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818 J.E. Henderson

1.0 INTRODUCTION

Yeletnye 1s the only language spoken on Rossel Island at the
eastern end of the Loulsiade Archipelago 1n the Milne Bay District of
Papua New Guinea.l It 1s a Non-Austronesian (or Papuan) language
which contrasts markedly with Melaneslan languages of the same area
in phonology, grammar and vocabulary. Thus whereas the Melanesian
languages generally have relatively few phonemes 1n simple syllable
patterns, Yeletnye has a complex system which includes simultaneous
stops which can be prenasalized, labialized, and palatalized together
with vowels which can be lengthened and nasalized. Moreover, Yeletnye
has flve verb tenses which make use of up to three different verb
stems as agalnst a freer system in Melaneslan languages. Filnally, on
present evidence Yeletnye shares only 6% of its vocabulary with its
nearest nelghbour, Sudest, and only 3% with the language of Misima
Island 110 miles away to the north-west. Only a few people who have
settled on the 1sland can use Yeletnye with any degree of fluency and
the language has developed the reputalton of being impossible to learn.
There are approximately 2500 speakers.

The following account 1s a brief introduction to this language.
It 1s based on five months field research in 1971, under the auspices
of the Summer Institute of Lingulstics, and on written data which con-
sists of 400 words illustrative of the phonology, and transcriptions
of fifteen tape-recorded spontaneous narrative texts which yielded
some 380 clauses and 140 phrases.2 Since the analysis 1s not yet com-
pleted the following remarks must be regarded as tentative only.

2.0 PHONOLOGY

In the followlng description the phonetic symbols of K. L.
Pike's Phonemics (1947) are used. A subscript tie links simultaneous
segments (tp), stress 1s marked with an acute (’) over the vowel, and
vowel length 1s marked by doubling the vowel symbol.

2.1 Vocalic Segments

The followling examples 1llustrate the range of vowel sounds
heard in Yeletnye.

[kvv] unripe [kal yes
[koo] (hig) arm [kaa] piecture
[koo] lime [tpii] rain
[keaa] (my) arm [pee] basket
[ka-] certainty prefix [kee] to go up

[kaa] tree type

The vowel [5] 1s often heard as the somewhat more open [2].
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2.2 Suprasegmental Features

2.21 Stness

Word stress appears to be predictable, and consists of loudness
and slight rise in pitch on the stressed syllable. It falls on the
first syllable of the unaffixed phonological word, which is tentative-
ly defined as a stretch of speech containing one and only one stressed
syllable.

[pdiv] star

[ndmo] house

[kééne] fieh type [a-kaa] my arm

[kiel¥ she bore a child [ka-t33] he is sitting
[ydFuto] sweet potato

[poatemaal fly [ka-n315] he is weeding

The stress pattern of reduplicated words is the same as for two
phonological words, but with a heavier stress on the first part.

[ténatdnal difficult
[kédekéde] slowly

Stress patterns in longer words have not been studied fully, but
no contrastive stress patterns have been observed. Similarly, no evi-
dence has been found for contrastive pitch.

2.22 Vowel Length

The following words illustrate contrastive vowel length.

[ma] male [maa]l tomorrow
[ta] green parrot [taag] betel nut
[ny] nose [nyy] who?
[kégs] orchid [ké8kea] hot

2.23 Nasalization of Vowels

The contrast is shown as follows.

(taal bush knife [taal slime

[kaal picture, shadow [kgq] house stump
[nuvu] throat [nyy] who?

[maa] tomorrow [mgq] low tide
[pi] person [kil banana

[kpee] octopus [kree] boy
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2.3 Consonantal Phonemes

The following minimal set of consonantal phonemes is tentatively
asserted. Additional prosodic features of labialization, palataliza-
tion, prenasalizing, nasal release, and simultaneous bilabial closure
are described in Sections 2.4 to 2.7.

Bilabial Post-alveolar Velar
Stops p t k
Fricatives & -3
Lateral 1
Nasals m n n
Semivowels w y

These are illustrated in the following paradigm.

