
THE PHONEMES OF THE ADZERA LANGUAGE 

K . G .  HOLZKNECHT 

O .  INTRODUCTION 

0.1. The Adzera1 people live in the north-east part o f  New Guinea ,  in 

the vas t  Markham Val ley . The Leron rive r ,  a tribut ary o f  the Markham , 

is approximately the b order to  the s outh-east , and the Gusap rive r ,  a 

tributary o f  the Ramu ( or Guin in the Adzera language) , the b order o f  

the north-west . The larger part o f  t h e  peop le l ive in t h e  flat s o f  the 

val ley , but s ome of the c lans have also sett led in the first  grass-hil l s , 

b ordering the valley , as we ll as the val leys o f  trib utary rivers between 

the Leron and Gusap , e . g .  the Jarus group , which live s in the Jafat s ,  

MaDiaD and Mami river val leys .  

0.2. According to  the las t census ( 19 7 0 )  the populat ion figure stands 

at 1 7 , 600 . All of them speak � language2, which differs only s l ight ly 

in minor grammat ical mat ters , but more in vocabulary in the various 

"dis t rict group s "  ( a  term coined and used by K . E .  Read : Oee�ni�, Vol . 27 

( 19 46) , 2 : 9 8 . The language spoken by the Kaiapit and SaDaD dis trict 

group is taken as the norm and is used for the data given here . 

1
T he word "Ad zera" is a d is t ort ion of t he word fa dzra? / which means inwaI'd, up 

country, up-stream. 

2
H.A. Ho1zknecht , T he Ad zera Family of Languages , KIVUNG, Vol. 4 (1971) , 3:171-174 . 
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0.3. The late Reverend Frit z Oert e l  founded the Miss ion Station Kaiapi t  

in 1918 . He rec orded the language and rendered it in a pract ical 

alphab e t . The late Dr O.  Dempwolff , profe s s or at the University of 

Hamb ur g ,  Germany attenpted an "Analy sis o f  the Adzera language " in 1928-

29 ( handwritten manuscript in the Hamburg Univers ity Archive s ,  Manus crip t  

Book , No . 786 ) with the data then known . Unfortunately , through war 

action all the material of Reverend Frit z Oerte l ,  who died in June 1 9 3 8  -

dictionary , grammar ( ? )  and other collected linguis t ic mat erial - was 

lost . In 1947 the writer found one c opy o f  the printed Bib le History 

(19 25 ) and one copy of the Catechism ( 19 25 ) , together with the last c opy 

o f  the First Primer ( 19 25 ) in Adzera . With the help of many informant s  

the language was learned and words colle cted . In 1949 I came upon a 

word list of ab out 400 words , typed by the late Reverend Fliehler . This 

l i s t  has the words grouped in subj ects , l ike animals , plant s ,  trees , food 

e t c . The prac t ical alphabet of Reverend Frit z Oert e l  was changed in 

some ins t anc es , e . g .  the glottal s t op t aken up . 

The present dis crip t ion was undert aken firs t in German as p art o f  the 

Language Course of the Bib le Trans lators - Summer Institute o f  Linguis t ic s 3 

at Neukirchen , Kr . Moers , Germany , during the summer of 1962,  and is now , 

after more study and inves t igation , redone in English 
4 

1. CHART O F  PHONEMES 

1 . 1. CONSONA NTS 

Type of sound Labial Alveolar Velar Glottal 

voiceless 5 

s t op s  p t ts (t) k ? 

prenasalized m nt voiceless  stop s  p nts (n t) I)k I)? 

voiced stops b d dz ( ?) 9 
prenasalised mb nd ndz 

(n ?) 1)9 voiced stops dz 

voiced nasals m n I) 

11 wish to express my gratitud e and thanks to Mr Wilf ried T. Zibell of the Summer 
Institute of Linguistics f or his help and guid ance in working this paper f irst. 

