Scripts Used for Abkhaz

George Hewitt

A while ago I posted on Facebook the scan of a page from A. M. Ch’och’ua & V. Maan’s
1935 primer Apswa Byzsh"a ‘Abkhaz Language’ as an illustration of the script in used at that
time. One viewer commented that he found it easier to read than the current, Cyrillic-based
orthography. This gave me the idea of presenting a short text written in the different scripts
that have been employed over the decades since an orthography was first devised for the
language in the second half of the 19™ century. The problem was finding a text published in
all of the said varieties.

Despite the difficulties let us begin with the tale entitled Ag’yz ‘The Goose’. Ch’och’ua
included this text in his 1968 Sobranie Sochinenij v 3-x Tomax. Tom Pervyj [Collection of

Works in 3 Volumes. First Volume], as recapitulated in this scan:

The Goose (Ch’och’ua 1968 p.100)
AKbI3

KbI3K 3caya a3bl HXBIH. A3Zbl HaXbXbi3 YC HEXYOH:

— Csaky mcaa ccupysen, mumoan, capa! M36an axysap,
aIrbhll akKHbl  CHBIKYOHT, azakmbpl CHIZCOAT, aXoQaHaXh
CXaJjaHsl chhbipyeuT. MkaMm anymenm aewl capa CeIRin Iaea
I5CaaTaK. ¢ et g

Akbés lisiexyayas apbapb HaxaH, yc aHaXQeHuT:

— Diallla yexyouT aKyMsap, axbllb €Ul
| . UIHI  Y3BITHBIP-
?i,\é::;f g;[;c;r{y, CHMIbLI Y3BI3BICAyaM, aGhiHea euryu yabug’ragl
- HaHbl HyAbIpyasap eHRbVII naa ; ;
gt yasap eHg y_ » HpandaHbl HHaK3zaM-

If one were writing this today, it would read as follows':

' There are 3 examples of the sequence -a.wa-, where -a- is part of the verbal root and -wa- the Dynamic marker,
in 1968, which suggests influence from the northern Bzyp dialect, whereas in the standard (Abzhywa) literary
dialect this sequence is articulated as [o], as seen in the 2024 rendering.



The Goose (2024 orthography)
Akb13
KbI3K 3c0 a3bl UXbIH. A3bl HAXBXBI3 YC UE€XJO0H:
“Csako 1pcaa(To)’ ccupysen, Mmmoas, capa! M306an axosap, aarsbul akuel cabrkoonT, azakubl
CBI3COUT, a)Ko0aHaxb CXalaHbl CIHbIpyenut. Mkam agyHen aghl capa CEeHILII qa€a IHCaaToK.”
AKkpI3 1IBI'€X003 apOapb HaxXaH, YC aHAXQEHUT:
“bala yexoour akobIM3ap, axblllb €UTHII Y3BITHBIPYaM, arhChl3 CUIRHII Y3bI3(bI)COM, a0bIHea

EUTRHII y3bIQyaM. AKbI O3MaHBI HyALIPya3ap eUEbYII, HPAOAHbl HHAK3AMKIa' aTIKbbIC.”

These two versions can now be compared with the one included by Ch’och’ua and Maan in

their afore-mentioned 1935 primer with its roman-based script:

The Goose (Ch’och’ua 1935)
X
aqgoa z
» gdzk, 358 a3d ixdn. a3d iaxixdz ugs iwxudy
,szakle psad Sirhizi, mian, sara; izban akuzar

adgiel agna snéqLu\,oit, azaqnd sobsvit, ajyana
sxalano spordeit; iqgam adunei awa sara séips

dawd psadk’. aqdz sowxubz arbaon iahan U
. anafieit; | basaTuwxudit akumzar, axil aipsng‘ji

paruam. abnwa aips uzoyuam. akd bzlan? L aetd
ruazar eiha eiouup, irajand ifagsamiua 8GR -

2 The form mcaars ‘bird’, as used later in the text, is preferable.
3 Is ceryur in 1968 a typo for ceuryim, as in both the 2024 and 1935 variants (see below)?
* Preferably unar3zamkoa, as written in the scan from the 1935 publication below.



The first observation one can make is that the first owner of the booklet (the German-?Czech
linguist Karl Bouda, from whose estate it passed to the late Winfried Boeder, who in turn
gave it to me) made some insertions’, including the addition of the grave accent to mark
stress, a practice greatly to be recommended for ANY Abkhaz script! One also sees at a
glance that, although most of the characters are taken from the roman alphabet, there are
several additions whose phonetic value it would be impossible to work out without
background knowledge. A phonetic transcription, based on the 2024 version, would be (with

stress marked in bold):

Phonetic transcription (2024)
q’ozk’ dzso adza joyan. adza jay'yaz was jatsy on:
szak™ psa: s:iru:zej, m[“an, sara! jozban ak™’zar, adg’al aq’na snaq™’ ojt’, adzaq’na sadzsojt’,
az“anay syalana sparwejt’. joq’am adu:nej ats’a sara sejps dafsa psa:t"’k’.
aq’az sotsy“az arbak’ jahan was anah“ejt’:
basa wofsy"ojt’ ak" omzar, ay'[ ejps wozaporwam, apsadz ejps wozadz(a)som®, abonfsa ejps

wazoywam. ak’9 bzians ju:dorwazar ejs’u:p’ jorate™ans jonagdzamk™a ats’k’’as.

