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Man holding a paddle decorated with white cockatoo feathers and a pouch made of pandanus
leaves. He is wearing a cap made of the skin of the cuscus and a necklace made of dog's
teeth. (Safantes, from Jepém).




The informants Mifckpic and Natinak.

The village of Jepém, 1962.



PART I

INTRODUCTION

1 The Asmat language: area, adjacent languages, dialects

The language of the Asmat Papuans, Asmat,! is one of a number
of related Papuan languages which are spoken over an extensive area
of the coastal plain of South-West New Guinea (Irian Barat). These
languages extend along the coast from the River Opa in the north-west
to the mouth of the River Digul in the south-east.2

The Asmat region is generally considered to be the coastal strip
and the adjacent hinterland between the Rivers Momac (Le Cocq
d’Armandville) and Ewta. In addition to his region, however, Asmat
is also spoken in a small area to the east of the confluence of the Rivers
Siréc (Eilanden) and Wildeman; on the coastal strip between the
Ewta and Cook Bay (the Casuarinen Coast); and in a few villages
on the coast between Cook Bay and the mouth of the River Digul.

It is still not known with certainty how far inland the Asmat
language-area extends. It was only recently that this coastal area was
brought under Government control and that part of the low-lying
plain abutting onto the mountainous country in the centre is still
practically terra incognita. Up to now, Asmat villages have been
encountered inland to a distance of more than 70 miles.

To the north-west of the Asmat language-area, two languages related

Introductory note

In the notes the following abbreviations have been used:
Kon. Inst. TLV. — Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde.

BKI — Bijdragen tot de Taal-, Land- en Volkenkunde, of the Kon.
Inst. TLV.

VKI — Verhandelingen van het Kon. Inst. TLV.

MBA — Micro-Bibliotheca Anthropos.

1 Two remarks have to be made: (i) accents will be shown only on native
names; (ii) the native names of rivers will be given, if possible, and where
there is also a Dutch name, this will be added between brackets the first
time the river is mentioned.

2 See map at back.
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to Asmat, Kidmoro and Sémpan, are spoken. These two languages
cover the whole coastal area between the Rivers Opa and Otakwa.
Between the Otdkwa and the Momac, where the Asmat language-area
begins, there are no villages. Nothing is known about the languages
to the north and the north-east of the Asmat language-area: in the east
and the south-east, Asmat meets up with the Awju and Jakaj languages,
which are probably not related to Asmat.3

Asmat has various dialects, but a systematic investigation into them
has not yet been made, so that little is known about the nature and
extent of the dialectical variations. Broadly, Asmat dialects can be
divided into a central group of little differing dialects with, around it,
on the periphery of the Asmat language-area, a number of dialects
differing sharply from it: those spoken upstream of the Rivers Pomac
(Noordwest), Unir (Lorentz) and Siréc, and the dialect of the
Casuarinen Coast. '

2 The terrain, the people, the concept of their world

The area in which the Kamoro, Sémpan and Asmat languages are
spoken consists mainly of a marshy, low-lying, thickly wooded plain,
intersected by countless rivers and streams of which a noteworthy
feature is the ebb and flow of the tide far into the hinterland. The
climate of the region is very humid and the rainfall abundant —
approximately 225 inches a year. The terrain is very heavy going on
foot, so the canoe is the usual means of transport. It is used extensively.
One can go everywhere along the natural network of waterways by
canoe and people can thus move about easily and can cover great
distances.

The Asmat people dwell in villages situated along the rivers. The

3 The data on the Kamoro and Sémpan languages are taken from P. Drabbe
M.S.C., Spraakkunst van de Kimoro-taal, Kon. Inst. TLV., Martinus Nijhoff,
The Hague, 1953.

The first studies of the Awju and Jakaj languages, also by the same author,

are:

1) Twee dialecten van de Awju-taal, BKI, Vol. 106, Part I, 1950, pp. 93-147;

2) Spraakkunst van het Aghu-dialect van de Awju-taal, Kon. Inst. TLV.,
The Hague, 1957;

3) Kaeti en Wambon, twee Awju-dialecten, Kon. Inst. TLV. The Hague,
1959; and

4) De Jakaj-taal. Talen en dialecten van Zuid-West Nieuw-Guinea, MBA,
Vol. II, Part B, 1954, pp. 73-98.
(Vocabulary on pp. 128-142.)
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largest villages have between 1,000 and 2,000 inhabitants; the smallest
less than 100. The total Asmat population is estimated to be 40,000
persons. The people of the central Asmat region call themselves dsmat
ow. which probably means ‘tree people’.4

According to the Asmat people, the territory they inhabit, the dsmat
capinmi, is enclosed within, and lies at the bottom of, a gigantic
coconut: their world is not convex but concave.5 The boundaries of
their world correspond roughly to those of their language-area —
between the Casuarinen Coast and the Mimika Coast (where Kamoro
is spoken). And one can do the ‘journey round the world’ by setting
out from the Casuarinen Coast, crossing the stretch of water between
it and the Mimika Coast, landing there, and then returning to the
Casuarinen Coast. Through the middle of this world flows the great
River Siréc, rising far away, somewhere at the top of the coconut,
close to the holy entrance to the upper world (the outside world).
From this opening, in prehistoric times, the heavenly beings descended
to earth, in order to populate the world with their descendants.

3 Establishment of Government and the Missions;
first linguistic research.

It was only in the recent past that the Asmat region was brought
under control — the area was notorious for head-hunting. Only in 1954
did the Government finally set up its seat there, at Agats, though the
Roman Catholic Mission had opened its first Mission station there
in 1953. It was also at Agats that the Protestant Mission (The
Evangelical Alliance Mission, TEAM for short) began its activities
in this region in 1955.6

4 It is my opinion that, from the diachronical point of view, the word dsmat,
or dsmot, is possibly a compound formed with the word for ‘tree’, now os,
and a generic element, now amot, mot, which is found in compounds like
ser-amot — ser fish (species of), and probably also in the word setmdt, set
bird (species of), the name of one of the ceremonial houses (jew) of Surd.
The name Asmat would then be consistent with a tradition that the people
sprang from trees.

5 I have to thank D. B. Eyde for this information which he came upon by
chance. It is noteworthy, that a concept of the world common to all the
Asmat people, which is not sacred and is spoken of openly, has for so long
escaped the attention of European investigators.

¢ There is a more detailed description of the first contacts of the Asmat people
with the outside world, and of the establishment of Government, the Roman
Catholic Mission and the Protestant Mission in these regions in: V. F. P. M.
van Amelsvoort, Early Introduction of Integrated Rural Health into a
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Investigation into the language spoken in the territory inhabited by
the Asmat people, as in so many regions in New Guinea, was first
undertaken by the Roman Catholic and Protestant Missions. The
Dutch Missionary, P. Drabbe, who lived in Agats from 1957 to 1959,
made a study of the dialect of the village of Ajam, 20 miles further
upstream. In addition, he collected material on various other dialects.
His grammar of the Ajam dialect, with a vocabulary, as well as a
comparative study of three Asmat dialects, have been published.”
The TEAM linguist, C. Roesler, is still working on the Ajam dialect,
and Mrs. Dresser, the wife of the TEAM doctor at Pirimapun, Cook
Bay is making an initial study of the Asmat of the Casuarinen Coast.
To date, their work has not been published.

4 Present research, choice of dialect

The following description of the language is the result of an inves-
tigation into the coastal dialect around Flamingo Bay which was
carried out from November, 1960, to September, 1962, under the
auspices of the Stichting Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek Nieuw-Guinea
(W.O.N.G.).8

The aim of this research was the collecting of material for a descrip-
tion of one of the Asmat dialects. Outside Mission circles in New
Guinea, almost nothing was known about Asmat. Drabbe’s grammar
of the Ajam dialect had been published, though this fact was not
known to me until I arrived in the area, and found that the Mission
disposed over a few copies of it. The only thing on Asmat I had had
at my disposal was a short vocabulary at the end of Drabbe’s Kamoro
grammar. Thus a preliminary orientation into the language was not
possible. The investigation had to be started from scratch. _

For some time the Roman Catholic Mission had been opening
schools in the Asmat region, the language taught in them being Malay,

Primitive Society, thesis, Van Gorcum & Co., Assen, 1964. This thesis also
contains a complete bibliography of works containing information on Asmat,
up to 31th December, 1962.

