes inscription has been accom- 
plished by. S. G. K lyashtom y.4 Klyashtorny’s article contains an excellent 
handmade copy of the inscription, a Latin transcription and an English 
translation of the runic text. It also contains photographs of the four sides 
of the monument piece and a survey of the U igur history.

There is no doubt that the best of these three editions of the Tes in­
scription is the one carried out by the well-known Soviet scholar S. G. 
Klyashtom y. First of ali, K lyashtom y renders the runic text in four parts, 
each corresponding to the one side of the m onument piece. Secondly, he 
reads the lines in the right order, i.e., from the bottom to the top. Third- 
ly, he identifıes the sides of the m onument in terms of the four directions 
and puts them into the order of YVest-North-East-South.

In spite of ali these merits, hovvever, it cannot be said that Klyash­
torny’s text is coherent through out and makes more sense than the two 
previous texts as far as certain passages are concerned. As a matter of 
fact, the author himself is avvare of the vveakness of some of his readings 
and interpretations, for at the end of his paper he states that “T he present 
publication contains only a most preliminary explanation of the reading 
and translation of the Tes inscription.” He also states that “ the possibility 
of a diflerent decipherment and’ understanding of certain passages of the 
text are evident for the author of this paper. It is hoped that in a later 
and more detailed study, he vvill be able to give a satisfactory solution to 
many problems novv under discussion.” (p. 155).

YVhile vvaiting for a better edition of the Tes inscription promised by 
Klyashtom y, in this paper, I vvould like to make some suggestions as to 
the readings and interpretations of certain vvords and passages vvhich, 
I tbelieve, are not very convincing and satisfactory. Let it be stated before- 
hand that my aim is not to criticize anyone, especially my dear colleage 
and friend Klyashtom y. M y sole aim is to offer some help, if any, to 
a better edition of this extremely fragmentary inscription.

1. Line 7 (North 1): tfkü u ty  (fyan erm's “T hey vvere vvise and great 
Q aghans.”

4 S.G. Klyashtomy, “T he Tes inscription of the Uighur Bögü Q aghan”, Ada Orienta- 
lıa Hungarıca, X X X IX  (1), pp. 137-156.
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T h e fırst vvord is spelled CK* in Kharjaubai’s and Shinekhüü’s texts. 
In spite of this spelling, hovvever, they both read it cik! Kharjaubai takes 
it to be a title (p. 124) and Shinekhüü regards it as the ethnic name Cik 
(p. 41). These readings and interpretations cannot be accepted, for 
a vvord like ĞKU> can only be read cök, cük or (a)cük.

According to Klyashtom y, the fırst letter is not C, but B 2. He reads 
this b(ü)kü and translates it as “wise”. But the letter group B 2KU> cannot be 
read b(ü)kü, because the runic sign fC1' at the end of a vvord represents the 
sound group ök or ük (Clauson’s türkü is a misreading for türük\). Besides, 
O ld Turkic vvord for “vvise” is not bükü, but bügü or bögü (cf. M ongolian 
böge, Khalkha böö“sham an”).

If Klyashtorny’s reading is correct, the letter group B 2K t> can be read 
in three different vvays: bok, bük and (a)bük. Consequently, I can think of 
the follovving possibilities for the interpretation of this vvord:

1) It is an adjective meaning “high, exalted, sublim e” and should be 
read bök ; cf. M ahm ud of Kashgar bök “ the protuberance or elevation on 
the side of an anklebone (Clauson erroneously bög), Kirgiz Turkish bök 
“hill, height, elevation”, ete.

2) It is an adverb meaning “certainly, surely” and should be read bük 
(cf. Yakut Turkish bük “absolutely, certainly”).

A  third possibility vvould be to read it bök(a), but the final vovvel is 
not there.

I prefer the first alternative and indine to read the sentence as fol- 
lovvs: bök ul(u)y q[(a)y (a)n (a)rm(i)s\ “They vvere high and great kagans”.