4My thanks go to Dr E. Nid a f or his help in getting some of the sound s straight, d uring 
the T ranslators' Institute - August 1964 .  And Dr Healey and Dr D. Bee of the Summer 
Institute of Linguistics, Ukarumpa, New Guinea, f or their very helpf ul suggestions in 
writing this paper. 

5
Aspiriation is quite pronounced in the so-called Ad zera-group (Kaiapit-Sal)al)); less 

so in the Amari and Ol)a? groups; the least in the Jarus group. 



Type of sound Labial 

voiceless  
fri catives f 

vibrants 

semivowe ls w 

1 .2 . VOWELS 

High 

Non-Hi gh 

2 .  CONTRASTIVE FEATURES 

2 . 1 .  CONSONANTS 

Alveolar 

5 

r 

Non-Back 

i :  

a 
a: 

Velar 

j y 

Back 

u 

o 
0: 

3 

Glottal 

h 

Adzera cons onant phonemes are divided into five c ontras tive group s : 

s tops , nasals , fricatives , vibrants and semivowe ls . 

The s top s c ontras t in non-nas alized and prenas ali zed ones , in voiced 

and voiceless  ones . 

Stops and nasals c ontras t as to lab ial , alveolar and velar point o f  

arti culati on .  Voi celess  non-nas ali zed and prenasalized s top s have an 

addi ti onal contras t  at the glottal point of arti culati on . 

Fricati ve s and vibrants as to lab ial and alveolar and glottal point 

o f  arti culation . 

The semi vowe ls c ontrast to lab ial and alveolar p oint o f  arti cu lation . 

2 . 2 .  VOWELS 

Vowel phoneme s c ontras t  as to high and non-high positi ons , and 

hori zontally as to non-b ack and back positi on . 

High non-back and non-high vowe ls  c ontras t  further in long and short 

vowe ls . 

2 . 3 .  CONTRASTS I N  I VE NTICAL ANV ANALOGOUS E NVI RONMENTS 

2 . 3 . 1 . Consonants 

I p l  + I b l  I p a pol ( p a po) 
I b a bol ( b a bo) 
I p a? a n i  ( p a? a n) 
I b a? a n i  ( b a? a n )  

s ugar-can maggot 

qui ck, hasty 

to forbid s. th. 

to rise  up ( in s tomach ) 
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I t  I + I d l  

I t  I + l s i  

I t  I + I t s l  

I t s l  + I d z l  

Ikl + I g l  

l s i  + I t s l  

l s i  + I d z l  

I n l  + Irjl 

I k I + I? I 

Impl + Ipl 

I r l + I d l  

final final 

I ?I + vowel 

2 . 3. 2 .  Vowels 

l u i  + 101 

I t arjin d a n l  ( t arjin d a n ) 
I d arjin d a n l  ( d arjin d a n )  
liti? 1 ( i ti? )  
lisi? 1 (isi? ) 
I t a f a n l  ( t a f a n )  
I t s a f a n l  (ta f a n ) 
I t s a r i ? a n l  (ta ri? a n )  
I d z a rida n l  (?a rid a n )  
I k arja n l  (karja n )  
Igarja n l  ( g arja n )  
I s a? I ( s a? ) 
I t s  a? I (ta? ) 
/ja s l  (ja s )  
Ija d z l  (ja?) 
I g a n arjl ( g a n arj ) 
I g arja n l  ( g arja n )  
limirjkl ( i m i rj k )  
Ii mi rj? I ( i m i rj? ) 
limp ri? I (imp ri? ) 
lip ri? 1 (ip ri? ) 
Impapa r u a n l  ( mpapa r u a n ) 
Ipapa l (papa ) 
I r a r o d a n l  ( r a rod a n )  
I d a r o d a n l  ( d a ro d a n )  

lit s a r a l  o f  t s a r a d a n  
lit s a a r a? / of t s a a r a? a n 

I n  u? a n I ( n  u? a n )  

/iI , l a / , 10/ , l u i  

I n  o? a n I ( n  o? a n )  
I n u g u ( n ) 1 ( n u g u ( n ) )  
I nogol  ( n o go )  
I nigil ( nigi) 
I n a g a l  ( n a g a ) 

