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KURMUK PHONOLOGY*

Torben Andersen
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 morphosyntactic 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 Shilluk, 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. | wish to
thank the Carlsberg Foundation for a grant for the fieldwork and my principal Kurmuk in-
formant Yaana Ramadaan for his assistance. | 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 (1a) and the
transitive clause (1b).!

(1) a. kambal ‘méel -1 ‘The girl is dancing.’
girl dance -ASS
b. kambal faap  kdokdok ‘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

! The following abbreviations are used in (interlinear) morphemic translations: 1 first person;
1PL first person plural; 1PLEX first person plural exclusive; 1PLIN first person plural in-
clusive; 1SG first person singular; 2PL second person plural; 28G 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; D1 first person
demonstrative; D2 second person demonstrative; D3 third person demonstrative; FOC focus;
FUT]1 near future; FUT2 distant future; HAB habitual; ID1 first person demonstrative identi-
fier; ID3 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 »a, thus being demoted to adverbial status. In this
construction, which I call “passive,” the verb takes a (passive) suffix -(C)r.2 The
logical subject can be left out, as in (2b).

(2) a. kookdok faap-1 na kambal
meat boil -PASS by girl
‘The meat is being cooked by the girl.’

b. kookdok faap - I
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 (3¢).

3 a a faap kdokdok
ISG boil meat
‘l am cooking meat.’

b. kdokdok faab-a -r
meat boil -1SG-ASS
‘I am cooking the meat.’

c. kookdok  faap -1 na Yaanif
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 nag-ud -YKi -r ‘They beat me.’
ISG beat -PST -3PL -ASS

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

(5) a. faap kdokdok ‘He/She is cooking meat.’
boil meat
b. faab-a -r ‘I am cooking it.’
boil -1SG-ASS

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 -», which I 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) 1SG ?2am-ud -A -r ‘I ate it.”
eat -PST-1SG-ASS
2SG ?am-ud-‘i-r ‘You ate it.’
3SG ?am-ud-‘1-r ‘He/She/It ate it.’
1PLIN ?am -ut -1 -wEe T ‘We ate it.’
eat -PST-PASS -1PLIN -ASS
IPLEX  ?am-ud-dnd-r ‘We ate it.”
2PL ?am-ud-‘ée-r ‘You ate it.
3PL ?am-ud-Yki-r ‘They ate it.’
PASS ?am-ut-1-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).

s’

(7) mi -k dibin YPaur-ud -k -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) bud ‘Run!’
run -2SG
bud-g¢ ‘Run!’
run -2PL
(9) geb-i yaat ‘Cut the tree!’

cut -2SG  tree

geb-€¢  yaat ‘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 dnd ‘not’, as in (11), and the alternative future tense particles
a of near future and ay of distant future, as in (12).

(10) ?md -a win-it  ka nur  ?in yu
cut:M -HAB rope-SG with knife PRO:SG be.sharp
‘He/She cuts the rope with a sharp knife.’

(I1) tul -in ana maad-a moo
child-PL  not  drink -HAB beer(PL)
‘Children do not drink beer.’

(12) mi -n ‘baar a faap  kdokdok
woman-SG  of:1SG  FUTI beoil meat
‘My wife is going to cook the meat.’

desl ay oW -1
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 (13a). They may also coalesce
with a preceding short (clitic) subject or object pronoun, as in (13b).

(13) a. ana-a 2am -'bi ‘He/She is not going to eat.’
not -FUT1 eat -AP

b. a -ana-ay ?Am -bi ‘T will not eat.’
1SG-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(f), as in (14b).
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(f), but generally they are tonally distinct. They may co-
occur with the past tense suffix, in that order, as in (15).

(14) a. taarak kal dmt
person steal goat:PL
‘The man is stealing goats (successfully).’

b. taarak  ‘kal-u Lt
person steal-PST  goat:PL
‘The man stole goats.’

c. taarak kal -a dut
person steal-CONT  goat:PL
‘The man is trying to steal goats.’

d. taarak  ‘kal-a Lt
person steal-HAB  goat:PL
‘The man steals goats.’
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(15 mi  -n  laal -ad  -YGu  ?a‘mit
woman-SG  make-CONT -PST food
‘The woman was preparing food.’

mi  -n  faab-ad -tu kdokdok

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)r ~ -(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 faap kookdok ‘The girl is cooking meat.’
girl boil meat
b. kambal ‘fAap-1 -r ‘The girl is cooking.’
girl boil -AP -ASS

Other derivational suffixes of verb stems with a transitive root include the
centrifugal -(C)r, which expresses direction away from the deictic center, as in
(17b), the centripetal -uu ~ -uu, which expresses direction towards the deictic
center, as in (17¢), the benefactive -(C)1f ~ -(C)if, which increases the valency of
the verb by introducing a beneficiary as a grammatical object, as in (18b), and the
multiplicative -1, 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 ‘weef  talbir
girl sweep dust
‘The girl is sweeping dust.’

b. kambal weef -1 ta'blr  woo
girl sweep-CF  dust out
“The girl is sweeping dust out.’

c. kambal wuz -Gu  ta‘'bir
girl sweep -CP dust
‘The girl is sweeping dust hither.’

(18) a. toul paur wap
child  hoe field
“The child is hoeing the field.’
b. toul  pur-if ‘taarak  war
child  hoe -BEN  person field
‘The child is hoeing the field for the man.’
(19) a. toul gép yaat “The child is cutting the tree down.’
child cut  tree
b. toul  gub-1  yaat “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) taarak  ‘nin-di ‘The man is sleeping.’
person  sleep -ASS

taarak ‘ana nim “The man is not sleeping.’
person not sleep
(21) a. twul ?om-b -ud 1 “The child ate.’

child eat -AP -PST-ASS

b. toul ana ?20m-b -u ‘The child did not eat.’
child not eat -AP-PST

(22) a. tuul  bud-u -r “The child is running hither.’
child run -CP -ASS

b. toul ana bud -u ‘The child is not running hither.’
child not run -CP

(23) a. kdokdok faab-ud -A -1 ‘I cooked the meat.’
meat boil -PST-1SG-ASS
b. noo  faab-ud -a “What did I cook?’

what boil -PST-1SG

(24) a. a ?20d-0 -ud - ‘I came.’
1ISG go -CP-PST-ASS

b. paa ?0d-'0 -u ‘Who came?’
who go -CP-PST

(25) naAk-1 ka  beel -aat ‘He is being beaten with a cane.’
beat -PASS  with cane -SG

(26) toul  weeg-l tee ‘“Why is the child crying?’
child cry -ASS why

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 upstep symbol ['] in (27)
and (28a).

