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1. Introduction

In Bantu-speaking Africa - and in most of Sub-Saharan Africa more generally -
examining language change is hardly ever possible on the basis of historical
empirical evidence. Diachronic corpus-based research on Bantu languages is
only nascent and has to rely on corpora of limited time-depth, i.e. the late 19th
century at the earliest (e.g. De Schryver & Gauton 2002; Kawalya et al. 2014).
One Bantu language truly exceptional in this regard is Kikongo, spoken in the
Lower Congo region of Central Africa. The earliest available Bantu data originate
from that language and date back to the 17th century (Doke 1935). The first texts
from the Lower Congo region, all in Roman script, include a Kikongo catechism
from 1624 (Bontinck & Ndembe Nsasi 1978), a Latin-Spanish-Kikongo diction-
ary manuscript from 1652 (De Kind et al. 2012) and a Kikongo grammar from
1659 (Guinness 1882). They reflect the variety of Kikongo spoken by the local
political upper class, since European missionaries produced them with the help
of native speakers from that elite. Foreign clergy were strongly attached to Kongo
nobility ever since the late 15th century when this Central African kingdom made
its entrance into transatlantic history. These 17th-century Kikongo documents
result from an increasing need for language acquisition felt by incoming European
clergy who wanted to become more independent from local interpreters on which
15th- and 16th-century missionary activities had strongly relied (Brinkman 2014).

The only Bantu language documented with a similar time depth is neigh-
boring Kimbundu, of which the first text, also a catechism, dates back to 1643
(Doke 1935). The earliest surviving language documents from the East African
coast, i.e. Kiswahili texts written in Arabic script, do not date further back than
the mid-18th century, although the language in which they are written might be
older (Knappert 1971:5). Such diachronic Bantu documents have an unequalled
historical-linguistic potential in that they allow for the comparison of successive
diachronic stages of one and the same language over a time span of several centu-
ries. Historical Bantu linguistics has a strong comparative tradition, so researchers
never properly exploited this potential. Illustrative in this respect is the fact that
Nurse & Hinnebusch (1993) do not even integrate diachronic data in their magis-
terial comparative study of Kiswahili and its closest relatives, without a doubt one
of the most comprehensive historical-linguistic studies of a Bantu language group.

A systematic study of diachronic language change on the basis of histori-
cal empirical evidence covering a period of about 400 years, as presented in this
article for Kikongo, is usually impossible in Bantu. We focus here on one spe-
cific innovation in one specific Bantu language, i.e. prefix reduction in Kikongo,
but our reconstruction of its diachronic evolution can be a model for new ways
of approaching language change more generally in early documented Bantu and



other African languages. We argue that the historical evidence presented in this
article suffices to show that prefix reduction in Kikongo is an innovation that
started in the heartland of the Kongo kingdom, from where it spread to more
peripheral areas.

We provide not only historical evidence for a contact-induced diffusion of
language innovation between closely-related language varieties — in itself rather
uncommon in Bantu linguistics - but also try to reconstruct the social setting
against which this historical change took place. The reconstruction of language
evolution in Africa usually happens without access to what Mufwene (2001) calls
‘the ecology of language evolution, i.e. the environmental, social, cultural and his-
torical factors that conditioned linguistic change. Because of its early contacts with
literate Europe, the Lower Congo region also stands out in that respect. No other
region in Central Africa is historically better documented and the history of the
Kongo kingdom is better reconstructed than that of any other Central African
polity. Thanks to the erudition of several generations of historians (e.g. Van Wing
1921; Cuvelier 1946; Balandier 1965; Randles 1968; Thornton 1983; Hilton 1985),
we have unequalled information about and insights into the area’s history over
the last 500 years. This allows us not only to present here evidence for both the
period when prefix reduction started and the geographical area from where it
originated and subsequently spread, but also to provide a tentative reconstruction
of its ‘social ecology’

In §2 we present the Kikongo language cluster (KLC) and the diachronic
Kikongo language corpus on which this study is based. In §3 we discuss the phe-
nomenon of mu-/mi- prefix syncope in Kikongo, and in §4 we give its current-day
spread within the KLC. In §5 we reconstruct the diachronic evolution of this mor-
phological change, and in §6 we show how it exemplifies a broader phenomenon
of prefix reduction that most likely started from a focal area in the southern part
of the KLC as a classical example of dialectal diffusion. In §7 we develop how
political centralization in the late 16th and early 17th centuries may have facili-
tated such a contact-induced diffusion between closely-related language varieties.
Conclusions are presented in §8.

2. Kikongo language corpora

The Lower Congo region is home to the Bantu language known as Kikongo,
which is actually a large cluster of closely related language varieties spoken in
four different countries: Angola (including Cabinda), the DRC, the Republic of
the Congo and Gabon. This vast cluster of regiolects manifests a family resem-
blance structure in the sense that adjacent varieties are mutually intelligible, but



varieties at the extreme ends of the chain are not. Such a chain of mutual intelli-
gibility is commonly known as a ‘geographical dialect continuum’ (Chambers &
Trudgill 1998:6). Kikongo could be considered as such a dialect continuum,
but we prefer to speak of the ‘Kikongo language cluster, abbreviated here as
KLC, because certain outliers share no more than about 40 to 50% of cognate
basic vocabulary. In addition to the numerous regiolects, a creolized form of
Kikongo, known as Kituba, Monokutuba or Kikongo ya leta, is spoken in sev-
eral urban centers in the DRC and the Republic of the Congo (Mufwene 2013;
Samarin 2013). This vehicular language will not be considered here. The Kon-
goKing research group has identified some thirty different present-day Kikongo
regiolects from the four countries. As shown on Map 3 (maps are included as
addenda), these varieties are reasonably well distributed over the study area. We
therefore assume them to be representative of the linguistic variation that exists
within the KLC.

Given the current state of documentation and our still-limited knowledge
of the region’s dialectology, we tend to treat the varieties selected as ‘doculects,
i.e. linguistic varieties as they are documented in a given resource (Cysouw &
Good 2013:342). The documentation available for each of them from the late
19th century onwards is quite variable, both quantitatively and qualitatively. In
addition, there are older language sources from two well-confined sub-regions.
The 17th-century sources mentioned in the introduction originate from the
area around Mbanza Kongo, the former capital of the Kongo kingdom, in the
southern part of the KLC (cf. Map 1). The diachronic sequence in the western
part of the KLC starts in the late 18th century. In an area historically known
as Kakongo in present-day Cabinda (cf. Map 2), French missionaries produced
several dictionary manuscripts and a grammar manuscript on the Kikongo vari-
ety spoken there in the 1770s (cf. Cuvelier 1953; Van Bulck 1954). Since 2012,
the KongoKing research group has undertaken a systematic effort to collect and
digitize this diachronic Kikongo documentation in order to make it accessible
for corpus-based comparative research (De Kind et al. 2012; De Schryver et al.
2013; Drieghe 2014).

3. Nasal prefix syncope in Kikongo: A synchronic description

Noun class systems are a characteristic feature of Bantu languages, such as
Kikongo, where nouns are generally categorized in different noun classes accord-
ing to the prefixes they take in their singular and plural form and the agreement
patterns they trigger on verbs and nominal modifiers (Katamba 2003). Noun



prefixes generally have a CV shape, except in the so-called class 5, for which
*i- was reconstructed in Proto-Bantu, and classes 9 and 10, for which non-
syllabic homorganic nasal prefixes were reconstructed. Homorganic *N- was
also reconstructed for the verbal subject and object 1sG concord prefixes (Mee-
ussen 1967). All Kikongo varieties have retained these non-syllabic homorganic
nasal prefixes, as have most Bantu languages. However, several current-day
Kikongo varieties have, in addition to this inherited nasal prefix set, a second
set of nasal prefixes, i.e. the syllabic homorganic nasal prefixes of noun classes
1, 3 and 4 as well as the class 1 object concord. These correspond to Proto-
Bantu prefixes reconstructed with a NV structure, i.e. * m3- (classes 1 and 3)
and *mi- (class 4). The loss of the vowel in such sequences of nasal and vowel
regularly gives rise to syllabic nasals in Bantu (Bell 1972; Nurse & Hinnebusch
1993:181-185; Hyman & Ngunga 1997: 139ff). This sound change, which par-
ticularly targets unstressed medial vowels, is widespread in the world’s languages
and commonly known as ‘syncope’ in historical linguistics (Crowley & Bowern
2010:28). Nurse & Hinnebusch (1993:184), who notice this innovation in sev-
eral Kiswahili varieties, call it ‘syncopation’

The original NV shape has actually not entirely disappeared from the lan-
guage, as it still turns up in a number of well-defined phonological contexts.
The examples in (1) illustrate this allomorphy in four different Kikongo vari-
eties: Kisikongo (Ndonga Mfuwa 1995), Kindibu (Coene 1960), Kiyombe (De
Grauwe 2009) and Kintandu (Daeleman 1983). The original prefix is maintained
before noun stems beginning with a nasal-consonant (NC) cluster (1a) or with a
vowel (1b) (see also De Kind 2012). Before a vowel having a different degree of
aperture, the prefix vowel becomes a glide; otherwise a long vowel is observed.
The prefix is only reduced to a syllabic nasal in front of consonant-initial stems
(1c). The syncopated nasal prefixes are called ‘homorganic, because they assimi-
late to the place of articulation of the following consonant. The nasal preceding
the noun stem for “woman” is actually velar. According to common Kikongo
orthographic rules the grapheme (n) is adopted in both alveolar and velar NC
clusters, but not in bilabial ones. We follow here the source spelling. In Kiyombe,
the class 4 plural nominal prefix is not a simple syllabic nasal, but a compound
form consisting of mi- and the syncopated nasal prefix. Either the full plural
prefix was added to the singular form including the syncopated singular prefix
or the plural prefix also underwent syncope and its full form was subsequently
reintroduced in front of the syncopated prefix. The latter would be the result of a
morphological reanalysis motivated by the functional markedness of the plural.
Marked functional categories tend to have an overt marker (Bell 1972: 36, with
reference to Greenberg 1966).



(1) KisikoNgo KinpiBu KivomBE KINTANDU Class Translation

a._ NC sG muntu munty  muutu'  muuntu 1 “person”
PL wdntu (b)antu  badtu baantu 2
SG mundelé mundele miindeela mundéle 3 “white man”
PL mindélé mindele mindeela mindéle 4

b._V SG mwdna mwana mwdana wmwaand 1 “child”
PL wadnd bana bdana baand 2
SG mwivi muivi  mwiivi  mwiifi 1~3  “thiet”
PL (ba)ymiivi  beefi 2~4

c._C sG ykénto ykento  ykééto nkéénto 1 “woman”
PL bdkénto bakento bakééto  bakéénto 2
SG nti nti nti nti 3 “tree”
PL nti nti minti niti 4
SG mvil mvu mvi mvi 3 “year”
PL mvi mvu mimvi mvi 4

The syllabicity of the nasal prefix of noun classes 1, 3 and 4 is not only implied
by the fact that these are tone bearing units, as noted on the Kintandu examples
in (1c). They also manifest morphophonological behavior that differs from the
non-syllabic nasal prefixes of noun classes 9/10 and 1sG. (See the supplementary
material online for a full exposition of this different linguistic behavior.)

On the other hand, both sets of nasal prefixes do have in common their hom-
organicity. In Bantu languages showing prefix syncope, the resulting syllabic nasal
is however not always assimilated to the place of articulation of the stem-initial
consonant (Bell 1972; Nurse & Hinnebusch 1993:184). This is also seen for two
Kikongo varieties, namely Cisundi and Dihungu. For Cisundi, Futi (2012:72, 75)
reports that before consonants, the vowel /u/ of the /mu-/ prefix of classes 1 and 3
is deleted resulting in a syllabic m- prefix, as shown in (2). The data from Atkins
(1954:148-150) for Dihungu shown in (3) is analogous.

(2) Class1 Class 3 (C1sunDI)
mfydote “black person”  w’bdkati  “avocado tree”
mtinu  “king” m’koondo “baobab”
mkama  “wife” m’kdaka  “squirrel”
mfwiizi  “widow” m’kata “cake”

1. The stem-initial NC cluster is realized here as a simple oral consonant. This reflects a
common sound change before voiceless consonants in Kiyombe which is often accompanied
by aspiration of the voiceless consonant (De Grauwe 2009: XIII).



(3) Class1/2 Class 3/4 (D1HUNGU)
m-khetu/a-khetu “woman/-en” m-koko/mi-koko “river(s)”
m-thu “person” m-zala/mi-zala ~ “finger(s)”

The variation observed with respect to the homorganicity of syncopated nasal
prefixes on a Bantu-wide level is thus also observed within the KLC. Such is the
case regarding the prefix syncope hierarchy which Bell (1972) establishes in his
Bantu-wide study comparing the reflexes of the Proto-Bantu noun class prefixes
having a NV structure: *md- > *mi- > *ma-. High vowels are more frequently
deleted in such sequences than the low central vowel — which is actually never syn-
copated — and the high back rounded vowel even more frequently than the high
front unrounded vowel. Sharing the articulatory feature of lip-roundedness with
the labial nasal, the high back vowel is more naturally absorbed by the preceding
consonant. Within the KLC, there are no varieties which attest *mi- syncope but
not *mu- syncope, but the opposite does occur. In a minority of Kikongo varieties,
such as Dihungu in (3) and Civili of Mayumba (Gabon) in (4), the full noun prefix
of class 4 is maintained under all circumstances (Ndinga-Koumba-Binza 2000).

(4) nmivi/mivu “year(s)” (C1viLI-GABON)
mifind/mifiind “package(s)”
#th/miti “tree(s)”
ykMify/mikfi “anus(es)”
HkMimbd/mikimbd  “navel(s)”
#kMiti/mikuti “spotted antelope(s)”

In Kiyombi, spoken in the Republic of the Congo, the syncopated nasal prefixes
of classes 1 and 3 also alternate with the full prefixes ba- of class 2 and mi- of class
4 (Mabiala 1999:40), as shown in (5). Thanks to the phonetic data provided by
Mabiala (1992:27), we know that the syncopated nasal prefix is homorganic in
spite of the orthography suggesting otherwise.

