BASSA VERBAL FORMATIONS

JUNE HOBLEY

In Bassa the suffixes of a verb vary according to the vowel of the stem, and the tone of
the suffix depends on the tone of the verb stem. Representative verbs were chosen to
give the following outline.l Verbs are grouped in it according to the vowel of the stem,
and then within the groups there are sub-groups based on the tone of the stem.

Table A is a summary list of tenses, These are ordered according to the column of
Table B, in which the form is found which is used to construct that tense. For example,
under Inceptive 1 we see "d&(2) -+ 3 - gbo’. This means that the form of the verb (nyu
‘to do’) is to be sought in Table B, column 3, under the verbs ending in -u, We find that
all the -u verbs add an -¢ suffix in this situation. The formula tells us to add the particles
dé(2), before the verbal expression, and gb> after it in order to form the tense. With this,
the example given becomes clear: > dé kiid nyue gb> ‘he started work’. The tone notation
used is the ‘tonemic’ or ‘orthographic’ system described in Section IV of my article on
Tonal Analysis.2

" Verbs are described below under the headings Tense, Aspect, Voice, Mode and
Person. Sometimes the tense or aspect is conveyed by the ending on the verb stem, at
other times auxiliary words are used to convey a special meaning. Where a suffix is
indicated in brackets, e.g. se(e) the suffix is added for verbs that require an object, where
that object is not named, corresponding to our ‘it’ in English. Each is illustrated with

four verbs:
nyu klia  to work

nyu to do
ko dyi to sit down
sa to get tired

Compound verbs, that is, verbs that consist of two parts, such as ‘to work’ and ‘tosit’ above,
have the same endings as those consisting of one part, but note the reversal of order in
certain formations. The negative of each tense is also given, as these are often special
constructions. The numbers in the formulae at the heads of the sub-sections refer to the
various columns of Table B, at the end.

TENSE (RELATING TO TIME)

PAST POSITIVE NEGATIVE

Remcte past 1+ 2% se(g) 250 4 stem
Regular past I+ ma se(e) ma - stem

Recent past 6 -+ ma(a) sed ma (alt. m5) 4 stem

se3> méa (m32) + stem

Examples

> nyu z3s kiia he worked (a long time ago) o se z3 ki nyu

5 nyu ma kiia he worked (yest. or before}) 3 se ma ki nyu

1The verbal paradigms exhibited in this article were compiled from a study of all verbs in my Bassa
dictionary file aftet one year’s collection.

. 2 “A Preliminary Tonal Analysis of the Bassa Language’’, JOURNAL OF WEST AFRICAN LANGUAGES,
Vol. 1, 2, pp. 51-55.
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*5 nyus ma kia he worked (earlier today) > se> mé ki nyu

> nyue 25 he did it ( . ) > see 255 nyu
> nyue ma . ( ’ ) > see ma nyu
> nyu) maa 's ( . ) 3 se3 maa nyu
> ko 25> dyi he sat down ( ,, }  2sez3 dyi kd
> ko ma dyi " ( " ) > se ma dyi ko
> ko> maé dyi ', ( . ) 5> se> ma dyi ko
5 sa 2% he got tired ( ,, ) >sezddsa
2 sa ma v ( . ) D se ma sa

*> saa ma ' ¢ . ) 5 se> mé sa

*There seem to be alternative pronunciations - both equally correct - one rising in tone
before ma-, the other staying mid.

PRESENT 1 se(e) -+ stem
Examples

> nyu kiia ni he works > se kiia nyu
3 nyue ni he does it J se€ nyu

> ko dyi ni he sits down > se dyi ko
5 sa ni he is tired 3 se sa

In practice the ni is often omitted, especially after the compound verbs. Note that
column 2 on the sheet shows the contracted forms of the above, which are used very
frequently in this area.

FUTURE
Examples

> mu kiia nyuun
> mue nyuun

mu(e) -+ 4 se(e) + 3 mu

2 se kiia nyué mu

> sec Nyué mu

> mu dyi kéén he will sit down > se dyi koz mu

> mu saan he will get tired > se sad mu

Note: When the verb stem is mid, note that in the negative future the tone changes to
high before the addition of ‘mu’. Otherwise the form is the same as listed in column three.

he will work
he will do it

ASPECT (THE KIND OF ACTION)

CONTINUATIVE POSITIVE NEGATIVE
I. ni(¢) + 5 se(e) + 3 + ni
Examples

> se€ Nyue ni

> se kiid nyue ni

> ni dyi koin he is sitting down > se dyi kot ni’