Translation
A goose was on the water swimming. From its position on the water it was boasting:
‘What a lovely bird, after all, am I! The reason being I walk on the ground, on water I swim, I
fly up to the sky. There is not in the world another bird like me.’
As the goose was boasting, a cockerel heard it and spoke to it like this:
“You boast in vain, considering that you can’t fly like a hawk, you can’t swim like a fish, you
can’t run like a hind. Better you know one thing well than many things imperfectly/without

accomplishing them.’

Between the roman-based orthography of our 1935 text and the current version of the
Cyrillic-based one in use since 1954 (sc. following the demise in 1953 of Stalin and Beria
and the lifting of their anti-Abkhazian policy), a Georgian-based script had been introduced
in 1938 and used for a few publications until publishing (and teaching) of Abkhaz was
banned in 1945 — see the Appendix. I have been unable to find our text in this

Georgian-based orthography, and so to illustrate it I offer a page from Dmitri Gulia’s 1939

® Indeed he added right at the start the word zny ‘once (upon a time)’, which often begins a story.
® Comparison omitted in 1935.



Collection of Abkhazian Proverbs, Riddles, Tongue-twisters, Homonyms and Homographs,

Folk Guides to the Weather, Charms and Curses, where we have 9 riddles accompanied by

the Russian translation:

-
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Nine Abkhazian Riddles in Georgian Script
(published in 1939)

62304,

Saragxm

0obBwob, 030 ovodoh,

bob (055306 oggsmo (o%2,4°)-

. 903p6-033gb  Bo3y  bfew,

SRR  (Hog3d ‘bbmw (o6~
50@9.).

obgBoto 367, °33z(hoy -
%Y (cmomgﬁaﬂoao).

bob  ooTomr, bod obuo-
b oo, °66c330 bog e (of-

o, odobmo, 039).
. bodmodey o0t HBmm, b3oo-
Gog  omoe  obobfm:  (o40-
30bgo).

080490 oxglpb? (5@8).

. Gooog o3up omoobbm, o8-

boobrs mbgbmo, 00706 (om-
Byt ombgdogéee? (0Bbo).

. mabazomoge om(3am, myobBo

30%‘6’61, bmobronol ‘bby mbp0-
oo’ (ma0a0).

o39lmss  sooo 67553 0030
o(3tgoffg0) (omomgh).

Posriennoe pomow, BocmuTam-
HO€ COJHIIEM, YBHIS CBOI MAaTh
— ymupaer. (Cous).

B mapocrax mora, a ma roo-
Be many6osnie pora. - (Ileryx).

SEMISTHOH  J1oM,
Tpyba. (YyOyr).

Y KOro Marh mIpAMa, oTel
KDPUBOI, a I0Yb cyMaciienmas?
(lepeBo, BHHOrpaaHas J03a |
BUHO).

Ha cmume a3mIk: uto cra-
fReT, — Joan BepAar. (Becol).

JNépeBAnHAT

Kro
(Anam).

C 106010 B omHOM IBOpE KH-
BeT, MHOIO IOJbL3BI TeGe IIpH-

He PpOAMBIINCH yMep?

HOCUT, & BCTPETHIILCA ¢ HUM
Ha popore — mne ysHaemb. (IIge-
Ja).

Kynma we moiinemn — Besme

¢ ToOO0I0; YTO THl He CHeJaaellb I |
OHa TIOApAsKAET, & HAKAKOH ITo-
MOIMM  HHUKOIJA He ORajKer.
(Tenn).

Cam 9opT CEHO CKROCHJ, M Or-
neM noamaami. (Tatak).

In Gulia’s collected works (in 6 volumes) published in the 1980s these 9 conundra can be

found on p. 188 of volume 5 in the post-1954 script. I repeat it here:



Nine Abkhazian Riddles in Georgian Script
(published in 1985)

ALLY PAPAKYA

3ATAJKH

A3zbl Maxma3s, amMpa  uaajzas,
3aH Abi3bap uipcya (aubblka).

AMnbip-aMnblp Wbanekl  3TI0Y,
anblgaliba  T9bl@a  3xoy (ap-
6aghb).

AHBIIIAT? @HbI, aMeTaH ya-
ybak (ataTbIHBIKAra).

