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Urhobo is an Edoid language spoken extensively in Delta State, Nigeria. This
paper examines tonal alternations in the Urhobo noun phrase with a view to pro-
viding more data that can lead to a better understanding of tonal behavior in
Edoid languages. The language has two basic tones, high and low, two gliding
tones, high-low (falling) and low-high (rising), plus a phenomenon of downstep,
both automatic and non-automatic. A number of noun phrases are examined here
and, as will become obvious later, the language relies heavily on tone to express
many grammatical categories. The main points of interest from this study include
the preservation of H at the expense of L, the fact that the loss of L does not re-
sult in downstep, that 'H plus following H can give H so the downstep can be
deleted, and that there are syntactically conditioned floating H tones in certain
constructions.

1. Introduction

Since Urhobo is not yet a well studied language, a brief mention of its sounds is
necessary here. The sounds of Urhobo are given in Tables 1 and 2 below.

Table 1: Urhobo Consonant Sounds

Bilabial | Labio- | Alveolar | Palato- | Palatal | Velar | Labial-
dental alveolar velar

Plosive p b t d c J |k g |kpgb
Fricative 0] f v |s v I 3 h vy
Nasal m n n D
Trill/tap T
Flap r
Approximant v j W
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The language also has seven phonetic vowels but nine phonological vow-
els. This is because the vowels /e/ and /o/ behave sometimes as low vowels and
sometimes as high vowels in their vowel harmony requirements when they occur
in sequences. We shall not, however, discuss that here. Only the seven phonetic
vowels, which are also the orthographic vowels, will be presented. There is no
contrastive vowel length, although vowels appear to have greater duration when
they bear a contour tone.

Table 2: Urhobo Vowel Sounds

The Urhobo tone system has been studied by Kelly (1969), Welmers (1969,
1973), Elugbe (1973, 1989) and Aziza (1997). It has a terraced level tone system
with the following characteristics. Only vowels bear tones in this language. There
are two basic tones, low (L) and high (H). Consecutive tones are realized on the
same pitch level. There are also two gliding tones, HL (falling) and LH (rising)
which are generally derived from the basic tones in a relatively few syntactic
contexts outside the noun phrase. There are no lexical contour tones. However,
the digits in the numeral system display a LH contour in their citation forms, and
will be discussed in the appropriate section. There is non-automatic downstep
(‘'H) which Welmers regards as a mid tone. His analysis is not surprising since
this pitch acts phonologically “special” in ways that are somewhat suggestive of
being a M tone. It is found only after H, especially in the final position of some
nouns and numerals. [t is not traceable to a lost L tone, but it has a lowering effect
on the pitch of a following H such that after it, a following H is realized on the
same pitch as 'H and no succeeding tone can rise significantly higher than its
level within the same tone phrase. Downstep can be deleted from the phonetic
string due to certain phonological processes, and when that happens, the lost 'H
has no lowering effect on surviving tones (see e.g. section 2.1). There is phonetic
downdrift such that in a H-L-H sequence, the second H is realized on a pitch level
lower than the initial H, but for this to take place, the L tone must be phonetically



Tonal Alternations In The Urhobo Noun Phrase 3

realised. Where, due to phonological processes, it gets deleted from the phonetic
string, it does not lower a H tone.

Most nouns in Urhobo are either disyllabic or trisyllabic and usually have
the structure prefix + stem. The prefix is always a vowel while the stem always
begins with a consonant. Prefix vowels of nouns and adjectives usually alternate
to reflect number concord. The plural prefix appears in two phonological shapes
[i-] ~ [e-], the choice of which depends on the ATR vowel harmony requirements
of the stem: [+ATR] vowels select [i-] while [-ATR] vowels select [e-]. Most Ur-
hobo personal names are phrases or even sentences but they can be shortened, and
when this is done, they may appear with or without a prefix vowel. For example,
[oyenétéga] ‘God is worthy to be worshipped” is usually realized simply as [tega]
‘worthy to be worshipped” while [onanéfe] ‘this is wealth’ is usually realized as
[efe] ‘wealth’. However, as we shall see later, when such forms occur in certain
phrases, a low-toned [i-] prefix is always introduced irrespective of the type of
vowel in the stem, an indication that the deletion of the prefix vowel may be only
a surface structure phenomenon. Many nouns differ in meaning only because they
differ in tone. On the basis of tone patterning, Urhobo disyllabic and trisyllabic
nouns in their citation form can be classified into five and ten tone groups re-
spectively as in (1) and (2) below. (Note: in this paper, the tones will be marked
as follows: the low tone as [ ], the high tone [~ ], and the non-automatic down-
step as [ 7] on the vowel bearing the tone).