> ni saan he is getting tired > se saa ni

The tone of the final ni in the negative continuous is determined by the tone of the stem.
After mid or high, the ni is pronounced as a glide from high to low: after low it is pro-
nounced as a glide from mid to low. This aspect can be expressed in the past by the addi-
tion of ma:

he 1s doing it
he is working

> NiE nyuen
> ni kiid nyuen

> ni ma dyi kdin
> ni¢ ma nyuen

he was sitting down
he was doing it
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ASPECT (THE KIND OF ACTION) continued
2. nid ma(a) + 5 sed ma 4 3 -+ ni
sed ma(a) + 3 + ni

Examples

5> ni> mé kiia nyuen he was working (today) > se> m4 ki nyue ni

> nid méa nyuen he was doing it (today) > se3> maa nyue nf

> nid> mé dyi koén he was sitting down > se> ma dyi kot ni'

> nid ma saan he was getting tired > se> ma sa

3. dya(d) + 3 se(g) + 3 + dya
kpa(a) + 3 se(e) + 3 + kpa

Examples

> dyaa nyue he came doing it d see nyue dya

5> dy2 kiia nyue he came working > se kU3 nyue dya

> kpaa nyue he went doing it o see nyue kpa

> kpa kbd nyue he went working > se k{ia nyue kpa

4. There is another way of expressing continuous action. It is rather rare. Study the use
of ni 6343, lit. ‘never stopped’, in the following sentences:

maa na kee > ni 6532 Bedeehi wé  this woman used to sing it

ny> nd kee o ni 6333 nyueri w this person used to do it

DURATION POSITIVE NEGATIVE
hwédéén (hweédeéen) -+ 5 se(g) + 5 + hwédéén

Examples

> hwédéén kiia nyuen he’s been working for a > se kiid nyueh hwedéén
long time

> hweédéén nyueh he’s been doing it for a > see nyuen hwédéén
long time

> hwédéén dwi koén he’s been stting for along > se dyi koén hwédéén
time '

> hwédéén saafh he’s been getting tired for > se saafl hwédéén
a long time

REPETITIVE There are two ways of showing repetitive action:

5> Bee ké > fija de ké > he punched him again > set be de

Bee and again

OR

> beg ké o bee o> see be de

> Bedes de ké > flad de  he sang it again and again > see Bede de

ké > bedee

OR

> bedec ké > Bedee > see bede de
FREQUENTATIVE Frequency of action is shown by the addition of kpé-kpé:
> nyue kpé-kpé he does it frequently > see nyu kpé-kpé
> ko dyi kpé-kpé he sits down frequently 5 se dyi ko kpé-kpé
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ASPECT (THE KIND OF ACTION) continued
HABITUATIVE Habitual action is shown by the addition of tee:

> nyu kiii tee
5 sa tee

Note also:

> ni sa

5> ni nyu kiia

INCEPTIVE

I.

Examples

> dé kiia nyue gb>
> dét nyue gb>

> dé dyi kot gbo
> dé saa gb>

2.
Examples

> du kiia nyu kpaai
> due nyu kpaai

3.

CESSATIVE

Examples
> hwo nyue
> hw nyue

COMPLETIVE
Examples

> 42 kiia nyu
5>daa nyu

> da dyi ko
>dasa

RAPIDITY
Examples

> flia kia nyuef
> fi3a nyuen

> fia dyi kézn
> flia saan

RESULT
Examples
5 gid nyue dyi ké > dyi

he’s always doing work
he’s always tired

he’s never tired
he never works

dé(2) + 3 + gbo

he started work
he started doing it
he started sitting
he started tiring

qu(e) + stem -+ kpaai

he started work
he started doing it

nyu -+ stem - s3

POSITIVE
hwa(3) + 3
hwt¢ + 3

he finished doing it
it is finished

da(a) + stem

he has worked
he has done it
he has sat down
he has tired

fia2) + s

he works quickly

he does it quickly
he sits down quickly
he tires quickly

9a(d) -+ 5 + dyi

5 se kiia nyu tee
> se sa tee

se(e) + 3 4 gb> dé

> se kiid nyug gb> dé
> see nyue gbo dé

o se dyi kot gbo dé
> se saa gbo dé

se(e) + stem + kpadi du

2 se kitd nyu kpaai da
> se(g) nyu kpadi 0

NEGATIVE

se(e) + 3 + hw>
se + 3 + hwt

5> see nyue hwo
> se nyue hwt

séé(g) + stem - ke

> sé& kiia nyu ke
> séet nyu ke

> sée dyi ko ke
> séé sa ke

se(g) 4 5 + fG3

> se kilia nyuen fGa
> see nyuen fiid

> se dyi koin flia
> se saan flia

se(e) + dyi gi

he was doing it till he came > see nyue dyi gi ké > dyi
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BASSA VERBAL FORMATIONS
ASPECT (THE KIND OF ACTION) continued