7 Drabbe, P, M.S.C., Grammar of the Asmat Language, Our Lady of the Lake
press, Syracuse, 1959.
Drabbe, P., M.S.C,, Dictionary of the Asmat Language, Our Lady of the Lake
Press, Syracuse, 1959.
Drabbe, P., M.S.C., Drie Asmat-dialecten, VKI, Vol. 42, 1963.

8 The activities of the W.O.N.G. Foundation were continued by a new Foun-
dation, de Stichting voor Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek van de Tropen,
W.O.TRO.,, after the transfer of West New Guinea to Indonesia.
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the lingua franca of West New Guinea. It was therefore obvious that
the thing to do in this situation was to use Malay as the contact
language and to make use of bilingual informants — Asmat Papuans
who had acquired a reasonable knowledge of Malay in school.

On arrival in the area, it became clear that the number of Asmat
Papuans with such a knowledge of Malay was meagre. These potential
informants belonged almost entirely to the younger generation —
children who had attended the three-year lower school of the Mission
at the Government Station at Agats, or who had left it. Only a few
of the older men knew some Malay. The children who went to school
in Agats came from the neighbouring village of Suri, and from Ajam.
The language of the village of Ajam, already examined by Drabbe,
belonged to a dialect different from that of the coastal villages, one
of which was Surdi, in the environs of Agats, and I therefore decided
to make the dialect spoken at Surd the object of the investigation.

5 The Flamingo Bay dialect: area, history

The Flamingo Bay dialect is spoken by about 2,600 people who
live in five villages, Ewér, Surti, Jepém, Per and Uwus,? situated in
the immediate vicinity of Flamingo Bay. Tn the literature on Asmat,
this group of villages is also called Bismam, but the people themselves
apply this name only to the villages of Ewér and Surt, of which the
inhabitants formerly lived together.

The oral historical tradition of these villages goes back about a
century. About the middle of the 19th century, Ewér, Surti, Uwiis,
and the village of Majit, stood together on the River Mow: Uwis
is still there (see map). Jepém and Per, situated on the Jomdt and
the Mani, respectively, were then on the upper reaches of these small
streams, with, at that time, the village of Kaj¢ standing beside Per.
Later on, Majit affiliated with Surd, while Kajé ceased to exist,

9 According to the data furnished by the Medical Service for 1961, published
in V. F. P, M. van Amelsvoort’s thesis (see note 5), p. 192, the population of
these villages at that time was:

Ewér . . . . 686
Surd . . . . 697
Jepém . . . . 401
Per . . . . 365
Uwias . . . . 504

Total . . . . 2653
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because its inhabitants dispersed to different villages after the death
in battle of their foremost warrior.10 Some of the Kajé people went
to live at Surt. The inhabitants of Ewér and Surt left the Mow
and, after wandering about for some time, settled in their present
dwelling place.

The language of the villages around Flamingo Bay exhibit small
lexical variations as between one village and another. Within Surq,
the descendants of the people from Kajé are distinguished from the
‘true’ people of Suri by some lexical peculiarities in their speech.
These singularities are regarded by the non-Kajé people as typical
of the latter. Nothing comparable concerning the people from Majit
came to my attention.11

6 Work with informants

The collaboration of two boys from Suri who were in the third
and highest class at the Roman Catholic Mission school, was arranged
with the help of the Mission. These boys were about 13 years old
and appeared to be fairly intelligent. One of them, Mifekpic, was the
principal informant throughout the entire investigation. The other,
Natinak, worked with me for over a year.

Mifekpic, baptised Andreas, was a grandson of Warsékomen, the
oldest of the chiefs of Surti and the most influential man in the
Flamingo Bay area. Through his grandfather, Mifekpic was descended
from the people of Kajé. Natinak, baptised Natalis, was related on
his mother’s side to the people of Amorép, a village belonging to the
Ajam dialect-area. Both boys also had relatives in the village of Jepém,

10 T was told in Jepém that, on the death of the most important tesmdjipic,
warrior, it was formerly the usual practice for the group to break up, and
for the people in it to seek affiliation with other groups (‘villages’).

11 Asmat villages are not closed communities as far as language is concerned.

Formerly, there was a regular influx of people speaking other dialects con-
sequent upon the practice of abducting women and children during headhunting
raids; by the adoption of children at the peace ceremony; and by people
affiliating with other villages (see note 9). At the present time, it is especially
the family connections with other villages (probably as a result of the historical
facts above mentioned) which provide the contact with people speaking different
dialects. In Jepém, I know of family connections with four villages in another
dialect-area, namely, Ac, Amanamkaj, Miwar and Omanesep.
Although the Asmat people who speak one dialect regard anyone speaking
another dialect as fasi (crooked, wrong), no similar judgement regarding the
small language differences within the village community ever has come to
my attention.
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where the investigation was later to be carried on. Mifekpic had even
spent part of his childhood there.

My relationship to the two boys developed from the outset on the
‘anak piara’ 12 pattern: they called me their ‘father’ and were regarded
as my ‘children’. They were paid in cash for their assistance. They
were given a meal every day, and now and then some clothes and
tobacco. With their wages they could buy clothes, tobacco, and the
highly prized axes and chopping knives at the shop in Agats. The
relationship with these informants was a very good and personal one
throughout the whole undertaking. They worked with enthusiasm and
pleasure, apart from some unavoidable lapses.

Because the boys were still rather young, their knowledge of their
mother tongue, of tradition and of mythology was sometimes inadequate
for the translating of the folk tales I collected. The help of an older
man was then enlisted for the interpretation of mythological matters
and special usage. In addition, alt the Asmat people with whom I con-
versed acted as informants. The information received from them was
always checked again with the regular informants.

The reason I chose two of the latter was primarily to enable me to
control the information given by the one by that provided by the other
and vice versa. Another reason was that the boys’ capacity for work
was rather small, especially in the beginning — an hour at a stretch
was more than enough for them. Later, when they had been properly
trained, they could sustain a session of two hours or longer without
difficulty. No fixed scheme of questioning was followed at these
sessions. The discussion began on a particular subject and developed
as it went along, depending upon the mood of the informant. The boys
were never prevented from giving information spontaneously, even if
it were not relevant, but sometimes they had to be guided along a fresh
track back to the original subject. If it became apparent that an answer
to a question about a particular matter was not forthcoming readily,
either because the boy did not understand me, or because he had had
enough, then it was put on one side. Later, a casual return to it often
produced good results. If one of them gave information on a subject
and it differed from that which the other had furnished, then these
variations were discussed in the presence of both of them. And some-
times it then became clear that they held differing opinions regarding
the pronunciation of particular words, or their meaning.

12 The Indonesian word for foster-child.
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7 Tape recording

A portable tape recorder was used extensively for the collecting
of the language data and the music. Thus texts and music could always
be got without difficulty. Only once was I requested not to record
a sacred song. The Asmat people were delighted to hear their own
music reproduced. Western music meant nothing to them. They were
not much interested in the texts, though this did not alter the fact that
the audience always listened critically and expressed their disapproval
in a very positive fashion of any deviations from the version they knew.

The analysis of the texts collected appeared to be of great value for
an understanding of the language and it was through these that I came
upon the track of the special forms of the Asmat verb which express
varying moods.

The language of the folk tales would not appear to differ from
common usage. Asmat songs, however, have their own vocabulary
which is known only to the older people, particularly the singers.
These latter were, however, less inclined to be communicative about
it to strangers.

8 Research in Agats and Jepem

I began the investigation at Agats, but since Agats was completely
outside the sphere of Asmat society — it was a 15-minute walk from
Surtt — I decided, once I had surmounted the first difficulties of the
language, to continue it in one of the Asmat villages in the vicinity
of Agats. By living amidst the Asmat people I would be able quietly
to observe the way in which Asmat society functioned and would
become acquainted with the people and their language. Surlt was, less
suitable as a place in which to stay because the presence of the Govern-
ment and the Missions had to a certain extent already influenced the
way of life there. The village of Jepém, where both my informants
had relatives, appeared to be the most suitable, and from May, 1961,
the investigation was carried on from there, interrupted from time
to time by a short sojourn in Agats.

