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Kunama has been reported by different scholars as having two or three tones, 
downstep (or not), contrastive length of both consonants and vowels, and 
lexical stress. Despite this range of reported phenomena, little in-depth research 
into the prosodic system of Kunama has been undertaken. The aim of the 
present study is to report such a detailed investigation and to establish on a 
solid footing basic aspects of the tonal system of Kunama. The work reported is 
preliminary in the sense that its scope is limited: we present phonological and 
phonetic evidence for the existence of three level tones, which can combine to 
form a number of contour tones. This is followed by discussion of tonal pheno
mena in the noun phrase. No evidence for lexical stress is found. 

1. Introduction 

Kunama is a Nilo-Saharan language spoken in western Eritrea by approximately 
140,000 people. It comprises some seven dialects [John Abraha Ashkaba 1999]; 
the best known of these are Barka and Marda. The present study is based largely 
on Barka; however, we have been able to confirm that, with respect to the tonal 
phenomena examined here, there are no significant differences between these two 
lects. 

* The third author was the primary consultant for the research reported here. We would like to 
express our appreciation to Macca Teclehaimanot and Padre Vittorio Antutu who also acted as 
consultants, particularly with regard to the Marda dialect and in helping to draw comparisons 
between the two lects. We are also grateful for the insightful comments received from an 
anonymous referee, certain of which we were unable to act on as they require data not available 
to us at present, and to Robert Botne, SAL editor, for his comments. 
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2. Previous treatments of prosodic features in Kunama 

Several linguists have written descriptions of Kunama phonology, generally 
based on the two lects referred to above. Although we limit this brief survey 
mainly to the last two decades, we may note that Tucker and Bryan [1966], 
presumably following unpublished work by R. L. Stevenson, observe that "[t]one 
and stress appear to be significant, both lexically and grammatically." [1966: 
337]. They illustrate this observation with forms marked for stress and, signifi
cantly, three tones. 

Of the later work, however, we must first of all consider that of Thompson. 
Thompson's article "Kunama: Phonology and Noun Phrase" [1983] clearly 
established the segmental inventory upon which subsequent work has attempted 
to build. In treating the prosodic phonology, Thompson was quite clear about the 
need to recognize consonant length (gemination) but admitted his uncertainty as 
to whether vowel length was distinctive, since he was of the opinion that there 
was a correlation between vowel length and stress [1983: 284]. This correlation, 
however, was only thought to be partial since stress was also said to occur 
without (vowel) length. Elsewhere stress is reported as usually occurring on 
syllables preceding geminates [1983: 283]. These statements would appear to 
suggest an accentual assignment that was sensitive to syllable weight. In the 
article, stress is marked on some, though by no means most, of the words used for 
exemplification. Interestingly, a few words are also marked with an acute accent. 
This is notationally distinct from the diacritic employed by Thompson for 
indicating stress, though no explanation is offered for this differentiation. In a 
subsequent detailed and instructive account of the Kunama verb system [1989], 
Thompson includes many more instances of the (still unexplained) acute accent 
diacritic. Although prosodic features other than consonant and vowel length are 
generally treated as stress [1989: 308, 326, 328, 336], there are references in a 
few places to "normal tone" [1989: 313] and "high tone" [1989: 314, 315, 344], 
as well as to "tone rise" [1989: 330], so that it would seem that an awareness was 
developing of a more pitch-based prosodic phenomenon. 

In more recent descriptive work on Kunama, Bender [1996, 1997] gives clear 
recognition to tone. His inventory comprises two level tones and a falling tone. 
In earlier editorial comments to Thompson's 1987 article, Bender had expressed 
doubts as to the existence of three tones in Kunama and had voiced a suspicion 
that the falling tone might turn out to be confined to word-final position. In a draft 
Kunama-English Lexicon, however, Bender [1997] records-albeit rather rarely 
-a falling tone in non-final syllables. Inspection shows that the nuclei of these 
syllables carrying falling tone are diphthongal, i.e., they are bimoraic syllables, 
which fact invites comparison with certain claims made in Section 2.2 of the 
present paper. Nevertheless, Bender also comes out in support of Thompson's 
interpretation of many aspects of prosodic prominence in Kunama as involving 
stress, and even extends that view by distinguishing two degrees of stress [1996: 
9]. 

The first mother-tongue speaker to pronounce on Kunama prosody was Niko
dimos Idris [1987]. In his view, Kunama is first and foremost a tone language, 
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and absolutely no mention is made of stress. Three tonemes are distinguished: 
rising, falling, and level, and there is also mention of the possibility of com
binations of rises and falls. Unfortunately, Nikodimos' otherwise excellent over
view of Kunama grammar does not mark tone at all regularly. 

Banti & Nikodimos Idris [1994] present a somewhat different view: two tones, 
Hand L, and downstep, with no mention of stress. This contribution was made in 
the form of a conference paper and we are not aware of its having been published. 
Thus, we are not in a position to offer much comment on their proposals. Suffice 
to say that our findings on the distributional patterns of the Mid tone in Kunama 
show none of the typical features that characterise the phenomenon of down step 
as found, for example, in many West African languages. 

All the early work on Kunama suggests very clearly that the language has an 
interesting non-segmental inventory, variously claimed as exhibiting length (both 
consonant and vowel), lexical stress, and tone. The recent opportunity afforded by 
the presence in London of a linguistically trained Kunama speaker (a co-author in 
the present study) during the 1998-9 academic session and two Kunama speakers 
in Oxford facilitated the undertaking of both oral fieldwork-type investigations 
coupled with laboratory phonetic techniques, and enabled us to make the present 
contribution to the intriguing debate about Kunama prosody. Our analysis con
firms that stress does not playa role in lexical contrasts in Kunama, but we do 
find a rich tonal inventory: three level lexical tones that also combine to give a 
range of contours. 

2. The tone inventory 

2.1. Pitch phenomena. Kunama operates a register tone system in that its basic 
tones are level. There is no obvious down step of the sort that leads to terracing, 
though utterances of sufficient length to determine whether, or to what extent, 
other downtrends exist have yet to be examined. However, that there is some 
downtrending is apparent from examples of possessive constructions presented 
later in the paper. In terms of surface pitch contrasts within single syllables, 
Kunama exhibits at least a seven-way potential. Three significant contrasts in 
relatively level pitches are widely in evidence. We identify these as High (H), 
Mid (M) and Low (L), and indicate them by means of conventional tone marking: 
H = a; M = a; L = a.1 Examples of these in monosyllabic, disyllabic, and tri
syllabic words are given in (1) a, b, and c. We have found no monosyllabic words 
exhibiting the lowest pitch level. Kunama words longer than three syllables are 
not at all infrequent but these have not been investigated systematically. We 
suspect, however, that a proper examination of such longer items would not 
reveal any patterns at variance with the generalization of facts or the analysis 
proposed here. 

1 Transcriptions throughout the paper follow IPA conventions, with the following exceptions: 
y = IPA j; j = IPA d3; s = IPA J; c = IPA tJ. 
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(1) a. monosyllabic words 
ma 'tooth' 
be 'Or ... !' 
d 'Enter (sg.)!' 

b. disyllabic words 
aba 'Ilme' 

ata 'uncovering; leading' 
eI]ei 'Eat (pl.)!' 

c. trisyllabic words 
lakclda 'Stop still (sg.)!' 
agasa 'centre, middle' 
eleijl 'Run (pl.)!' 

The following paragraphs give instrumental data on the three tones and the 
contours they combine to form, as pronounced in citation forms. The phonetic 
data is presented in the first instance to provide a concrete instantiation of our 
description. Of equal or greater value, however, are the indications these data 
offer for further, more detailed, research on the relation between tonal phonetics 
and phonology in Kunama. 

Phonetically, initial L tones are typically level, but may have a slight fall. 
Final Ls are typically falling; this appears to be characteristic and may constitute 
an important perceptual cue for distinguishing between final Land M. (cf. below, 
concerning falling contours on initial syllables, where final M may be in the tonal 
range of L, but remains level.) Low tones on intermediate syllables may also 
show a fall. Table 1 gives average values and standard deviations of five repeti
tions, from a male speaker, of disyllabic and trisyllabic words. Measurement 
criteria are explained in the appendix. Figure 1 shows sample pitch traces of a 
disyllabic and a trisyllabic word. 

Mid tones may be level throughout, though tend to exhibit some movement. 
Where there is movement it tends to occur early in the word and is more likely to 
be a fall, as shown for the initial syllable values recorded in Table 2. However, 
rises have also been observed, as seen on the initial syllable of the two utterances 
shown in Figure 2. Table 2 gives average values and standard deviations of five 
repetitions of disyllabic and trisyllabic words. Figure 2 shows sample pitch traces. 
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Table 1. Average FO values for Kunama Low tones for disyllabic 
and trisyllabic words. 

disyllabic trisyllabic 

initial final initial medial 

5 

final 

Mean 130.4-128.0 124.0-115.2 133.4-126.8 128.8-120.6 119.0-112.0 

SD 1.7;1.2 1.2; 3.0 

a b 
200 

180 

160 

140 

120 

_ .L 

100 

Hz 
I I 

ms 300 600 

I 4.6; 2.6 5.6; 4.8 2.1; 3.5 

1 a k a d a 

I 

900 

.. . .. 
.. ......... ~ 

I I 

1200 1500 

Figure 1: Sample pitch traces of Kunama Low tones for disyllabic and 
trisyllabic words: aba 'lime'; iakada 'stop still (sg.)!'. 
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Table 2: Average FO values for Kunama Mid tones for disyllabic and 
trisyllabic words. 

disyllabic 

initial final initial 

trisy llabic 

medial final 

Mean 146.6-141.2 140.0-142.4 144.2-139.8 138.6-136.6 140.0-141.6 

SD 3.6; 1.6 3.9; 3.3 5.0; 2.6 2.1; 1.7 2.7; 2.3 

a t a a 9 a d a 
200 

180 

160 . ... 
/" 

. - " ....-.---. . ~ . .~ _.".,,1 _ .... -
140 

120 . . . . 
100 

Hz I I I I I 
m 100 1>00 (jon I?OO 1500 

Figure 2: Sample pitch traces of Kunama Mid tones for disyllabic and 
trisyllabic words: ata 'uncovering, leading'; aguda 'waterpot'. 
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High tones tend to rise throughout the word. Table 3 gives average values of 
five repetitions of disyllabic and trisyllabic words. Figure 3 shows representative 
pitch traces of these words. 

Table 3: Average FO values for Kunama High tones for disyllabic and 
trisyllabic words. 

disyllabic trisyllabic 

initial final initial medial final 

Mean 172.8-177.4 175.6-181.2 1 172.4-177.6 173.6-175.0 176.2-178.0 

220 

200 

180 

160 

140 

120 

Hz 

SO 5.8; 3.3 2.1;4.6 4.8;5.4 3.2; 3.7 3.6; 7.8 

e 1) a e 1 a J i 
, 

" . 
- ~~I'I" 

,J'" -,..-" " ,....~ 

. -" " ..... .r 

" I' . 

I I 1 I 
I~ ",n 7nn l'in 1400 17'iO 

Figure 3: Sample pitch traces of Kunama High tones for disyllabic and 
trisyllabic words: eI]a 'eat (pl.)!'; eJaji 'run (pl.)!'. 
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In addition to these three level pitches, a number of contrastive pitch contours 
are also encountered on single syllables. In all, there are three falling contours 
and at least one rising contour. Since the beginning and end points of the contours 
give the auditory impression of coinciding with the relatively invariant pitch 
levels distinguished in the previous paragraphs, it has seemed appropriate to 
represent these contours in the transcription as sequences of H, M, and L tones; 
thus, ,- represents a contour in which pitch within the syllable falls from level H 
to level M. Examples of the three falling contours encountered in monosyllabic, 
disyllabic and trisyllabic words are given in (2). It is clear from these that falling 
contours are not restricted to final syllables, and therefore cannot be analyzed as 
the addition of a Low boundary tone to the word. 

(2) Falling contours 
a. monosyllabic words 

HM ma- 'love (n.)' 
ML kW{j' 'Man! (vocative) 
HL yo 'Take it! Here you are!' 

b. disyllabic words 
HM faga

talla 

ML kase 
ass]' 
feeda 

HL satte 
sooda 

c. trisyllabic words 
HM kosasa

naaj-rke 

ML asan~' 

meesabe 

HL a tan 
kofltalle 
saadlya 

'miracle, prophet' 
'rock' 

'ones who returned' 
'here' 
'Stand up (sg.)!' 

'three' 
'Find it (sg.)!' 

'learning, telling' 
'I ran' 

'footprints' 
'Did you (pI.) dig?' 

a female anthroponym 
'six' 
'Exactly! That's right!' 

Average FO values and standard deviations for HM contours in final and initial 
position are given in Table 4, and pitch traces from sample utterances in Figure 4. 
Values for final HM are based on 10 tokens (5 repetitions x 2 words) and for 
initial HM on 5 tokens. In the latter case, measurement of M was taken midway 
through the Ill/, since, as argued below, this consonant is tone bearing. The fol
lowing points may be noted: first, while the HM pitch excursion in final position 
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Table 4. Average FO values for Kunama High-Mid contours tones in final 
(left, n = 10) and initial positions (right). 

Tone 

Mean 

SD 

200 

180 

160 

140 

120 

100 

Hz 
ms 

f 

M 

137.1 

5.0 

a 

~. 

I 
300 

q 

final 

• .,A. -

HM 

152.5-129.2 

6.7; 4.1 

a-

.... .,. .... 

. 
I 

600 
I 

900 

initial 

HM 

173-150.3 

5.3-5.5 

t a-

.. 
..... 

.-. 

I 
1200 

II 

~ . 
" 

M 

136.5 

2.5 

a 

...,.~ 

I 
1500 

Figure 4. Sample pitch traces of Kunama High-Mid contours in final (left) 
and initial (right) syllables: faga 'miracle/prophet'; ta1Ja 'rock'. 

9 
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Table 5. Average FO values (n = 5) for Kunama Mid-Low contours tones 
in final (left) and initial positions. 

Tone 

Mean 

SD 

200 

180 

160 

140 

120 

100 

Hz 

it 

..... --

M 

122.6 

2.7 

,. 

I 
,00 

final initial 

ML ML L 

134.6-107.6 130.2-123.8 115.0-104.8 

8.7; 8.6 3.4-3.7 2.4-1.5 

kk e' f ee d a 

.." . 
' .. "'-.. 

• ...... ""---., -. 
.... . 

I .. I I I 
(;or 900 ?or 00 

Figure 5. Sample pitch traces of Kunama Mid-Low contours in final (left) and 
initial (right) syllables: akk€' 'my children (voc.)'; feeda 'stand up!'. 
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appears to be greater than that in initial position, the difference is, in fact, slight 
and not statistically significant. Second, not only is the starting point for H higher 
in initial position, but the whole word is on a higher FO. It is tempting to speculate 
that the lower values of HM when following M are a result of a down stepping 
effect of initial M, and this is suggested as an avenue for further research. 

A verage values and standard deviations for ML contours in final and initial 
position are given in Table 5, and pitch traces from sample utterances in Figure 5. 
Again, the pitch excursion in final position appears greater, though the starting 
point of M in initial position does not parallel that of H; it is, in fact, lower than 
that seen in final position. However, as with the preceding case, if the ultimate 
values for (in this case) L are taken into account, values for the two contexts are 
virtually identically. 

Table 6 presents data on the High-Low contour, illustrated in Figure 6, as 
realized in final and initial positions. As with the HM contour, the difference in 
pitch excursions is slight and not statisitcally significant. Again, H begins higher 
in initial position, and this may be due to a down stepping efect of initial M. 

In contrast to the falling contours, rising contours are comparatively rare, 
though as we shall see below, word-final rises have a significant role as boundary 
markers within sentences. In word-internal contexts the only rising contour en
countered seems to be MH. Word-finally a MH rise is also commonly encoun
tered, and there are some cases where LH seems optionally pronounceable. In our 
data the optional LH occurs only in final position and only in some words. 
Examples of word-final MH are given in (3). 

(3) Rising contours 
a. monosyllabic words 

ta/ 'What?!' (interjection of surprise/indignation) 

b. disyllabic words 
tata/ 
anr 
geere' 
Mare 
maida-

c. trisyllabic words 
ablsr 
agare/ 
salle' - salle/ 
kaatamme 
mi56nake 
a/kk6be 
m'iiSabe 

'Grandmother!' (vocative) 
a male anthroponym 
'tall' (pI.) 
'two' 
'good' 

a male anthroponym 
'people ... ' 
'four .. .' 
'pair of pregnant females' (dual) 
'I quarrelled' 
'camels' 
'Are you (pI.) corning?' 
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Table 6. Average FO values (n = 5) for Kunama High-Low contours tones 
in final (left) and initial positions. 

Tone 

Mean 

SD 

200 

180 

160 

140 

120 

100 

Hz 
1m. 

a 

" ... 

M 

138.0 

3.8 

i 
~()() 

ss 

final initial 
HL HL L 

159.4-115.4 171.4-127.6 115.0-99.0 

9.7-4.6 9.2--6.2 6.5-14.0 

1 S 60 d a 
" . ... 

" " " . " . .. . .. " . . . " .. 
" " . "'" .... ' .. . " '10,," " ""-.-A. 

I I 
,;00 Q()() I?()() I ~()() 

Figure 6. Sample pitch traces of Kunama High-Low contours in final (left) and 
initial (right) syllables. assl 'here'; sooda 'get it!lfind it!'. 
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Data for the MH contour are presented in Table 7, and representative pitch 
traces in Figure 7. As can be seen, in both final and initial position the excursion 
associated with MH is virtually identical. 

Such a rich inventory of pitch distinctions might be expected to give rise to a 
good many contrasts among segmentally homophonous items, and this is indeed 
the case. The largest set of which we are aware is the following nonoplet: ala 
'putting down'; alci- 'lizard'; ala' 'Am I beautiful?'; alci 'Leave me (sg.)!'; aM 
'Leave me (pl.)!'; alii 'Did you (sg./pl.)/they leave me?'; alii 'Did he leave me?'; 
aJa~ 'male anthroponym'; ala 'knocking/bringing down, e.g., fruit from a tree'. 

2.2. Analysis. It seems clear that, at the very least, three register tones need to be 
recognized in Kunama, viz: High, Mid, and Low. The complete lack of restriction 
on the distribution of Mid (apparent in the preceding examples) opposes any 
attempt to analyse it as a down-stepped High. 

How then are the various falls and rises to be interpreted? First of all, the very 
fact that at least seven of the logically possible combinations of three register 
tones are actually attested in the language points in the direction of treating them 
as sequential combinations of the three register tones rather than as unit tones. 
Second, the end-points of falls and rises approximate the relatively steady-state 
pitch levels characteristic of the register tones. This observation is based on 
native speaker intuitions, i.e., that contours appear to begin and end at the same 
level as level tones. It is to some extent supported by comparing relevant values 
for level tones and contours tones in the preceding tables; for example, Tables 2 
and 3, respectively, show M to be approximately 144 Hz in initial position and H 
to be around 175 Hz; Table 4 shows the HM contour to be 173 - 150 Hz. It must 
be acknowledged, however, that individual speaker variation and a range of fac
tors involved in pitch scaling make such a comparison difficult. Third, the pheno
mena of tone spreading and replacement, and the fact that often one component of 
the contour is clearly an independent tonal morpheme, as discussed in detail 
below, provides strong evidence of the appropriateness of an analysis seeing 
surface contours as sequences of underlying level tones. 

Distributional facts also support the analysis we are proposing. Simple 
exarni-nation of the forms adduced in (2) and (3) leads to the observation (which 
seems to be a very general one for Kunama) that, in non-final syllables, pitch 
contours generally occur only in heavy syllables, i.e., in syllables having the 
shapes (C)VV (where VV represents either a long vowel or diphthong) or (C)VC. 
Certain cases that seem to contradict this statement are discussed later in the 
paper. The obvious generalization to be made in the case of bimoraic syllables 
containing long vowels or diphthongs is that each pitch component of a sequence 
is associated with a distinct mora. The same statement can be made in the case of 
heavy syllables closed by nasal or liquid consonants. However, it is equally clear 
that the second tone of a sequence is not associated with a closing obstruent in a 
heavy syllable. In such cases the entire contour is realized on the nuclear vowel of 



14 Studies in African Linguistics 29(1), 2000 

Table 7. Average FO values for Kunama Mid-High contours tones in final 
(left, n = 10) and initial (right, n = 5) positions. 

Tone 

Mean 

SD 

200 

180 

160 

140 

120 

100 

Hz 
1m, 

t 

.. 

L 

123.6 

4.7 

a 

" 

. 

,50 

t 

final initial 

MH MH HL 

141.6-171.2 141.2-170.2 164.8-119.8 

6.3;13.3 7.1;6.6 5.1;6.3 

a' 9 ee f e 

. 
./"'""' .... ..r • . . . ' . . 

:'. . . . .. . . . . - . . 
: ...... .... ... 

~ .... . 
I 

700 10<;0 1400 1750 

Figure 7. Sample pitch traces of Kunama Mid-High contours in final (left) and 
initial (right) syllables: tata' 'grandmother (voc.)'; geere 'tall (pl.)'. 
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the syllable, which is necessarily a short one.2 In cases like this the tenn 'tone
bearing-unit', commonly employed in auto segmental analyses, could hardly be 
equated with the mora in Kunama, for although obstruent moras are quite com
mon, they do not actually 'bear tone'. On the other hand, where there is a sono
rant mora (e.g., nasals or liquids), it does carry the tone. It would be more appro
priate to say that tones are assigned on a mora-counting basis but that in cases 
where the assignment involves an obstruent mora, tones are shifted to the pre
ceding vowel mora. A similar analysis of tone in syllables closed by obstruents 
has been proposed for another Nilo-Saharan language, Nara [Hayward, in press]. 
The notation of the various diagrams employed in this study adopts the assump
tions of segment-to-mora and mora-to-syllable associations originally proposed 
by Hyman [1985]. To facilitate an appreciation of the independence of morpho
logical boundaries on the segmental and tonal tiers, boundaries (indicated by 
hyphens) are marked on each tier separately. In the final example in (6), we can 
be sure that the syllable-final obstruent is indeed moraic as it involves a geminate, 
i.e., a heavy, consonant. 

(6) H M M H -M H M-M 

I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
Il Il Il Il Il Il t)l I ~ /""/ /1 ~ 

t - a m 0 d - a t a - a 

ita 'house' mo6da 'quarrel' ta11a 'rock 

M H- M 
l///=f= I 
~ ~ ~ 

~ V'1 
s u kW -a 

sa~kkwa 'bird' 

There are, however, some instances of something like a MH rise which occurs 
in a light syllable word-internally, and would thus appear to run contrary to what 
has been said about the tone-to-mora assignment being one-to-one in this context. 
Examination of all such cases reveals that these rising contours are always found 

2 Kunama has very few "super-heavy" syllables. Three words of which we are aware are: 
;ji1ijgWa- hyaena', arlijkW;j 'boat', and auggW;j 'cat'. A plausible explanation might be to see the 
labial vowel not as a distinct segment so much as simply a contextual feature of the pronun
ciation of the low vowel when followed by a consonant sequence containing labialization, for 
example as aIVggW;j ,etc. Support for this would be the fact that these are the only three words 
of the language that appear to violate the veto on super-heavy syllables, and they all show vir
tually the same curious sequence of segments, which is also not found elsewhere. 
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when the preceding tone is a Low. An example would be 1ag-e'y-a 'your (pI.) 
land', where what is in other contexts a High tone possessive determiner suffix 
-ey 'your' attaches to the Low tone stem 1ag- 'land'. That the tone of -ey really is 
High is evident if it is affixed to Mid or High tone stems, e.g., iig-ey-a 'your (pI.) 
stone', it-ey-a 'your (pI.) house'. The anomaly is resolved if we interpret this par
ticular MH rise simply as the realization of a High tone when it follows a Low 
tone. Examination of tone sequences within words reveals fairly conclusively that 
there are no instances of a Low tone followed by a level high pitch, though there 
are many where a Low is followed by a MH rise (cf. the examples in (3b)). We 
conclude then that, in this context, the MH rise represents a High tone. 

Many of the examples showing falling and rising contours that were adduced 
in Section 2.1 involved word-final short vowels. In such cases it is clear that the 
one-to-one assignment of tones to moras just outlined cannot be sustained. 
Kunama appears to be a language exhibiting strong tonal stability3 and dumping 
of string-final tones on the last (rightmost) tone-bearing unit is invoked to account 
for such forms, as, for example, in (7). 

(7) H M L L M H 

I V I I L 
f.l f.l f.l f.l f.l 
I /1 I ~ /"1 

t - e a t a i 

ite' 'houses' atan (woman's name) 

Within utterances, natural breaks occurring after sense groups that are not final 
in the utterance may occur. When they do, they are signalled by a High boundary 
tone. Where the pre-boundary vowel carries a Mid tone, a rise to High is heard. 
In the case where the pre-boundary vowel bears Low tone, a short rise to High is 
sometimes heard, though this generally contracts its range to that of a MH rise. 
Likewise, vocative address is signalled by suffixation of a final Low tone. If this 
suffixation occurs on a noun ending in a vowel bearing a Mid tone, a short falling 

(8) L M-H L M - L 

~ V 1 V 
f.l f.l f.l f.l f.l f.l 

I /1 /1 /"1 1/1 
a b n a d a k a 

ablna' 'elephant ... 
, 

dakka' '0 woman!' 

3 In a diachronic sense; thus we assume that there must have been a general loss of vowel 
length in word-final position but that this was not accompanied by a loss of the final tone of the 
tonal melody of such words. 
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contour results. Both these phenomena are accounted for by allowing these purely 
tonal morphemes to dock onto the word-final mora. 

It was claimed earlier that word-internal rising and falling contours, i.e., two
tone sequences, were only to be found associated with heavy syllables.4 An 
interesting morphological alternation in possessive determiners appears to be 
motivated by this constraint. There are four possessive determiners: -aa1) '1 st per
son exclusive', i.e., 'I (± one or more others if plural) but not you'; -i1) '1 st person 
inclusive', i.e., 'I and you'; -ey '2nd person'; -iy '3rd person'. Number in these 
determiners is expressed tonally, where Low and High tones indicate singular and 
plural,5 respectively. Thus: ail-aa1)-a 'my cow', ail-aa1)-a 'our (excl.) cow'; lag
ey-a 'your (sg.) land', lag-ey-a 'your (pI.) land'; it-iy-a 'his/her house', it-iy-a 
'their house'. (Since "inclusivity" necessarily requires two or more persons, -i1) 
always carries High tone.) Now, there is a class of nominals that is distinguished 
by the presence of a High tone morpheme that is manifested not on the stem itself 
but on the vowel of any morpheme that is suffixed to the stem; thus: mas-a
'spear', tay-a 'dog'. The analysis of these forms will be considered in section 3, 
but what interests us here is the fact that, when monomoraic singular possessive 
determiners occur with such nominals, a situation arises in which a High - Low 
sequence would be expected to occur on a short vowel. In such a case, the vowel 

(9) M H - L M M H - L -M 

I I I I I V I 
J.l J.l J.l J.l J.l J.l J.l 

/1 /V /1 /1 /1 /1 
t a y - e y - a t a y - e y - a 

tayeeya tayeya 'your (sg.) dog' 

M H - H - M 

I V I 
J.l J.l J.l 

/1 /1 /1 
t a y - e y - a 

cpo tayeya 'your (pI.) dog' 

4 One clear exception to this statement occurs in the penultimate syllable of the word Mubl'y-e' 
'all' . 
5 In the possessive determiners the plural forms include dual number reference; i.e., there is not 
a distinct form for dual determiners. 
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is sometimes pronounced longer, thereby accommodating the tone sequence in a 
way appropriate for a word-internal environment. With the corresponding plural 
determiner, no such sequence would arise, and the vowel observed is always 
pronounced short, as in (9). As the transcription of the singular form suggests, its 
representation is not the same as for the pronounced form; in fact, it is affected by 
a tonal assimilation process which will be discussed in Section 3.1. 

