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Tones in Wakashan

In the summer of 1972 I cpent twyv weeks in the village of
Klemtu, B.C., where I studied the Heiltsuk language. During
this period I collecteda a vocabulary of over 4000 words. My
main informant was Mr. William Freeman. The investigation was
financed by the Dutch Organization for the Advancement of Pure
Research (Z.W.0.) |

The Heiltsuk language, which belongs to the Northern (Kwakiutlic)
branch of the Wekashan language family, 1is spoken in two exclusively
Indian villages, Bella Bella and Klemtu, situated on islands
opposite the Canadian Pacific coast. These villages came into
being at the end of the 19th century, when the surviving members
dialects of their language (Heyzagla) can still be distinguished.
Part of the Klemtu po;y .ation is Tsimshian.

The structure of the Ieiltsuk language 1s largely similar
to that of Kwakiutl. Though the language has been innovating
in scme respects, it also seems to have preserved a number
of anci=nt characteristics. In this communication I shall discuss
a few striking features of Heiltsuk phonetics.

Heiltsuk occlusives are plain (b, 4, > 2, &5 s 2y &)s
aspirated (p, %, X, ¢5 k, K5 g, q); or glottalized (p, £, X, ¢,
k, X, g, G). Both plain and, more rarely, glottalized occlusives
nave volced allopnones, but the voiceless varients are more
frequent. Word- initialily, glottalized occlusives are more frequent
than aspirated onecs, and asplirated occlusives are more frequent
than plain ones. Laterals and velars are particularly frequent.
The fricatives (%, s, X, X, X, X) are voiceless. There is no
Palatals and velars are plain (g, k, kK, X, g Q, g, X) OP
lebialized (g, K, K, X» g5 Qs 4» X ). The labialized phonemes
are distinct from clusters of plain phonemes and w, cf. e.g.

yutxwala ‘3 persons (walking outside)’, ézgyé “to win’, gyézﬁ

‘knife for scraping the inner bark of a tree’ . The affricates
(g, Cs é) are distinct from clusters of occlusive and fricative,
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hand , géglé “to lead a person by the hand . Heiltsuk resonants
are plain (m, n, 1, ¥y, w) or glottalic (m, n, 1, ¥, w). Apparently,
glottalic resonants are rnot opposed to clusters of glottal stop
and resonant. I write 7 for the glottal stop except before word-
initial vowel, where it is automatic.

In contradistinction ito Kuakiutll, where no consonant clusters
occur at the beginning of a woid, initial clusters are frequent

in Heiltsuk, cf. e.g. xXsyaiawt ‘to pull a boat up a rocky shore ,
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eyes’, gxa ‘to have sexual intercourse’, gkla not fit’, k¥la

‘to be amazed’ , tXkgacwa ‘brains’, tr=Xxaga ' to jump over s.th. .
These clusters have agpparently come into exlstence by the loss
of short vowels. This loss has also led to the existence of
vowelless words,.cf. e.g. ¥nx ‘native crab apple’ , Zntx 'snot’,
gi ‘dead’, XXXS ‘cross-piece of a canoe . The latter word is
Kexéis in the reighbouring Haisla language. For the Klemtu word
gégg ‘eye’ most Bella Bella speakers have ggs. Instead of the
Bella Bella word 32@"f1ash—light’ Klemtu speakerz use §yéxé,

cf. spa ‘to flash’, tpa to press’. (Cf. alsuo sgayu spear from
' xa ‘to spear’ . The suffis; -k is a passive nominalizing formative.)
Medisl clusters are siso frequent, cf. e.g. Xuggya bald hair
éﬂgkggiéziﬁlé “to psck 3.th. on one's back and carry it up %o
the woods . Lateral clusters arzs characteristic of this language.
cf. €eLe méxlé ‘to lead a person by the hand’, meila ‘to swim’,

e.g. 1agx’ ‘sundried berries’, pnigx ‘brave’, digx ‘deadfall’,
nixX’ ‘night’. (Such forms are freguent because —X is an alternant
of the suffix —gi cf. iégé ‘40 spread berriec ¢n a surface’,

dige ‘to make a desdrall’.)

The most salient feature of Helltsuk phonetics 1s the presence
of phonemic pitch. Vowels and syllabic resonants ar:s high (') or
low (). Stress is automatic and falls on the first high-pitched
sylleble of a word, if any. The large majorlity of words contain
at least one high-piiched syllable, but this is not necessarily
so, cf. e.g. txbixanuga ‘I pretend’ . The tone of a suffix depends
not cnly on the suffix itself but also on the preceding stem, and,
what is more, not only on th= pitch contour of the preceding stem.
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The verbs waxwaxa to smoke , mismisa to eat meat , and myaxmyaka

‘to eat salmon’ are on the surface identical formations. But they
have a different influence on the tone of the personal suffixes:
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gyégégﬁég ‘I eat salmon . The future tense suffix -X—, which precedes
the personal suffiaxes, lowers the tone of the preceding syllable:
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gaxwaxaknugé ‘I shall smoke and mismisaknugg ‘I shall eat meat’
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versus gyéxmyékéknﬁgg ‘I shall eat salmon . Cf. also waxwaxaxn
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(cf. éyk ‘good’). On the other hand, the pitch of a suffix also

depends on the suffix itself: dugla  to see, look versus duga
‘to see, visit’.

