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STRUCTURAL NOTES ON URHOBO
WILLIAM E. WELMERS

o. This study is based largely on the speech of the Rev. Palmer Ofuoku, whose
original home is a village just east of Eku, Midwestern Nigeria. He has apparently
adapted his speech somewhat in the direction of the dialect which forms the basis
for most written Urhobo; in particular, it has been noted that he is not entirely
consistent in the use of nasalized vowels. The elicitation of material and the preparation
of these notes were the fruit of a one-week stay at Eku, 2429 July 1966, under the
sponsorship of the Nigeria Baptist Mission, whose hospitality and co-operation are
gratefully acknowledged.

o.1. The transcription of Urhobo used in this study differs from the usual written
form of Urhobo in respect to a number of consonants. This transcription is not intended
as a recommendation for orthographic reform, but neither is it to be interpreted as merely
the reflexion of personal preference (or prejudice). Rather, an effort has been made to
reflect in the transcription what appears after this brief period of study to be the phono-
logical system of the language. Those who would use this study in an effort to learn the
language are reminded that letters are not sounds, and that orthographic differences do
not in any sense imply that different speech sounds have been heard; further, the transition
from one transcription to another, as long as each is consistent, presents little difficulty if
sound rather than symbol is the major focus of attention. The usual transcription of
Urhobo vowels is structurally adequate, and is followed here. A major concern of this
study has been the tonal structure of Urhobo, and—unlike any available written Urhobo,
unfortunately—tone is consistently and completely indicated in this study. Because of the
lack of opportunity to hear every form repeatedly, it is entirely likely that occasional
glaring errors have been made in individual words.

0.2. A ‘practical’, pedagogical presentation of the material elicited would undoubtedly
be considered more useful to most of those who will be interested in this study. However,
the more formal, condensed presentation given here makes it possible to include much
more of the structure of the language in the brief time available; it is hoped that the
preparation of practical drill materials will be facilitated and guided by this inevitably
sketchy and somewhat technical outline of the major patterns of Urhobo phonology and
grammar.

1. PHONOLOGY

1.1. The consonants of Urhobo are given in the table below. Each digraph (sequence of
two letters) represents what may be considered a unit consonant. The horizontal rows are,
respectively: voiceless stops, voiced stops, voiceless fricatives, voiced fricatives, (voiced)
resonants, and (voiced) nasals. The vertical columns show the positions of articulation;
for reasons involving function and symmetry, y is listed in the velar column, although its
articulation is palatal. Following the chart are notes on the pronunciation of individual
consonants, with an indication of the equivalent transcription in Urhobo orthography
where relevant.
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Labio- Pre- Labial-
Bilabial dental Alveolar palatal  Velar velar

— — t ty k kp

b — d dy ] gb

f f s sy h —

v v z zy Y —

W -— r ry y —

m — n ny — pm

The bilabial fricatives f and v are written as ph and vw, respectively, in Urhobo
orthography. They are not, of course, complex consonants or sequences in any sense.
They are produced with the lips approximately in the position used for blowing lightly
over the surface of hot coffee to cool it; but the release to the following vowel is abrupt,
without a separate w effect.

The alveolar r is a single tap of the tongue tip against the gum just behind the front
teeth. It is produced with the sides of the tongue relaxed; especially before the high vowels
i and u, there is usually some lateral passage of air, resulting in an |-like sound.

The pre-palatal consonants here interpreted as ty, dy, sy, zy, ry, ny are those usually
written ch, dj, sh, j, rh, ny. The usual orthography does nothing, of course, to indicate
the similarity in articulation of all of these consonants. Each one is pronounced with the
front part of the tongue spread, so that the sides of the tongue touch the upper bicuspids.
The contact of the tongue with the front of the palate involves a broader surface for the
Urhobo ty and dy than for the initial sounds in English ‘choke’ and ‘joke’. For most of .
the sounds in this series, a palatal or y-like release is prominent. It may not be as obvious
for ry as for the others; however, in a southern Urhobo dialect investigated for a brief
hour in January 1966 the palatal articulation of what is written rh was striking, and it is
even possible that sy and ry are not distinguished in that dialect. The sound is not
voiceless, as the writing rh may imply, and the spreading of the tongue characteristic of
the other consonants in this series is essential. The similarity among these consonants is
suggested in the transcription ty, dy, sy, zy, ry, ny. Unit symbols could also be used,
such as: ¢, j, [, 3, F, A, or perhaps: &, J, §, %, ¥, fi. The important thing is to recognize
that they constitute an articulatory set.

h is a velar, not glottal or pharyngeal, fricative; it is the sound sometimes represented X,
produced by friction between the back of the tongue and the velum (soft palate). Y,
written gh in Urhobo orthography, is the voiced counterpart. (Learners without phonetic
training can help themselves considerably by studying the positions and movements of
their tongues in a mirror.)

kp, gb, and gm are doubly articulated consonants; there is simultaneous closure and
release at the velar position (characteristic of English k, g, 1, the last of which is the nasal
at the end of ‘sing’) and at the lips. nm is written mw in Urhobo, for no phonetically valid
reason; it is certainly not a bilabial nasal with a w release.

Examples of these consonants can be extracted from citations in the remainder of this
study for systematic drill.
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1.2. The vowels of Urhobo are as follows:

1 u
e o
e o

These may be readily illustrated and contrasted in the following monosyllabic verb stems
(each pronounced in isolation with a low tone):

si  pull vi  dig
sé call 0o have
dé buy ko plant
da drink

Nasalized vowels appear to be more common in some dialects of Urhobo than in others.
A number of forms transcribed here with oral vowels may have nasalized vowels in the
speech of other individuals. A few forms heard with nasalized vowels are:

éri fish éhli garment
uwdoi (or Uweui) house éwi bone

Vowels following nasal consonants appear to be rather strongly but automatically
nasalized ; such nasalization is not indicated in this study. The representation of nasaliza-
tion by n after the nasalized vowel is probably entirely practicable.

1.3. Preparatory to a specific discussion of the tonal system of the dialect of Urhobo
under investigation, a brief statement is in order concerning the types of tonal structures
characteristic of languages in this general area. There are two reasons for this apparent
digression. First, such a discussion will make it more obvious that certain tonal phenomena
common in other languages have been specifically looked for (though not necessarily
expected) in Urhobo, and have not been found. Second, it is entirely possible that other
dialects of Urhobo itself may manifest a more complex tonal structure, which might well
be either of two general types.

