4.2.5 OssETIC
BY FrRIDRIK THORDARSON, OsLo*

4.2.5.1 General information

4.2.5.1.1 Ossetic is a Northeast Iranian language spoken by some 480000 people (accord-
ing to the 1979 census) mainly living in the central parts of the Caucasus area, i.e. in the
North Ossetic ASSR of the Russian Federation (RSFSR) and the South Ossetic Autono-
mous Region of the Georgian SSR; Ossetic communities are also found in the Kabar-
dino-Balkarian ASSR and the Stavropol region of the North Caucasus, and in Tbilisi and at
various other places in East Georgia. In Central and Eastern Anatolia Ossetic is spoken in a
few scattered settlements, that were originally founded by Moslem fugitives who in the
1860’s emigrated from their native country in the Caucasus, and along with Circassian and
other Caucasian tribes settled in Ottoman Turkey; no information on the number of the
Anatolian Ossetes is available.

Present-day Ossetic falls into two distinct main dialects?: Digor (D. Digoron [I. Digu-
ron] avzag) or West Ossetic, mainly spoken in the western parts of North Ossetia, and
Iron (Iron 2vzag) or East Ossetic (formerly often named Tagauric, from the tribal name of
the Tagaurs), which is the language of the majority of the nation. The language of South
Ossetia is a sub-dialect of Iron. The local idiom of the Uzllagkom region of East Digoria is
a kind of transitional dialect, basically Digor in its structure, but sharing some features with
Iron. There is some local variation within each dialect. The literary language is based on
Iron.

4.2.5.1.2 In vocabulary as well as in particulars of phonology and grammatical structure
the two dialects diverge from each other to a considerable extent, so that they are mutually
barely intelligible. Some of these divergences may date from ancient times and reflect older
dialectal differentiation; the inflection of the verb “to be” (4.2.5.3.3.8), some personal end-
ings (4.2.5.3.3.1.3) and the system of demonstrative pronouns (4.2.5.3.2.7.3) can be quoted
as possible examples. But in all essentials both dialects are closely related as regards both
their historical development and their basic grammatical structure, and there is convincing
evidence to show that they are descended from a protodialect that has remained fairly
uniform until comparatively recent times. About older dialectal differentiation we know
practically nothing and must be satisfied to admit the probability of its existence.

On the whole Digor represents a more archaic stage of development than Iron; their
relationship can be described in the terms of a focal versus a marginal dialect. Innovations
have apparently radiated to the west and the south from the Iron centres of the OrdZoni-
kidze plateau. This is especially clear in the field of phonology, as will appear from 4.2.5.2.
The Digor case inflection has developed more slowly than that of Iron, but the general
trend has been the same. The rule of premodification is less fixed in Digor than in Iron. In
creating a symmetric bidimensional system of preverbs (cf. infra 4.2.5.3.3.5) Iron is evi-

! Special abbreviations used in this chapter for the typically Ossetic cases are: adess. = adessive; allat. = alla-
tive; com. = comitative; equat. = equative; iness. = inessive.
* Where no dialect is indicated (D., 1), Iron is meant.
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dently one pace ahead of Digor. In contradistinction to Iron, Digor still retains vestiges of
tmesis of the verb and the preverb. An archaic feature of Digor is also the exclusive use of
the present optative to express repeated action in the past, whereas in Iron the past optative
is found with this meaning. Instead of the Caucasian vigesimal system of counting, which
the Ossetes in general have adopted, the decimal system is still found in certain variants of
Digor. It is also noteworthy that South Ossetic shares some lexical isoglosses with Digor;
such characteristic innovations of Iron as the palatal affricates and the ‘hardening’ of ¥ to ¢
only spread to South Ossetia in the first half of the last century.
See Miller 1903, 3ff.; Abaev, OJaF, 357 ff.; Abaev, O dialektah, 1964; Isaev 1966.

4.2.5.1.3 Ossetic is the last remnant of the North East Iranian (‘Scytho-Sarmatian’) dia-
lects which in antiquity were spoken over vast areas of South Russia. For historical reasons
we assume that the linguistic continuity of Old Ossetic (Alanic) with the cognate languages
was severed very early. In contradistinction to the other Iranian languages, which constitute
a continuous linguistic area, Ossetic has developed in entirely non-Iranian surroundings for
nearly two millennia. This isolation and the marginal position of the language can in part
explain its archaic character.

