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KURMUK PHONOLOGY* 
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Aalborg, Denmark 

This article describes the basic aspects of the phonology of Kurmuk, a previ
ously undescribed language belonging to the Northern Burun subbranch of the 
Western Nilotic family. After a morpho syntactic overview, the treatment of the 
phonology includes syllable structure and word shapes, vowels and vowel alter
nation, consonants and consonant alternation, and tones and tonal processes. 

1. Introduction. 

Kurmuk is a small Western Nilotic language spoken in the southern part of Blue 
Nile Province in Sudan. It belongs to the group of closely related languages 
which Evans-Pritchard (1932: 34) called Northern Burun. Their closest relatives 
are the Southern Burun languages Mabaan, Jumjum and Ulu (Andersen 2006: 6), 
together with which they constitute the Burun branch of Western Nilotic. The 
other branches of this family are the Lwo languages, which include among others 
Dholuo, Anywa, Pari and Shill uk, and the Nuer-Dinka languages. Western Nilotic 
is a branch of the Nilotic family, whose other branches are Eastern Nilotic and 
Southern Nilotic. There are no previously published studies of Kurmuk, except 
for two short word lists in Evans-Pritchard (1932: 37-41). According to Ecsedy 
(1973: 143), the Northern Burun people comprise eight tribes, but it is not clear to 
what extent each of these tribes speaks a separate variety of Northern Burun. 

* The Kurmuk data on which this article is based were collected in Khartoum in 2004. I wish to 
thank the Carlsberg Foundation for a grant for the fieldwork and my principal Kurmuk in
formant Yaana Ramadaan for his assistance. I also wish to thank the editor and an anony
mous referee for helpful comments on an earlier version of the article. 
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Some aspects of another Northern Burun language, Mayak, have been described 
in Andersen (1999a, 1999c, 2000) and in Storch (2005). 

The present article describes the basic aspects of the phonology of Kurmuk. 
Section 2 provides some necessary background information on the syntax and 
morphology of this language. Section 3 deals with syllable structure and word 
shapes. Section 4 describes the vowel system, including vowel harmony and other 
types of vowel alternation. Section 5 describes the consonant system and some of 
the phonological processes that affect the manifestation of underlying consonants. 
Section 6 deals with the major aspects of the tonal system, including the differ
ences between underlying tones and their surface representation. Section 7 con
tains some closing remarks. Although the focus of the article is a synchronic de
scription of a single language, some comparative and historical remarks on other 
Nilotic and other languages are occasionally included, mostly in footnotes. 

2. Morphosyntactic Background. 

2.1. Clause structure and subject suffixes. The basic order of clause constitu
ents in Kurmuk is subject-verb-object, as in the intransitive clause (la) and the 
transitive clause (I b ).1 

(1) a. kambal lmEd -I 'The girl is dancing.' 
girl dance -ASS 

b. kambal S~taP b:)k5:)k 'The girl is cooking meat.' 
girl boil meat 

With transitive verb stems there is an alternative construction, as seen in 
(2a). Here the logical object precedes the verb, while the logical subject follows 

1 The following abbreviations are used in (interlinear) morphemic translations: 1 first person; 
IPL first person plural; IPLEX first person plural exclusive; IPLIN first person plural in
clusive; ISG first person singular; 2PL second person plural; 2SG second person singular; 3 
third person; 3PL third person plural; 3SG third person singular; AP antipassive; ASS asser
tive; BEN benefactive; CF centrifugal; CONT continuous; CP centripetal; Dl first person 
demonstrative; D2 second person demonstrative; D3 third person demonstrative; FOC focus; 
FUTI near future; FUT2 distant future; HAB habitual; 101 first person demonstrative identi
fier; 103 third person demonstrative identifier; LOC locative; M multiplicative; PASS pas
sive; PL plural; PRED predicative; PRO proform; PROH prohibitive; PST past; PTCPL 
participle; SG singular or singulative. 
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the verb after the preposition 1)Ct, thus being demoted to adverbial status. In this 
construction, which I call "passive," the verb takes a (passive) suffix -(C)I.2 The 
logical subject can be left out, as in (2b). 

(2) a. b;)k5;)k S£lap -I lJa k£lmb£ll 
meat boil -PASS by girl 

'The meat is being cooked by the girl.' 

b. k~;)k5;)k Saap -I -r 
meat boil -PASS -ASS 

'The meat is being cooked.' 

When the logical subject of a transitive verb stem is pronominal, there are 
three alternative constructions: (i) The subject may occur in preverbal position in 
a short (clitic) form, as in (3a); (ii) it may be expressed by a suffix in the verb, 
while the object occurs before the verb, as in (3b); or (iii) the logical subject may 
be demoted to an adverbial in a passive construction, where it has its full citation 
form, as in (3c). 

(3) 
, 

Saap k~;)k5;)k a. a 
ISG boil meat 

'I am cooking meat. ' 

b. b;)k5;)k S£lab -a -r 
meat boil -ISG-ASS 

'I am cooking the meat. ' 

k~;)k5;)k S£lap -I 
, 

{£lamS c. lJa 
meat boil -PASS by ISG 

'The meat is being cooked by me.' 

The short preverbal personal pronouns may also be (logical) objects, as in (4). 

2 Here and elsewhere, "(C)" in a cited suffix symbolizes a consonant which is only present as a 
separate segment after certain morpheme-final consonants, which determine its articulation. 
When not present as a separate segment, the suffix consonant may still have some effect on 
the preceding consonant, cf section 5.6 below. 
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(4) 
, 
a 'They beat me.' 
1 SG beat -PST -3PL -ASS 

A third person singular pronominal preverbal subject or object is zero, as in (Sa) 
and (5b), respectively. 

(5) a. Saap kJ::lk5::lk 
boil meat 

b. Saab -a -r 
boil -I SG -ASS 

'He/She is cooking meat.' 

'I am cooking it.' 

The inventory of subject suffixes is shown by the paradigm in (6), which 
also includes the passive form for comparison. Here the subject suffixes are pre
ceded by a past tense suffix and followed by a suffix -r, which 1 gloss "assertive" 
(ASS), cf section 2.4 below. For first person plural there is a distinction between 
inclusive and exclusive. The first person plural inclusive suffix is preceded by 
what may be analysed as the passive suffix, while there is no passive suffix in the 
other forms. 

(6) ISG 7am -uQ 
, 

'I ate it.' -A -r 
eat -PST -ISG-ASS 

2SG 7am-uQ- l i-r 'y ou ate it.' 
3SG 7' , d r am-u~- I-r 'He/She/It ate it.' 
IPLIN 7am -uJ 

, , 
'We ate it.' -I -WEE -r 

eat -PST -PASS -IPLIN -ASS 

IPLEX 7am-uQ-JnJ-r 'We ate it.' 
2PL 7/ / !/ am-uQ- EE-r 'You ate it.' 
3PL ? / / t/" am-uQ- ikl-r 'They ate it.' 
PASS 7am-uJ-I-r 'It was eaten.' 

A subject may precede a preverbal object, in which case it is cross-referenced by 
a suffix in the verb, as in (7). 

, di" If)' , viI<' (7) 1lll -k ubAn IUur -uQ - I-r 
woman-PL polenta stir -PST -3PL -ASS 

'The women have cooked the polenta.' 
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In imperative clauses the verb always takes a subject suffix, as in (8)-(9), 
and an object may follow the verb, as in (9). 

(8) bug-i 'Run!' 
run -2SG 

bug-eE 'Run!' 
run -2PL 

(9) geb -1 yaa! 'Cut the tree!' 
cut -2SG tree 

gsb -eE yaa! 'Cut the tree! ' 
cut -2PL tree 

While adverbials generally occur in clause-final position, as in (10), certain 
particles occur in preverbal position after the subject or object slot. Such particles 
include the negation ana 'not', as in (11), and the alternative future tense particles 
a of near future and ay of distant future, as in (12). 

(10) ?ilcf -a Win-i! kA l)IIr ?m , 
yu 

(11 ) 

cutM -HAB rope-SG with knife PRO:SG be. sharp 

'He/She cuts the rope with a sharp knife.' 

ttll -in ana maag-a 
, 

moo 
child -PL not drink -HAB beer(PL) 

'Children do not drink beer. ' 

(12) ml -n lbaar a Saap k~::>k5::>k 
woman-SG of:ISG Fun boil meat 

'My wife is going to cook the meat.' 

<fEd ay !uw-I 
goat FUT2 die -ASS 

'The goat will die.' 
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Negation and a future tense particle may co-occur in that order, in which case 
they coalesce into one phonological word, as in (l3a). They may also coalesce 
with a preceding short (clitic) subject or object pronoun, as in (13b). 

(13) a. ana-a ?Am-Ibi 'He/She is not going to eat. ' 
not -Fun eat -AP 

b. a -ana -ay ? Am -bi 'I will not eat.' 
lSG-not -FUT2 eat -AP 

2.2. Inflection for tense and aspect. Verbs are inflected for tense and aspect. 
There is a contrast between a non-past tense, which is morphologically unmarked, 
as in (14a), and a past tense, which is marked by a suffix -(u)u(!), as in (l4b). 
There are also two imperfective aspect suffixes, which express continuous and 
habitual meaning, respectively, as in (14c-d). Both of the aspect suffixes have the 
segmental form -(a)a({), but generally they are tonally distinct. They may co
occur with the past tense suffix, in that order, as in (15). 

( 14) a. !aarak kal mIt 
person steal goatPL 

'The man is stealing goats (successfully).' 

b. !aarak Ikal-u Imlt 
person steal-PST goatPL 

'The man stole goats.' 

c. !aarak kal -a mIt 
person steal-CONT goatPL 

'The man is trying to steal goats.' 

d. !aarak Ikal-a Imlt 
person steal-HAB goatPL 

'The man steals goats.' 
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(15) mI -n lilal -ag _luu '{almI! 
woman-SG make-CONT -PST food 

'The woman was preparing food.' 

mI -n Saab -ag -uu 
woman-SG boil -HAB -PST meat 

'The woman used to cook meat.' 

2.3. Verbal derivation. Verb stems consist of a root and zero or more deriva
tional morphemes. The latter are expressed by suffixes, but they may also involve 
one or more phonological changes in the root, namely in vowel quality, vowel 
length, tone and final consonant. Moreover, aspect or tense suffixes sometimes 
coalesce with a derivational suffix. Thus, the morphology of Kurmuk is not as 
agglutinative as it may look. 

Transitive verbal roots may be detransitivized by means of an antipassive 
derivational morpheme, which is expressed partly by a suffix -(C)I ~ -(C)i, and 
partly by changes in the root, as seen in (16). The antipassive derivation removes 
the logical object from the valency of the root. Thus, while the underived verb 
stem in (16a) requires a grammatical object, the antipassive verb stem in (16b) 
excludes a grammatical object. 

(16) a. kambal Saap k~Jk5Jk 'The girl is cooking meat. ' 
girl boil meat 

b. kambal ISAAP -1 -r 'The girl is cooking.' 
girl boil -AP -ASS 

Other derivational suffixes of verb stems with a transitive root include the 
centrifugal -(C)I, which expresses direction away from the deictic center, as in 
(17b), the centripetal -uu ~ -uu, which expresses direction towards the deictic 
center, as in (l7c), the benefactive -(C)If ~ -(C)if, which increases the valency of 
the verb by introducing a beneficiary as a grammatical object, as in (18b), and the 
multiplicative -I, which indicates a repeated action, as in (19b). In each set of 
clauses in (17)-(19), the (a)-clause shows the corresponding underived verb stem. 
Similar derivational suffixes are used after intransitive roots. 
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(17) a. kambal IW£ES 
girl sweep dust 

'The girl is sweeping dust.' 

/ 

b. kambal WEES-I woo 
girl sweep -CF dust out 

'The girl is sweeping dust out.' 

c. kambal 
, / 

WIIZ -uu 
girl sweep -CP dust 

'The girl is sweeping dust hither.' 

(18) a. tuul 
/ / 

puur walJ 
child hoe field 

'The child is hoeing the field.' 

b. tuul pur -is 
child hoe -BEN person field 

'The child is hoeing the field for the man.' 

