
Chapter 23

Mordvin (Erzya and Moksha)
Arja Hamari and R igina Ajanki

23.1  Background of the language  
and speaker community

The Mordvin branch of the Uralic language family consists 
of two closely related languages: Erzya (E) and Moksha (M). 
They are spoken in Russia in the Middle-Volga region, 
where the Republic of Mordovia is situated. However, more 
than half of the Mordvins live outside the republic, scat-
tered in the surrounding provinces and republics. In 
Mordovia, only about forty per cent of the population are 
ethnic Mordvins. The rest of the inhabitants are Russians, 
Tatars, and others.

According to the last census (2010) of the Russian 
Federation, there are approximately 744,2001 ethnic 
Mordvins. Around 431,600 of them were reported to have a 
command of either Erzya or Moksha, but no reliable data 
exists as to how many of them speak a Mordvin language as 
a mother tongue or what the proportions of Erzya and 
Moksha speakers are. On the basis of earlier censuses it can 
be estimated that around a third of them are speakers of 
Moksha, while two thirds speak Erzya. At present, especially 
younger-generation Mordvins are balanced or Russian-
dominant bilinguals. Consequently, today’s Erzya and 
Moksha are heavily marked by Russian influence.

In many traditional grammatical descriptions especially 
by Western scholars, Erzya and Moksha were generally 
regarded as the two main dialects of the Mordvin language. 
The Mordvins themselves, however, have always considered 
Erzya and Moksha two separate languages and this is also the 
view of most contemporary linguists. The two languages are 
not completely mutually intelligible, as there are differences 
at all levels: phonology, morphology, lexicon, as well as syn-
tax. Both languages also have their own written standard.

Both Erzya and Moksha are further divided into five 
major dialects as listed below and shown in Map 23.1 in the 
plate section.2 Moreover, each dialect can be divided into 

1  See http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/perepis2010/croc/Documents 
/Vol4/pub-04-01.pdf.

2  Note that although some of the names of the dialects are similar, they 
refer to dialect groups of two different languages. For example, the Western 

subdialects. The Moksha dialects are mostly spoken in 
Western Mordovia and to the south and south-west of the 
republic, while the Erzya dialects are situated in Eastern 
Mordovia and to the east, north-east, and south-east of the 
republic. The only exception is the Mixed or Shoksha dialect 
of Erzya, which is spoken away from other parts of the Erzya 
area, surrounded by speakers of Moksha, and strongly influ-
enced by Moksha. In both languages, the standard variety is 
based on the Central dialect of each language. Note that the 
Mordvin-speaking areas are not homogeneous: the Erzya 
and Moksha settlements are interspersed with Russians and 
other ethnic groups.

Dialects of Erzya (Feoktistov 1990: xxxiv–xlii):
1) Central dialect
2) Western dialect
3) North-Western (or Alatyr’) dialect
4) South-Eastern (or Sura) dialect
5) Mixed (or Shoksha) dialect

Dialects of Moksha (Feoktistov 1990: xliii–lvii, Feoktistov 
and Saarinen 2005: 46–57):
1) Central dialect
2) Western dialect
3) South-Eastern (or Insar) dialect
4) Intermediate dialects (two separate groups)
 a)  area between Western, Central and South-Eastern 

dialects
 b) south-western group outside Mordovia
5) Mixed dialects (four separate groups outside Mordovia):
 a) northern group
 b) southern group
 c) south-eastern group
 d) eastern group

Most of the example sentences presented in this chapter 
come from two electronic corpora, MORMULA and MokshEr, 
administered by The Research Unit for Volgaic Languages at 
the University of Turku. MORMULA consists of folklore 

dialects of Erzya are spoken in a totally different area from the Western 
dialects of Moksha.
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material based on spoken language that were collected by 
Heikki Paasonen at the turn of the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries, as well as folk tales in both languages, and a 
journal in Erzya. MokshEr includes journals and newspapers 
from the years 2002–2005 as well as works of fiction. 
Additional text sources used in this chapter (also for the 
example texts in 23.6) are the children’s magazine Якстерь 
тяштеня (jɑksjtjərj tjæʃtjənjæ, ‘Red Little Star’), issue 2/1994 
(= JT), and four other literary texts or readers: Ključagin 
(1997) (= K), Kondrakova (2014) (= Ko), Paltin et al. (1997)  
(= P), and Šunčeva (2009) (= Š).3 N.  E.  refers to Natalia 
Ermakov, our native language consultant of Erzya.

23.2  Phonology

23.2.1  Vowel system

In Standard Erzya there are five, in Standard Moksha seven 
vowels (Tables  23.1 and  23.2, respectively). Moksha has a 
front vowel /æ/ and a reduced vowel /ə/, that do not exist 
in Erzya. However, these vowels are found in some Erzya 
dialects that are spoken in the vicinity of the Mokshas.

There is currently no uncontested description of Mordvin 
phonology. Of the vowels, especially the quality of /ɑ/ in 

3  Якстерь тяштеня. Эрь ковонь мокшень журнал иттненди. 2/1994. 
Editor in chief:     Анатолий Ежов. Саранск.

Ključagin (1997) = Ключагин, Пётр. Цёканька. Ёвтнемат. Средней ды 
старшей классо тонавтницятнень туртов. Саранск: Мордовской 
книжной издательствась.

Kondrakova (2014) = Кондракова, Маргарита. Шачема мастор. In Кудо. 
Эстононь-мокшэрзянь вейсэндявксонть журналозо 5/2014. Tallinn: Eesti-
Mordva Selts.

Paltin et al. (1997) = Палтин Ю. М., Петрушкин Н. И., Разгуляева Т. В., 
Рузавина В. М., Ерюшев Б. А. Оцёр. Ёвтнемат. Средней ди старшей классо 
тонавтнициятнень туртов. Саранск.

Šunčeva (2009) = Шунчева, С. В. Монь велем. In Кудо. Эстононь-
мокшэрзянь вейсэндявксонть журналозо 4/2009. Tallinn: Eesti-Mordva 
Selts.

both languages has been described in a variety of ways. 
According to, for example, Čudaeva (1963: 29) and Devaev 
(1963: 267) Moksha /ɑ/ is either a central or a back vowel 
depending on the dialect, while Ivanova (2006: 28) considers 
it central in all dialects. Erzya /ɑ/ is described as “non-
front” by Bondarko and Poljakov (1993: 85) but also as a back 
vowel in dialects influenced by Moksha (Rédei  1984: 225). 
Lehiste et al. (2003: 16) and Aasmäe et al. (2013: 16–17, 47–62, 
77) explain this with dialectal variation, but mention that 
other factors such as style or register, Russian influence, or 
even the gender of the speaker may also play a role. In this 
study, the notation /ɑ/ will be used for both Erzya and 
Moksha, but the problematic position in terms of central-
ness or backness is shown in Tables 23.1 and 23.2.

The vowel /æ/ is a phoneme in the Central dialects and 
sectors of the Western dialects of Moksha, and also in 
Standard Moksha, which is based on the Central dialects. 
However, according to Aasmäe et al. (2013: 47–62), the dis-
tribution of /æ/ is irregular and shows a notable overlap 
with /e/. In Erzya, phonemic /æ/ only occurs in dialects 
influenced by Moksha. Other dialects as well as Standard 
Erzya only know /æ/ as a fronted allophone of /ɑ/ after a 
palatalized consonant (Zaicz  1998: 187). Here, this allo-
phonic alternation will not be taken into account.

In Erzya, /i/ and /e/ have velar allophones /i̠/ and /e̠/ that 
appear when preceded by a non-palatalized alveolar, e.g. (E) 
сий sji̟j ‘louse’ but сый si̠j ‘pus, matter’; седь sje̟dj ‘coal’ but 
сэдь se̠dj ‘bridge’. Moksha displays a velar allophone /i̠/, 
which occurs mostly in non-initial syllables when preceded 
by a non-palatalized alveolar, as in (M) путы puti̠ ‘s/he sets, 
puts’, ваны vɑni̠ ‘s/he looks’ (Bartens 1999: 29). The velar allo-
phones of (E, M) /i/ and (E) /e/ are indicated in the orthography. 
However, they are not distinguished in the transcriptions of 
the present study as their occurrence is fully predictable.

The Moksha reduced vowel /ǝ/ is the most frequent vowel 
in the language (Ivanova 2006: 34, 107, Aasmäe et al. 2013: 
18–19). It generally occurs in an unstressed position, most 
freqently in non-initial syllables but also in unstressed initial 
syllables; the latter mostly in words that have a stressed /ɑ/ 

Table 23.1  Erzya vowels and their representations 
in the Cyrillic standard orthography

 Front Central Back

Close i ‹и› : i ̠ ‹ы›  u ‹ю›, ‹у›a

Close-mid e ‹e› : e̠ ‹э›  o ‹ё›, ‹о›

Open  ɑ ‹я›, ‹а›

a  Where two graphemes are given for a single vowel, the 
first one is used after palatalized consonants and the sec-
ond one after non-palatalized consonants.

Table 23.2  Moksha vowels and their representations in the 
Cyrillic standard orthography

 Front Central Back

Close i ‹и›, ‹ы›a  u ‹ю›, ‹у›

Close-mid e ‹e›, ‹э› ǝ̟ ‹Ø›, ‹e› : ǝ ̠ ‹Ø›, ‹о›c o ‹ё›, ‹о›

Open æ ‹e ›‹э› ‹я›b ɑ ‹я›, ‹а›

a  See footnote (a) to Table 23.1.
b  The marking of /æ/ is inconsistent in the orthography.
c  The marking of the reduced vowel is inconsistent in the orthog
raphy.
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or /æ/ in a non-initial syllable, e.g. (M) рьвя ǝrjvæ ‘wife’ (see 
23.2.3 for stress assignment). The distribution of the allo-
phones of the reduced vowel (ǝ̠ and ǝ̟) depends on the envir
onment: the palatal allophone is used when a front vowel 
appears in the preceding syllable or when the preceding con-
sonant or one of the consonants of a cluster is a palatalized 
alveolar (Bartens  1999: 29–30). As pointed out by Aasmäe 
et al. (2013: 18–19), there is no consensus within Moksha lin-
guistics whether the reduced vowel is a phoneme or merely 
an allophone of the full vowels (i, u, e, o) in unstressed syl
lables (e.g. Rédei 1968b: 383–6). According to the latter view, 
the vowel inventory of Standard Moksha would consist of six 
phonemes only (u, o, ɑ, i, e, æ) (Aasmäe et al. 2013: 19–20).

There are only monophthongs in both languages. 
However, vowel sequences are found in loanwords or occa-
sionally as the result of loss of a consonant, e.g. (E) рayжo 
rɑuʒo < рaвyжo rɑvuʒo ‘black’ (Zaicz 1998: 188).

The spelling of both languages follows the principles of 
Russian Cyrillic orthography. No additional characters or 
diacritics are used. This works well for Erzya (note the use of 
separate graphemes for the front and back allophones of /i/ 
and /e/; see Table 23.1). The Moksha orthography, in con-
trast, fails to denote the vowels phonematically. Word-final 
/æ/ is written with Cyrillic ‹е› or ‹я› (e.g. (M) сидe sjidjæ 
‘dense, thick’, иля iljæ ‘other’), but ‹я› can also mark /ɑ/ after 
a palatalized consonant, as in эря- erjɑ- ‘live’. Word-initially 
/æ/ is spelled by ‹э› (e.g. (M) эльбятькс æljbætjks ‘mistake’), 

but э may also denote /e/ (e.g. (M) эря- erjɑ- ‘live’). The spell-
ing of the reduced vowels is particularly inconsistent: in an 
unstressed first syllable, the reduced vowel is not marked at 
all (e.g. (M) кда kədɑ ‘if ’, рьва ərjvæ ‘wife’), whereas in a non-
initial syllable the velar allophone /ǝ̠/ is spelled as ‹o› and 
the palatal allophone /ǝ̟/ as ‹е› (e.g. (M) ужонь uʒǝ̠-nj cor-
ner-gen, велень veljǝ̟-nj village-gen). In the transcriptions 
of the present study, the Moksha reduced vowel is indicated 
but its velar and palatal allophones are not distinguished, 
except when it is relevant for the description.

23.2.2  Consonant system

There are twenty-eight consonants in Standard Erzya and 
thirty-three in Standard Moksha (Tables  23.3 and  23.4, 
respectively). In addition to these, a velar nasal /ŋ/ occurs 
in parts of the North-Western dialects of Erzya, e.g. peŋ 
‘tooth’, kudo-ŋ house-lat (пей pej ‘tooth’, кудов kudo-v 
house-lat in other dialects and the standard language; 
Feoktistov 1990: XXXVIII).

There is a palatalization opposition in both languages. 
True phonemic opposition between palatalized and non-
palatalized consonants only exists for dental-alveolar con
sonants, i.e. before back vowels both palatalized and 
non-palatalized alveolar consonants can occur (E суро suro 
‘millet’ vs сюро sjuro ‘horn’).

Table 23.3  Erzya consonant phonemes

 Bilabial Labiodental Dental-
alveolar

Palatalizeda Post-
alveolar

Palatal Velar

Stop voiceless p ‹п›  t ‹т› tj ‹т›   k ‹к›

voiced b ‹б›  d ‹д› dj ‹д›   g ‹г›

Nasal m ‹м›  n ‹н› nj ‹н›    

Affricate   t͡s ‹ц› t͡sj ‹ц› t͡ɕ ‹ч›   

Sibilant 
fricative

voiceless   s ‹с› sj ‹с› ʃ ‹ш›   

voiced   z ‹з› zj ‹з› ʒ ‹ж›   

Non-
sibilant 
fricative

voiceless  (f ‹ф›)     (x ‹х›)

voiced  v ‹в›      

Approximant      j ‹й›b  

Trill   r ‹р› rj ‹р›    

Lateral approximant   l ‹л› lj ‹л›    

a  Palatalization is indicated in the orthography with either the following vowel (see Table 23.1) or—in the absence of a vowel—
with the soft sign ь.
b  When /j/ is followed by a vowel both the consonant and the vowel are indicated with a single grapheme in the orthography—
the one that also indicates the palatalization of an alveolar: je ‹е›, ju ‹ю›, jɑ ‹я›, jo ‹ё›
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In addition to palatalization, there is an opposition of 
voiced vs voiceless stops and fricatives in both Erzya and 
Moksha. In Moksha, this opposition has been extended to 
/v/, /j/, /r/, and /l/, as well (see 23.2.5.1).

In Erzya, /f/ and /x/ only appear in loanwords, and the 
same applies to Moksha /x/. However, in Moksha native 
words /f/ occurs as a reflex of original /v/ before /t/ (e.g. 
(M) шуфта ʃuftɑ, cf. (E) чувто t͡ɕuvto ‘tree’) (e.g. Devaev and 
Cygankin 1970: 31).

Finally, in Moksha the affricate /ɕ:/ ‹щ› occurs in some 
native words, although it tends to be pronounced as /ʃ:/ 
(e.g. (M) аще- ɑɕ:ə-, ɑʃ:ə- ‘be, be situated’); the sound also 
appears in Russian loanwords (Aasmäe et al. 2013: 21).

23.2.3  Stress

Word stress is relatively free and it does not distinguish 
between meanings. However, the stress is not arbitrary 

either but there are certain tendencies, partly common to 
both languages. According to Lehiste et al. (2003) on Erzya 
and Aasmäe et al. (2013) on Moksha, in both languages the 
stress most commonly falls on the first syllable, but the 
assignment of stress also depends on sentence prosody. 
Words are generally divided into disyllabic units in which a 
stressed syllable is followed by an unstressed one. The pri-
mary stress generally falls on the first syllable, while other 
odd-numbered syllables (the third, fifth, etc.) get a second-
ary stress. However, in both languages word stress can be 
subordinated to a rhythmical sentence stress so that stress 
assignment can disregard word boundaries and move the 
stress to the second, fourth, etc. syllable within a non-initial 
word of a sentence (Lehiste et al. 2003: 56, 86, Aasmäe et al. 
2013: 78).

In both languages, stress may also be connected with the 
quality of vowels, but there are considerable differences 
between Erzya and Moksha. In Erzya, vowel reduction is the 
most distinctive characteristic of the vowels in unstressed 

Table 23.4  Moksha consonant phonemes

 Bilabial Labiodental Dental-
alveolar

Palatalizeda Post-alveolar Palatal Velar

Stop voiceless p ‹п›  t ‹т› tj ‹т›   k ‹к›

voiced b ‹б›  d ‹д› dj ‹д›   g ‹г›

Nasal m ‹м›  n ‹н› nj ‹н›    

Affricate   t͡s ‹ц› t͡sj ‹ц› t͡ɕ ‹ч›   

Sibilant fricative voiceless   s ‹с› sj ‹с› ʃ ‹ш›   

voiced   z ‹з› zj ‹з› ʒ ‹ж›   

Non-sibilant fricative voiceless  f ‹ф›     (x ‹х›)

voiced  v ‹в›      

Approximant voiceless      ȷ ̊‹йх, 
их, ых›c

 

voiced      j ‹й›b  

Trill voiceless   r̥ ‹рх› r ̥j ‹рьх›    

voiced   r ‹р› rj ‹р›    

Lateral approximant voiceless   l ̥‹лх› lj̥ ‹льх›    

voiced   l ‹л› lj ‹л›    

a  See note (a) to Table 23.3.
b  See note (b) to Table 23.3.
c  In the Cyrillic orthography, the voiceless liquids and fricatives are marked by inserting the character х after the character indicating the 
consonant. When /i/ precedes /ȷ /̊, the latter is not indicated in the orthography; thus, ‹их› appears after palatalized consonants and ‹ых› 
after non-palatalized consonants.
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syllables as opposed to stressed syllables (Lehiste et al. 2003: 
61–7, 85–6). However, instead of a clear-cut alternation 
between full and reduced vowels (as in Moksha), vowel 
reduction is a continuum in Erzya, and the extent of reduc-
tion also seems to depend on style and context.

In Moksha, stress is often assigned to a non-initial syllable 
if it contains /ɑ/ (or /æ/) and if there is a high vowel (/i/ or 
/u/) in the initial syllable. On the other hand, the rhyth
mical stress of a sentence described above may affect the 
stress pattern. Moreover, as described by Aasmäe et al. 
(2013: 47–61, 76–7), in Moksha the quality of vowels in 
unstressed syllables differs systematically from that of the 
vowels in stressed syllables (see 23.2.1). Most importantly, 
the occurrence of the reduced vowel /ǝ/ (with back and 
front allophones) is characteristic for Moksha unstressed 
syllables and the feature that distinguishes the vowel sys-
tem from that of Erzya.

23.2.4  Phonotactics, word and syllable structure

23.2.4.1  Phonotactics

23.2.4.1.1  Phonotactics of vowels

In both standard varieties, all vowels can occur in a word-
initial syllable but in non-initial syllables there are restric-
tions specific to each variety (see Lehiste et al. 2003: 15–16 
on Erzya and Aasmäe et al. 2013: 20 on Moksha). In Erzya 
non-initial syllables, only /o/, /e/, and /ɑ/ occur without 
restrictions, whereas /u/ and /i/ are possible in loanwords, 
/i/ also in some inflected forms, such as the third-person 
present-tense forms of verbs (e.g. (E) ваны vɑn-i ‘s/he 
looks’, ваныть vɑn-itj ‘they look’). In Moksha, only /ɑ/, /æ/, 
and /ǝ/ can appear in non-initial syllables without restric-
tions. The vowels /ɑ/ and /æ/ are possible in final open syl
lables (i.e. syllables ending in a vowel), whereas the reduced 
vowel mostly appears word-internally (however, see 
Aasmäe et al. 2013: 19 for other views). The vowels /o/ and 
/e/ can occur in non-initial syllables in loanwords only (e.g. 
(M) народ nɑrot ‘people, nation’, (M) жилетка ʒiljetkɑ ‘vest’ < 
Russ. narod, žiletka). Similarly, /u/ and /i/ in non-initial 
syllables are possible in loanwords; moreover, /i/ can occur 
in certain inflected forms such as the third-person present-
tense forms of verbs (e.g. (M) ваны vɑn-i ‘s/he looks’) and 
the lative case (e.g. (M) вели velj-i village-lat), and both /u/ 
and /i/ occur in derivational suffixes (e.g. (M) кели kelji 
‘broad’ < келе keljæ ‘breadth’; (M) сакалу sɑkɑlu ‘bearded’  
< сакал sɑkɑl ‘beard’). Furthermore, /u/ and /i/ are also 
found in a word-final position in nouns that used to have 
derivational suffixes ‑v or ‑j, respectively, e.g. (M) келу kelu 
(< *kelu-v) ‘birch’, инези injəzji (< *injəzji-j) ‘raspberry’. In 
both languages, there is also a word-final /i/ in some words 

that have become monosyllabic owing to diachronic pro-
cesses, e.g. (E) чи t͡ɕi, (M) ши ʃi ‘sun; day’ < *ket͡ɕæ (e.g. 
UEW 1988: 141–2).

Both languages still show traces of vowel harmony (see 
1.3.3) in the vowel variation of some allomorphs (see 
23.2.5.2). In addition, according to Zaicz (1998: 190), in some 
eighty per cent of the inherited lexicon the words have 
either front vowels or back vowels only. In the oldest layer 
of the Erzya lexicon, /o/ mostly occurs in a non-initial syl-
lable in words that have a back vowel in the first syllable 
(e.g. (E) кудо kudo ‘house; home’), whereas /e/ of non-
initial syllables is most typical in words that have a front 
vowel in the first syllable ((E) сиве sjive ‘collar’). The occur-
rence of /ɑ/, on the other hand, is not dependent on the 
vocalism of the first syllable (e.g. (E) кирьга kirjgɑ ‘neck’, (E) 
мода modɑ ‘ground, earth’).

As can be seen in Table 23.5, in Moksha the occurrence of 
/ɑ/, /æ/, and /ǝ/ in non-initial syllables is likewise partly 
dependent on the vocalism of the first syllable; /ɑ/ occurs in 
the non-initial syllable when the first syllable has a back 
vowel and /æ/ when the first syllable has a front vowel. The 
occurrence of the reduced vowel /ǝ/ is not dependent on 
the vocalism of the first syllable. However, the distribution 
of its allophones is; the velar allophone /ǝ ̠/ often corres
ponds to Erzya /o/, while the palatal allophone /ǝ ̟/ corres
ponds to Erzya /e/, e.g. (M) сисем sjisjǝ̟m ‘seven’ (cf. (E) 
сисем sjisjem ‘seven’), (M) уштор uʃtǝ̠r ‘maple’ (cf. (E) 
укштор ukʃtor ‘maple’).

23.2.4.1.2  Phonotactics of consonants

In both languages all consonants can occur word-internally 
but there are more restrictions in the word-initial and 
word-final positions (see Devaev and Cygankin 1970: 29–45, 
58–76 and Bondarko and Poljakov 1993: 95–134 for details).

Table 23.5  Vowel distribution in the Central dialects of 
Moksha (adapted from Aasmäe et al. 2013: 18)

Initial syllable Subsequent syllables Final open 
syllable

i (æ) ǝ (æ) (i)

e (æ) ǝ (æ) (i)

æ (æ) ǝ (æ) (i)

u ɑ ǝ ɑ (u) (i)

o ɑ ǝ ɑ (u) (i)

ɑ ɑ ǝ ɑ (u) (i)

(ǝ)a ɑ ǝ ɑ (æ) (i)

a The vowels given in brackets have restricted occurrence.
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Word-initially, voiced obstruents (/b/, /d/, /dj/, /g/, /z/, 
/zj/, and /ʒ/) mainly occur in loans and in onomatopoetic 
words in both Erzya and Moksha. Furthermore, /f/, /x/  
/ t͡s/, and/ t͡sj/ are rare in this position in Erzya, whereas in 
Moksha / t͡s/ and / t͡sj/ are more common.