3. Tone in the noun phrase 

Already, from the account given so far, it will have become clear that tone 
functions significantly in all aspects of the Kunama language, in both lexicon and 
grammar, as well as in areas that might be considered as belonging to intonation. 
Nevertheless, even a cursory examination of the nine-fold set of tonal contrasts 
possible on the segmental string ala, which was adduced at the end of section 2.1, 
suggests that these contrasts rest heavily on what we may distinguish as the 
grammatical functions of tone. The four forms of the verb 'leave' cited there may 
be divided morphologically and tone:segment associations indicated as far as 
possible, but it is still obvious that some morphemes are tonal only, and this fact 
is increasingly impressed upon us as we investigate Kunama grammar. 

As yet, our understanding of Kunama grammar as far as it relates to tone6 is 
still very incomplete. Nevertheless, in order to give some indication of the role of 
tone, we devote the remainder of this paper to a brief account of tone in the noun 
phrase. The first subsection deals with tone in nominal words; the second 
subsection considers some short NP expansions. 

3.1. Nominals. As far as their segmental morphology and tonal behaviour are 
concerned, nouns and adjectives behave identically, and this is given recognition 
here by treating them under a common label of "nominals". 

Simple nominal stems always end in a consonant and may range from zero to 
three moras in length. The lower limiting case of nominals where it could be 
maintained that the stem consists of just a consonant will require separate consi
deration later, but as far as the generalities to be presented here are concerned 
they fall in with all other nominals. 

Considerably more work needs to be done and the set of stem tone melodies in 
(10) is almost certainly not exhaustive. Moreover, we have not extended our 
investigation to any of the many obvious compound nominals found in the 
language. In all the examples in (0), and indeed, in our survey of nominals 
generally, the location of stem tone melodies can regularly be accounted for on 
the assumption of a left-to-right association convention [Goldsmith 1976; but cpo 
Pulleyblank 1986], as shown in (11). 

6 Many of the non-tonal aspects of Kunama grammar have, of course, been already very well 
described by Thompson [1983; 1989], Nikodimos Idris [1987], and Bender [1996]. 



(10) L: 

M: 

H: 

LM: 

MH: 
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1ag- 'land', abln- 'elephant', and- 'big', bobOn- 'nose' 

ug- 'stone', IJiiiid- 'eating', iicc- 'dead', fiitiikiid- 'intetrupting', 
kobOrol1- 'foreman' 

jlb- 'debt', UkI1n- 'owl', lilid- 'fIrewood', ablls- 'male', 
ml1m1m- 'sour' 

asiir- 'straight' 

iisar- 'footprint', Jaus- 'pure', siYkk- 'bird', ii~kkub- 'camel', 
siiasld- 'size' 

HM: ta11- 'rock', fuuc- 'lung' 

HL: 1assaad- 'goat-herd' 

MHM: kitciiib- 'book' 

(11) M H M H 

~ ~ I I~ 
Il Il Il Il Il 

/'J /'J /1 
I] a d- m m m- s a s d-

IJiiiid- 'eating' ml1mlm- 'sour' siiasld- 'size' 

M H M 

I I I 
Il Il Il 
~ /\/ 

k 1 t a b-

kitaiib- 'book' 

19 

We have encountered only a small handful of items where something like a 
tonal pre-association would be required to ensure the correct surface pattern, e.g., 
iisiiIjg- 'head', where pre-association of the High would allow association of the 
preceding Mid tone according to the association convention, as in (12a). Here we 
assume the Obligatory Contour Principle operates, as it appears to apply in the 
vast majority of cases. However, there is no clear evidence that OCP must be 
invoked, and an alternative analysis, that each tone is pre-linked as in (12b), while 
violating the OCP, has the advantage that the above exceptions would no longer 
be exceptional. 
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(12) a. M H b. M M H 

~ I I I I 
I-l /l I-l I-l /l I-l 
I ~ I I ~ I 
a s a I) g- a s a I) g-

asaJjg- 'head' 

What we refer to as the nominal vowels (NVs) are vocalic suffixes; -a in the 
case of singular and dual number, and -e in the case of plural number. Although 
one or other of the NV s occur in every nominal form, their location depends upon 
the presence or absence of other morphemes in the nominal word. Thus, they fol
low the stem itself in undetermined nominals, but if a determiner is present, they 
attach to it. The determiner illustrated here is -am 'this', which occurs with singu
lar and dual forms, and -ay 'these', which occurs with plural. These points are 
illustrated here with the two nouns laga 'land' and aguda 'water-pot', and the 
adjective turuda 'fat'. In each example the nominal vowel is underlined. 

(13) undetermined 

singular 1ag-4 agud-4 turud-4 

dual 1ag-[J.-mme agud-[J.-mme turud-[J. -mme 

plural lag-~' agud-~' turud-~' 

determined (Determiners shown are: -am 'this', -ay'these') 

singular 1ag-am-[J. agud-am-[J. turud-am-[J. 

dual 1ag-am-[J.-mme agud-am-[J.-mme turud-am-[J.-mme 

plural lag-ay-~' agud-ay-E turud-ay-~' 

In the above words the tonal patterns are all straightforwardly compositional 
and only in the case of the dual forms do we observe something that might 
require a word of explanation. This is the occurrence of a Mid-to-Low fall on the 
penultimate syllables of these forms. This is readily explained in terms of the 
Low tone associated with the morpheme marking dual number, viz. -mme 
achieving a maximal realization. This can be taken as rather nice evidence that 
the domain of tone in Kunama is the morpheme. In this case we have a segmental 
morpheme which is bimoraic without being either a bimoraic syllable or a 
sequence of two monomoraic syllables, and its tonal melody associates fully with 
it without apparent regard for syllable boundaries. And yet, it must be observed 
that at the same time the syllable-based constraint governing the distribution of 
tone sequences word-internally is still maintained. 
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The nominals just considered are all of one type in that, whatever the tonal 
melody is, it aligns itself with the final mora of the stem. We shall refer to nomi
nals of this type as Class 1. 

There is, however, another type of nominal where there is an additional High 
tone that does not align with the final mora of the stem, which means that its 
realization always takes place on the first element following the stem. In undeter
mined nominals this High tone is located on the nominal vowels, as in (14). In 
(14) b and c, the characteristic Mid tone elements of the nominal vowels (-a, -e) 
could be regarded as having been incorporated en passant in the High-to-Low 
falls on the syllable following the stem. 

(14) a. singular 
as-a- 'old - of thing'; iiiid-a- 'firewood'; aid-a 'intestines'; tom-a 'fire'; 
aM-a 'grandmother'; aOijgW-a- 'hyaena'; kosas-a- 'learning' 

b. dual 
tom-a-mme 'two fires'; tiikk-a-mme 'two guns' 

c. plural 
tom-e 'fires'; tiikk-e 'guns' 

Could this additional High tone not be analysed as a component of the 
nominal vowels? Such a view might require, for example, that we set up two 
tonally distinct sets of nominal vowels distributed with different stems on a 
lexically determined basis. That this is incorrect is easily understood when we 
observe that this High tone appears on other vocalic suffixes-as occurs, for 
example, in nominal words containing determiners. An example of this has 
already been seen earlier in (9); the same otherwise unexpected High tone 
appears in other determiners also, as shown in (15). Here, optional lengthening of 
the vowel of the determiner is explained as previously (cf. example (9), i.e., as a 
response to the constraint promoting optimal word-internal association of tone 
sequences and syllables. 

(15) tOm-am-a - tOm-aam-a 
tiikk-am-a - tiikk-aam-a 

'this fire'; 
'this gun' 

The examples in (15) also illustrate another common tonological process of 
Kunama, namely the spreading of Mid tone to replace a preceding Low when the 
latter is preceded by a High tone. In these examples, the Low tone of -am is 
affected, as shown by the schema in (16). This assimilation has the effect of 
smoothing the overall contour. It is an interesting question whether assimilation 
of this sort occurs more generally, e.g., when the sequence H-M-L occurs with 
each tone on its own syllable. Our data does not include relevant examples, which 
must be very rare among nouns in the language if they exist at all. The sequence 
might well occur in verbal constructions, and this remains an area for further 
research. 
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(16) M H-L M 

I I t------I 
Il Il Il Il 
~ /V ~ 

o m a m _ a 

tom-aam-a 'this fIre' 

As demonstrated above, the association of tone melodies with nominal stems 
in Kunama generally follows a left-to-right operation, and it will be noticed that 
if the extra High tone were analysed just as part of the stem tone melody, its 
behaviour in words such as amm-a 'laugh (n.)' (*a mm-a), and TIs-e 'fIsh (pl.)' 
(*iiS-e') would run contrary to that generalization. Moreover, as we have said, 
this High tone never attains association within the stem. We conclude that this 
floating tonal element represents an independent and purely tonal morpheme. It 
appears to add nothing to the semantics of the nominals where it is found, and is 
considered here simply as a marker of a second lexical class which we shall refer 
to as Class II, exemplified in (17).7 The claim that these are indeed two nominal 
classes receives rather striking confIrmation when we consider possessive con
structions (cf. section 4.2.4.). 

(17) Class II Class I 
M-H LM-H M HM 
tom- kosas- cpo kut- fuuc-
'fIre' 'learning' 'breast' 'lung' 

We have already made the observation that some nominal stems in Kunama 
seem to consist simply of a single consonant, which we refer to as 'mono-conso
nantal' stems. It might be expected that such stems would have no tonal melody 
of their own, and the tone pattern of a word in which they occurred would be 
supplied entirely by other morphemes that were present; and this appears to be 
the case, as shown by the examples in (18). 

(18) singular 
m- 'tooth' m-a 
ny- 'meat' ny-a 

plural 
m-e' 
ny-e' 

cpo dual 
m-a-mme 
ny-a-mme 

Nevertheless, there are some facts that suggest that such stems are not really 
without tone. Firstly, we find that these nominals divide into two classes, 
according to tonal behaviour, just like nominals with longer stems. This fact is 
apparent simply in listening to citation forms, as in (19). Examples of those that 
have the High tone class marker are given in (20). 

7 Thus it would be comparable to a thematic vowel defining a distinct inflectional class in more 
familiar languages. 
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(19) w-a 'eye' s-a 'giving' 
k W --a 'man' w-a 'leaving off' 
b-a 'hole' t-a 'building, constructing' 
c-a 'death' d-a 'returning' 
n-a 'drinking' i-a 'leaf vegetables' 
k-a 'taking, accepting' i-a 'collecting' 
I)-a 'eating' 

(20) m-a 'love' s-a 'closing' 
k-a.- 'hate' t-a 'breaking (tL)' 
b-a.- 'raising, ploughing, t-a 'planting, inserting' 

sexual intercourse' 
w-a 'entering' 

At first blush it would appear that the nominals in (19) and (20) belong, 
respectively, to Classes I and II as previously established for other nominals. 
Indeed, there seems to be no real difficulty in considering the nominals in (20) as 
members of Class II. Thus, a nominal such as ma.- 'love' behaves exactly like a 
typical Class II nominal such as taya.- 'dog', as shown in (21). It would seem 
reasonable, therefore, to analyse the nominals of (20) as having stems such as m'
'love', s'- 'closing', etc. 

(21) 'dog' tay-a m-a love 
'dogs (dual)' tay-a.-mme m-a.-mme loves (dual) 
'dogs (pl.)' tay-e m-e loves (pI.) 

'this dog' tay-am-a - tay-a.am-a m-a.am-a this love 
'your (pI.) dog' tay-ey-a m-ey-a your (pI.) love 

There is, however, a problem with identifying the nominals of (19) with Class 
I. Forms of the nominals listed in (19) should-if they are really members of 
Class I-show no evidence of either a stem tone melody (they have, after all, 
mono-consonantal stems) or a post-stem tone (a post-stem High tone being the 
defining property of Class II nominals). Unexpectedly, however, we find both 
falls and rises on determiners affixed to these nominals, as shown in (22). 

(22) kW-aam-a 
kw-aa.I)-a 
m-l1y-e' 
ny-eey-a 

'this man' 
'our (excI.) man' 
'his teeth' 
'your (pI.) meat' 

(*kW-aam-a) 
(*kw -aaI)-a) 
C*m-lly-e' ) 
C*ny-eey-a) 

Such forms reveal a parallelism in behaviour to nominals of Class II rather than 
to Class I, and we suggest that a similar analysis be applied to them by claiming 
that they also have a floating tone following the stem. In this case, however, that 
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tone is a Mid. We shall refer to this type as Class III. They could be represented 
as m-- 'tooth', ny-- 'meat', etc. 

Are we correct though in assuming these stems to be mono-consonantal? An 
argument in favour of this analysis would be the fact that the vowel that follows 
the consonant of the stem appears always to be of a quality as would be furnished 
by whatever suffix occurs; compare the examples in (21) and (22). An argument 
for considering them not as mono-consonantal but as consisting of a consonant 
followed by a short vowel of some sort comes from the fact that vowels of 
determiner suffixes that attach to them are always long. In other cases it has been 
noted that such suffixes only show optional vowel lengthening when the deriva
tion creates a tone sequence to be associated with them. Perhaps the constant 
factor of length in these mono-consonantal nominals could be accounted for by 
positing a mora in association with the post-stem tones. This would allow the 
segmental content of any suffix to associate with this mora, and so account for 
the vowel quality encountered, as in (23). 

(23) M L M 

I I I 
f..l f..l f..l 

~ ~ 
m - a m - a 

maama 'this tooth' 

H L M 
I I I 

f..l f..l f..l 

~ ~ 
m y - a 

miiya « mnya by assimilation of 
Low to Mid) 'his/her love' 

The fact that the citation form contains only a short vowel cannot be con
sidered to constitute a serious objection to such an analysis, for it is a fact about 
Kunama that there simply are no word-final long vowels. So, any long vowel 
derived by suffixing a nominal vowel to this stem vowel might be expected to be 
pruned to length. A similar observation to the effect that there are no super-heavy 
syllables in the language would counter any objection based on the fact that the 
nominal vowel is always short in dual forms, such as m-a-mme 'teeth (dual)', 
for which one imagines a closed syllable contraction process eliminating poten
tially trimoraic syllables. 

An analysis of these stems in this way would be to acknowledge that not all 
stems end in consonants. This would present a synchronic irregularity but, view
ing the proposal positively, it might also go some way towards understanding 
how post-stem floating tones came about in Kunama, for one could then see such 
tones as relics of earlier tone-bearing vocalic suffixes. The fact that rather more 
of the substance of such suffixes was retained in monoconsonantal stems would 
be similar to the frequent retention of, say, otherwise lost noun class prefixes with 
monosyllabic noun stems in Bantu, e.g., Swahili Class 9/10 n-ta 'wax' but tembo 
'elephant' . 
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3.1.1. Numerals. Numeral quantifiers can also certainly be regarded as a sub
group of nominals, though from the point of view of tone there is a slight differ
ence. Thus, while the nominal vowels of all other nominals bear a Mid tone, the 
nominal vowel of most numerals bears a Low tone. The numerals 1 - 10 operate 
within a quinary system, whereas from 10 upward the system is clearly decimal. 

(24) one 611,r elevenS se'bnaa1a 611a-
two Mare twelve se'bnaa1a Mare 
three satte eighteen se'bnaa1a konsatte 
four saJJe twenty se'bbaare 
five kussume twenty-one se'bbaare 611a 
SIX kofital1e thirty se'bsatte 
seven kofitabaare forty se'bsaJ1e 
eight koiisatte fifty se'bkussume 
mne 61daude sixty se'bkofltal1e 
ten se6be hundred muja 

Two things will be observed. Firstly, the only numerals to have the nominal 
vowel -a are 6118- 'one' and muja- 'one hundred'; all the others have the nominal 
vowel -e. It seems clear from this that 'one' is just like any other singular nominal 
morphologically9, while all the numerals higher than 'one' behave like plural 
nominals. The second thing to be noted is that, like other nominals, the numerals 
are subdivided into those with a floating High tone following the stem (611a 
'one', satte 'three', kofital1e 'six', muja- 'hundred') and those that do not have a 
post-stem vowel. 

The attributive quantifying use of numeral quantifiers will be considered in 
Section 3.4.2, but it is pertinent here to mention the rather special behaviour of 
611a- 'one' in attributive function. When functioning in this way, 611a- attaches to 
the noun it quantifies. The latter drops its nominal vowel, though when the tone 
of this vowel is simply Mid (i.e., with no post-stem High superimposed on it) it 
may be detected as a component of a rise on the numeral, as in (25). 

(25) a1611a- 'one lizard' cpo a18- 'lizard' 
m6118- 'one love' cpo ma- 'love' 
agudei18- 'one water-pot' cpo aguda 'water-pot' 
dakke'j1a 'one woman' cpo dakka 'woman' 

me'11a 'one tooth' cpo ma 'tooth' 

8 The teens are formed by means of a postpositional phrase structure meaning 'X ahead of ten'. 
9 muja- 'hundred' is always quantified by another numeral, and the citation form listed here is 
a short form of mujeJia- 'one hundred', which is why it appears with the singular nominal 
vowel. 
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The matter is considered here because it would not be unreasonable to see 
such forms as incipient "singulatives". It is a feature of many Eritrean languages 
to have a singulative nominal category. In the case of Kunama, a profound 
linguistic influence has generally been exerted by its neighbour Tigre, which is a 
language well known for its wide deployment-and extensive use-of a singula
tive number category [cf. Palmer 1962].10 

All other quantifiers, i.e., words such as aTte"many', cfIjgude 'few, a little', 
b66bl 'ye' 'all', and b66bj 'ya 'every', behave entirely like adjectives and, like 
them, have fully regular nominal morphology; it should be noted that their 
nominal vowels do not pattern tonally like the numerals just considered. 

3.2. Determiners. The possessive determiners (-aI) '1 st person exclusive', -iI) '1 st 
person inclusive', -ey '2nd person', -iy '3rd person') and the proximal deictic 
determiners (-am 'this', -ay 'these') have already entered into the discussion of 
the previous section. There is one further pair of determiners which occurs, like 
these, in post-stem position, namely -156m 'that' and -6y 'those'. This suffix also 
denotes previous reference within discourse, so that it functions somewhat like a 
definite article. The tonal behaviour of nominals containing -156m and -6y is 
entirely straightforward. 

The tables in (26) present the tone patterns of four representative nominals of 
the classes established in 3.1. containing the three determiners for the three num
ber categories; it thus summarizes what has been discussed to this point. 

(26) a. eIa 'tree' (Class I) 
possessive det prox. deic. det distal deic. det 

sg. el-a el-aaI)-a el-am-a el-66m-a 

duo el-a-mme el-aaIJ-a-mme el-am-a-mme eJ-66m-a-mme 

pI. el-e' el-aaIJ-e' el-ay-e' el-6y-e' 

b. taya 'dog' (Class II) 
possessive det prox. deic. det distal deic. det 

sg. tay-a- tay-aaIJ-a tay-a-m-a - tay-66m-a 
tay-aam-a 

duo tay-a-mme tay-aaIJ-a-mme tay-a-m-a-mme - tay-66m-a-mme 
tay-aam-a-mme 

pl. tay-e tay-aaIJ-e' tay-a-y-e' - tay-6-y-e' -
tay-aay-e' tay-66y-e' 

10 The location and behaviour of the dual number marker -mme suggests that it could have had 
a similar origin. The fact that the final e vowel of this form is associated with a Low tone 
points up its affinity with the numerals. 
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c. ma 'tooth' (Class III) 

I!ossessive det I!rox. deic. det distal deic. det 

sg. m-a m-a;h)-a m-aam-a m-oom-a 

duo m-a-mme m-aal]-a-mme m-aam-a-mme m-oom-a-mme 

pI. m-e' m-aal]-e' m-aay-e' m-ooy-e' 

d. ma 'love' (Class II) 
Qossessive det };1rox. deic. det distal deic. det 

sg. m-a m-aal]-a m-aam-a m-oom-a 

duo m-a-mme m-aal]-a-mme m-aam-a-mme m-oom-a-mme 

pI. m-e m-aal]-e' m-aay-e' m-ooy-e' 

Finally, mention should be made of another assimilation that has been noted in 
connection with determiners. When the Low tone determiners (i.e., -am, -ay, and 
the singular possessive determiners) attach to a Mid tone stem in which the last 
two moras form a heavy syllable, Low tone spreads leftwards to the second mora, 
replacing its association with Mid. Thus: mInd-am-a 'this leg', cpo mInd-a 'leg'. 
The process may be represented as in (27). 

(27) M L M 

~ I 
Jot Jot Jot Jot 

~ I ~ ~ 
m n d - a m - a 

mInd-am-a 'this leg' 

3.3. Simple NP expansions. It is our purpose here to consider a small variety of 
NP expansions with a view to describing the behaviour of tone within syntax. 

3.3.1. Adjectives in attributive function. Although adjectives and nouns form a 
common class in terms of morphology, their syntactic behaviour is quite distinct, 
and this distinction extends to tonal patterning as well. While attributive adjec
tives follow the head noun they qualify, nouns in possessor function precede the 
head noun. 11 What especially concerns us here is that within a noun-adjective 
sequence neither constituent shows any tonal change, as shown in (28). 

11 The point is of interest in terms of areal linguistic features, for within the Hom generally the 
syntactic location of adjectives vis a vis the noun they qualify and the possessor in a possessive 
construction correlate. 
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(28) a. ita anda '(a) big house' 
b. tay;r bTIba- '(a) red dog' 

cpo ita 'house'; anda 'big' 
cpo tay<f 'dog'; bTIba- 'red' 

c. ita damadamme 'a couple of small houses' 
cpo ita 'house'; damadamme 'small (dual)' 

d. kiisa geere- 'tall girls' cpo kl1sa 'girl'; geere- 'tall (pl.)' 

As the last two examples (28c-d) show, number marking takes place on the 
adjective rather than on the noun head, but from the tonal point of view each 
word is fully explicable in terms of its morphology as an independent item. 

3.3.2. Numerals and other quantifiers. The rather special behaviour of e11a
'one' as an attributive quantifier has already been seen (cf. 3.1.1.). When func
tioning to qualify a nominal, numerals follow the nominal, though they show no 
signs of cliticizing to it. The plural nominal vowel occurs obligatorily on the NP 
head, even when dual marking occurs; when this latter is present-necessarily 
with the numeral 'two' -it is suffixed to the stem of the numeral. Any 
determiners present are also suffixed to the numeral stem. With regard to tonal 
behaviour no changes are observed in either word, as shown in (29). 

(29) dakke' satte 'three women' cpo dakk€, 'women', satte 'three' 
ablne' salle 'four elephants' cpo ablne' 'elephants', salle 'four' 
dakke' baaramme 'two women (dual)' 12 

cpo dakkamme 'women (dual)' 
agude' sattaye 'these three water-pots' 13 

cpo agud€' 'water-pots', satte 'three', -ay'these' 
taye salloye 'those four dogs' cpo taye 'dogs', sa1ie 'four', -oy 'those'. 

As was noted earlier, other quantifiers are formally just like nominals. When 
quantifying a nominal their behaviour-including tonal behaviour-is exactly 
like that of attributive adjectives. 

3.4.3. The possessive construction. The possessive construction in Kunama has 
the order possessor-possessee. In such constructions, tonal changes may be very 
much in evidence. However, the changes seen in nouns of Classes I and II differ. 
As possessor, Class I nouns replace the Mid tone melody of the nominal vowel 
with a Low tone melody; this is clearly seen when the following word begins with 
a consonant, though when it begins with a vowel, assimilation to the tone borne 
by this vowel occurs. In possessee function, the tonal melody of the stem is 

12 The numeral baare 'two' does not necessarily require dual morphology; thus, dilkke' Mare 
'two women'. The semantic distinction conferred by this grammatical difference has not yet 
been investigated. 
13 The leftward spreading of the final Low tone should be noted. From our observations to date 
all assimilations-whether tonal or segmental-operate regressively (leftwards) in Kunama. 
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replaced by a Mid-High melody, as in (30). The change in tone melody is 
illustrated clearly in Figures 8 and 9, with the former showing the citation forms 
and the latter the possessive construction. 

(30) a. dakka samata '(a) woman's grain-basket' 
cpo dakka 'woman'; samata 'grain-basket' 

b. ablna iikuna '(an) elephant's ear' cpo abina 'elephant'; ukuna 'ear' 

c. gamma mlnda '(a) sheep's leg' cpo gamma 'sheep'; miiida 'leg' 

d. dakka ganime '(a) woman's sheep (pl.)' 
cpo dakka 'woman'; gamme"sheep (pl.)' 

e. ab}na iikunamme '(an) elephant's two ears' 
cpo ablna 'elephant'; ukunamme 'ear (du.)' 

f. agiida iikuna '(the) ear (= handle) of a waterpot' 
cpo agiida 'waterpot', ukuna 'ear' 

g. nya' hama '(the) meat's taste' 

h. kiiSa asaijga '(a) girl's head' 

1. ita iida- '(a) house's door' 

cpo nya 'meat', hama 'tastiness' 

cpo klisa 'girl', asaIjga 'head' 

cpo ita 'house', iid,r 'door' 

It is important to notice in the examples in (30) that the Mid tone of the 
nominal vowel of the posses see undergoes no change. However, if the stem of the 
possessee noun consists of only one mora, assignment of the Mid-High melody 
forces an association of the second tone with the nominal vowel, so that the 
nominal vowels of such forms come to resemble those of Class II nominals, as in 
(31). 

(31) a. ita iida '(a) door of a house' cpo ita 'house'; uda'door' 

b. mindfI gat,r 'shape of a leg' 14 cpo mlnda 'leg'; gata 'shape' 

c. dfIkkfI Ita '(a) woman's house' cpo ita 'house; dfIkka 'woman' 

Class II nouns behave in a distinct way in possessive constructions. In the 
possessor noun the post-stem High tone remains intact but the tone of the nominal 
vowel itself is not replaced by a Low tone melody as it is in Class I, so that the 
form appears to undergo no change at all, as in (32). 

14 The Mid-Low fall in the first syllable of mlrlda results from the tonal assimilation described 
in section 3.2. 
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Figure 8: Representative pitch traces of Kunama words dakka 'woman' and 
samata 'grain basket' as citation forms. 
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Figure 9: Pitch trace of dakka and samata as the possessive construction 
dakka samata 'a woman's grain basket'. 
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(32) a. aJcr m]nda '(a) lizard's leg' 
b. kaasa gata 'shape of a belly' 

cpo cila 'lizard'; m]iida 'leg' 
cpo kaasa 'belly'; gata 'shape' 

31 

This difference in behaviour may possibly be explained by means of the raising to 
Mid of a Low tone preceded by High and followed by Mid, i.e., the assimilation 
process invoked in Section 3.1 to account for something rather similar in the tonal 
behaviour of Low tone determiners. 

The most interesting difference however appears in the possessee noun, where, 
in addition to replacement of the stem tone melody by the Mid-High melody, the 
post-stem High tone is dropped too, as in (33). Illustrations of these are given in 
Figures 10 and 11. 

(33) a. abma kaasa '(an) elephant's belly' cpo ablna 'elephant'; kaasa 'belly' 
b. ala- Siima '(a) lizard's tail' cpo ala 'lizard'; siima 'tail' 

The fact that in these forms the post-stem High tone is dropped along with the 
stem tone melody strongly supports the idea that although it is a separate 
morpheme, this element is part of the stem. 