(5) #vési/mifési “bone(s)” (KryoMBI)
nvika/bafika “slave(s)”
nvindi/mifindic - “slowness”
Avindi/mifindi  “calf/calves (leg)”
nviingly/mifiingls  “power”

As seen in (1), the mi- prefix may have undergone syncope in the Kiyombe variety
of the DRC, but was subsequently reanalyzed as miN- resulting in a plural prefix
that is distinctive again from the singular one. A similar reanalysis is observed
in other Kikongo varieties, such as Kimboma in (6) and Cisundi in (7). We can
assume that these varieties went through a phase of mi- syncope. Strangely enough,



the syncopated prefix in Cisundi seems to be homorganic in the plural form, but
not in the singular form.

(6) ntu/mintu “head(s)” (KiMBOMA)

nti/minti “tree(s)”

nkanda/minkanda “book(s)” (Kisilu Meso 2001:7, 22)
(7) m’ti/minti “tree(s)” (Cisunpr)

m’tima/mintima “heart(s)”

m'tu/mintu “head(s)”

mintuutu “bottles”

m’manga/mimmanga “mango tree(s)” (Futi 2012:50, 72, 75)

From what precedes, it has become clear that the development of syllabic nasal
prefixes from Proto-Bantu prefixes *md- of classes 1 and 3 and *mi- of class 4
is not an innovation unique to Kikongo, but rather a common Bantu phe-
nomenon motivated by articulatory naturalness. Moreover, its realization in
Kikongo varies according to the same parameters as in other Bantu languages,
i.e. homorganicity vs. non-homorganicity and the *mo- > *mi- > *ma- syncope
hierarchy. At the same time, its application is not purely phonetically motivated,
since neither the locative prefix *md- of class 18 nor mu-/mi- sequences within
other morphemes are ever syncopated in Kikongo. This exception has also
been reported elsewhere in Bantu (Bell 1972:38). In other languages, such as
Kiswabhili, syncope does also affect the mu- prefix of class 18 and mu sequences
in lexical items, such as -amka “wake up”’ < *-damuk- (Nurse & Hinnebusch
1993:181). Syncopated class 18 locative prefixes also exist in Ciyao, where they
are even homorganic: n’-tu-pu “in the little bones”, y7’-ci-pi “in darkness”, y’-ka-
diilole “in the mirror” (Hyman & Ngunga 1997: 142). The fact that the locative
marker is usually added to a noun’s regular class prefix, as shown in the preced-
ing Ciyao examples, likely accounts for its escape from syncope in several Bantu
languages, amongst others Kikongo.

Syllabic nasal prefixes of classes 1 and 3 have been reported in the Kikongo
varieties listed in (8), subdivided according to the preliminary phylogenetic clades
which we could establish thanks to a large-scale phylogenetic study (De Schryver
et al. 2013). Some of these lexically-based subgroups have been corroborated by
independent, shared phonological and morphological innovations, such as the dis-
tinctive sound shift *p > y (Bostoen et al. 2013:63-66) or several rearrangements
in the tense-aspect system (Dom 2013:122-134). As discussed above, class 4 mi-
also underwent syncope, except in Dihungu, Civili (Gabon) and Kiyombi. In Kim-
boma, Cisundi, Kiyombe, Kizobe, Cilinji, Cizali and Cimbala, the full mi- prefix
precedes the syncopated nasal prefix as miN-.



(8) South Kisikongo (Ndonga Mfuwa 1995)
Kimboma (Kisilu Meso 2001)
Kisolongo (Tavares 1915, KongoKing (KK) fieldwork 2012,
Lembe-Masiala 2007)

Kizombo (Carter & Makondekwa 1987; Mpanzu 1994)
Kitsotso (Baka 1992)
Dihungu (Atkins 1954)

Central Kindibu (Coene 1960)
Kimanyanga (Laman 1912; Makokila 2012)

East Kintandu (Daeleman 1966)
Kimbata (KK fieldwork 2012)
Kimbeko (KK fieldwork 2012)
Kinkanu (KK fieldwork 2012)

West Kiyombi (Mabiala 1992, 1999)
Civili (Gb) (Ndinga-Koumba-Binza 2000)
Cisundi (Futi 2012)
Iwoyo (Mingas 1994)
Kiyombe (De Clercq 1921; De Grauwe 2009)
Kizobe (KK fieldwork 2012)
Cilinji (KK fieldwork 2012)
Ciwoyo (KK fieldwork 2012)
Cizali (KK fieldwork 2012)
Cimbala (KK fieldwork 2012)

North Cilaadi (Jacquot 1982a)

Nasal prefix syncope is thus widespread within the KLC, as can also be seen on
Map 3. It is well attested in all sub-groups, except in the North cluster, where it is
only attested, although not systematically, in Cilaadi (Jacquot 1982a: 150, Jacquot
1982b, Mabiala 1999), as can be seen in (9).

(9) Absence of mu- syncope

Presence of mu- syncope (CiLaaDbI)
nlélé “loin cloth”

nléémbo “finger”

nisupd  “meat”

n3ita “wrapped load”

nkila  “tail”

muliimi “husband”
mutfi “tree”
mutfima  “heart’
muifinga “rope”
muifété “ascaris”
muf*iidi “widow(er)”
mufiti “field”
mutddmbuy  “trap”
mukéénto  “woman”
mutfila “tail”



As shown in (10), the syncope of mu- is also unsystematic in the southern Kikongo
variety Kitsotso, spoken in the Uige province of Angola between the centers of
Damba and Mucaba (Baka 1992:2).

(10)  Absence of mu- syncope Presence of mu- syncope  (KI1TsoTso)
mukhé:thé/akhé:thé “woman/-en” nkhé:thé/akhé:thé “woman/-en”
muki:nli/aki:nli “friend(s)”  nki:nli/akii:nli “friend(s)”
muthii/mithii “head(s)” nthii/nthi “head(s)”
muthima/mithima  “heart(s)” nthima/rthima “heart(s)”
mukila/mikila “tail(s)” nkila/vikila “tail(s)”
muthi/mithi “tree(s)” nthi/nthi “tree(s)”
musibu/misibi “curse(s)”

The variable occurrence of mu- syncope in Cilaadi ties in rather well with the total
absence of this phenomenon - including the absence of mi- syncope - in its closest
relatives, i.e. the other Kikongo varieties of the North cluster listed in (11).

(11) North  Kibembe (Nsayi 1984, Philippson & Boungou 1999)
Kihangala ~ (Mabiala 1999)
Kikamba (Bouka 1989)
Kidondo (Mfoutou 1985)
Kikunyi (Birgit Ricquier fieldwork 2010)
Kisundi (N’landu Kitambika 1994; Mabiala 1999)

All these varieties are spoken north of the border that separates the two Congos
and have maintained the inherited form of the noun prefixes of classes 1, 3 and 4
in all contexts. Kitsotso together with Dihungu are the southernmost varieties of
the KLC. Nasal prefix syncope also fails to take place in the so-called Shira-Punu
group (Guthrie’s B40 group) spoken in southern Gabon (Guthrie 1948; Maho
2009). These languages are traditionally not considered to be part of the KLC, but
recent phylogenetic research indicates that they constitute a sub-unit of the West
cluster and are most closely related to Civili and Kiyombi (De Schryver et al. 2013).
As the Yipunu data (Bonneau 1956) and Yilumbu data (Mavoungou & Plumel
2010) in (12) show, these outlier languages within the KLC have also retained the
inherited full prefixes.

(12) Yrpunu YIiLUMBU
mugatsi “wife” mughatsi ~ “wife”
musatsi “handy workman” musa(li)tsi “workman, technician”
mubwandzi “weaver” mubwanga “weaver”
muganu “debt” mughanu  “debt”
muru “head” muru “loin cloth”

As regards the eastern and southern borders of the KLC, nasal prefix syncope does
not occur in the immediately surrounding languages, except in Kikongo’s nearest
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eastern neighbor, Kiyaka, spoken in the Kwango region of the Bandundu prov-
ince (DRC). Together with its eastern neighbor, Kisuku, Kiyaka is phylogenetically
closest to the core KLC (De Schryver et al. 2013). As shown in (13), while attested
in Kiyaka (Van Den Eynde 1968:31-32), nasal prefix syncope is not attested in
Kisuku (Piper 1977:180-184).

(13) KIvAka Kisuku
mbuiumbi (cl.1) “potter” mulééki (cl.1) “young child”
nloki (cl. 1) “witch”  muhika (cl.1) “slave”
nsadi (cl. 1) “worker” mukusu (cl.3) “rat”
nléembo (cl.3) “finger” mutwd (cl.3) “head”

nlele or milele (cl.4) “cloths”  misuni  (cl.4) “meat”

Based on the current-day distribution of mu-/mi- syncope within the KLC, we can
postulate a three-stage evolution as in Figure 1.

Syllabic
homorganic nasal

- C&Eclusters
- Restof S&W
- Cilaadi

- N except Cilaadi
- Shira-Punu (W)

Figure 1. Postulated three-stage evolution of mu-/mi- syncope on the basis of synchronic
evidence

4. Mu-/mi- prefix reduction in Kikongo: A diachronic description

In this section we examine the diachronic Kikongo corpus to assess whether the
successive stages of the process, as presented in Figure 1, are observable through
time.

4.1 17th-century West Kikongo (1601)

No genuine linguistic documentation is available for 17th-century West Kikongo.
However, in his travel account the Dutch seafarer Pieter de Marees wrote down a
number of words used by the inhabitants of Cape Lopez. This peninsula on the coast
of Gabon, where the current-day town of Port-Gentil is situated, is actually just
north of the KLC. Nevertheless, the list contains a mixture of words in Portuguese
and in what could well be a variety of Kikongo, such as siomba (= -sumba) “to buy”,
quendo (= kwenda) “to go”, -mona “to see”, coria (= kulya) “to eat”, mondello “Dutch
nation” (“white man”) and mokendofino “a beautiful woman” This last word is a
blend of the Portuguese adjective fino “elegant” and the Kikongo word mukento
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“woman; wife” having the full prefix mu- of class 1. (See the supplementary mate-
rial online for the full list cited by De Marees (1602).) None of these Bantu words
occur in Myene, the cluster of languages currently spoken in the region of Port-
Gentil (Raponda Walker 1934; Ambouroue 2007). It is thus very likely that De
Marees recorded an early 17th-century West Kikongo variety, for which the word
mokendo indicates that prefix reduction, if it had started at all, had certainly not
been completed in this part of the KLC.

4.2 17th-century South Kikongo (1624, 1652, 1659)

The oldest full-fledged source of Kikongo data still available today is the Doutrina
Christda, a catechism by the Portuguese Jesuit Mateus Cardoso from 1624. It is
the first book written in a Bantu language. Cardoso translated an existing Portu-
guese catechism, producing an interlinear Portuguese-Kikongo text, in close col-
laboration with the so-called mestres or catechist-interpreters whom he recruited
among the autochthonous priests at the royal court in Mbanza Kongo (Bentley
1887:xi, Bontinck & Ndembe Nsasi 1978:28). The Kongo capital was situated in
current-day Northern Angola. Lexically-based diachronic phylogenetic research
confirms that the Kikongo of the 1624 catechism is indeed most closely related
to the South Kikongo varieties spoken there today (De Schryver et al. 2013). This
oldest surviving Kikongo text contains several nouns belonging to classes 1/2 and
3/4. In (14) we list, in order of frequency, the twelve most frequent cl. 1/2 and
3/4 nouns, which occur at least 10 times, if one counts both the singular and
plural forms. The nouns are presented in the original 1624 spelling, then followed
in parentheses by the 20th-century orthography of Bontinck & Ndembe Nsasi
(1978), who issued a critical re-edition of the catechism and added both a French
translation and a re-transcription of the original Kikongo text. As may be seen,
none of these nouns, including those with a stem-initial oral consonant, under-
went prefix reduction. As far as we can judge from the oldest surviving Kikongo
source, the process of mu-/mi- syncope had not yet started in South Kikongo as
spoken in the 1620s.

(14) Singular Freq. Plural Freq. Translation
a. monho (monyo) 89 mionho (mionyo) 14 “soul(s)”
. muntu (muntu) 43 antu (antu) 21 “person(s)”
c. muléque (muleeke) 35  aléque (aleeke) 12 “child(ren),
youngster(s)”
d. musundi (musundi) 40 - “virgin”
e. mufinu (mufuunu) 9 mifiinu 20 “work(s),
(mifuunu) action(s), merit(s)”
f.  muquembo 26 - “glory”
(mukembo)

12



g. muquissi (mukissi) 19 aquissi (akissi) 3 “holy”

h. mulongo (mulongo) 21 - “law, rule”

i.  mutima (mutiima) 18 mitima (mitiima) 2 “heart(s)”

j.  mudnu (muaanu) 17 midnu (miaanu) 3 “manner(s),
way(s)”

k. mulongui (mulongi) 15 - “doctrine, sermon”

I mucangui (mu- 11 - “savior”

kangi)

The second-oldest Kikongo source that survived the ravages of time is a manu-
script from 1652 by the Flemish Capuchin missionary Joris van Gheel, called the
Vocabularium Latinum, Hispanicum, e Congense (Van Gheel 1652). The man-
uscript was drastically redrafted by the Belgian Jesuits Joseph van Wing and
Constant Penders, who published it in the 20th century (Van Wing & Penders
1928). Recent diachronic phylogenetic research confirms that the 1652 doculect
is very closely related to the 1624 doculect, and thus also South Kikongo (De
Schryver et al. 2013). In this dictionary, produced less than three decades after
the publication of the catechism, the start of mu- syncope may be observed (De
Kind 2012). The syncopated mu- prefix of classes 1 and 3 is noted as m- in the
Vocabularium Congense. As shown in (15), three of the twelve most frequent cl.
1/2 and 3/4 nouns from the 1624 catechism, listed in (14), are unsystematically
transcribed with m’- or mu- in the Vocabularium Congense. The other nouns in
(14) having a stem-initial oral consonant are always represented with the full
mu- prefix. The plural prefix of class 4 is always mi-, including when the singular
prefix is reduced.

