194 TEOPVS N MPAKTVKA APXEONOMNYECKMX MICCNEQOBAHUM 2025+ T. 37, Ne2

Research Article / HayuHas craTbs

VIIK 903.27(575.2)
https://doi.org/10.14258/tpai(2025)37(2).-12
EDN: HDZJWS

THREE NEW TIBETAN INSCRIPTIONS AND OIRAT-JUNGARIAN
ROCK ART IN ALA-BEL AND THEIR REGIONAL CONTEXT,
KYRGYZSTAN

Luc Hermann'’, Gamal Soronkulov? Laurence Delwiche?,
Azamat Asein Uulu?
'Independent researcher, Stavelot, Belgium;
Ihermann?@hotmail.com; https://orcid.org/0009-0000-2082-6318
2Eco-AYAN Environmental Public Foundation, KG-Talas, Kyrgyzstan; dalmalone@hotmail.fr
3SManas Ordo National Complex; Tash-Aryk, Kyrgyzstan; azamatasein@gmail.com
*Corresponding author

Abstract. At a newly prospected site on the south-western shore of the Issyk-Kul Lake in the Ala-Bel
mountainous region, three Tibetan inscriptions done as graffiti of small dimensions were discovered.
Furthermore, these inscriptions were associated with petroglyphs from the same period. In this paper,
we present the first results of the prospection of Ala-Bel, the three new Buddhist inscriptions and the
petroglyphs associated with them. These inscriptions are the ritual prayer formula “om mani padme
hum” in a Tibetan alphabet and can be dated to the Oirat-Jungarian period. Furthermore, we interpret
these inscriptions in the regional context of Oirat-Jungarian inscriptions in Kyrgyzstan.
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Pestome. Ha HeraBHO 00C/Ie[[OBaHHOM ITaMATHUKE, PACIIOJIOXKEHHOM Ha I0T0-3alaHOM bepery ose-
pa Vcebik-Kynb B ropHOM paitoHe Aja-Berb, 6b111t 06Hapy>KeHBI TPY TUOETCKYE HaJIIUCH, BBITOTHEH-
Hble B TeXHMKe rpaduTy, HeOombuIMX pasMepoB. KpoMe Toro, sty Hafmucu ObIIN CBA3aHBI C IETPO-
riudamMu TOro Xe Iepuoya. B aToit cTaTbe MBI IpeCTaB/IAeM MepBbIe Pe3yIbTaThl IIPOBEECHHBIX VIC-
CIeioBaHMII MaMATHMKA Aa-Berb, Tpy HOBbIe OYUIICKIIe HAJTIVCK 1 CBA3aHHbIE C HYMMY IeTPOITIN-
bl DTV HA/INCH TIPEACTABIISIOT COO0I PUTYaIbHYIO MOTUTBEHHYIO popMyity «om mani padme humby,
BBIIIOJIHEHHYIO B THOETCKOM andaBuTe, ¥ MOTYT OBITb JATHPOBAHBI OMPATCKO-PKYHIAPCKOM HEepUO-
JOM. Kp0Me TOTO, MbI I/IHTepHpeTI/IpyeM 9TU HAaJIIVMCU B PETMOHAIbHOM KOHTEKCTE oﬁpaT-n)KyHrap-
CKUX Ha,[IHI/ICEf/[ B KprI‘bISCTaHe.

Kntouesvie cnosa: HackambHOE MCKYCCTBO, TUOETCKIE HAIIIICH, OV PATBI-PKYHIAPbl, UCTOPHS Oy
musMa, Vcepik-Kynb, KpIproiscran

Brazooaprocmu: aBTOpPEI BEIPAXXAIOT OTPOMHYI0 Or1arogaprocts Hanmmro bassuixany 3a repeBog
U MHTepIIpeTaLMIo HalICell, a Takke OmarogapsaTr bopuca JKenesusakosa u Anekcess PoroxxmHckoro
32 IOMOII[b B MOJITOTOBKE TAHHOW CTAThN.

Hns yumuposanus: Tepmans JI., Coporkyinos I, Henbsuu JI., Yyry A.A. Tpu HOBBbIX THOETCKIX
Hagnmcm n oﬁpaTo-JpKyHrapa(oe HaCKa/JIbHOE€ MICKYCCTBO B Ana-bene n ux peI‘I/IOHaHI)Hbe/'I KOHTEKCT,
Keipreiscran // Teopus u mpakTuka apxeonormdeckux uccnegosanuii. 2025. T. 37, Ne2. C. 194-206.
https://doi.org/: 10.14258/tpai(2025)37(2).-12

ntroduction: Location and Research History of Ala-Bel
Ala-Bel is a mountainous massif in the Issyk-Kul oblast of Kyrgyzstan (fig. 1.-1). This
region is located 7500 m south-west of the Issyk-Kul Lake and 18 km south of the town of
Balyktchy. The rock art region of Kara-Too in the Kochkor oblast is located only 18 km south-
west of Ala-Bel (Hermann, 2019).

