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1 .  I NTRODUCT I ON 

Early scholars of the I sland Melanesian languages such as Codrington ( 1885) 
and Ray ( 1926) observed alternations between certain consonants in certain 
vanuatu languages , but without assigning any function to them . Ivens too noted 
such consonantal alternations in later studies ( Ivens 1937-39 , 1939-42 ) . Here 
again the basis  of the alternations was not really understood . 

More recently a number of scholars have turned their attention to the 
phenomenon of consonant alternation within Oceania as a whole , but particularly 
in the languages of Vanuatu , for example Tryon ( 1973 ) , Lynch ( 1975) , Walsh ( 1982) , 
Crowley ( 1982)  and Clark ( 1985 ) . 

Lynch , among these writers , was the only one to propose a detailed explan­
ation of consonantal alternation within Oceanic languages as a whole , in a 
hypothesis whi ch claimed that the alternations observed were the result of the 
assimilation of the ' realis ' prefix *ma to the initial consonant of certain verb 
stems , this prefix being found almost throughout central and northern Vanuatu . 
Beyond Vanuatu he found that alternations also resulted from a fusion of the 
' irrealis ' marker *na with the initial consonant of verbs . This latter fusion 

was found by Lynch to be confined to the Papua New Guinea area, in the languages 
of Yabem and Mapos Buang in the Morobe District . 

Until the present , however ,  there has been no comparative study of stem­
initial consonant alternation across languages within a single subgroup , largely 
because sufficiently detailed data have not been available at that level . In 
this paper the development of stem-initial consonant alternation is studied with 
reference to the languages of Epi , in central Vanuatu , and the fusion hypothesis 
advanced by Lynch ( 1975) considered with respect to these languages . The final 
section o f  the paper examines the extent and range of stem-initial alternations 
within Vanuatu and their value as subgrouping evidence within this geographi cal 
area and within Oceanic as a whole . 

2 .  THE LANGUAGE S O F  E P I  

There are currently five languages spoken on the island o f  Epi , namely Lewo , 
Bieria, Baki , Maii and Bierebo , as represented in Map 1 .  The languages and their 
principal dialects may be grouped according to the following family tree diagram , 
on both morphological and lexicostatistical evidence : 
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EPI 

LEWO BIEREBO BAKI MAIl B IERIA 

~ 
LAM VIS MAP NIK NUV MAT NUL FIL TAV BON BUR YEV BAK MAl VOW 

LAM Lamenu TAV Tavio 
VIS vis ina BON Bonkovia 
MAP Mapremo BUR Burupika 
NIK Nikaura YEV Yevali 
NUV Nuvi BAK Baki 
MAT Mate MAl Maii 
NUL Nul VOW Vowa 
FIL Filakara 

The family tree above does not represent the full extent of dialect variation 
within the languages of Epi , only the main dialect s .  Tables of sound corres­
pondences are to be found in Table 2 (below) . 

In terms of their position within the Oceanic subgroup , Pawley ( 19 7 2 )  con­
sidered that the Epi languages are members of a Central New Hebridean subgroup , 
which apparently also includes the languages of Malekul� ,  as fol lows : 

P-North Hebridean P-Central Pacific 

P-Northern New Hebrides-Banks P-Central New Hebridean � 
? South-Central / � 

Aulua Baki Tasiko Nguna Sesake 

Pawley ' s  c lassification , based on the tantalisingly little morphological data 
available at that time , has been developed by others more recently . The position 
of the Epi languages has remained relatively unaltered , however .  
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Tryon ( 19 76) , in a c lassification based largely on lexicostatistics , found 
that the languages of Epi form a single lower order subgroup within his East New 
Hebrides group , i tself a subgroup of the huge North and Central New Hebrides 
group , the full extent of which his survey revealed for the first time . 

Clark ( 1985) in a re-appraisal of the language situation in Vanuatu ( formerly 
the New Hebrides) , compared the subgroupings of Vanuatu languages put forward by 
Pawley and Tryon in their attempted classifications , re-examining the evidence . 
He concluded that all of the non-Polynesian languages of north and central 
Vanuatu constitute a single subgroup of Oceanic . with minor differences , then , 
Clark agreed with Pawley ' s  interpretation of the available data . At the same 
time he found that the groupings indicated by the lexicostatistical evidence 
were largely supported by the morphological evidence which he adduced , with the 
exception of two lexicostatistically aberrant groups on Santo and Malakula , 
which are integrated in the North and Central Vanuatu group . l 

with respect to the Epi languages , Clark considers that they are most 
closely related to the l anguages of the Efate area , and that they constitute a 
primary branching within a Central Vanuatu subgroup , which subgroup includes the 
languages of Malakula , Pentecost ,  Ambrym , Paama , Epi and the Efate area.  

While the Epi languages indeed share a few innovations with Efate , of a 
morphosyntactic nature , and while it appears likely that future research will 
confirm the existence of an Epi-Efate subgroup , the Epi languages share in two 
phonological developments which serve to separate them from the E fate languages , 
and indeed from most other languages in Clark ' s  Central Vanuatu subgroup , namely 
the merger of POC *s and *ns as 0 in all of the Epi languages except Bieria where 
they merge as Ih/ , and the merger of POC *d and * 1  as I l l ,  whereas *d and * 1  do 
not merge in the E fate area .  

