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By examining natural historical changes using old records of under-described Ainu dialects such as
Kuril and analyzing changes influenced by contact with Nivkh and Japanese, the project advanced our
knowledge of Ainu’ s history and prehistory, and contributed to the understanding of Northeast
Asia.

The project involved deciphering and publishing old Kuril Ainu documents
obtained from archives in St. Petersburg, Russia, which provided new insights into the Ainu
language. The project also analyzed the interactions between Ainu, Nivkh, and Japanese languages,
highlighting their linguistic influences. Furthermore, a newly discovered glossary recorded by
Captain V. M. Golovnin (1811) offered valuable information about both Northern and Southern Kuril
Ainu. The research confirmed that Ainu and Nivkh, as head-marking languages, are distinct from other

Northeastern languages. Fieldwork was conducted on the Amur dialect of Nivkh, and the findings were
published. The study also adopted a typological approach to Ainu and Nivkh, improving their
classification in relation to other languages in Northeast Asia and beyond. The project revealed
significant linguistic features and connections among these languages, enriching our understanding
of their typological characteristics.
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Research Results Report on the KAKENHI project “Towards understanding dynamics
of language change in Ainu” (FY 2017-2022; # 17K02743)

1. Background at the beginning of the research

1) Ainu is a critically endangered language with significant dialectal variation, primarily spoken in Hokkaido,
Sakhalin, and the Kuril Islands. The ancestral form of the documented Ainu dialects migrated in a northward
direction from Honshu to Hokkaido approximately in the year 1000 CE. Subsequently, they continued their
migration to southern Sakhalin around 1300 CE, and finally reached the Kuril Islands between 1500 and 1600 CE.
Over the past century, extensive documentation and linguistic research on Ainu have produced numerous
dictionaries and grammars. However, despite the proliferation of descriptive works, none of these grammars is
historical. Additionally, previous attempts to establish connections between Ainu and other languages or
reconstruct Proto-Ainu of 1000 CE have not been verified due to limitations in data availability or methodological
challenges.

2) Originally, Ainu was not a written language, leading to a scarcity of early written records created by Ainu
speakers themselves. The earliest records of Ainu date back to the 17th century and were produced by Japanese
and European sources. However, these records are limited in number and pose difficulties in decipherment. This
lack of older documentation hinders further progress in Ainu research. There is a great need to utilize unpublished
old written records made by foreigners, especially those written in Cyrillic, to compensate for the lack of
documentation of under-described Ainu dialects such as Kuril. These records can provide valuable insights into
earlier stages of Ainu and contribute to a better understanding of its history.

3) Ainu has extensively interacted with Japanese in the Japanese archipelago and with Nivkh (and Tungusic
languages) in Sakhalin. This has resulted not only in lexical borrowing but also in contact-induced grammar

change, which has hardly ever been investigated.

2. Research objectives

(1) The research aims to understand the dynamics of language change in Ainu, with a specific focus on phonology
and grammar. By examining natural historical changes using old records of under-described Ainu dialects and
analyzing changes influenced by contact with Nivkh and Japanese, the project seeks to advance knowledge of
Ainu’s history, provide insights into its prehistory, and contribute to the understanding of Northeast Asia.

(2) Cross-dialectal comparison plays a crucial role in clarifying transitions between different language states and
reconstructing earlier phases, which is especially significant for isolate languages like Ainu that lack external
comparisons. Additionally, the project aims to investigate grammatical changes in Ainu resulting from contact

with Nivkh and Japanese.

3. Research methods
1) The research methodology involves an extensive study of unpublished old records of Ainu dialects, with a
particular focus on the Kuril Ainu dialect, which is crucial for internal reconstruction. Collaborating with her co-

investigator Tomomi Sato, an expert in Ainu old records in kana, the Principal Investigator Anna Bugaeva worked



on deciphering and investigating an unpublished document called Kuril skie Slova [Kuril Words] (18447) and
other newly discovered Kuril Ainu documents in Cyrillic (e.g., Argunov (1742) and Golovnin (1811)). For
instance, Kuril skie Slova, recorded during an expedition led by Russian medical doctor I. G. Voznesenskiy (stored
in St. Petersburg), contains valuable linguistic data, including 1609 words and phrases in Kuril Ainu that have
never been fully published. Based on this new data, the research aimed to revise and complement existing
overviews of Kuril Ainu and conduct historical research on various linguistic issues.

2) Furthermore, in collaboration with an expert on Nivkh, Ekaterina Gruzdeva (collaborator), we conducted
linguistic fieldwork on Nivkh to document it and examine the contact-induced grammatical changes between Ainu
and Nivkh. The project also investigated the post-Meiji Ainu-Japanese language contacts in Hokkaido.

3) The project also explored the post-Meiji Ainu-Japanese language contacts in Hokkaido, which resulted in the
emergence or reinforcement of certain linguistic structures in Ainu due to Japanese influence.

4) Additionally, the project took a typological approach to Ainu and Nivkh, aiming to achieve a better

classification of these languages within the context of Northeast Asian languages and beyond.

4. Research results

The project yielded several outcomes, including oral presentations and research papers published in journals and
edited volumes during the grant period.