[pee] basket [te] gcorpion [keel go up

[tyee] old [1émi] <mportant man [eyy] coconut shell

[mee] day after [ne] grass skirt [n®a] to listen
tomorrow

[wee] forked stick [yel he put it

All words beginning with [#] encountered to date are palatalized.
[#] occurs unpalatalized word medially, however, as in [ké&e] paddle.

The affricates [t¥] and [nd%] are used by a majority of speakers
where some use [ty] and [ndy] respectively, so the affricates will
probably be interpreted as palatalized stops.

[t¥33t399] to cook [nd¥44nd¥ga] wet

[b], [#], and [g] occur only intervocalically, and typically following
a stressed vowel.

[péba] millipede [té¥a] small [k8ga] orchid

The voiceless stops also occur intervocalically, but typically follow-
ing morpheme boundaries or unstressed vowels.

[a-pg] my village [a-td4] my tongue [a-k88] my arm

Intervocalic [b], [r], and [g] are probably allophones of /p/, /t/,
and /k/ respectively, as the more significant difference between the
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[p, t, k] series and the [mb, nd, ng] series seems to be prenasalizing

rather than voilcing.

Labialization and Palatalization

These contrastive features are illustrated as follows.

[kal yes [kwa) outgide
[(kéé¥e] bush umbrella [kwéé¥e] heart

[n315] she weeded [nwdi5] eye

[mbémal on [mbwéma] pig

[paal log [pyaa] woman

[tdma] place name [tydma] world, earth
[1a] deep [1ye] satil

Prenasalizing

When the stops p, t, and k are prenasallized, they become partial-

ly volced as well.

[pt] persgon [mbue] gick
[tlbe] prawn [nd(bi] i1id
[kdme ] cat [ng¥mwe] mosquito

Nasal Release

The stops p, t, and k can be nasally released, which precludes

prenasalizing and simultaneous bilablal closure discussed in the next

section.
[pt] person [pmy] bundle
[te] fish [tnye] language, word
[kééte] bush umbrella [koddF he missed

2.7 Simultaneous Stops and Nasals

These are produced by adding simultaneous billablal closure to

alveolar and velar stops and nasals. The third column shows contrast
with the simple billablal consonant.

[tuu] axe, smell [tpuu] tail [puv] hole

[tému] be quiet [tpd¥u] semoke [pYFv] star

[ké¥a] bird type [kpdFa) clothing [pdba] millipede

[ngd1a] cloud [qomgba]l frigate [mba] to ery
bird

[nuu] throat [omo] bird [ma] husband

[nédmo] house Como] breast [ma] husband
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2.8 Consonant-Vowel Patterns

Most Yeletnye words begin with a consonant and end with a vowel,
as can be seen from the examples already given. Exceptions are illus-
trated as follows.

[a-k&4] my arm
[Ana-t35bo] I'm cutting it
[a-pi(] he poured
[A-14] here

[énte] when?

[kam] new

[&yam] black palm
[mapwdkn] family

[1eekn] let's go (dual)

Only [m ] and [kn] have been found in word final position.

Syllable patterns include V and CV, their counterparts VC and
CVC closed by [m] and [kn], and possibly others, depending on the in-
terpretation placed upon the complex consonants. If the consonants
are regarded as complex units, many phonemes will result, but few syl-
lable patterns. If the consonants are interpreted as clusters of
phonemes, more complex syllable patterns will ensue, but the number of
phonemes will not be greatly increased. The solution favoured at
present is to follow the approach suggested by J. Bendor-Samuel (1960)
and to extract labilalization, palatalization, prenasalization, nasal
release, and simultaneous bilabial closure first as prosodies which
can accompany the phonemes posited in Section 3.3. The resulting syl-
lable patterns would be simple. Further work 1is required, of course,
before the most suitable solution can be decided upon.