2. Line 8 (North 2): b‘n eli üc yüz yıl el tutm‘s “ For three hundred years 
they ruled över m any (lit.thousand) ek.”

Klyashtorny’s b(i)n “thousand” cannot be accepted, for a sentence like 
bin eli üc yüz yıl el tutmis is a grammatical. It is obvious that here the 
vvord is going on the reign of an early U igur kağan vvhose dynasty ruled 
about three hundred years. T h e second vvord of the sentence, i.e., (e)li (el 
+  3. p. possessive suffıx -i) also suggests that the preceding vvord is 
(a)n(i)n “his”. As a matter of fact, Shinekhüü’s text has JVJV (anin) for 
Klyashtorny’s B ’JV (p. 38). T he runic sign B 1 as used in this inscription 
resembles the sign N 1. It seems that Klyashtom y took the letter JV7 here 
for B 1.
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Consequently, the sentence should be read and understood as fol- 
lovvs: (a)n(i)n (e)lı üc yüz yıl (e)l tutm(i)s “His State lasted three hundred 
years”.

3. Line 9 (North 3): buzuq Iftin q'za üc“z kül ekı atl lY n ^r[mls\ 
“Revolted by the instigations of the leaders of the Buzuq (their people?) 
perished, because of the incitements of the petty Kül and of the Distin- 
guished Tvvo.”

Both the reading and interpretation of this line are unsatisfactory. In 
the fırst place, the third vvord cannot be read q(i)za, for the narrovv back 
vovvel / is not vvritten. Secondly, the vvord tüka cannot be regarded as 
a gerund of the verb tüka-, because the verbal stem itself has this shape.

I read the letter group K1%A (a)q(i)za and regard it as a gerund in -a, 
for after a phrase like boz oq b(a)fin “the leader of the Boz-Ok (people)” 
(acc.) vve need a transitive verb. Thus, boz oq b(a)fin (a)q(i)za “having let 
the leader of the Boz-Oks raid ...” makes better sense.

Secondly, I read the last tvvo vvords toka b(a)r[m(i)s\ “poured out”, for 
tükaCannot be a gerund of the verb tüka- “to perish”.

Thirdly, the last letter of K lyashtom y’s ekı looks like A rather than I  
in the photograph. If it is really A, vve may then read the letter group 
Kü WL2:ICA as kööl-ka and translate it as “into the lake”.U

Depending on the above disCussion, I offer the follovving reading and 
interpretation: boz oq b(a)fin (a)q(i')za uc(u)z kööl-ka (a)tl(i)y(i)n toka b(a)r 
[m(i)s\ “Having let the leader of the Boz-Oks raid, (he/they) poured (the 
enem y’s) cavalry into the Lake U chuz.”

In connection vvith this, it should be reminded that a passage similar 
to this occurs in the Terkh (Tariat) inscription: ... bod(u)ni IC^A b(a)rm(i)s 
uc ... A2/ (a)tl(i)y(i)n 'PK^A b(a)rm(i)s (East 2). In my articles dealing vvith 
the Terkh (Tariat) inscription I interpreted the letter groups IC^A  and 
T^K^A difTerently.4 Novv, I believe that IC^A  should be read (a)q(i)za 
“having raid” and 'PK^A should be read and interpreted as toka “having 
poured out”. I also believe that the lacuna betvveen uc and K2!  could be 
fılled and corrected to read uc[(u)z kööl\ka “ into the Lake U chuz”. This 
correction depends of course on the assumption that the final I  is a mis- 
reading for A.

4. Line 10 (North 4): ol bocfri'm Ifn kffsdi “That people of mine 
vvidely quarreled vvith each other.”
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K lyashtom y vvho translates the vvord k(a)n as “vvidely” here, interprets 
it as “enmity, hatred, ili vvill” in the “Notes” section of his article (p. 154, 
note to Line 10). He gets this meaning from Kononov’s Grammatika Jazjy- 
ka Tjurkskich Runiceskich Pamjatnikov VII-IX vv, Leningrad 1980, p.182. Let 
it be said right avvay that this information is vvrong. In Turkic, the vvord 
meaning “enmity, hatred” is not kan, but kak (cf. Clauson,G., An Etymologi- 
cal Dictionary of Pre-Thirteenth Century Turkish, O xford 1972, p. 707: M ah- 
mud of Kashgar kek “hatred, m alice”, Komanisches YVörterbuch kek “ha­
tred ” , Kirgiz Turkish, Kazak Turkish ete. kek id.). Kononov subtracted 
this kan from the verb kensür- or kinsür- occurring in K ül Tigin, East 6. 
I myself read this vvord kinsür- and translated it as “to create a rift be- 
tvveen” (A Grammar of Orkhon Turkic, p. 350). But I did not derive this 
verb from kan “hatred, enm ity” ; I drove it from the adjective kin “vvide”. 
Today I believe that it vvas a mistake. T h e verb in question should be 
read kiksür- and understood as the causative stem of kik-i-s- “ to incite one 
another” (cf. M ahm ud of Kashgar kikcür- “ to incite one against another” ; 
cf. Clauson, G ., op. cit, p. 714).

