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NICOLAS PREUD’HOMME* - FRANK SCHLEICHER**

THE STELE OF ARGAS – 
NEW READING AND COMMENTARY

 Abstract

An Aramaic inscription found in the necropolis of Armazisxevi, near the ancient royal citadel 
of Caucasian Iberia, brings a remarkable testimony about the political and military situation in 
Southern Caucasia during the last decades of the 1st century CE, insofar as this stele defends 
the contested legitimacy of King Mihrdat involved through several wars and conflicts. This 
epigraphic document also provides information on the power and values of the Iberian aristo-
cracy, on the institutions of the Iberian kingdom influenced by Iranian culture, notably on the 
official duties of the pitiax s, argas, assisting the King, as well as on the role of Aramaic writing 
in the scriptural practices of an Iberian society inserted in a multicultural context. The stele of 

argas is all the more estimable as it expresses an Iberian point of view on historical events still 
poorly known and constitutes one of the first milestones in the development of epic genre and 
historiographies in Southern Caucasia.

Keywords: Aramaic, Aristocracy, Armazic, Caucasian Iberia, Epics, Kingship, Military, Southern 
Caucasia.

Introduction

In the autumn 1940, during archaeological excavations carried out under the 
direction of Ivane Javaxišvili, two epigraphic monuments were found inside the grave 
n. 4 in the necropolis of Armazisxevi, located in Mc xet a, the ancient capital of Ge-
orgia: the tombstone of S rapeitis1, also called the bilingual inscription from Armazi, 

* Doctor in Ancient History from Sorbonne University, France; nicolas.preud-homme@ac-
normandie.fr.

** Associate Professor at the department of Ancient History at Friedrich-Schiller-University Jena, 
Germany. Email; frank.schleicher@uni-jena.de.

1 IGRR, I, 192. SEG, XVI, 781. G.V. CERET ELI, The Bilingual Inscription from Armazi near Mc eta in 
Georgia, «Bulletin de l’Institut Marr de Langues, d’Histoire et de Culture Matérielle», 13 (1942), pp. 49-83, 
reprinted in «Iberia-Colchis», 8 (2012), pp. 146-182. J. & L. Robert, Bulletin épigraphique, «Revue des Études 
Grecques», 57, 269 (1944), pp. 175-241, 237. M.N. TOD, Reviews and Discussions – G. G. Tseretheli, A Bilingual 
Inscription From Armazi Near Mcheta in Georgia. Bulletin of the Marr Institute of Languages, History, and 
Material Culture (Tiflis), XIII (1942), pp. 1-83, «JRS», 33 (1943), pp. 82-86. H.S. NYBERG, Quelques inscriptions 
antiques découvertes récemment en Géorgie, «Eranos Rudbergianus», 44 (1946), pp. 228-243. J. & L. ROBERT, 
Bulletin épigraphique, «Revue des Études Grecques», 61, 284-285 (1948), pp. 137-212, 207. B.M. METZGER, 
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and the stele of the Iberian prince argas, known as the monolingual Armazic inscrip-
tion. These two stones provide precious information about the history of the ancient 
kingdom of Caucasian Iberia during the 1st and 2st centuries CE2.

The dimensions of argas’s stele are 1.63 m in maximum height, 0.70 m in width, 
and 0.20 m in maximum thickness. The top of the stele, whose edges have undoubte-
dly been reworked, contains two signs likely to be identified as tamgas – monograms 
that can be interpreted as religious symbols or emblems of noble houses, perhaps 
the ones to which argas and the Iberian king of his time, Mihrdat, belonged. The 
two tamgas on the upper edge can be compared with the signs found on the stone of 
Krivoy-Rog, used during several centuries3. If these signs were indeed of Sarmatian 
origin, they could designate the clans or the ruling families of these peoples allied 
to Mihrdat. The left part was also removed insofar as the original aspect of the stele 
would have been symmetrical. The inscription begins 28 cm below the top edge of 
the stele. The text consists of fourteen lines, 62 cm high and 69 cm wide, with each 
complete line between 33 and 37 characters long. According to the current state of 
knowledge, the stele of argas is the longest epigraphic testimony in Armazic writing, 
also called Armazian, a Caucasian variant of Aramaic4.

The stele of argas was found as a reused stone in the tomb n. 4 of the princely 
necropolis of Armazisxevi, probably during the late-ancient period when the acropolis 
of Armazi declined5. This document entirely written in Armazic presents many reading 
difficulties and peculiarities which explain the very low number of studies dedicated 
to it. After a first notice presenting the inscription in the volume of excavation reports 
Mc xet a6, the Georgian epigraphist Giorgi Ceret eli proposed a transcription in his pa-
per published in 1962, but he only managed to decipher the first three lines and some 
other short excerpts7. A few years later, the German scholars Franz Altheim and Ruth 

A Greek and Aramaic Inscription Discovered at Armazi in Georgia, «Journal of Near Eastern Studies», 15, 1 
(1956), pp. 18-26. T . QAUX IŠVILI, Korpus der Griechischen Inschriften in Georgien (KGIG), Tbilisi 1999-2000, 
II, n. 235, pp. 255-256. Filippo CANALI DE ROSSI, Iscrizioni dello Estremo Oriente greco. Un repertorio, Bonn 
2004, p. 3.

2 D. BRAUND, Georgia in Antiquity, Oxford 1994. B. MEISSNER, A Belated Nation: Sources on Ancient 
Iberia and Iberian Kingship, «Archäologische Mitteilungen aus Iran und Turan», vol. 32, Berlin 2000, pp. 177-
206. F. SCHLEICHER, Iberia Caucasica: Ein Kleinkonigreich Im Spannungsfeld großer Imperien, Stuttgart 2021.

3 A. BERZOVAN & E. D. P DUREANU, A clay pot with tamga signs discovered at iria (Arad county), 
«Annales d’Université Valahia Targoviste», Section d’Archéologie et d’Histoire, XII, n. 2 (2010), pp. 57-
66, p. 60. M. GRANT (ed.), Civilisations disparues, London 1974, p. 352. An alternative hypothesis saw the 
tamgas as esoteric symbols aimed at guaranteeing salvation in the hereafter.

4 H. GIUNASHVILI, Studies on the Ancient Aramaic Epigraphy of Georgia, «Iran Namag», vol. 4, n. 3-4 
(2019), pp. 51-63.

5 N. PREUD’HOMME, Une mémoire enfouie: le réemploi des stèles de argas et de Sèrapeitis dans la tombe 
n°4 de la nécropole princière d’Armazisxevi en Ibérie du Caucase, conference presented at the doctoral study 
day of the laboratory HALMA (University of Lille, 5th February 2021), forthcoming publication.

6 A. AP AK I E, G.F. GOBEJIŠVILI, A.N. KALANDA E, G.A. LOMT AT I E, :  
  I.   -    1937-1946 

, Tbilisi 1958, pp. 72-73.
7 G.V. CERET ELI, , in -

 1:  9-16  1960, Moscow 1962, pp. 374-378, p. 375: 
“ H , 

”; “3 ”; “4 ”.
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Stiehl published a new reading with a first full translation8 which, curiously, was largely 
ignored in historiography during a long time9. This document is all the more unique as it 
recounts the military campaigns carried out during the reign of Mihrdat from an Iberian 
point of view. Despite its great interest, the reading of Frank Altheim and Ruth Stiehl 
contains questionable details that deserve a new review. In addition to the linguistic side 
which has to do with the nature of Armazic script, the aspects of political and social hi-
story touching on the context of the elaboration of the inscription called for an in-depth 
comment, that we have already partly dealt with in previous work10.

We would like to thank the officials of the Simon Janašia Museum in Tbilisi, and 
in particular Salome Bo orišvili, who allowed us to examine the stele. We are also 
grateful towards our colleague Maria Gorea for her facsimile which we were able to 
amend in the light of our own observations.

Fig. 1. Photograph of the stele. Copyright: National Museum of Georgia. 
Simon Janašia Museum in Tbilisi.

8 F. ALTHEIM & R. STIEHL, Die zweite (aramäische) Inschrift von Mc et a, «Forschungen und Fort-
schritte», 35, 6 (1961), pp. 172-178. F. ALTHEIM & R. STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache unter den Achaimeni-
den, Frankfurt-am-Main 1963, pp. 243-261.

9 Some mentions, however, are visible in G. GIORGA E,    
 , in Guram MAISURA E (ed.), «   », 

Tbilisi 1991, pp. 33-45; E.L. WHEELER, A New Book on Ancient Georgia: A Critical Discussion, «The Annu-
al of the Society for the Study of Caucasia», 6-7 (1994-1996), pp. 51-78, pp. 58-59.

10 N. PREUD’HOMME, La stèle des victoires du pi a š argas et la réaffirmation de la domination royale en Ibé-
rie du Caucase, «Camenulae», 22 (2019), pp. 1-20. SCHLEICHER, Iberia Caucasica cit., pp. 70, 255-256, 287-298.
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Fig. 2. Facsimile of the stele.

General reading and translation of the inscription
1. mlyk mhrd  mlk rb br’ zy prsmn mlk rb ’nh rg[s]
2. br’ zy zyw  rb wkyn ’nh rgs py [ š] [mh]rd  m[lk] 
3. mwly whkyn mwl zy mrwt mn whkyn [...] bmytyt hlwk n d
4. lw qwbl’ kyn lkry my wnš wbynyn whkyn ’m mnw zy mwl [z]y mrwt
5. [...] t r y t yt(y) / yn(y) kzy ’nh rgs py [ ]š lq[dm] š r’ hwyn by[rh] 
6. myhrd  mlk hy’ lqdm msryk wbydy ‘l ’rmyn mtq [1] 
7. mtq byrt tbyt 3 zyn’ ’rwst mlk lkh mytyt wkyn kzy
8. hkyn byny bgw yl dhy’ ’tr wpdyty tr’ lt t wd wkyn š’[r...] 
9. yh zy gwry lqdm msknyt btqn nryt dhy’ msryk wnwdyt z[y] 
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10. lt t ’klyt (?) hkyn btqn (?) bz ysb mytyt twb nykwrh mtq wdyly by[...]
11. ltt’ y wy wkyn ’nh rgs gyl [....] lqdm msykyt byrt zy ywnt’ lb 
12. ’t šlyn ’yt rgšyn lkh pqdt zyn’ ’rwst bzlq lkh mytyt 
13. rgs bt rg[m...] zy ’sprwg by mr’ y qt tnrw 4
14. zyn’ ’rwst rwbt11

The king is Mihrdat, the great king, son of Parsman, the great king. I am argas, 
son of Zewa  the Elder, I, argas, am also pitiax s of King Mihrdat. My possessions 
are also the domain of kingship, which is thus established in Mytyt (the residence?). 
Behold, Naxuda  [...] / Let go / Let die Naxuda  [...] / The tax naxuda  (‘given by the 
chief’?) is (levied) at Mytyt (the residence?). This is thus (the case) before the cisterns, 
and for every people, and among us, and, in the same way, for anyone belonging to the 
domain of the kingship. [...] I, Pitiax s argas, in front of the city, I was taking down 
the fortress. King Mihrdat was in front of the bordering (land). And with my help (he 
entered) into Armenia, conquered one [...] (?). He destroyed the fort of Tbt. And there 
were three heroic actions, King, this is Mytyt, and thus [...]. This is how, in the midst of 
the domain, the army stood in the place and I redeemed the gate below the top (of the 
mountain), and thus the remaining living (people) who was exiled, before the Msknyt 
(Moschians or Massagetae?), in the fortress of nryt which is the bordering (territory) 
and Nwdyt, below the place of ’klyt. The good fortune is again established in the fortress 
over Mytyt. Nykwrh was destroyed, and may it be […] under (this place?). He ordered 
and thus I, argas, rejoice [...] before Msykyt (Mc xet a, Moschians or Massagetae?) the 
fortress of heroes. The heart (was) with the tranquillity during the troubles, and certainly 
I commanded a brilliant heroic action (literally: the arm-feat in the brilliance). Certainly 
Mytyt [...] argas. The cursed house of Asparug is without lord; (his) statue was burnt. 
Four great heroic actions were (accomplished)12.

11 To remind the preceding readings, here is the transcription edited by CERET ELI,  cit., 
p. 375. 1. mlyk mhrdt mlk rb brh zy prsmn mlk rb ’nh šr[gs]. 2. brh zy zyw  rbwnyn ’nh šrgs y(?)py š 
myhrd  m[lk]. 3. myly’ whkyn myly’ (’)mryt hn yhwyn mynd‘m bm yt zylwn nyzd . 4. lw wbl ’nh lkh my.n’ 
wkyn whkyn ’m mnwzy myly (’)mryt... 5. ... try yt kzy ’ny šrgs py y š l’. ’ wry hwyn bz.. 6. myhrd  mlk dhy’ 
l dm ms yn ‘bydw ‘l ’rmyn mth ’.. 7. mth byrt tbyt III zynh ’rwst mlk lnh mytyt wkyn kzy p.. 8. hwyn bzky 
bgw  ldhy’ ’tr .. ryt tr‘ lyt t y wd wkyn ’[nh]. 9. hy. zy hwry l dm sr nyt btmn wryt dhy’ msrykyn ydyt 
wd.. 10. lyt t ’rmyn (?) whkyn ’rwst bzys lkh mytyt twb nykwry’ mt wr l by.. 11. dynt’ wy wd (?) wkyn 
’nh šrgs g.1..wrl (?) l dm msyryt byrt zy y(w?)nt’ lb.. 12. ’ynšyn rgšyn l..... s... ryt zynh ’rwst bzls lkh mytyt 
’[nh]. 13. šrgs btr’ wyš ’sprwg br (?) swr’ (?) yhwyt tnt IIII. 14. zynh ’rwst ‘bt. And here is the transcription 
proposed by ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die zweite (aramäische) Inschrift cit., p. 173, and Die Aramäische Sprache 
cit., p. 244. 1. mlyk mhrd  mlk rb br’ zy prsmn mlk rb ’nh r[gs. 2. br’ zy zyw  rb wkyn ’nh rgs zy py š 
[mh]rd  m[lk. 3. mwly whkyn mwl zy mrwt mn ’rykyn mtrym bmytyt hlzn n d . 4. lzmyzbl’ kyn lkry my wnš 
wbnynyn whkyn ’m mnw zy mwl zy mrwt. 5. try yt kzy ’nh rgs py [ ]š l [dm] š r’ hwyn ky[n. 6. myhrd  
mlk hw’ l dm mzwryn wbydy ‘l ’rmyn mt  byr[t. 7. mt  byrt tbt wzyn zyn’ ’rwst mlk lkh mytyt wkyn kzy 
[…]. 8. hkyn byny bgw yl dhw’ ’tr nknyt tr‘ lyt ty wd wkyn ’[nh. 9. mzwr zy hzky l dm msknyt bt n nryt 
dhw’ msryk wnwdyt z[y. 10. lwt mt ’klyt whkyn bt n bz ysl  mytyt twb nykwrh mt  wdyly by. 11. ltt’ yhwy 
wkyn ’nh ly rgs gmr … l dm msykyt byrt zy ywnt’ lb[. 12. šyn l… ‘tr [w]šyn lkh p d zyn zyn’ ’rwst bzly  
lkh mytyt zy. 13. rgs btr g g g zy ’sprwg br’ zy mr’ mskyt tnrw hww. 14. zyn’ ’rwst ‘bt.
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Literal reading

Line 1
mlyk – Active participle Peal of mlk1, ‘to be king’13.
mhrd  – Proper name ‘Mihrdat’.
mlk – Common noun ‘king’, absolute state14.
rb – Adjective ‘great’ applied to the preceding noun15.
br’ – Common noun ‘son’, determined state16. Giorgi Ceret eli reads brh17.
zy – Preposition ‘of’ connecting the previous noun with its following comple-

ment18.
prsmn – Proper name ‘Parsman’, a king of Iberia also called Pharasman s in 

Greek and Latin sources (see the commentary infra). The semkath does not appear, or 
it could be merged into the mem.

mlk – Common noun ‘king’, absolute state19.
rb – Adjective ‘great’ applied to the preceding noun20.
’nh – Personal pronoun, first person singular ‘me’21.
rg[s] – First truncated mention of the proper name ‘ argas’. Regarding the ety-

mology, Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl evoke two hypotheses, the first using two Os-
setian words, sär (‘principal’) and gäs (‘guardian’)22, while the second, more probable, 
refers to the Ossetian term cärgäs ( æ æ ), meaning ‘eagle’23.

Translation of line 1 – The king is Mihrdat, the great king, son of Parsman, the 
great king. I am argas.