(1)  Disyllabic Nouns

a. low —low (L-L)

usi ‘line’ ukpe  ‘year’
b. low — high (L-H)

ust ‘starch’ 285 ‘bottle’
c. high — high (H-H)

uko ‘cup’ kévé  personal name'
d. high — low (L-H)

ukpe ‘bed/bedroom’  téga personal name
e. high — downstep (H-'H)

5g3 ‘in-law’ 1o ‘money’

/////

meaning ‘God gave me’).
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(2) Trisvllabic Nouns

a. high-high-high (H-H-H)
agada ‘matchet’ €¢hoho  ‘a hidden corner’
b. high-high-downstep (H-H-'H)
Oreré ‘town, city’ ukoko  ‘association, meeting’
c. high-high-low (H-H-L)
onogbo ‘pussy cat’ itaba  ‘tobacco’
d. high-low-high (H-L-H)
0dibo ‘banana’ 3yEné  ‘God’
e. high-low-low (H-L-L)
égodo ‘compound’ Sfare ‘man’
f. low-high-high (L-H-H)
111bo ‘pepper’ 1séné  ‘camwood’
g. low-high-downstep  (L-H-'H)
ukata ‘stone’ eweri  ‘monkey’
h. low-high-low (L-H-L)
erako ‘dog’ 13ére ‘road’
i. low-low-high (L-L-H)
egbede ‘needle’ okpetu  ‘trouble’
j- low-low-low (L-L-L)
odibo ‘servant, slave’ ohdre  ‘neck’

It should be noted, though, that the group of nouns here labeled H-L-H are actu-
ally closer in pitch to H-M-M but since the basic tones of the language are H and
L, we identify them as H-L-H rather than as H-'H-H.

Welmers (1969: 94) states that the mid tone, which we regard as a down-
step, occurs only after a H tone and in final position of some nouns and numerals
and that it becomes low when anything at all follows it. His examples include:

‘your father’
‘this money’

3s& WE
10 nana

(3) a. 3sé ‘father’
b. Y6 ‘money’

While our data attest to the fact that 'H is found only after H and in final
position, 'H does not actually become L when followed by another tone: the ex-
amples in (4) show that HL and H'H contrast phrase-medially such that (4a) sur-
faces as H-M-M and (4b) as H-L-M since there is downdrift in the language.
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@ a  [==-]

[5s€¢ weé]  ‘your father’ H'H H

father your [HM M]
N

[5ka we]  ‘your maize’ HL H

maize your [HL M]

In this paper, our main focus is on the behavior of tone in the noun phrase.
2. Tonal alternations in the noun phrase

In general, a simple noun phrase consists of a noun and a modifier, and the modi-
fiers are of different types. From the way the NPs pattern, it is possible to classify
them into five broad groups: non-associative, associative, nountrelative, noun/
noun phrase doubling, and noun reduplication. In terms of tonal alternations, our
data reveals the following generalizations:

e that there are tone changes resulting from the merging of vow-
els which illustrate the principle that H tones are preserved at
the expense of L tones;

e that when a L tone between two H tones gets deleted, a down-
step does not result, in contrast to what occurs in many lan-
guages that have downstep;

e that 'H becomes H when merged with an immediately following
H tone in certain constructions; and

e that floating H tones exist in this language, which provides an-
other way of illustrating these tone principles independent of
vowel deletion.

2.1 Non-associative noun phrases. The structure of the NPs in this group is an N
followed by its modifier(s). The modifiers, except the class of numerals, comprise
a prefix vowel (which alternates to reflect number concord) and a stem. The pre-
fix vowels of the definite article, the demonstrative and the possessive pronouns
(first and second person singular forms only) bear L tones and when they follow
the noun, both the prefix vowel and its L tone are deleted; the result is that there
are no tone alternations in the noun. The independent forms of the modifiers are:
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(i) Definite article: ona ‘the (sing.)/this’ ~ éna ‘the (pl.)/these’
djé ‘that’ ~ ¢&je ‘those’

(i) Demonstrative: onana ‘this one’ ~ énana ‘these ones’
djena ‘that one’ ~ €jéna  ‘those ones’

(iii) Possessive Pronoun: (first and second person singular forms only)
dmé ~ émé ‘my, mine’

OWE ~€WE ‘your, yours’

These forms feature in the NPs in (5) below:

(5) a. ukpe ona [ukpe na]
bed the ‘the bed’
b. ko ena ko na]
cups the ‘the cups’
c. ukpe  dnana [ukpe nana]
bed this (one) ‘this bed’
d. ko enana [1k6 nana]
cups these ‘these cups’
e. ukpe  dmé [ukpe mé]
bed my/mine ‘my bed’
f. 1ko ews [1ko we]
cups your/yours ‘your cups’

Welmers (1969) rightly lists >roboi ‘that one over there’ as one of the demonstra-
tives but this form actually belongs to the associative construction to be discussed
in2.2.

The indefinite article >vo ‘a, an, one’ alternates with évo ‘some’; it also
follows its noun and bears L tones but unlike in the constructions above, it is the
final vowel of the noun which either gets elided if it is [-high] or undergoes glide
formation if it is [+high]: however, its tone remains, again demonstrating the re-
tention of H tone at the expense of L tone. The noun’s tone either merges with the
tone of the prefix vowel of the modifier if it is also L as in (6a) and (6b) or re-
places it if it is H or 'H as in (6c, d), evidence that the H tone is preserved at the
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expense of the L tone.