(27) taarak ?mi need-1  -r ‘Do you know this person?’
person  DI1:SG  know-2SG-ASS

(28) a. ?tulan 'ndog -u  -r
person:PL  beat -M:AP-ASS
‘Are the people fighting?’

b. €26, ga -ana noog -u, gr  méel 1
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)1, -1 and -». They
are in complementary distribution in that -(C)r occurs immediately after a root, as
in (20) and (26), while -r and -r occur after a suffix, -r after a consonant, as in
(21a) and (24a), and -~ 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-



Kurmuk Phonology 39

flects the type of marking and is based on implicit principles used in morphemic
translations throughout this article.

(30) Singular Plural
a. kul kul  -ak ‘wart-hog’
wart.hog wart.hog -PL
b. galam golum ‘kid’
kid kid:PL
c. gim -1t gim ‘cheek’
cheeks-SG cheeks
d. — laakin “urine’
urine(PL)
e. gur -it gur -An ‘stone’
stone-SG stone -PL
f. dmunaat dudim ‘bird’
bird:SG bird:PL

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.? Thus, the possessive suffixes
begin with a velar stop when the possessee is plural. Moreover, there is evidence
that the singular possessee suffixes underlyingly begin with an alveolar stop /d/
after monosyllabic stems, cf for instance z5 ‘chest’, z53-dir ‘my chest’; thus, the /b/
in the singular possessee 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 /d/ which has assimilated to the stem-final consonant.* 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:  Possessive Inflection of a Body Part Noun
Possessor | Singular possessee  Plural possessee

‘thigh’ ‘thighs’
Unpossessed  ?AAm ?AmM-1n
1SG ?AAM-bii ?2Aam-1-gik
2SG ?00m-bu ?20m-u-‘gauk
3SG ?AAm-bi ?Am-1-*giik
1PL - ?Am-1-gdok
2PL - ?20m-u-guuk
3PL - ?Am-1-gin

Alienable possession is expressed by means of the genitive preposition ba
~ ba ‘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).

(3l1) ?t  ba  maaf ‘kitchen’
house  of fire
z0uz -0 pir  ba  daanif ‘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 possessee.

5 In this way they differ from the possessive markers in Dinka, which are enclitics (Andersen
2002: 16f).
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(32) pun  ‘baar W01 -Yiki ‘My cloth is black.’
cloth of:1SG  be.black-PRED

?Im biir ?Inz1 “That is yours.’
PRO:SG  of:2SG ID3

3. Syllable Structure and Word Shapes.

Kurmuk has the following eight syllable types: CV, CVV, CVC, CVVC, V, VV, VC
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 CV and CVV mainly being restricted to function
words, as in (34).

(33) a. CV 75 ‘chest’
b. CVC kut ‘rain’
c. CVV ree ‘thirst’
d. CVVvC pAAM ‘mountain’
(34) CV ka (preposition)
Cvv 100 ‘what’ (interrogative)

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

(35) a. agauru ‘cloud’, cf Berta aquiuru
b. andoloolo ‘ram’
c. afindauk ‘box’, cf Berta assandiiuk’, from Arabic s'anduug
d. algalam ‘pen’, cf Berta algalam, from Arabic galam

The syllable types ¥ and VC also occur in a few monosyllabic function words,
and this may be the reason for their deviant shape. The particles ¢ 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) a ?am  ‘duban ‘He/She is going to eat polenta.’
FUT1 eat polenta

ay ?am  duban ‘He/She will eat polenta.’
FUT2 eat polenta

Other V and VC function words are the personal pronouns a ‘I’, 1 ‘you’
(2SG), 1 ‘we’ (1PLIN) and m ‘we’ (1PLEX). 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 dnd, which creates a V' syllable, and in (37¢) it coa-
lesces with the distant future particle dy, which creates a V'VC 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: 2danif ‘I’, ?inif ‘you’
(2SG), ?ugif ‘we’ (1PLIN), 25nsk ‘we’ (1PLEX).

37) a1 ?am  ‘duban “We are eating polenta.’
IPLIN eat polenta

b. a -ana ?Am-'bi ‘I am not eating.’
1SG-not  eat -AP

c.a -ay ?am  duban ‘I will eat polenta.’
1SG -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 CV, CVC, CV'V and CV'VC 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.

push -CP:CONT -PST -2PL -ASS

(38) CV.CV fid1 ‘he-goat’

CV.CVC leg -it ‘tooth’
teeth -SG

CV.CVV kay -aa ‘my sister’
sister-1

CV.CVVC fapout ‘cat’

CvC.cv bart1 ‘slave’

CcvC.cve fAmpir ‘mat’

CVC.CVV war -gII ‘my eye’
eye -S5G:15G

cvc.cvve wAt  -kik ‘my buttocks’
buttocks -PL:1SG

CVV.CV udu ‘ostrich’

CVV.CVC taarak ‘person’

CVV.CVV Kur -Ir ‘my foot’
foot -SG:1SG

CVV.CVvC dimaat ‘bird’
bird:SG

CVVC.CV kuunki ‘dough’

CVVC.cvC dbundul ‘chameleon’

CVVC.CVV toongaa ‘locust’

CVVC.CVVC windoun ‘magician’

(39) tAan-aad -uud-ée -1 “You were pushing it hither.’
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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-ad -‘uut -1 Swee r ‘“We used to eat it.”
eat -HAB-PST -PASS -1PLIN -ASS

tAaAp -aad -uud-1k1 -r ‘They were pushing it hither.’
push -CP:CONT -PST -3PL -ASS

pur -uz -‘tud -3nd wan “We hoed the field for him/her.’
hoe -BEN -PST -1PLEX 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 [ATR]
(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 [+ATR] qualities [e] and [o] 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 doof ‘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 I U 1 u
mid € o) (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

N bil ‘iron’ i/ yiit ‘well’

le/ tel ‘lower leg’ /ee/  meek  ‘spider’
[-ATR] /a/ pal ‘navel’ /aa/  maaf “fire’

/o/ toy  ‘spear’ /o3/ 391 ‘frog’

/o/ kot ‘rain’  /uw/ woul  Cchild

/i kif ‘bee’ A/ kiif ‘orphan’
[+ATR] /a/ At ‘house’ /an/ pAam  ‘mountain’

/ puf  ‘grave’ /uw/  loum  ‘grass’

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

(41) pa~na (preposition, ‘by’)
ba ~ ba (preposition, ‘of”)
ka ~ kA (preposition, ‘with”)
wala ~ wala (Prohibitive)
-a~-A (1** person singular subject)
-at ~ -At (Habitual)
-ak1 ~ -aki (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’ kaal ‘hole’
?aam  ‘left hand’ ?2aam  ‘thigh’
nak ‘taste’ (tr. verb) nak ‘kill, beat’ (tr. verb)

The vowel qualities [e] and [o] 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 [+ATR] vowel, as in the morphologically simple disyllabic nouns
in (43) and the morphologically complex disyllabic nouns in (44).
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(43) kodi ‘stick’
béekum ‘monkey species’
(44) a. leg -1t ‘tooth’
teeth -SG
b. teel -in ‘lower legs’
lower.leg -PL
c. Pokur ‘chickens’
chicken:PL