(15) Freq. Freq. Translation
a. mfuni 2 vs. mufunu 5 “work, action, merit”
mquissi 1 vs. miiquissi 3 “holy”
c. mtima 20 vs. mutima 2 “heart”

As shown in (16), sixteen additional nouns were found which are sometimes
attested with an m™- prefix.

(16) Freq. Freq. Translation
a. mcua 75 vs. mucua 44 “owner, possessor of”
b.  mti 43 vs.  muti 5 “tree”
c. mecanda 5 vs. mucanda 18 “book; letter”
d mtu 12 vs.  mutu 5 “head”
e. mtini 8 vs. muting 2 “king”
t.  misinga 1 vs. rmussinga 2 “rope, string”
muginga 2
g.  mzoqui 2 “envy”
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mlssia

h. 2 “peace”

i.  mcasa 1 vs. mucasa 1 “wife; spouse”

j.  m’bhuami 1 “fool”

k. mcotami 1 “sadness”

L. mgiecambuaco 1 “abundance”

m. mquelusiltico 1 “without will”

n. mtangui 1 “calculator”

o. m'tani 1 “warrior”

p.  mtuectinzi 1 “the capital of a column”

Most of the syncopated nouns in (16) occur only once or twice and mostly have
no non-syncopated equivalent. The two most frequently occurring syncopated
nouns in the Vocabularium Congense are mcua (16a), which is very common in
compound nouns, and m’ti (16b). Both still have non-syncopated attestations.
This is also true for the three syncopated nouns in (16¢c—e), which are also fre-
quent words.

Important to stress is the consistent notation of the syncopated mu- prefix as
m’ in the Vocabularium Congense. The apostrophe most likely signals the syllabic-
ity of the nasal prefix. This is unlike the nasal prefix of classes 9 and 10, which is
consistently written without an apostrophe, e.g. ngombe/ngombe (9/10) for Latin
bos “ox, cow”, or lucata/ncata (11/10)? for Latin capsa “box”. As shown in (16), the
syncopated #- prefix occurs in front of stem-initial consonants having different
places of articulation: bilabial, coronal and velar. The invariable bilabial notation
of the prefix no doubt reflects the fact that this nasal prefix was not homorganic
yet. According to the three-stage model in Figure 1, the 1652 doculect represents
the transition between Stage 1 (full prefix) and Stage 2 (syllabic bilabial nasal).

As observed by De Kind (2012:119), the process was possibly already more
advanced in the 1650s than reflected in the Vocabularium Congense. This is at
least suggested by the earliest Kikongo grammar, published in 1659 by Hyacintho
Brusciotto a Vetralla, another Capuchin missionary (Doke 1935:97). This gram-
mar was published only seven years after the drafting of the surviving Vocabu-
larium Congense manuscript. Both linguistic works adopt exactly the same
orthography. The following paragraph from the grammar’s English translation,
edited by Guinness (1882: 84, italics in the original), is highly relevant to the ques-
tion of mu- syncope:

2. In the case of the class pair 11/10, the number of the plural prefix is lower than that of
the singular, because the homorganic nasal prefix of class 10 N- is the plural of both singular
class 9 (N-) and 11 (lu-).
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“All words, both nouns and verbs, having the letter U for the second letter of the
first syllable are so pronounced, that the Uis not heard except when another vowel
follows it or the letter N, as, Mubhobheri, advocate; mutima, conscience; Mutinu,
king; are pronounced with a synalepha in the first syllable, thus, M bhobheri,
m’tima, m’tinu, and so in the plural, the letter I is not expressed, Mufunu mifunu,
for the first U is dropped in the singular, and in the plural, I”

Brusciotto clearly describes here the process of prefix syncope, erroneously labelled
synalepha here, i.e. the fusion of two syllables into one in the pronunciation of two
successive vowels of adjacent syllables (Vega 2010). He only speaks of the dropping
of the prefix vowel, but does not mention any changes to which the nasal consonant
would be subject and which would indicate homorganicity. He does seem to sug-
gest, however, that prefix syncope had already been generalized to all nouns belong-
ing to classes 1 and 3 and having a stem-initial oral consonant and that the process
had already affected the mi- prefix of class 4 as well. Given that mi- syncope is not
yet attested at all in the Vocabularium Congense, and mu- syncope only unsystem-
atically, the description by Brusciotto might indicate that the process, once started,
diffused rapidly through the lexicon. However, the fact that Brusciotto himself still
consistently writes mu- indicates that this phonological change was still young and
not consistently reflected yet in the common spelling of the time.

4.3 18th-century West Kikongo (1770s)

The actual diachronic West Kikongo sequence starts in the second half of the
18th century thanks to the pioneering linguistic legacy of the French missionar-
ies who operated from 1766 to 1775 in the coastal area between Cabinda in the
South and Loango (Pointe Noire) in the North, home to several smaller coastal
kingdoms such as - from south to north - Ngoyo, Kakongo and Loango (Proyart
1776; Van Bulck 1954). Jean Joseph Descourviéres, the missionary-in-chief from
1773 onwards, authored both a grammar and a dictionary of the local Kikongo
variety of which only copies by himself and his confréres are still available in the
archives of the Propaganda Fide in Rome, the British Library in London and the
municipal library of Besangon (Van Bulck 1954). The KongoKing research group
acquired digital copies of four of these historical documents: (a) Dictionnaire
frangois et congo (in London, from 1772), (b) Dictionnaire francois et congo (in
Besangon, from 1773), (c) Dictionnaire congo et francois (in Besangon, from 1775)
and (d) Essai dune grammaire congo, suivant laccent de Kakongo (in Besangon,
from 1776). Diachronic phylogenetic research indicates that the Kikongo variety
documented in the dictionary manuscripts is most closely related to present-day
Kikongo varieties belonging to the West cluster (De Schryver et al. 2013).
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In the 1776 grammar manuscript, the allomorphy between the full prefixes
of classes 1, 3 and 4 and their syncopated nasal is the same as it was in mid-17th-
century southern Kikongo and as it still is today everywhere else, i.e. full prefixes
in front of stems beginning with a vowel or a non-syllabic nasal (i.e. NC cluster)
and syncopated prefixes elsewhere. (See the supplementary material online for
the relevant quotes from the grammar, in French.) Several Kikongo words cited
in the 1776 grammar manuscript testify to this allomorphy, as shown in (17).
The vowel in parentheses preceding most nouns is the so-called ‘augment’ or
‘pre-prefix’ (De Blois 1970), which is common in Bantu, but has only survived
in a limited number of Kikongo varieties. Its functions can be manifold, such
as indicating definiteness or specificity, and its presence is often syntactically
conditioned (Katamba 2003:107). Its exact use in West Kikongo still needs to be
determined.

(17)  (u) mu-ntu “person”  (18th-c. WEsT KIkONGO — KAKONGO)
(u) m'ti “tree”
(u) m’kuku/(i) m’kuku “cuckoo(s)”
(u) mu-ndele/(i) mi-ndele “European(s)”

mu-ana “child”
(u) mu-ila “river”
(i) mi-oko “hands”
(u) msamu “news”

Drieghe (2014:110-111) shows that the data included in the dictionary manu-
scripts are consistent with the facts described in the grammar. The realization
of mu- syncope in 18th-century West Kikongo thus strongly resembles what we
observed in the mid-17th-century South Kikongo Vocabularium Congense (Van
Gheel 1652). The syncopated nasal had not become homorganic yet. Nevertheless,
while the process had only started in mid-17th-century South Kikongo, it had
reached completion in 18th-century West Kikongo. Another difference between
the two historical Kikongo varieties is the behavior of the class 4 prefix mi-. While
it unmistakably underwent syncope in 18th-century West Kikongo, its exact mor-
phophonological realization in mid-17th-century South Kikongo is uncertain. It
was consistently noted as a full prefix in the Vocabularium Congense (Van Gheel
1652), but according to Brusciottos grammar (1659), it was already heard as a
syncopated prefix (Guinness 1882: 84).

4.4 18th-century South Kikongo (1779-1800)

For the southernmost part of the South Kikongo cluster, we may have data for the
end of the 18th century from an unlikely source: Bernardo Maria de Cannecattim’s
(1805) Collecgdo de Observagies grammaticaes sobre a Lingua Bunda ou Angolense,
which includes a 70-page lexicon in four columns, covering Portuguese, Latin,
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Kikongo and Kimbundu. De Cannecattim was an Italian Capuchin mission-
ary who worked from Bengo (about 25 km north of Luanda) from 1779 to 1800
(Saccardo 1983:128). He had a good command of Kimbundu, the language he
describes, but not of Kikongo. In the introduction to his lexicon, De Cannecattim
(1805:151) refers to an earlier quadrilingual (Kikongo-Portuguese-Latin-Italian)
lexicon, supposedly from the hand of Brusciotto and published in Rome in 1650,
but to this date it is not clear whether that early work was actually ever compiled,
and if it was, whether De Cannecattim also saw it. It seems more likely that De
Cannecattim had access to unpublished manuscripts of vocabularies which were
available to and circulated amongst the Capuchin missionaries. Diachronic phylo-
genetic research indicates that the Kikongo variety described by De Cannecattim
belongs to the southern cluster, and fits in between the mid-17th-century and the
later 19th-century southern sources (De Schryver et al. 2013). Given the loca-
tion from which De Cannecattim was operating, and the fact that he was compar-
ing Kikongo with Kimbundu - spoken south of Kikongo — we assume that the
Kikongo variety covered in De Cannecattim’s work is one of the southernmost
South Kikongo ones.

With regard to mu-/mi- syncope, De Cannecattims Kikongo variety is simi-
lar to present-day Kitsotso (10), one of the southernmost Kikongo varieties. Both
syncopated and non-syncopated class 1 and 3 nouns are found, as illustrated in
(18).

(18) (late 18th-c. SOUTHERN SOUTH KIKONGO)
Absence of mu- syncope Presence of mu- syncope
mucima (3) “heart” ntu (3) “head”
mucdnda (3) “skin” nquila (3) “tail”
muiti (3) “tree” nsumiiqui (1) “barber”
mubingui/mibingui (3/4) “lawyer(s)” nquuéte (1) “carpenter”
mofunu/mifunu (3/4) “work(s)”

muquémbo/miquémbo (3/4) “glory/-ies”

4.5 19th-century South Kikongo (1811, 1887-1895)

For the early 19th century a single source provides data for Kikongo varieties in
four different sub-groups of the KLC, i.e. Sigismund Wilhelm Koelle’s landmark
Polyglotta Africana (1854). This agent of the Church Missionary Society compares
avocabulary of about three hundred words and phrases in over a hundred distinct
African languages, as recalled by liberated slaves from all over the continent found
at sea and brought to Freetown, Sierra Leone. In addition to the vocabularies, Koelle
provides detailed notes about the itineraries of his consultants and also attempts
to locate the recorded languages on a map of the continent. Cross-comparing that
map with the itineraries, as well as with subsequent research by Guthrie (1964)
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and Curtin & Vansina (1964), it is possible to pinpoint the languages described as
Western Kakongo and Kiyombe, Central Kisundi, Eastern Kintandu and South-
ern Kimboma. Each of these varieties will be looked at in separate sections. (All
the examples from Koelle, here and further below, are included as supplementary
material online.)

According to Hair (1963: 14), “Koelle began the regular collection of vocabu-
laries in April 1850, and he appears, from a note in one of his letters, to have
completed it by July 1852” Given that the consultant for ‘Mimbdma, or thus
Kimboma, had been in Sierra Leone for forty years, this would date the vocabu-
lary he recollects to about 1811, if not earlier. Koelle’s data shows that by the
beginning of the 19th century, syncope had not only affected the class 1 and 3
mu- prefix, but also that the class 4 prefix had already been reanalyzed as miN-.
All these syncopated prefixes had also become homorganic.

In the approximately 150 years separating Brusciotto’s (1659) South Kikongo
grammar from the South Kikongo as spoken by Koelle’s informant, i.e. the north-
ernmost South Kikongo variety Kimboma, syncope had not only affected the
class 1 and 3 mu- prefix, as it had already started to do in mid-17th-century South
Kikongo, but also the class 4 mi- prefix. Moreover, since these syncopated prefixes
had in the meanwhile become homorganic, they had reached the final step of the
three-stage evolution.

As discussed by De Kind (2012:138-143), the same situation is observed
in William Holman Bentley’s late-19th-century linguistic work (1887, 1895) on
Kikongo “as spoken at San Salvador, the ancient capital of the old Kongo empire”,
or central South Kikongo, except that the syncopated prefix of class 4 was not
reanalyzed as miN-, as shown in (19). Bentley (1887: 522, 544) is probably the
first to describe the syllabic nasal prefixes of classes 1, 3 and 4 as ‘heavy nasals’ as
opposed to the non-syllabic ‘light nasals’ of noun classes 9 and 10, a term which
was later adopted by Laman (1912:52) for Central Kikongo.

(19) nkento/bakento (1/2) “woman/-en” (late 19th-c. SouTH
nkixi/nkixi (3/4) “spirit(s), charm(s)” KIiKONGO — KISIKONGO)
nlembo/nlembo (3/4) “finger(s)”
mvu/mvu (3/4) “year(s)”

4.6 19th-century West Kikongo (1818, 1821, 1888; 1833)

We owe the earliest 19th-century West Kikongo data to the British Captain James
Hingston Tuckey, who explored the Congo River and left a Kikongo lexicon with
words from the ‘Malemba’ and ‘Embomma’ varieties in his travel account (Tuckey
1818:391-399). These glossonyms are actually toponyms referring to the trading
ports of Malemba and Boma where he recorded these vocabularies. Malemba
was the principal Atlantic port of the Kakongo kingdom. There he probably
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documented the same Kikongo variety as the French missionaries during the sec-
ond half of the 18th century. Boma is an inland port on the Congo River, situated
about 100 km upstream from its mouth. In the diachronic phylogenetic classifica-
tion of Kikongo varieties, both Tuckey’s doculects cluster with present-day West
Kikongo varieties (De Schryver et al. 2013). Tuckey’s data (included online) con-
firm that mu- syncope had taken place in several West Kongo varieties, but are not
coherent enough to make reliable judgments on the homorganicity of the resulting
syllabic nasals.