During the period of my stay in the Asmat region, the Dutch scholar,
Dr. A. A. Gerbrands, and the American student D. B. Eyde, were
also there: the former doing research into Asmat art, similarly under
the auspices of W.O.N.G., and the latter doing ethnological field work.
Their presence was of great value in acquiring as good an insight as
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possible into Asmat culture. Many were the pleasurable and stimulating
discussions we had when we were together, either in the house of
the W.O.N.G. in Agats or at the ‘Wong Club’, as Dr. Gerbrands’
house in the village of Amanamkaj was called. During the last year,
a lively correspondence on mythological and linguistic subjects was
kept up with Eyde. A knowledge of mythology seemed to be of the
greatest importance for acquiring an insight into Asmat culture, and
it was for this reason that I put as many tales as possible on the tape.
I collected approximately 80 texts, but these represent only a fraction
of the wealth of stories the Asmat people know.



PART II

PHONOLOGY

I THE PHONOLOGICAL SYSTEM
Introduction

9

The phonological description is based on the speech of the two
principal informants. In the cases where their speech deviates from
that of other people speaking the same dialect, the difference will be
mentioned.

The system used for the phonetic spelling is that followed by the
American linguist, K. L. Pike, in his work ‘“Phonemics”.1 The
phonetic transcription, in accordance with usual practice, is put between
square brackets; the phonematic transcription between solidi. In the
phonetic spelling, the accent is indicated by a sign placed before
the accented vowel [‘a]: in the phonematic spelling, by a sign above
the accented vowel /a/. The following signs are also used: = = other
than; ~, = alternating with; C = consonant; V = vowel.

The term cluster means a biarticulate, non-geminate intervocalic
consonant cluster. The terms initial, medial and final indicate positions
in the word.

10

The phonological system contains six vowel phonemes and eleven
consonant phonemes. These are reproduced as follows: /a, e, i, o, u, &;
m,nfjkpr,stc w/
Sets of minimal pairs are:

1 Pike, K. L. Phonemics. Linguistics, Vol. III, University of Michigan, Ann
Arbor, 1954,
Since the printer did not have some of the symbols, used by Pike, it has been
necessary to replace these by other symbols. The following are not Pike’s:
[6) 6) Q’ ﬁ’ n’ 0’ j) j} j’ r’ !]'



/fa/
/fe/
/i/
/fo/
fiu/
/oémén/
/cimén/

/am/
/an/
/aj/
/ak/
/ap/
/ar/
/as/
/at/
/ac/
/aw/

/em/
/en/
/et/
/ek/
/ep/
/es/

1
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bottom
string (on which something is threaded)
empty
wind
bamboo horn
penis '

stem of a canoe

kind of fish

sago trough

new

cheek

kind of tree

sawfish

faeces

urging

name of a village
breast (of a woman)

drum

kind of fish
twig

stone

tail

blood

11

[fa]
[£€]
[fi]
[fol
[fu]
[Cam’en]
[cim’en]

[am]
[an]
[aj]
[ak]
[ap]
[ar]
[as]
[at]
[ac]
[aw]

[em]
[en]
[ef]
[ek]
[ep]
[es]

Most phonemes occur in phonetically differing variants (allophones).
These can be divided into: positional and alternating allophones.2

Two allophones are positional allophones when either of them occurs
in specific mutually exclusive positions.
Two allophones are alternating allophones when both occur in the
same or partly the same positions.

These definitions imply that an allophone may be a positional and
an alternating allophone at the same time, which is in fact the case.

2 With regard to the terms alternation, alternate 1 have departed from the
usual practice of using them specifically in relation to phonemes, and have
made them applicable to allophones, morphemes, and words.
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To give an example: of the allophones of the /e/ phoneme, [€] may
be called an alternating allophone because of the free alternation with
[e] in certain positions, and a positional allophone because in other
positions [€] and [e] exclude each other. (§ 14).

The vowel phonemes

12
Diagram of the allophones of the vowel phonemes.
Front Central Back
unr. rounded unr. rounded unr. rounded
close i i » a u
High
open t
close é1 0 é 61
Mid EY
open £
close ® o
Low
open a a2 a

1 slightly open [e] and [o]
2 fronted [a]

13

/a/ Allophones: [a], [a], [d], [].
1. [a] occurs in final position: [a] thigh; [fa] bottom; [fir'ka]
kind of grass.
2. [a] occurs in all other positions: [ak] cheek; [baj] foot;
[was’en] forest; [kenp’or] kind of crab.
3. [a] ~~ [d] in initial and medial positions, except before a
cluster or a final consonant: [kem’em, kdm’em] many-pointed
spear; [as’en, ds’en] place; [aw’or, dw'or] kind of fish.
4. In addition, [¢] ~ [2] when the vowel immediately preceding
it or the one immediately following is /i/: [jism’ak, jism’zk] fire;
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[jir’an, jir’en] ripe; [baw’it, bdw’it, bew’it] star; [dem’in, ddm’in,
dzem’in] white ant.

14

/e/ Allophones: [€], [¢], [6].
1. [€] occurs in final position: [&] leaf; [s€] mud; [bat’€] rib
of a sago frond (gaba-gaba).
2. [e] occurs before a final consonant = /w/ and before clusters
= /wC/: [ep] tail; [Ces] arrow; [esk’em] red; [term’en] split.
3. [6] occurs before a final /w/, and before clusters of the type
/wC/: [6w] crocodile; [jow] ceremonial house; [bows’en] duck-
board.
4. [e] ~o [€] in all other cases: [€r’en, er’en] upstream; [fér'o,
fer’o] sharp. Here there appears to be a certain tendency towards
harmony on the allophone level [é-€; g-¢]; the allophone most
frequently occurring before /o/ is [€]: [€s'€] bag; [t€r’€] rattan
leaf; [bes’ep] spittle; [bet’en] armband; [béw’or] kind of parrot;
[s€j’or] kind of fish.

15

/i/ Allophones: [i], [ii], [¢]-
1. [i] occurs in all positions: [i] urine; [i¢] thorn; [fi¢] nail;
[pi] cassowary.
In the following cases, [i] alternates with [ii] or [¢]:
2. [i] ~ [ii] before a final /w/, and before clusters of the type
/wC/: [tiw, tiw] son; [iwn'im, iiwn’im] the water’s edge.
3. [i] ~ [¢] occurs in a small number of words, before a final
consonant: [bisar’im, bisar’um; mdsirim, mdsirim] thereupon;
[b’utir, b’utir] octopus; [in, ] (postposition, see § 258). In these
words the [(] allophone generally occurs.

16

/o/ Allophones: [8], [o], [€].
1. [6] occurs in final position, and before /w/: [¢5] nest; [j6]
river; [¢6w’ak] one (numeral); [¢6w] the sago palm.
2. [o] occurs in all other cases. In addition, it occurs in final
position, unless preceded by /c/ or /j/, and before /w/, unless
preceded by /c/ or /j/. In the lastnamed cases, therefore, [8] and
[o] alternate: [ok] egg; [om’en] shouting; [otm'a] neap tide;
[pom’an] opposite side; [borw’ot] kind of duck: [d, o] pig;
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[pS, po] paddle; [wd - wo] waves; [6w, ow] people; [bow, bow]
kind of fibre. 4

3. In the following cases, [0] alternates, moreover, with [€] when
the environment is formed by a specific combination of consonants
from the alveolar and alveopalatal set. These combinations are:
/s-s, s-t, t-s, t-t, j-r, j-c/: [sés, sos] dry sago leaf; [sét,
sot] kind of bird; [tés’dw, tos'dw] fruit; [tétop’om, tétop’om]
wild cucumber; [jéro - jor'o] wing; [jéc’op, joc’op] head-hunting
raid; [jéc’or] river mouth. (No form of this with [o] was found.)
A case standing on its own seems to be the name [Kos’ér], of
which no form with [o] was found, while in other words with /o/
between /s/ and /r/, the allophone [o] was always found.

