& Sugeestion for Latinising the Abkhaz Alphabet
[Based on Monika Hohlizs Adige Alfabet)
Eey
E.G. Hewitt [B.0.452)]

In 1983 Monika Hohlig published a pamphlet [reprinted in 1990) setting out
her ideas for producing a Latinised script for [Horth %West Caucasian] Circassian.
dince the bulk of the Circassian community Tives not in the Caucasus but in
Turkey [or elsewhere in the MNear East], her basic tenet was that, where
necessary, the Latin characters should have the same values that obtain for the
purpose of representing Turkish -- s0 that, for example, the letter © would
represent the voiced palato-alveolar affricate [dJ Two further principles which
guided the creation of this script were: [a] that any attempt to provide one
totally independent character for each phoneme of the language would lead 1o
an unwieldy number of new letter-shapes, and [b] that no diacritic should be
emploved that is not available on a Turkish tvpewriter. These considerations led
to the following table of correspondences between the newly dewvized Roman
script, the Cwrillic-based form presently used in Adwvghea in the Horth %West
Caucasus to represent the West Circassian (Advghe] literary language and the
standard IPA equivalents:

Latin-based Cuwrillic-based IE& Latin Cyrillic IPA
a 3 a b = b
c bat dJ = . tS
g kI tS = 1t Tst
& HI Tsf d il d
dz pale dz = E
g & iE f § f
g r g g Vv
& r A h b 1
1 bl i i M i

j HE J j ® 1t
j H Z k K k
q K q 1 n 0
Th e } [} nl T
m el m f H f
0 0 WE p m p
p nl p r P r
5 & 3 5 L, S
5 W st 3 W C
5 wl C t T t



t° Tl 1 t5 U t5
153 ul 13’ L Y ull
W Y W X M X
xh -t X el E] j
z 2 z ! I !
Recondary articulation of labialisation iz indicated by means of w, thus:
il LYy tSW g ry W
&1 Ly w ju Ly W
Ly Ky kW k'l KTy kW
qu KBy qw pu ly pW*
S LLIEb cw sl LTy CW
'l Ty W il Yy W
xhiu MY W u Iy W
o Io MWE
Bemaining combinations are:
= L ?a 1 Ikl rd
= E %E Y a ja
We 0 WE w1l Yl w’

Fieldwork with native Circassians both in Turkey, where there is no tradition
of writing the language, and in Circassia, where there is such a tradition using
the Cyrillic-based script just delineated, have shewn that the Roman alphabet is
acquired quickly and with gratifwing ease [personal communication from B
Hiohligl Howewer, one or two points call for comment. Firstly, the pointed
circumflex discritic ™ is not given a uniform value: in combination with g1 it
marks retroflex articulation [T47], whilst in combination with j and § it marks
alvenlo-palatal articulation [Z Cl and the disresis is then utilized with j and 8 1o
indicate retroflexion. Burely it would be preferable 1o have one diacritic
signalling & unigue articulatory  feature? I suggest retaining the pointed
circumflex as the exponent of alveolo-palatal articulation. Despite the fact that
the only glottalized fricatives are the plain and labialized alveolo-palatals and
thus cannot be confused with any other phonemes, which is the reason why both
the Cyrillic-based script and Hohligs Roman wersion lack any specific marker of
alveolo-palatalisation [viz. §° wl and g'u wlyl, I would prefer to see it actually
indicated [wiz. 5’ E’u] 50 as to avoid any possible confusion during the learning of
the new alphabet -- this is why [ personally always write q° when transcribing
GZeorgian g which iz the anly uvular plosive in the language, so that q alone, as
emploved by many Kartvelologists, cannot be confused with anvthing else g2
A F7 e d reddiy e SR of B ool apneiee of SeoepRan
Hiohligs digresis could then be used as the unigue marker of retroflexion. But,



since Germans when writing this diacritic in their native language simply place a
mactron over the relevant wowel, one might reasonably assume that Circassians
using thizs Roman alphabet would do the same, and, as Turkish tvpewriters
actually have the macron as a dead kev, why not make the adaptation of macron
for digresis as the universal indicator of retroflexion in this alphabet? —— thus:

