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CYRILLIC SCRIPT

Vladimir Vodoff

Constantine (Cyril in religious writings, 4. 86%), “the
Philosopher™ (meaning “the learned™), and his brother
Methodius, archbishop of Moravia (d. B54) were
commanded by the Byzantine Emperor Michael 10 and the
patriarch Photius to assist Prince Rostislay of Moravia in
his desire to see his people comverted to Christianity, but in
their own language. This would remove them from Latin
ami Teutonic inffuences. Juest as the language wsed for
these translations—OId or Chuarch Slavonic—was an
artificial creation based on the dialects heard by the two
missionaries in the region of their birth {Thessalonia and
its surroundings), the alphabet, known as *Glagolitic™ bt
origimally known as “Cyrillic.™ was apparenily created by
Constantine/Cyril. This ks the script used in the Kiev Missal
{Fig. 1), a sacred Latin text translated inte Old (Church)
Savonic. As for the alphabet from which the missionary
drew his inspiration, was it the Hebrew alphabet? Or Greek
cryptography? The guestion remains open. The name
“Glagolitic™ (glacolica from glagol, “verb™), only appeared in
the late Middle Ages, in Croatia, where the priests who
used the Slavic liturgy were called glagolfjasi, “those who
speak [the local dialect].”

This alphabet consisted of forty signs that rendered
Stavic phonology quite accurately. As in Greek, the ketters
also had a numeric valee. The origimality of the alphabet
seems to have hindered its diffusion since it had to
compete with the Greek and Latin alphabets that had a bong
written iradition behind them. The Slavic nations who
owed allegiance to Rome gradually adopted Latin as the
language of liturgy and literature, later borrowing its
alphabet to transcribe their own langeages (Polish, Czech,
Slowak, Croatian, and Slowvenian). The nations that
remained in the Byrantine orbit—the regions that
correspond to modern Bulgaria, Macedonia, Serbia. the

Ukraine, Belares (Byvelorussia), and Russia—abandoned
Glagolitic in faver of an alphabet that more closely
resembled Greek and is pow known as “Cyrillic.™ Glagolitic
persisted in the western Balkans, and continued to be used
in Macedonia until the eleventh century, in Serbia until the
twelfth century, and in certain parts of Croatia wuntil
maodern times. As yet, there is no convincing explanation
for the traces of Glagolitic discovered by epigraphers
ampng eastern Slavs,

The Gospels copied for Ostromir (Fig. 20, a leatenant of
Izjaslav laroslavié, Prince of Kiev who held court at
Movgorod, is the oldest codex preserved in the easfern
region and one of the oldest to have been written in the
Cyrillic alphabet. Although this alphabet inherited the
former name given Do Glagelitic, it was actually created
long after the death of Constantine/Cyril and Methodias by
disciples of the Thessalonian brothers who lound refuge in
Bulgaria ak the court of Tsar Simeon (893-927). The modern
Cyrillic alphabet is more or less a hybrid of the original
Slavic alphabet (Giagoliticy and the Greek alphabet, which
was widely used in Bulgaria—a country whaose elite had
adopted Byzantine Christianity, giving il access to Greek
cultare.

In practical terms., of the forty-three letters (all of
which also have a numerical walue), twenty-four are
borrowed directly from the Greek alphabet, others
are modified Greek letters, and the rest are descemnded
from Glagolitic. Sewveral were created by making ligatures
between existing betters (for example by linking i with
a wvowell. Early Cyrillic manuscripts confain some
abbreviations, like the Greek amd Latin texis of which
they are a translation, but these are limited to holy
names. There is also a notable tendency to reproduce
the superscript signs uwsed in Greek, as well as



Fig. 2 The Ostromir Gospel, parchment. 1656-E6T = FILL 5, foll 2 John Lk 1-7. National Library of Rossia, 5t Petersbang.

occasional accents, and the “soft sign”™ abowve the initEal
wvowel of a wond.

This alphabet was used initially for 0ld Slavonic,
especially in Bulgaria. then in the various local adaptations
of this schofarly language (Slawonic), and later in couniries
of the Greek Orthodox faith to transcribe their local
languages. The religious and cultural commaunity that these
coumntries constitsted in medieval Europe is sometimes
knowm as Slovia orthodora.

The adaptation of 0ld Slavenic to the bocal dialects
produced certain modifications in the language that trans-
ferred themseives to the lettering. Thus the nasal wowels
/ ¢ and | 'e [ were respectively replaced by fuf and g/,
causlngtl]elettﬂsmamiﬂﬁtudisappeanmtﬂetbeﬂ
and I\ henceforth competed with P\ to produce either
fvaf or ['af.