INCOMPLETE tad + 3 se(g) nyue ta

Examples

> téd nyue he almost did it > See nyue ta

> t4d hwoo he nearly finished it > see hwo ta

SIMULFACTIVE(?) kaa 4 3

Examples

sad kad nyi>oh wédoe > md3 mia-ki When Spider awoke, it was night

> kaa d¢é piégmddn, > dyé baqaa On looking outside, he saw a sheep

> kid dyiee bafod se 66 nide When he came the bath was not there
VOICE

(THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE PARTICIPANTS TO THE ACTION)

ACTIVE The subject performs the action. This is the most frequently used. All the
examples used so far are in this voice.

REFLEXIVE The subject acts upon himself. This is expressed in Bassa by the addition of
mid-kpo ‘self’ to the pronoun.

Examples
wa be wa mi>-kpo they punched themselves wa se wa mi>-kpo be
> bada > mi>-kpo he beat himself > se > mio-kpo bada

mid>-kpo can be abbreviated to mis3n.

RECIPROCAL A plural subject acts reciprocally,

Examples

CE to say wa cn ciin gbo they said to each other
Be to punch wa Beén béén they punched each other
bada to beat wa Badaain bad3din they beat each other
téméin de to teach bé téméin témétn e you teach each other

PASSIVE Note the relationship of the following:

po to be saved pdén to save
wodé  to be born wodoén  to bear
fo to wait foen to wait for someone

CAUSATIVE The actor causes an action.

Examples
> nyue ké > pé k5 he made it stand on edge > see nyu B¢ 5 ké k5 pé
. does :
(lit. he {makes } and it stands edge)
> nyue ké gdadd gbeodyi  he made the man pick up the 5 see nyu B¢ gda ké gb#s dyidu
load
Note:
> bada wa ni  he beat them > Baqdaain wa cu he beat them with a stick
> kp3> ni he caught it > kp35tn o diide-s5  he caught it in his right hand
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MODE
(PSYCHOLOGICAL ATMOSPHERE OF AN ACTION AS
INTERPRETED BY THE SPEAKER)

INDICATIVE This indicates a neutral attitude — a statement of facts.

NARRATIVE In narrating stories, the people often use what we term the present tense
though the ni that is often part of the present tense does not often occur.

DESIDERATIVE This indicates desire, and is shown in Bassa by the addition of bii.

Examples
> nyue bil I wish he would do it > see nyu bli
> dyi bii I wish he would come > se dyi bii

INTENTIVE This indicates intention. There are three ways of showing this:
1. mu -+ ké(g) + stem

e.g. > mu > kée nyu he goes to do it (he goes he and-it do)
2. dyi(e) -+ 4

e.g. m dyie nyuun I come to do it (I come-it will do)
3. m nig¢ + 3 4 muen

e.g. M nié¢ nyué muen  I’m going to do it (I am-it doing going)
Mid-tone verbs show the change of tone as listed under ‘Future’.

pUBITIVE This indicates doubt. This is shown by the use of dyt and kpéé:

Examples
m se dyud > mu dyiin dy¢ I don’t know if he will come

(I neg. know he will come . . .)
> mu dyt dyiin kpéé I wonder if he will come

(he will . . . come . . .)

INTERROGATIVE This is shown in two ways:
1. Question particles

XWE how, what dt  where

tid nyé  when dé¢ what

dé k3 je why
When the above particles are used, then a final particle is added to the sentence. ké is
used after words ending in vowels, with the possibility of wé being substituted for it
when the vowel is o, or when the suffix -a has been added to the previous word. ny€ and
wE are used after words ending in -n, -ny£ being an alternative after words ending in -en,
-in, -en, These final particles can also be contracted.

Examples

xwt m d4 ké? (daa) what did you say?

tid nyé rh mu de dyiin w? {(ny¢) when will you come back?
d¢ > bédéé? (bédé ké?) what does he have?

Note: d¢ 2 dé?) where is he? (where he there)
2. This mode is also shown by length and tone change. The final vowel is lengthened
and there is a drop of tone at the end.
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Examples

m dyée ni  You see it h dyée nii? do you see it?
>see kpa  He didn’t carry it > see kpaa? didn’t he carry it?
m v3 dyf  you try it m v3> dyii? are you trying it?