Word-finally, /p/, /b/, /g/, /f/, /x/, and / t͡s/ are rare in 
both languages. Moreover, word-final /t/ and /tj/ occur 
mainly in loanwords (e.g. (E, M) депутат djeputɑt ‘deputy’) 
and in some suffixes, such as the plural marker of nouns 
(e.g. (E) велеть velje-tj , (M) велеть veljǝ-tj village-pl) as well 
as the 3pl suffix of verbs (e.g. (E) ваныть vɑn-itj, (M) 
ваныхть vɑn-iȷt̊j ‘they look’).

Consonant clusters of two or three consonants are fre-
quent in both languages, but there are also clusters of five 
and, in Moksha, even six consonants. According to Bondarko 
and Poljakov (1993: 123–31) and Rédei (1984: 212–20), clus-
ters of two consonants can belong to one morpheme or 
include a morpheme boundary, whereas clusters of three or 
four consonants occur within a single morpheme more 
rarely and clusters of five or (in Moksha) six consonants 
only occur as the result of combinations of morphemes. 
Clusters of two or three consonants can appear word-
initially, word-internally, as well as word-finally, e.g. (E, M) 
кшни kʃnji ‘iron’, (E) пешксе peʃksje, (M) пяшксе pæʃksjæ 
‘full’, (E) виськс visjks ‘shame’, (M) пяльтьф pæljtjf ‘coiled, 
curly’. Clusters of four consonants occur word-internally 
and word-finally, e.g. (E) вастневкшне- vɑstjnjevkʃnje- 
‘show oneself, appear’, (M) ласькфте- lɑsjkftjə- ‘drive away, 
banish’, (E, M) prjɑlks-t pillow-pl. In Erzya, the clusters of 
five consonants only appear in a word-internal position (e.g. 
(E) kɑrks-tne belt-nom.def.pl) but in Moksha both word-
internal and word-final positions are possible for the clus-
ters of five and six consonants as well (e.g. (M) шаркстфт 
ʃɑrkst-f-t turn-ptcp-pl).

Geminate consonants only occur on morpheme bound-
ary. They may arise when a consonant-initial suffix is 
attached to a consonant stem, e.g. (E) мaкссa mɑks-sɑ give-
prs.3sg>3sg, (M) каннe- kɑnj-njǝ- carry-freq-.

23.2.4.2  Word stems

23.2.4.2.1  Nominal stems

The nominative forms of nouns may end in either a vowel or 
a consonant. When inflected, different types of nominal 
stems can be distinguished: (i) some nouns have a vowel 
stem only, (ii) some have a vowel stem in the nominative 
but a consonant stem in certain inflectional forms and  
(iii) some have a consonant stem in the nominative but an 
epenthetic vowel is inserted between the stem and the suf-
fix in certain inflectional forms producing a vowel stem (see 
Bartens 1999: 71–2 for a more detailed description).

In nouns that have a vowel stem only, the stem may end 
in /ɑ/, /o/, or /e/ in Erzya and in /ɑ/ or /æ/ in Moksha. In 
Erzya the vowel /ɑ/ always stays unchanged throughout 
the inflectional paradigm, e.g. (E) пря prjɑ ‘head’: прянть 
prjɑ-njtj head-gen.def.sg: прядо prjɑ-do head-part. The 
vowels /o/ and /e/ can also be maintained, e.g. (E) ужо uʒo 
‘corner’: ужонь uʒo-nj corner-gen: ужосо uʒo-so corner-
ine; веле velje ‘village’: велень velje-nj village-gen: велесэ 
velje-se village-ine. However, /o/ and /e/ are subject to 
omission in certain forms (see below).

As for Moksha, those nouns that are etymological cog-
nates of Erzya nouns ending in /ɑ/ have a stem-final /ɑ/ 
which remains a full vowel when the word is inflected, e.g. 
(M) мода modɑ ‘ground, earth’: модать modɑ-tj ground-
gen.def.sg: модаса modɑ-sɑ ground-ine (cf. E modɑ ‘ground, 
earth’). However, instead of /ɑ/, /æ/ appears word-finally 
after a palatalized consonant or word-internally between 
two palatalized consonants, cf. (M) пря prjæ ‘head’ and прять 
prjæ-tj head-gen.def.sg but пряда prjɑ-dɑ head-part. In 
contrast, Moksha stem-final /ɑ/ corresponding to Erzya /o/ 
alternates with the reduced back vowel if followed by a suf-
fix, as in (M) ужа uʒɑ ‘corner’: ужонь uʒǝ̠-nj corner-gen: 
ужосо uʒǝ̠-sɑ corner-ine. Similarly, Moksha stem-final /æ/ 
corresponding to Erzya /e/ alternates with the reduced 
front vowel, as in (M) веле veljæ ‘village’: велень veljǝ̟-nj vil-
lage-gen: велеса veljǝ̟-sɑ village-ine.

In both languages, the word-final vowel is maintained 
unchanged in inflection in words that have become mono-
syllabic owing to diachronic processes, e.g. (E) чи t͡ɕi ‘sun, 
day’: чинь t͡ɕi-nj sun/day-gen; (M) ши ʃi ‘sun, day’ : шинь 
ʃi-nj sun/day-gen. Moreover, the word-final vowel usually 
remains unchanged in recent loans as well as proper names.

The nouns that have both a vowel stem and a conson
ant stem include words that have a consonant cluster in 
which the last consonant is either an alveolar or a velar. The 
uninflected stem ends in /o/ or /e/ in Erzya and, respect
ively, /ɑ/ or /æ/ in Moksha. In both languages, the vowel is 
often omitted, especially in the plural forms, local cases and 
sometimes also in the partitive and the abessive case. 
Consequently, a consonant stem appears in these forms, e.g. 
(E) чувто t͡ɕuvto ‘tree’: чувт-т t͡ɕuvt-t tree-pl: чувтсо 
t͡ɕuvt-so tree-ine; (M) шуфта ʃuftɑ ‘tree’: шуфтт ʃuft-t tree-
pl: шуфтса ʃuft-sɑ tree-ine. In the same inflectional forms, 
Erzya nouns ending in (E) ‑mo, ‑me also have a consonant 
stem regardless of whether m is part of a cluster or not, e.g. 
(E) сельме sjeljme ‘eye’: сельмть sjeljm-tj eye-pl: сельмсэ 
sjeljm-se eye-ine. However, there is plenty of dialectal vari
ation in the use of the consonant stems in both Erzya and 
Moksha.

Nouns with a word-final consonant get an epenthetic 
vowel in certain inflectional forms. In Erzya the epen-
thetic vowel is /o/ if the first syllable has a back vowel and 
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/e/ if the first syllable has a front vowel, while in Moksha, 
the allophones /ǝ̠/ and /ǝ̟/ of the reduced vowel are used. 
The vowel stem is used in the genitive and lative in Erzya 
and the genitive, dative, and causative in Moksha, whereas 
other inflectional forms are based on the consonant stem, 
e.g. (E) вирь virj ‘forest’: вирень virje-nj forest-gen but 
вирьсэ virj-se forest-ine; (M) вирь virj ‘forest’: вирень virjǝ̟-
nj forest-gen: виренди virjǝ ̟-njdji forest-dat: виренкса 
virjǝ ̟-nksɑ forest-caus but вирьса virj-sɑ forest-ine.4

23.2.4.2.2  Verbal stems

In both languages, three types of verbal stems can be distin-
guished: (i) stems ending in the vowel /ɑ/ (e.g. (E, M) пaлa- 
pɑlɑ- ‘kiss’), (ii) stems ending in the vowel /o/ in Erzya and 
/ǝ̠/ in Moksha (e.g. (E) вaнo- vɑno-, (M) вaнo- vɑnǝ̠- ‘look’) 
and (iii) stems ending in the vowel /e/ in Erzya and /ǝ̟/ in 
Moksha (e.g. (E) нилe- njilje-, (M) нилe- njiljǝ̟- ‘swallow’) 
(Bartens  1999: 122). Verbs of the first type only have one 
stem and the stem vowel does not change when the verb is 
inflected, except for certain Erzya forms in which the vowel 
is replaced by /i/. Verbs of the second and third types, on 
the other hand, also have a consonant stem (e.g. (E, M) вaн- 
vɑn- ‘look’; (E, M) ниль- njilj- ‘swallow’) which is used in cer-
tain inflectional forms. For example, the stem vowel is lost 
in the present-tense first- and second-person plural forms in 
Erzya verbs of the second and the third type (e.g. (E) вантано 
vɑn-tɑno look-prs.1pl, вантадо vɑn-tɑdo look-prs.2pl, (E) 
нильтяно njilj-tjɑno swallow-prs.1pl, нильтядо njilj-tjɑdo 
swallow-prs.2pl) and Moksha verbs of the third type (e.g. 
нильхтяма njilj̥-tjɑmɑ swallow-prs.1pl, нильхтядa njilj̥-
tjɑdɑ swallow-prs.2pl). In addition, in the second and the 
third types of verbs the stem vowels are replaced by /ɑ/ in 
the present-tense first- and second-person singular forms; 
however /ɑ/ is regarded as a part of the personal ending in 
this study (e.g. (E, M) ванан vɑn-ɑn look-prs.1sg, ванат 
vɑn-ɑt look-prs.2sg, (E, M) нилян njilj-ɑn swallow-prs.1sg, 
нилят njilj-ɑt swallow-prs.2sg).

23.2.5  Morphophonological phenomena

Several morphophonological phenomena can affect either 
the stem or the suffix or both when words are inflected. The 
most prominent of these are different types of assimilations 
on the morpheme boundary as well as the vowel harmony 
which can affect suffixes.

4  Note, however, that while some scholars consider the epenthetic vowel 
to belong to the stem, others regard it as a suffix-initial vowel (see Maticsák 
2012: 125–6 for a summary of the different views). In this study, the vowel is 
treated as a stem-final sound.

23.2.5.1  Assimilation

Both progressive and regressive assimilations across a mor-
pheme boundary are possible and the features most fre-
quently affected are voicing/devoicing and palatalization/
depalatalization. Erzya and Moksha are not completely 
identical as to the direction and type of assimilation.

Progressive assimilation takes place, for example, when a 
voiced morpheme-final consonant has a voicing effect on 
the initial consonant of the following morpheme, e.g. (E) 
эйзюро ejzjuro ‘icicle’ (< эй ej ‘ice’ + сюро sjuro ‘horn’), (M) 
кудбря kudbrjæ ‘roof ’ (куд kud ‘house’ + пря prjæ ‘head’); 
this assimilation is usually shown in the orthography when 
it occurs within compound words but not in phrases or 
inflected forms (Zaicz 1998: 189–90).

Owing to the progressive assimilation, suffixes with an 
initial apical consonant (except /s/) have two allomorphs, 
one with a palatalized consonant and another with a non-
palatalized consonant. The choice of the allomorph depends 
on the palatalization vs non-palatalization of the stem-final 
consonant, as in (E) кал kɑl ‘fish’: калнэнь kɑl-nenj fish-
dat: калт kɑl-t fish-pl vs (E) каль kɑlj ‘willow’: кальнень 
kɑlj-njenj willow-dat: кальть kɑlj-tj willow-pl; (M) кал kɑl 
‘fish’: калхт kɑl-̥t fish-pl vs (M) каль kɑlj ‘willow’: кальхть 
kɑlj̥-tj willow-pl. Zaicz (1998: 190) calls this consonant har-
mony. Another instance of assimilation in suffixes can be 
seen in Moksha, where suffix-initial /s/ and /sj/ become 
/ t͡s/ and / t͡sj/, respectively, when preceded by a stem-final 
/n/ or /nj/, e.g. (M) нупонь nupǝnj ‘moss’ : нупоньцa 
nupǝnj-t͡sɑ moss-ine ‘in moss’ (cf. inessive ending -sɑ).

A typical instance of regressive assimilation in Mordvin 
is the devoicing effect of /‑t/ or /-tj/. For example, in 
both languages, the morpheme-final voiced consonant 
(/b/, /d/, /dj/, /g/, /z/, /zj/, /ʒ/) is devoiced in front of 
the plural suffix, e.g. (E) кедь kedj ‘hand’ : кедть ketj-tj 
hand-pl; (M) кядь kædj ‘hand’ : кятть kætj-tj hand-pl. In 
addition, word-final /n/ and /nj/ are totally assimilated 
with the plural suffix ‑t /-tj, e.g. (E, M) ломань lomɑnj 
‘person’ : lomɑtj-tj person-pl (in Erzya also lomɑnj-tj is 
possible). This type of assimilation is shown in the 
orthography in Moksha (ломатть) but not in Erzya 
(ломанть). In Moksha, word-final /m/ is partly assimi
lated by the plural suffix, as in (M) утом utəm ‘store-
house’ : утопт utəp-t storehouse-pl.

The devoicing effect of voiceless consonants is especially 
strong in Moksha where /l/, /lj/, /r/, /rj/, /j/, as well as /v/ 
are also devoiced in front of /‑t/ or /-tj/, as in:

(M) /l/ кaл kɑl ‘fish’ : кaлxт kɑl-̥t fish-pl
(M) /lj/ пеель pejǝlj ‘knife’ : пеелxть pejǝl j̥-tj knife-pl
(M) /r/ юр jur ‘root’ : юрхт jur ̥-t root-pl
(M) /rj/ вирь virj ‘forest’ : вирьхть virj̥-tj forest-pl
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(M) /j/ пей pej ‘tooth’ : пейхть peȷ-̊tj tooth-pl
(M) /v/ кев kev ‘stone’ : кефт kef-t stone-pl

Furthermore, after voiceless liquids and fricatives, /t/ or 
/tj/ is dropped when followed by /n/ in Moksha; this hap-
pens, for example, for the morpheme-initial /tj/ of the nom
inative plural suffix (M) ‑tjnjæ of the definite declension. 
However, the devoicing effect of the omitted /tj/ remains, 
e.g. (M) ков kov ‘moon; month’ : кофне kofnjæ moon.nom.
def.pl, кал kɑl ‘fish’ : калхне kɑln̥jæ fish nom.def.pl. In the 
same morpheme /tj/ is dropped also when preceded by the 
assimilation of /m/ described above, e.g. (M) пизем pizjəm 
‘rain’ : пизепне pizjəpnjæ rain.nom.def.pl. Moreover, 
Moksha words ending in /u/ or /i/ used to have word-final 
derivational suffixes ‑v and ‑j, respectively, and these suf-
fixes reappear when followed by ‑tjnjæ; both ancient suf-
fixes are devoiced and the morpheme-initial /tj/ is omitted, 
as in (M) келу kelu ‘birch’ : келуфне kelufnjæ birch.nom.
def.pl (< *kelu-v-tjnjæ), инези injəzji ‘raspberry’: инезихне 
injəzjiȷn̊jæ raspberry.nom.def.pl (< *injəzji-j-tjnjæ).

It should be noted that the devoicing assimilation 
described above is partly historically conditioned and, 
although attested elsewhere (i.e. in connection with some 
derivational suffixes), it does not happen automatically in 
all morpheme boundaries (cf. M вирь virj ‘forest’ : вирть 
virj-tj forest-gen.def.sg). On the other hand, in Moksha, 
devoicing occasionally also takes place before /k/, / t͡s/, and 
/ t ͡ɕ/, as well (e.g. M эрьxкe ærj̥kæ ‘lake’; ярxцa- jɑr ̥t͡sɑ- 
‘eat’). However, not all instances of devoicing in Moksha 
have to do with a morpheme boundary, as voiceless conson
ants have caused devoicing of the preceding consonant 
word-internally, as well, e.g. (M) шуфта ʃufta ‘tree’ (cf. E 
чувто t͡ɕuvto ‘tree’).

23.2.5.2  Vowel harmony in suffixes

In Erzya the vowel harmony still concerns suffixes: certain 
grammatical morphemes have two allomorphs with differ-
ent vocalism—usually one with the back vowel /o/ and 
another with the front vowel /e/ (e.g. the inessive in ‑so ~ 
‑se). The allomorph is chosen according to the frontness or 
backness of the last vowel of the stem (e.g. (E) кудосо 
kudo-so house-ine but велесэ velje-se village-ine). In add
ition, if the word-final consonant is palatalized, an initial 
apical consonant (except /s/) of the suffix is also palatalized 
and the suffix has a front vowel regardless of the frontness 
or backness of the vowel of the stem, e.g. (E) кaлдо kɑl-do 
fish-part but кaльдe kɑlj-dje willow-part; умарде umɑrj-
dje apple-part.

In Moksha, systematic vowel harmony of suffixes does 
not exist (e.g. the inessive is consistently ‑sɑ) but there are 

some relics of suffixal harmonization, e.g. (M) кyдy kud-u 
house-lat but вeли velj-i village-lat; (M) ловга lov-gɑ 
snow-prol but кигя ki-gæ road-prol. In Moksha, too, the 
opposition of the palatalization of the word-final consonant 
can sometimes have an effect in the frontness vs backness of 
the vowel of the suffix, e.g. (M) калга kɑl-gɑ fish-prol but 
кальгя kɑlj-gæ willow-prol.

23.3  Morphology

23.3.1  Nominal inflection

23.3.1.1  Nouns

Both languages have two paradigms for noun declension, 
traditionally called the indefinite (or basic) and the defin­
ite declension. In the indefinite declension only the case 
marking is present, while the suffixes of the definite declen-
sion express both case and definiteness of the referent.

According to most grammars, the number of cases of the 
indefinite declension in the singular is twelve in Erzya (e.g. 
Cygankin et al. 2000: 76–87) and thirteen in Moksha (e.g. 
Aljamkin et al. 2000: 47–54) (see Tables 23.6 and 23.7). The 
main difference between the indefinite paradigms of Erzya 
and Moksha is that the Moksha causative has no equivalent in 
Erzya. This case has relatively recently been grammaticalized 
from the postposition (M) инкса inksɑ ‘because of ’ and still 
carries the original semantics of the postposition.

In both languages, there are four grammatical cases: the 
nominative, genitive, dative, and partitive.5 The nominative 
mainly functions as the case of subjects and nominal predi-
cates, the genitive is used in the expressions of possession, 
the dative is employed to mark the beneficiary or addressee, 
and the partitive is the case governed by certain verbs. In 
addition, the nominative, genitive, and partitive (as well as 
the inessive) are employed in differential object marking (see 
23.4.4; cf. 44.4.1). The five local cases express the goal (illa-
tive), direction (lative), location (inessive), source (elative), 
and route (prolative). The main function of the translative is 
to express a change or transition of a referent into something. 
The comparative marks the size or the approximate quantity 

5  Traditionally, the case that is here referred to as partitive, has been 
called ablative instead. The case suffix was originally used to express 
motion away from something (e.g. Bartens 1999: 75–6). In the contempor
ary Mordvin languages, however, these spatial (or temporal) uses are mar-
ginal and the case can be regarded as grammatical: it is used in the marking 
of partial object and partial predicate, in expressions of quantity and stand-
ard of comparison, as well as in the complements of certain verbs. In the 
light of typological literature on partitive cases (most notably Luraghi and 
Huumo 2014), we consider the designation partitive to be more appropriate 
than ablative.
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of a referent. The abessive is used to denote the meaning 
‘without’.

Bartens (1999: 80) considers the comparative a deriv
ational marker rather than a case suffix as it is regularly 
used to form adjectives; the abessive is likewise used in der
ivation (see 23.3.3.2). Since both forms also have certain 
adverbial uses, in this presentation we will follow the stand-
point of most grammarians and regard them as cases 
homonymous with derivational suffixes, but we recognize 
that their position is problematic in the interface of deriv
ation and inflection. Note that the same applies to the geni-
tive and translative case endings as well; these are also used 
in functions generally interpreted as derivational. However, 
the position of the genitive and translative in the case para-
digm is undisputed. In the examples in this chapter, all 
occasions of these suffixes are glossed with the case desig-
nations, since the borderline between case inflection and 
derivation is often blurred.

In the plural, the indefinite declension only has the 
nominative form, ending in ‑t/-tj in both languages. For 
other cases either the singular forms of the indefinite par-
adigm or the plural forms of the definite paradigm must be 
used.

In the definite declension, alongside the singular (Table 23.8) 
there is also a plural paradigm (Table 23.9). In Moksha, how-
ever, only three cases—nominative, genitive, and dative 
—participate in the definite declension. In both languages, the 

definite dative in the singular is also used in the function of a 
directional case, while the illative and lative are missing from 
the paradigm. However, in the Erzya plural paradigm, the def
inite illative is possible. The translative case is rare in Erzya 
definite declension but it is attested dialectally.

Table 23.6  The case suffixes in the indefinite declension

 Erzya Moksha

Nominative – –

Genitive -nj -nj

Dative -njenj/‑nenj -njdji

Partitive -do/‑dje/‑de/‑to/‑tje/‑te -dɑ/‑tɑ

Inessive -so/‑se -sɑ/-t ͡sɑ

Elative -sto/‑ste -stɑ/-t͡stɑ

Illative -s -s/-t ͡s

Lative -v -v/‑u/‑i

Prolative -vɑ/‑gɑ/‑kɑ -vɑ/‑gɑ/‑gæ/‑kɑ

Comparative -ʃkɑ -ʃkɑ

Abessive -vtomo/‑vtjeme/‑tomo/
‑tjeme/‑teme

-ftəmɑ

Translative -ks -ks

Causative – -nksɑ

Table 23.7  The indefinite declension of (E) веле velje, (M) 
веле veljæ ‘village’ in the singular

 Erzya Moksha

Nominative velje veljæ

Genitive velje-nj veljə-nj

Dative velje-njenj veljə-njdji

Partitive velje-dje veljə-dɑ

Inessive velje-se veljə-sɑ

Elative velje-ste veljə-stɑ

Illative velje-s veljə-s

Lative velje-v velj-i

Prolative velje-vɑ veljə-vɑ

Comparative velje-ʃkɑ veljə-ʃkɑ

Abessive velje-vtjeme veljə-ftəmɑ

Translative velje-ks veljə-ks

Causative – veljə-nksɑ

Table 23.8  The case suffixes of the definite declension in 
the singular

 Erzya Moksha

Nominative -sj -sj/-t͡sj

Genitive -njtj -tj

Dative -njtjenj -tji

Partitive -donjtj/‑djenjtj/‑denjtj/‑tonjtj

/‑tjenjtj/‑tenjtj

–

Inessive -sonjtj/‑senjtj –

Elative -stonjtj/‑stenjtj –

Prolative -vɑnjtj/‑gɑnjtj/‑kɑnjtj –

Comparative -ʃkɑnjtj –

Abessive -vtomonjtj/‑vtjemenjtj/ 
‑tomonjtj/‑tjemenjtj/‑temenjtj

–

Translative (-ksenjtj) –

Causative – –
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Instead of the missing definite case forms in Moksha, post-
positional constructions are used, and similar postpositional 
constructions also exist in Erzya as an alternative to the def
inite case forms. In these constructions, the noun is marked 
with the definite genitive ending and followed by the post-

position (E) ej- ~ ez-, (M) e- ~ ez- that carries the case suffix 
of the indefinite declension.6 In Erzya, some functional dif-
ferences seem to exist between the suffixed forms and the 
postpositional constructions (Alhoniemi 1982: 31–44, 
Manner 2020). In addition to (M) e- ~ ez-, the postposition 
инкса inksɑ ‘because of ’ is used in Moksha, together with 
the noun in the definite genitive, as the definite equivalent 
of the causative case. Examples of the definite declension 
and the postpositional constructions are given in Tables 23.10 
(in the singular) and 23.11 (in the plural).