Here, the data from Koelle’s Polyglotta Africana may provide some extra evi-
dence. Of the variety Koelle records as ‘Kabénda, his consultant - who was last in
the Congo 30 years before the interview, so about 1821 (which is the same period
as Tuckey) - notes that it is spoken near Malémbo (Tuckey’s Malemba). One again
observes both homorganic and non-homorganic syncopated prefixes.

The next coastal West Kikongo data only appears towards the end of the
19th century, in the Grammaire de la langue fiote, dialecte du Kakongo by Carrie
(1888), the later bishop and apostolic vicar of French Congo, who operated in
the same region as his 18th-century French predecessors with whose work he
does not seem to have been familiar. According to his grammar, the Kikongo
variety spoken at the end of the 19th century in the vicinity of Landana, about
15 km to the north of Malemba, still had non-homorganic nasal prefixes for
noun classes 1, 3 and 4. Carrie (1888) consistently writes m-, irrespective of
the place of articulation of the stem-initial consonant. He sometimes writes it
followed by an apostrophe, but not consistently. The syncopated prefix is some-
times given with its augment, but not always, as shown in (20) (Carrie 1888:
16-18, 33).

(20) (late 19th-c. WEST KikONGO — KAKONGO)
mtinu (1/2) “king(s)”
mvika (1/2, 3/4) (pl. ba vika or i mvika) “slave(s)”
m’kento (1/2, 3/4) (pl. ba kento or i mkento) “woman/-en”
u mti (3/4) (pl. i mti) “tree(s)”
u mkanda (3/4) (pl. i mkanda) “hide(s)”
u mkala (3/4) (pl. i mkala) “furrow(s)”

Carrie clearly distinguishes the nasal prefixes of classes 3 and 4 from those of classes
9 and 10 (see the supplementary material online for the relevant quote, in French).

Carrie (1888: 33) also highlights an important dialectal difference between
the Kakongo variety he describes and the neighboring Loango variety to the north
regarding the homorganicity of the syncopated nasal prefixes: “Au Loango on dit
nti au lieu de mti, et dés lors I'n passe a l'adjectif. EX.: nti nko.” (“In Loango, one
says nti instead of mti, and thenceforth the n also appears on the adjective. E.g.:
nti nko?”). While the Kakongo variety would not have evolved in this respect since
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the times of Descourvieres, the variety spoken in Loango did develop homorganic
nasal prefixes in classes 1, 3 and 4. Carrie (1888: 32) identifies the speakers of the
variety spoken in Loango as Bavili. He categorizes the speakers of his Kakongo
variety as Bakoke or Bakoce. Cikoci is one of the seven current-day Kikongo vari-
eties of Cabinda (Futi 2012:15). As discussed above, syncopated nasal prefixes
for classes 1 and 3 are homorganic in present-day Civili (4), but not in Cisundi
(2). The late 19th-century dialectal divergence regarding mu- syncope is also con-
firmed by Derouet’s (1896) dictionary of the Loango variety and an anonymous
dictionary of the Kakongo variety from around 1890 of which Carrie was probably
one of the main compilers (Anonymous 18907?).

In sum, towards the end of the 19th century, the West Kikongo variety spoken
at Landana in current-day Cabinda was situated at step 2 of the three-stage evolu-
tion presented in Figure 1, as its 18th-century predecessor was and present-day
Cisundi (2) from the same area still is. The variety spoken in neighboring Loango
in the vicinity of present-day Pointe Noire, in the Republic of the Congo, had
already reached the final stage, which can also be observed today in West Kongo
varieties from the same region, such as Civili (4).

Still within the Western sub-group, but now inland, Koelle also lists data
for ‘Nyombe, dating back to about 1833. From Koelle’s data one recognizes the
present-day situation for Kiyombe, i.e. Stage 3.

4.7 19th-century Central Kikongo (1842; 1887-1888)

The earliest Kikongo data for the central sub-group, dating back to 1842, begins
with Koelle’s ‘Basuunde’ The consultant informs us that he was kidnapped by the
‘Bayombe’ at the age of 23, and that his variety is spoken to the east of ‘Bamboéma’
and to the west of ‘Munddngo. This places his variety right in between West, South
and East. For this variety, Kisundi, it may be concluded that Stage 3 was reached,
with a reanalysis for class 4.

While Bentley undertook missionary linguistics in the southern part of the
KLC, around the same time Nils Westlind of the Swedish Missionary Society did
pioneering linguistic research on Kimanyanga, at the Mukimbungu mission in the
center of the Lower Congo Province of today’s DRC. He left us with the earli-
est extensive language data from this part of the KLC (Westlind 1887, 1888). As
shown in (21), his data indicate that by that time mu- syncope had also reached the
final stage of the three-stage evolution in this Central Kikongo variety, and that the
class 4 prefix had also been reanalyzed as miN- (Westlind 1888: 39, 41-42).

(21)  nkento/bakento (1/2) “woman/-en” (late 19th-c. CENTRAL
nleke/baleke (1/2) “younger brother(s)” KIKONGO — KIMANYANGA)
ntekolo/batekolo (1/2) “grandchild(ren)”
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nti/minti (3/4) “tree(s)”
nsakasu/minsakasu (3/4) “bellow(s)”
nkabi/minkabi (3/4) “donor(s)”

4.8 19th-20th-century East Kikongo (1839, 1909)

The diachronic linguistic sequence in the East cluster of the KLC again starts with
Koelle’s Polyglotta Africana, in which ‘Musentdandu; i.e. Kintandu, is the only
early source for any Eastern variety, dating back to 1839. This data again indicates
that Stage 3 had been reached, with a reanalysis for class 4. However, the reanalysis
of class 4 for this region is not seen in the early 20th-century dictionary of the
Jesuit missionary René Butaye (1909). As shown in (22), mu-/mi- syncope is com-
plete in early 20th-century East Kikongo, with the plural prefix of class 4 a syllabic
homorganic nasal.

(22)  nkento/bakento (1/2) “woman/-en” (early 20th-c. EasT
nleke/baleke (1/2) “younger brother(s)” KikoNGO — KINTANDU)
ntékolo/batekolo (1/2) “grandchild(ren)”
nti/nti (3/4) “tree(s)”
nsakasu/nsakasu (3/4) “bellow(s)”
nkabi/nkabi (3/4) “donor(s)”
mvu/mvu (3/4) “year(s)”

With regard to mu-/mi- syncope, the data from Butaye’s dictionary do not dif-
fer from the Kintandu data in Daeleman (1983), collected in the same part of
the KLC.

4.9 Diachronic evolution of mu-/mi- syncope

The three-stage evolution of mu- syncope postulated on the basis of synchronic
micro-variation within the KLC has now been corroborated by the diachronic
data just presented. As displayed in Figure 2, the actual evolution of mu- syncope
within the KLC corresponds with a real time gradient. Stage 1 coincides with the
oldest available South Kikongo data from 1624, while the transition from Stage 1
to Stage 2 is retrievable from slightly more recent South Kikongo data from 1652.
The full achievement of Stage 2 is then observed in West Kikongo data from the
1770s. Finally, the earliest available evidence for Stage 3 is not older than the early
19th century.?

3. Weber (1924:143) was probably the first to hint at this evolution when discussing the dif-
ferent forms under which the word for “king” appears in the historical sources on the Kongo,
i.e. mutinu > mtinu > ntinu.
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Figure 2. Three-stage evolution of mu-/mi- reduction corroborated by diachronic data

Considered in this way, the diachronic data seem to suggest that this innova-
tion started in the southern part of the KLC during the 17th century and sub-
sequently spread to other dialect zones, the earliest evidence for this diffusion
stemming from 18th-century West Kikongo. However, the diachronic data remain
fragmentary. In order to be sure that this change was really initiated in 17th-century
South Kikongo spoken at the heartland of the Kongo kingdom, we would need
17th-century data from the other dialect clusters, especially from West Kikongo,
and also 18th-century data from East and Central Kikongo, which does not exist
to the best of our knowledge. In the present section, however, we present further
empirical evidence for the way the innovation evolved within South Kikongo, and
in §6 we will present indirect linguistic evidence that strongly suggests that mu-/
mi- syncope did indeed originate in the southern part of the KLC.

So far, the evidence for prefix syncope in classes 1 and 3 in South Kikongo
is as follows: there is no evidence for it in the 1624 catechism (step 1), it starts
to appear in Van Gheel’s 1652 Vocabularium Congense (transition from step 1
to step 2), and Brusciotto’s grammar indicates that step 2 was reached by 1659.
Thanks to Koelle’s data, we also know that the process for central South Kikongo
must have been finalized before ca. 1811 (step 3). While it is clear that sound
changes do not happen overnight, it would still be desirable to be able to nar-
row down the time frame during which the transition from step 2 to step 3
occurred for central South Kikongo. At this point, that time frame stands at about
150 years. If it were possible to narrow it down, the sequencing of all subsequent
sound changes, both within the South Kikongo subgroup (for the other noun
classes) and for the other Kikongo subgroups (starting with classes 1 and 3, and
onwards for the other classes), could be established. Given that we have already
exhausted all the traditional linguistic resources (textbooks, wordlists, dictionar-
ies, grammars), we now need to mine any historical documents in which South
Kikongo words may have been mentioned. This is exactly what was done for a
number of sample words, an example of which is shown in Table 1 (with more
examples as supplementary material online). Date-stamped evidence is given for
each of the three steps, and/or the transitions between them. This exercise shows
that syncope in classes 1 and 3 in South Kikongo was likely completed before the
end of the 17th century.
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Table 1. South Kikongo word for “king(s)” (cl. 1/2)

Phase Kikongo Year Source Reference

1 mutino 1622 A report written in (Jadin 1968:384, 386)
Portuguese by the Canon of
San Salvador, André Cordeiro
(arrived in Congo in 1610), to
the Jesuits in Luanda. [fol. 174

r. & fol. 174 v.]
1 mutint/mitini 1624  Catechism (Bontinck & Ndembe
Nsasi 1978)
122  muting (2 x) 1652  Vocabularium Congense (Van Gheel 1652)
=
m’tinii (8 x)
2 mtinu 1659  Brusciotto’s Kikongo grammar  (Guinness 1882: 84)
3 ntinu 1698 A report written in Italian (Bontinck 1970:128)
by the Capuchin Luca da

Caltanisetta (in Congo
1690-1701). [fol. 59 r.]

At the same time, i.e. the second half of the mid-17th century, mu-/mi- syn-
cope had not yet begun in other parts of the KLC. For example, in a travel account
published in 1692, the Capuchin Girolamo Merolla da Sorrento, who had disem-
barked in Luanda in 1683, uses - in a section on the description of the people
living in the city of Luanda - the words mocchamas and muccamas to refer to
“an African waiting maid” (Merolla da Sorrento 1692: 378, 388). One notices the
full form of this class 1 noun. After Luanda, he moved on to the coastal Soyo
in the north, where he did missionary work from 1683 to 1688 (and later again
from 1693 until his death in 1697). In a section on the way Africans feast, he uses
the word moringo for “flask” (p. 448). In the index to his work, finally, he lists
molecches as “a generic name to refer to an African” (p. 462). One again notices the
full form for these class 1 and 3 nouns.

The fact that certain South Kikongo varieties, such as the one documented by
De Cannecattim (1805; cf. §4.4), did not systematically apply mu-/mi- syncope at
the end of the 18th century, indicates that this innovation did not spread evenly
through the KLC, not even within those varieties closely related to the central
South Kikongo variety where the process started.

5. Prefix reduction in other noun classes
Nasal prefix syncope as observed in classes 1, 3 and 4 and discussed in §§3 and

4 is the most widespread - but not the only - type of prefix reduction observed
in Kikongo. The existence of phonologically reduced prefixes is a much wider
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phenomenon in Kikongo (Bittremieux 1943-44). As we argue in this section,
these different types of prefix reduction are probably historically connected and
share a common geographical origin.

51 A synchronic description

The reduction of noun prefixes of classes other than 1, 3 and 4 is especially regular
in South Kikongo. In Kisikongo, for instance, the noun prefixes of classes 5, 7, 8 and
15 undergo a reduction that is even more extreme: they have become zero (De Kind
2012:163-164, 165-166, 170). The phonological conditioning of this reduction is
identical to the one triggering mu-/mi- syncope: full prefix when the noun stem
starts with a vowel or a NC cluster, null prefix when it starts with an oral consonant.
This allomorphy is illustrated in (23) with Kisikongo data from Ndonga Mfuwa
(1995). An exception to class 7 ki- reduction occurs in derived nouns, which gener-
ally maintain their prefixes if their stems begin with oral consonants (Bentley 1887:
296-301, 534). An exception to class 15 ku- reduction is observed with the mono-
syllabic noun stem kui-tii/md-tu “ear(s)” (Ndonga Mfuwa 1995:145, 191).

(23)  Prefix reduction in 20th-century Kisikongo (De Kind 2012:164-171).

a. Class 5
0/_C kénko “grasshopper”
sékwa “cassava flour”
di-/__NC dinkéndo “banana”
dimé “dew”
dy-/_V dydmba “hemp”
dydki “egg”
b. Classes 7/8
Q/_C Sfuli/falu “place(s)”
Iekwa/lékwa “thing(s)”
ki-/__NC kimvimina “mother’s milk”
kinsdnga “tear”
ky-/_V kydmvi/ydmviy “bridge(s)”
yi-/_NC yimpiiki-mpiikis “small rats”
yinsikii-nstst “small chickens”
c. Class 15
Q/_C lika “to vomit”
sdla “to work”
dya “to eat; meal”
kw-/_V[_u] kwénda “to go, to walk”
kwiza “to come”
ku-/__u kol “leg”
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Class 5 will not be considered further here, since Kikongo-specific reduction
interferes with a more Bantu-wide allomorphy involving its noun prefix and aug-
ment (Kamba Muzenga 1988; Lafon 1994; Ngunga 1997). As for the reduction of
the other noun class prefixes, these innovations are clearly less widespread than
mu-/mi- syncope, as shown in (24). In §3 we saw that only the North Kikongo
cluster (except for Cilaadi) has not been affected by mu- syncope, and only three
more varieties, the southernmost South Kikongo variety Dihungu, and the two
northernmost West Kikongo varieties, i.e. Civili (Gabon) and Kiyombi, have
also not undergone mi- syncope. Conversely, as listed in (24), the reduction of
class 7 and 15 prefixes is absent from or only irregularly attested in several more
Kikongo varieties, while class 8 prefix reduction is only attested in a small minor-
ity of varieties. The variable distribution of these related innovations suggests that
they happened successively, started at different points in time and therefore had an
unequal spatial impact. The varieties in (24) are once again clustered according to
the phylogenetic subgroups identified by De Schryver et al. (2013).

