A PRELIMINARY TONAL ANALYSIS
OF THE BASSA LANGUAGE

JUNE HOBLEY!?

I. INTRODUCTION

This analysis is based upon Dr. Kenneth Pike’s method as outlined in his TONE LANG-
UAGES (Ann Arbor, 1948). The material used for this study was the contents of my diction-
ary file after one year’s study. All items up to and including four-syllable items were used.
In addition, all the verb stems were grouped according to their phonetic form and shape,
and studied in all their various tenses. This was a valuable aid and check to the tonal
analysis.

Bassa? is a register-tone language with a slight overlap of contour-tone characteristics.
It has glides on short vowels, but the glides are not basic to the system. Tone markings
used in this material are phonetic, or tonetic. Tonemic writing is considered in section 1v
below. The following symbols are used here:

4 high tone a high-low glide
3 mid tone a* mid-low glide
3 low tone a low-high glide

a low-mid glide
II. LEVEL TONES

Bassa has three registers, high, mid, and low. Tonemes usually appear on vowels, but
they can also appear on syllabic nasals. E.g.: i & ‘my mother’, m 6a* ‘your father’. The
three levels can be compared in the following three words, where the last tone in each
word is the only one that differs:

séEn ‘basket’, ffin ‘piece of meat’, pini-gbd ‘clinic’.

The word for ‘a bunch of rice’ shows the three levels also: m55-z3. These three levels
can be demonstrated in the frame ni . . . s5 ‘my two . . . ”:

EXAMPLE T
kpd  bone Xxwé  corpse p5 lap
kpa  debt XWE deer p3  mud
ghi  hook hwi baboon b5  news

In a three level system, disyllabic items, or syllables with long vowels, can theoretically
occur in nine patterns: ‘

’’ - NS
e — =
n -\ AN Y

1 A second article by Miss Hobley, on Bassa Verbal Formations, will appear in a future issue of the
Journal.—Editors.

2 Bassa is spoken by about 150,000 people between Monrovia and the River Cess, in central Liberia.
It is one of the Kru languages and as such is classified by Greenberg (THE LANGUAGES OF AFRICA, The
Hague, 1963) as a part of the Kwa family of Niger-Congo languages. Westermann and Bryan
(HANDBOOK OF AFRICAN LANGUAGES, PART II, London, 1952) say, ‘The Kru dialects are closely
interrelated both in vocabulary and structure, but are not inter-intelligible. Their closest relations
are the Kwa languages, but the greater part of their vocabulary is exclusively their own.’
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On single-syllable items, six of these patterns occur in Bassa. The items in brackets
show the nearest approaches to the missing patterns: ‘

EXAMPLE 2 Frame ni ...s5 ‘mytwo ...’
s44  animal SBE snail (g'24) mat
saa  sacrifice s33 tie it gaa man
(s4d) pipe (s3a")  spider gid  horn

On disyllabic items, all of the patterns occur, although the mid-high pattern has not
yet been found on one word:

EXAMPLE 3 Frame ni...s5 ‘mytwo...’
¢and  oil pd kpé to cry zdka instrument
pani  pan sasa tiredness zas€ witness
k3-du knee nyé-gb¢ wood zota  bottle

III. GLIDES

All glides in Bassa are analysed in terms of their end-points, and are thus looked upon as
two tonemes juxtaposed, rather than separate tonemes. Glides may be parts of single mor-
phemes, e.g., dii ‘head’, a4 ‘parrot’; or may be interrupted by a morpheme boundary,
as in ti> nyé rh dyi mai? ‘what time did you come?. The m3i here is a contraction of
ma ‘past tense’ and ké ‘question indicator’.

In a three-register tone language, there are six possible combinations of tonemes to
form glides, thus:

FALLING RISING

high to mid low to mid
high to low low to high
mid to low mid to high

Glides can be long or short; that is, there may be one-mora and two-mora glides. Both
one-mora and two-mora glides occur in Bassa. It is interesting to note that the three
patterns which were missing on the single-syllable items with long vowels (example 2)

appear as one-mora glides.