3 .  THE ALTE RNAT I ONS 

The stem-initial consonant alternations in the languages of Epi are summar­
ised in the following table : 

Tab l e  1 :  Summary tab l e  of con sonant al ternati ons 

LEWO NUL BIEREBO BAKI MAI l BIERIA 

l .  p/v p/0 p/v mb/v mb/v mb/v 
2 .  pw/w pw/w 
3 .  nd/t  cit  md/t nd/t  
4 .  n j /c  cis 
5 .  I)g/k 
6 .  m i V/V m i V/V m i V/V m i V/V m i V/V m i V/V 
7 .  mC/C mC/C mC!C mC/C mC!C mC/C 
8 .  C/C C/C C/C C/C C/C C!C 
9 .  I);!/h 

It should be noted that Nul has been included with the other languages even 
though it is only a dialect of Lewo , as it contains one alternation which differs 
from Lewo , namely p/0 instead of ply . 

The left hand member of the alternation pair indicates the ' realis t in the 
languages l isted , while the right hand member denotes an ' irrealis ' .  Examples 
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are given for each alternation in each language . Numbers beside the examples 
match the alternation number given in the summary table (Table 1 ) . Examples : 

( 1 )  LEWO : 

1 .  nakonev� ne-p i su ya ru nene 
yeste�ay I-see ( R) man that 
I saw that man yesterday . 

pen i ne-v i s u ya ru nene 
tomorrow I-see ( IRR) man that 
I ' l l  see that man tomorrow. 

2 .  nakonev� no-pwe re k i l i ka 
yesterday I-pull ( R) rope 
I pul led the rope . 

pen i no-we re k i l i ka 
tomorrow I-pul l  ( IRR) rope 
I ' l l  pull  the rope. 

6 .  ne-m- i uveve 
I-R-breathe 
I breathed. 

ne- uveve 
I-breathe ( IRR) 
I shall  breathe . 

7 .  ne-m- l o ru 
I-R-fall 
I fel l .  

ne- l o ru 
I-fall 
I sha l l  fal l .  

8 .  nakonevffi n i -m�rau 
yesterday I-fear 
I was frightened yesterday. 

pen i n i -m�rau 
tomorrow I-fear 
I ' l l  be frightened. 

( 2 )  NUL : 

1 .  konea ne-pen v i l a  
yeste�ay I-gO ( R) Vila 
I went to Vila yesterday . 

pen n-en v i l a  
tomorrow I-gO ( IRR) Vila 
I 'm going to Vila tomorrow. 

6 .  ne-m- i u - i a  kap 
I-R-blow-o fire 
I blew on the fire . 

ne- i u- i a  kap 
I-blow ( IRR) -O fire 
I sha l l  blow on the fire. 
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7 .  konea ne-m- l e ru 
yesterday I-R-fall 
I fe ll  down yesterday . 

pen ne- l e ru 
tomorrow I-fall ( IRR) 
I shall  fall  tomorrow. 

8 .  konea ne-mffi l i o  
yesterday I-s leep 
I slept yesterday . 

pen ne-mffi l  i o  
tomorrow I-s leep 
I shall s leep tomorrow. 

( 3 ) B IEREBO : 

1 .  ne-pta l i - a-kunu 
I- laugh ( R) -o-me 
I laughed at myself. 

ne-vta l i - a -kunu 
I-laugh ( IRR) -O-me 
I ' l l  laugh at myself. 

2 .  �enowa na no-pwa l tebaka i a  s toa 
yesterday dem o I-buY ( R) tobacco at store 
I bought tobacco at the store yesterday . 

pen na no-we I i - a  
tomorrow dem o I-buy ( IRR) -O 
I ' ll buy some tomorrow. 

3 .  na l e  a-nd i ka namb u ru 
they they- live ( R) Namburu 
They live at Namburu. 

pen na ne- t i ka paama 
tomorrow dem o I- live ( IRR) Paama 
I ' l l  stay on Paama tomorrow. 

4 .  ne-n j o� i -a 
I-hear ( R) -o 
I hear it. 

ne-co�o l emawa 
I-hear ( IRR) try 
I ' ll try to hear it.  

5.  ku l i �g i r i r i 
dog �-run ( R) 
The dog ran .  

pen  na ku l i k i r i r i 
tomorrow demo dog �-run ( IRR) 
The dog wi l l  run. 

6 .  ko-m- i l  i w i  ku-mbano va- tano 
YOU-R-stoop you-gO ( R) loc-down 
You went underneath. 
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pen na ne- i l i w i  ne-vano va- tano 
tomorrow dem o I-stoop ( IRR) I-go ( IRR) loc-down 
I ' l l  go underneath tomorrow. 

7 .  Qenowa na ne-m- l ae yumwa 
yesterday demo I-R-make house 
I made a house . 

pen na ne- l ae yumwa 
tomorrow dem o I-make house 
I ' l l  make a house . 

