A BIBLIOGRAPHY OF R. C. ABRAHAM —
LINGUIST AND LEXICOGRAPHER

P. E. H. HAIR

When the bibliography which follows was begun, it was intended to be offered as a
tribute to Dr R. C. Abraham on his 7oth birthday. Circumstances delayed its completion,
and in 1963 Roy Abraham died. A notice of his life and work has already appeared in
THE JOURNAL OF WEST AFRICAN LANGUAGES, Vol. I, No. 1, and it will therefore only be
necessary here to draw attention to those points in the personal record which account for
certain features of the bibliography.

Roy Abraham was a scholar in what appears to be a dying intellectual tradition, that of
individual research unconnected with, and hence unsupported by, any academic body.
His earlier works were produced while he was employed by the Nigerian government as
an administrative officer (though he was frequently seconded to full-time research assign-
ments) and later during war-time service with the British army in Africa and Europe.
His most massive works, however, appeared after his retirement, and were largely pre-
pared at his Hendon home. The prefaces of all these works display an undisguised and
infectious enthusiasm for the labour of understanding and explaining African languages,
and a mounting sense of urgency in relation to the investigation of those particular
languages — a dozen or so — whose study he had felt called on to undertake. But the pre-
faces also thematically refer to the obstacles and hazards which beset the path of indi-
vidualistic enthusiasm; particularly if the enthusiast has a very limited personal income.
Roy Abraham was perpetually engaged in a verbal and epistolary battle to win for his
research studies the minimum recognition of a decent published form. At first, he had
to cope with inefficient colonial government presses which mangled some of his earlier
writings: later, the financial problems of publishing became his main practical worry.
The very heavy cost of printing specialist material, much of it in phonetic type, in small
editions for very limited markets, forced him to expend overmuch energy in wrestling
for subsidies with bureaucratic purse-holders in colonial and post-colonial Africa. The
price of freedom in his case was a tedious search for funds. This continued even into his
last years, though it must be added that on the whole governments and research institu-
tions showed a growing understanding of this unusual man’s needs, and a greater gener-
osity. Because of lack of funds, it was often not possible for him to present his material
in a form other than that of a reproduction of his own typescript. As a reviewer wrote
only a few years ago — ‘While the author has striven mightily within the limits of
resources available to him, it must be said that his work has not been given the physical
embodiment it deserves. . .. His work is deserving of the support for which he cries out
in the Preface.’

Dependence on relatively haphazard financial support was the main reason why Dr
Abraham was unable to present his research in a neat sequence of publications, moving
regularly from one language to another. Instead, publications in the same language were
often separated by many years and by publications in other languages. Sometimes
material was prepared and never found a published form. Occasionally a whole field of
research had to be abandoned because there was no possibility of publication. A review
of one of his dictionaries began — ‘All lexicographers from Dr Johnson downwards have
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inevitably been something of individualists’. It might have been added that many lexico-
graphers ‘from Dr Johnson downwards’ have had their inherent individualism sharpened
by lack of support during long years of grinding compilation. One aspect of the necessary
appeal for patronage in Dr Abraham’s case was his habit of announcing in his publica-
tions work in hand or work proposed. It has been thought useful to refer to these in the
bibliography since they indicate the development of his study and sometimes the scope
of unrealized ambition.

All of Dr Abraham’s writings had a practical aim, as witness their titles — ‘Tiv reader
for European students’, ‘Modern grammar of spoken Hausa’, ‘Dictionary of modern
Yoruba’, etc. The declared aim was generally the instruction of those endeavouring to
learn the language (though some of his later works endeavoured to address vernacular
interest), and he never found time to discuss in learned papers points of linguistic analysis,
Nevertheless, almost all of his books are based in no small part on highly original linguistic
research, particularly from the point of view of tonal analysis. As a result, they are never
easy works (it may be doubted whether many learners have proceeded beyond the first
chapters of his courses): they have not become, and are not likely ever to become, works
of wide circulation. Indeed, one wonders if Dr Abraham would have cast them in their
practical form had it not been for the demands of the bodies which allowed him oppor-
tunities to prepare them or dispensed funds to subsidise their preparation and publication.
Their ultimate interest is likely to lie in their academic testimony to the regularity but
complexity of African languages.

