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Background: Proto-Bantu NPx tone 

• Greenberg (1948: 201): “It will be noted from the examples that the 
nominal prefix morphemes are all low-toned”. 
 

• Meeussen (1954) confirmed Greenberg’s low-toned nominal prefixes 
and mixed-tone pronominal reconstructions for Common Bantu, and 
then discussed verbal prefixes (high for all classes). 
 

• De Wolf (1971) diverges: nominal prefixes with low tone for those 
that correspond to PB classes 1, 2, 6, 6a, 8, 9, 12, 14, but high for 
classes 3 and 10; variants of concord prefixes low for those that 
correspond to PB classes 1, 9, 6a, but high for classes 5, 10; others 
unmarked for tone.  
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Grassfields Bantu scenario 
Kom: Central Ring Grassfields Bantu 

(1)   á-kɔ̀s ‘slave’ 
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Grassfields Bantu 
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Significant differences between Eastern Grassfields Bantu (EGB) and 
Western Grassfields Bantu (WGB) (Stallcup 1980: 55) 

• (2) 
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Outline 

• *H tone nominal prefixes in WGB 
 

• *L tone nominal prefixes in WGB 
 
• *L nominal prefix in N2 of WGB associative constructions 

 
• Influence of PGB *H concord tone on *L nominal prefix tone 

 
• Conclusion 
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H tone NPx in WGB: Ring 

(3) West Ring: Aghem and Isu (Akumbu & Hyman 2017: 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

(4) Central Ring: Kom (Akumbu & Hyman 2017: 2) 
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H tone NPx in WGB: Momo 

(5) Ngamambo (Asongwed & Hyman 1976: 2) 

 

 

 

 

(6) Oshie (GBWG) 
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Exceptional L tone NPx in WGB: Ring 

(7) a. Aghem  

 fɨ̀-mbóʔ   ‘banana’ 

 tɨ̀-njɨ̀  ‘sheep’ 

 tɨ̀-ndzàm  ‘axes’   

 

• b. Kom  

 à-ntàs  ‘spoon’ 

 à-ntʃès  ‘cricket’ 

 ì-ŋgvìn  ‘grasshopper’  
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Exceptional L tone NPx in WGB: Momo 
(8) a. Ngamambo  

 ǹjìm  ‘back’ 

 fə̀-ŋɡwáŋ  ‘salt’ 

 m̀bàp  ‘rat’  

 

• b. Oshie  

 à-mbàʔ  ‘tobacco’ 

 ò-ŋɡwáŋ ‘salt’ 

      ì-ŋgā ̀  ‘antelope’  
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Mixture of H and L NPx depending on morphology 

Central Ring: Isu (Anderson 2014: 13, Kießling 2024)  

H in classes 3, 5, 6, 7, 8 (with one exceptional lowering before a nasal 
in class 3: ù-ŋkə̀m ‘leprosy’ and another where the root has an extra 
low tone in class 7: kə̀dɔŋ̏ ‘ruler, king’ 

 

L in classes 1a, 6a, 6b, 6ab.  

 

Implication: apart from phonology where lowering of H to L is 
conditioned by the nasal, morphology also plays a role.  
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1. H tone nominal Prefixes in WGB 
 
(9)   PB, PEG, Proto-Ring and Proto-Momo nominal formative tones 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• NPx reconstructed with *H tone in all classes except 1 and 9 in 
Proto-Ring and Proto-Momo. 
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2. Evidence of *L tone NPx in WGB: Languages 
with L tone NPx 
 
 
• There are languages with L tone prefixes, such as Lamnsoʔ (East Ring), Bamessing and 

Babungo (South Ring), Mundani and Njen (Momo). The distribution of these L tones 
across Ring and Momo languages makes it hard to explain as an independent 
innovation.  
 

(10) Lamnsoʔ (East Ring) 
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Languages with L tone NPx 

(11)a. Bamessing (South Ring)       b. Babungo (South Ring)  
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Languages with L tone NPx 

(12) a. Mundani (Momo)   b. Njen (Momo) 
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*L NPx in N2 of WGB associative constructions 
 
• In GB, including those languages that regularly have H NPx, when nouns with 

such prefixes occur as N2 in associative constructions, the prefixes consistently 
exhibit L tone (Hyman 2005, Kießling 2016).  

(13) N2 L NPx in Kom (a), Aghem (b) and Metaʔ (c) 
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*L NPx in N2 of WGB associative constructions 

“Noun prefixes in both the Ring and Momo subbranches of Grassfields 
Bantu (GB) generally have underlying /H/ tone in citation forms and 
most grammatical contexts. At the same time, however, and without 
exception, nouns exhibit a low (L) tone prefix when occurring after 
an associative marker in an ‘N1 of N2’ construction” Hyman (2005: 
313) . 