Some consideration needs to be given to the "monoconsonantal-stem" nouns, 
where their brevity of structure might be expected to impose constraints on the 
association of the Mid-High melody indicating posses see status. As in the case of 
Class I nouns with monomoraic stems considered above, the High tone of the 
melody is obliged to associate with the nominal vowel. However, there being no 
possibility of three tones associating with the nominal vowel the Mid tone ele
ment of the melody receives no phonetic realization. One consequence of the 
High tone element of the melody being realized on the nominal vowel is that the 
tonal distinction between Class III and Class II in monoconsonantal-stem nouns is 
neutralized in possessive constructions; cf. example (34c) below, for example. 

(34) a. gamma wa '(a) sheep's eye' 
b. taya nya- '(a) dog's meat' 
c. dakka ma- '(a) woman's love' 

or '(a) woman's tooth' 

cpo gamma 'sheep', wa 'eye' 
cpo taya 'dog', nya 'meat' 
cpo dakka 'woman', ma- 'love' 
cpo dakka 'woman', ma 'tooth' 

Finally, few examples of nested possessive constructions have been observed, 
and these (35) suggest that they involve essentially the same patterns as have just 
been described. 

(35) a. kWa da'kka lta '(a) man's wife's house' 
cpo kWa 'man'; dakka 'wife (=woman)'; ita 'house' 

b. gE1I11ma Siima sebera 'smell of a sheep's tail' 
cpo gamma 'sheep'; siima 'tail'; sebera 'smell' 
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Figure 10: Representative pitch traces of Kunama words kaasa 'belly' and 
gata 'shape' as citation forms. 
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Figure 11: Pitch trace of kaasa- and gata as the possessive construction 
kaas,:;- gata 'shape of a belly'. 
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4. Summary 

Kunama has, in previous work, been claimed to have contrastive tone, length 
(both consonantal and vocalic) and lexical stress. The present study, while pre
liminary in the sense that much more remains to be explored regarding Kunama 
non-segmental phonology, finds no evidence at all for contrastive lexical stress. 
All lexical constrasts not attributable to segmental or durational differences can 
be accounted for in terms of three tones and tonal contours resulting from 
combinations of these three. Both descriptive phonetic data and phonological 
discussion have been presented concerning the realization of Kunama tone and 
how it functions in noun phrases. Further work should focus on completing the 
description of tone in Kunama. Among what we suspect will be many further 
instances of the grammatical use of tone, the investigation of the verb phrase 
should be of particular priority. Investigation into factors relating to pitch scaling 
in Kunama would also constitute important work since, while a small amount of 
work in this vein has been done on three-tone languages (e.g., Connell & Ladd 
1990 and Laniran 1992 for Yoruba, Snider 1998 for Bimoba), the tonal system of 
Kunama appears to have interesting differences to these languages, and has the 
potential to contribute greatly to our general understanding of tonal phenomena. 
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APPENDIX 

Measurements of Kunama Tones 

Recordings of words illustrating Kunama tones in citation forms and in 
possessive constructions were recording in the Phonetics Laboratory at the School 
of Oriental and African Studies on Sept 30 and Oct. 8 1999. The speaker was 
John Abraha, the third author of this paper. The recordings were done using a 
Sony DTC ZE700 digital recorder, with the audio signal fed into the left channel 
and a laryngograph (EGG) signal to the right channel. We are grateful to Bernard 
Howard for his technical assistance and expertise. Subsequent processing and 
analysis was done using MacQuirer 4.7 software. Measurements for tones from a 
selection of citation forms are included in the text. Table A.I, below, presents the 
measurements done on possessive constructions. Citations forms included in this 
table were recorded separately from those used in the first part of the paper. 
A verage measurements are based on a minimum of five repetitions of each item. 
Where the average is based on a greater number of repetitions, this is indicated. 
Generally two measurements were taken on each vowel, avoiding consonant 
perturbations and using the general criteria set out in Connell & Ladd [1990] to 
select landmarks for measurement. In cases of vowels not flanked by consonants, 
and where no obvious landmark was available, a point was chosen 30-65 ms 
from the beginning or end of the vowel. 



Table A. I. Tone values (FO) for sample Kunama possessive constructions, showing tone changes from citation 
UJ 

forms to possessor or possessee position. 0\ 

Exx Citation fonn Possessor Possessee 

dakka 119-113; 120 119-115; 116-107 

samata 116; 114-110; 126 128-132; 144; 118-115 

2 abina 122-122; 118; 122 121; 121-114; 117 
V) 

2 ukuna 127-116; 124-121; 124-131 131-112; 150-156; 137-118 
.... :;:: 
~ 

3 gamma 120-117; 124-127 125-121; 121 ~. 

"" 3 mmda 130; 124-127 135-154; 128-116 ...... 
;::: 

4 dakka 119-115; 127-123 120; 122-117 ~ "l -. 4 gammc' 121; 129-112 126-149; 128-104 ("') 

~ 

5 abina 124-116; 126-122; 124-129 136-126; 125-120; 123-127 
;::: 
t-< 

5 ukunarnme 128-116; 126; 126-118; 134-123; 163-152; 134-116; S· 
OC) 

106-100 105-103 :;:: 
1:;' 

6 ita 161-146; 134-124 163-148; 132-123 .... 
ri' 

6 uda 130-123; 127-136 124-123; 143-122 "" tv 
1.0 

7 m-Iflda 133-135; 132-134 136-134; 123-115 ----...... 
7 gM3 157; 138-127 122; 152-128 

':;-' 

tv 

8 dakka 124-121; 133-134 127-122; 121 
0 
0 
0 

8 'lta 169-171; 138-130 141-126; 154-133 

9 aIa- 158-165; 160-134 163-170; 160-143 

9 mmda 143; 138-142 145-156; 134-126 

10 kilasa- 135-137; 153-135 136-140; 164-151 

10 gata 153-159; 136-125 138; 146-130 

11 abilla 129; 132-130; 134-138 131; 133; 128-122 



11 kaasa- 137-140; 156-133 

12 ala- 155-163; 149-129 

12 sllma- 172-167; 153-132 

13 gariuna 133-136; 141-146 

13 wa 139-143 

14 taya- 128; 138-117 

14 nya 128-122 

15 dakka 122-121; 132-129 

15 ma- 149-123 

16 dakka 
16 ma 134-125 

17 kwa 137-141 

17 dakka 
17 'ita 168; 132-129 

18 gamma 
18 Siim,r 171; 146-123 

18 sebera 131; 130; 137-143-135 

136-160; 136-125 

154-160; 151-130 

138-148; 138-125 

133; 136 

159-134 

128-137; 139-131 

131-133-116 

123-122; 125 

146-123 

125-122; 127 

147-122 
136-117 

133-148; 127-116 

131; 149-122 

129-125; 118 

141-154; 135-112 

134; 148; 135-122 

a 
<::l'" 
'" ~ 
~ 
>::l ..... -. 0 
;::: 

'" 0 
;::: 

~ 
;::: 
>::l 
~ 
>::l 
..... 
0 
;::: 
~ 

u.> 
-.....l 



Table A.2. Tonal patterns of Possessee. w 
00 

Gloss Cit Class Predicted Observed EXX 

samaffi grain basket LLM MHM MHL 
ukulla ear LLM MHM MLHML 2 

sebera smell LLM MHM MHML 18 

V:l .... 
mmda leg MM MHM MHML 3 :;:: 

$:l... 
~. 

'" 
gamme' sheep (du.) LML MHML MHML 4 S· 

~ ""'! 

iJkiman)me ear (du.) LLMLL MHMLL MHMLL 5 
r;. 
~ 
~ 

t-< 
iJda mouth LM MHM MHM 6 

S· 
OC) 
:;:: 
1:; . .... 

gata shape HM MHM MHM 7 
;::;. 
'" 

'Ita house HM MHM HMHM 8 
tv 
'D ..---

gata shape HM MHM MHM 10 
...... 
'--' 

ita house HM MHM MHM 17 
tv 
0 
0 
0 

mmda leg MM MHM MHM 9 

kaasa- belly MHM II MHM MHM 11 

sllma- tail HHM II MHM MHM 12 



wa eye M III 

nya meat M III 

rna tooth M III 

ma- love HM II 

dakka woman LM 

siima- tail HHM II 

HM HM 13 

HM ML 14 

HM HM 16 

HM HM 15 

MHL MHML 17 

MHL MHML 18 CJ 
t:l'" 
c" 
~ 

~ 
~ ... -. C) 
;::s 
c" 
C) 
;::s 

~ 
;::s 
>:l 
~ 
~ 

0 
;::s 
~ 

W 
\0 
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THE ROLE OF TENSE AND ASPECT IN MBODOMO 
NARRATIVE DISCQURSE* 

Ginger Boyd 
SIL Cameroon 

In Mbodomo, a Gbaya language spoken in Cameroon, the tense/aspect of the 
verb plays an important role in narrative discourse. In general, tense/aspect is 
not marked on main clause verbs except in the story setting. Outside of the 
story setting, tense/aspect inflection is used for marking discontinuity of 
reference (topic, participants), situation (time, location), or action within the 
narrati ve text. 

1. Introduction 

The setting and background information, storyline, and peak episodes of the 
Mbodomo1 folktale narrative each have contrastive pragmatic features. In the 
context of these pragmatic features, the tense/aspect system plays an important 
role. The past tense is the normal verb inflection for communicating background 
information and for detailing the setting in Mbodomo narrative. In the story line 
and in the peak, tense/aspect is not usually marked except where the coherence of 
the narrative is in some way disrupted. Tense/aspect is one of the means used to 
mark the point of disruption and, at the same time, maintain overall coherence in 
the narrative. 

The texts referred to in this paper are primarily the folktales The Girl and the 
Serpent and Hyena and Squirrel, recounted to and recorded by Bagoutou 

* Many thanks go to Bagoutou Djembele Sylvain and the many other people of Gandima 
Tongo and Garoua Yaka who helped me learn Mbodomo. Also my appreciation is due to 
Ngezere Guillaume for correcting my errors in Mbodomo and to Myles Leitch, Keith Snider, 
Rhonda Thwing, Steve Anderson, and Phil Noss for their input, comments, and encouragement. 
Many thanks also go to Dianne Friesen who proof read this paper. 
1 Mbodomo is a Gbaya language spoken in eastern Cameroon. It is in the Adamawa-Ubangi 
group of the Niger-Congo language family. Although the name of the language is Mb6d3m3, 
the English spelling will be used throughout this paper. 
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Djembele Sylvain in the Mbodomo village of Gandima Tongo (see APPENDIX). 
Four other texts, from the SaIIle source, are used, but to a lesser extent. The Bongo 
is a folk tale of a man who goes hunting for bongo. He reserves the best portion 
for himself, but each of his four wives steals some of it. In an effort to find the 
guilty person, he puts them all to a test, which all but one pass with flying colors. 
MbaaimMI] is a tale of a fighting contest between the title character, whose name 
signifies a filthy, rude person, and the Spider "To". Bafi<j tells the tale of what 
happens to To when he insists on exchanging noses with his friend Bat'i~ who has 
an immense nose. In both of the latter two tales, To gets himself into trouble and 
needs to be rescued by others who show more wisdom than he. ZiI8eJil is the tale 
of a great hunt which the title character leads. Due to a lack of foresight, the 
hunters fail to bring water with them. After a very successful hunt, everyone is 
feasting and making merry until everyone but Zli6ela is dying of thirst. 

2. The structure of the Mbodomo verb 

The basic structure of the verb consists of a verb root plus either an inflectional 
suffix or an auxiliary verb. The past tense is formed by adding a past tense suffix 
-a, whose surface form alternates according to vowel harmony constraints 
governed by the main vowel of the verb root. All other tense/aspects are formed 
with auxiliary verbs, some of which precede the verb, others which follow. These 
forms are considered auxiliaries, following N oss [1981] in his description of 
Yaayuwee, a language closely related to Mbodomo. The Mbodomo verb takes 
only one tense/aspect inflection at a time.2 The forms listed in (1) summarize the 
relevant tense/aspect inflections found in Mbodomo (note: V = verb root). 

2 In going over this data with a colleague, it became clear that in reality both tense and aspect 
are marked on the verb: tense and secondary aspect (HAB, PROG, etc.) are marked by the 
presence of either the suffix or of one of the auxiliaries mentioned above, and basic aspect by 
tone on the verb root. There are two basic aspects in Mbodomo: perfective and imperfective. 
Perfective is indicated by a low tone on the verb root, and imperfective by a high tone. 
However, the tense/aspect system in Mbodomo is frozen and completely predictable, and there 
are no constructions where the only difference is one of tone. Furthermore, the basic aspect 
marked by tone on the verb root can be entirely factored out and the system still make sense. 
The tree below illustrates the grammatical choices available: 

T/A< 

PST 
Perfective < PRF 

Imperfecti ve < 

CON 

PUT 
HAB 
PROG 
PSTPROG 



Tense and aspect in Mbodomo narrative discourse 45 

(1) Perfective: 
v-a 
v sS 

maa V 

Imperfective: 
mY 

yka 
a y 

dUI)-u y 

past 
perfect 
consecutive 

future 
(pres.) habitual 
(pres.) progressive 
past progressive 

Verbs that are non-present tense are explicitly marked for tense, either future, 
as in (2), or past, as in (3), and are not marked for secondary aspect. 

(2) Future tense: Future Aux + Verb3 

k6e ta t6 yombo. 
woman FUT pound cassava 
'The woman will pound cassava.' 

(3) Past tense: Verb + past tense suffix 
to16 yar-a kj-m. 
dog lick-PST hand-lS.INALN 
'The dog licked my hand.' 

Verbs that are in the present tense are explicitly marked for secondary aspect 
only, either habitual imperfective, as in (4), or progressive imperfective, as in (5a) 
and (b). 

(4) Habitual (present): Verb + Habitual Aux 
mus bal) lei ka ei 1i yara. 
cat IS.ALN sleep HAB PREP top bed 
'My cat habitually sleeps on the bed.' 

3 The following abbreviations are used in this article: 
ALN alienable poss. FUT future tense 
AUX auxiliary verb HAB habitual aspect 
BEN benefactive prep. IMP imperative 
CAUS causative marker INALN inalienable poss. 
COMP complementizer INT interrogative 
CON consecutive action INTR intransitive suffix 
CONI conjunction LOG logophoric pronoun 
COP copula NEG negative 
DEM demonstrative NOM nominal suffix 
EXCL exclamation PL plural 
FOC focus pass possession 

PREP 
PRF 
PROG 
PST 
PURP 
REL 
RFLX 
S 
SIM 
TOP 

prepostion 
perfect aspect 
progressive aspect 
past tense 
purpose conj. 
relati ve clause mark 
reflexive pronoun 
singular 
simultaneity 
topical marker 
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(5) Progressive (present): Progressive Aux + Verb (intransitive suffix) 
a. koe a gi suga. 

woman PROO cook cassava. greens 
'The woman is cooking cassava greens.' 

b. matua a Jak-nt. 
vehicle PROO leave-INTR 
'The car is leaving.' 

The perfect aspect4 is marked by the auxiliary, s6, as shown in (6). The peri
phrastic verbal structure, dUl] 'to sit, remain' plus the past tense marker, -a, 
preceding the verb, as in (7), expresses a past progressive. 

(6) Perfect: Verb + Perfect marker 
koe yesld1 s6 e-m3 W8 ftt 
squirrel arrange PRF PL-things 3S.ALN already 
'Squirrel had already arranged his things .. .' . [HS 11]5 

(7) Past progressive: dUl) + past tense suffix + verb root 
tIt dUl]-u w6r m3 odi1e ma h3-a. 
1P stay-PST talk something Odile SIM arrive-PST 
'We were talking when Odile arrived.' 

In narrative discourse, a verbal construction occurs which is not found 
elsewhere. Welmers [1973:364] and Longacre [1990] call this narrative-unique 
predicate form the "consecutive tense", which in Mbodomo is formed by 
juxtaposing the auxiliary verb ma before the verb root, as in (8). The consecutive 
tense functions as a past perfective within the storyline of a narrative text. 

(8) Consecutive tense: Consecutive Aux. + Verb 
Mbaaimbal] ma kal] To 10 a nu. 
Mbacfimbal) CON pick. up To throw PREP ground 
'Mbadimbang (then) picked up To and threw (him) to the ground.' 

The consecutive tense marker ma, though superficially similar to the simul
taneous marker ma, has a completely different function. The simultaneous marker 
is used only in compound or complex sentences and indicates the relationship 
between the clauses (see (7) above and sentences [OS 31] and [OS 33] in the 

4 Although there is reason to question the notion of the perfect as an aspect, I am following 
Comrie's [1976: 52-3] lead in identifying it as aspect in view of the fact that, in many 
languages, the perfect may occur with several different tenses but does not occur with other 
aspects. 
5 The code indicates the sentence number and text which can be found in the appendix. 
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appendix). The simultaneous marker may occur in a dependent clause and is 
always found with a verb marked for tense/aspect, whereas the consecutive tense 
marker is never found in dependent clauses nor with any other tense/aspect inflec
tion in the main clause in which it is found. 

3. Role of tense/aspect in Mbodomo narrative 

In the discussion of the role of tense/aspect in Mbodomo narrative, it is important 
to distinguish between background material and foreground or mainline material 
in the narrative. Hopper and Thompson [1980: 280] describe these as follows: 

"That part of a discourse which does not immediately and crucially 
contribute to the speaker's goal, but which merely assists, amplifies, or 
comments on it, is referred to as BACKGROUND ... the material which 
supplies the main points of the discourse is known as FOREGROUND." 

Peak is described by Longacre [1996: 37] as " ... any episode-like unit set apart by 
special surface structure features and corresponding to the climax or 
denouement..." 

Also important in the description of the grammatical structure of the 
Mbodomo folktale narrative is how 

" ... verb and noun morpho syntax are used to sort out strands of 
information relevance in a discourse. Thus the mainline of a discourse 
can be marked ( ... ) by a characteristic tense, aspect. .. , by word order in 
the clause, or by a mystery particle. Various other features can also mark 
the more pivotal parts of the mainline from the more routine parts and 
can classify background, supportive and depictive material so that the 
more crucial bits of such information stand out." [Longacre 1996: 2-3] 

Tense/aspect constitute one of the means used in Mbodomo narrative to dis
tinguish between the types of information as well as marking points of discon
tinuity in the text. 

3.1 The Mbodomo narrative. The prototypical Mbodomo folktale narrative 
consists of a formulaic invitation, a setting, various episodes that increase in 
tension to an action peak, a denouement, a didactic peak or moral, and a 
formulaic closure. 

In Mbodomo narrative, the mainline, or storyline, is generally not marked for 
tense/aspect, except at points of discontinuity. Background information, however, 
is generally marked PAST, especially in the narrative setting. The peak, like the 
storyline, is not generally marked for tense/aspect except at points of 
discontinuity. The main syntactic features of peak, both the main peak and sub
peaks, are: word order variation where the object is fronted (OS V), as in (9); 
norninalized verb phrases which function as tail-head or "summary" -head linkage 
repeating the information in the preceding clause, and the focus marker na 
occurring before the main clause verb, both shown in (10). The peak of the narra
tive may use some or all of these features. 



48 Studies in African Linguistics 29(1), 2000 

(9) pI-bolo ka k6t pI a nu 8akla. 
put-iron that squirrel put PREP mouth hyena 
'(It is) that bit, that Squirrel put in Hyena's mouth.' [HS26] 

(10) h3-a me g:5k wan-dol-bOlo na to-a 
arrive-PST.NOM pass serpent chief-fashion-iron FOC strike-PST 
'When the serpent arrived, the blacksmith struck it on 

zii g:5k gbe. 
head serpent kill 
its head, killing it.' [GS 24] 

3.2 Continuity and discontinuity in Mbodomo narrative. A coherent dis
course has the tendency to evoke the same referents, revolve around recurring 
themes, and develop along locational, temporal, or logical parameters [Payne 
1997:344]. Givon [1990:896-97] states that "coherent discourse tends to 
maintain, over a span of several propositions, respectively: 

a) the same referent ("topic"); 
b) the same or contiguous time; 
c) the same or contiguous location; 
d) sequential action." 

So, when there is a change of reference-topic or participant, change of situa
tion-time or location, or change in sequential action, there is a discontinuity in 
the text. At these points of discontinuity certain devices are employed "to indicate 
discontinuities in a coherent monologue ... [and] to maintain the overall unity and 
continuity of the text by guiding the listener ... across the discontinuity" 
[Levinsohn 1994:4-5]. Mbodomo uses tense/aspect as one of its devices to mark 
these points of discontinuity in the narrative. In general, where there is discon
tinuity in the text, tense/aspect will be marked on the main clause verb. The main 
clause verb will not be marked for tense/aspect where there is no discontinuity. 

While tense/aspect inflection marks discontinuity, it is not possible to fully 
predict which tense/aspect inflection will occur with each type of discontinuity 
based on the texts used for this study. The most that can be said is that Mbodomo 
restricts the use of certain tense/aspect inflections. For example, the consecutive 
tense is used only where there is consecutive or sequential action in the storyline. 
As a result, the consecutive tense is not found in the background information of a 
narrative. Furthermore, the future and the perfect constructions are used only 
where there is a disruption of temporal sequence. In other words, the consecutive 
tense may permit discontinuities of reference or situation, but not discontinuity of 
sequential action, and the future tense/aspect and the perfect occur only when 
there are discontinuities of temporal sequentiality. 

Figure 1 summarizes the roles the different tense/aspects play in Mbodomo 
narrative text. Although the tense/aspect usage is identical in both the story line 
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Predicate forms/ Background Story line Action peak 
Key narrative parts 

cont. discont. cont. discont. cont. discont. 

Past tense X X X 

Consecutive tense X X 

Unmarked verb 
___ 6 

X X 

Perfect X X X 

Future X X X 

Figure 1. Tense/aspects inflections and their roles in narrative. 

and the action peak, other syntactic features distinguish the story line from the 
action peak. 

Another technique used in Mbodomo narrative to mark certain types of 
discontinuity, in particular discontinuity of situation, is the use of adverbial 
phrases and certain conjunctions. While these adverbial phrases and conjunctions 
are often used in tandem with tense/aspect marking on the verb, this is not always 
the case, especially with the conjunction a 'but/then'. This conjunction will be 
discussed in further detail below. 

3.3 The role of tense/aspect in narrative continuity. As mentioned above, the 
marking of tense/aspect inflection is one means that Mbodomo uses to mark dis
continuities in the narrative. Markedness, however, is not absolute. What may be 
the marked form in one context, may be the unmarked form in another context 
[Givan 1990:946]. In the Mbodomo narrative, PAST is marked when it appears in 
the storyline or peak of a narrative but unmarked elsewhere. 

3.3.1 Past tense as normal inflection in the setting and background. The past 
tense is the normal verb inflection in main clauses in the narrative setting and 
background. Given that background is that "which ... assists, amplifies, or com
ments on" the speaker's goal [Hopper and Thompson 1980: 280], both examples 
(11) and (12) give background information. However, while there is continuity 
between the two sentences in (11), and, hence, the use of the normal, unmarked 
inflection, there is discontinuity of time and action between the storyline sen
tence in (12a) and action referred to in the background sentence (12b). Example 
(12b) reflects this discontinuity by the use of a marked inflection. Even before 
Hyena had returned home, Squirrel was ready. 

6 The unmarked verb has not yet been found in the background information of a narrative. 
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( 11) din]-u ne 6akia hine koe. 
sit-PST PREP hyena PREP squirrel 
'There was once a hyena and a squirrel.' [HS 2] 

wa dUI]-u ndaI] kara. 
3P sit-PST one long.time 
'They were friends (lit. one) for a long time.' [HS 3] 

(12) a. lak-a mi 6akia a 16, mi S1-a ni 
leave-PST.NOM POSS hyena PREP DEM FOe return-PST go 

a Ie wa. 
PREP village 3S.ALN 
'(When) Hyena left that place, (he) returned to his (own) village.' 

[HS 10] 

b. k6e yes}cfi s:5 e-mj wa fit, far la fit. 
squirrel arrange PRF PL-thing 3S.ALN already wash clothes already 
'Squirrel had already arranged his things (and) washed (his) clothes.' 

[HS 11] 

The past tense also occurs in dependent clauses that provide background infor
mation. Examples (13) and (14) illustrate the use of relative clauses which pro
vide background information to the narrative. The example in (15), which also 
includes a relative clause providing background information, shows the con
trasting marked inflection. 

(13) wili b:JI] ka te-a g3. 
man lS.ALN REL come-PST that 
'That one, who is coming, is my husband!' [GS 7] 

(14) ... e-y1 mi Ie ka din]-u a nj kpata ... 
PL-people POSS village REL sit-PST PREP drink beer 

' ... the people of the village, who sat drinking com beer, .. .' [HS 29] 

(15) koe far-a te ne, pi 1a ka wene far s:5 
squirrel wash-PST body 3S.lNALN put clothes REL 3S wash PRF 
'Squirrel washed his body (and) put on the clothes that he had already 

fit 
already 
washed.' [HS 23] 
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3.3.2 Verbs uninflected for tense/aspect as normal inflection in storyline. 
The unmarked verb construction in independent clauses in the storyline is unin
flected for tense/aspect. Once the context is established, main clause verbs are 
uninflected for tense/aspect where there is continuity of referent, time, location 
and action. The sentence in (16a) introduces a new episode. Tense/aspect marking 
is used in the first sentence marking the point of discontinuity (in this case of 
location and action), but the main clause verb of the second sentence (16b), which 
maintains contiguous time, location, and action and the same referents is un
marked for tense/aspect. The main clause verbs in examples (16a-b) are under
lined. 

(16) a. ka k6e dak pcr, 6akia ae-a naIJa a yu, 
when squirrel pull cord hyena set-PST feet PREP flight 
'Then Squirrel pulled the cord (and) Hyena started running (lit. put his 
feet into flight) 

SUI] ne d6l6 Ie. 
toward PREP road village 
toward the road to the village.' [HS 28] 

b. ka e-yl mc Ie ka dUIJ-U a n:J kpata, 
when PL-people POSS village REL sit-PST PREP drink com.beer 

'When the people of the village, who sat drinking com beer, 

ae 11 a d6l6 h:J wa nZ:Jk na k6e a zii 6akia 
set eye PREP road field 3P see FOC squirrel PREP head hyena 
looked toward the field path, they saw Squirrel on Hyena's head, 

ka h6IJ yu tc-nc. 
REL run flight come-INTR 
who was running.' [HS 29] 

However, Mbodomo narrative tends to limit to approximately two the number 
of sentences in a string where there is continuity of referent, time, location and 
action. Other devices, in particular verb chains, are more commonly used in these 
situations. Verb chains in Mbodomo consist of an independent clause followed by 
a series of verbs that are not marked for tense/aspect and which do not have overt 
subjects [Boyd 1997: 134]. The sentences in (17) from the folktale, Zu6ela, and 
(18) illustrate such verb chains. The verbs are underlined. Other examples of verb 
chains can be found in the appendix: [OS 24, 26], [HS 46, 48]. 

(17) e-yl nd:Jk:J ma gbe e-nam, de gbak katltl ne kp66 ... 
PL-people DEM:PL CON kill PL-animal make shelf dry PREP meat... 
'Those people killed animals, made drying shelves (and) dried meat...' 
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(18) koe far-a tc nc, 111 1a ... 
squirrel wash-PST body 3S.INALN put clothes 
'Squirrel washed his body (and) put on the clothes ... [HS 23] 

3.3.3 Verbs uninflected for tense/aspect as normal inflection in peak. The 
unmarked verb construction in independent clauses that make up the peak or sub
peaks of the narrative are also uninflected for tense/aspect. Except where there is 
discontinuity, the verb does not generally have tense/aspect inflection in the 
action peak or in episodal sub-peaks. In the peak of the story, The Girl and the 
Serpent, the girl arrives at the road leading home (change of location, and also 
first sentence of peak episode, so the main clause is marked for tense/aspect), 
(19a), but the following sentence, example (l9b), maintains the same referent, 
location, time, and action as the preceding sentence and is hence unmarked for 
tense/aspect. 