In both languages, a noun already carrying an indefinite 
case suffix of the genitive, inessive, elative, comparative, or 
abessive can be further inflected with the suffixes of the 
definite declension. These constructions are usually 
referred to as the secondary declension (in Russian: 
вторичное склонение) in the grammars. In this declen-
sion, the two case suffixes are attached to each other with-
out any intermediate elements (1), except in the case of the 
genitive where an additional element (E ‑sje-, M ‑njə-) 
appears between the indefinite genitive in ‑nj and the sec-
ondary definite case suffixes (2). Syntactically, the forms of 

this declension are modifiers that appear without a head 
noun; the case that would normally be attached to the head 

6  Since the stem of the postposition is semantically empty, it is glossed 
simply as postp in this study.

Table 23.9  The case suffixes of the definite 
declension in the plural

 Erzya Moksha

Nominative -tjnje -tjnjæ

Genitive -tjnjenj -tjnjənj

Dative -tjnjenjenj -tjnjənjdji

Partitive -tjnjedje –

Inessive -tjnjese –

Elative -tjnjeste –

Illative -tjnjes –

Prolative -tjnjevɑ –

Comparative -tjnjeʃkɑ –

Abessive -tjnjevtjeme –

Translative (-tjnjeks) –

Causative – –

Table 23.10  The definite declension and postpositional case constructions of (E) веле 
velje, (M) веле veljæ ‘village’ in the singular

 
Erzya Moksha

Case
suffix

Postpositional
construction

Case
suffix

Postpositional
construction

Nominative velje-sj – veljə-sj –

Genitive velje-njtj – veljə-tj –

Dative velje-njtjenj – veljə-tji –

Partitive velje-djenjtj (= elative) – veljə-tj ezdɑ

Inessive velje-senjtj velje-njtj ejse – veljə-tj esɑ

Elative velje-stenjtj velje-njtj ejste – (= partitive)

Illative (= dative) velje-njtj ejs – veljə-tj es

Prolative velje-vɑnjtj velje-njtj ezgɑ – veljə-tj ezgɑ

Comparativea velje-ʃkɑnjtj (velje-njtj ejʃkɑ) – (veljə-tj eʃkɑ)

Abessive velje-vtjemenjtj – – –

Translative (velje-ksenjtj) – – –

Causative – – – veljə-tj inksɑ

a The postpositions (E) ejʃka ~ (M) eʃka are not frequently encountered in either of the Mordvin lan-
guages. However, they are referenced in dictionaries (Serebrennikov et al. 1993: 773, Serebrennikov 
et al. 1998: 909).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 1/26/2023 7:15 AM via TURUN YLIOPISTO - UNIVERSITY OF TURKU. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



arja hamari and rigina ajanki

402

of an NP, appears in the modifier instead. (See Hamari 2016 
and Privizentseva 2017 for a more detailed study.)

(1) Erzya (MokshEr)
Кияк эзь сакшно, зярс араселинь? – кевкстнян 
кудосотнень.
kijɑk ezj sɑkʃno zjɑrs ɑrɑsj-eljinj

someone  neg.pst1.3sg  arrive.cng  until  neg-pst2.1sg

kevkstnj-ɑn     kudo-so-tjnjenj

ask-prs.1sg    house-ine-gen.def.pl
‘Nobody came by while I was away, did they? – I ask 
those who are at home.’

(2) Erzya (MokshEr)
Ды эрьва чокшне яксинек театрав. Сестэ оперансесь ды 
драмансесь ульнесть ве кудосо.
di erjvɑ t͡ɕokʃnje jɑk-sj-injek tjeɑtrɑ-v sjeste
and  every  evening  go-freq-pst1.1pl  theatre-lat  then

operɑ-nj-sje-sj             di    drɑmɑ-nj-sje-sj

opera-gen-sje-nom.def.sg  and  drama-gen-sje-nom.def.sg

ulj-nje-sjtj          ve    kudo-so
be-freq-pst1.3pl  one  house-ine
‘And every night we went to the theatre. At that time, the 
opera and drama [theatre] were in the same house.’

In the possessive declension, the nouns are marked not 
only for case but also for possessor person and number. 

With singular possessors, both Erzya and Moksha distin-
guish between singular and plural possessee in the nomina
tive (Table  23.12); in Erzya, special suffixes for a singular 
and a plural possessee exist in 1sg and 3sg (e.g. (E) цёрам 
t͡sjorɑ-m ‘my son’; цёран t͡sjorɑ-n ‘my sons’; цёразо t͡sjorɑ-zo 
‘his/her son’; цёранзо t͡sjorɑ-nzo ‘his/her sons’), but in 
Moksha, 2sg also has specialized suffixes (e.g. (M) цёраце 
t͡sjorɑ-t͡sjæ ‘your son’; цёратне t͡sjorɑ-tjnjæ ‘your sons’).

The formation of the rest of the possessive declension can be 
seen in Table 23.13. As can be seen, there are some differences 
in the forms of the possessive declension between Erzya and 
Moksha, but differences also exist in the usage of these forms.

As for Erzya, there are special suffixes expressing both 
the possessor and the case in the genitive and the dative, 
but these only exist for the singular persons. In the Erzya 
genitive plural persons, the possessive suffixes of the nom
inative are used, while the dative is usually expressed by 
using a postpositional construction, e.g. (E) ɑvɑ-nok turtov 
mother-poss.1pl for ‘for/to our mother’ (Bartens  1999: 
101). Moreover, the special genitive and dative possessive 
suffixes are used only in kinship terms in Erzya. In other 
nouns, the nominative possessive suffixes are used in the 
genitive as well, while the postpositional construction men-
tioned above appears in the dative. The rest of the posses-
sive declension concerns all nouns.

In Moksha, the distinction between singular and plural 
possessees also exists in the genitive and the dative when the 
possessor is one of the singular persons. The Moksha suffixes 

Table 23.11  The definite declension and postpositional case constructions of (E) веле velje, (M) веле 
veljæ ‘village’ in the plural

 
Erzya Moksha

Case
suffix

Postpositional
construction

Case
suffix

Postpositional
construction

Nominative velje-tjnje – veljə-tjnjæ –

Genitive velje-tjnjenj – veljə-tjnjənj –

Dative velje-tjnjenjenj – veljə-tjnjənjdji –

Partitive velje-tjnjedje (= elative) – veljə-tjnjənj ezdɑ

Inessive velje-tjnjese velje-tjnjenj ejse – veljə-tjnjənj esɑ

Elative velje-tjnjeste velje-tjnjenj ejste – (= partitive)

Illative (= dative) velje-tjnjenj ejs – veljə-tjnjənj es

Prolative velje-tjnjevɑ velje-tjnjenj ezgɑ – veljə-tjnjənj ezgɑ

Comparative velje-tjnjeʃkɑ (velje-tjnjenj ejʃkɑ) – (veljə-tjnjənj eʃkɑ)

Abessive velje-tjnjevtjeme – – –

Translative (velje-tnjeks) – – –

Causative – – – veljə-tjnjənj inksɑ
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of the possessive declension are used in all nouns, and the 
kinship terms do not have a special status in the paradigm.

In cases other than the nominative, genitive, and dative 
both Erzya and Moksha build their suffixes on the case suf-

fixes of the indefinite declension, which are followed by 
possessive suffixes that originally come from the paradigm 
of the plural possessee. The lative and the translative are 
missing from the possessive declension in both languages.

Table 23.12  Possessive suffixes of the nominative case

 Erzya Moksha

Possessor 
person and 
number

Singular possessee Plural possessee Singular possessee Plural possessee

Sg. 1. -m -n/-nj -zjæ -njæ

2. -t/-tj – -t ͡sjæ -tjnjæ

3. -zo/-ze -nzo/-nze -t ͡s -nzɑ

Pl. 1. -nok/-njek – -njkæ –

2. -nk – -njtjæ –

3. -st – -snɑ/-t͡snɑ –

Table 23.13  Possessive declension

 
Erzya Moksha

Singular & plural possessee Singular possessee Plural possessee

Gen. 1sg -nj a -zjənj -njənj

2sg -tj a -t ͡sjənj -tjnjənj

3sg -nzo/-nze a -nt ͡s -nzən

1pl – -njkənj

2pl – -njtjənj

3pl – -snən/-t͡snən

Dat. 1sg -njenj a -zjənjdji/-zjtji -njənjdji

2sg -tjenj a -t ͡sjənjdji -tjnjənjdji

3sg -nstenj a -nt ͡sti -nzəndi

1pl – -njkənjdji

2pl – -njtjənjdji

3pl – -snəndi/-t ͡snəndi

Other cases 1sg Case suffix + -n/-nj Case suffix + -n

2sg Case suffix + -t/-tj Case suffix + -t

3sg Case suffix + -nzo/-nze Case suffix + -nza

1pl Case suffix + -nok/-njek Case suffix + -nk

2pl Case suffix + -nk Case suffix + -nt

3pl Case suffix + -st Case suffix + -st

a  Only in kinship terms.
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23.3.1.2  Personal pronouns

The personal pronouns can also be inflected in different 
cases. The most frequent forms are the grammatical cases 
(nominative, genitive, dative, and partitive), the inessive 
which regularly serves as the case of the object (see 
23.4.4.3), and in Moksha also the causative case. Other case 
forms are more or less rare—especially the first- and 
second-person forms that can refer only to animate, 
mostly human referents. The third-person pronouns can 
refer to both animate and inanimate referents, which 
makes them more frequent. However, it is difficult to esti-
mate the actual frequencies of the different forms, as this 
hasn’t been thoroughly studied.

The lative case does not appear in the paradigm of per-
sonal pronouns in either of the languages and the transla-
tive is absent in Moksha. In the partitive case, both languages 
have variants in which the case suffix is reduplicated (e.g. 
1sg: E monjdjedjenj, M monjdjǝdǝn).

As can be seen in Tables  23.14–23.17, some cases only 
have a suffixal form, while instead of some case forms, a 
construction employing a postposition can be used as an 
alternative. In the dative, both Erzya and Moksha have an 
originally postpositional stem tje- followed by a possessive 
suffix referring to the person in question, while the local 
cases and the comparative have the postposition (E) ej- ~ ez-, 
(M) e- ~ ez-, already seen in the declension of nouns in the 

previous section. However, in the paradigms of personal 
pronouns the postpositions behave differently from those 
of other nouns. If the postposition ej- ~ ez- in Erzya is pre-
ceded by the personal pronoun in the genitive form, only 
the case marker is attached to it. In the absence of the pro-
noun, a possessive suffix referring to the person is attached 
to the postposition in addition to the case suffix. In Moksha, 
on the other hand, the possessive suffix is always present in 
e- ~ ez- and the appearance of the personal pronoun in the 
genitive form is optional.

In both languages, there is a reflexive pronoun (E, M) esj 
‘self ’. It can agglutinate to the personal pronouns produ
cing emphatic forms of the pronouns, e.g. (E) монсь monj-sj  
(1sg-emph); (M) монць monjt͡sj (1sg.emph).

23.3.1.3  Adjectives

Many adjectives have a nominal reading as well, e.g. (E) 
лембе ljembe, (M) лямбе ljæmbæ ‘warm; warmth’. Any 
adjective can function as a noun and be inflected in case. As 
an attribute, an adjective does not usually agree with the 
head noun, although there are some exceptions (see 
23.4.2.1). In a predicate position, an adjective is conjugated 
in the present as well as the second past-tense (see 23.4.3). 
The comparison of adjectives is expressed with analytical 
constructions (see 23.4.2.5).

Table 23.14  Erzya personal pronouns in the singular

 1sg 2sg 3sg
Nominative mon ton son

Genitive monj tonj sonze

Dative 1) monjenj

2) tjenj

1) tonjetj

2) tjetj

1) sonjenze
2) tjenze

Partitive monjdjenj/monjdjedjenj tonjdjetj/tonjdjedjetj sonjdjenze/sonjdjedjenze

Inessive 1) monjsenj

2) monj ejse/ejsenj

1) tonjsetj

2) tonj ejse/ejsetj

1) sonjsenze
2) sonze ejse/ejsenze

Elative 1) monjstenj

2) monj ejste/ejstenj

1) tonjstetj

2) tonj ejste/ejstetj

1) sonjstenze
2) sonze ejste/ejstenze

Illative 1) monjzenj

2) monj ejs/ejzenj

1) tonjzetj

2) tonj ejs/ejzetj

1) sonjzenze
2) sonze ejs/ejzenze

Prolative 1) monjgɑn
2) monj ezgɑ/ezgɑn

1) tonjgɑt
2) tonj ezgɑ/ezgɑt

1) sonjgɑnzo
2) sonze ezgɑ/ezgɑnzo

Comparative 1) monjʃkɑn
2) monj ejʃkɑ/ejʃkɑn

1) tonjʃkɑt
2) tonj ejʃkɑ/ejʃkɑt

1) sonjʃkɑnzo
2) sonze ejʃkɑ/ejʃkɑnzo

Abessive monjtjemenj tonjtjemetj sonjtjemenze

Translative monjksenj tonjksetj sonjksenze
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Table 23.15  Moksha personal pronouns in the singular

 1sg 2sg 3sg
Nominative mon ton son

Genitive monj tonj sonj

Dative 1) monjdjǝjnjæ
2) tjejnjæ

1) tonjdjǝjtj

2) tjejtj
1) sonjdjǝjnzɑ
2) tjejnzɑ

Partitive 1) monjdjǝdǝn
2) (monj) ezdǝn

1) tonjdjǝdǝt
2) (tonj) ezdǝt

1) sonjdjǝdǝnzɑ
2) (sonj) ezdǝnzɑ

Inessive 1) monjt͡sǝn
2) (monj) esǝn

1) tonjt͡sǝt
2) (tonj) esǝt

1) sonjt͡sǝnzɑ
2) (sonj) esǝnzɑ

Elative 1) monjt͡stǝn
2) (monj) ezdǝn (= partitive)

1) tonjt͡stǝt
2) (tonj) ezdǝt (= partitive)

1) sonjt͡stǝnzɑ
2) (sonj) ezdǝnzɑ (= partitive)

Illative 1) –
2) (monj) ezǝn

1) –
2) (tonj) ezǝt

1) –
2) (sonj) ezǝnzɑ

Lative – – –

Prolative 1) –
2) (monj) ezgɑn

1) –
2) (tonj) ezgɑt

1) –
2) (sonj) ezgɑnzɑ

Comparative 1) monjʃkɑn
2) (monj) eʃkɑn

1) tonjʃkɑt
2) (tonj) eʃkɑt

1) sonjʃkɑnzɑ
2) (sonj) eʃkɑnzɑ

Abessive monjftǝmǝn tonjftǝmǝt sonjftǝmǝnzɑ

Causative (monj) inksǝn (tonj) inksǝt (sonj) inksǝnzɑ

Table 23.16  Erzya personal pronouns in the plural

 1pl 2pl 3pl
Nominative minj tinj sinj

Genitive minjek tink sinst

Dative 1) minjenjek
2) tjenjek

1) tinjenk
2) tjenk

1) sinjenst
2) tjenst

Partitivea minjdjenjek/minjdjedjenjek tinjdjenk/tinjdjedjenk sinjdjest/sinjdjedjest

Inessive 1) minjsenjek
2) minjek ejse/ejsenjek

1) tinjsenk
2) tink ejse/ejsenk

1) sinjsest
2) sinst ejse/ejsest

Elative 1) minjstenjek
2) minjek ejste/ejstenjek

1) tinjstenk
2) tink ejste/ejstenk

1) sinjstest
2) sinst ejste/ejstest

Illative 1) minjzenjek
2) minjek ejs/ejzenjek

1) tinjzenk
2) tink ejs/ejzenk

1) sinjzest
2) sinst ejs/ejzest

Prolative 1) minjgɑnok
2) minjek ezgɑ/ezgɑnok

1) tinjgɑnk
2) tink ezgɑ/ezgɑnk

1) sinjgɑst
2) sinst ezgɑ/ezgɑst

Comparative 1) minjʃkɑnok
2) minjek ejʃkɑ/ejʃkɑnok

1) tinjʃkɑnk
2) tink ejʃkɑ/ejʃkɑnk

1) sinjʃkɑst
2) sinst ejʃkɑ/ejʃkɑst

Abessive minjtjemenjek tinjtjemenk sinjtjemest/sinjsjtjemest

Translative minjksenjek tinjksenk sinjksest
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23.3.1.4  Numerals and quantifiers

Ordinal numbers are formed from the cardinal with (E) -t͡sje, 
(M) -t ͡sjæ, e.g. (E) колмо kolmo → колмоце kolmot ͡sje, (M) 
колма kolmɑ → колмоце kolmǝt͡sjæ ‘three → the third’, 
except for the first two ordinals that are irregular: (E) вейке 
vejke ‘one’ but васенце vɑsjenjt͡sje ‘the first’, кавто kɑvto 
‘two’ but омбоце ombot͡sje ‘the second’; (M) фкя fkæ ’one’ 
but васенце vɑsjǝnjt͡sjæ ‘the first’, кафта kɑftɑ ‘two’ but 
омбоце ombǝt͡sjæ ‘the second’. Adverbs for ‘how many 
times’ are formed from the cardinal with the suffix  
(E, M) ‑ ksjtj, e.g. (E) колмоксть kolmoksjtj, (M) колмоксть  
kolmǝksjtj ‘three times’.

(3) Erzya (MokshEr)
Колмо ломанть, монсь нилеце.
kolmo  lomɑnj-tj monj-sj njilje-t͡sje
three people-pl  1sg-emph four-ord
‘There are three people, I am the fourth.’

Collective quantifiers are formed by the suffix (E) ‑nje-, 
(M) ‑njǝ- and the possessive suffix, e.g. (E) kɑvto-nje-njek, 
(M) kɑfǝ-njǝ-nk (~ kɑfǝ-njǝk) ‘we two’, (E) kɑvto-nje-nk, (M) 
kɑfǝ-njǝ-nt ‘you two’, (E) kɑvto-nje-st, (M) kɑfǝ-njǝ-st ‘they 
two’ (cf. Bartens 1999: 121.) Examples of these are given in 
(4) and (5).

(4) Erzya (MokshEr)
Те войнасо чавовсть цёранзо. Весе колмонест.
tje vojnɑ-so  t͡ɕɑvo-v-sjtj t͡sjorɑ-nzo
this  war-ine   kill-pass-pst1.3pl  son-poss.3sg 

vesje  kolmo-nje-st
all      three-coll-poss.3pl
‘In this war her sons were killed. All three of them.’

(5) Moksha (Bartens 1999: 121)
Сёрма сась тейнек кафонек.
sjormɑ sɑ-sj tjejnjǝk  kɑfǝnjǝk
letter come-pst1.3sg  1pl.dat two.coll.poss.1pl
‘A letter arrived for both of us.’

23.3.1.5  Postpositions

All adpositions are postpositions. Personal pronouns as 
dependents of postpositions may be represented merely by 
the corresponding possessive suffix attached to the post
position, as in (6).

(6) Erzya (N.E.)
Юткованок ютась ломань.
jutko-vɑ-nok jutɑ-sj lomɑnj

between-prol-poss.1pl  come-pst1.3sg  person
‘Someone came between us.’

Table 23.17  Moksha personal pronouns in the plural

 1pl 2pl 3pl
Nominative minj tjinj sjinj

Genitive minj tjinj sjinj

Dative 1) minjdjǝjnjǝk
2) tjejnjǝk

1) tjinjdjǝjnjtj

2) tjejnjtj

1) sjinjdjǝjst
2) tjejst

Partitive 1) minjdjǝdǝnk
2) (minj) ezdǝnk

1) tjinjdjǝdǝnt
2) (tjinj) ezdǝnt

1) sjinjdjǝdǝst
2) (sjinj) ezdǝst

Inessive 1) minjt͡sǝnk
2) (minj) esǝnk

1) tjinjt͡sǝnt
2) (tjinj) esǝnt

1) sjinjt͡sǝst
2) (sjinj) esǝst

Elative 1) minjt͡stǝnk
2) (minj) ezdǝnk (= partitive)

1) tjinjt͡stǝnt
2) (tjinj) ezdǝnt (= partitive)

1) sjinjt͡stǝst
2) (sjinj) ezdǝst (= partitive)

Illative 1) –
2) (minj) ezǝnk

1) –
2) (tjinj) ezǝnt

1) –
2) (sjinj) ezǝst

Prolative 1) –
2) (minj) ezgɑnk

1) –
2) (tjinj) ezgɑnt

1) –
2) (sjinj) ezgɑst

Comparative 1) minjʃkɑnk
2) (minj) eʃkɑnk

1) tjinjʃkɑnt
2) (tjinj) eʃkɑnt

1) sjinjʃkɑst
2) (sjinj) eʃkɑst

Abessive minjftǝmǝnk tjinjftǝmǝnt sjinjftǝmǝst

Causative (minj) inksǝnk (tjinj) inksǝnt (sjinj) inksǝst
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Dependent nouns of postpositions may be in the nomina
tive, genitive, or partitive. The variation between nomina
tive and genitive is conditioned by the characteristics 
of the dependent noun, e.g. whether it is indefinite or defin
ite. The nominative is used especially with nouns in the 
indefinite declension (7), but indefinite genitive forms are also 
possible (8); however, genitive dependents are more often 
in the definite declension, as in (9) and (10).

(7) Erzya (MokshEr)
. . . вейке песь неявсь косо-бути вирь маласо, . . .
vejke  pe-sj njejɑ-v-sj

one    end-nom.def.sg  see-pass-pst1.3sg 

koso-butji          virj      mɑlɑ-so
where-indef.pron forest  close-ine
‘. . . one end [of the street] could be seen somewhere 
near the forest, . . .’

(8) Erzya (MORMULA)
Ардыть вирень-вирень пачк, пандонь-пандонь 
трокс, . . .
ɑrd-itj virje-nj-virje-nj pɑt͡ɕk
run-prs.3pl  forest-gen-forest-gen  through

pɑndo-nj-pɑndo-nj            troks
mountain-gen-mountain-gen  over
‘They run through forests, over the hills, . . .’

(9) Erzya (N.E.)
Виренть куншкасо ашты кудо.
virje-njtj kunʃkɑ-so ɑʃt-i kudo
forest-gen.def.sg   middle-ine   be.situated-prs.3sg  house
‘In the middle of the forest, there is a house.’

(10) Moksha (MokshEr)
Тон иттнень квалма арьсят али аф?
ton  itj-tjnjǝnj kǝvɑlmɑ  ɑrjsjɑ-t ɑlji  ɑf
2sg child-gen.def.pl  along think-prs.2sg  or neg
‘Are you thinking of the children or not?’

Furthermore, three postpositions require the partitive form 
of the dependent: (E) мейле mejlje, (M) меле meljæ ‘after’ (11), 
(E, M) башка bɑʃkɑ ‘except’ (12), and (E) икеле ikelje (13), (M ) 
инголе ingǝljæ ‘before’ (14). However, if the postposition (E) 
ikelje, (M) ingǝljæ has a locative meaning ‘in front of ’, the 
dependent noun is in the nominative or genitive (15).