T h e final letter of Klyashtorny’s k(a)r(i)sdi is read not I, but A by 
Kharjaubai and Shinekhüü. If their reading is correct, vve could read the 
letter group K 2N K 2R 2S2D 2A  as k(d)nk(a)r(d)sdd and interpret it as the lo- 
cative form of kankaras. This kankaras could be a slightly difîerent form of 
the tribal (or geographical?) name kanaras occurring in the K ül T igin  in­
scription: (a)nta kisra q(a)ra türg(i)s bod(u)n y(a)yi' bolm(i)s, k(d)n(d)r(a)s t(a)pa 
b(a)rdi{East 39).

This vvord is generally regarded as an ethnic name, i.e., the name of 
an ancient Turkic tribe (cf. Thomsen,İnscriptions de VOrkhon dechiffree, p. 110; 
Radloff, Alttürkische Inschriften der Mongolei. 1897, p. 170). In my Orkhon 
Turkic grammar I took it to be a geographical name. T he occurrence of 
the vvord vvith the locative suffıx here may testify to my assumption. 
Kanaras or Kankaras must be the name of a place in the Altai region, 
elose to the border separating the realms of the Türgish and the Uigurs.

5. Line 11 (North 5): [ön\rd Fbycça qiza s,nm‘s “Earlier, they rose 
against the Tabghach, but they vvere annihilated.”

This reading is not very satisfactory, for the verb qi'z- has never pos- 
sessed a meaning like “to rise”. Besides, the letter group K  cannot be 
read qiz(a), for ali final vovvels are vvritten in the runic script.
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For Klyashtorny’s K £  S ’JVM$  Shinekhüü and Kharjaubai have 
B 'Z V N M S , i.e., b(a)zl(a)nm(i)s “subjugated” vvhich makes a better mean- 
ine. It is obvious that Klyashtom y took the letter B ' for K  and the letter 
V  for S".

T h e verb bazları- “ to be subject, be subjugated” occurs for the fırst 
time in an O ld Turkic text. It is a regular derivative derived from the ad- 
jective baz “dependent” vvhich occurs several times in the Orkhon inscrip­
tions: b(a)z qil- “ to subjugate” , b(a)z q(a)y(a)n “ the dependent kağan, vas- 
sal kağan” . T h e adjective baz also occurs in U igur in the expression tüz 
baz qil- “ to pacify.”

Thus the sentence should be corrected to read: [ön\ra t(a)by(a)cqa 
b(a)zl(a)nm-(i)s“ (T\\z U igur kağan) vvas fırst subjugated to C hina.”

6. Line 13 (East 2): (fY'n ... ekı (?) 'rrris antad an öd k?nc qayan 'rm ls 
“T h e Q aghan ... vvere tvvo (?). Then Ö d K ânc became the Q aghan .”

T h e vvord (a)ntad(a)n “ then” is rather strange here, for such a vvord is 
attested novvhere in Turkic.

Secondly, öd k(d)nc q(a)y(a)rı (e)rm(i)s cannot be understood as “Ö d 
Kânc becam e kağan”, because O ld Turkich dr- means “to be”, not “to 
becom e”.

Klyashtom y believes that öd k(a)nc is the name of an U igur kağan. 
According to him, this öd k(a)nc could be identical vvith idi Kdnc, i.e., 
Bögü kagan’s name before his enthronment (p. 155). He also states that 
Öd Kdnc could be the original form of the name T ’e-chıen vvhich occurs 
in Chinese sources as the name of the fırst ruler of the second empire of 
the Uigurs (ibıd.).

Let it be knovvn that none of these identifıcation is satisfactory. Idı =  
öd, and öd kanc= T ’e-chıen are impossible.

