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Os Introduction

The Bassa language has been reducsd to written form by the
means of an indigenous alphabetic writing system called the Vah
Seript and by means of several HRoman alphabeiic writing sysiems.
The indigenous Vah script was introduced in zbout 1910 by Dr, Lewis
who conducted a Bassa literacy campaign and translated Biblieal
passages into PBassa using the Vah scriptgi Or. Lewls prinbed these
passages by means of & Germen made printing press. Samoles of the
soript produced by the press are now difficult to find, partlicularly
since the press was destroyed in 1987. Younger generations of Bassa
people have not expressed much interest in learning the scripl; howaeven,
the older generations commonly use it for letter commnications,

Also in the sarly part of this century, a migsglionary, HRev, Perey
#4 Clubine, reduced the langusge to a Roman alphabet and attempied
to make some translations, Itve found a grammar which T belisve Rev,
Cilubine wrote in the 1930's (no author, no date). T have also been
told by Mr. Joseph M.N. Gbadyu, Superintsndent of Schools, Grand Bassa
County, that he has a copy of some old Testament translations that
Reve Clubine produced. These are the only two samples of the Clubines
orthography that have come to my attention

In the 1960's another misslonary, Miss June Hobley, studied the
Bassa language and translated the New Testament (Hobley 196k, 1965, 19 J.

Hobley used a modifled version of the Clubine Roman alphabet. Numerous

1Eisﬁarical information pertaining to the Vah seripi has bean
recelved from Rev. Abba Karnga, Mr. Joseph M.N. Gbadyu and Mr, Jamss
W, Morgan of Buchanan, Grand Bassa Counby,
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gsamples of Christian literaturs have beefproduced using the Hobley
orbhography, and there is a core of Bassa Christlans who are literate
in the Hobley orthograchy.

In 1975, aother variation of the Roman script was devised for use
in a scheol language program that was developed under the auspices of
the Liberian Ministry of Education, Department of Research and Planning
{Bertkau and YMorgan 1975, Bertkau and Thayer lQ?S}and Bertkau 1975}. In
tre academic year 1976, this orthography will be used in_a piiot Bassa
iiteracy program in several selected schools in Grand Bassa County.

The purpose of thig paper is to cutline the orthogrsphiecsl systems
of the Vah script, Hobley's Roman script, and Bertksu and Morgan's Roman
seript, HNot encugh is known about the early Clubine orthography o
include it in the main framework of this paper., However, asppropriate
comparative comments are included in some ssctlions for which snough data
are available,

This paper ls not an exhaustive treatment of the Bassa orthographiss.

Tt is merely m attempt +to describe some of the problems that are

inherent in Lrying to reduce the Basss language to writing and %o
summerize how different people have tried to solve Lthese problems, 1 have
tried my best to consult the avallable suthorities and refsrencss in order
to adeguately describe esach system, Unfortunately, T have not always been able
to find a eonsensus of opinion or sufficient descripiive msterisl., In the
case of the Vah orthography, there is no one authority to wich one can rsfer,
and there ls some variation in spelling styles among present Vah script
writers., In the case of Hobley's erthography, there is no description of
the orthography avallable., Consesquenfiy, my interpretation of some of her
orthographic prineiples ls Lased on my own undsrstanding of fthe phonology

of the Rassa langusge, HNesdless ito say, T am best
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vrepared to describe the Bertkau and Morgan orthography, and I am also
$he Tirst to recognize the need for closely monitored testing of soms of
the orthogra hic decisions made by the authors. T am solely responsible

for any misinterpretations or errors that may be found,

1. Consonants
The Vah orthography has btwenty-three consonant graphemes; Hobley's
orthography has twenty~-five; Beritkau and Morgan’s orthography has
2l (see Tabls 1l.)es There is not a one-to-one correapondence of graphemes
in four instances, and %these insiances may be discussed under twWo
topics - the status of [;§ and the nasal consonaniis.
Ths Vabh has a symbol<é§i} which is equivalent to {§§ and which is
not representad as a separate symbol in either the Hobley or the BDertkau
and Morgan Roman orthographies, Clubine wrote the [7] s <§> s T
have been told by Mr. Jamss W, Morgan vhose father was a student of Dr.
Lawisf}that although Dr. Lewis Infroduced The §§i>>symb91, he himself
did not always use it. {;} is a phonstic variant of /q/ and appears
following /%/ or /fd/: /tdo/ [£°pG]  'mountain'. Words such ag
/5d8/ have been written elither with the phonetic E;@ or with the phonemic

/4/ by writers of the Vah scripf.