3.0 Grammar

Since many of the examples in this section are drawn from spon-
taneous texts quickly transcribed, some of the vowels may not be cor-
rectly symbolized. Stress has not been shown.

3.1 Word Level
3.11 Pronouns

The following matrix shows the free pronouns. The same forms
are used for Object as for Subject. There are no third person free
pronouns.
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Singular Dual Plural
1st person na nyQ nmu
2nd person nytt tpv nmyo

Possession 1s marked by the following prefixes.

Singular Dual Plural
1st person a- nytti- nma-
2nd person N- tpa- nmy .-
3rd person wu- yt- yt-

The second person singular "prefix" is expressed by changing the
initial consonant of the noun to the nasal continuant at the same
point of articulation.

[a-pz] my village [mg] your village

[a-tea] my tongue [nea] your tongue

[a-kaa] my arm [nea] your arm

[a-yabots¥s] my garden [nyabotafal your garden

[a-geebt] my peeling shell [neebi] your shell
3.12 Nouns

The simplest noun consists of a single noun root. Compounds of
up to three roots have been recorded.

[nee] canoe

[paal log, hull
[nee-paal canoe hull
[nee-paa-nyy] canoce hull's prow
[nte] food

[pee] basket

[nte-pee] food-basket

Compounds can also be formed with a verb root and a noun root.

[1sangale-tate] playing field
play-place
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Nouns can be formed by adding the nominalizer [-n.] to adjec-
tives, and can then be compounded with other noun roots.

[ndvv-ni] big one
[ta¥oe-nt] gmall one

[tare-nit-paal small one's hull

The paradigm of possessive prefixes has already been given.
Nouns are usually suffixed for number as well: Singular = @, Dual =
[-te], and Plural = [-yo].

[a-nte-pee] my food basket
my-food-basket

[nee-paa-ta] canoe hulls

canoe-hull-dual

[yi-nte-pee-ta] their food baskets
their-food-basket-dual

[pt-yol people
person-plural
3.13 Adjectives

Some adjectives are reduplicated.

[mbuti] sick

[nde] big

[mbaambal] good

[kTTKTT] hot

[tanatana] difficult, heavy

[omgpee]l overripe [omgpeenmgbee] lazy

3.14 Quantifdiens
3.14.1 Numerals

The system 1s decimal, running up above 1000.

[qpel one [ya me qma) 11
[miiyo] two [ya ma muiyo] 12
[piile] three [ya ms prile] 13
[baadt] four P

[Time] five

[went] 8izx

[pyc#U] seven
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[waz11] eight

[tUU] nine

[val ten [ya moe va] 20

[myo-yal 20 [myo-yq ma qma) 21
[myo-ya ma miiyo] 22

[pyola-yal 30 [pyola-yq ma nma] 31

[po¥a-yq] 40

[1imo-ya] 50

[wona-ya] 60

[pyt¥U-yal 70

[wola-y3a) 80

[tone-y3) 90

[yona-yal 100

[yone-y3 me npal 101

[yone-yg ma miiyo] 102
[yona-yga ma ptile] 103

[myoyonay3] 200
[pyolayonayj] 300
[yonayonaya) 1000

3.14.2 oOther Quantifiers

The following words illustrate those which have been observed
to date:

[yt1V] many
[ytndomu] all
[qme] some

3.15 Venbs

The verb structure is complex, and has not yet been analysed.
Portmanteau prefixes mark the person and number of the subjJect togeth-
er with tense. Some of these prefixes show allomorphic variation.
Dual and plural third person objects are usually marked with [-ts] and
[-te] respectively. There are five tenses: future, present, immediate
past, past (yesterday), and remote past. Three different stems are
used: one for remote past, one for present, and one for the other
tenses. Various aspects are marked by prefixes.
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3.2 Phrase Level
3.21 Head-Modifier Phrases

These consist of a head, manifested typically by a noun, which
may be preceded by a possessor and followed by one or two modifiers.
When the possessor is third person, its identity can be specified by
a word, phrase, or clause preceding the noun possessed. (In the ex-

amples a comma marks level intonation plus pause.)