I vvould like to suggest an entirely different reading and interpreta­
tion. T h e letter group N T A D 'N ’ could be read (a)nta (a)d(ı)n “other than 
that, besides, furthermore”. As for the letter group IVL^K2 NC, I read it 
ödk(ü)nc and interpret it as “false, fake”. T h e vvord ödk(ü)nc is a derivative 
of the verb ödkiin- “to imitate”. T h e verb has not so far been attested in 
the O ld  Turkic texts, but ödkiinc does occur in Karakhanid Turkic. It oc­
curs tvvice in Qutadgu Bilıg (couplets 874 and 877). Arat read this vvord 
vvith t and g, i.e., ötgiinc, and Clauson follovved Arat (Clauson,G., An Etym-
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ological Dictionary of Pre-Thirteenth Century Turkish, O xford 1972, p. 52). 
Arat’s reading should be corrected as ölküne and this should be regarded 
as a secondary form going back to an original ödkünc (cf. O ttom an T u r­
kish, Chagatay Turkish öykün- “to imitate”, Türkm en Turkish öykün- id., 
Anatolian dialect öykün- id.). T he form ölküne in Qutadgu Bilig and Mah- 
mud of Kashgar are due to the assimilation of syllable final d to the follovv­
ing k. Shor, Sagay öktan- and Teleut öktön- are metathetical forms. So is 
Chagatay Turkish öktan-. Y akut Turkish ütügün- goes back regularly to an 
earlier ödkün-.

Thus, I believe that vvhat vve have here is a phrase like ödk(ü)rıc 
q(a)y(a)n “ false kağan, fake kağan”. This phrase probably refers to T ay 

Bilgâ Tutuk, the elder son or a elose relative of K ül Bilga Khan, vvho vvas 
appointed yabgu by him before his death in 746/747 and fought against 
M oyun C or for the U igur throne. Bearing the title of yabgu, T ay Bilgâ 
Tutuk probably proelaimed himself kağan in 747. Consequently, there 
vvere tvvo kagans in the U igur realm and a civil vvar began. Thus, the 
vvhole line reads, in my opinion, as follovvs: ... q(a)y(a)n ... (e)ki (a)rm(i)s 
(a)rıta (a)d(i)n ödk(ü)nc q(a)y(a)n (d)rm(i)s “ ... thus there vvere tvvo kagans ... 
Furthermore, (one of them) vvas a fake kağan”.

7. Line 16 (East 4): qayan‘m Iflgüs'n ücun ... “my Q aghan for the (glo- 
ry) of his sign (cam paigned)...”

This phrase does not make sense. For Klyashtorny’s letter group 

B2L2G2WS2M2, Shinekhüü has B2L 2G2AS2N 2, i.e., b(i)lgas(i)n “ for his be- 
ing vvise” vvhich is more meaningful and logical. I believe that Shi­
nekhüü’s reading the runic text is correct and vvhat vve have here actually 
is b(i)lgas(i)n üc(ü)n “ for his being vvise”. This type of expression is quite 
common in the inscriptions: ilteris kayan bilgdsin üçün alpin üçün ... “ İlteris 
kağan for his being vvise and brave” (Tunyukuk II, South 4-5), [bi\lgasin 
üçün alpin erdemin üçün “ for his being vvise, brave and virtuous ...” (Küli 
Cor, West 7), ete.

8. Line 17 (East 5): ... [b\ol qiyaya f f f i  olur[t]m‘s “Praising him they let 
him sit (on the throne) as the head (of the et). ...”

This reading and interpretation cannot be accepted for the follovving 
reasons:

1) T h e spelling of the initial a- in aya is unusual;



2) aya cannot be taken as a gerund in -a, because the verbal stem it- 
self is aya-;

3) O ld  Turkic aya- does not mean “ to praise”, but “to shovv respect, 
to honor” ;

4) A  noun modifying the vvord b(a)si “ its head” is lacking;

5) Klyashtorny’s qi'y is meaningless; the only qiy I knovv means “ani- 
mal dung” .