(19) a. h:3-a wa a d616, a bilr-u goe nde 
arrive-PST.NOM 3S.ALN PREP road 3S.TOP untie-PST wrap COMP 
'When she arrived at the road, she untied the wrap 

e nz6k gba1a g6k. 
LOG see bone serpent 
to see the serpent bone.' [GS 28] 

b. bilr-u-a wa, a nz6k na be g:5k ... 
untie-PST-NOM 3S.ALN 3S.TOP see FOC small serpent 
'(When) she untied (the wrap), it's a baby serpent, she saw .. .' [GS 29] 

3.4. The role of tense/aspect in narrative discontinuity. As mentioned above, 
when continuity of action, time, location, or participant is disrupted, various 
methods are used at the point of discontinuity to maintain the overall coherence 
of the text. Givan [1983:18] notes that when there is discontinuity, "more coding 
material" is required than would otherwise be necessary if there were no dis
continuity. Therefore, it stands to reason that less tense/aspect marking would 
occur where there is continuity and more tense/aspect coding would occur where 
there is discontinuity. Levinsohn [1994: 11] notes that in Makaa, another language 
of Cameroon, " ... tense markers typically occur only at points of discontinuity in a 
narrative ... " This pattern is also found in Mbodomo narrative. 

3.4.1. Discontinuity at episodal boundaries. In Mbodomo narrative, tense/ 
aspect markers occur at points of discontinuity, including the initial sentence of 
each episode. One can thus argue that the initial independent clause of each 
episode marks an important type of discontinuity, that between two separate parts 
of the narrative: the discontinuity between establishment of the story setting and 
the launching of the action of the story. This explains the presence of the 
tense/aspect inflection in the first sentence of the first episode. The examples in 
(20) and (21) are the first sentences after the story setting of the folk tales, The 
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Girl and the Serpent and The Hyena and the Squirrel, respectively; both have 
tense/aspect inflection on the main verb. 

(20) ke 31) wili nde gbak-te-ne-pdndd 
then certain man COMP borrow-body-PREP-grass 
'Then a certain man called "He-who-changes-bodies-with-the-grass" 

nc:-a ne sendi te ... 
go-PST and change body 
came and changed his body .. .' [OS 6] 

(21) k6e 1ak-a 31) s6e ne 66 a 1e ... 
squirrel leave-PST certain day and say PREP village 
'One day Squirrel went and said to (the people of) the village .. .' [HS 4] 

However, it is not only the first episode that is inflected for tense/aspect. Later 
episodes also mark tense/aspect on the episode-initial sentence. The sentences in 
example (22a) are the last sentences of the peak episode. The sentence imme
diately following it in (22b) is the first sentence of a new episode (the denoue
ment), and thus is inflected for tense/aspect. For another example showing 
tense/aspect inflection on the episode-initial sentence see, in the appendix, 
sentences [HS 27] and [HS 28]. [HS 27] functions as part of the episodal peak 
and [HS 28] is the first sentence of the following episode. 

(22) a. bUr-u-a wei, a nz6k na be g6k 
untie-PST-NOM 3S.ALN 3S.TOP see FOe small serpent 
'(When) she untied (the wrap), it was a baby serpent that she saw 

ka s)ki a nil. 
REL fall PREP ground 
(which (i.e. the serpent» fell to the ground.' [OS 29] 

wene ma kp3 yu h6rd. 
3S CON begin flight again 
'She started fleeing again.' [GS 30] 

b. ka wene h6 a s3rsi g6k ma gba1)-a. 
as 3S arrive PREP ahead serpent SIM grow-PST 
'As she advanced, the serpent grew.' [OS 31] 

3.4.2. Discontinuity of action. Mbodomo marks tense/aspect at points of discon
tinuity of action. Action continuity may be defined as 

" ... pertain[ing] primarily to temporal sequentiality within [the] thematic 
paragraph, but also to temporal adjacency therein ... actions are given 
primarily in the natural sequential order in which they actually 
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occurred, and most commonly there is small if any temporal 
gap ... between one action and the next." [Givan 1983:8; italics in 
original] 

Mbodomo marks tense/aspect at points where temporal sequentiality is disrupted. 
The most obvious examples of interrupted temporal sequentiality are flashbacks 
to a previous event or looking forward to a future event. In examples (23a-b), 
Squirrel has arranged his affairs prior to Hyena's return to his village, but in the 
telling of the narrative it occurs after. This interruption in sequence is marked by 
tense/aspect inflection in both main clauses. In (24) the event referred to in the 
main clause occurs prior to that referred to in the dependent clause. 

(23) a. lak-a me 6akia a ki, na S1-a ne 
leave-PST. NOM POSS hyena PREP DEM FOC return-PST go 

a 16 wa. 
PREP village 3S.ALN 
'(When) Hyena left that place, (he) returned to his (own) village.' 

[HS 10] 

b. k66 yes)d} s5 6-m3 wa fet, far 1a fet. 
squirrel arrange PRF PL-thing 3S.ALN already wash clothes already 
'Squirrel had already arranged his things and washed (his) clothes.' 

(24) ka wene ma ne-a a h3 ale, 
when 3S SIM go-PST PREP arrive PREP village 
'when she arrived at the entrance of the village, 

g5k kIfl s5 gba g5k fet 
serpent become PRF big serpent all 
the serpent had already become a big serpent again.' [OS 33] 

[HS 11] 

Discontinuity in temporal sequence is also marked in clauses to indicate future 
time. In (25), taken from the tale, The Girl and the Serpent, the Serpent trans
forms itself into human form so that he can marry the girl sometime in the future. 

(25) ke 31] wili nd6 gbak-te-ne-pondo 
then certain man COMP borrow-body-PREP-grass 
'Then a certain man called "He-who-changes-bodies-with-the-grass" 

ne-a ne send} te me ta S1 ne be-k66 ke 
go-PST and change body PURP PUT marry PREP young-woman DEM 
came and changed his body so that (he) could marry this young woman.' 

[GS 6] 
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Most often, the future tense occurs in reported speech and indicates future 
intent, as is seen in example (26) from the story The Hyena and the Squirrel. In 
this story, Squirrel informs the people of the village that he will ride Hyena the 
next week. 

(26) ko6 lak -a 31) so6 ne 6:5 a 16 nd6 
squirrel leave-PST certain day and say PREP village COMP 
'Squirrel went one day and said to (the people of) the village that: 

:31) so6 s:5nde ka te 16 6 ta l)gal) 6akla 
certain day week REL come DEM LOG FUT mount hyena 
Next week (lit. day week that comes) 

dam za1) 16 
throughout bowels village 
he would ride hyena throughout the village.' [HS 4, 5] 

Discontinuities of action are also found when the action of the narrative is 
interrupted by discourse (as at the beginning of example (26) above), by back
ground comment, or at the beginning of a new episode. 

In Mbodomo folk tale narratives, quoted speech may playa major role in the 
telling of the story. In the story, The Hyena and the Squirrel, approximately half 
of the sentences are direct or indirect speech. When speech carries a large part of 
the information in a story, and whenever there is a shift from reported speech to 
actual action, tense/aspect is marked. In example (27a), Squirrel tells Lion what 
he is going to do; then in the following sentence (27b), he carries out the action. 
In the same manner, Squirrel taunts Hyena in example (28a) before he carries out 
the action of riding Hyena throughout the village in (28b). Note that in each case 
the main verb of the action sentence is inflected for tense/aspect. 

(27) a. ko6 rna 6:3 a dlla nd6 ... 
squirrel CON say PREP lion COMP 
'Squirrel said to Lion that... [HS 50] 

mi ta kli me ne if6 a tua me. 
IS FUT take 2S and put PREP house 2S.ALN 
" .. .I will take you to your house." [HS 51] 

b. koe rna kii dlla ne if e a z(1) kira wei 
squirrel CON take lion and set PREP bowels compound 3S.ALN 
'Squirrel (then) took Lion to his compound.' [HS 52] 
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(28) a. k6e te-a te ak 6akia nde: mi 6:3 ma 7 
squirrel come-PST PURP ask hyena COMP IS say? 
'Squirrel then asked Hyena: "Didn't I say that 

nde mi ta I)gaI) me na? 
COMP IS FUT mount 2S NEG.lNT 
I would ride you?'" [HS 27] 

b. ka k6e dak peT, 6akia ae-a naI)a a yu, 
when squirrel pull cord hyena set-PST feet PREP flight 
'Then Squirrel pulled the cord (and) Hyena started running (lit. put his 
feet into flight) 

SUI) ne d6l6 Ie. 
toward PREP road village 
'toward the road to the village'. [HS 28] 

3.4.3. Discontinuities of situation. Mbodomo marks tense/aspect at points of 
discontinuity of situation. Levinsohn [1994:5] defines discontinuity of situation as 
" ... changes in the time and location of the contents of the text." Often changes in 
situation are indicated by temporal expressions which indicate a change of time or 
place and certain conjunctions. Some of the more common of these temporal 
expressions are as follows: 

s6e s:5nde 
yaTa vak 
ke :3I) s6e 
ka ma kaTa 
mbea 
ke 

'day Sunday ((next) Sunday or week)' 
'bed two (two days (later», 
'then one day' 
'when later' 
'afterwards' 
'and then' 

The main clause verb following such adverb phrases is always inflected for 
tense/aspect. In examples (29) to (33) below, the sentence introducer is in bold 
and, in each case, the verb is inflected for tense/aspect. Where there are serial 

7 There is not enough information to adequately identify this particle. It is not to be confused 
with the SIM marker which occurs before the verb. The only other context in which I have 
found it is in imperatives. The particle rna is found in more polite imperatives and in negative 
imperatives as seen below: 

me t1 n:JI] rna nma 'You must take the medicine' 
2S.IMP must eat? medicine 

me njI] rna na 'Do not eat!' 
2S.IMP eat? NEG 
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verbs or verb chains, only the first verb is inflected for tense/aspect, as in (29), 
(31), and (32). 

(29) soe sjnde 6akia gbo-a tc a 1)g:3 k6e. 
day Sunday hyena exit-PST come PREP home squirrel 
'The next week, Hyena left and went to Squirrel's house.' [HS 12] 

(30) yara yak, kpata ka di1a h~ s:5 ha k6e ma yek. 
bed two skin REL lion give PRF BEN squirrel CON rot 
'Two days (later), the skin that Lion had given to Squirrel was rotten.' 

[HS 56] 

(31) wili ke ma fie1) n:3. 
man DEM CON walk walk 
'This man walked and walked.' [Bongo 6] 

ke jlJ soe, wene ma 1ak nc kpa mb:31)ga 
then one day 3S CON leave go find bongo 
'Then one day, he left and went to find a bongo.' [Bongo 7] 

(32) ke k6e kp:3-a 1)ga1) 6akia SU1) ne d616 h:3. 
then squirrel begin-PST mount hyena toward PREP road field 
'Then Squirrel began to ride Hyena (back) toward the path leading to the 
farms.' [HS 31] 

(33) ke k6e ma kp:3 o(1)ga: 
then squirrel CON begin sell.NOM 
'Then Squirrel began to sell.' [HS 57] 

While the adverb phrase marks the presence of discontinuity, which tense/ 
aspect inflection is used to mark that discontinuity is determined by the context in 
each particular case. In the case of example (30), the discontinuity is temporal 
and the PRF tense clarifies the type of temporal discontinuity (flashback) in this 
particular context. In the case of example (31), the discontinuity is probably of 
location and possibly of time, but the implied action of walking remains conti
guous. While examples (32) and (33) above seem very similar in isolation, their 
contextual situation is very different. Example (33) is in the middle of an episode, 
and the CON tense indicates the sequential action in the storyline. Example (32), 
on the other hand, is background information which " ... consists of scene-setting 
statements and evaluative commentary ... " [Hopper and Thompson 1980: 281]. 
Example (32) ([HS 31] ff.), sets the scene for the main action peak of the story. In 
the sentence preceding example (32), sentence [HS 30], Squirrel has given Hyena 
a serious public insult, which Hyena will try to pay back in the main action peak 
([HS 34] ff.). Sentences [HS 31, 32, 33] set the scene for that attempted payback. 
Being background, rather than storyline, example (32) is therefore marked PST, 
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which is the nonnal, unmarked tense/aspect for background infonnation (see 
figure 1). 

The conjunction 8 'but' or 'then' also indicates discontinuity. Unlike the tem
poral expressions and conjunctions mentioned above, the conjunction 8 does not 
occur in tandem with tense/aspect marking on the verb. Each time the conjunction 
8 occurs, the main clause verb is uninflected for tense/aspect; see example (34) 
taken from The Bongo, and examples (35) and (36). These can be compared also 
with other examples from the texts in the appendix, [HS 9, 24, 33, 35, 53, 54, and 
60]. 

(34) a W8 ktk mt g:3n yere if e a e-nu 
but 3PL search CONJ cut lie abandon PREP PL-mouth 
'But they look for ways to tell lies, never abandoning the ways (lit. mouth) 

bel] na. 
child NEG 
of children.' 

(35) 8 wene te 6:5 a k6e ke nde, 
but 3S come say PREP woman DEM COMP 
'Then he came and said to this young woman ... ' [OS 25] 

(36) 8 d118 ak m:3 nde de a ge yam? 
then lion ask thing COMP do PREP INT uncle 
'Then Lion asked, "what (are you) doing, Uncle?,"[HS 43] 

Discontinuity of situation may occur where there is no overt sentence intro
ducer. In example (37a), the verbs 18k si ne 'leave return go' imply motion 
toward a goal, not necessarily arrival at that goal, while the verb 18 'sleep' in 
(37b) implies a given location. Therefore, there is a change implied between the 
going in the sentence in (37a) and the activity at a given location in sentence in 
(37b). 

(37) a. wei ma 1ak S1 ne a 1)g:3 wili ke. 
3P CON leave return go PREP home man DEM 
'They left and were returning to the home of this man.' [GS 18] 

b. wei ma 113 a 16. 
3P CON sleep PREP DEM 
'They slept there.' [OS 19] 

Often there is more than one cause for the discontinuity. It is not unusual for 
there to be discontinuity of both situation and action, or of both referent and 
action. 
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3.4.4. Discontinuity of reference. Mbodomo marks tense/aspect at points of 
discontinuity of reference. In particular, where there is a change of referent, the 
introduction of a new referent, or the re-introduction of an old referent, there is 
discontinuity (i.e., a new set of referents is on stage). As in other types of discon
tinuity, the verb is inflected for tense/aspect whenever there is referential discon
tinuity. Very often, where there is sequential action and contiguous time and 
location but where there is a back-and-forth shift between two referents, the dis
continuity of referents is indicated by the consecutive tense. The consecutive 
tense indicates merely sequential action, not continuity in general. All tense/ 
aspects, including the consecutive tense, are used to mark the discontinuity and to 
guide the listener across it [Levinsohn 1994:4-5]. 

This is seen most clearly in (38) where the topical referent of each sentence 
changes; first the Lion, then the Squirrel, then back to the Lion again. Lion has 
been digging at the hole where Squirrel is hiding when Hyena attacks him. Lion 
falls to the ground in pain and at this moment, Squirrel looks out of his hole and 
begins to talk to Lion. Since the location remains constant: the mouth of the hole 
in which the Squirrel was hiding, the time is contiguous and the action sequential, 
the discontinuity is referential and is marked by the tense/aspect inflection on the 
verb. 

(38) a. dlla ma slk a nu kp:5 bl-a. 
lion CON fall PREP ground begin groan-PST.NOM 
'Lion fell to the ground and began to groan.' [HS 47] 

b. koe ma gbO sal] ak m;3 ka lak-a a di.la. 
squirrel CON exit now ask thing REL pass-PST PREP lion 
'Squirrel exited at this time, and asked (Lion) what had happened 
to (him).' [HS 48] 

c. cilIa ma 6;3 a ne ftt. 
lion CON say PREP 3S all 
'Lion told him everything.' [HS 49] 

d. koe ma 63 a di.la nde a lfl-l nde 
squirrel CON say PREP lion COMP 3S.TOP know-PST COMP 
'Squirrel said to Lion that he knows that 

6akia na wan-slla, wan-yere ka dUl]-u g:5. 
hyena COP proprietor-liver proprietor-lie REL stay-PST like. that 
Hyena is a greedy person, a liar who has always been that way.' [HS 50] 

In the sentences in (39), taken from the folk tale, The Bongo, each of the 
man's wives is brought into the story individually after they have been introduced 
as a group. The tense/aspect inflection signals the change of participant as each 
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wife arrives on the scene and plays her part. The sentences in (39a-b) are 
sequential. 

(39) a. ka ma kara 31] koe nc-a ne 6erkld1 kpoo mb31]ga 
when SIM later, certain wife come-PST CON] break meat bongo 
'After a time, one of the wives came and cut off some of this bongo meat 

ke nJ1]. e 65 nde na guJa ve. 
DEM eat LOG say COMP COP co-wife LOG:POSS 
(and) ate (it). She (will) say that it was her co-wife (who did it).' 

[Bongo sent. 11-12] 

b. 31] koe ne-a horo ne 6erkld1 kpoo mb3IJga ke nJ1] ... 
certain wife come-PST again and break meat bongo DEM eat 
'Another wife came and cut off some of this bongo meat (and) ate (it) ... ' 

[Bongo sent. 13] 

Minor participants, as with main participants, are signaled by tense/aspect 
inflection as is seen in the folktale, Bafitj, when a minor character, the rooster, is 
introduced (example (40)). As is expected with discontinuity, the verb is inflected 
for tense/aspect. 

(40) W8 ma tom wili-kiIara ke. 
3P CON send male-chicken OEM 
'They sent this Rooster.' 

Discontinuity of reference also occurs where a previously introduced referent 
is brought back into the narrative after a long absence, even if the referent in 
question is a major referent. This is the case with the husband in the narrative The 
Bongo. For most of an episode, the action has focused on the activities of his 
wives as, one by one, they steal the meat he has put a curse on. Then the man re
enters the scene to find much of his special cache of meat gone. The narrative 
brings the man back on the scene, example (41), by using the verb, dU1]-u, 'to sit' 
which is habitually used in presentative constructions, as in (42). Other 
presentative constructions like that of example (42) are found in the appendix, 
[GS 2] and [HS 2]. 

(41) wili dU1]-u. 
man sit-PST 
'The man returned.' 

(42) diII]-u 31] wili ne d5ka koe. 
sit-PST certain man PREP many wife 
'There once was a man with many wives.' 
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As is the case with discontinuity of action and situation, discontinuity of 
reference is also marked by tense/aspect inflection on the verb, whether it pertains 
to shifting of participant or topic, or to the introduction or reintroduction of 
referents. 

4. Summary 

Tense/aspect marking is an important means of marking continuity and discon
tinuity in Mbodomo narrative. Except in the story setting and in background 
information elsewhere in the narrative, tense/aspect marking is only found on 
main clause verbs at points of discontinuity. These discontinuities can be either 
discontinuities of action, of situation, or of reference, or a combination of these. 
There are also specific points within the narrative that always signal discon
tinuity. These narrative-generated discontinuities are found at the beginning of 
each new episode, after reported speech, or after a background comment. All of 
these discontinuities signal a change in sequence of action and are therefore 
marked by tense/aspect inflection. 
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APPENDIX 

Be-k6e nE: gSk 
young-woman with serpent 
'The Girl and the Serpent' 

Formulaic invitation 
GS I t:nt: nzei to 

Setting 

2P.lMP listen story 
'Listen to my story!' 

M1) 
lS.ALN 

GS2 dilij-u:31) be-k6e. 
it-PST certain young-woman 
'There was once a young woman. ' 

GS3 dika na1) wa oN-a ne wt:nt: 
since mother 3S.ALN give.birth-PST PREP 3S 
'who since her mother bore her, 

a ti S1 rna wili oe na. 
3S.TOP must marry IMP man since NEG 
she had never gotten married.' 
(lit. she must not marry man since [imperative structure in third person]) 

GS4 ka will te a St:1)-8. 
when man come 3S.TOP refuse-PAST 
'When(ever) a man came, she refused him.' 

GS5 wili ke te-a a se1)-a kagS. 
man DEM come-PST 3STOP refuse-PST like.that 
'(When) this man came, she absolutely (lit. like that) refused him.' 

Episode 1 
GS6 ke:31) will nde gbak-te-ne-pondo ne-a ne 

then certain man COMP borrow-body-PREP-grass go-PST and 
'Then a certain man called "He-who-changes-bodies-with-the-grass" came and 

sendi te me ta si ne be-k6e ke. 
change body CONI PUT marry PREP young-woman DEM 
changed his body so that (he) could marry this young woman.' 

GS7 p"ira gMk-te-ne-pondo h:3-a ke be-k6e ke 
place borrow-body-PREP-grass arrive-PST.NOM DEM young-woman DEM 
'At (lit. place) He-who-changes-bodies-with-the-grass's arrival,this young woman 

nde e d§ wili b:3IJ ka te-a 95. 
COMP EXCL father man lS.ALN REL come-PST Iike.that 
exclaimed that "Father, that one, who is coming, is my husband!'" 
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GS8 mi tii si na wt::nt::. 
1 S FUT marry FOe 3S 
"'Him, I will marry. '" 

GS9 ase wili ke na gbii g6k. 
but man DEM COP big serpent. 
'But this man is really a big serpent.' 

Episode 2 
GS 10 wa S1-1 mal te kal mal si ne ne a IJga 

3P marry-PST together CON] gather together return and go PREP home 
'They got mamed, then they gathered everything and returned to the home 

gba g6k. 
big serpent 
of the big serpent. ' 

GS 11 ba-a mua a d6l6, wili kc nde wt::nt:: 
anive-PST.NOM 3P.REFL PREP road man DEM COMP 3S 
'At their anival on the road, this man told her 

a kecfi e sek. 
AUX wait LOG little 
to wait for him for a little.' 

GS 12 prra wcnc Ie-a ma kc; 
place 3S enter-NOM thing DEM 
'There, he entered (the bush);' 

GS13 kii be-k6e kt pi Ii, ii nz6k na g6k gii 
when young-woman DEM throw eye 3S.TOP see FOC serpent like.that 
'when this young woman glanced (over there) it's a serpent, she saw 

ka 66 a nc nde 010 lak. 
REL say PREP 3S COMP LOG.lMP leave 
who tells her that they will go now. ' 

GS14 be-k6e ke nde e kecfi ve na wili ve. 
young-woman DEM COMP LOG wait LOG.REFL COP man LOG.ALN 
'This young woman said that it's her husband that she is waiting for.' 

GSI5 g6k nde 010 18k vol6 ae na e wili wa. 
serpent COMP LOG.lMP leave LOG.REFL because COP LOG man 3S.ALN 
The serpent responded that they will go because it is he who is her husband!' 

GS16 be-k6e ke ma de naIJa a yD. 
young-woman DEM CON put/set feet PREP flight 
'This young woman started fleeing.' 
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GS17 g6k ma hin wene g6 ni: ba. 
serpent CON chase 3S like. that and catch 
'The serpent chased her and caught her.' 

GS 18 wa ma 1ak s1 ne a IJ98 wili ki:. 
3P CON leave return go PREP home man DEM 
'(Then) they left and where returning to the home of this man.' 

GS19 wa ma 1a a k1. 
3P CON sleep PREP DEM 
'They slept there.' 

Episode 3 
GS20 kara ki: be-koe ke nde e ta s1 ne 

later then young-woman DEM CaMP LOG FUT return go 
'After some time there, this young woman said that she would return 

a IJg8 btiI] ve. 
PREP home father LOG.ALN 
to her father's house.' 

GS21 wene ma kp8 yU. 
3S CON begin flight 
'She started to flee.' 

GS22 g6k ma hIn wi:ne g6 ne h6 a IJg8 8IJ wan-do1-bOJo. 
serpent CON chase 3S like.that and arrive PREP home certain chief-fashion-iron 
The serpent chased her and (they) arrived at the home of a blacksmith.' 

GS23 be-koe ma le 66 zu yU W8 
young-woman CON enter say head flight 3S.ALN 
'The young woman entered, telling her whole story 

a wan-dol-bOlo ke fit. 
PREP chief-fashion-iron DEM all 
to the blacksmith.' 

Episode sub-peak 
GS24 h8-a me g6k wan-dol-bOlo na to-a zu 

arrive-PST.NOM pass serpent chief-fashion-iron Foe strike-PST head 
'When the serpent arrived, the blacksmith struck it on its head, 

g6k gM. 
serpent kill 
killing it.' 

Episode 4 
GS25 a wene te 66 a koe ke nde, kpoo g6k ke 

but 3S come say PREP woman DEM CaMP meat serpent DEM 
'Then he came and said to this young woman: "This serpent meat, 
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mE n5IJ mE ti ku ma gbala g:5k kt lcik ne mi. 
2S.IMP eat 2S must take IMP bone serpent DEM leave PREP NEG 
you must eat. But you must not take any bone of this serpent with you.'" 

GS26 be-koe kE ma n:JIJ g:5k kaIJ ~IJ gbala her 
young-woman DEM CON eat serpent carry certain bone attach 
'This young woman ate the serpent, but (she) carried away a bone tied up 

a mi got:. 
PREP mouth wrap 
in her wrap. ' 

GS27 1ak-a wa a k1 nde e S1 ne 
leave-PST.NOM 3S.ALN PREP DEM COMP LOG return go 
'When she left there, she said that she would return 

a IJg~ MIJ wa. 
PREP home father 3S.ALN 
to her father's house.' 

Peak episode 
GS28 h~-a wa a d6l6, a bUr-u goe 

arrive-PST.NOM 3S.ALN PREP road 3S.TOP untie-PST wrap 
'When she arrived at the road, 

nde e nz:5k gbala g:5k. 
COMP LOG see bone serpent 
she untied the wrap to see the serpent bone.' 

GS29 biir-u-a wa, a nz:5k na be g:5k ka 
untie-PST-NOM 3S.ALN 3S.TOP see FOe small serpent REL 
'(When) she untied (the wrap), it's a baby serpent, she saw (which (i.e. the serpent)) 

sill a nu. 
fall PREP ground 
fell to the ground.' 

GS30 wene ma kp~ yu bOra. 
3S CON begin flight again 
'She started fleeing again.' 

Denouement 
GS31 ka wi:ni: h:5 a s3rs1 g:5k ma gbaIJ-a. 

as 3S arrive PREP ahead serpent SIM grow-PST 
'As she advanced, the serpent grew.' 

GS32 wEnE ka hOI) yu. 
3S that run flight 
'It was she who was fleeing.' 
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OS33 ka wene ma ne-a a h:3 a 16, g5k klfi s6 
when 3S SIM go-PST PREP anive PREP village serpent become PRF 
'When she anived at the entrance of the village, the serpent had already become 

gba g6k ftt. 
big serpent all 
a big serpent again.' 

OS34 ka wene 65 nd6 6 16 tua mt baI] wil, 
when 3S say CaMP LaO enter house pass father 3S.ALN 
'When she said (to herself) that she's anived at her father's house, 

g6k na ba wene gbe, gw- wene ne klli-a. 
serpent Foe catch 3S kill swallow 3S PREP whole-NOM 
the serpent caught, killed her (and) swallowed her whole.' 

Didactic peak 
OS35 nd6 mt be-k66, ka will h:5 a I]g:3 mt mt ta sl 

CaMP 2S young-woman when man anive PREP home 2S CON] FUT marry 
'Now you, young woman, when a man anives at your house (wanting) to marry 

mt, na sonSI me ka s:3 h~ h;i mc. 
2S COP chance 2S.ALN REL Ood give BEN 2S 
you, it is the chance that Ood has given to you.' 

