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Much like in Ancient Greek, there are two widely used constructions with a participle in Early Slavic,
chiefly functioning as When-clauses: conjunct participles (1a), which are functionally controlled (Dal-
rymple et al. 2019: 543) by an argument of the matrix clause (typically its subject), and absolute con-
structions (1b), where both the participle and its subject occur in the dative regardless of coreferentiality.
(1) a. i

and
se
this

rekъ
say.PTCP.PFV.NOM.M.SG

udari
strike.AOR.3SG

imь
3SG.INST

o
to

zemlju
ground

‘And when he1 said this, he1 struck him2 to the ground.’
b. i

and
se
this

emu
3SG.DAT

rekšju
say.PTCP.PFV.DAT.M.SG

poidoša
go.AOR.3PL

protivu
against

sobě
REFL

‘And when he said this, they moved against each other.’
Building on the approach of Haug & Pedrazzini (2023), but working at the subtoken level, this paper aims
to recast the functions of Early Slavic participle clauses in a cross-linguistic perspective. First, it presents
evidence, using probabilistic semantic maps built from massively parallel New Testament translations
(Mayer & Cysouw 2014), that the distribution of conjunct participles and absolute constructions in the
earliest Slavic attestations (Figure 1) finds very close parallels, respectively, in same-subject (SS) and
different-subject (DS) markers in languages with fully-fledged switch-reference systems (Figure 2).1

Figure 1: Probabilistic semantic map for Old Church Slavonic, with contour areas from a Kriging interpolation of the most frequent items.

This part of the analysis indicates that, particularly in more elevated registers (e.g. liturgical texts),
Early Slavic participle clauses closely correspond to canonical (Haiman & Munro 1983: ix) switch-
reference markers in genealogically and areally unrelated varieties. Within the shared semantic space
of participle clauses and jegda ‘when’ clauses, participle constructions are also shown to be much more
likely to correspond, cross-linguistically, to markers of sequentiality (e.g., Pular ɓay ‘when.SEQ’ [Evans
2017], Alamblak -hatë ‘SEQ.SS’ [Bruce 1984], Tboli timbow and tikóng ‘when.SEQ’ [Porter 1977], and
Fon(gbe)’s resumptive pronoun with an overt antecedent é-è <ée> [Lefebvre & Brousseau 2002]; Fig-
ure 3). There are, in fact, well-known cross-overs between switch-reference and sequentiality markers
cross-linguistically, notably clause chaining constructions, a clause-linking strategy not dissimilar to the
common stacking up of participle clauses leading up to the main, finite verb in Early Slavic (2).

1All maps presented here were generated starting from the occurrences of English when in the New Testament and its
parallels in around 1400 varieties. Morphological subordinators were automatically extracted following the method described
in Pedrazzini (2024) and post-labelled when relevant.
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(2) i
and

povelěvъ
command.PTCP.PFV.M.NOM.SG

narodomъ
crowd.DAT

vьzlešti
lay.down

na
on

trěvě
grass

i
and

priemъ
take.PTCP.PFV.M.NOM.SG

pętь
five

chlěbъ
bread

i
and

dьvě
two

rybě
fish

vьzьrěvъ
look.up.PTCP.PFV.M.NOM.SG

na
to

nbo
heaven

blgsvi.
bless.AOR.3.SG

‘Then he ordered the crowds to sit down on the grass, and took the five loaves and the two fish,
and looked up to heaven, and said a blessing’ (Matthew 14:19)

A clear connection between absolutes and DS, and between conjunct participles and SS markers, was
first proposed by Bickel (1999), who argued that pragmatic competition between these constructions
likely gave rise to many synchronic switch-reference systems, including those in Muskogean, Yuman,
and Uto-Aztecan varieties (Bickel 1999: 46). The systematic similarities between Early Slavic participle
clauses and switch-reference systems extend beyond canonical configurations. Drawing particularly from
Roberts’s (1988) and Stirling’s (1993) account of non-canonical switch reference in Papuan languages,
the second part of this paper analyzes motivations for some relatively well-known cases of non-canonicity
in participle constructions from different diachronic and diatopic Early Slavic varieties, specifically co-
referential absolute constructions, and insubordinated absolutes and conjunct participles (i.e. syntacti-
cally independent, coordinated, or with no apparent matrix clause). For example, a shift in agentivity
of a subject (3), a shift in time, location or grounding (from background to foreground) (4) is shown to
warrant the use of co-referential absolute constructions, similarly to how these same factors can explain
the use of DS markers in some switch-reference systems.
(3) i