For Klyashtorny’s [b]ol qiy both Kharjaubai and Shinekhüü have 
V W V V G \  i.e., yoll(u)y, a vvord more probable and suitable than [b\ol qiy 
T he name yolluy also occurs in the Terkh (Tariat) inscription: yol(lu)y
q(a)y(a)n .........  bumi'n q(a)y(a)n ol(u)rm(i)s (East 1). Yolluy mentioned in
these tvvo inscriptions is undoubtedly the name of an early U igur kağan.

K lyashtom y’s A V A  is read I V  S2 by Kharjaubai and Shinekhüü. 
They both read it iyasi. Kharjaubai translates yolluy tyası as “the successors 
of Y ollug” (p. 123) and Shinekhüü takes it to be iya “ovvner, master” hav­
ing the 3rd p. possessive suffıx -si! (p. 41). T he interpretations cannot be 
accepted for obvious reasons. In my opinion, vvhat vve have here is actual- 
ly IV A , i.e., iya, the gerundial form of the verb i'y- “to suppress”.

Finally, Klyashtorny’s B ’& I  (ban) is spelled B ’S ’P, i.e., b(a)s(i)p in 
Kharjaubai’s and Shinekhüü’s texts. This reading seems to be more pro­
bable than Klyashtorny’s b(a)fi “ its head”. As is knovvn, the verb iy- is 
generally used together vvith the verb bas- “ to suppress” , forming a verbal 
binary vvith it: törttin sinar yır orunuy iymis basmis (Altun Taruk, p. 607: 14), 
tirıliylar öpkâ nizvanilarin iya basa umadin oq (Türkische Turfan-Texte II, p. 
17), ayiy qilincliy tosun yavlaq muyya tinliylariy iyar basar (Türkische Turfan - 
Texte VI, p. 254), iyin- basin- “ to be suppressed, subjugated”, iyine basinc 
“oppression, suppression”, ete. (the forms vvith ı in Drevnetyurkskıy Slovar’, 
Leningrad 1969, should be corrected).

In the light of above discussion, I strongly believe that the letter 
group in question is either B ’S ’P  (basi'p) or B ’S ’A (basa). Thus, the sen­
tence should be corrected to read as follovvs: ... \y\oll(u)y iya b(a)s(i)p (or, 
basa) ol(u)rm(i)s“ Yollug (kağan) reigned suppressing (ali his subjects)” .

9. Line 19 (South 2): ... z'g qasar jo^y qonti “ ...he settled in Q asar 
Q orugh”.
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K lyashtom y interprets q(a)s(a)r qoor(u)y as the name of Bögü kagan’s 
vvestern camp (p. 155). According to him it corresponds, in ali probabil- 
ity, to Qasar Qordan in the Shine Usu inscription (ibid.). This is possible. 
But vvhat is Qordan? A  place name? This is rather doubtful. Here,
I vvould like to remind that the late Sir Gerard Clauson read this vvord 
kun.dın and translated the phrase q(a)s(a)r qur(i)d(i)n as “to the vvest of 
Kasar” (Clauson, G ., op. cit., p. 645). I prefer this reading and interpreta­
tion to Klyashtorny’s Qasar Qordan. Thus, the vvhole sentence in the Shine 
Usu inscription reads,in my opinion, as follovvs: ... [t)(a)z b(a)si (a)nta 
q(a)s(a)r qur(i)d(i)n örg(i)n (a)nta ıt(i)td(i)m cit (a)nta Ioqi'td(ı)m y(a)y (a)nta 
y(a)yl(a)d(i)m “I had (my) throne erected there, at the head of the T ez 
(River), to the vvest of Kasar, and I had a stockade driven into the earth 
there, and I spent the summer there.” (East 8).

Novv, I think the passage in the Tes inscription narrates the same 
event vvith the same vvords but from the mouth of the third person, vvith 
the exception that vve have, in the Tes inscription, t(a)z(i)g “ the T e z ” 
(acc.) instead of t(d)z b(a)fi, and quur(i)y “the vvest” instead of qur(i)d(i)n. 
Thus, I believe that the vvhole sentence in the Tes inscription reads as fol­
lovvs: ... [t\(a)z(ı)g q(a)s(a)r quur(i)y qoontı cit tikdi org(i)n y(a)r(a)tdi y(a)yl(a)di 
“ ... he settled dovvn in Tez, vvest of Kasar, erected the stockade, built the 
throne and spent the summer (there).”
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