(19) a. tuul 'The child is cutting the tree down.' 
child cut tree 

b. tuul 'The child is cutting the tree.' 
child cut -M tree 

2.4. The assertive suffix. The verbal suffix which I gloss "assertive" (ASS) 
occurs only in word-final position. Its function is somewhat uncertain, but its dis
tribution provides a clue as to what its meaning might be. The suffix is obligatory 
if the verb has the final position in a positive declarative clause, as in the (a)
clauses in (20)-(24). By contrast, the suffix is excluded in negative clauses, as in 
the (b)-clauses of (20)-(22), in constituent questions (except for 'why' -questions), 
as in (23b) and (24b), in imperative clauses, as in (8) above, and before objects. 
The suffix is also mostly absent before an adverbial, as in (25), but it is present in 
'why' -questions, as in (26). Given this distribution of the suffix, I tentatively con
sider it to have some kind of assertive meaning. 
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(20) !ilarak InlIn -dl 
person sleep -ASS 

!aarak lana 
/ 

mIn 
person not sleep 

(21 ) tuul ?6m-b -ug 
, 

a. -I 

child eat -AP -PST -ASS 

b. tuul ?6m-b 
/ 

ana -u 
child not eat -AP -PST 

(22) a. tuul bug-u -r 
child run -CP -ASS 

b. tuul 
/ / 

bug -u ana 
child not run -CP 

(23) k~"k5"k Jaab -ug 
/ 

a. -A -r 
meat boil -PST -ISG-ASS 

b. 
, 

Jaab -ug 
/ 

1)00 -a 
what boil -PST -ISG 

(24) 
, 

?og-u -ug 
/ 

a. a -I 

ISG go -CP -PST -ASS 

b. 
/ 

?6g _Iu -u 1)aa 
who go -CP -PST 

(25) nAk-I kA b£El -aa! 
beat -PASS with cane -SG 

(26) tuul 
child 

, , 
w££g -I 

cry -ASS 

tee 
why 

37 

'The man is sleeping.' 

'The man is not sleeping.' 

'The child ate.' 

'The child did not eat.' 

'The child is running hither.' 

'The child is not running hither.' 

'I cooked the meat. ' 

'What did I cook?' 

'I came.' 

'Who came?' 

'He is being beaten with a cane.' 

'Why is the child crying?' 

The assertive suffix is not restricted to declarative sentences, but is also 
used in polar interrogative sentences, which would seem to be incompatible with 
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the notion of assertion. However, polar interrogative sentences are identical to de
clarative sentences apart from a different intonation (and an optional sentence
final particle not illustrated here). Thus, they are characterized by a general rise of 
the pitch somewhere in the utterance, as indicated by the up step symbol [I] in (27) 
and (28a). 

(27) Jaarak ?mI 
person D 1 : SG 

t)i:eg-1i -r 
know-2SG -ASS 

(28) a. ?ulAn In60g -ii -r 
person:PL beat -M:AP -ASS 

'Are the people fighting?' 

'Do you know this person?' 

b. ii?e, ga -ana n60g -ii, gA meEl ·:i 
no 3PL -not beat -M:AP 3PL dance -ASS 

'No, they are not fighting, they are dancing.' 

The assertive suffix, as defined here, has three allomorphs: -(C)/, -/ and -r. They 
are in complementary distribution in that -(C)/ occurs immediately after a root, as 
in (20) and (26), while -/ and -r occur after a suffix, -/ after a consonant, as in 
(2Ia) and (24a), and -r after a vowel, as in (22a) and (23a). 

In summary, to the extent that verb forms are segmentable into morphs, the 
linear order of their morphemes is as indicated in (29). 

(29) Root + Derivation(s) + Aspect + Tense + Subject + Assertion 

2.5. Noun structure. Noun forms in Kurmuk are grammatically either singular or 
plural, and in terms of number inflection, nouns fall into three classes, as in most 
other Western Nilotic languages (Storch 2005) as well as more widely in the 
Nilo-Saharan phylum (Dimmendaal 2000): (i) Nouns with plural marking, where 
the singular is morphologically unmarked and the plural morphologically marked, 
either by a suffix, as in (30a), or by apophony, as in (30b); (ii) nouns with singu
lative marking, where the singular is morphologically marked by a suffix and the 
plural morphologically unmarked, as in (30c), or where there is no singular 
counterpart of the unmarked plural, as in (30d); (iii) nouns with replacive mark
ing, where both the singular and the plural are morphologically marked by a suf
fix, as in (30e-f). The method of morphemic translation for each form in (30) re-
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flects the type of marking and is based on implicit principles used in morphemic 
translations throughout this article. 

(30) Singular 
a. kill 

wart.hog 

b. galam 
kid 

, 
-11 c. gim 

cheeks-SG 

d. -

/ 

-11 e. gur 
stone-SG 

f. mmaa1 
bird:SG 

Plural 
kill -ak 
wart.hog -PL 

golum 
kid:PL 

/ 

gIm 
cheeks 

laakIn 
urine(PL) 

/ / 

gur -An 
stone-PL 

mImm 
bird:PL 

'wart-hog' 

'kid' 

'cheek' 

, . , 
unne 

'stone' 

'bird' 

Possessive suffixes are used with inalienably possessed nouns, such as 
body part nouns. Thus, the paradigms in Table 1 show the possessive inflection of 
the singular and the plural of the word for 'thigh'. As seen here, there is no dis
tinction between inclusive and exclusive in first person plural possessive suffixes. 
Note also that the possessive suffixes express not only the person and number of 
the possessor, but also the number of the possessee.3 Thus, the possessive suffixes 
begin with a velar stop when the posses see is plural. Moreover, there is evidence 
that the singular posses see suffixes underlyingly begin with an alveolar stop /QI 

after monosyllabic stems, cf for instance z:5 'chest', z3-d'iI 'my chest'; thus, the Ibl 
in the singular posses see suffixes shown in Table 1 is probably the manifestation 

3 This feature of possessive markers is something which Kurmuk shares with some other 
Nilotic languages. Among the other Western Nilotic languages it is also found in Nuer (Craz
zolara 1933: 67ff) and Dinka (Andersen 2002: 16f), and it is pervasive in the Southern 
Nilotic family (Rottland 1981 and 1982). Moreover, it is also found in some other Nilo
Saharan languages, for instance the Surmic languages, see Unseth's (1991) overview. 
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of an underlying /ef/ which has assimilated to the stem-final consonant4 The pos
sessive markers cannot occur without an immediately preceding noun, into which 
they are fully integrated phonologically in terms of both segmental and tonal pro
cesses (cf e.g. Table 6 in section 4.2 below), so they are suffixes rather than en
clitics or independent words. s 

Table 1: 

Possessor! 

Unpossessed 
ISG 
2SG 
3SG 
IPL 
2PL 
3PL 

Possessive Inflection of a Body Part Noun 

Singular possessee Plural possessee 
'thigh' 'thighs' 
?AAm ?Am-ln 
?AAm-bII ?Am-i-g1Ik 
?oom-bu ?om-u-lguuk 
?AAm-oi ?Am-i-lgIlk 

? Am-l-g5Clk 
?om-u-guuk 
?Am-l-gIn 

Alienable possession is expressed by means of the genitive preposition bll 
~ bl. 'of followed by a possessor noun phrase after the possessee, as in (31). For 
some pronominal possessors, the genitive preposition merges with a special form 
of the personal pronoun, as in (32). 

(31) ?At bA maaS 'kitchen' 
house of fire 

/ / 

zuuz -u 
, 

lJIIr gaaniS 'He/She found his/her knife.' 
find -PST knife of 3SG 

4 Thus, the number marking of the possessee is cognate with the marking that is used in Nuer 
and Dinka, whose possessive markers begin with /d/ for a singular possessee and /k/ for a 
plural posses see. 

5 In this way they differ from the possessive markers in Dinka, which are enclitics (Andersen 
2002: 16f). 



(32) purr 
cloth 

lim 
PRO:SG 

Ibaar 
of: 1 SG 

blir 
of:2SG 
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luI -IAki 
be.black-PRED 

ltnil 
ID3 

3. Syllable Structure and Word Shapes. 
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'My cloth is black.' 

'That is yours.' 

Kurmuk has the following eight syllable types: ev, evv, eve, evve, v, vv, ve 
and vvc. Monosyllabic words normally begin with a consonant, as exemplified 
by the nouns in (33). Most monosyllabic words also end in a consonant, as in 
(33b) and (33d), the word shapes eVand evv mainly being restricted to function 
words, as in (34). 

(33) ev / 

'chest' a. Z~ 

b. eve kUJ ' . , ram 
evv , 

'thirst' c. rEE 
d. evve pAAm 'mountain 

, 

(34) ev ka (preposition) 
evv , 

'what' (interrogative) 1)00 

Syllables without an initial consonant (V, vv, ve and VVC) occur only 
word-initially, and those with a long vowel (VV and VVC) only in phonological 
words consisting of two or more coalesced function words, see below. In general 
the syllable types V and ve occur only in phonological words with more than one 
syllable. They are found in many nouns that begin with a low-toned short la;, as 
in (35), and many of these seem to be loanwords borrowed from the neighbouring 
language Berta, some in tum being borrowed from Arabic (Andersen 1993: 43). 

(35) 
, / / 

a. aguuru 
b. angoloolo 
c. aJinguuk 
d. algalam 

'cloud', cf Berta a gUuru 
'ram' 
'box', cf Berta assanduuk', from Arabic 5/anduug 
'pen', cf Berta algalam, from Arabic galam 

The syllable types V and ve also occur in a few monosyllabic function words, 
and this may be the reason for their deviant shape. The particles a of near future 
and ay of distant future only occur immediately before a verb, as in (36), so they 
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are bound morphemes, and they might therefore be considered to be prefixes; but 
unlike the suffixes, they are not phonologically integrated in the verb. Thus, they 
are tonally invariant, whereas the underlying tones of verbal suffixes may depend 
on the tonal class of the verbal root, see 6.7 below. Similarly, the preverbal parti
cles, unlike suffixes, are not involved in any segmental processes that may take 
place in a verb, such as vowel harmonization, see 4.2 below. Since their 
phonological status is thus neither that of a phonological word nor that of an af
fix, they should probably be categorised as clitics, but I have made the arbitrary 
decision not to indicate this, and transcribe them as words. 

(36) 
/ 

'fam ld'ubAn 'He/She is going to eat polenta.' a 
Fun eat polenta 

ay ?am d'ubAn 'He/She will eat polenta.' 
FUT2 eat polenta 

Other V and VC function words are the personal pronouns a 'I', i 'you' 
(2SG), I 'we' (lPLIN) and in 'we' (lPLEX). Like the other monosyllabic per
sonal pronouns, WA 'you' (2PL) and gA 'they', they are also restricted to occur
ring in preverbal position, either immediately before the verb, as in (37a), or coa
lescing with a following particle, as in (37b-c). In (37b) the pronoun a coalesces 
with the negation particle ana, which creates a VV syllable, and in (37c) it coa
lesces with the distant future particle ay, which creates a VVC syllable. Like the 
future tense particles, the monosyllabic personal pronouns are bound morphemes 
in the sense that they are not citation forms, and unlike the subject suffixes they 
are tonally invariant underlyingly and could therefore be categorized as clitics. 
The corresponding citation forms of the personal pronouns are disyllabic, and 
they are not vowel-initial, but begin with a glottal stop: ?aanIJ'I', ?iinij 'you' 
(2SG), ?ilgiJ'we' (lPLIN), ?5n.5k 'we' (lPLEX). 

(37) 
/ 

'fam ld'ubAn 'We are eating polenta. 
, 

a. I 

IPLIN eat polenta 

b. 
, 

'fAm _lbi 'I am not eating. 
, 

a -ana 
ISG-not eat -AP 

?am d'ubAn 'I will eat polenta. 
, 

c. a -ay 
ISG -FUT2 eat polenta 
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There seem to be no further restrictions on the combination of syllable 
types within a word. For instance, all logically possible combinations of the four 
syllable types ev, eve, eVVand evve have been attested in disyllabic nouns, 
as illustrated in (38), where dots indicate syllable boundaries, while hyphens indi
cate morpheme boundaries. There can, for example, also be a sequence of four 
syllables with a long vowel, as in the verb form in (39), which constitutes a com
plete sentence. 

(38) CV.CV .lid'i 'he-goat' 
cv.cvc leg -I! 'tooth' 

teeth -SG 

CV.CVV kay -£la 'my sister' 
sister -I 

CV.CVVC SapuuJ 
, 
cat' 

CVC.CV bar!I 'slave 
, 

CVC.CVC SAmpir 'mat' 
cvc.cvv ' / 'my eye' wal) -gIl 

eye -SG:ISG 

cvc.cvvc WA! -kirk 'my buttocks' 
buttocks -PL: 1 SG 

CVV.CV ?uud"u 'ostrich' 
CVV.CVC !£lar£lk 'person' 
CVV.CVV kIIr -II 'my foot' 

foot -SG: 1 SG 

CVV.CVVC d'im£la! 'bird' 
bird:SG 

CVVC.CV kuul)kl 'dough' 

CVVC.CVC d"uund"uI 'chameleon 
, 

CVVC.CVV tJJl)g£la 'locust' 
CVVC.CVVC wImd"uun 'magician' 

(39) !AAI) -£lag -uug-££ 'You were pushing it hither. 
, 

-r 
push -CP:CONT -PST -2PL -ASS 
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As seen above, a word consists of a root and zero or more suffixes, while 
there are no true prefixes. Virtually all verbal roots are monosyllables with the 
shape CV( V)C, but verb forms may consist of up to at least five syllables, as in 
the sentences in (40). 