and
prišedšju
come.PTCP.PFV.M.DAT.SG

vyšegorodu
Vyšegorod.DAT

razbolě
get sick.AOR.3.SG

sę
REFL

velmi.
very

‘And when heAGENT came to Vyšegorod, heEXPERIENCER got very sick.’
(Primary Chronicle, Codex Laurentianus f. 54d)

(4) i
and

všedšim
enter.PTCP.PFV.DAT.PL

v
in

gorodъ
city.ACC.SG

utěšista
console.AOR.3.DU

volodimercě
people of Vladimir.ACC.PL

‘And when they enteredSHIFT IN SETTING the city, they consoled the people of Vladimir.’
(Suzdal Chronicle, Codex Laurentianus f. 126r)

Similarly to how DS markers in some switch-reference languages are systematically used in bridging con-
structions (cf. Guérin & Aiton 2019), dative absolutes very often repeat some portion of a previously
foregrounded unit (a verb or one of its nominal arguments) and re-purposes it, as it were, as the back-
ground for a new foregrounded eventuality (cf. Pedrazzini 2022, 2023), which motivates many instances
of subject co-referentiality between absolutes and their matrix (5).2
(5) [prizovi

summon.IMP
mi
to.me

ju]R
her

da
so.that

se
REFL

poveselju
enjoy.PRS.1SG

dnьs
today

s
with

njeju.
her

[...]
[...]

[[prizvaně
summoned.PASS.DAT

že
PTC

byvši
be.PTCP.PFV.DAT

ei]B
3SG.DAT

pride
come.AOR.3SG

k
to

njemu]C
3SG.DAT

‘“Summon her, so that I can enjoy myself with her today. [...] After being summoned, she came
to him.’ (Life of Mary, Abraham’s Niece, Bdinski Sbornik f. 7v)

A shift in mood or ‘actuality’ (Stirling 1993), such as introducing direct speech (6), or in parenthetical
and metadiscursive clauses (7), may instead warrant the insubordination of a participle clause.
(6) onomu

that.DAT
že
PTC

rekšu
say.PTCP.PFV.DAT

něstъ
not be.PRS.3SG

došъla
reached

zapadъnyichъ
Western

stranъ
land

arijanъskaja
Arian

chula
controversy
‘He said that the Arian controversy had not reached the Western lands’ (Vita of Isaakios of Dal-
matos, Codex Suprasliensis f. 99r)

(7) ot
from

mě:stę:tь :
Mestjata

ko
to

ga:vo:šь :
Gavša

i :
and

ko :
to

so:di:lь :
Sdila

po:py:ta:i:=ta
find.IMP=PTC

mi :
me

konę :
horse

a :
and

mě:stę:ta :
Mestjata.NOM.SG

sę :
REFL

va:ma
2.DAT.DU

poklanę :
bow.PTCP.IPFV.M.NOM.SG

2R = reference clause; B = background clause; C = continuation clause.
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‘From Mestjata to Gavša and to Sdila. Get a horse for me. (And Mestjata bows to you (both)).’
(From Birchbark letter N422, translation by Schaeken 2018: 146)

Given how non-canonical participle clauses are found particularly frequently in original (non-translated)
sources and outside of sacred and liturgical Old Church Slavonic texts, the clear cross-linguistic parallels
incidentally also support the ‘nativeness’ of the Early Slavic constructions and their independent use from
their Greek counterparts (a long-standing issue in Early Slavic linguistics; cf. Trost 1958; Birnbaum
1958; Růžička 1958, 1961, 1963; Večerka 1961, 1997; Skupskij 1993; Worth 1994; Corin 1995; Collins
2004, 2011).

Figure 2
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