(6) a. ukpe dvo = [dkpdvo]
bed  a,one ‘a/ one bed’
b. abd evo ¢éna = [abevo na]
hands some the ‘some (of the) hands, some occasions’
c. 1ko evo = [1kévo]
cups some ‘some cups’
d. 38 dvo = [3s3vo]
father a, one ‘a, one father’

A wh- modifier also behaves in a similar way but since these are usually
questions, the L question tonal morpheme (hereafter referred to as “tomorph™)
attaches to the final vowel which already bears a H tone, and a HL contour is
thereby created. In (7b) the tone immediately following 'H is L and so 'H survives
while L is deleted. For example:

(7) a. iweur  1bro (L) = [iwevt bro]
houses  howmany Q. ‘how many houses?’
b. ésé evd (L) = [ésév3]
fathers  which Q. ‘which fathers?’

Nouns may also be followed by numeral modifiers. Welmers (1969) gives
a good, broad account of the numeral system of Urhobo and, as he correctly ob-
serves, the system is basically vigesimal, i.e., based on ‘twenty’ with a subordi-
nate decimal division based on ‘ten’. Among the digits ‘one’ through ‘ten’, only
/3vo/ ‘one’ begins with a L tone. Welmers analyzes the initial tone of the digits
‘two’ through ‘ten’ as H but we believe that that tone is better analyzed as a LH
contour for two main reasons. First, in the citation form of these digits, an initial
LH contour is clearly perceived. The point must however be made that the tone
contour is quick such that it can easily be simplified to H. Moreover, the LH
contour appears to be a property only of the digits other than ‘one’, as these con-
stitute the only group of words found with a contour tone in the citation form in
this data. Other cases of tone contours are derived from the juxtaposition of the
two basic tones on one vowel in certain grammatical constructions.

Second, following Welmers’ analysis where the numerals have initial H
tone, the forms in (8) and (9) below should have similar outputs in the surface but
they do not. Whereas in (8) the juxtaposition of L+H and 'H+H respectively at the
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boundary between the noun and its attributive modifier results in a H tone, in (9)
which involve numeral modifiers, a LH contour and a 'H respectively surface in
the outputs, an indication that there is a difference in the tone sequences at the
beginning of the modifier. As has been observed in our examples so far and from
the forms in (8) below, a basic tone principle in this language is that the H tone is
preserved at the expense of the L tone, such that the merging of L+H, H+L or
'H+H at grammatical boundaries usually produces a H tone and not a LH se-
quence or 'H (even if the L gets deleted from the phonetic string). Note that we
cannot have a sequence of H+'H because 'H is never found in word initial posi-
tion: it always follows H within a morpheme.

One way to account for the difference between the outputs in (8) and (9) is
to postulate a floating L construction-marking tomorph for (9) but, as we will
show later, Urhobo has a floating H construction marker in certain numeral com-
binations that would make postulating a floating L uneconomical.

(8) a. 1kpeigrogro  [ikpigrogro] ‘long beds’
b. £sé éroaro [ésérwaro] ‘big fathers’
(9) a. ikpeive [ikpive] ‘two beds’
b. €s¢ éra [éséra] ‘three fathers’

However, the digits are the only group of words in the language found with a
contour tone in the citation form, and this makes the tone sequence suspect as a
lexical property of the numerals. Rather, we regard it as a property of the con-
struction so that it is the construction that assigns an initial LH contour to the dig-
its. Evidence that this may actually be the case can be seen in the form for
‘eleven’ Athw3vo/ in the data presented in (12) below where /3vo/ ‘one’, which is
the only digit with an initial L in isolation, surfaces with a LH contour when it
combines with the form for ‘ten’.

The digits of Urhobo are:

(10) 3vo ‘one’ ésa ‘six’
[2EEN ¢ 9 v w7 ¢ 9
Ve two iy re seven
éra ‘three’ gréré ‘eight’
éne ‘four’ e ‘nine’

Vel N

1jori “five’ thwe ‘ten
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In the NP, the numeral modifier follows the N but it is the final vowel of
the N that either undergoes glide formation if it is [+high] or gets elided if it is
[-high] thereby setting its tone afloat. The floating tone merges with the prefix
vowel of the numeral resulting in one of three tonal outputs: (i) a LH contour if
the combination is a final L + a numeral-initial LH as in (11a, b); (i) a 'H if the
combination is 'H+LH as in (11c, d); or (iii) a H if the combination is H+LH as in
(11e, ). Note that in (11c, d) the 'H survives because the immediately following
tone is a sequence of L+H. Where the tone immediately following ‘H is L, 'H sur-
vives but where it is H, 'H deletes as in (8b) above. In (11e, f), the expected HLH
triple sequence simplifies to just H as a result of the principle that H tones are
preserved. This principle of sacrificing L’s in favor of H’s will also be found in
subsequent sections.

