
TOCHARIAN 4: SYNTAX



WORD CLASSES: AN OVERVIEW
Open classes:

▪ Nouns and verbs are heavily synthetic (rich amount of forms).

▪ Adjectives are inflected, but a large group is uninflected, blurring 
boundaries between adverbs and adjectives.

▪ Adverbs have no specific marking.

Closed classes:

▪ Demonstrative pronouns have a three-way dexis system. 

▪ Personal pronouns also have clitic forms.

▪ Adpositions most frequent, prepositions do occur.

▪ Verbal particles and auxiliaries occur, but they are not frequent.
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TYPOLOGICAL OVERVIEW AND DISTINCTIVE 

FEATURES

▪ Basically left-branching (head-final).

▪ Distinction human and non-human in the Agent – Patient marking.

▪ Nominal paradigm is mixed synthetic – agglutinative.

▪ Group inflection and lack of concordance of head and modifier in NPs.

▪ Case-inflected adpositions and adverbials.
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WORD ORDER

▪ WORD ORDER. Preferred order of nominal structures: Quantifier – Adjective – Noun.

mäṃtne ālyäkyāṃ praṣṭ-aṃ ālak saṃ

just as other/OBL.SG.Ftime-LOC other/NOM.SG.M DEM.NOM.SG.M

pekant yaṃtrācāres waṣṭ-ā lokit yeṣ

Painter mechanic/GEN.SG house-PERL guest go/3SG.A.IPF

(TA, A5 a5, Puṇyavantajātaka)
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AGREEMENT

▪ AGREEMENT: inflected adjectives agree, but only in primary cases.

(orṣ)ṣ-āṃ yantärṣi-nāṃ śomin-āṃ

wooden-OBL.SG.FEM mechanical-OBL.SG.FEM girl-OBL.SG

(TA, A5 b1)

tām orṣināṃ śomin-ān-aṃ

DEM.OBL.SG.FEM wooden-OBL.SG.FEM girl-OBL.SG-LOC

(TA, A5 b5)
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GENDER

▪ GENDER DISTINCTION in nouns and adjectives: masculine – feminine.

▪ GENDER DISTINCTION in demonstrative pronouns: masculine – feminine 
– neuter.

▪ Gender detectable by adjective agreement.

▪ GENDER ASSIGNMENT: semantic or morphological.

▪ GENDER AND AGREEMENT CLASS: genus alternans agrees with masculine 
in singular and feminine in plural.
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NUMBER
▪ DUAL: used for occasional pairs.

▪ PARAL: used for natural pairs, such as feet, knees, or stable pairs, such as B oksaine ’a pair of 
oxen’, B ñaktene ’the divine couple’.

▪ PLURATIVE: Tocharian B, individualizes parts of a collective, e.g. B ostuw-aiwenta-ne ’in each and 
every house’ (B ost ’house’, plural ostuwa, plurative -aiwenta, locative -ne).

ṣamāni no masār ostuw-aiwenta-ne

monk/NOM.PL now in great number house/OBL.PL-PLUR-LOC

kakākaṣ tākoṃ śwātsi-śco

call/PRT.PTCP be/3PL.A.OPT eat/INF-ALL

“Many monks should be invited to the meal in several different houses”

(TB, IOL Toch 248 b5, Vinayavibhaṅga)

7



CASE – SPECIAL FEATURES

▪ Difference between primary and secondary cases important, in 
agreement, as well as in functions. Core functions=primary cases, non-
core functions =secondary.

▪ Secondary affixes are more independent, e.g., in TB stress: Nom.Sg. B
yákwe ’horse’, Gen.Sg. yäkwéntse, Perl.Sg. yákwe-sa, but Abl.Sg. läkle-
meṃ, more frequent lákle-meṃ.
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CASE – SPECIAL FEATURES

▪ GROUP INFLECTION: secondary cases can appear at the end of NPs:

säs wsāṣī ṣont : yetuñcäs

DEM.NOM.SG.M golden/NOM.SG.M street/NOM.SG jeweled/OBL.PL

kukl-as yuk-ass oṅkälm-ās-yo

chariot-OBL.PL horse-OBL.PL elephant-OBL.PL-INSTR

(bodhisatvā)p warts pälkets triskäṣ

Bodhisattva/GEN.SG in abundance shining/Nom.SG.M boom/3SG.A.PRS

”The golden street is filled up, as it were, by adorned chariots, horses and elephants, 
illuminated by the entourages of the bodhisattva.”