Line 2
br’ – Common noun ‘son’, determined state24.
zy – Preposition ‘of’ connecting the previous noun with its following complement25.
zyw  – Proper name Zewa , also attested in the stele of S rapeitis (Greek: 

, l.1; Aramaic: zyw , l. 12) and in Iberian glyptic26. Oswald Szemerényi 

13 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 246.
14 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary of the North-West Semitic Inscriptions, 2, Leiden 1995, 2, 

pp. 634-640, s. v. mlk3.
15 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, s.v. rb2, pp. 1045-1051.
16 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., pp. 246-247. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary 

cit., 1, pp. 188-195. s.v. br1.
17 G. CERET ELI,  cit., p. 375.
18 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 312.
19 Ibid., 2, pp. 634-640, s.v. mlk3.
20 Ibid., 2, pp. 1045-1051, s.v. rb2.
21 Ibid., 1, pp. 79-80, s.v. ’nh3. M. VAN PELT, Basics of Biblical Aramaic: Complete Grammar, Grand 

Rapids 2011, p. 222.
22  V.I. ABAEV, -    , I, Moscow, 

Leningrad 1958, p. 516, s.v. gæs; III, Leningrad 1979, p. 73, s.v. sær.
23 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 247. ABAEV, -

 cit., pp. 302-303, s.v. cærgæs.
24 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, s.v. br1, pp. 188-195. ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramä-

ische Sprache cit., pp. 246-247.
25 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 312.
26 KGIG, II, 241, 244.
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considers prudently an Old Iranian lemma *zivaka-27. In Avestan, the noun zavareka 
means ‘strength’, ‘vigor’28. In Sogdian, the adjective zw’n’k means ‘endowed with life’, 
and the noun zwky- ‘health’29.

rb – Adjective ‘great’, ‘elder’ applied to the preceding noun, interpreted here as 
a surname30.

wkyn – Conjunction of coordination and adverb ‘and thus’31.
’nh – Personal pronoun, first person singular ‘me’32.
rgs – Proper name ‘ argas’.

py [ š] – Common noun of Aramaic form corresponding to the Greek word ‘piti-
ax s’, official title of the second ruler of Iberia after the king, equivalent to a viceroy or 
a prime minister (see the commentary infra). The end of the word is difficult to read. 

[mh]rd  – Proper name ‘Mihrdat’.
m[lk] – Common noun ‘king’33.
Translation of line 2 – Son of Zewa  the Elder, I, argas, who am also pitiax s of 

King Mihrdat.
Line 3
mwly – Official Aramaic substantive mwl3, ‘possession(s)’34, with the meaning 

of ‘domain’ here. The final yodh indicates the pronominal suffix of the first singular 
person35. The l madh of this word is very short because the stem of an upper b th 
comes to meet it.

whkyn – Conjunction of coordination with adverb: ‘and thus’36.
mwl – Official Aramaic substantive mwl3, ‘possession’37, ‘domain’.
zy – Preposition ‘of’ connecting the previous noun with its following complement38.
mrwt – Common noun ‘lordship’, ‘domination’, ‘rule’, ‘kingship’39.
mn – Indefinite pronoun, ‘who’, ‘whoever’40.
whkyn – conjunction of coordination and adverb ‘and thus’41, against Franz Al-

theim and Ruth Stiehl who read here ’rykyn42.

27 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 248
28 Avesta, K. F. GELDNER (ed.), Hawan Gah, §10; Rapithwin Gah, §12; Ushahin Gah, §10.
29 É. BENVENISTE, Essai de grammaire sogdienne. Deuxième partie. Morphologie, syntaxe et glossaire, 

Paris 1929, pp. 238-239.
30 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 1045-1051, s. v. rb2, 
31 Ibid., 1, pp. 499, 517, s.v. kyn and kn4oo.
32 Ibid., 1, ’nh3, pp. 79-80. VAN PELT, Basics cit., p. 222.
33 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, pp. 634-640, s. v. mlk3.
34 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 250. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 

2, p. 603.
35 VAN PELT, Basics cit., p. 46.
36 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., pp. 499 and 517, s. v. kyn and kn4.
37 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 250. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 

2, p. 603.
38 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 312.
39 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 250. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 

2, p. 691, s. v. mrwt.
40 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 648, s. v. mn4.
41 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 499 and 517, s. v. kyn and kn4.
42 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 250.
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An uncertain sequence of two words. Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read mtrym 
as participle e pe’el of r’m, derived from Middle-Persian r m, ‘peace’43, translated as 
‘established’ by these authors44. We consider several alternative interpretations: for the 
first word, the substantive sny, kind of ‘iron’45, or str2, Official Aramaic substantive, 
‘secret place’46. For the second word, the adverb gm2 ‘moreover’ attested in Moabite 
and Hebrew47, or gm’ Official Aramaic substantive ‘reed’48. A last possibility would 
be rgm as the passive participle singular of the verb ‘to stone’ attested in the Aramaic 
dialect of Hatra, meaning probably ‘accursed’49.

bmytyt – The preposition of place b- is followed by a name mytyt with uncertain 
meaning but appearing several times in this inscription. No particular clue emerges 
from the K art velian languages. In Ossetian, myt ( ) means ‘snow’, ‘snowy’50. 
On a more interesting line of inquiry, Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl assert that this 
word derives from Avestan ma t-, ‘dwell’, ‘inhabit’, ma ana-, ma any -, ‘dwell-
ing’, ‘habitation’, completed with an abstraction suffix -yt similar to Sogdian and 
recurrent in other place names51. If this hypothesis is true, it would designate a 
royal or princely residence in Caucasian Iberia, perhaps around Armazi-Mc xet a, 
even if Mytyt doesn’t have much to do linguistically with the toponym Mestl ta of 
Ptolemy52.

hlwk – Giorgi Ceret eli reads zylwn, but this word is not corroborated with 
Aramaic documentation53. Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read hlzn as a word made 
up of three elements: h, interjection ‘behold’54; l, ‘for’; zn for znh as the demonstra-
tive pronoun ‘this’, ‘these’, ‘those’55 thus giving ‘behold, for this’, to be linked with 
the following name. Our own decryption gives the sequence hlwk which can be 
interpreted in different ways. It could be an irregular form of the Official Aramaic 
interjection hlw, ‘behold’, ‘now’56, even in the introductive formula hlw kn, ‘now, 
it is thus’, if we had opted to attach the nun of the following word to it. This word 
could also be regarded as a faulty form for hlkw, which can be interpreted either 
as the substantive ‘conduct’, ‘way of living’, cognate to the Qal Perfect 3rd person 

43 Ibid., p. 250. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 1042, s. v. r’m2; 2, pp. 1198-1199, s. v. 
šty3. 

44 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 250.
45 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 1244.
46 Ibid., 2, p. 805.
47 Ibid., 1, p. 225.
48 Ibid., 1, p. 225.
49 Ibid., 2, p. 1060, s. v. rgm.
50 V.I. ABAEV, , II, Lenin-

grad 1973, p. 124.
51 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 251.
52 Ptolemy, Geography, V, 10, 2.
53 CERET ELI,  cit., p. 375.
54 G. DALMAN, Grammatik des jüdisch-palästinischen Aramäisch, Darmstadt 1960, p. 100. But HOFTI-

JZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, s. v. hlw (p. 280) and hn3 (pp. 285-287), do not seem to have noted an 
abbreviated variant h among the canonical forms of this interjection.

55 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 251. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 
1, pp. 333-337.

56 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 280.
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plural masculine of the verb hlk1 ‘to go’, ‘to die’57, or as the jussive form of the same 
verb: ‘let go’, or ‘let die’. Another possible interpretation, helped by the context of 
the following line, could see in this word an irregular form of the common noun 
hlk2 ‘tax’58. The form of the last letters is not very clear and the word could also be 
read hlkn.

n d  – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read here a proper name Naxuda , cog-
nate to nwdr in the Parthian inscription of K l-i Jang l and other variants in Roman 
and Armenian sources59. This word from Iranian origin would mean ‘given by the 
first’ (or: ‘by the chief’60), since in Middle-Persian, naxust means ‘first’61. Another 
possibility would be to consider this word as an official title linked to Middle-Per-
sian naxvad r ‘holder of the primacy’, even if it is not easy to identify the character 
designated by this title62. Giorgi Ceret eli’s reading nyzd  doesn’t seem to be more 
appropriate63.

Translation of line 3 – My possessions are also the domain of kingship, which is 
thus established in Mytyt. Behold, Naxuda  [...]. Or: Let go, or let die Naxuda  [...]. Or: 
the tax ‘given by the chief’ is (levied) at Mytyt (the residence?).

Line 4
lw qwbl’ – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read lzmyzbl’ – ‘above Zmizbila’ or 

‘above the sand shore’. Zm s means indeed ‘sand’ in Eastern Ossetian64, and byl ‘lip’, 
‘shore’ in Western Ossetian65. In Old Iranian, bilam is the ‘aperture, cave, mouth’66. 
The problem with this reading is that zain and yodh are more waw-shaped. We read 
consequently: lw qwbl’, with lw as a deictic particle67. The second word qwbl’ is the 
determined state of qwbl, variant of qbl3

68
 which operates as a preposition with local 

meaning, ‘before’.
kyn – Adverb ‘thus’69. Another possibility connecting the preceding laph would 

be ’kyn, a form of kwn2, Official Aramaic verb Peal ‘to erect’ or verb Aphel ‘to erect, 
to consolidate’70.

lkry – preposition l + kry Judeo-Aramaic kary , ‘fountains’, ‘sources’, ‘cisterns’71.
my – Official Aramaic substantive my3, ‘water’, according to Franz Altheim and 

57 Ibid., 1, pp. 282-283.
58 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 280-283.
59 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 251.
60 Ibid.
61 D.N. MACKENZIE, A Concise Pahlavi Dictionary, London-New York 1971, p. 58.
62 N. GARSOÏAN, The Epic Histories, Cambridge 1989, p. 549.
63 CERET ELI,  cit., p. 375.
64 ABAEV,  cit., IV, p. 313, s. v. zm s, pp. 281-282, s. v. yzm s.
65 ABAEV,  cit., I, pp. 277-278, s. v. byl, bilæ.
66 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., pp. 251-252.
67 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 567-568, s. v. lw.
68 Ibid. 2, p. 997, s. v. qwbl.
69 Ibid. 1, p. 499, and pp. 516-518, s. v. kn4 pp. 516-518.
70 Ibid. 1, p. 51; pp. 494-495.
71 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 252. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, 

p. 535, s. v. kry4, ‘cistern’, and p. 492, s. v. kwh.
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Ruth Stiehl, whose opinion is contested by Jacob Hoftijzer and Karel Jongeling72. Other 
options would be my1, ‘whoever’ or my2 , variant of the substantive my b, ‘approval’73.

wnš – w + nš2, variant of the Official Aramaic ’nš3, ‘and people’74, according to 
Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl75. Other possibilities can be presented: w + nš1, ‘and 
an oath’76; w + nš’1, ‘and carry’, ‘raise’77; w + nš’3, ‘and an offering’78; w + nš’4, ‘and a 
superintendent’, ‘chief of intendancy’79.

wbynyn – w + bynyn ‘and the constructions’80 according to Franz Altheim and 
Ruth Stiehl. Another interpretation would be the preposition byn with a suffix of the 
1st person plural: ‘among us’81.

whkyn – ‘and this is how’82.
’m – ’m3, conjunction of the conditional ‘if’, with a Judeo-Aramaic spelling, used 

with an imperfective in the future sense, or, with a verb conjugated in a past tense, 
used as a subject clause in enumerations (or... on the one hand... on the other hand...)83. 
This word has, however, many homophones: ’m1 as feminine substantive ‘mother’84; 
’m2 as substantive with unknown meaning85; ’m4 as adverb of emphasis emphasizing 
the following word86;’m6: unknown meaning in a context with the verb ’py ‘to cook’87.

mnw – form of mn4, indefinite pronoun, ‘who’, ‘whoever’88.
zy – Preposition ‘of’ connecting the previous noun with its following complement89.
mwl – Official Aramaic substantive mwl3, ‘possession(s)’90, with the meaning of 

‘domain’.
[z]y – Preposition ‘of’ connecting the previous noun with its following comple-

ment91. The zain is not visible.
mrwt – Common noun ‘lordship’, ‘domination’, ‘rule’, ‘kingship’92.

72 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 252. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, 
p. 619, my3: “word of highly uncertain interpretation, singular absolute of mym (water) incorrectly derived 
from Plural determined my’ (improbable interpretation).”

73 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 619.
74 Ibid., 1, pp. 84-85; 2, p. 760.
75 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 244.
76 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 760.
77 Ibid., 2, pp. 760-763.
78 Ibid., 2, p. 763.
79 Ibid., 2, pp. 763-764.
80 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., 1963, p. 252.
81 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 153.
82 Ibid., 1, pp. 279-280, s. v. hkyn; p. 499, s. v. kyn; p. 517, s. v. kn4.
83 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 253. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 68.
84 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 66-68.
85 Ibid., 1, p. 68.
86 Ibid., 1, p. 69.
87 Ibid., 1, pp. 94-95.
88 Ibid., 2, p. 648, s. v. mn4; p. 658, s. v. mnw.
89 Ibid., 1, p. 312.
90 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 250. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 

2, p. 603.
91 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 312.
92 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 250. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 

2, p. 691, s. v. mrwt.
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Translation of line 4 – This is thus (the case) before the cisterns, and to every people, 
and among us, and, in the same way, to anyone belonging to the domain of the kingship.

Line 5
[...] t r y t – The beginning of the word is practically unreadable owing to the mutila-

tion of the stone. There is space for three to four missing letters. Franz Altheim and Ruth 
Stiehl read try yt as an adverb ‘indeed’, but this interpretation remains very fragile93. The 
first letters of this sequence could be at the end of the preceding word or constitute a new 
item. Several possibilities exist: in Moabite dialect, ryt as an uncertain meaning: ‘spec-
tacle’, ‘sacrifice’, or a contraction of r‘yt, ‘satiate’94. The word ry denotes a substantive 
‘moisture’95. The word tr is an Official Aramaic verb with uncertain meaning, perhaps 
‘to cross’96. Also interesting is the preposition ytry which signifies ‘more than’97, linked to 
the verb ytr1 ‘to add’, the substantive ytr2: (remaining) ‘rest’, the adjective ytr3: ‘exceeding, 
superabundant’98, and the substantive ytrn, ‘what is left over’99. Other possibilities, the 
substantives try1, ‘room’ (tryn Absolute plural state)100 and tryn, ‘two’101.

yt(y) or yn(y) – The reading yt(y) would be here a preposition used as nota objec-
tivi or with a temporal meaning, ‘during’102. Concerning the hypothesis yny, it would 
be either the Old Aramaic Haphel verb ‘to oppress’103, or yn as the Phoenician form 
of the substantive yyn, ‘wine’104.

kzy – This word, partly erased, is difficult to decipher. Franz Altheim and 
Ruth Stiehl read kzy as the conjunction of conditional ‘if’105. Another possibility would 
be knd as a variant of the common noun kd1, ‘jar’106.

’nh – personal pronoun, first person singular ‘me’107. The h  is very difficult to read.
rgs – proper name ‘ argas’.

p [ ]š – common noun, ‘pitiax s’. The word is partly erased.
lq[dm] – ‘in front of’108. Only the l madh is practically certain, insofar as the sec-

ond letter is very damaged, and the last two unreadable.
š r’ – Iranian word, related to Middle-Persian šahr ‘country’, ‘city’109, and Osse-

tian saxar, ‘city’110. This damaged word can only receive an uncertain reading.

93 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 244. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 1232.
94 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 1075.
95 Ibid., 2, p. 1264.
96 Ibid., 1, p. 415.
97 Ibid., 1, p. 482.
98 Ibid., 1, p. 485.
99 Ibid., 1, p. 486.
100 Ibid., 2, p. 1230.
101 Ibid., 2, pp. 1231-1232 and 1262.
102 Ibid., 1, pp. 48-49.
103 Ibid., 1, p. 461.
104 Ibid., 1, pp. 455-456.
105 Ibid., 1, p. 496.
106 Ibid., 1, pp. 487-488, p. 518.
107 Ibid., 1, s. v. ’nh3, p. 79-80. VAN PELT, Basics cit., p. 222.
108 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 253. ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 253.
109 MACKENZIE, A Concise Pahlavi Dictionary cit., p. 79.
110 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 253. V.I. ABAEV, 

; , III, Leningrad 1979, p. 49.
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hwyn – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl consider here a verb ‘to be’, ‘to exist’111. 
We prefer the alternative way to read it as hwy1: verb Pa’el Imperfect first person sin-
gular: ‘to beat’, ‘to make fallen’112. The first foot of the h  is scarcely visible. The waw 
seems almost cut into two parts. 

by[rh] – Altheim & Stiehl read ky[n]: kn4, ‘thus’113. The k ph looks like rather to 
a b th with a ligature. We read: by[rh], ‘castle’114.