(11) a. 1kpe ive = [ikpive] ‘two beds’

beds two

b. abs éra = [abéra] ‘three hands/ thrice’
hands three

c. €sé ive = [esive] ‘two fathers’
fathers nine

d. égs grére = [égerére]  ‘eight in-laws’
in-laws  eight

e. eng jjori = [emjjori]  ‘five (tubers of) yams’
yams five

f. 1ko gsa = [1késa] ‘six cups’
cups six

The forms for ‘eleven’ through ‘nineteen’ are:

(12) Ghw3vo  ‘eleven’ ihwegbésa ‘sixteen’
1hwive ‘twelve’ thwegbi y¥ré ‘seventeen’
ihwéra ‘thirteen’ thwegbérére ‘eighteen’
thwéne ‘fourteen’ Thwegbirici ‘nineteen’
thwijort “fifteen’

After the form for ‘ten’, the only other unique forms are:

* In this language, vowels frequently assimilate in roundness or backness to neighboring
vowels. This explains why the initial vowel in the form for ‘11’ is [u] rather than [i]. See also
the forms in example (16) below.
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(13) uze -9
dgba - 30’
url - ‘1,000’
odu - 100,000’
odudura - 1,000,000’
odidima - 1,000,000,000°
ma - “1,000,000,000,000°

As will be noticed from the data in (12), the forms for ‘eleven’ through
‘fifteen’ are derived from a combination of ‘ten’ followed immediately by the
forms for ‘one’ through ‘five’ with the final vowel of ‘ten’ elided. In terms of
tone, these combinations manifest important tonal modifications. First, the L tone
of the elided vowel of ‘ten’ merges with the L of the LH contour of the combin-
ing digit. Second, the initial LH of ‘ten’ simplifies to H while the L tone(s) of the
root in the non-initial number becomes H; this tone raising does not affect all nu-
merals in the construction, just the second one. We can account for this modifica-
tion by postulating a floating H tone construction marker for numerals formed
from a combination of two numerals in succession. This explains why éne ap-
pears as éne.

As part of the NP, the tone of the final vowel of the noun gets deleted with
its vowel if it is L or 'H, leaving only the initial H tone of the numeral. In this
case, the pattern of tone retention on the noun is different than it was in other
noun + numeral cases, where those numerals began with a rising tone. In those
earlier cases, final 'H is kept. Now here, 'H deletes while the initial H of the nu-
meral is kept. This follows from the basic phonological distinction between the
numbers, where there is a level H in these complex number constructions involv-
ing two numerals.

The forms in (14) below are examples of noun plus numeral:

(14) a. iwu 1hwive = [iwithwivg]
garments twelve ‘12 garments’
b. ko 1hwijori = [1Kihwijori]
cups fifteen ‘15 cups’
Cc. €sé ihwéné - [ésthwEne]

fathers  fourteen ‘14 fathers’
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From ‘sixteen’ through ‘nineteen’, the numerals ‘six’ through ‘nine’ are
added to ‘ten’ with a conjunctive element [gbe] whose vowel and L tone are al-
ways elided. The only tonal modification in these combinations is on the initial
vowel of ‘10’ which also bears H tone: units following [gbe] retain their original
tone(s). In the NP, tonal alternations are as in (11) above. Examples include:

(15) a. 1wu 1hwegbésa = [iwihwegbésa] ‘16 garments’
b. és¢ thwegbiriri = [ésthwegbiriri] 19 fathers’
c. 1k0 1hwegbérere [ikihwegbérécé] ‘18 cups’

The numerals ‘twenty-one’ through ‘twenty-nine’ and ‘thirty-one’ through
‘thirty-nine’ are formed by combining ‘twenty’ or ‘thirty’ and the relevant digit
with [gbe] between them. No new tonal alternation occurs in these. From ‘forty’
onwards, counting is in multiples of ‘twenty’ and the numerals are formed by
combining ‘twenty’ with the forms for ‘one’ through ‘nineteen’. In these multi-
ples of ‘twenty’, a H tone emerges between ‘twenty’ and the combining numeral,
evidence of the floating H construction marker identified earlier which is found in
numerals made up of two numerals that follow each other directly without the in-
tervention of [gbe].

The forms for ‘forty’, ‘sixty’, ‘eighty’ and ‘one hundred’ are:

(16) uzuvé [uze + (H) +1vé] ‘forty’

uzora [uze + (H) + éra] ‘sixty’
uzdne [uze + (H) + £ne] ‘eighty’
uzuori [uze + (H) +1jori] ‘one hundred’

As part of the NP, other tonal alternations result from the principle of H
preservation earlier identified so that even a L-toned number prefix deletes when
preceeded by a H or 'H. Compare the sequences in (17) with those in (18). Notice
that there is no rising tone at all in these “multiplicative” structures and there is
no prefixal rising tone in eg> + u3e ‘twenty cups’.

(17) a. 1kO + uzuve = [ikuzuve] ‘40 cups’

b. égd+ uzora = [eguzora] ‘60 in-laws’
c. abd +uzdne [abuzdne] ‘80 hands/times’

I
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(18) a. 1ko + uzegbive = [ikazegbive] ‘22 cups’
b. abs + uzegbéne = [abuzegbéne] ‘24 hands/times’
c. €gd+uzuvegbihwera = [eguzuvegbihwéra] ‘53 in-laws’
d. 1ko + uzdnegbihwegbiriri = [ikuzdnegbihwegbiriri] 99 cups’