(TA, A 253 b2-3, Maitreyasamiti-Nāṭaka)
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CASE – SPECIAL FEATURES
▪ Secondary cases can have a genitive between the noun and the case affix (in 

special cases, such as dates, TB):

oktañce piś meñ-antse -ne

eighth-OBL.SG five month-GEN.SG LOC

ñuweñ śaṅki paintentse cāne āyor wsare

new/NOM.PL Śanke ? coin gift give/3PL.A.IPF

(TB PK DA M 507.5 a5, Non-literary)

”On the 5th day of the 8th month, the New Śaṅke people donated coin [to the 
Buddha].”

10



REFERENTIALITY

▪ Tocharian does not have definite markers.

▪ Both TA and TB distinguish three-way deixis on pronouns, by adding a 
distinctive -m, -s, -ṃ (see Morphology section).

▪ Indefiniteness is marked by the forms TB Nom. ksa, Obl. kca, Gen. 
ketara, and TA Nom. saṃ, Obl. caṃ, Gen. ke.
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ADPOSITIONS

▪ Adpositional phrases are less common than case constructions. 

▪ Several adpositions are frozen case forms.

▪ Adpositions may be used to emphasize a location already expressed by a case

mäṃtne kokāśśi lāṃś tsopatsäṃ

just as ruddy goose/GEN.PL king/NOM.PL great/OBL.SG

wr-ā eṣäk kṣāly kṣālyac y-māṃ

water/OBL.SG-PERL   over leaf/OBL.SG     leaf/OBL.SG-ALL    move-PRS.PTC.MP

”Like the kings of the Koka-[birds] moving over a great water from leaf to leaf.”

(TA, A 155 a1, Literary)
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ADPOSITIONAL STRUCTURE

▪ Postpositions are most frequent

▪ Some adpositions can have both positions (pre- and 
postposing).

▪ Adpositions generally select for case, but they may select 
for different cases, e.g.:

B eṃṣke Postp. + Oblique = ’up to’, Prep. + Allative = ’up to’, 
Prep. + All. ’from … away’, Prep. + Loc = ’up and into’
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ALIGNMENT

▪ The Tocharian system is almost entirely nominative-accusative, with no 

tendencies to other systems (ergative etc.), e.g. in a ditransitive construction:

ṣāmani aśiyanaṃts pelaikne aksaske-ṃ

monk/NOM.PL nun/GEN.PL law/OBL.SG teach/3PL.PRS-CL.3PL

“The monks teach the Law to the nuns.”

(PK.AS.18B a4)
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CLITICS

▪ Functions of the clitic pronouns, which correspond to 

(except for 1, DO of transitive verbs) the functions of the 

genitive.

1. DO of transitive verbs

2. IO with ditransitive verbs

3. Non-canonical A

4. Possessor

5. Agent in passive constructions
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CANONICAL CASE MARKING
▪ CANONICAL MARKING is Agent (A)=Nominative, Direct Object (DO)= 

Oblique/clitic pronoun, Indirect Object (IO)=Genitive/clitic pronoun (see 

previous example).

āṅkaräs lywā-ci

tusk/OBL.PL send/PRT.1SG.A-CL-3SG

”I have sent you the tusks.” (TA, A77 b1, Ṣaḍdanta-Jātaka)

▪ Alternative ditransitive marking A=Nominative, DO=Oblique, IO=Oblique.

kuse (pi) ksa wesäñ kekamor

who/NOM  indeed any/NOM we/GEN arrival/OBL 

orocce lānt śa(r)säṣṣi

great king/OBL announce/OPT.3SG.A

”Who announces our entrance to the great king?” (TB, B81 b3, Araṇemijātaka)
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NON-CANONICAL CASE MARKING
▪ NON-CANONICAL CASE MARKING is rare, but found with a handful of verbs, such as 

