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Prefixal Particles in Abkhaz 

Tamio YANAGISAWA 

1. Introduction 

Abkhaz, a language in the North-West Caucasian linguistic family, has several prefixal 

particles which express a variety of nuances for an action or a mood. Though in standard 

literary Abkhaz these prefixal particles are rare, they are often found in folktale texts. 

Grammatically, these particles are not necessary to the building of verbal complexes. Since 

they are placed before the verbal root and resemble the preverbs which specify the direction 

or location of a verbal action, some investigators regard the particles themselves as preverbsl. 

However, the preverbs cannot be dropped. In this regard there is a distinct difference between 

prefixal particles and preverbs. These particles have seldom been described in detail in the 

Abkhaz grammars and dictionaries. This may be because it is difficult to define their subtle 

meanings and most of them are only to be found in the colloquial speech of the folktale texts. 

However, in order to understand a language such as Abkhaz more deeply, we should know 

how a grammatical category such as a particle is used in a sentence, and what nuances it 

gives to a sentence. This paper's aim is to investigate particles in the Abkhaz folktale texts 

and to describe their meanings. 

The sample sentences cited below are from the texts "Cepreld: 3blxy6a (ed.), Al~,cya 

,7;aKyKya, Akya, AJlamapa, 1997". Interpretation of the texts was facilitated by my Abkhaz 

consultant. Mrs. Ana Tsvinaria, a native speaker of the Abzhywa dialect of Abkhaz. 

2. The features of the verbal complex 

Abkhaz, Iike the other North-West Caucasian languages, is a 'polysynthetic language'. It 

can have a considerable verbal complex, resulting from the affixing of markers expressing the 

class-person and grammatical categories such as negation, the causative, the version, 
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potentialis, unvolitionalis, tense-aspect, etc. Most of the affixes in the verbal complex are 

prefixes. Thus, Abkhaz is a language having a system of 'actant slots' which are placed before 

a root. In this paper, the class-personal prefi~~es occupying the actant slots will be referred to 

as 'columns' (hereafter marked as C), following Hewitt ( 1989). Abkhaz does not have a case 

marking system, but uses an alternative strategy for the distribution of columns indicating the 

relation of both the subject and the object in the verbal complex. Abkhaz has three basic 

columns. Column I (hereafter marked as C1) represents both an intransive subject (S) and a 

transitive object (O), and is placed in the first actant slot. Column 11 (hereafter marked as C2) 

represents an indirect object (Oi) of both intransitive and transitive verbs, and is placed in the 

actant slot between C1 and C3. The appearance of C2 depends on whether or not the verb can 

take the actant. Column 111 (hereafter marked as C3) represents a transitive subject (A), and is 

placed in the actant slot before a root. Since S is thus treated in the same way as O, and 

differently from A, Abkhaz is a morphological ergative language. Some examples are 

provided below. 

one-place intransitive: 

(1) de'-pa-wa-jt' 

he/she(C l)- jump-DYN-Fin 

"helshe (S) jump~" 

two-place intransitive: 

(2) d-16-s-wa-jt' 

he/she(C I )-her(C2)-hit-DYN-Fin 

'the/she (S) hits her (Oi)" 

two-place transitive: 

(3) do-1-~i_w~-jt' 

him/her(C l)-she(C3)-kill-DYN-Fin 

"she (A) kills him/her (O)" 
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three-place transitive: 

(4) d-16-s-ta-wa-jt' 

himlher(C I )-to her(C2)-1(C3)-give-DYN-Fin 

"J (A) give him/her (O) to her (Oi)'t 

If a transitive verb has a "preverb" (hereafter marked PREV), C3 is placed between the 

preverb and the verbal root, e.g. 

(5) j-p6-s-q'a-c-jt' 

it(C l)-PREV-1(C3)-cut-(Aor.)-Fin 

"I (A) cut it (O)'* 

On the other hand, if a two-place intransitive verb has a l'preverbt' , C2 is placed between C l 

and the preverb, e.g. 

(6) d-16-xwa-p~-wa-jt' 

he/she(C1)-her(C2)-PREV(at)-100k-DYN-Fin 

"he/she (S) Iooks at her (Oi)'t 

This difference in the positions in which the preverb and the actants appear is one of the 

important criteria for transitivity in Abkhaz. 