(11) Moksha ( JT)
Шабатне кафксоце классда меле якасть Ширингужу.
ʃɑbɑ-tjnjæ kɑfksǝ-t͡sjæ   klɑss-dɑ meljæ
child-nom.def.pl  eight-ord class-part after

jɑkɑ-sjtj       ʃiringuʒ-u
go-pst1.3pl  Shiringuzh-lat
‘The children went to Shiringuzh after the eighth class.’

(12) Erzya (K)
Мондень башка, тосоль кавксоньгемоньшка иесэ атя.
monjdjenj  bɑʃkɑ, to-so-lj

1sg.part except.for  that-ine-pst2.3sg

kɑvksonjgemonj-ʃkɑ  ije-se      ɑtjɑ
eighty-cpr          year-ine  man
‘Besides me, there was a man of about eighty years.’

(13) Erzya (MokshEr)
Сон кулось войнадо икеле.
son  kulo-sj vojnɑ-do  ikelje
3sg die-pst1.3sg  war-part before
‘He died before the war.’

(14) Moksha ( JT)
Ульсь тя кемзисемге киза тяда инголе.
ulj-sj tjæ kemzjisjǝmgǝ  kizɑ tjæ-dɑ
be-pst1.3sg  this  70            year  this-part

ingǝljæ
before
‘It was seventy years before this.’

(15) Moksha (MokshEr)
Шобдава, кода фалу, пуромсть алятне лавкать 
инголи, . . .
ʃobdɑ-vɑ kodɑ fɑlu purǝm-sjtj

morning-prol  like always  gather-pst1.3pl

ɑljæ-tjnjæ           lɑvkɑ-tj            ingǝlj-i
man-nom.def.pl  shop-gen.def.sg  in.front.of-lat
‘In the morning, like always, the men gathered in 
front of the shop, . . .’

Locative postpositions form series in two ways (how-
ever, see 44.4.4.1 for criticism of the purported fundamental 
role of this tripartite system). In the first pattern, the post
positions are inflected in the illative, inessive, and elative 
(e.g. E кудо ваксс kudo vɑks-s house near-ill ‘to the vicin-
ity of the house’; кудо вакссо kudo vɑks-so house near-ine 
‘near the house, in the vicinity of the house’; кудо вакссто 
kudo vɑks-sto house near-ela ‘from the vicinity of the 
house’). Sometimes the lative can be used instead of the 
illative: (E) кудо малас kudo mɑlɑ-s house close-ill ~ 
малав mɑlɑ-v house close-lat ‘close to the house’. In the 
second pattern, the postpositions are inflected in the 
lative and the partitive, but location is expressed by a 
form without a suffix (e.g. E мода алов modɑ ɑlo-v ground 
under-lat ‘(put/go) underground’; мода ало modɑ ɑlo 
ground under ‘(be) underground’; мода алдо modɑ ɑl-do 
ground under-part ‘from underground’). Many postposi-
tions can be inflected also in the prolative, e.g. (E) вакска 
vɑks-kɑ near-prol, ланга lɑngɑ top.prol, потмова 
potmo-vɑ inside-prol.
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23.3.2  Verb inflection

The Mordvin verbs are inflected for two conjugations, three 
tenses, and seven moods. Moreover, the system of non-
finite verb forms includes infinitives, participles, and con-
verbs with productive as well as some more marginal forms.

23.3.2.1  Subjective and objective conjugation

Both languages have two series of suffixes for person mark-
ing in verb inflection, traditionally called the subjective (or 
indefinite) and objective (or definite) conjugation (see 
45.2.2). In the former, only the subject person and number 
are marked on the verb, while in the latter the verb carries 
the marking of both the subject and the object person and 
number. Basically, the subjective conjugation appears in 
intransitive verbs as well as in transitive verbs with indefin
ite objects, while the objective conjugation is applied only 
to transitive verbs with definite objects. The semantics of 
the verb may additionally play a role in the choice of the 
conjugation type (see Bernhardt  2020a and references 
therein). However, the choice of the conjugation is inter-
twined with the case form of the object and together they 
express not only the definiteness of the object but in certain 
instances also its partiality or totality, as well as the perfect
ive or imperfective aspect of the action (see 23.4.4).

Since there are six person-number categories, the differ-
ent combinations of subject and object person in the object
ive conjugation would theoretically render thirty-six 
different endings in all tenses and moods, but in practice 
there is quite a lot of syncretism in the forms. For example, 
the Erzya verb form паласамизь pɑlɑ-sɑmizj can mean ‘you 

(pl.) kiss me’, ‘they kiss me’, ‘you (sg. or pl.) kiss us’, ‘s/he 
kisses us’, or ‘they kiss us’. The personal endings of both the 
subjective and objective conjugations of the different tenses 
and moods are given in the following sections.

23.3.2.2  Tense

The three tenses are the present-tense, first past-tense, and 
second past-tense. In some of the forms the tense marking 
can be distinguished from the person marking, while in 
others, the tense and person marking is fused in portman-
teau suffixes.

In both Erzya and Moksha, the present-tense forms are 
used when referring to either present or future events. 
Table  23.18 presents the present-tense paradigms of per-
sonal suffixes of the subjective conjugation and Tables 23.19 
and 23.20 the paradigms of the objective conjugation. As can 
be seen in the tables, there is no overt tense marking in the 
present-tense.

Table 23.18  Present-tense subjective conjugation 
in Erzya and Moksha

  Erzya Moksha

Sg. 1. -ɑn -ɑn

 2. -ɑt -ɑt

 3. -i -ɑj/‑i

Pl. 1. -tɑno/‑tjɑno -tɑmɑ/‑tjɑmɑ

 2. -tɑdo/‑tjɑdo -tɑdɑ/‑tjɑdɑ

 3. -itj -ɑȷt̊j/‑iȷt̊j

Table 23.19  Present-tense objective conjugation in Erzya

Object →
Subject ↓ 1sg 2sg 3sg 1pl 2pl 3pl

1sg – -tɑn/-tjɑn
 

-sɑ – -tɑdizj/
-tjɑdizj

-sinj

2sg -sɑmɑk
 

– -sɑk -sɑmizj

 
– -sitj

 

3sg -sɑmɑm
 

-tɑnzɑt/
-tjɑnzɑt

-si -sɑmizj

 
-tɑdizj/
-tjɑdizj

-sinjzje
 

1pl – -tɑdizj/
-tjɑdizj

-sinjek – -tɑdizj/
-tjɑdizj

-sinjek
 

2pl -sɑmizj

 
– -sink -sɑmizj

 
– -sink

 

3pl -sɑmizj

 
-tɑdizj/
-tjɑdizj

-sizj -sɑmizj

 
-tɑdizj/
-tjɑdizj

-sizj
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Examples (16) and (17) illustrate the formation of the 
affirmative and negative present-tense forms of the subject
ive conjugation. Both Erzya and Moksha are pro-drop lan-
guages, so the presence of the personal pronoun referring to 
the subject is not obligatory with any of the finite verb forms.

(16) Erzya (Cygankin 1980: 290, 318)
a)  моран
 mor-ɑn
 sing-prs.1sg
 ‘I sing/I am singing/I will sing’

b) а моран
 ɑ mor-ɑn
 neg  sing-prs.1sg
 ‘I do not sing/I am not singing/I will not sing’

(17) Moksha (Cygankin 1980: 290, 318)
a) моран
 mor-ɑn
 sing-prs.1sg
 ‘I sing/I am singing/I will sing’

b)  аф моран
 ɑf mor-ɑn
 neg  sing-prs.1sg
 ‘I do not sing/I am not singing/I will not sing’

As can be seen in (16b) and (17b), the negative particles 
(E) а ɑ, (M) аф ɑf are used in the negative forms and the 
negation pattern is symmetric (see chapter 47); there is no 
other difference between the affirmative and the negative 

phrase except the presence of the negative particle in the 
latter.

In both languages, the first past-tense is the default past-
tense and there are no restrictions as to its use. In Erzya, the 
personal endings of other than the third-person forms of 
the subjective conjugation include the past-tense marker in 
‑i-, while in Moksha there is no such marker. In Moksha, the 
palatalization of the dental-alveolars of the endings is the 
only marker of the past-tense in the first and second persons 
singular, while in other persons the personal endings are 
different in the present and first past-tense. The personal 
paradigms of the first past-tense subjective conjugation are 
given in Table 23.21 and those of the objective conjugation 
in Tables 23.22 and 23.23. In (18) and (19) examples of the 
first past-tense forms are given in both the affirmative and 
negative.

Table 23.20  Present-tense objective conjugation of Moksha

Object →
Subject ↓ 1sg 2sg 3sg 1pl 2pl 3pl

1sg – -tjæ -sɑ/-t͡sɑ – -tjædjæzj -sɑjnjæ/
-t͡sɑjnjæ

2sg -sɑmɑk/
-t͡sɑmɑk

– -sɑk/-t͡sɑk -sɑmɑsjtj/
-t͡sɑmɑsjtj

– -sɑjtj/-t͡sɑjtj

3sg -sɑmɑnj/
-t͡sɑmɑnj

-tɑnzɑ/
-tjɑnzɑ

-si/-t ͡si -sɑmɑzj/
-t͡sɑmɑzj

-tjædjæzj -sinjæ/
-t͡sinjæ

1pl – -tjædjæzj -sɑsjk/
-t͡sɑsjk

– -tjædjæzj -sɑsjk/
-t͡sɑsjk

2pl -sɑmɑsjtj/
-t͡sɑmɑsjtj

– -sɑsjtj/
-t͡sɑsjtj

-sɑmɑsjtj/
-t͡sɑmɑsjtj

– -sɑsjtj/
-t͡sɑsjtj

3pl -sɑmɑzj/
-t͡sɑmɑzj

-tjædjæzj -sɑzj/-t ͡sɑzj -sɑmɑzj/
-t͡sɑmɑzj

-tjædjæzj -sɑzj/-t ͡sɑzj

Table 23.21  First past-tense 
subjective conjugation of Erzya 
and Moksha

 Erzya Moksha

1sg -inj -nj

2sg -itj -tj

3sg -sj -sj

1pl -injek -mæ

2pl -idje -djæ

3pl -sjtj -sjtj
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(18) Erzya (Cygankin 1980: 291, 319)
a) морынь
 mor-inj

 sing-pst1.1sg
 ‘I sang’

b)  эзинь мора
 ezj-inj morɑ
 neg.pst-pst1.1sg  sing.cng
 ‘I did not sing’

(19) Moksha (Cygankin 1980: 291, 319)
a) морань
 morɑ-nj

 sing-pst1.1sg
 ‘I sang’

b)  изень мора
 izj-ǝnj morɑ
 neg.pst-pst1.1sg sing.cng
 ‘I did not sing’

c) ашень мора
 ɑʃ-ǝnj morɑ
 neg.pst-pst1.1sg  sing.cng
 ‘I did not sing’

The negation pattern of the first past-tense is asym-
metric; the negative auxiliary expresses the tense as well 
as the person and number of the subject and (in the 
objective conjugation) the object, while the lexical verb 
is in what is generally called the connegative form. The 
connegative is originally and still dialectally identical 
with the affirmative imperative 2sg forms but in the lit-
erary languages, the stem of the lexical verb is preferred.  
In Moksha, the stem-final vowel /ǝ ̠/ is replaced by  
/ɑ/, while /ǝ ̟/ either stays unchanged or is omitted  
completely.

In Erzya, the negative auxiliary is (E) эзь- ezj-, whereas 
Moksha has two alternative auxiliaries, (M) изь- izj- and аш- 
ɑʃ-. According to the standard grammars, (M) izj- and ɑʃ- are 
completely interchangeable. However, ɑʃ- is more frequent 
and seems to be in a process to replace the original izj- 
(Hamari, forthcoming). The paradigms of the subjective 
conjugation of the negative auxiliaries are given in 
Table 23.24.

The objective conjugation is also expressed in the nega
tive auxiliaries. The personal suffixes are identical to the 
first past-tense objective conjugation of lexical verbs, e.g. 
(E) ezj-imim kundɑ neg-3sg>1sg catch.cng, (M) izjǝ-mɑnj/
ɑʃǝ-mɑnj  kundɑ neg-3sg>1sg catch.cng ‘s/he did not catch 
me’ (Cygankin 1980: 316).

As described by Bartens (1999: 131), the second past-
tense is used to express recurrent or continuous events 
(habitual) in the past, as well as to express a past event dur-
ing which another event took place (progressive). The tense 
marker is (E) ‑ilj-, (M) ‑lj-, and it is followed by a personal 
ending of either the subjective or the objective conjugation. 
In the objective conjugation of the second past-tense, the 
personal endings are identical to those of the first past-
tense, e.g. (E) ‑ilj-imik pst2-2sg>1sg (cf. Table  23.22), (M) 
‑ljǝ-mɑjtj pst2-2sg>1sg (cf. Table 23.23).

The negative particles (E) а ɑ, (M) аф ɑf, are used in the 
negation of the second past-tense, as in (20) and (21). The 
negation pattern is again symmetric.

Table 23.22  First past-tense objective conjugation of Erzya

Object →
Subject ↓ 1sg 2sg 3sg 1pl 2pl 3pl

1sg – -itjinj -ijɑ – -idjizj -inj

2sg -imik – -ik -imizj – -itj

3sg -imim -injzjitj -izje -imizj -idjizj -injzje

1pl – -idjizj -injek – -idjizj -injek

2pl -imizj – -ink -imizj – -ink

3pl -imizj -idjizj -izj -imizj -idjizj -izj

Table 23.23  First past-tense objective conjugation of Moksha

Object →
Subject ↓ 1sg 2sg 3sg 1pl 2pl 3pl

1sg – -iȷt̊jǝnj -jnjæ/ 
-injæ

– -djæzj -jnjæ/ 
-injæ

2sg -mɑjtj – -jtj/-itj -mɑsjtj – -jtj/ 
-itj

3sg -mɑnj -njzjæ -zjæ -mɑzj -djæzj -zjǝnj

1pl – -djæzj -sjk – -djæzj -sjk

2pl -mɑsjtj – -sjtj -mɑsjtj – -sjtj

3pl -mɑzj -djæzj -zj -mɑzj -djæzj -zj

Table 23.24  Subjective conjugation of (E) ezj-, (M) 
izj- and (M) ɑʃ-

 Erzya ezj- Moksha izj- Moksha aʃ-

1sg ezjinj izjǝnj ɑʃǝnj

2sg ezjitj izjǝtj ɑʃǝtj

3sg ezj izj ɑʃǝzj

1pl ezjinjek izjǝmæ ɑʃǝmæ

2pl ezjidje izjǝdjæ ɑʃǝdjæ

3pl ezjtj isjtj ɑʃǝsjtj
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(20) Erzya (Cygankin 1980: 292, 318)
a) морылинь
 mor-iljinj

 sing-pst2.1sg
 ‘I used to sing’

b)  а морылинь
 ɑ mor-iljinj

 neg  sing-pst2.1sg
 ‘I used not to sing’

(21) Moksha (Cygankin 1980: 292, 318)
a) моралень
 morɑ-ljǝnj

 sing-pst2.1sg
 ‘I used to sing’

b)  аф моралень
 ɑf morɑ-ljǝnj

 neg  sing-pst2.1sg
 ‘I used not to sing’

Mordvin grammars usually mention an analytic future 
tense which is formed by using the present-tense form of 
the auxiliary (E, M) карма- kɑrmɑ- ‘begin’ accompanied by 
the so-called second infinitive form of the lexical verb (e.g. 
Cygankin et al. 2000: 164, Aljamkin et al.  2000: 130–1). 
However, as pointed out in Hamari and Aasmäe (2015: 297, 
footnote 4), this construction is not fully grammaticalized 
as a tense form but still carries an inchoative meaning, e.g. 
(E) карман морамо kɑrmɑn morɑmo, (M) карман морама 
kɑrmɑn morɑmɑ ‘I will sing/I begin to sing’.

23.3.2.3  Mood

In addition to the unmarked indicative, the Mordvin lan-
guages have six morphologically marked moods: the 
imperative, optative, desiderative, conjunctive, conditional, 
and conditional-conjunctive. The exact functions of the 

moods other than the indicative have not been studied in 
detail, so the descriptions of their uses given here are tenta-
tive and mostly based on Erzya. (However, see Kehayov 2020 
for a closer inspection on Moksha conditional and 
conditional-conjunctive.)

In the imperative, only the second person forms are pos-
sible. The personal suffixes of the subjective conjugation are 
given in Table 23.26 and those of the objective conjugation 
in Tables 23.27 and 23.28.

For negative imperative (prohibitive), the auxiliaries (E) 
иля- iljɑ-, (M) тя- tjɑ- are used (Table 23.29) and the lexical 
verb is in the connegative form (see (22) and (23)).

Table 23.25  Second past-tense subjective conjugation of 
Erzya and Moksha

 Erzya Moksha

1sg -iljinj -ljǝnj

2sg -iljitj -ljǝtj

3sg -ilj -lj

1pl -iljinjek -ljǝmæ

2pl -iljidje -ljǝdjæ

3pl -iljtj -lj̥t
Table 23.26  The imperative subjective conjugation of Erzya 
and Moksha

 Erzya Moksha

2sga -k/‑t/‑tj -k/‑t/‑tj

2pl -do/‑dje -dɑ

a  In both languages, ‑k appears after a stem-final vowel, ‑t after a 
stem-final unpalatalized consonant, and ‑tj after stem-final palatal-
ized consonant.

Table 23.27  The imperative objective conjugation of Erzya

Object →
Subject ↓ 1sg 3sg 1pl 3pl

2sg -mɑk -ik -mizj -itj

2pl -mizj -ink -mizj -ink

Table 23.28  The imperative objective conjugation of 
Moksha

Object →
Subject ↓ 1sg 3sg 1pl 3pl

2sg -mɑk -k -mɑsjtj -jtj/-itj

2pl -mɑsjtj -sjtj -mɑsjtj -sjtj

Table 23.29  The subjective conjugation of (E) iljɑ-, 
(M) tjɑ- in the negative imperative

 Erzya Moksha

2sg iljɑ tjɑt

2pl iljɑdo tjɑdɑ
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(22) Erzya (Cygankin 1980: 295, 319)
a) морак
 morɑ-k
 sing-imp.2sg
 ‘sing!’

b)  иля мора
 iljɑ morɑ
 neg.imp.2sg  sing.cng
 ‘do not sing!’

(23) Moksha (Cygankin 1980: 295, 319)
a) морак
 morɑ-k
 sing-imp.2sg
 ‘sing!’

b)  тят мора
 tjɑ-t morɑ
 neg.imp-2sg  sing.cng
 ‘do not sing!’

The objective conjugation is also possible in negative 
commands. In these forms, the personal endings given in 
Tables 23.27 and 23.28 are attached to the negative auxil-
iary, while the lexical verb remains in the connegative 
form.

Unlike the imperative, all six personal categories are pos-
sible in the Erzya optative but in Moksha the first- and 
second-person plural forms are ungrammatical. The opta-
tive marker is ‑z(ɑ)- and it is followed by the personal end-
ings (Table 23.30).

With the optative mood the speaker expresses a request, 
a permission, a wish, or (in the negative) the obstruction of 
an action or event, but in a less demanding way than when 
using the imperative. The negative auxiliaries (E) иля- iljɑ-, 
(M) тя- tjɑ- of the imperative are also employed in the opta-
tive; the personal suffixes of the optative are attached to the 
auxiliaries, as in (24b) and (25b).

(24) Erzya (Cygankin 1980: 296, 319)
a) моразо
 morɑ-zo
 sing-opt.3sg
 ‘may s/he sing’

b)  иля-зо мора
 iljɑ-zo morɑ
 neg-opt.3sg  sing.cng
 ‘may s/he not sing’

(25) Moksha (Cygankin 1980: 296, 319)
a) мораза
 morɑ-zɑ
 sing-opt.3sg
 ‘may s/he sing’

b)  тяза мора
 tjɑ-zɑ morɑ
 neg-opt.3sg  sing.cng
 ‘may s/he not sing’

The objective conjugation of the optative is rare in the 
contemporary languages and the verb forms are usually 
replaced by constructions in which an optative particle (E) 
кадык kadik, (M) катк katk is followed by the indicative 
objective form of the verb. These particles are often also 
used instead of the optative forms of the subjective 
conjugation as well. (Cygankin et al. 2000: 180–1, 
Aljamkin et al. 2000: 144).

The desiderative is a counterfactual mood and usually 
refers to the past, in both main and subordinate clauses. It 
expresses an intended or desired action, event, or state 
that was not realized. The markers of this mood are (E) 
‑ikselj(i)-, (M) ‑ljǝksǝlj-. The personal endings of the sub
jective conjugation of the desiderative are presented in 
Table 23.31.

The use of the desiderative mood in Erzya is illustrated 
in (26).

Table 23.30  Optative subjective con-
jugation suffixes in Erzya and Moksha

 Erzya Moksha

1sg -zɑn -zɑn

2sg -zɑt -zɑt

3sg -zo/‑ze -zɑ

1pl -ztɑno –

2pl -ztɑdo –

3pl -zt (-st) -st

Table 23.31  The desiderative subjective 
conjugation of Erzya and Moksha

 Erzya Moksha

1sg -ikseljinj -ljǝksǝljǝnj

2sg -ikseljitj -ljǝksǝljǝtj

3sg -ikselj -ljǝksǝlj

1pl -ikseljinjek -ljǝksǝljǝmæ

2pl -ikseljidje -ljǝksǝljǝdjæ

3pl -ikseljtj -ljǝksǝl j̥tj
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(26) Erzya (Hamari and Aasmäe 2015: 303)
Путыксэлинь эмежт, ансяк тусь пиземе.
put-ikselji-nj emeʒ-tj, ɑnjsjɑk  tu-sj pizjeme
plant-des-1sg  vegetable-pl  only go-pst1.3sg  rain
‘I intended to plant vegetables, but it started to rain.’

In the objective conjugation, the personal endings follow-
ing the modal markers are identical to those employed in 
the past-tenses of the indicative, e.g. (E) kund-ikselj-imik, 
(M) kundɑ-ljǝksǝljǝ-mɑjtj  catch-des-2sg>1sg ‘you intended 
to catch me’.

The negation of the desiderative has different patterns in 
Erzya and Moksha. In Erzya, the negation is symmetric, as 
the negative particle precedes the lexical verb which is in 
the affirmative form (27b). In Moksha, an asymmetric pat-
tern appears; the mood suffix and the personal endings are 
attached to the negative auxiliary афоль- ɑfəlj-, while the 
lexical verb appears in the connegative form (28b). In the 
auxiliary, the Moksha desiderative suffix appears without 
the initial element in ‑ljǝ-. The negative auxiliary ɑvoljkselj- 
formed on the basis of ɑvolj- has also been attested in Erzya 
(Paasonen 1953: 012) but it is not used in the contemporary 
literary language.

(27) Erzya (Cygankin 1980: 300, 318)
a) морыксэлинь
 mor-ikselji-nj

  sing-des-1sg
 ‘I intended to sing’

b)  а морыксэлинь
 ɑ mor-ikselji-nj

 neg  sing-des-1sg
 ‘I didn’t intend to sing’

(28) Moksha (Cygankin 1980: 300, 320)
a) моралексолень
 morɑ-ljeksəljə-nj

 sing-des-1sg
 ‘I intended to sing’

b) афолексолень мора
 ɑfǝljǝ-ksǝljə-nj  morɑ
 neg-des-1sg sing.cng
 ‘I didn’t intend to sing’

The conjunctive mood is used to express an action, 
event, or state the realization of which is presumed, pos-
sible, or wished for. It can refer to either the future or the 
past and be employed in both main and subordinate 
clauses.