Ala-Bel has a surface of ca 42 km? and the highest point culminates at 2051 m. This region
is parted in numerous valleys which are dry in summer (fig. 1.-2).

The central part of Ala-Bel was partially prospected by K. Sh. Tabaldiev who discovered two ru-
nic inscriptions (Tabaldiev, Belek, 2008, p. 93; Tabaldiev, 2011, p. 92-93). He called the valley with
these inscriptions Chiyim-Tash, even if the inscriptions are inventoried under the name of Ak-Olon,
a small village located six kilometres north of Ala-Bel (Alimov, 2013, p. 155-159). It should be not-
ed that another site called Chiyim-Tash is located in the Talas oblast (Hermann, 2018).

In August 2022 we systematically prospected the two first valleys in the western part of
this region. Although there are many patinated rocks with large surfaces of very good qual-
ity, there are almost no petroglyphs engraved on them. The slopes are very steep and the ac-
cess to the top is difficult, what probably explain that most of the rocks were not engraved.

The few petroglyphs we found were located between 1690 and 1830 m a. s. . at the en-
trance of the valleys and sometimes on the crests between secondary valleys. The main con-
centrations of rock art are on small hills at the foot of the cliffs at a height of ca 1740 m. We
found no petroglyph inside the valleys.

Methodology

The study of a rock art site employs a comprehensive approach in which the whole site is
prospected in order to document all engravings, to fix them in their landscape through GPS
points or a general map done by tachymeter, to fix their orientation and dimensions through
pictures with a scale, but also by documenting other archaeological monuments of the site,
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such as settlements or graves in order to analyze the images in their contextual reality and in
their relations with each other.

Fig. 1. 1 — Location map of the Tibetan inscriptions in the Issyk-Kul oblast, Kyrgyzstan (1 — Ala-Bel;
2 — Kesken-Bel; 3 — Tamga; 4 — Dzhuuku); 2 — View of the prospected valleys in Ala-Bel; 3 — Location of
the hill with the Tibetan inscriptions in Ala-Bel
Puc. 1. 1 — Kapma pacnonoxeHus mubemckux Haonucel 8 Mccvik-Kynbckoli o6nacmu, KelpebizscmaH
(1 — Ana-ben; 2 — KeckeH-ben; 3 — Tamea; 4 — [lxxyyKy); 2— Bud Ha pazeedaHHble 0o/uHbl 8 Ana-ben;
3 — MecmononoxeHue xosima ¢ mubemckumu Haonucamu 8 Ana-ben
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Furthermore, rock art should be analyzed through its stylistic features in order to see the
development of the rock art site, but also to understand to which period each engraving be-
longs. The chronological attribution of petroglyphs is based on a stylistic chronology of the
rock art of Central Asia as established by many Russian and Kazakh archaeologists (Baipak-
ov et al,, 2005; Beisenov, Maryashev, 2014; Kasanov, Kan, Rogozhinskii, 2017; Rogozhinsky,
2011; Samashev, 2012; Shvets, 2012; among others).

Results

Rock Art in Ala-Bel

In the documented valleys, we only found 54 engraved rocks with 272 petroglyphs. 13 of
them could be attributed to the Bronze Age; 34 to the Iron Age and 151 to the Turkic times.
Furthermore, there are 40 drawings from the 19"-20" centuries, whereas 16 engravings could
not be attributed to a chronological epoch.

18 petroglyphs near each other on a small hill at a height between 1730 and 1740 m pres-
ent the same patina and are done in the same technic, viz. are superficially engraved, and
composed with few lines (fig. 1.-3). They have small dimensions (ca 4-5 cm) and are difficult
to see. Among them, there are three Tibetan inscriptions (figs. 2; 3; 4). For this reason, these
18 engravings are attributed to the Oirat-Jungarian period: nine are depictions of animals,
among them seven caprids and two undetermined (fig. 5.-1), whereas four are undetermined
signs. Two of these signs are very peculiar: one seems to be a stylised mask or human face
(fig. 5.-2), and the second looks like a flag (fig. 5.-4). Furthermore, there are two schematic an-
thropomorphs of small dimensions (ca 10x10 cm) (fig. 5.-3).