OS36 a wili ka tt, mt na stI] a ke, mt ktk na genzaga 
but man REL come 2S FOe refuse PREP DEM 2S search FOe same.thing 
'But if you refuse the man that comes, you'll suffer the same fate 

nd6 zUIJa gan-a mb:3ra fe-a fJ.yo ta zu. 
CaMP girl ignore-PST counsel die-PST death without head 
(as) that girl who ignored good counsel (did) (and) die a horrible death.' 

Formulaic closure 
OS37 nd6 nz6glli to b:31) g6e. to me 6. 

CaMP finish tale lS.ALN like. that tale 2S.ALN EXCL 
'That is the end of my story. Your story!' 
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Formulaic invitation 

6ak1a nE: k66 
hyena PREP squirrel 
'Hyena and Squirrel' 

HSI gbii to b:J1) sUd a D gbiiIm. 

Setting 

(noise) tale IS.ALN fall PREP water (noise) 
'My tale sounds like falling water.' 

HS2 dU!j-u nE: 6illa hinE: katE. 
sit-PST PREP hyena PREP squirrel 
'There was once a hyena and a squirrel.' 

HS3 wa diIIj-u nd<iI] kara. 
3P sit-PST one long. time 
'They were friends (lit. one) for a long time.' 

Episode 1 
HS4 katE 1ak-a :31] soe nE: 65 a 115 nde 

squirrel leave-PST certain day and say PREP village COMP 
'One day Squirrel went and said to (the people of) the village 

HS5:31) so6 s:5ndE: ka te ki 6 ta 1)ga1) 6illa 
certain day Sunday REL come DEM LOG PUT mount hyena 
that: Next week (lit. day week that comes) he would ride hyena 

dam za1) 16. 
throughout bowels village 
throughout the village.' 

HS6 yi ta nz:5k prra 6 ta 1)ga1) zu 6ak1a dam za1) 16 
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people PUT see place LOG PUT mount head hyena throughout bowels village 
'Everyone will see him ride on hyena's head throughout the village.' 

HS7 mbe-a 6akia gbO-a 16 a yi me 16 6:5 a nE: nd6: 
after-NOM hyena exit-PST village but people POSS village say PREP 3S COMP 
'Later Hyena left his village (and went to another), and the people of (that) village said 
to him that... 

HS8 15 6:3 rna nd6 k6e ta 1]g81] mt dam za1] 16 
3S.INDF say? COMP squirrel FUT mount 2S throughout bowels village 

a s:5nde ke ka te na? 
PREP week DEM REL come NEG.lNT 
"They say that Squirrel will ride you throughout the village next week, won't he?" 

HS9 a 6akla kifl-d'i 6 kt, k6e lE:rn-a mt 1]ga1] tE? 
but hyena change-CADS EXCL CON] squirrel able-PST CON] mount INT 
'But (or then) Hyena responded, "Well then? Is Squirrel able to ride?'" 
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HSIO 1ak-a mt oak1a a ki, na Sl-a nt 
leave-PSTNOM pass hyena PREP DEM FOe return-PST go 

a 16 wa. 
PREP village 3S.ALN 
'(When) Hyena left that place, (he) returned to his (own) village.' 

HSII k06 yeskli s5 6-m:3 wa ftt far la ftt. 
squirrel arrange PRF PL-thing 3S.ALN already wash clothes already 
'Squirrel had already arranged his things and washed (his) clothes.' 

Episode 2 
HSI2 soe s5nde oakla gbO-a tt a 1)g:3 k06. 

day Sunday hyena exit-PST come PREP home squirrel 
'On Sunday, Hyena left and went to Squirrel's house.' 

HS 13 k06 na mt ka o:3-a nd6 6 ta 1)ga1) mi. 
squirrel FOC 2S REL say-PST CaMP LOG FUT mount IS 
"'Squirrel, is it you who said that you will ride me?''' 

HSI4 me gb6 te te 1)ga1) mi 
2S.IMP exit come PURP mount IS 
"'(So) come out and ride me!'" 

HSI5 k66 klfi-dJ. oak1a: na 0 g6n yeTi: ki a mt 6? 
squirrel change-CADS hyena FOC who cut lie DEM PREP 2S INT 
'Squirrel responded to hyena: "Who told you that lie?'" 

HSI6 te mi ka him-him ga mi 05 b61) 1)g1 ge s06 6? 
body IS.INALN REL hurt-hurt like.that IS say debt DEM that day INT 
'''With my body that hurts so much, would I make such a (lit. that) commitment that 
day?'" 

HS17 oakla nd6 :3g5 k8. d6.rj na yere, k66 a tt a wa 
hyena CaMP then if remain FOC lie, squirrel ADX:IMP come PURP 3P 

nt ne ak a 16. 
go and ask PREP village 
'Hyena (said) that if it is a lie, Squirrel must go (with him, so that) they could go and 
ask (the people of) the village.'" 

HSl8 k66 nd6 fo1a ka 6 ta nt nt a 16 zi-na 
squirrel CaMP means REL LOG FUT go go PREP village exist-NEG 
'Squirrel (said) that he doesn't have the ability to go to the village.' 

HSl9 6 112m mt ne n:J na. 
LOG is.able PURP go walk NEG 
'He is not able to walk.' 
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HS20 6akia nde wene a tt e ta kal) ne. 
hyena COMP 3S AUX.IMP come LOG PUT carry 3S 
'Hyena! (said) that "he2 must come, (and that) he! will carry him2.' 

HS21 k6e nde wene a ked) bin e far te e d6l). 
squirrel COMP 3S AUX.IMP wait a.little LOG wash body LOG first 
'Squirrel! (said) that he2 must wait a little, (while) he! washes himself! first.' 

HS22 6ak1a nde wene a de be1e. 
hyena COMP 3S AUX.lMP do quickly 
'Hyena said he must hurry up.' 

Episode 2 sub-peak 
HS23 koe far-a ti: ni:, pi 1a ka wene far s:5 ftt 

squirrel wash-PST body 3S.lNALN put clothes REL 3S wash PRF already 
'Squirrel washed his body (and) put on the clothes that he had already washed.' 

HS24 a k6e ti: 6:5 a 6ak1a nde: 
but squirre come say PREP hyena COMP 
'But Squirrel (then) came and said to Hyena: 

HS25 giiI]-m~ ka de na e ke wene a de e pi be ptr 
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cold-thing REL do FOC LOG then 3S AUX put.IMP LOG throw little cord 
'(Because of) the cold that he 1 has, he2 must let 

a ml ne e b;i ne m~ g:5 e 21ga sik na. 
PREP mouth 3S.INALN LOG catch 3S thing Iike.that LOG FUT.NEG fall NEG 
him! put a small cord in his2 mouth, (so that) hel (can) hold (on to) him2 (so) hel will 
not fall off.' 

HS26 pI-bOlo ka k6e pi a nu 6ak1a. 
put-iron that squirrel put PREP mouth hyena 
'(It is) that bit, that Squirrel put in Hyena's mouth.' 

HS27 k6e te-a ti: ak 6ak1a nde: mi 6~ ma nde 
squirrel come-PST PURP ask hyena COMP IS say? COMP 
'Squirrel then asked Hyena: "Didn't I say that 

mi ta I]gaI] mt na? 
IS FUT mount 2S NEG.INT 
I would ride you?'" 

Episode 3 
HS28 ka k6e dak ptr, 6akia de-a nBIJa a yU, sUI] ni: d616 1e. 

when squirrel pull cord hyena set-PST feet PREP flight toward PREP road village 
Then Squirrel pulled the cord (and) Hyena started running (lit. put his feet into flight) 
toward the road to the village.' 
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HS29 ka e-yi me 16 ka dilij-u a n3 kpata de 11 a 
when PL-people pass village REL sit-PST PREP drink com.beer set eye PREP 
'When the people of the village, who sat drinking com beer, looked toward 

d616 h3 W8 nz3k na k6e a zii 8ak1a ka h:51) yu te-ne. 
road field 3P see FOe squirrel PREP head hyena REL run flight come-INTR 
the field path, they saw Squirrel on Hyena's head, who was running.' 

HS30 k6e ma 1)ga1) 8ak1a dam za1) 16 g:5 tamp) 8ak1a. 
squirrel CON mount hyena throughout bowels village like.that tire hyena 
'Squirrel rode hyena throughout the entire village, (and) in that manner tired him out.' 

Scene-setting to peak episode 
HS31 kc k6e kp3-a 1)ga1) 8ak1a sUI) nc d616 h3. 

then squirrel begin-PST mount hyena toward PREP road field 
'Then Squirrel began to ride Hyena (back) toward the path leading to the farms.' 

HS32 h3-a me k6e a mi k3 W8, 
arrive-PST:NOM POSS squirrel PREP mouth hole 3S.ALN 
'When Squirrel arrived at the entrance to his hole, 

k6e na kped-a 1e za1) k3. 
squirrel FOe jump-PST enter bowels hole 
(he) jumped (from Hyena and) entered into the hole.' 

HS33 a 8ak1a ak m3 nde k6e ten na me ka sem-a ml a 
but hyena ask thing eOMP squirrel true FOe 2S REL embarrass-PST IS PREP 
'But Hyena asked, "Is it really you, Squirrel, 

1i yi me 1e a 1i wanza b31)? me ta nz:5k! 
eye people pass village PREP eye lover IS.ALN 2S FUT see 
that (can) embarrass me in the eyes of the village people, (and) in the eyes of my lover? 
You will see!'" 

Peak episode 
HS34 88kla ma kp3 za k3 me k6e. 

hyena CON begin dig hole pass squirrel 
'Hyena begins to dig Squirrel's hole.' 

HS35 a dHa 8:5 nde e 1ak. 
then lion say CaMP LOG leave 
'Then Lion says that he leaves.' 

HS36 dlla nz:5k na 8akla ka za nu. 
lion see Foe hyena REL dig ground 
'It's Hyena (that) Lion saw digging in the ground.' 

HS37 dl1a nde yam yam de age? 
lion eOMP uncle uncle do PREP INT 
'Lion (asks), "Uncle, uncle, what are (you) doing?'" 
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HS38 6akla nde dlia na gbE:1i: be k6e IJgaIJ-a 15 dam 
hyena COMP lion FOC simple little squirrel mount-PST LOG throughout 
'Hyena (said) "Lion, (it's a) simple little squirrel (that) rode me throughout 

Z8I] Ie semt) ni: e. 
bowels village embarrass PREP LOG 
the village embarrassing me.'" 

HS39 dila nde yam 6akia na 15 ta gMkdl ni: a za b. 
lion COMP uncle hyena FOC LOG FUT help 3S PREP dig hole 
'Lion (said), "Uncle Hyena, (it is) I (who) will help you to dig the hole.'" 

HS40 dila kpj-a za b. 
lion begin-PST dig hole 
'Lion began to dig the hole.' 
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HS41 6ilia a mbi: a vek) gasa raJa dila ka gbO-a ni: mbE:. 
hyena COP behind PURP measure big testicles lion REL protrude-PST PREP behind 
'Hyena was behind (Lion) measuring Lion's large testicles that were protruding behind (him).' 

HS42 ka dilil kifidl Ii il nz6k na 6ilk1il kil pem raJa ni:. 
when lion turn eye 3S.TOP see FOC hyena REL stare testicle 3S.INALN 
'When Lion turned his eye, it's Hyena, he sees who is staring at his testicles.' 

HS43 a dila ak mj nde de a ge yam? 
then lion ask thing COMP do PREP INT uncle 
'Then Lion asked, "what (are you) doing, Uncle?'" 

HS44 6akla nde yam na mi pem na k6e kil wi:ni: gb6 a 
hyena COMP uncle FOC IS stare FOe squirrel when 3S exit PURP 
'Hyena (responds), "Uncle, (it's) me watching for Squirrel, (so that) when he exits, 

m) M ni:. 
IS catch 3S 
I (can) catch him.'" 

HS45 di1a kil W8 na za-a b. 
lion that 3S.REFL FOe dig-PST hole 
'It is Lion, himself, who dug the hole.' 

Denouement 
HS46 kped-a me 6ilkiil, na mgban-a raJa d11a 18k-ne. 

jump-PST.NOM POSS hyena FOe tear. off-PST testicle lion leave-INTR 
'Then Hyena jumped, (he) tore off Lion's testicles (and) ran away.' 

HS47 dila rna slk a nu kp:5 b)-a. 
lion CON fall PREP ground begin groan-PST.NOM 
'Lion fell to the ground and began to groan .. 
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HS48 k6e ma gbO s8rj ak m:3 ka 1ak-a a dUa. 
squirrel CON exit now ask thing REL pass-PST PREP lion 
'Squirrel exited at this time, and asked (Lion) what had happened to (him).' 

HS49 cDla ma 6:3 a ne fet. 
lion CON say PREP 3S all 
'Lion told him everything.' 

HS50 k6e ma 6:3 a cD1a nde a m-I nde 6ak1a na 
squirrel CON say PREP lion COMP 3S.TOP know-PST COMP hyena COP 
'Squirrel said to Lion that he knows that Hyena is 

wan-slla, wan-yen: ka dilij-ii g:5. 
proprietor-liver proprietor-lie REL stay-PST like. that 
a greedy person, a liar that has always been that way.' 

HS5I mi ta kri me ne ae a tUa me. 
IS FUT take 2S and put PREP house 2S.ALN 
"'I will take you to your house.''' 

HS52 k6e ma kii cDla ne ae a zaI] kira wfi 
squirrel CON take lion and set PREP bowels compound 3S.ALN 
'Squirrel (then) took Lion to his compound.' 

HS53 a k6e 6:5 a cD1a nde e ta kimblII 6ak1a tt nt 
then squirrel say PREP lion COMP LOG FUT cause hyena come go 
Then Squirrel said to Lion that he will cause Hyena 

a cD1a a b8 ne. 
PREP lion PURP catch 3S 
to come to Lion so that (he) could catch him.' 

HS54 a k6e 8k cDla nde: cDla ka me driI] ne kpata, me h<j a mi. 
then squirrel ask lion COMP lion if 2S stay have skin 2S give BEN IS 
Then Squirrel asked Lion, "Lion, if you still have a skin, give (it) to me;" 

HS55 a mi ne ae a yek. 
then IS go put for rot 
"then 1 will put (it out) to rot.'" 

HS56 yara vak, kpata ka cDla h4 s:5 h8 k6e ma yek. 
lit two skin REL lion give PRF BEN squirrel CON rot 
'Two days (later), the skin that Lion had given to Squirrel was rotten.' 

HS57 ke k6e ma kp:3 aOI)gfi: klilli kulu klilli kulu 
then squirrel CON begin sell.NOM rotten.skin rotten. skin rotten.skin rotten.skin 
'Then Squirrel began to sell: Rotten skin, rotten skin, rotten skin, rotten skin!' 

HS58 6akla ma gbO saI]: gent a ge? g:5m mal. 
hyena CON exit now: price PREP INT 100 (francs). 
'Hyena exited then (and asked): "How much?" (Squirrel responded) "100 francs.'" 
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HS59 6ak1a rna he saIJ fl6IJ fet. 
hyena CON buy now eat completely 
'Hyena bought (it) and ate it all up.' 

HS60 a k6e 66 a wene nde, 6ak1a d6kfi MIJaIJ a tua. 
then squirrel say PREP 3S CaMP hyena many exist PREP house 
'Then Squirrel said to him, "Hyena, there are many (more) at the house.'" 

HS61 wfi rna 1ak ne a IJg~ dI1a. 
3P CON leave go PREP home lion 
'They left and went to Lion's house.' 

HS62 h~-fi mua nc a ki dI1a na ba-a 6ak1a gbi. 
arrive-PST:NOM 3P.POSS go PREP DEM lion FOC catch-PST hyena kill 
'At their arrival, Lion caught Hyena killing him.' 

Didactic peak 
HS63 nde na slla me 6ak1a gbe wene e. 

COMP FOC liver pass hyena kill 3S EXCL 
'(Now) that's how the greediness of Hyena killed him!' 

Formulaic closure 
HS64 nde nzeg)f1 to b~IJ g~ ef 

COMP end tale lS.ALN like. that EXCL 
'(Now) that's how my tale ends!' 

HS65 to mE: e! 
tale 2S.ALN EXCL 
'Your tale!' 

73 
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LES SERIES VERB ALES EN BAOULE: 
QUESTIONS DE MORPHOSYNT AXE ET DE SEMANTIQUE* 

Jeremie Kouadio N'Guessan 
Universite de Cocody, Cote d'Ivoire 

This article demonstrates, from morphological and syntactic facts, the existence 
of serial verbs in Baoule. The analysis illustrates the difference between serial 
verb constructions, simple conjoined verbs, and auxiliary verb/nominalized verb 
constructions. The author proposes that serial verbs do not constitute a homo
geneous category in Baoule. In order to deal efficiently with serial verbs, it is 
necessary to combine morphosyntactic features with lexical information. 

1. Introduction 

II existe a ce jour une abondante litterature relative au phenomene des «series ver
bales» dans les langues africaines. Les premiers linguistes qui se sont interesses a la 
question avaient, dans leur grande majorite, pronostique qu'il s' agissait la d'une 
specificite des langues africaines. Les points de vue les plus recents sur Ie sujet 
nuancent cette affirmation et font remarquer, a juste titre, que si l' on analyse cette 
construction sous I' angle de son fonctionnement syntaxique et conceptuel, on peut 
arriver a la conclusion qu'elle est reconnaissable dans beaucoup de langues. A. 
Delplanque [1998] pense meme que cette structure syntaxique est necessaire a 
toute langue naturelle. Remy Bole-Richard [1978] donne des exemples de «series 
verbales» dans des langues aussi diverses genetiquement que geographiquement 
que sont l'ewe (Sud Togo-Ghana), l'adioukrou (Cote d'Ivoire), l'agarabi (Nou
velle-Guinee), Ie vietnarnien (Vietnam), Ie laotien (Laos), Ie chinois (Chine), etc. Le 
but de cet article n'est pas de prolonger ce debat sous quelque forme que ce soit, 
mais de rendre compte des procedes morpho-syntaxiques qui permettent de deter
miner, dans une langue comme Ie baoule, qu'une suite de verbes constitue une 
«serie verbale» plutot qu'une «sequence de propositions» ou meme une combi
naison «auxiliaire + verbe». 

* Cet article s'inspire de l'ouvrage que D. Creissels et moi-meme avons publie en 1977 et qui 
s'intitule « Description phonologique et grammaticale d'un parler baoule ». 
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2. Serie verbale: essais de definition 

La definition de la «serie verbale» varie selon les langues, mais egalement seIon Ie 
point de vue tMorique ado pte par Ie descripteur. D'une maniere generale, on 
designe de ce terme une succession de radicaux verbaux ayant un sujet commun, 
seulle premier terme de la serie etant affecte des marques de modaIites verbaIes, 
les termes suivants ne retenant de leur nature verbale que la faculte d' etre suivis 
d'une expansion. C'est par exemple Ie point de vue adopte par Ie linguiste M. 
Houis [1977] qui considere les «series verbales» comme 

«des faits de composition au niveau du predicat. Elles sont ainsi carac
terisees: Ie predicat est assume par une serie comportant un verbe affecte 
de son predicatif et suivi d'une serie de lexemes a valence verbo-nominale. 
Le predicatif n' est pas repete. Le verbe initial et les lexemes peuvent 
recevoir des expansions primaires.» [Houis 1977: 55]. 
Cette definition semble etablir une «hierarchie» entre les verbes composant la 

serie puisqu'il y est mentionne que seulle premier verbe est affecte d'une modalite 
verbale (aspect, temps, mode, negation). Vne telle definition ne saurait convenir au 
cas du baoule ou, au contraire, les verbes de la serie sont affectes «a egalite»1 de la 
meme modalite verbale. La meme idee est reprise par Delplanque [1986:35] qui 
parle, lui, de «syntagme verbal» qu'il definit comme «une structure assumant une 
fonction predicative unique et constituee d'au moins deux constituants» entre 
lesquels on distingue «clairement un noyau et une expansion». En effet, fait remar
quer par ailleurs cet auteur, «Ie second verbe du syntagme porte une conjugaison 
moins riche que Ie premier, comme si toutes les sequences etaient de structure: 
noyau VI + expansion V2» [Delplanque 1998:232]. Ce que dit Delplanque du 
dagara (langue gur du Burkina Faso) ne peut pas, encore une fois, etre retenu pour 
les faits du baoule. Dans cette demiere langue, Ie comportement tonal de la forme 
verbale permet d'affirmer sans hesitation aucune que la deuxieme partie d'une 
serie verb ale n'est pas l'expansion du premier terme de la serie. Cette loi tonale est 
la suivante: dans un enonce, Ie radical verbal est 

- a ton2 fondamental haut (pour les monosyllabes: ev) et bas suivi de haut 
(pour les dissyllabes: evev) s'i/ n 'est pas suivi d'expansion ni de circonstant; 
- a ton bas (a la fois pour les monosyllabes: ev, et les dissyllabes: evev) s 'it est 
suivi d'une expansion ou d'un circonstant. 
Prenons comme exemple Ie verbe w~di (ton fondamentaI bas-haut) «courir», 

«fuir quelqu'un/quelque chose» lorsqu'il apparait seul dans une structure «V + 
Expansion» (<<fuir quelqu'un/quelque chose») ou dans une serie verbale w?di ... M 
/courir ... venir/ «venir en courant»: 

1 Sauf lorsque Ie premier verbe est au progrssif; dans ce cas, Ie deuxieme verbe est au mode 
intentionnel comme dans l'enonce (3). 
2 Le baoule est une langue a ton. Dans cette langue, des lois tonales (que nous n'exposerons pas 
ici, faute de place) transforment constamment la mel odie globale des enonces. 
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(1) construction V + Expansion3 

Enonce de base: 
/~ su W~cfI kofI/ --7 
il PROG fuir Koffi 

(2) construction a serie verb ale 
Enonce de base: 
/~ su w~dI bat --7 
il PROG courir venir 

Enonce realise: 
[~ su w~di kofi] «ll fuit Koffi.» 

Enonce realise: 
[~ su W~cfI ba] «11 vient en courant.» 

77 

Sans chercher a etre exhaustif, on peut retenir qu' en surface, Ia realisation 
tonale du verbe w~di est differente d'un enonce a l'autre: Ie ton de ce verbe est 
phonologiquement bas-bas dans l'enonce (1) et bas-haut dans l'enonce (2). La 
raison est qu'en (1), Ie verbe est sui vi de l'expansion kafi, alors qu'en (2), Ie verbe 
V2 ba ne fonctionne pas comme une expansion de VI w~dj, mais comme un 
verbe plein. 

En baoule, nous definissons la serie verbale comme une succession de verbes 
ayant un sujet commun, succession de verbes telle que: 

a) aucune conjonction ne relie ces verbes entre eux; ils ne sont separes par au
cune rupture d'intonation; 

b) Ie sujet n'est exprime obligatoirement qu'aupres du premier de ces verbes, 
aupres des verbes suivants il peut etre repris, mais de maniere facultative, 
par un pronom de rappel; 

c) chaque membre de la serie garde ses caracteristiques verbales: possibilite d' 
etre precede d'un pronom sujet, d'etre suivi d'une expansion. 

Voici, a titre d'illustration, quelques schemes d'enonces a serie verbale (ou N(S) = 
nominal sujet, VI = premier verbe de la serie, N(E) = nominal en fonction d'ex
pansion, V2 = deuxieme verbe de Ia serie). 

(3) Scheme N(S) + VI + N(E) + V2 + N(E) 
kali su kfj j5M kie amJ~ 
K. PROG dire affaire montrer.INT A. 
«Koffi raconte quelque chose a Amlan.» 

(4) Scheme N(S) + VI + V2 + N(E) 
kwaJa1 di kpe kali 
K. manger. CONS couper-CONS K. 
«Kouakou mange sans en donner a Koffi.» 

3 Conventions utilisees: 
ACC aspect accompli 
AUX auxiliare 
CONS mode constatif 
DeF morpheme du defini singulier 
IN} mode injonctif 
!NT mode intentionnel 

IMP 
NeG 
PROG 
REs 
SFX.N 

mode imperatif 
morpheme de negation 
aspect progressif 
aspect resultatif 
suffixe de norninalisation 
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(5) Scheme N(S) + VI + N(E) + V2 
:5 tutu-II mire ba-li 
il ramasser-ACC champignon venir-ACC 
«11 a apporte des champignons (qu'il a ramasses).» 

(6) Scheme N(S) + VI + V2 
:J su wadi M 
il PROG courir arriver 
«11 arrive en courant.» 

Cependent, ainsi definie, rien ne permet de distinguer la «serie verbale» d' autres 
constructions comportant une suite de verbes telles que les propositions indepen
dantes juxtaposees ayant un sujet unique, les combinaisons «auxiliaire + verbe» et 
«verbe + forme nominalisee du verbe». Ce probleme constitue l' objet de la section 
suivante. 

3. Differences entre la serie verbale et les autres constructions comport ant 
des suites de verbes 

3.1. Serie verbale vs propositions independantes juxtaposees ayant un sujet 
unique. Nous partirons de l'enonce en (7). 

(7) 5 wadi-li .3 w.3-li 
il courir-ACC il aller-ACC 
«11 est parti en courant.» 

Cet enonce peut etre interprete de deux fa~ons: (i) il comprend deux propositions 
independantes juxtaposees; (ii) il s'agit d'une construction serielle. Dans Ie premier 
cas, les deux parties sont separees par une rupture d'intonation (une leg ere pause 
apres wejdi-li) que nous pourrions materialiser par une virgule, comme en (8). 
Nous pouvons alors Ie traduire par «11 a couru, (et) il est parti». 

(8) 5 wejm-li , .3 w.3-li. 

Dans Ie deuxieme cas, il n'y a pas de rupture d'intonation entre les deux verbes et 
il sera traduit par «11 est parti en courant». 

Mais Ie critere Ie plus decisif de differenciation entre les deux constructions, 
c'est qu'en (8) Ie pronom sujet :J est obligatoire devant Ie verbe de la deuxieme 
proposition, alors que devant Ie deuxieme terme d'une serie verbale, comme en 
(7), il est possible, mais facultatif. Cela veut dire que I' enonce (9) est parfaitement 
licite, alors que Ie (10) ne rest pas. 

(9) 5 wam-li w:J-li 
il cOUnr-ACC partir-ACC 

«11 est parti en courant.» 

(10) *5 wejdi-li , w.3-li 
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Vne preuve supplementaire de cette difference est foumie par l' operation de 
nominalisation. La nominalisation (par l'adjonction du suffixe -Ie) de l'enonce (8) 
analyse comme comportant deux propositions donne deux constituants nominaux 
coordonnes (11), alors que sa nominalisation en tant qu'une seule proposition a 
predicat complexe donne un seul constituant nominal (12). 

(11) I w~di-1t'n ,ill I k:5-1t'n , 
de.lui courir-SFX.N-DEF et de.lui partir-SFX.N-DEF 
«Sa course et son depart.» [lit. Ie fait qu'il court et Ie fait qu'il part] 

(12) I w~di-lt k:5-1t'n , ou 
de.lui courir-SFX.N partir-SFX.N-DEF 

I wadi k:5-1t'n 
de.lui courir partir-SFX.N-DEF 

«Le fait qu'il part en courant.» 