(24) The distribution of class prefix reduction.

NP, NP, NP, NP NP
South Kisikongo ¥ v v vV (Ndonga Mfuwa 1995)
Kimboma v v v/ X V' (Kisilu Meso 2001)
Kisolongo v /X v (Tavares 1915, KK fieldwork
2012)
Kizombo v v v/ v /' (Carter1970)
Kitsotso VIX8 VIX X X X (Baka1992)
Dihungu v X X X X  (Atkins 1954)
Central Kindibu v o/ /v X Y (Coene1960)
Kimanyanga v/ v v V//X v  (Laman 1912; Makokila 2012)
East Kintandu V4 v  /IX X X (Butaye 1910; Daeleman
1966)
Kimbata v vV /X X X (KK fieldwork 2012)
Kimbeko v o X X X (KK fieldwork 2012)
Kinkanu v X X X (KK fieldwork 2012)
West Kiyombi v X X X X (Mabiala 1992, 1999)
v X x X X  (Ndinga-Koumba-Binza

Civili (Gb) 2000)

(Continued)

4. V//X indicates that syncope and reduction do not apply systematically.
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The distribution of class prefix reduction (Continued)

NP, NP, NP, NPy NP
Cisundi v v X X X  (Futi2012)
Iwoyo v v/ X X X (Mingas1994)
: v v vix ¥ v  (DeClercq1921;
Kiyombe De Grauwe 2009)
Kizobe v v VIXx x x  (KKfieldwork 2012)
Cilinji v v x x x  (KKfieldwork 2012)
Ciwoyo v v v v v  (KKfieldwork 2012)
Cizali v v/ v X v (KKfieldwork 2012)
Cimbala v v v X v (KKfieldwork 2012)
North Cilaadi ViX VIX v X v  (Mabiala 1999)
Kibembe X X X X x  (Nsayil984)
Kihangala X X X X X  (Mabiala 1999)
Kikamba X X X X X  (Bouka1989)
Kidondo X X X X X (Mfoutou 1985)
. . (Birgit Ricquier fieldwork
Kilkunyi = x  x x x 2010
Kisundi (N’landu Kitambika 1994;

X X X X X Mabiala 1999)

As the overview in (24) shows, the distributions of noun class 7 and 15 prefix reduc-
tion are relatively parallel to one another and coincide to a great extent with that of
mu-/mi- syncope. However, they are absent from several varieties where the latter
does occur, which suggests that ki- or ci- (cl. 7) and ku- (cl. 15) reduction started
later or spread more slowly. Both prefixes are only systematically dropped in central
South Kikongo and Central Kikongo, as well as Cilaadi in the North Kikongo cluster.
Unlike mu-/mi- syncope, it is not systematic in the East Kikongo cluster and totally
absent from the northernmost West Kikongo varieties. In the extreme South of the
KLG, i.e. in varieties such as Kitsotso and Dihungu, it is also completely missing.

In East Kikongo, infinitives preserve their class 15 ku- prefix, and while the
reduction of the class 7 ki- prefix has not been observed in the easternmost Kim-
beko and Kinkanu, it is optional in the westernmost Kimbata and Kintandu, as
Butaye (1910: 18) already observed in the early 20th century (see the supplemen-
tary material online for the relevant quote, in French).

In West Kikongo, the reduction of the ki- or ci- prefix of class 7 is only reg-
ularly observed in the southernmost varieties, such as Ciwoyo, Cizali, Cimbala,
Kizobe and Kiyombe, even if it is not fully systematic in the latter two. De Grauwe’s
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(2009) Kiyombe lexicon, for instance, contains several nouns where the ki- prefix
precedes a stem-initial non-aspirated oral consonant. The reduction of the ku- pre-
fix of class 15 is observed in the same varieties except Kizobe. In Ciwoyo, as shown
in (25), the ci- prefix of class 7 no longer appears as a surface morpheme before
stems with an initial oral consonant, but is transphonologized as the palatalization
of the stem-initial consonant, as opposed to the plural form where the bi- prefix
(of cl. 8) drops without any effect on the following consonant. The same sound
shift is observed in class 5, though the class 6 plural prefix ma- is maintained.

(25) tyeba/teba (7/8) “banana(s)” (Crwoyo)
syalu/salu (7/8) “work(s)”
lyumbu/lumbu (7/8)  “day(s)”
kyalu/makalu (5/6)  “car(s)” (KK fieldwork 2012)

The reduction of the class 8 plural prefix (b)i- is less widespread, indicating that this
innovation started even later or spread even more slowly. It is only fully regular in
the South Kikongo varieties Kisikongo and Kizombo, and in the Western variety
Ciwoyo. It is even absent from the central South Kikongo varieties Kisolongo and
Kimboma, which suggests that this innovation only started once South Kikongo
had already reached a considerable degree of internal diversification. It is entirely
absent from the North and East Kikongo clusters, and also from the West Kikongo
cluster with the exception of Ciwoyo. In the Central Kikongo variety Kimanyanga,
the plural prefix bi- seems to be optional before stem-initial consonants. Makokila
(2012:95) presents the examples in (26), while Laman (1912:67) lists several
prefix-less class 8 forms, but notes that “[t]he plural prefix is used in case there
is no modifying word which indicates the plural” The markedness of the plural
is probably the reason why the reduction of the plural prefixes mi- and bi- is less
common than the reduction of their respective singular prefixes mu- and ki- or ci-,
even if mi- is more commonly syncopated than bi-.

(26)  koonko/bikoonko (7/8) “coin(s)” (KIMANYANGA)
funda/bifunda (7/8) “package(s)”
taanzi/bitaanzi (7/8)  “machete(s)”
zizi/bizizi (7/8) “face(s)”

5.2 A diachronic description

The present-day distribution of the different kinds of prefix reduction, all condi-
tioned by the same phonological contexts, suggests that this innovation started
with the nasal-initial prefixes, i.e. first mu- and then mi-, and subsequently affected
other prefixes, i.e. ki- or ci- and ku- and only to a lesser extent or in a later stage
bi-. The diachronic data which we present in this section corroborate this scenario.

27



In 17th-century South Kikongo, there is no trace yet of the reduction of the
class 7, 8 and 15 prefixes. In the 1624 catechism, they are systematically repre-
sented as qui- (= ki-), i- and cu- (= ku-), as illustrated in (27). The class 8 prefix
i- regularly corresponds to bi- in other Kikongo varieties, since *b > @ is a regular
sound shift in South Kikongo when *b is not preceded by a nasal or followed by a
closed vowel (De Kind 2012).

(27)

a.

quilumbu quiatdtu (early 17th-c. SouTH KikoNGO)
ki-lumbu ki-a tatu

Np -day PcC -coN three

“the third day” (Bontinck & Ndembe Nsasi 1978:107)
ilumbu yaasantu

i-lumbu i-a santu

NP,-day PC,-CcON holy

“holy days” (Bontinck & Ndembe Nsasi 1978:139)
Cufunguna cumdci cuanfundu zanene ...

ku-fung-ul-a ku-mosi ku-a N-fundu

NP, ,-Open-sEP-FV NP .-one PC,;-CON NP, -secret
zi-a nene
PC,,-CON greatness

“A revelation of the great mysteries ...” (Bontinck & Ndembe Nsasi
1978:109)

As the data in (28) from Van Gheel’s 1652 Vocabularium Congense and in (29)
from Brusciotto’s 1659 grammar testify to, this situation had not changed three
decades later, in contrast to mu- syncope, which had already started by that time
(De Kind 2012:125-134).

(28)

(29)

quicunda/icunda (7/8)  “seat(s), sideboard(s)” (mid-17th-c. SoutH
quibatii/ibatii (7/8) “abbreviation(s)” KIKONGO)
quilezo/ilezo (7/8) “sloth(s)”

quisanzi/isanzi (7/8) “basket(s)”

cuitidta (15) “to dress”

ctiftia (15) “to die”

cudia (15) “to eat” (Van Gheel 1652)

a.  Quifu quia quiculu (mid-17th-c. SouTH KIKONGO)

ki-fu ki-a ki-kulu
NP_-habit Pc,-coN NP -old

“An old habit” (Guinness 1882: 6)
eilumbu ey

e i-lumbu e-i

AUGy NPg-day PROX.DEM-PCg

“these days” (Guinness 1882: 6)
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c. Cutanga cua cuingui

ku-tang-a  ku-a ku-ingi
NP, .-read-FV PC,,-CON NP,.-many
“Many readings” (Guinness 1882: 9-10)

The first southern traces of ki- reduction are found, although not consistently, in
the South Kikongo variety included in the lexicon attached to De Cannecattim’s
(1805:149-218) Kimbundu grammar, as illustrated in (30).

(30) (late 18th-c. sOUTHERN SoUTH KIKONGO)
Absence of ki- reduction Presence of ki- reduction
quiviimu/iviimu (7/8)  “belly/-ies” viitu (7) “relative”
quilumbu/ilimbu (7/8) “day(s)” sdlu (7)  “work”
quidandu/idndu (7/8) “chair(s); bed(s)” kdlu (7) “comb”
quinina (7) “dance”
quibénzu/ibénzu (7/8) “clear(s)”
quicinsu/icinsu (7/8) “signal(s)”

The first clear evidence for class 7 reduction for all Kikongo regions except for the
North may be found in Koelle’s lists from the early 19th century. The limited data
(shown as supplementary material online) seems to indicate that class 7 reduc-
tion was an innovation in the South, West, Center and East by then. The data also
suggest that the class 8 prefix had not been syncopated anywhere. Unfortunately,
Koelle does not contain data for class 15.

By the end of the same century, however, ki-, yi- and ku- reduction are reported
for Kisikongo by Bentley (1887: 547), whose 6th class corresponds to class pair 7/8:

“The 6th class are those nouns which at one time bore the prefix ki, sing., i or yi,
pl., as the nouns of the previous class, but having neither a vowel nor light nasal
as the initial of their stem, they have dropped their prefixes both in the singular
and the plural”

This process must have started before the 1770s, since by that time the innova-
tion is already reported in the West Kikongo variety as spoken in Kakongo and
documented by Descourvieres and his confréres. (See the supplementary material
online for the relevant quotes from their grammar manuscript, in French.) At the
end of the 18th century, not only the mu- prefix, but also the ki- and ku- prefixes
had thus undergone reduction in the West Kikongo variety of Kakongo, but not
the bi- prefix, a situation which is confirmed by the data provided by the 18th-
century dictionary manuscripts. This indicates that by that time an important
divide must already have existed within the West Kikongo cluster, i.e. between
those varieties which reduce the ki- and ku- prefixes, like today’s southernmost
West Kikongo varieties, and those which do not, like todays northernmost
West Kikongo varieties. This dialectal split is confirmed one century later when
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Carrie (1888: 22; see supplementary material online, in French) compares the
variety spoken by the Bakoce (Kakongo) with that of the Bavili (Loango).

The elision of the vowel i reported for the ki- prefix in 18th-century West
Kikongo and for the bi- prefix in both 18th- and 19th-century West Kikongo sug-
gests that the total reduction of these prefixes also happened via an intermedi-
ate step of vowel elision, as was the case with mu-/mi- syncope. Within South
Kikongo, this intermediate step possibly went unnoticed due to the documenta-
tion gap between the mid-17th century and the early 19th century.

6. Prefix reduction as the result of dialect diffusion

The diachronic evidence presented so far indicates that the phonological reduc-
tion of noun class prefixes in Kikongo started in the course of the 17th century.
The prefix reduction first attested in our diachronic corpus is nasal prefix syncope,
namely in Van Gheel’s South Kikongo dictionary of 1652. Hence, the noun prefixes
of classes 1, 3 and 4, all beginning with a nasal, were probably first affected. From
a cross-linguistic point of view, this is in line with expectations, since this sound
change is widespread in Bantu. Having a straightforward articulatory motivation,
it took place recurrently and independently in different related Bantu languages.
In contrast to other Bantu languages, prefix reduction did not remain limited to
those prefixes, but also affected other noun class prefixes not having a nasal, espe-
cially those of classes 7, 8 and 15. It is not entirely clear whether the reduction of
the ki-, bi- and ku- prefixes is to be seen as an extension of nasal prefix syncope
to other noun classes or as an independent process. The fact that it takes place
in the same phonetic environments, i.e. before oral consonants, suggests that the
two types of prefix reduction are interrelated. The fact that in classes 7, 8 and 15,
it is not only the vowel that is syncopated, but rather the whole prefix suggests
the opposite. However, the oral stops /k/ and /b/ are more difficult to maintain as
syllable nucleus once vowel syncope took place, which makes total prefix deletion
more likely. The notation of these reduced prefixes as kK’ and b’ in the late 18th-
century sources for the variety spoken in Kakongo points to vowel syncope as
an intermediate step. In sum, all evidence converges to suggest that nasal prefix
syncope in classes 1, 3 and 4 and prefix reduction in classes 7, 8 and 15 are part
of a larger set of historically related innovations. This process started out with the
common Bantu nasal prefix syncope but was subsequently extended to other noun
prefixes.