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

(45) tee ‘why’ (interrogative)
moo ‘beer’
doof “five’
noo ‘what’ (interrogative)
koon ‘other’

(46) andoloolo ‘ram’
mukul‘ée ‘maize’
dorée ‘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 [-ATR] 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 [-ATR] set, and in (48) they all belong
to the [+ATR] set. The examples in (49) show that [a] can co-occur with [+ATR]
vowels.
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(47) korpé ‘boat’
ddngal ‘cock’
korat ‘play ground’
guuzim ‘blacksmith’
kid1if ‘pot type’
ksutar ‘pig’
kabil ‘sheep’ (sg.)
f1lkat ‘broom’

(48) buurn ‘twin’
kular ‘porcupine’
yAAlLf ‘python’
muumul ‘diviner’
taakal ‘vulture’

(49) fan ‘ghost’
zaagul ‘worm’
abuura ‘buffalo’
albaambAy ‘sweet potato species’

Two exceptions have been encountered: in the nouns in (50) the [+ATR] quality
[u] co-occurs with the [-ATR] quality [1].

(50) pun ‘cloth’
runzi ‘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.” In this respect the suffixes fall into four
classes:

7 [ATR] 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
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Class 1: Suffixes which are invariably [-ATR] and which do not af-
fect the quality of preceding vowels.

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

Class 1 suffixes have a [-ATR] vowel which does not vary with the corre-
sponding [+ATR] 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 /I/ occurs for instance in the passive suffix -(C)r. Table 4
shows this suffix after stems with each of the eight root vowel qualities.

Table 4: The Passive Suffix -(C)s After Stems With Each of the
Eight Root Vowel Qualities
N lim-pi-r ‘dig’
/el men-ti-r ‘twist’
[-ATR] /a/  ?am-pi-r  ‘eat’
/ol kdo-fi-r ‘take’

_ Ml pOter o Cwash’

/i plin-fi-r ‘encircle’

[+ATR] /A/  nak-lr ‘beat, kill’
/u/ kuf-I-r ‘not know’

Rottland (1982) and for instance Creider & Creider (1989). Most of the Western Nilotic lan-
guages also exhibit [ATR] 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)>n, which forms a singular
participle from transitive verbal roots. As illustrated in (51), the vowel of the suf-
fix is [o] both after the [-ATR] stem pél- and after the [+ATR] stem 2ir-.

(51) kdokdok ?a  ‘pél -gon ‘The meat is roasted.’
meat be roast -PTCPL:SG
duban  ?a  ?r -gon “The polenta is cooked.’

polenta be stir -PTCPL:SG

An invariable /aa/ occurs in the singulative suffix -aat, and an invariable /eg/ in
the 2™ person plural subject suffix -é¢, as seen in (52) and (53), respectively.

(52) Singular Plural
beel-aat béel ‘cane’
buur-aat buur ‘mushroom’
(53) bud -ge ‘Run!’
run -2PL
ur - ‘Stir!”
stir: AP -2PL

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
2" person singular subject suffix -i in Table 5 and the 2™ person singular posses-
sive suffix -(C)u in Table 6. In this way the non-low [-ATR] qualities /1,€,0,u/ are
realized as [i,e,0,u], while the low [-ATR] quality /a/ is left unaffected.®

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:

n/

e/
[-ATR] /a/
/a/
v/
/i/
[+ATR] /a/

/

Table 6:

h/
e/
[-ATR] /a/
/a/
/
[+ATR] /a/
h/

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 [-ATR] vowels
/Lu/ and the [+ATR] vowels /i,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)r ~ -(C)i, as illustrated in Table 7. While Class 1
suffixes are underlyingly [-ATR] and Class 2 suffixes underlyingly [+ATR],

10Ut

IV

Stem
md-
gep

?am
kdoy
wik-
At

Stem
Kur
tel
gaalat
ddol
w0k
legit
?2AAM
uun
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Vowel Harmony Imposed by the 2" Person Singular
Subject Suffix -i

285G form

id-1-r ‘cut” (multiplicative stem)
geb-1-r ‘cut’

?am-1-r ‘eat’

koy-1-r ‘take’

raud-i-r  ‘transplant’ R
wik-1-r ‘throw’ (centrifugal stem)
2Ad-1-r ‘pull’

(unattested)

Vowel Harmony Imposed by the 2™ Person Singular
Possessive Suffix -(C)u

258G form

Kiir-u ‘leg, foot’
tel-u ‘lower leg’
gaalat-‘u ‘hand’
dool-u ‘anus’
tag-u  ‘mouth’
legit-u ‘tooth’
?00m-bu ‘thigh’
?uun-gu ‘knee’

Class 3 suffixes may be taken to be underlyingly unspecified for [ATR].
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Table 7:  The Antipassive Suffix -(C)r ~ -(C)i

[-ATR] /v
I A

/i/

[+ATR] /a/

/

gip-1-r ‘He/She is cutting’

[6¢11 ‘He/She is pulling”
lik-1-r ‘He/She is breaking (something)’
?Am-bi-r ‘He/She is eating’

put-1-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 -1 ~ -i¢, as in (54), and the
singulative noun suffix -at ~ -a¢, as in (55).

(54) Singular
A/ pur
/a/  kaal
/o/  bdom
/il biip
/A/ pAAm
/u/  taup
(55) Singular

N/ pid-at
/a/  war-at
fu/ kOm-at
/il fd-At
I PAAW-AL

Plural

nir-it ‘knife’

kal-1t ‘garden’

bom-1t ‘throwing stick’
bin-it ‘hide’

pAm-it ‘mountain’
tun-1 ‘horn (as musical instrument)’
Plural

pit ‘shell’

war ‘shoe’

kiom ‘egg’

fit ‘witch-doctor’
PAAW ‘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 § 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 bdor deel ‘I am skinning a goat.’
1SG skin goat
b. a boor-u deel ‘I skinned a goat.’

1SG skin -PST  goat
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Table 8:  The Past Tense Suffix -u ~ -u After Simplex Transitive

Stems
Present Past
N WIW WIw-0 ‘lose’
el yef yéz-u ‘tear’
[-ATR] /a/  nal nal-u ‘gnaw’
/ol bdor boor-u ‘skin’
~ / non  nbno ‘fold’
i/ (unattested)
[+ATR] /a/ 24t 20d-u ‘pull’
/o tuf tuz-u ‘send’

As seen in Table 8, the [-ATR] quality /u/ occurs if the preceding vowel is a high
[-ATR] vowel, i.e. /t/ or /u/, while the [+ATR] quality /u/ occurs elsewhere. Thus,
/u/ is used not only after underlying [+ATR] qualities, but also after non-high
qualities that are underlyingly [-ATR], i.e. after /e/, /a/ and /o/. In the latter case,
the mid vowels /e/ and /o/ are realized phonetically as [e] and [o]; that is, they
harmonize with the following /u/. Since the past tense suffix is [+ATR] 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 /1,u,i,a,u/, 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 1 suffix -1 (3" 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 (2" person
singular subject), and this suffix spreads its [+ATR] feature to both of the pre-
ceding vowels.