8 .  Qenowa na ne-se i ka r t i t i  
yesterday demo I-wash baby 
I washed the baby . 

pen na ne- s e i  kart i t i  
tomorrow demo I-wash baby 
I ' l l  wash the baby . 

( 4) BAKI : 

1 .  n i ovo na-mb i o-cau 
yesterday I-call  out ( R) -you 
I cal led to you yesterday . 

pen na- v i o- cau 
tomorrow I-call out ( IRR) -YOU 
I ' l l  cal l  to you tomorrow. 

3 .  n i ovo ne-ce l an k i a-mu tavak 
yesterday I- light ( R) Cl-your tobacco 
I lit your cigarette . 

pen ne- te l an k i a-mu t avak 
tomorrow I- light ( IRR) cl-your tobacco 
I ' l l  light your cigarette. 

4 .  ne-cen i up 
I-eat ( R) yam 
I ate the yam. 

ne- sen i up 
I-eat ( IRR) yam 
I ' l l  eat the yam. 

5 .  na-m- i a l -cau 
I-R-see-you 
I saw you.  

pen ne-a l - cau 
tomorrow I-see ( IRR) -you 
I ' l l  see you tomorrow. 

7 .  n i ovo na-m-we ku l i  
yesterday I-R-hit dog 
I hit the dog. 

pen na-we ku l i 
tomorrow I-hit dog 
I 'm going to hit the dog . 
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8 .  n i ovo ne-mro ka ku l i 
yesterday I-fear Inst dog 
I feared the dog. 

pen ne-mro ka ku l i 
tomorrow I-fear Inst dog 
I ' l l  fear the dog. 

( 5 )  MAIl : 

1 .  l emba�e mbua r  i l e-�  
dog �-bite ( R) leg-my 
The dog bit my leg. 

te  l amba�a vua r- tnau 
fut . dog �-bite ( I RR) -me 
The dog will  bite me. 

3 .  na-m-du l uwa 
I-R-ca l l  out 
I called out. 

ta na- ru l uwa 
fut . I-call out 
I shall cal l out. 

6 .  na-m- i op 
I-R-see 
I see/saw. 

ta  n-o · p  
fut . I-see 
I shall see . 

7 .  i navama na-m- l a�a n- t a i  m-dum 
yesterday I-R-hear art-sea �-R-roar 
I heard the sea roar yesterday . 

ta na- l a�a ra · mb i a  
fut .  I-hear tomorrow 
I ' l l  hear it tomorrow. 

8 .  i navama ne-ma n- top 
yesterday I-eat art-sugarcane 
I ate sugarcane yesterday . 

ta  ne-ma n- top ra · mb i a  
fut . I-eat art . sugarcane tomorrow 
I ' l l  eat sugarcane tomorrow. 

( 6 )  BIERIA : 

1 .  nove no-mbek va 
yesterday I-gO ( R) home 
I went home yesterday . 

t amb i a  ne-vek va 
tomorrow I-gO ( IRR) home 
I 'm going home tomorrow. 
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3 .  nove no-ndokosan 
yesterday I-sit down ( R) 
I sat down yesterday . 

tamb i a  ne- tokosan  
tomorrow I-sit down ( IRR) 
I shal l sit down tomorrow. 

6 .  nove no-m- i at mbukah 
yesterday I-R-tie pig 
I tied up the pig yesterday . 

tamb i a  ne-a t  mbukah 
tomorrow I-tie pig 
I ' l l  tie up the pig tomorrow. 

7 .  nove no-m- te l aka i 
yesterday I-R-aut wood 
I aut the wood yesterday . 

tamb i a  ne- te l aka i 
tomorrow I-aut wood 
I ' ll  aut the wood tomorrow. 

8 .  nove no-ma tak 
yesterday I-fear 
I was frightened yesterday . 

t amb i a  ne-ma tak 
tomorrow I-fear 
I shall  be frightened tomorrow. 

9 .  nove no-�- u l  l e- Q  
yesterday I-R-rub leg-my 
I rubbed my leg yesterday . 

tamb i a  ne-hu l 
tomorrow I-rub 
I ' l l  rub my leg 

l e- Q  
leg-my 
tomorrow. 
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Before moving on to discuss the development of the alternation system within 
the languages of Epi , a few comments on the examples presented above are given 
whi ch are relevant to this discussion . 

In all of the Epi languages there is a realis marker of the form *mV which 
occur s ,  potentially , between the subj ect marker and the verb stem. Thus we have 
a common verb phrase structure for realis as follows : 

SM + mV + verb Stem ± Trans . Suffixes etc . 

However ,  the realis marker is only used with a certain number of verb-stem initial 
consonants . In other cases , there is no overt reflex of *mV , but rather an alter­
nation , usually of an oral/nasal grade nature , between stem-initial consonants . 
This process has been fully illustrated in the examples given above , from all of 
the languages . The distribution of the alternations and/or overt realis marker 
wil l  be discussed below . Suffice it to say at this point that the Epi realis/ 
irrealis marking system is  quite regular . 