If a verb has a causative marker, it immediately precedes the root. Compare the example 

given in (5) above and the causative form in (7) below: 

(7) jo-s-p-le-r-q'~-c-jt* 

it(C I )-me(C2)-PREV-she(C3)-CAUs-cut-(Aor.)-Fin 

"she made me cut it" 

When a relative adverbial clause is formed, the relative adverbial rriarker is inserted after C l 

of the verbal complex, e.g. 
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Amra d-axje-n-xa-w~ a- jwno'. (8) Sar~ je-z-do'r-wa-jt' 

l it-1-know-DYN-Fin Amra (f.) she(C I )-where-PREV-live-DYN.Non.Fin the-house 

"I know the house where Amra lives.u 

When a relative adjective clause is formed, the relative adjective marker (hereafter marked 

ReD functions as well as the operation of columns. If the relative corefers with the same 

referent as C1, the relative marker takes j(e)-, while if the relative corefers with the same 

referent as C2 or C3, the relative marker takes -~e)-. 

(9) A-~k' 61-axi j-ca-w~ ~-~'ik'wen do-z-de'r-wa-jt' . 

the-school-to Rel(C l)-go-DYN.Non.Fin him-1-know-DYN-Fin the-boy 

"I know the boy who is going to school." 

( I O) War~ we-z-la-cw~~wa-wa ' je-s-x~-~t-xia- jt' . (AAD) sara 

you (m.) you-Rel(C2)-PREV-talk about-DYN.Non.Fin I it-me-PREV-forget-Perfect-Fin 

"I have forgotten what you talked about. '1 

~_e' ik'won c-zo-d6-z-k'ela-wa (11) ~-xw:~sW 

the-medicine [it]-Rel(POSS)-SV-Rel(C3)-take-DYN.Non.Fin the-boy 

"the boy who takes the medicine" 

3. The position of particles in the verbal complex 

If a verbal complex has the prefixal particle (hereafter marked PAR) in question, it is 

inserted after C I . Compare the example of a one-place intransitive (12) and that of a three-

place transitive which contains C I , C2 and C3 (13): 

(12) a-dwki~n de-n-d"e'l-c'-wa-jt' a-ph~e'zba 

the-store he/she(C1)-PAR-PREV(outside)-go-DYN-Fin the-girl 

"the girl goes out of the store at once/gladly" 

[Text 3] 
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(13) ~~e'-3Yab d aa-s-~~-mo-r-b~-r, ... 

your daughter her(C I )-PAR-me(C2) -you(C3 )-CAUS -see-if 

"if you show me your daughter, ...'t 

[Text 2] 

Furthermore, if there is both a prefixal particle and a relative adverbial prefix in a verbal 

complex, the particle is placed after the relative adverbial prefix, e.g. 

(14) A Jwne' d-axj6_ne-jwna-la-z aw~a racwa-jwne' j-ajk'wl~sa-n6 

the-house he-where-PAR-PREV(into)-enter-Non.Fin,P.1. people many-Hum, they-surround-Abs. 

j-~-t' w~_z [c]-j-bi-c-jt' . [Text I J 
they-how-sit-Non.Fin.Past [itl-he-see-(Aor.)-Fin 

t'He saw that in the house where he entered rapidly many people were sitting around. " 

(15) A-daw6 de-~i_n6 d-ax i_k ' a-~j6_z ' ' cq J~ 

the-ogre he-be killed-Abs, he-where/that-PREV-be thrown down-Past.Ind.N.F. well 

j-an6-la- j-xwa- p~, c'aborg6ngb j-16mha-kwa ak'6 

they-when-PAR-him-PREV-look at.Aor,N.F, indeed his-ear-PL one 

c-~-i-ma-me-z c-r-b~-c-jt' . [Text I J 

[it]-how/that-it-have-NEG-Non.Fin.Past [it]-they-see-(Aor.)-Fin 

"As soon as they loQked at the ogre who was killed and was thrown down, they noticed 

that he did not have one of his ears." 

If a verbal complex has both a reflexive prefix and a particle, the latter is placed after the 

former, e.g. 

(16) a-e6-n-t-na-~ie-n [Text l] 
its-self-PAR-PREV-it-dip-Past.Ind. 