(57) a. gub -0d 1 -1 ‘He/She cut it.
cut:M -PST -3SG-ASS

b. gib -ud -1 -r ‘You cut it.’
cut:M -PST -2SG -ASS
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The past tense suffix may be preceded by a suffix with the quality /a/, as in (58),
and in that case the root vowel is not affected by the past tense vowel. Thus, /a/ is
a so-called opaque vowel (Steinberger & Vago 1987: 361), blocking the spread-
ing of [+ATR].

(58) geb-ad -uud-1 -1 ‘He/She was cutting it.’
cut -CONT -PST -3SG-ASS

4.3. Rounding of /a,aA/. The low [+ATR] vowels /a,aa/ are (optionally, but nor-
mally) rounded to [0,00] when the following syllable contains the rounded quality
/u/, 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 /aa/, as shown by the suffixless form in (59a). As seen in (59b), the
third person singular possessive suffix -(C)r has no effect on the root vowel, but
before the suffix -(C)u the root vowel surfaces as [00], as seen in (59¢).

(59) a. ?Aam ‘thigh’
b. ?Aam -br ‘his thigh’
thigh -SG:3SG
c. ?00m -bu ‘your thigh’
thigh -SG:2SG

The past tense suffix -u has the same effect, as seen in (60). In (60a) the suffixless
verb form 24t has the root vowel /a/; but before the past tense suffix in (60b), the
root vowel is realized as [o].

(60) a. taarak ?At  win -it ‘The man starts pulling the rope.’
person pull  ropes-SG

b. taarak  ‘?od-u win -1t ‘The man pulled the rope.’
person pull -PST  ropes-SG

No rounding takes place if another vowel intervenes between /a/ and /u/, as
seen in the verb form in (61). Here there is a suffix vowel /aa/ between the root
vowel /aa/ and the suffix vowel /uu/.



54 Studies in African Linguistics 36(1), 2007

(61) taarak  ‘tAap-aad u gur -t
person push -CP:CONT-PST stone -SG
‘The man was pushing a stone hither.’

However, a short suffix vowel /i/ assimilates to a long /uu/ of a following suffix,
and in that case the root-vowel quality /a/ 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 3™ person singular suffix -guk. In (62¢) the reduced plural suffix
is followed by the 2™ person singular suffix -guuk, and it assimilates to this suffix
with the result that the vowel /a/ in the root 2Am- undergoes rounding to [0].

(62) a. ?Am-in ‘thighs’
thigh -PL
b. 2Am-1 -‘guk ‘his thighs’
thigh -PL-PL:3SG
c. 20m-u -‘giuk ‘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 -uud-, to which it assimilates, whereby the root surfaces as

[foop].

(63) a. taarak ‘faap-1z -2 kdokdok
person cook -BEN -1SG  meat
‘I am cooking meat for the man.’

b. taarak  ‘foop-lz -lud-a kdokdok
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 [-ATR] 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 /¢,5/ are shifted to
the high vowels /1,u/.

Table 9:  Vowel Quality Shift
Basic Shifted
i

[-ATR]

[+ATR]

c > =ic 0o ® m -
c > =g c > -

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 [ATR] alternation which has been obscured by mergers in the original
Proto-Western Nilotic vowel system, namely a merger of original */e/ and */o/
with original */// and */u/. Thus, the [-ATR] mid vowels /¢/ and /o/ originally al-
ternated with their [+ATR] counterparts */e/ and */o/, and later on */e/ and */o/
changed to /1/ and /u/.

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. toul gep yaat “The child is cutting the tree down.’
child cut tree

b. toul  gip-1 -1 ‘The child is cutting.’
child cut -AP -ASS
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Table 10: Vowel Quality Shift in Antipassive Stems
Basic Underived Shifted  Antipassive

N im 1/ lim-bi-r ‘dig’

/el gep N gip-1-1 ‘cut’
[-ATR] /a/ ?am A/ ?2Am-bi-r ‘eat’

/o/ 15t ful 10t-1-r ‘pull’

ol pot /o puttr  ‘wash®

/i/ pin 1/ pin-zi-r ‘wash hands’
[+ATR] /a/ 24t /A 2At-1-T ‘pull’

hu/ 20ur hu/ 20r-1-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 [ATR].

d. The surface tone pattern becomes HH (as a manifestation of the
underlying tone pattern HL, see section 6.3 below).

e. /a/ becomes [o] before /u/.

The resulting plural forms, which I call apophonated, share the template
C VC(C)U(C), where U is either /u/ or /u/. The first vowel of the template is either
[-ATR] /1/? or /u/, as in (65), or [+ATR] /i/, W/ or /a/, as in (66). The vowel /a/ be-
comes [o0] before /u/, as in (66b-c), in accordance with the phonological rule of
Rounding dealt with in section 4.3 above.

(65) Singular Plural
korpe kirpd ‘boat’
dsngsl dingol ‘cock’
kdotar KOtor ‘hoe’

9 The /v has not (yet) been attested in Kurmuk, but it is found in the closely related language
Mayak, for instance in rikut, the plural of reckat ‘pot type’ (Andersen 1999c: 19).
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(66) Singular Plural
a. diwar diwar
b. galam golum
c. barfi bortu
d. godal gl
e. koutar kutur
f. pun puru

57

‘squirrel’
‘kid’
‘slave’
‘bull’
“pig’
‘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
wil wil-in
leef 111z-in
kaak kAAg-1in
ndol nul-0k
toul tul-in

5. Consonants.

‘tail’
‘elephant’
‘snake’
‘limping’
‘child’

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

‘Table 11:  Consonant Inventory

bi- inter-  alve-
labial dental olar
voiceless stop | p t t
voiced stop b d
implosive stop d
voiceless fric.
voiced fricative z
nasal m n
lateral 1
trill r
glide |

7posrt- pala— velar labio- glot-

alve- tal velar tal
k ?
g
J
N 0
y w
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There are pairs of voiceless and voiced stops in three places of articulation: bila-
bial [p,b], interdental [t,d] and velar [k,g]. Phonologically, the alveolar implosive
stop [d] functions as the voiced counterpart of the voiceless alveolar stop [t], see
4.6 below.'0 The voiced alveolar fricative [z] likewise functions as the voiced
counterpart of the voiceless postalveolar fricative [{]. There are four nasals, and
three of them, [m,n,y], have the same place of articulation as stops, whereas there
are no stops corresponding to the palatal nasal [n]. Phonologically, however, the
fricatives [{] and [z] parallel the stops, see section 4.6 below, so they fill this
gap.!! 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 o *

obstruent  voiceless | p t t ) k ?