[a-nee-paa]
my-canoe-hull

my canoe hull

[ka@mbwa wu-nee-paal
Canice his-canoe-hull

Canice's canoe hull

[mboo, kambwa yiL-nee-paa-ta]
Leo Canice their-canoe-hull-dual

Leo's and Canice's canoe hulls

[nee-paa-ta mMU-pmMLNA-NYYA-t3Q  wu-tAnAmbum]
canoe-hull-dual you-pl/today-bring-dual its-story
the story about how you brought the canoe hulls

The head may be followed by an adjective, a quantifier, or both.

[mbwaa 18]
water deep

deep water

[nee-paa nduew)
canoe-hull big

big canoe hull

[k33 ngwono]
taro cooked

cooked taro

[wee miiyo]
fork two
two forked sticks

[kpaa qpa]
fire one

one fire
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[naana baadi]
lever four

four levers

[pt yindomvu]
person all

everyone

[pe yu1¥]
person many

many people

[kaa Ngwono nma ]
taro cooked one

one cooked taro

[pmyy nytt puile]
coconut green three

three green coconuts

[a-nee-paa tp]
my-canoe-hull small

my little canoe hull

[kambwA wu-nee-paa nduvv]
Cantce his-canoe-hull big
Canice's big canoe hull

3.22 Co-ordinate Phrases

Phrases with from two to four nouns or pronouns have been ob-

served. The nouns are separated by pause.

[waatv, mwona]
Walter Philip
Walter and Phtlip

[mgbaalum, a-benda]
Gregory my-namesake
Gregory and my namesake

[ndZim., gaapwe, kaawa, na]
Jim Ken Kevin I

Jim, Ken, Kevin and I

827
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3.23 Axds-nelaton Phrases

These consist of an axis (typically a noun) followed by a suffix
which relates the axis to the clause. The following examples illus-
trate locative axis-relator phrases.

[maa-pyy] [ka¥awa-ka]

road-along Philemina-to

along the road to Philemina
[t33-ka] (yaapu-pal
pot-near Yaapu-at
near the pot at Yaapu

[pwepe-mbama] [nyiL-paa-pe]

log-on our-place-at

on logs at our place

In accompaniment axis-relator phrases, the axis 1s manifested by
a word or phrase, and the relator is [-ke], which usually carries the
third person possessive prefix.

[kaawa-ke] [nd2umt, kaawa, yt-ke]
Kevin-accompaniment Jim Kevin their-

P . accompaniment
with Kevin p

with Jim and Kevin

3%3 Clause Level

Equative clauses have no Predicate tagmeme, but consist of Topic
and Comment.

[tpele Qme wu-pLtL t93]
thing one its-name carving

This thing's name i8 '"ecarving'.

[AlAvQwD ndumukwai¥o]
now evening

It's evening now.

[a-tAnAmbumu wuutal]
my-gtory complete
My story is fintished.

The order of tagmemes in other clauses 1s fairly free, though
the Subject nearly always precedes the Predicate, and Subject-Object-
Predicate is more common than Object-SubjJect-Predicate. When Subject
and Object are both explicit, the Subject 1s usually marked with [-pa].
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Object Predicate

[nte ta-ma-qma]

food today-eat-they
They ate food.

ObJect Predicate
[wee miLiyo w-a-kaa-gma]
fork two fut-3rd-put-pl

They will put two forked sticks

Locative Predicate
[waafu wu-poo ke-Ffa-taa)

Walter his-place certalnty-I/today-arrive
I arrived at Walter's place.

Subject Object Predicate

[kaawa-na wu-nte-pee tnyana]

Kevin-Subj his-food-basket (he/yesterday)-carry
Kevin carried his food-basket

Subject ObJect Predicate
[gaapwe, kaawA, mgbaalm a-nee-paa tpo kwo-tnyaa-paapal
Ken Kevin Gregory my-canoe-hull small from/behind-they/past-pull

Ken, Kevin, and Gregory pulled my small canoe hull.