17

/u/ Allophones: [u], [d].
1. [u] occurs in all positions: [u¢] iguana; [fu] bamboo horn;
[emb’us] sago scraper; [juw’ut] heron.
2. In some cases [u] alternates with an allophone [@1], namely,
when consonants of the alveolar and alveopalatal set precede and
follow /u/. The [u] occurs in these cases only if the words are
spoken slowly and emphatically : [ajt'ur, ajt’ar] full (of something);
[cur'uw, cir’uw] secret; [jims’ur, jims'tr] stake standing in the
water; [bis’ur, bis’ir] pole; [sus’ur, ssir] kind of small bat;
[jur, jar] white cockatoo; [bis’'un, bis’dn] abdomen; [duc’ur,
diac’ar] ancient; [jurs’ud, jirs’ac] longing.

18

/&/ In addition to the vowels /a, e, i, 0, u/ there occurs a mid-central
vowel [3]. In the first place, it is found in the following cases where
it alternates with one of the other vowels:
1. in words in isolation; only in the unaccented position: [fas’ak,
fos’ak] white; [en’am, an’am] fish; [pi¢’in, pat’in] skin; [por’dw,
par’dw] evening; [juw’ur, jaw'ur] dog.
2. in words in context; also in the accented position: [jo, ja]
river; [dew’et, dow’at] elder brother; [d6 “nat, d6 ‘nat] I (stressed);
[jumb’us, jam’ss] with bowed head.
In the second place, it does not alternate with one of the other
vowels, for example in [¢om’en] penis; [san’en] elbow; [Eomb’ow]
abuse; [j’opares] sweat; [and’6w] mother.
It also occurs in a number of verbal suffixes, such as: [-an, -ar].
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The possibility of this [a] occurring only in a consonantal environ-
ment in which the other vowels do not occur, is excluded by the
occurrence of word pairs, like the following:

[Cem] = house
[¢am’an] = space under the house
[¢ésm’en] = penis [¢um’an] = a burn

[¢im’in] = the temple (of the head)
[¢omb’it] = sponge made of young sago leaves

The following minimal pairs were also found:

[com’en] penis; [cim’en] stem of a canoe;

[end’6w] mother; [ond’dw] thatch;3

[@por’es] they saw him (from por - to see);

[@par’es] they sat (from ap - to sit).

Since [3] occurs in the accented as well as the unaccented position
in those cases in which it alternates with the other vowels, it is not
possible to regard it here as an allophone common to /a, e, i, 0, u/
which is restricted to unaccented positions. Because [a] also occurs
without alternating with the other vowels, in which cases I found
some minimal pairs, it must be regarded as a phoneme /&/. Cases
of alternation must be regarded as cases of phoneme alternation.
The phoneme /&/ is then distinguished from the other vowels by
its different behaviour, and because it is the only vowel phoneme
without allophones.

19

To sum up one can say that the vowel phonemes form a system of
three contrasting tongue heights. At the highest level, there is a
contrast front - back /i - u/; at the middle level, a contrast front -
central - back /e - é - o/; while at the lowest level only /a/ occurs:

i u

e é o

3 According to my informants, the word [ond’6w] was used only by the people
who originated from the village of Kajé. I had the impression that now only
the older people within this group use it. The younger people, as well as the
non-Kajé people in Suru, use the form [ond’6w].
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From the foregoing it is clear that a rounded allophone of /i/ and
/e/ occurs in analogous cases, while a rounded and an unrounded
allophone of /u/ and /o/, respectively, occur in analogous cases. Later
it will become clear that there is a close connection between /i/ and /u/,
and between /e/ and /o/ which manifests itself in their occurrence
in word variants (see § 55, 56) and in allomorphs (see § 91, 98).

The consonant phonemes

20
Diagram of the allophones of consonant phonemes (allophones belonging
to one phoneme are enclosed within a line)

s labio- inter-
bilabial dz::nltc;l é?:net;l alveolar alveo-palatal palat. velar
un- ced un- un- un- iced un- iced iced un-
voiced voice voiced voiced voiced voice voiced voice voie voiced
stop p, p"1 b t d ¢, t'2 j k
fricat. n f 9 s, "3 $ j b
nasal m n
vibrant
flapped r
trilled I
semi- w
vowel 7

1 rounded [p]
2 palatalized [t]
3 [s] with minimal friction.
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The consonants are not, in general, strongly articulated. The stops
do not usually have a release when they occur at the end of a word.
When a final /p, t, k/ is followed by a hesitation pause, a nasal release
sometimes occurs:

[p", t", ko].

In clusters, as a rule, ‘close transition’ occurs; ‘open transition’ can
occur in clusters of the type stop + stop, nasal + nasal, and stop
followed or preceded by a non-homorgan nasal.

21

/p/  Allophones: [p], [=], [P"].
1. [p] occurs in all positions: [ep] tail; [pa] scale; [up’u] coconut
shell; [apd’om] having; [kanp’or] kind of crab.
2. [m] alternates with [p], it would seem, only in the sequence
/VpVpV/ [banan’ajimb’uc] open it!
3. [p"] this allophone, it seems, is used only by older people. It
could not be established whether it is a social characteristic, for
instance, a sign of status. It occurs only before the vowel /e/. This
allophone did not occur in the speech of the regular informants.
[p“er] name of a village; [p"¢] crab.

22

/t/  [t]. No allophones.
[tem] rattan; [bdt’¢] gaba-gaba; [pit] python; [tatm’a] nonsense;
[ajt’ur] having a high degree of a particular quality.

23

/c/ Allophones: [¢], [t'].
1. [€] occurs in all positions, except as the first consonant of a
cluster (§ 51): [Cem] house; [pac’ak] bad; [ep’om] having,
supplied with; [ul] iguana.
2. [t'] was found alternating with [¢] in final position in the
following cases: [i¢, it’] thorn; [fi¢, {it'] nail.

24
/k/ Allophones: [k], [x].
1. [k] occurs in all positions: [kap] armpit; [ak’at] good;
[akm’at] old; [esk’am] red; [pok] goods.
2. [x] as an alternant of [k] was found only in a few cases; in
2
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the cases noted, [x] always follows a vowel: [akm’at, axm’at] old;
[atak’am, atax’am] story; [op’ak, op’ax] not.

25

/t/ [f]. No allophones.
[fi] empty; [uf’u] kind of shell fish; [of] rotten; [af¢’in] the crust
of roasted sago; [bat’akfiw] to go downstream into (a house).

26

/s/ Allophones: [s], [*], [S], [9].
1. [s] occurs in all positions: [si] stone axe; [8s’€] bag; [esp’et]
shoot of the sago palm; [dems’dndkap] slow; [os] tree.
2. [°] alternates with [s] in normal speech, i.e., speech that is
neither deliberately slow nor intentionally emphatic. In the cases
noted, [°] always occurs after a vowel. The phonetic quality of this
allophone is difficult to define by ear. I found it markedly similar
to a voiceless glottal fricative [h]. When, however, I deliberately
pronounced an [h] in such cases, my informants thought it ridi-
culous. It is probably a weak alveolar fricative. Regrettably, I have
not been succcessful in reproducing this allophone: [emb’as, amb’a®]
sago; [des’en, de”en] none.
3. [8] and [#] occur especially in the speech of older people.
I got the impression that they are not alternants of [s], but that
[¢] and [#] are distributed throughout the vocabulary in a way
which varies from person to person.

27

/r/ Allophones: [r], [r].
1. [r] occurs in all positions except in initial position and as the
last consonant of a cluster (§ 48, 53): [t&r’¢] rattan leaf; [arp’uk]
far away; [ir] year bird.
2. [r] ~~ [r] was found only in the speech of small children and
in the speech of the regular informants. It is not beyond question
that a consequence of the latter regularly speaking Malay with [r],
is their using it now and then in their mother tongue.

28

/w/ [w]. No allophones.
[wu] edible top of the sago palm; [juw’ur] dog; [6w] crocodile;
[iwn'im] the water’s edge; [k’arwan] dagger made from a croco-
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dile’s jaw. [w] is often very weak between two identical vowels:
[ju™ur] dog; [ni™i] father.

