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In September 2007, Bulgarian newspapers widely reported that prof. Kazimir
Popkonstantinov, well-known archeologist from St. Cyril and St. Methodius
University of Veliko Tarnovo, had found “a thrilling inscription” (Novinite.com
2007, Sept. 19; Journey.bg Sept 21, 2007) in Veliki Preslav, 55 years after the
now-famous Mosti¢ inscription was discovered in the same monastery.' The in-
scription was found in a grave or burial chamber near the main entrance to the
monastery’s church, a most prominent place, and indicated that a synkel (the
right hand to the bishop) had buried his mother there. The location gave rise to
the hypothesis that the monastery wasn’t actually founded by Mostic, as previ-
ously thought (cf. “ManactupsT Ha Moctua”, “Mosti¢’s monastery”), but rather
by Georgi the Bulgarian synkellos, known from other archeological findings
(seals).

Along with many other participants of the Preslavska knizovna skola 10 con-
ference, which was held in Varna at that time, the author visited the archeologi-
cal site on Sept. 23, 2007, that is, literally days after the discovery of the inscrip-
tion. During the visit, Kazimir Popkonstantinov allowed his guests a peek at the
clay slab with the inscription on it and also to make photographs for their per-
sonal use, and demonstrated how he lifted the slab from the burial chamber. The
inscription has now (Nov. 2013) been published (along with other findings from
the excavations), see POPKONSTANTINOV/KOSTOVA (2013). The article contains
maps of the area, indicating the various burials, a photograph of the Synkel in-
scription, and comments upon the text itself.

In this paper, we will offer our own reading of the inscription, written initially
months before the publication of the aforementioned article (May 2013). It was
sent to K. Popkonstantinov and R. Kostova that same month, with an exchange
of emails following, but for certain requirements of Bulgarian laws, its publica-
tion had to be upheld until the article by the archeologists in charge of the
Preslav site had been published. It is astonishing to note that their article now
interprets the inscription similar to our reading and thus is in stark contrast to all
quotes published before. The author is under the impression that the section de-
voted to the Synkel inscription in POPKONSTANTINOV/KOSTOVA (2013) under-
went some last-minute changes after having read my manuscript, without prop-
erly referring to it in the publication. Therefore, our paper will continue to refer
to the publicly available interpretations of the inscription at the time of writing
the paper, and we will continue to claim authorship for the new, correct reading.

! Kazimir Popkonstantinov himself names Rosina Kostova, now head of the excavations at
Veliki Preslav, as the person finding the inscription along with him.



In our article, we will also present our own photograph and drawing of the in-
scription.”
Without segmenting the text into words, the inscription reads as follows:

CEECTBCVHKCEI
MATEPUCPAOBOJIMXA
HOI'PEBJD

Various newspaper articles cite K. Popkonstantinov uniformly with the follow-
ing translations of the Old Bulgarian inscription:

,,]OBa € CHHKEIbT, KOUTO ¢ O0JiKka Ha chple norpeda crodra maiika“ (VASE-
EVA 2007) — “Cunkena norpe0a cBosiTa Maiika ¢ 0oJika Ha cbpiie’” (BOJANOVA
2009) — ,ToBa e cuHkembT (KOWTO) morpeda cBOATa Mailka C TOJISIMO
npuckspoue, mpka”’ (KACARSKA 2010) [= The synkellos has buried his
mother with (great) pain in his heart].

One of these newspaper article (BoJANOVA 2009) comments upon the duties
of a ‘synkel’, adding:

«,CUHKEIbT € OWII IAcHAaTa phbKa HA MaTpuapxa, TOECT TOBA € HETOBUST Ce-
kperap. OTKpuIIM cMe JeBeT TedyaTa Ha TO3W MOHax ['eopru u HAMa crop 3a
JUYHOCTTAa My. Hammre pa3chkaAeHHs HU BOASIT KbM Te3aTa, Y€ BEPOSITHO
cTaBa Ayma 3a ¢aMuJIeH MaHACTUD OT X BEK M Ue MorpedaHuTe B HEro ca pPo/I-
HHUHM Ha CUHKena”, o0gcHsaBa nmpod. Kasumup IlonkoncranturoB. AHTpOIO-
norsT ipod. Mopman MopaaHoB e u3ciaeaBan HAMEPEHUTE KOCTH U € JI0Ka3al,
ye crtaBa ayma 3a 25-30-rouinHa KeHa, KOATO € HAIlbJIHO BB3MOXKHO Ja €
MaiikaTa Ha MOHaxa ['eopru, 3am0To ToBa € Ouja Bb3pacTTa, KOSITO 0 OHOBA
BpeMe ce e cMsTana 3a npekinonHa.y [“The synkellos was the right hand of
the patriarch, 1.e. his secretary. We have discovered nine seals of this monk
Georgi, and there can be no doubt as to his person. Our thinking leads us to
the hypothesis that we can probably talk about a family monastery from the
10" century and that those who were buried in it were relatives of the synkel”,
explains prof. Kazimir Popkonstantinov. The anthropologist prof. Jordan Jor-
danov has examined the bones and has shown that one can think about a 25 to
30 year old woman, who could be considered to be the mother of monk Geor-
gi, because that was an age which in those times already counted as old.]

> I wish to thank Kazimir Popkonstantinov and Rosina Kostova for their kind permission to
publish my photograph (part of a small series), now that their publication is available, and
especially Antoaneta Granberg, University of Gothenburg, for commenting on a first draft of
this paper.

3 Cf also the wikipedia article <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protosyncellus> about an expla-
nation of the rank and duty of a synkel (from Greek agdykeiliog, literally meaning ‘cell-mate’).
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Fig. 2: Photograph with drawn overlay (O S.K.)
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iption (© S.K.)

Fig. 3: Drawing of the Synkel inscr



For the basic part, the inscription is clear linguistically: CE €CTb CVHKEII ...
[TOI'PEBJID “Here, Synkel has buried.../It is Synkel who has buried...”. But
who did he bury? Until now, the middle line seems to have been segmented into
MATEPU CPAOBOJIX i.e. “he buried his mother (under certain circum-
stances)”. The word CPIOBOJIX seems to have been understood as a fem.
noun of the so-called i-stems, used in the instr. sg. (like mseapb — meaporx,
KOCmb — KOCmbER €tc.), meaning “with pain in one’s heart”.

However, this reading raises several grammatical questions at once: 1)
MATEPMU is not the accusative of maTu — it’s the dative of this noun (vamu and
Oovwu are the two fem. nouns exhibiting an r-stem in their inflection). Thus, the
form MATEPU does not fit the object position in a sentence of the structure X
has buried Y. 2) Even if we take into account that the inscription strangely uses
jers in two instances but omits them in other places, CPJIOBOJIX still should
either4 be ¢PAOBOARR or ¢PAOBOAER if it was an instrumental sg. of a fem. i-
stem.

The solution becomes clear if we check what an OCS dictionary has to say
about this word (CEJTLIN/VECERKA/BLAGOVA 1994, 621):

CPRAOEROAIA, -am x cobup. (2) ol
OUYVYEVELS POAHS, POJACTBEHHUKH pribuzenstvo:
MPHIOTOBA K0 ¢ CHEPATH BhCA MOCAOYLIALRILITAM
KMo o APONCBI H CPLAOBOAR H PAEHI ¢ Ha
samnnie c{Ba)Taaro mxmxa Cynp 514, 26-27,
BbAR30CTA Bb MPAAS ¢ H ChMOBBAACTA CPLAOROAH
cBOEH o ke BHAReTa BB wowTn Cymp 536,
[8.— Cp. poas, RKHKA, RAKHILCTEO

Rodstvenniki! CPbJIOBOJIIA is a collective noun (fem., ja-stem).” The example
from Codex Suprasliensis is very helpful in that it shows a very similar con-
struction using the accusative: ... ChBPATH ... APOVT'BI H CPLAOEOAXR H pa-
B'hl... Thus, it suddenly becomes clear that we have to divide the words in the
middle line of the inscription a bit differently, and that the sentence has a differ-
ent structure with regard to its object. It now reads:

C€ €CTb CVHKEI
MATEP U CPAOBOJIA
HOI'PEBJID

* The use of the jers (or rather the lack of them) in this inscription does not seem to be typical
for a litterate man a synkellos is supposed to be, but we will not try an explanation here.