"it dipped itself and ... " 

If a prefixal particle is used in a relative adjective clause, it is placed after the relative 

adjective marker which functions as C I , e.g. 
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(17) j-~a-h-aw-[w]a 

Rel(C l)-PAR-we-receive-DYN.Non.Pin 

'tall that we receive" 

[Text 2] 

Compare example (17) above and example (18) below, wherein the relative adjective marker 

functions as C2: 

wax~ de-ps-w~-jt' (18) do-n-z-ah-ta-w~, 

her(C I )-PAR-Rel(C2)-we-give-DYN.non.Fin tonight he-die-DYN-Fin 

"the person to whom we will give her (in marriage) will die tonightt' 

[Text 2] 

4. The usages and meanings of prefual particles in Abkhaz folktale texts 

The prefixal particles used in Abkhaz folktale texts are as follows' n "at once gladly" . ,'. '' . 
', '' "m good humor" I "qurckly" "at once". aa "at once". "quickly".j" "instantly , at once", j~a 

"quickly", na "quickly", and "instantly" . As mentioned above, these particles are not always 

grammatically necessary to the building of a sentence. Therefore, though it is difficult to 

describe their meaning, their primary purpose would appear to be to lend greater intensity to 

an action. Furthermore, they can be used to indicate that an action has started quickly or has 

been rapidly completed, but they do not represent a perfective tense-aspect as a grammatical 

category (expressed by a perfective suffix -xja). When the particles in question are used in 

folktale texts. the forms of the verbal complex in which they are used usually have 

Absolutives (which resemble English participles) which are marked by -ne, Past Indefinite in 

-n, and a finite form of Aorist in -c-jt' or non-finite form of Aorist in -c. These particles are 

remarkably similar in meaning and often interchangeable, e.g.: d-1e'-Jwna la Jt or d n~, J"na 

la-jt' (he/she-PAR-PREV-enter-Fin) "he/she enterd at once". The following are examples: 

d6-cwa-c-jt' . ( 19) A-~arpaz a-e6mazaj~ d~n-t~-ha-no (AAD) 

early moming the-sick person he/she-PAR-PREV(in)-fall-Abs, he/she-sleep-(Aor.)-Fin 

"In the early morning the sick person fell asleep soundly. " 

(20) A-xw6 ' i6 ~-mba d-na- [a] -k' i6_so-n ~itaxiq ' ~ d6- jwe_c_j t' . 

the-boy the-goal he-PAR-it-PREV-touch-Past.Ind. he-run-(Aor.)-Fin back 
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"As soon as the boy totiched the goal, he ran back.tt 

(21) Nas ~ferhwa j-6'6-na-j-xa-n, ano'j j-zo-d-g6la-z 

then quick]y his-SV-PREV-he-start-Past.Ind. that they-Rel-PREV(by)-stand-Non.Fin.P.1. 

a-j~n dew d-16-jwna-la-c-jt' . [Text 1] 
the-house big he-PAR-PREV-enter-(Aor.)-Fin 

"Then he quickly set out and (at once) entered that big house by which they stood. " 

(22) Je-bz6ja-wp', s-~b, j6-w-hwa-z c-s-a-h~-c- j t' , 

- -hw~_n, 
it-good-stat.pres. my-father Rel-you-say-Non.Fin.P,1. [itl-me-to-hear-(40r.)-Fin he-say-Past.Ind. 

d-c~-c- jt' , de-jw_e6~w_la-n [Text 2] J c6 d-~-s-ne 

he-PAR-PREV-mount a horse-Past.Ind. his-horse he-it-hit-Abs he-go-(Aor.)-Fin 

"It is good, my father, I see what you said, - said he, and he (quickly) mounted his 

horse, and having struck it (with the whip), he went away.'1 

(23) Je-bzo'ja-wp', s-ib, j6-w-h~a-z - j-h~a-n, c-s-a-ka- jt' , 

wo'j-gjo, j-e6 d-c~-c-jt' . [Text 2] d-~[a]-a-s-no 

this-also his-horse he-PAR-it-hit-Abs he-go-(Aor.)-Fin 

"It is good, my father, I see what you said, - said he and having struck it (quickly) 

(with the whip), he went away. " 

From the examples given above (and those provided below as well) it will be seen that in 

many cases these particles are used in the forms of the Past Indefinite and Absolutives. Since 

Abkhaz lacks a coordinate conjuction, the Past Indefinite and Absolutives provide clause 

linkage. For this reason, in order to express the various nuances of an action in clause-

chaining, the particles are mainly used in the Past Indefinite and Absolutives. 