Example (29) illustrates the use of the conjunctive mood 
in Erzya.

(29) Erzya (Hamari and Aasmäe 2015: 301)
Молевлинь  Саранов, балет неевлинь.
molje-vlji-nj  sɑrɑno-v, bɑljet njeje-vlji-nj

go-conj-1sg Saransk-lat  ballet  see-conj-1sg
‘If I went to Saransk, I would see a ballet.’

In Erzya, either symmetric or asymmetric negation can 
be formed in the conjunctive. The symmetric one is based 
on the negative particle (E) а ɑ (30a), while the negative aux-
iliary аволь- ɑvolj- appears in the asymmetric pattern (30b). 
The lexical verb is in its affirmative form in the former and 
in the connegative form in the latter.

(30) Erzya (Hamari and Aasmäe 2015: 302)
a) а молевлинь Саранов, балет а неевлинь
 ɑ molje-vlji-nj  sɑrɑno-v, bɑljet ɑ
 neg  go-conj-1sg   Saransk-lat  ballet  neg

njeje-vlji-nj

see-conj-1sg
 ‘if I did not go to Saransk, I would not see a ballet’

b)  аволинь моле Саранов, балет аволинь нее
 ɑvolj-inj  molje     sɑrɑno-v,     bɑljet  ɑvolj-inj

 neg-1sg  go.cng  Saransk-lat  ballet  neg-1sg

njeje
see.cng

 ‘if I did not go to Saransk, I would not see a ballet’

When comparing Tables 23.25 and 23.32 it can be seen that 
the paradigm of the Moksha conjunctive mood is identical to 
the paradigm of the second past-tense, whereas in Erzya, the 
suffixes of the conjunctive mood have a modal marker in ‑v- 
preceding the personal endings similar to those of the sec-
ond past-tense. However, even Moksha makes a distinction 
between the second past-tense and the conjunctive mood 
under negation; the negative auxiliary (M) афоль- ɑfəlj- is 
employed in the conjunctive, while the negation of the sec-
ond past-tense is based on the negative particle (M) аф ɑf 
(see (21b)). Examples of both affirmative and negative forms 
of the conjunctive in Moksha are given in (31).

Table 23.32  The conjunctive subjective 
conjugation of Erzya and Moksha

 Erzya Moksha

1sg -vljinj -ljǝnj

2sg -vljitj -ljǝtj

3sg -velj/‑volj -lj

1pl -vljinjek -ljǝmæ

2pl -vljidje -ljǝdjæ

3pl -veljtj/‑voljtj -lj̥t
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(31) Moksha (Cygankin 1980: 297, 320)
a) моралень
 morɑ-ljə-nj

 sing-conj-1sg
 ‘if I would sing’

b)  афолень мора
 ɑfǝljǝ-nj morɑ
 neg.conj-1sg  sing.cng
 ‘if I would not sing’

Just as in the desiderative mood, the objective conjuga-
tion of the conjunctive mood is formed by using the per-
sonal endings identical to those of the past-tenses of the 
indicative. These are attached to the mood marker, e.g. (E) 
kundɑ-vlji-mik, (M) kundɑ-ljǝ-mɑjtj catch-conj-2sg>1sg ‘if 
you would catch me’.

The conditional mood is employed when referring to a 
future action, event, or state the realization of which is a 
condition to the realization of another action, event, or 
state. The conditional is only employed in subordinate 
clauses, while the main clause has an indicative verb form in 
the present-tense. (Cygankin et al. 2000: 171, Aljamkin 
et al. 2000: 135–6.) The personal paradigms of the subjective 
conjugation of the conditional mood are given in Table 23.33.

An example of the use of the conditional mood in Erzya is 
presented in (32).

(32) Erzya (Hamari and Aasmäe 2015: 301)
Молиндерян Саранов, балет неян.
molj-injdjerjɑ-n  sɑrɑno-v, bɑljet  njej-ɑn
go-cond-1sg Saransk-lat  ballet see-prs.1sg
‘If I go to Saransk, I will see a ballet.’

The objective conjugation of the conditional mood is formed 
by attaching the personal endings identical to those of the 
present-tenses of the indicative to the mood marker, e.g. (E) 
kund-injdjerjɑ-sɑmɑk, (M) kundɑ-njdjærjɑ-sɑmɑk catch-
cond-2sg>1sg ‘if you catch me’.

The negation of the conditional mood is symmetric: the 
negative particles (E) а ɑ, (M) аф ɑf are used and the lexical 
verb appears in its affirmative form (see (33) and (34)).

(33) Erzya (Cygankin 1980: 298, 318)
a) морындерян
 mor-injdjerjɑ-n
 sing-cond-1sg
 ‘if I sing’

b)  а морындерян
 ɑ mor-injdjerjɑ-n
 neg  sing-cond-1sg
 ‘if I do not sing’

(34) Moksha (Cygankin 1980: 298, 318)
a) морандярян
 morɑ-njdjærjɑ-n
 sing-cond-1sg
 ‘if I sing’

b)  аф морандярян
 ɑf morɑ-njdjærjɑ-n
 neg  sing-cond-1sg
 ‘if I do not sing’

The conditional-conjunctive (Table  23.34) is a condi-
tional, counterfactual mood. It usually refers to the past and 
expresses an action, event, or state that was not realized. The 
mood is exclusively used in subordinate clauses; the predi-
cate verb of the main clause is often in the conjunctive mood. 
(Cygankin et al. 2000: 172, Aljamkin et al. 2000: 136–7.)

In (35), an example of the use of the conditional-conjunctive 
mood in Erzya is given.

(35) Erzya (Hamari and Aasmäe 2015: 302)
Молиндерявлинь Саранов, балет неевлинь.
molj-injdjerjɑvlji-nj  sɑrɑno-v, bɑljet njeje-vlji-nj

go-condconj-1sg Saransk-lat  ballet  see-conj-1sg
‘if I had gone to Saransk, I would have seen a ballet’

Table 23.34  The conditional-conjunctive 
subjective conjugation of Erzya and Moksha

 Erzya Moksha

1sg -injdjerjɑvljinj -njdjærjæljǝnj

2sg -injdjerjɑvljitj -njdjærjæljǝtj

3sg -injdjerjɑvolj -njdjærjælj

1pl -injdjerjɑvljinjek -njdjærjæljǝmæ

2pl -injdjerjɑvljidje -njdjærjæljǝdjæ

3pl -injdjerjɑvoljtj -njdjærjæl j̥tj

Table 23.33  The conditional subjective 
conjugation of Erzya and Moksha

 Erzya Moksha

1sg -injdjerjɑn -njdjærjɑn

2sg -injdjerjɑt -njdjærjɑt

3sg -injdjerjɑj -njdjærjæj

1pl -injdjerjɑtɑno -njdjærjɑtɑmɑ

2pl -injdjerjɑtɑdo -njdjærjɑtɑdɑ

3pl -injdjerjɑjtj -njdjærjæȷt̊j
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In the formation of the objective conjugation, the per-
sonal endings of the past-tenses of the indicative are utilized 
(Cygankin et al. 2000: 184–5, Aljamkin et al. 2000: 146). These 
are attached to the mood marker, e.g. (E) kund-injdjerjɑvlj-
imik, (M) kunda-njdjærjæljǝ-mɑjtj catch-condconj-2sg>1sg 
‘if you had caught me’.

Under negation, the negative particles (E) а ɑ, (M) аф ɑf 
are employed and the lexical verbs appear in the affirmative 
form, as in (36b) and (37b). Thus, the negative pattern is 
symmetric. However, the negative auxiliary (E) ɑvolj-, (M) 
ɑfǝl j̥- can alternatively be used. In these asymmetric nega
tive constructions the mood marker can be attached either 
to the lexical verb, as in (36c) and (37c) or, in Erzya, the 
negative auxiliary (36d) (Hamari and Aasmäe 2015: 302). In 
the latter case, the negative auxiliary expresses the subject 
person twice.

(36) Erzya (Hamari and Aasmäe 2015: 302)
a) молиндерявлинь
 molj-injdjerjɑvlji-nj

 go-condconj-1sg
 ‘if I had gone’

b) а молиндерявлинь
 ɑ molj-injdjerjɑvlji-nj

 neg  go-condconj-1sg
 ‘if I had not gone’

c)  аволинь молиндеря
 ɑvolj-inj     molj-injdjerjɑ
 neg-1sg    go-cond.conj.cng
 ‘if I had not gone’

d) аволиньдерявлинь моле
 ɑvolj-inj-djerjɑvlji-nj          molje
  neg-1sg-cond.conj-1sg  go.cng
 ‘if I had not gone’

(37) Moksha
a) морандярялень
 morɑ-njdjærjɑljǝ-nj

 sing-condconj-1sg
 ‘if I had sung’ (Cygankin 1980: 299)

b)  аф морандярялень
 ɑf      morɑ-njdjærjɑljǝ-nj

 neg  sing-condconj-1sg
 ‘if I had not sung’ (Cygankin 1980: 318)

c) афольхть тиендяря
 ɑfǝl j̥-tj tjijǝ-njdjærjɑ
 neg-3pl  do-cond.conj.cng
 ‘if they had not done’ (MokshEr)

In Moksha there are also negative suffixes (M) ‑ftjærjɑ-/ 
-ftjærjæ- for the conditional mood and ‑ftjærjɑljə-/-ftjærjæljə- 

for the conditional-conjunctive (e.g. Bartens 1999: 141) but 
these are quite rare in the contemporary language.

23.3.2.4  Non-finites

The non-finite verb forms include infinitives, participles, 
and converbs (cf. chapter 48).

There are three infinitives that are all based on an 
m-element (e.g. Cygankin 1980: 270–6, Cygankin et al. 2000: 
154–5, Aljamkin et al. 2000: 113–17). We will follow Bartens 
(1999: 144–51) and refer to these forms as the first, second, 
and third infinitive. The infinitives are regularly used as 
complements of verbal phrases but certain forms also 
appear as independent predicates (see 23.4.2).

The ending of the first infinitive is (E) ‑ms (dialectally 
‑mks), (M) ‑ms (dialectally ‑mǝs). In these forms, the 
m-element is followed by the illative case suffix ‑s except in 
those Erzya dialects in which the translative suffix ‑ks is 
used. The first infinitive is mainly used as a complement, as 
in (38) and (39).

(38) Erzya (Cygankin 1980: 270)
эряви ушодомс урокось
erjɑv-i uʃodo-ms  uroko-sj

must-prs.3sg  start-inf1 lesson-nom.def.sg
‘the lesson must start’

(39) Moksha (Cygankin 1980: 270)
эряви ушедомс уроксь
erjɑv-i uʃədə-ms  urok-sj

must-prs.3sg  start-inf1 lesson-nom.def.sg
‘the lesson must start’

The second infinitive suffix is (E) ‑mo, ‑me, (M) ‑mɑ. This 
infinitive is most often employed in contexts in which some 
type of (metaphorical) directionality is involved, e.g. in 
inchoative/future tense constructions, such as (40) and (41).

(40) Erzya (Bartens 1999: 128)
карман кортамо
kɑrmɑ-n kortɑ-mo
start-prs.1sg  speak-inf2
‘I’m starting to speak/I will speak’

(41) Moksha (Bartens 1999: 128)
карман корхтама
kɑrmɑ-n kor ̥tɑ-mɑ
start-prs.1sg  speak-inf2
‘I’m starting to speak/I will speak’

In the third infinitive, the m-marker is followed by the 
partitive case suffix: (E) ‑mɑdo, ‑m(o)do, ‑m(e)dje, (M) ‑mdɑ. 
This infinitive is used together with verbs that would also 
require a nominal modifier in the partitive case, e.g. ‘be 
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afraid of ’, ‘be ashamed of ’. Verbs with meanings such as 
‘forbid, restrain’, ‘avoid’, ‘stop’ also require the third infini-
tive as a complement; examples of the last-mentioned can 
be seen in (42) and (43).

(42) Erzya (MokshEr)
Морыцясь лоткась морамодо . . .
mor-it͡sjɑ-sj lotkɑ-sj morɑ-modo
singer-ptcp-nom.def.sg  stop-pst1.3sg  sing-inf3
‘The singer stopped singing . . .’

(43) Moksha (MokshEr)
И вдруг Колоткин лоткась морамда . . .
i vdrug kolotkin lotkɑ-sj morɑ-mdɑ
and  suddenly  Kolotkin  stop-pst1.3sg  sing-inf3
‘And suddenly Kolotkin stopped singing . . .’

In addition to verbs, infinitives can also function as com-
plements of adjectives (44) or nouns (45).

(44) Erzya (N.E.)
Эйкакштне аноколть лисемс ушов сокссо 
арьтнеме.
ejkɑkʃ-tjnje ɑnoko-ljtj ljisje-ms
child-nom.def.pl  ready-pst2.3pl  leave-inf1

uʃo-v      soks-so  ɑrjtjnje-me.
out-lat  ski-ine  drive-inf2
‘The children were ready to go out to ski.’

(45) Moksha (MORMULA)
Тейнек пинге явомс.
tjejnjǝk  pingæ  jɑvǝ-ms.
1pl.dat time separate-inf1
‘It is time for us to part.’

There are both present-tense and past-tense participles 
in both languages. Furthermore, the participles can be clas-
sified as either active or passive. They mainly function as 
modifiers.

Among the present participles, the active form is (E) ‑i, 
‑it͡sjɑ, (M) ‑i, ‑j. In Erzya, the original ‑i is still used dialectally 
but in the standard language only the form ‑it͡sjɑ is used; the 
latter consists of the original ‑i and an additional deriv
ational suffix (Bartens 1999: 152, Cygankin et al. 2000: 219–
20). In both Erzya and Moksha the active forms appear only 
as attributes, e.g. (E) морыця ломань morit ͡sjɑ lomɑnj, (M) 
морай ломань morɑj lomɑnj ‘a singing person’. The present 
participles are also used as agent nouns, e.g. (E) морыця 
morit͡sjɑ, (M) морай morɑj ‘a singer’.

The passive present-participle suffix is (E, M) ‑(v)iks; -v- is 
actually the derivational passive suffix which is followed by 
the i-suffix of the present participle as well as the transla-
tive case suffix in ‑ks, as in (46) and (47).

(46) Erzya (Koljadënkov and Zavodova 1962: 323)
весенень вечкевикс ломань
vesje-njenj  vet͡ɕke-viks  lomɑnj

all-dat love-ptcp person
‘a person loved by all’

(47) Moksha (Koljadënkov and Zavodova 1962: 323)
сембонди кельговикс ломань
sjembə-njdji  keljgə-viks  lomɑnj

all-dat love-ptcp person
‘a person loved by all’

Another passive present participle is formed with the suffix 
(E, M) ‑mɑ. Bartens (1999: 151–2) calls these forms infinitive-
participles, since some of their functions are typical of infini-
tives. The participle in ‑mɑ has a modal meaning, as it refers to 
an action that needs to be performed. It can be used both as an 
attribute ((48)–(49)) and a nominal predicate ((50)–(51)).

(48) Erzya (Bartens 1999: 151)
монь теема тевесь
monj tjeje-mɑ  tjeve-sj

1sg.gen  do-ptcp job-nom.def.sg
‘the job that I have to do’

(49) Moksha (Bartens 1999: 151)
монь тиема тевезе
monj tjijə-mɑ  tjevə-zjæ
1sg.gen  do-ptcp job-poss.1sg
‘the job that I have to do’

(50) Erzya (Bartens 1999: 151)
монень молемаль вирев
monjenj  molje-mɑ-lj virje-v
1sg.dat go-ptcp-pst2.3sg  forest-lat
‘I had to go to the forest’

(51) Moksha (Bartens 1999: 151)
тейне тумаль ошу
tjejnjæ  tu-mɑ-lj oʃ-u
1sg.dat go-ptcp-pst2.3sg  town-lat
‘I had to go to the town’

The most frequent past-tense participles are (E) ‑zj and 
(M) ‑f. In both languages, these participles can be inter-
preted as either active or passive: intransitive verbs prompt 
an active reading, transitive verbs a passive one. The parti-
ciples can be used both as attributes and nominal predi-
cates, e.g. (E) соказь мода sokɑzj modɑ ‘ploughed soil’, 
модась соказь modɑsj sokɑzj ‘the soil is ploughed’, (M) 
сокаф мода sokɑf modɑ ‘ploughed soil’, модась сокаф 
modɑsj sokɑf ‘the soil is ploughed’.

Erzya also has a past-tense participle in ‑vt/-vtj. However, 
as pointed out by Bartens (1999: 152–3), it is used only in 
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contexts in which the participle itself has an attribute in a 
genitive form; this attribute can be either the agent of the 
construction (52) or a temporal adverb (53).

(52) Erzya (Evsev’ev 1963: 289)
тетянь рамавт лишмесь
tjetjɑ-nj rɑmɑ-vt  ljiʃme-sj

father-gen  buy-ptcp horse-nom.def.sg
‘the horse bought by the father’

(53) Erzya (Evsev’ev 1963: 289)
Кизэнь рамавт скал . . .
kize-nj rɑmɑ-vt skɑl
summer-gen  buy-ptcp  cow
‘the cow that was bought in the summer . . .’

In both languages, the past-tense participles have special 
negative forms that have the negative particle ɑpɑk fol-
lowed by the connegative form of the verb, e.g. (E) апак 
сода ɑpɑk sodɑ, (M) апак содак ɑpɑk sodɑk ‘not known’. 
The negative forms can be used in both attributive (54a) and 
predicate (54b) positions. The same negative forms also 
serve as negatives of the converbs in (E, M) ‑zj.

(54) Erzya (Bartens 1999: 154)
a) апак сода тейтерь
 ɑpɑk  sodɑ tjejtjerj

 neg know.cng  girl
 ‘an unknown girl’

b)  сон апак сизе
 son   ɑpɑk  sjizje
 3sg   neg    tire.cng
 ‘s/he is not tired’

Finally, both languages have a past-tense participle in ‑nj. 
This passive participle is not as frequent as the ones men-
tioned before but it still seems to be productive, e.g. (E, M) 
рамань кши rɑmɑnj kʃi ‘the bread that has been bought’ 
(Bartens 1999: 154).

The converbs are mainly used as modal or temporal 
adverbials. The most frequent converb (E, M) ‑zj has both of 
these functions in both languages. Modal uses can be seen in 
(55) and (56), and temporal in (57) and (58). In Erzya, this suf-
fix is formally identical with the past-tense participle in ‑zj.

(55) Erzya (Koljadënkov and Zavodova 1962: 325)
Эйкакшось авардезь сась кудов.
ejkɑkʃo-sj ɑvɑrjdje-zj  sɑ-sj kudo-v
child-nom.def.sg  cry-cvb come-pst1.3sg  house-lat
‘The child came home crying.’

(56) Moksha (Koljadënkov and Zavodova 1962: 325)
Шабась авардезь сась куду.
ʃɑbɑ-sj ɑvɑrjdjə-zj  sɑ-sj kud-u
child-nom.def.sg  cry-cvb come-pst1.3sg  house-lat
‘The child came home crying.’

(57) Erzya (Cygankin 1980: 358)
обедэнь ютазь
obede-nj jutɑ-zj

meal-gen  pass-cvb
‘after the ending of the meal’

(58) Moksha (Cygankin 1980: 359)
шинь валгозь
ʃi-nj vɑlgǝ-zj

sun-gen  set-cvb
‘when the sun was setting’

In both languages, there are several converbs that are 
based on the m-suffix followed by a case suffix, e.g. (E) 
‑msto, ‑mste, (M) ‑mstɑ (< m + elative); (M) ‑mǝs, ‑ms (< m + 
illative); (M) ‑mǝk (< m + ?former lative); (E, M) ‑mgɑ (< m + 
prolative) (Bartens  1999: 155–6). In addition, Moksha has 
several converb forms in which a postposition has been 
attached to the suffix in ‑m, e.g. (M) erjɑskǝdǝmbɑʨ͡k ‘(by) 
hurrying’ (< erjɑskǝdǝ- ‘hurry’ + ‑m- + pɑʨ͡k ‘through’), 
ʃopodjǝmʃovǝr ‘(while) getting dark’ (< ʃopodjǝ- ‘get dark’ + 
‑m- + ʃovǝr ‘together’).

In the converb in (E) ‑do, (M) ‑dɑ the partitive suffix is 
attached to the verb stem (Bartens 1999: 156–7). This con-
verb is no longer productive in either of the two languages 
but is encountered in certain frequent forms, such as (E) 
озадо ozɑdo, (M) озада ozɑdɑ ‘sitting’.

23.3.3  Derivation

Derivation is a very common means of word formation in 
the Mordvin languages and both Erzya and Moksha have a 
large number of derivational suffixes. However, not all suf-
fixes are equally productive. Below, examples of frequent 
Erzya and Moksha derivational suffixes are presented.

23.3.3.1  Derivation of nouns

23.3.3.1.1  Denominal

	 –	 (E) ‑ke, ‑inje, ‑nje, ‑ne; (M) ‑kæ, ‑njæ (also in the deriv
ation of adjectives): diminutive: (E) пикске pikske, (M) 
пикскя pikskæ ‘rope (dim.)’ (E, M пикс piks ‘rope’), (E) 
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валнэ vɑlne, (M) валня vɑlnjæ ‘word (dim.)’ (E, M вал 
vɑl ’word’)

	 –	 (E, M) ‑ks (identical with the translative case suffix; also 
deverbal): nouns denoting something that is used for or 
in connection with the referent of the base word: (E, M) 
ямкс jɑmks ‘grits’ (E, M ям jɑm (E) ‘soup’, (M) ‘porridge’), 
(E, M) суркс surks ‘ring’ ( E, M сур sur ‘finger’); names of 
trees: (E) пизёлкс pizjolks, (M) пизелкс pizjəlks ‘rowan 
tree’, (E пизёл pizjol, M пизел pizjəl ‘rowanberry’)

	 –	 (E) -t͡ɕi; (M) ‑ʃi: abstract nouns: (E) парочи pɑrot ͡ɕi, (M) 
пароши pɑrəʃi ‘goodness’ (E паро pɑro, M пара pɑrɑ 
‘good’)

(Bartens  1999: 106–7, Cygankin et al. 2000: 35–7, Aljamkin 
et al. 2000: 75–9.)

23.3.3.1.2  Deverbal

	 –	 (E, M) ‑ks (identical with the translative case suffix; 
also denominal): result or purpose of an action: (E) 
пуромкс puromks, (M) пуромкс purəmks ‘meeting, 
gathering’ (E пуромо- puromo-, M пуромо- purəmə- 
‘assemble, gather together’)

	 –	 (E) ‑me; (M) ‑mæ: instrument or component of an ac-
tion: (E) видьме vidjme, (M) видьме vidjmæ ‘seed’ (E 
виде- vidje-, M виде- vidjə- ‘sow’)

	 –	 (E) ‑mo, -mɑ; (M) ‑mɑ: general nominalizer: (E) эрямо 
erjɑmo, (M) эряма erjɑmɑ ‘life’ (E, M эря- erjɑ- ‘live’); 
instrument of an action (E) изамо izɑmo, (M) инзама 
inzɑmɑ ‘harrow [n.]’ (E иза- izɑ-, M инза- inzɑ- ‘har-
row [v.]’)