Some tone languages have two, three, or four distinct levels of pitch in a given utterance,
such that any single syllable can readily be assigned to one or another level, or may be said
to have a glide from one identifiable level to another. The descriptions ‘readily assigned’
and ‘identifiable’ do not refer to some mysterious, possibly magic, facility that the average
listener claims to lack, but simply to the fact that the highest tone at one point in an
utterance is not appreciably higher or lower than the highest tone at another point in the
same utterance. For example, in a three-level language of this type, each tone occupies
a narrow band of pitch distinct from each of the others, and the three levels can simply
be labelled ‘high’, ‘mid’, and ‘low’. In such a language, any tone can be followed by the
same or either of the other tones; somewhere in an utterance, if not in the simplest two
syllable forms, all nine possible sequences can be found: H-H, H-M, H-L, M-H,
M-M, M-L, L-H, L-M, L-L. In essence (though probably with some minor distortions
because the language is not actually sung), the tonal sequences of such a language can be
fairly accurately played on three fixed notes of a musical instrument. With some compli-
cations which need not be detailed here, Yoruba is such a ‘discrete level’ language;
more clear-cut examples, though less readily available for comparison, are Jukun (Wukari
Division) and Yala (Ogoja Division).
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In other tone languages, of which Igbo and Efik are striking examples, the possible
pitch sequences are of quite a different type. This type of tonal structure has been called
‘terraced level’, or is sometimes described as having two basic tones with a phenomenon
known as ‘downstep’. In such a language, it is possible to have a sequence of a non-low
tone followed by the same pitch, or by another non-low a little lower than the first (a new
‘terrace’ or a ‘downstep’), or by low. However, it is not possible to go from one non-low
tone to a higher pitch. That is, there is no sequence of different pitches which can properly
be labelled ‘mid-high’. Using for the time being the terminology of a discrete level
language (which would ultimately be confusing), the only possible sequences in two-
syllable forms are L-H, L-L, H-H, H-L, and H-M. In longer combinations, the last
of these levels is quite different from the ‘mid’ of a discrete level system it rather becomes
the highest point of reference for what follows, and it in turn may be followed by another
slightly lower level higher than low. A fairly long phrase in such a language may contain
as many as eight or nine recognizably different pitches; each tone other than low must be
defined in terms of its relation to the preceding non-low—either ‘the same’ or ‘lower’.
In this way, a multiplicity of actual pitches can be described in terms of a three-way
distinction.

The dialect of Urhobo under investigation resembles the second of these types of tone
languages in one important respect: in two-syllable utterances, only the five sequences
listed in the preceding paragraph are found, and there is never a sequence for which the
label ‘mid-high’ is required. On the other hand, the phenomenon of ‘terracing’ or
‘downstep’ within a phrase is not found. A non-low tone lower than an immediately
preceding non-low is heard only in utterance-final position (i.e. before pause). Up to the
last syllable of any given utterance, all tones can be described in terms of a two-tone
system: ‘high’ and ‘low’, including glides ‘high-low’ (falling) and ‘low-high’ (rising).
Only in final position, and then only after ‘high’, is it necessary to recognize a third tone.
On the chance that other Urhobo dialects may manifest a ‘terraced level’ system of the
type described above, it might be safest to label this additional final tone ‘high with
downstep’ or simply ‘step’. For purposes of this one study, however, it is equally
valid—and probably more convenient—simply to call it ‘mid’.

As in most terraced level languages, the sequence ‘high-low-high’ in Urhobo ends at
a lower pitch than that at which it begins. The sequence is very much like ‘high-low—
mid’ in a discrete level language such as Yoruba. However, it is not necessary, and not
even sound procedure, to label the final tonein such a sequence ‘mid’. There is no higher
tone with which it can contrast, and a succession of such sequences would suggest further
unnecessary labels for successively lower pitches. It is simpler, and entirely legitimate,
simply to state that a high tone after a low is automatically a little lower than a preceding
high tone. Only in final position, and then only after high, is a contrasting mid tone label
required.

The tonal contrasts found in this dialect of Urhobo can now be illustrated, first and
most simply in the sequences found in two-syllable nouns. High tone is marked “; low
tone is marked *; final mid tone is marked ~. It would be entirely practicable to leave one
of these unmarked—probably most conveniently low. However, full marking is employed
here to make the identification of tones unmistakable.
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The sequence high-high is found in only a few nouns such as the following, and the
first of these has an alternant form with high—low in certain combinations:

ké cup
Gryé tree

The sequence high-low is also relatively uncommon:

émé child (cf. $mé mé ‘my child’)
(cf. Gké mé ‘my cup’)

ébo bag ada  forked stick
Gke cane (reed) éhli garment
ése gift étye door

The sequence high-mid is illustrated by the following; in non-final position, high-low
seems to substitute for this sequence regularly, so that the tones of these and of the above

nouns are identical:
éto
ahe
iwe
6éna
Qsg
éni
udyi

pumpkin ong
owl Ggé
thorn 6doé
basket (sp.) afi

father fyo

mother ¢hd
farm éva

The sequence low-high is illustrated by the following:

eré
ita

okd
ord
299
uvua
evé

mat (sp.) isa
mushroom apma
friend oné
wasp ozé
bottle uvi
room otyé
goat

The sequence low—low is apparently the most common:

aga
aso
éki
aye
okd
Oso
ame
emu
orys
oda
ért
udi

chair ama
night édi
market ewi
woman edé
canoe osé
hawk ota
water ébeé
food okod
plantain odya
cutlass éni
fish ukpeé
beverage

running
fish trap
mortar
rope, snare
money
chicken
shop

ring
cloth
yam
basin

paddle
water pot

bell
palm nut
bone
day
suitor
squirrel
leaf, book
parcel
soap
elephant
year

Some sequences of three tones are illustrated by the following nouns and numerals;
a reminder is in order here that the final high in the sequence high-low-high is lower
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than the initial high, but cannot contrast with anything higher. The sequence high-high-
high has not been recorded, but the total amount of material is sufficiently limited that
this may be merely accidental.
high-high-low  ¢figbo palm oil
low-high-low iréso rice
¢rako dog
idyéryeé path, road
high-high-mid ~ émo6dé pestle

oréré town

éréré eight

iryiri nine
low—high-mid ewéri monkey
high-low-high  &dibé banana

ururyé vine, rope
high—low—low fyori five

¢syaré man
low—low-low ugbeéni hill

usyurye axe

iviri fat

éuiri oil (esp. palm oil)

Rising and falling glides—sequences of low-high and high-low, respectively—may
accompany single vowels. The vowels do not appear to be appreciably lengthened, and
are therefore not written doubly; the tone sequences are very quick. These sequences are
indicated by marks which combine the marks for high and low in the appropriate order:
v for a rise from low to high, and * for a fall from high to low. The following examples—
for which there are innumerable parallels—illustrate these sequences in contrast with each
of the level tones. A vowel elision involving the verb and noun is reflected here by writing
the combination as a single word; this effect is normal in fairly rapid speech.

O syiryé he cut down trees

S syiryé he is cutting down trees
6 syiryé he cuts down trees

6 syiryé he should cut down trees

In very rapid speech, it may be difficult to perceive the bottom of the fall in the last
example. However, the following high tone has the somewhat lower level expected after
a low tone. If this sequence were clearly a high level tone with the initial vowel, followed
by a slightly lower tone with the next syllable, this dialect would have to be described as
having a typical terraced level system; the second syllable would be accompanied by
‘downstep’. However, any effect' approximating this (again with the exception of an
utterance-final syllable) appears to be realized in only slightly more deliberate speech as
a falling glide followed by a high tone.