We find that two different particles can be used in one sentence, e.g. 

(24) Je-bzj6a-wp', - ~hwa c-~a-~ite_j-xe-n j-hw~-n, 

it-good-stat,pres. he-say-Past.Ind. [the]-sword [itl-PAR-PREV-he-pick up-Past,Ind. 
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((~-~'k'iwen)> a-h~ontkar je-jwn6 d-ne J~na I t (< d no Jwna la c Jt ) [Text l] 

his-house he-PAR-PREV-enter-(Aor.)-Fin the-king the-boy 

It is good, - the (rboy>) said, and he picked up the sword at once and quickly entered the 

king's house." 

(25), Nas aro'j (<~-~'k'i~en>> j-~i6ba j-aa-te'-j-xo-n a-daw6 j-16mha 

his-pocket it-PAR-PREV-he-take out-Past.Ind, the-ogre his-ear then this the-boy 

r-i px ia j-n6-k~-j-c'a-c- jt'. [Text l] c-na-ga-n6 

[it]-PREV(thither)-take-Abs them-in front of it-PAR-PREV(on)-he-put-(Aor.)-Fin 

"Then as soon as this (tboy)> removed an ear of the ogre from his pocket, he took it 

thither and put it in front of them. " 

(26) A-h~6hw j-aa-j-z a-lax~nk'a j-a-n6-z a-3~ 
the-dove Rel PREV come NonFm P I the washtub Rel rt be on Stat Past N F the water 

a-66-n-t-na-~-n a-mc ' we'~w jWa-kwa c-an-~[a]-a-re~sw~wa, 

its-self-PAR-PREV-it-dip-Past.Ind. the-wing-PL [them]-when-PAR-it-wave.Non.Fin.Aor. 

~-rpezba p~s3~-k', ~-rpezba zam~na-k' d-aa-t6c'-c-t'. [Text I J 

he-PREV-go out-(Aor.)-Fin a-young man bcautiful-a a-young man fine-a 

"The dove which had come here dipped itself into the water on the washtub, and as soon 

as it waved its wings, it turned into a beautiful and fine young man. l' 

(27) A-daw6 wa je-ps6 c-aa-j-x6c'e-n, 

the-ogre there his-soul [it]-PAR-him-cross-Past.Ind. (= he breathed his last) 

~gwarahwa d0-1-k' ~-ha-c-jt' . 

in a heap he-PAR-PREV-fall-(Aor.)-Fin 

"The moment the ogre breathed his last there, he fell in a heap. " 

[Text l] 

(28) Ar6j a-daw6 de-z-~i~_c'wq'ia-z (<~-e'k'jwem) de-1-dwe'l-c'o-n 

thi s the-ogre hi m-Rel (C3 ) -kill -i ndeed-Non .Fin .P. the-boy he-PAR-PREV(outside)-go-Past.Ind . 

j-66 a-xw6c-kwa c-aja]-aj-d6-je-k'~sala-n, ... [Text l] 

his-horse its-hair-PL [them]-PAR-one onother-PREV-he-bump-Past.Ind. 
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"As soon as the (rboy>> who had indeed killed this ogre went out, he rubbed his horse's 

hair, ..." 

(29) ((A-6' k'jwom> de-1-~6~w_pa-n a-daw-kw~ xara-nt'we' 

he-PAR-PREV(out of horse){ump-Past.Ind. the-ogre-PL far-tom the-boy 

re'-la-kwa c-x-t' -n6 Oe]-j-b~-n, d-an-re-xw~_ p"s, 

he-when-them-PREV-look at.Non.Fin.Aor their-eye-PL [they]-PREV-open-Abs [it]-he-see-Past.Ind. 

d-16--slta-se-n a-x~hw c_mc'airs-ne d6-jw_c_t'. [Text I J 

he-PAR-PREV-touch the ground-Past.Ind, the-stone [it]-PREV-snatch-Abs he-mn-(Aor.)-Fin 

"When the (tboy>> quickly jumped down off the horse and looked at the ogres from afar, 

he saw that their eyes were open. And at once he lay down on the ground, snatched the 

stone and started to run." 