. voiced b d d z g |

' nasal 'm n n n

'sonorant | lateral 1

| trill r |
dglide  w oy

10The existence of an implosive consonant /d/ in Kurmuk and other Northern Burun languages
makes this branch of Western Nilotic different from most other Western Nilotic languages,
see Storch (2005: 76-93). But /d/ is also found in Alur (Ukoko et al. 1964) in the Lwo branch
of Western Nilotic, where it contrasts with the plain stops /t/ and /d/, and Dimmendaal (1984,
1988) has provided evidence that the /d/ of this language goes back to Proto-Nilotic */d/. In
Kurmuk, however, there is no voiced plain stop [d], and Kurmuk [d] corresponds to [d] in
other Western Nilotic languages, cf. for instance Kurmuk dge/ ‘goat’, Mabaan diigla, Pari
diel; Kurmuk dimdat ‘bird’, Mabaan diin, Agar Dinka dif, Kurmuk dik ‘three’, Mabaan
diag, Pari a‘dogo, Agar Dinka dydak (reconstructed as Proto-Nilotic *dik with */d/ by
Dimmendaal (1988: 60)). Hence, [d] in Kurmuk (and other Northern Burun languages) is
more likely to be an innovation than a retention from Proto-Nilotic.

""The existence of fricatives is another feature that makes Kurmuk different from most other
Western Nilotic languages, see Storch (2005: 76-93). The Kurmuk sibilants /{/ and /z/ corre-
spond to the palatal stops /c/ and /j/ in Mayak cognates, as in Kurmuk kif ‘bee’, Mayak kic,
and in Kurmuk z5 ‘chest’, Mayak jok. The use of [{] and [z] in Kurmuk 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 terms of three posi-
tions in a word. The voiceless obstruents, apart from [?], and the sonorants, apart
from [n], 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)V'C suffixes.

Two consonants have a more awkward defective distribution. The glottal
stop [?] occurs only in word-initial position;'? and the palatal nasal [n] does not
occur word-initially, but it occurs intervocalically and word-finally. Although, in
this way, [?] and [n] 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,'* and PWN */n/ has become /y/ in the
Northern Burun languages (Andersen 2006: 9-10).14

12The glottal stop exceptionally occurs in word-medial position in the interjection 7€ ‘no’.

13The change */c/ > /?/ in Kurmuk (and in the Burun family as a whole) is attested by cognate
series like the following: Kurmuk ?dak ‘milk’, Mabaan ?daka, Pari cdak, Agar Dinka cd;
Kurmuk ?dr3k ‘blind’, Pari coor, Agar Dinka c3or. But /?/ in Kurmuk also has another source,
as attested by cognate series in which it corresponds to /?/ in Pari and to either [w], [w] or [y]
in the Agar dialect of Dinka according to the quality of the following vowel. Thus, Agar
Dinka has a velar approximant [uj] before non-high vowels, a palatal approximant [y] before
high front vowels, and a labio-velar approximant [w] before high back vowels, c¢f. Kurmuk
?Aam ‘thigh’, Mabaan ?ima, Pari ?Aam, Agar Dinka wjgam; Kurmuk ?2danif ‘I’, Pari ?2dan,
Agar Dinka weéen; Kurmuk ?4r ‘house’, Mabaan ?ina, Pari 2t5, Agar Dinka wyot; Kurmuk
Zinif ‘you’ (2SG), Mabaan 7, Pari 7in1, Agar Dinka yfiin; Kurmuk 21z~ ‘climb’, Pari ?kt-,
Agar Dinka yiit; Kurmuk ?iudii ‘ostrich’, Pédri 2uudo, Agar Dinka wiyut; Kurmuk ?26mbsn
‘nose’, Pari 7um, Agar Dinka wum. Dimmendaal (1988:9f) suggested that this consonant
goes back to a Proto-Nilotic */q/.

14The change */n/ > /y/ in Kurmuk is attested by cognate series like the following: Kurmuk
vdap ‘crocodile’, Mabaan pdana, Pari paay, Agar Dinka pday; Kurmuk yAalif ‘python’, Pari
Jnaallo, Agar Dinka péeel. 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 ydat ‘tree’,
Mabaan jdana, Pari ydat; Kurmuk y3om ‘monkey species’, Mabaan jiiuama, Péri a' ydom.
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Table 13: Distribution of Consonants
Word-  Inter- Word-
initial ~ vocalic  final

p + + +
1 + + +
t + + +
f + + +
k + + +
b + o+ -

d + + -
d + + -

z + + -
9 t ot S _
m + + +
n + + +
n - + +
p o+ + +
| + + +
r + + +
y o+ o+ o+
w + + +
? + - -

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

(68) a. nu -n  goon -a ‘fakal
woman -SG scratch -CONT pot
‘The woman is scratching the pot.’

b. fakal ‘gdop -fi pA m1  -n
pot scratch  -PASS by  woman -SG
‘The pot is being scratched by the woman.’
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c. fakal ‘gdon -z  -at -1 pA  mI -n
pot scratch -CF -CONT -PASSby woman -SG
‘The pot is being scratched by the woman.’

®

(69) toul kan  dolg -in ‘The child is picking money up.’

child pick.up money -PL

b. noo kapn  -fi  npa toul “What is being picked up by the child?’
what pick.up -PASS by child

c. toul kan -zt -r “The child is picking up.’
child pick.up -AP  -ASS

5.3. The glottal stop /2/ and vowel coalescence. Since the glottal stop [?] 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 /?/ 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 algalam ‘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 ya ‘while’. If, by contrast, the word begins with a glottal
stop, no coalescence takes place. In (71), for instance, there is a phonetically
prominent [?] between the pronoun a and the /a/ of the following verb stem.

(70) a. taarak  ?3t-1 1 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 200k -ud -ki  npa -a ?am  kdokdok
1SG see:CF-PST-3PL  while-1SG  eat meat
‘They saw me eating meat.’

N

(71) a ?am  dubaAn
1SG  eat polenta ‘I am eating polenta.’
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The copulative verb 2a(g-) ‘be’ begins with a glottal stop, as seen in its past tense
form in (72). But in its non-past tense form ?a, 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, /a?a/ and /1?a/ being realized as [aa] and [ii].

(72) taarak ‘ana ?ag-u 20r -5k ‘The man was not blind.’
person  not be -PST blind-SG

(73) a. a waag  kKizOk 91k -2 w1
ISG  bum leaves  PRO:PL -be dry -PTCPL:PL
‘I am burning the dry leaves.’

N

b.a -a bdx -3k
1SG-be afraid -SG
‘T am afraid.’

c.1 - bor -3k
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 2™ person plural subject suffix -é¢, as in (75).