= 9 Tsh = Sl Tsf
] ® 1t B L s4
This still leaves the pointed circumflex performing three functions —- it marks [a)
alveolo-palatalisation, [b] the voiced welar fricative when in combination with g,
and [c] the seguence of palatal glide plus half-open front wowel in the
cormbination & The letter h too in digraphs has two roles, marking [a) lateral
friction when in combination with 1 and [b] uwular [as opposed to welar)
articulation when combined with x. Can we not tidy up both of these anomalies
at the same time? In digraphs let h convey the fricative equivalent of the
preceding character, 0 that it will continue 1o function as the lateral fricative
marker in Th'), but it will also now be used to mark woiced velar friction in the
cormbination gh, which thus replaces £ In the vowel-seguence € the simplest
solution is to write ye. The voiced uvular fricative is marked by the hachek [viz.
#|: the equivalent voiceless fricative will now be the parallel X, which thus
replaces the digraph xh, thereby releasing h in digraphs exclusively 1o indicate
the fricative equivalent of the preceding character. These final suggested
adaptations of Hohlig’s basic svstem give the following correspondences:

oh r % 4 M X

U MY W

Might it not be time for a more wholesale change 10 existing scripts among
the MNorth "West Caucasian literary languages than that envisaged byw Hohlig? I
would argue that the time is ripe for the whole Horth "West Caucasian family for
a number of reasons. The alphabetical distinctions between, on the one hand,
East Circassian [Kabardian) and %West Circassian [Adveghe), and, on the other
hand, Abkhaz and Abaza, which latter in terms of its script is closer 1o the
Circassian alphabets than to that of Abkhaz, even though Tinguistically Abaza is
just a divergent dialect of Abkhaz, introduce an artificial division between
peoples who are Tinguistically close and who should be alphabetically united --
whether the distinctions were actually introduced in the first place on the
principle of Seee af fonaedd as many people suppose, 15 an issue we need not
address here. If it were a question of regularising within the Caucasian
territories the Circassian scripts alone or of unifving Abaza and Abkhaz alone,
one could conceive how those whose scripts were altered in favour of those of
their kinsmen might feel slighted and thus resist any such alterations. But it is



not just @ matter that is of concern 1o MNorth West Caucasians still resident in
the Caucasus. Bince Bussia’s conguest of the Northern Caucasus in 1864 the bulk
of the MNorth %West Caucasian peoples [Circassians, Abaza-Abkhazians and
Tbvkhs, the language of which last people became extinct in the autumn of 1992
with the death of the last fully competent speakers, Tevfik Esengl have dwelt
outzide the Caucasus in the warious countries of the MNear East, principally
Turkey, in a g&sardwhich is Tittle known in the rest of the world. Today it is
only in Israel that any of these languages is taught [in the two settlements there
where Circassians livel Given the facts of late Z0th century life [pressure to
move from willage to city, or ewven abroad, in search of a better life; the
necessity of knowing well the main language of the country, Turkish, Arabic,
serbo-Croat, plus essential foreign tongues like English and German; constant
bombardment from the main national language on radio, television and in the
press; etc..), it is hardly surprising that active language skills in the North %West
Caucasian languages throughout the Hear East are diminishing amongst the
vounger generations 1o the extent that many feel that these languages will be
dead outside the Caucasus within 100 wears. Howewer, with the death of
communizm in the former Zoviet Union and the opening of the once closed
borders, contacts are now flourishing between the old homelands and the
children of the S&smed The World Cherkess Movement aims 10 encourage as
many of those resident outside of the Caucasus as it can 1o return 1o live in the
Caucasus, where they can all contribute 1o building new, post-communist
societies. It is unlikely, however, that in the short term [at least] anvthing like all
of the relevant populations will be willing 1o uproot themselves 10 take up a new
life in countries that are regrettably both politically and economically unstable.
Tnless something is done soon for these Mear Eastern populations, their
languages will be gone. It is inconceivable that pupils of willage-schools will be
keen to learn the Cwrillic alphabet, even if suitable teachers could be provided.
Thiz iz why the use of Latin with itz Turkish phonetic walues could be so0
beneficial. If Turkic Latin iz the answer for the Near Eastern populations, why
not sweep away the old svstems with their communist-imposed memories back in
the Caucasus at the same time? Take full advantage of this moment 10 re-
establizh the old Tinguistic Tinks that once bound the whole Horth West Caucasus
by introducing a single alphabet [with local variations where necessary] that can
serve the needs of Abkhazians, West and East Circassians, as well as
Abazinians!; and the added gain will be that a bond will be created that will
stretch not only across the Caucasian chain from Circassia into Abkhazia [of