The course of Dr Abraham’s studies was as follows. After cutting his teeth as a practical
linguist by acquiring proficency in half a dozen Asian languages while serving in the
Indian army, he turned to African languages when he joined the Nigerian administrative
service in the difficult years after World War I. Through his knowledge of Arabic, he was
encouraged to begin HAusa studies, which remained his major interest for nearly twenty-
five years. In the early 1930s, the government of Northern Nigeria sent him south to
investigate the lower Benue languages and peoples, and by 1940 he had published a dozen
works on Hausa, T1v, and Ipoma, had more material ready, and was eager to extend his
inquiries west and south to Yorupa. But at this point World War II removed him from
Nigeria. Serving in Eastern Africa, he prepared a grammar of AMHARIC in 1941 and began
to take an interest in SomaLl. More publications in AMHARIC would have followed -
immediately, had war-time publishing conditions permitted, and later, had any of the
support he sought been forthcoming: in his last years, he frequently referred to the
hundreds of pages of AMHARIC material lying on his shelves, and he hopefully planned
to resume work on these as soon as he had fulfilled his other commitments. The later
1940s saw the completion of many years’ labour on a Hausa dictionary, and its publica-
tion. In ‘retirement’, he accepted and completed commissions from two sides of Africa,
from the British Somaliland authorities to prepare material on SoMALI, and from the
Idoma N.A. to publish further works in Ipoma. These disposed of, he was able to turn
at last to YORUBA, a study he had long promised himself. Though now in his 60’s, it was
with youthful zest and unlimited energy that, after having received an assurance of
financial support during a visit to Nigeria in 1952, he at once threw himself into the study
of this new language. Six years later, he had produced the dictionary which he had first
proposed to undertake twenty years earlier. While this was in its last stages, he turned
again to SomaLl, and at the request of the authorities (first colonial, then national) he
drew on his unpublished material to prepare a dictionary. But at the same time he was
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negotiating to begin work on yet another language, and when the interest of the govern-
ment of Eastern Nigeria had been obtained, and an acceptable orthography agreed upon,
he began te study IBo. He had completed a grammar and had collected most of the
material for a dictionary before his health finally broke down, in 1962.

The bibliography covers writings on seven different and highly distinct African
languages, totalling about 5000 printed pages, half of them lexicographical. The comment
of a reviewer on a particular work may be applied to the corpus of Roy Abraham’s

writings on African languages: it was ‘the product of an astounding feat of industry and
devotion.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

The following abbreviations are employed: BSOAS — BULLETIN OF THE SCHOOL OF ORIENTAL (AND
AFRICAN) STUDIES, London; JRAS — JOURNAL OF THE ROYAL AFRICAN SOCIETY, later AFRICAN AFFAIRS;

ZFE8 — ZEITSCHRIFT FUR EINGEBORENEN SPRACHE; BULL. IFAN — BULLETIN DE L’INSTITUT FRAN(;AIS
D’AFRIQUE NOIRE, série B.

Havusa
1934 THE PRINCIPLES OF HAUSA, volume 1 [no later volume], 230 pp., Government Printer, Kaduna.

1934 G. P. Bargery, A HAUSA-ENGLISH DICTIONARY, London. [R.C.A. gave some assistance in the
preparation of this work — see the prefaces to this and to the 1949 dictionary.]

19407 PHONETICS AND TONES OF HAUSA, duplicated, Kaduna [I have not seen this work].

1040 AN INTRODUCTION TO SPOKEN HAUSA, AND HAUSA READER FOR EUROPEAN STUDENTS, vii, 213 pp.,
Crown Agents, London, for the Nigerian Government.

1941 MODERN GRAMMAR OF SPOKEN HAUSA, vii, 172 pp., Crown Agents, London, for the Nigerian
Government. [Reprinted 1946. The ‘Modern grammar’ is a revised version of the ‘Intro-
duction’. Both reviewed by 1. C. Ward, 1ras 40, 1941, 379-81; L. 5. Ward, Bsoas, 10,
1942, 1057-61; A. Klingenheben, zFEs, xxv, 1949—50, 67—72.]

1949 R.C.A. and Mai Kano, DICTIONARY OF THE HAUSA LANGUAGE, xXxvii, 992 pp., Crown Agents,

London, for the Nigerian Government.
[Reprinted 1662 in second edition, with name of second author omitted and new preface
added, by University of London Press. Reviewed by J. Lukas, AFRICA, 19, 1949, 251-2;
J. Lukas, AFRIKA UND UBERSEE, XXXVI, 1951—2, 79-81; F. W. Parsons, [RAS, 48, 1949, 338-9;
F. W. Parsons, BSOAS, 13, 1050, 524—9.]

1959 THE LANGUAGE OF THE HAUSA PEOPLE, X, 236 pp., University of London Press.

[A reprint of pp. 1-86 of the ‘Introduction’, and of pp. 137-72 of the ‘Modern grammar’
renumbered 181-216; the remainder new.]

1959 HAUSA LITERATURE AND THE HAUSA SOUND SYSTEM, pp 186., University of London Press.
{A reprint of pp. go—213 of the ‘Introduction’ renumbered 1—124; the remainder new. Both
1959 works reviewed by J. L.ukas, WEST AFRICA, 21.1.1959, 999.]