Translation of line 5 – [...] as I, Pitiax s argas, in front of the city, I was taking 
over the fortress.

Line 6
myhrd  – proper name ‘Mihrdat’.
mlk – Common noun ‘king’, absolute state115.
hy’ – Variant of pronoun h’1 used as a predicate to express the verb ‘to be’116.
lqdm – l + qdm2, ‘formerly’, ‘previously’, ‘in the aforetime’, ‘the time before’117, or, 

more probable in this context, l + qdm3: ‘before’, ‘in front of’ with local meaning118. 
The d lath is almost erased.

msryk – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read mzwryn as an adjective ‘strong’, 
‘warlike’119, but the reading of this word is unclear. We read msryk as the Aphel Par-
ticiple active singular masculine absolute of srk1, ‘to border (up)on’120, so here ‘the 
bordering (territory)’, ‘the border land’. This is probably the territory corresponding 
to the marchland of G gar n  (Gugark -Somxit i) bordering Iberia and Armenia121, 
which is mentioned just after.

wbydy – w + b + ydy2, ‘and with (my) hand’122.
‘l – ‘l7 as the preposition ‘on’123.
’rmyn – Proper name, ‘Armenia’. The word is partly erased.
mtq – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read mtq as the active participle Aphel of 

ntq, ‘to dissolve, ‘to take away’, ‘to conquer’124.
[1] – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read [byrt] as the substantive ‘fortress’125. 

This word ending the line is, however, extremely damaged and very difficult to read. 
The resh has a rounded shape that resembles the sign used for the number 1.

111 Ibid., p. 274.
112 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 271.
113 Ibid., 1, pp. 516-518.
114 Ibid., 1, pp.155-156.
115 Ibid., 2, pp. 634-640, s.v. mlk3.
116 Ibid., p. 264-267, 277. VAN PELT, Basics cit., p. 56. 
117 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 987.
118 Ibid., 2, pp. 988-989.
119 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 253.
120 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 803.
121 S.H. RAPP Jr., The Sasanian World through Georgian Eyes, Farnham, Burlington 2014, pp. 73, 247. 

SCHLEICHER, Iberia Caucasica cit., pp. 49, 52, 114-117.
122 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 245. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 

1, pp. 433-439.
123 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 844 and fol.
124 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., pp. 253-254. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary 

cit., 2, p. 771, s.v. ntq.
125 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, s. . byrh, pp. 155-156.
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Translation of line 6 – King Mihrdat was in front of the bordering (land). And with 
my help, (he entered) into Armenia, conquered one [...] (?).

Line 7
mtq – active participle Aphel of ntq, ‘to dissolve’, ‘to take away’, ‘to conquer’. 

The second sign is a taw which is connected to the third letter, a qoph, by a ligament. 
At first it cannot be decided whether a conquest or the liberation of an area occupied 
by the invading enemy is meant126.

byrt – common noun ‘fortress’127.
tbyt – Unknown proper name. 
3 – These three signs formed like a zain look like, for each of them, the number 

1 on the stele of S rapeitis.
zyn’ – Singular determined state of the substantive zyn2, ‘weapon’128.
’rwst – The first letter of this word is damaged, but it can be read as the Parthian 

substantive which is also found in the stele of S rapeitis (l. 14). Harold W. Bailey gave 
it the meaning of ‘victory’129. Bruce M. Metzger assumes something like ‘victorious’ 
but follows Bailey’s advice in translating ‘victories’ about the occurrence in the stele of 
S rapeitis130. Henrik S. Nyberg prefers to translate it by ‘warlike skill, ability to carry 
out a fight, valour, courage’131. Philippe Gignoux gives it for meaning ‘virtue’132. Pierre 
Grelot took up the analysis that Émile Benveniste had carried out about Old Persian 
aruvasta on an inscription by Darius in Naqš-i-Rustam; this philologist recognized 
in it a meaning analogous to that of the Armenian arvest (‘skill, ability, art’)133. Pierre 
Grelot therefore retains the translations ‘skill’ to designate ‘bodily talent, the ability 
to succeed in practice’. The word would designate a human quality and not its prac-
tical results134. Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl seem to implicitly follow Bailey’s and 
Metzger’s interpretation by translating ’rwst as ‘Heldentat’ (heroic action)135. Since 
it is preceded by the substantive zyn2, ‘weapon’, and the number 3, the inscription 
probably refers either to three military victories, rather than the skill in handling three 
weapons.

mlk – Common noun ‘king’, absolute state136.

126 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 253. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 
2, p. 771, s.v. ntq, Deir Alla verb Aphel‚ ‘to loosen’, ‘to take away’, ‘to conquer’.

127 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 155-156, s.v. byrh.
128 Ibid., p. 319.
129 H.W. BAILEY, Caucasica, «The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland», 

1 (1943), pp. 1-5, p. 2.
130 B.M. METZGER, A Greek and Aramaic inscription discovered at Armazi in Georgia, «Journal of Near 

Eastern Studies», 15 (1956), pp. 18-26, p. 24.
131 NYBERG, Quelques inscriptions cit., pp. 228-243.
132 P. GIGNOUX, Glossaire des inscriptions pehlevies et parthes, Lund 1972, p. 47.
133 É. BENVENISTE, Études iraniennes, in Transactions of the Philological Society 1945, London 1946, 

pp. 39-78, here p. 40. R. KENT, Old Persian, New Haven 1953, p. 170, mentions this explanation but prefers 
a more imprecise meaning: ‘activity’.

134 P. GRELOT, Remarques sur le bilingue grec-araméen d’Armazi, «Semitica», 8 (1958), pp. 11-20, 
pp. 14-15.

135 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 257.
136 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, pp. 634-640, s.v. mlk3.
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lkh – l4 + kh1, adverb ‘thus’137; l’2 : exclamatory particle: ‘yes, certainly’138. ‘Yes, 
such it is’.

mytyt – Uncertain word, perhaps a toponym or a common noun (cf. supra).
wkyn – Conjunction of coordination and adverb ‘and thus’139.
kzy – k1 + zy, introducing relative subordinate clause with a temporal, final, caus-

al, explicative, normative or comparative meaning, ‘when’, ‘so that’, ‘as’, ‘that it was’140.
Translation of line 7 – He destroyed the fort of Tb(y)t. And there were three heroic 

actions, King, this is Mytyt, and thus [...]
Line 8
hkyn – ‘This is how’ (cf. supra)141.
byny – Official Aramaic preposition with spatial meaning: ‘in the midst of’142.
bgw – Variant of the Official Aramaic substantive bg, ‘domain’, ‘fiefdom’143. The 

declension w is visible on abstract nouns which indicate a non-physical reality such as 
ideas or concepts144.

yl – yl2 as a masculine substantive, ‘army’145.
dhy’ – d3 (variant of zy) + hy’, variant of pronoun h’1 used as a predicate to express 

the verb ‘to be’: ‘which is’146.
’tr – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read ’tr2 as an Official Aramaic variant of 

’šr4 ‘place’147. An alternative interpretation would be the reading ’ty1 as the Qal verb 
‘to come’, ‘to go’148.

wpdyt – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read nknyt as a single proper name de-
rived from the verb ni-kan- ‘to bury’149. We propose another reading with w + verb 
pdy ‘to ransom’, ‘to redeem’150, with the final taw marking the Peal Perfect 1st person 
singular151: “and I redeemed”. 

tr’ – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read here the common noun ‘door’, ‘gate’152. 
The last sign looks like a th, so it could be a proper name Tr , perhaps a toponym. 
The general idea can be that argas would have negotiated for money the restitution 
of a locality conquered by the enemy. Another possibility would be the funding by this 
Iberian prince of fortification works on the gate of this place.

137 Ibid., 1, p. 489.
138 Ibid., 2, pp. 560-561.
139 Ibid., 1, p. 499 and 517, s.v. kyn and kn4.
140 Ibid., 1, pp. 316-317, 496.
141 Ibid., 1, pp. 279-280, s.v. kyn; p. 499, s.v. kn4, and p. 517.
142 Ibid., 1, pp. 152-154.
143 Ibid., 1, p. 143.
144 VAN PELT, Basics cit., p. 23.
145 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 369-370.
146 Ibid. 1, pp. 264-267, 277.
147 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 254: ‘on the place’. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, 

Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 125-128, 136.
148 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, s.v. ’ty1, pp. 133-136.
149 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 254.
150 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 902.
151 VAN PELT, Basics cit., p. 82.
152 Ibid., 2, pp. 1232-1233.
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lt t – l+t t, ‘below’153 proposed by Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl. The th is 
damaged and uncertain. 

wd – Altheim and Stiehl read wd as the Judeo-Aramaic substantive wd’, 
‘point’, ‘summit’, ‘top’154.

wkyn – Conjunction of coordination and adverb ‘and thus’155.
š’[r...] – š’r2: Official Aramaic common noun, ‘the rest’ which remains156.
Translation of line 8 – This is how, in the midst of the domain in the midst of the 

domain, the army stood in the place and I redeemed the gate below the top (of the moun-
tain?), and thus the rest...

Line 9
yh – A reading hesitation appears here. Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read 

mzwr, a word with uncertain meaning, from the adjective ‘strong’ which would give 
the substantive ‘warrior’157. We estimate the reading yh, attested as a substantive in 
Punic, with the meaning of ‘life’ and in Phoenician, meaning ‘animal’158

. This word is 
cognate to the adjective y2, ‘living’, with a variant yy attested in Samalian language159.

zy – Pronoun ‘who’ introducing relative subordinate clause160.
gwry – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read hzky ‘zum Sieg verhalf’, not found in 

the dictionary of Jacob Hoftijzer and Karel Jongeling161. We read rather gwry as a Peil 
derivation expressing the passive voice of the verb gwr, ‘to be exiled’162. The overall 
meaning of this passage would indicate the payment of ransom for the benefit of cap-
tives deported by the enemy.

lqdm – l + qdm3, ‘before’ with a local meaning163. 
msknyt – Ethnonym naming either Moschians or Massagetae and which met a 

close occurrence with the “king of Mskyt’n” read in the inscription of Narseh in Pai-
kuli (NPi)164. The mem is very damaged and it could be a qoph, but no Aramaic word 
can be linked with qsknyt.

btqn – b + tqn, ‘in the fortress’165. Another possibility would be btmn, b + tmn, 
‘there’166.

153 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, pp. 1209-1211 and 1266.
154 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 254.
155 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 499 and 517, s.v. kyn and kn4.
156 Ibid., 2, pp. 1098-1099.
157 Ibid., 2, p. 608.
158 Ibid., 1, p. 369, s.v. yh1 & yh2.
159 Ibid., 1, pp. 367-368.
160 Ibid., 1, p. 310.
161 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 245.
162 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 11.
163 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 253. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 

2, p. 989.
164 NPi, §§91-94, H. HUMBACH and P.O. SKJÆRVØ (ed.), part 3.1, 1983, pP. 70-73. The Mskyt’n are 

in this case identified with the Massagetae (Idem, part 3.2, pp. 125-126). SCHLEICHER, Iberia Caucasica cit., 
2021, pp. 83, 93.

165 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, tqn2, p. 1229.
166 Ibid., 2, p. 1222.
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nryt – Unknown proper name, probably a toponym. If this geographical name 
was issued from a Caucasic language, it would perhaps be linked to the K art velian 
root *cn-ex, ‘to press’, possibly a reference to a wine press167. The central part of this 
word is difficult to read. The letters nun, r sh and yodh seem linked together by a 
horizontal line, but they are distinct, since t and ht do not exist.

dhy’ – d3 (variant of zy) + hw’ according to Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl168, with 
hw’2 as a pronoun used as a predicate to express the verb ‘to be’: ‘which is’.

msryk – The semkath and r sh are here uncertain, but the same reading as the 
preceding occurrence of this word (l. 6) can be appreciated: ‘bordering (territory)’169.

wnwdyt – and Nwdyt. Unknown toponym170. Here again, the stele is damaged, 
and there is no better hypothesis of restitution.

z[y] – relative pronoun ‘which’171.
Translation of line 9 – living (people) who was exiled, before the Moschians (or the 

Massagetae), in the fortress of nryt which is the bordering (territory) and Nwdyt which
Line 10
lt t – preposition l + substantive t t, ‘what is lower’172, with the meaning of ‘be-

low’.
’klyt (?) – Unknown toponym according to Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl173. 

Perhaps a form derived from ’kl1 (Official Aramaic verb Qal ‘to eat’) or ’kl2 (Judeo-Ar-
amaic substantive ‘food’)174. This group of words, which seems to have been rewritten, 
is very hard to read.

hkyn – ‘thus this is’175.
btqn (?) – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read btqn ‘in the fortress’176. The first 

and the second letter are damaged. The taw could be also a k ph. The qoph could 
also be indeed a semkath because of two erased zones. The final nun seems to be a 
taw. Consequently, this word can also be read bkst, but kst1 (‘substantive garment’, 
‘clothing’, ‘covering’), is less probable177.

bz – According to Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl, a variant of the verb bzz2 ‘plun-
der’ (uncertain reading)178. Another possibility would be the substantive bz1, ‘good 
fortune’, ‘tribute’179.

167 G.A. KLIMOV (†), Etymological Dictionary of the Kartvelian Languages, Berlin-New York 1998, 
pp. 125-126.

168 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 254. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 
1, p. 237.

169 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 803.
170 Ibid., 2, p. 721.
171 Ibid., 1, p. 310.
172 Ibid., 2, p. 1210. 
173 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 245.
174 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 51-52.
175 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 279-280, s.v. kyn, p. 499 and kn4, p. 517.
176 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, tqn2, p. 1229.
177 Ibid., 1, p. 526.
178 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 255. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 

1, p. 149. 
179 Ibid., p. 148.
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ysb – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read ysl . We disagree with this reading 
since this word cannot be found in the dictionary of Jacob Hoftijzer and Karel Jonge-
ling. Moreover, the semkhat and l madh have a heterodox form, because the upper 
curve of the l madh is inverted, while the ending of the semkath is pronounced very 
curiously, almost reminiscent of a b th. We can read ysb as the participle active mascu-
line singular constructed state of the Old Aramaic verb yšb, ‘being seated’, ‘residing’, 
‘presiding over’180. The chaotic shape of the last letter also opens up the possibility of 
a d lath, with the hypothesis of the Judeo-Aramaic verb Qal ysd1 ‘to found, to estab-
lish’181.

mytyt – proper name, uncertain toponym (cf. supra). The loop of the final taw 
seems a little too low to us, and it is not quite clear. The option of mytyn should not 
be ruled out.

twb – twb5, adverb ‘again’182.
nykwrh – apparently a proper name, probably a toponym of Iranian or Caucasic 

origin. Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl interpret the first component (nyk-) as the Old 
Persian naiba- ‘beautiful’, linked to Middle-Persian n vak, and to Ossetian niv, ‘shape’, 
‘form’183. According to them, a possible reconstitution would be *n vak / (n k)-värä, 
with the second component derived from Avestan, var or vara ‘castle’, with the mean-
ing ‘beautiful castle’. However, if this name was of Caucasic origin, it could perhaps be 
related to the K art velian lemma *ni-(s)-kart, ‘beak’, with Svan nikrat, nikrät, attested 
in Classical Georgian in the form nikart-i184. This word combines the prefix *ni- with 
the root verb *(s)kert-; (s)krt-, ‘to peck’. The contraction between Georgian ar and 
Svan ra seems to be the result of a difference in the vocalization of the old sonant r. 
In Zan repertory, no close term is found185. A hypothetical perched fortress would be 
linked by its form and its elevated position to a bird’s beak. The final h  of the word 
is partly erased.

mtq – active participle Aphel of the verb ntq, ‘to dissolve’, ‘to tear’, ‘to remove’186. 
Whether it is a conquest or the destruction of an area occupied by the invaded enemy, 
one cannot decide straight away. 

wdyly – w + dy2 + ly1 as a formula introducing a verbal clause with precative 
function187. The d lath is almost erased. There is also the less probable hypothesis of 
a variant of the adverb wdyy, ‘certainly’188.