Here is an example where two verbs with a similar meaning have different particles : 

(30) A-ncw~ j-ah-p6xia-je-r-~wa-z, k'wt'6_k' c-h-~w-r-gie, 

Rel-us-PREV-he-CAUS-come into-Non.Fin.Past.Ind. hen-one [it]-we-receive-if-even God 

k? a p' ek' c-h-~w-r-gb j-ajq'ara-n6 j-1-a~w_~h_~a-wa-jt', 

it-equally-adv. it-PAR-PREV-we-divide-DYN-Fin kopeck [it]-we-receive-if-even 

a jq ' ara-n6 j -a[a]-a jq' w_ha-r~ ' ~ ' ~-r-a-w p' . [Text 2] 

equally-adv. it-PAR-PREV-we-divide-must-be-Stat.pres. 

"Whatever God gave us even if we recerve one hen - , we shall divide it equally, 

even if we receive a kopeck, we must divide it equally.u 

We can also provide an example of different particles with the same roots: 

(31) an~xi_ar~xi d-aa-n6q'wa-n, d-16-kWp~-jw6_kwp~se-n, 

thither-hither he-PAR-walk-Past.Ind. he-PAR-watch-PAR-watch-Past.Ind. 

aw~a-gi c_j-b~-c-jt' ... [Text 2] 
people-also [them]-he-see-(Aor.)-Fin 
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"he walked thither and hither, Iooked around, and he also saw people . . , " 

5. Conclusion 

The prefi~al particles n, 1, aa, jw, fva, na, which are often found in the Abkhaz folktale 

texts, are not preverbs but a unique grammatical category. Grammatically, Abkhaz can do 

without these particles w.hen building a sentence, therefore, in standard literary Abkhaz they 

are rarely found. They are inserted after C I or the relative adverbial prefix in the verbal 

complex, and they are mainly used in the forms of Past Indefinite and Absolutives. The basic 

purpose of the particles used in these forms is to connect more than two clauses closely by 

intensifing an action. From this basic purpose several individual meanings then stem, e.g. 

quickness of an action, rapid completion of an action, a mood of contentment as the result of 

an action, etc. However, most of the examples in the folktale texts indicate that an action has 

been performed quickly. 

* I wish to thank my Abkhaz consultant, Mrs. Ana Tsvinaria, who was born in Ochamchira 

and is a native speaker of the Abzhywa dialect of Abkhaz. While I researched the Abkhaz 

language in Georgia over the summers of 2000-2005, she provided me with a lot of 

information about this complex language and patiently replied to my many questions. The 

research upon which this article is based was supported by a Grant-in-Aid for Scientific 

Research (O(2) 2004-2005 (No. 16520236). 

Note 

1. According to Chirikba (2003 :43), preverbs which do not make up a part of the verbal 

stem can be called 'free preverbs', cf, d-aa-xo~ce-c-jt"(s)he thought a bit' vs. d-xo(~c9-c-jt' 

' (s)he thought' (stem x0~~c(e) 'to think'). On the other hand, the preverbs which are a part of 

the stem (a-p+q'a-ra"to cut', the stem p+q'a) can be called 'stem (or bound) preverbs'. We 

do not use the term 'free preverbs' for the prefixal elements which do not make up a part of 

the verbal stem. This is because, though preverbs and prefixal particles have the same origin, 

they are not functionally equivalent. 
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Abbreviations

A＝Age烈t

Abs＝absolutive

Aor＝aohst

Cl＝thc　nrst　column

C2＝the　second　column

C3　＝　the　third　colu㎜

CAUS＝causative

DYN＝（lynamic（verb）

Fin＝盒nite

Hum．＝Hum㎝

Ind＝inde血nite

NEGニnegative

Non。Fin！N。F雲non－nnite

O＝direct　object

Oi＝indirect・bject

OV＝objective　version

PAR＝particle

Pastlln（1．ノPI．＝past　indefinite

pe！f。1PERFニpe㎡ect

POSS＝possessive

PL＝plural

Pres・＝present

PREV＝preverb

R．e1＝relative　prefix

Stat．＝s訟tive

SV＝subjective　V6rsionVersion

AAD = (Abkhaz-Abkhaz Dictionary): Шьаtcрьш К. С.• КОНJ,IЬариа В. :Х;. А19суа БЫЗlШ!Jа

a:JIQap. 1. Сухуми. 1986. Шьаtcрыл К. с., КОНJ,IЬариа В. :Х;. "Чкадуа Л. П. A.q)cya

бызш';}а a:JIQap. 2. Сухуми. 1987.
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