29

/i/  Allophones: [j], [j1, [j].
1. [j] occurs in all positions: [jof] hole; [dj’am] name of a
village; [baj] foot; [ajk’un] younger brother; [bdt’emjen] name
of a woman.
2. [j] and [j] alternate with [j] in initial position: [j’opares,
j'opares, j'opares] sweat; [jiw’i, jiw'i, jiw'i] child; [j6, jO] river.

30
/m, n/ These are two complex phonemes which present an almost

complete parallel. Both phonemes have as allophones a voiced stop,
its homorgan nasal, and a combination of both; nasal + stop:

/m/ = [b], [m], [mb]

/n/ = [d], [n], [nd]
1. The woiced stop4 occurs in initial position, and as second
member of the clusters /nm, mn/; in the latter case only if no
nasal follows: [b]: [bi] nose; [besn’im] smell; [édp’inbi] land;
[d]: [det] ghost; [dew’et] brother; [emdu] towards each other.
2. The nasal occurs in all other cases, and, in addition, in initial
position before a following nasal, and also as second member of
the clusters /nm, mn/, if no nasal follows. In these last cases, the
stop and the nasal thus alternate: [m]: [m’imkem, b’imkem] kind
of liana; [m’entam, b’antam] on the lookout; [em’an] bow;
[jims’ip] door; [manm’ak, manb’ak] eye; [jokm’en] having super-
natural power; [‘enmom] we eat; [tam] morning; [om] digging
stick.
[n]: [namb’ir, demb’ir] dead; [ank’os] centipede; [temn’am]
kind of duck; [ekn'im] angry; [jemn’ok, jemd’ok] two; [en’am]
fish; [jin'a] knee; [san’en] elbow.
3. In the following cases, the nasal and the combination nasal 4
voiced homorgan stop, alternate:

a) between two vowels, when no nasal or final /a/ follows:

[mem’ap, memb’ap] to sit down; [em’atmor, emb’atmor] he

cut down; [an’6w, and’6w] mother; [min’o, mind’o] lump.

4 In initial position the voiced stop is often preceded by a very weak homorgan
nasal. This has not been indicated in the phonetic spelling.
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b) as second member of a cluster = /nm, mn/ provided no
nasal follows: [jitm’up, jitmb’up] the sea; [tasm’a, tasmb’a]
beautiful, powerful.

No cases were found of [n] ~_ [nd], though [n] as well as
[nd] was found in comparable environments: [kok’ojndiew’er]
to fall down continually (ripe fruit); as well as: [dk'ajni’ef] it
toppled over, broken (of a tree).

s1
The consonant system can now be set out as follows:

P t c k
f s

m n

w r j

II SPECIAL PHONOLOGICAL PHENOMENA

Introduction

32

The term special phonological phenomena is used here to denote
a number of speech sounds which do not fit into the phonological
system as described in the preceding paragraphs. These speech sounds
are found in a restricted part of the vocabulary: in onomatopoeia,
interjections and proper names, and also in some special forms of
speech, i.e. when speaking in a kindly or affectionate manner, and
when people call out to each other.

In the following paragraphs will be discussed: 1) one allophone
occurring in a position in which it occurs not otherwise; 2) five
particular phoneme modifications; 3) three sounds that stand com-
pletely by themselves.5

5 The special phonological phenomena described in § 33 to § 38 will be indicated
in the phonematic spelling as follows: [e]: é.
prolongation of the vowel by a macron: joj
laryngalization by a broken underlining.
the alveopalatal nasal: nj
the voiceless glottal fricative: h
['m]: ‘m; [ts]: ts; [pr]: pr.
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The occurrence of an allophone in a position in which it occurs
not otherwise

33

The [e] allophone of the phoneme /e/ occurs in final position in:

the word [kaj’e] name of a village
two forms of the verb: these will be discussed in § 135 and § 140.
interjections : [we] ouch!
onomatopoeia: [kekeke] the screaming of the joc bird;
[@j’e aj’e aj’e] imitating laughter.

a kindly manner of speaking; the [e] can then occur at the end
of every final word of a word group. Here it is regarded as a feature
typical of the speech of women; men use [6], unless they are
mimicking a woman. So, a woman will say:

[ji, ndor mb’6e] hey, my husband!
hey my husband

And a man will say:

[‘o nat “is esCow’6] now, you go to sleep!

you pp 6 sleep /you must/
The [e], however, occurs in the speech of men and women, when
they give expression to a strong emotion :

[non s’awe] Oh, Mrs! (a pity you are going).
Mrs. pity

In this case, the [¢] can be prolonged (see § 34).

Particular phoneme modifications

34
1. Prolongation of vowels occurs:

in interjections: [joj] exclamation of surprise
[ba:] Oh no! Really!

in onomatopoeia:  [sop’is, sop’i:] uuup and dooown; (said of a fish
jumping high out of the water);

S pp = postposition. (See §245-261). Since postpositions mostly are untrans-
latable in a word by word translation, they will be marked here by pp.



22 THE ASMAT LANGUAGE

[5-] (laryngalized, see § 35) reproducing the screaming of a crowd
of people.
In addition, I found the forms [jin’i¢d¢/ina, jin’i¢a] ‘exceptionally
beautiful’ in which the prolongation of the vowel stresses the high
degree of beauty.

Prolongation of the vowel also occurs in final [¢] and [0], already
mentioned in § 33:

[dorom’umé-] my dear one! (expression of affection);
and in final [a] which can be suffixed to the last word of each word
group when people address each other or call out to each other. This
final [a] is sometimes very long drawn out:

[o ¢’ama:] Who are you?

you who

[wu ja ¢’a jow'6w mbow’a:] hey there! Who are those people?

hey there which people pp

A long vowel [4, ¢, 2] is sometimes suffixed to a word in order
to indicate the duration of a happening, or to lay emphasis on its
continuation :

[fowa'] (they gathered continually) sago grubs.
sago grubs....

[’amsesmb’esa-] they slept and slept. . . .

[ér’en "dwitepef’e’]

upstream /he walked quickly/

he walked quickly further and further upstream.

35
2. Laryngalization of vowels and voiced consonants occurs when the
speaker is quoting a word or words shouted by a crowd of people.
When the speaker is speaking softly, laryngalization can result in
unvoicing :

[3:] (voiceless) scream of horror;

[ji'a] (voiceless) cry of amazement;

[w] (voiceless, rising to voiced) war cry;

[jiw’i &fa t'owtopm’uca-] quickly, bring the child upstream !

child quickly /bring it upstream/



PHONOLOGY 23

36
4. Palatalization of the alveolar nasal [n] occurs sometimes in ono-
matopoeia, in initial position only :

[fier, fier], or [fi’omd, fi"omd. . | indicating the gnawing of maggots
devouring a corpse, or the gnawing of sago grubs.

[fia fla fia] indicating the murmur when a great crowd of people
are talking together.

37
5. A short glottalized bilabial nasal [’‘m] occurs as an interjection,
and indicates a vigorous start to an act or happening:

['m! ’6 nim jak K'aju k’aju "Etétérmb’ar araw "un]

m! pig like heart thump thump /began it of each to do/ pp pp

Then their hearts began to thump like the hearts of wild pigs!
(§ 334).

Sounds which stand completely by themselves

38

1. A voiceless glottal fricative [h] which occurs in the stereotyped
sign of agreement [hehe], and in the interjection [ha]! ah!

2. An alveolar click [ts]: an interjection expressing annoyance.

3. A bilabial trill with ‘mouth air’ 7 [pr]: an interjection indicating
that one finds something very beautiful or impressive.

III THE ACCENT

Introduction

39

To the most recent investigations in the field of accent belong the
studies of the American linguist D. L. Bolinger. In 1958, the results
of a number of experiments he had made were published.8 These
showed that the most important cue in determining stress in English
is what he terms ‘prominence of pitch’, i.e. “a rapid and relatively

7 I owe this term to: K. L. Pike, Phonetics, University of Michigan, Ann
Arbor, 1958, p. 93.

8 Bolinger, D. L., A Theory of Pitch Accent in English, Word 14, 1958,
pp. 109-149,
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wide departure from a smooth or undulating contour”.9 By ‘departure’
Bolinger means a deviation in a contour which then continues in the
same pitch — ' — or —  —, as well as a sudden rise _ = or
fall = __, after which it continues on a higher or a lower level.