Iii + li:1 

Inogol  ( n o go )  
I n u g u ( n ) 1  ( n u g u ( n ) ) 
I t sipol (tipo ) 
I t s  i i po? I (t i : po? ) 

to forgive , let have 

to knot into string 

bamboo knife 

smaH, litt l e  

h i s  great grandfath e r  

prai s e ,  t o  honour 

to stir up , stir round 

to sit aro s s l e gged 

be  ripe , very hard 

bark, skin 

men's house  

prop. ho le  where pigs  lie  

l e ft 

oinment 

banana, yam 

s kin, bark 

dark 

it i s ,  it l i e s  ( there) 

he puHs, takes out 

i s  in labour 

to l ean on 

light, not heavy 

to strai ghten 

to ahas e, drive off 

to offer, saarifiae 

to be  dry 

aooked through, done 

to aaH 

heart, b reast 

that, i n  a distanae 

that, that one with you 

that, that one  i n  far 
distanae 

that, that one with him 

heart, breast 

arm l et, braae let 

taro b e e t l e  



l a l  + l a : 1  

101 + 10 : 1  

l a mpil ( a mpi) 
l a a mpil ( a : mpi )  
Imamal  ( mama ) 
Ima a ma? I ( ma: ma? ) 
I f o fida n l  ( fo fid a n ) 
I foo fil ( fo : fi )  
/ o s o d a  n a n /  Co s od a  n a n )  

loosod a n / ( o : s o d a n )  

many 

guest, vis itor 

mountain 

chi l d  

to b e  o l d  

bamboo fl ute 

to accu s e ,  put 

5 

suspicion on s . b .  

to command, orde r 

Length of vowe l occurs quite frequent ly otherwise in verb s beginning 

with an l a - I  and the added pre fixe s  I n a - I , Ima - I , l a - I, I d a - I  and their 

c omb inat i ons Ima d a - I , I roma- - I , I ro n a - I, I ro d a- I , I roma d a - I  e . g .  l a rida n l  
to shine,  spear gives I n a a ril ( n a : ri )  s ha l l  shine,  spear. 

3 .  DESCRIPTION OF PHONEMES WITH ILLUSTRATIONS 

3 .1 .  CONSONA NTS 

I p l  
I m p  I 

I b l  
Imb l 

I t  I 
I n t I  

I d l  
I n d l  

Ikl 
Ir'jkl 

I gl  
Ir'jgl 

I t s l  

I n t s l  

I d z a f l 

a voiceless  lab ial stop 

a lab ial voiced nasal p lus 
voiceless  lab ial stop 

a voiced lab ial stop 

a lab ial voiced nasal p lus 
voiced stop 

a voi celess  alveo lar stop 

an alveolar voiced nasal p lus 
voi c e le s s  alveolar s top 

a voi ced alveolar s t op 

an alveolar voiced nasal p lus 
voiced alveo lar s t op 

a voiceless  ve lar s t op 

a velar voiced nasal p lus 
voi celess  ve lar s top 

a voiced ve lar stop 

a ve lar voi ced nasal p lus 
voiced velar stop 

a voiceless  glottal s t op 

a voiced ve lar nasal p lus 
glottal s top 

a voi celess  alveolar affri cate 

I p ail 

Imp u (i ) 1 
I b  i? I 

Ika s ombil 
I t o tin l  

Imimin d a n l  
Ikit s l  

I g ar'jkar'jl 
I g ail 

I r ur'jga n l  
lima ? I 

s top I t s  a ?I 
a voi ced alveolar nasal p lus 

voiceless  affri cate s t op I n t s u f l  
a voiced alveo lar affricate 

stop I d z a f l  

meat 

wate r, rive r 

b lood 

sme l Zing herb 

tre e p u lp 

sta l k ,  stump 

bamboo drum 

to get dark 

string, threat 

s h e l l  

tre e ,  wood 

hims e l f  

no 

news,  mes sage 

p rop 

pit, hole 

fi re 
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/ n dz/ a voiced alveolar nasal plus 
voiced alveolar affricate 
stop / n dzama n /  to bLes s, c hart 