Tone sequences may also accompany lengthened vowels. Since such sequences are
rather restricted in their function in the language, it is convenient to indicate the tone
alone (not written over any letter); it is the tone rather than the extended vowel which is
important, though the vowel is present to ‘carry’ the tone. The most striking instance of
this type of tonal sequence is in negative constructions. After an otherwise final low tone
(or mid tone which becomes low for this purpose), the negative is marked by an added high
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tone; after an otherwise final high tone, the negative is marked by a fall to low and then
a rise to high, which may be interpreted as an added low-high sequence. The following
are illustrations of parallel affirmative and negative sentences:

O td ke ve he told me
¢ ta ke ve’ he didn’t tell me
mé ta ké I told him
mé t3 ké” I didn’t tell him

Tonal assimilation, certain tonal alternations, and aspects of the grammatical functions
of tone will be discussed at appropriate points in later sections. Meanwhile, the above
discussion provides a framework for identifying all tones in the wide variety of types of
utterances recorded, which will certainly account for at least a very major portion of
possible combinations.

1.4. Apart from the identification of the individual consonants and vowels described in
1.1 and 1.2 above, there are problems involving the interpretation of certain phonetic
sequences. In the established orthographies of many African languages, sequences of i
and another vowel, or u and another vowel, after a syllable-initial consonant, are commonly
found. There may also be limited instances of y or w followed by a vowel, after a syllable-
initial consonant. It is never safe to accept such an orthography as representing the real
structure of the language. In most cases, the orthographic conventions were established
without any critical investigation of syllable types, or particularly of the function of tone.
In the case of many languages, an adequate description of the tonal system is unnecessarily
difficult, or even impossible, if the usual written form of the language is unquestioningly
accepted.

In the case of Urhobo, a preliminary look at the established orthography is enough to
raise one’s suspicion. The sequences hw and ghw appear, but not kw or gw, which might
be expected by analogy. Further, the sequence written guo does not give the immediate
impression of being ‘two syllables’ any more than does the sequence written hwa.
A number of sequences of u followed by another vowel appear, and perhaps even more of
i followed by another vowel. The question must be asked as to whether these may not be
more satisfactorily interpreted as w and y plus a vowel—or whether the exceptional hw
and ghw should not also be interpreted as hu and yu.

On the basis of a careful study of the tonal patterns of one-syllable and two-syllable
verbs—though they admittedly involve very rapid sequences which are difficult to identify
unmistakably, and in which some variation in the investigator’s imitation may be accepted
as the inevitable weakness of a beginner—it would appear that the orthography of Urhobo
is, in this respect, based on a completely valid native intuition as to the correct analysis.
There do appear to be clusters hw and yw and no others. On the basis of specific structural
evidence—not necessarily matched in all cases by impressionistic reactions to apparent
syllabic prominence, forms like the following are accepted as written (in respect to this
problem) in the established orthography:

kua to pack via happen

vug inform rig (also ré) eat
iradé work (noun) die what?
guond  want, look for afia knife

éryaé cow uryié  river

buébd  alot kidia  sit down
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But:
ihweé ten aywa  bush
hwa pay oywa  load
ohwo person ywi die

hworé  wash

A somewhat similar problem involves sequences which in many languages are un-
critically written as a consonant followed by r and then a vowel. In many languages, it
can easily and quickly be demonstrated that, although the transition from the syllable-
initial consonant to the r sound may be very rapid, it nevertheless involves a significant
tone which must not be ignored; in such cases, a valid analysis requires writing a vowel
between the syllable-initial consonant and the r, and assigning a tone to that vowel. In
the case of Urhobo, a few sequences of consonant plus r appear in the established ortho-
graphy, and were immediately suspected. In the following, however, there is every
evidence that there is not an extra tone involved, and the sequence may therefore be
recognized as a valid interpretation:

bru cut up (as meat); go to (a person)
ébruba  blessing

In one instance, the interpretation remains questionable for the present. The numeral
‘seven’ is written with a complex sequence: ighwre. Impressionistically, however, it
appears to be three syllables. It hardly seems likely that iywré would be the most satis-
factory interpretation; however, the bilabial sound in the middle of the word is such that
either of the following might be valid:

fywaré or iyuré
For purposes of this study, the first of the above is used, with no further defense.

1.5. An intonational modification of the tones as described above indicates questions
which may be answered by ‘yes’ (&) or ‘no’ (ézyd). Although this interrogative intonation
can conveniently be marked by a question mark at the end of the utterance, it must be
rigidly observed that this does not imply an English question intonation with its inevitable
raising of the voice at the very end of the question. In fact, every yes-no question in
Urhobo ends with a low tone; an otherwise final high tone becomes a fall from high to low.
Apart from this, the tonal distinctions of a statement are never obliterated in a question—
as they are bound to be if an English question intonation is superimposed on an Urhobo
utterance. In an Urhobo question, the last high tone, or series of consecutive high tones,
is raised somewhat above the level used in a statement, and there is a slight tenseness of
voice which may give a speaker of English an impression of mild surprise. If a series of
two or more high tones is so raised, it appears that the last high tone in the series is slightly
more raised than the others. As noted above, a low tone must always follow. The following
are some question and answer exchanges (with unnecessarily full answers to illustrate
the contrast in intonation); again, vowel elisions are reflected by omitting the elided vowel
and writing words together, which is not necessarily the ideal orthography for all purposes,
but is useful here:

w¢ guoniga nana? Do you want this chair?
€, mé guonéré. Yes, I want it.

w¢ guonanma nana? Do you want this cloth?
&zy6, mé gudnéré”. No, I don’t want it.
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wo gudnanma?
€, me gudnanma.
wo dukd?

&, mé dako.

S ryé néné?

&, 6 ryé ndn¢.
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Do you want cloth?
Yes, I want cloth.

Did you buy a cup?
Yes, I bought a cup.

Is he coming today?
Yes, he’s coming today.

2. NOUNS AND NOUN PHRASES

2.1. The citation forms of a number of nouns are given in the preceding section as
illustrations of tone sequences. It will be noted that every noun begins with a vowel. This
initial vowel is structurally a prefix, and for many of the nouns cited it is specifically a
singular prefix. Most nouns which are susceptible of enumeration have a plural form with
a different vowel prefix. (For this and certain other reasons, it may be suggested that
alphabetizing words by their first ‘letter’ in a vocabulary file is by no means the only
possible indexing technique. It is equally possible, it is probably more convenient for
a language such as Urhobo, and it may provide insights into etymology to alphabetize
by the first consonant of the root, ignoring the prefix vowel except as a subordinate basis
for alphabetization.) Pluralization is to a large extent predictable in Urhobo.