The most formal Cyrillic lettering, like the Greek om
which it is based, is kmown as uncial (ustae). As can be seen
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Fig. 3. Dobromir Gospel, paschment, twelith centery. Ms. Slawe 65, foll £
Mark X- 52 to XE 6, BibSothéque Nafiosale de Framce, Paris.

in the example shown here, it is a precise, regular block
skyle, most of which fits between two horizontal parallel
lines. The Ostromir Gospel is one of the handsomest
examples of a mamescript written in uncials or indeed of
amy manuscript in the whole of Sawia orthodone.

The Dobromir Gospel (Fig. 3) was copéed out in Bulgaria
by a priest called Dobromir (except for a few later folies
that are fourteenth-century additions from Serbia). Most of
the manuscript is preserved in St. Petersburg in the
Mational Library of Russia (Q.0.1.55; twenty-three fodins are
in the Monastery of 5t. Catherine on Mount Sinai (no. 43)
and there are bwo in the Biblicthégque Nationale in Paris
(Slave 65, fol 3. It is written in Bulgarian Middle
Havonic. The difference between this version of Slavonic
and Eastern Slavic Slavonic (commonly known as “Russian
Slavonic™) is in the characters, which inchode nasal vowels,
bul the confusion between the two ubtra-short vowelds [ 7
(= Byand i/ (= B) cavsed the second of these graphemes
to disappear. For the same reason, the etvmological hard /iy
is rendered as B and not as BI.

The scripi remains uncial but the letter is less careful
than that of the Ostromir Gospel, hence his designation as
“popular.” The letters no longer rest on the lower horé
zontal line buat appear to be suspended from the upper line;
they are irregularly drawn. Bt is quite possible that this
script was infleenced by Glagoditic, which remained in wse
in Macedonia until the late eleventh ceatury.

The Gwide Book (Fig. €) reproduaces the start of the long
version of Procda russkaya (Russian Jushice), the obdest
collection of laws known te the Eastern Slavs (the long
version dates enly from the thirteenth century). This text
also constitates one of the ofdest examples of the use of
0ld or Charch Skawvonic, the langeage of religion and
schodarship, to transcribe the vernacular.

In this late manuscript, the writing has evolved
somewhat. The uncial has become a semi-uncial (podu-
ustoy), the letters are more bregular and often asym-
metrical (the letters B, B, K, and H, for example).
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ALFEAEETS AND DESTVED SCRIPTS

Fig. 5. Mote on binch bark conceming domestic matters, ke foumtesnth
century cE. Mo 353, Novgosod Museum.

Superscripted Betters, generally final consonants, have
become more numerows and they have lost the tilde that
was placed on top of them.

The Cyrillic alphabet itself onby underwent a few
modifications. These were generally the result of changes
in the langueage, the most important of which involved the
disappearance of the ultra-short wowels /& and /i in the
weak position and their replacement by /of and /e/ in the
this change. The b or “soft sign™ was retained to indicate
amltemﬁgntﬂaepatﬁmmmhanﬂﬂleﬁnr'hard
sign” was ueed Lo indicate the end of 2 word or even the
emnd of a closed syllable. The arrival in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries of Balkan priests who were flesing the
Turkish invasion explains warious modifications linked to
the dewelopment of the southern Slavic languages, such as
the substitvtion of bl for ‘Bl. Yet, in general, Cywillic
lettering changed little. This situation would persist until
modern times becanse handwritten documents continued
to predominate, not only becaase the Balkans were under
Ottoman rube but also because in Bussia the communities
of (Md Believers rejected the printed books produced by
the official Rissian Orthodox church.

Hundreds of texts imscribed on birch bark, for the most
part fragmentary (Fig. 5), have been found buried in the
earth in Movgorod and, to a lesser extent. in other cities of
Russia, Belarus, and the Ukraine. They are generally briel
notes, discarded by their recipients once they had been
read, and they by no means coastitute a structured archive.
But the location in which they were discovered makes it
possible fo link them with a particular piece of urban real
estate whose owner may even be ideniifiable. The content
of the document may be an indication of the sender’s

management of an estate covering the vast tracts of 13 :
ruled by the eligarchic republic of Nowvgorod. The lang

region in the Middle Ages.
The script used in these documents & very moch
by the material employed for the writing. The need to carve the
k&tmmumdgamﬂﬁs&wmameangﬂ]arﬂm
Eaa]s&petiecﬂjrposﬂﬂeﬂmﬁlﬂusedwm:f,mm
by the late introduction of paper, may have delayed the
development of a cursive script among the eastem Slavs.
Paper was first introdweed in the fourteenth century bt
continued to compete with parchment and birch bark
However, paper encouraged the development of a cursive
style of writing. From the sixteenth censtury, cursive began to
be used predominantly in diplomatic papers, charters, and
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Papes, 1608 PM. Stroew Collectior, no. XVIL, 19, Institute of Russian
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Fig. 7. bz Fedorow. Afpiraber Primer. L'viv {Lvow, Lemberngll,
L&raine, 1374

the warious registers of the Moscow civil authority (Fig- 6).
The shape of the letters, which had become fized in the
semi-uncial style, gradually became distorted and the
pumber of superscripted letters increased. Nevertheless,
the Cyrillic alphabet per e, as used by the eastern Slavs
since the eleventh century, did not undergo significant
changes.