(40) ?am -ag _luu,1 -'I -lw£E-r 'We used to eat it.' 
eat -HAB -PST -PASS -IPLIN -ASS 

,1AAlJ -aag -uug-'IKI -r 'They were pushing it hither.' 
push -CP:CONT -PST -3PL -ASS 

,/,/ 4/ ,/ "-
pur -uz - uug -:m::l 

, 
walJ 'We hoed the field for him/her.' 

hoe -BEN -PST -IPLEX field 

Many morphologically simple nouns are monosyllables with the shape CV(V)C 
like verbal roots; but there are also many simplex nouns with more syllables. 

4. Vowels. 

4.1. Inventory and distribution of vowels. Kurmuk has ten vowel qualities, and 
they are divided into two symmetrical sets distinguished by the feature [A TR] 
(Advanced Tongue Root) as indicated in Table 2. For all ten qualities there is a 
binary length contrast between short and long. 6 In monosyllabic words, however, 
the mid [+ A TR] qualities [e] and [0] are very rare. They do not occur in mono
syllabic verb forms, and they have only been attested in two words that are not 
function words, viz. the noun moo 'beer' and the numeral qaoI 'five', so they 
have at the most a marginal phonemic status, see below. The occurrence of the 
other eight vowel qualities and their two lengths in monosyllables are exemplified 
in Table 3 with singular nouns. 

Table 2: Vowel Qualities 
[-ATR] [+ATR] 

high u u 
mid E ::l (e) (0) 
low a A 

6 When I mention vowel qualities irrespective of vowel length, I use single vowel symbols, 
without implying that the vowels are short. 
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Table 3: The Eight Basic Vowel Qualities in Monosyllabic Nouns 
/II bII ' . , Iron lui yIl! 'well' 
lEI !El 'lower leg 

, 
IEEI mEEk 'spider 

, 

[-ATR] lal pal 
, 
navel' laal maaS 'fire' 

hi t5lJ 'spear' hJI ?JJlJ 'frog 
, 

lui _KUj 
, . , 

luul tuul 'child' ram 
- -- - ----- ----------- ------ -----------------_. - -----------

Ii! 16S 'bee' liil kiiS 'orphan' 
[+ATR] /AI ?At 'house 

, 
lAAI 

/ 

'mountain' pAAm 
lui puS 'grave 

, 
luul luum 

, 
grass 

, 

In many function words and suffixes there is free variation between the short low 
vowels [a] and [A], as exemplified in (41). 

(41) 
, , 

lJa ~ lJA 
ba~ bA 
ka~kA 

wala ~ wAlA 
-a ~-A 
-a! ~ -A! 
-akI ~ -AkI 

(preposition, 'by') 
(preposition, 'of) 
(preposition, 'with') 
(Prohibitive) 
(l5t person singular subject) 
(Habitual) 
(Predicative) 

But in (monosyllabic) roots which are not function words, there clearly is a con
trast between the low qualities [a] and [A], whether short or long, as illustrated by 
minimal pairs in (42). 

(42) [a] [A] 
kaal 'cattle enclosure 

, 
kAAI 'hole' 

?aam 'left hand' ?AAm 'thigh' 
nak 'taste' (tr. verb) nAk 'kill, beat' (tr. verb) 

The vowel qualities [e] and [0] do occur in root position in nouns and verbs 
with more than one syllable, but normally only if the vowel of the following syl
lable is a high [+ A TR] vowel, as in the morphologically simple disyllabic nouns 
in (43) and the morphologically complex disyllabic nouns in (44). 
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(43) kogl 'stick' 
beekum 'monkey species' 

(44) a. leg -11 'tooth' 
teeth -SO 

b. !eel 
, 

-Ill 'lower legs' 
lower.leg -PL 

c. ?okur 'chickens' 
chicken:PL 

In such words the mid [+ A TR] qualities [e] and [0] are distributional variants of 
the mid [-A TR] qualities lEI and hi, brought about by regressive [A TR] assimila
tion, see section 4.2 below; or [0] is a rounded variant of fAl conditioned by a 
following [u], as in (44c), see section 4.3 below. However, [e] and [0] also occur 
in some words in which those conditions do not obtain. Thus, there are monosyl
lables with [e] and [0], as in (45), and there are words with more syllables in 
which [e] and [0] are not followed by iii or lui, as illustrated in (46). In such 
words, which seem to be rather few, [e] and [0] must probably be analysed as 
having a separate phonemic status. 

(45) tee 'why' (interrogative) 
moo 'beer' 
gooS 'five' 

, 
lJoo 

, 
what' (interrogative) 

koon 'other 
, 

(46) ~mgoloolo 'ram 
, 

mukul1ee ' . , maize 
cforee 'hammer' 

4.2. [ATR] harmony. In monomorphemic nouns with more than one syllable, all 
vowels normally belong to the same [ATR] set, except that the low [-A TR] qual
ity [a] also co-occurs with the [+ATR] qualities [i], [u] and [A]. In the examples 
given in (47), all the vowels belong to the [-A TR] set, and in (48) they all belong 
to the [+ A TR] set. The examples in (49) show that [ a] can co-occur with [+ A TR] 
vowels. 
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(47) k~rp£ 'boat' 
£151)g51 'cock' 
kur5J 'play ground' 

, / 

'b lacksmi th ' guuznn 
kidlS 'pot type' 
kuuJar ' . , pIg 
kabil 'sheep' (sg.) 

fIikaJ 'broom' 

(48) buun 'twin' 
kuL\r ' ., porcupme 
YAAIIS 'python' 
muumul 'diviner 

, 

!AAkAl 'vulture 
, 

(49) San 'ghost' 
zaagul 'worm 

, 

abuura 'buffalo' 
albaambAY 'sweet potato species' 

Two exceptions have been encountered: in the nouns in (50) the [+ A TR] quality 
[u] co-occurs with the [-ATR] quality [I]. 

(50) purr 
runzl 

'cloth' 
'rainbow' 

In words with suffixes that contain a vowel, the situation is more complex. 
To some extent, there is vowel harmony based on the [ATR] feature across mor
pheme boundaries within a word. 7 In this respect the suffixes fall into four 
classes: 

7 [ATR 1 harmony is a feature of Nilotic languages in general, thus occurring in all three main 
branches of this language family, viz. Western Nilotic, Eastern Nilotic and Southern Nilotic. 
The vowel harmony in Bari, an Eastern Nilotic language, was already described by Spagnolo 
(1933), and further studies of vowel harmony in this language are Hall & Yokwe (1978) and 
Steinberger & Vago (1987). The vowel harmony in Turkana, another Eastern Nilotic lan
guage, was first described by Dimmendaal (1983) and has subsequently been discussed by 
Vago & Leder (1987) and Noske (1990, 1996). As for Southern Nilotic languages, see 



48 Studies in African Linguistics 36( I), 2007 

Class I: Suffixes which are invariably [-A TR] and which do not af
fect the quality of preceding vowels. 

Class 2: Suffixes which are invariably [+ A TR] and which spread 
this feature to preceding non-low [-A TR] vowels. 

Class 3: Suffixes which vary between [-ATR] and [+ATR] in har
mony with the preceding vowel. 

Class 4: Suffixes which vary between [-ATR] and [+ATR], but 
where the direction of the harmonization is dependent on the height 
of the root vowel. 

These four classes will be dealt with in tum. 
Class 1 suffixes have a [-ATR] vowel which does not vary with the corre

sponding [+ A TR] vowel and which does not affect the quality of preceding vow
els. The majority of suffixes belong to this class. As exemplified below, all of the 
five [-ATR] qualities, except [u], have been attested in such suffixes. 

An invariable II! occurs for instance in the passive suffix -(C)J. Table 4 
shows this suffix after stems with each of the eight root vowel qualities. 

Table 4: The Passive Suffix -(C)J After Stems With Each of the 
Eight Root Vowel Qualities 

III lim-pI-r 'dig' 
lEi mEn-tl-r 'twist' 

[-ATR] lal tam-pI-r 'eat' 
hi k5J-JI-r 'take' 

__ ______ 1'!_1 ___ QQt0=~ 
iii piin-6:-r 

[+ATR] IA! nAk-I-r 
lui kuS-I-r 

'wash' 
---------

'encircle' 
'beat, kill' 
'not know' 

Rottland (1982) and for instance Creider & Creider (1989). Most of the Western Nilotic lan
guages also exhibit [ATR 1 harmony, see for instance Tucker (1994) on Dholuo, Lojenga 
(1991) on Alur, Noonan (1992) on Lango, Andersen (1989) on Pari, Reh (1996) on Anywa, 
Gilley (1992) on Shilluk, Andersen (1999c) on Mayak, and Andersen (2006) on Jumjum. A 
few Western Nilotic languages are devoid of vowel harmony, including Dinka (Andersen 
1987) and Mabaan (Andersen 1999b), but this is an innovation. 
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Another suffix with an invariant [-ATR] vowel is -(C)3n, which fonus a singular 
participle from transitive verbal roots. As illustrated in (51), the vowel of the suf
fix is [J] both after the [-ATR] stempf;/- and after the [+ATR] stem ?Ur-. 

meat 

atlbAn 
polenta 

be 

fa 
be 

Ipel -g5n 'The meat is roasted.' 
roast -PTCPL:SG 

?ur -g5n 'The polenta is cooked.' 
stir -PTCPL:SG 

An invariable laal occurs in the singulative suffix -aal, and an invariable 1f.f.1 in 
the 2nd person plural subject suffix -ie:, as seen in (52) and (53), respectively. 

(52) Singular 
bEd-aa! 
buur-aa! 

(53) bug -ef. 
run -2PL 

fur -f:c 
stir:AP -2PL 

Plural 
bid 
buur 

'cane' 
'mushroom' 

'Run!' 

'Stir! ' 

Suffixes of Class 2 have an invariably [+ATR] high vowel. They impose 
their [ATR] value on preceding non-low [-ATR] vowels, as exemplified by the 
2nd person singular subject suffix -i in Table 5 and the 2nd person singular posses
sive suffix -(c)u in Table 6. In this way the non-low [-A TR] qualities 1I,f.,J,ul are 
realized as [i,e,o,u], while the low [-ATR] quality lal is left unaffected. 8 

8 It is not clear whether a Class 1 suffix can be followed by a Class 2 suffix and then undergo 
harmony. 
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Table 5: Vowel Harmony Imposed by the 2nd Person Singular 
Subject Suffix -i 

Stem 2SG form 
III (IHf- (licf-l-r 'cut' (multiplicative stem) 
lEI 

[-ATR] lal 
IJI 
lui 
iii 

[+ATR] IAI 
lui 

, 
gEp 
(am 

k5:lY 
rUi.JL_ .. 
Wik-
?At 

geb-l-r 
?am-l-r 
kOY-l-r 
rU~g-l-r 
Wik-l-r 
?Acf-l-r 
( unattested) 

'cut' 
'eat' 
'take' 
't@l!splal!( 
'throw' (centrifugal stem) 
'pull' 

Table 6: Vowel Harmony Imposed by the 2nd Person Singular 
Possessive Suffix -(c)u 

Stem 2SGform 
III 
lEI 

kIlr klir-u 
IEI !el-u 

[-AIR] lal gaab1.t 
IJI g5:l1 

__ ____ juL ___ lyk 
Iii leg!! 

[+AIR] /AI ?AAm 
lui (tlUIJ 

gaalaj:-1u 
gool-u 
!ug-u . 
leg!!-u 
(oom-bu 
(uuIJ-gu 

'leg, foot' 
'lower leg' 
'hand' 
'anus' 
'mouth' 
'tooth' 
'thigh' 
'knee' 

In Class 3 suffixes the vowel varies between [-ATR] and [+ATR] in har
mony with the root vowel. Some of these suffixes are productive, but only occur 
after roots with one of the following five vowel qualities: the high [-A TR] vowels 
II,ul and the [+ATR] vowels li,A,u/. Thus, these suffixes only occur after verb 
roots that have undergone Vowel Quality Shift, see section 4.4 below. One exam
ple is the antipassive suffix -(C)I ~ -(C)i, as illustrated in Table 7. While Class 1 
suffixes are underlyingly [-A TR] and Class 2 suffixes underlyingly [+ A TR], 
Class 3 suffixes may be taken to be underlyingly unspecified for [ATR]. 
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Table 7: The Antipassive Suffix -(C)/ - -(eli 
[-ATR] III glp-I-r 'He/She is cutting' 

. _iu/ ___ Iu!.:'J-f 'Jle/Sheis Pll1lil1g' 
iii Ilk-i-r 'He/She is breaking (something), 

[+ATR] IAI ?Am-bi-r 'He/She is eating' 
lui put-i-r 'He/She is washing (clothes)' 

Other suffixes which exhibit the same kind of variation, but which are possibly 
not productive, are for instance the plural noun suffix -It - -it, as in (54), and the 
singulative noun suffix -aJ ~ -At, as in (55). 

(54) Singular Plural 
III l)IIf rJlr.:'l! 'knife' 
lal kaal kal.:'l! 'garden' 
hi b21Jm b5m.:'l! 'throwing stick' 
Iii blil) bll)-1! 'hide' 
IAI 

/ 

pAm-1! 'mountain' pAAm 
lui ttlUl) tUl)-1! 'horn (as musical instrument)' 

(55) Singular Plural 
III pief-a! pIt 'shell' 
lal war-a! 