(74) Singular Plural
andoloolo andoloolo -w -aak ‘ram’
kodi kodi -'y -aak ‘stick’
abuura abuura -y -aak ‘buffalo’
(75) ?0d-u -w -g¢ ‘Come!’
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 /al/, 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 /lm/, /Ib/ and /lp/, as in almaafik ‘tongs type’, albaal ‘attention’
and alpuul ‘bean’.

Table 14: Heterosyllabic (Homomorphemic or Heteromorphemic)
Consonant Clusters

/mb/ kambal ‘girl’

/mp/ Yfam-pt -t ‘It is being eaten.’
eat -PASS -ASS

/md/  yOom -dan  ‘monkeys’
monkey.species -PL

/mg/ kom -guk ‘my kidneys’
kidneys-PL:1SG

/nd/ rin -dan ‘years’
year-PL

/nt/  ?5ntal ‘cotton’

/nd/  ?n -dinaat ‘intestine’
intestines -SG

/nt/  men-ti  -r ‘It is being twisted.’
twist -PASS -ASS

/nz/  runzi ‘rainbow’

/ng/  men -gon ‘twisted’
twist -PTCPL:SG

nf/  kapn -fi o ‘It is picked up.’
pick.up-PASS -ASS

/ng/  mungon ‘name’

/nk/  biligkif ‘bat’
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Nd/ gl -din ‘lions’
lion -PL

N/ kal -t -r ‘It is stolen.”
steal-PASS -ASS

/lg  kdlgon ‘fat’

Nk/  filkat ‘broom’

/tb/ aburbutu ‘butterfly’

/tp/  korpe ‘boat’

/rd/ wir -din ‘rivers’
river -PL

/rt/  barti ‘slave’

i/ %r -f1 r ‘It is broken.’
break-PASS -ASS

/rg/  ?%r -gon “broken’
break-PTCPL:SG

/rk/  krk-5n ‘nail’
nail -SG

/yd/  boy -din ‘ant-hills’
ant.hill -PL

/yd/  bay -dm ‘my beard’
beard-SG:1SG

/yg/  kdygdt ‘hunger for meat’

/wg/  ?AAw-gik ‘his bones’

bones -PL:3SG

Basically, there are no geminate consonants in Kurmuk; but interdental [tt]
and [dd] may arise as a result of optional deletion of the vowel in the past tense
suffix -ud- ~ -ut- after roots ending in an interdental stop. Thus we get minimal
pairs like those in (76)-(77), where the present tense form has a single [t] or [d],
while the past tense form has a geminate [tt] or [dd]. See further in section 6.5
below.

(76) muur mEL-1 lii ‘The gazelle is being killed.’
gazelle.species beat -PASS  dead

muur meg-t -1 lii ‘The gazelle was killed.’
gazelle.species beat -PST -PASS  dead
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(77) mdod -a bidd ‘My brother is escaping.’
brother-1  run -ASS

mood -a bid-d 1 ‘My brother escaped.’
brother-1  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 dek consists of only a root, which ends in a voiceless obstruent /k/.
When the past tense suffix -u is added, as in (78b), this /k/ undergoes voicing to

lq]-

(78) a. taarak dek win -it ‘The man is tying a rope.’
person tie ropes-SG

b. taarak ‘dég-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 /t/
becomes implosive [d], and the postalveolar /{/ becomes alveolar [z].
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Table 15: Intervecalic Voicing Before the Past Tense Suffix -u
Non-past tense  Past tense

Ip/ gep géb-u ‘cut’

1/ yet yed-u ‘cut’

It/ put pud-G ‘wash’

/§/ 20 202-0 ‘suck’

/k/ dek dég-u ‘tie’ 7
/m/ am ?am-u ‘cat’

/n/ men mén-u ‘twist’

Y kan kap-u ‘pick up’

/y/  waan __waap-i Clight’

V kal kal-u ‘steal

Sl er Per-u ‘break’
Iy/ kdoy koy-u ‘take’

Iwi/ WIIW WIW-0 ‘lose’

Table 16: Intervocalic Voicing Before the Plural Suffixes -ak

and -aak

Singular Plural
Ip/ dAyip dAyib-‘aak ‘termite’
W got gdd-ak ‘adze’
It/ kut kud-ak ‘nest’
/§/ Kkif Kiz-ak ‘bee’
/k/ JZINS ?AAg-Ak  ‘net’ -
/m/ 2AAM ?AAm-ak ‘magician type’
n/ gaartm gaarin-‘aak  ‘sword’
n/ kéuban kiubap-‘aak  ‘bark’
M/ fan fan-ak “donkey’
i Al fAanl-ak ‘garden’
/r/ kor ~ kGr-ak  ‘chair’
Iyl mAy mAy-ak ‘dry season’
Iw/ daw daw-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).



(79) toul  weeg-
child cry -ASS
kambal ‘méel -1
girl dance -ASS
taarak  dum -br
person spit -ASS
Table 17:
the Assertive Suffix

Root
Ip/ leep
It/ but
It/ kuut
/§/ yef
k/ week
/m/ dim
/n/ nin
n
/y/  waan
N/ méel
/t/  pAAr
Iyl zaay
/wl tow
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‘The child is crying.’

‘The girl is dancing.’

‘The man starts spitting.’

Combination of Underived Intransitive Verb Stems with

Root-ASS

léeb-T ‘rain’

bud-1 ‘run’

koud-1 ‘laugh’

YEZ-1 ‘get torn’
weegl  fery’
dimm-br ‘spit’

nim-di ‘lie, sleep’
(unattested)

waap-gi  bum'
méel-1 ‘dance’
PAAT-T jump’
zaay-1 ‘speak’
tOW-1 ‘die’

As illustrated in (79) and as shown in Table 17, the assertive suffix has the form
-1 after root-final obstruents, liquids and glides, but a consonant-initial form -Cr
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.'s 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 /r/.
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morph of the suffix may be assumed also to underlie the -r 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 -Cr 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) week-C1 méel-C1 dum-Ci1 Underlying representation
weeg-gi  meel-h dum-br Assimilation
weeg- méel-1 - 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 [dd] and [tt] 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 degemination 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 250b-b1 ‘He/She is squatting’,
laaj-ji ‘He/She is urinating’, méel-If ‘“He/She is dancing,” and ?dar-r1 ‘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 (81c), which is a
passive counterpart of the active sentence (81a). In the passive verb form pot-1-r
in (81c), the root-final voiceless stop [t] occurs before the vocalic passive suffix
-1, while the root-final stop is a voiced [d] before the past tense suffix -u in (81b).
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(81) a. kambal pit pura ‘The girl is washing clothes.’
girl wash  cloth:PL
b. kambal ‘'pid -0 ‘paru ‘The girl washed clothes.’
girl wash -PST  cloth:PL
c. puru pot 1 -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 /{/ after alveo-
lar /r/, so that /{/ may be taken to be the underlying value of the consonant.