180 Ibid., 1, p. 474.
181 Ibid.., 1, p. 462.
182 Ibid., 2, pp. 1205-1206.
183 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., pp. 255-256.
184 Z. SARJVELA E, , Tbilisi 1995, p. 164. S. SARDS-

HWELADSE & H. FÄHNRICH, Altgeorgisch-Deutsches Wörterbuch, Leiden-Boston 2005, p. 915.
185 KLIMOV (†), Etymological Dictionary cit., p. 143.
186 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., pp. 253-254. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary, 

2, p. 771, s.v. ntq, in Deir Alla dialect, verb Aphel ‘to loosen, to take away, to conquer’.
187 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., pp. 246, 314-317, 549. ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramä-

ische Sprache cit., p. 256: ‘mein Eigentum’.
188 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 296.
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by[...] – by1 as a Qal verb, active participle singular feminine absolute state of 
bwt1 / byt1, verb ‘to stay’, to ‘reside’ (uncertain interpretation)189; or the preposition 
by2, whose probable meaning would be ‘without’190.

Translation of line 10 – (is) below the place of ’klyt. The good fortune is again es-
tablished in the fortress over Mytyt. Nykwrh was destroyed, and may it be…

Line 11
ltt’ – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read l + tt’ as the Judeo-Aramaic preposition 

‘under’, variant of t t’, singular determined state of t t – a very uncertain interpreta-
tion191.

y wy – Despite a difficult decryption192, it is possible to read this word as either 
a derivation from the Official Aramaic Aphel verb y ’ ‘to prescribe’, ‘to decree’193.

wkyn – conjunction of coordination and adverb ‘and thus’194.
’nh – personal pronoun, first person singular ‘me’195. The alaph is partly erased, 

as well as the nun and the h  which follow. The very long ending of the l madh on the 
lower line merges with certain letters, which complicates their identification.

rgs – Proper name ‘ argas’, from Ossetian cärgäs, ‘eagle’. The beginning of the 
name is erased; we only clearly distinguish the g mal, the semkath and part of the resh. 
The final semkath is embedded in the taw of the top row.

gyl – Qal verb ‘to rejoice’196. Since the passage is damaged, the reading remains 
uncertain.

[....] – This unread word by Altheim and Stiehl seems to have three or four let-
ters.

lqdm – ‘before’, ‘in front of’197.
msykyt – Proper name, probably the city of Mc xet a, if not the nation of Moschi-

ans or Massagetae. The name is difficult to read, only the final part kyt is certain. This 
word can be compared with Middle-Persian mskyt’n in NPi 45 (106)198.

byrt – common noun ‘fortress’199.
zy – preposition indicating a relation of belonging200.
ywnt’ – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl see in this word a plural common noun 

from Iranian origin, ‘hero’, ‘young man’201 in correspondence with Avestan yuvan, 

189 Ibid., 1, p. 148.
190 Ibid., 1, p. 151-152; by3: variant of bn1 ‘son’, ‘daughter’ (uncertain interpretation). Ibid., pp. 168-172.
191 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, p. 1236 s.v. tt’.
192 The h  could also be read as a th because this letter is partly erased. An oblique line connects 

this group of letters to the line of the previous taw. After the h  or the th, an area is damaged where we 
believe to distinguish a yodh and a r sh or a d lath. We would therefore have y yd, yhyd, yhyr or even y yr, 
but none of these hypotheses is able to satisfy the general reading.

193 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, pp. 453-454. 
194 Ibid., 1, p. 499 and 517, s.v. kyn and kn4.
195 Ibid., 1, s.v. ’nh3, pp. 79-80. VAN PELT, Basics cit., p. 222.
196 Ibid., 1, p. 222.
197 Ibid., 1, p. 253. ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 253.
198 GIGNOUX, Glossaire cit., p. 29.
199 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., pp. 155-156, s.v. byrh.
200 Ibid., 1, p. 312.
201 Ibid., 1, p. 453.
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y n, ‘youth’, ‘hero’. A further cognate would be the Alanian iunik or unik, and East 
Ossetian vänig, vonig, unig, ‘young bull’. Consequently, y nt  would be the plural of 
Alanian *y n ‘young man’, ‘hero’ to be added afterwards. Oswald Szemerényi linked 
this lemma with the ethnonym *ywn ‘Greek’, “a name that has been used for this pe-
ople since the 8th century BCE and which is also attested in Armenian” ( , , 

)202. Other possibilities: ywn1, singular absolute state substantive ‘dove’ in Deir 
Alla dialect; or, more interesting, ywn2 ‘marsh’, ‘swamp’203. If this word was Aramaic, 
the desinence -t’ would indicate the plural feminine determined state, but the Iranian 
etymology can be here privileged.

lb – If we consider an uncomplete word l4 + b[...], several possibilities are given 
by the preposition indicating direction or with locative, possessive, temporal, attri-
butive meaning, ‘to B...’, ‘on B...’, ‘belonging to B...’, ‘during’, ‘until B...’, ‘for B...’. 
The other option of regarding lb as Official Aramaic substantive ‘heart’204 should be 
considered, as it can indicate the inclination or disposition of mind, which matches 
the start of the following line.

Translation of line 11 – under (this place). He ordered and thus I, argas, rejoice 
[...] before Msykyt, the fortress of heroes. The heart

Line 12
This part of the inscription is the most difficult to decipher due to the addition of 

letters on the interval between lines 11 and 12, added to the damage of several signs.
’t – preposition ‘near’, ‘with’205. Despite the damaged nature of the field at the 

beginning of the line, the first letter is more likely an laph.
šlyn – uncertain variant of šlyt, Official Aramaic substantive, ‘tranquillity’206, cog-

nate to Old Aramaic Qal verb šly ‘to be at rest, to stay quietly’. Franz Altheim and 
Ruth Stiehl read šyn as ‘peace’, but they did not take in account the l madh placed 
above and that we attribute to this word207.

’yt – Above the second vocable, a word is added above the line. Under the branch 
of lamadh, three letters are disposed: an lap, a yodh, and a taw above. The area is 
damaged and the interpretation is uncertain. We don’t retain the reading of Altheim 
and Stiehl (‘tr – substantive ‘wealth’208), but rather the Official Aramaic preposition 
’yt3, used temporarily: ‘during’. 

rgšyn – We read rgšyn, perhaps derived from Official Aramaic verb Qal rgš: ‘to be 
excited, furious, troubled’209. We would tend to interpret it as a deverbal of this verb, 
at plural masculine absolute state, with the translation ‘troubles’.

202 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 256. H. HÜBSCHMANN, Armenische Grammatik, 
Leipzig 1897, 1, 56.

203 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 453.
204 Ibid., 1, p. 561.
205 Ibid., 1, pp. 131-132, s.v. ’t6.
206 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, pp. 1142, 1144.
207 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 245. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 

2, p. 1129.
208 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 245. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 

2, p. 898, s.v. ‘tr2.
209 Ibid., 2, p. 1061.
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lkh – l4 + kh1, adverb ‘thus’210; l’2: exclamatory particle: ‘yes’, ‘certainly’211. ‘Yes, 
such it is’. The first foot of the second letter goes very low, and could suggest a qoph. 

pqdt – Peal Perfect 1st person singular form of the verb pqd1 ‘to command’212. An-
other possible reading would be pslt as the Pael Perfect verb psl1 ‘to sculpt’, 1st person 
singular213, ‘I sculpted’. The third letter of this word is damaged by a hole.

zyn’ – Singular determined state of the substantive zyn2, ‘weapon’214.
’rwst – Parthian substantive ‘virtue’215, translated as ‘Heldentat’ (‘heroic action’) 

by Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl (cf. supra)216.
bzlq – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read b + zlyq, Official Aramaic absolute sin-

gular substantive, ‘in the brilliance, the splendour’217. The yodh does not seem visible, 
because it would be in an erased zone.

lkh – l4 + kh1, adverb ‘thus’218; l’2 : exclamatory particle: ‘yes’, ‘certainly’219. ‘Yes, 
such it is’. The last letter of the word is damaged. 

mytyt – proper name, uncertain toponym (cf. supra). The first letter is partly erased.
Altheim and Stiehl read zy – preposition indicating a relation of belonging bound 

to the proper name at the start of the next line220.
Translation of line 12 – (was) with the tranquillity during the troubles, and certain-

ly I commanded a brilliant action (literally: the heroic action in the brilliance). Certainly 
Mytyt...

Line 13
rgs – Proper name ‘ argas’.

bt – Giorgi Ceret eli reads unconvincingly btr’ wyš. A possibility advanced by 
Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl would be to read btr as the preposition btr: ‘at the 
expense of’221. A loop in the direction of the left is engraved under the b th, probably 
for a purely aesthetic reason. We prefer to read bt as byt2: ‘house’222.

rg[m...] – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl saw only three g mals as part of a word 
partly erased223. We choose to read with prudence rg[m] as the passive participle sin-
gular of the verb ‘to stone’ attested in the Aramaic dialect of Hatra, meaning probably 
‘accursed’224. The erased zone contained two or three letters.

210 Ibid., 1, p. 489.
211 Ibid., 2, pp. 560-561.
212 Ibid., 2, pp. 931-932.
213 Ibid., 2, p. 922. 
214 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 319.
215 GIGNOUX, Glossaire cit., p. 47.
216 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 257.
217 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Glossaire cit., 1, p. 331, s.v. zlyq.
218 Ibid., 1, p. 489.
219 Ibid., 2, pp. 560-561.
220 Ibid., 1, p. 312.
221  Ibid., 1, p. 206, s.v. btr and btrh.
222 Ibid., 1, pp. 156-163.
223 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 156: g(z z), g(d d), “„abgeschnitten“ oder g(h ), 

„radiert, geschabt“.”
224 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Glossaire cit., 2, p. 1060, s. v. rgm.
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zy – Preposition ‘of’ connecting the previous noun with its following comple-
ment225. The zain and the yodh are very near insofar as they look like a g mal which 
could have been the last letter of the preceding erased word, even if it remains a pure 
supposition.

’sprwg – proper name Asparug226. Although the semkath is partly erased, the name 
is clearly visible and recognized by Giorgi Ceret eli, Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl227. 
An alternative reading would be ’pk, Official Aramaic verb ‘to twist’, ‘to distort’228, 
but the following rwg does not exist in Aramaic, otherwise as an hypothetical proper 
name.

by – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read here the common noun br’, ‘son’. Gior-
gi Ceret eli reads : br. We differ in proposing by2 as the preposition ‘without’229.

mr’ – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read here the common noun mr’ ‘lord, mas-
ter’230. As the letters are damaged, there are other possibilities of reading, such as the 
substantive mrš1, with uncertain meaning (possibly ‘loan’)231.

y qt – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read here mskyt, but the form of the letters 
is nearer of the interpretation given by Giorgi Ceret eli (yhwyt), looking like a variant 
mixing two verbal forms yhwh and y yt, both meaning ‘he was’232. However, another 
reading is possible, consisting to read y qt as a determined substantive which evokes 
a cast statue233.

tnrw –The third and fourth letters are damaged. Giorgi Ceret eli reads tnt. The 
privileged reading is tnrw as a Pael Perfect verb 3rd person plural masculine of tnr1 (‘to 
heat’, ‘to excite’, denominative of tnr2)

234. According to Franz Altheim and Ruth Stie-
hl, this sentence would mean that Mihrdat and argas, whose successes have been 
formerly described, have “heaten” Asparug, who commanded, near Mc xet a, the 
troops gathered in his ‘Fortress of Heroes’. These scholars affirm that the king and his 
pitiax s burned him by fire and accomplished the greatest exploit to reconquer the 
Iberian capital235. But if tnrw applies to y qt, it would mean that a metal statue was 
melted down, probably as an act of damnatio memoriae against Asparug, rather than 
a large burning during a war.

4 – We disagree here with Altheim and Stiehl’s reading of hww. The four signs on 
line 13 actually seem to indicate a number, insofar as they are identical and recall the 
last symbol of the inscription of S rapeitis – the 1 of 21. As a consequence, we shall 
read here IIII: four. There is an ambiguity with the first sign which consists in a simple 

225 Ibid., 1, p. 312.
226 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 256.
227 Ibid., n. 17 pp. 256-257.
228 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 95.
229 Ibid., 1, pp. 151-152.
230 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, pp. 682-689.
231 Ibid., 2, p. 696.
232 GIGNOUX, Glossaire cit., p. 67.
233 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 466. s. v. y q.
234 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die zweite (aramäische) Inschrift cit., p. 177. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING Dictio-

nary cit., 2, p. 1224.
235 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 257.
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small oblique line embedded in the foot of an upper taw. Considering the general 
meaning of the sentence, it seems to summarize the preceding narrative into four main 
events: the conquest of some positions in Armenia (l. 6-7); the “redeeming of a gate” 
and “exiled people” (l. 7-10); the capture of Nykwrh and the tranquillity established 
on Mytyt (l. 10-13); and, finally, the victory over Asparug (l. 13-14).

Line 14
The last words of this inscription are almost similarly read by Giorgi Ceret eli, 

Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl.
zyn’ – Singular determined state of the substantive zyn2, ‘weapon’236. Even if the 

last letters are not clear, the context helps to decide the interpretation about this re-
current sentence.

’rwst – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read this word as a common noun from 
an Iranian origin, ‘virtue’237, ‘achievement’238, which would be mean here again ‘he-
roic action’ (cf. supra). The problem is that a significant gap exists and the taw is not 
certain.

rwbt – Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl read ‘bt as the phonically correct form of 
the second singular masculine of the Pe’al verb ‘bd. The sign they read as ‘ayn looks 
more like a waw raised and tilted to the right. We see a r sh above the two holes, 
which indicates that the lapidary has compensated a previous damage of the stone. 
A thin line relieves the final taw at the foot of the letter p  or dh  of line 13, which 
could indicate a closing of the text by the lapidary. Thus, this word would be a plural 
form rwbt of rwb2, variant of the adjective rb2, ‘numerous’, ‘big’, ‘large’, ‘great’, ‘im-
portant’239.

Translation of lines 13-14 – ... argas. The cursed house of Asparug is without lord; 
(his) statue was burnt. Four great heroic actions (were accomplished).

Historical commentary

The stele of argas provides valuable information about the kings of Caucasian 
Iberia, on the structure of their court led by the authority of the pitiax s, as well as on 
the conflicts which devastated the Southern Caucasia possibly in the last third of the 
1st century CE, and about the status of Aramaic writing in the Iberian society.

1.  The role of pitiax s in the Iberian diarchy

The prince known as the pitiax s constituted, with the king, the second funda-
mental pillar of the Iberian political system. As a sign of his importance, this institu-

236 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 1, p. 319.
237 GIGNOUX, Glossaire cit., p. 47.
238 CERET ELI,  cit., 1962, p. 375. ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 257.
239 HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary cit., 2, pp. 1045-1051, 1062.
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tion has left many traces in epigraphy and archaeology. A comparison is necessary 
with the bdeašxk  of Armenia and the bidaxš n of Iran to better identify the features 
of resemblance as well as the differences with the Iberian pitiaxai. The pitiax s, that 
specialists also designate under the names of vitaxa, bidaxš or pitiaxš, is attested in var-
ious sources in no less varied forms: b š and py š in Aramaic240,  and  
in Greek241, vitaxa in Latin242, byt š in Parthian, bt šy in Middle Persian243, p š  and 
p kš in Syriac (p a š )244, bdeašx ( ) in Armenian245, pitiaxši ( )246 

and patiaxši ( )247 in Georgian, bi qas ( ) in Arabic248. From a linguistic 
point of view, the softening of the first occlusive consonant p  into beth indicates the 
anteriority of the form py š on the stele of argas, compared with the form by y š on 
the plate of Bori dated from the 3rd century CE.

The disparity of sources, as well as the difficulty in grasping the nuances between 
the different meanings that this institution may have taken over time and space, has 
rendered difficult all attempts of definition. Strabo, the first source to discuss the insti-
tutions of the Iberian kingdom, does not mention the position of pitiax s by name, but 
refers to the role of the ‘second’ of the royal lineage who ‘dispenses justice and com-
mands the army’249. However, an etymological argument establishes a link between 
the second ruler of the kingdom of Iberia mentioned by Strabo and the documents 
relating to the Iberian pitiax s: the term of bidaxš in Middle Persian can indeed be 

240 The form py š can be read on the stele of argas: AP AK I E and alii,  cit., plate 61, pp. 72-73; 
F. ALTHEIM and R. STIEHL, Die zweite (aramäische) Inschrift cit., pp. 173-175. The Armazic substantive by y š is 
engraved on a silver plate from Bori: G.V. CERET ELI,     –  

, « », 2 (1948) 49-57, p. 53 and fol. These names can be compared to those 
appearing on the Aramaic inscriptions in Hatra, dating from the 1st-3rd centuries CE: b š , on a statue: F. SAFAR, 
Ket b t al- a r, «Sumer», 18 (1962), 21-64, p. 42 n. 143; A. CAQUOT, Nouvelles inscriptions araméennes de Ha-
tra VI, «Syria», 41 (1964), pp. 251-272, p. 259; pd š , on a commemorative inscription: SAFAR, Ket b t al- a r 
cit., p. 37, n. 127; CAQUOT, Nouvel les inscriptions cit., p. 256. The inscription ŠKZ, §47, P. HUYSE (ed.), p. 59, 
contains the forms bthšy in Middle-Persian and bythš in Parthian. W. SUNDERMANN, Bidaxš, «Encyclopaedia 
Iranica», IV, 3, London, Boston 1989, pp. 242-244.