3.2 Serie verbale vs «auxiliaire + verbe». La serie verbale est proche de la 
construction «auxiliaire + radical verbal» (suite de deux verbes ayant un sujet 
unique), elle s'en distingue par une plus grande autonomie entre les termes de la 
serie. Dans la construction «auxiliaire + verbe» en effet, absolument rien ne peut 
s'inserer entre les deux constituants de la construction et l' auxiliaire perd ses 
caracteristiques verbales a la fois syntaxiquement (impossibilite de Ie faire suivre de 
sa propre expansion) et morphologiquement (impossibilite de I'affecter d'un suffixe 
aspectuel ou negatif par exemple). Le baoule connait en particulier deux auxiliaires 
W8 et k6. W8 est a la fois par sa forme et par son sens a rapprocher du verbe ba4 
«venir» qui fait partie des unites significatives qui connaissent en baoule une alter
nance b-w. Quant a k6, il est a rapprocher du verbe kJ «partir, aller»; il a en 
commun avec lui Ie sens directionnel d'eloignement; par contre du point de vue 
formel, nous avons ici une altemance :J - 0 isolee dans Ie systeme du baoule. On 
remarquera que W8 et k6, en tant qu' auxiliaires, ne subissent pas les variations de 
forme que subissent ba et k:J en tant que verbes pleins, comme par exemple: 

- a l' accompli ou Ie verbe k:J prend la forme W:J: 

(13) 5 w5-lI gwabO «11 est aile au marche.» 
il aller-ACC march6 

a comparer a (14): 

(14) 3 ko t6-lI tMi «11 est alle acheter du tissu.» 
il aller(AUX) acheter-ACC tissu 

- a l' injonctif ou Ie verbe ba prend la forme bla: 
(15) 53 bla mI wy wa «Qu'il vienne pres de moi.» 

il-INJ venir-INJ moi aupres ici 

4 Les verbes monosyllabiques baoule cites en isolation ne portent pas de ton, au contraire des 
auxiliaires et des verbes dissyllabiques. 
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a comparer a (16): 

(16) 53 wa fa dwo «Qu'il vienne prendre de l'igname.» 
il-IN1 venir(AUX) pendre-IN1 igname 

De maniere generale, ces deux auxiliaires presentent une valeur directionnelle 
qui correspond a leur etymologie. En tant que verbes p1eins, ba et k:J prennent 
pour expansion un nom designant Ie lieu qui constitue Ie but du deplacement. 
gwabO et kl3 constituent les buts de «aller» et «venin>. 

(17) 5 w5-Jr gwabO «11 est alle au marcM.» 
il a1ler-ACC marche 

(18) :J a ba kl3 
il REs venir village 

«11 est venu au village.» 

En tant qu' auxiliaires, ils se combinent a un radical verbal qui denote I' action 
qui constitue Ie but du deplacement. 

(19) 3 ko t6-Ii t~Iii «11 est alle acheter du tissu.» 
il aller(AUX) acheter-ACC tissu 

(20) 3 wa tUtii-fI ndre «11 est venu ramasser des champignons.» 
il venir(AUX) ramasser-ACC champignon 

Pour exprimer simultanement Ie lieu et I' action buts du deplacement, on combine 
les deux constructions en une serie verbale. Par exemple, en combinant l'enonce 
(17) et l'enonce (19), on aura celui de (21). 

(21) ;5 w;5-II gwab6 3 ko t6-II @ii 
il a1ler-ACC marche il aller(AUX) acheter-ACC tissu 
«II est aIle au marche acheter du tissu.» 

On peut donc dire en gros que ces constructions ont une valeur comparable a la 
construction fran~aise «aller/venir + infinitif». Le fait remarquable est que wa et k6 
forment avec Ie verbe qui les suit un bloc compact dans lequel il est absolument 
impossible d'inserer un affixe quelconque. 

3.3. Serie verbale vs verbe + radical verbal nominalise. Soit l' enonce en (22). 

(22) ;5 SI sf) «11 sait pleurer.» 
il-CONT savoir pleurer 

Cet enonce comporte une combinaison de deux radicaux verbaux qui ne mani
feste pas de maniere evidente des caracteristiques differentes de la serie verbale ou 
de la combinaison «auxiliaire + radical verbal». Mais une etude du fonctionnement 
de cette construction montre que: 
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- il ne peut pas apparaltre de pronom sujet de rappel devant Ie deuxieme 
radical verbal; 

- seul Ie premier des deux radicaux verbaux peut porter des marques de 
modalites verbales, alors que dans la serie verbale les deux termes portent ces 
marques, et dans la construction «auxiliaire + verbe» les suffixes de l' accompli et 
de la negation suivent Ie deuxieme element. Comparer, par exemple, les enonces 
suivants (23-25) ou nous avons souligne les radicaux verbaux et mis hors italiques 
Ie suffixe de la negation. 

(23) ;5 fa-m~ , t~ ~-m!!, kwiljo «11 ne donne pas de tissu a Kouadio.» 
il prendre-NEG tissu donner-NEG Kouadio 

(24) :J a k8 to-rna nam 
il RES a1ler(AUX) acheter-NEG breuf 

«11 n' est pas alle acheter un breuf.» 

(25) ;5 sf-rna sa 
il savoir-NEG pleurer 

«11 ne sait pas pleurer.» 

- enfin, Ie fait que sy do it etre considere en (22) comme un radical verbal 
nominalise en fonction d' expansion de S1 est confirme par ce qui se passe si on 
veut avoir comme deuxieme constituant de cette construction un radical verbal 
pourvu lui-meme d'une expansion. Ceci est possible, mais alors l'expansion 
precede Ie radical verbal, comme un nom en fonction de completant precede un 
nom en fonction de complete. Soit les enonces suivants: 

(26) :J sii t6 aljt «Elle fait la cuisine.» 
elle PROG cuire nourriture 

(27) 8 k6 lQ aljt «Elle va faire la cuisine.» 
elle a1ler(AUX) cuire nourriture 

(28) ;5 s1 alje t;j «E11e sait faire la cuisine.» 
elle savoir-CONS nourriture cuire 

En (26), Ie nom aljt «nourriture» est l'expansion (objet direct) du verbe tg «cuire» 
a l'aspect progressif, et en (27) du bloc ko t:] «aller cuire»; en (28) en revanche, 
c'est Ie bloc aljt tg qui fonctionne comme expansion de S1. Et ce bloc est 
justement un syntagme nominal de structure <<flom completant + nom complete» 
qu' on peut gloser par «la cuisson de la nourriture». Cela constitue l' evidence que 
dans l'enonce (22) Ie radical verbal sy a bel et bien un fonctionnement de nominal. 

4. Emploi des series verb ales et significations 

Semantiquement parlant, on peut dire que la succession des lexemes verbaux 
constituant une serie verbale reproduit generalement les phases successives d'un 
processus. 11 ne faut toutefois pas oublier que 1'interet de cette analyse n' est dans 
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bien des cas qu' etymologique. Panni les verbes qui interviennent de maniere parti
culierement frequente dans les series verbales, on observe qu'ils manifestent un 
sens qui, bien qu' apparente au sens qu' ils ont lorsqu' ils constituent a eux seuls Ie 
predicat verbal, ne s'y ramene pas de maniere evidente. Dans l'analyse qui va 
suivre, nous reviendrons sur cet aspect de la question, en particulier pour certaines 
series verbales dont l'un des verbes est fa «prendre» ou m!j «donner». 

Selon Ie sens des verbes qui en trent dans leur composition, les series verbales 
en baoule expriment, entre autres, les valeurs suivantes: 

- introduction du beneficiaire d'une action; 
- introduction d'un instrumental ou d'un comitatif; 
- expression de la comparaison. 

4.1 L'introduction du beneficiaire d'une action. D'une maniere generale, c'est 
Ie verbe m!j «donner», lorsqu'il figure en position de V2, qui introduit Ie benefi
ciaire d'une action. II faut faire remarquer qu'on ne Ie trouve que rarement dans 
des enonces ou il assume seulla fonction de predicat, bien que ceci soit possible 
comme l' atteste l' enonce en (29). 

(29)] si:J a, mts I kp@ ka 
de.lui pere il RES donner lui pain petit 
«Son pere lui a donne un peu de pain.» 

Dans cet enonce, I kp~y k~ est en realite la fusion en un syntagme completif du 
beneficiaire I «lui» et de I' objet kp§y k§ «un peu de pain». II faut comprendre ce 
syntagme comme constituant un groupe nominal qu' on peut gloser par «un peu 
de pain pour lui», «un peu de pain destine a lui». Dans la majorite des cas, Ie sens 
de «donner» est exprime par la combinaison de m!j avec Ie verbe fa, qui signifie a 
I' etat isole «prendre» (30). 

(30) kali s6 fa dwo m§ kwcllii 
Koffi PROG prendre igname donner Kouakou 
«Koffi donne de l'igname a Kouakou.» 

Semantiquement, il serait errone d'interpreter l'enonce (30) comme «Koffi 
prend de l' igname pour la donner a Kouakou». Ce demier sens serait rendu en 
baoule par une phrase complexe comprenant deux propositions reliees par une 
conjonction. L'interpretation que nous faisons ici de l'enonce (30) est confirmee 
par I'existence d'enonces comme celui en (31) qu'il est exc1u d'interpreter comme 
«tu prends ta maison pour me montrer». 

(31) a s6 fa w6 swa'n kl6 nil 
tu PROG prendre de.toi maison-DEF montrer moi 
«Tu me montres ta maison.» 

5 La voyelle finale du verbe m§] devient f sous I'influence du I. 
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Dans cette serie verbale, fa fonctionne cornrne un outil grammatical dont Ie rOle 
est simplement d'introduire l'objet d'un predicat dont Ie sens est entierement 
donne par l'autre lexeme verbal (ici mg) avec lequel fa est en combinaison, bien 
que d'un point de vue morphologique, fa reste ici pleinement un verbe. On peut 
donc dire que, dans les constructions de ce type, mg a pour fonction, en tant que 
deuxieme verbe d'une serie verbale, d'introduire Ie beneficiaire d'une action dont 
I' objet constitue syntaxiquement Ie premier terme de la serie. 

4.2. L'introduction d'un instrumental ou d'un comitatif. C'est Ie verbe fa 
«prendre» en position de VI dans une serie verbale qui permet d'exprimer 
l'instrumental ou Ie comitatif, cornrne l'exemple (32) l'atteste. 

(32) 5 fa-Ji dw6 ba-ll 
il prendre-ACC igname venir-ACC 
«II a apporte de l'igname.» 

dw6 dans cet enonce est syntaxiquement une expansion de fa et semantiquement 
un complement d'accompagnement. Cet en once peut d'ailleurs etre traduit par «il 
est venu avec de l'igname». Un probleme se pose cependant sur Ie statut reel de fa 
dans cette construction. S'agit-il d'un simple verbe occupant une position VI dans 
une serie verbale ou ne peut -on pas lui accorder Ie statut d' auxiliaire dans cette 
construction? Certes, Ie fait qu'au contraire des auxiliaires wa et k6, fa semble 
accepter l'adjonction d'affixe (cf. Ie suffixe -ll de I'accompli en (32))6 pourrait 
l' exc1ure de cette c1asse. Cependent, cette reconnaissance de fa cornrne auxiliaire 
est indispensable pour rendre compte des constructions cornrne celle en (33). 

(33) Ii kUndt s1 ka Ii fa k5 II kii 
je-INT ehereher argent je-INT prendre(AUX) aller endroit 
«J'ai besoin d'argent pour Ie voyage.» 

Du point de vue semantique, l'adjonction de l'auxiliaire fa signale donc la pre
sence d'un instrumental, elle correspond a peu pres a la toumure fran~aise ou 
«avec» en valeur adverbiale s'ajoute a un verbe: «il est parti avec», «il a coupe du 
pain avec», etc. Ceci explique sans doute que les formes a auxiliaire fa se 
rencontrent rarement isolees, mais Ie plus sou vent cornrne deuxieme terme de 
series verbales dont Ie premier terme introduit justement I'instrumental auquel 
renvoie l' auxiliaire fa. Ce premier terme est frequernrnent Ie verbe fa lui meme, et 
il est interessant a ce sujet de noter Ie parallelisme de fonctionnement entre l'auxili
aire instrumental et les auxiliaires directionnels (34-36). 

(34) 5 w5-Ji gwab6 3 k6 t6-Ji Jlle 
j] aller-ACC marehe il aller(AUX) aeheter-ACC poisson 
«II est alle au marche acheter du poisson.» 

6 D'ailleurs dans eet enonee, fa est VI dans ee qui est une serie verbale. 



84 Studies in African Linguistics 29( 1), 2000 

(35) 5 fii-Ji Iiilje.J iii kpe-fr kp~fJ 
il prendre-ACC couteau il prendre(AUX) couper-ACC pain 
«11 a coupe du pain avec un couteau.» 

(36) .J sil fa wese 5 fa kpe kwii'n, 
il PROG prendre machette il-INT prendre(AUX) couper liane-DEF 
«11 coupe la liane avec une machette.» 

4.3. L'expression de la comparaison. La comparaison de superiorite ou d'in
feriorite s' exprime en baoule par des series verbales comportant comme V2 Ie 
verbe tra «depasser». Ce verbe peut it lui seul constituer Ie predicat d' enonce 
exprimant une comparaison, comme dans (37). Mais Ie plus souvent on Ie trouve 
dans des enonces it serie verb ale comme dans (38)-(41). 

(37) ii tra kwakil iifwt ilsjf 
je-CONS depasser Kouakou annee six 
«J' ai six ans de plus que Kouakou.» 

(38) ii Ie awItba tra m1 
tu-CONS avoir creur depasser-CONS moi 
«Tu es plus courageux que moi.» 

(39) 5 eli JUm~ tra m1 
iI-CONS faire travail depasser-CONS moi 
«11 travaille plus que moi.» 

(40) ii k5 bwiike n trii kofi 
je-CONS aller Bouake je-CONS depasser Koffi 
«Je vais plus souvent it Bouake que Koffi.» 

(41) ii sl kofi n trii kwakil 
je-CONS connaitre Koffi je-CONS depasser Kouakou 
«Je connais Koffi mieux que Kouakou.» 

Les deux derniers exemples montrent que dans de telles constructions tra 
prend systematiquement: 

- comme sujet, Ie meme sujet que Ie premier terme de la serie; 
- comme expansion, l' element sur lequel porte la comparaison. 
11 est interessant de noter que l'enonce (41) presente la meme ambigu'ite que sa 

traduction en fran~ais: «Je connais mieux Koffi que je ne connais Kouakou» ou <~e 
connais mieux Koffi que ne Ie connait Kouakou». 

4.4. Autres valeurs vehiculees. Sous ce titre, nous rangeons des valeurs comme: 
-la non participation it une action (ou l'exclusion d'une action). 
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Cette valeur est exprimee par Ie verbe kpe «couper» comme deuxieme terme 
d'une serie verbale (42). 

(42) be ill be kp£ IIii 
ils-CONS manger ils-CONS couper moi 
«lIs mangent sans moi.» ou «lIs mangent sans m'en donneu> 

-Ies circonstances d'un deplacement: pour exprimer ces circonstances, on trouve 
des series verbales ou Ie verbe de deplacement est en deuxieme position, Ie premier 
terme de la sene precisant par exemple la fa~on dont s' effectue Ie deplacement 
(43)-(44). 

(43) 5 we-II nzqe kpe-li 
il nager-ACC eau traverser-ACC 
«11 a traverse Ia riviere ala nage.» 

(44) a su wadi bel 
il PROG courir arriver 
«11 arrive en courant.» 

5. Concurrence entre constructions a series verbales et autres constructions 

Pour exprimer un certain nombre d'autres valeurs, Ies constructions a series ver
bales en trent en concurrence ou sont en distribution complementaire avec d'autres 
constructions que nous allons a present passer en revue. 

5.1. Concurrence entre series verbales et constructions avec ni pour l'expres
sion de l'instrumental. Pour I'expression de I'instrumental, Ie baoule dispose 
d'une construction comportant Ie coordinatif ni «et», «avec». 

(45) a su ti ke anwa'n ill sate 
il PROG ouvrir porte-DEF avec clef 
«11 ouvre Ia porte avec une clef.» 

(46) 5 kpe-II kp~y ill lillje 
il couper-ACC pain avec couteau 
«11 a coupe du pain avec un couteau.» 

(47) 5 kpe-li kwa ill wese 
il couper-ACC liane avec machette 
«11 a coupe une Iiane avec une machette.» 

Dans ces enonces, ni sert a introduire ce qui semantiquement peut s'analyser 
comme un instrument, a savoir safe «clef», laljt «couteau» et wese «machette». 
Ces enonces sont en concurrence (parce que parfaitement synonymes) avec Ies 
suivants, qui sont construits a partir de series verbales ou Ie premier verbe fa a 
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pour expansion l'instrument et Ie deuxieme est tres souvent combine a l'auxiliaire 
fa (de sens instrumental) (48)-(50). 

(48) ;) su fa safe 5 fa ti ke anwa'n 
il PROG prendre clef il prendre(AUX) ouvrir porte-DEF 
«11 ouvre la porte avec une clef.» 

(49) 5 fa-Ii lalje.J fa kpe-Ii kp~y 
il prendre-ACC couteau il prendre(AUX) couper-ACC pain 
«11 a coupe du pain avec un couteau.» 

(50) 5 fa-Ii wese.J iii kpe-li kwa 
il prendre-ACC machette il prendre(AUX) couper-ACC hane 
«11 a coupe une liane avec une machette.» 

Bien que ces enonces paraissent parfaitement synonymes, il y a des cas ou 
semantiquement on peut percevoir une legere nuance de sens, comme dans les 
exemples (51)-(52). Ces deux enonces peuvent tous les deux etre traduits par «11 
est venu avec une femme». Mais alors que Ie premier est une information relative
ment neutre, dans Ie deuxieme, il y a une insistance sur l'implication, dans l'action 
denotee, de celui dont il est question. Ce deuxieme enonce peut alors, en plus, etre 
glose par «il s'est fait accompagne d'une femme!», «il a fallu qu'il s'amene avec 
une femme!». 

(51) 5 IiI bla ba-li 
lui et femme venir-ACC 

(52) 5 fa-Ii bla ba-li 
il prendre-ACC femme venir-ACC 

VI. 2. Concurrence etlou distribution complementaire entre series verb ales 
et verbes it deux expansions. Lorsqu'un verbe baoule peut etre suivi de deux 
expansions, celles-ci ne portent aucune marque signalant leur fonction respective, 
mais elIes occupent l'une par rapport a l'autre une place fixe en liaison avec cette 
fonction. En particulier, pour les verbes a deux expansions dont l'une represente 
semantiquement un «objet» et l'autre un «destinataire» ou «beneficiaire», Ie 
destinataire ou beneficiaire precede systematiquement l'objet (53)-(55). 

(53) koft sii Ide pis~ fluwa 
Koffi PROG ecrire N' guessan lettre 
«Koffi ecrit une lettre a N' guessan.» 

(54) be Ide-Ii mI be swa'n 
ils montrer-ACC moi leur maison-DEF 
«Ils m' ont montre leur maison.» 
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(55) J a ma koft bOli kU 
il RES donner Koffi chevre une 
«II a donne une chevre a. Koffi.» 

87 

Dans ces trois enonces, les constituants nominaux en fonction semantique de 
beneficiaires (p.isg, mI et koft) precedent les objets (fluwa, be swa'n et bOli kY). 
On notera d'ailleurs l'emploi, avec certains verbes, de cette structure S VEl E2 
ou El represente un objet ou patient et E2 un instrument (56)-(57). let mI sont en 
fonction de E 1 tandis que sabwl et cidljf sont en fonction de E2. 

(56) :5 ti ti I sabwl «ll Ie griffe.» 
iI-CONS dechirer Ie ongle 

(57) :5 bO-JJ mI cidlji «II m'a donne un coup de poing.» 
il battre-ACC moi poing 

Mais la construction S VEl E2 n'est pas la seule a. pouvoir decrire une situa
tion mettant en jeu agent, objet et destinataire, et il y a meme des cas ou, en pre
sence d'une telle situation, cette construction est syntaxiquement impossible. C' est 
ici qu'il convient de poser Ie probU:me de la concurrence qui existe entre cette 
construction et les series verbales qui se partagent en quelque sorte Ie meme 
domaine fonctionnel. Par exempIe, avec Ie verbe ce «faire cadeau» on peut avoir 
indifferemment, pour exprimer «fais-moi cadeau d'une chevre», l'un des deux 
enonces, (58) ou (59). 

(58) ct mI bOli (structure: V El E2) 
offrir.IMP moi chevre 

(59) fa bOli cC mI (serie verbale) 
prendre.IMP chevre offrir.IMP moi 

Par contre, pour exprimer «fais-moi cadeau de Ia chevre (en question)>>, ou «fais
moi cadeau de cette chevre», c' est-a.-dire Iorsque Ie mot bOli «chevre» est defini 
ou est determine par Ie deictique ce, on ne peut avoir que Ia construction a. serie 
verbale (60)-(61). 

(60) fa bOli'n ct mI 
prendre.IMP chevre-DEF offrir-IMP moi 
«Fais-moi cadeau de Ia chevre.» 

(61) fa bOli n!Ja ct nil 
prendre.IMP chevre cette offrir-IMP moi 
«Fais-moi cadeau de cette chevre.» 

Nous avons Ie meme phenomene avec un autre verbe de don mg «donner»; Ies 
enonces (62) et (63) ont Ie meme sens. 
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(62) ma m} bOll 
dormer.IMP moi chevre 

«Donne-moi une chevre.» 

(63) fa bOn ma ml 
prendre.lMP chevre dolmer.IMP moi 

«Donne-moi une chevre.» 

A vee, en fonction d' objet, Ie pronom deictique ngii «ceci» on ne peut avoir que Ie 
sens vu en (64). 

(64) fa nga m§ ml 
prendre.IMP ceci donner.IMP moi 
«Donne-moi ceci.» 

(construction a serie verb ale ) 

Par ailleurs, au sens de «donne-moi Ia chevre en question», on ne peut Ut aussi 
avoir que Ia construction a serie verb ale (65). 

(65) fa bOn'n ma IIil 
prendre.IMP chevre-nEF donner.lMP moi 
«Donne-moi la chevre en question.» 

On remarquera qu'un enonce comme celui en (66), ou Ie nom bi5li est defini (pre
sence du morpheme - 'n) est possible, mais il signifie exactement «donne la chevre 
qui me revient/qui m'est destinee», et non pas «donne-moi la chevre en question». 

(66) m~ m} bi5li'n , (structure: V E1 E2) 
donner.IMP moi chevre-DEF 

Tout se passe comme si, quand Ie referent du nom qui est l' objet du transfert est 
connu de quelque maniere que ce soit (defini ou determine par un deictique), Ie 
sens de mf! tout seul ne suffit plus, mais il est renforce par ceIui de fa, comme pour 
decrire concretement la scene du transfert d'objet dans la tradition baoule: on 
prend l' objet (on tient l' objet dans la main) et on Ie donne. C' est ici que l' apport 
d' autres sciences telles que l' ethnosociologie serait souhaitable. En attendant on 
peut expliquer ces impossibilites syntaxiques par Ie fait que (pour prendre l'exem
pIe de 1'enonce (65» les deux constituants nominaux qui sui vent Ie verbe mf! sont 
relies entre eux dans un syntagme nominal et non, en depit des apparences, 
directement au verbe lui-meme. Ainsi, dans 1'enonce (65), m} constitue syn
taxiquement Ie completant de bOli'n et non l'expansion de mf!. On peut donc dire 
que, syntaxiquement parlant, ce qui suit Ie verbe mf! (ou ce) est: 

- ou bien Ie constituant nominal representant Ie beneficiaire lorsque mg 
constitue Ie deuxieme terme d'une serie; 
- ou bien la fusion en un syntagme completif du beneficiaire et de I' objet: dans 
un enonce comme (66) :J a m~ kofi(I) bi5li il-RES-donner-Koffi-(lui)-chevre «II 
a donne une chevre a Koffi», il faut comprendre kofi (1) bi5li comme 
constituant un groupe nominal au sens de «chevre pour Koffi» ou «chevre 
destinee a Koffi». 



Les series verbales en baoule 89 

6. Conclusion 

La presentation que nous venons de faire de la serie verbale en baoule montre 
qu'il ne s'agit pas d'une categorie vraiment homogene. A cote des series verba1es 
quasi lexicalisees comme fa ... k:J /prendre ... partir/ «emporter», fa ... ba /prendre 
... venir/ «apporter», etc., d' autres semblent se construire au gre des circonstances 
du discours et des besoins d'expression du locuteur. D'un autre cote, si par 
oppositions successives aux autres constructions comportant une succession de 
verbes, on peut arriver a caracteriser morphologiquement et syntaxiquement la 
serie verb ale en baoule, il demeure des problemes non encore elucides qui relevent 
de la lexicographie du baoule. L'impression qui se degage est que chaque verbe 
transitif tend a selectionner Ie verbe avec lequel il constitue une serie verbale. II 
reste a decrire systematiquement de tels phenomenes de selection qui sont lies au 
moins en partie a des contraintes 1exicales qui dependent elles-memes de maniere 
evidente de la semantique pro pre a chaque verbe et de la compatibilite entre les 
nuances de sens apportees par chacun des termes de la serie. 
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FROM THE EDITOR: 
DOCUMENTING ENDANGERED LANGUAGES 

When I first took on the task of Editor of Studies in African Linguistics nine years 
ago, I stated in a message from the Editor that part of the role of the journal is to 
"facilitate and promote the publication of African language data ... that might not 
find a place easily or suitably in more general journals." During the past decade it 
has become increasingly clear that many African languages are not only endan
gered, but are already on the brink of extinction. Many of these, unfortunately, will 
disappear with little or no documentation. In keeping with the goal of the journal 
stated above, therefore, the journal will henceforth devote a separate section to 
documenting these endangered languages. Papers for this section should be good, 
concise, descriptive linguistic sketches, indicating as well the current state of the 
language. In addition to grammatical description, they may also include lists of 
lexical items, short texts or songs. As with all papers submitted to the journal, these 
sketches will be reviewed. 

In this issue of SAL, we launch this new section appropriately enough with a 
sketch titled "Njerep: A postcard from the edge", authored by Bruce Connell and 
David Zeitlyn. Njerep, a Mambiloid language of Cameroon, appears to have no 
more than six speakers who have any significant knowledge of the language, all of 
them quite old. The title of this inaugural piece provides, I believe, an appropriate 
name for this section-From the edge. 

Robert Botne 
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NJEREP: A POSTCARD FROM THE EDGE* 
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David Zeitlyn 
Eliot College, The University of Kent at Canterbury 

Njerep is a language on the edge of extinction. It is no longer spoken on a regular 
basis, nor is it even known well by anyone speaker. There are now, in fact, only 
five people who remember the language well enough to produce fragments of 
speech or who remember songs in the language. Our aim in this paper is to 
document the language to the extent possible. We have collected a wordlist of the 
language, a number of songs and other bits of text which, fragmentary though 
they are, permit some insights into the structure of the language, its genetic affilia
tion and its former importance in the region. Since we view language as a cultural 
artifact intimately connected to both the culture and the history of its speakers, the 
paper begins with a brief discussion of Njerep ethnography and history. We then 
look at evidence for the genetic affiliation of Njerep, and follow this with a 
description of its structural characteristics. Appendices are included which 
contain the Njerep wordlist, transcriptions of songs and, finally, genealogical 
information on the remaining speakers, which gives some insight into the 
sociological aspect of language contraction. 