If the singular prefix vowel is one of the low vowels a, ¢, ¢, the plural prefix is e.
A few examples are:

Sg. PL Sg. Pl
ada éda forked stick ésé ésé gift
angma énma cloth, piece of cloth ©g9¢ &gé bottle
aga éga chair 9so éso hawk
ébe ébeé leaf, book émé ém¢  child

If the singular prefix vowel is any of the higher vowels, i, u, e, o, the plural prefix is i
with some exceptions noted later. Some examples are:

Sg. Pl Sg. Pl

isa isa ring afi ifi rope, snare
ébo ibo bag ko ko cup

eki iki market oré iré wasp

éto itd pumpkin ozé izé basin

A few cases have been recorded, however, of a singular prefix o and a plural e rather
than i:

Sg. PL

oda éda cutlass

okod ekd canoe

6na éna basket (sp.)

It may be significant that in these cases the second or stem vowel is one of the lower
vowels a, ¢, ¢, while in each case where o pluralizes as i the stem vowel is a higher vowel.
All of the instances of e pluralizing as i also happen to have high vowels in the stem
syllable; there is one recorded case of e pluralizing as e (so that the singular and plural are
identical), and here also the stem has a low vowel:

Sg. Pl.
ewi ewi
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This may prove to be a completely consistent pattern: a, ¢, ¢ pluralize as e; i, u pluralize
as i; and e, o pluralize as e before low vowels and as i before high vowels.

One plural has been recorded which is more fully irregular; there may well be others,
very possibly among common personal nouns:

Sg. PL
ayé éya woman
2.2. It has already been noted that a mid tone occurs only in final position; it also seems

to be confined to the final syllable of nouns and numerals. The final mid tone of a noun
becomes low when anything at all follows the noun. This alternation is illustrated here with

some modifiers: 6do:  ido ivé two mortars
6do mé my mortar
Osg:  Ose wé your father
¢se rayé their father
Gdyd: adyl ¢vo one farm
idyu rgyeé his farms
6ho:  ého éréré eight chickens
6hé na the chicken
iyo:  iyo nana this money
iyo yéna that money
fyd roboi that money over there

2.3. As implied by the last four examples, nouns may be followed by demonstrative
modifiers. The ranges of meaning are approximately as follows:

ako na the cup, this cup under consideration
6z€ nana this basin near me or us, not another one
aga yéna that chair near you

Gryé robdi that tree over there, away from both of us

There are also independent forms, singular and plural, for each of these demonstratives;
these function as nouns:

ona this (one) pl.: éna these
onana this one here pl.: énana  these
yéna that one pl.: éyéna those
orébdi  that one over there  pl.: éroboi  those

2.4. Asalso suggested by examples above, nouns may be followed by numeral modifiers.
This section will merely outline the numeral system of Urhobo. The system is basically
vigesimal (i.e. based on ‘twenty’), with a subordinate decimal division (based on ten).
First, there are unique numerals for ‘one’ through ‘ten’:

ovO  one ésd six

ive  two fywaré seven .
érya three éréré  eight

¢né four iryiri  nine

fyori five fhwe  ten

(Brief exposure to another informant, as well as another transcription which has been
seen, suggest that the final vowels in ‘five’ and ‘six’ may commonly be nasalized.)
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From ‘eleven’ through ‘fifteen’, the form for ‘ten’ is followed immediately by the
forms for ‘one’ through ‘five’ with a tonal alternation: the final vowel of ‘ten’ is elided,
but its low tone remains as the onset of a low-high glide; the following numeral then takes
high tone throughout, rather than ending with one or two low tones. For ‘sixteen’
through ‘nineteen’, the numerals ‘six’ through ‘nine’ are added to ‘ten’ with a con-
junctive word of which the basic form is tentatively recorded as gbé, though its vowel is
elided in these combinations; the forms for ‘six’ through ‘nine’ do not undergo any
alternation. There is a new, unique form for ‘twenty’:

ihwyvd 11 fhweé gbé&sa 16
ihwivé 12 ihwe gbiywaré 17
thwérya 13 ihwe gb&rére 18
ihwé&né 14 thwe gbiryiri 19
thwiyori 15 tzye 20

From ‘twenty-one’ through ‘twenty-nine’, gbé is used to indicate the addition of all
digits, without tonal alternation. There is a new unit for ‘thirty’, and similar additions
are performed for ‘thirty-one’ through ‘thirty-nine’:

uzyé gbovo 2r uzye gbiryiri 29

uzyé gbive 22 ¢gba 30

uzyé gbérya 23 6gba gbovd 31
etc. etc.

Beyond ‘thirty-nine’, ‘twenty’ is the basis for the formation of higher numbers.
Multiples of twenty through 180 are formed as illustrated below; to each, additions of
‘one’ through ‘nineteen’ are performed with gbé. There is another new unit for ‘two
hundred’.

uzyGve 40: uzydavé gbovo 41
uzyGve gbihwe 50
uzytvé gbihwiyori 55
uzyorya 60: Uzyorya gbihweé 70
uzyorya gbihwe gbésa 76
uzyoné 8o: uzygné gbihwé 90
uzyéri 100: uzyori gbihwe 110
Uzyodsa 120

uzylywuaré 140
uzygréré 160
uzyuryiri 180
uri 200
Higher numerals have not been investigated, but it is likely that comparable additions
continue, and that ‘two hundred’ is further multiplied until a new basic unit is reached—
perhaps 4,000 or possibly 2,000.
A convenient addition to a discussion of numerals is monetary terminology. The basic
units are nouns which are invariable as far as pluralization is concerned:

ikdbd dvo 1d. iséni ovo  1s
ikébo ive 2d. iséni iyori  2s
ik¢bo éne 4d. iséni ihwé 10s
ikébd thwyvd 11d. ekpag érya [3
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There are also unique forms for the following units:

itéré  3d.
ityibé 6d.
indi  od.

Complex amounts are expressed with gbé to indicate addition:

iséni v gbityibé 2s. 6d.

In rapid speech, vowel elision in phrases like the above is common. However, the vowel
i does not elide before other vowels; the same is true of u. The full forms will also be
heard fairly frequently if the speaker is doing mental computation while speaking.

(It is suggested that practice with numerals, including monetary calculations and
change-making, is an excellent approach to fluency; but just as much care must be taken
with precision in pronunciation, including tone, as at any other point in the process of
language learning.)