The last group of non-associative NPs to be examined here is the Noun +
Attributive modifier NP. As Welmers (1969) correctly observes, Urhobo has no
word class which can be appropriately labeled ‘adjective’, rather there are at-
tributive forms which function as adjectives and can be found in both the non-
associative and associative constructions. Some of the non-associative attributive
forms are derived from verbs through a process of reduplication and these usually
have three or four syllables: those with three syllables bear HHL tones while
those with four bear HHLL tones. As modifiers, they follow the noun and one of
the following alternations may take place: (i) if both tones at the boundary are
identical, they merely collapse into one with the final vowel of the noun deleting
as in (19a, b); (ii) if the final vowel of the noun bears a 'H or L and the prefix
vowel of the modifier bears H, both the final vowel of the noun and its tone are
deleted and replaced by the vowel and tone of the modifier as in (19¢-f). If on the
other hand the tone of the noun vowel is H and that of the modifier is L, then the
noun vowel and its tone replace the modifier vowel and its tone as in (19g-i).

(19) a. uko raaro [ukdrwaro]
cup big ‘a big cup’
b. agma  5fuafo [apm>fwafo]
cloth white ‘a white cloth’
c. og> obiebi [5gobjébi]
in-law  black ‘a black in-law’
d. 16 obuébu [1yobwébu]
money  much/plenty ‘much/plenty of money’
e. eru otete [erwotete]
cap small ‘a small cap’
f. ikpe 1joj0ul [ikptjojoui]

beds fine (pl.) ‘nice beds’



Tonal Alternations In The Urhobo Noun Phrase 13

g. epma  ekpokpd [enmakpokpa]

cloths  new (pl.) ‘new (pieces of) cloth’
h. égs ekpOkpd [eg5kpokp3]

in-laws  new (pl) ‘new in-laws’
i dkpe  >rode [Gkperode]

bed a big one ‘a big bed’

It is possible to combine some of these structures, but no new tone changes occur.

(20) a. 1kpe 1tete £ne ona [ikpiteténena)
beds small four the ‘the four small beds’
b. égd ekpokps ésa [égekpOkpésa]
in-laws new  six ‘six new in-laws’
c. 1ko ifefe Ereré ewe [iKifefereréwe]
cups empty eight yours ‘your eight empty cups’
d. ég> 1buébu ona é30bi sna [égibwebu né30bi na]
in-laws many the all the ‘all the many in-laws’

A close look at the preceding data reveal that the loss of 'H is not condi-
tioned by the fact that the vowel bearing it is deleted, but rather by the type of
tone which immediately follows it: if the following tone is a L the 'H survives,
but if the following tone is a H, the 'H is lost. The crucial feature of downstep
deletion in this language is that 'H immediately follows H. This also explains why
in (11c, d) where 'H merges with LH, 'H survives since it is immediately followed
not by H but by the L part of the sequence.

In many languages that have downstep, sequences such as (19a) with con-
secutive H tones in a grammatical sequence (cf. Igbo (Clark 1980)), and (19f)
where the L between two H tones is deleted (cf. Ghotuo (Elugbe 1985)) would
trigger downstep, but in Urhobo they do not. In fact, as examples (19c¢, d), as well
as many of the examples in the other sections show, the preservation of H will re-
sult in the replacement of !H.with regular H rather than the reverse. When 'H
merges with an immediately following H on one vowel, the result is H and not 'H.
These facts are worthy of note since they contradict what is usually held in the
literature: that downstep results from a lost L tone, or that it is syntactically or
grammatically conditioned. Even in the tradition where the downstep is regarded
as an entity separate from the H, when H gets deleted, one does not expect the
downstep to also be deleted. Yet, in Urhobo, the deletion of a H also means the
deletion of the preceding downstep. Problems such as these have led some to re-
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gard the third pitch in Urhobo as a mid tone and not 'H, but its distribution is
definitely that of a downstep. Unlike the M tone in, e.g. Yoruba, no utterance be-
gins with this supposed M, and it does not appear after L: no tone rises above it
within the phrase. As far as we can tell, the downstep in Urhobo is phonemic and
is phonologically ‘bound’ to the H tone, and is found as part of the lexical tones
of some nouns and numerals. There are no processes in the tonology of this lan-
guage that actively create downsteps.

2.2 Associative constructions. The associative construction is used to express
both a possession relation and an association relation. Its structure is that of a
noun and its modifier conjoined by a high-toned independent grammatical mor-
pheme /ré/ which we refer to as the associative marker (AM). The vowel of AM
is always elided in normal conversational speech and, in fast speech, even the
consonant may be elided, although it is easy to recover both in slow deliberate
speech. Its tone is retained and surfaces on the following vowel. Two types of as-
sociative constructions are examined: Noun + Noun, and Modifier + Noun.