Table 18: Non-Past Tense Passive Forms of Underived Verbs

Root
/p/ gep
/t/ yet
/t/ put
I/ 20
Ko dk
/m/ ?am
/n/ men
I/ kin
/- waarn
1/ kal
b/ er
Iyl kdoy
Iw/ WITW

Passive

gep-I-1 ‘cut’

YEL-I-T ‘cut’

pUt-I-r ‘wash’
20f-1-1 ‘suck’
dekerr 0 e’
?am-pi-r ‘eat’
men-ti-r ‘twist’
kap-{i-r ‘pick up’
waan-ker  Clight”
kal-tr-r ‘steal
Per-fi-r ‘break’
kdo-fI-r ‘take’
(unattested) ‘lose’

This analysis is supported by the form of the passive suffix after derived
stems. Here the passive suffix is -f1, with the voiceless obstruent /{/, as in (82b)
and (83b). In (82) the derived verb stem is multiplicative, in (83) centrifugal. The
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suffix vowel /t/ which precedes /{/ 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. toul gub-1  yaat “The boy is cutting the tree.’
child cut -M  tree
b. yaat gub-1 -fi -1 ‘The tree is being cut.’
tree cut -M -PASS -ASS
(83) a. taarak taan-gi gur -it  WOO
person push -CF  stone-SG  out
‘The man is pushing a stone out.’
b. gur -t  taan-gi -f1 w00 DA taarak

stone-SG  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 /{/ 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-fi-r fam-fi-r  Per-fi-r Underlying representation
put-ti-r am-pi-r  — Assimilation
put-I-t - - 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. fakal ‘pot’
b. koutar ‘pig’
c. gudal ‘ox’
d. tablr ‘dust’

If Intervocalic Voicing is a completely general phonological rule, then the voice-
less obstruents [k] in fdkal and [t] in kdutdar 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 gddal and [b] in tabdr. 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) //, low (L) /*/, and a compound falling tone (HL) /"/. There are five dif-
ferent surface tones. Three of them are level tones: high (H), downstepped high
(*H), 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 downstepped high (H'H). 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
[k5ok] 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 faap kdokdok
1 1 3 31
1
1 1 3 32
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 [kdo].

(87) kookdok  faap -1 na kambal
31 1 3 3 11
1 1 1 1 1 1
11
32 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 néet  PAAW-At  ?InAn
32 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 [']. 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 downstep ['] 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.

DA aanif

1
ot/

(89) duban  ‘?am -ut

11 1 1 3 311
1 1 1 1 11

1 1

11 2 2 4 4 33
polenta eat -PST-PASS by 1SG

‘The polenta was eaten by me.’

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

(90) laakn K purt ‘fin ba ‘daanif
33 2 22 3 3 4 4
urine(PL) be.present clothPL LOC of 3SG
‘There is urine on his clothes.’

(91) dmnaat ?nzi At -1 -'guk min -'Akl
32 24 3 3 4 4 55
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 ?int ‘this,” which has the tone pattern LL when it occurs in isolation.

(92) a. winit P  ‘this rope’
b. buumu ?m1  ‘this hyena’
c. taakal  ?inr  ‘this vulture’
d. kabil  ?n1  ‘this sheep’
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After the low-toned noun winit 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 (o),
which thereby gets a compound tone HL, as indicated in (93), using notational
devices of Autosegmental Phonology (Goldsmith 1990).

(93) High Spread: (I ’(Ij
H L

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 delinking the L component from its syllable, thus set-
ting L afloat, as indicated in (94).

(94) Fall Simplification: o |/0+
H L

The noun in (92d) has a high tone in both of its syllables, exactly like the
noun in (92¢). However, it does not have the same effect on the following word as
the latter; i.e., High Spread does not apply to ?mr 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 71, which means ‘this is’, and
which forms a non-verbal clause together with the noun. !¢

(95) a. wmit  ?in1 “This is a rope’
b. buumu  ?m1 “This is a hyena’
c. taakal  ?mI “This is a vulture’
d. kabil ‘%1 “This is a sheep’

16] 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 downstepped, 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.!” 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) a. taarak /taarak/ ‘person’
b. 3y -in /ton-m/ ‘spears’
spear -PL
(97) ?hudu -‘waak /Yudu-waak/ ‘ostriches’
ostrich -PL
2am-ut -1 -1 /?am-ut-1-r/ ‘It has been eaten.’

eat -PST -PASS-ASS

?am-ud -1 -r /?am-ud-1-r/ ‘He/She has eaten it.’
eat -PST-3SG-ASS

?am -ad -uud -k -r ‘They used to eat it’
/?am-ad  -uud -k1 -1/
eat -HAB -PST -3PL -ASS

[im -buz -ud -a -r ‘I dug for him/her.’
/Mm-buz -tud -a -/
dig -BEN -PST -1SG-ASS

17 But 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 ba ‘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) kookdok  faab -A -t ‘I am cooking the meat.’
/kdokdok  faab -A -1/
meat boil -1SG-ASS

(99) mi -k dEk  ‘yan ‘The women are tying the wood.’
/mi -k dek  yan/
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 -Ak7, which is used after
adjectival verbs, as in (100a). It is normally shortened to -7 after stems ending in
/n/, such as ddon ‘be big’ in (100b).!8 The vowel deletion is sometimes optional,
as after the stem /uun ‘be deep’, see the free variation in (101).

(100) a. baar -AKI ‘It is long.’
be.long-PRED
b. ddon -ki ‘It is big.’
be.big -PRED

(101) a. kaal luug  -Aki

b. kaal  liug -kt ‘The hole is deep.’
hole be.deep -PRED

18 All attested monosyllabic adjectival verb stems ending in /n/ have a long vowel. I don’t know
what would happen after /y/-final stems with a short vowel.
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What happens in (100b) and (101b) is that the vowel /a/ 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 beey ‘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) wir  bélén -k ‘The river is wide.’
/wir  bgen  -AKY
river be.wide -PRED

(103) wir beeg -ki wir  been -ki
I N I e N
H L H H L H

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

(104) a. -gik ddon -k “His hair is long.’
/rn -gik ddon -AKY/
hair(PL) -PL:3SG  be.big-PRED

b. it -guk d3'n -k ‘My hair is long.’
/rin -gik ddon -AKV
hair(PL) -PL:1SG  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 b5 ‘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 [97].
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(105) a. b3oki ‘It is white.’
/bd -Akv/
be.white -PRED

b. ?im ba kay -aa bd 3K ‘My sister’s is white.’
/7 ba kay -aa bd -AkKY/
PRO:SG  of  sister-1 be.white -PRED

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 downstep 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 (106a)
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 (106b) and (107b), which do conform to the predictions. Here the rele-
vant word, a past tense form of the verb ‘drink’, has the past tense suffix [ud],
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 -4 in (106a), and it is also what causes the
downstep in (107a).
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(106) a. ?3ak  maad-d -A -r
b. aak maad-ud -A -r ‘I drank the milk.’