/ 

'shoe' war 
lui kum-a! kum 'egg' 
Iii fief-A! fit 

, 
witch-doctor' 

IAI ?AAw-A! ?AAw 'bone' 

Class 4 includes the past tense suffix. This suffix has several allomorphs, 
but most of them contain a short or long [u] or [u]. Table 8 illustrates the distri
bution of [u] and [u] after simplex transitive stems in sentences like (56b), which 
is the past tense counterpart of the present tense sentence (56a). 

(56) a. a b5Jf d££l 'I am skinning a goat.' 
lSG skin goat 

b. a boor-u dE£l 'I skinned a goat. ' 
lSG skin -PST goat 
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Table 8: The Past Tense Suffix -u - -u After Simplex Transitive 
Stems 

Present Past 
hI 

, / / 

'lose' WIIW WIIW-U 

lEI YES yez-u 'tear 
, 

[-ATR] Ia! I)i'll I)al-u 'gnaw 
, 

hi b5~r boor-u 'skin' 
lui 

, / / 

'fold' nun nun-u 
-- -----~-------. ------

Iii (unattested) 
[+ATR] IA! ?At ?ocf-u 'pull ' 

lui !US !uz-u 'send' 

As seen in Table 8, the [-A TR] quality lui occurs if the preceding vowel is a high 
[-ATR] vowel, i.e. hI or lui, while the [+ATR] quality lui occurs elsewhere. Thus, 
lui is used not only after underlying [+ATR] qualities, but also after non-high 
qualities that are underlyingly [-ATR], i.e. after lEI, Ia! and hi. In the latter case, 
the mid vowels lEI and hi are realized phonetically as [e] and [0]; that is, they 
harmonize with the following lui. Since the past tense suffix is [+ A TR] after non
high root vowels that are underlyingly [-ATR], it must be taken to be [+ATR] un
derlyingly like Class 2 suffixes. But it differs from Class 2 suffixes in that it har
monizes with high [-ATR] root vowels. Thus, this suffix triggers regressive 
[+ATR] harmony after mid root vowels, but progressively undergoes [-ATR] 
harmony after high root vowels. In this way it exhibits a mixture of two types of 
vowel harmony: [+ATR]-controlled and root-controlled. The past tense suffix is 
possibly the only member of Class 4. In principle, however, those Class 3 suffixes 
which only occur after the shifted root-vowels lI,u,i,A,ul, as in Table 7 above, 
could also be taken to belong to this class. 

In (57a) the past tense suffix is followed by the Class I suffix -[ (3 rd person 
singular subject), and again it is [-ATR] after a high [-ATR] root vowel. In (57b), 
by contrast, the past tense suffix is followed by the Class 2 suffix -i (2nd person 
singular subject), and this suffix spreads its [+ A TR] feature to both of the pre
ceding vowels. 

(57) a. glIb -uQ -I -r 
cutM -PST -3SG-ASS 

b. glib -uQ -1 -r 
cutM -PST -2SG -ASS 

'He/She cut it.' 

'y ou cut it. ' 
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The past tense suffix may be preceded by a suffix with the quality la/, as in (58), 
and in that case the root vowel is not affected by the past tense vowel. Thus, Ia! is 
a so-called opaque vowel (Steinberger & Vago 1987: 361), blocking the spread
ing of[+ATR). 

(58) g£b -ag -uug-I -r 'He/She was cutting it.' 
cut -CONT -PST -3SG -ASS 

4.3. Rounding of IA,AA/. The low [+ATR] vowels fA,AN are (optionally, but nor
mally) rounded to [0,00] when the following syllable contains the rounded quality 
lui, as seen in (59)-(60). The forms in (59) show that the second person singular 
possessive suffix -(c)u has this effect. The root vowel of the word for 'thigh' is 
underlyingly fAA/, as shown by the suffixless form in (59a). As seen in (59b), the 
third person singular possessive suffix -(C)I has no effect on the root vowel, but 
before the suffix -(c)u the root vowel surfaces as [00], as seen in (59c). 

(59) a. ?AAm 'thigh' 
b. ?AAm -bi 'his thigh' 

thigh -SG:3SG 

c. loom -bu 
, 
your thigh' 

thigh -SG:2SG 

The past tense suffix -u has the same effect, as seen in (60). In (60a) the suffix less 
verb form ?;'t has the root vowelfAl; but before the past tense suffix in (60b), the 
root vowel is realized as [0). 

(60) a. !aarak ?At wIn -11 'The man starts pulling the rope.' 
person pull ropes-SG 

b. !aarak I?o<f-u wIn -11 'The man pulled the rope.' 
person pull -PST ropes-SG 

No rounding takes place if another vowel intervenes between I AI and lui, as 
seen in the verb form in (61). Here there is a suffix vowel laal between the root 
vowel I AAI and the suffix vowel luul. 
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(61) !aarak I!AAl) -aag -luu gur-l1 
person push -CP:CONT -PST stone -SG 

'The man was pushing a stone hither.' 

However, a short suffix vowel iii assimilates to a long luul of a following suffix, 
and in that case the root-vowel quality IAI is rounded, as seen in (62)-(63). The 
noun forms in (62) contain a plural suffix, which is -in in the unpossessed form in 
(62a). Before a possessive suffix this plural suffix is reduced to -i, as seen in 
(62b) before the 3rd person singular suffix -gIIk. In (62c) the reduced plural suffix 
is followed by the 2nd person singular suffix -guuk, and it assimilates to this suffix 
with the result that the vowellAl in the root 'lAm- undergoes rounding to [0]. 

(62) a. 'lAm -In 'thighs' 
thigh -PL 

b. 'lAm -I -lgnk 'his thighs' 
thigh -PL-PL:3SG 

c. 'lorn -u -Iguuk 'your thighs' 
thigh -PL-PL:2SG 

The same phenomenon is illustrated by the verb forms in (63). In (63a) the root 
jAAP- is followed by the benefactive suffix -iz-. In (63b) the latter is followed by 
the past tense suffix -uuq-, to which it assimilates, whereby the root surfaces as 
[Soop ]. 

(63) a. Jaarak ISAAP-lZ -a k~;)k5;)k 

person cook -BEN -1 SG meat 

'I am cooking meat for the man.' 

b "k IS' , , , . Jaara oop-uz -uug-a 
person cook -BEN -PST -1SG meat 

'I cooked meat for the man. ' 

4.4. Vowel Quality Shift. In addition to phonologically conditioned variation in 
vowel quality, there is also a recurrent, but grammatically conditioned, set of al
ternations in the vowel quality of roots. This set, which is shown in Table 9, will 
be referred to as Vowel Quality Shift, and it is exploited in verbal derivation and 
in number inflection of nouns. As shown in the table, it consists in an alternation 
between a basic vowel quality and a shifted vowel quality. Only basic vowels 
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which are [-A TR] are affected, and the corresponding shifted vowels are either 
[+ATR] with the same height or [-ATR] with a different height. Thus, the high 
and low vowels are shifted to [+ ATR], while the mid vowels IE,:)I are shifted to 
the high vowels lI,u/. 

Table 9: Vowel Quality Shift 
Basic Shifted 

E 

[-ATR] a A 

:) U 

U U 
------- -----------

[+ATR] A A 

u U 

This grammatically conditioned set of root vowel alternations is also found 
in the closely related language Mayak. As has been argued for that language (An
dersen 1999c), Vowel Quality Shift can be explained historically as reflecting a 
former [A TR] alternation which has been obscured by mergers in the original 
Proto-Western Nilotic vowel system, namely a merger of original */el and *101 
with original *111 and */u/. Thus, the [-ATR] mid vowels lEI and IJI originally al
ternated with their [+ATR] counterparts */el and *101, and later on */el and *101 
changed to !II and lui. 

Vowel Quality Shift is used systematically in the formation of several types 
of derived verb stems, for instance antipassive stems. As mentioned in section 
2.3, an antipassive stem is an intransitive stem derived from a transitive root such 
that the logical object is removed from its valency. Thus, while the underived 
verb stem in (64a) takes an object, the corresponding antipassive verb stem in 
(64b) does not. Table 10 shows antipassive stems for all eight vowels of the cor
responding roots. The forms given in the table are the ones used in present-tense 
sentences like those in (64). 

(64) a. tuul 'The child is cutting the tree down.' 
child cut tree 

b. tuul 
, / 

gIp-I -r 'The child is cutting.' 
child cut -AP -ASS 
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Table 10: Vowel Quality Shift in Antipassive Stems 
Basic Un derived Shifted Antipassive 
III 11m Iii llm-bl-r 'dig' 
lEI 

, 
!II 'cut' gEp gIp-I-r 

[-ATR] lal tam /AI ?Am-bl-r 'eat' 
hi l6J lui lU!-'I-r 'pull' 

lui ___ -'2ut lui _put-'i-r 'wash' 
-------- ------

Iii 
, 

Iii ' / 'wash hands' pIJ1 pm-ZI-r 
[+ATR] IAI ?At /AI ?At-'i-r 'pull' 

lui ?uur lui ?ur-i-r 'stir' 

Vowel Quality Shift is also used as part of one among several methods of 
number inflection of nouns. Thus, for many disyllabic noun stems the plural is 
formed from the singular in the following way: 

a. Long vowels are shortened. 
b. The first vowel undergoes Vowel Quality Shift. 
c. The second vowel becomes high and rounded, and it harmonizes with 

the first vowel for [A TR]. 
d. The surface tone pattern becomes HH (as a manifestation of the 

underlying tone pattern HL, see section 6.3 below). 
e. I AI becomes [0] before luI. 

The resulting plural forms, which I call apophonated, share the template 
CVC(C)U(C), where U is either lui or lui. The first vowel of the template is either 
[-ATR] 11/9 or lui, as in (65), or [+ATR] Iii, lui or IAI, as in (66). The vowel/AI be
comes [0] before lui, as in (66b-c), in accordance with the phonological rule of 
Rounding dealt with in section 4.3 above. 

(65) Singular Plural 
brp£ kUrpu 'boat' 
g51Jg5l gU1Jgul 'cock' 
k6:lJar kUJur 'hoe' 

9 The III has not (yet) been attested in Kurmuk, but it is found in the closely related language 
Mayak, for instance in nkuJ, the plural of ncka! 'pot type' (Andersen 1999c: 19). 
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(66) Singular Plural 
a. ruwar cflwur 'squirrel' 
b. galam golum 'kid' 
c. bar!,I bot1u 'slave' 
d. gUc1a1 gUQul 'bull ' 
e. kuu!ar ku!ur 

, 
pIg 

, 

f. pun puru 'cloth' 

Vowel Quality Shift is also found in suffixed plural nouns with monosyl
labic singular counterparts, but more sporadically, as in (67). 

(67) Singular Plural 
WId Wil-tn 'tail' 
lEeS IIIz:nn 'elephant' 
kaak kAAg-tin 'snake' 
lJ2l~1 lJul-uk 'limping' 
tuul till-tn 'child' 

5. Consonants. 

5.1. Inventory and distribution of consonants. Kurmuk has 19 consonants, 
whose phonetic properties are indicated in Table 11. 

Table 11: Consonant Inventory r---------- -----r ------------ ----
I i bi- inter- alve-
I : labial dental olar 
! 

i 
L 
! voiceless stop 
; voiced stop 
. implosive stop 
voiceless fric. 
voiced fricative 
nasal 
lateral 
trill 

L£~d~ 

1---
ip 
b 

m 

-- ------------" 

! 
Q 

Q 

z 
n 

r 

post- pala- velar labio- glot-
alve- tal velar tal 
olar 
--------- ----- -------

k ? 

9 

S 

J1 lJ 

y w 
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There are pairs of voiceless and voiced stops in three places of articulation: bila
bial [p,b], interdental [!,Q] and velar [k,g]. Phonologically, the alveolar implosive 
stop [ef] functions as the voiced counterpart of the voiceless alveolar stop [t], see 
4.6 below. IO The voiced alveolar fricative [z] likewise functions as the voiced 
counterpart of the voiceless postalveolar fricative [J]. There are four nasals, and 
three of them, [m,n,IJ], have the same place of articulation as stops, whereas there 
are no stops corresponding to the palatal nasal [jl]. Phonologically, however, the 
fricatives [J] and [z] parallel the stops, see section 4.6 below, so they fill this 
gap.11 Functionally, therefore, the consonant system is organized as shown in Ta
ble 12, and this system is a typical Western Nilotic one. 