1. Introduction 

Njerep today is not a language of daily use. It is known--or remembered-by a 
small handful of people in the Mambila village of Somie in Adamawa Province, 
Cameroon. Of six people who have some scattered knowledge of the language, 
there is but one elderly man, Mial, who may still be capable of conversing in it to 
any extent. A seventh elder, who knew the language better than any of the re-

* We wish to express our gratitude to the people of Somie for their exquisite hospitality. We are 
especially grateful to the late Wajiri Bi, Mia! Nicodeme, Bondjie Salamatou, and Wum Margarite 
for their cooperation and contributions, and to Ciebeh Daniel and Bekimi Jean for their assistance. 
Work in Cameroon has been undertaken under the auspices of the Ministry of Scientific and 
Technical Research and with the kind help of Professor V. J. Fanso, Director of the National 
Archive Service. We have been assisted by the staff of I' Avenir de la Population des Forets 
Tropicale, la Societee Intemationale de Linguistique in Cameroon, and His Excellency Degah 
Souleymanou, Chief of the Canton of Sornie. This work was done with the financial support of 
ESRC grant R000237450 'Language Death in the Nigeria-Cameroon Borderland' to Connell. 
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maining speakers, Wajiri Bi, died in late 1998. The survivors, it appears, are not up 
to the status of "semi-speaker" [Dorian 1973], but are best viewed as "remem
berers" [Campbell & Muntzel 1989]. In its terminal stage, the language has been 
used primarily for greetings, joking, occasionally to share secrets, and its songs 
sung to recall the past. These functions have apparently died with Bi. While our 
primary aim in this paper is to present a linguistic description of Njerep, in recog
nition of the intrinsic connection between language and culture-which becomes 
all the more apparent when a language is dying-we begin with a brief discussion 
of the ethnography and history of the Njerep people. We then move on to examine 
their language: its linguistic affiliations and those aspects of its structure that are 
determinable from the available linguistic data. This material is presented in its 
entirety, either in the text of the paper or in the accompanying appendices. In the 
concluding paragraphs we look briefly at some of the factors that have brought 
Njerep to the edge of extinction, in an effort to better understand some of the 
dynamics of language decline and death. The paper is, then, little more than a post
card and gives only a tiny fragment of the language as it was. It is, however, the 
most complete record of Njerep we are ever likely to have. 

2. Ethnography and history 

2.1. Fragments of local history. All Mambila on the Tikar Plain came from the 
Mambila Plateau and the adjoining areas of the Adamawa Plateau. It is within this 
context that the history of the Njerep, and village of Somie and its surroundings is 
to be understood. Somie, also known as Ndeba in Ba-Mambila, or Cokmo (some
times written Tchokmon), is presently located at 6° 28' N, 11 ° 27' E in the 
Bankim sub-division of the Province of Adamawa, Cameroon.! It lies on the Tikar 
Plain in the extreme southwest of the Province, near the border with Northwest 
Province and the Nigerian frontier. The present population is the result of several 
(at least three, and possibly four) waves of immigration by different groups of 
Mambila down from the Mambila Plateau onto the Tikar Plain. No clear and 
detailed picture emerges from the oral history concerning these events, as accounts 
from different informants are contradictory (see Zeitlyn 1994; Zeitlyn, Mial and 
Mbe in press). 

The four named groups of immigrants are Liap, Ndeba, Njerep and Mvop. It is 
a matter of controversy whether the Liap or the Ndeba were the first arrivals, 
though both may have had a hand in pushing the Tikar away from the base of the 
escarpment and farther into the plain. Little is now known of the Liap other than 
that they must have come from the area around Chich ale mountain near Guessimi, 
on the Adamawa Plateau. In Somie, some people are still occasionally described as 
Liap through patrilateral descent. The Liap are said to have hidden from sub
sequent invaders in caves. Some informants recount a story of Liap performing a 
dance in a cave which collapsed, trapping or crushing the dancers. Others talk of 
caves at the River Pongong (near Tor Luo hill) in which Liap pots may be found. 

1 The village has moved three times, most recently in 1964. 
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Even less is known of the Ndeba, other than that they too came from the 
Guessimi area, and that they gave their name to the village. They are said to be the 
people who dug the trenched forts visible in aerial photographs and on the ground 
at Gumbe and in the forest of Duabang [Zeitlyn 1992]. We could discover no 
account of any cultural practices to distinguish them from their successors. These 
early immigrants were conquered or absorbed in their tum by subsequent waves 
of Mambila invaders. 

The second wave of immigrants to the present Somie area (considering both 
Liap and Ndeba as part of the first) is itself divided into different groups. All 
accounts agree this wave originated on the Adamawa Plateau, and introduced the 
Njerep and the Luo. While the linguistic evidence presented below indicates that 
Njerep and Kasabe (the language of the Luo) were closely related, and these two 
with a third language, Cambap, elicited accounts differ as to the degree of differen
tiation between the Njerep and the Luo. The most common version suggests these 
two groups were one with the Camba (aka Twendi [Connell 1998]), and only 
differentiated when they left the villages of Sango and Camba (an intermediate 
stop, already on the Tikar plain) fleeing to the hills at the foot of the Mambila es
carpment to escape horsemen. The horsemen in most accounts are Ful6e invaders, 
though at least one local historian suggests this movement was earlier, and preci
pitated by the Chamba invasion of a slightly earlier period.2 Although descendents 
of the Njerep and Luo now live on the Tikar plain, they still identify the villages in 
the mountains which they established, and one local mountain bears the name Tor 
Luo (tor = 'hill, mountain'). What is unclear is whether these two differentiated 
from Camba in the way just described, or at an earlier time, perhaps when leaving 
the Adamawa Plateau homeland. Perhaps one pointer with some bearing on the 
question is that the Luo claim to have songs not known to the Njerep. This alone 
cannot be taken as evidence of a long history of separation, but does point to some 
cultural differentiation. 

Whatever the case, the Njerep and Luo are now separate and appear to have 
been so since they reached their present locations. Their separate accounts of rela
tions with their neighbours, as discussed below, confirm this, especially since the 
Njerep (but not Luo) claim to have conquered the Ndeba. 

The last wave of Mambila immigrants onto the Tikar Plain were the Mvop who 
came down the escarpment from Mvor village on the Mambila Plateau, southwest 
of Dorofi-this site has been documented by Jean Hurault [1979: 22 & Plate VII, 
1986: 131 & Plate III], Oral tradition tells us that a group of children of Tulum, 
their common ancestor in Mvor, founded the villages of Sonkolong, Somie, and 
Atta. Much hinges on the reasons for the arrival of the Mvop on the Tikar Plain. 
In the central part of Somie, it is said to have been a conquest. War started over 
the giving of dues, such as palm oil and special ("royal") game, to the Mvop. As is 
common throughout this area, chieftainship is marked by rights over game such as 
buffalo: a specified portion of any royal animal killed must be sent to the chief of a 

2 Mial Nicodeme, citing the published work of Eldridge Mohammadou [1990 & 1991]. There is 
potential for confusion between the two names 'Camba' and 'Chamba'; both are pronounced the 
same, [tfamba], though at present there is no evidence of a connection between the two. 
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particular group to acknowledge their superior status. In this case, it is claimed, the 
thigh of a buffalo which had been killed was not sent to the Mvop chief Tulum at 
Mvor. (We have not yet found an explanation of why the Ndeba should have done 
this before their conquest by the Mvop.) In Somie, two hamlet headmen name 
new chiefs and are accorded great respect. One of these is the head of Njerep 
hamlet, and thus the head of Ndeba. The other is the head of Gumbe hamlet who 
is of Mvop descent. 

According to our informants, Njerep and Ndeba once exchanged buffalo thighs, 
a mark of reciprocal respect, and it was the breaking of this custom which led to 
the conquest of Ndeba by Njerep. The breaking of the custom is more a symptom 
than a cause, but granted the symbolic importance of buffalo in the region, any 
local ruler who was politically ambitious could use claims to buffalo as part of their 
political strategy. Hence, a local war could well be triggered by refusal to give a 
buffalo thigh. Traditions concerning buffalo rights also exemplify local history in 
the case of the Luo. The Luo, allies of the Mvop, retain buffalo thighs for them
selves. They are said to have been granted this right by Tulum, the Mvop ancestor, 
after Luo healers treated him for spear wounds incurred in a battle with the Tikar. 
More people today know about the curing than about who Tulum and his 
followers were fighting-there is considerable uncertainty on this point. 

2.2. Summary. Given the uncertainties and complexity of the regional history of 
the last two centuries, the following seems the best current summary. 

The Tikar Plain was inhabited by proto-Tikar speakers.3 It appears that during 
the 19th century-possibly earlier-speakers of four languages, Cambap, Kasabe, 
Njerep, and Yeni, left the area around Djeni Mountain (known on current maps of 
Cameroon as l' Aigue Mboundou). They settled in, or perhaps established, various 
villages farther west and south, in the foothills and on the Tikar Plain. The most 
plausible hypothesis is that the Fulani jihad of the 19th century (part of the Sokoto 
Jihad) was the primary cause of this upheaval, though there is some indication that 
the movement occurred, or at least began, prior to the jihad, perhaps as a result of 
the Chamba Leko incursions (as suggested by Mohammadou 1990; Fardon 1988 
gives an overview of Chamba history). The Kwanja, too, were pushed southward 
until some settled on the Tikar Plain where they eventually mixed with the Camba 
and Yeni. It is again not clear who came first; however, the most probable scenario 
is that they were all part of a general movement and arrived on the plain at more 
or less the same time. Meanwhile, the Mambila (Mvop) came down from the 
Mambila Plateau, and incorporated Ndeba, Njerep, and Liap villages situated at the 
bottom of the escarpment, but could not expand further into the Plain because of 
the Tikar who had become bigger and more centralized [Hurault 1988]. Pressure 
from the Ful5e is cited by local informants to account for these changes. In any 
event, it appears that the factors that led to these movements also precipitated the 
decimation of the peoples involved, ultimately resulting in considerable inter
marriage and leaving their viability as linguistic groupings tenuous. Ethnic identity 

3The identification of proto-Tikar is itself controversial see Zeitlyn [1996], Moharnmadou [1990; 
1991], Fowler & Zeitlyn [1996]. 
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has survived somewhat longer, but it too is clearly not as strong as it once was, as 
the Njerep and Luo now see themselves as Mambila (as do Ndeba and Liap), while 
the Camba and Yeni now to a large degree see themselves as Kwanja. 

3. Linguistic Affiliation 

Linguistic data on Njerep comes primarily from two village elders, Wajiri Bi (Bi 
was the Njerep headman; wajiri is a Fulfulde term for 'headman') and Mial. 
Materials gathered include a wordlist, a number of songs or snatches of songs, and 
sentence fragments. Other songs were also recorded by Bondjie, the Njerep 
marenjo4, and Wum, a senior woman in Sornie. 

3.1. Background. The languages in the general area where Njerep is spoken 
belong to the Mambiloid group [Blench 1993; Connell 2000]. Mambila is the 
largest language in this group, with approximately 90,000 speakers, and is also the 
most internally diverse. It comprises two major dialect clusters (East and West 
Mambila), each containing a number of dialects. Within each cluster mutual intelli
gibility exits between some lects, but by no means all. Among the other languages 
in Mambiloid are Kwanja, Vute, Wawa, Somyev, Tep, Mvanip, and Mbongno. 
The Grassfields Bantu languages are spoken to the south of Mambiloid, with one 
of these, Yamba, in relatively recent times having expanded so that its speakers are 
now also found throughout much of the Mambiloid area. Both Mambiloid and 
Grassfields are generally accepted as being Bantoid. Fulfulde is widely used in the 
Mambiloid area as a lingua franca. 

3.2. The Affiliation of Njerep. On the basis of the available data, Njerep appears 
to have been part of a cluster which included Cambap (the language of the Camba, 
still spoken by approximately 30 people), Kasabe, and Yeni (or Djeni). Both 
Kasabe and Yeni are now extinct, although we did manage to record a wordlist 
with Bogon, the last speaker of Kasabe, some several months before his death. Of 
Yeni, only a song survives to attest its former existence [Connell 1998]. The evi
dence presented below makes it clear that these languages were closely related to 
each other and to Mambila generally. They can best be considered part of, or 
closest to, the East Mambila cluster, but whether they constituted a cluster them
selves within that grouping is indeterminant. A fourth language, Langa, which has 
a few hundred speakers, may also be a part of this grouping. Langa is considered 
part of East Mambila, more closely akin to Mambila lects located in the eastern 
region of the Mambila Plateau in Nigeria, such as those spoken at Kara, Titong and 
Kabri, than it is to Njerep and Cambap. Langa is spoken on the Adamawa Plateau 
near Djeni Mountain and more or less adjacent to the area in Nigeria where most 
of the East Mambila lects are located. 

4 Marenjo, or mayramjo, is a Fulfulde term roughly translatable by 'princess'. In this context the 
marenjo is the female counterpart of the headmen-wajiri-mentioned above, who name new 
chiefs. 
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Table 1 Evidence for the linguistic affiliation of Njerep. 

t head eye tongue face 

Njerep f~n IJg1e liba IJg1e 
Kasabe [;5fl IJgll nlma 
Cambap IJg~ IJg~rln n~man mbOm S1-l 
Langa IJgei IJg~re n~man mbOm 
Gelep Wi:n nd3~re n~man mbOm 
Karbap hon nd3ere n~man njim~nI 

Ba is nd3~lo leba nd3~lo 

Sundani IJgw perl ntm m6:du 

Ndung IJgcl pm nemn~ gbtmsl 

person food salt yam 

Njerep nad ja 

Kasabe nar ja tomo 

Cambap nar jalap tOmo tua 

Langa nor jarap tomo tua 

Gelep nar jarap tom 6 tua 
Karbap nor d31 ja IJ91 to:m tua 

Ba nwar jap tl16m tIt 

Sundani wlra jenbu nd6mu mo:bu 

Ndung waar jtn nd6m mre-



Njerep: A postcard from the edge 101 

elbow skin navel back blood 

tJakada panda kimbl I]g6d3tk hw6mi 
wzilzi mbaU[8 panda kibi kame w6m6 
I]g5n{} be-l fanda kumbun kama wama 
ktndu fanda kimb{}n hamii waml 
ktndu k{}mb3n kamii wam 
ktdt fada k{}b{j' I]gamga w6mi 

tJakor par kibl I]gaga hw:5m 
I]gon{} panda tJiml d30mdin~ fam~ 

I]gu'n bi pa-nlir tJim k3U[5 kftm 

calabash dog crab bird fowl 

gba bandu galt tJoro 
gb8 biindu kamb8 n{}nu tJ5ndo 

gb8 biindu kamba nunu tJ5ndo 

J1f1 bzindzi hambii nunu tJondo 

gb8 biindu kambfin niinu tJ5nd5 
gwa bodi kaban nanaI] tJodo 

I]gap bOr kap non tJuar 
ndikpeI]cIi d3T kambfi non{} tJunde 
s5'y d31 kam nii-n tJIn 
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Njerep, Kasabe, and Cambap resemble East Mambila more closely than they do 
their immediate Mambila neighbour. The local variety of Mambila, part of the West 
Mambila cluster, is known generally as Ba. It is sometimes referred to as Mvop 
since, as discussed above, the Mvop are now dominant in the area. However, since 
Ba is the more widely used term, we use it here as the linguistic designation for the 
language of the Mvop. 

Table 1 (preceding page) presents data representative of phonological and lexi
cal correspondences. Data is included from Njerep, Cambap, Kasabe, and Langa, 
as well as from Ba, two other Mambila lects, Gelep (Titong) and Karbap (Kara), 
and two neighbouring Kwanja lects, Sundani and Ndung. In examining the compa
rative series, it should be recalled that both Njerep and Kasabe were presumably 
subject to influence from Mvop (and Ndeba), as that is the language now spoken 
by the Njerep and Luo, and that the Camba all speak primarily a variety of 
Kwanja; that language has had some influence on Cambap [Connell 1999]. 

It is apparent from the data in Table 1, first, that the two Kwanja lects, Sundani 
and Ndung, are distinct from the others; developments reflected, for example, in 
the initial consonants of 'navel', 'person', 'blood', and 'salt' establish this. Among 
the other languages (the Mambila set), there are a number of developments evi
dent, though those seen for Ba are most striking. The vocalic developments re
flected in 'person', 'salt', and 'fowl', and the change in morpheme structure, 
CVCV(C) > CVC (e.g., 'skin', 'dog', 'crab', and 'fowl'), in particular, set Ba apart. 
Njerep, on the other hand, shares characteristics with the remainder, viz. Kasabe, 
Cambap, Langa, Gelep, and Karbap. The languages which are geographically 
closest to Njerep (with the exception of Kasabe), Ba, Sundani, and Ndung, then, 
are not those which are its closest linguistic neighbours. 

Not all the comparative series in Table 1 form complete cognate sets. Some 
show evidence of borrowings. The apparent 1)9 - f correspondence seen for 'head' 
between Njerep and Kasabe, on one hand, and Cambap and Langa, on the other, 
is indicative of an influence from Ba on Njerep and Kasabe; the true situation is 
more likely reflected in 'eye', as there are other items which could be cited 
showing the same correspondence. Similarly, comparing 'eye' and 'face', we are 
inclined to conclude that the semantic extension of 'eye' to 'face' in Njerep is an 
influence of Ba. And, the form found for 'navel' in Kasabe can reasonably be 
assumed to be a borrowing from Ba, as can the form for 'tongue' in Njerep. 

Others of the comparative series are indicative of lexical innovation. On the 
basis of this evidence, the two Kwanja lects are again established as separate (cf. 
'elbow', 'yam', 'calabash', and 'dog'). Among forms for 'eye', those in Njerep, 
Kasabe, Cambap, and Langa constitute one set of cognates, while those in Gelep, 
Karbap, and Ba, form another. Both 'face' and 'back' group Camba, Langa, and 
Gelep; on the evidence of 'back' Kasabe is also included with this grouping. 
'Calabash' groups all of these with the exception of Langa. 

In short, the combined evidence of phonological developments and lexical 
innovation clearly demonstrates the greater proximity of Njerep to Kasabe and 
Cambap, and these three to Langa, Gelep, and Karbap, all East Mambila lects. It 
will be noted, though, that many of their shared similarities are apparent retentions; 
it is Ba that has, in many respects, innovated compared to the other Mambila lects. 
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It is therefore difficult to propose a subgrouping among the East Mambila lects on 
the basis of shared innovations. However, regardless of what subgrouping may be 
established, Njerep is obviously part of the Mambila cluster, and within this cluster 
is closer, linguistically, to those languages which are geographically more distant. 

4. Structural characteristics of Njerep 

4.1. Phonology. In presenting the phonetic and phonological (and other) charac
teristics of Njerep it will be borne in mind that all of our speakers have been 
thoroughly absorbed by Ba Mambila: Ba is their primary language and has been 
for quite some time. What we discuss, therefore, is Njerep in its terminal stage; we 
are not in a position to say a given characteristic represents Njerep as it was when 
it was a primary language; we do, however, include information pertaining to the 
possible influence of Ba. It should also be noted that a certain amount of varia
tion-'inconsistency' -in pronunciation was observed, both across and within 
speakers. This is not unexpected in a language in its terminal stage, and indeed has 
been considered part of the contraction process [Dressler 1988; cf. Connell 1999]. 
Given these reservations, and the implicit possibility that there is no "fixed" 
phonemic system as is generally conceived, what we understand to be the pho
nemic inventory of Njerep as spoken by these two elders is presented in the tables 
below. 

4.2. Consonants. Table 2 presents the consonant inventory of Njerep as deter
mined by their occurrence in stem-initial position. A list of words exemplifying 
these consonants in initial position is given in (1). Noteworthy variation or other 
characteristics are included in the wordlist in Appendix 1. 

4.2.1 A note on labialization. Other than the labialized velar nasals shown, there 
are a few consonants which may conceivably be considered labialized, such as Ivl 
in vwan 'two', above, or It! in WeI 'speak'. These are few in our data, and 
although the consonant itself is indeed labialized in these cases, the alternative 
analyses, that they represent an underlying vowel sequence (only lual and luol 
occur in our data) or a sequence of semi-vowel-vowel are more plausible. In sup-

Table 2. Consonant inventory of Njerep. 

bilabial labio-dental alveolar post- velar labial-velar 
alveolar 

nasal m n nj I) 

prenasal mb nd nd3 1)g 1)mgb 
plosive p b t d k 9 kp gb 
fricative f v s 
affricate tf d3 
approx. J w 
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(1) Njerep consonants in initial position. 
ma 'build, construct' ifada 'monkey' 
mban1 'breast' dJaal 'fIrewood' 
panda 'skin' ja 'eat' 
bii 'elder brother, sister' lJada 'give birth' 
vwan 'two' IJgii 'buy' 
fa 'village' kam~ 'chest' 
naga 'lick' gaa 'tadpole' 
ndaga 'bed' IJ w:5b:5 'steal' 
taba 'earth, soil' IJgWcni 'frog' 
dii 'sing' kp:SJ:5k 'tortoise (Ba)' 
samba 'gourd rattle' IJmgba 'chief 
lafl(~ 'invite' gba 'calabash' 
pam a 'animal' wU 2S5 

nd3clc 'nail, claw' 

port of the latter we note also that the only other permissible vowel sequences are 
liel and liat. 

4.2.2. Intervocalic consonants. Most consonants occurring initially may also 
occur intervocalically in C2 position. Exceptions are the doubly articulated labial
velars and the prenasalized palatals. Only one consonant occurs intervocalically 
that does not also occur initially, that is [fl. While it is tempting to analyze this 
consonant as an allophone of IdJ, there are a few words, e.g., tfada 'monkey' 
which seem consistently to be pronounced with [d]. Seeing it as a variant of III is 
also a possibility, as there are some words where this variation occurred, e.g., tali -
tar1 'stone'. Alternation between [1] and [n] has also been noted; however, in the 
large majority of words where III occurs intervocalically, there is no variation. 

4.2.3. Final consonants. The great majority of words in Njerep are vowel final. 
Among those few that do end with a consonant, the repertoire of consonants 
available is restricted to 1m, n, I), p, r, kI. The trilled [r] may be seen as a positional 
variant of any or all of It, d, 11. 

5 The following abbreviations are used in this paper: 
assoc associative imp imperative 
asp aspect io indirect object 
C consonant loc locative 
cop copula neg negative 
dem demonstrative pI plural 
do direct object poss possessive 
fut future tJa tense/aspect 

IS 
2S 
3S 
IP 
2P 
3P 

first person singular 
second person singular 
third person singular 
first person plural 
second person plural 
third person plural 
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4.3. Vowels. Njerep appears to have had a seven vowel system Ii, e, a, d, u, 0, 'J/. 
Examples of the occurrence of these are given in (2). 

(2) Njerep vowels 
blm 'dance, song' 

lP 
2P 

mbBni 'breast' 

bundu 

mboto 
b;)n 

'dog' 
'wine, beer' 
3P 

Among the speakers we worked with, there were a number of variations. First, 
in at least a few words, either [i] or [e] is realized; in all cases we consider these to 
be instances of IiI, as in [mil - [me] 'house'. In closed syllables, Iii is centralized 
and lowered. Second, leI may be realized as [e] or [e] in open syllables, while in 
closed syllables, [e] occurs. Third, there may be some variation between leI and Ia/. 
We observed this only across speakers, whereas other instances of variation 
occurred both across and within speakers. Four, Idl is realized within a range from 
high back unrounded [w] to mid central [d]. Our data is insufficient to determine 
any conditioning factors, other than that when following velars, [w] is the usual 
realization. [d] is also seen to alternate with [e] in grammatical words, e.g., nc -
n;5, T/A marker, me - m~, IS. Finally, lui in closed syllables is somewhat lowered 
and centralized. In other cases, vowels in individual words are variable, perhaps as 
result of influence or borrowing from other languages known to our speakers. 
'Fire' for example was given with three different pronunciations: WU, wu5, and 
wo. Figure 1 presents a vowel chart illustrating the variation as areas of overlap. 

Figure 1. Vowel chart of Njerep. 
(NB: the chart is based on impressionistic, rather than instrumental observation.) 
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4.4. Tones. Njerep has three level tones, High, Mid, and Low. The three tone 
system is a feature shared with other East Mambila lects, including Cambap, while 
western dialects such as Ba have four tones. The level tones combined to give a 
number of contours. Minimal or near-minimal pairs are given in (3). 

(3) Njerep tonal contrasts. 
gM 'calabash' I]ga 'crocodile' 
gba 'bad' I]ga 'buy' 
I]gbaI] 'cave' gaa 'tadpole' 
I]gba 'chief jill 'fufu' 

tfa 'day' jila 'name' 

tfa 'hunger' 

Table 3. Examples of Njerep tones compared to tones of cognate words in Ba. 
[Tone markings for Njerep are: H =', M = -, L ='; for Ba, tones are 

numbered 1 to 4, high to low.] 

Tone Njere~ Ba Gloss 

High hw6me hw::>m1 'blood' 
tzi t021 'tree' 

Mid tfodo tfuar2 'fowl' 
bOnda bor2 'dog' 

Low fUnu son4 'mouth' 
mena m;:)na4 'neck' 

High-Mid h6bO h::>bo2I 'forest' 
I]gifl I]g;:)f;:)2 'tail' 

tfada tfar2 'monkey' 
ja1t ja2 'bush' 

High-Low I]gab3 I]gap24 'antelope' 

Mid-High jiJci jlli2I 'name' 

Low-High njam~ njam3 'animal' 

I]gweni I]gwiJ 'frog' 

nor lob6 nua.r4 i:Jp3 'witch' 
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4.4.1. Tone melodies. Lexical items in Njerep can be classified according to tone 
melody, though not all possible combinations of the three tones are found. Interest
ingly, nouns have a preponderance of Hs, while verbs are skewed towards Ls. 
The complete absence of LM sequences may suggest M to be in fact a down
stepped H. However, as other phenomena associated with down step, such as 
terracing, seem not to be present, an analysis of M is preferred. Beyond this, we 
can only speculate that lexical tone melody interacted with grammatical tones in 
the verb phrase, as this is the case in other Mambila lects, including both Cambap 
and Ba. 

(4) Basic tone melodies 
Nouns: 

Melody H M L HM HL MH ML LH LM 

Monosyllabic 

I 

10 6 8 5 0 0 0 3 0 
Disyllabic 23 8 17 22 6 3 0 17 0 

Verbs: 
Melody H M L HM HL MH ML LH LM 

Monosyllabic 

I 
7 1 2 0 0 0 1 2 0 

Disyllabic 4 6 12 7 5 0 0 6 0 

With one exception (see below), singular pronouns all bear Low tone, plural 
pronouns take High. This follows the pattern found in Ba, but not in Cambap, so it 
may be reasonable to assume that tones of pronouns in Njerep have come under 
the influence of Ba. 

4.4.2. Complex tone patterns. A number of words in our data occur with more 
complex tone melodies. Almost all of these involve a contour on the final syllable 
of the word, and all but two of these involve a contour falling to L. For nouns, the 
final L can in most cases be analyzed as a tonal morpheme indicative of a pos
sessive or genitive relationship (see below). 

Similarly, a number of disyllabic verbs also have more complex melodies, with 
a HL contour on the second of the two syllables. The final L in these cases also 
may well be a floating tonal morpheme, though its function is not clear. In both Ba 
and Cambap, a suffixed floating L marks nominalized or (infinitive) verb forms. 

5. Morphology 

The great majority of words in Njerep are disyllabic, CVCV. Among nouns there is 
a propensity to this structure, while verbs are evenly divided between evev and 
ev forms. Words of a eve structure are rather few in number. Three main word 
classes appear in our data: nouns, verbs, and adjectives. 
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5.1. Nouns. Njerep nouns do not bear any particular morphological marking. In 
other Mambiloid languages one finds vestigial evidence of a former noun class 
system relatable to Bantu. However, in Njerep, except for the possibility that stem 
initial prenasalized consonants reflect a former class prefix, as well as certain other 
C 1 reflexes, this vestigial evidence has disappeared. 