The ordinal numerals are formed with a conjunctive element ré, which will be further
discussed in the following section. The remainder of the form for ‘first’ is unrelated to
the numeral ‘one’, but for all other ordinals the expected numeral stem is present.
Through ‘tenth’, there is a tonal alternation in all but two cases; for the higher ordinals,
the tone appears to be regular. There are independent nominal forms for the ordinals,
with a prefix, and attributive forms without the prefix. In every case, the vowel of the
conjunctive ré¢ is elided, but its tone (as may be noted in ‘ twentieth’) is retained:

Orésdsd the 1st one ohwo résosd the first person
Qrivé the 2nd one Shwd rivé the second person
Qrérya the 3rd ede rérya the third day
oréné the 4th ¢deé réne the fourth day
oriyori the 5th g6 riyori the fifth bottle
Qrésa the 6th ébé résa the sixth book
oriywaré  the 7th ¢be riywaré the seventh book
Qréréré the 8th uweévi réréré  the eighth house
Qriryiri the gth aryé riryiri the ninth tree
orihwé the 1oth uwévi rihwé the tenth house
orihwivé  the 12th aso rihwivé the twelfth night
Qruzyé the 2oth ¢de razye the twentieth day

2.5. Possessive modifiers of nouns must be taken in a larger context of modifiers
expressing a wider variety of relationships. Only two pronouns, those for the first and
second persons singular, have what may be described as possessive forms. These are
illustrated by the following:

ké mé  my cup ¢sé wé  your father
ajyé¢ mé¢  my wife okoé wé  your friend

For other pronouns and for all nouns, possession is indicated by the conjunctive
element ré—as in the ordinal numerals above—followed by the appropriate possessor.
Again the vowel of ré is elided, but its tone is retained, cancelling a following low tone.
For example,

aga roye his chair, her chair
ikd ravare our cups

éni révd or 6ni révava your (pl.) mother
éryaé rayé their cow
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uwevi rds¢ mé my father’s house
Gdyl réké wé your friend’s farm

evl raweéoi the inside of the house
énl réraya the top of the rock

It is important to note that the element r¢ is by no means confined to a possessive
meaning. It occurs also in many phrases like the last two above, and like the following:

erjvé raywa  wild animal (animal of the bush)
omamg réhwé a fine person (much of a person)

In such phrases, ‘the bush’ is not the possessor of the animal, nor is ‘person’ the possessor
of ‘much’; the animal is simply associated with the bush, and the person is associated
with a large amount (metaphorically, quality). A wide variety of other such ‘associative’
concepts can be expected to be expressed by ré. One of them has already appeared in the
ordinal numerals: ‘the third day’ is expressed as ‘day associated with three’. Another will
appear in connexion with a verbal construction. In most instances, the general trans-
lation ‘of’, or any suggestion of a Latin ‘genitive’, is meaningless and misleading. A far
deeper insight into the language will be made possible if, from the beginning, all such
constructions with r¢ are thought of as ‘associative’, and if ‘possession’ is thought of as
merely one specialized type of associative construction. Only the very common ‘my’
and ‘your (sg.)’ do not regularly fit into this category.

2.6. It is very probable that Urhobo—like many related languages—has no word class
or ‘part of speech’ which may appropriately be labelled ‘adjective’. There are, to be sure,
attributive forms which translate English adjectives such as ‘big’, ‘new’, and ‘rotten’,
but these appear either to be derived from verbs (like ‘be-big, become-hot, rot’), or to
be nouns (‘oldness’ or ‘an old one’). A number of the attributive forms display a redupli-
cation of the first syllable of the (probably) verbal stem. In the examples below, corre-
sponding to each phrase consisting of a noun with an attributive modifier, a sentence is
given showing the parallel predicative construction. The grammatical status of many of
these is not entirely clear at this stage, but at least it will be evident that the English
category ‘adjective’ cannot be blindly applied to Urhobo. In some sentences, a high
tone—which is here written separately, but which could be written as the last part of
a glide with the preceding vowel, Y—may reflect an omitted subject pronoun.

uweévi ¢rydaryd a big house

(Uwevi na ryéro the house is big)
uké $hihivé a small cup

(Ukd na hivére the cup is small)
ému ¢uévere good-tasting food

(ému na véréré or ému na ¢uévéré the food is good)
ameé &dyidyird cold water

(ameé na dyiréri the water is cold)
anma ¢yayare expensive cloth

(apma na yaréré (or yire) the cloth is expensive)
apma Quavare red cloth

(3pmé na ’ vara the cloth is red)
anma o6biébi black cloth

(3nma na ’ bie the cloth is black)
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anma of64fo
(agma na * foa
émam¢o 6gbogbo
(émamo na ~ gbori
ameé ¢ryoryoryd

(3meé& nd * rydrya or amé na rydryérd the water is hot)

anma &ydyoui
(agma na éydyoui
uweévi kpokpo
(uweévi na okpokpd
éné buébl or énéb

LYY

ue

(3fia na kpawireré

bu

white cloth
the cloth is white)
rotten fruit
the fruit is rotten)
hot water

fine cloth

the cloth is fine)
a new house

the house is new)
a lot of yams

yams are plentiful)

cheap cloth
the cloth is cheap)
an old knife
the knife is old)

The last pair of examples is at least different from all the others. The attributive
construction is another example of an associative: ‘a knife associated with oldness’. The
parallel sentence is a normal verbal construction, meaning ‘the knife has gone to oldness’.
Underlying both is a noun 4wiré (or perhaps aware) ‘oldness’.

3. NON-VERBAL PREDICATIONS

A number of Urhobo sentences do not contain a verb. These are expressions of
identification, description, and location. It is entirely likely that some of the sentences
given as examples in the preceding section (like anma na 6kaéku ‘the cloth is cheap’) are
sentences of this type; the similarity will be clear from the following.

3.1. Identification or description may be expressed simply by the juxtaposition of the
noun or pronoun under consideration with the descriptive noun or noun phrase. In
somewhat deliberate speech, if the first or ‘subject’ part of such a sentence ends with high
tone, a low tone may be added. This low tone (written separately in the examples below)
is optional; it apparently reflects the tone of a pronoun form §, which is not used in this
construction in its full form. Even if the ‘subject’ is simply ‘he/she/it’, the pronoun is
apparently optional in most cases. Examples of these non-verbal sentences are:

onana 4koé

dyéna ¢bé mé

oroboi uryé

&nana ébé rye

o 0ké mé or okdé mé
we 0ké mé

méug 6ké réye

this is a cup

that’s my book

that (yonder) is a tree
these are his books

he’s my friend

you are my friend

I am his friend

they are my friends
you (pl.) are my friends
we are his friends

my father is a farmer
my friend is your father
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The above sentences also include illustrations of the ‘independent’ or ‘nominal’ forms
of all the pronouns; these are not to be confused with subject pronoun forms which go
with verbs, which will be introduced in connexion with verbal constructions.