Table 12: Consonant Inventory Reorganized as a Phonological 
_System 

bi- inter- alveo- palatal velar glottal 
labial dental lar 

----------

obstruent voiceless p ! t S k 7 
voiced b Q d' z 9 
nasal m n J1 IJ 

I sonorant i lateral 
I trill r 

.. Jz!jde w . ______ '1... ____ 

IOThe existence of an implosive consonant 101 in Kunnuk and other Northern Burun languages 
makes this branch of Western Nilotic different from most other Western Nilotic languages, 
see Storch (2005: 76-93). But 101 is also found in Alur (Ukoko et al. 1964) in the Lwo branch 
of Western Nilotic, where it contrasts with the plain stops It I and Idl, and Dimmendaal (1984, 
1988) has provided evidence that the 101 of this language goes back to Proto-Nilotic *101. In 
Kunnuk, however, there is no voiced plain stop [d], and Kunnuk [d] corresponds to [d] in 
other Western Nilotic languages, cf. for instance Kunnuk d'id 'goat', Mabaan diidA, Pari 
dId; Kunnuk dimaal 'bird', Mabaan dUnA, Agar Dinka dft, Kunnuk dAk 'three', Mabaan 
dAAgJ, Pari ill dogO, Agar Dinka dy(jak (reconstructed as Proto-Nilotic *diik with */dl by 
Dimmendaal (1988: 60)). Hence, [d] in Kunnuk (and other Northern Burun languages) is 
more likely to be an innovation than a retention from Proto-Nilotic. 

II The existence of fricatives is another feature that makes Kunnuk different from most other 
Western Nilotic languages, see Storch (2005: 76-93). The Kunnuk sibilants lSI and Izl corre

spond to the palatal stops Icl and Ij/ in Mayak cognates, as in Kunnuk kif'bee', Mayak kic, 
and in Kunnuk zS 'chest', Mayakj.Jk. The use of [J] and [z] in Kunnuk is possibly due to in
fluence from the neighbouring language Berta, which has both of these fricatives, but not 
palatal stops, as core phonemes (Andersen 1993: 57). 
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Table 13 shows the distribution of the consonants in tenns of three posi
tions in a word. The voiceless obstruents, apart from [?], and the sonorants, apart 
from 1J1], all occur word-initially, intervocalically and word-finally. The voiced 
obstruents, on the other hand, occur word-initially and intervocalically, but not 
word-finally. Thus, there is no voice contrast in morpheme-final obstruents, 
whether the morphemes are roots or -( V) VC suffixes. 

Two consonants have a more awkward defective distribution. The glottal 
stop [7] occurs only in word-initial position; 12 and the palatal nasal [P] does not 
occur word-initially, but it occurs intervocalically and word-finally. Although, in 
this way, [?] and 1J1] are in complementary distribution, they will not be consid
ered variants of the same phoneme. Their defective distribution is due to two 
historical sound changes in root-initial position: Proto-Western Nilotic (PWN) 
*/c/ has become /?/ in the Burun languages,13 and PWN */pJ has become /y/ in the 
Northern Burun languages (Andersen 2006: 9-10).14 

12 The glottal stop exceptionally occurs in word-medial position in the interjection i'l!; 'no'. 

13The change */c/ > /7/ in Kurmuk (and in the Burun family as a whole) is attested by cognate 
series like the following: Kurmuk 'lcwk 'milk', Mabaan 'laakA, Pari caak, Agar Dinka c4; 
Kurmuk 'lurSk 'blind', Pari cU:Jr, Agar Dinka c;Z:Jr. But /7/ in Kurmuk also has another source, 
as attested by cognate series in which it corresponds to m in Pari and to either [U{], [w] or [y] 
in the Agar dialect of Dinka according to the quality of the following vowel. Thus, Agar 
Dinka has a velar approximant [U{] before non-high vowels, a palatal approximant [y] before 
high front vowels, and a labio-velar approximant [w] before high back vowels, cf. Kurmuk 

Z1Am 'thigh', Mabaan 'lAmA, Pari 'lAAm, Agar Dinka uraam; Kurmuk 'laan!f T, Pari ?aanI, 
Agar Dinka U[s€sn; Kurmuk 'lA! 'house', Mabaan 'lAnA, Pari 'l3tt5, Agar Dinka U[ot; Kurmuk 
?linif'you' (2SG), Mabaan ?/, Pari ?linz, Agar Dinkayfiin; Kurmuk 'l[1- 'climb', Pari ?i!-, 
Agar Dinka yii]; Kurmuk 'luuau 'ostrich', Pari 'luudo, Agar Dinka W~u!; Kurmuk 'lumb.Jn 
'nose', Pari fum, Agar Dinka wu,m. Dimmendaal (l988:9f) suggested that this consonant 
goes back to a Proto-Nilotic */q/. 

14The change */J1I > /y/ in Kurmuk is attested by cognate series like the following: Kurmuk 

yaalJ 'crocodile', Mabaan JldaIJA, Pari JlaalJ, Agar Dinka JlqalJ; Kurmuk YAAlff' python , , Pari 
.rUAllo, Agar Dinka Jle,eel. But again, Kurmuk /y/ also has another source, as attested by cog
nate series in which it corresponds to /j/ in Mabaan and to /y/ in Pari: Kurmuk yaal 'tree', 
Mabaanjdan,\, Pari yaal; Kurmuk yS:Jm 'monkey species', Mabaanjuuam,\, Pari a1yu:Jm. 
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Table 13: Distribution of Consonants 
Word- Inter- Word-
initial vocalic final 

p + + + 
J + + + 
t + + + 
S + + + 
k + + + 
b + + 
Q + + 
cf + + 
z + + 
.9_- + + 

-----------

m + + + 
n + + + 
J1 + + 
lJ_ + + + 
I + + + 
r + + + 

-- --

y + + + 
w + + + 
? + 

5.2. The pair IJ,z/. Although /zl is the voiced counterpart of lSI, its point of ar
ticulation is different: Izl is alveolar, while lSi is postalveolar. This difference has 
a consequence after the palatal nasal Ip/, as seen in the verb forms in (68)-(69). 
The root-final consonant of the verbs in question is underlyingly a palatal Ip/, as 
evidenced by the (a)-clauses, where the consonant is palatal in intervocalic posi
tion and in word-final position, respectively. /zl changes the preceding palatal Ip/ 
to an alveolar [n], as in the (c)-clauses, while lSi does not, as in the (b)-clauses. 

(68) a. m! 
/ 

-a 
woman -SG scratch -CONT pot 

'The woman is scratching the pot.' 

b. SiiHlI jg5~Jl -jI l}~ rrii -n 

pot scratch -PASS by woman -SG 

'The pot is being scratched by the woman.' 
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c. Sakill Ig5Jn -z -aJ -I IJA 
/ 

mI -n 
pot scratch -CF -CONT -PASS by woman -SG 

'The pot is being scratched by the woman.' 

(69) a. tuul kaJ1 d'ulg -Ill 'The child is picking money up.' 
child pick.up money -PL 

b. 
, 

kaJ1 -JI 
, 

tuul 'What is being picked up by the child?' IJoo IJa 
what pick.up -PASS by child 

tuul kAn 
/ 

'The child is picking up.' c. -ZI -r 
child pick.up -AP -ASS 

5.3. The glottal stop !?I and vowel coalescence. Since the glottal stop [7] only 
occurs word-initially, it might be suggested that it is just a possible manifestation 
of the absence of a consonant, i.e., that words with alleged m actually begin with 
a vowel. However, the glottal stop differs from the absence of a consonant, as 
evidenced by the possibilities of vowel coalescence. A word-initial vowel may 
coalesce with a preceding vowel, see (70). In (70a) the initial /a/ of the borrowed 
noun algilam 'pen' coalesces with the /a/ of the preceding preposition ba 'of' 
into one long vowel [aa]. In (70b), similarly, the pronoun a 'I' coalesces with the 
preceding conjunction f)A 'while'. If, by contrast, the word begins with a glottal 
stop, no coalescence takes place. In (71), for instance, there is a phonetically 
prominent [7] between the pronoun a and the /a/ of the following verb stem. 

(70) a. Jaarak nJ-I 7i ba-algalam 
person put -CF PRO:PL of -pen 

'The man is paying for the pen.' 
Lit. 'The person is putting those (i.e. the money) of the pen.' 

b. a 700k -uQ JIk'I IJa -a ?am kJJk5Jk 
1 SG see:CF -PST -3PL while-l SG eat meat 

'They saw me eating meat.' 

(71) 
, 
a d'ubAn 
lSG eat polenta 'I am eating polenta. ' 
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The copulative verb ?a(g-) 'be' begins with a glottal stop, as seen in its past tense 
form in (72). But in its non-past tense form la, the glottal stop is often elided after 
another word. This elision may occur whether the preceding word ends in a con
sonant, as in (73a), or in a vowel, as in (73b-c). In the latter case the elision is ac
companied by vowel coalescence, /acal and Ilcal being realized as Uta] and [Ii]. 

(72) !aarak lana ?ag -u I?ur -5k 'The man was not blind.' 
person not be -PST blind -SG 

(73) 
, 

KIzuk elk 
, 

a. a waalJ -a ?iw -IIll 
ISG bum leaves PRO:PL -be dry -PTCPL:PL 

'I am burning the dry leaves.' 

b. a -a 
ISG-be afraid -SG 

'I am afraid.' 

, 
c. 1 -1 

2SG -be afraid -SG 

'You are afraid.' 

5.4. Glide insertion. If a vowel-initial suffix is added to a vowel-final stem, a 
glide may be inserted between the two vowels: [w] after a rounded vowel, [y] af
ter an unrounded vowel. Glide insertion, which prevents hiatus, has been attested 
between noun stems and the plural suffix -aak, as in (74), and between the cen
tripetal suffix -u and the 2nd person plural subject suffix -ie, as in (75). 

(74) Singular Plural 
angoloolo angoloolo -w -aak 'ram 

, 

kog! kog! _ly -aak 'stick' 
abuura abuura -y -aak 'buffalo' 

(75) ?og-u 
/ 

'Come!' -w -££ 

go -CP -2PL 

5.5. Heterosyllabic clusters. Two consonants may be adjacent across a syllable 
boundary within a word. On such heterosyllabic clusters the following observa
tions can be made: 
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a. The first consonant is a sonorant, whether a nasal, a liquid or a glide. 
b. The second consonant is normally an obstruent. Words in which the 

second consonant is a sonorant are probably all loanwords, such as 
nouns of Arabic origin which begin with laV, in Arabic the definite arti
cle. 

c. Nasal plus obstruent are mostly homorganic, and always so in verbs. 
d. The two consonants are often heteromorphemic, and always so in verbs. 

The consonant clusters attested thus far in words that are not of Arabic origin are 
exemplified in Table 14. Additional clusters occurring in nouns of Arabic origin 
are for instance 11m!, Ilbl and Ilpl, as in almaaflk 'tongs type', albaal 'attention' 
and iilpuul 'bean'. 

Table 14: Heterosyllabic (Homomorphemic or Heteromorphemic) 
Consonant Clusters 

Imbl kambal 'girl' 
Impl {am-PI -r 'It is being eaten.' 

eat -PASS -ASS 

Imgl 
/ 

-gan 'monkeys 
, 

yum 
monkey. species -PL 

Imgl kum -gnk 'my kidneys' 
kidneys-PL: 1 SG 

Ingl run -gAn 'years' 
year-PL 

Injl ?5njal 'cotton' 
Inal {in -dlnaa! 'intestine' 

intestines -SG 

Inti mEn -ti -r 'It is being twisted.' 
twist -PASS -ASS 

Inzl 'rainbow 
, 

runzI 
Ingl 

, , 
'twisted' mEn -g:m 

twist -PTCPLSG 

IJ1S1 kaJ1 -j'i -r 'It is picked up.' 
pick.up-P ASS -ASS 

11)g/ ' , 'name' mU1)9:)n 
/1)k/ bl 111) ktS 'bat' 



64 Studies in African Linguistics 36( I), 2007 

IIQJ 

Iltl 

gil -gill 
lion -PL 

kal -tl -r 
steal-PASS -ASS 

Ilg k~lg5n 

Ilk! Silkaj 
Irbl aburbuJu 
/rpl k~rp£ 
Irgl wlr-Qill 

Irjl 
IrSI 

river -PL 

barjl 
?Er -SI -r 
break-PASS -ASS 

Irgl ?Er -g~n 
break-PTCPL:SG 

Irk! 

IYQJ 

Iycf! 

Iygl 
Iwgl 

kurk-5n 
nail -SG 

buy -gill 
ant.hill -PL 

bAY -dll 
beard-SG: I SG 

k5yg5J 
?AAW-gIk 
bones -PL:3SG 

'lions' 

'It is stolen.' 

'fat' 
'broom' 
'butterfly' 
'boat' 
, . , 
flvers 

'slave' 
'It is broken.' 

'broken' 

'nail' 

'ant-hills' 

'my beard' 

'hunger for meat' 
'his bones' 

Basically, there are no geminate consonants in Kunnuk; but interdental [!!] 
and [gg] may arise as a result of optional deletion of the vowel in the past tense 
suffix -ueJ.- ~ -uJ- after roots ending in an interdental stop. Thus we get minimal 
pairs like those in (76)-(77), where the present tense fonn has a single [!] or [g], 
while the past tense fonn has a geminate [n] or [gQ]. See further in section 6.5 
below. 