1) In the fiscal year 2017-2018, Bugaeva and Sat6 visited three archives in St. Petersburg, Russia. In addition to
the originally planned SPF ARAN, they also went to MAE (Kunstkamera) and IVR (Institute of Oriental
Manuscripts). They obtained copies of Kuril Ainu documents written in Cyrillic, such as Voznesenskij (18447?),
Argunov (1742), and Golovnin (1811). They also obtained a few unpublished texts of Southern Hokkaido Ainu
recorded by Nevskij around 1922. These documents were deciphered and subsequently published in works like
Satd & Bugaeva (2019), Bugaeva & Gorlova (2021), Bugaeva & Sato (2021a; 2021b), and Satdo & Bugaeva (2022).
Also, Sato has deciphered a number of new Hokkaido Ainu documents in kana (2% 2020) and made
generalizations about the use of kana in the Edo period (£ 2021).

2) According to Satdo & Bugaeva (2019: 86), the study of old Kuril Ainu documents and their comparison with
Hokkaido and Sakhalin Ainu documents holds great promise. It presents the opportunity to discover new
vocabulary items, including obscenities like the word unatara found in both unpublished Kuril Ainu materials in
Cyrillic and kana materials, but not documented in any published Ainu dictionary. The research also allows for
identifying new meanings of words. For instance, in Kuril Ainu, kotan means not only ‘village’ but also ‘island.’
Moreover, the investigation attempted to reconstruct Proto-Ainu phonology through the examination of syllable
structures (*CVHC) based on words for ‘good’ and ‘dark’ found in old records of Hokkaido, Sakhalin, and Kuril
Ainu, as well as delving into grammar related to person marking and negation.

(3) A recently discovered glossary of 230 items was recorded by Captain V. M. Golovnin during his captivity in
Japan from 1811 to 1813. This glossary provides insights into both Northern and Southern Kuril Ainu, with the
latter lacking any previously published materials. Bugaeva & Satd (2021b) argue that Southern Kuril Ainu shows
a significantly closer lexical resemblance to Northeastern Hokkaido Ainu compared to Northern Kuril Ainu.

However, they also confirm that both Southern and Northern Kuril Ainu form a distinct Kuril group, characterized



by unique lexical, phonological, and grammatical features that set them apart from Hokkaido Ainu. For instance,
Kuril Ainu exhibits distinctive phonological phenomena like the devoicing or reduction of vowels between
voiceless consonants and the reduction of /h/ in accented syllables. In contrast, it does not display common
phenomena such as the reduction of /h/ before an unaccented vowel, which is common in Northeastern Hokkaido
Ainu, or the insertion of a parasitic vowel after a syllable-final /r/, which is common in Hokkaido and Sakhalin
Ainu. In terms of grammar, Kuril Ainu employs a special imperative form and utilizes a specific construction for
representing numbers like ‘eleven’, which is not found in other dialects.

4) We have submitted the following book proposal: Bugaeva, Anna & Tomomi Satd (forthcoming in 2025)
Kuril'skie slova: An annotated edition of a Kuril Ainu glossary (1844). Leiden: Brill. The book aims to revise and
complement Murayama’s (/111 1971) overview of Kuril Ainu and conduct historical research on key topics.

5) In FY 2018, collaborator Ekaterina Gruzdeva and PI Anna Bugaeva conducted fieldwork on the Amur dialect
of Nivkh in the Khabarovsk region, specifically in the Nikolayevsky District in the Far East of Russia, near
Sakhalin Island. The Amur River area has historically served as a significant trade route, facilitating extensive
cultural and linguistic interactions among speakers of Tungusic languages, Nivkh, and Ainu. We delivered a
presentation on documentation during a post-language period, focusing on the search for Ainu roots in the Lower
Amur region at the international conference “Documentation of Languages and Dialects of Indigenous Peoples of
Russia” (Bugaeva et al., 2019). The outcomes were also shared during the special session “The dispersal of Ainu
and its contact with neighboring languages” (coordinated by Bugaeva) at the NINJAL international symposium
“Approaches to Endangered Languages in Japan and Northeast Asia: Description, Documentation, and
Revitalization” (Gruzdeva, 2018). Furthermore, Gruzdeva and Bugaeva (2022) partially published their Nivkh
fieldwork materials and plan to release a complete collection in March 2024 (Temina et al., forthcoming).
Additionally, Ekaterina Gruzdeva has presented on various project-related matters, such as reconstructing
language contacts in the Amur-Sakhalin area and the morphosyntactic transformation of Nivkh within the context
of the Amur Linguistic Area.

6) Furthermore, the project delved into the interactions between the Ainu and Japanese languages in Hokkaido
during the post-Meiji period. These interactions led to the emergence or strengthening of specific linguistic
features in Ainu as a result of Japanese influence, such as complex predicates of the “V1 conjunction V2’ type that
often resemble the semantics of various Japanese converbial constructions, see Bugaeva (2017).

7) Moreover, the project adopted a typological perspective towards Ainu and Nivkh, aiming to enhance the
classification of these languages in relation to other languages in Northeast Asia and beyond. This involved
examining various aspects such as the antipassive (Bugaeva 2021), possession (Bugaeva et al. 2022), reported
discourse (Nikitina & Bugaeva 2021), case-marking in Ainu (Bugaeva 2022), as well as number in Nivkh
(Gruzdeva 2022) and its typological prehistory (Gruzdeva & Janhunen 2020). The overall findings of the project
confirmed that Ainu, and to some extent Nivkh, both being head-marking languages, are distinct from other
Northeastern languages, which are predominantly dependent-marking. Additionally, Ainu shares numerous
features related to possessive and verbal systems with head-marking languages found in the Great Pacific Rim.
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