It should be noted that Bieria has developed a double indication of realis/ 
irrealis in that the vowel of the subject marker differs from realis to irrealis . 
Thus : 
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no-ma tak I am afraid 
ne-ma tak I shall  be afraid 

This distinction is  maintained in Bieria also in cases where there is a verb-stem 
initial consonant alternation , as the examples above show . This feature has also 
been noted with some verb stems in Baki . An explanation wil l  be offered in the 
next section , on the historical development of the alternation s _  

The consonantal alternations are not restricted t o  verb stems , but also 
apply in other environments within the verb phrase _ In Maii , for example , they 
appear with the mUltiplicative mbaka-/vaka- , and with the inceptive mba - l  i k/ 
va - l  i k .  Examples : 

fuOgo2 mbaka- to l  
�-do mult-three 
He did it three times . 

ta  fuOgo vaka - to l  
fut _ �-do mult-three 
He wil l  do it three times . 

na- f re i  av ra nda mba - l i k 
I-write thing only start ( R) 
I began to write things _ 

ma-mbanma i a  nda u kau oe i mba - l i k 
we exc-come ( R) in only year this start ( R) 
We came and started only this year. 

na- f l u o  nda na-vanma v i l a  va - l i k na 
I-want only I-come ( IRR) Vila start ( IRR) this 
I just want to come to Vila for the first time . 

Consonantal alternations also occur with the morphemes indicating indirect obj ect 
and accompaniment , as in the following : 

m-kun mb i k i n - tnau 
�-R-give to-me ( R) 
He gave it to me_ 

ta  kun v i k i n- t nau 
fut _ �-give to-me ( IRR) 
He wi ll  give it to me. 

na-m- i - mba mb l aken a-o  
I-R-go with ( R) cl-my 
I went with my dog. 

l ambaoa 
dog 

ta  n- i - va v l aken a -o  l ambaoa 
fut . I-go with ( IRR) cl-my dog 
I shall  go with my dog. 

The base form of the consonantal alternations in the languages of Epi is 
the irrealis , for this is  the unmarked form . It is also from this form that 
nouns are formed from verb bases , for example , Maii : 

mb i v i /v i v i  
mbe l au/ve l au 

to work 
proud 

v i v i - yana 
ve l o-wana 

work 
pride 

(Note : the Iyl form of the noun formative is used following non-back vowels , 
while the Iwl form is used elsewhere . )  
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With negatives , the irrealis form of the verb stem is used , as in the 
following examples from Maii : 

na-vuk vo i s uks uk 
I-read ( I RR) not book 
I did not read the book. 

na- ta vo i l aka i 
I-aut ( IRR) not wood 
I did not aut the wood. 

4 .  DEVELOPMENT O F  STEM- I N I T I AL CONSONANT ALTE RNAT I ONS 

Lynch ( 1975 )  proposed a s eries of five steps to account for the development 
of stem-initial consonant alternations in Nguna (Vanuatu) as follows : 

1 .  PRC *ma is a free preverbal particle marking realis : 
Thus : Pre-Nguna *ma dOl)O ( realis hear) 

2 .  PRC *ma becomes a clitic ( normally prefixed to the verb) : 
Thus : Pre-Nguna *ma- dol)o ( realis hear) 

3 .  The vowel of the prefix is los t :  
Thus : Pre-Nguna *m-dOI)O ( realis hear) 

4 .  The /m/ assimilates to the following consonant : 
Thus : Pre-Nguna * n - dol)o ( realis hear) 

5 .  Prenasalised consonants may undergo subsequent sound changes : 
Thus : Nguna tOl)o ( realis : hear) 

Lynch thus explains the development of the alternating Nguna pair rOl)o/ tol)O as 
follows : 

irrealis 

*dOI)O 
*dol)o 

rOl)o 

realis 

*m ( V) - dol)o 
*n- dol)o 

tOl)o 
( assimilation) 
( change *d > r 

*nd > t )  

The above analysis of a language with really very little consonant alternation , 
and based on not a great deal of data , suggested that the languages of Epi , where 
stem-initial consonant alternation plays a major part , should be investigated 
with respect to this feature . Examples from all of the Epi languages have been 
presented above . In order to trace the development of the alternations within 
Epi , a large number of verb stems from each of the languages was examined in 
terms of their derivation from proto-Epi , the sound correspondences for whi ch 
are given in Table 2 .  The derived pairs are set out in Table 3 below . Some 
reconstructed forms are given in Table 4 .  