This extension to other noun classes makes nasal prefix syncope as it takes
place in Kikongo in distinct comparison to other Bantu languages. This is one of
the reasons why polygenesis is not the most parsimonious explanation to account
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for nasal prefix syncope within the KLC. Given its widespread distribution in
Bantu naturally resulting from its articulatory motivation, Nurse & Hinnebusch
(1993:185) consider nasal prefix syncope to be “of minimal value in subgroup-
ing”, since it represents “instances of parallel yet independent change” While this
assumption certainly holds on a macro-level, we do not believe that nasal prefix
syncope constitutes convergent evolution on the micro-level of the KLC. First of
all, the fact that we are able to locate its starting point in time and space and that we
can show that it first affected prefixes with a nasal and was later extended to other
noun prefixes suggests that this innovation neither randomly spread through the
KLC nor resulted from convergent evolution. Secondly, the present-day distribu-
tion of nasal prefix syncope within the KLC is historically significant. The change
is not observed in more distantly-related neighboring language groups, such as
Kimbundu in the South or Teke in the North (Bell 1972), nor in Kisuku in the East,
as shown in (13) above. It is also unevenly spread within the KLC itself, though not
in a geographically random manner. As shown in (8), its distribution crosscuts the
preliminary phylogenetic clades we established within the KLC.

If we take the most widespread form of prefix reduction, the syncope of the
mu- prefix of classes 1 and 3, we observe that it only fully affected the South, East
and Central subgroups, although the southern outlier Dihungu represents an
incomplete achievement, i.e. the non-homorganic nasal. In the North and West
subgroups, not all members share nasal prefix syncope. Within North Kikongo,
only Cilaadi manifests it, though inconsistently. Within West Kikongo, most
southernmost core members attest it, although Cisundi also still has the non-
homorganic nasal. However, the northernmost members spoken in Gabon did
not undergo it (cf. 12). If the KLC indeed constitutes a distinct historical unit
within the wider region (De Schryver et al. 2013), nasal prefix syncope is not an
innovation which can be attributed to the most common recent ancestor. The fact
that it is only observed for the first time in South Kikongo in 1652 also means that
it could not date back to a hypothetical more recent common ancestor of those
subgroups where it is most fully represented, i.e. South, East and Central. Their
fragmentation must considerably predate 1652. Hence, prefix reduction cannot
be taken as a shared innovation indicative of genealogical relationships within the
KLC.

We argue that its current-day spread can be most plausibly accounted for by
a classical process of dialectal diffusion (Andersen 1988), whereby the change
started in a center of innovation or focal area and gradually spread to periph-
eral relic areas. The fact that only one member of the North cluster and only the
southernmost members of the West cluster are affected pleads in favor of this sce-
nario. The presence of the innovation in Kiyaka but not in its nearest eastern rela-
tive, Kisuku, both not core members of the KLC, points in the same direction, i.e.
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that nasal prefix syncope spread to Kiyaka through contact with its East Kikongo
neighbors. The contact-induced dialectal diffusion hypothesis becomes even more
plausible if we take into account the present-day distribution of all prefix reduc-
tion types (cf. Map 3) as well as the available diachronic Kikongo-internal data, as
we have done in §§4 and 5.

The linguistic evidence presented in those sections suffices to posit that the
reductions of the noun prefixes of classes 1, 3, 4, 7, 8 and 15 were innovations that
spread successively through the KLC and that their most plausible center of origin
was the center of the southern zone. On the basis of the historical data, two pos-
sible centers of diffusion actually remain, i.e. the central South Kikongo area in
present-day northern Angola and the southern part of the West Kikongo area in
today’s Cabinda. The latter cannot be excluded, because we find evidence for mu-,
mi-, ki- and ku- reduction in the earliest West Kikongo documentation from the
end of the 18th century while we do not have earlier evidence available for this
part of the KLC. However, reduction for classes 1 and 3 had already reached step 3
by the end of the 17th century for the central South Kikongo area, while for those
same classes in southern West Kikongo, only step 2 was observed a century later.
If we therefore consider the actual spread of these successive innovations, their
current-day distribution would be difficult to account for with Kakongo as the
actual center of innovation. The different isoglosses rather radiate as concentric
circles from the center of the southern part of the KLC. The least diffused reduc-
tion types occur in the zones immediately bordering the South Kikongo cluster,
i.e. the westernmost East Kikongo varieties, the southernmost West Kikongo vari-
eties, the Central Kikongo varieties and Cilaadi, the southernmost North Kikongo
variety. If we took Kakongo as the center of innovation it would be difficult to
explain why, for instance, East Kikongo varieties, such as Kintandu and Kimbata,
irregularly manifest ki- reduction, but not the immediately neighboring and most
closely related West Kikongo varieties.

7. 'The social ecology of prefix reduction

If prefix reduction as a process is an innovation that indeed started in the course
of the 17th century in the southern part of the KLC, it is striking that its different
manifestations spread relatively rapidly, though with decreasing strength, to neigh-
boring areas where closely related varieties were spoken. Trudgill (2011:1-14)
establishes an interesting correlation between the rate of linguistic change and two
major social factors, i.e. the relative degree of contact vs. isolation and the rela-
tive social stability vs. instability of speech communities. He argues that conserva-
tive language varieties tend to be those which are relatively more geographically
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isolated and relatively more stable socially than the more innovating language
varieties. Considered from such a sociolinguistic point of view, the southern part
of the KLC would not be an unlikely center of innovation, since it is situated in the
heartland of the Kongo kingdom. The 17th-century Kikongo data in which prefix
reduction is first documented originate from the area around Mbanza Kongo, the
former capital of the Kongo kingdom.

In the 17th-century Kongo, kings were at the zenith of their power. This was
the outcome of a gradual process of political centralization whereby originally fed-
erated and rather independent provinces were increasingly forced into submission
to central administration (Thornton 2001). In the late 16th and early 17th centu-
ries, a number of developments, such as Portuguese military support, control of
trade routes supplying the Portuguese colony at Luanda from the interior and the
investment of trade wealth in slave soldiers and laborers, played into the hands
of the powers that be and reinforced the direct rule of Kongo kings over their
dominion (Hilton 1985:103). This caused considerable social upheaval in the sub-
jugated areas. The elite’s slave-based political and economic power entailed, for
instance, a shift in kinship ideology. The traditionally normative kinship pattern
of exogamous, matrilineal descent groups controlling access to land, which was
closely linked with an agriculture-based economy, evolved into a system of patri-
lineal descent categories which had to assure the concentration of trade-based
wealth and power in the hands of the male descendants of the king and his nobility
(Hilton 1983). This created a fundamental division with the commoners who lived
in so-called mavata or rural villages, perpetuated a kin-based agricultural econ-
omy and still controlled land outside the seats of economic and political power,
commonly known as mbanza (Thornton 1983: 16; Hilton 1985:90). A spatial divi-
sion thus strengthened the existing social, political and economic hierarchy.

Moreover, as 17th-century European chroniclers testify to, this social and
economic opposition was increasingly conceived as an ethnic divide between rul-
ing outsiders who came from the interior and natives whom they had subdued
(Thornton 1983:15). The nobility was known as Mexicongos or Ashikongo, a name
still surviving today in the glossonym Kisikongo referring to the South Kikongo
variety spoken in the vicinity of the kingdom’s former capital of Mbanza Kongo.
Thornton (1983:15) highlights the fact that the people of the capital “ruled not
only in areas where their dialect prevailed, but in the highest positions of the king-
dom.” From lists of different peoples and languages within the Kongo, as those
provided by De Cadornega in 1680 (Pauta das Nagoens do Gentio do Reino de
Congo de differente lingoa e costumes; see Delgado 1940:193-194), we know that
the kingdom was not a monocultural or monolingual bloc and that different
ethno-linguistic identities co-existed. From the viewpoint of the KLC, the prin-
cipal southern provinces were situated in areas where varieties of South Kikongo
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are currently spoken, and the most important northern and eastern provinces in
Central and East Kikongo speech zones. The kingdom’s northern border coincided
more or less with the Congo River, north of which the West and North Kikongo
clusters are situated.

Given the historical context sketched above, it is plausible to assume that
strong centripetal forces were at work during the 16th and 17th centuries on dif-
ferent levels, not only politically, socially and economically, but also linguisti-
cally. Economically, Kongo kings drew their power from commerce revenues and
attempted to ensure that all trade passed through their capital (Thornton 1983;
Hilton 1985). Being connected to different long-distance trade routes linking the
Atlantic coast with the interior (Vansina 1962), Mbanza Kongo was a central node
of communication and contact and thus no doubt an important vector of language
change. Innovations initiated there were more easily spread to other regions than
those initiated elsewhere in the KLC. Being at the heart of a strongly branched
trade network, Mbanza Kongo not only attracted merchants from abroad, but also
from more peripheral areas of the KLC. Their knowledge of South Kikongo was
certainly helpful to boost trade profits. This association with commercial success
may have helped spread the language’s fame within the kingdom, where other
Kikongo varieties were spoken, but also far beyond, for instance to important
trade ports in the coastal area of Kakongo and Loango, where West Kikongo vari-
eties were spoken.

Moreover, it is hard to imagine that the elite’s language was on an equal foot-
ing with that of their rural subjects. If anything, the nobility even instrumentalized
language, and more specifically the written language, as a device to strengthen
their grip on the provinces. Literacy came in the slipstream of Christianity, which
the aristocracy also monopolized as a legitimating ideology independent of indig-
enous territorial cults (Thornton 1983:64; Hilton 1985:103). As demonstrated
by Hilton (1985:79-85), literacy — in both Portuguese and Kikongo - helped the
central powers in several ways to improve its administration and to bring center
and periphery closer together. It facilitated communication with the provinces,
especially when travel became faster during the 16th century thanks to a num-
ber of technological innovations combined with slave labor. Provincial governors
employed literate people from the central capital as secretaries and council mem-
bers. Literacy also cleared the way for European-style formal education. In close
collaboration with foreign missionaries, Kongo kings founded schools in Mbanza
Kongo and the provincial capitals. Provincial dukes sent their sons and nephews
to the capital for schooling and teachers were sent out from the capital to the rural
areas. All this not only contributed to the spread of literacy and the values and
standards of the nobility, but also to the penetration of the elite’s specific variety
of Kikongo into the provinces where other varieties prevailed. In the course of the
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16th and 17th centuries, command of this high-prestige South Kikongo variety no
doubt became an increasingly important means of social promotion within the
kingdom.

Given the fundamental social, spatial and ethnolinguistic divisions that
existed between the elite and the common people, it is unlikely that the use of cen-
tral South Kikongo became generalized throughout the kingdom. Nevertheless,
thanks to the high prestige with which it was invested as language of the ruling
classes, who also monopolized access to political office, capital and slave labor in
the provinces, central South Kikongo certainly had its impact on other Kikongo
varieties. Children of noblemen by local or slave women may have been important
actors in this process of language convergence. In spite of their mothers’ low birth,
these children joined the patrilineal descent group of their titled father with its
privileges, such as schooling. This arguably gave rise to situations of individual
bilingualism, or rather diglossia. At home they spoke their mother’s local tongue,
at school or in other less intimate settings they used South Kikongo, the aristoc-
racy’s language, and they probably also mastered a number of registers in between.
Generation upon generation these Kongo children may have constituted impor-
tant cohorts of diglossic speakers acting as intermediaries between the local and
the central levels. They had a foot in both worlds and loyalty to both cultures.
Their numbers may have been considerable, since their noble fathers were more
likely than other men to have multiple wives in the polygamous society that Kongo
used to be. They were thus perfectly suited, both statistically and in terms of social
profile, to be transmitters of language change from the center to the periphery.
Admittedly, this is a highly speculative scenario that needs to be corroborated
by historical research. However, it is well known from variation studies how the
manipulation of linguistic variation and different linguistic varieties is instrumen-
tal for the construction of social identity and may underlie the spread of linguistic
innovation (Kiesling 2013).

Under the circumstances sketched here, prefix reduction may well have
become seen as a sociolinguistic marker of high-class speech characteristic of the
kingdom’s elite. Given the high prestige with which it was invested and the role it
played in interregional communication, South Kikongo may have easily emitted
successive waves of prefix reduction to other dialect areas even far beyond Kongo's
borders. This converging linguistic impact may have continued long after the battle
of Mbwila in 1665 unleashed centrifugal forces within the kingdom with Mbanza
Kongo and Mbanza Soyo as the main antagonists. It was the beginning of a period
of devastating civil wars, which led to the disintegration of the central state and to
the decline of Mbanza Kongo as the power center. Despite the loss of its political
and economic importance, the kingdom’s former capital continued to be a highly
significant cultural landmark and an important symbol of shared identity.
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8. Conclusions

We have presented empirical diachronic evidence for a classical process of
contact-induced dialectal diffusion in a language with a predominantly oral tradi-
tion. This is quite unique within the field of African historical linguistics and pos-
sible thanks to a unique diachronic Kikongo corpus with a time depth of over four
centuries, which we are progressively making exploitable for semi-automated lin-
guistic research. Through a case study of prefix reduction, this diachronic corpus
enabled us to address two fundamental questions that can rarely be addressed with
regard to the evolution of African languages, i.e. the problems of actuation and
transmission (Weinreich et al. 1968). We usually lack the empirical evidence to
determine when a given change starts out from the minimal synchronic variation
that always exists within and between idiolects and how it subsequently spreads
through a speech community, and sometimes even into neighboring communi-
ties. Although the diachronic linguistic data presented here remain fragmentary
and do not allow us to document the entire three-stage evolution of prefix reduc-
tion for each of the historical Kikongo varieties, we have succeeded in advancing
sufficient data to show where, when and how the process of prefix reduction began
and how it spread through different speech communities within the KLC.

We have argued that this innovation started out from synchronic variation
within 17th-century central South Kikongo as commonly spoken in the heart-
land of the Kongo kingdom and that it subsequently spread to other parts of the
KLC, both within the confines of the area under direct royal control and beyond.
From the data considered here, we can conclude that this loss of sounds within the
noun prefix, in some cases leading to total prefix loss, first affected nasal-initial
prefixes and was subsequently extended to other prefixes. The variable extent to
which these different types of prefix reduction penetrated the KLC suggests that
they started out and began to spread successively and gradually, with an uneven
impact on neighboring speech communities. It is striking that varieties belong-
ing to different clusters, all spoken to the north of the kingdom’s capital, are more
profoundly affected by this innovation than varieties spoken to its south, such
as present-day Kitsotso and Dihungu and the late 18th-century Kikongo spoken
at Bengo near Luanda. This means that the zones mainly situated in current-day
Cabinda and the Lower Congo Province of the DRC were much more closely con-
nected to the kingdom’s heartland, with which they formed a linguistic conver-
gence area.