EXAMPLE 4

two-mora one-mora  one-mora  one-mora  ONe-mora two-mora

only only only two-mora  only only

sad  sacrifice n35 here fo' wait ‘e  lizard di head beé pig

néE dews pd  just na> walk gbe bed gbd trick dycé fish

tié darkness §° come gai man m33  rice

FRAMES

ni...t4 5dyi... 5...ma 5...68 ni...s3 5...s%a

mythree... hecame... he...past histhree... yourtwo... histwo...
tense
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V. THE TONEMES

The tonemes of Bassa:
orthographically  realized tonetically as
written

high * [] high tone
[']low-high glide, occurring only after fortis consonants
(bdggbgmhhwijyvz
mid zero [[] mid tone
["] low-mid glide, occurring only after fortis consonants
['] low tone
[] mid-low glide, occurring only after lenis consonants
€fkkppstxwbddy mnnyw)
fall [*] high-low glide

low

V. PITCH CHANGES

Pitch changes are of two kinds: the substitution of one toneme for another, and the
modification of a toneme by its environment.

SUBSTITUTION

1. Showing morphological change. There are very few of these. Those found concern
the time of day. E.g.: gind kiun ‘in the morning’, gini kiitin ‘today morning, this
morning’; d€aa ‘that’, dead nysad ‘this’.
2. Mechanical, meaningless changes.
(2) In forming compound nouns, the second noun always takes the low toneme, regard-
less of its original toneme.

EXAMPLE §
ni  water bi hole ni-bi* well
xwi civil wiidd language xwi-wu'di  English
hw'€ palm ni water xw" g-ni* palm-butter
gaa man dyd  child gaa-dyu’ boy
ni  water di head ni-du spring

(b) Certain qualifying adjectives act similarly when appearing with the nouns they
qualify. E.g.:
5 md' slia ‘it is old’, but 5 m>* gb3q3> sua ‘it’s an old box’
5 mo" dié ‘it is new’, but 3 m>* {3 {i‘¢ ‘it’s new cloth’

MODIFICATION

1. Modification of the low toneme. Partial assimilation.
() The mid-low glide which occurs after lenis consonants is modified to high-low
when following a high toneme, and is lowered when following a low toneme, except

A W

when two mid-low glides occur together. E.g.: pe'e* ‘fruit’, se'e’ ‘orange’, si'i®
‘epilepsy’.
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EXAMPLE 6
m b4 my father mfs T rest
5 62" his father 5" he rests
m ba* your father m f>° you rest

(b) When the second vowel of a double vowel takes a low toneme, it is partially assimilated
to the toneme of the first vowel. E.g.: sad ‘pipe’, pé€ ‘to pay’, 63a" ‘beg’, pée' ‘to
be cold’.

(c¢) When the first vowel of a cluster carries a low toneme, and it is followed by a high,

then it is partially assimilated to it. E.g.: g*aa ‘mat’, v'& ‘feeler’.
2. Modification of the low toneme by neighbouring low toneme. The low toneme group
has been subdivided into two sub-groups on the basis of this modification. When using
a mid-tone frame, all low words acted alike. When using a low-tone frame, however, some
words were heard to rise before the low toneme of the frame. A difficulty then encountered
was the presence of several apparently minimal pairs between the two groups:

EXAMPLE 10 Frame:3 ... veéng ‘his, he . . . big’.

zi red leaf gbuu  farm shelter  old farm
it sufficient a noise dul  cannon caterpillar
hwe finish baboon bui trap relative
dé  set down palm kernel

dd torch tree

dede bathe sit

The people recognize a difference between these groups, and I have conducted tests
which have shown me there is a difference. However, there is no evidence that there are
two low tonemes — they cannot be proved separate in frames, and the only difference
heard is in this low tone environment. All are marked with low tone, and there has been
no difficulty encountered. The verbs also divide into two subgroups, one of which
shows the same rise in tone in certain formations.

3. Modification of the high-low glide.
When a high-low toneme occurs on the second vowel of a vowel-cluster, it is lowered.
E.g.: gbad ‘to redeem’.

VI. TONE SANDHI

d¢ ‘what, which’, used in a question ‘what . . . ?’ or ‘which ... ?, will always cause the
noun it modifies to take a low toneme.

ménéé ‘small’ changes tone when modifying dyG ‘child’ — dyd ménéé — but does not
change when modifying other high-tone words.

The verb auxiliary ni* changes to ni following a mid or high stem verb in the negative.
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