e . . -

Fig. 2. Tibetan inscription No. 1 in Ala-Bel
Puc. 2. Tubemckas Hadnuce N2 1 8 Ana-ben

© Luc Hermann, Gamal Soronkulov et al. Journal homepage: http://journal.asu.ru/tpai/index



198 TEOPVS N MPAKTVKA APXEONOMNYECKMX MICCNEQOBAHUM 2025+ T. 37, Ne2

Fig. 3. Tibetan inscription No. 2 in Ala-Bel
Puc. 3. Tubemckas Haonuce N°2 8 Ana-ben
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Fig. 4. Tibetan inscription No. 3 in Ala-Bel
Puc. 4. Tubemckas Haonuce N°3 8 Ana-ben
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Fig. 5. Oirat-Jungar petroglyphs in Ala-Bel
Puc. 5. Olipam-0xyHeapckue nempoenucel 8 Ana-besn

Such engravings are until now not known at other places with Tibetan inscriptions in
Kyrgyzstan.
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Tibetan Inscriptions of Ala-Bel

The three Tibetan inscriptions were found on two different rocks and are written in the
Tibetan alphabet:

Inscription No. 1 (fig. 2): it is on a rock with many depictions of goats, probably from the
Turkic times. The Tibetan inscription is engraved in the upper part of the panel. This inscrip-
tion is very small and only measures 8x11,5 cm. This panel is south oriented. The ritual for-
mula “Om mani padme hum” is engraved but limited to the letters for “om mani”.

Inscription No. 2 (fig. 3): it is on the second rock in its upper part and oriented to
the east. It measures 9x10 cm. The ritual formula “om mani padme hum” is complete-
ly engraved.

Inscription No. 3 (fig. 4): it is on the lower part of the second rock. This inscription is very
difficult to see because its dimensions are only of 2x3 cm. It is also oriented to the east. It is
the same prayer formula but limited to “om hum”.

Discussion: Tibetan Inscriptions of Ala-Bel and Their Regional Context

Tibetan inscriptions are already known on the southern shore of the Issyk-Kul Lake. Usu-
ally, they show similar features, as observed in the valleys of Dzhuuku and Tamga, and at the
foot of the Kyzyl-Too mountains by the Kesken-Bel pass near Ak-Say (fig. 1.-1):

1. At Dzhuuku, three rocks of very large dimensions and a fourth smaller rock (circa
20x50 cm) with inscriptions were discovered. On one of the rocks the four horizontal lines
of inscriptions are very difficult to see, also due to the fact that some modern graffiti cover
them. Each letter has a length of circa 10 cm. The whole inscriptions have a length of 1.5 m
and are 90 cm high (Uhlemann, 2003, p. 45; Tabaldiev, Belek, 2008, p. 120). This site is
sometimes called Darkhan. The small rock is nowadays in the museum of Dzhety-Oguz.
The ritual formula “om mani padme hum” was engraved, as well as other Tibetan inscrip-
tions, not translated until now.

2. At Tamga-Tash, six kilometres south of the village of Tamga, there are five rocks with
the formula “om mani padme hum”. On one rock, only “om” was engraved. These five inscrip-
tions are engraved as a relief and are clearly visible (Uhlemann, 2003, p. 45-46). This site is
still frequented by Buddhists.

3. By the Kesken-Bel pass in the Tong district of Issyk-Kul, the formula “Om mani pad-
me hum” was engraved at least eight times with a length of 25-30 cm, but there are also four
other inscriptions, not translated until now (Uhlemann, 2003, p. 57; Tabaldiev, Belek, 2008,
p. 123-124) (fig. 6.-1-2).

4. At Ala-Bash in the Tong district of Issyk-Kul, there are two rocks, each with two in-
scriptions (“Om mani padme hum”). Each letter has a length of circa 10 cm (Tabaldiev, Bel-
ek, 2008, p. 121-122).

5. Near the village of Ak-Olen (or Ak-Olon), six different stones with the formula

“Om mani padme hum” were found and are nowadays in the Hermitage in St. Petersburg
(Tabaldiev, Belek, 2008, p. 119). It is not clear exactly where these stones were found in Ak-
Olen, but they could come from Ala-Bel, because the village of Ak-Olen is located six kilo-
metres north of Ala-Bel. Both runic inscriptions of Ala-Bel are also inventoried under the
name “Ak-Olon”.
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Fig. 6. Tibetan inscriptions: 1-2 — Kesken-Bel; 4 — Issyk-Ata; 3 — depiction of Buddha in Issyk-Ata
Puc. 6. Tubemckue Haonucu: 1-2 — KeckeH-ben; 4 — Wccvik-Ama; 3 — uzobpaxkeHue byoos! 8 Viccolk-Ame

Furthermore, there are three Tibetan inscriptions associated with a depiction of a Bud-
dha at Issyk-Ata, 45 km south-east of Bishkek (Plumtree, 2018, p. 344). One of these inscrip-
tions and the Buddha are partially covered with a modern gold colour, as if this rock is still
worshipped (fig. 6.-3-4).