1I'-'Iy Abkhazian colleague, V. Chirikba, currently at Leiden University has prepared a draft of his
owh ideas for &£ Sordieg £ ool By S05Rare S riieoy? Loavtadeed, as vet unpublished.



fFcreindependent of Georgia following the tragic war of 1992-93) but across the
EBlack Zea into Turkeyw as well. Faced with thizs marvellous possibility, negative
reaction from a writers” lobby fearful of losing readers for works published in
the scripts currently in use pales into insignificance. After all, any item of real
literary worth could be easily re-published in the new script. The only serious
problem ought to be that of the cost inwolved, Howewer, a wariety of former
Sowiet republics [in the North Caucasus one can mention Chechenial hawve
already taken the decision to change their scripts, and, if such a decision can be
taken in the straitened economic circumstances prewvailing in these other
republics, the same ought to be possible in [other] North Caucasian regions also.
Whether any change iz eventually made or not, it iz at least time openly 10
dizcuss the problem.

Before turning attention to the details of today’s Abkhaz alphabet and how it
might be adapted to a Roman form it might be useful to point out that the
language has been written a number of different wawvs since it was first given a
written form in the third quarter of the 19th century by the man who really
began the linguistic study of Morth Caucasian languages, the BRussian Baron
Peter won Uslar. His total of 55 Cwrillic-based characters, which did not fully
diztinguish the phonemes of the more complex northern Bzvp dialect he chose 1o
study, was reduced in 1365 by Bartolome]. & further reduction to 51 took place
as a result of the collaboration between the Abkhazian D. Gulia and the
Eartvelian K. Matavariani. Re-adapted by A Coc’ua in 1909 to a restored total
of 55 characters, this script functioned for some twenty wears In 1926 the
Feorgian-Scot Mikolai Marr emploved his truly horrible SAnalvtical Alphabet’ of
some 75 characters for his <S&8ar-Sunaie St A3 part of the TRERS
Latinisation-drive of the twenties, Abkhaz too went over to a Roman script with
the introduction in 1928 of M. Jakovlev’s nified Abkhaz Alphabet” -- at this
point the Titerary language seems 10 have switched 1o the phonetically simpler
southern Abzhwa dialect, which has a mere 53 consonantal phonemes. Whilst
between 1936 and 1933 the so-called TWoung %Written Languages of the T2ERE
had their scripts altered to Cyrillic-based forms, those of Abkhaz and Ossetic [as
written in Georgia -- the Ossetic of Horth Ossetia in the Bussian Federation
adopted a Cwrillic-based script] were changed to a Georgian base. Althougzh
hardly anwvthing was published in this Georgian-based alphabet as Abkhaz
language and culture were repressed during the forties as part of a sustained
drive 1o georgianize Abkhazia, following the deaths of Georgian 2talin and
Mingrelian Beria in 1953 the Abkhazians insisted that they be permitied 1o free
themselves from this unwelcome sign of continuing Georgian influence at the
heart of their cultural life, and as a result the present-day new Cyrillic-based



script was born, Whereas the Cwrillic-based scripts deweloped for the other
Horth Caucasian languages that were awarded literary status by the early
Boviet regime make use of only one character that iz today not part of the
wrillic inventory [viz. the old form of capital 5 = I, modern Abkhaz became
burdened with no fewer 14 signs (15, if one includes the special use of the
apostrophe] that are foreign to Cyrillic, although it does not utilize the old
capital 5. In addition to this, which fact alone makes it difficult to fit all of the
upper and lower case letters onto a tvpewriter, there iz a most regrettable
nconsistency in the use of one of the diacritics, which sometimes marks
elottalization (a3 against aspiration) and sometimes marks aspiration [as against
slottalisation] - of. k = [K] vz & = [kN] whereas the role iz reversed in the
opposition 4= [t vs 4= [tS] it has an entirely different function in association
with % [viz. ® = [x] vs = [1] It was the labours of a committee that gave birth to
thiz script, and such a parentage comes as no suprize. For more details with
reference to Abkhaz see Hewitt [1989) and for Caucasian scripts in general
Hewitt [1994],