A comparison of the sound correspondences and the alternating pairs o f  verb 
stems in Table 3 shows that the irreal is stem forms ( the left hand member of 
each pair) are regular reflexes of the proto-forms , while the realis verb stem 
forms do not follow the regular sound correspondences .  Indeed , the phonemic 
status of the voiced members of the consonant pairs in the languages of Epi may 
be questioned according to some phonological theories since it is extremely dif­
ficult to discover voiced/voice l ess stop oppositions which do not involve realis/ 
irrealis verb stem oppositions . 
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poe *p 
PEP *p 
LAM v , p  
VIS v , p  
MAP v , p  
NIK v , p  
NUV v , p  
MAT 0 , p  
NUL 0 , p  
FIL 0 , p  
TAV v , p  
BON v , p  
BUR v , p  
YEV v , p  
BAK v , p  
MAl v , p  
vow v , p  

*mp 
*b 

P 
b 
P 
P 
P 
P 
P 
P 
P 
b 
b 
b 
b 
b 

Tabl e 2 :  Ep i  sound corres pondences 

*t * n t  * k  * I)k *d *nd *q * I)P 
* t  [ *d ] *k *g * 1 * 1 0 *pw 
t , 5 

l
5 

J k 1 1 !iJ P 
t t k 1 1 0 P 
t t k k 1 1 0 P 
t t k 9 1 1 0 P 
t k 1 1 0 P 
t t k 1 1 0 pw 
t t k 1 1 0 pw 
t t k 1 1 0 pw 
t t 

5 , k 1 9 1 1 0 V 
t t 

5
, k 1 9 1 e2 e 3 0 v , 

t t 
5 , k

1 9 l , e2 e 3 0 p 
t t k 9 l , e2 e 3 0 p 
t t 

5
, k 1 k l , e 2 1 0 bw 

t [ d ) k k , 1) 1 1 0 p 
t ,

5 
[ r ]  k k , 1) 1 1 0 b 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

poe *
5 

*n
5 

*m *n *n * 1) * 1 *R  *w *y 
PEP *h *h *m *n *n * 1) * 1 *R  *w 0 
LAM " 0 m n n I) 1 1 , 0 w 
VIS 0 0 m n n I) 1 1 , 0 w 
MAP 0 0 m n n I) 1 1 , 0 w 
NIK 0 0 m n n I) 1 1 , 0 w 
NUV 0 0 m n n I) 1 1 , 0 w 
MAT 0 m n n I) 1 1 , 0 w 
NUL 0 0 m n n I) 1 1 , 0 w 
FIL 0 0 m n n I) 1 1 , 0 w 
TAV 0 0 m n n I) 1 1 , 0 w 
BON 0 0 m n n I) 1 , e2 1 , 0 w 0 
BUR 0 0 m n n I) 1 ,  e2 1 , 0 w 
YEV 0 0 m n n I) 1 ,  e2 1 , 0 w 
BAK 0 0 m n n I) 1 ,  e2 1 , 04 w 
MAl 0 0 m n n I) 1 0 w 0 
vow h h m n n I) 1 , 0 0 w 

l Wi th pronouns .  
2 

[ e ) initial ; [ 1  ] intervocali c .  
3Examples re flect * nd in word-initial position only . 
4 poe *R reflected as / 1 /  throughout Epi only reflecting a few 

poe items ; otherwise *R  is reflected as zero . 



Tabl e 3 :  Epi stem- i n i t i a l  consonant al ternati ons 
LEWO NUL B IEREBO BAKI 

l .  *p/*m-p vip 0/p '!l.2.. v/mb 
vano/pano go en/pen go v t a l  i /p t a l  i laugh v i o/mb i o  can out 

2 .  ·pu/*m-pu w/pw w/pw 
were/pwere pun WeTT/pwel i buy 

sis  [ *tu  1 sis  [ *tu  1 t/nd tic 
SLiTu i a/su l u i a  sew sma l u/sma l u  stand teiiT/ndeQ i cry teIli IceQ i cry 

tit  t i t  t i ka/nd i ka stay t e l an/ce l an light 
3 .  *t/*m- t taQ i /taQ i te/te cut cry 

4 .  *d/*m-d I /m l  I /m l  �/nJ e/me 
TOijea/m- 1 0Qea heal' 1 0Qea/m- l oQea heal' cOQo/nJoQo heal' toi)7m- coQ heal' 

k/k k/k sis sic 
5 .  *k/*m- k kar i a/ka r i a  bite kan i a/kan i a  eat sani Isan i eat sen/cen eat 

k i l i a/k i l i a know k i  I i a/k i I i a  know sa r i /sa r i  bite 

6 .  *g/*m-g � 
k i r i r i /()g i r i r i  run 

7 .  *s/*m-s 

8 .  *V/*mi -V V/m i V  V/m i V  V/m i V  V/m i V  
uveve/mi - uveve breathe i u/m i - i u  blow i 1 i w i /m i - i  1 i w i  stoop a l /m i - a l  see 

I /m l  I /m l  C/n Y C/mc 9 .  * 1 /*m- 1 TTiUa/m- I i I ua vomit TUaiua/m- 1 ua I ua vomit ¥uTta/nJu l ua vomit CU1Uo/m-cu I uo vomit 

10 . *w/*m-w w/mw w/mw w/mw w/mw 
we/m-we hit we/m-we hit we/m-we hit we/m-we hit 

1 l .  *m/*m-m m/m m/m m/m m/m 
ma i /ma i be sick mun i a/mun i a drink mrau/mrau fear mun/mun drink 