(76) 
/ 

m£!-I fii 'The gazelle is being killed.' muur 
gazelle.species beat-PASS dead 

/ 

m£!-! lli 'The gazelle was killed.' muur -I 

gazelle. species beat -PST -PASS dead 
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(77) m~Jg -a bug-I 'My brother is escaping.' 
brother-l run -ASS 

m~Jg -a bug-g 
, 
-I 'My brother escaped.' 

brother-l run -PST -ASS 

5.6. Intervocalic voicing, assimilation, and degemination. As mentioned in 
section 5.1, there is no voice contrast in root-final obstruents. However, suffixa
tion gives rise to voice alternation in such obstruents, and in at least some cases 
this alternation may be analysed as resulting synchronically from general 
phonological rules. 

Root-final obstruents, which are voiceless in word-final position, some
times undergo voicing in intervocalic position. This is what happens when an un
derlyingly vowel-initial suffix is added to a root, as illustrated in (78). In (78a) the 
verb form aik consists of only a root, which ends in a voiceless obstruent Ik!. 
When the past tense suffix -u is added, as in (78b), this Ik/ undergoes voicing to 
[g]. 

(78) a. taarak cf£k wIn -It 'The man is tying a rope. 
, 

person tie ropes-SG 

b. !aarak laeg -u wIn -It 'The man tied a rope. 
, 

person tie -PST ropes-SG 

In Table 15, the past tense suffix -u is added to a verbal root for each of the 
13 different consonants that can occur (underlyingly) root-finally. In Table 16, 
similarly, one of the plural suffixes -ak and -aak is added to a nominal root, which 
in this case is also the singular form. Roots ending in sonorants are included in 
both tables in order to show that there is no evidence for an underlying initial 
consonant in the suffixes, cf below. Note also the following changes in manner 
and place of articulation accompanying the voicing: The plain alveolar stop It I 
becomes implosive [d], and the postalveolar lSI becomes alveolar [z]. 
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Table 15: Intervocalic Voicing Before the Past Tense Suffix -u 

Ipl 
Ij/ 
It I 
lSI 
/k/ 
1m! 

Non-past tense Past tense 
gEp geb-u 
YEJ yeg-u 
put pUd-U 
?uS ?uz-u 
dEk __ Oeg-~ 
?am ?am-u 

In/ mEn 
/ / 

men-u 
Ip/ kajl kajl-u 

j~ ____ \VaaIJ ___ _ 
/ / 

____ waaIJ-ll ____ _ 
III kal kal-u 

?er-u Irl 
Iyl 
Iwl 

---" ---------------

koy-u 
, / / 

wnw wnw-u 

'cut' 
'cut' 
'wash' 
'suck' 
'tie' 

--- ----------

'eat' 
'twist' 
'pick up' 
'li ht' g-------
'steal 
'break' 
'take' 
'lose' 

Table 16: Intervocalic Voicing Before the Plural Suffixes -ak 
and -aak 

Singular Plural 
Ipl dAylp dAylb-laak 'termite' 
Ij/ g51 g5g-ak 'adze' 
It I kut kUd-ak 'nest' 
lSI klS klz-ak 'bee 

, 

Ik/ ?Mk ?AAg-Ak: 'net' 
---------------

1m! ?AAm ?Mm-ak 'magician type' 
Inl gaanm gaanm-laak 'sword' 
Ip/ kuubajl kuubajl-laak 'bark' 

JJJL J~IJ ________ ~~!l-~l<. __ --'--~onk:~y' 
11/ SMI SAAI-ak 'garden' 
Irl kur kur-ak ' chair' 

-----_.-_.----------

Iyl 
/ 

mAy-ak 'dry season' mAy 
Iwl craw craw-ak 'monkey species' 

However, some instances of root-final intervocalic voiced obstruents are 
not a result of intervocalic voicing. Thus, there is evidence that such consonants 
sometimes manifest an underlying cluster of two consonants. This is the case, for 
instance, in verb forms that consist of an underived intransitive stem and the as
sertive suffix, as in (79). 
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tuul ' , 
'The child is crying.' wEEg -I 

child cry -ASS 

kambal lmed -I 'The girl is dancing.' 
girl dance -ASS 

j:aarak Qum-bI 'The man starts spitting.' 
person spit -ASS 

Table 17: Combination of Un derived Intransitive Verb Stems with 
the Assertive Suffix 

Root 
Ipl le£p 
IY bUj: 
It I kuut 
lSi YES 
Ikl WEEk 
1m! gIlm 
Inl mIn 
1]11 
JfJL ____ wa~_ 
III med 
Irl 
Iyl 
Iwi 

.. PAM 
/ 

zaay 
tuw 

Root-ASS 
leEb-'i 
bug-I 
kuua-I 
YEZ-I 

, , 
WEEg-! ... 
Qum-bI 
nun-di 
(unattested) 

/ / 

~aaIJ.~g!..._. 

med-"'I 

, . , 
ram 

'run' 
'laugh' 
'get tom' 
'cry' 
'spit' 
'lie, sleep' 

'bum' 
'dance' 

"" ,., 
_"p,,:~r:I __ .. __ ll:1l!lL 

zaay-'i 'speak' 
tuw-I 'die' 

67 

As illustrated in (79) and as shown in Table 17, the assertive suffix has the form 
-I after root-final obstruents, liquids and glides, but a consonant-initial form -CI 

after root-final nasals. In the latter case the initial consonant of the suffix is a 
voiced obstruent which is homorganic with the preceding nasal. While the surface 
forms thus suggest that the underlying consonant is an obstruent, they do not pro
vide any clue as to any particular place of articulation for this consonant, so we 
may assume that it is underlYinglY unspecified in this respect, but that it receives 
its place of articulation from the preceding nasal. IS The consonant-initial allo-

15 Alternatively, given that the assertive suffix has the allomorph -r after vowels, cf section 2.4 
above, one might speculate that the underlying initial consonant of the suffix is Ir/. 
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morph of the suffix may be assumed also to underlie the -I allomorph that occurs 
after non-nasal consonants; and since root-final obstruents here surface voiced 
rather than voiceless, it may further be assumed that the suffixal consonant is un
derlyingly specified as [+voiced], symbolized C;. When -C;I is suffixed to roots 
ending in a non-nasal consonant, the place and manner features of the latter are 
presumably spread to the underlying consonant C;, which in turn spreads its 
[+voiced] feature to a preceding obstruent. The result of these processes are 
geminate consonants across the morpheme boundary, and all of them are then de
geminated. Given these rules of Assimilation and Degemination, the verb forms 
in (79) are derived in the way shown in (80). 

(80) w£c:k-GI , , 
Wc:c:g-gI 

, , 
Wc:c:g-I 

mEc:l-Gi 
mEd-fI 
mEc:l.:]: 

QIlm-Gi 
Qum-bI 

Underlying representation 
Assimilation 
Degemination 

The assumption of a general phonological rule of Degemination is compatible 
with the fact that there are no surface geminate consonants in Kurmuk, except for 
the interdentals [QQ] and [11] mentioned in section 5.5 above. Alternatively, one 
could assume that the assertive suffix has no initial consonant underlyingly after 
non-nasal consonants. In that case, the realization of root-final obstruents as 
voiced in Table 17 could be the same voicing process as that of Tables 15 and 16. 
However, there is external evidence for a de gemination process, at least histori
cally. Thus, in Surkum, another Northern Burun language, the suffixation of the 
assertive morpheme to an intransitive root results in geminate voiced consonants 
when the root-final consonant is not a nasal, as in ?3:Jb-bl 'He/She is squatting', 
liiaj-jI 'He/She is urinating', mid-Ii 'He/She is dancing,' and ?aar-rI 'He/She is 
breathing' . 

There is a further complication: The existence of the rule of Intervocalic 
Voicing does not preclude root-final voiceless obstruents from occurring in inter
vocalic position in the surface representation. For instance, they surface in such a 
position in the passive form of underived transitive verbs, as in (81 c), which is a 
passive counterpart of the active sentence (81a). In the passive verb formpUt-I-r 
in (81c), the root-final voiceless stop [t] occurs before the vocalic passive suffix 
-I, while the root-final stop is a voiced [d] before the past tense suffix -u in (81b). 
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(81 ) a. kambal put puru 'The girl is washing clothes.' 
girl wash cloth:PL 

b. kiimbiil lpucf -u IpUnl 'The girl washed clothes.' 
girl wash -PST cloth:PL 

put 
, 

c. puru -I -r 'The clothes are being washed.' 
cloth:PL wash -PASS -ASS 

However, there is evidence that root-final voiceless obstruents in the passive form 
are, again, a manifestation of an underlying sequence of two consonants. Table 18 
gives an example of the passive form for almost each of the 13 possible root-final 
consonants, illustrated with the same roots as in Table 15 above, where the root
final obstruents undergo voicing. As seen in Table 18, the passive suffix has an 
initial consonant after roots that end in a sonorant. The initial consonant of the 
suffix is everywhere a voiceless obstruent, but its place of articulation varies: it is 
homorganic with a preceding nasal or lateral, but it is postalveolar lSi after alveo
lar /rl, so that lSI may be taken to be the underlying value of the consonant. 

Table 18: Non-Past Tense Passive Forms of Un derived Verbs 
Root Passive 

Ipl gEp gEp-I-r 'cut' 

IJ/ yE! YE!-I-r 'cut' 
It I put put-I-r 'wash' 

lSi 7uS 7us-I-r 'suck' 
Ik/ &k &k-I-r 'tie 

, 
----- ------------ ----- -------

1m! ?am ?am-pI-r 'eat' 
Inl 

, 
mEn-tl-r 'twist' mEn 

Ip/ kaJ1 kaJ1-ji-r 'pick up' 
Il)l 

, 
__ ~~<ll) -kI-1"_ 'light' waalJ 

--

11/ kitl kal-tI-r 'steal 
Irl ?Er ?Er-ji-r_ 'break' 
Iyl k5;,y k5;,-Si-r 'take' 
Iwl (unattested) 'lose 

, 
wnw 

This analysis is supported by the form of the passive suffix after derived 
stems. Here the passive suffix is -JI, with the voiceless obstruent lSI, as in (82b) 
and (83b). In (82) the derived verb stem is multiplicative, in (83) centrifugal. The 
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suffix vowellIJ which precedes lSI belongs to the derivational morphemes, since it 
also occurs in the corresponding active forms, as seen in (82a) and (83a). The 
centrifugal suffix begins underlyingly with a consonantal segment, which sur
faces in (83), while multiplicative stems formed from roots with a short vowel, as 
in (82), are characterised by lengthening of the root vowel and by Vowel Quality 
Shift. 

(82) a. tuul glIb-I yaa! 'The boy is cutting the tree.' 
child cut -M tree 

b. yaa! glIb-1 -JI -r 'The tree is being cut.' 
tree cut -M -PASS -ASS 

(83) !aarak !aaIJ -gi 
, 

-I! 
, 

a. gur woo 
person push -CF stone-Sa out 

'The man is pushing a stone out.' 

b. gur -I! taaIJ -if! -JI woo IJA !aarak 
stone -sa push -CF -PASS out by person 

'The stone is being pushed out by the man.' 

Given that the passive suffix is underlyingly -fI, the voicelessness of root-final 
obstruents in intervocalic position gets an explanation: the lSI of the passive suffix 
totally assimilates to root-final obstruents, and the resulting geminate consonants 
undergo degemination. The phonological derivation of three of the passive forms 
in Table 18 is shown in (84). 

(84) put-j'i-r 
put-tI-r 
put-I-r 

tam-j'i-r 
tam-pI-r 

'lEr-j'i-r Underlying representation 
Assimilation 
Degemination 

The above account of the interaction between root-final consonants and 
suffixes is not exhaustive, since there are also other alternation sets, for instance 
in connection with possessive inflection of nouns, as alluded to in section 2.2 
above. But in this introductory article I cannot go into all of the complexities of 
the Kurmuk language. 
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The one-to-many relation between surface obstruents and their underlying 
represention poses a problem for the analysis of intervocalic obstruents in simplex 
noun stems, as in (85). 

(85) a. Jakal 'pot' 
b. kuu!ar 'pig' 
c. guaal 'ox' 
d. tabur 'dust' 

If Intervocalic Voicing is a completely general phonological rule, then the voice
less obstruents [k] in Jakell and It] in kuU!ar cannot have intervocalic position in 
the underlying representation of those words; but there is no evidence as to what a 
different underlying representation would be. Similarly, there is no way of 
choosing between different underlying alternatives for the intervocalic voiced ob
struents [d] in guaal and [b] in tabUr. A viable solution would seem to be to re
strict Intervocalic Voicing to obstruents that occur in root-final position, or, more 
generally, morpheme-final position. By analysing such obstruents as unspecified 
for the feature [voice] underlyingly, and by restricting the rule of Intervocalic 
Voicing to obstruents with this specification, that rule would still be completely 
general. Hence, I shall assume that the underlying representation of the nouns in 
(85) is identical to their surface representation. 