The interrelation between the pitch contour of a word and
the phonemic shape of its constituent parts is clearly observable
in the case of numerals. Heiltsuk, like other languages of the
North-West Pacific Coast, uses different sets of numerals in counting
objects of different kinds, at least in counting from one to six.
There are also corresponding forms for ‘many’, I have registered
42 sets of numerals. The number is expressed by the stem, and the
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kind of object counted by the sulffix, e.g. mncax, macéi, yuducax,
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mucax, ééynémééi ‘1, 2, 3, 4, many (sticks, trees, logs, bottles,

déynémxxa ‘1, 2, 3, 4, many (dishes, pots, cups, glasses) , MNXSE.
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mafxsa, yusxsa, muwixsa, geynamxsa 1, 2, 3, 4, many (flat objects;

halibuts, sheets of paper) . The stem of ‘1’ is mn- (22x) or u-

(18x), depending on the suffix, with a preference for ég— in counting
objects and for u- in counting events. The prcper tone of the stem

is revealed by the forms containing the vowelless suffix -Xs:

mnixs, ma*xs, yutXs, muXs, skaxs, gaxaxs 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 persons

(in a boat) . The stem ‘4 lowers the tone of all following syllables,
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cf. e.g. upinixls, makglnlxﬁs, yutxpinixls, mupinixls 1, 2, 3, 4
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4 tuips (in the mountains) .
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Some suffixes have the same tone as the stem, with the exception
P — <

of the low pitch after ‘4’ : mnsgms, masms, yutxsms, mﬁséﬁs ‘1, 2,
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yutxmx, muxmx 1, 2, 3, 4 years , mnsgm, masm, yutxsm, musgm

’

‘4, 2, 3, 4, many zloths’ . Some suffixes change the tone of ‘1’

into low pitch, like -xxa and «xsa above, whereas others change
the tone of ‘2 ° into high pitch, cf. maxwala 2 persons (walking

< b < 2 < 2

outside)’. The latter suffix has low pitch after ‘1’, 24, 383 5, 4 ,
but high pitch after ‘5’ and ‘6’ : skagwala, Jaxagwala.

As is clear from the foregoing examples, the phonemic shape
of a word form is not always predictable on the basis of its con-

‘2 —ggg) mentioned above. Moreover, the quality of the vowels
may depend on their pitch. High ey and aw often correspond tuv

‘1, 2, 3, 4 times a glass or cup’, upnsixéyﬁ, méléﬁsixézg,

’ >

, S -— ’ 2 58 -8 3 .~ —_ 3 .
yutxpnsxxeys, mupnsxxis, geynampnsxxis ‘15 2, 3, 4, many trips

(behind the village)’° However, this is not always so, cf. ég

in ggggqeylé, mééégézlé, yﬁdﬁéégéglé, gucgggzlé ‘1, 2, 3, 4
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ska7éyk, gaxavéyk, qavéyx ‘1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, many persons (in

the house) .

The same complicated situation is encountered in the pitch
analysis of demonstrative ans possessive suffixes. The suffix —é
‘this’ lowers the tone of a monosyllabic stem and cauczs a pre—
ceding aspirated consonant to losc its aspiration: guk ‘house .
gugax  this house’, gs_gugs  this house of mine’ , gugaws ' this house
of yours’ , gugasx ' this house of his (who is here)’, gugesic ‘this
house of his (who is away)’. The suffix —é ‘that’ has neither of
these effects: guksx  that house’ , gs gukax my house , gs_gukac
‘id. (invisible)’, gukags ‘your house’, gs guka ' that house of
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cf. gukﬁsi(cl ‘his/her house , gﬁﬁgws ‘that house of yours , gukexsX

0

“that house of his (who is here) . Cf. also gukaxsic ‘that house




of his (who is away)’, gﬁkgcﬁs ‘that (1nvisible) house of yours’,
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A11 suffixes have low pitch after certain stems; e€.8- gukaxtis
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‘peach-house , cf. gs_gukextisa 'my beach-house , gukaxtisus your
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beach-house , gukaxtisasi his beach-house .

The unpredictable alternations in the tone pattern and the
absence of tone in the neighbouring non-Wakashan languages (Tsimshian
and Bella Coola) suggest that Heiltsuk pitch goes back to the
proto-Wakashan period and has been lost in the other languages
of the family. I have noted the absence of distinctive tone in
the dialect of Rivers Inlet, which is transitional be tween
Bella Bella and EKwakiutl and very close to Haisla. These observ-—
ations show that typological and genealogical generalizations
are unwarranted before the material of the surviving dialects

has been properly investigated.