5.1.1. Pluralization. Three different means of pluralization are recorded in our 
data, all of which find their parallels in other Mambiloid languages. These are 
shown in (5-7). 

(5) nor IX> 
person PL 

(6) ga1e-m 
bird-PL 

(7) bO-IJwuna 
PL-child 

The first of these, assuming Njerep matched a pattern found throughout the 
region, was a generalized means of marking plural. In some West Mambila and 
most East Mambila languages, as well as many other Mambiloid languages, a 
second system of pluralization exists which involves a number of suffixes [Connell 
2000]; the plural marker in (6) seems related to this system. The plural marker in 
(5) is cognate with that in (7); the preposing is through the influence of Ba, which 
regularly marks plurals in this manner. In cases where other quantifiers were used 
(e.g., numerals, 'many') the plural marker was omitted. 

5.1.2. Personal pronouns. With the exception of the third person singular, there 
was only one paradigm of personal pronouns. These are listed in (8). Comparative 
evidence across Mambiloid suggests strongly that a, as a 3S subject pronoun, is 
borrowed from Ba. 

(8) Personal pronouns 
m~-me 

wu 
a; mo 
ben 
bi - ro 
b6n 

'I; me; my' 
'you; your' 
'he, she, it; him, her; his, her, its' 
'we, us, our' 
'you, your' (bifrom Ba) 

'they; them; their' 

5.1.3. Adjectives. Seven adjectives are recorded in our data: d5iri 'black'; tfare 
'small'; dolo 'large/wide'; d~m~ 'big'; 16 'good'; gba 'bad'; sUnu 'single'. 
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5.1.4. Verbs. Like nouns, verbs in Njerep were not marked morphologically in 
their base form. The only information we have concerning modification to base 
fonns involves suffixation or tonal changes, as discussed below. 

5.2. Associatives. Associative constructions assumed an order of X + Y + V: 
dependent + head, plus a suffix marking the grammatical relation. The suffix took 
different forms; either a vowel bearing a low tone (9, 10, 13) or simply the tone 
itself (11, 12). The latter is the marking used in Ba and may be seen as having 
been influenced by Ba. While the suffix vowel is in apparent partial harmony with 
the stem vowel, it is interesting to note that it is cases where the stem contains a 
back vowel that the suffix vowel is lost. 

(9) nor jib-I 'thief 
man steal-ASSOC 

(10) bale be-I 'hand (palm)' 
inside hand-ASSOC 

(11) d3U wo- ' 'smoke' 
smoke fire-ASSOC 

(12) ge tJodo- ' 'egg' 
egg hen-ASSOC 

The influence of Ba in associative constructions is also seen in lexical bor
rowing. In (13), the Njerep form for 'calabash', gbci, is replaced with the Ba form, 
I)gab, but the Njerep associative marker is retained. 

(13) tu IJgab-c 'calabash tree' (lit tree of calabash) 
tree calabash-ASSOC 

5.3. Negation. Negation was indicated by suffixation; our sole example shows that 
the -V suffix replaced the final vowel of the CVCV stem and harmonized with the 
stem vowel: gone 'like, want, accept' vs gono. 

(14) m~ twa m~ twa nore gon-o 
1 S speak 1 S speak person like-NEG 
'I speak, I speak, people don't like/want it.' 
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6. Syntax 

6.1. Word order. Like other Mambiloid languages, Njerep featured a basic word 
order of Subject-Verb-Object, demonstrated in (15-18) as well as other examples. 

(15) W t:51t me 
2P enter house 
'You enter the house.' 

(16) W da M bInI 
2P sing ASP song 
'You sing a song.' 

(17) m~ k~m{j m bili 
1 S climb oil-palm tree 
'I climb the oil-palm.' 

(18) ta I]ada m~ 
father bear 1 S 
'Father gave birth to me.' 

6.2. Noun phrase. Modifying elements in the noun phrase-numeral quantifiers, 
possessives, and attributives-typically followed the noun. 

(19) tone vwan 
elephant two 
'two elephants' 

(20) gbil6 m~ 
wife IS.POSS 
'my wife' 

(21) nor gba 
person bad 
'a bad person' 

(22) gba d~m~ 
calabash big 
'a big calabash' 

6.3. Verb phrase 

6.3.1. Imperatives. The basic verb form appears to have occurred in imperative 
forms. There is no change in tone between indicative and imperative forms; given 
that other Mambiloid languages do mark imperatives tonally, we speculate that its 
absence in Njerep may be a recent development. 
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(23) tilt I]mgbaI] 
enter (IMP) cave 
'Enter the cave!' 

(24) lane nor W 
invite (IMP) person PL 
'Invite people!' 

(25) I]a ma kulii 
give (IMP) 3S stool 
'Give him the stool!' 

(26) d3e ba fa 
go ASP village 
'Go to the village!' 
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6.3.2. Order of Objects. Our data permit us only to say that direct objects 
preceded indirect objects. 

(27) I]a ma gbci d~m~ 
give 3S.DO calabash.lO big 
'Give him a big calabash.' 

(28) I]a m~ gba d~m~ 
give IS.DO calabash.lO big 
'Give me a big calabash.' 

6.3.3. Predicate attributives 

(29) n:Jr I]giJ sUnu 
person COP alone 
'A single person.' 

(30) nyam~ n8 kUku 
animal COP many 
'The animals are many.' (N.B.the absence of the plural marker in this case.) 

(31) a ne 15 
3S COP good 
'It is good.' 

6.3.4. Tense - aspect marking. On the limited data available, it is difficult to offer 
a clear statement as to tense and aspect marking. As examples (32)-(37) show, at 
least one form of both past and present were unmarked. A number of grammatical 
particles existed, though, which appear to function either as copula or aspect 
markers (exx. 29-31, 38), and either alone or in connection with the future mar
ker. No doubt others, for which we have no evidence, also existed. 
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6.3.4.1 Past. Past tense could be indicated unmarked, as in (32). The verb gin 
'finish' was used to form what may be considered a perfective, as in (33). 

(32) m~ 1]g8 gba. mme 
1 S buy calabash water 
'I bought the calabash (of) water. ' 

(33) nor k6 gili 
person die finish 
'The person is dead. ' 

6.3.4.2 Present. Present tense could be indicated by an unmarked form (34-39). 

(34) m~ t6lt 1)mgba1) 
1 S enter cave 
'I enter the cave.' 

(35) m~ k~ma mbili 
1 S climb oil-palm tree 
'I climb the oil-palm.' 

(36) a twa lele 
3S speak lie 
'He/she/it tells a lie'. 

(37) m~ tJ a no 1)1]11 
1 S sleep LOC here 
'I sleep here.' 

(38) m~ mwa mboto m~ mbamo 1)ene 
IS drink beer IS urinate DEM 
'I drink beer, I urinate.' 

(39) M mwa mbOto M sale tap 
2P drink beer 2P announce war 
'You drink beer, you announce war'. 

6.3.4.3. Grammatical particles. Three grammatical particles are in evidence in 
the Njerep data. Two of these, ne and 1)gil, exemplified in (29-31), above, func
tioned as copulas and appear to have indicated a present state. The difference 
between them is not known. The third particle, ba, also seems to have functioned 
as a copula (40), but was also apparently used to indicate a change of state (41-
42). In Ba, a similar particle has this function [Perrin n.d.], and this analysis fits the 
Njerep data. For Ea, Perrin describes it as a copula but often labels it as an aspect 
marker. Similarly, ne also appears to have had an aspectual function, as shown 
below in (47). 
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(40) tfua ba m;;} Jj~ 
hunger COP IS seize 
'I am hungry.' 

(41) 00 da ba b'iIii 
2P sing ASP song 
'You (begin to) sing a song.' 

(42) m;;} d3e ba- m;;} d3e ba- mba mbamo 
1 S go ASP 1 S go ASP urinate urine 
'I go, I go to urinate.' 
(In this sentence, repeating the initial part of the utterance was said to 
indicate seeking permission.) 

6.3.4.4. Future. The future was regularly marked with d3e, a form of the verb 
'go/come', preceding the main verb, as in (43). 'Go' and 'come' were differen
tiated only by tone, the former having a high tone and the latter a low tone. In Ba, 
a similar tonal distinction is used more generally, with the addition of a low tone to 
any verb of motion rendering the meaning 'motion towards the speaker'. It is not 
known whether the tonal distinction in Njerep is due to a Ba influence; the Njerep 
words themselves are cognate with, but not borrowed from, Ba. This apart, one of 
our speakers varied the tone of d3e when used to mark future; it is not clear 
whether this functioned to mark different types of future, or was simply variation 
of the sort discussed earlier in 4.1. 

(43) m;;} d3e 1)g8 gba riime 
1 S FUT buy calabash water 
'I will buy a calabash of water.' 

Other examples of the future in our data show variations in word order, and 
have d3e combining with an aspect marker. In (44), the future marker follows the 
main verb, and in (45-46), it combines with ba- and follows the main verb. In (47), 
d3e ne immediately follows the subject, while the verb is clause final. We note here 
the parallel with Ba non-narrative, non-focus forms where the verb is also clause
final [Perrin n.d], though in Ba a high tone is suffixed to the postposed verb, while 
in Njerep (from the one example available) a low tone appears to be added. We 
assume the variation in word order between (43) on one hand, and (44-46) on the 
other, also has to do with discourse level considerations. 

(44) wu twa d3e ieie 
2S speak FUT lie 
'You will tell a lie.' 

(45) naS8f8 je d3e ba- se1)ge 
European eat FUT ASP palm nut 
'The European will eat the pa1mnut.' 
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(46) Ix} I)gole d3e bcf Will 
2P dance FUT ASP dance 
'You are going to dance.' 

(47) nasar8 d3e ne mbin k~ma 
European FUT ASP oil-palm tree climb 
'The European will climb the oil-palm.' 

7. Conclusion 

Populations move, merge, and separate in response to changing ecology, demo
graphy, and as part of political process. A dispute about succession can lead to 
schism [Kopytoff 1987]. Political ambition can lead to warfare and conquest. Local 
rivalry can lead to one group inviting a third party to help them against their 
competitors. Having won the battle they may then find they have became vassals 
in their own tum. Such processes make up (and have made up, over the longue 
duree) human history. 

Over the last two hundred years the regional history of the Tikar plain in 
Cameroon has been dominated by the effects (mainly knock-on effects) of the 
Sokoto Jihad and the south-easterly spread of Islam. Consequent population 
movements and mergers have led some languages to flourish and others to 
disappear. One such language is Njerep, which we have documented here, albeit in 
a fragmentary fashion. This is all that remains of the language. Of its sister 
language, Kasabe (Luo), we know even less, and of Yeni barely a whisper. We can 
only speculate about the cultural variety that has also vanished but we take some 
consolation from the suggestion that it was ever thus. 
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APPENDICES 

The appendices contain all available data for Njerep not included in the text. Since, 
in the case of terminal languages or last remaining speakers, semi-speakers or 
rememberers, the question of how well or how much an informant remembers of 
his or her language is of some interest, it is worth noting that standard elicitation 
techniques generally did not produce good results. This is in sharp contrast to the 
experience of, for example, Sawyer (as reported in Elmendorf 1981) working on 
Wappo and Yuki, both native American languages, where informants were able to 
recall details of their language, in one case after 60 years of non-use. In the present 
case, while many of the words in the following list were elicited without difficulty, 
others came only with the aid of a prompt. The singing of a song, for example, 
would often trigger the memory. Contrasting experiences such as these obviously 
may be due to a variety of factors, including individual abilities and an individual's 
relationship with his or her language; however, we believe the difference between 
our experience here and that of researchers such as Sawyer has much to do with 
the relation between the disappearing language and the replacing language, and 
provides some insight into the relation between language and culture. Exploration 
of such issues is beyond the scope of the present paper. 

Appendix One: Njerep Wordlist 

In the following wordlist, alternative transcriptions reflect different pronunciations 
from different speakers, or variation within one speaker. In such instances the most 
frequent pronunciation is given first. 

Nouns 
Body parts 
[;5fl 'head' tog6, t06 'throat' 

juJi fljil; suM 'hair' mMga, mMga 'arm, hand' 

1)git; 1)gl 'eye' tJakildii 'elbow' 

punii 'nose' bale be) 'hand (palm)' 

Junu 'mouth' pjgj' 'finger' 

pitn, pit 'tooth' nd3t1t 'nail, claw' 

liM 'tongue' joro; ji'r 'body' 
wiifl 'chin' panda, pada 'skin' 

din 'beard' kamo 'chest' 

willi 'jaw' mMni 'breast (female), 

1)git; 1)gl 'face'[cf. eye; from Ba] il, le 'belly' 

kunu 'forehead' kimbI 'navel' 

lia, kia, cia 'ear' 1)god3tk 'back' 

mena 'neck' ki; ti 'buttocks' 
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grilt; I]gui 'leg' [gult from Ba] nor l;}n~ 'native doctor' 

[oNi' 'thigh' nor 1)gam{} 'diviner' 

n6le 'knee' nor jib} 'thief' 

guJe 'foot' nor lob6 'witch' 

kao, krill 'bone' krimri 'corpse' 

1)gome 'heart' tJa1)~ 'ghost' 

blle 'stomach' 

timi 'liver' Foods and plants 

hw6me; hw6mi 'blood' 1)a 'food' 

mfi 'saliva' jiJi 'fufu' 

mbidi 'excrement' jili 1)glli 'cocoyam fufu' 

mbam:3 'urine' 1)gW 'cocoyam (generic), 

han 'voice' nIm~ 'water' 

mbOto 'wine (general), 

Humans mboto 'sorghum beer' 

nor, nOfo, nOfe 'person' h6bo 'forest' 

nor gi 'people' jalt 'bush' 

nOf Jibi 'man' prim 'grass (generic)' 

gbuili; gwuili 'woman' [cf. 'wife'] gWl 'elephant grass' 

1)wrina; I]wlina; 'child' 
(Pennisetum purpureum) 

muin tJafe tli 'tree' 

bO 1)wrina 'children' mMll 'oil palm' 

(bo=PL; < Ba) 
(Elaeis guineensis) 

Jia; sia 'husband' saI]ga, stI]gt 'palm kernel' 

gMle; gMne 'wife' gM 'gourd (generic)' 

ma 'mother' 
gM 'calabash' 

ta; ta 'father' 
tri I]gabt 'calabash tree' 

ba 'elder brother/sister, 
(1)gab < Ba) 

same sex' Animals 
tJile 'elder brother/sister, 

opposite sex' njam;} 'animal (general), 

gi bI' 'community, ethnic group' 1)g1fl 'tail' 

tJa1)~, tJa1)g~ 'ancestors' (cf. spirit, 
I]gifl ja'r 'buffalo tail' (ja'r < Ba) 

ghost) b6d6, bandri, 'dog' 

gono 'in-law' banda; bada 

kIni 'guest, stranger' mbia, mbia 'goat' 

1)mgba 'chief' 
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S~f 1)g61), 'sheep' tu wd' 'ashes' 
s8[ I)g6I) tfa wlb 'charcoal' 
naga 'cow, zebu' (Ba) d3U wd' 'smoke' 
l)gab:3, l)gaM 'antelope (generic), tap 'war' 
tjada, tjada, 'monkey (generic), l)gamj 'divination (general)' 
kada 

d3U 'language' 
jare 'buffalo, 'bushcow" 

fila 'name' 
tone 'elephant' 

bIne 'song; music' 
l)gu1 'leopard' 

bInI; bIndi 'dance' 
kp;516k 'tortoise' (Ba) 

l)g~ 'thing' 
1)ga: 'crocodile' (Ba) 

sa 'snake (generic)' Nature 
l)gweni 'frog' tabe 'earth, soil' 
gale 'frog spawn' tafi; tali; tjafa 'stone' 
gaa 'tadpole' tOfO; tOf1 'hill, mountain' 
matjuk 'frog (sp, big)' l)mgb8.l) 'cave' 
kula d3Ifi 'toad' (d3Ifi = 'black') nlm~ 'river (= water)' 
gale; 'bird' nlm~ dolo 'river, large' 
gaiIm, gaIrm [-1m forms are plurals] nu: 'rain (n.)' 
bene, bale 'wing' 

la 'sun' 
1)gwIle 'feather' w;5li 'moon, month' 
ge, ge tjodo 'egg' mbeni 'star' 
tj15n5, tjMo 'fowl, chicken' 

tpa; tja 'day' 

Living tjimbi 'night'; a proper name 

bendi; bindi 'illness' 
fa 'village' 

tjua; tja 'hunger, famine' 1)gwoit 'field' 

9jd3e 'farm' Verbs 
ndul) 'granary' ja 'eat' 
mi; mim 'house' jaja 'chew' 
kOl) 'wall (interior room mw6,1)w6 'drink' divider), 

k6d36; kula 'stool' 
njmj 'bite' 

'lick' miga 
ndaga 'bed' (Ba) 

mMa 'swallow 
, 

samba 'gourd-rattle' 
nd36d5; nd35d5 'suck (e.g., breast), wu; wu5, wd 'fire' 

d3afa 'firewood' kula 'spit' (Ba) 
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mba 'urinate' da 'sing' 

1)ada 'give birth' ka' 'look at' 

dena 'live (exist)' 1)w.5na 'see' 

kuva, ku 'die' lane 'invite' 

gone 'like, love' na 'cook' 

tfa 'sleep (v.)' 1)gadi 'roast' 

t~le 'stand (up)' guo 'grind' 
d;]ne 'sit (down)' tfo 'chop, cut' (from Ba?) 

sate 'sit with legs extended' tiirii 'break (with a stone)' 

1)ale 'sit with legs extended' « Ba?) 
(Ba?) gate 'tap with force' (Ba gera 

tole 'enter' 'tap sharply, with force') 

d3e 'come' kam~ 'squeeze (orange)' 

d3e 'go out, exit, go (finally), mbaM 'carry (e.g., child at side)' 

we 'return, arrive' nulii 'carry (e.g., on head)' 

jua 'leave' Plma 'extinguish' 

gale 'walk' 1)g8 'buy (general), 

dolo 'run' gulu 'sell' 

k;]m~; k;]ma 'climb' mw5b5; 'steal' 

leleM 'jump, fly' 
1)w5b5 

I)a 'give' 
1)go11 'dance' 

tibe 'throw (e.g., spear, stone), 
kula 'wash, bathe' 

wula 'kill' 
jag;] 'wash (things)' 

ma 'build (house)' 
k;]ma 'touch (with hand)' no 'be (location)' 
fug~ 'rub' 

bIen 'greet (salute)' Adjectives 
mono 'think' d3Iri 'black' 
kile 'know' 15 'good' 
jine 'forget' gba 'bad' 
gone 'want' dOlo 'wide, large' 
tiia 'speak (a language)' d;]m;] 'big' 
bIen 'ask (question), tfare 'small' 
tware 'reply (question)' sunu 'single, alone' 

(cf. speak) 
kuku 'many' « Ba?) 

lile 'lie' 
tfin 'one' 

gi1I; gle 'finish' (gie from Ba) 
vwan 'two' 



Njerep: A postcard from the edge 119 

Appendix Two: Song lyrics 

Three songs were recorded with Bondjie at Njerep hamlet on 26-03-00 with the 
assistance of Ciebeh Daniel. They were translated on 1-04-00 with the assistance of 
Mial Nicodeme. It was not possible to find glosses for all lexical items; conse
quently, some are marked with "?" where the gloss should be. Others parts of the 
songs, typically at the beginning and end of phrases, are semantically empty. A 
free translation is given to the right of each phrase. These are tentative translations 
only, partly due to the uncertainty of glosses in certain instances, and missing 
glosses in others. For Bondjie's first song, especially, but for all of the songs to 
some extent, it is their nature that the phrases are not complete sentences, but 
rather fragments smng together to evoke a memory or mood. Words known to be 
loans from Ba-Mambila are marked with an asterisk. 

1. Bondjie's first song. In response to a request to explain the meaning of this 
song, Bondjie embarked on a long recounting of Njerep history. 

mnIDi 6-6 1)gba1e e-he 
? ??? 

w6be 1)gba1e m1 ao JiiIiirjj 
? ? IS ??? 

~ jaja m~ tale ~-~ 
eat IS tum Eating, I tum around 

m jaja m~ *1)a1e m-m 
eat IS sit, legs out Eating, I sit with my legs extended 

e-he 6b] 1)gba mvop e e-ht 
call chief Mvop The Mvop chief calls 

m-m we we-o ~ 
returning returning Returning, returning 

~-h~ 6b6 m~ we-o we-oo hn1 
call IS return Call, I return 

~m hri1 we-e we-e 66 
returning returning Returning, returning 

m 6b6 1)gba mvop t-ht 
call chief Mvop The Mvop chief calls 

m-m tilt me 1)g1 o~ 
enter my eye I see him 

~m jaja m~ tale e hri1m 
eat IS tum Eating, I tum around 
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m hIii tale e hIiirii 
tum 

~-hj 6b6-6 6w6 je 0-6 
call 

M 1]<11a m~ d3e wale ba he 
? IS go field T/A? 

mm 1)a1a m~ d3e k~mj ba he 
? IS go climb T/A? 

m hn1 6bie tilt m~ 1)gie he 
call enter I eye 

~ 1)gba mvop tilt m~ 1)gie hj 
chief Mvop enter 1 S eye 

~-h~ jaja m~ tale ~-j 
eat IS tum 

jaja m~ hale ~-j 
eat IS regain 

m 6bO ja 1)gie o-hIii 
call eat eye 

m 1)gba mvop tilt m~ IJgie-he 
chief Mvop enter 1 S eye 

m-hIii d3e k~mj nj da-a 
go climb T/A? sing 

66 00 jaa ee 

Tum 

Call 

I'm going to the fann 

I'm going to climb 

Calling, I see 

I see the Mvop chief 

Eating, I tum around 

Eating, I'm satisfied 

Call, eat, see 

I see the Mvop chief 

Go, climb, sing 

2. Bondjie's second song. We might call this song "The chief of Mvop eats 
sisongo". Sisongo is 'elephant grass'; the tender young inside shoots are eaten, but 
(at least for the Njerep) normally only during lean times. Palrnnuts, on the other 
hand, are well liked, a treat. The song illustrates, on one level, the ambivalent 
nature of relations betwen the Njerep and the Mvop, and, on another level, the 
dilemma the Njerep faced, aware of being absobed by the M vop. 

"In times of famine the M vop chief eats sisongo, 
but the Njere chief eats sweet palrnnuts. Whose house shall I enter?" 
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tfo *. ~ Je gWl-e IiiIiiIii 
chop eat sisongo Chop (cut) and eat sisongo 

I]gba mvop tfo *. ~ Je gWl nd3:5P nd3:5P e-jee 
chief Mvop chop eat sisongo ? ? The Mvop chief eats sisongo 

I]gba mvop ha 
chief Mvop ? The Mvop chief 

I]gba mvop tfo *. ~ Je gWl nd3a d3in 
chief Mvop chop eat sisongo bitter The Mvop chief eats sisongo, 

it's bitter 

I]gba njere tiiJ"ii *. , Je saI]ga ee 
chief njere break eat palrnnut The Njerep chief breaks and 

eats palrnnuts 

I]gba njere gate *. , Je saI]ga ndaI] Ie ndal) 
chief njere tap eat palrnnut ? ? The Njerep chif taps (breaks), 

eats palmnuts 

e-ye I]gba mvop a 
chief Mvop The Mvop chief 

I]gba mvop tfo *. ~ Je gWl nd3a d3in 
chief Mvop chop eat sisongo ? bitter The Mvop chief eats sisongo, 

it's bitter 

6-0-6-0-6-6i jeee 

m~ tale d3e mi nj"i ba 
IS enter FUT house where Q Which house will I enter? 

d3e m~ t5le d3e ni be-e-e 
go IS enter FUT LOC? ? Will I enter here? 

m~ tOle d3e mi njl bci 
IS enter FUT house where Q Which house will I enter? 

I]gba mvop tfo *. , Je gWl nd3a d3in 
chief Mvop chop eat sisongo ? bitter The Mvop chief eats sisongo, 

it's bitter 

I]gba njere gate *. , s8IJga ndaI] Ie ndaI] Je 
chief Njere tap eat palmnut ? ? The Njerep chief taps (breaks), 

eats palrnnuts 
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3. Bondjie's third song. This song again had Bondjie embarking on stories of the 
past, particularly regarding the food people ate during hard times. In her expla
nation of the song, Bondjie talked, for example, of how they ate frogs and mice, 
though these words don't appear in the song. 

rum rum t:iIi dt mi e n5n-e 
enter ? house Non-PaSS Enter Non's house 

~e m~ tile d3e *wa e bl-e 
IS enter FUT Q Bi-POSS Will I enter Bi's (house)? 

e m~ tile d3e * wa e n5n-e 
IS enter FUT Q Non-PaSS Will I enter Non's (house)? 

ru-m-m gbci I]gba-e ru-m 
calabash chief(?)-POSS The chief's calabash 

~-ee ta m~ t:ile ~ 
? IS enter I enter 

~-ee ja m~ * gie n5n-e 
eat IS finish Non-POSS I finish eating Non's 

~-m *je g3ni e ~-m 
eat want I want to eat 

~ mal ja mlna hara gana ba ~ 
eat ? trouble want-NEG T/A? Eat, I don't want trouble 

~ jo jaja hara gana ba ~-ij 
? eat troubles want-NEG T/A? Eat, I dont want trouble 

e-e sa guo ba be I]gbe ~-~ 
snake? COP? chief The snake has come for the chief 

ru-m man jaba6 bci IJgbOma ru-m-m 
??? ? sound of shitting (ideo) COP ? 

ru-m *je-e e-e 
eat 

e-e-e *je-ee nana ~-TI 
eat how? 

Eat 

Eat-how? 
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Mial's song. When asked why people had stopped speaking Njerep, Mial replied 
that the younger people used to laugh at them when they used it. The phrases in 
the song are repeated several times each and in random order. 

6-0-0 n~m n~ b6 n~n~ kwa geoo 
? ? ? ? say? ? 

m~ twa m~ twa nor gono-o 
IS speak IS speak people like-NEG 

wa-o I)wa m~ I)wa han gono-o 
drink IS drink voice like-NEG 

wa -0-0 ja m~ ja han gono-o 
eat IS eat voice like-NEG 

Appendix Three: Njerep speakers 

tfen 
one ???say ? once 

I speak, people don't like it 

I drink, my voice doesn't like it 

I eat, my voice doesn't like it 

The census of Njerep, done in January of 1997 and February 1999, recorded 191 
people living in the hamlet of Njerep and a further 10 in the tiny hamlet of Tor 
Luo. Only four people listed Njerep as a language used at home, and in no case 
was it the only language used; in fact, information gleaned from interviews con
ducted separately from the census suggested it is highly doubtful that the language 
is used at all any longer, except perhaps when a degree of secrecy or privacy is 
required, or for greetings and joking. In addition to these four, a fifth person indi
cated Njerep as a language she used outside the home (she is Njerep married to an 
Mvop). Other people of Njerep descent live in other quartiers of Sornie, though 
only two are known to have any ability to speak the language. The fact that of the 
six people who know the language best, three are of the same family (they share 
the same father), suggests that the terminal stage of this language has been a pro
tracted period. 

name sex father mother 

Bi (b. ca 1922 - 1998) M Ngue1 Semke 

Djekegni Marthe (b. ca 1928) F Nguel Nguouane 

Nguea Abraham (b. ca 1939) M Vouhon Mbeha 

Bondjie Salamatou (b. ca 1940) F Nguel Tchouboukeh 

Mial Nicodeme (b. ca 1931) M Bong Mbiyu Mbayor 

Wum Margarite (b. ca 1933) F Kwom (Njerep) Yako (Lang a) 
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