MAII 

v/mb 
vua r/mbuar bite 

t/md 
ta/m-da cut 

t/mt 
tui7m- t u l  sew 

I /m l  
Taija/m- I aQa 

k/mk 

hear 

kan/m-kan eat 

V/m i V  
op/mi -op see 

I /m l  
l ua l ua/m- I ua l ua vomit 

m/m 
mar/mar die 

BIERIA 

v/mb 
vek/mbek go 

t /nd 
tokosan/ndokosan sit 

t /mt 
te/m- te cut 

sims [ * tu  1 
s u l /m- s u l  sew 

I /m l  
I OQo/m- l oQo heal' 

k/mk 
kan/m- kan eat 

him 
nut/,!,u I rub 

V/m i V  
a t -m i - a t  tie 

I /m l  
l uawa/m- l uawa vomit 

m/m 
mat/mat die 

N 
l.11 I-' 



252  D . T .  TRYON 

Tab l e  4 :  Some proto-Epi  verb root recons truct i ons  

poe PEP Bierebo Baki Lewo Nul Maii Bieria 

*- *te nde/te ee/te te/te te/te da/ra te/te 
[aut} 

* toka * toko ndo/ to co/to to/to  te/te  da/ra doko/ toko 
[be} 

*tal) i s  * ta l) i  ndel) i /  eel) i /  ta l) i /  ta l) i /  
[ary} tel) i  tel) i ta l) i  tal) i 

*pano *vano mbano/ mbano/ pano/ pen/en mbane/ mbek/vek 
[go} vane vane vane vane 

*pu t i *vu to pu r/wu r mbu ro/ pu re/ pu r / u r 
[pull}  vu ro vu re 

*- *ve pe/ve mbe/ve pe/ve pe/e mbe/ve 
[be} 

*- *vuyu mboyo/ puyu/ pu/u 
[a limb} voyo vuyu 

*po1 i *vu 1 i pu 1 i / mbu 1 i o/ pu 1 i a/ mbu 1 /vu 1 
[buy} wu 1 i vu 1 i o  vu 1 i a 

*pu tu  *vut { o , e) mbu re/ mbu ro/ pu re/ 
[flee} wu re vu ro vu re 

*ka n i  *kan i san i a/ een/sen kan i a/ kan i a / kan/kan kan/kan 
[eat} san i a  kan i a  kan i a  

*kat i *kat i sar i /  ee r/ser  ka r i a/ ka r i a/ 
[bite} sar  i ka r i a ka r i  a 

*- *kupa r i spar/ eubwa r/ kupa r i a/ kupwa r i a/ 
[scratah} spa r eubwa r kupa r i a  kupwa r i a  

*- *kove sovea/ koven i a/ koen i a/ kavak/ kovokl 
[throw} sovea koven i a  koen i a  kayak kovok 

*dol)o * 1 01)0 nj ol)/ eOI)/eol) 1 01)ea/ 1 01)0 i a/ 1 al)a/ 1 al)a 1 01)0/ 1 01)0 
[hear} col) 1 0l)ea 1 01)0 i a  

* l uaq * l ua l ua nj u l ua/ eu l uo/ 1 i 1 ua/ 1 ua l ua/ 1 ua 1 ua/ l uawa/ 
[vomi t} eu l ua eu 1 uo 1 i 1 ua 1 ua 1 ua l ua 1 ua 1 uawa 

*- * l o ru nj oru/ eo ru/  l o ru/ l e rul 
[fall}  eoru eoru  l o ru l eru  

* - *k i t i k i t  I)g i r i r i /  e i k i t i /  k i r i r i / k i r i r i / k i r k i r/ k i t i k i t / 
[run} k i r i r i t i k i t i k i r i r i k i r i r i k i r k i r k i t  i k i t  
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The course of development proposed by Lynch for Nguna appears to  be  sub­
stantiated in the case of the languages of Epi . I f ,  for example , one were to 
consider the development of the consonantal pairs set out in Table 3 ,  one would 
recognise that they follow a regular developmental sequence , as follows : 

( a) With all Epi languages a form *mV preceded all verb stems to indicate 
realis , becoming prefixed throughout. 

(b) In the case of a number of stem-initial consonants , especial ly those 
reflecting proto-Epi *p , * t ,  *d and to a lesser extent *k and *9 , stem­
initial alternations developed as a result of the interaction of the realis 
marker and the initial consonant of the verb stem . 

( c) with other stem-initial consonants , especially those reflecting proto-Epi 
* 1 , *w and *m , the presence of the realis marker produced only the sequences 
m- l ,  m-w and m-m .  

The expected phonological developments detailed in the Lynch-proposed 
developmental sequence will be seen to have taken place in the Epi languages , 
individually at least , for example : 

*m+p > mv > mb > mp > p 
*m+t > md > nd > n t  > t 

( Lewo : vano/pano go) 
( Bierebo : te� i /nde� i cry) 3 

While the current Epi languages may be presumed to have followed the path of 
assimilation of the initial /m/ of the realis marker *mV to the initial consonant 
of the verb stem , once the vowel of the realis marker was lost {which would be 
normal in unstressed position , no single set of developmental phonological rules 
has been worked out which covers all of the language s .  This suggests that the 
stem-initial consonant alternations in Epi are likely to have been independent 
phonological developments within the island . As such , then , the alternations 
per se may not be of very great value as subgrouping evidence . On the other 
hand , the fact that it is the irrealis form which is unmarked and which is dem­
onstrably the base form may wel l  prove a useful piece of evidence in thi s  regard , 
especially when languages outside the Epi-Efate subgroup are considered . 