Vanh Hobley Bertkau and Morgan Clubine
- L, g 1
ALO e LI todo todo tro

Ve
When the [r} allophons is written in either the Vah or the Clublne
orthographies, the preceding vowel 1s omitted. More discussion abouk

the representation of this short vowsl is found in seciion 3.
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Tabls 1.

Consonant Graphemes of the Vah Script, Hoblaey's Roman Script and
Bertkau and Morgan's Homan Seript

Roman{Hoblay ) Roman{ Bertkau and Morgan)

Va%




Yah

ol
s

Table 1.

{eontinued)

Roman{Hobley )

ay

ny

gb

g

A

hw

Roman{Bertkau and Morgan)

dy

ny
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There are differences in the reprsesentation of the nasal
conzonantz. These differences ars best discussed in fterms of the
bilabial, dental, palatal and lablo-velar consonant pairs: /b-m/,

/d-n/, fdy-ny/ and [gb - mml. In word-initial position /b/ contrasis
with /u/, /q/ with /n/ and /dy/ with /ny/ whereas [gb] does not conkrast
with [mm]. [gbl precedes oral vowels and [ym] precedes nasal vowels.
Table 2, illustrates the environments for these consonants in word

Inikial position.

Table Z,

6, m, 4, n, dy, ny, gb, um in Word -Initial Position

1572 qv ayv zb¥
my nv nyv ¥
my nv nyVv

The sequences mV, nV and nyV are rare perhaps totalling no more than

30 words. Each of the thrse orthogrsp nies reprssents the slsven
pogsible seguences in Tabls 2. in a different way.

The Vah opthography has one symbol for esch of the consonant:
pairs: /b - m/<§5;>; /dy = ny/fié{;% and [gb - gm}<<23;>, When
a syllable Final "n" <f3;>appears after any of thess three graphemss
or af%er<<§i> , the entire syilable is nasalized. For ths few cases
whare /m/ or /ny/ is followed by an oral vowel there is no way %o
unigquely represent this OV segusnce., Some wriiters of the Vah use
a syllisble final‘%f*<:82> and others do not write it. In either cass
the phonetic realization of /mV/ or /dyV/ syllables must be dstermined
by the context of the sentence,

Hobley's orthography has separate symbols for /b/, /n/, /q/ s
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/M, fay/, /ny/, /eb/ and [rml. Nasalization is unmerked after
nezsal consonants. In the few cases where /n/, /n/ or /ny/ are
followed by oral vowsls, the phonetic realizabion afiﬁﬁi>‘, {fn§;>
anﬁ«<%§vi>as fmvl, [nvl, [nyVl or as {m%}, {n%}, Eny%} must be
determined by the context of the sentence.

Bertkau and Morgan's orthography uses separabte graphsemss for

By v

/5, /., /s /nfs /dy/, /ry/ and one symbol for /egb/ and [nml.
Hoasallization is marked by & =zyllable fiﬁai<i%£> only after nasalized
vowels.  Table 3. gives exémples-of words beginning with /gy,;fmfya
74/, /m/y Jdy/, /ry/, /eb/ end. [ym] dnd  shows how they arerwritten
in the three orthographlss.

Hasal consonants in medial positlion are also represented
differently in the three orthogravhic sysiems., The Vah orthography
and Bertkau end Morgan's orthograrhy write a doubls ”n?(?gfib ,<fﬁn{>
for medial /n/. Hobley's orthogravrhy has & gingle "n" for medial
/n/. The Vah represents medial /m/ by<?3§é>'e Table L. illustrates

how medisl /m/ and /n/ are written in the three systems,

Table la

Medial /m/ and /n/ in the Three Orthographies
Vah Hobley Bertkau and Morgan

ame frmd/ 2773673 .