241 The form pitiax s ( ) can be found on the stele of S rapeitis, l.2 and 3-4, and on the intaglio 
of Ousas: N. PREUD’HOMME, On the Origin of the Name K art li: Pitiax s Ousas’ Intaglio and Karch doi 
Iberians, «Iberia-Colchis», 14 (2018), pp. 212-222. The dative form  appears on a sigillary inscription 
(AP AK I E and alii,  cit., fig. 4 p. 29) and on a silver bowl both found in Armazc ixe (AP AK I E and 
alii,  cit., fig. 26, p. 63), while  appears only in Hesychius, Lexicon, 632. The genitive form 

 appears in ŠKZ, §47, P. HUYSE (ed.), p. 59. Procopius, History of the Wars, I, 13, 16 ; I, 14, 32 ; 
XIV, 32, 38, considers falsely  as a proper name.

242 Ammianus Marcellinus, Roman History, XXIII, 6, 14, who qualifies them as masters of the cavalry 
(magistri equitum) of the Persian king.

243 The Middle-Persian term bt šy appears on an Armazi silver dish, probably dating from the 3rd cen-
tury CE: AP AK I E and alii,  cit., table 49.1-4, pp. 552-553; W.B. HENNING, A Sassanian Silver Bowl 
from Georgia, «Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies», 24 (1961), pp. 353-356, p. 354.

244 J. GIPPERT, Iranica Armeno-Iberica, Wien 1993, pp. 207-216.
245 HÜBSCHMANN, Armenische Grammatik cit., pp. 119-120.
246 Martyrdom of St Šušanik, I, 6; IV, 20; IV, 24; VII, 19, 1; VIII, 17; IX, 20; X, 22, 11; XIII, 24, 6; XVI, 

29; Martyrdom of St Eustathius, III, 34, 3; Conversion of K art li (Mok c evay K art lisay), version A, codex 
Šatberdi, 1, 325, 7; 1, 326, 10. Life of the Kings (in K art lis C xovreba), S. QAUX IŠVILI (ed.), 60.

247 Life of Vaxtang Gorgasali (in K art lis C xovreba), S. QAUX IŠVILI (ed.), 1616 ; 2375.
248 CERET ELI, The Bilingual Inscription cit., pp. 49-83 [2012, pp. 146-182], p. 60 [p. 157]. SUNDER-

MANN, Bidaxš cit., pp. 242-244.
249 Strabo, Geography, XI, 3, 6: “ ”.
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derived from the Old Persian *dvitiyaxšaya, ‘second ruler’ or ‘viceroy’, which fits per-
fectly with the letter and spirit of Strabo’s description250. This function of second after 
the king can thus be considered as an institution attested in the territories under Ira-
nian influence251. In Iberia, the stele of the victories of the pitiax s argas constitutes 
the first epigraphic testimony of this function which is namely evoked. The prince 
presents himself as “the pi a š of King Mihrdat” (py š [mh]rd  m[lk), attaching his 
function to the service of the royal person and also his domain. argas describes his 
mission which places him in responsibility “before the cisterns, and for every peo-
ple, and among us, and, in the same way, for anyone belonging to the domani of the 
kingship”. More specifically, the pi a š is responsible for managing his own domain, 
“(which is) also the domain of kingship”252, over the city or the land of Mytyt con-
quered in the name of the king253. This division of roles did not prevent argas from 
participating in the war against the Msknyt and the Armenians254. The pitiax s there-
fore appears as the second character of the kingdom, sharing all his powers with the 
sovereign. This prince related to the king held second place in the kingdom, playing 
a role equivalent to the functions of a prime minister, a supreme court judge and a 
superintendent. This concentration of sovereign powers conferred on this person a 
particular authority over the administration, a preponderant influence in the court 
and the royal entourage, as well as a first-rate legitimacy, making this character the 
main lieutenant of the sovereign and his potential successor in case of failure. The 
need to retain substantial resources for the exercise of such a function suggests that 
this prince was to be in charge of the royal domain with the supervision of his prop-
erty, as in the case of Pitiax s Publicius Agrippa, described as “master of the house of 
King Parsman” (Pharasman s II) on the stele of S rapeitis255. The possible reading of 
a tax levied on the royal domain supports this interpretation (l. 3-4). This tax could be 
understood as part of a war effort that would mobilize significant financial resources, 
unless it would signify the return of the royal authority in a region formerly rebellious 
or occupied by the adversary.

The bilingual inscription of S rapeitis establishes an equivalence between the ‘mas-
ter of the house’ or ‘head of the court’ (rb trb ) and the pitiax s (  in Greek, b š 
in Aramaic)256. Indeed, this bilingual inscription from Armazi shows the name of Publi-
cius Agrippa, occupying with the king the functions of pitiax s according to the Greek 
part, while he is the head of the court according to the Aramaic part. The stele further 

250 W. HINZ, R. BORGER & G. GROPP, Altiranische Funde und Forschungen, Berlin 1969, pp. 149-153. 
O. SZEMERÉNYI, Iranica V, in Monumentum H. S. Nyberg, vol. II, Acta Iranica 5, Tehran & Liège 1975, 
313-394, pp. 361-366. We do not retain the etymology adopted by GARSOÏAN, The Epic Histories cit., p. 
516, which derives the Middle-Persian term bitaxš from the Old Iranian axš, ‘to observe’, and from paiti, 
‘chief’. 

251 É. BENVENISTE, Titres et noms propres en iranien ancien, Paris 1966, pp. 50-65 ; BRAUND, Georgia 
cit., pp. 211-214; J. LINDERSKI, How Did King Flavius Dades and Pitiaxes Publicius Agrippa Acquire Their 
Roman Names?, «Roman Questions», II (2007), 262-276, n. 4 p. 263.

252 Stele of argas, l. 3.
253 Ibid., l. 5-6. 
254 Ibid., l. 6-7. 
255 SEG XVI, 781. CERET ELI, The Bilingual Inscription cit.
256 Stele of S rapeitis, l. 3, 6, 12, 14-15. SEG XVI, 781.
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qualifies Yodmangan, the husband of S rapeitis, as head of the court, but establishes as 
a corresponding term in the Greek part the title of epitropos ( ), since this word 
has both the meanings of administrator, intendant and governor. It thus appears that 
the functions of pitiax s, chief of the court, intendant and governor, tended to overlap 
without being totally confused, while other characters apart from the pitiax s were able 
to perform these functions in the kingdom. The Georgian epigraphist Giorgi Ceret eli 
claimed that there were two pitiaxai with the Iberian king, one senior and the other 
junior257. The issue is whether this adjective ‘young’ relates to the institutional title or 
to the proper name. Our preference is for this second option, so as to opt for the trans-
lation ‘Zewa  the Younger’, perhaps by reference to Zewa  the Elder, the father of the 
pitiax s argas. These two characters would both belong to the same princely family as 
the second Zewa  appearing on the stele of S rapeitis. The two pitiaxai hypothesis does 
not fit well with Strabo’s description of Iberia, which attributes major governmental 
functions to the second figure in the kingdom who assisted the king258. What is more, 
apart from the disputed case of the bilingual inscription, no epigraphic or sigillographic 
document found in Iberia specifies the title of minor or major pitiax s, and no source 
enables us to establish with certainty that two Iberian pitiaxai would have exercised 
their functions simultaneously. If, however, it would be necessary to admit the existence 
of several pitiaxai in the Iberian institutional system, one would therefore be inclined 
to think that the first in rank would have occupied the function of prime minister of 
the king, while the other pitiax s would have held military commands or a provincial 
government, like the bidaxš ruling the borderland of G gar n 259.

The stele of argas offers the most significant insight concerning the distribution 
of powers between the king and the pitiax s in Caucasian Iberia. While the sovereign, 
supreme leader of the army, reaps the fruits of military victories and radiates his glory, 
the pitiax s is the main master builder of royal achievements. As manager of the royal 
domain, the pitiax s governs the capital, supervises the sovereign’s property in his do-
main, particularly palaces, lands and herds, and participates in the conduct of military 
campaigns. Sign of the diarchic nature of their power, their respective legitimacies go 
hand in hand as well as the tamgas on the stele of argas.

2.  Royal and aristocratic onomastics

The onomastics of the characters in the inscription denotes a strong influence 
of Iranian and especially Sarmatian names. Zewa  the Elder, father of argas, is not 
explicitly attested in the rest of the documentation, even if the documentation allows 

257 CERET ELI, The Bilingual Inscription cit., 1942, pp. 70-71. In the bilingual Armazi inscription, the 
pitiax s Zewa  is called ‘the Younger’ ( ; qlyl).

258 Strabo, Geography, XI, 3, 6, supra.
259 C. TOUMANOFF, Studies in Christian Caucasian History, Washington 1963, pp. 467-475. 

R.H. HEWSEN, The Geography of Ananias of Širak (Ašxahac oyc ), Wiesbaden, 1992, pp. 200-203. O. LORD-
KIPANIDZE, Das alte Georgien (Kolchis und Iberien) in Strabons Geographie – Neue Scholien, Amster-
dam 1996, p. 84.
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a comparison with other Iberian princes: Z ouachos the Younger, pitiax s of the king 
Pharasman s II, father of S rapeitis, was probably a descendant of Zewa  the Elder. 
On the other hand, Prince Zeuach s, husband of Karpak, appears on a gem found in 
the necropolis of Armazisxevi260. Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl derive this name from 
a form in Old Iranian *zivaka- not attested and which is close to the Armenian Zik261.

In the 1st and 2nd centuries CE, four Iberian kings bore the names Mithridat s 
or Mihrdat and Pharasman s or Parsman262. Their distribution over four generations 
marks a certain dynastic continuity in the transmission of the names and values   which 
were attached to them. Etymologically, the name Mithridates comes from the Per-
sian form Mithrad ta, ‘given by Mithra’263. The name Mi ra itself derives from the 
substantive mitrá denoting ‘contract’, with the meanings of ‘convention, agreement, 
promise, covenant’, insofar as the meaning of the common name has connections with 
the attributes and functions of the god Mithra264. This divinity, associated with the sun 
without being confused with it, is perceived as beneficial in the writings of gveda 
and Mihr Yašt: Mithra is the guarantor of the oath, protects living beings and watches 
over the country265. The Avesta emphasizes the belief that this god would strengthen 
the power of rulers by suppressing popular seditions. Particularly vigorous among 
the Persians, the cult of Mithras also seems to have marked the religious practices in 
ancient Southern Caucasia266. This theophoric name finds various variations in Latin 
(Mithridates), in Greek ( , ), in Aramaic (Mhrd ) in Armenian 
(Mihrdat, ), as well as in Georgian (Mirdat, )267.

Onomastics clearly link the name of Pharasman s to the notion of farr(ah) – the 
glory haloing the rulers of Iranian culture with divine legitimacy. Etymologically, this 
word means ‘stay of the farr’ or ‘spirit of the farr’268. In general, this name is attested in 
our sources in its Latin forms – Pharasmanes and Farasmanis, Greek – Pharasman s 
( ), Aramaic – Prsmn, Armenian – P arsman ( ), Georgian – 
P arsman ( )269. The name of King Pharasman s I appears in classical sources 
– in Tacitus through the form Pharasmanes, and in Cassius Dio through the form 

260 KGIG II, n. 241.
261 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., 1963, p. 248.
262 M. SCHOTTKY, Vorarbeiten zu einer Königsliste Kaukasisch-Iberiens. 2. Das Zeitalter Pharasmanes’ I., 

Anabasis. Studia Classica et Orientalia, 4, 2013, pp. 133-148. ID., Vorarbeiten zu einer Königsliste Kaukasisch-
Iberiens. 3. Pharasmanes II. und Xepharnug, «Anabasis. Studia Classica et Orientalia», 5 (2014), pp. 86-107. 
N. PREUD’HOMME, Rois et royauté en Ibérie du Caucase, doctoral dissertation, Paris 2019, pp. 99-135.

263 F. JUSTI, Iranisches Namenbuch, Marburg 1895, pp. 209-213.
264 H.-P. SCHMIDT, Mithra I. Mitra in Old Indian and Mithra in Old Iranian, «Encyclopædia Iranica 

Online», published August 15, 2006.
265 Avesta, Yašts, 13, 24, 95, Hymn to Fravašis, translation by P. LECOQ, p. 506.
266 P. BRIANT, Histoire de l’Empire perse de Cyrus à Alexandre, Paris 1996, pp. 262-264. 

G. R. TSETSKHLADZE, The Cult of Mithras in Ancient Colchis, «Revue de l’histoire des religions», 209, 2 
(1992), pp. 115-124. 

267 RAPP Jr., The Sasanian World cit., p. 224.
268 MACKENZIE, A Concise Pahlavi Dictionary cit., p. 53. RAPP Jr., The Sasanian World cit., n. 193 

p. 223.
269 F. JUSTI, Iranisches Namenbuch cit., p. 91. Movs s Xorenac i, History of Armenia, II, 46, M. ABEŁEAN 

and S. YARUT IWNEAN (eds.), 17115. R.W. THOMSON, Rewriting Caucasian History, Oxford 1996, n. 4 p. 186. 
RAPP Jr., The Sasanian World cit., n. 193 p. 223.
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270. In the Iberian epigraphy, Pharasman s I is mentioned twice, on the 
dedication of the Armazi fortifications by Vespasian as well as on the stele of the victo-
ries of Pitiax s argas, both relating to the reign of his son Mihrdat or Mithridat s II 
– on the first inscription, written in Greek, this Iberian sovereign is mentioned with 
the title of ‘king’ ( ), while on the second, in Aramaic language, he figures with 
the title of ‘great king’ (mlk rb)271.

Since the first works published concerning this stele of argas, it is commonly 
agreed that this inscription dates back to the reign of Mithridat s II, son of Pharas-
man s I. If, unlike his father, the reign of this second Mithridat s is not known to us 
with the same amount of detail through the accounts of Roman historians such as 
Tacitus or Cassius Dio, it is, however, documented by three inscriptions – the stele 
of argas, the stele of Vespasian fortifying Armazi and the epigram of Amazaspos272, 
which makes this Mithridat s the most cited king in Greek and Aramaic epigraphy 
relating to Iberia. Some passages from Greek, Armenian and Georgian sources are 
also of great help in contextualizing events affecting the Caucasian scene.

3.  Wars and conflicts in Southern Caucasia

The course of events exposed in the stele of argas remains complicated to ex-
plain, due to the difficulties of deciphering an inscription whose several fragments are 
missing or difficult to read owing to the spelling of the Armazic letters. The toponyms 
and characters mentioned are also arduous to identify and almost always occur as 
hapax, appearing only through this inscription. However, it is possible to draw some 
observations about the political situation that Mihrdat had to face during his reign. 

The inscription refers to several military operations. In the process, an offen-
sive by the Iberian king in Armenia reportedly led to the conquest of at least one 
stronghold, namely the fort of Tb(y)t (l. 7), whose exact location remains unknown, 
but probably near a “bordering (land)” (msryk) mentioned on l. 6. This event seems 
to relate to a border war between the kings of Iberia and Armenia, whose the main 
purpose was the capture of forts and strategic positions for the control of march 
territories.

This campaign is, however, correlated with a war of a completely different nature, 
this time involving an army corps under the command of argas, and which seems to 
have defended a pass in the region of Mc xet a. The toponym of Msykyt, linked to 
the “fortress of heroes”, can appear as a reference to the city of Mc xet a, according 
to the hypothesis proposed by Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl, associated with the 
neighbouring acropolis of Armazc ixe on the other side of Kura River. Another top-
onym appears four times in this inscription: Mytyt (on l. 3, 7, 10, 12). The inscription 

270 Tacitus, Annals, VI, 32-38; XI, 8; XII, 44-48; XIII, 37, 3; XIV, 26, 2.  Cassius Dio, Roman History, 
LVIII, 26, 4: “ ”.