3.2. Expressions of location appear on the surface to be formed in precisely the same
way as the above, but there is an important tonal difference. The initial vowel of the
locative expression—which in many cases is low in the independent form of the word—
is always high. The locative expressions themselves are nouns—the labels ‘adverb’ and
‘preposition’ will only be misleading. The words for ‘here’ and ‘there’ are nouns; they
can also be used as subjects of sentences. Expressions translated by phrases like ‘in the
house’ also use nouns, in associative constructions: ‘the inside of the house’, etc.; many
such locative nouns refer in other contexts to body parts. The following are some locative
sentences; note the significant high tone at the beginning of the locative phrase or word:

¢bé mé * éting my book is here

oni mé * étiyi my mother is there

¢sé rayd oréré his father is in town

aé otafe they are outside

© ényuweévi he’s in the back yard

éni mé * évi raweéui my mother is inside the house
o 6bard rawévi he’s in front of the house

Q 6buko raryé he’s behind the tree

d 6ma rdwéui he’s beside the house

6yoyori énli réraya there’s a lizard on the rock

Qrodékd na 6td roraya na the snake is under the rock
(or rodéko na 6boto réraya na; cf. dbdté ‘under part’)

Locative phrases of the types used in the above, which here indicate only where some-
thing or someone is, may also be used with verbal sentences; in the latter case, the initial
high tone does not appear unless it is part of the independent form of the word. Two
examples are:

s

r
ruir

4. VERBS AND VERBAL CONSTRUCTIONS

4.1. In any given verbal construction, all verb stems of the same segmental type (i.e. all
mono-syllabic verbs, or all bi-syllabic verbs) have identical tones. A corollary of this
statement is that no verb stem has a distinctive ‘lexical’ tone of its own; two verb stems
cannot differ from each other in tone. The tone accompanying a verb stem in any partic-
ular sentence is determined not by the stem used, but by the construction in which it
appears. In the verbal system, tone—accompanying subject pronouns and verb stems—
is part of the grammatical indication of various verbal constructions.

The majority of verb stems appear to be monosyllabic; the following are some typical
examples, written here without tone marks, though they will probably be cited with low
tone in isolation:

vo have de buy
mu carry sye sell
da  drink se call, read
gba tie hwa pay
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ke give ru do

kpo go to sye cut down

rye come to (place) si  pull

bru come to (person) bi  push

vu digup ru enter

ra  go away ta tell

va Dbe at, live at du  cut up (as firewood)
ko plant bru cut up (as meat)

ve  pick up, use re eat (also rie)

There are also a number of two-syllable verbs; several of these end with the syllable -re
or -re, but there is no evidence at this point that this syllable is in any way separable.
Some two-syllable verb stems, which will probably be cited with low-high or possibly
low-low tones, are:

kpare lift reyo take

tyere cook forhe launder
vure  sever nyave cutin two
vare  tie up, wrap via happen
kare  carve vue  tell, inform
hwore wash rie know

The verb stem guon¢ ‘look for, what’ functions as a two-syllable stem, though it is
(and probably should be) written with three vowels; the interpretation gwong is not
excluded, but see 1.4 above.

4.2. Before discussing individual verbal constructions, it may be noted that Urhobo
very frequently uses a sequence of two verbs to express what in English is viewed as a
single action. Such sequences have sometimes been referred to as ‘split verbs’. However,
they do not involve single verbs which are split into two parts; rather, there are two
separate verbs used in sequence. In some cases, there is also a temptation to refer to one
of the verbs—sometimes the first, sometimes the second, depending entirely on the
English translation, which ought to be irrelevant—as a ‘preposition’. But the forms in
question enter into verbal constructions, and most of them can be used independently as
verbs; they should be recognized as verbs. A few such verbal sequences are illustrated in
the following sentences; the verbs are separately identified, and then written in the
sentences with vowel elision if appropriate:

ve ‘takeup’...rye ‘come’:

vafia ryé bring a knife

Laga ryé bring a chair
zye ‘draw’(?)...rye ‘come’:

zyame ryé bring water
ve ‘takeup’...sye ‘cut down’:

o vdsyure syiryé he cut down the tree with an axe
hwa ‘pay’...ke ‘give’:

mé hwiséni ivé ké P’ll pay (him) two shillings

ru ‘do’...ke ‘give’:

mé gudné ' ri irad ke w
ta ‘tell’...ke ‘give’:

o tébd ré viaréd ké veé he told me what happened

1 want to work for you

-0~
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nyave ‘cutintwo’...vure ‘sever’

@ nyavufi na vare he cut the rope right in two
ve ‘take up’...ya ‘hang’

9 vapma ya he hung up the clothes
ve ‘take up’...ta ‘spread out’ (?):

Q vanma ta he put the clothes out to dry

4.3. Subject pronoun forms, and also certain particles which may be called ‘con-
struction markers’, have two forms, depending fairly regularly on the vowel of the verb
stem. (This phenomenon, rather widespread in West African languages, is known as
‘vowel harmony’.) The determining vowel is the only vowel of the verb in the case of
monosyllabic verbs; it appears normally to be the second vowel in sequences like ug, i¢;
otherwise it is the first vowel of the verb stem. Before the determining vowels i, u, o the
forms on the left below are used; before the determining vowels a, e, o the forms on the
right are used; if the vowel of the verb stem is e, the forms on the left are used with some
verbs, and the forms on the right with others, with no apparent secondary conditioning
factor. (It just may be significant that the verbs recorded with the forms on the right are
re, reyQ, and rye, all beginning with r.) The subject pronoun forms are identified below;
the construction markers will be identified in following sections. Since subject pronouns
vary in tone in different constructions, tone is not indicated here.

I mi me
you (sg.) wo wo
he/shefit o el
we me ma
you (pl.) we wa
they ai ae
tyé tya
dé da

If there are other particles which follow vowel harmony, they can be expected to have
comparable alternants: with the vowels i, e, o before higher vowels, and with e, a, ¢
before lower vowels.

4-4. In some verbal constructions—as in the one used in the examples below—the verb
stem must be interpreted as having (in the case of a monosyllable) or ending with (in
the case of a disyllable) high tone. If the verb is followed by a noun object, the vowel of
the verb stem is normally elided in fairly rapid speech, except for the vowels i and u.
When such elision takes place, the high tone ending the verb stem is transferred to the
initial vowel of the noun object. If that tone is high to begin with, the effect of this
transfer is zero; but if the noun object begins independently with low tone, it must begin
with high in this combination. The following are examples of all possible combinations
of a verb stem ending with high tone plus a noun object; the noun object is cited sepa-
rately to show its independent tone, then a sentence is given without indication of vowel
elision, and finally the rapid speech form is given:

aké: o dé ako: o duké he bought a cup
6dG: & dé 6da: o dédo he bought a mortar
ébo: ¢ dé ébo: ¢ débo he bought a bag
agméa: ¢ dé dpméa: o dapma he bought cloth
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aga: ¢ dé aga: ¢ daga he bought a chair
iké: o réydikd: o reéyiko he took cups
afi: ¢ réyé afi: & réydfi he took a rope
ésé: Q@ réyQ ésé: O réygsé he took a gift
isd: Q réy¢ isa: ¢ réyisa he took a ring
odya: ¢ réy¢ ¢dya: o réyedyd he took soap