With regard to Asmat, it could be established that in most cases
the accent is accompanied by a clear and sudden rise or fall of the
pitch. Four cases can be distinguished :

1. The accented vowel has a higher tone than the rest of the contour:

2. The accented vowel has a higher tone than the contour preceding it:

3. The accented vowel has a lower tone than the contour preceding it:

4. The accented vowel has a higher tone than the contour following it:

It is clear that in 3, and 4 ‘pitch’ alone does not determine the
accent. There must be other factors that cause the difference. Bolinger,
who describes a parallel case in English, attributes the determination
of accent in this case to different factors: context, phonetic reduction,
and contiguous ‘unaccentables’10 It is not possible, however, for me
to determine in how far similar factors are also active in Asmat. This
would require special investigation.

There are also cases in which I noted accent without being able
to discern a deviation in the pitch by ear. In some of these cases it
could be established that the accented vowel was rather longer than
the contiguous non-accented vowels. It was often not possible, however,
to determine by ear what the accent-determining factors were.11

® Id. p. 112,

10 1d. pp. 136, 137.

11 In the above mentioned article, Bolinger remarks that psychological factors
play a role in the interpretation of phonetic data as accent: data interpretable
as accent may be ignored by a person speaking his mother tongue, when they
occur in places where he knows from experience that there is no accent.
(p. 136, 137). This presents the possibility that, on the one hand, a linguist
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The general principle of accentuation

40

The general principle of accentuation is: there is a regular alternation
of accented and unaccented vowels.

In certain cases, however, sequences of two, at most three, un-

accented vowels occur.
Furthermore, there are some cases of multi-vowelled onomatopoeia
in which no alternation of accented and unaccented vowels is found:

wriririrt imitating the sound produced by many small objects
falling down.
sésésésé  imitating the hissing of fire as it is put out.12

The factors which co-operate to produce the accent pattern of a
word are: the morphological structure of the word, and the accents
of contiguous words in the context.

Words in isolation

1. Monomorphematic words:

41
Here the general principle applies without exception.

Words having two vowels:

As a rule, these have the accent on the second vowel. In the material
I collected, the following words, however, have the accent on the
first vowel

mimkam  kind of liana
iric 18 Spanish pepper

jlwa kind of grass

sikaf kind of tree

timu crown of a palm tree
st a tree fallen over a river

working on a language foreign to him, interprets phonetic data as accent
where the man speaking his mother tongue would not do so, and on the
other, that he errs in ignoring phonetic data when they occur in places
where he does not anticipate them. So, the fact that most words with two
vowels have the accent on the second vowel, caused me to overlook for a
considerable time a number of cases in which the accent falls on the first vowel.

12 More cases will be given in § 237.

13 Toan-word from Malay (ritja).
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miitir
dset
wdrat
éco

mikjsaw
dcen
kdrwan
kdmter
jokmen
ndriw
wmdcir
Jipir
cdmuw

kéfo
kdju
cdka
pére

jéka
dtar

—

THE ASMAT LANGUAGE

octopus

a cricket
kind of bird
kind of frog

cumulus cloud

spear

dagger

the legs

tongs

brothers

an embrace

to clasp (a large object)
sound of wood being chopped

onomatopoeia indicating a slap, splash or flash.

deictic words (§§ 225, 226).

A number of minimal pairs were found in which the accent appears
to be distinctive :
cdmuw sound of wood being chopped - camitw (going) on foot
#imu crown of a palm tree - umii name of a feast
tisi a tree fallen over a river - usi camp
éco kind of frog - ecd revenge
jokmen tongs - jokmén having supernatural power

Words having three vowels:
These have an accent on the first and the third vowel. As a rule,
the last vowel is stressed more strongly than the first:

wsawic
Jicémitp

banana
the sea

An exception is the word canipir, pelican.
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42
2. Polymorphewmatic words.14

The general principle of accentuation also applies to these words
with, however, the limitation that in specific cases, to be mentioned
later, a sequence of two unaccented vowels occurs.

With regard to the position of the accent, or the first accent where
the word concerned has more than one accent, the following rules apply :

1. The accent falls on the first vowel when the first morpheme has
only one vowel :

6.few relatives
jémopdn bird of paradise.

The accent falls on the second vowel, however, when in compound
words, the second morpheme has an accent on the first vowel when
it occurs as a word (see § 41):

om.6cen  spear (Gcen) of which the top of the shaft is shaped like
a digging stick (om).
No cases were found of the theoretically possible combination:
v.)v'v
A number of compound words having two vowels were noted which,
contrary to Rule 1, have the accent on the second vowel. These are:
fis.mdk  fire
jen.mdk  ear
jew.sém  space in front of the ceremonial house
jow.6w people belonging to one jew
po.maot paddle decorated with feathers
pu.mot spear decorated with feathers

sok.mét  feathered headdress
cem.sén  the space in front of the houses

14 TIn the following paragraphs, the signs given below will be used:

v = morpheme with one vowel
vv = morpheme with two vowels
vvv = morpheme with three vowels
'v. = accented vowel

junction between two morphemes, for example: wa.sén, the forest.
However, the junction between a verbal core and verbal affixes will
be shown by a dash: -, for example: md-ni.tewer-ic go home and
take it! For the term core, see § 64).
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wa.sén the forest

mi.td nasal mucus

facin the skin of the cuscus (fac + cin)
ucin the skin of the iguana (uc -+ cin)

2. The accent falls on the second vowel when the first morpheme has
two vowels:

emén.metén calf band

Words with two vowels, having the accent on the first vowel, however,
retain this accent when they occur as first member of a compound word :

Jipir.sdm to wrestle

Some cases of regular accentuation are:

nd.tin.dk ‘Our sago palm blossom’ (proper name)
dp.temét to climb into (a tree)

patdm.kurim  to load full

sakd.m.tam.pér to try to cut off something for someone
é.sirim.tak to row quickly downstream again.

43

Monomorphematic words having two vowels, of which the first
vowel is accented, appear to retain this accent when they occur as first
member of a compound word or when, as a second member, they are
preceded by a morpheme having one vowel. When, however, they
occur as second member of a compound word and are preceded by
a morpheme having two vowels of which the second vowel is accented
then, in agreement with the general principle of accentuation, the
accent falls on the second vowel:

akdm, nipa palm; #mu, crown; akdm.umu, crown of the nipa palm
(proper name).

No cases were found of the theoretically possible combination 'vv'v.v'v,
from 'vv’v, and "vv.

4
Sequences of two unaccented vowels occur in the following cases:

1. When an accented vowel is followed by:
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a) three morphemes, each of which has one vowel, the last mor-
pheme being final or penultimate:

téw.omiw.tdm to bring something inside for someone;
téw.om.iw.tdm-cémés they will bring it inside for someone.

But: d-mit.dp.m-ac.és when they had stabbed him;
b) a morpheme having one vowel and a morpheme having two:
por.jar.awér to go and look at (something) continually.

No cases were found in which the morpheme with two vowels has
the accent on the first vowel when it occurs as a word.

2. In the morpheme combination: vv.vv, in which the first morpheme
belongs to the exceptions which always have the accent on the first
vowel (see § 41):

tmu.nakdp full
pdkaj.amis all to lie together 15

No cases were found of the theoretically possible combinations 'vv.v.'v;
vwwvlvw'v; lvwv/vavv'v.
3. A sequence of two unaccented vowels can also occur in:

a) the imperative forms of the verb (§ 116);
b) shouted words, to which the vowel -a is suffixed (§ 34).

In these cases, the last vowel of the word is always accented.

When a morpheme of the type vv is followed by this accented vowel,
this morpheme is unaccented if it is also preceded by an accented vowel,
as for example in:

mé-tewér to take - mé-tewer-ic take it!
Tewér.awiic T. - Tewér.awuc.d hey, T! (woman’s name).

But when this is not the case, it has an accent on the first vowel, as
for example in:

niwi  father - niwid hey, father!