/m/  a voiced lab ial nasal /mamo/ cas sowary 

/ n /  a voiced alveolar nasal / n i d a n /  to speak 

/Q/ a voiced velar nasal /Qa d a n /  to open wide 
( mouth ) 

/ f /  a voiceless  lab iodental 
frigat ive / f a i n / a part, Bome 

/ 5 /  a voiceless  alveolar 
frigat ive / s a i /  prai rie gras s 

/ h / a voice less glott al frigat ive / h a h a /  jubiLant cry 

/ r /  a voiced alveolar rolled 
vib rant / r a t a n /  to fear 

/w/ a voiced high c lose back 
unrounded non-syllab ic 
voc oid /wap/  forest 

/ j=y / a voic ed high close front 
unrounded non-sy llab ic 
vocoid /ja b a n /  to go up 

3.2. VOWELS 

/ i /  a voiced high c lose front 
unrounded vowel / g i a n /  h i s  c h e e k  

/ u /  a voiced high close back 
unrounded vowe l / g um/ work, garden 

/ 0 /  a voiced c lose back rounded 
vowe l / nowa i /  mango tre e and 

fruit 

/ a /  a voiced low open central 
unrounded vowe l / g a ram/  man, peopLe 

/ i i / a voiced high c lose front 
unrounded vowe l / t s i i po? / Taro b eetLe 

/00/  a voiced middle close  back 
rounded long vowe l / foo f i /  bamboo fLute 

/ a a /  a voiced low open , central 
unrounded long vowe l /maama?/ chiLd 

4. CONSTRUCTION OF SYLLABLES 

Syl lab les in Adzera c onsis t  of an opt ional onset o f  one or two 
6 c onsonant s ,  an obl igatory nuc leus ( peak) of one or two vowel s  and an 

opt ional c oda o f  one consonant . ( Word medial sequence s  of two c ons onant s 

are mos t ly o f  the same t ype as the syllab le onset . )  

6 T here are a number of word s, which cont ain a sy llable nucleus of t hree vowels /poa i t/ 
beautiful. /ofoa i l /, quarrel., etc. 
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I f  C 2 i s  absent C l = any o f  the pre nasali zed or non-prenasalized 

voiced and voi c e le s s  s tops , the nasals , frigatives , vibrants and semi 

vowels ; except I?I, I Q?I and I Q g / . 
I f  C2 is  I r l  C l any c onsonant e xcept I?I ,  I Q?I ,  In dz/, I Q g / , I n / , 

Iw/ , and Ij=y / . 
If C2 i s  Iwl C l = any ve lar . 

V3 and V4 may b e  any vowe l ,  but the sequences l u u / , l o u l  and l uol  do 

no t oc cur . ( Sequences I i  ii , 1001  and l a a l  are phone ti cally long vowe ls ) .  

All of the 1 2  pos s ib le syllab le types covered by  thi s  formula have 

been ob served in b o th monosyllab i c  and polysyllab ic words . 

C
s P t t s  k ? 

m nt n t s  Q k Q? P 

b d z  
m n Q 
f 5 

r 

The following types of syllab le s truc ture , there fore oc cur ( v  vowe l , 

C = c ons onant) : 

Type of Nucleus Open Syllables C losed Syllables 

Si mple Nuc leus 

No Onse t  V VC 

Simple Onse t  CV CVC 

Complet  Onse t  CCV ccve 

Complex Nuc leus 

No Ons e t  VV VVC 
VVV VVVC 

Simple Onse t  CCV CVVC 
CVVV CVVVC 

Complex Onse t  CVV CCVVC 
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5 .  DISTRIBUTION OF PHONEMES 

5 . 1 . SINGLE CONSONANTS AS VES CRIBEV ABOVE 

( Word initial , intervocalic and final ) .  