(Bartens  1999: 106–7, Cygankin et al. 2000: 35–7, Aljamkin 
et al. 2000: 75–9.)

23.3.3.2  Derivation of adjectives

23.3.3.2.1  Denominal

	 –	 (E) -j, -v; (M) -i, -u: general adjectivizer: (E) келей 
keljej, (M) кели kelji ‘broad’ (E келе kelje, M келе keljæ 
‘breadth’), (E) ловов lovov, (M) лову lovu ‘snowy’ (E, M 
лов lov ‘snow’)

	 –	 (E, M) ‑nj (identical with the genitive case suffix): ma-
terial, origin: (E) кевень kevenj, (M) кевень kevənj ‘of 
stone, stony’ (E, M кев kev ‘stone’)

	 –	 (E, M) ‑ʃkɑ (identical with the comparative case suffix); 
size, approximate: (E, M) алашашка ɑlɑʃɑʃkɑ ‘as big as 
a horse’ (E, M алаша ɑlɑʃɑ ‘horse’)

	 –	 (E) -vtomo, ‑vtjeme, ‑tomo, ‑tjeme, ‑teme; (M) ‑ftəmɑ 
(identical with the abessive case suffix); privative: 
(E) сельмевтеме sjeljmevtjeme, (M) сельмофтома 
sjeljməftəmɑ ‘eyeless; blind’ (E сельме sjeljme, M 
сельме sjeljmæ ‘eye’)

(Bartens 1999: 109–11, Cygankin et al. 2000: 37–9, Aljamkin 
et al. 2000: 92–3.)

23.3.3.2.2  Others

	 –	 (E) ‑ke, ‑inje, ‑nje, ‑ne; (M) ‑kæ, ‑njæ (also in the der
ivation of denominal nouns): diminutive: (E) човине 
t͡ɕovinje, (M) шуваня ʃuvɑnjæ ‘thin, slender’ (cf. E човɑ 
‘thin’)

	 –	 (E) ‑iʒɑ; (M) ‑ʒɑ: moderative: (E) коськижа kosjkiʒɑ 
‘rather dry’ (E коське kosjke ‘dry’), (M) шапамажа 
ʃɑpɑmɑʒɑ ‘rather sour’ (M шапама ʃɑpɑmɑ ‘sour’)

(Bartens 1999: 109–11, Cygankin et al. 2000: 37–9, Aljamkin 
et al. 2000: 89.)

23.3.3.3  Derivation of adverbs

23.3.3.3.1  Denominal

	 –	 (E) ‑ste, -sto; (M) ‑stɑ (identical with the elative case suf-
fix): modal: (E) превейстэ prjevejste ‘wisely, sensibly’ 
(E превей prjevej ’wise, sensible’); (M) ёнюста jonjusta 
‘wisely, sensibly’ (M ёню jonju ‘wise, sensible’); (E) ‑sjtje 
only in парсте pɑrsjtje ‘well’ (E паро pɑro ‘good’)

(Bartens  1999: 165–6, Cygankin et al. 2000: 45–6, Aljamkin 
et al. 2000: 187–9.)

23.3.3.3.2  Others

	 –	 (E) -t͡sjek; (M) -t ͡sjək: modal: (E) меельцек mejeljt ͡sjek, 
мельцек meljt͡sjek, (M) мельцек meljt͡sjək ‘one after 
another’ (E мееле mejelje, мейле mejlje, M меле meljæ 
‘after, later’)

	 –	 (E, M) ‑sjtj, ‑ksjtj: recurrence: (E, M) весть vesjtj ‘once’ 
(E ве ve, вейке vejke, M фкя fkæ ‘one’); (E) кавксть 
kɑvksjtj, (M) кафксть kɑfksjtj ‘twice’ (E кавто kɑvto, M 
кафта kɑftɑ ‘two’)

(Bartens  1999: 165–6, Cygankin et al. 2000: 45–6, Aljamkin 
et al. 2000: 187–9.)

23.3.3.4  Derivation of verbs

23.3.3.4.1  Denominal

	 –	 (E, M) ‑ijɑ-: general verbalizer: (E, M) алыя- ɑlijɑ- ‘lay 
eggs’ (E, M ал ɑl ‘egg’)

	 –	 (E) ‑kɑdo-, ‑gɑdo-; ‑lgɑdo-; (M) ‑kədə-, ‑gədə-; ‑lgədə-: 
translative: (E) козякадо- kozjɑkɑdo-, (M) козякодо- 
kozjɑkədə- ‘get rich’ (E козя kozjɑ (n., a.), M козя kozjæ 
(a.) ‘rich’)

	 –	 (E) ‑kɑvto-, ‑gɑvto; ‑lgɑvto ; (M) ‑kəftə-, ‑gəftə-; 
‑lgəftə-: factitive: (E) козякавто- kozjɑkɑvto-, (M) 
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козякофто- kozjɑkəftə- ‘make rich’ (E козя kozjɑ (n., 
a.), M козя kozjæ (a.) ‘rich’)

	 –	 (E) ‑mo-, ‑me-; (M) ‑mə-: translative: (E) валдомо- 
vɑldomo-, (M) валдомо- vɑldəmə- ‘brighten’ (E валдо 
vɑldo (n., a.), M валда vɑldɑ ‘light’)

	 –	 (E) ‑no-, ‑nje-, ‑nɑ-, ‑njɑ-; (M) ‑nə-, ‑njə-, ‑nɑ-, ‑njɑ-: de-
scriptive verbs from ideophones: (E) варно- vɑrno-, 
(M) варна- vɑrnɑ- ‘caw’ (E, M вар vɑr ‘sound of a crow’)

	 –	 (E) ‑sjkɑdo-; (M) ‑sjkədə-: translative: (E) ламбаськадо- 
lɑmbɑsjkɑdo-, (M) ламбаськодо- lɑmbɑsjkədə- ‘be-
come sweet’ (cf. E ламбамо lɑmbɑmo, M ламбама 
lɑmbɑmɑ ‘sweet’)

(Bartens 1999: 158–61, Cygankin et al. 2000: 39–44, Aljamkin 
et al. 2000: 170–2.)

23.3.3.4.2  Deverbal

	 –	 (E) ‑dje-; (M) ‑djə: momentaneous correlates to deriv
ations in (E) ‑je-; (M) ‑jə: (E) кивчкаде- kivt͡ɕkɑdje-, (M) 
кфчяде- kəft͡ɕædjə- ‘flash (once)’ (no base word)

	 –	 (E) ‑je-; (M) ‑jə: frequentative correlates to deriv
ations in (E) ‑dje-; (M) ‑djə: (E) кивчкае- kivt͡ɕkɑje-, (M) 
кфчие- kəft͡ɕijə- ‘flash (repeatedly)’ (no base word)

	 –	 (E) ‑kʃno-, ‑kʃnje-; (M) ‑ʃəndə-, ‑ʃənjdjə-; ‑kʃnjə-: fre-
quentative: (E) сюконякшно- sjukonjɑkʃno-, (M) 
сюконякшне- sjukənjɑkʃnjə- ‘bow (repeatedly)’  
(E сюконя- sjukonjɑ-, M сюконя- sjukənjɑ- ‘bow (v.)’)

	 –	 (E) ‑nje-; (M) ‑njə-: frequentative: (E) путне- putnje-, 
(M) путне- putnjə- ‘put (repeatedly), arrange’ (E путо- 
puto-, M путо- putə- ‘put’)

	 –	 (E) ‑no-, ‑nje-; (M) ‑ndə-, ‑njdjə: frequentative: (E) лазно- 
lɑzno-, (M) лазондо- lɑzəndə- ‘cleave, split (repeated-
ly), chop’ (E лазо- lɑzo-, M лазо- lɑzə- ‘cleave, split’)

	 –	 (E) ‑sje-; (M) ‑sjə-: frequentative: (E) рамсе- rɑmsje-, 
(M) rɑmsjə- ‘buy (repeatedly)’ (E, M рама- rɑmɑ- ‘buy’)

	 –	 (E) ‑vo-, ‑ve-; (M) ‑və-: passive, automative (anticausa-
tive), modal (valency-changing): (E) путово- putovo-, 
(M) путово- putǝvǝ- ‘be put, placed; be able to be put, 
placed’ (E путо- puto-, M путо- putǝ- ‘put, place’)

	 –	 (E) ‑vto-, ‑vtje-; (M) ‑ftə-, ‑ftjə: causative (valency-
changing): (E) оймавто- ojmɑvto-, (M) ваймафто- 
vɑjmɑftǝ- ‘let rest’ (E ойма- ojmɑ-, M вайма- vɑjmɑ- 
‘rest’)

	 –	 (E) ‑zje-; (M) ‑zjə-: inchoative: (E) кирвазе- kirvɑzje-, 
(M) крьвязе- kǝrjvæzjǝ- ‘burst into flames, start burn-
ing’ (E кирва- kirvɑ- ‘blaze, flare, flame’)

	 –	 (E) ‑zjeve-; (M) ‑zjəvə-: inchoative (often involun-
tary/surprising action): (E) моразеве- morɑzjeve-, 
(M) моразево- morɑzjəvə- ‘start singing’ (E, M мора- 
morɑ- ‘sing’)

(Bartens 1999: 158–61, Cygankin et al. 2000: 39–44, Aljamkin 
et al. 2000: 157–61.)

23.4  Syntax

The syntax of the Mordvin languages differs from the syn-
tax of their closest sister languages in two important 
respects: i. The objective conjugation enables object mark-
ing by way of a suffix (see 23.3.2.1) and ii. Predicate nouns, 
adjectives, locative expressions, and non-finites can be con-
jugated in person and tense.

23.4.1  Word order

The Mordvin languages display head-final NPs, postpos
itional phrases, and head-final relative clauses (see Non-
finites 23.3.2.4), though relative clauses can also be placed 
after their heads (see 23.4.5.3). Auxiliaries are usually pre-
verbal. It is typical of transitive, intransitive, and non-verbal 
predicate clauses that the subject precedes the predicate 
but the word order depends on information structuring and 
the clause type (see 23.4.3). In transitive clauses the basic 
word order is SVO; nevertheless, SOV is also common. 
Variation of word order should be a target of further 
research; examples of variation are given in (59)–(63).

SVO
(59) Moksha (MokshEr)
 Мон ордатфста венептине книганять.
 mon  ordɑt-f-stɑ venjǝptj-injæ
 1sg    get.angry-ptcp-ela  hand-pst1.1sg>3sg

knjigɑ-njæ-tj

book-dim-gen.def.sg
 ‘I handed over the book angrily.’

SOV 
(60) Moksha (JT)
 Мирдезе кулось, ськамон шабатнень трясайне.
 mirjdjǝ-zjæ kulǝ-sj

 husband-poss.1sg  die-pst1.3sg

 sjkɑmǝ-n ʃɑbɑ-tjnjǝnj trjɑ-sɑjnjæ
 alone-poss.1sg child-gen.def.pl  raise-prs.1sg>3pl
 ‘My husband died, I am bringing up my children alone.’

VOS
(61) Erzya (MokshEr)
 Истямокс васенцеде неизе Анкань Сёдор.
 isjtjɑmo-ks  vɑsjenjt͡sje-dje  nje-izje
  such-trsl  first-part      see-pst1.3sg>3sg

ɑnkɑ-nj     sjodor
Anka-gen Sëdor

 ‘This was the first time Sëdor saw Anka like this.’
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VSO
(62) Erzya (MokshEr)
 Вечксы сон калонь кундсеманть.
 vet͡ɕk-si son  kɑlo-nj kundjsje-mɑ-njtj

 love-prs.3sg>3sg  3sg fish-gen  catch-nmlz-gen.def.sg
 ‘He loves to catch fish.’

OVS
(63) Erzya (MokshEr)
 Те легенданть монень ёвтнизэ эрзянь ве цёра, . . .
 tje ljegendɑ-njtj monjenj  jovtjnj-izje
 this  story-gen.def.sg  1sg.dat tell-pst1.3sg>3sg

 erjzjɑ-nj      ve    t͡sjorɑ
 Erzya-gen  one  man
 ‘This story was told to me by an Erzya man, . . .’

23.4.2  Phrase structure

23.4.2.1  Noun phrases

Noun phrases consist of a noun in indefinite, definite, or pos-
sessive declension, which may be preceded by a modifier 
phrase. Normally, modifiers do not agree in number or case 
e.g. (E) oд тейтертнeнeнь od tjejtjerj-tjnjenjenj  young girl-dat.
def.pl, (M) oд стирнятнeнди od sjtjirj-njæ-tjnjǝnjdji young 
girl-dim-dat.def.pl ‘to the young girls’, see also examples 
(64)–(65). There are some exceptions, such as the adjective (E) 
парo paro ‘good’ which may agree in number, as in (66).

(64) Moksha (JT)
Мазыста панчть шаваняда оцю панчфне, . . .
mɑzi-stɑ pɑnt͡ɕtj ʃɑvɑnjæ-dɑ  ot͡sju 
beautiful-ela  open.pst1.3pl  plate-part  big

pɑnt͡ɕf-njæ
flower-nom.def.pl
‘Flowers bigger than a plate opened beautifully, . . .’

(65) Erzya (MokshEr)
Сэнь качамненть томбале неявить вишка коробкине 
ёнов молиця ошонь кудотне.
senj kɑt͡ɕɑm-nje-njtj tombɑlje njejɑ-v-itj

blue  smoke-dim-gen.def.sg  other.side  see-pass-prs.3pl

viʃkɑ  korobk-inje  jono-v     molj-it͡sjɑ
small  box-dim     side-lat  go-ptcp

oʃo-nj       kudo-tjnje
town-gen  house-nom.def.pl
‘On the other side of the blue smoke one can see the lit-
tle town houses which resemble (lit. ‘go to the side of ’) 
little boxes.’

(66) Erzya (MokshEr)
Ванодо, келя, кодат парт ломанть улить минек 
моданть лангсо!

vɑno-do, keljɑ, kodɑ-t pɑr-t lomɑnj-tj

see-imp.2pl  reputedly  how-pl  good-pl  person-pl

ulj-itj         minjek    modɑ-njtj               lɑng-so
be-prs.3pl  1pl.gen  country-gen.def.sg  top-ine
‘See, there are, they say, such good people in our 
world.’

Modifiers preceding the modified noun can be adjectives 
(possibly modified by adverbs such as (E) пек pek, (M) пяк 
pæk ‘very’) (67), inflected nouns (68)–(70), or even nouns in 
the nominative, such as лафту laftu ‘shoulder’ in (71). 
Adjectives can be formed with derivational suffixes, but 
also, case-inflected adjectives may function as modifiers. 
Sometimes the same suffix can be interpreted either as a 
case ending or as a derivational suffix, such as the suffix ‑nj, 
which forms both genitives and adjective derivatives, see 
Kudaev (1985), 23.3.1.1 and 23.3.3.2.

(67) Moksha (MokshEr)
. . . уле сельме аф пяк кепаза алясь.
uljæ sjeljmæ  ɑf pæk kepɑzɑ ɑljæ-sj

grey  eye neg  very  tall man-nom.def.sg
‘. . . the not very tall man with grey eyes’

(68) Erzya (MokshEr)
. . . кецямонь вайгелесь ульнесь авань, . . .
ket͡sjɑ-mo-nj vɑjgelje-sj

feel.joy-nmlz-gen  voice-nom.def.sg   

ulj-nje-sj          ɑvɑ-nj

be-freq-pst1.3sg mother-gen
‘. . . the happy voice was mother’s, . . .’

(69) Moksha (MokshEr)
Тястонь сире ломаттне корхнихть: . . .
tjæ-stǝ-nj sjirjæ  lomɑtjtjnjæ kor̥j-nj-iȷt̊j

this-ela-gen  old person.nom.def.pl  speak-freq-prs.3pl
‘The old people who are from here speak: . . .

(70) Moksha (MokshEr)
Ётнезень маластонь вирьса сембе яннятнень.
jot-njǝ-zjǝnj mɑlɑ-stǝ-nj virj-sɑ
walk-freq-pst1.3sg>3pl  close-ela-gen forest-ine

sjembæ  jɑnj-njæ-tjnjǝnj

all      path-dim-gen.def.pl
‘He walked all the paths in the nearby forest.’

(71) Moksha (MokshEr)
Кабинетса, эстедонза башка, озафоль ведьгемоньшка 
кизоса, средняй сереса, кели лафту аля.
kɑbinjǝt-sɑ esj-tjǝdǝ-nzɑ bɑʃkɑ ozɑ-f-ǝlj

room-ine self-par-poss.3sg  except.for  sit-ptcp-pst2.3sg

vedjgemǝnj-ʃkɑ kizǝ-sɑ    sjrjednjæj  sjerjǝ-sɑ
fifty-cpr        year-ine  middle    length-ine
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kelji    lɑftu      ɑljæ
wide  shoulder  man
‘In the room, except for him, there was sitting a middle-
sized broad-shouldered man, about fifty years old.’

23.4.2.2  Verb phrases

A predicate may be a simple verbal predicate consisting of 
the finite form of a verb or a compound verbal predicate 
consisting of a finite and a non-finite verb. A verbal phrase 
may also consist of only a non-finite form.

23.4.2.2.1  Finite verb forms

The predicate verb always displays person agreement, and 
agreement holds between the verb and the subject as well as 
the definite object (see 23.4.4). As both arguments S and O 
can be encoded suffixally, pronominal subjects or objects 
can be left out (pro-drop). Also non-verbal parts-of-speech 
function as predicates (see 23.4.3).

23.4.2.2.2  Non-finite verb forms

Several verbs may get a non-finite verb as a complement 
(e.g. Bartens  1999: 144–52 ). These are illustrated in (72)–
(74). (See also 23.3.2.4.)

(72) Moksha (MORMULA)
Седиец аф ламонь лоткась пиксомда.
sjedjijǝ-t͡s ɑf lɑmǝ-nj  lotkɑ-sj piksǝ-mdɑ
heart-poss.3sg  neg  lot-gen stop-pst1.3sg  beat-inf3
‘Slowly her/his heart stopped beating (hard).’

Non-finite forms may get possessive suffixes, in which 
case the suffix expresses the object, see (73) and (74).

(73) Erzya (MORMULA)
Ней сонсь покш братост сыргась сасамонок.
njej sonj-sj, pokʃ  brɑto-st
now  3sg-emph  big brother-poss.3pl

sirgɑ-sj           sɑsɑ-mo-nok
leave-pst1.3sg  catch-inf2-poss.1pl
‘Now he himself, their big brother set out to catch us.’

(74) Moksha (MORMULA)
Sɑ-ʃǝnjdj-sjtj vɑrʒɑ-mǝ-nzɑ veljǝ-nj

come-freq-pst1.3pl  look-inf2-poss.3sg  village-gen

sjembæ  lomɑtjtjnjæ . . .
all      person.nom.def.pl
‘All the people of the village came to see him . . .’

Non-finites may function also as predicates. When func-
tioning as predicates, they usually express some kind of 
modality. Non-finites as predicates can express e.g. neces-
sity, as in (75), or possibility, as in (76).

(75) Erzya (N.E.)
Те столентъ ванськавтомс!
tje stolje-njtj vɑnjsjkɑvto-ms
this  table-gen.def.sg  clean-inf1
‘This table has to be cleaned!’

(76) Moksha (MORMULA)
Мезьса тага лездомс стирть, кода ванфтомс 
куломать езда . . .
mezj-sɑ tɑgɑ ljezdǝ-ms  sjtjirj-tj

what-ine  again  help-inf1 girl-gen.def.sg

kodɑ vɑnftǝ-ms      kulǝmɑ-tj          ez-dɑ
how  protect-inf1  death-gen.def.sg  postp-part
‘By what, again, can the girl be helped, how to protect 
her from death?’

In the past-tense, copula or non-verbal conjugation can 
be used, see examples (50) and (51) in 23.3.2.4.

23.4.2.3  Adverbial phrases

Adverbial phrases can occur in any position in a sentence. 
Adverbials can be modified by intensifiers (E) пек pek, (M) 
пяк pæk ‘very’, or (E) истямо isjtjɑmo, (M) стама stɑmɑ ‘so, 
like that’. (Bartens 1999 : 164–6.)

(77) Erzya (MokshEr)
Судом пек парсте мари!
sudo-m pek pɑrjsjtje  mɑrj-i!
nose-poss.1sg  very  well smell-prs.3sg
‘My nose can smell very well!’

(78) Moksha (MokshEr)
Яков Максимович кайгиста рахазевсь.
jɑkǝv mɑksjimǝvit͡ɕ kɑjg-i-stɑ rɑxɑ-zjǝv-sj

Jakov Maksimovič sound-ptcp-ela  laugh-inch-pst1.3sg
‘Jakov Maksimovič burst into loud laughter.’

23.4.2.4  Quantifier phrases

In quantifier phrases, the quantified noun following the 
numeral may be in the nominative plural or singular. 
According to the grammars, the plural appears with the 
numerals 2–10 in both languages, e.g. (E) кавто велеть 
kɑvto velje-tj two village-pl ‘two villages’, (M) кафта кизот 
kɑftɑ kizǝ-t two year-pl ‘two years’ . With the numeral 1 and 
from 11 onwards, the singular is used in Moksha, whereas 
both singular and plural are possible in Erzya from 11 
onwards, e.g. (E) кемголмово моро(т) kemgolmovo 
moro(-t) thirteen song(-pl) ‘thirteen songs’; (M) кемгафтува 
киза kemgɑftuvɑ kizɑ ‘twelve years’ (Cygankin et al. 2000: 
121, Aljamkin et al. 2000: 98). However, according to Bartens 
(1999: 119–20) there is variation between the singular and 
plural with all numerals. Moreover, if the noun following 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 1/26/2023 7:15 AM via TURUN YLIOPISTO - UNIVERSITY OF TURKU. All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



arja hamari and rigina ajanki

422

the numeral is inflected its number depends on the definite-
ness: an indefinite noun is in the singular and a definite 
noun in the plural, e.g. (E) кавто тракторсо kɑvto trɑk-
tor-so two tractor-ine ‘in two tractors’ but (E) вете 
книгатнень vetje knjigɑ-tjnjenj five book-gen.def.pl ‘of the 
five books’ (Bartens 1999: 120).

In addition to the nominative, also the partitive singular 
is possible in Moksha nouns, as in (M) сяда ломаньда sjɑdɑ 
lomɑnj-dɑ hundred person-part ‘hundred people’ (Bartens 
1999: 119).

Nouns quantified with (E) ламo lɑmo, (M) лама lɑmɑ ‘much, 
many, a lot of ’, and (E) аламo ɑ-lɑmo, (M) аф лама ɑf lɑmɑ, 
кржа kǝrʒɑ ‘not much, little’ are either in the nominative sin-
gular, nominative plural, or partitive singular, e.g. (E) ламo 
ломань lɑmo lomɑnj ‘many people’, (M) лама шaба lɑmɑ ʃɑbɑ 
‘many children’; (E) ламo ярмакт lɑmo jɑrmɑk-t much money-
pl ‘a lot of money’, (M) лама шaбат lɑmɑ ʃɑbɑ-t much child-pl 
‘many children’; (E) ламo тумoдo lɑmo tumo-do much oak-
part ‘many oaks’, (M) лама шaбада lɑmɑ ʃɑbɑ-dɑ much child-
part ‘many children’ (Bartens 1999: 120–1).