TB kän- ’come to pass’ (of a wish), TB tsäṅk- ’rise, arise’, TB mäṅk- ’be deprived of, 
suffer the loss of, lack’, TB klin- ’be necessary’, TB täm- ’be born, come to existense, 
come up’, TA kän- NC ’be fulfilled’ (C ’fulfil’), TA näk- NC ’be extinct, disappear’ (C 
’destroy’), TA pyukt- (NC only) ’be realized’, TA kātk- ’arise’.

omte tañ klyinaṣä<ṃ>-ś sak

therefore you/GEN be necessary/PRS.3SG-CL2 happiness

lakle ritatsi parktsi saṅkantse

misfortune seek/INF ask/INFmonastery/GEN

”Therefore it is necessary for you to investigate and find out the happiness and 
misfortune of the monastery.” (TB, Monastery letter, 6)
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NULL ARGUMENTS

▪ NULL ARGUMENTS by wheather-verbs, such as AB suwā- ’rain’ (normally in 

3PL) have a first argument.

swese suwoy cau preke

rain/NOM.SG rain/IPF.ACT.3SG DEM.OBL.SG time/OBL.SG

”At this time it rained.” 

(TB, B 375 b3, Vardhana-Avadāna)
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POSSESSIVE

▪ POSSESSIVE CONSTRUCTIONS are marked by the verbs TA nas- TB nes-
’be’, TAB mäsk- ’be, exist’ or TB täm- ’be born, come to existense, come 
up’ with genitive or clitic.

nauyto-ñ yāmor kāntoytär-ñ 

disappear/OPT3-CL1 Karman/OBL tear off/OPT3-CL.1SG

kṣ(ān)t(i) tākoy-ñä

forgiveness be/OPT3-CL.1SG

”May Karman disappear from me, and be torn off from me; forgiveness 
may be for me.” (TB, H 149/26.30 b3f.)
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VOICE AND VALENCY CHANGE: PASSIVE
▪ PASSIVE is marked by middle and an Agent in genitive, perlative or instrumental (TA).

▪ Genitive is used by infinite verbs (preterite participle, gerund, infinitive) and middle in 
Passive constructions. The perlative corresponds to the genitive. In Tocharian A, the 
animate Agents = perlative and inanimate Agents = instrumental.

mā poryo tskäṃsaṃtär mā wär-yo 

not fire-INSTR burn/PRS.MP.3PLnot water-INSTR

sikaṃtä(r) mā lāñcs-ā pärtsi

be overflown/PRS.MP.3PL not king/OBL.PL-PERL carry/INF

yāteñc mā penu lyäks-ā kärnātsi yāteñc

be capable-SUBJ.3PL not now thieve/OBL.PL-PERL buy/INF be capable

”It cannot be burned by fire, overflown by water, removed by kings or stolen by thieves.” 
(TA, A 14 a2-3, Puṇyavantajātaka)
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VOICE AND VALENCY CHANGE: MIDDLE-PASSIVE

▪ Middle functions can be divided into three types:

1. Media tantum, i.e. verbs inflected in middle-passive only; 

2. Medio-actives, i.e. verbs inflected as middle-passive in the 
present, active in the preterite, and mediopassive/active in 
the subjunctive;

3. Middle-passives showing matching active forms throughout 
their entire paradigm. 
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VOICE AND VALENCY CHANGE: MIDDLE-PASSIVE 

FUNCTIONS

▪ Reflexive: A ytäṣtär B yatäṣtär* ‘adorns (oneself)’.

▪ Reciprocal: A kroptär ‘gathers together’.

▪ Non-reflexive and non-reciprocal: A āyäntu kropaṃt ‘they collected 
bones’.