3an pauawoy, 3ad gxyaxyoy,
3pilhXa axaroy? (AmJsa, ajzaxya,
aenl),

3bi65aen 263 3MOy, 3X9aTobl
ayaa mxaprmo (akanasra).

Hmukya _umceis?  (Apam).

IMltak aen uMyuTaHxo,
a03napa ysbidya, amMQaH AYIhbi-
Jap Hy3biMabipya (albxa).

Yaxbnanakn mynply, yKkasmba
kasmio, Xxyaprac 3Xbl Y3BIMTO
(yrara).

A@eictaa atea  pxHHl amua
aupeutient (aTathiH).

PoxxJieHHoe BOAOIO, BOCHHTAH-
HOe COJIHIEM, YBHAS CBOI0 MAaTh—
ymupaer (Couxn).

B napocrax Hora, a Ha ronose
napyGoesie pora ([Ileryx).

3eMyaAHOH [OM, JAepeBsAHHAS
Tpyfa (Hybyx).

¥ koro mare npAiMa, oreyw KpH-
BOii, a poub cymacmepumasn? (Jle-
peBO,” BHHOrpajHas Jl03a H BH-
HO).

Ha cnHHe f3BIK: UTO CKa)Xer—
noan Bepat (Becw).

Kro, He popHBIIHCH, yMep?
(Anam).

C T100010 B OAHOM ABOpE MKH-
BET, MHOr0 mnoJib3bl TeOe NPHHO-
CHT, a4 BCTPETHIULCHA ¢ HHM Ha
gopore — He ysHaemwp (Iluena).

Kyna uum mnofinems, Be3ge c
T006010; YTO TH HHM cAeJaenib—H
OHa NOJApaXaer, a HHKAKOH mo-
MOLIM HHKOrIa He OKaXer
(Tenn).

CaM 4uepr ceHO CKOCHJ, M OT-
Hem moaraaua (Tabak),



If one carefully compares the 1985 and 2024 versions of the script, one will see that
labialisation of velars and uvulars is today marked by ‘o’ and no longer by ‘y’, hence: the 4™
puzzle has nxoaxooy instead of axyaxyoy, and azaxoa instead of azaxya; the 6™ has nmuxoa
instead of mmumkya; the 8" has xoaprtac instead of xyaprtac. To give a flavour of the original

Abkhaz, I now transcribe and gloss condundra 2, 6 and 8 (with stresses marked in bold).

Conundrum 2
a.mp’or-a.mp’or Jatp’a w@.z.ts’a.w [zts’o:] a.doradza
ART.lump-ART.lump foot it.which.beneath. NON-FIN/STAT/PRES ART.holly
t"“oya @.z.xa.w [zy0:] (a.rbax’)
horn  it.which.above. NON-FIN/STAT/PRES (the.cockerel)
‘That beneath which are two lumpy feet (and) that on top of which is a horn of holly.
(Cockerel)’

Conundrum 6
jo.ma.j.o.k"’a jo.psd.0.z
who/which.not.be-born.PAST.NEG-ABSOL  who/which.die. PAST.NON-FIN
(Adam)
“The one who died without having been born. (Adam)

Conundrum 8
w.ax!.tsa.g.lak” jo.wa.tso.w [jowatsu:]
you-MASC.where.go.PAST-INDEF = who/which.you-MASC.with. NON-FIN/STAT/PRES
wo.q’atz+[a 0.q’a.z.ts’a.wa [q’azts’d]
your-MASC.manner it.PREV.who/which.do.DYN-NON-FIN-PRES
yatrta.s  z.yo 9.wd.zo.m.ta.wa [wazomto]
help-ADV  whose.head/self it.to-you-MASC-who/which.not.give. DYN-NON-FIN-PRES
(wa.gaga)
‘What is with you wherever you go, what does/imitates your manner(ism), (but) which gives

you nothing of itself by way of help/profit/advantage. (Your shadow)’

Prior to the roman-based script illustrated above one should note that in the mid-1920s the
idiosyncratic Georgian-Scot philologist Nik’o Marr had devised a weird method of writing
language which he employed in his 1926 Abxazo-Russkij Slovar’ (Abkhaz-Russian
Dictionary) and which V. Kukba and A. Khashba used in their 1928 Russko-Abxazskij



Obratnyj Slovar’ (Russian-Abkhaz Reverse Dictionary) reproduced in Kukba’s 2007
Izbrannye Trudy (Selected Works), but perhaps the less said about that the better!