In our times Ossetic is flanked on all sides by non-IE (Caucasian, Turkic) languages. To
the north and the west it borders upon Circassian-Kabardian and the Turkic languages of
the Nogais and the Karachai-Balkars, in the east upon the Nakhian languages (Ingush-
Chechen). In the south the Ossetes live in close contact with the Georgians. In the North
Caucasus, bilingual contacts between Ossetic and the adjacent languages are common, in
some places the normal situation. In South Ossetia the bulk of the population is bilingual,
speaking Georgian as well as Ossetic. The omnipresence of Russian is self-evident. The
extent of these language contacts in the past and the social circumstances under which they
have taken place remain mostly hidden from us, but we may presume that they are of a very
long standing.

There has been a tendency, especially among Soviet scholars, to stress the importance of
these contacts for the development of Ossetic, and no doubt bilingualism has been instru-
mental in bringing about certain changes in the structure of the language. Among features
which can be attributed to Caucasian influence we may count the glottalic stops, the devel-
opment of a system of local cases, and the bidimensional system of local preverbs. In addi-
tion, there is a number of mutual borrowings at the lexical and phraseological level, as well
as numerous loan translations. In its structure, however, Ossetic has remained essentially an
Iranian language. The morphology of the verb is entirely Iranian. The Caucasian ergative
construction has found no echo. Alien to Ossetic are also the noun classes of the NE Cau-
casian languages. The almost complete preponderance of suffixes over prefixes is an old
Iranian trait.

The Ossetic vocabulary contains a considerable number of Turkic loanwords. To a large
extent these belong to Azerbaijani, which formerly served as a lingua franca in Daghestan
and the North Caucasus; through the medium of Azerbaijani numerous Arabic and Persian
words have been adopted. A long-lasting symbiosis with the neighbour peoples of the Kara-
chai-Balkars has resulted in extensive mutual borrowing. But at least since Khazar times
contacts must have existed with various Turkic languages. The chronology of the Turkic
loanwords and their immediate source is therefore often difficult to determine and ynsuf-
ficiently explored.

See Miller 1903, 7-11; Abaev, OJaF; Abaev 1965; Tedeevi 1975; 1983; Bielmeier 1977,
with bibliographic references to earlier literature; Thordarson 1986.

4.2.5.1.4 The first Ossetic book to appear in print was, as far as we know, the catechism of
the archimandrite Gai that was printed in Moscow in 1798 (Nacol'noe ucenie ¢elovékom”
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hotjas¢im” uéitisja knig” BoZestvennago Pisanija; Church Slavonic text with Ossetic transla-
tion); it is printed in the Cyrillic script, with some adaptations. At the beginning of the 19th
cent. Ivane lalyuzize (1775-1830) translated the Gospels and other religious books and
Sota Rustaveli’s Vepxist'q'aosani from Georgian into Ossetic; lalyuzize used the Georgian
(xucuri) script, with some adaptations and additional letters. His language was South
Ossetic (Ahvlediani 1960, 80ff.). About the middle of the century a writing system was
created by the Russian scholar A.J.Sjégren on the basis of the Russian alphabet (1844); this
was in general use until the 1920’s. In 1923 a Latin script was introduced; it was replaced in
North Ossetia in 1938 by a new variant of the Russian alphabet. In 1939 the Georgian
alphabet (mxedruli), with some modifications, was adopted by the South Ossetians; it was
abandoned in 1954 in favour of the North Ossetic Cyrillic script.

Table I: Writing systems and transcription

I The modern Ossetic alphabet (letters found only in Russian loanwords are enclosed in
parenthesis)
II The Latin alphabet in use in Ossetia in the 1920’s and 1930’s
III The South Ossetic alphabet (Georgian mxedruli) in use until 1954
IV The transcription used in this book

I il 111 v I I 111 v
Aa Aa > a I s Ph ph 3 p
A = E = S ® Pp Rr & r
B 6 B b 3 b Cec Ss b s
BB Vv 3 v TrT Tt @ t
Cr Gg 3 g Tb T Th th & 0
s H h @ y vy Uu 3,9 u
il Dd N d D b Ff @ f
DK K Dz dz X 3 X x X x b X
3 13 Dz dz d 3 Xb XB Qq g q
Ee E e J e I Cc [¢] c
(E ¢ I b Ch ch g I
(K x 9 7) Yy c¢ R ¢
33 Zz % z Y up Ch ¢h ¥ ¢
U n Ii o i (I k! bS)
7 it Ji 2 i (I 1)

K x K k 3 k (®)

Kb kb Khkh 3 K Bl bl Yy l H
J L1 @ 1 ()

M M M m 3 m (3 9)

H H N n 6 n (10 10)

Oo O o © o (51 2)

ITn Pp 3 P

Until the latter half of the 19th cent. literature was mainly religious. The national poet
Xetegkati K'osta (1859-1906) is usually regarded as the creator of the literary language;
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his poetry is in Iron; Mamsirati Temirbolat, some years his senior, whose language was also
Iron, emigrated to Turkey in 1865 and never attained the position of his younger contem-
porary. Since the turn of the cent., and especially after the establishment of Soviet power, a
vigorous literature has emerged, almost exclusively in Iron.