▪ Other functions: Body actions, A śewiṃtär ‘yawns’, Emotions, A 
śerttär* ‘cries’, Speech actions, B kwātär ‘cries’, Spontaneous events, B 
kwretär ‘grows old’, A śalpatär B tsälpetär ‘crosses, is delivered’, 
Disruption, A aratär B orotär ‘ceases’, Motion, A klawatär* B kloyotär 
‘falls’ (also of animates), Position, A träṅkäṣtär B treṅkastär ‘is 
attached’, Physico-chemical change, B pälketär ‘burns’, Disruption of 
material integrity, A wikatär B wiketär ‘disappears’.
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VOICE AND VALENCY CHANGE: MIDDLE-PASSIVE 

FUNCTIONS

▪ ANTICAUSATIVE: A ākl- (active) ‘teach’, (middle-passive) 
‘learn’, B aun- A on- (active) ‘meet’, (middle-passive) ‘begin’.

▪ PASSIVE functions are marked by middle-passive endings. 
Passive values may occur with media tantum (Passive  must 
be determined by the construction).
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VOICE AND VALENCY CHANGE: CAUSATIVES
▪ Verb Intransitive (A a, B e,o) Transitive (A -s- , B -sk-)

▪ AB präṅk- ‘stay away’ ‘reject, refuse’

▪ AB tsär- ‘be separated’ ‘separate’

▪ AB tsälp- ‘be free, pass away’ ‘free from, redeem’

▪ A ritw- B ritt- ‘be connected’ ‘join, put together’

▪ AB prutk- ‘be filled’ ‘fill’

▪ AB yāt- ‘be capable’ ‘bring about, tame’

▪ AB tsārw- ‘take courage’ ‘console’

▪ AB nut- ’disappear’ ’destroy’

▪ AB sätk- ‘be spread’ ‘spread (tr.)’

▪ AB plānt- ’rejoice’ ’gladden’

▪ AB yāṅk- ‘be deluded’ ‘bewitch’
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VOICE AND VALENCY CHANGE: DOUBLE 

CAUSATIVES
Verb Pres.III Pres.VIII Pres.IXb

▪ B spärk- ‘disappear’ ‘avoid’ ‘drive away’

▪ B trik- ‘be confused’ ‘be confused, mistake’ ‘be confused’

▪ B wik- ‘disappear’ ‘disappear, pass away’ ‘put to flight’; ‘dissolve’

Pres.I

▪ B läṅk- ‘hang’ (itr.) ‘hang’ (tr.) ‘let hang, dangle’

Pres.VI (Subj.I)

▪ B tsärk- ‘burn’ (tr.) ‘torment’ ‘torture’

Pres.IV (Pret.IV)

▪ B wāk- ‘split’ (itr.) ‘separate’ (tr.) ’separate’ (?)
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ASPECT
▪ ASPECT dimensions are coded in past tense.

▪ IMPERFECTIVE is marked by imperfect.

▪ PERFECTIVE is marked by preterite.

pañäkte phalgumati cake-sa mäskīt(rä) • 

Buddha Phalgumati river-PERL    be/3SG.MP.IPF

(w)ärt(t)oṣṣe ike-ne • aśup ṣamānents ākṣa

forested/OBL.SG place-LOC   decay monk/GEN-PLtell/3SG.A.PRT

”Buddha was staying on the bank of the river Phalgumatī. In the place of the 
forest, he taught the impurity to the monks.”

(TB, IOL Toch 127 b7, Vinayavibhaṅga)
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ASPECT

▪ PROGRESSIVE is marked by present (cf. Modality)

▪ RETROSPECTIVE is merked either by the preterite, or by an auxiliary 
construction with A nes- B nes-.

maitreyasamiti-nā(ṭk-aṃ) (guru)darśaṃ ñomā

Maitreyasamiti-nāṭaka-LOC Gurudarśana name-PERL

śäkṣapint nipātt ār

eleventh act cease/3SG.A.PRT

“In the Maitreyasamiti-nāṭaka, the eleventh act with the name 
(Guru)darśana ‘appearance of the Teacher’] has come to an end.”

(TA, A 253, a5f., Maitreyasamiti-Nāṭaka)
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ASPECT: USAGES OF IMPERFECT/PRETERITE
▪ Events seen as more important = preterite, less important events = imperfect.

▪ Embedded stories = imperfect, events in past tense = preterite. 

▪ Repeated actions = imperfect, individual and momentary events = preterite. 