It remains 1o examine how the Hohlig model could be adapted 1o meet the
needs of Abkhaz [and Abazal. I shall set out the present Abkhaz alphabet in the
traditional order?, placing alonside it my suggested Roman forms -- if adopted, a
re-ordering would be essential to conform with the traditional order of Latin.
Comments will follow this presentation:

&bkhaz Zcript  Boman version [PA &bkhaz Bornan [PA
ala) alal ala: & b b
E W W r g &
b Pyl & Yy o oW
B zh Y t: ghi ¥
By zhu i bal d d
aa du db 2 e E
b i 2t ¥b j J
®a ju J¥ 2 z z

dz dz I8 cu dzw
P w1y ifjari: b K K
Kb ki 3 Ky k' e
K k k Kb ki k
Ky ku k¥ i q q
kb q7 q Ry qu Q%

2To be read accaording to the pattern: 1



n 1 1 Fl m m
H h f a a 0
n P’ P’ ry p P
P r r = 5 5
T 1 t° Ta tu tp’
T 1 t Ta tu tp
Y e e L 1w wiwals  f f f
M % X Hb % %
iy ol e H h 1
wa b i U 13 13
ua cu (oW I ts’ 15
ua gu W H = tS
i’ tS % = Tsd
i’ Tsf L 3 s
Wk 5 S I = S¥
Bl 1 2 @ WL ’
) & Q2 b s dJ
b i ' & L W

It will be obwvious from the above that, having followed Hohligs use of the
letter W7 to mark the secondary feature of labialisation, I have taken the letter
¥ to mark the corresponding feature of palatalisation. This  immediately
introduces a disparity between the use of 5 in the Advyghe script and its use
here in Abkhaz, for, not being faced with the necessity of hawving to indicate
palatalisation in Advghe, Hihlig was free to use this vowel-character in the waw
she chose. However, in Abkhaz we cannot avoid marking palatalisation, and,
having followed Hohlig’s lead in using the wowel-sign W for labialisation, the
simplest choice for palatalisation was 5. For [i] in &bkhaz, which phonologically
is faif, I recommend writing it according to its phonological makeup, namely 1w
For the corresponding long wowel ] I recommend a parallel solution, namely
‘19, which again mirrors the phonological structure of this long wowel It would
be convenient to adapt Hdohlig’s Adwghe script in both these waws, so that in
place of her dunayer I would write diwnayer, and in place of her zi T would
write Z1¥.

Frhionological labialization in Abkhaz has three realisations (lip-rounding, as in
[W, vs labio-dentalisation, as in [[CW], vs double articulation with bilabial till, as in
[tp]; no distinction is made between these three types in the script. It should also
be pointed out that whilst T in Advghe has the bilabial tvpe of labialisation [to
give [W], in Abkhaz this same alphabetic seguence iz realised as double

articulation af the type [tp]



Literary Abkhaz lacks the Advghe opposition of woicedswoiceless welar
fricatives ws wvoiced/voiceless uwular fricatives. Most commentators seem 1o
place the Abkhaz pair of back fricatives in the uvular region, but over the vears
I have tended to describe them merely as back fricatives” whose precize point
of articulation iz largely determined byv their phonetic enwvironment. I hawve,
therefore, chosen 1o indicate them in the script rather as welars, hence their
representation as ghdx [etc.) rather than as &% This leaves the diacritical
sigh X% free to act as base for the representation of the extra weular [ar
pharvhgalized weular] woiceless fricatives possessed by the northern Bzwp
dialect.