23.4.2.5  Comparison of adjectives

The comparison of adjectives is expressed analytically. In the 
comparative, the adjective is not inflected but the standard 
of comparison is marked with the partitive suffix, as in (79) 
and (80). However, the postposition (E, M) коряс korjɑs ‘with 
respect to’ is sometimes used to mark the standard (see (82)).

(79) Erzya (Bartens 1999: 109)
кизэ теледе паро
kize tjelje-dje pɑro
summer  winter-part  good
‘summer is better than winter’

(80) Moksha (Bartens 1999: 109)
кизось тялода цебярь
kizə-sj tjɑlə-dɑ t͡sjebærj

summer-nom.def.sg  winter-part  good
‘summer is better than winter’

If the standard is not mentioned, the pronoun (E) sje, (M) 
sjæ ‘it, that’ in the partitive form ((E) седе sjedje, (M) сяда 
sjɑdɑ) precedes the adjective, e.g. (E) седе мазый sjedje mɑzij, 
(M) сяда мазы sjɑdɑ mɑzi ‘more beautiful’. In Moksha, an 
enclitic particle ‑ngɑ is often attached to the partitive form of 
the pronoun, e.g. (M) сядонга мазы sjɑdəngɑ mɑzi ‘more 
beautiful’. In both languages, the partitive form of the pro-
noun is in the process of grammaticalization into a compara-
tive marker and can be found in constructions in which the 
standard of comparison is present as well, as in (81) and (82).

(81) Erzya (Imajkina 1996: 116)
Сэнь панарось ашо панардонть седе вадря.
senj pɑnɑro-sj ɑʃo pɑnɑr-donjtj

blue  shirt-nom.def.sg  white  shirt-part.def.sg 
sje-dje    vɑdrjɑ
it-part  nice
‘The blue shirt is nicer than the white shirt.’

(82) Moksha (Poljakov 1995: 28)
Тумось сяда сери келуть коряс.
tumə-sj sjɑ-dɑ sjerji  kelu-tj

oak-nom.def.sg  it-part  tall    birch-gen.def.sg

korjɑs
with.respect.to
‘The oak is taller than the birch.’

Superlative constructions are also formed analytically, 
with two types of markers: either a partitive form of  
(E) весе vesje : весеме- vesjeme-, (M) сембе sjembæ ‘all’ (e.g. 
(E) весемеде мазый vesjemedje mɑzij, (M) сембода мазы 
sjembədɑ mɑzi ‘the most beautiful’), or a borrowed superla-
tive marker. The latter type includes (E) сех sjex (or its par-
titive form сехте sjextje) from Russian vsex ‘of all’ and (E, M) 
самай sɑmɑj from the Russian superlative marker samoj, as 
well as the particles (E) эень ejenj, (M) инь inj probably from 
Tatar. Examples: (E) сехте мазый sjex(tje) mɑzij, самай 
мазый sɑmɑj mɑzij, эень мазый ejenj mɑzij ‘the most beau-
tiful’, (M) самай ёмла sɑmɑj jomlɑ ‘the smallest’, инь оцю 
inj ot͡sju ‘the biggest’ (Bartens 1999: 109).

23.4.3  Clause structure

Mordvin clauses can be classified on a morphosyntactic and 
semantic basis. There are clauses with verbal predicates and 
clauses with non-verbal predicates. Verbal predicate clauses 
can be transitive or intransitive. Non-verbal predicate 
clauses belong to the clauses expressing stative relations. 
Other clauses which express stative relations are locative, 
existential, and possessive clauses, clauses expressing envir
onmental conditions and circumstances. Necessive con-
structions build their own clause type. The clause types 
differ morphosyntactically; the word order is not rigid but 
each clause type has its own characteristic word-order pat-
terns, see 23.4.1. Transitive clauses can be formed by a sin-
gle predicate verb, which is inflected in objective conjugation 
(see 23.3.2.1). Often the object is a lexical noun and the verb 
is inflected by suffixes of the objective conjugation or, under 
specific circumstances, the subjective conjugation. For 
example, if the object is indefinite, subjective conjugation is 
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used, as in (83) (see in detail 23.4.4). For more examples of 
transitive clauses see 23.4.1.

(83) Erzya (MokshEr)
Ёвкстынь лембе кемть, . . ..
jovkst-inj ljembe  kem-tj

put.on-pst1.1sg  warm boot-pl
‘I put on warm boots, . . .’

In intransitive clauses, the verb is inflected in the subject
ive conjugation, see (84) and (85).

(84) Erzya (MokshEr)
Ломантне эрясть апак сёвно, . . .
lomɑnj-tjnje erjɑ-stj ɑpɑk  sjovno
person-nom.def.pl  live-pst1.3pl  neg fight.cng
‘People lived without fighting, . . .’

(85) Moksha (JT)
Тунда нармоттне састь лямбе ширьде.
tundɑ nɑrmǝtjtjnjæ sɑ-sjtj ljæmbæ
spring  bird.nom.def.pl  come-pst1.3pl  warm

ʃirjdjæ
from.side
‘In the spring the birds came from the South.’

Non-verbal predicates can be conjugated like verbs. 
Present-tense nominal predicates in the third persons do 
not need any suffixal marking (86), but first- or second-
person (87)–(88) and past-tense suffixes are attached to the 
nominal predicate. Erzya allows simple juxtaposition with-
out person marking for the first and second persons as well 
(89), although in Standard Erzya conjugation is preferred. Of 
the past-tenses, only the second past-tense is possible for 
nominal predicates (90)–(91), which means that the oppos
ition of the first and second past is neutralized in non-verbal 
conjugation. Copulas are used for carrying the marking of 
mood, and it is possible to use a copula instead of nominal 
predication in other cases as well (Turunen  2010; 
Kholodilova 2016). Under negation, the particles (E) ɑ, (M) ɑf 
are used in both the present and the second past-tense (90). 
In Erzya, non-verbal predicates can alternatively be negated 
with the negative particle (E) аволь ɑvolj.

(86) Moksha (MokshEr)
Тяни сембось пяк питни.
tjænji  sjembǝ-sj pæk pitjnji
now everything-nom.def.sg  very  expensive
‘Everything is now very expensive.’

(87) Erzya (MokshEr)
Мон чумовтоман!
mon  t͡ɕumo-vtom-ɑn
1sg guilty-abe-prs.1sg
‘I am innocent!’

(88) Moksha (MokshEr)
. . . а мон аф попан, . . .
ɑ mon  ɑf pop-ɑn
but  1sg neg  priest-prs.1sg
‘. . . but I am not a priest . . .’ (MokshEr)

(89) Erzya (MokshEr)
Тон эрзянь тейтерька?
ton erjzjɑ-nj tjejtjerj-kɑ
you  Erzya-gen  girl-dim
‘Are you an Erzya girl?’

(90) Erzya (MokshEr)
Цёрась сон а берянель.
t͡sjorɑ-sj son  ɑ berjɑnj-elj

man-nom.def.sg  3sg neg  bad-pst2.3sg
‘He wasn’t a bad man.’

(91) Moksha (MokshEr)
Mаксим сидеста тевфтомоль.
mɑksjim  sjidjǝ-stɑ tjev-ftǝmǝ-lj

Maksim dense-ela  work-abe-pst2.3sg
‘Maksim was often without work.’

Tables 23.35 and 23.36 illustrate the similar conjugation 
markers of non-verbal and verbal predicates. It is note
worthy that also other encoding patterns of non-verbal 
predication are possible, see Turunen (2011a) for details.

Clauses expressing external or environmental conditions 
typically lack a canonical (nominative NP) subject. The 
clause may consist only of one NP, as in (92). Clauses may 
begin with a spatial or temporal adverbial, see (93). Non-
verbal conjugation can be employed in this clause type as 
well, as in (94). This clause type may also encode inner cir-
cumstances: human experiences, feelings, and mental 
states, as in (95) and (96). If there is an experiencer, it is 
encoded usually in the dative and it precedes the predicate, 
see (97).

Table 23.35  Present-tense paradigms of non-verbal conju-
gation and verbal subjective conjugation in Erzya

 
Non-verbal Verbal

Noun
‘man’

Adjective
‘beautiful’

Locative
‘at home’

Verb
‘sing’

1SG t͡sjorɑ-n mɑzij-ɑn kudo-s-ɑn mor-ɑn

2SG t͡sjorɑ-t mɑzij-ɑt kudo-s-ɑt mor-ɑt

3SG t͡sjorɑ mɑzij kudo-so mor-i

1PL t͡sjorɑ-tɑno mɑzij-tjɑno kudo-so-tɑno morɑ-tɑno

2PL t͡sjorɑ-tɑdo mɑzij-tjɑdo kudo-so-tɑdo morɑ-tɑdo

3PL t͡sjorɑ-t mɑzij-tj kudo-so-t mor-itj
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(92) Erzya (MokshEr)
Чопода.
t ͡ɕopodɑ
dark
‘It is dark.’

(93) Moksha (JT)
Кудса валда.
kud-sɑ vɑldɑ
house-ine  light
‘It is light in the house.’

(94) Erzya (P)
Ушосонть тундоль.
uʃo-sonjtj tundo-lj

outside-ine.def.sg  spring-pst2.3sg
‘It was spring outside.’

(95) Erzya (MokshEr)
Седейсэнзэ апароль.
sjedjej-se-nze ɑ-pɑro-lj

heart-ine-poss.3sg  neg-good-pst2.3sg
‘There was a bad feeling in his heart.’

(96) Moksha (MokshEr)
Пароль кизефнемс тянь кувалма, . . .
pɑrǝ-lj kizjǝf-njǝ-ms  tjæ-nj kuvɑlmɑ
good-pst2.3sg  ask-freq-inf1 this-gen  about
‘It was good to ask about it, . . .’

(97) Erzya (MokshEr)
Течи монень ульнесь пек стака.
tjet ͡ɕji monjenj  ulj-nje-sj pek stɑkɑ
today  1sg.dat be-freq-pst1.3sg  very  hard
‘It was very difficult for me today.’

Existential clauses are characterized by a clause-initial 
adverbial of location (98), as well as environmental/state-of-

affairs clauses. Both clause types may lack the locative adver-
bial (99), or display a temporal adverbial in the beginning.

(98) Erzya (MokshEr)
Тосо ульнесь сюро.
to-so ulj-nje-sj sjuro
that-ine  be-freq-pst1.3sg  wheat
‘There was wheat.’

(99) Moksha (MokshEr)
Корхтайхть, ульсь фкя атя.
kor̥tɑ-ȷt̊j, ulj-sj fkæ ɑtjæ
speak-prs.3pl  be-pst1.3sg  one  man
‘They say, there was a man.’

In the Mordvin languages, existential and locative sen-
tences can be distinguished from each other on the basis of 
the encoding of predication (cf. chapter 51). In existential 
sentences there is a copula ‘be’, generally in the present-
tense, whereas in a locative sentence there is no copula but 
non-verbal conjugation is used. Furthermore, as in 
Hungarian, locative sentences typically have a canonical 
subject which is in the topical, sentence-initial position and 
often marked as definite.

Predicative possession is expressed with an existential-
like construction (cf. 51.5.2) with the possessor in the geni-
tive, preceding the ‘be’ verb; the possessee is marked with a 
possessive suffix referring to the possessor (100)–(102). 
Pronominal possessors can be omitted (102).

(100) Erzya (K)
Нама, моньгак улить пехетень.
nɑmɑ, monj-gɑk ulj-itj pexete-nj

of.course  1sg.gen-foc  be-prs.3pl  sin-poss.1sg
‘Of course, I have my sins, too.’

Table 23.36  Past-tense paradigms of non-verbal conjugation and verbal 
subjective conjugation in the second past tense in Erzya

 
Non-verbal Verbal

Noun
‘man’

Adjective
‘beautiful’

Locative
‘at home’

Verb
‘sing’

1SG t͡sjorɑ-ljinj mɑzije-ljinj kudo-so-ljinj mor-iljinj

2SG t͡sjorɑ-ljitj mɑzije-ljitj kudo-so-ljitj mor-iljitj

3SG t͡sjorɑ-lj mɑzije-lj kudo-so-lj mor-ilj

1PL t͡sjorɑ-ljinjek mɑzije-ljinjek kudo-so-ljinjek mor-iljinjek

2PL t͡sjorɑ-ljidje mɑzije-ljidje kudo-so-ljidje mor-iljidje

3PL t͡sjorɑ-ljtj mɑzije-ljtj kudo-so-ljtj mor-iljtj
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(101) Moksha (JT)
Монь ули алашазе.
monj ulj-i ɑlɑʃɑ-zjæ
1sg.gen  be-prs.3sg  horse-poss.1sg
‘I have a horse.’

(102) Moksha (JT)
Иденза аш, эряй ськамонза.
idjǝ-nzɑ ɑʃ, erjɑ-j sjkɑmǝ-nzɑ
child-poss.3sg  neg  live-prs.3sg  alone-poss.3sg
‘S/he does not have children, s/he lives alone.’

In existential as well as possessive clauses, negation is per-
formed by using the negative existentials (E) арась ɑrɑsj, (M) 
аш ɑʃ, аяш ɑjɑʃ (see (102)). When the subject is in the 3pl form, 
(E) ɑrɑsj acquires plural marking, whereas (M) ɑʃ and ɑjɑʃ are 
always invariant. Both (E) ɑrɑsj and (M) ɑʃ (but not ɑjɑʃ) can 
also be employed in locative clauses with a definite subject; in 
these cases, both negative markers are conjugated in all per-
sons, but only in the present and the second past-tense.

Table 23.37 summarizes the morphosyntactic differences 
between clauses expressing stative relations in Erzya.

Necessive constructions can be built by using non-finites, 
see 23.4.2.2.2 and examples (103) and (104). There are also 
necessive auxiliaries (E, M) erjɑvi, ‘must, need, be necessary, be 
needed’ (105); (E, M) sɑvi ‘must, be convenient’ (106)–(107), (M) 
ɑrɑj ‘shall, must’. (See Salo 2015: 68-70). The agent of the non-
finite is expressed in the dative, as in the Erzya example (106). 
Both languages also use the Russian borrowings (E, M) moʒnɑ 
‘is possible; is allowed’, (E, M) njeljzjɑ ‘is prohibited’ (108)–(109).

(103) Erzya (N.E.)
Тонавтомсат важодеме!
tonɑvto-ms-ɑt vɑʒodje-me
teach-inf1-prs.2sg  work-inf2
‘You should be taught to work!’

(104) Erzya (MORMULA)
Молемс ульнесь вень куншкава.
molje-ms  ulj-nje-sj ve-nj kunʃkɑ-vɑ
go-inf1 be-freq-pst1.3sg  night-gen  middle-prol
‘One had to go (there) at midnight.’

(105) Erzya (MORMULA)
Пинесь эряви наказамс.
pinje-sj erjɑv-i nɑkɑzɑ-ms
dog-nom.def.sg  must-prs.3sg  punish-inf1
‘The dog must be punished.’

(106) Erzya (MokshEr
Авантень сеедьстэ савкшны яксемс те кияванть 
вирев.
ɑvɑ-njtjenj sjejedjste  sɑv-kʃn-i
mother-dat.def.sg  often must-freq-prs.3sg

jɑk-sje-ms      tje    kijɑ-vɑnjtj        virje-v.
go-freq-inf1  this  road-prol.def.sg  forest-lat
‘The mother must often walk along this road to the 
forest.’

(107) Moksha (MORMULA)
Лама сталмода савсь няемс велень эряйхненди.
lɑmɑ stɑlmǝ-dɑ sɑv-sj njæjǝ-ms
much  trouble-part  must-pst1.3sg  see-inf1

veljǝ-nj       erjɑȷn̊jənjdji
village-gen  inhabitant.dat.def.pl
‘The inhabitants of the village had to take a lot of 
trouble.’

(108) Erzya (N.E.)
Тесэ нельзя таргамс.
tjese njeljzjɑ tɑrgɑ-ms
here  prohibited  smoke-inf1
‘It is prohibited to smoke here.’

Table 23.37  Erzya stative relation clauses

Clause type Morphosyntactic characteristics

 definite subject
non-verbal 
conjugation
PRS and PST

uljems-copula
in PRS

uljnjems
in PST

negator
ɑrɑsj

nominal predicate x x - x -

adjectival predicate x x - x -

locative predicate x x - x x

environmental states - x - x -

existential clause - - x x x

possessive clause - - x x x
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(109) Moksha (Kholodilova 2016: 233)
Тейня нильзель те торть.
tjejnjæ njiljzjǝ-lj tje torjtj

1sg.dat  prohibited-pst2.3sg  this  cake
‘This cake was prohibited for me.’

There are several impersonalization strategies in 
Mordvin. Impersonal sentences are formed with a poly
semic derivational suffix that has, among other readings, a 
passive meaning (Salo 2006; see also 23.3.3.4.2 and (110)). In 
addition, first infinitives (-ms) are used to build impersonal 
constructions (111). Generic impersonal clauses are also 
built by third-person-plural verb forms (112). Furthermore, 
second-person singular can be used in a generic sense (113).

(110) Erzya (MokshEr)
Секс весемесь тееви Закононь коряс.
sje-ks vesjeme-sj

that-trsl  everything-nom.def.sg 

tjeje-v-i          zɑkono-nj  korjɑs.
do-pass-prs.3sg law-gen    according
‘That is why everything is done according to the Law.’

(111) Erzya (N.E.)
Кшинть а стака панемс.
kʃi-njtj ɑ stɑkɑ  pɑnje-ms
bread-gen.def.sg  neg  hard bake-inf1
‘It is not hard to bake bread.’

(112) Erzya (N.E.)
Тесэ а таргить.
tje-se ɑ tɑrg-itj

this-ine  neg  smoke-prs.3pl
‘It is not allowed/possible to smoke here.’

(113) Moksha (MokshEr)
Лац работат – ярмакце кармай улема.
lɑt͡s rɑbot-ɑt jɑrmɑk-ʦj͡æ
well  work-prs.2sg  money-poss.2sg. 

kɑrmɑ-j      uljǝ-mɑ
start-prs.3sg be-inf2
‘If you work well, you will have money.’
  

23.4.4  Object marking

In both languages, four cases can be used in object marking: 
the nominative, the genitive, the inessive, and (with certain 
verbs) the partitive. The choice of the case form is inter-
twined with the choice between the subjective and object
ive conjugations of transitive verbs. The object marking of 
Erzya has been studied more profoundly (e.g. Alhoniemi 1991, 
Bernhardt 2016) than that of Moksha and, therefore, in the 

following this topic is treated mainly from the viewpoint of 
Erzya.

23.4.4.1  Nominative object

An object in the nominative case can only be used together 
with the subjective conjugation of verbs. Moreover, only the 
indefinite nominative can appear in this context, as in (114). 
These constructions do not express the aspect of the action 
(Koljadënkov 1959: 281).

(114) Erzya (Alhoniemi 1991: 20)
Son  sjim-sj t͡ɕɑj  stopkɑ.
3sg drink-pst1.3sg  tea glass
‘S/he drank a glass of tea.’

With verbs meaning ‘eat’ and ‘drink’, the partitive case is 
used in the marking of partial objects (23.4.4.4). However, 
according to Alhoniemi (1991: 24–5), the nominative can be 
used in this context when a general or an iterative action 
needs to be expressed, as in (115).

(115) Erzya (Alhoniemi 1991: 25)
Mon  sjim-ɑn pɑro t͡ɕɑj.
1sg drink-prs.1sg  good  tea
‘I drink good tea.’ (i.e. ‘I like to/always drink good 
tea.’)

23.4.4.2  Genitive object

An object in the genitive is usually marked definite and 
either the subjective or the objective conjugation of verbs 
can be used. When the subjective conjugation is employed 
the aspect is imperfective (116), while objective conjugation 
marks the perfective aspect (117). As the objective conjuga-
tion always marks the perfective aspect, objective conjuga-
tion in the present-tense implies future reference (the 
action will be completed in the future); however, the verb 
may refer to an action which is going on at the moment, if 
the verb refers to an emotionally intensive action 
(Alhoniemi 1996: 148–9, Bernhardt 2016: 59–61).

(116) Erzya (Aasmäe 2012b: 92)
Авась морась моронть.
ɑvɑ-sj morɑ-sj moro-njtj

woman-nom.def.sg  sing-pst1.3sg  song-gen.def.sg
‘The woman was singing the song.’

(117) Erzya (Aasmäe 2012b: 92)
Авась моризе моронть.
ɑvɑ-sj mor-izje moro-njtj

woman-nom.def.sg  sing-pst1.3sg>3sg  song-gen.def.sg
‘The woman sang the song.’
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Definiteness can also be shown by a possessive suffix, as 
in (118) and (119). However, since the nominative and geni-
tive forms of possessive declension are identical except for 
certain kinship terms, only these kinship terms can be 
unambiguously recognized as genitive objects (Koljadënkov 
1954: 201, Bernhardt 2016: 26).

(118) Erzya (Aasmäe 2012b: 92)
Авась морась моронзо.
ɑvɑ-sj morɑ-sj moro-nzo
woman-nom.def.sg  sing-pst1.3sg>3sg  song-poss.3sg
‘The woman was singing her song.’

(119) Erzya (Aasmäe 2012b: 92)
Авась моризе моронзо.
ɑvɑ-sj mor-izje moro-nzo
woman-nom.def.sg  sing-pst1.3sg>3sg  song-poss.3sg
‘The woman sang her song.’

The indefinite genitive appears in three occasions: in 
proper nouns, pronouns (especially personal and demon-
strative pronouns), and objects of infinitives (Alhoniemi 
1991: 22, Bartens 1999: 91). An Erzya example of a personal 
pronoun as an object is given in (120).

(120) Erzya (MokshEr)
Тосо тонь кияк а учи, . . .
toso tonj kijɑk ɑ ut͡ɕ-i
there  2sg.gen  nobody  neg  wait-prs.3sg
‘Nobody is waiting for you there, . . .’

23.4.4.3  Inessive object

The subjective conjugation of a transitive verb can also be com-
bined with a definite inessive object. In fact, Bernhardt (2016: 
63–4) shows that when the verb is in subjective conjugation, a 
semantically definite object is in the inessive more often than 
in the genitive case. An object in the inessive case indicates that 
the action is irresultative or imperfective (Alhoniemi 1991: 27).

In Erzya, the definite inessive case can be expressed by 
either the synthetic case suffix (121) or the analytic postpos
itional construction (122), but in the marking of the object, the 
postpositional forms are used almost exclusively (Alhoniemi 
1991: 27).7 When the object is a personal pronoun, the pronoun 
is usually dropped in Erzya and the possessive suffix of the 
postposition refers to the person in question (122).

(121) Erzya (Imajkina 1996)
Пиземесь модасонть начты.
pizjeme-sj modɑ-sonjtj  nɑt͡ɕt-i
rain-nom.def.sg  soil-ine.def.sg make.wet-prs.3sg
‘The rain makes the ground wet.’

7  Bartens (1999: 96) gives examples of the use of objects in the indefinite 
inessive forms, as well, but these are extremely rare.

(122) Erzya (MokshEr)
Кода сынь учость эйсэнь неть читнень перть . . .
kodɑ sinj ut͡ɕo-sjtj ej-se-nj

how  3pl  wait-pst1.3pl  postp-ine-poss.1sg 
njetj    t͡ɕi-tjnjenj        perjtj

those  day-gen.def.pl  during
‘How they waited for me during those days . . .’