 

• Aghem (Hyman 1979: 36), Kom (Hyman 2005: 320), Kuk (Kießling 2016: 
7), Babungo (Schaub 1985: 320), Metaʔ (Spreda 1986), Ngamambo 
(Asongwed & Hyman 1976: 46) 
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*L NPx in N2 of WGB associative constructions 

• How to account for H NPx in citation form and other grammatical contexts, but 
L NPx in N2 of associative constructions? 

 

• Hyman (2005: 313)  proposed that the H tone in WGB was “an additional 
morpheme, perhaps related to the Proto-Bantu H tone V-/CV- augment 
reconstructed by Meeussen (1967)”. This proposal was based on Grégoire & 
Janssens (1999) who show that in an augment-prefix sequence, either one can 
drop out. 

 

• Kießling (2016: 7) adopts Hyman’s view and argues that “in a historical 
perspective, the L reflex links up directly with the L noun class prefixes in other 
Grassfields Bantu languages and in Bantu, while the H reflex might reasonably 
be analysed as trace of a prior augment, as argued by Hyman 2005.”  
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*L NPx in N2 of WGB associative constructions 

• This speculation about a possible augment in WGB has not been 
developed in detail.  

• In Kom, the distribution of the  initial vowel linked to the augment 
“is very limited, appearing only in (some) initial environments, and 
it is not clear whether its presence vs. absence has any grammatical 
or semantic function at all” (Hyman 2005: 325).  

• In Bantu at least, augments are based on old concord markers and 
vary by class (except in fully reduced paradigms that have the same 
augment vowel in all classes (Van de Velde 2019: 248)) whereas in 
Grassfields languages the initial vowel is invariant. 
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*L NPx in N2 of WGB associative constructions 

• My suggestion: The L tone prefix that follows the AM is a direct 
reflex of the historical *L tone prefix (see Hombert 1976).  

 

• Williamson’s (1993) suggestion that noun prefixes may have been 
*L in all classes in Proto-Benue-Congo. 

 

• *H tone involved is that of the concord, not augment.  
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3. Influence of PGB *H concord tone on *L NPx 
 • Possible influence of the concord system on nominal prefixes (Akumbu & Wills 2022) 

(14) PWG nominal prefixes and concords (Hyman 1980b: 182) 
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class NPx concord 

1 ù(N)- ù- 

2 bə́- bə́- 

3 ú- ú- 

5 í- í- 

6 á- gá- 

6a mə- mə̀- 

7 kí- kí- 

8 bí- bí- 

9 ì(N)- ì- 

10 í(N)- Cį́- 

13 tí tí 

19 fí- fí- 



Influence of PGB *H concord tone on *L NPx 

• The high frequency of the concord markers (e.g., used before and 
after an adjective) could easily have an impact on the nominal 
prefixes. 

(15)  Kom: ə-̄fə̄-tám  fə̄-bʉ́=fə́ ‘bad fruit’ 

          ə-̄fə̄-tám  fə̄-bénə́=fə́ ‘big fruit’  

 

• This is clearly what happened with the Proto-Ring class 10 nominal 
suffix *-sə which was originally a concord marker.  

 

(16)  Babanki: ndzàm sə́-fí=sə́ ‘new axes’    >   ndzàm-sə́ ‘axes’  
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Influence of PGB *H concord tone on *L NPx 

• Some WGB languages innovating noun class suffixes 
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Influence of PGB *H concord tone on *L NPx 

• Therefore, I reconstruct a *L and explain the H as a substitution. The 
PB and Proto-Grassfields Bantu *L prefixes seen in EGB must have 
also been in Proto-WGB (Hombert 1976, Williamson 1993). 

 

•  Individual WGB languages adapted differently, with many choosing 
to substitute the *L prefix tones with *H concord tones (except in 
NPx of N2 in AC where the original *L is retained), since both were 
available and often merged with one another. 
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Concluding remarks 

• H NPx tone in Ring and Momo languages is due to the influence of 
concord tones on prefix tones. Based on analogical influence of the 
concord system, speakers tend to replace prefixes (both segments 
and tones) with concords, e.g., just as the PB class 2 noun prefix 
*ba- parallels the class 2 concord *ba, a speaker can also expect 
other noun prefixes to parallel concords. 

 

• Supporting evidence comes from associative constructions, where 
without exception, nouns exhibit a low tone prefix when occurring 
in N2 position. 
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Concluding remarks 

• The influence of concord tones on nominal tones is just one of the 
manifestations of the interaction of concord and prefixes in Bantoid and the 
discussion in this paper provides support for Akumbu & Wills’ (2022) proposal 
that the lack of nasal prefixes in WGB is due to the influence of the concord 
series.  
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Other evidence of concord influence 
 

Class 5 

      concord nominal prefix  

Proto-Bantoid    *dɪ  *i    

Proto-Bantu (+ some Bantu, Beboid) *dɪ́  *ì (preserve)   

Proto-EGrassfields (+ some Bantu) *lí > *lì (concord wins) 

Proto-WGrassfields (+ some Bantu) *í < *í (NPx wins) 

some Bantu langs      i      < >   lɪ (reverse  >  i-lɪ  = V-CV) 
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