To date the tagmemes of SubjJect, Object, Predicate, Time,
Locative, Accompaniment, Benefactive, and Indirect ObJect have been
identified, but no more than five tagmemes occur in any one clause.

Locative Object Predicate
[nee-paa-ta yi-téafa poofo mtiyo AmAnA-t3opo-qma
canoe-hull-dual their-place rope two they/will-cut-dual

Time Subject
mwaandiya nee-paa-t¥ootayo]
morning canoe-hull-owners

Where the canoe hulls are, the owners will cut two ropes
in the morning.

3.4 Sentence Level

This level has not been studied, but a general statement can be
made. There 1s not a marked distinction between dependent and inde-
pendent clauses; no pattern of medial and final verbs has been ob-
served. Sentences consist of one or more similar clauses, with few
overt relators between them.
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4.0 A BASIC VOCABULARY LIST

This 1ist contains basic vocabulary items elicited using the
Summer Institute of Linguistics' "Survey Word List". All items are
written phonetically as recorded in 1970. A single quote (') is used
to mark the stressed syllable.

English Yeletnye English Yeletnye
1. (hig) hair mba 'FAga 35. eloud ngAl 'to.pe
2. (hig) head mbo"¥a" 36. rain ptyi.
3. (his) mouth K5 mo 37. water mbwa..
4. (his) nose nnu 38. tree IC
5. (hig) eye 'owo 10" 39. root yefa or yskma
6. (his) neck (all 40. leaf 'ylya
or nape) ‘mbwama 41. meat mbyu
(his) belly pkMm3” 42. fat (grease) khini
(hig) skin (human) 'to.pe 43. egg WY or wey
(his) knee XLmbo'Fov 44. he eats ! tama
10. man m:y 45. he gives it to me  A'kha¥aks
11. woman pP 46. he sees tomy.
12. bird ENAROLRMNS 47. he comes 'kefapwia.ga
13. dog Wp or wg 48. louse ' yomawe
14. he bites (a dog) ta'keya 49. one mo
15. he sits taya. 50. two "mi.yo
16. he stands gAmAkwD” S1. (his) back pAtAma
17. he lies (reclines) gaﬁwiem 52. (his) shoulder nganAng
18. he walks ARREE 53. (his) forehead ka¥A
19. road (path) ma 54. (his) chin tdobv
20. stone tda.p 55. (his) elbow ketubu
21. big BIE 56. (his) thumb kabya
22. small tafa or tefa 57. (his) leg yi
23. fire ndyg 58. (his) heart 'goLtmi
24. smoke ptufv 59. (his) liver 'kwe e
25. asffes pko” 60. (his) bone rthana
26. (?:;iei?al) - 61. (his) blood wa.
27,5 (Hid) tongus tha. 6% "ham - (pf a datmgly tpgh
28. (his) tooth ny2 S g b
29. (her) breast omo" 64. wigs o
30. (his) hand kha. B0y e
31. (his) foot yi 'pkwo ey Sy 22
e E chatu 67. boy Pg
33. moon 2] Lt L
e DU 69. baby mbobo



70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.

76.

77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.
97.
98.
99.
100.
101.
102.
103.
104.
105.
106.
107.
108.
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English

old man

old woman
person

(his) father
(his) mother

brother (older of
man) ’

sister (older of
man)

name

pig

cassowary

wal laby
flying fox
rat

frog

snake

fish

taro
sugarcane
yam

banana

sweet potato
bean

axe

knife

arrow (spear)
net bag (woman's)
house

earth (ground)
sand
mountain
wind

vine

stick

bark (tree)
gseed (for planting)
tobaceco
morning
aftermoon

night

Yeletnye
Pibyan
pyabyg
pi

me

mniaA

bgo“m
'yama
pkMmg
ptalapa
the

kg
kwuto
khini
Kkhi
(EVEN A0
bin

thy

' peb-ANA
kAL te

' pkene
' nomo

' taba
thi.
mbu

' yobo
';i.pa
'yumbwt
o

wd

mba' 1A
mwandiA
domokwo" A

mbafa

109.
110.
111.
112.
113.
114.
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.
121.
122.
123.
124.
125.
126.
127.
128.
129.
130.
131.
132.
133.
134.
135.
136.
137.
138.
139.
140.
141.
142.
143.
144.
145.
146.
147.
148.