6. Tones. 

6.1. Tone inventory. Kurmuk is a tone language with three underlying tones: 
high (H) n, low (L) 1'1, and a compound falling tone (HL) r I. There are five dif
ferent surface tones. Three of them are level tones: high (H), downstepped high 
(iH), and low (L). Two are contour tones, but they are rare, and both of them must 
be analysed as composed of two level tones: a rise from low to high (LH) and a 
fall from high to down stepped high (HIH). At the surface there is no contour tone 
falling from high to low. 

6.2. Surface tones and pitch levels: downdrift and downstep. The pitch of a 
high tone following a low tone is lower than the pitch of a preceding high tone; 
that is, Kurmuk has downdrift. In (86), for instance, the high tone of the syllable 
[k5;,k] at the end of the sentence has a lower pitch than the high tones of the ini
tial word [kambal]; the numbers are explained below. 
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(86) kambal Saap 
I 1 3 

3 3 2 
girl boil meat 

'The girl is cooking meat.' 

The distance between the pitch of a low tone and that of a following high tone is 
half the distance between the pitch of a high tone and that of a following low 
tone. Thus, in a sequence like LHLH, the second H has the same pitch as the first 
L, as is clear when the utterance is whistled. In (87), for instance, the high tones 
of [kambal] at the end of the sentence have the same pitch as the low tone of the 
sentence-initial syllable [b:l]. 

(87) kJ:lk5:lk Saap -I lJa kambal 
3 1 1 3 3 1 1 

1 

3 2 2 4 4 3 3 
meat boil -PASS by girl 

'The meat is being cooked by the girl.' 

Hence, the relative pitch level of each tone of an utterance can be expressed in 
terms of integers such that the higher the number the lower the pitch, and it can be 
calculated as done in (86)-(87). First, all high tones are assigned the value 1 and 
all low tones, the value 3. Then each time that a high tone follows a low tone, 1 is 
added to that high tone and to all following tones, and the sums indicate the pitch 
levels. In (86) the downdrift effect occurs once, in (87) twice. In (88), where only 
the sums are shown, the downdrift effect occurs three times. 

(88) wala 1 nEe! {AAw-A! {lnAn 
3 2 4 3 3 5 4 4 

PROH 2SG suck bones -SG D2:SG 

'Don't suck on that bone!' 

In addition to downdrift, Kurmuk also has downstep, which is indicated by 
the symbol [I]. Thus, a high tone may be lower than an immediately preceding 
high tone, and the pitch distance between these two high tones is identical to the 
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pitch distance between two high tones separated by one or more low tones. That 
is, the effect of down step [I] on the pitch level value is +1, as illustrated in (89), 
where the initial high tone of the second word is downstepped after the high
toned first word. 

(89) cfubAn I[am -uJ 
, 

[aanlS -I IJA 
1 1 1 1 3 3 1 1 

1 1 1 I 1 

1 1 2 2 4 4 3 3 
polenta eat -PST -PASS by ISG 

'The polenta was eaten by me.' 

In (90)-(91), where only the sums are shown, down step occurs twice, in (90) be
tween words, in (91) inside words. 

(90) laak'm KII puru lfin ba IgaanlS 
3 3 2 2 2 3 3 4 4 

urine(PL) be.present cloth:PL LOC of 3SG 

'There is urine on his clothes.' 

(91 ) d'imaaJ [inzl rA! 
/ 

-lgIlk 
/ _IAKI -1 mlJ1 

3 2 2 4 3 3 4 4 5 5 
bird:SG D3:SG wing -PL -PL:3SG be.red -PRED 

'That bird's wings are red.' 

6.3. Tonal processes: High Spread and Fall Simplification. As demonstrated 
below, downstep is the manifestation of a floating low tone between two high 
tones, as in many other African languages. In Kurmuk a floating low tone is nor
mally the result of a general rule of Fall Simplification, which is mostly fed by a 
general rule of High Spread. To see how these rules work, consider first the noun 
phrases in (92). They consist of a disyllabic noun and a following demonstrative 
modifier 'lIn} 'this,' which has the tone pattern LL when it occurs in isolation. 

(92) a. wlnlJ [Ini 'this rope 
, 

b. buumu [Ini 'this hyena 
, 

c. !AAkAl [ini 'this vulture 
, 

d. kabil [Ini 'this sheep' 
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After the low-toned noun wlnl! in (92a) the demonstrative has the same 
tones, LL, as it has in isolation. But after nouns ending in a high tone in (92b-c), it 
has the tones HL. What happens can be described as follows: the high tone at the 
end of the noun spreads to the immediately following low-toned syllable (0), 
which thereby gets a compound tone HL, as indicated in (93), using notational 
devices of Autosegmental Phonology (Goldsmith 1990). 

(93) High Spread: 

If HL were manifested as such, it would be a contour tone falling from high to 
low, but Kurmuk has no surface HL tone, so it is manifested as a high tone. That 
is, HL is simplified to H by de linking the L component from its syllable, thus set
ting L afloat, as indicated in (94). 

(94) Fall Simplification: o 0 

V/f 
H L 

The noun in (92d) has a high tone in both of its syllables, exactly like the 
noun in (92c). However, it does not have the same effect on the following word as 
the latter; i.e., High Spread does not apply to 7m} here. In order to explain this, it 
must be assumed that the noun in (92d) does not end in a high tone underlyingly, 
but that its second syllable has a low tone which is replaced by the high tone of its 
first syllable via the rules of High Spread and Fall Simplification already estab
lished. Independent evidence for this analysis is given in (95). Here the same four 
nouns are followed by the demonstrative identifier 1m!, which means 'this is', and 
which forms a non-verbal clause together with the noun. 16 

(95) a. w'in'iJ ?1m 'This is a rope' 
b. buumu {illI 'This is a hyena' 
c. !AAkAI {IllI 'This is a vulture 

, 

d. kaod I {1m 'This is a sheep' 

16 I have borrowed the term "demonstrative identifier" from Diessel (1999). 
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Unlike the demonstrative pronoun, the demonstrative identifier carries a high tone 
in its initial syllable after all of the four nouns, so its initial tone must be under
lyingly high. However, after the noun in (95d), this high tone is down stepped, and 
that is exactly what should be expected if it is preceded by a floating low tone, as 
hypothesized above. 

High Spread is a completely general phonological rule, i.e., it applies 
whenever the phonological condition is met. 17 The rule is independent of mor
phological and syntactic boundaries. Thus, the two syllables involved may con
stitute a word which is either monomorphemic, as in (96a), or contains a suffix, as 
in (96b), or they may be part of a word with more than two syllables, as in (97). 
The forms enclosed in slashes show the underlying tones, while the forms without 
slashes show the surface tones. 

(96) 

(97) 

a. !aarak I!aarakl 
b. 61) 

, 
It51)-lnl -Ill 

spear -PL 

?uucfu -~waak !?uucfu-waakl 
ostrich -PL 

cam -uJ -I -r !?am-uJ-I-rl 
eat -PST -PASS-ASS 

?' 'd r, am-u~ - I -r 
eat -PST -3S0-ASS 

cam -aQ -uuQ:Iki-r 
!?am-aQ -uuq :Il<'i -rl 
eat -HAB -PST -3PL -ASS 

!lm -buz -uUQ -a -f 
l!lm-buz -uUQ -a -rl 
dig -BEN -PST -ISO-ASS 

'person 
, 

, , 
spears 

'ostriches 
, 

'It has been eaten.' 

'He/She has eaten it.' 

'They used to eat it' 

'I dug fOf him/her. ' 

17But there are a few monosyllabic low-toned function words that seem to be immune to High 
Spread, among others the pronoun I 'you', as seen in (88) above, and sometimes the preposi
tion b;; 'of, as in (31) above. I have no immediate explanation for these exceptions. 
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The two syllables involved in High Spread may also belong to two different 
words, independently of phrase structure. The two words may for instance belong 
to the same noun phrase, as in (92) above, but they may also belong to different 
clause constituents, as in (95) above. Other examples of the latter situation are 
given in (98)-(99). The syntactic boundary crossed is one between object and verb 
in (98) and one between subject and verb in (99). 

(98) kJJk5Jk Saab 
, 

-A -r 'I am cooking the meat. ' 
IkJJk5Jk Saab 

, 
-rl -A 

meat boil -ISG-ASS 

(99) 
/ 

-k d£k IYAn ml 'The women are tying the wood. ' 
Irrii -k &k YAnl 
woman-PL tie tree:PL 

6.4. Syllable deletion and leftwards high-tone relinking. Sometimes a syllable 
is deleted, due to either deletion of a short vowel or vowel coalescence; but in 
most cases the tone of the deleted syllable is retained. If the tone of the deleted 
syllable is high, and if the preceding tone is low, the latter may be changed into a 
rising tone. One example involves the predicative suffix -AkI, which is used after 
adjectival verbs, as in (lOOa). It is normally shortened to -kI after stems ending in 
1l)/, such as d3:J1) 'be big' in (lOOb).IR The vowel deletion is sometimes optional, 
as after the stem hAUl) 'be deep', see the free variation in (101). 

(100) a. bAAr -AkI 'It is long.' 
be.long-PRED 

b. cf5Jl) -kl 'It is big.' 
be.big -PRED 

(l 01) a. kAAl luul) -Akl 

b. kAAl luul) -kI 'The hole is deep.' 
hole be.deep -PRED 

18 All attested monosyllabic adjectival verb stems ending in II)/ have a long vowel. I don't know 
what would happen after /l)/-final stems with a short vowel. 
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What happens in (I OOb) and (10 I b) is that the vowel I AI of the suffix is deleted, 
but that its high tone is retained, as evidenced by the fact that the stem, which is 
underlyingly low-toned, gets a rising tone. Thus, the high tone of the deleted 
vowel is transferred leftwards to the preceding syllable, which is thereby mani
fested with a compound tone, LH, a rise from low to high. 

The syllable to which the high tone is transferred may be subjected to High 
Spread, as in (102). Here the underlyingly low-toned stem bi:E:f) 'be wide' is 
manifested with a contour pitch which falls from high to downstepped high. How 
this results from High Spread and Fall Simplification is shown in (103). 

(102) wnr 
Iwllr 

bElEl) -KI 
bEEl) -AKII 

river be. wide -PRED 

-kl 

I 
H 

'The river is wide.' 

wnr bEEl) -kI 

~ I 
H 

The pair of sentences in (104) further illustrates the surface contrast between a 
rising pitch and a falling pitch. 

(104) a. 
/ 

-glk cf5:ll) -KI rn 'His hair is long.' 
Ir!I -grk cf~:ll) -AKII 
hair(PL) -PL:3SG be. big -PRED 

b. 
, 

-gnk cf515l) -KI rn 'My hair is long.' 
IrII -giIk cf~:ll) -AKIf 
hair(PL) -PL:lSG be.big -PRED 

Rising and falling tones also arise if the root of the adjectival verb lacks a 
final consonant, as illustrated with the underlyingly low-toned stem b3 'be white' 
in (105). Here the first vowel of the suffix is not deleted, but coalesces with the 
root vowel, the result being a long vowel [:l:l]. 
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(105) a. b5:)kI 'It is white.' 
/b~ -AKV 
be. white -PRED 

b. ?Im bA 
!?In bA 
PRO:SG of 

kllY -aa 
kay -aa 
sister -\ 

b5 
b~ 
be. white -PRED 

'My sister's is white.' 

6.5. Floating low tones not triggered by High Spread. Given the rules of High 
Spread and Fall Simplification, we can make three predictions about possible se
quences of surface tones in an utterance: 

a. The tone sequence HL is preceded by H, since the L-toned syllable 
would otherwise be subjected to High Spread. 

b. A downstepped H is preceded by HH, since the down step represents an 
L that has been set afloat by Fall Simplification of HL, whose H com
ponent comes from a preceding H-toned syllable by High Spread. 

c. A downstepped H is not followed by L, since a downstepped H is an 
underlying H, which would spread to a following L-toned syllable. 

These predictions actually hold most of the time, but not always. Most of the ex
ceptions can be explained as being due to vowel deletion or as reflecting lexically 
inherent underlying falling tones. 

Some of the exceptions involve the deletion of a syllable which would oth
erwise have undergone High Spread. This situation is illustrated in (106) and 
(107). The ( a)-sentences do not conform to the predictions stated above: In (1 06a) 
the sequence HL is not preceded by H, but by L, and in (107a) the downstepped H 
is not preceded by HH, but by LH. However, the sentences in question have the 
variants (I 06b) and (I 07b), which do conform to the predictions. Here the rele
vant word, a past tense form of the verb 'drink', has the past tense suffix [ug], 
whose vowel has been deleted in (106a) and (107a). The underlying tone of this 
suffix is low, as indicated in the next lines, and its surface high tone is the result 
of High Spread and Fall Simplification. The underlying low tone set afloat by the 
vowel deletion is what prevents the high tone of the root vowel from being spread 
to the vowel of the subject suffix -A in (106a), and it is also what causes the 
down step in (l07a). 
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(106) a. 'laak maag-g 
, 

-A -r 

b. 'laak maag-ug 
, 

-A -r 'I drank the milk. ' 
I'laak maag-ug 

, 
-r/ -A 

milk(PL) drink -PST -1 SG -ASS 

(107) a. 'laak maag-g-li-r 

b. 'laak maag-ug j' 
- 1 -r 'He/She drank the milk.' 