4.2.5.2  Phonology

4.25.2.1 Vowels

4.25.2.1.1 Iron has the following vowel phonemes: /ite ® a o u/ (our transcription), or,
more accurately: /itee (rather than &) a (or a) o u/.

The vowel phonemes of Digor can be presented as follows: /1 (to all appearances distinct
from) i e = a o u/, or, more accurately: /iteeaou/.

Iron /i/ is high front, /+/ high central but somewhat lower than /i/; it shows considerable
variation according to the surroundings, having a more back variant (approximately #) in
the neighbourhood of velars; /e/ is half-close mid front, /z/ low mid central, /a/ low cen-
tral or back (there is some local variation), /0/ mid back rounded, /u/ high back rounded.
/ieaou/ are strong (long) vowels; /i &/ are weak (short) vowels.

Digor /1/ (“the long i”) is high front, /i/ (“the short i”) high front but not as close as /1/;
/e/ is mid front between half-close and half-open, /2/ low mid central, /a/ low central or
back, /0/ mid back rounded, /u/ back rounded and fairly close. /i e a o/ are strong (long)
vowels; /i & u/ are weak (short) vowels. In writing /1/ and /i/ are not kept distinct.

See Sokolova II, 10ff.; Henderson 1949; Isaev 1966, 5ff.

4.2.5.2.1.2  The historical background of the vowels will be discussed in broad outlines in
the following. Generally speaking, in the development of the Olran. vowels Ossetic shows a
striking conservatism. Among questions that still need elucidation those regarding ancient
stress and its effects upon vowel quantity are especially worth mentioning.

In principle final syllables in *4 i # have been lost. Final *-4 is apparently retained as -2
in both dialects in the plur. suffix -tz (nom.), and in Digor in the nom.sing. of a class of
nouns where in Iron it has been elided: D. fide “father”, 1. fid <*pita; D. madz “mother”,
1. mad < *mata, etc. But L. also -z, e.g. in dinuze “2”, D. dunze <*duva. In part D. -2 is sec-
ondary, but no doubt prior to the modern dialect division, e.g. D. &finz “mother-in-law
(of the wife), mistress of the house”, I. &fiin < *abi-saidni, cf. Av. aifi-Saétan- “inhabitant
(of a house)”; D. arcae “spear”, I. arc < *ssti-, cf. Av. arsti-. In monosyllables final vowels are
retained: ma, n® “not” < *md, *na.

Olran. final *-yi(-) seems to result in I. -4, D. -i: 1. xol4, D. xuali “carcass” < *xvdrya-
(from *xvar- “to eat”); L. desni, D. desni “clever, a wizard” < *das(i)nya- (Av. dasina-
“dexter”, OIA. daksina- “dexter, clever”). The gen. ending I. -4 D. -i is apparently from an
old gen. in *-ah (cf. below 4.2.5.3.2.4.2). Olran. final *-aya(-) results in -&, that is preserved
in both dialects: zerdze “heart” < *zpdaya-, arfee “thanks, salutation” < *ifraya-. But
*-dya(-) apparently becomes I, D. -4, cf. I. mai, D. mziz (with secondary -2) “moon” <
*ma(h)ya- (Av. mahiia-); the abl. ending -4, if from an old @-stem gen.-abl. *-Zyah (or a
conflation of gen.-abl. and instr. in *-aya? Cf. below 4.2.5.3.2.4.5).

4.2.5.2.1.3 Olran. initial and medial *a (*ha-) is retained as @ before a single consonant:
I, D. @z “I” < *aza(m?); 1., D. daes “10” < *dasa.

Before two consonants initial and medial *a (*ha-) becomes a: 1., D. avd “7” < *hafta; 1.,
D. arv “heaven” < *abra- (Av. afra- “cloud”). If there is a morpheme boundary between
the two consonants, ancient *a (*ha-) is represented by @: I, D. kas-tzr “junior, the
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youngest one” (< *kasu- + tara-, Av. kasu- “small™; L. @m-bird D. @m-burd “company” <
*ham-byta-, and other compounds in *ham-C-.

Initial and medial *a (*4a-) becomes & before two consonants if there follows another
syllable; this rule also applies to nouns that in Digor appear with a final -2 = Iron -¢: L.
cast, D. caste “eye” < *Casti-.