/?aak maad-ud -A -/
milk(PL)  drink -PST-1SG-ASS

(107) a. ?aak maad-d-‘i-r
b. ?aak maad-ud -1 -r ‘He/She drank the milk.’
/?aak maad-ud -1 -1/

milk(PL) drink -PST-3SG-ASS

Another example of the same type is given in (108). Here the noun stem gdalat
‘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 (108a), but also in (108b).

(108) a. gaalat -1 pil Ak ‘His hand is paining.’
/gaalat -1 pil -AkV
hand -SG:3SG  be.painful -PRED

b. gur  gaalt -1 ‘the handle of a knife’
/pur  gaal't -V
knife  hand -SG:3SG

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 [m] in (110), and the focus particle [daa] in (111). The (a)-sentences
show the lack of High Spread, and the (b)-sentences show the downstepping 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 ?am duban ‘He/She will eat polenta.’
/ay ?am  duban/
FUT?2 eat polenta

b. ay ‘laal -a -r pa -dut ‘I shall do it myself.’
/ay laal -a -t pa -dw/
FUT2 do -1SG-ASS  alone -SG:1SG

(110) a. m ?am  dubaAn ‘We are eating polenta.’
/m  ?am  duban/
IPLEX eat polenta

b. n Pam -0 ‘dubAn ‘We ate polenta.’
/fm  ?am -u duban/
IPLEX eat -PST  polenta

(I11) a. 5 -d1 ‘daa pal ‘He/She is only lazy.’
/5 -di daa pal/
body -SG:3SG FOC be.blunt

b. ?aanif daa ‘ay ad -1 ‘Iwill go.”
/?aanif daa ay ?ad -V
1SG 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) gaafiida
/gaafiida/

afayr
/afayV
?ingiliizi
tiggilizi/
(113) atirimbiil
/afirimbiil
car
alpaul  ?mnx
falpaul Py

bean DI1:SG
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‘porridge type’

‘tea’ (cf Berta affaayi, from Arabic faay)

‘English’ (cf Arabic ?ingiliizi)

Tmi ‘this car’
Yiny/
DI1:SG

‘this bean’ (cf Berta alfiiul,
from Arabic fuul ‘bean’)

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 (114a), or low-toned, as in (114b).

(114) a. thy
min
maaf
kaak
ynt

b. kut
dik
toul
deel
deen

‘spear’
‘woman’
“fire’
‘snake’
‘scorpion’

‘ M 2
rain
‘cows’
‘child’
‘goat’
(9 9
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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noring underlyingly falling tones, which seem not to occur in native nouns). Ex-
amples are given in (115).

(115) /HH/  tAakal ‘vulture’
1€€Nn5on ‘flower’
buurt ‘twin’

/HL/  taarak ‘person’
rinit ‘meat’
gidal ‘ox’

/LL/ legit ‘tooth’
mongan ‘name’
kdotar ‘hoe’

/LH/ dmaat “bird’
kolgon ‘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) 2Aam “thigh’
?2AAM ‘kind of magician’
(117) Pamit ‘food’
Pamit ‘left hands’ (underlying /HL/), pl. of ?aam ‘left hand’

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

(118) a. maat ‘drink’
taan ‘push’
puur ‘hoe’

wee| ‘sweep’
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b. put ‘sow’
beer ‘twist’
kaal ‘push’
daak “finish’

c. ?am ‘eat’
kal ‘steal’
lek ‘break’
nan ‘bite’

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

(119) paat ‘twist’ (tr. verb)
paat ‘be wide’ (adjectival verb)

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

(120) rée ‘two’ (numeral)
ree ‘thirst’ (noun)
(121) min ‘woman’ (noun)
min ‘from’ (preposition)
(122) wala ‘or’ (conjunction)
wala ‘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) taarak  ?mi ‘this person’
/taarak  ?mv/
person D1:SG
taarak  ‘?in1 ‘This is a human being.’
/taarak  ?my/
person ID1:SG
(124) Igf K1 ‘these teeth’
NES kY
teeth DI1:PL
1ef KT ‘These are teeth.’
Néf kY
teeth ID1:PL

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

(125) & 2m
/a ?am
1SG eat
a ?am
/a ?am
FUT1  eat

duban
duban/

polenta

‘I am eating polenta.’

‘diban
duban/

polenta

‘He/She is going to 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 -4

-gnk
/Kir -A  -guk
leg -PL -PL:1SG

Kir -4 -girk
/Kir -A  -giik
leg -PL -PL:3SG

pil -AK1 ‘My legs are painful.’
pil -AKV

be.painful -PRED

pil Ak “His legs are painful.’
pil -AKY

be.painful-PRED
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(127) kir -A -‘gauk pil LAk ‘Your (sg.) legs are painful.’
/Kir -A  -gauk pil -AKY
leg -PL -PL:2SG be.painful -PRED
Kir -A -guuk pil -AK1 “Your (pl.) legs are painful.’
/Kir -A -guuk pil -AKY

leg -PL-PL:2PL be.painful-PRED

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

(128) taarak kal -a dt ‘The man is trying to steal goats.’
/taarak  kal -a dt/
person steal-CONT goat:PL
taarak ‘kal-a ‘it ‘The man steals goats.’
/taarak  kal -a dt/

person steal-HAB goat:PL

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) bod -1 ‘He/She starts running’
/bod v
run -ASS

bud -1 ‘Run!’
/bbd ¥/
run -2SG

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 morphol-
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ogy of verbs can illustrate this fact. As seen in (130a), the lexical tone of the ver-
bal root tdan ‘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 ruut ‘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. toul  taan gur -if ‘The child starts pushing the stone.’
/toul  taag gur -1t/
child push stone-SG

b. noo  taap -1 ?ani ‘What does he/she start pushing here?’
/moo  taan -1 ?any/
what  push -3SG  here

(131) a. toul  rout pAf “The child is transplanting sorghum.’
/toul  rout pAf/
child  transplant sorghum(PL)

b. oo  réud 1 ?ani  ‘What is he/she transplanting here?’
moo roud 2any/
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 (132a) after a lexically high-toned
root, but an underlying high tone in (132b) after a lexically low-toned root, which
here carries an underlying high tone.

(132) a. noo  taan -1 ani ‘What do you start pushing here?’
/moo  taamy -1 ?any/
what  push -2SG  here

b. goo raud -1 ?ani ‘What are you transplanting here?’
/moo raud A any/
what  transplant-2SG  here
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7. A Nilotic Outlook.

Kurmuk 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 Kurmuk as elsewhere in Western Nilotic, words tend to be
longer in Kurmuk 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
determined root-internal alternations which are found in the other branches of
Western Nilotic, and which are assumed to reflect former 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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