In Moksha, only the postpositional case form is available 
in the inessive object, as in (123) and (124); note that in 
(123), the clause-initial postpositional construction in the 
inessive is locative, while the clause-final postpositional 
construction marks the object.

(123) Moksha (MokshEr)
Лоткама васттнень эса ломаттне учихть 
троллейбусть эса.
lotkɑ-mɑ  vɑst-tjnjǝnj e-sɑ lomɑtjtjnjæ
stop-ptcp place-gen.def.pl  postp-ine  person.nom.def.pl

ut͡ɕ-iȷt̊j        troljljejbus-tj        e-sɑ
wait-prs.3pl  trolleybus-gen.def  postp-ine
‘At the stops, people are waiting for the trolleybus.’

(124) Moksha (MokshEr)
. . . кивок велеста вешенди эсот.
kivǝk veljǝ-stɑ veʃǝnjdj-i e-sǝ-t
someone  village-ine  look.for-prs.3sg  postp-ine-poss.2sg
‘. . . someone from the village is looking for you.’

23.4.4.4  Partitive object

With verbs meaning ‘eat’ or ‘drink’ the partiality vs totality 
of the object is expressed through the choice of either the 
partitive (indefinite or definite) or the genitive. A partial 
object is in the partitive, as in (125)–(126). In Erzya the def
inite elative appears if the postpositional construction is 
used (127), since there is no partitive form of the postpos
ition ej-. (Alhoniemi 1991: 21, 23–5.) When the object is in 
the partitive (or postpositional elative), the predicate verb 
can only appear in the subjective conjugation, which makes 
the distinction between the perfective and imperfective 
aspect irrelevant.

(125) Erzya (Alhoniemi 1991: 21)
Сон симсь чайде.
son  sjim-sj t͡ɕɑj-dje
3sg drink-pst1.3sg  tea-part
‘S/he drank/was drinking tea.’

(126) Erzya (Alhoniemi 1991: 21)
Сон симсь те винадонть.
son  sjim-sj tje vinɑ-donjtj

3sg drink-pst1.3sg  this  liquor-part.def.sg
‘S/he drank/was drinking (some of) this liquor.’
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(127) Erzya (Alhoniemi 1991: 21)
Сон симсь те винанть эйстэ
son  sjim-sj tje vinɑ-njtj ej-ste
3sg drink-pst1.3sg  this  liquor-gen.def.sg  postp-ela
‘S/he drank/was drinking (some of) this liquor.’

When a total object is concerned the object is in the defin
ite genitive form and the verb is in the objective conjugation 
(128). The aspect is perfective. However, the combination of 
subjective conjugation and object in indefinite nominative is 
also possible in certain contexts (see 23.4.4.1).

(128) Erzya (Alhoniemi 1991: 21)
Сон симизе се веденть.
son  sjim-izje sje vedje-njtj

3sg drink-pst1.3sg>3sg  that  water-gen.def.sg
‘S/he drank (all of) that water.’

23.4.5  Clause combining

23.4.5.1  Coordination and subordination with finite 
dependent clauses

Coordinating conjunctions are of Russian origin, e.g. (E) ды 
di, (M) и i ‘and’, (E) эли elji, (M) или ilji ‘or’, (E, M) а ɑ ‘but’. 
Subordinating conjunctions are constructed from native 
pronominal elements, such as (E) кодак kodɑk ‘when’, (E) 
кода kodɑ, (M) кда kǝdɑ ‘when, if, like’, (E) секс sjeks, (M) 
сяс sjɑs ‘therefore’ or borrowed from Russian, such as (E, M) 
што ʃto ‘that’ (E) штобу ʃtobu, (M) штоба ʃtobɑ ‘in order 
that’. (Bartens  1999: 167, Cygankin et al. 2000: 256–9, 
Aljamkin et al. 2000: 201–7.)

(129) Erzya (N.E.)
Кодак молян школав, сестэ кортан тонавтицянть 
марто.
kodɑk  molj-ɑn ʃkolɑ-v, sjesjte
when go-prs.1sg  school-lat  then

kortɑ-n         tonɑvtit͡sjɑ-njtj      mɑrto
talk-prs.1sg  teacher-gen.def.sg  with
‘When I go to school, then I’ll talk with the teacher.’

(130) Erzya (N.E.)
Минь вирьстэ ускинек ламо пенгть, штобу телня а 
кельмевлинек.
minj  virj-ste usk-injek lɑmo peng-tj

1pl forest-ela  carry-pst1.1pl much  fire.wood-nom.pl

ʃtobu    tjelj-njɑ       ɑ    keljme-vlji-njek
so.that  winter-temp  neg  freeze-cond-1pl
‘We carried a lot of wood from the forest in order not 
to feel cold in the winter.’

(131) Moksha (MORMULA)
Кодама валхт мумс штоба азомс тядятнень-
алятнень кенярдемаснон, мзярда син тага няезь 
шумбра и таза цёраснон.
kodɑmɑ vɑl -̥t mu-ms ʃtobɑ ɑzǝ-ms
what.kind  word-pl  find-inf1  in.order.that  tell-inf1

tjædjæ-tjnjǝnj-ɑljæ-tjnjǝnj      
mother-gen.def.pl-father-gen.def.pl 

kenjærjdjǝ-mɑ-snǝn       mǝzjɑrdɑ sjin   tɑgɑ   
joy-nmlz-gen.poss.3pl when     3pl  again 
njæjǝ-zj          ʃumbrɑ  i     tɑzɑ   
see-pst1.3pl>3sg healthy  and  strong 
t͡sjorɑ-snǝn
man-gen.poss.3pl
‘What kind of words can one find to tell of the joy 
of parents when they saw again their healthy and 
strong son?’

(132) Moksha (MORMULA)
kǝdɑ sjæ ping-s ɑf     purǝm-iȷt̊j

if that  time-ill  neg  gather-prs.3pl

sjembæ  od      lomatjtjnjæ,            kǝdɑ
all      young  person.nom.def.pl  if

ɑf      ɑnǝklɑ-sɑzj            sjembǝ-tj,
neg  prepare-prs.3pl>3sg  everything-gen.def.sg

mezjæ  son  kizjǝfnjǝ-sj,    estɑ  pǝltɑ-sinjæ
what    3sg   ask-pst1.3sg  then  burn-prs.3sg>3pl

kudǝ-njtjǝnj,           pɑksjæ-njtjǝnj,         ɑ 
house-gen.poss.2pl  field-gen.poss.2pl  but 

tjinjt͡sjǝnj          piksj-sjǝ-tjædjæzj  
2pl.emph.gen  beat-freq-prs.3sg>2pl 

lokʃǝ-sɑ    kulǝ-ms
whip-ine  die-inf1
‘If by then all the young people have not gathered to-
gether, if they do not prepare everything that he asked 
for, he will burn your houses, your fields, but as for you 
yourselves, he will beat you to death with a whip.’

23.4.5.2  Non-finite subordination

Non-finite verb forms are used to construct dependent 
clauses. Examples (133)–(135) with converbs express simul-
taneity. (See 23.3.2.4 and chapter 48 for more details.)

(133) Erzya (MORMULA)
Парсте эрить-аштить, монгак ютамсто совсинь 
тенст.
pɑrjsjtje  erj-itj-ɑʃtj-itj, mon-gɑk 
well live-prs.3pl-be-prs.3pl  1sg-foc
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jutɑ-msto  sovsj-inj         tjenst
go-cvb      visit-pst1.1sg  3pl.dat
‘They live well, when I was going around, I visited 
them.’

(134) Moksha (MokshEr)
Пенсияс тумстонза од кочкаф велень оцюняти сон 
тядякс лямбоста мярьгсь: . . .
pensjijɑ-s tu-mstǝ-nzɑ od kot͡ɕkɑ-f
pension-ill  leave-cvb-poss.3sg  new  choose-ptcp

veljǝ-nj           ot ͡sjunjæ-tji  son   tjædjɑ-ks     
village-gen  chief-dat    3sg   mother-trsl 

ljæmbǝ-stɑ  mærjg-sj

warm-ela   say-pst1.3sg
‘When he retired, he said to the newly chosen village 
chief, warmly like a mother: . . .’

(135) Erzya (MokshEr)
Меельцекс мон кутмордынь цёратнень, ды 
сюкпрянь ёвтамга алтынь тенст кучомс
казнекс эсь книган.
mejeljt͡sje-ks  mon  kutmord-inj t͡sjorɑ-tjnjenj

last-trsl 1sg hug-pst1.1sg  man-gen.def.pl

di    sjukprjɑ-nj    jovtɑ-mgɑ    ɑlt-inj

and  thank-gen   tell-cvb      give-pst1.1sg

tjenst    kut͡ɕo-ms  kɑznje-ks  esj    knjigɑ-n
they.dat   send-inf1    gift-trsl   own  book-poss.1sg
‘Finally, I hugged the men and saying thanks gave 
them my own book to be sent as a gift.’

23.4.5.3  Relative clauses

Prenominal relative clauses can be constructed by participles 
(see 23.3.2.4), postnominal relative clauses by finite forms 
with the relative pronoun (E, M) кона konɑ ‘which’, see 
examples (136) and (137). In addition, all interrogative pro-
nouns can be used as relative pronouns (Bartens 1999: 117).

(136) Erzya (MokshEr)
Сёрматнеде, конатнень авась получинзе фронтсто, 
весемезэ кавто.
sjormɑ-tjnjedje konɑ-tjnjenj ɑvɑ-sj

letter-part.def.pl  which-gen.def.pl  woman-nom.def.sg

polut͡ɕ-injzje           front-sto   vesjeme-ze   kɑvto
receive-pst1.3sg>3sg  front-ela  all-poss.3sg  two
‘Of the letters which the woman received from the 
front, there are altogether two.’

(137) Moksha (MokshEr)
Шять, тя васенце книганясель, конань сяськине 
монць.
ʃætj    tjæ vɑsjǝnjt͡sjæ  knjigɑ-njæ-sj-ǝlj

maybe  this  first       book-dim-nom.def.sg-pst2.3sg

konɑ-nj      sjæsjk-injæ            monjt͡sj

which-gen  win-pst1.1sg>3sg  1sg.emph
‘This was probably the first book which I won.’

23.5  Lexicon

23.5.1  Word formation

The main means of word formation are derivation and 
compounding. Derivation was already treated in 23.3.3, so 
in this section only different types of compounding are 
discussed.

In both languages the difference between a compound 
word and a phrase is hard to define and this is not always 
consistently shown in the orthography (Bartens  1999: 
88–9); e.g. (E) судо варя sudo vɑrjɑ or судоваря sudovɑrjɑ 
‘nostril’ (судо sudo ‘nose’ + варя vɑrjɑ ‘hole’). As was men-
tioned in 23.2.5.1, assimilation in the word boundary is 
marked in the orthography if the components are written 
as one word, e.g. (E, M) ведьгев vedjgev ‘watermill’ (E, M 
ведь vedj ‘water’ + кев kev ‘stone’); according to Bartens 
(ibid.), the assimilation can be regarded as a criterion for 
interpreting a word as a compound. Sometimes sounds can 
be lost in the word boundary, e.g. (E) тулевкс tuljevks 
‘young pig’ (E туво tuvo ‘pig’ + левкс ljevks ‘young of an 
animal’), (M) лаймарь lɑjmɑrj ‘bird cherry’ (M лайме 
lɑjmæ ‘bird cherry tree’ + марь mɑrj ‘apple, fruit’). In add
ition to nouns, adjectives can appear as first components 
of compounds, as in (E, M) одава odɑvɑ ‘stepmother’ (од 
od ‘new’ + ава ɑvɑ ‘mother’).

A copulative construction is a special type of a com-
pound that consists of two heads (e.g. Bartens 1999: 105). 
These are found in nouns, adjectives, and verbs. Copulative 
constructions often express superordinate concepts; the 
components refer to two separate but related referents 
but the meaning of the construction is more than the sum 
of its parts. When nouns are involved, both components 
are usually in the plural, e.g. (E) пенчть-вакант pent ͡ɕtj-
vɑkɑnt, (M) куцюфт-шаванят kut ͡sjuft-ʃɑvɑnjɑt ‘kitchen 
utensils’ (lit. ‘spoons-cups’). Similar constructions exist in 
adjectives, e.g. (E) виде-паро vidje-pɑro, (M) виде-пара 
vidjæ-pɑrɑ ‘true, real, truthful’ (lit. ‘straight-good’) 
(Bartens 1999: 110).

Within verbs, superordinate concepts can also be formed, 
e.g. (E) киштемс-морамс kiʃtjems-morɑms, (M) кштимс-
морамс kʃtjims-morɑms ‘have fun, party’ (lit. ‘dance-sing’). 
Moreover, there are compound verbs in which the latter 
part is found only in the compound, not as an independent 
verb, e.g. (E) якамс-пакамс jɑkɑms-pɑkɑms ‘wander, roam’, 
(M) якамс-шяямс jɑkɑms-ʃæjɑms (E, M якамс jɑkɑms ‘go’). 
There are also compound verb pairs in which the second 
component has an aspectual effect on the first one; for 
example, the verb (E) тее- tjeje-, (M) тие- tjijə- ‘do’ is used 
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to   give a punctual or perfective meaning to the first 
component, e.g. (E) кортамс-теемс kortɑms-tjejems,  
(M) корхтамс-тиемс kor ̥tɑms-tjijəms ‘talk (for a while)’  
(E корта- kortɑ-, M корхта- kor̥tɑ- ‘talk’) (Bartens 1999: 157).

Reduplication produces distributive adverbs, e.g. (E) 
шкань-шкань ʃkɑnj-ʃkɑnj ‘at times, occasionally’ (E шка ʃkɑ 
‘time’, ‑nj gen), (M) пингонь-пингонь pingǝnj-pingǝnj ‘at 
times, occasionally’ (M пинге pingæ ‘time’, ‑nj gen) (Bartens 
1999: 92).

23.5.2  Loanword strata

There are old loanwords with an Iranian background that 
entered the language at stages before the Proto-Mordvin 
period. In Common Mordvin loanword strata words of 
Iranian, Baltic, Turkic, and Russian origin can be identified. 
Some loanwords from different sources are listed below. 
(Grünthal  2012a, Serebrennikov  1967: 245–56, Zaicz  1998: 
213–14, Paasonen 1897.)

	 i.	 Iranian: (E) ɑljɑ, (M) ɑljæ ‘man’, (E, M) lomɑnj ‘person’, 
(E) pitjnje, (M) pitjnjæ ‘price’; (E) vɑstɑ ‘spouse’, (E) 
virjez, (M) verǝz ‘lamb(kin)’.

	 ii.	 Baltic: (E, M) ɑl ‘egg’, (E, М) kɑrks ‘belt’, (E, М) kɑrdɑz 
‘yard’, (E) lɑngo (M) lɑngɑ ‘surface, cover’, (E) pejelj, 
(M) pejǝlj ‘knife’, (E) penge, (M) pengæ ‘log, firewood’, 
(E) purjginje, (M) purjgǝnjæ ‘thunder’, (E) simenj, (M) 
sjimǝnj, ‘root; tribe’, (E) tjoʒonj, (M) tjoʒænj ‘thousand’, 
(E, M) virj ‘forest’.

	 iii.	 Turkic: Middle Bulgarian/Old Chuvash (E) kenjdjɑl, 
(M) keldɑ ‘bedbug’, (E) komoljɑ, (M) komljæ ‘hops’, (E) 
kʃumɑnj, (M) kuʃmɑnj ‘radish’, (E) sjukoro, (M) t ͡sjukǝr 
‘(millet) cake’, (M) ɑjǝrɑ, ɑjrɑ ‘cool (weather)’, (E, M) 
ɑvɑ ‘woman, mother’, (E) sjirjtj, (M) sjirjǝk ‘ash’. Tatar 
in both (E, M) ɑlɑʃɑ ‘horse’, (E, M) ɑjdjɑ- ‘drive’, (E) 
ɑjgor, (M) ɑjgǝr ‘stallion’, (E, M) t͡sjorɑ ‘man, boy’, (E, M) 
jɑrmɑk ‘money’, (E) pɑksjɑ, (M) pɑksjæ ‘field, meadow’, 
(E) kɑrʃo, (M) kɑrʃɑ ‘opposite’, (E) pek, (M) pæk ‘very’. 
Only Erzya (E) tolkun ‘wave’, (E) ut͡sjɑ ‘backbone’. Only 
Moksha (M) ɑru ‘clean’, (M) t͡sjebærj ‘good’, (M) ʃrɑ, ʃǝrɑ 
‘table’, (M) eznɑ ‘brother-in-law’, (M) isɑ ‘willow’, (M) 
konɑk ‘guest’, (M) osɑl ‘bad, weak’, (M) ut͡sjǝz ‘cheap’.

	 iv.	 Slavic: (E, M) rozj ‘rye’, (E) vesje ‘all’; Newer loans from 
Russian: (E) robotɑ-, (M) rɑbotɑ- ‘work’, (E) kozjɑjkɑ, 
kozjejkɑ ‘wife, mistress of the house’, (M) tut ͡sjæ 
‘cloud’.

The amount of Russian loans grows in Erzya and Moksha all 
the time, in modern languages there are no phoneme sub-

stitutions: (E, M) dɑt͡ɕɑ ‘villa, summer house’, (E, M) flɑg 
‘flag’, (E, M) xudoʒnjik ‘artist’, etc.

23.6  Text

23.6.1  Erzya text example

(138) Алкукс  меремс, минек
ɑlkuks merje-ms  minjek
true say-inf1 1pl.gen

покштятне-бабатне 
pokʃtjɑ-tjnje-bɑbɑ-tjnje 
grandfather-nom.def.pl-grandmother-nom.def.pl

ульнесть        превейдеяк    превейть,  секс
ulj-nje-sjtj          prjevej-dje-jɑk  prjevej-tj     sje-ks
be-freq-pst1.3pl  wise-par-foc    wise-pl        it-trsl

што  муизь            те  эрямо
ʃto    mu-izj               tje    erjɑ-mo
that  find-pst1.3pl>3sg  this  live-nmlz

тарканть.
tɑrkɑ-njtj

place-gen.def.sg

‘To tell the truth, our grandparents were very wise as 
they found this living place.’

(139) Эрьва ёндо виресь кутмордазь
erjvɑ jon-do virje-sj kutmordɑ-zj

every  direction-part  forest-nom.def.sg  embrace-cvb

кутморды      минек веленть,            секскак
kutmord-i      minjek  velje-njtj           sje-ks-kɑk
embrace-prs.3sg  1pl.gen  village-gen.def.sg  it-trsl-foc

кодаткак       даволт-вармат      а 
kodɑ-t-kɑk       dɑvol-t-vɑrmɑ-t    ɑ 
which-pl-foc  storm-pl-wind-pl  neg.prs 

токить       сонзэ.
tok-itj           sonze
touch-prs.3pl  3sg.gen

‘From every direction our village is embraced by the 
forest and that is why no kind of storm or wind can 
touch it.’

(140) Велесэнек, конанень мерить Мурза
velje-se-njek konɑ-njenj  merj-itj murzɑ
village-ine-poss.1pl  which-dat say-prs.1pl Murza
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веле    эрзякс,        эрить       важодема
velje    erjzjɑ-ks,      erj-itj         vɑʒodje-mɑ
village  Erzya-trsl   live-prs.3pl  work-nmlz

вечкиця  ломанть.
vet͡ɕk-it ͡sjɑ lomɑnj-tj

love-ptcp  person-pl

‘In our village, which is called Murza village in Erzya, 
people live who love to work.’
(Š)

23.6.2  Moksha text example

(141) Мон шачень-касонь Мордовия
mon  ʃɑʨ͡ə-nj-kɑsə-nj mordovijɑ
1sg be.born-pst1.1sg-grow-pst1.1sg  Mordovija

республикаса,  Торбеева  велеса     мокшень
rjespubljikɑ-sɑ,  torbejevɑ  veljə-sɑ    mokʃə-nj

republic-ine     Torbejeva  village-ine  Moksha-gen

семьяса—   национальностень  коряс
sjemjjɑ-sɑ    nɑʦj͡ionɑljnosjtjə-nj  korjɑs
family-ine  nationality-gen    with.respect.to

мокшан.
mokʃɑ-n.
Moksha-prs.1sg

‘I was born and raised in the Republic of Mordovija, in 
Torbejeva village, in a Moksha family—I am Moksha 
by nationality.’

(142) Тядязе-алязе стане жа
tjædjæ-zjæ-aljæ-zjæ stɑnjæ ʒɑ
mother-poss.1sg-father-poss.1sg  like.that  same

мокшет,    шачсть       Носакино велеса
mokʃə-t,     ʃɑʨ͡-sjtj                nosɑkino   veljə-sɑ
Moksha-pl  be.born-pst1.3pl  Nosakino   village-ine

(велеть        лемоц      тусь 
(veljə-tj          ljemə-t͡s        tu-sj 
village-gen.def.sg  name-poss.3sg  go-pst1.3sg 

сядонголень        мокшень      лемста   Носкай).
sjɑdəngəljə-nj        mokʃə-nj      ljem-stɑ   noskɑj).
it.part.before-gen  Moksha-gen  name-ela  Noskaj

‘My parents were likewise Moksha people, they were 
born in Nosakino village (the name of the village 
came from an earlier Moksha name, Noskaj).’

(143) Ёмланяста, вете кизонень топодемс,
jomlɑ-njæ-stɑ,  vetjæ  kizə-njənj topədjə-ms,
small-dim-ela five year-dat.def.sg  fill-inf1

касфтомань          монь  
kɑs-ftə-mɑnj              monj  
grow-caus-pst1.3sg>1sg  1sg.gen 

щавазе,                 сон   ашезе
ɕːɑvɑ-zjæ,             son   ɑʃə-zjæ
grandmother-poss.1sg 3sg   neg.pst1-3sg>3sg 

сода     рузонь    кяльть.
sodɑ     ruzə-nj       kælj-tj.
know.cng  Russian-gen  language-gen.def.sg

‘When I was little, until I was five years old, I was  
raised by my grandmother, she didn’t know Russian.’ 
(Ko)

23.7  Further reading

The most extensive academic grammars of Mordvin lan-
guages are Evsev’ev (1963 [1929], 1931), Koljadënkov (1954, 
1959), Koljadënkov and Zavodova (1962), Cygankin and 
Devaev (1975), and Cygankin (1980), which were all pub-
lished in the Soviet Union and are only available in Russian. 
Another grammar in Russian is the large-scale grammar of 
Moksha written from a typological perspective and edited 
by Toldova and Xolodilova (2018). In addition, both lan-
guages have a rather recent grammar written in the native 
languages: Cygankin et al. 2000 (in Erzya) and Aljamkin 
et al. 2000 (in Moksha). Grammatical descriptions written 
in other languages are either very old (e.g. Ahlqvist  1861 
and Wiedemann  1865 in German) or quite brief (e.g. 
Paasonen 1953 in German, and Erdődi  1968 and 
Keresztes 1990 in Hungarian). There are also a few historical 
grammars such as Bubrix (1953 in Russian), Serebrennikov 
(1967 in Russian), Bartens (1999 in Finnish), and Keresztes 
(2011 in Hungarian). The descriptions published in English 
are rather short articles that only give the general outline 
of the languages (e.g. Raun 1988a and Zaicz 1998). A concise 
but informative description of the dialects of both Erzya 
and Moksha is Feoktistov (1990 in both German and 
Russian).
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