The first attempt to devise a script for Abkhaz was made by the eminent soldier-linguist
Baron Pjotr von Uslar for representing the language in the first of his series of
monograph-grammars of Caucasian languages, which was his description of Abkhaz that first
appeared in lithographic form in 1861 and then in a printed version in 1887 — Etnografija
Kavkaza. Jazykoznanie. Abxazskij Jazyk” (Ethnography of the Caucasus. Linguistics. Abkhaz
Language). Uslar and other early commentators worked on the Bzyp dialect, phonetically
richer than the Abzhywa dialect which became the basis of the literary language in the 1920s,
and it took a number of refinements over the years by such activists as Dmitri Gulia and
Konstantin Machavariani before all phonemes were identified and this orthography was
perfected. In 2013 Sukhum published a de-luxe facsimile of a 1912 publication in Tbilisi that
featured Gulia’s poems and short humorous verses (AxoenHpaanakoen AXb3BIPTOPAKICH )
with the addition on facing pages of graph-by-graph transcriptions in the modern Abkhaz
script to help readers unfamiliar with what was in use a century before. To give an idea of
what written Abkhaz looked like in the early years of the 20" century I present a scan of the
poem AarybiH (Spring):

Gulia’s Poem ‘Spring’ as written in 1910 (with modern transcription)

Aamp v

Agvupa-iitgaX ‘asmyVEpOy,
Jsmaz-frgak. pagapoym,
Theian-tigak- BYpYypOYE,
Hyxva-irgaX eypyphapoym.

Aulpyapasy IHUIZapasyyoir,
Ahgya seft iafaxvyoir,
Amcasgya xvEAEYOIT,
PyvipEya eizavprvyoir.

Ayc-yga pveavpxrioir,

Algya papyagyoir,
Amacakya zspmagyoir,
T'yapa-gysyaza IEyAvpUBEYoir,

Bsia sxyyaair . iExagyo
Thxzamana BYp-svyByo,
[aasra izasmagyo,
AXYMXYa[a 383385Y0.

81 wax 1910 r.
I, Cyxyws.

AanblH

AzbIHpa-lWETaxk aansHpoyn,
NaTan-weTaxs paiwsapoyn,
MecwbaH-WweETaxb Kbipblypoyn,
HbixbIH-IETaxXb KbipBIPXapoyn.

AanblHpazhb! NW3apaxblyouT,
AnaKaa 3erchl MaTieaxXbIYoMT,
ANCaaksa XbIHXBKI0WT,
PTbINK2a eMnabiprblyouT.

Ayc-yU9a pereabipXbiMomT,
AnaKaa pusarsakaouT,
Anacakaa NapTakaouT,

Faapa -raraana HK2 AL PWaK=20MT.

B3ua ablyaanT HHXaK30,
Mxzawana Kblp-3b6IYK30,
llbabGaana wnasuakao,

AxpiMx2aL2a 3a33aK30.
31 man 1910

. CyxyMu.



The poem, composed in 1906, was included in the first volume of Gulia’s collected works
(1981, p. 51). For the sake of completeness I now also present a scan from this publication,
where, of course, labialisation of velar and uvular fricatives and plosives is marked by ‘y’.

The English translation is:

After wintertime it’s springtime,
After sowing it’s weeding-time,
After resting it’s time to do some work,

After outlay it’s time for some gain.

At springtime there emerges beauty,
All fields turn green,
The birds return,

They sort out their domains.

Workers get ready,
They plough the fields,
They carry out early sowings,

They lay firm fencing around them.

May your work go well, you labourers of the field,
You who toil exuding sweat,
You who sow with great exertion,

You who nurture the helpless!

Gulia’s Poem ‘Spring’ as presented in volume 1 of his collected works (1981)



AATHbIH

A3bIHpabTaxb aambHPOYN,
Jlanaumbraxe pamoapoyr,
IhcubanmeTtaxs KBIDYpOYTI,
HerxeiHmeTaxe kpuipxapoymn.

AarpbiHp a3kl THII3apaxouT,
AnoKya 3erb HaToaxowur,
Amcaakya XBIHXSKYOUT,
PTHHKya ewambiprour.

Aycynosa phIeabIpXHONT,
Anakya pusapyakyour,
Amacakya napmakyonr,
I'vapa pypyana uxymeipuour.

bsuna xoyaaut wnxakyo,
Ibx3amana xeIpsykyo,
[Irabaana unasmakyo,
AxwpiMXyanoa 3aazakyo!

1906



This brief survey of writing-practices gives readers an idea of how Abkhaz has looked in

print from the earliest times to the present day.

Appendix
Table of the post-Stalin Cyrillic-based script for Abkhaz alongside its Georgian-based
predecessor (from newspaper Sabch’ota Apxazeti ‘Soviet Abkhazia’ 3 April 1954)
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Abbreviations
ABSOL = absolute
ADV = adverb

ART = article

DYN = dynamic
MASC = masculine
NEG = negative
NON-FIN = non-finite
PAST-INDEF = past-indefinite
PRES = present
PREV = preverb
STAT = stative

George Hewitt