It wil l  have been observed , also , that while the development of the stem­
initial consonant alternations has proceeded regularly wi thin the Epi languages , 
there are irregularities within both Maii and Bieria with respect to the devel­
opment of *m+t , as follows : 

( a) In B ieria,  incidentally the most closely related language to Maii , as well 
as the t/nd stem-initial alternation , from *t/*m- t ,  we also have a few 
t -initial stems where the collocation of *m+t has not produced a consonantal 
alternation . Rather the assimilatory chain has not developed past stage 
one . Thus we have , for example : 

ne- tokosan I shall  sit down 
no-ndokosan I sat down 

but : ne- te I shall cut 
no- m- te I cut 

As noted above , Bieria doubly marks realis/irrealis with many verbs first 
by the s tem- initial consonant alternation but also by the vowel of the 
subject marker. This latter phenomenon may well have developed as a device 
to distinguish tense/aspect with verb stems whose initial consonants do not 
participate in the alternation process ,  for example those beginning with 
m- , 1 - or w- . 
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(b)  In Maii ,  Bieria ' s  neighbour , we have the same situation , only one stage 
earlier than in Bieria .  For in Maii we have the same lack of development 
with respect to some t -initial verb stems , namely *m+t remains unaltered . 
Thus : 

ne- t u l  
ne-m- t u l  

I shall  sew 
I sewed 

At the same time , many t - initial verb stems have taken the next step in the 
developmental process , namely *m- t becomes Maii /md/ ,  for example : 

na- ta ' l a ka i 
I-cut ( IRR) wood 
I shal l cut the wood. 

ne-m-da ' l a ka i 
I-R-cut wood 
I cut the wood. 

The picture in Maii and B ieria , then , suggests that in respect of those two 
languages at least the developmental process has been caught in midstream and 
that it is therefore still an active process and that the phenomenon of stem­
initial consonant alternation in the languages of Epi is a relatively recent 
development .  

5 .  STEM- I N IT IAL ALTE RNAT I ONS OUTS I DE E P I  

Stem-initial consonant alternations occur i n  a number o f  languages outside 
Epi . They are quite rare outside vanuatu , having been reported only for Yabem 
and Mapos Buang in Papua New Guinea among the Oceanic subgroup of Austronesian 
( Lynch 1975 : 91 ) . They are not of direct concern here as the alternations in 
those languages result from the assimilation of an irrealis marker *na with 
initial consonants of the verb stems . Within Vanuatu , they all appear to have 
originated as a result of the assimilation of a realis marker *mV to the initial 
consonant of some verb stems . 

within Vanuatu stem-initial consonant alternations are encountered in 
Erromango , and in a geographical continuum from Efate to Pentecost and Ambae 
(Aoba) . 

In Efate one has , for example : 

e pano he goes 
e pe va no if he goes ( Schutz 1969) 

In Namakura ( in the Efate area) one has , for example : 

n i -mboh na i m  
n i -mba-woh n a i m  
n i -ndah  
n i -mba- rah 

I build a house 
I shall  build a house 
I come back 
I shall  come back ( own data) 

However , in Namakura one has also verb phrases such as : 

n i -mba-maha-mboh 
I- fut . -again-do ( R) 
I shall  do it again . 



n i -mba-maha-ndah 
I-fut . -again-come back ( R) 
I ' ll  come back again. 
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T o  the north of the Epi-Efate subgroup , one finds in Paama , for example : 

a-daas i l i 
they-disperse ( R) 
They dispersed. 

i - taas i l i  
they-disperse ( IRR) 
They wil l  disperse. ( Crowley 1982) 

In Paama , however , Crowley notes that there are irregularities in the 
system , whereby the same initial consonant produces different alternations . 
He cites , for example : 

t i t  i 1 u Class 1 sew ( d - (R)  /t - ( I RR»  
t i t  i 1 u Class 5 drip ( t - (R) /t - ( IRR» ( 1982 : 1 2 1 )  

It may be , however , that the initial /t/ i n  the two forms derives from 
two different proto-phonemes .  