We not only reconstructed where, when and how these linguistic innova-
tions started, but we also attempted to trace why they were copied by others.
Thanks to the unequalled insights we have into the previous five hundred years
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of Lower Congo history, we have been able to discuss a number of social, cultural
and historical factors that may have conditioned prefix reduction. Although the
proposed scenarios are still very tentative, evidence brought forward by histori-
ans allows us to assume that prefix reduction started out in the South Kikongo
variety spoken by the kingdom’s elite who concentrated in and around the capital
at Mbanza Kongo, but also occupied prestigious positions throughout the state.
Thanks to strong political centralization and advanced economic integration
through trade, this specific variety of Kikongo played a central role in interregional
communication within and beyond the Kongo kingdom. In the kingdom’s heyday,
it must have been a key to social promotion and commercial success, especially
in those areas of the kingdom where clearly distinct varieties of Kikongo were
spoken. The positive social meaning with which a highly distinctive phonologi-
cal innovation like prefix reduction may have easily become charged under such
circumstances (Hay & Drager 2007) facilitated its trickling down into local variet-
ies of Kikongo after it had first diffused little by little through the South Kikongo
lexicon. The social status which central South Kikongo built up as a language of
the elite and literate during the heyday of the kingdom, i.e. during the 16th and
early 17th centuries, undoubtedly did not stop radiating as soon as the central
state started to disintegrate as a consequence of a series of devastating civil wars
from the late 17th century onwards. Successive waves of prefix reduction contin-
ued to be emitted from the center to the periphery, though with an increasingly
lower impact. Maps 1, 2 and 3 (included as addenda) summarize the data for three
different time periods.

In sum, then, thanks to a unique Kikongo corpus that starts in the 17th cen-
tury, we have been able to provide diachronic empirical evidence for different
phases of a historical process of dialect diffusion in an oral language, which is
unprecedented in Bantu historical linguistics, and rather exceptional in African
linguistics. We have also reconstructed the ‘social ecology’ of this language change
and hence opened up a new pathway for discovery. As a next goal, the historical
sociolinguistic theory elaborated here may be contrasted with other parameters of
linguistic variation in order to verify whether they manifest a similar spreading.

Abbreviations

AUG_ augment of class x
cl. class

CON connective

DEM demonstrative

FV final vowel
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N homorganic nasal

NP, noun prefix of class x

PC, pronominal concord of class x

PL plural

PROX proximal

SEP separative

SG singular

X class or person (with sG = singular, and pL = plural)
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Résumé

Dans cet article, nous reconstruisons le déclenchement et la diffusion d’une inno-
vation phonologique au sein du groupe kongo situé a proximité de lembouchure
du Congo en Afrique centrale, a savoir la réduction préfixale. Nous soutenons que
ce changement linguistique sest répandu a partir d’'une région focale qui coin-
cide avec le centre méme du royaume Kongo, et ce suivant un processus classique
de diffusion dialectale. Nous fondant sur un corpus unique du kikongo qui com-
mence au XVII¢ siécle, nous avons pu faire ce qui est d’habitude difficile, voire
impossible en linguistique historique bantoue : réunir des preuves empiriques
étayant différentes phases de ce processus diachronique. En outre, et de maniére
aussi exceptionnelle en linguistique africaine, nous avons une idée assez claire de
« [écologie sociale » de ce changement linguistique. Nous soutenons que la cen-
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tralisation politique et I'intégration économique dans le royaume Kongo ont facil-
ité le transfert de ce changement da au contact ainsi que sa diffusion a travers des
parlers étroitement apparentées.

Zusammenfassung

In diesem Artikel rekonstruieren wir die Aktuation und Vermittlung der
Prefix-Reduktion. Diese phonologische Innovation liegt innerhalb des Kikongo
Sprachen-Clusters, das im Gesamtraum des Unterkongo in Zentralafrika angesie-
delt ist. Wir argumentieren, dass sich diese Veranderung als klassischer Prozess
dialektaler Diffusion von einem zentralen, mit dem Landesinneren des Konig-
reiches Kongo iibereinstimmenden Gebiet ausbreitete. Durch einen einzigartigen
Kikongo Korpus der im 17. Jahrhundert beginnt, kénnen wir - was in der histo-
rischen Linguistik der Bantusprachen bislang schwierig, wenn nicht unmaéglich
war — diachron-empirische Nachweise fiir verschiedene Phasen dieses Prozesses
vorlegen. Uberdies ist es fiir Afrikanische Linguistik aulergewohnlich, dass wir
einen recht guten Einblick in die ‘soziale Okologie’ der Sprachverinderung haben.
Wir argumentieren, dass die politische Zentralisierung und die 6konomische
Integration innerhalb des Konigreiches Kongo die kontaktbedingte Diffusion
zwischen eng verwandten Sprachvariationen unterstiitzten.
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Maps

All maps depict present-day boundaries and localities.
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Supplementary Material

1. On the syllabicity of the nasal prefix of noun classes 1, 3 and 4
(as well as OC,)

[Supplement to §3]

The nasal prefixes of noun classes 1, 3 and 4 manifest morphophonological behav-
ior that differs from the non-syllabic nasal prefixes of noun classes 9/10 and 1saG.
In contrast to the latter, they never exert progressive assimilation on the following
consonant.

It is a common Bantu feature, for instance, that the nominal prefixes of classes
9/10 trigger the fortification of the following liquid. This is especially evident for
nouns having their singular in class 11 and their plural in class 10, as shown by the
Kiyombe examples in (i.a) (De Grauwe 2009:63). The stem-initial liquid follow-
ing lu- in the singular is turned into an alveolar stop when preceded by the nasal
prefix in the plural form. As shown in (i.b), this is not the case when a nasal prefix
of classes 3 and 4 precedes (De Grauwe 2009: 85).

i. a. Class 11 (singular) Class 10 (plural) (KIYOMBE)

luleévo ndeévo “(hair of) beard/beards”

luléémbé ndéémbé “leaf(s), twig(s)”

luliiingn ndiitingii “victory/-ies”

b. Class 3 (singular) Class 4 (plural)

nladngu nladngu “river(s), water(s)”

nloongo nloongo “taboo(s), prescription(s),
prohibition(s)”

nlddki nlddki “flame(s)”
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A similar pattern is observed after object concords of class 1 as opposed to 1sG
subject and object concords. In Cilinji, as shown in (ii.a), liquid fortification trig-
gered by non-syllabic nasal prefixes results in the doubly-articulated dr consonant,
i.e. a “prenasalized (alveolar) stop with trilled release” (Ladefoged & Maddieson
1996:131). This does not happen after the syllabic nasal object concord of class 1,
as shown in (ii.b).

ii. a. Undrambila loso. (CrLiNy1)
u-N-lamb-il-a loso
$C,-0C,4;-COOK-APPL-FV NP, .rice
“She/he cooks me some rice.”
b.  Unlambila loso.
u-N-lamb-il-a loso
$C,-0C,-COOK-APPL-FV NP, .rice
“She/he cooks him/her some rice”  (KongoKing (KK) fieldwork 2012)

Aspiration is another assimilatory effect exerted by non-syllabic nasal prefixes on
following voiceless stops. It commonly occurs in Bantu, including several Kikongo
varieties (Kerremans 1980). The Ciwoyo data in (iii) not only show that the nasal
prefix of noun class 9 can be optionally omitted in front of an aspirated unvoiced
stop (nthiimbu vs. thiimbu), but also that the non-syllabic nasal object concord of
1sG triggers aspiration (iii.a), unlike the syllabic nasal object concord of class 1
(iii.b).
iii. a. Docteur nthiimbu kanthobwéla. (Crwoyo)

docteur N-tumbu ka-N-tobol-il-izi

doctor Npg-needle sC,-OC (;-pierce-APPL-HOD.PST

“The doctor gave me an injection.”

b.  Thimbii bantobwéla ka docteur.!

N-tumbu  ba-N-tobol-il-izi ka docteur

Npg-needle sc,-0c,-pierce-APPL- HOD.PST by doctor

“She/he was given an injection by the doctor” (KK fieldwork 2012)

The affrication of prenasalized fricatives occurs in the same morphological con-
texts as the aspiration of prenasalized unvoiced stops and is also widespread in
Kikongo. It is regularly observed following non-syllabic nasal prefixes of noun

1. In this example, the so-called ‘ba-passive’ is used. Active sentences with an ‘impersonal’
3PL subject are cross-linguistically a common functional equivalent of a prototypical passive
(Keenan & Dryer 2007:329; Siewierska 2010).
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classes 9/10 and of 1sG, but never observed following syllabic nasal prefixes of
classes 1, 3, and 4. It turns the fricatives [f], [v], [s], and [z] into respectively [pf],
[bv], [ts] and [dz], whether or not with maintenance of the preceding nasal. The
Kinkanu data in (iv.a) and (iv.b) illustrate affrication triggered by respectively the
subject and object concords of the 1sG, which no longer appear on the surface.
This does not happen following a nasal object concord of class 1, as shown in (iv.c).
We do observe here compensatory lengthening of the preceding vowel belonging
to the yi- allomorph of the 1sG subject concord.

iv. a. Tsdkwele. (KINKANU)

N-sakul-idi
SC,¢g-Weed-PRF
“I have weeded”

b.  Wiutsdkulwéld.
wu-N-sakul-il-idi
SCI—OCISG-Weed—APPL—PRF
“He/she has weeded for me”

c.  Yiinsdkilwéla.
yi-N-sakul-il-idi
SC gg-OC,-Weed-APPL-PRF
“I have weeded for him/her” (KK fieldwork 2012)

Finally, the syllabicity of the nasal prefixes of classes 1, 3 and 4 can be inferred
from the fact that they do not trigger the creation of a NC cluster when followed
by another nasal. The creation of such clusters is regular in Kikongo when a nasal-
initial stem is preceded by a non-syllabic prefix of classes 9/10 or 1sG (Laman &
Meinhof 1928-29: 27).2 In (v.a) and (v.b), the succession of the 1sG subject or
object concord and a stem-initial nasal results in the emergence of an NC cluster,
which does not happen when the same stem-initial nasal is preceded by a class 1
object concord, as in (v.c).

2. Herbert (1986:227) points out that this dissimilation rule is formally the reverse of the
common Bantu sound change known as Meinhof’s Law or Rule (Meeussen 1962). This is
true, except that in the case of Meinhof’s Rule, a NC cluster is only reduced to (N)N when it
is followed by another NC cluster or a simple nasal. In Kikongo, a NN sequence can also be
turned into NC when no nasal (complex) follows in the next syllable, as the Kimbata data in
(v.a) show.
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V. a. Mond mbeti mu nti. (KIMBATA)
mono N-mat-idi mu  n-ti
I SClSG—Chmb—PRF LOC,, NP,-tree
“I've climbed in the tree”

b. Kdtdkimbenga.
ka-ta-ku-N-meng-a
SC,-PRS.PROG-LINK-OC
“He/she hates me”

1sg-hate-Fv
c. Tutékimmenga.
tu-ta-ku-N-meng-a
SC,p; ~PRS.PROG-LINK-OC,-hate-Fv
“We hate him/her” (KK fieldwork 2012)

From the preceding morphophonological data, it has become clear that the syl-
labic nasal prefixes of classes 1, 3 and 4 are still neatly distinct from the nasal pre-
fixes of 1sG and of noun classes 9 and 10, which are not syllabic.

2. List of words heard in December 1601 at Cape Lopez and
published in De Marees (1602)

[Supplement to §4.1]
|r23b] Sommige woorden vanden Inwoonderen Caepe de Lopo Gonsalves.

Coopen, Siomba. Oliphants tanden, Manimomeeau. Yser, Pelingo,
Lywaet, Monello. duytschenatie, Mondello. quaet, Broquo. goet, fino.
gaet en wech, quendo.laet hetsien, Mona. een Mes, Jaegua. een schoon
vrouw, Mokendofino. Tinnewerck, Ensienni. begeeren, Quero.
cleyn, Iango. laet comen, Biaka, eten, Coria. Cruyt, Petollo. een
Schip, Longo. mogen, koquelle, eenen Coninck, Savepongo. groot,
Poellie.

The translations of the 17th-century Dutch words are: Coopen “to buy”, Oliph-
ants tanden “elephant teeth”, Yser “iron’, Lywaet “linen”, duytsche natie “Dutch
nation”, quaet “evil’, goet “good”, gaet en wech “to go, leave”, laet het sien “let it see
(i.e., show me)”, een Mes “a knife”, een schoon vrouw “a beautiful woman”, Tin-
newerck “pewter”, begeeren “to desire”, cleyn “small”, laet comen “to arrive late”,
eten “to eat”, Cruyt “herb; gun powder”, een Schip “a ship’, mogen “may, to be
allowed”, eenen Coninck “a king”, groot “big”
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3. On how, in 1776, Descourvieres and his confréres describe prefix
syncope in classes 1, 3 and 4

[Supplement to §4.3]

In the Essai dune grammaire congo, suivant laccent de Kakongo (in Besancon,
manuscript no. 523, from 1776), the noun class prefixes of classes 1, 3 and 4 are
not properly identified. On pages 1 recto and 1 verso, the noun class system is
introduced as follows:

“On ne remarque pas de substantifs masculins ni feminins dans cette langue ; mais
les substantifs y ont une distinction qui leur est propre et qui se partage en autant
de genres ou classes particulieres ; Ce sont des articles propres a chaque genre. Il y a
sept articles pour le singulier, savoir i, u, ki, li, lu, ku, by, il y en a six pour le pluriel,
qui sont i, bi, zi, ba, ma, tu”

What are called ‘articles’ here are actually noun prefixes. We easily recognize the
Bantu noun prefixes of classes 2 (ba-), 5 (li-), 6 (ma-), 7 (ki-), 8 (bi-), 10 (zi-),
11 (lu-), 13 (tu-), 14 (bu-) and 15 (ku-) having a CV-structure (Katamba 2003).
However, the vocalic ‘articles’ u (singular) and i (both singular and plural) are not
proper noun prefixes, but rather ‘augments’ or ‘pre-prefixes’ (De Blois 1970). This
augment is not inalienably part of the noun. It only surfaces in certain syntactic
positions. In association with the noun classes of 1, 3, 4 and 9, the grammarian
simply mistook the augments i and u for ‘articles’ (i.e. noun prefixes), because
these noun classes have nasal prefixes instead of the canonical CV-shaped prefixes.
He actually identified the existence of the m- prefixes of classes 1, 3 and 4 further
on, on page 3 verso:

“Mais outre leur article propre et méme lorsque cet article nest pas exprimé, les
singuliers en u sont toujours précédés dun m dont la prononciation est entiére ou
de mu. Les pluriels en i sont également précédés partout de mi, ou, tout au moins
dun m dont la prononciation est aussi entiére. Lon croit que les mu et mi sont
de véritables articles distingués des précédens qui ne sont employés que devant les
substantifs”

The allomorphy between m-/mu- for classes 1 and 3 and m-/mi- for class 4 is
described here without specification of the phonological conditioning. From this
fragment, it is not entirely clear what is meant by pronunciation entiére or “full
pronunciation”. However, to judge by a fragment that precedes on the same page,
one can easily conclude that it refers to the syllabic nature of the nasal prefixes of
classes 1, 3 and 4:
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“Il faut remarquer quon doit prononcer la pluspart des substantifs pluriels qui ont zi
pour article et la pluspart des singuliers qui ont i, lorsqu’ils y sont joints, comme s’il
y avoir entre eux un n ou un m qui nont néammoins qu’un son sourd comme dans
les mots Latins, indulgentia, impotentia. Cest pourquoi on précéde ces substantifs
dun n ou d’un m en les écrivant.”