/ p /  / p ai/ , meat / d a pi�?/ ,  saliva /wa p / , forest 

Imp/ /mp u / , water /imp a / , he sits / g a mp / , village 

/ b /  / bi?/ ,  blood /ib a / , he came /ifa b / , pig 

/mb / , / k a s ombi/ , smelling herb 

/ t /  / t a u f / , stone / t a t a?/ ,  morning / pi t / , G-string 

I n t i  / n t u f / , noise / din t u t / , Elefantiasis / f a d a fin t / , termite 

/ d /  / d o�/ , bamboo drum / d a d a�i/ , fern 

/ n d / , / g a n d o - g a n do / , a specie of yam 

/ k / , / kit s / , string / a k a r a n/ , to write / k awa k / , Leatherhead bird 

/�k/ /�kia�?a n / , be bitter / g a�ka�/ , skin, shell / i mi�k / , dark 

/ g /  / g ai/ , tree-wood / g a gi ra n / ,  mend 

/�g / , 

/?/ ,  

/ r u�ga n / ,  himself 

/g ro?a n / , to slip, fall /mu�a?/ ,  retribution 

/�?/ ,  / g a fi�?a n /  to press / sisi�?/ ,  news, message 

/ t s /  / t s a?/ ,  prop / pit sia / , a winged ant / ma�it s / , famine 

/ n t s /  / n t s u f / , pit, hole /�a n t sia�/ , stunted /�a n t s / , shield 

/ d z /  / d z a f / , fire / moa d zip / , path / j id z u d z / , filled up 

/ n d z /  / n d z a d a n / , cover with /in d z a m/ , blest 

/ m/ / mai?/ ,  day / j a mi/ , sterile, barren / d zi r am/ , black cockatoo 

/ n /  / nida n / ,  to speak /ma n a?/ , outside /ma�a n / , who? one 

/�/ /�i r / , rafter / g a�a f / , level, flat / g a n a�/ , banana, yam 

/ f /  / f ain / , a part, some / a f a ?/ ,  sister-in-law /wa u f / , wild kapok 

15/ / s ai/ , prairie grass / s a s a?/ ,  empty /o pis / ,  bean 

/ h / / h ai/ , yes / h a h a / , jubilant cry 

/ r / / r a b a n / , to hack, hoe / r a r u b / , Caurie shell / r a t a r / , old 

Iw/ /wa p / , forest /wa t s awit s / , hawk 

/ j =y /  / j a b a n / , to go up / j a j a?/ ,  slippery 



5.2. S YLLABLE INITIAL CONSONANT CLUSTERS 

5.2.1. C + r ( Word initial and medial) 

/ p r / / p ro p a n / , to fatt /o p r a s / , deep, penetrating 

/mp r /  /mp ris / , grater / i mp r a?/ , he goes round 

/ b r / / b ro f a n / ,  to snore / n a b ro f / , knife-spear 
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/mb r /  /mb ro?/ , materiat, vine /imb r a s / , to spread wide, free its branches 

I t r l  / t ris a n / , be tough / i t r a p / , he ctips off 

I n t r l  / n t r a k a n / ,  to ctick o's tongue / min t roa / ,  figtree and fruit 

I t s r / / t s r u k a n / , to suck l i t s ri/, a tree 

/ n t s r l  / n t s r u k a n / , become toose l i n t s r u?I , bears no fruit 

I d r / / d r u�a n / , futt of teaves lid ra  I ,  he goes in a crowd 

I dz r /  / dz r a? / ,  up-stream lid z rob / , reteases bow 

I k r l  / k ra s / , dancing tune I k rik a k rik/ , noise of gutping 

I�k r /  I�k ra�a n / , be hard, ripe / a�k ro s a n / , to timp 

/ g r /  / g r a�/ , stone btade of adze / b i g ro?agin / , turn around 

Im r l  Im ri? I ,  dry, arid I m r um r i ?I ,  very soft ( frui t )  