15 pdkaj is not included in the list given in § 41, because it is a bound morpheme
(verbal formative, see § 67).
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Words in context

45

The principle of the regular alternation of accented and unaccented
vowels also operates in word sequences, though not so rigidly as
within a word.
This is expressed by :

1. the accentuation of words with one vowel; this appears to be
governed by this principle, as for example in:

win ow ndt cem mdp emétepdkajpites in

some people pp houses ahead /had gone upriver and sat together/ pp

some of the people had gone ahead upriver to their houses and sat
there together.

2. the influence which accents in words in sequence can have on
each other:

a. words which in isolation have an accent on the first vowel, do
not have this accent when, in context, a word with final accent
precedes it; or, instead of it, have an accent on the second vowel:

ém-or.ém you made it.

a p6 ca ém-or.ém who made this paddle?
this paddle who /you made it/

a po cd em-or.ém who made this paddle?
this paddle who /you made it/

md.ne.m-or.ém you chopped down.

ucim os md.ne.m-or.ém which tree have you chopped down?
which tree /you chopped down/

os cd ma.né.m-or.ém who has chopped down the tree.
tree who /you chopped down/

b. words which in isolation have an accent on the last vowel do
not have this accent when, in context, a word with initial accent
follows it; or, instead, have an accent on the penultimate vowel:

#sawic banana

#sawic é banana leaf
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pomdn ‘the other side’

péman cém, péman cém the houses on both sides (of the river).
/other side/ house, /other side/ house

46

Contrary to the general principle, sequences of two accented vowels
can occur in context. Unfortunately, I have not been able to discover
any definite regularity in their occurrence.

Jomét dwse ardw here lies the (river) Jomét (§ 309).
Jomét /here it is/ pp

esé /mi anmic/ make a carrying bag! (§ 284).
bag /make it/

jimsip onokd bolt the door! (§ 292).
door bolt

47

Because the rules of accentuation presuppose an insight into the
morpheme structure of the Asmat words which cannot be expected
from readers without a fair knowledge of the Asmat language, and
because in context changes in the accentuation of words often occur,
the accents will be shown throughout this work, except in the lists
of verbal cores 15" given in §§ 100-103, and in the verbal cores, given
in the word list.15

IV THE DISTRIBUTION OF PHONEMES IN THE WORD

Single vowels and consonants

48

All vowels occur word-initially, word-medially and word-finally,
except ¢ which does not occur word-finally.

I found only the following exceptions to this rule: a) the onomato-

152 For this term, see §§ 64-69.

15" The reasons for not showing the accents in these cases are: a. that only a
few cores were found in isolation; b. that the morphological structure of many
cores is still not fully known.

In many cases it is therefore impossible to tell how the core in isolation will
be accentuated.
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poeic words sésésé hissing of fire as it is put out, and féféféfé the sound
of the wind; b) the words with the long final ¢ mentioned in § 34.

All consonants occur word-initially, word-medially and word-finally,
except » which does not occur word-initially.

Vowel sequences

49
Here, the following rules apply:

1. In monomorphematic words, vowel sequences do not occur. I found
two exceptions to this rule:

Mait/Majit the name of a ceremonial house in Surt
fait/fawic  joke

2. In polymorphematic words sequences of only two vowels occur;
the first vowel always is a morpheme-final vowel the second one
a morpheme-initial vowel.

50
The following combinations of vowels were found:

word-initial :

aa  a-dp.tak-ér.és they went on the way down river
ge  a-e-r he said

a0 a-érow.ap.om-cém.és they repeatedly press

ea  é.ap.om to build (a house)

et eitum to do in the evening

eo e-of I said

word-medial :

ae  md-endw-c.aw he must come here
@i nmaitim to eat in the evening
ao  wmd-okom.ém.tam-cin roll it up for me!

ea  moém-se.dwer-i stay in the water henceforth
ee  até.endw-m.om we come here to summon
e¢  sé.pe-ér.és they started out, rowing

eo  se.okdr to float past (on water)
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word-final :
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ni.ap to return and sit down

tep.si-ér upstream he went into a side-stream

sé.si-¢r.és  they entered a side-stream

ni.om.aiw to go down to the river and depart (with someone)
nimuw to go down to the river and set out

po.amis to sleep with many people together
éw.tep.ko-ér it fell from above

mu.amis  to lie down after bathing

a-wu-¢éf he wrapped it up

tép.kuri-ér.es upstream they shouted approval
a-mu-6r he bathed

Here, the second vowel is always one of the three vowels: @, 0 and ¢
which are discussed in § 33 and 34.

ea
eo
10
18
10
oa
ua

0é

maré.a eneugh!; stop!
maré.o it’s done now
niwi.d father!

uci.6  what’s the matter!
é¢m.ams-i.o 1 lay down
té.a tomorrow !

mit.a water!

nor mé.e my husband!

The following vowel combinations were not found in this material:

word-initial : ae, ai, au; eé, eu; ¢V; iV; uV.
word-medial : aé, au; ei, eu; ¢V; ii; oé, oi, 0o, ou; ui, uu.
word-final : Vé; aV; ei, ey, ee; €V; ii, iu; oi, oo, ou.

Consonant sequences

51

Here, the following rules apply:

1. Consonant sequences occur only word-medially; sequences of more
than two consonants do not occur.
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2. sequences of two identical consonants cannot occur ;
consequently, in polymorphematic words, only one consonant is found
instead of two identical consonants wherever one would expect a
sequence of two identical consonants to occur because of the constituent
morphemes :
mdnakap little hand; from man hand, and -nakap, diminutive
suffix.
tépor to go upstream to look at; from tep to go upstream, and
por to look at.

3. The sequence ¢ -+ non-identical consonant cannot occur ;
consequently, in polymorphematic words, ¢ is found instead of ¢C
(C = ¢) wherever one would expect this sequence to occur because of
the constituent morphemes:

cowitnakap little woman; from cowsc woman, and -nakaep, dimi-

nutive suffix.

motni to return while crying; from moc to cry, and ni to return.

4. The sequence fc cannot occur ;
consequently, in polymorphematic words, only ¢ is found instead of fc
wherever one would expect # to occur because of the constituent
morphemes :
anakdcowiic the said woman, she; from enekdt anaphoric element
and cowiic woman.

52
The following consonant combinations were found: 16

pt  dp.tak to go on the way down river

pc  apcéom with, supplied with
em.dp-cém.d he usually sits

pk  tép.ku to go upstream and land

pm  epmdk upper course of a river
dp.m-or he planted

18 Tt is not within the scope of this material to answer the question whether
definite consonant combinations do occur in polymorphematic words but do
not occur in monomorphematic words. For the sake of completeness, however,
and where it is possible, after each consonant combination I give an instance
where such a combination occurs in a monomorphematic word, as well as one
in which it is the result of word derivation or composition.
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epndm pandanus

dp.m.awér to sit, eating continually
tép.si upstream to enter a side-stream
dp-f.om we sat

dp.ji.p#  to stay and do habitually

por.at-p.és they looked at it in the morning
jitkakér kind of bird

tatmd nonsense

d-sit-m.i 1 stand up

Jim.otmdw to drag towards

temét.surum to scratch one’s head
tiw.ot-f.én he touched me

temét.wani.éc to grow high (of trees)
temét.jam.ém to stand high up

akpés tatoo marks

ték.por to go downstream to look at

tdk.ti.tiw to go downstream and put down
akcd together

cd-tak-ci first I must go downstream

jokmén having supernatural power

a-sak.m-0r he cut through it

aknim angry

tdk.m.ap to go downstream and sit down to eat
tdk.se to row downstream

ték.fiw to go downstream and go into
tékawitiw to go downstream and throw down
tdk.juki.m.ap.om to go downstream and put together

wémpa small stone axe

em-paj I did it

kamtér both legs

sirim.tak to row downstream quickly
mamciip three

em.ct I am, I stand (as a man)
omkdc kind of insect

dm.kawi to join

jamndk two

émmi to go down (walking)