Altogether, at least 33 Tibetan inscriptions are known in the Issyk-Kul oblast, all on the
southern shore of the lake. Among them, 29 are the ritual formula “Om mani padme hum”
Three other inscriptions are known in Kyrgyzstan south-east of Bishkek in Issyk-Ata. As com-
mon features of the 33 previously recorded inscriptions before the discovery of Ala-Bel, they
have big dimensions (more than 20 cm) and were deeply pecked in the rock, giving a kind of
relief or becoming a relief in Tamga-Tash.

The Tibetan inscriptions of Ala-Bel are 55 km west of Kesken-Bel, 100 km south-east of Is-
syk-Ata, 114 km north-west of Tamga and 130 km north-west of Dzhuuku. Contrarily to the
other inscriptions of the Issyk-Kul area, the inscriptions in Ala-Bel are made as a kind of graf-
fiti, superficially engraved and of very small dimensions. Other engravings of anthropomorphs
and caprids were made in the same style and technic, but there is no depiction of Buddha.

We observe some differences between the inscriptions from Ala-Bel and from the oth-
er sites:

1. In Ala-Bel, the inscriptions are almost not visible, whereas at the other sites the inscrip-
tions are well visible from far away. This is the result of the differences in their technic and di-
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mensions. Very small inscriptions engraved by very thin lines in Ala-Bel and inscriptions ful-
ly pecked and of big dimensions at the other sites.

2. In Ala-Bel, other engravings were done in the same technique and with approximate-
ly the same dimensions. They have the same patina and are more probably contemporary of
the inscriptions. At the other sites, such engravings were not found, but further prospections
could perhaps reveal some.

3.In Ala-Bel, the inscriptions were executed at the foot of the hill. In Kesken-Bel, they are
located on the top of the hill, what increased their visibility. At the other sites, they were most-
ly done on big rocks, well visible in the landscape, sometimes at the top of a slope.

4. In Issyk-Ata, the inscriptions are associated with a depiction of Buddha, what is also
known in Kazakhstan in Tamgaly-Tas (Rogozhinsky, 2010). Other depictions of Buddhas are
not known in Kyrgyzstan.

Conclusion

The region of Ala-Bel is important for the comprehension of the Oirat-Jungar (or Kalmuk)
rock art, not only because three new Tibetan inscriptions were found there, but also because
they are associated with some petroglyphs such as animals, anthropomorphs and signs. Fur-
thermore, the inscriptions are very different than the other ones already known in Kyrgyzstan:
they were done as very small graffiti and not engraved as relief clearly visible. Contrarily to
Tamga, Dzhuuku, Kesken-Bel or Issyk-Ata, Ala-Bel seems not to have been a cultic place. The
inscriptions have little visibility: does it mean that these inscriptions were done later and that
the Buddhist who did them should hide his religion? This interpretation is very weak, firstly
because the Oirat tribes leave the region when the Kyrgyz tribes occupied it since 1758-1759,
meaning that all inscriptions were made between 1680 and 1758. Secondly, why would it be
necessary to hide Tibetan inscriptions, when at the same time the other inscriptions which are
well visible on the southern shore of Issyk-Kul were not destroyed by the Kyrgyz, and are still
a cultic place like Tamga-Tash and in Issyk-Ata with the depiction of Buddha covered with
gold? Another explanation would be that a shepherd learned to write the prayer formula and
transformed that place as his own altar or cultic place when he was away with his flock. How-
ever, the discovery of six other stones with inscriptions near the village of Ak-Olen in the past
raises other questions: were these rocks found together or in different places near Ak-Olen?
Were these rocks found in the same place (or near it) that the newly discovered ritual formu-
las of Ala-Bel? Without any further information about the previously discovered Tibetan in-
scriptions, it is difficult to establish a relation with the newly found inscriptions. Only new re-
search in the massif of Ala-Bel could bring some enlightenment about it.
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Asein Uulu A.: Organisation of the prospections, exploration of new sites in the Issyk-Kul
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