/� r /  /� ro? I ,  depression I sisi� ri? I ,  a tree 

/ f r l / f rodza n / , to bubbte lif rip / , he jerks 

I s r l  / s roa k a n / , to crawt /ja s r u? I ,  a tree 

5 .2 . 2 .  C + W (Word initial and medial) 

I kwl I kwa r a k / , verandah / k a kwa k / , beardtess 

/�kw/ /�kwa f a n / , to breathe heavity / g a�kwai/ , a specie of yam 

/ gw/  / gwa s a n / , to overtook Ima r a gwa�/ , big, green tizard 

I�gwl /�gwa�a n / , to bark I d a�gwa�/ , he woutd have barked 

I�w/ /�wa�? a n / , be crooked l i �wa b / , he howts ( dog for his mas ter ) 

5.3. 

Word medial consonant c lusters , whi ch can not read i ly be  described as 

syllab le initial ( C I, C 2 ) ,  but rather as sy l lab le final plus syllab le 

initial C 5 , C I . 
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I Q b l  I b a jo Q b ajo Q /, peeL o f  beLL 

Imwl  I g umwa t /, smoke signaL 

? . I b a Q b a Q  a n i, be w�de 

IQwl  I Q a r a Qwa r a n /, search thoroughLy 

Distribut ion o f  c ons onants within the c lus ters c an be  summarized in 

the following chart . 

Distribution in Word 
C luster Type 

Initial Medial F inal 

NC 2 
+ + + 

C lr ;  NC 2r + + 

QW ; Q gw ; Q kw ; kw ; 
gw + + 

? + + I) 

mw ; I) b; QW + 

i mb r + + 

I 

N = al l nas als ; Cl = all st ops , frigat ives and nas als except n .  

C 2 voiceless  and voiced stops . 

5 . 4. S INGLE VOWELS AS VES CRIBEV ABOVE 

(Word initial , medial and final ) . 

I i i  l i f u t /, potLaddLe l a n t i m/,  AdzeraLadder I b i n i /, nice 

1 0 1  lo k a f /, fruit-hook 1 0 d o ro ?/, wood-beetLe logo/ , there in distance 

l u i  l u t a ?/, empty l u t up/,  heap, great number l i d umpu/,  he spLits 

l a l  l amoa/,  a banana l a n t a f /, men's string bag I d am p a /, bow 

I i : I I t s i i po ?/, taro beetLe 

1 0:1 loos oda n l  order, command I foo f i /, bamboo fLute 

l a: 1 l a a mp i /, guest, visitor Imaama?/, chiLd 

5 . 4 . 2. Vowel Clusters as Syllable Nucleus 

I i  a l  

l i o l 

lo i l  

I gia n/,  his cheek I d amlp i a / ,  strecher 

I t s  i 0 ?/, thicket 

Ipo i fi a n i, to wrap in Leaves 101 mo i l, bottLe-gourd 
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loal  I foa r / , poLe for carrying I foal r i ld a n / , to Lay out 

with Leaves 

l uil I d u i D/,  a smeLLing herb Imp u i /, water, river 

l u a l  I r u a n /, seLf, himseLf 

l a i /, l a i t s-a i t s /, news l al f a i f /, cochroach I ga i / ,  tree, wood 

lao/, l a o /, interj.: he! 

l a u /, l a u b / , a tree I t a u f /,  stone I p a u / , tobacco 

The following i s  a chart o f  c onsonant s c lust ers . The vert ical  

c olumn repre sent s the  first  c ons onant (C l ) and the  hori zontal repre sents 

the se cond c onsonant ( C2 ) .  

p 
m p 
t 
n t 

d 

5 

t s  

d z  

h 
r 
m 
n 

w 
j=y 
? 

P t k b d 9 f 5 t s, d z, h r m n D w j=y ? 

+ 

+ 
+ 

+ 
+ + 

+ + 
+ 

+ 
+ 

+ 
+ + 

+ + 
+ 
+ 
+ 

+ 
+ 

+ 

+ + + + 
+ + + + 

+ + + + + + 
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