271 Stele of Vespasian – SEG XX, 112, l. 14-15. Stele of argas, l.1.
272 CIG 6856 = IG XIV, 1374 = IGUR III, 51 = Année Épigraphique 1996, 0079.
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was found in Armazisxevi, and argas seems to locate the context of enonciation in 
Mytyt, where he subsequently ruled. The ‘fortress above Mytyt’ possibly mentioned 
in l. 10 can perhaps refer to the fortress of Armazi dominating the royal residence on 
Baginet‘i Hill. The Avestan etymology ma ana-, ma any -, ‘dwelling’, ‘habitation’, 
proposed by Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl reinforces the hypothesis of assimilating 
Mytyt with a princely or royal residence in or around Armazi-Mc xet a273. It would 
therefore be necessary to identify this toponym with a place in Armazi or with a neigh-
bouring agglomeration, near a strategic fortress. The possible mention of a “gate be-
low the top (of the mountain)” recalls the remark of Pliny the Elder who compared 
Cumania (Darial) to a gate closing the entrance of a world274.

These different aspects suggest that the political centre of Iberian power was ex-
posed to a pressing threat. The enemy the Iberians had to face is not easy to identify. 
While Armenia is mentioned as a target, neither the King of Armenia nor any known 
Armenian ruler appears on the stele. argas writes he fought the Msknyt, a name 
which seems to refer to the Moschians, a people living in the land of Moschik in 
Upper Iberia, or to the Massagetae living in North Caucasia275. If the story of argas 
could be linked to the data of archaeology, it is possible to attribute to these Msknyt 
the destruction of the palace in Dedop lis Gora and the cult complex of Dedop lis 
Mindori that occurred in the last third of the 1st century CE276. However, the inscrip-
tion also mentions what can be a character name, Naxuda  (n d ), which clearly has 
an Iranian form, which in no way presupposes an Iranian origin territorially speaking. 
Naxuda  finds many parallels: the Latin Nohodares277, the Armenian forms Nixorakan 
and Nixavrkan, the Greek forms , , which would all be cognate 
to an unattested Iranian lemma *naxu ar278. Another possibility would be to consider 
this word as a princely title linked to the Armenian naxarar and Middle-Persian nax-
vad r ‘holder of the primacy’279. If the latter’s title is not made clear, there is, however, 
a good chance that this man would be a Caucasian leader of significant enough impor-
tance to be mentioned in this official entry. Nevertheless, our new reading shows an 
ambiguity, since hlk can be interpreted either as the departure of Naxuda , or as a tax 
levied on the royal domain supervised by argas (l. 3-4).

It is hard to determine with certainty whether the term Msknyt (l. 9) designates 
the nation of Moschians living in the Lixi mountains which were in the area of   di-

273 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., p. 251.
274 Pliny the Elder, Natural History, VI, 30: “ibi loci terrarum orbe portis discluso, ex aduerso maxime 

Harmasti oppidi Hiberum”.
275 About the Moschians, O. LORDKIPANIDZE, Das alte Georgien cit., pp. 141-152. About the Massage-

tae of Eastern Caucasus, R. H. HEWSEN, The Geography, p. 57 and n. 102-104, pp. 121-122.
276 I. GAGOŠI E, A Royal Palace in First-Century Iberia, in I. NIELSEN (ed.), The Royal Palace Institu-

tion in the First Millenium BC, Aarhus 2001, 259-283, pp. 261-262. I. M. GAGOŠI E, Dedoplis Gora – One 
of the Most Important Archaeological Sites on the Territory of the Ancient Iberia, in A. FURTWÄNGLER and alii 
(eds.), Iberia and Rome, Langenweißbach 2008, 41-44, note 371 p. 42. I. GAGOŠI E and S. MARGIŠVILI (†), 
For the Identity of King Flavius Dades, «Iberia-Colchis», 9 (2013), pp. 68-87, p. 68.

277 Ammianus Marcellinus, Roman History, XIV, 3, 1; XXV, 3, 13.
278 F. JUSTI, Iranisches Namenbuch cit., p. 219.
279 K. MAKSYMIUK, Strategic aims of Š pur II during the campaign in northern Mesopotamia (359-360), 

«Historia i wiat», 7 (2018), pp. 87-97, p. 92.
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rect influence of Iberia, or the Massagetae-Alans from the Caucasus. A “king of the 
Mskyt’n” appears just before the ruler of Iberia in a list of leaders allied with Sasanian 
Iran in the inscription of the š h n š h Narseh (r. 293-302), erected in Paikuli between 
293 and 296280. Moreover, the Armenian historian Agat angełos mentions the nation 
of Mask t k  ( ) which seems to refer either to the Moschians bordering Ibe-
ria and Armenia, or more probably to the Caucasian Massagetae281. The identification 
made by Cassius Dio between the Massagetae and the Alans of Northern Caucasia 
validates the hypothesis of identifying with the same nation the Msknyt in the stele of 

argas282. The presence of Sarmatian tamgas on the upper part of the stele supports 
the hypothesis of an alliance between Iberians and a part of the Alans. However, this 
assimilation of Msknyt with Massagetae would imply a radically different interpreta-
tion, since it would mean that the Iberians would have fought against the Alans along-
side the Armenians, Medes and Parthians. Nevertheless, Flavius   Josephus does not 
mention Iberia among the targets of the Alan invasion283. As the Iberians were allied 
with Rome as they were in rivalry with Armenia which was allied with the Parthians, 
it is, in our opinion, improbable that they entered this anti-Alan coalition, even if it 
must be admitted that no other contemporary source mentions an alliance between 
the Iberian king and the Alans in 72 CE.

The last feat mentioned by argas concerns a victory over a prominent political 
opponent, Asparug, whose “the house is without lord” and whose “statue was burnt” 
(l. 13-14). This indication confirms the structuring of the Iberian upper society into 
aristocratic clans more or less dominated by the leadership of a lord, more or less 
corresponding to the erist avi of Georgian sources284. The name Asparug belongs to 
the Iberian onomastics, insofar as it is also found in the glyptic of the princes buried 
in the necropolis of Armazi. In the inventory of tomb n.1 of the princely cemetery 
of Armazisxevi, a sigillary ring was found, the carnelian gem of which is engraved 
with a Greek inscription mentioning “the pitiax s Aspauroukis”285. The wealth of the 
pitiax s can be perceived through the refinement of precious objects, including a pair 
of silver oenochoes, a cameo representing the profile of a young woman, the sheath 
of a ceremonial dagger, as well as the crown composed of plaques decorated with 
polychrome inlays. Other artefacts found in the burial286 suggest that this pitiax s As-

280 Inscription of Narseh in Paikuli (NPi), §91-94, H. HUMBACH & P. O. SKJÆRVØ (eds.), part 3.1, 
pp. 70-73. The identification of Mskyt’n with Massagetae has been proposed: ibid., part 3.2, pp. 125-126.

281 Agat angełos, History of the Armenians, §842 and §873, Robert W. THOMSON (ed.), pp. 376-377 
and pp. 406-407, who chooses to translate  in ‘Massagetae’. About the onomastic similarities 
leading to confusion between the Massagetae and the Moschians in the Armenian sources, see C. TOUMA-
NOFF, Studies in Christian Caucasian History, Washington 1963, pp. 458-460, n. 98. M. GADJIEV, Armenia 
and the Land of the Mazkut‘ (3rd-5th Centuries AD): Written Sources and Archaeological Data, «Electrum», 
volume 28 (2021), pp. 207-219.

282 Cassius Dio, Roman History, LXIX, 15, 1.
283 Flavius Josephus, Judean War, VII, 7, 4 = §244-251.
284 Life of the Kings (in K art lis C xovreba), S. QAUX IŠVILI (ed.), 24, 26, 57. S.H. RAPP, The Sasanian 

World cit., p. 62. C. TOUMANOFF, Studies cit., pp. 90-144.
285 H.S. NYBERG, Quelques inscriptions cit., pp. 230-231. KGIG, T . QAUX IŠVILI (ed.) 1999-2000, 

p. 260.
286 In this tomb was found in particular a bowl whose medallion represents Antinous. Four of the 
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pauroukis would have lived in the first half of the 2nd century CE, some decades after 
the stele of argas, consequently different from Asparug. His name would apparently 
derive from an Iranian or Scythian origin287, with a possessive compound *Aspa-rauca 
(“who possesses a luminous horse”), designating a horse with a white coat, a colour 
considered particularly splendid and worthy288. In the account delivered in the stele 
of argas, Asparug seems to be an Iberian nobleman who went into rebellion against 
Mihrdat, and who took advantage of the context of war between Iberia, Armenia and 
the Moschians or the Massagetae. This prince appears to have succeeded in seizing 
the citadel of Armazi or another fortified position around the Iberian capital, which 

argas had to defeat to restore royal authority.
If the stele of argas does not contain any explicit indication to date the events 

it relates, a comparison with other testimonies taken from literature and epigraphy 
would allow us to make some hypotheses. The account given by Flavius  Josephus 
relates that in 72 and 73 CE, the Alans carried out a great raid in the southern regions 
around the Caspian289.

The people of the Alans, who are Scythians inhabiting the Tanais basin and the 
edge of Lake Maeotis (we have exposed it somewhere above), had planned around this 
time an incursion into Media and beyond to plunder; they entered into negotiations 
with the king of Hyrcania: for the latter is master of the pass which Alexander had 
closed with iron gates. As he had granted them passage, they attacked the unsuspecting 
Medes and, no one daring to resist them, plundered this land rich in men and teeming 
with all categories of cattle. In fact, the king of the country, Pacorus, seized with fear, 
had taken refuge in inaccessible regions, and renounced all his possessions: and he had 
great difficulty in obtaining from them, for a ransom of a hundred talents, that they 
give him back his wife and his concubines, who had been taken prisoners. So looting 
with the greatest ease and without striking a blow, they advanced, devastating every-

seven currencies recorded there are Hadrian’s aurei, while no other numismatic evidence is subsequent to 
the reign of this emperor. Other coins included an Augustus denarius, an aureus of Titus minted during the 
reign of his father Vespasian in 76 CE, and another Trajan’s aureus dated to the years 112-117. AP AK I E 
and alii,  cit., pp. 276-277. 

287 F. JUSTI, Iranisches Namenbuch cit., p. 46 s. v. « ». D. N. MACKENZIE, A Concise Pahlavi Dic-
tionary cit., p. 12: asp, “horse”; p. 67: payr g, “light, brightness”. The long version of the Armenian Geog-
raphy composed between 660 and 665 mentions an “Asparhuk son of Xubraat” who fled from the Khazars 
to retire to an island in the Danube estuary and lead a Bulgarian horde: C. ZUCKERMAN, The Khazars and 
Byzantium – The First Encounter, in P.B. GOLDEN, H. BEN SHAMMAI and A. RÓNA-TAS (eds.), The World of 
Khazars, Leiden, Boston 2007, pp. 399-432, pp. 418-419, pp. 427-428, p. 430.

288 The brilliance of the horse could also be attributed to the gold ornaments attached to it. A. DJA-
VAKHICHVILI (ed.) & G. ABRAMICHVILI, Orfèvrerie et toreutique des musées de la république de Géorgie, 
Leningrad 1986, plates 36-37. Treasury, Tbilisi 2011, pp. 58-59: 14.7 cm diameter golden phaleras dating 
from the 4th-3rd centuries BCE found in C ixiagora; ibid., pp. 56-57, representations of harnessed horses 
on gold pendants from Axalgori’s treasure (4th c. BCE).

289 The date of the Alan invasion can be placed between the annexation of Commagene in the second 
half of the year 72 and the defeat of Masada in the spring of 73 or 74 CE, insofar as these two events frame 
the account of Flavius   Josephus on the Alan irruption. In 73, there was also a defeat of the Hsiung-nu 
against the Chinese troops of the Han Empire, an event which must not have been without consequences 
for the political balance between the peoples of the steppes in Central Asia. M.J. OLBRYCHT, Parthia et 
ulteriores gentes, Munich 1998, p. 199.
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thing, as far as Armenia. The king of this country, Tiridat s, met them and, having 
fought them, was very nearly caught alive during the engagement. Indeed, an enemy 
lassoed him from afar and was about to pull him towards him, if he had not promptly 
cut the rope with his sword and managed to flee. The Alans, who had been made even 
more savage by the combat, ravaged the land and, taking with them an immense horde 
of inhabitants and with an enormous booty of the two kingdoms, they returned to their 
country290.

Contrary to what Flavius   Josephus asserts, there is no mention of the Alans in 
his work before this passage, at least in the versions that have come down to us. As 
Hyrcania was located at the south-eastern corner of the Caspian Sea, and Media situ-
ated in the south-west of the latter, it should be understood that the Alans would have 
traveled the steppes separating the Black Sea from the north of the Caspian, then by-
passed it to reach Hyrcania. What is at stake is to identify “the pass which Alexander 
had closed with iron gates”, about which the “Scythians” would have obtained the 
right of passage from the King of Hyrcania who controlled this gorge291. This passage 
has been the subject of an erudite debate: Martin Schottky and Burkhard Meißner 
argued that the Jewish historian confused Hyrcania with an Armenian version of the 
name of Iberia (the land of the Virk ); according to them, the king in question in this 
passage would therefore be the Iberian sovereign, and the pass crossed by the Alans 
should be identified with Darial292. A further argument in this direction lies in the ref-
erence to the Iron Gates that Alexander would have installed to counter the peoples 
of the northern steppes, a legend which seems to apply to a Caucasian pass293. This 
view is, however, contradicted by the fact that Flavius   Josephus distinctly evokes the 
Iberians in a passage from his Jewish Antiquities dealing with the Mithridatic Wars294. 
The hypothesis of a longer route, bypassing the Caspian by its eastern shore, seems 
more probable, because the Alans would thus have crossed the country of Hyrcania 
to the south of the Caspian before attacking Media, then Armenia, in accordance with 
the order of the story of Flavius   Josephus. It thus seems more convincing to identify 
the pass of the Hyrcanians at the Caspian Gates mentioned by Polybius who, in his 
description of Media, specifies that this region bordered on the “mountains of Tapy-
ria, which are not far from the Hyrcanian Sea”295. The historian of Megalopolis had 

290 Flavius Josephus, Judean War, VII, 7, 4 = §244-251. Adapted from the translation of P. SAVINEL, 
Paris 1977.

291 V. KOUZNETSOV & I. LEBEDYNSKY, Les Alains, Paris 1997, pp. 28 and fol.
292 M. SCHOTTKY, Parther, Meder und Hyrkanier: eine Untersuchung der dynastischen und geographi-

schen Verflechtungen im Iran des 1. Jhs. n. Chr., «Archaeologische Mitteilungen aus Iran», 24, Berlin 1991, 
62-134, pp. 122-124. B. MEISSNER, A Belated Nation, p. 190. L. GREGORATTI, The Caucasus: a Commu-
nication Space between Nomads and Sedentaries, in S. MAGNANI (ed.), Le aree montane come frontiere, 
Rome 2013, 525-540, pp. 531-532.

293 M.-L. CHAUMONT, L’Arménie entre Rome et l’Iran, in H. TEMPORINI and W. HAASE (eds.), «Auf-
stieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt», II, 9, 1, Berlin 1976, 71-194. RAPP Jr., The Sasanian World cit., 
p. 134, analyzing a passage from the Quran, Sura al-Kahf, XVIII, 83-99.

294 Flavius Josephus, Judean War, XIII, 421.
295 Polybius, Histories, V, 44, 5: “

”. About the debate on 
the localisation of Caspian Gates, see J.F. STANDISH, The Caspian Gates, «Greece and Rome», 17, 1 (1970), 
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here in mind a pass of the Elburz in northern Iran. Flavius   Josephus was able to retain 
that this pass was in Hyrcania, but he would have confused it with the Caspian Gates 
of the Caucasus, which would explain this reference to the Iron Gates of Alexander 
the Great.

If the route taken by the Alans visibly favoured a route of invasion by the east of 
the Caspian rather than by the Greater Caucasus, a possibility remains that the Alans 
could quite have, after their attack of Armenia, continued their journey north and 
cross a Caucasian pass to return to their country, taking either the Darial pass con-
trolled by the Iberians, or the Derbent pass held by the Albanians. However, Flavius   
Josephus says nothing about the attitude of the leaders of Iberia and Albania towards 
the Alans. As these invaders were able to travel through the Caucasian passes without 
the author of the War of the Jews mentioning any opposition other than that of the 
Armenians, it is probable that the Iberians had if not concluded an alliance, at least 
granted a right of passage to the Alans. The attack carried out by the Iberians against 
the Armenian fort of Tb(y)t could suggest a joint operation, at least opportunistic, 
taking advantage of the difficulties encountered by Tiridat s I against the Alans. If we 
consider that Pacorus, king of Media Atropatene, was the brother of Tiridat s I, king 
of Armenia, and also the brother of Vologases, king of the Parthians, the fact that the 
Alans attacked the first two rulers visibly testifies to a desire to overthrow the hegemo-
ny of the Arsacid dynasty in the region296.