QuoTATIVE This indicates that someone other than the speaker was originally respon-
sible for the statement. T'wo ways of expressing this have been found:

1. 44 ... gbo bii

eg.odamgbobii... hesaidtome. ..
2. cke .. .gbo, ké...da...
e.g. > cée m gbo, ké>d4 ... he said to me .

POTENTIAL This indicates that something may not exist at the time but that it might
exist at some other time.
Examples
> Bé&n na kpaa pi maybe it will be so
(it can that happen anyhow)
> bé¢n dyE na ni¢ mue maybe it will be so
(it can perhaps that be will)
> béeén dyie bii I wish or hope he can come
(he can come wish)

coNDITIONAL The action is conditioned in its occurrence. This is shown in two ways:

1. dyi(e) + stem + ni

e.g. > dyie nyu ni, nii . ., . if he comes . . .
2. o> jli ké . . . dyi(e) + stem + ni, nii . . .

e.g. > ji ké > dyie nyu ni, nii . .. if he does it, then . . .
PERMISSIVE bétn + 3 se(e) + 3 + Béén
Examples
> bézn kilia nyue he can work > se kdia nyue Bén
> Béen dyi kot he can sit down > se dyi kot béin
OBLIGATORY bédé . . . ké(g) + stem
e.g. 2 bédé o kée nyu he has to do it > se 6édé > kée nyu

wéin + nyue
e.g. > Witn nyue he ought to do it > see nyue witn
ABILITY dyuo (dyug) + 3 se(e) + 3 + dyuo
e.g. 2 dyut nyue he knows how to do it > see nyue dyud

> dyuo dyi kog he knows how to sit down > se dyi kdé dyuo

IMPERATIVE This indicates a command.

1. béad + 1 6&ad nyu kiia let’s work
bé&ad nyue let’s do it
béaa ko dyi let’s sit down
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2. me (alt. m3) + 1

NEGATIVE IMPERATIVE
1. B5(3) + 3

2. m33n qa m ké(e) 4 stem

m me nyu kiia
m me nyue
m me ko dyi

VOL. 2 NO.2

you may work
you may do it
you may sit down

This is the polite form of the imperative. Note that the
auxiliary ‘m¢’ does not reverse the order of the different
parts of the compound verbs.

nyu ki
nyue
ko dyi

63> nyue
b5 klia nyue
b5 dyi kot

md>n 44 m ké klia nyu
m3n da m kée nyu
m33n da m ké dyi ko

There is another rare form of the imperative. Note:

dyi wée

na wée & ké mu
mu m kée wée nyu

please come

please walk so that we can go
please do it

work!
do it!
sit down!

don’t do it, or stop it
don’t work
don’t sit down

don’t work
don’t do it
don’t sit down

b5 wee dyie
m33n 4 m ké wée dyi

cOMPARATIVE This is shown by the use of the verb zi dyi ‘to pass’.

e.g. > ndm>3 dyiin ké > zi m niin dyi

it is better than yours

(it is fine and it passes yours)
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TABLE A
SuMMARY OF TENSES

Stem I 2 3 5 6
Completive Remote past Continuative Future Duration Recent

3 past
Intentive 1 Present Cessative Intentive 2 Rapidity
Inceptive 2  Repetitive *Neg. future Continuative

I, 2,4
Obligatory 1 Reg. past Inceptive 1 Neg.
duration
Neg. Imperative - Neg. con- Neg.
present I, 2 tinuous 1,2,3 rapidity
Neg. re- + Neg. Result
mote past é'é inceptive 1
Neg. reg. £  Neg. Neg.
.  Cessative intentive 2

Neg. recent § Neg. result
past a
Neg. Incomple-
repetitive B tive
Neg. in- Neg. in-
ceptive 2 g complete
Neg. com- ™ Intentive 3
pletive 9
Neg. in- g Neg. intent. 3
tent. 1 £
Neg. im- S Neg. imper. 1
perative 2
Neg. obli- Permissive
gatory 1

Obligatory 2
Neg. oblig. 2
Ability

Neg. ability

*There is one small tone change for this tense — see under Neg. future.
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TABLE B
FORMS OF VERB STEMS OF BASSA