Long [or double] &° is written, as now, by doubling the ‘a™-character [viz. aa).
Latin 0" corresponds to present-day Cyrillic o’ in such werb-forms as ditson X
was  going”  [currently  guodl = Adeca-wa-nd = slhe-go-DYNAMIC-
FINITE[IMPERFECT]; digiowp™ E i [currently gwkoynl <= /dega—w-py =
1slhe-be-2TATIVE-FINI TE[FREZENTY.

It remains 1o demonstrate the Roman script in oa few excerpts of continuous
texts, taken at random from a language-primer:

1. K'ag'ig’ amatua Niufuon. Acuatuala vaakllshl, Tyuilzfua litswraayt’ ASul
y1liryuon, agacul yixilswan, Taarlasnl atufuatu zegil rifucueyt’ K'ag’ic’ lan
Sulzua wirt yitabiwp” hua ralhueyt’

2. Abar ahagia. Ahagia guayuowp. Ahagiad’l pxhigala acik’a roweyt. Eiata,
bara shagiad’l acik’a bizwwama? Bara makiana shagiad acik’a sizxwam. Has
y1zxwada? Hara hayunatad’l san lowp’ acik’a 2xwa.

3. Darmayt” Tizif-vipa Guillya apsiwa  suquiyvuyul diwlwp. Wiy apswa
hyteratiwra abdiw hua yizahhuowt. Axuic’kua rzl ajueynraalakusa r‘a@uam
wiviiewt:  sAg1z1y  akluatews w4ty ahulhulys,  sa kUt Karkarras,
AXUICTKUA raguas, «Aaplne, «4xU1C°1 yabjzatuiws

4, B1v-tsaa zegi dzitivt’

Abghil pl1t'in, zegi gutlyt’

Axita abagiow, amra preyt’

Atz wagwan, amd vazhayt’

Ajular zivyowp, asua rhuoyt’

Adgill riuaghuan, vilartsowt’

Only minor adjustments are needed to render the script complete for use
with literary Abaza [based on the T'aplanta dialect) —- Abaza was first given a



Foman script in 1932, which wielded 1o the present-dav Cwrillic-based form in
1938, The labialized lamino-post-alveolar affricates can be written cufguigiu
to reflect their standard articulation as [dWSWISWL The letters gfgu are simple
insertions for the plain and labialized woiceless uwular plosives. The plain and
gjective lateral affricates can be tlhStlh™, or, since there is no contrast
between wvoiceless fricative and woiceless affricate, we could simplify these 1o
Ih/Th" The woiced lateral fricative, which together with the two previous
sounds, is found only in loans could be marked by 17, This, of course, introduces
an unfortunate disparity between Abkhaz-Abaza, on the one hand, and Advghe,
where 115 suggested byw Hohlig as the exponent of the woiced lateral fricative
[Adyzhe lacks the simple woiced lateral continuant [Il. Perhaps uniformity could
be achieved by using 17 in place of 1ih Advehe. The 2lottal stop will obwiously
be * This leaves as the most difficult case the voiced pharyhgal fricatives [plain
and labialized). In the IPA the glottal stop is signalled by an undotted question-
mark and the voiced pharvhgal fricative has this character back-to-front. Since
we are using the apostrophe to mark the glottal stop, perhaps the simplest
solution is 1o make the gquestion mark the woiced pharvngal fricative marker in
our Roman script [thus: 2 for the plain fricative ws 2w for the labialized
fricative].
Sarnple-text [part of the story in Azeikd Hapogoe CCCP IV (p143])):

akulcma alagan aguarax huls xpata yadatt aga, ajap’kua |, agquadly.
yaztataywata, arly aga, —- abuat’ akulcma, -- wara amgu wahbap'ta, wara
jrwquip’, abaga waytsbapta, arat agap’kua wara ylwquip|, agquadivgil sara
skutahavp™a, sara wisquip’

ara’a amgu ¢ranarighughuan akulcma yad'atast. akulcma ritsha aga Tat

amgu abaga Gazinanarxan, wara wig'kuinizt-hua wiguibzighap’, wihayl ap’,

w1gal
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