35
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simsd  scurf

ém.se to be on the river

tetdm-f.es they gave him
a-ném.wer-ér they took to their heels

kanpér kind of crab

dn-puj 1 ate it

mantdm look out post
dn-c.om when we have eaten
ankés centipede

tanmd nonsense

dn-m.ar he eats it

dn-f.om we ate it

nanwis shattered

espét young shoot of the sago palm
jis.por to go outside to look at

jis.tip.sé to come out partly (said of a fish in its hiding

place)
cesciw  skilled, clever

d-po.amis-cém.6m we all go to sleep (as usual)

eskdm red

jis.kapii to row out of a river and join up with

fusmd  widow

a-jis-md he goes to the forest
mesnim  smell

nemés.nakdp cautious

amés.fac  to become emaciated (said of a person lying down)

tardswuc  sister
és.jar to sleep and travel on

afcin  crust of ball of roasted sago
aj-df-c.en  hit me!

df-m.ar he hits him

jof.nakap a little hole

df.se to die in the water

tdw.pacdj to scatter in all directions
awté kind of tree
dw.tiw to roast and put down (sago)
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we  dw-c.om when we have roasted it
wk  wwkit  crochet needle made of a pig’s bone
tiw.koj to go on one’s way
wm  tdw.mes.ém to put things along the edge of something
wn  twnim the water’s edge
ew.mi to return from
ws  jowsép baby
Shw.simit Suw senior (proper name)
wf  aréw.faj to assemble
wj  tdw.jimir.seom  to launch (a number of canoes)

jp  ajpdw fine!
7t ajtitr  having a high degree of a particular quality
je  se.tdj-cém.és they will arrive (by canoe)
ik ajkin younger brother
tép.taj.kit  to go upstream and land
jm  djmir.ém  to be lost
se.tdj-m.es they arrive (by canoe)
jn ajnim  now
sdj.mi  to return (many people)
is miijsaww  cumulus cloud
pdj.se to turn off (in a canoe)
7f fajfé  cocoon
pdj.fir.dp when sitting to turn round

rp  arpik far away

wmér.papitj to head off by going upstream
rt pdr.tew.ét to be on the lookout for a woman to marry
rc arcér main stream

a-por-c.i if I see him
vk firkd kind of grass

Jirku to cross a river and land
rm  karmdk kind of snail

a-por-m.i 1 see him
rn jirné half burnt (of wood)

mérmi  to go downstream to look for food
rs  parsd scattered, dispersed

dp.ter.si to enter a river in line of battle
rf mér.fasi to go upstream and return again
rw  karwdn dagger made of a crocodile’s jaw
rj  por.jit to plan (a murder)
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The following consonant combinations were not found in this material :

Cr; fp, ft, ik, fw, f; ns, nj; pw.

V WORD-VARIANTS

Types of variants

53
A number of words were found which have two or more variants.

These variants fall into two groups: conditioned variants, and free
variants.
Conditioned variants are variants which:

a) exclude each other in all contexts, or:

b) exclude each other in some contexts, and alternate in others, or:

c) alternate only in specific contexts.

Conditioned variants are found among the deictic words, verbal forms,
and postpositions. They will be discussed in §§ 129, 146, 208-212, 221,
229, 232, 245, 258 and 259.

Free variants alternate freely in any context. Only these will be
treated here.

Free variants

54
In most cases, the free variants form pairs, of which the members
appear to differ exclusively, or almost exclusively, from each other
in one of the following points:
1. the one has ¢ where the other has u
the one has ¢ where the other has o
the one has ¢ where the other has ¢
the one has w which is absent in the other
the one has j which is absent in the other
the one has a vowel which is absent in the other.

SN

55
Pairs of variants of which the one member has ¢ whereas the other
has u, are:

jifé - Jufé cold

Jiwis - Juwis name

Jimsip - jumcip door
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niuw - midwuw to go aboard and depart
Jikurim - jukurim to squeeze out all (sago pulp)
fir - jur white cockatoo

56
Pairs of variants of which the one member has ¢, whereas the second
has o, are:

Kosér - Kosér name of a ceremonial house in Jepem
; .

onéw - oméw thatch

oweréw - owerdéw adult males

owerés - owerés husband

ses - sos dry palm leaves

57

Pairs of variants of which the one member has ¢, whereas the other
member has #:17

Words which in isolation always have a final ¢, in context alternate
freely with a form with final ¢; for example:

moc crying
ardm mot, moc, mot, mot, mot ... he cried and cried and cried . ..
he crying. ...

Variants with non-final ¢ and ¢ are:

ci - I canoe

cakds - takds all

cesén - tesén outside

tépacés - tépatés when they had gone upstream, .. ..

58 .
Pairs of variants of which the one member has w, which is absent in
the other, are:

fawic - fait jokes
mariw - mari ..
, , % ready, finished
maréw - maré
fiwomiwegmés - fiomicdmés they go with him inside (the house)

17 The phonemes ¢ en ¢ were probably differentiated rather late in the history
of this dialect. This is suggested by the close relationship between ¢ and ¢,
which appears from their distribution and their role in word-variation and
also from the fact that the phoneme ¢ does not occur in the dialects spoken
in the interior and along the Casuarinen Coast.
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When w occurs in the one variant between two identical vowels, the
other variant has V' instead of Vwl :

kuwis - kus head

niwi - nt father

nuwihw - nuw to go aboard and depart
tewér - ter to take

59
Pairs of variants of which the one member has j which is absent in
the other, are:

Mayjit - Mait name of a ceremonial house in Surt
Twifis - wis to go quickly to the forest
éwtepkojér - éwtepkoér (the fruit) fell from above

60
Pairs of variants of which one member has a vowel which is absent
in the other, are:

djimsomicémes - djimsomitmes they pull him up with them

manuwiw - wmonwiw (in order) to go aboard and depart

ajisic - agsic go to the forest!

misiti - misti stand up!

mdpacdjkukuds - mapcdjkukuds (in order) to disperse in all
directions.

Although these variants appear to alternate freely, there is a clear
distinction as to their frequency, which is determined by the speed
of speaking: the variant having this vowel occurs mostly in deliberately
slow speech, whereas the variant in which this vowel is absent, occurs
mostly in normal or quick speech.

61

In addition to the preceding cases a number of isolated cases of free
variation were noted. In these cases the same formal difference was
not found to recur in a series of pairs of variants.

I will give here only the variants of two words which occur frequently
in the texts:

1. mdsinerim, mdsnerim, masirim, misérim, masnim then, thereupon.
2. mariw, maréw; mari, maré ready, finished.



PART III

WORD-CLASSES

I INTRODUCTION: MORPHOLOGICAL PROCESSES

62

The following morphological processes occur :

A. Frequently occurring processes:

1.

2.
3.

4.

suffixation: occurs with verbs, substantives, proper names,
adjectives, and personal-possessive pronouns.

prefixation : occurs only with verbs.

reduplication: occurs only within the core of the verb and
consists of the repetition of the first two phonemes of the under-
lying form. When the latter consists of two phonemes only, this
process results in duplication (§ 79).

composition : occurs with verbs, proper names and substantives.

B. Processes occurring exceptionally :

5.

6.

infixation : was only found to occur instead of prefixation within
the core of the verb in three cases (§ 76).

infixation, simultaneous with suffixation: was only found to
occur instead of suffixation within the core of the verb in three
cases (§ 82).

modification: was only found instead of prefixation in one

case (§ 76).

8. multiplication: only two cases were noted: one of triplication
of an adjective (§ 200) and one of quadruplication of a verbal
root (§ 79).
II THE VERB
Introduction
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From the preceding survey of the morphological processes, it is
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clear that the word-class of the verb is distinguished from the other
word-classes by the fact that all these processes occur within it, whereas
outside the word-class of the verb only suffixation and composition
occur.

Of the morphological processes which occur only within the word-
class of the verb, only prefixation can occur with all verbs, and
therefore is characteristic of the verb as a whole: an Asmat verb could
be defined as a word which is, or can be, prefixed.

The morphological structure of the verb which is often very com-
plicated, in comparison to the structure of non-verbs, makes it neces-
sary to divide the description of the verb into three parts:

1. a general survey of the morphological structure of verbal forms
and of the relation between the core-morphology and the word-
morphology of the verb;

2. the core-morphology ;
3. the word-morphology.

General survey of the structure of verbal forms

Core and peripheral part
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Within the verb, two parts can be distinbuished which are to a certain
degree independent of each other, namely :
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