English
yesterday
tomorrow
white
black
yellow
red
green
good

bad

long
short
heavy
light
cold (water)
warm, hot (water)
old

new

many

all

this

that
what?
who?
when?
where?
round
wet (clothing)
dry (clothing)
full

not

three
four
five

ten

yes

no

he says
he hears
he knows
he drinks

831
Yeletnye
ma
mD.
' pkaba'pkab

tpkofo! pkofe
'ndi] 'nana’ kw
‘mpyenmpye
‘gokuya
'mbamba
thono
;ha.ghi
thikwidi
thinthig
nba. nba.
'ngwon 'ngwp
kTki

bege

kham
thtptoptetmptap
'th'domu
A'TA

nmwe or mnwigt
'1 ukwe

nnyn

andi

anana

manana
dnidni
dafadara
'ndenme
';ha.;ho
phite
iphe.di

1imi

g8a

nyQ

"khale
';het‘vi
';hetnyo
u'la.ma;ho
;hendA
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149.
150.
151.
152.

153.
154.
155.
156.
157.
158.
159.

172.
173.
174.
175.
176.
177.
178.
179.
180.
181.
182.
183.
184.
185.
186.
187.
188.
189.
190.

J.E. Henderson

English Yeletnye
he sleeps thipi
he kills 'the bya
he dies tho ' pwono
it burns (fire is
burming) tha'gigi
it flies thebwi'ala
he swims a'gugu or a'kuku
he runs a'mbsba
he falls down thi'eat
he hits theibya
he catches thau'kwele
he coughs pkwenepkwene
X ko k *
he eats sugar cane
he laughs a lot
orne man stands

two men stand

three men stand

the
the
the
the
the
the
the
the
the
the
the
the
the
the

man
man
man
man
man
man
man
man
big
man
man
man

man

goes

went yesterday

wtll go tomorrow

eats the yam

ate the yam yesterday
will eat the yam tomorrow
hit the dog

didn't hit the dog

man hit the little dog
gave the dog to the boy
hit the dog and went

hit the dog when the boy went
hit the dog and it went
ghot and ate the pig

*

*

English
160. he laughs
161. he dances
162. I
163. thou
164. he
165. we two (excl.)
166. you two
167. they two
168. we (plural excl.)

169. you (plural)
170. they (plural)
171. he i8 hungry
* k k *

a'kwukwua
agumgenA

phi. 'gamths. 'ge
phi.'mio'gamths. 'ge
phi.'pi.le'gamtha.'gepg
phi. tha'la
phi'mmekha'lA

phi 'mmowa'ls

phi 'gna 'khini a'phas.ps
phi na khini mm khe me
'‘phi.na khini mmp wa ma
phi.qa 'uaghe uga
phi.naua tho mana

Yeletnye
agumtdysne
pti+lawe
nna

fie

wu'tdo
nyemLo'ghA
pUmLo'ghA
genamio’ tha
mmy or mmy
my3

'genA
gha'qode

mma. wenA ua tafa theibya

mma. wenAa ua ;hetgo pkMmeka

mma. wenA ua ;hetbya ;hambaba

phe kweliatho mma. wena wa gathaibya
mma. wena wa ;hetbya ;haIA

mma. wenA mbwuma ;helbya

;hamA
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NOTES

1. Thils language has been referred to by various names--"Yele",
"Yela", and "Yeletnye"--the last of which seems the most appropriate

as 1t means "Rossel Island language".

2. This research has been supported in part by a grant from the
Research Fund of the Papua New Guinea Branch of the Summer Institute

of Linguistics.
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