I'laak maag-ug -I -r/ 
milk(PL) drink -PST -3SG-ASS 

Another example of the same type is given in (108). Here the noun stem fPald! 
'hand' exhibits variation before the third person singular possessive suffix -I. 
Thus, the second vowel of the stem is optionally elided. But its underlying low 
tone is retained as a floating tone, and that is why the high tone of the suffix is 
downstepped not only in (l08a), but also in (1 08b). 

(108) a. gaala! J 1 

/gaala! -'i 
hand -SG:3SG 

gaal! -Ii 
gaaft. ':If 

pd -IAKI 
pII -AKIf 
be. painful-PRED 

knife hand -SG:3SG 

'His hand is paining. ' 

'the handle of a knife' 

For another class of exceptions to the predictions stated above, there is no 
evidence of synchronically operative syllable deletion. This class involves func
tion words and nouns borrowed from Arabic. Thus, some monosyllabic function 
words that always surface with a high tone never spread this tone, and a following 
syllable with an underlying high tone is always downstepped. Examples of such 
words are the distant-future particle [ay] in (109), the first person plural exclusive 
pronoun [in] in (110), and the focus particle [gaa] in (111). The (a)-sentences 
show the lack of High Spread, and the (b)-sentences show the down stepping of a 
following high tone. Because of these properties, such words must be analysed as 
having a floating low tone after their high tone, and this low tone will be taken to 
be linked to the vowel underlyingly. Thus, such words lexically have a falling 
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tone, which is subjected to Fall Simplification. The low tone component of such 
function words might reflect a historical loss of a second, low-toned syllable. 

(109) a. ay cam cfubAn 'He/She will eat polenta.' 
lay cam d'ubAnl 
FUT2 eat polenta 

b. 
, 

I Hial 
, , 

-dlI ay -a -r pa 'I shall do it myself.' 
lay laal -a -r pa -diu 
FUT2 do -lSG-ASS alone -SG: I SG 

(110) a. 
, 

cam cfubAn m 'We are eating polenta.' 
lin cam cfubAnl 
IPLEX eat polenta 

b. 'm l?am 
, 

IcfubAn -u 'We ate polenta.' 
lin cam -u cfubAnl 
IPLEX eat -PST polenta 

(111) a. 
, 

-dl 19aa pAl r:l 'He/She is only lazy.' 
Ir5 -0. gaa PAl! 
body -SG:3SG FOC be.blunt 

b. ?aanIS gaa lay l?ag -I '/ will go.' 
!?aanIS gaa 

A 

?ag -II ay 
ISG FOC FUT2 go -CF 

Some nouns include a syllable that exhibits the same behaviour as the 
function words dealt with above. They all appear to be loanwords, and at least 
some of them have been borrowed from Arabic, some of them apparently via 
Berta. For instance, the nouns in (112) contain the surface sequence LHL, and 
those in (113) end in the surface sequence LH whose H does not spread to a fol
lowing word. Therefore, the high-toned syllable of such words must also be ana
lysed as having an underlyingly falling tone, whose low component is set afloat 
by Fall Simplification. In such words, the floating low tone cannot reflect the loss 
of a low-toned vowel. The syllable in question is the one that bears the stress in 
the Arabic source words. 



(112) gaaJiiQa 
/gaajiiQaJ 

aSaYI 
/aSayli 

(llJgluizl 
/?llJglfiizl/ 

( 113) a~lrlmbiil 
/a~lrlmbiil 
car 

alpuul 
/alpuul 

?lnI 
(mil 

bean Dl:SG 

(InI 
?lnll 
Dl:SG 
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'porridge type' 

'tea' (cfBerta affaaYl, from Arabic faay) 

'English' (cf Arabic ?ingi/iizi) 

'this car' 

'this bean' (cfBerta aljuul, 
from Arabicfuul 'bean') 
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6.6. Functions of tone. Having established the tonal system, we can now con
sider the functions of tone. They are both lexical and grammatical, but the func
tional load of tone seems to be higher in the grammar than in the lexicon. In the 
following, both functions will be exemplified. 

There are two major word classes in Kurmuk: nouns and verbs. Monosyl
labic nouns are either high-toned, as in (l14a), or low-toned, as in (114b). 

(114) a. t5lJ 'spear 
, 

/ 

'woman' mm 
maaS 'fire 

, 

kaak 'snake' 
ylI! 'scorpion 

, 

b. ku! ' . ram 
, 

QAk 'cows' 
tuul 'child' 
dEE! 'goat' 
QBslJ 'cow 

, 

As seen in section 6.3 above, disyllabic nouns fall into four tonal classes, thus ex
ploiting all logically possible combinations of underlying high and low tones (ig-
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no ring underlyingly falling tones, which seem not to occur in native nouns). Ex
amples are given in (115). 

(115) IHHI !AAkAl 'vulture' 
/ / 

'flower' rEEJ1:xm 
buurl 'twin' 

IHLI !aarak 'person' 
rlUl! 'meat' 
guilitl 'ox 

, 

ILL! legl! 'tooth' 
, , 

muugJn 'name 
, 

k~J!ar 'hoe' 

ILHI dlmaa! 'bird' 
k~lg5n 'fat' 
buumu 'hyena' 

However, there seem to be relatively few nouns distinguished solely by tone. Two 
examples of minimal pairs are given in (116)-(117). 

(116) lAAm 
(AAm 

(117) ?amI! 
(amI! 

'thigh' 
'kind of magician' 

'food' 
'left hands ' (underlying IHL!), pi. of 'laam 'left hand' 

Verbal roots, virtually all of which are monosyllabic, are also lexically ei
ther high-toned, as in (1l8a), or low-toned, as in (l18b-c); but all roots with a 
short vowel are lexically low-toned, as in (l18c). The roots given in (118) are 
transitive. 

(118) a. maa! 
!aau 

/ 

puur 
wEES 

'drink' 
'push' 
'hoe' 
'sweep' 
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b. pII! 'sow' 
bE£[ 'twist' 
kAAI 'push' 
cfaak 'finish' 

c. {am 'eat' 
kal 'steal' 
18k 'break' 
nan 'bite' 

Again, verbal roots distinguished exclusively by tone seem to be rare. One exam
ple is given in (119). 

(119) paat 
paat 

'twist' (tr. verb) 
'be wide' (adjectival verb) 

More minimal pairs of lexical items can be found if taken from different 
word classes, as in (120)-(122). 

(120) rEe: 
re:e: 

(121) mm 
mm 

(122) wAIA 
wAIA 

'two' (numeral) 
'thirst' (noun) 

'woman' (noun) 
'from' (preposition) 

'or' (conjunction) 
'do not' (particle expressing prohibition) 

The functional load of tone is considerably heavier in the grammar than in 
the lexicon. Thus, in many parts of the morphology, tone is what systematically 
distinguishes one category from another in some morphological contexts. This is 
illustrated by the minimal pairs in (123)-(129). In each case both the surface tones 
and the underlying tones (in slashes) are shown. 

Examples (123 )-(124) illustrate the tonal difference between demonstrative 
modifiers and demonstrative identifiers. 
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(123) !aarak tlnI 'this person' 
I!aarak llnl! 
person D1:S0 

!aarak I ?1m 'This is a human being.' 
I!aarak ?lnl! 
person IDI:SO 

(124) lES 'tIki 'these teeth' 
lIES tIkI! 
teeth DI:PL 

lES (iki 'These are teeth. ' 
lIES ?lkl! 
teeth IDI:PL 

Example (125) shows the tonal difference between the first person singular pro
noun a and the near future particle a. 

(125) a ?am efubAn 'I am eating polenta.' 
la ?am efubAnl 
ISO eat polenta 

/ 

lam lefubAn a 'He/She is going to eat polenta.' 
la lam efubAnl 
Fun eat polenta 

Examples (126)-(127) illustrate the tonal differences between different possessive 
suffixes: first person singular versus third person singular in (126), and second 
person singular versus second person plural in (127). 

(126) kir -A -gnk 
!kIr -A -glIk 
leg -PL -PL: 1 SO 

, " !" .... l ... kir -/\ - gIll\. 

!kir -A -giIk 
leg -PL -PL:3S0 

pIl -Aki 'My legs are painful.' 
pIl -AKII 
be.painful-PRED 

p'd -IAki 'His legs are painful.' 
pIl -AKII 
be. painful-PRED 



(127) kir -A -lguuk 
lkir -A -guuk 
leg -PL -PL:2SG 

kir -A -guuk 
lkir -A -guuk 
leg -PL-PL:2PL 
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pIl _IAki 
pII -Akil 
be.painful-PRED 

pII 
pII 

-Aki 
-MIl 

be.painful-PRED 

85 

'Your (sg.) legs are painful.' 

'Your (pI.) legs are painful.' 

Example (128) shows the tonal difference between the continuous and the habit
ual aspect suffixes in verb forms with a short root vowel. 

(128) !aarak kal -a mIt 'The man is trying to steal goats.' 
I!aarak kal -a mltl 
person steal-CONT goatPL 

!aarak lkal-a lmlt 'The man steals goats.' 
I!aarak kal -a mltl 
person steal-HAB goatPL 

Finally, example (129) illustrates the tonal difference between the assertive suffix 
after a non-derived intransitive verb stem and the second person singular subject 
suffix in the imperative form with the same stem. 

(129) bug -I 
Ibug-I! 
run -ASS 

bug ·:i 
Ibug :11 
run -2SG 

'He/She starts running' 

'Run!' 

6.7. Grammatically determined tone alternation. When a root combines with a 
suffix, its underlying tone often deviates from its lexical underlying tone. More
over, the underlying tone of many suffixes is dependent on the tonal class of the 
root. Thus, Kurmuk is replete with grammatically determined tone alternation, 
which is distinct from the tonal variation that results from phonologically deter
mined tonal processes such as High Spread. A few examples from the morpho 1-
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ogy of verbs can illustrate this fact. As seen in (130a), the lexical tone of the ver
bal root fdm) 'push' is underlyingly high; but before the high-toned third person 
singular subject suffix -1, its underlying tone is low, as seen in (130b). Con
versely, the tone of the verbal root ruuJ 'transplant' is lexically low, as shown by 
the form in (131a); but before the same underlyingly high-toned third person sin
gular subject suffix its underlying tone is high, as seen in (131b). 

(130) a. tuul taal) 
/ 

-'it gur 'The child starts pushing the stone.' 
Ituul !aal) 

/ 

-i!1 gur 
child push stone-SG 

b. 
, 

J~tal) -'i ?anI 1)00 'What does helshe start pushing here?' 
11)00 J~tal) :1 ?~ml! 

what push -3SG here 

(131) a. tuul ruu! PAS 'The child is transplanting sorghum.' 
Ituul ruu! PAJ! 
child transplant sorghum(PL) 

b. 
, 

ruuQ 
/ 

?anI 'What is helshe transplanting here?' 1)00 -I 

11)00 ruuQ 
/ 

?1ml! -I 

what transplant -3SG here 

Other examples of underlying tone alternation in roots can be seen, for instance, 
in (126) and (128) above. 

One of the suffixes that exhibit tone alternation is the second person sin
gular subject suffix -i. As illustrated in (132) with the same verbal roots as in 
(130)-( 131), it has an underlying low tone in (l32a) after a lexically high-toned 
root, but an underlying high tone in (l32b) after a lexically low-toned root, which 
here carries an underlying high tone. 

(132) a. 
, 

!aal) -'i ?~mI lJoo 'What do you start pushing here?' 
11)00 !aalJ -1 ?~ml! 
what push -2SG here 

b. 
, 

rUuQ 
/ 

?anI 1)00 -I 'What are you transplanting here?' 
IlJOO rUuQ 

/ 

?~ml! -I 

what transplant -2SG here 



Kurmuk Phonology 87 

7. A Nilotic Outlook. 

Kunnuk and other Northern Burun languages exhibit a more extensive use of suf
fixes than most other Western Nilotic languages. Thus, although roots are typi
cally monosyllabic in Kunnuk as elsewhere in Western Nilotic, words tend to be 
longer in Kunnuk than in languages of the Lwo branch of Western Nilotic and 
certainly much longer than in Dinka and Nuer, which tend towards monosyl
labicity. In this respect, then, the Northern Burun languages are reminiscent of the 
Southern and Eastern Nilotic languages. Nevertheless, the types of grammatically 
detennined root-internal alternations which are found in the other branches of 
Western Nilotic, and which are assumed to reflect fonner suffixes, are also found 
in the Northern Burun languages, namely alternations in vowel length, vowel 
quality, final consonant, and tone. Thus, although the Northern Burun languages 
are certainly morphologically conservative in many respects, they seem not to 
have retained all of the specific suffix features that could explain the alternations 
in the other Western Nilotic languages. 
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