PROPOSED — Concise illustrated dictionary (mentioned in a publication in 1942), English-Hausa
dictionary (1942), Reader of modern newspaper extracts (1949).

Tiv

1933 THE TIV PEOPLE, I1, 231G, XV pp., Government Printer, Lagos,
[Revised and reprinted 1940, x, 177 pp., Crown Agents, London. Reviewed by M, M,
Green, JRAS, 40, 1941, 180~1.]

1933 THE GRAMMAR OF TIV, 213 pp., Goverment Printer, Kaduna.
[Reviewed by E. Meyer, zFES, xx1v, 1933—4, 313—5; S. F. Nadel, arrica, 7, 1934, 121;
L. C. Ward, BsoaAs, 7, 1934, 477-8.]

1940 PRINCIPLES OF TIV, 102 pp., Crown Agents, L.ondon.

1940 TIV READER FOR EUROPEAN STUDENTS, vii, 82 pp., Crown Agents, London.

1940 DICTIONARY OF THE TIV LANGUAGE, ix, 331 pp., Crown Agents, London.
[The three 1940 works reviewed by A. N. Tucker, Jras, 40, 1941, 181—3; J. Lukas, zFEs,
XXXV, 1949~50, 317-9.]

PROPCSED — T'iv phonetics and tonal principles (1940}, The Bantu features of Tiv (1g940) — both
wrongly listed as ‘published’ in the 1940 works.
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IpoMma

1935 THE PRINCIPLES OF IDOMA, 492 pp., ‘Published by the author through the Crown Agents’,
Londen.,

[Reviewed by 1. C. Ward, Bsoas, 8, 1937, 261—2; D. Westermann, AFRICA, 11, 1638, 248-¢.]

1951 THE IDOMA LANGUAGE. IDOMA WORD-LISTS, IDOMA CHRESTOMATHY, IDOMA PROVERBS, 272 PP.,
‘Published by the author on behalf of the Idoma Native Administration’.
[Reviewed by D. Westermann, AFRICA, 22, 1952, 180-1.]

PROPOSED ~ Dictionary (1942), Social system of the Idoma {1942).

AMHARIC

1941 A MODERN GRAMMAR OF SPOKEN AMHARIC, roneoed in 100 copies, Addis Ababa.
[I have not seen this work.]

1942 THE PRINCIPLES OF AMHARIC, 245 pp., ‘Published by the author through the Crown Agents’,
London.

PROPOSED — English~-Ambharic vocabulary (1942), Texts for European students (194z), Dictionary
(1949), The Amharic verbs (1949), Structure of Amharic (1949), Modern reader (1949).

SomMaLl

1951 R.C.A. and Solemon Warsama, THE PRINCIPLES OF SOMALI, 481 pp., ‘Published by the author.’
[“The entire work of typing, duplicating and binding has fallen on myself. . . . Copies with
addition slips and inserted pages are termed Second Edition.]

1962 R.C.A. with the collaboration of Ali Gorad Jama, SOMALI-ENGLISH DICTIONARY, Xviii, 332
pp., Crown Agents, London, on behalf of the Semali Republic.

[The work was printed with this title-page but not issued. It is anticipated that it will be
issued in 1964 under another imprint. An English-Somali dictionary awaits publication.]

YORUBA
1958 DICTIONARY OF MODERN YORUBS, illustrated, 776 pp., University of Loondon Press.
fReviewed by R. G. Armstrong, AFRICA, 29, 1959, go—2; . Olmsted, AMERICAN ANTHRO-

POLOGIST, 61, 1959, 341—2; I. A. Akinjugbin, opu, 7, March 1959, 44—5; ID. Siertsema,
BULL. IFAN, XXI, 1959, 572-0.]

PROPOSED — Basis of Yoruba (1942), Texts for European students (1942, 1949), Proverbs (1042, 1949),
Beliefs of the Yoruba people (rg42), Principles (1949) — some of these were incorporated in
the published dictionary — and English-Yoruba dictionary (1958).

Iso

[A grammar and dictionary were nearing completion when R.C.A. died. It is hoped that at
least the grammar will be published shortly.]

MISCELLANEOUS

1930 GOWER’S NOTES ON MOHAMMEDAN LAw, revised and annotated by R.C.A., Government
Printer, Lagos.

[T have not seen this work; reference from De Tressan, INVENTAIRE LINGUISTIQUE . . . , p. 60.]
1952 Review of A. Basset, LA LANGUE BERBERE, AFRICA, 22, 255-8.
1954 Review of C. R, V. Bell, THE SOMALI LANGUAGE, AFRICA, 24, 181-2,
1958 “Writing African dictionaries’, WEST AFRICA, 12.7.1958, 659.

PROPOSED — Tligrififia reader (1942}, Principles of Gurage (1942), Principles of Galla (1942), Lan-
guages of the Nigertan Plateau (1951).
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