Nevertheless, it remains possible that the stele of argas would be a summary of 
several distinct and time-separated campaigns, rather than the account of one single 
regional war. The events reported in the stele can indeed relate to a very long chrono-
logical period, from the time when argas would have helped the king in a campaign 
in Armenia, until the revolt of Asparug repressed by him. The lack of chronological 
precision of the information given by the stele leaves indeed many hypotheses open on 
the progress of military operations.

This Arsacid supremacy obviously worried the rival Iberian dynasty. In Cauca-
sian Iberia, the very young Mithridat s II had succeeded his father Pharasman s I, 
whose long reign had left a royal family torn by the palace intrigues around the suc-
cession to the throne. Having only come to power after the elimination of his am-
bitious half-brother Radamist, Mithridat s II also had to face the threat of a coup 
d’État supported by the King of Armenia Tiridat s I, who, a twenty years earlier, 
had welcomed Zenobia, the wife of Radamist, then pregnant with a possible heir to 
the Iberian crown297. As, following the treaty of Rhandeia in 63, the Romans and the 
Parthians had agreed to enthrone Tiridat s I at the head of the kingdom of Armenia, 
the Iberian rulers could no longer rely on their traditional Roman ally298. Leonar-

17-24. U. HARTMANN, Hyrkanien in der Partherzeit: ein regnum ohne König?, in C. BINDER, H. BÖRM and 
A. LUTHER (eds.), Diwan, Duisburg 2016, pp. 391-431.

296 A.I. BOLTUNOVA, Quelques notes sur l’inscription de Vespasien trouvée à Mtskheta, «Klio», 53, 
(1971) 213-222, pp. 219-220. CHAUMONT, L’Arménie cit., p. 126.

297 Tacitus, Annals, XII, 51, 1-4. M.-L. CHAUMONT, L’Arménie cit., pp. 85-100.
298 CHAUMONT, L’Arménie cit., pp. 116-123. G. TRAINA, L’Armenia e il trattato di Rhandeia del 63 d. C., in 

L. Prandi (ed.), Est-Ovest. Confini e conflitti fra Vicino Oriente e mondo Greco-Romano, Rome 2019, 301-317. 
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do Gregoratti argues that the terms of this agreement likely deprived Pharasman s 
of the territorial gains he was able to obtain through his military intervention299. As a 
result, the Iberian king could have decided to call on his Alano-Sarmatian allies in the 
Northern Caucasus to try to change the situation. This alliance was not only motivated 
by circumstances, it was also based on old ties of cooperation between the Iberians 
and the Sarmatian populations of the north. Strabo thus argues that “[the Iberians] are 
belligerent and live like the Scythians and Sarmatians, to whom they are neighbours and 
to whom they are related [...]. In the event of an alert, they put tens of thousands of men 
up on the line, both at home and among the Scythians and Sarmatians”300. However, 
unlike the Alan invasion of 135-136 in which the Iberian King Pharasman s II played 
an instigating role301, there is no direct evidence that the Iberians were at the origin of 
this Alan expedition in 72.

According to Nicolas Preud’homme, the testimony of Flavius   Josephus suggests 
the possibility of dating the stele a few years after the invasion of the Alans in 72. Liter-
ary sources do not mention any other armed conflict in Southern Caucasia during the 
decades 70-110 corresponding approximately to the reign of Mihrdat. The absence 
of argas in the inscription of Vespasian dedicating the fortifications around Armazi, 
which, on the other hand, names Amazaspos, brother of the king, as the second char-
acter of the kingdom, could imply that the latter would have replaced argas in the 
function of pitiax s at the latest in 75 CE, date of the imperial stele302. This absence 
could be explained by a disgrace, by the death of the prince, or by another cause 
remaining unknown303. If the story of argas relates to the reign of Mithridat s or 
Mihrdat II, and not to the time of his grandfather Mithridat s I304, the geopolitical 
context he evokes is a time when South Caucasia was destabilized by the irruption of 
the Alans in 72-73. Iberians and Alans then shared a common adversary, the Arme-
nians, and it is highly likely that the Iberian campaigns in Armenia were carried out 
at the same time as the Alan invasion of 72-73. As the latter initially campaigned in 

299 L. GREGORATTI, The Caucasus cit., p. 530.
300 Strabo, Geography, XI, 3, 3: «

»; adapted from the translation of F. LASSERRE, Paris 1975. Tacitus, Annals, 
VI, 33, 2-3. The links between the Iberian elites and the Sarmatian world can also be attested by an intaglio 
found in Žinvali, which includes a legend in Greek: ; D. BRAUND, Georgia cit., p. 247; 
E. L. WHEELER, A New Book cit., p. 59. If the first word refers to the name of the owner of the intaglio, 
Bakur in Georgian, or Bakurios in Greek, the second name could well refer to the Alan people living in 
Northern Caucasia. However, it is not known whether this Alana is another part of the owner’s name, 
whether it designates on the contrary a second character or yet another geographic or ethnic entity. Ptolemy, 
Geography, VI, 14, 3 and 11, names  the Alanian Mountains. On the Scythian presence in South Cau-
casian toponymy, see T. DALALYAN and A. BOBOKHYAN, Scythian Penetration into the South Caucasus – From 
Archaeology and Toponymy to History: An Overview of a New Project, «Studies in Caucasian Archaeology», 
I (2012), pp. 206-216.

301 D. BRAUND, Hadrian and Pharasmanes, «Klio Beiträge zur Alten Geschichte», 73, 1 (1991) 208-
219.

302 BOLTUNOVA, Quelques notes cit., p. 216.
303 N. PREUD’HOMME, «La stèle des victoires du pi a š argas et la réaffirmation de la domination 

royale en Ibérie du Caucase», Camenulae 22 (2019) 1-20.
304 Cassius Dio, Roman History, LVIII, 26, 1-4. CHAUMONT, L’Arménie cit., p. 88.
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Media, their intervention could not have been motivated by a cry for help from their 
Iberian allies. It would be therefore possible to affirm that Mihrdat and argas were at 
the origin of the conflict with Armenia. However, Frank Schleicher believes that the 
possibility of dating the stele of argas in the second century CE remains open, given 
that many conflicts between Caucasian nations must have remained outside the scope 
of literary sources.

The hypothesis of an alliance between Iberians and Alans is reinforced by the 
account of Movs s Xorenac i, placing in the first century CE an attack on Armenia 
which the legendary King Artaš s had to face.

Around that time, the Alans, united with all the mountain people and also winning 
half the land of the Iberians to their cause, spread in a multitude across our country. 
Artaš s gathered the crowd of his troops, and war began between these two nations of 
brave men and skilful in the bow. The Alans ceded some ground, returned to the side of 
the great Kura River and set up their camp on the north bank. Artaš s arrived, encamped 
in the south, and the river was separating them. But, as the Armenian troops, capturing 
the son of the Alan king, brought him to Artaš s, the king of the Alans asked for peace, 
promising to give Artaš s whatever he demands of him. He offered to forever establish a 
sworn pact that the sons of the Alans would never again break in to plunder our country 
of Armenia305.

Chronologically, the position of this account between the ascension of Je-
sus Christ and the reign of Domitian allows to identify this episode with the Alan 
invasion of 72306. Movs s Xorenac i’s point of view grants the major role to the Ar-
menian King Artaš s, presented in a position of strength against the Alan invaders. 
There is no question of the lasso which nearly brought down King Tiridat s I, but, 
in the rest of the story, of the red leather lasso by which King Artaš s hugged the 
daughter of the Alan King, Princess Sat inik307. The position of Iberia in the conflict 
is rather difficult to determine, especially since the Alan trajectory is not precisely 
explained. Movs s Xorenac i suggests that the latter have allied themselves with 
mountain peoples, presumably those of the Greater Caucasus, but possibly also 
those of the Elburz range in Hyrcania. The use of the expression , 
which can be translated as ‘to attract’, ‘to reconcile’, ‘to win’, ‘to captivate’, under-
lines that it is not a simple relation of constraint, but on the contrary of a strong 
Iberian adhesion to the Alan cause. Unlike Movs s’s account of the other Alan inva-
sion that took place during Vałarš’s reign, this passage does not evoke a Caucasian 
pass, suggesting that the Alans might have taken another route308. However, the 
Armenian historian suggests quite clearly that the Alan invaders entered Armenia 
from the north, crossing the Kura River for the first time, then crossing it again 
before the arrival of Artaš s from the south. The only geographical detail provided 
therefore lies in the location of the camps of the two armies, located on both sides of 

305 Movs s Xorenac i, History of Armenia, II, 50. Translation adapted from A. & J.-P. MAHÉ, Par-
is 1993, pp. 203-204.

306 Ibid., II, 33 and 54.
307 Ibid., II, 50, adapted translation from A. & J.-P. MAHÉ, Paris 1993, pp. 204-205.
308 Ibid., II, 65.
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the Kura River, obviously in the march of G gar n , in the current K vemo K art li. 
No doubt it is from this same territory that King Mithridat s II was able to conquer 
the fort of Tb(y)t (l. 7) and penetrate into Armenia, through the ‘bordering (land)’ 
(msryk) evoked by argas (l. 6 and 9).

In this late Armenian literary testimony, the exact strategical position of the Ibe-
rian kingship is quite difficult to precise. For Movs s Xorenac i, the Alan invaders 
would have won part of Iberia, likely its eastern part, where they would have passed 
to attack Armenia from the north. It therefore seems quite clear that part of the Ibe-
rians welcomed the passage of the Alans on their ground. The fact that this Iberian 
support was only partial seems to imply certain divisions that could affect the king-
dom, especially since the King of Armazi is not mentioned in this passage. It therefore 
seems credible that the Alan invasion in 72 CE accentuated certain divisions within 
the Iberian aristocracy, between supporters of an alliance against Armenia and those 
who held a more neutral position, even hostile to the Alans. Part of the Iberians could 
therefore have joined the Alans in Armenia, even if Movs s Xorenac i tends to mini-
mize the role of the Virk  by considering only the Alan interlocutor.

Faced with this possible Alano-Iberian alliance, the Armenians had their own 
allies in Southern Caucasia. The operations that Mihrdat and argas troops had to 
carry out against the Msknyt, who perhaps can be identified with the people of the 
Moschian mountains bordering Western Iberia, suggest that they may have entered 
into an alliance with the Armenians in order to open a new front against Iberia. Such 
an alliance is all the more likely so as the Moschian Mountains were divided between 
Armenia and Iberia309. If the outcome of this war seems to have been favourable to the 
Iberians and the Alans, the destruction caused by the conflict greatly weakened the 
kingdom of Iberia as the reign of Mithridat s II started.

A passage from the Royal List I, part of a compilation of medieval Georgian 
chronicles known as Mok c evay K art lisay (Conversion of K art li), seems to resonate 
with the end of the monolingual Armazic inscription.

And Rok was king over that side [south of the Kura River], and Mirdat over this 
side [north of the Kura River]. And under his reign, the royal government in Armazi 
came to an end; there was only one kingdom left in Mc xet a310.

While Roman sources about Caucasian Iberia attest   a joint reign of two kings 

309 Plutarch, Life of Pompey, XXXIV, 1: “ ”; 
“the Iberians extending to the Moschian mountains and to the Pontus”. Strabo, Geography, XI, 2, 18: “

”; 
“concerning the Moschik , where the sanctuary is located, it is divided into three parts: one belongs to the 
Colchians, the second to the Iberians, the third to the Armenians”. Translation adapted from F. LASSERRE, 
Paris 1975.

310 Royal List I (Mok c evay K art lisay), II, Ilia ABULA E (ed.), 8238-40: “      
 .           .” Trans-

lation adapted from C. B. LERNER, The Wellspring of Georgian Historiography, London 2004, p. 140 with 
modifications. The Life of the Kings of K art li, component of another compilation of chronicles, the Life of 
K art li (K art lis C xovreba), 53 does not take up this association of kings, but describes a diarchy between 
P arsman (II) and Mirdat which would have degenerated into an armed conflict. According to this medieval 
source, legendary in its greatest part, after the assassination of P arsman K ueli, Mirdat would have taken 
control of K art li with the help of a Persian erist avi residing in Armazi.
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only in 370 CE with the rival cousins Sauromaces and Aspacures, it is possible that 
the medieval chronicler interpreted the partnership between a king and his prince as 
a diarchy311. On the onomastic level, Rok could well be understood as a distortion of 
the name Asparug. The location of Rok’s seat of power in the Acropolis of Armazi, 
south of the Mtkvari River, can corroborate Prince Asparug’s case, if Mytyt or Msykyt 
can be identified with the royal residence of Armazi. This testimony from the Royal 
List I is far from certain, and the similarity of names may well be a mere coincidence; 
it deserves to be noted, however, if only to underline the importance of the ruler es-
tablished in Armazi.

As he subdued Asparug by seizing his city, argas asserted that he assumed the 
second place of the kingdom and united the whole country under the aegis of the 
king. The royal virtue of serenity (šlyn, l. 12) in the midst of unrest is a hallmark of 
the official portrait of King Mihrdat II made by his pitiax s. The ‘good fortune’ (bz l. 
10) which protects Mihrdat and argas is also illustrated in the archaeology of Armazi 
through a representation of Tych  on a silver plate312. In the Georgian chronicle of 
the Life of the K art velian Kings, the word gansueneba, translated as ‘tranquillity’, 
is a compound of the lemma ‘fortune’ (sue) denoting the beneficial fruit of favour, 
the happy consequences of power anchored in a legitimacy leading to success313. The 
ideology of political legitimation presented in the stele of argas is thus in close agree-
ment with the data of archaeology and literary sources.

Such an exalted victory of a king and his prime minister over a rival aristocratic 
clan represented by Asparug offers a precious testimony to understand the aristocratic 
structures in Southern Caucasia, where the royal power was defended against aristo-
crats by other aristocrats. Nevertheless, the kingdom of Iberia was also particularly 
exposed, since it was going through a period of transition when the long reign of King 
Pharasman s I had ended to the leaving of the throne to a still very young sovereign, 
Mihrdat or Mithridat s II, who could only obtain the crown after the elimination of 
his ambitious half-brother Radamist. If we remember that the King of Armenia Tiri-
dat s I was able to welcome Zenobia, the pregnant wife of Radamist314, in order to be 
able to dispose of a possible heir to the Iberian throne as he pleased, it is therefore 
logical to consider that the King of Armenia was able to take advantage of the death of 
Pharasman s to launch a destabilising operation against the new king of Iberia aimed 
at contesting the throne, or even installing another dynast in his place, perhaps the 
young child of Radamist and Zenobia, then in his twenties. It was perhaps in the face 
of this risk of a coup d’État that Mithridat s II could have called for the intervention 
of the Alans in order to counter the enterprises of Tiridat s.

311 Ammianus Marcellinus, Roman History, XXVII, 12, 1-18; XXX, 2, 1-8. RAPP, The Sasanian World 
cit. 2014, n. 188 p. 223.

312 G. GAMKRELIDZE, Archaeology of the Roman Period of Georgia (Iberia-Colchis), Tbilisi, 2014, p. 23.
313 Life of the K art velian Kings (in K art lis C xovreba), S. QAUX IŠVILI (ed.), 52, about King P ars-

man K ueli: “his fortune gave him victory” (     ); see also ibid., 22, 26. SARD-
SHWELADSE & FÄHNRICH, Wörterbuch cit., p. 1473. RAPP, The Sasanian World cit., 2014, p. 228.

314 Tacitus, Annals, XII, 51, 1-4. CHAUMONT, L’Arménie cit., pp. 85-100.
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Two hypotheses are therefore open to interpretation: either an invasion of the 
Moschians from the west and supported by the Armenians, or an invasion of the 
Massagetae-Alans from the south. The invaders would have succeeded in destroying 
the palace of Dedop lis Gora and the cult complex of Dedop lis Mindori in Western 
Iberia, but would have encountered an Iberian resistance around the fortresses sur-
rounding the citadel of Armazi, the capital which defended the road leading towards 
the Darial pass. It is possible that this invasion found support within the Iberian nobil-
ity, to which Asparug could belong, unless this character may be counted among the 
chiefs of this army of invaders. Another possibility for interpreting the destructions of 
Dedop lis Gora and Dedop lis Mindori would be to attribute them to the troops of 
Mihrdat II and argas who allegedly suppressed a rebellious Iberian prince. Whatever 
the probabilities of these different hypotheses, the fact remains that by exalting his 
victories in the service of the king, argas offers, through the stele he had engraved, a 
unique testimony to the power of the aristocracy in Southern Caucasia.