In some other verbal constructions, the verb stem must be interpreted as having low
tone. In this case, the initial tone of a following noun object is dominant. In careful
speech, the final low tone of the verb plus an initial high tone in the following noun
may be heard as a low-high glide; but often the final tone of the verb is completely lost in
the following high tone. Parallel examples of this type are as follows:

iké: ¥ dé ako: % daké he’s buying a cup
6do: 9 dé 6do: % dbdo he’s buying a mortar
ébo: % dé ébo: % débo he’s buying a bag
agma: § déagma: § dagma  he’s buying cloth
iaga: o dé aga: % daga he’s buying a chair
iké:  preyd ikd:  d réyikd  he's taking cups

afi:  $ réyo afi:  $ réydfi  he’s taking a rope
¢s€:  préyp ésé: P réyésé  he’s taking a gift
isd: $ réyoisa:  dreyisa  he’s taking a ring
odya: ¥ réyd ¢dya: ¥ réyodya he’s taking soap

4.5. Now that all other variables have been accounted for, what remains is to outline
the formation of the various verbal constructions themselves. The first to be considered
involves a complication in form, and is also difficult to label unambiguously. A hundred
examples could be given which would clearly suggest the label ‘past’—but the next
example might have to be translated by an English ‘present’. There are two semantic
classes of verbs in Urhobo. Many verbs indicate actions: doing, calling, cutting, eating,
and the like. For such verbs, this construction is usually translatable as a past tense. The
second type of verb indicates a situation or state: having, being on the watch for (looking
for, wanting), and some of the concepts expressed in English by ‘predicate adjectives’.
For such verbs, this construction indicates a present situation.

In form, this construction is marked by a subject pronoun with low tone, and high tone
with a monosyllabic stem or low followed by high with a bisyllabic stem. The examples in
the first group in the preceding section illustrate this construction with a noun object.
However, if nothing follows the verb, there is in addition a suffix after the verb stem;
the suffix has the form -ri after the vowel i, -ru after the vowel u, and -ré after other
vowels. And one final complication: if this construction is used after an emphasized word
or phrase at the beginning of the sentence (including interrogatives, which are by defini-
tion so emphasized), the subject pronoun takes high tone instead of low. All of these
variations in form appear to be completely predictable in accordance with the above
statements, and are illustrated in the following. Vowel elision, which is normal in fairly
rapid speech, is not indicated here at all, in order that the component elements can be
more readily identified:

o syé iryé he cut down trees
mi syé iryé I cut down trees
$ rhére (stem rhe) he came
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aé rhéré they came

wo rhére you (sg.) came

dié wé kére what did you plant?
me k¢ irdso I planted rice

dié wé varu what did you dig up?
mi vi éné I dug yams

dié 6 rard what did he do?

o ra irud he worked

dié &i tyérére (ty&ré) what did they cook?
ai tyeré ¢né they cooked yams
tivg wo raré where did you go?
mi kpd éki I went to market

Although the ramifications of this verbal construction are virtually limitless, since it is
one of the commonest constructions in the language and can be used with more complex
subjects and objects, the basic ingredients of the construction are defined and illustrated
above; if irrelevant complications are stripped away, the essentials of the construction will
become clear.

4.6. The above construction can be modified to express action that has taken place and
is complete. This modification is in the form of a sentence-final particle ré. In the first
two examples below, a contraction occurs which is probably regular. A more explicit
expression of completed action uses niiré (probably *has finished’) rather than simply ré.

® rhééré (for § rhéréré)  he has come

@ réaré (for o raréré) he has gone, he is gone
O tyéré ému ré she has cooked

O tyéré ému nuré she has finished cooking
mé ré ému ré I have eaten

4.7. The construction described in this section indicates action that is urged or required
(‘let’s go, he should go, he must go’), but seems also to indicate—at least in some con-
texts—an assured future action. This differs from the ‘past-present’ construction
described in 4.5 above only in that the subject pronoun has a falling tone. (Noun subjects
are accounted for in a later section.) The verb stem again is high for monosyllables,
low-high for disyllables. Some examples of this construction are:

9 d¢ énma (6 dapma) he should (must, certainly will) buy cloth
6 kpo éki (6 kpéki) he should go to market
mé hwid iséni iv¢ ké I'll pay him two shillings

4.7. A more general future construction uses subject pronouns with high tone, a
construction marker tya or tyé (depending on vowel harmony, see 4.3 above), and the
verb stem with high tone throughout (high-high rather than low—high for two-syllable
stems). For example,

¢ tya dé anpma he’s going to buy cloth
mi tyé kpé éki nén¢  I’m going to go to market today
aé tya foryé apma they’re going to do the wash

When the verb in this construction is not followed by a noun, it appears to have a
suffix; on the basis of one recorded form in this construction, plus several in another
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construction, it is likely that this suffix is -& after the vowels u and i, simply a low tone
after a, ¢, and 9, and possibly a low tone only after e and o. The one example actually
recorded with the future is:

bré wo tya hwi  how much are you going to pay?

The construction marker tya (which is its basic form) functions also as the verb meaning
‘come’ in the present continuous construction (see next section); the stem rhe is not
used in the present.

4.8. A construction indicating present continuous action uses subject pronouns with
a rising tone, followed by the verb stem with low tone throughout. The second group of
examples in 4.4 above uses this construction; it will be remembered that the final low
tone of the verb becomes high before a noun beginning with high. When no noun object
follows, however, both the pronoun and the verb stem have high tone, and the verb takes
a suffix as described for the future above:

$ tya he’s coming

S ra irad he’s working

mé rd irad we’re working

mé ré ému I’'m eating

% forye apma he’s doing the wash
dié wé rug what are you doing?
dié wo sig what are you pulling?
dié¢ wé kd what are you planting?
tivg wé ra where are you going?
dié wo tyéré what are you cooking?

4.9. A construction indicating customary action uses subject pronouns with high tone,
followed by the verb stem with low tone throughout. (It is quite possible that this
coalesces with the present continuous if there is no noun object, but there is inadequate
evidence at present.)

Y

¢ dé éga he buys chairs
¢ forye anpma he does the laundry

A review of the past-present, the hortative or certain future, the present continuous, and
the customary will now give the background for the four-way contrast in tone cited in 1.3
above. In the first two instances, the verb stem is high by the definition of the construc-
tion; in the last two, it is low in some other cases, but this low becomes high before the
initial high tone of the following noun (in fact, the vowel and tone of the verb are elided
in rapid speech). The four forms can now be traced through the above statements; they

are:
Past:

Present:

o syiryé Hort.: 6 syiryé
S syiryé Cust.: & syiryé

4.10. A construction apparently identical with the customary just described is used in
certain subordinate combinations like the following:
mé gudné né ¢ d¢ apma I want him to buy cloth
*mé gudné n¢ wé forye apma I want you to do the wash

4.11. A ‘conditional’ construction, translatable by English clauses of the type ‘When
he goes’, ‘If he goes’, uses subject pronouns with high tone, a construction marker da
8 g ject p g )
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or d&, and the verb stem with low tone throughout; in addition, the conditional clause
must end with a low tone, which is added to a final high tone if such occurs. (It is not
known whether this clause-final low tone is a unique part of this particular construction,
or typical of other subordinate clauses as well.) The following examples also include some
instances in which the low tone of the verb is replaced by high to indicate a third person
object pronoun.