Printing did nod emerge until relatively late in the sphere
of eastern Slavic influence. The first printed books wsing
Cyrillic characters were produced im Lithuania in the
sixteenth century. One of the earliest printers was hman
Fedorow. In 1564, he even succeeded in publishing a printed
book (an epistelery} in Moscow, but he was soon forced 1o
liee to L'viv {L'wow, Lemberg) in the Polish Ukraine, where
he published his Alphabet Primer (Fig. T).

The primer reproduces the letiers of the Cyrillic alphabet
in their uncial form, just as in the West, incunabula were
being printed in Gothic letters. These characters, in which
the holy names are abbreviated, were used in Slavic
Primting until the late seventeenth century and well info the
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KoTapee T8I OTRAZAN0 PEIBGTREE TECDETHTCCEREY DOECEOE O cofCTREHED BECIESD-
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Fig 8. Modern Cyrilic scripe- page 3 of the Inbmeduction to 2 Rossian
grammar published in Mosoow i 1570

eighteenth century for books of a religious nature. Even
today, the characters continue to be used in books of
liturgy published by Slavic Orthodox churches that follow
the Byzantine rite.

In modern times. the Cyrillic alphabet used in Russia has
undergone two important alterations, The first occurred in
IT1, at the initiative of Peter the Great In all secular
publications, the old Cyrillic alphabet was replaced by a
civil Cyrillic alphabet: the shape of the letters was
modernized and made to book as far as possible like those



MUPHAEETS AND DERIVED SCRIFTS
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Fig. 3. Two pages of modern Serbian Tyralflic. in Wuk Kazadiic, Momdne
spske piesme, vol IV (Fed, 1833). pp. 136-137.

of the Latin alphabet. Some of the letters borrowed from
Greek that were superfluwous to requirements in Slavonic
languages were removed (E, w, @). On the other hand, a
breve was introduced over the 5i° (M = /i) to represent
[ivf at the end of a syilable (W, or i kratkoc); the letter o
was gradually introduced to annotate the fef in foreign
words, as distinct from the e/ or fve/, written as Eor e in
Cyrillic. The alphabet was reformed wet again in 1918, on
the basis of proposals that had been made owver the years
by limguists such as A A, Sakhmatov. More letters were
discarded, such as 8, ¥V and also I and B | these last two
being pronounced identicalty to H and E. The “hard sign”
B {tuyordyd zmak) was no longer added at the end of a
word. The final wersion of the alphabet can be seen in Fig. 8.
A similar reform took place in Bulgara in 1945, In the
wake of these changes, Macedonian was also modernized
and given the status of a walid written language in its own
right. In practical terms, each Slawic langeage uses a
slightly different version of the Cyrillic alphabet, due to
differences in the phonetics, the medieval written
tradition, and the initiatives of nineteenth- and twentieth-
century reformers. The differences are greatest in Serbian.
After four ceaturies of Ottoman dominationm in the
Balkans, when few books were published in Slavonic using

the Cyrillic alphabet, spoken Serbian was codified by the
philologist and ethnographer Vuk Karadfi¢ {1787-1864)
[Fig. 9). As in Russia. the shape of the Cyrillic letters was
muodernized, and ketters that were no longer needed for use
in modern speech were discarded. On the other hand, the
B (¢ in Croatian), which represented the /€ sound—as
distinct from the /& Cyrillic 'I—was retained, and so too
were the Il and the D, which rendered /dZ/ and /&5
respectively. An important innovation was the introducition
of the German Jjj, which made redundant the compound
letters formed by means of a ligature between and i and
ampther vowel (as in the Russian B0,

Unlike most Slavic languages, the Serbian alphakbet is not
only phoenobogical but also phomnetic. The same consgnant
may be rendered in different ways depending upon its
position, whether it precedes a2 wowel or a wolceless
consonant. For imstance, there is Cpb, CpBa. but the
adjective is cpncku (Srb, Srba, sipski in Croatian). Each
grapheme of Serbian has its exact equivalent in Croatian, a
Slavic language that uses the Latin alphabes. supplemented
by & mumber of diacritical signs.
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