▪ Narrative texts = preterite, often interrupted by absolutives or historical present. 

▪ Preterite is the usual form in economic and administrative documents for past 

tense, also in remarks and colophons. 
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TENSE

▪ PRESENT is marked by the present tense (active or middle-passive)

▪ PAST is marked by imperfect (Imperfective aspect), preterit (Perfective 
aspect), or occasionally by a historical present. Periphrastic constructions 
by A nas- B nes- and forms of the preterit participle or the gerundive 
occur as well, to express, e.g., Retrospective.

ñarey-aṃ tatmuṣ nasamäs

hell/OBL.SG-LOC be born/PRT.PTC.NOM.PL be/PRS.A.1PL

(TA, A 300 b2, Maitreyasamiti-Nāṭaka)

▪ FUTURE is marked by present, subjunctive or a periphrastic future by 
gerundive II and present of the copula (A nas- B nes).
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CLAUSE



CANONICAL WORD ORDER

▪ CANONICAL ORDER is left-branching: SOV (in main and 
subordinate clauses), N-Adp, Adj-N, Adv-V.

▪ Verb-initial position (VSO) is normal in questions (in TA 
preceded by te), and in formulas in dramatic literature, e.g. A 
lcär poñś ‘all went out [from the stage]’, or in Buddhastotras, 
e.g. B wināsam-ci … puṇḍarikäṃ ‘I honour you … Lotus 
flower’.
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STRUCTURAL PROPERTIES: NON-CANONICAL 

WORD ORDER

▪ NON-CANONICAL ORDER: in metrical passages, word order is often reversed, 

e.g. SVO, OVS, and VOS.

▪ Adj-N is frequently reversed in metrical passages, where we also find 

separation of adjective – noun and circumposition, adjective – noun – adjective.

▪ Verb-initial position marks focus. Jussive and Imperative are in initial position.

▪ In metrical passages, subordinating particles can be clause-final:

wlaluyis akälyme kalkaṣ wrasom kuprene

Death-GEN towards go/3SG.A.SUBJ being/NOM.SG if

”If a being goes into the power of death.”

(TA, A3 b3, Puṇyavantajātaka)
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NEGATION

▪ The negation is A mar(r), mā B mā.

▪ In simple Prohivitive clauses, the negation is combined with a 
present form.

▪ The negation particle is combined with:

1. Optative (Deontic)

2. Subjunctive (Neutral, Epistemic)

3. Indicative (Neutral, Exclamative)  

4. Without verb (Exclamative)
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MODALITY
▪ THE MODAL SYSTEM consists of the indicative, the subjunctive, the optative, and 

the imperative. 

▪ Subjunctive and optative are more frequently used in subordinate than in main 

clauses.

▪ In main clauses, subjunctive denotes Deontic (Obligative) modality, whereas 

optative denotes Epistemic (Volitive, Speculative) modality.

tärkor kälpimār ṣñi tsar ptāñkät yrāṣimār

Permission   obtain/1SG.M.OPT  own hand Buddha bathe/1SG.M.OPT

”I would like to get permission, I would like to wash Buddha with my own hand.” 

(TA, A 23 a5, Puṇyavantajātaka, Bṛhaddyutijātaka)
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SPEECH ACTS

▪ INTERROGATIVE: B kuse, A kus = Relative pronoun

▪ Imperative is marked by an imperative, the ’strongest’ form for commands.

▪ Jussives are marked by subjunctive (Obligative) and optative (Volitive) for weaker 

requests.

▪ The weakest request is marked by a verbal noun (I) and an infinitive. This is 

frequent in medical texts.

te päkṣälle ṣälype lipātsi

andcook/VN.Nom.SG oil leave/INF

”This should be cooked and the oil should be left over.” 

(TB, PK AS 9A a4, Medicine)
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CLAUSE COMBINING: CLAUSAL COORDINATION

▪ Conjunctive: B ṣpä A śkam, B wai A yo ’and’

▪ Disjunctive: B ra A pe ’even, also’, B wat, wat no A pat, pat no ’or’ 
(Wackernagel position)

▪ Adversative: B no A nu ’but, then’ (Wackernagel position)
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CLAUSE COMBINING: NON-FINITE PREDICATION

▪ Non-fininte constructions can serve as predicates.