2.2.1 Noun + Noun (N1 + N2) Associative construction. This type of NP sig-
nals a possession relation, and the modifier is either another noun or a possessive
pronoun other than the first and second person singular forms. For our purposes
here, we shall regard these possessive pronouns as nouns. The modifier follows
the head noun with the high-toned AM between them. When the vowel of the AM
is elided, its high tone obligatorily relinks onto the prefix vowel of N2 and either
merges with the tone in that position if it is H, or replaces it if it is L. Thus, only
the prefix vowel of N2 in the output is affected by tone change: it is always H.
(Note that the tones involved in this alternation are those of the AM which is H
and the prefix vowel of N2 which can only be H or L; 'H is excluded from these
positions). In (21c), because the noun begins with a consonant, a vowel is inserted
in the output which then bears the H tone of AM after it is set afloat. As men-
tioned earlier, where the lost tone of N2 is a L, there is no lowering effect on any
surviving tone in the sequence. This is because, as has been observed elsewhere
(Aziza 2001), although there is downdrift in this language, the second H of a H-
L-H sequence is lowered only if the L is present in the output. If it is deleted be-
fore it gets to the surface, it simply disappears leaving no trace on surviving
tones. In (21d) there are two levels of the downstep, the first lowers the pitch of
the following H while the second is lower than the first, producing a terracing ef-
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fect. Where the NP is a recursive one as in (21h, i), the same processes observed
above also take place with the high-toned AM preceding every additional noun.

(21) a. ob> re eni
hand AM elephant
b. ukd ré agba e itivd (L)
Cup AM warlord AM where Q
c. w6 re Tega
money AM name
d 6 e g vy (L)
money AM in-law  which Q
e. ukpe e Jje
bed AM his
f. g5 e avaré
in-law AM  we/our
g.apma (€ owava
cloth AM  you/your (pl.)
h.[[[apma € d¢pa] ré  Sfare]
cloth AM bridle AM man

[apma ra¢a rafare rodé na]

[0b3 réni]

‘an elephant’s hand’

[Uko ragba rifiv3]

‘a cup belonging to a warlord
from where?’

[1y0 ritéga]

‘Tega’s money’

[1y6 rag5 V3]

‘which in-law’s money?’

[Ukpe r3je]

‘his bed’

[5g5 ravaré]

‘our in-law’

[anma rowava]

‘your cloth’

e 0dg na)
AM yesterday the

‘cloth (belonging to) the yesterday’s man’s bride’

i. [[ob> ré eni] e 1yeré]

[0b réni rijere]

hand AM elephant AM name of town
‘a hand (belonging to) Jesse’s elephant’

2.2.2 Modifier + Noun. As mentioned in 2.1 above, there are attributive modifi-
ers which signal an association relation which are actually nouns and feature in
structures similar to the N1 + N2 phrase type described above except that in this

case, the modifier precedes the noun.

(22) a. omamd ré ohuo =
good AM person

b. erave ré ayua =
animal AM  bush

[omam) rohwo]
‘a good person’
[erave raywa]

‘a wild animal’
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c. égodo  ré ufuoma= [égodo rufwoma]
compound AM peace ‘a peaceful compound’
d. iib6  ré nong = [if1b0 finone]
pepper AM  today ‘today’s pepper’
e. ékpu ré aware = [ekpu raware]
bag AM old ‘an old bag’
f. ékpu £ 1y0 = [ekpu r1Y6]
bag AM money ‘a bag (containing) money’

g [[[1y6 ré Uko] ré udi] ré aje omé]=
money AM cup AM drink AM woman mine
[1Y6 ruko radi raje mé |
‘money for my wife’s cup of alcoholic drink’

There is also an associative construction that functions as an adverbial
which Welmers lists as a demonstrative, namely >robot ‘that one over there’, pl.
erobor ‘those’. We treat them as associative constructions and not unanalyzable
words for two main reasons: first, although Urhobo has vowel sequences, there
are no [oi] sequences, and second, there is actually an approximant /j/ between the
two vowels which may be elided. Examples of this form include the following.
(Only the first example has been broken into its components.)

(23) a. > -t£ oboji =  [5roboji] pl. [eroboji]
3" pers.sg. AM there ‘that one over there’  ‘those ones over there’
b. 5robone ‘the one (thatis ) here’  pl. erobong ‘these’
c. orétine ‘this one here’ pl. erétine ‘these’
d. Jréfiji ‘that one there’ pl. erétiji ‘those’

It can also take a demonstrative as in (24) below:

(24) a. angma robong na ‘the cloth here’
b. éwu réfijl na ‘that dress there’
c. 1y0 roboji na ‘the money over there’

2.3 Noun + Relative Clause. In order to make this section clearer, some prelimi-
nary remarks about verbal constructions in Urhobo need to be made. Most of the
simple verbs are either monosyllabic or disyllabic and begin with a consonant.
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There are no minimal pairs in the verb class which differ in lexical meaning only
as a result of a difference in tone patterning, so that while nouns can be classified
according to their tone patterns, verbs cannot be so classified. In the citation form,
all verbs (as well as all singular subject pronouns) bear the low tone and, although
a number of tonal alternations are attested in verbal constructions, they are usu-
ally motivated by the different grammatical configurations. All verbs with the
same syllable structure will behave alike in a given verbal construction. Differ-
ences in tense and aspect are usually revealed through tonal alternations in the
subject NP, or the verb and/or the prefix of the object NP.