Stem I 2 3 4 5 6 Meaning

-a
ba baa ni baain baa baan baar baa plant
3 s3 ni sdain sda sdan sdaf sia sneeze
daba dabaa ni dé4bdain débda  d4badan dabBdan  dabia kil
wia wia ni wiadin widd wiaan wiaan wiaa warm
sa 'sa ni saain saa saan saan saa tire
kpa kpa ni kpaain kpaa kpaidn kpaan kpada carry
bada baqaa ni badaain Fadaa badain bBadaan badada  beat
qaba dabani  dabaain dabaa  dabadn dabaafi  dabaa weave
baa baa ni Baain baid Baan Baan Gaa beg
pua pua ni puaain Fuaa puaian puaan puaa hurt
gbaia gbaini  gbaain gbaa gbaan gbain bai redeem
dya dyaa ni dyaain dyaa dyaan dyaan dyaa bring
na na ni naain naa naan naan naa walk
gba gbaa ni gbaain gbaa gbaan gbaan gbaa lock
vada viddani vadaain vadaa vadaan vadaan vadaa curse
za z33 ni zadin zaa zaan zaan zaa get

-e
dyé dyée ni dyéen dyée dyéén dyéen dyé> see
té té ni téén tée téén téeh tés drip
cée céet ni cééin céét céén cééin €é> write
dée qéé ni déén déée déén déeén  déé> sweet
be Bee ni Been bes been Been Bedo punch
de e ni deen dee eén q et de> melt
beé beet ni beétn beet beén beétn bee hang
ke ke ni kéén ket kéén kétn kéd burp
dede dédeni dedéén déde:  dedéén dédeéin dédéd  bathe
déde dédeé dya — dedée  dedeéén dedéen dédéo  sit
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TABLE B
FORMS OF VERB STEMS OF BASSA (contd)

Stem 1 2 3 4 5 6 Meaning

-€
cé cée ni céen cée cétn céen cb> learn
wé we ni wién WEE wéEn wéel wES sick
big big& ni bizg&n bige Bigdn biggn Big> brush
kéd kée ni kéggn kézz kééén kéezn kéd> laugh
pét P£E ni péEn péd pégn pétn PEEd pay
cE cge ni cgen cie c€&n cEen cE3 tell
me me ni meen mee megn meen med grow
bué bugt ni buéén bugg buién buitn bu#d loose
pet pet ni pegn pet petn petn petd cold
hwe hwe ni hwign hwit hwegn hwéén hwe finish
zéng zeng ni zéngen zénde zénéEn  zénéen  zéndd slip

-i
cf cf ni cfin cfe cfin cfen cfs live
nyi nyie ni nyien nyie nyiin nyien nyi give
qi dic ni dien dis qiin dien qi% eat
dyi dyi nf dyiin dyie dyiin dyien dyid come
tici ticig ni ticién ticie ticiin ticign ticid teach

-0
po po ni poén pos pédn poen po5 be saved
po pot ni poef pos poon poen po3 build
dobo doboni  doboefi doboe dobodn doboeh dobo>  be full
fo fo ni foén fo2 foon fotn fod wait
to tot ni totn tot téon toén tod give
65 b5 ni 635én B3> 653n b3>1h 635 stop
md m3> ni m3aen mj> m33n m32n m3> want
kp5 kp3> ni  kp3oen kp3> kp33n kp3oni kp55> catch
v3 v3 ni v3oen V3D v33n v3oi v3 fight
k35 k33 ni k53¢n k33> k53n k35n k35 blink
625 623 ni Badén B23 Badn B>5n bo3 hit
5 3 ni 33¢n 33 33n f33n 35 rest
p o) 235 ni z33En 735 z33n z33n 3 ask

49



THE JOURNAL OF WEST AFRICAN LANGUAGES VOL. 2 NO.2

TABLE B
FORMS OF VERB STEMS OF BASSA (contd)

Stem I 2 3 4 5 6 Meaning
-u

cd ciie ni clien clie cliin ciien clio push

pudu pudqa ni  puduin  padue paduun padher padud  boil

mu mu ni muin mue mutn muen mu> go

qu que ni quen que dutn d ued ud beat

wud u wudu ni  widuin  widué  widuun waduén wudud  talk

gbu gbu ni gbuin gbue gbtun  gbuen gbu3 run

sPECIAL NOTE There are some verbs whose stem form ends in -n already. Verbs ending
in -ain and -en have only one form, irrespective of the tense used. No verbs have yet
been found whose stem ends in ->n or -on. Verbs ending in -en, -in, show changes in
some tenses and are outlined below:

poén
woddén
hwéd één
ziin k5en
nyiniin

poéin — poéén poén poétn poédn save
wod oén — wodoéin wodoén wodqoéin woddédn arrive
hwéd één — hwédeéén hweédeén hwédéin hwédédn stay
zitn — zitn ziin zitn zidn forgive
nyiniin — nyinizn  nyiniin  nyiniétn  nyinidn  bad
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