6 dé tyéré ému, mé ré. When she cooks (food), I'll eat.

6 dé tyéré, mé ré. If she cooks it, I'll eat it.

6 dé ra irdé mamg, mé hwa iséni ivé ké. If he works hard, I'll pay him two shillings.
¢ da forhye apma na, ... If he does the wash, ...

6 dé sé vg, mé ryé. When he calls me, I’ll come.

mi dé sé ae, aé ryé. When I call them, they’ll come.

mi dé s&, & ryé. When I call him, he’ll come.

In the case of all other constructions recorded, the corresponding negative is formed by
a regular rule described in 4.13 below. For the conditional, however, there are other
characteristics of the negative in addition to the clause-final high tone. The subject
pronoun has low instead of high tone in the negative, and the construction marker is ra
or ré; the clause-final low tone follows the added high tone of the negative:

O ré rd frid mamo”*, mé hwa iyd ké". If he doesn’t work hard, I won’t pay him.
o ra forye apma™’, ... If he doesn’t do the wash, ...

4.12. A ‘hypothetical’ construction is introduced by ké, uses subject pronouns with
high tone, a construction marker 3 or &, and the verb with low tone:

ké mé a kwa osa ké. I would pay him.

This may be preceded by a conditional clause which uses the subordinate construction
described in 4.10 above:

¢ did né ké 6 rii irid, ké mé a hwa osa ké. If he were working, I would pay him.

A corresponding sentence referring to past time uses the same subordinate clause, but
for the main clause uses a normal past construction introduced by a conjunctive phrase:

¢ dia ne ké 6 rd frid, ma né mé hwi If he had worked, I would have paid him.
Osa ké.

The conjunctive phrase ma né, which here expresses a past hypothetical, may be
replaced by zye or by the combined phrase ma né zyé. In both of the last examples, the
subordinate clause again ends with a low tone, which may be typical of all subordinates.

4.13. Apart from the conditional negative described in 4.11 above, negatives seem
regularly to be formed by a high tone at the end of the sentence. If the sentence ends with
a high tone in the affirmative, the negative high tone must be preceded by a low tone. The

pattern of the following can be applied to virtually every sentence cited in preceding
sections:

o kpéki’ he didn’t go to market
(cf. o kpéki he went to market)
¢ dapma” he didn’t buy cloth

(cf.  dagma he bought cloth)

4.14. If a noun rather than a pronoun is used as the subject of a verbal sentence, the
final tone of the noun or noun phrase must under certain circumstances add a tone which
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parallels the tone of a subject pronoun. On the basis of limited evidence, the pattern
appears to be as follows:
For the past-present (pronoun low, verb high or low-high), no added tone is required:

oni mé forye apma my mother did the wash
ayé yéna foryé apma  that woman did the wash
oni mé kpo oréré my mother went to town

Py

ayé yéna kpd 6réré  that woman went to town

There is considerable evidence that the present continuous (subject pronoun rising
tone) and the customary (subject pronoun high tone) are not distinguished with a noun
subject. In either case, the last tone before the verb must be high. If it is already high,
nothing further happens. If it is a single low tone (i.e. with high preceding it), it becomes
rising. If it is the last of two more more successive low tones, it becomes high. The
following are translated as present continuous, but apparently can equally well be

customary: Ly aps
y 6ni mé kpéki  my mother went to market

aye yénd kpéki that woman went to market
aye ivé kpéki  two women went to market

In the hortative (subject pronoun falling tone), a noun or noun phrase subject must end
with a falling tone. If it already ends with high tone, a low tone is added. If it ends with
two or more low tones, the last tone becomes falling. No instance is recorded of a subject
with a single final low tone; the third example below is constructed by analogy and should

be checked: 6ni mé kpeéki my mother must go to market

ayé yéna kpeki that woman must go to market
aye fvé” kpéki (?)  two women must go to market

In some of the last two types of sentences, the impression was sometimes gotten that an
intermediate tone or ‘downstep’ was involved, which could be fully explained only in a
terraced level tone system. However, in the absence of any other similar evidence, it is
probable that this is simply an alternate pronunciation for the sequences as marked above.

4.15. Object pronouns, which have been used sporadically in the above, have regular
forms as follows: .

osévo he called me

O sé wé he called you (sg.)
O séré he called him (her)
O sé avareé he called us

O sé Gvava (Gvad) he called you (pl.)
o sé ae he called them

As in so many other cases, vowel elision is usually involved where possible, so that the
last three forms above are usually as follows:

O sdvaré O sévaa o sad

In some verbal constructions—perhaps those in which the verb stem takes low tone, the
third person singular object pronoun is expressed simply by high rather than low tone

with the verb stem: 6 tya hwa he will pay it
o tyé sé he will call him
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The third person singular object pronoun also appears to have an alternant form ré
after certain vowels:
o karé r¢ ‘he carved it’ or ‘he locked it’

There may be other alternants as well, and there are probably some alternants for the
first and second person singular pronouns; these will undoubtedly follow some pattern
of vowel harmony.

4.16. A very few relative constructions have been recorded. They are unquestionably
types of the ‘associative’ construction. For example,

Q V¢ vé 6bo ré viaré  he told me what happened
(‘he informed me thing which happened’)

Obviously a parallel relative is used in an emphatic construction: ¢s¢ mé * ryéré ‘(it is)
my father (who) came’ is explained as a contraction of ¢s¢ mé ré ryéré.
By analogy, it is expected that something like the following will be valid:

Ohwo ré mé mré  the person whom I saw

(This last uses a verb stem not previously cited, which is unique in its structure: a
syllabic m followed by another syllable.)

The above, representing the work of six days including elicitation, organization, and
typing, is obviously a somewhat hasty job for such a variety of material. Particularly in
the later sections, the illustrations are a bit scanty, though they illustrate every possible
combination except in a few cases where a possibly significant example was unfortunately
not elicited. Some minor details have undoubtedly been missed, but on the basis of the
above they will probably not be difficult to spot, and will be susceptible of analysis by
comparing forms in the way illustrated in this study. As serious a fault, it is feared, is the
probability of a number of typographical inconsistencies; it is hardly likely that every case
has been spotted in which a preliminary transcription (e.g. x for h, rh for ry) was
unthinkingly copied. It is hoped that such details will not be the source of much confusion,
and if possible that they will even serve as a reminder that the touchstone and goal are
the spoken language, not this or that transcription. In particular, it is hoped that the
transcription of tone is sufficiently accurate to serve as a guide for learning to hear and
mark tone in further material.
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