> Other forms are also given in the dictionaries. Orthographically, MIKLOSICH (1862-65, 876)
notes the variants CPBJJOBOJIFA and CPE€JOBOJIKA, SREZNEVSKI (1903, 882) has
CBbPJIOBOJIA and CEP/IOBOJIA.
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Translation:
“Here, Synkel has buried his mother and his relatives.”

In normalized form, while still preserving older variants of certain letters, the
inscription could be reproduced as

CE FECTD CVN[B]|KEA[B]
MaTep[b] H cp[b]AOBOAX
IIOTPEBAD

Our reading solves the grammatical problems mentioned above: 1) MATEP is
the correct accusative (not counting the missing jer). 2) U is the conjunction
“and” and not the desinence of the noun. 3) CPZIOBOJLX is the correct accusa-
tive (again, omitting a jer in the middle and the mark denoting the softness of
the [1]). Furthermore, based on its meaning, the etymology of the word can be
commented upon. The segmentation into CPJIO-BOJIX leads to explanations
containing “heart” and “pain”. These are, indeed, the original meanings of its
parts. VASMER and others explain the meaning “relative” of the compound noun
by saying that this is a person who “feels sympathy with someone in his heart”
[“eigtl. ‘einer der Mitgefiihl hat’”; 1979, 612]. In translating this word of the
inscription, however, not the etymological meanings of its parts should be used,
but the meaning of the derived noun which is simply “relatives”.

Having now understood the text correctly, it is very interesting what No-
vinite.com (2007) says about the burial chamber itself:

“Popkonstantinov stumbled upon the inscription while researching the monas-
tery. The stone plate which covers the tomb is 2,2 metres long and 1,2 wide.
The sepulchre chamber is divided into two sections with different size, where
monks from the monastery had been buried”.

Surely it is no cooincidence that we have two separate object nouns joined by
“and” in the inscription and two sections in the burial chamber it self. NECOVA
(2012) cites the archeologist with the following words regarding the findings
inside the two parts:

“B egnara 4acT OTKpUXME CKEJIETUTE Ha METUMA AYIIW — HA JIBA Bb3PACTHU U
TPU MaJIKU JICYWIla Ha BB3PACT OT €IHa JI0 MeT roJuHu. B mpyroto pasmerne-
HUE Ha TpoOHATa Kamepa B M3TOYHATA YACT OTKPUXME TJICHHUTE OCTAaHKH Ha
equH naaAEBUA.” [In one part we have discovered the skeletons of five people
— two adults and three children aged one to five. In the other section of the
burial chamber in the eastern part we discovered the decayed remnants of one
individual.]

In any case, even if the correct reading of the inscription has not been under-
stood until now, Popkonstantinov’s basic hypothesis was and is correct: “Haru-
T€ pa3ChKJICHUS HH BOJAT KBbM Te3aTa, Y€ BEPOSTHO CTaBa AyMa 3a (amruiieH
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MaHacTUp OT X BEK U 4e morpedaHuTe B HEro ca POJAHUHU Ha cuHkena.” [Our
thinking leads us to the hypothesis that we can probably talk about a family mo-
nastery from the 10" century and that those who were buried in it were relatives
of the synkellos.]

The assumption that Novinite.com made about ‘monks’ being buried in the
grave, can safely be replaced by a much more precise one: family members of
the synkellos. From the newspaper articles it is not clear whose bones actually
were attributed to a 25 to 30 year old woman: the decayed bones in the small
part of the chamber or the bones of one of the adults in the large part of the
chamber? As bones of three young children were identified in the large section,
one of the two adults could easily be a young mother, too.

The new reading presented in this paper may make the inscription somewhat
less poetic or dramatic than the Bulgarian newspapers have suggested, citing K.
Popkonstantinov’s reading of the inscription, but at the same time linguistically
correct and actually more consistent with the archeological findings themselves.
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