In words which in old (predialectal) Ossetic had become monosyllables Olran. initial and
medial *a (*ha-) is represented by o if it is followed by nC: I, D. fony “five” < *panca. But
L, D. fendag “road” < *pantika-; 1. fenzem “5th” < *pancama-.

In a number of words Olran. non-final *a becomes D. #, L. 4, probably due to w-umlaut:
L. cippar, D. cuppar “4” < *¢atfvira-; 1. mid, D. mud “honey” < *madu-. This phenomenon
occurs mostly in the neighbourhood of labial consonants.

Olran. *a becomes D. i L. i through i-umlaut: L, D. innz (beside annz) “another” <
*anya-; 1. siyzaerin, D. suyzerine “gold” < *sukta (“burnt”) zaranya.

Olran. *a frequently becomes D. i I. ¢ in the neighbourhood of n, e.g. before nC: 1.
Sfinttaes, D. finttaes “15” < *pancadasa; 1. tingin, D. itingun “to stretch” < *vi-Sanj-.

Olran. *a becomes D. #, 1. ¢ before *-fn- which is simplified to n: L. fin, D. fun “sleep” <
*fafna- < *xvafna- (probably with assimilation of xv-f > £f).

4.2.5.2.1.4 Olran. initial and medial *2 (*4a-) is retained as 4, except before a nasal,
where it becomes o: 1., D. art “fire” < *adr-; L, D. max “we, us, our” < *a(h)maxam; but L,
D. nom “name” < *naman-; 1., D. don “water” < *danu-. In the mediaeval documents (see
above 3.2.4.2.3.1.3.4) ancient *-an- is still preserved as -an-: dan “water”; ban “day” = 1.,
D. bon < *banu-, etc. (in the Yas word list); Tanoyyds ... = mod. Oss. (D.) dz bon xuarz
“good day (greeting)” (in the Tzetzes text).

Before -y- Olran. *a seems to be shortened in 1. mai, D. maziz “moon, month” <
*ma(h)ya-; 1. raiin, D. raeiun “to bark”, cf. OIA. rdyati “idem”, Av. gadro.raiiant- “der die
(heiligen) Gesinge herschreit ...” (Bartholomae), with shortening of *-zy-; apparently also
in the abl. ending -ai if it derives from an old abl.-gen. *-gyah (cf. below 4.2.5.3.2.4.5). But
note I. zaiin, 1. zaiun “to bear, be born”, OIA. jayate, NP. zayad, but Av. zaiia-; 1. naiin, D.
naiun “to bathe”, OIA. snayate, but Av. snaiia-; etc.

Before *v Olran. * is retained as a: 1. dauzg, D. idanzg “guardian spirit” < *vi-divaka
(Benveniste 1959, 132); the equat. ending -au < *-dva- (Henning 1942, 45 ff.).

Before certain suffixes and frequently in compounds *a is weakened (shortened) to :
before plural -t(z), 1., D. mary “bird”, plur. maryte; 1., D. don (*dan-), plur. L. dettz, D.
dzentta; before the suffix of ordinal numbers I. -2m < *-ama- (2vdem “7th” from avd),
D. -zimag < *-mayiaka- (fenzzimag “5th” from fonz); etc; in compounds: zvd-szron
“seven-headed” (avd + s@r); rast-vandag “having a straight way” (rast “straight” +
fandag “road”); etc. Before case suffixes vowel weakening occasionally takes place: adess.
Sxrsil “on the side” (fars); abl. rastei “rightfully” (rast); etc.

4.2.5.2.1.5 Where in Digor an a follows a labiovelar (stop, spirant), in Iron it has become
0; the velar is (virtually) delabialized: D. k'ward (/g'ard) = 1. k'ord “group”; D. xuarz
(/xarz/) = 1. xorz “good”. Where Digor has a labiovelar stop + , Iron usually has a labio-
velar stop + #: D. kuzrun (/k'erun/y = L k'wirin (/’rin/) “to strike”. D. /x/, written xu,
+ & corresponds to I xz: D. xuzrun = L. xzrin “to eat”; but also D. /xa/ = L
/gi/: D. xuzzder = 1. xuizder. Cf. below 4.2.5.2.3.2.

4.2.5.2.1.6 At a prehistoric stage Olran. *i and *i *# and *iZ merged into short i, # respec-
tively. This stage of development has been retained in Digor, whereas in Iron medial i and
u have further merged in #: L ciry, D. ciry “sharp” < *tigra-; 1. @xsir, D. zxsir ,milk”, cf.
OIA. ksira- (the only example of *i that seems to exist); I firt, D. furt “son” < *putra-; 1.