▪ Infinitives are not bound by tense, modality and aspect. Infinitives can be 
inflected as nouns with secondary case affixes. Infinitives can also serve as 
predicates.

▪ Middle-passive participles are uninflected and represent an event parallel 
or simultaneous with the predicate.

▪ Preterite participle can be used with or without copula in the value of a 
predicate.

▪ Gerundives (coding Necessity or Possibility) are used in periphrastic 
constructions to mark predicate.
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CLAUSE COMBINING: RELATIVE CLAUSES
▪ Relative pronoun:

▪ Nom. B kuse A kus-ne

▪ Obl. B kuce A kuc-ne

▪ Gen. B kete A ke-ne

▪ Correlative: normally a personal pronoun

umparñ-aṃ wkäṃ yaṣ säm

evil-OBL.SG deed/OBL.SG do/3SG.A.PRS DEM.M.NOM.SG

yäṣ ñareyntw-aṃ kuprene cmatär

go/3SG.A.PRS hell/OBL.PL-LOC if be reborn/3SG.M.SUBJ

”Whoever commits an evil deed, goes to hells if he is reborn.”

(TA, A 155 b4, Garbhasūtra)
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CLAUSE COMBINING: SUBORDINATING PARTICLES
▪ Time A äntāne B ente ’when’

▪ Location A äntā B ente ’where’

▪ Cause A kucne B kuce ’because’

▪ Purpose A mäṃtne B mäkte ’in order to’

▪ Condition A kuprene B kwri, krui ’if ’

ṣomāp  lānt  em kuprene 

one/GEN.SG king/GEN.SG give-1SG.A.SUBJ if

cu ālyek yäsluṣ tāke-ñi

you/OBL.SG other/GEN.SGenemy/NOM.PL be/3SG.A.SUBJ

”If I give you to one king, the others will become my enemies. ”

(TA, A 66 a3, Ṣaḍdanta-Jātaka)
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PHRASEOLOGY AND TRANSLATION SYNTAX

▪ Tocharian texts are translated from Sanskrit.

▪ The syntax/typology of Tocharian is different from Sanskrit.

▪ Formalized translations do occur.

▪ Phraseology and formalized syntax is frequent in texts.

40



BIBLIOGRAPHY

▪ Adams, D. Q. (2013). Dictionary of Tocharian B. Revised and Greatly Enlarged.

▪ Carling, G. (2017). Tocharian Syntax. Comparative Indo-European Linguistics. An 

International Handbook of Language Comparison and the Reconstruction of Indo-

European. J. Klein, B. Joseph and M. Fritz. Berlin - New York, De Gruyter: 55-68.

▪ Carling, G. and G.-J. Pinault (2009/2023). A Dictionary and Thesaurus of Tocharian A. 

Wiesbaden, Harrassowitz.

▪ Krause, W. and W. Thomas (1960). Tocharisches Elementarbuch. Bd. 1, Grammatik. 

Heidelberg, Winter.

▪ Malzahn, M. (2011-2018). CEToM – A Comprehensive Edition of Tocharian Manuscripts. 

Vienna, Vienna University.

TOCHARIAN – MORPHO-SYNTACTIC STRUCTURES, PART 1 41



BIBLIOGRAPHY

▪ Malzahn, M. (2010). The Tocharian verbal system. Leiden, Brill.

▪ Peyrot, M. (2013). The Tocharian Subjunctive: A Study in Syntax and Verbal Stem 

Formation (Brill's Studies in Indo-European Languages & Linguistics), Brill.

▪ Pinault, G.-J. (1987). "Introduction au Tokharien." LALIES. Actes des sessions de 

linguistique et de littérature 7: 5-224.

▪ Pinault, G.-J. (2008). Chrestomathie tokharienne: textes et grammaire. Leuven, 

Peeters.

TOCHARIAN – MORPHO-SYNTACTIC STRUCTURES, PART 1 42