In the languages o f  North Ambrym , s tem-initial alternations are also 
present , as in : 

na-m- t i v i 
I-R-cut 
I have cut .  

na- te- r v  i 
I-past-cut 
I cut ( past) . 

na-I)a - r v i  
I- fut . -cut 
I shall cut . (own data) 

On Pentecost , alternations are found throughout the languages . In Apma , 
for example , Walsh ( 19 82 : 2 38) reports :  

na-m-beb 
I-act .  in prog . -say 
I say 

ra- t -veb 
they-comp . act . - say 
They said 

na-m-ban 
I-act . in prog . -go 
I go 

na- t - van 
I-comp . act . -go 
I went 

In Raga,  further to the north , Walsh provides very full evidence of a 
number of stem-initial consonant alternations , for example : 
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na-m-bano 
I- act . in prog. -go 
I go 

ra-m- bano 
they-act . in prog . -go 
They go 

na-n-van-vano 
I- cont . -go-go 
I used to keep on going. (Walsh 1982 : 237 )  

Alternations are also reported on  Ambae (Aoba) by  Ivens , for the Lobaha 
dialect (N . E .  Ambae) , citing forms such as : 

vava/bava 
vora/bo ra 

to speak 
to become ( Ivens 1939-4 2 : 356) 

In southern vanuatu , outside the Northern-Central vanuatu language sub­
group , Sie , on Erromanga , also exhibits stem- initial vowel and consonant 
alternation . Lynch ( 1975 : 9 1 )  records , for example : 

past 
oyh i 
ok i 1 i 
o ruh 
ove l am 
e t u r  

non-past 
a f)h i 
a f)k i 1 i 
aduh 
ampe l am 
a n t u r  

to see 
to know 
to swim 
to come 
to stand 

Within the Northern-Central vanuatu subgroup it is significant that the 
verb base from whi ch nouns are formed reflects the oral grade consonant through­
out. Examples : 

Nguna : na-vasa-ana speaking ( vasa/pasa)  
Namakura : tokean vil lage ( t ok/ndok) [ stand] 

na-worean story (wo r/mbor )  
Maii : v i v i - ana work ( v i  v i  /mb i v i )  
Paama : h i  1 u-ene cough ( h i l u/v i l u ) 
Raga : noyu vano-ana my going (vano/pano) 

6 .  CONCLUS I ON 

A number of conclusions may be drawn from the data presented above , the 
principal ones being : 

( 1) Wi thin vanuatu a distinctive verb-stem initial consonant alternation occurs , 
within the Northern-Central vanuatu subgroup area, in a geographical continuum 
stretch ing from Efate in the south to Ambae in the north . There is also a sug­
gestion ( Pawley 1972 , Clark 1985) that the alternations may have once been present 
or perhaps remain to be discovered in the almost undescribed languages of Malakula, 
where traces appear in the numerals and wi th certain adjectives . 

( 2 ) Vowel and stem-initial consonant alternations also occur in Sie ( Erromanga) . 
Sie is outside the Northern-Central Vanuatu subgroup , being part of the Southern 
Vanuatu subgroup ( Lynch 19 78) . The Sie alternations appear to be unrelated to 
and rather different from those observed in some Northern-Central Vanuatu lan­
guage s ,  as do those reported for Yabem and Mapos Buang in Papua New Guinea .  
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( 3 )  The alternations arise from the presence of a ' realis ' marker *mV preceding 
the verb stem .  The data presented from the Epi languages shows that there is no 
single integrated developmental process from proto-Epi to the present day lan­
guages , suggesting strongly that the consonant alternations there and by impli­
cation e lsewhere in vanuatu are the result of independent parallel development .  

( 4 )  Evidence from outside Epi , particularly that from Pentecost ( Raga and Apma) 
and Ambrym, shows that the alternations have a phonological rather than a morpho­
logical basis ,  for wherever one finds a reflex of *mV preceding a verb stem 
( given that alternations occur only with certain consonants in any given language) 
an alternation follows , despite the fact that other realis/past markers co-occur 
in the same l anguage . 

( 5 )  Despite the fact that the stem-initial consonant alternations are probably 
the result of independent parallel development ,  the fact that the base or un­
marked form ,  and the form from which nouns are derived from verbs , is the irrealis 
throughout the languages manifesting consonant alternation is rather remarkable 
and one which will prove valuable as the languages of the Northern-Central Vanuatu 
subgroup become better known . For while the alternations are now known to extend 
beyond the Central Vanuatu subgroup (Clark 1985) into the Northern Vanuatu sub­
group , the possibility still exists that the phenomenon may be discovered beyond 
the Northern and Central Vanuatu subgroup and may be assigned to some higher 
level subgrouping within Oceanic . Indeed , Lynch and Tryon ( 1985)  have shown 
that reflexes of the ' realis ' marker *mV extend beyond Vanuatu , increasing the 
possibility of further discoveries in terms of form and/or function of stem­
initial consonant alternations within Oceanic.  

NOTES 

1 .  The quantitatively based groupings fit remarkably wel l  with those based on 
qualitative evidence , wi th the two minor exceptions mentioned. Since 
morphological evidence of the type adduced by Clark , and before him Pawley , 
is more weighty than lexicostatistical evidenc e ,  and since that evidence 
points to the inclusion of the Interior Malekula and East Santo in the 
Northern-Central subgroup , it is preferable to include both of those lexico­
statistically indicated subgroups wi thin Northern-Central Vanuatu . 

2 .  f-initial stems do not undergo alternation in Maii . 

3 .  The Bierebo forms exemplify an interstage development ; others may be found 
in the examples set out in Table 4 .  
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