For instance, Urhobo marks only three tenses, the present, the past and the
future and, apart from the future tense which has an additional tense marker,
tenses are differentiated only by tone. There are floating Hs in all tenses, which
appear on the final vowel of the subject NP in the present tense, on the final
vowel of the verb stem in the past tense and on both the subject NP and the verb
in the future tense. The question morpheme is a floating L tone borne by the final
vowel of the utterance, while the negative morpheme is a floating LH tone also
segmentalized utterance finally. The segmentalization of these floating tones usu-
ally causes tonal modifications (often in favor of the H tone, including creating
contour tones) and, in some cases, vowel lengthening. The examples in (25) are
for illustration as a full examination of this topic is beyond the scope of this pa-
per. Notice, however, that whereas segmentalization of the floating tones results
in the creation of contour tones in (25a, d), it results in the deletion of L tones in
(25b, c) while in (25e) it causes both vowel lengthening and tone contour.

(25) a. > (H) de oné = [5 dong]
3" pers. sg. pres. buy yam ‘he/she buys/is buying yam’
b. 5 de (H) oné = [5 d5ng]
he/she buy past yam ‘he/she bought yam’
c. 2(H) ca de (H) oné = [5 ca dang]
he/she fut. part. buy fut. yam ‘he/she will buy yam’
d o dé (H mé (L) = [ d3né]
he/she buy past yam Q. ‘did he/she buy yam?’
e. > (H) & >né (LH) = [ dné

he/she pres. buy yam Neg. ‘he/she doesn’t buy yam’
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The Noun + Relative Clause construction is marked on both the segmental
and tonal levels. It is marked by a low-toned relativizer /re/ which occurs between
the noun and the modifying relative clause and by a floating H tone which is
segmentalized on the final vowel of the subject of the relative clause. The rela-
tivizer should not be confused with the AM because, although they are similar in
terms of segments (both are /re/ and in both cases the vowel is deleted), they bear
different tones: the AM bears a H tone while the relativizer bears a L tone. In ad-
dition, the tones of these morphemes behave differently. Whereas the H tone of
the AM does not disappear when its vowel deletes but surfaces on the following
vowel and replaces its inherent tone, the L of the relativizer disappears with its
vowel with no effect on surrounding tones.

The subject of the relative clause immediately precedes the verb and its fi-
nal vowel does not undergo vowel elision or glide formation because the follow-
ing segment is a consonant. When the H tomorph construction marker is seg-
mentalized on it, the result is the deletion of the L or 'H inherent tone at the end of
the word in that position, so that this vowel always surfaces as H in the output. It
can be seen in the examples in (26) below that this H tone is there in connection
with relative clauses irrespective of whether the head noun is subject or object
within the relative clause. In our examples, we identify the relativizer as rel., the
subject concord marker as SCM and the floating construction marking tone as
RTM (relative tone marker). Note that where both the tense marker and the RTM
are segmentalized on the same vowel, the two merely contract into one with no
effect on vowel length. In (26¢, g, j), the past tense suffix [re] found in (26a, b, e,
f) is deleted because the verb takes an object, the verb stem vowel then gets
elided resulting in the past tomorph surfacing on the prefix vowel of the object.

(26) a. obd> re emi (H) cére
hand rel. elephant RTM ate
‘a hand that an elephant ate’

il

[Obd réni rére]

b. obd dna re > (H) rére = [0b3 na 3 rére]
hand the rel. he/she RTM ate
‘the hand that he/she/it ate’

c.emi e > (H) re (H) obd = [en1r3£job))
elephantrel. SCM RTM eat past hand
‘an elephant that ate a hand’
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d. em g€ 5 (H) (H) re obd sna= [eni £ rjobo na]
elephant rel. SCM pres. RTM eat hand the
‘an elephant that eats/is eating the hand’

e. ure¢ re 5s&¢ (H) torére = [Uré r3sé torére]
wood rel. father RTM burnt
‘wood that father burnt’

f. Gré r¢ 5s& dna (H) torére = [Gré r3sé na torére]
wood rel. father the RTM bumnt
‘wood that the father burnt’

g. & re > (H) tore (H) uwevi =  [3s€ rd toruweui]
father rel. SCM RTM burn past house
‘a father that burnt a house’

h. 5g5 e s (H) (H) se = [5g3 rasE se]
in-law rel. father pres. RTM call
‘an in-law that father calls/ is calling’

i. w6 e 5g> ona (H) (H) ca hwa(H)= [iy0 rdg5 na ca hwa]
money rel. in-law the fut. RTM part. pay  fut.
‘money that the in-law will pay’

j. w6 re émd evo (H) fe (H) kéve= [iy0 rémévo f€ kevg]
money rel. children some RTM sell past  for me
‘money that some children sold for me’

In (27) below, we present some examples in context. Notice that any word
before the relative clause verb has a final H and in (27¢), we display the two types
of [re] in the complex NP: the first one, the associative marker, which joins two
nouns bears a high tone while the second one, the relativizer, which joins the first
NP to the relative clause bears a low tone, although after relevant phonological
processes have taken place, both are indistinguishable
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(27) a. meé mré obd> re em  (H) rére = [me mrobd reni rére]
I saw hand rel. elephant RTM ate
‘I saw a hand that an elephant ate’

b. obd r¢ em  (H) rére 5j¢ mé mrére = [Obd reni rére 5je mé mrére]
hand rel. elephant RTM ate that [ saw
‘a hand that an elephant ate was what I saw’

c. [[[[[ofare ré >pa dnalre > (H) de ukpe] 0di]  féri] nong]
man AM bride the rel. SCM RTM bought bed yesterday fell today
= [5fare rdpa na r3 dukpe 6dE féri nong]
‘the husband of the bride who bought a bed yesterday fell down today’

From the foregoing, it is easy to observe that the tone change, even here, is not
due to vowel deletion, but rather to the affiliation of a floating tone.