The nasal prefixes of classes 9 and 10 are described here. These are seemingly not
‘tully pronounced; and visibly homorganic, since pronounced either m or n, in
contrast to the nasal prefixes of classes 1, 3 and 4 which are always m and thus not
homorganic.

4. Koelle’s (1854) data

Early 19th-c. SouTH KikoNGo - KimBoma (1811)

[Supplement to §4.5]

vi. mbiika/baviika (1/2) “male slave(s)”
mbiika nkéénto (1) “female slave”
nt66/mintoo (3/4) “head(s)”
nti/minti (3/4) “tree(s)”
mvézi/mimvézi (3/4) “bone(s)”
nzddi/mi[n)zdadi (3/4) “thread(s)”

Early 19th-c. WesT KikoNGgo - KakoNGo (1821)

[Supplement to §4.6]

vii. ndséénto/badséénto (1/2) “woman/-en”
mwviika/baviika (1/2) “male slave(s)”
ntuii (3) “head”
mbéze (3) “bone”
mtiima (3) “chest”
ntii/ntiiz (3/4) “tree(s)”

Early 19th-c. WesT KikoNGo - KiyoMBE (1833)

[Supplement to §4.6]
viii.  ykééto/bakééto (1/2) “woman/-en”
mpfiika (1) “slave”
mpfiika ykééto (1) “female slave”
mpfioote/bafioote (1/2) “black man/black men”
nti/mintu (3/4) “head(s)”

ykddnda/minkddnda (3/4) “skin(s)”
mpfééze/mimpfééze (3/4)  “bone(s)”
nti/minti (3/4) “tree(s)”
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ntiima/mintiima (3/4) “chest(s)”
nliinga/minliiiyga (3/4) “armlet(s), bracelet(s)”
mbdsa/mimbdsa (3/4) “arrow(s)”
ndziiygu/mindziingu (3/4) “war(s)”
nziiyga/minziinga (3/4)  “rope(s)”

Early 19th-c. CENTRAL KikoNGO - Kisunpi (1842)

[Supplement to §4.7]

ix. mviika (1) “male slave”
muuntu aykéénto (1) “female slave”
nlééngi/minlééngi (3/4) “hair(s)”
nti/minti (3/4) “tree(s)”
nliinga/minliiinga (3/4)  “earring(s)”
mbdsa/mimbdsa (3/4) “arrow(s)”

nzééygu/minzééygu (3/4)  “war(s)”

Early 19th-c. EasT KikoNnGgo — KINTANDU (1839)

[Supplement to §4.8]
x. mwiitka (1) “male slave”
mutntu aykéénto (1) “female slave”
mfiooti/afiooti (1/2) “black man/black men”
nti/mintu (3/4) “head(s)”
ykddnda/minkddnda (3/4) “skin(s)”
nti/miinti (3/4) “tree(s)”

nzii.ngu/miln)zii.ngu (3/4) “war(s)”
Early 19th-c. SouTH KikoNGo - KimBoma (1811)

[Supplement to §5.2]

xi.  famu/yifimu (7/8) “belly/-ies”
zingiini/yiizingiini (7/8) “heel(s)”
tadi/yiitadi (7/8) “axe(s)”

Early 19th-c. WEsT KikoNGgo - KakoNGo (1821)
[Supplement to §5.2]

xil.  vddmu/pfidimu (7/8) “belly/-ies”
Early 19th-c. WesT KikoNGO - K1yoMBE (1833)
[Supplement to §5.2]

xiii.  pfudimu/bipfidmu (7/8) “belly/-ies”
tddndzi/bitddndzi (7/8) “sword(s)”
tadi/bitddi (7/8) “axe(s)”
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Early 19th-c. CENTRAL KikoNGO - Kisunpr (1842)

[Supplement to §5.2]
xiv.  famu/bifimu (7/8) “belly/-ies”
hiisi/bihiisi (7/8) “bone(s)”
zingiini/biziygiini (7/8)  “heel(s)”
zddka/bizddka (7/8) “armlet(s), bracelet(s)”

Early 19th-c. EasT KikoNGO - KINTANDU (1839)

[Supplement to §5.2]

xv.  pfudmu/yipfiiimu (7/8)  “belly/-ies”
wiizi/yiwiizi (7/8) “bone(s)”
sééngele/yisééngele (7/8)  “axe(s)”

5. Tuckey’s (1818) data

[Supplement to §4.6]

As shown in (xvi), Tuckey’s vocabulary includes several words belonging to the
noun classes 1/2 and 3/4.

xvi. ‘Malemba’ variety ‘Embomma’ variety
m’sanga (3) “bead” micheeno (1) “king”
m'fiote (1) “black” mcusa (3) “law”
n'taoude (1) “boy” m’zanza (3) “mountain”
n’too (3) “head” mnoi (3) “mouth”

ncheema (3) “heart”
m’zanza (3) “hill, mountain”
ncamba (1) “interpreter”
m’kela (3) “tail”

nchee (3) “tree”

These data clearly show that mu- syncope did occur in both varieties. For the
Malemba variety this confirms what the French missionaries had documented half
a century earlier. However, as Tuckey (1818: 399) himself admits, “This Vocabu-
lary I do not consider to be free from mistakes, which I cannot now find time to
discover” Indeed, his notation is not consistent enough to draw any firm conclu-
sions on whether these syncopated nasal prefixes were homorganic or not. The
few available data seem to indicate they were not in the Embomma variety, but
how reliable is this if one knows that he noted several other cl. 1/2 and 3/4 nouns,
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such as chee “tree” and toadi “boy”, without any prefix? In the Malemba variety,
nouns like ntamba “interpreter” and nchee “tree” suggest that the syncopated
nasals had become homorganic since the time of Descourviéres and his confréres.
Nevertheless, nouns like m’zanza “hill, mountain” and m’kela “tail” suggest the
opposite. Tuckey’s data thus confirm that mu- syncope had taken place in several
West Kongo varieties, but are not coherent enough to make reliable judgments on
the homorganicity of the resulting syllabic nasals.

6. On how Carrie (1888) distinguishes between the nasal prefixes
of classes 3 and 4 and those of classes 9 and 10

[Supplement to §4.6]

“Ces régles ne sappliquent pas aux mots commengant par m mise pour n devant b
et p comme mpu, bonnet; mbua, chien; mbota, étoile. Ces mots suivent les régles de
ceux qui commencent par n. Ce sont a peu pres tous ceux qui commencent par mb
et mp.” (Carrie 1888: 33).

7. Nasal prefix syncope for South Kikongo
[Supplement to §4.9]

Table i. South Kikongo word for “holy; sacred; fetish(es); charm(s)” (cl. 1/2)

Phase Kikongo Year Source Reference

1 muquissi/ 1624  Catechism (Bontinck & Ndembe
aquissi Nsasi 1978)

1 mokisses 1626  From a travel account written (Herbert 1638: 9)

in English by Thomas Herbert,
sailing past the Congo-Angola
coast on May 8, 1626, and
describing “deformed idolls” as
mokisses.

1 muquissi 1650 From a report written in Italian (Piazza 1976:106)
by the Capuchin Girolamo
da Montesarchio (in Congo
1648-1668). [fol. 81 r.]

1= 2 migquissi (3x) 1652 Vocabularium Congense (Van Gheel 1652)
=N

mquiissi (1 x)
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Phase Kikongo Year  Source Reference

3 nkisi 1653  From a letter written in Spanish (Jadin 1975:1453)
on the 6th of March 1653, by the
Capuchin Serafino da Cortona,
to the guardian of Seville, José de
Granada.

3 nkisi 1698  From a report written in Italian (Bontinck 1970:111)
by the Capuchin Luca da
Caltanisetta (in Congo 1690-
1701). [fol. 51 v.]

Table ii. South Kikongo word for “head(s)” (cl. 3/4)

Phase Kikongo Year Source Reference
1 mutu/mitu 1624  Catechism (Bontinck & Ndembe
Nsasi 1978)
122  mutu (5x) 1652  Vocabularium Congense (Van Gheel 1652)
= m'tu (12 x)
3 ntu 1714  From a letter written in Italian (Jadin 1961:584)

in August 1714, by the Capuchin
Francesco da Troyna (in Congo
1705-1714), to Pope Clément XI.
[fol. 442]

8. On how Butaye (1910) describes the optional reduction
of class 5 di- and class 7 ki- prefixes in Kintandu

[Supplement to §5.1]

“au singulier les préfixes ki et di tombent devant certains substantifs ; devant
dautres ils sexpriment ou somettent a volonté. Cest lusage régional qui décide. En
haut-kikongo, on ne fait pas de faute en lexprimant toujours. On dit également
bien lumbu et kilumbu, jour ; tiba et ditiba, petite banane ; mais au pluriel bi et
ma doivent toujours sexprimer : Ex : bilumbu, matiba, bima.” (Butaye 1910:18).

9. On how, in 1776, Descourviéres and his confréres describe prefix
reduction in classes 7 and 15

[Supplement to §5.2]

On the recto of page 3 of the Essai dune grammaire congo, suivant laccent de
Kakongo (in Besangon, manuscript no. 523, from 1776), reduction of the singular
class 7 prefix is described as follows:
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“mais il y a des substantifs qui ont ki pour article et qui nen sont jamais précédés
... Singuliers en ki qui en sont toujours précédés : kika, un lit ; ki-ula, un crapaud
; ksaba, un jardin ; ki-npandia, un lezard ; kelia, de quoi manger, son pluriel en
bélia ; Singuliers en ki qui nen sont pas précédes : leze ki-ame, mon serviteur, limbu
ki-a fuluansa, le pavillon des francois, kuta ki-andi, son cercueil. Ce k nest point
article du singulier kuta puisquon dit au pluriel bkuta, des cercueils, ainsi cest ki
kuta au singulier et bkuta au pluriel pour bi-kuta.”

The class 15 prefix of the infinitive is also subject to reduction under certain cir-
cumstances as reported on the recto of page 22:

“Linfinitif est ordinairement précédé de larticle u et s’il a un pronom personnel
pour cas, ce pronom est exprimé immédiatement avant le verbe, et il est précédé de
larticle ku. - Exemples — Ba fuanukini u sala. Ils doivent travailler. u mangeri ku
ba vulikila, il a refusé de les écouter”

The ‘article u’ is the so-called augment and not the noun prefix ku- whose presence
on the surface is conditioned by factors which are either morphosyntactic, such
as the presence of an object concord (the ‘personal pronoun’ ba in the example
above) or phonological, such as the presence of a stem-initial vowel, as suggested
by the following description on the verso of page 8:

“On exprime un peu differremment ces mémes pronoms devant les verbes qui
lorsqu’ils nont aucun de ces pronoms pour cas, commencent a Uinfinitif par la
sillabe ku suivie dune voielle, par exemple : devant kuangilika, divertir, kuekama
sappuier, kuiba, dérober, kuobika, donner la main, kuuvula, s’informer, &-c.”

10. On how Carrie (1888) compares the variety spoken by the Bakoce
(Kakongo) with that of the Bavili (Loango)

[Supplement to §5.2]

“Kki est toujours employé comme signe numérique. 1l fait au pluriel bi. Il a pour
relative singulier ki et pour relatif pluriel bi. Les Bavili emploient cette particule
devant tous les mots qui, chez les Bakoke, prennent i et font leur pluriel en ub”
(Carrie 1888: 22).

The ‘particle 7’ is not the prefix here, but the augment, just like ub is the augment
u followed by the class 8 prefix b-, apparently with elision of the prefix vowel as
was already the case a century earlier. Carrie (1888: 20) lists some of those nouns
dropping the ki- or ci- prefix, i.e. i teko ki “vase” (pl. u teko bi), i sanzu ki “firewood”
(pl. u sanzu bi) and adds:

“Les Bavili, devant ces mots, mettent ki au lieu de 1, exemples, ki teko ki, ki sanzu
ki, pluriel bi teko bi, bi sanzu bi”
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Carrie confirms once more the divergence between the varieties of Kakongo and
Loango, still observable today on a larger scale between southern and northern
West Kikongo varieties.

Abbreviations

APPL applicative

cl. class

EV final vowel

HOD hodiernal

LINK linker (meaningless morpheme inserted for formal reasons)
LOC, locative of class x

N homorganic nasal

NP, noun prefix of class x

oc, object concord of class x

PRE perfect

PL plural

PROG progressive

PRS present

PST past

sc, subject concord of class x

SG singular

X class or person (with sG = singular, and pL = plural)
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