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FROM SEMIVOWELS TO ASPIRATION TO LONG CONSONANTS
in Ngyemboon-Bamileke

Stephen C. Anderson
S.I.L., Cameroon

The present paper focuses on the phonetic phenomena of
“aspirated consonants® reported in various Bamileke
languages spoken in Cameroon and on the previously un-
reported phenomena of long consonants. The particular
language used for reference is Ngyemboon-Bamileke in
which aspirated consonants are quite frequent.  First,
the paper examines the exact nature of this "aspiration"
and concludes that it can best be described as "hom-
organic voiceless fricative offglides”. Discussion

then follows on the four semivowels, any one of which
can occur between syllable-initial consonants and vowels,
and their function in conditioning the presence of the
aspiration, that is, these predictable offglides. The
paper goes on to examine the previously unreported phe-
nomena of "long consonants”. By examining the distribu-
tion of the semivowels and the long consonants, it is
found that these long consonants come from underlying
voiceless fricatives before a semivowel. An additional
voiceless fricative, that is, the offglide, is then
generated before the conditioning semivowel is deleted.
This simplifies the phonology by eliminating the need
for long consonants on the underlying phonological level.
The paper posits in conclusion that this kind of "con-
sonant aspiration" is a characteristic property of the
Bamileke language sub-family, contrasting it with-all
other Grassfields Bantu languages.

Le présent article traite des phénoménes phonétiques
des "consonnes aspirées" relevés dans diverses langues
bamileke du Cameroun et des phénoménes, jusqu'ic¢i non-
relevés, des consonnes longues. La langue de référence
utilisée ici est le bamileke-ngyemboon ol 1'on trouve
assez frégquemment des consonnes aspirées. L'article:
commence par une étude de la nature exacte de "l'aspi-
ration" qu'il semble finalement satisfaisant de décrire
comme un reldchement fricatif sourd homorganique. Suit

-une discussion des quatre semi-voyelles qui toutes

peuvent apparaitre entre une consonne &d l'initiale de
syllable et une voyelle et de leur rble dans le condi-
tionnement de la présence de l'aspiration, c'est-a-dire
de ces reladchements que l'on peut prédire. Ensuite
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l'article traite des phénom&nes des consonnes longues,
non-relevés jusqu'ici. En cherchant la distribution
des ‘semi-voyelles et des consonnes longues, on constate
que ces consonnes longues viennent de -fricatives sourdes
sous-jacentes devant une semi-voyelle. - Une fricative
sourde supplémentaire est créee avant que la semi-
voyelle conditionnant cette création ne s'efface. Ceci
simplifie la phonologie en supprimant les consonnes .-
longues au niveau phonologique sous-jacent. En conclu-
sion on pose que cette sorte d'aspiration des consonnes
est une caractéristique du sous-groupe linguistique
bamileke qui distingue ce sous-groupe de toutes les
autres langues du bantou des grassfields.

1.0. Introduction

The aim of this article1 is to examine the nature of semi-
vowels in Ngyemboan-Bamileke” and to note their rdle in conditioning
consonant “aspiration" and thereby long consonants. Although the
phonetic phenomena of semivowels and "aspiration" have been duly
noted in various Bamileke languages, both the exact nature of this
"aspiration" and its various conditioning factors have often been
a source of confusion. This paper attempts to explain both, as
well as to show the réle of each in conditioning the previously
unreported phenomena of long consonants.

The following inventory of Ngyemboon consonants and vowels is
taken from the phonology (Anderson, 1976, pp. 98 and 112 respec-
tively):

Copsonants Vowels

t % k i u
b d g e o
m n n € a >
pf ts
f S
v z
w Y

It should be noted that several phonological processes produce a
wide variety of phonetic realizations for the various units charted
above (several variations appear in a phonetic chart below).
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2.0.. Semivowels

The semivowels which are in focus in this paper are those
which occur between the syllable-initial consonant and the vowel.
These specific semivowels have been previously explained as being
the product of the interaction of two major prosodies, palataliza-
tion and labialization (Anderson, 1976, pp. 38-54). For the pur-
pose of theoretical neutrality, however, we shall simply describe
them here as possible realizations of a semivowel position
(labelled S ) within the basic syllable, as below:

C (s) Vv (C)

The preceding formula indicate the relative positions of the obli-
gatory syllable-initial consonant and vowel, as well as the optional
semivowel and syllable-final consonant.

Whereas only the two semivowels Y and W can occur in the
syllable-initial consonant position, four different semivowels can
occupy the S position (more than reported for any other Bamileke
language). These four phonetic possibilities are the following:

Y : spread front semivowel

W : rounded front semivowel
. w : spread back semivowel

W : rounded back semivowel

There exist a few minor restrictions on which consonants can
immediately precede the various semivowels. For example, the semi-
vowel Y never follows labio-dentals (f, v and ‘pf). The semivowel
w never follows the same labio-dentals, nor the bilabials (P, 2

and m). The semivowels ¥ and w, on the other hand, follow almost
any consonant.

The restrictions between semivowels and the vowels which fol-
low them are more significant, as shown in the following chart:

Semivowel w/unrounded V w/rounded V
Y
w X
X
W X

The preceding chart shows that all of the semivowels except ¥ can
precede the non-back unrounded vowels (i, €, £ and a). On the
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