2.4 Tonal alternation in Noun/NP doubling. Noun/noun phrase doubling is a
syntactic construction used in Urhobo to express some type of quantification
equivalent to the English noun phrases: ‘every/each + noun’ and ‘only/so many
or much + noun’. The construction is marked on both the segmental and tonal
levels. A low-toned independent morpheme [ke] precedes the noun and both the
morpheme and the noun are duplicated to make up the noun phrase. The vowel of
[ke] together with its L tone are elided while the consonant joins the following
noun by resyllabification. A floating H tone construction marker (which we iden-
tify as the double construction tone marker (DTM) surfaces on the right end of
the first noun and the result is that an underlying L or 'H in that position becomes
H in the output. Only the right edge of the first noun is affected by tonal modifi-
cation, all other tones remain intact. The NP may be further modified by an ‘ad-
jective’ which is also doubled as in (28g, h). We have used this NP type in com-
plete clauses in those last two examples to show its behavior in fuller sentential
context: the doubling of segments does not proceed beyond the ‘adjective’ and
the tone principles of the preservation of H remain the same, but note that the
floating H will appear on a postnominal adjective, if the noun phrase contains a
modifer. Tense tones have not been further analyzed. In (28h) both the associative
and relative clause markers are involved and the results are as expected.
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ke ob> (H) ke obd = [kobskobs]
part. hand RDTM part. hand ‘every/each hand’

. k& dfare (H) ke 5fare = [kafarekdfare]
part. man RDTM part. man ‘every/each man’
ke ko (H) ke uko = [kikokuko]
part. cup RDTM part. cup ‘every /each cup’

. k& rbo (H) ke irbo = [Kirbokiribd]
part. pepper RDTM part. pepper ‘every/each pepper’
ke g5 (H) ke 5g5 = [kagdokag3]
part. in-law RDTM part. in-law ‘every/each in-law’
ke eweri (H) ke eweri = [kewerikeweri]
part. monkey RDTM part.monkey ‘every/each monkey’

ke ukpe orode (H) k& ukpe orode re o (H) dérevirini
part. bed big RDTMpart. bed big  rel. he/she RTM bought broke
=[kukpe rodé kukpe rode r3 dére viriri]

‘each/every large bed that he/she bought got broken’

ké omamdré ewéri (H) ke omamdré ewéri re 5 (H)ca
Part. gopod AM monkey RDTM part. good AM monkey rel. he fut. RTM
dé ca ;é
buy fut. run
=[komams réweri komams réweri 15 ca d¢ ca j€]
‘each /every good monkey that he/she will buy will run (away).’

In these sequences too, L and 'H delete in the presence of floating H, also not in-
volving vowel fusion

2.5 Tonal alternation in noun reduplication. This construction conveys the
meaning ‘only/so many or much + noun’ and affects mainly the plural form of the
noun. As mentioned earlier, pluralization is by prefix vowel alternation. This NP
type is not marked by any independent segment rather, all the sound segments of
the first occurrence of the noun except the prefix vowel and the initial consonant
segment(s) fuse with the duplicate. Other words that follow the noun within the
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phrase are not copied. In terms of tone, a floating H toned reduplication marker
(RM) surfaces on the prefix vowel of the noun duplicate resulting in the replace-
ment of L or 'H in that position. Examples include the following.

(29) a. abd> (H) abo = [ababs]
hands RDTM hands ‘only/so many hands’
b. ési (H)eésé = [esésE]
fathers RM fathers ‘only/so many fathers’
c. 1bré (H) 1bré ré ené = [1bribro réng]
halves RDTM halves AM yams ‘only/so many half (tubers of) yam’

3. Summary and conclusion

In this paper, we have described tonal alternations as they occur in different types
of noun phrases in Urhobo. The noun phrases were divided into four main groups:
the non-associative, the associative, the noun + Relative clause and noun redupli-
cation constructions, each with a number of sub-types. One obvious fact is that
floating grammatical tones exist and are commonly used to mark various gram-
matical constructions in this language. In all the NPs examined, tonal alternations
affect only sequences at word boundaries and result from either the merging of
vowels or the segmentalization of floating grammatical tones. From the evidence
at our disposal, the behavior of tones in the NP illustrate a general principle that
H tones are preserved at the expense of L tones. In addition, when 'H merges with
an immediately following H on the same vowel, the result is H rather than 'H, an
indication that 'H is this language may have a phonemic status; more so that the
phenomenon is found only as part of the lexical make-up of some nouns. There is
also evidence that grammatical tones have more relevance in the grammar of this
language than lexical tones. so that L and 'H delete in the presence of floating
grammatical H even where vowel fusion may not be involved.
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