Three years later, in 75 CE, a dedication honouring Vespasian as well as his sons 
Titus and Domitian was placed to mark the completion of the fortifications of Armazi, 
capital of the kings of Iberia315. The Alan incursion, while it had hardly affected the 
provinces of the Empire, had no less worried the Romans, who sought to prevent their 
allies in Southern Caucasia from being destabilized by such raids316. The need to for-
tify Armazi tends to demonstrate the fact that the Iberian capital has been the target 
of attacks, probably coming from the Armenians or the Moschians if the hypothesis of 
an Alano-Iberian alliance is retained. As Vespasian’s stele does not refer to argas, but 
seems to recognize the king’s brother, Amazaspos, as the second most important ruler 
in their kingdom, perhaps it should be deduced that argas had, in the meantime, 
disappeared from the scene, probably due to his death which occurred somewhere 
between 72 and 75 CE, perhaps around 73-74, at least after the installation of his 
own stele which does not mention this disappearance. Amazaspos could therefore 
have taken over the functions of pitiax s left vacant by the death or withdrawal of this 
powerful Iberian lord. However, insofar as no document explicitly attests the final 
fate of argas nor the precise title of Amazaspos, this interpretation remains purely 
hypothetical. 

4. The stele of argas and the status of Armazic writing

When Fronto, in the second century CE, described the ambassadors of the Par-
thians and the Iberians (Parthos etiam et Hiberos) addressing praises to Antoninus 
Pius, he evoked their own language in the singular (sua lingua), thereby indicating 
rather clearly that the two ruling elites did not speak Greek on this occasion, but used 
the same language, probably Parthian, belonging to the linguistic group of Middle 

315 SEG XX, 112. CANALI DE ROSSI, Iscrizioni cit., p. 1.
316 C. TOUMANOFF, Chronology of the Early Kings of Iberia, «Traditio», 25 (1969), pp. 1-33, p. 13.
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Iranian317. The issue therefore arises of determining whether Parthian was the mother 
tongue of the Iberian kings and of the whole aristocracy of the kingdom, or whether 
the princes of Iberia spoke another native language, of Iranian nature, like Sarmatian, 
or Caucasic, namely a primitive form of Georgian. The question has been the subject 
of a debate by specialists dating back to the publication of the first inscriptions in 
Aramaic writing discovered at Armazi in the 1940s and 1950s. The chronological dis-
tribution of these so-called Armazic inscriptions covers the period between the first 
century BCE and the third century CE318. The authors who looked at the Armazic 
documentation very early divided into two main currents of opinion, without a deci-
sive confrontation allowing their differences to be settled.

On the one hand, several eminent specialists of Iran have placed the Aramaic in-
scriptions of Armazi in the field of Iranian epigraphy, sometimes Parthian, sometimes 
Middle Persian319. In this Iranian frame, the spoken language, belonging to Middle 
Iranian, differs from an arameographic writing system. The Aramaic words would 
therefore not render the phonetic state of the language, but would translate a sole-
ly scriptural phenomenon, which would perpetuate in a fixed manner an epigraphic 
tradition inherited from the Achaemenid period. This thesis defending the primacy 
of the Iranian language is strongly supported by the insertion of the Iberian dynasts 
within the nobiliary networks of the Parthians, probably as early as the second cen-
tury BCE. The dynastic change that took place in the 260s was also interpreted as 
the advent of a dynast from the Parthian House of Mihr n, who was one of the main 
ally of the Sasanian power320. Linguistically, the Middle Iranian languages, particularly 
Parthian, had a major influence on the Georgian language since ancient times321. On-
omastics, material culture, social structures and the ideological horizon of the Iberian 
ruling elites clearly belong to the Iranian world, which the Georgian chronicles have 
kept track of despite their much later redaction322. Parthian, however, is not the only 
Iranian language that the Iberian elites probably had to master, insofar as Sarmatian 
or an archaic form of Ossetian was to be spoken by the Alan populations in the north-
ern Caucasia, with whom the Iberians nurtured close contacts, even within the court 

317 Fronto, Letters, IV, 2, 3-4. David Braund used this passage of Fronto to defend the idea of a Pro-
to-Georgian language spoken by the Iberian nobles: D. BRAUND, Fronto and the Language of Diplomacy at 
the Antonine Court, «Ostraka: Rivista di antichità», 2 (1993), pp. 53-55. About the Parthian language in 
Arsacid Iran, N.C. DEBEVOISE, A Political History of Parthia, Chicago 1938, p. 27.

318 K. CERET ELI, «The Oldest Armazian Inscription in Georgia», Die Welt des Orients, 24, 1993, 
pp. 85-88.

319 NYBERG, Quelques inscriptions cit. (Pahlavi). R.N. FRYE, Pahlevi Heterography in Ancient Georgia?, 
in G.C. Miles (ed.), Archaeologica orientalia in memoriam Ernst Herzfeld, Locust Valley 1952, pp. 89-101. 
GIGNOUX, Glossaire cit., p. 42 (Parthian).

320 D.M. LANG, Iran, Armenia, and Georgia, in I. Y r Š tir (ed.), The Cambridge History of Iran, 
vol. 3, part 1, Cambridge, New York, Melbourne 1983, pp. 520-531. P. POURSHARIATI, Decline and Fall of 
the Sasanian Empire, London, New-York 2008, pp. 44, 48-49.

321 R. BIELMEIER, Sprachkontakt in der „Bekehrung Kartlis“, in R. SCHULZ, M. GÖRG and J. ASSFALG 
(eds.), Lingua restituta orientalis, Wiesbaden 1990, pp. 30-44. ID., On Iranian Influence in Old Georgian, in 
H.I. ARONSON (ed.), Non-Slavic Languages of the USSR, Colombus (Ohio) 1994, pp. 34-43. ID., Parthisch 
uzbar(i) und georgisch zvari, «Iran and the Caucasus», 12 (2008), pp. 295-306. J. GIPPERT, “ .  

:   ”,  , 1/2 (2006), pp. 104-122.
322 RAPP Jr, The Sasanian World cit., pp. 1-30.
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according to the epigraphic documentation from Armazi-Mc xet a. The use of an 
Iranian language within the ruling Iberian circles therefore appears very likely, if not 
unmistakable.

The prospect of Caucasian Iberia belonging to the Iranian world has not gone 
without arousing some reluctance within the Georgian historiography, long depen-
dent on the idea of an irreducible national genius in the face of foreign influences. 
Following Giorgi Ceret eli, several specialists of Semitic languages from Europe and 
Georgia, notably Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl, as well as Konstantin Ceret eli, put 
aside the thesis of heterography to favour the option of an Aramaic language accli-
matized to a Caucasian context323. The invention of a term specially dedicated to this 
writing to designate this local form of Aramaic, Armazic (or Armazian), was not really 
intended to make a connection with Iranian epigraphy, although it is very it is clear 
that this writing is graphically related to the Aramaic of the Achaemenid period as well 
as to the Parthian of the Arsacid period324.

Despite its dual belonging to the linguistic areas of the Caucasic and Iranian 
languages, the fact remains that the Iberian context does have certain specificities 
which plead in favour of the arameophony of a not insignificant fringe of this society. 
The extensive contacts with Syria and the rest of the Semitic Near East are visible 
through the literary and archaeological documentation325. With other testimonies, the 
amulet of Abraham, son of Sarah, attests to the existence of a Jewish or Judaizing 
community practicing Aramaic and established in Mc xet a326. Part of the Iberian elite 
seem to come from this Aramaic-speaking community, notably Pitiax s Bersoumas, 
whose name visibly resembles the Syriac form Bar aum  (‘son of the fast’)327. The 
arrival of the Thirteen Syrian Fathers in the 6th century CE, whose missionary work 
had a major importance in the Christianization of Southern Caucasia, thus continued 
a centuries-old tradition of contact with the Aramaic world328. Georgian chronicles 
reinterpreted this Aramaic presence in the form of a Jewish diaspora emigrated from 

323 CERET ELI, The Bilingual Inscription cit. G. V. CERET ELI, 
, « », 2 (1948), pp. 49-57. ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die zweite 

(aramäische) Inschrift cit. and Die Aramäische Sprache cit. K. CERET ELI, Aramaic Language in Georgia, in 
Proceedings of the World Congress of Jewish Studies Jerusalem 1993, pp. 9-16.

324 About the graphic aspects of Aramaic writings, MACKENZIE, A Concise Pahlavi Dictionary cit., 
plate I p. XI. About Parthian ostraca from Nisa: Corpus inscriptionum iranicarum, part II, vol. II. M.-L. 
CHAUMONT, Études d’histoire parthe. I. Documents royaux à Nisa, «Syria», 48, 1-2 (1971) 143-164. A. INV-
ERNIZZI & C. LIPPOLIS (eds.), Nisa partica, Firenze, 2008. U. ELLERBROCK & S. WINKELMANN, Die Parther, 
Darmstadt 2015, pp. 187-188.

325 G. GAMKRELIDZE, A Version of Protojews in Georgia, in G. GAMKRELIDZE (ed.), Researches in Iberia 
Colchology, Tbilisi 2012, pp. 177-181. T . MGALOBLISHVILI & I. GAGOSHIDZE, The Jewish Diaspora and Ear-
ly Christianity in Georgia, in T . MGALOBLISHVILI (ed.), Ancient Christianity in the Caucasus, Surrey 1998, 
pp. 39-58. D. SHAPIRA, Gleanings on Jews of Greater Iran under the Sasanians (According to the Oldest 
Armenian and Georgian Texts), «Iran & the Caucasus», vol. 12, n. 2, 2008, pp. 191-216.

326 K. CERET ELI, An Aramaic Amulet from Mtskheta, in G. GAMBASHIDZE (ed.), D. Baazov Museum of 
History and Ethnography of Jews of Georgia. Works, IV, Tbilisi, 2006, pp. 225-247, p. 241.

327 L. COSTAZ, Dictionnaire syriaque-français, Beyrouth 2002, p. 299. J.-B. YON, L’Histoire par les 
noms, Beyrouth 2018, pp. 47-52.

328 RAPP Jr, The Sasanian World cit., pp. 99-100. E. LOOSLEY-LEEMING, Architecture and Asceticism: 
Cultural Interaction between Syria and Georgia in Late Antiquity, Leiden, Boston, 2018, pp. 20-27.
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Palestine and established in the cities of Urbnisi and Mc xet a329. As the Life of the 
K art velian Kings evokes the languages spoken by the K art velians, this source cites, 
alongside Georgian, Armenian and Khazar, two Semitic languages, Hebrew (ebrau-
li) and Syriac (asureli)330. This prominence of Semitic languages in the cosmopolitan 
urban environments of the Kura valley could therefore explain the fact that Armazic 
epigraphy contains only a very few specifically Iranian words: in addition to the prop-
er names of Parsman, Mihrdat, Zewa , Asparug and argas, we note in the inscription 
of argas as in the stele of S rapeitis the form ’rwst, referring to the valour or to the 
exploit331. The diachronic variation concerning the forms of the term ‘pitiax s’ in the 
Iberian epigraphy testifies to a fairly malleable oral state of the language, whose evo-
lution was shaped by the cross influences of the various Middle-Iranian languages, 
notably Parthian, Sarmatian (Proto-Ossetian) and Middle Persian. The Armazic man-
ifests its ambivalence in that it takes quite a few grammatical liberties with the rules 
of Judeo-Aramaic and Imperial Aramaic, but that it seems at first glance to remain 
fairly immune to the influence of Iranian languages. We can prudently suggest that 
the irregularities of Armazic can be explained more by Caucasian specificities in the 
handling of the Aramaic language than by a heterographic scheme formalized from 
a hegemonic Iranian language, which would no longer know Aramaic except in the 
form of fossilized logograms332.

In their work on the stele of argas, Franz Altheim and Ruth Stiehl vigorously re-
fute the hypothesis of a logographic reading of Aramaic writing; they indeed insist on 
the “completely intact Aramaic verbal system” of the inscription (ein völlig intaktes ar-
amäisches Verbalsystem), even proposing a versified transcription whose composition 
obeys “a continuous metric structure”, which “confirms that this is a text also read 
or interpreted in Aramaic333. Among the 149 words identified in the inscription, there 
are twelve occurrences of five proper names of Iranian origin (Mihrdat, Parsman, 

argas, Naxuda  and Asparug)334 as well as seven occurrences of four Iranian common 
names: py š, ’rwst, š r’ (uncertain) and ywnt’ (uncertain). The total proportion of Ira-
nian occurrences in the Armazic text is thus 12.75%, and only 4.7% without proper 
names. The grammatical mastery of Aramaic seems quite developed with the use of 
participles, the distinction of numbers and genders, the use of various prepositions 
despite the repetitive and emphatic expressions. The brief wall inscriptions found at 

329 BRAUND, Georgia cit., 1994, p. 158.
330 Life of the K art velian Kings (in K art lis C xovreba), S. QAUX IŠVILI (ed.), 1621-23.
331 Stele of argas, l. 7, 14. Stele of S rapeitis, Armazic part, l. 4. HOFTIJZER & JONGELING, Dictionary 

cit., I, pp. 104-105. MACKENZIE, A Concise Pahlavi Dictionary cit., p. 11.
332 GRELOT, Remarques cit., p. 11. A comparison is also necessary with the use of Aramaic in Parthian 

empire, on which we can agree with the opinion of P.O. SKJAERVØ, Aramaic in Iran, «ARAM», 7 (1995), 
283-318, p. 287: “The Aramaic elements in these inscriptions [from early-mid Parthian period] do not quite 
conform to the heterographic system of the later Parthian inscriptions. My own inclination is to regard these 
texts as written in the kind of unskilled Aramaic that was soon to give way to heterographic Iranian”. 

333 ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die zweite (aramäische) Inschrift cit., p. 174: „Die durchgehende metrische 
Gliederung bestätigt, dass es sich um einen Text handelt, der auch aramäisch gelesen bzw. vorgetragen wurde“. 
ALTHEIM & STIEHL, Die Aramäische Sprache cit., pp. 245-246.

334 The uncertain toponyms like Mytyt as well as the ethnonyms have not been taken into account 
here.
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Baginet i, as well as those appearing on bone plates from the ruins of the palace of 
Dedop lis Gora also seem to go in the direction of an autonomous Aramaic language, 
even if the work of deciphering and commentary has to be completed335. 

These positions around heterography would not be so irreconcilable if we avoid-
ed applying to Iberia a preconceived scheme whose rigid character ultimately appears 
incompatible with the specificities of this Caucasian kingdom inserted in a multilin-
gual context. Admittedly, the mobilization of an Aramaic writing did not necessarily 
coincide with the oral use of Aramaic, since in the Iranian world, this system of signs 
was also used by circles of scribes applying a logographic reading to this language. The 
membership of the Iberian elites in the linguistic and cultural community of Iranians, 
both in terms of political and material culture, as well as in family and dynastic net-
works, did imply the use of Sarmatian, Parthian and then Middle-Persian language to 
converse with the Alan, Arsacid and Sasanian rulers. Nevertheless, it did not exclude 
also the fluent practice of an Aramaic language intended for the notables from the 
Near East, whose commercial and religious networks extended their ramifications in 
the cities of Southern Caucasia. 

It is certainly not the last definitive study on the stele of argas, since this excep-
tional document still conceals numerous uncertainties and a great deal of mystery. 
The longest known Aramaic inscription from Caucasian Iberia appears as a unique 
document unveiling the Iberian point of view on the troubled history of the territories 
around the Caucasus, insofar as it attests the existence of an epic tradition and a lau-
datory writing in the service of the aristocratic elites of Armazi. This major epigraphic 
document provides rich information about the scriptural use of Aramaic under a local 
Armazic form at the conjunction of the scriptural traditions of the Official Aramaic 
belonging to the Iranian domain and the literacy of Syrian and Mesopotamian societ-
ies which were all in close contact with Caucasian Iberia.

335 A. FURTWÄNGLER and alii (eds.), Iberia and Rome, Langenweißbach, 2008, pl. 34-37. I.M. GAG-
OŠI E, Bone Objects, in A. Furtwängler and alii (eds.), Iberia and Rome, Langenweißbach 2008, pp. 87-116. 
N. PREUD’HOMME, Short Aramaic Inscriptions from Southern Caucasia, «Epigraphica», 84 (2022), pp. 381-
423.