4 r
nams nemen
to be sharp

. ] e % LS
-1 /vﬁ%/ T.R23E3 veEne vennen
to be big

A double "n' is written in tle Vah and in the Bertkavu orthographies

because a conscnantal "n' needs to be distingulished from the nasalization

4

maerker which is glsec "n" (see section 3. ).
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by
v
my

dyV
mmm

nyv

2bV

~

nm¥y

qv

o

nv

nV

Table 3.

Word Initial Nasal Consonants Wprltten in the Three Orthographles

FAY
/Baa/ tto ask fert
Fa)
/o88/ tguinea fowlt
" .
/maa/ 1to make a mistake!

/mie/ ‘friend!

\mwwx "to bring?
/nyE/ tanteaher?
\wm HQWW\ tto plant in rich
goil?
Jebh/  tto loek!
JemB/Tomd)  tlaw!

/da/ "to fry!
—
/nEiE/ thipd!?

/nan/ teountry devilt

Vah

rom——

. 1P
MM,HQLNﬂ o 5&3@

Hobley

A
baa

+
mag

FAN

mas

N
nuie

A
dya
nya

A"
PO nyasa

Sy
gba

gma

@%
.

naa
i

naa

Bertlkau and Morgan

£\
aa
AN
maarn
/N
maa
Y
mue
R
dya
nyan

.y
PO nyaa

W
gha

ghan

@w
N
naan

.
naa



Zs Vowels

Bach of the three orthographiss has seven vowel symbols {sse

Tab},fﬁ? 55 }6
Table 5,
VYowal Graphemss in the Three Orthographies
Vah Hobley Bertkau and Morgan

7L e a

B : ;

sl u a
%g/f & @

<

Long vowels are written by doubling each vowel graphems in all
three orthographles.with ons excspbtlion. The Van orthography doss noi
double the grapheme when the long vowel consists of s high tone followsd
by & low btone. Instead of doubling the grapheme a "double" tons mark
iS5 written inside the vowsl (see sechion 2.},

Hasal vowels are written differsntly in each system. This arssa
of’ the Bassa phonology 1s perhsps the most complex in terms of finding
an adeguate orthogrehic representation, A briefl summary of nasalization

A

is appropriate here., Within stem morphemes, Bassa has CV, YV and ﬁara%z
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SV% nasal syliables. Suffixes are very common and occur as verbal
endings, specific markers, pronouns or contractions. These suffixes
usually taxe the form of a vowel which may be inherently oral {specific
markers, pronouns) or inherently nasal (verbal endings). An oral
suffix becomes nasalized if it follows 2 nassl stem. A nasal suflix
usually takes the form of zWE} affer front vowels and E*;} after none-
front vowesls, A prevalent excepbion to this generalization is the
suffiix for the present tense which is {-¢Il after -i, -, =g, -u.and

-0 stems, [-°0] after ~0 stems, and [-%#] after -2 stems.

Bach orthographic system uses a distinctive method of marking
nagalization. Table 8. presents examples of differsnt combinations
of nasal and oral stems with nasal and oral suffixes and i1llustrates
how these colbinations are writhen in each syaten,

In the Vah system, nssalization is marked by writing the syrbol
<iﬁg;> "n" following every vowel which is nasal on the surface level.
These 1s no distinction made between inherent/surface nasalization
or between stem/suffix nasalization.{Table 63 1-8),

In the Hobley system, nasalization is marked one way for stems
and another way for suffixes. Within a stem morpheme = tilda is writhen
over & nasalized vowel or over the first of a sequence of nasalized
vowsls {(Table 6:1 and 3). This method of marking nasallization implies
that the nasalization carries fhroughout the stem. It also implies that
nasalization 1ls carried on to inherently oral vowel suffizes (Table G12,i1).
when the suflix is inherently nasal, Hobley uses s final <iﬁ to mark
the nasalized guffix whieh iz not conditioned by a nasszl stem {(Table
6y 5, 6, 7, 8}e This doas not mean that the final <iﬁ> nagalizes s

praceding vowel as iz the case In the Vah system., Hather it means thab
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la \QMWN\

Table 8.

Nasal Vowels Wrlitten in the Three Orbthographies

o talk to!

2, Joi/ + J5/ —> [cBE]

Ta
le

to talk obj.

talk to him

PO,
N
Jetig/ twork:?
LY Y
Juta/ + -0/ > [k4as)
work svecifilc the work
markar
1Y) g - s
/eld/ + /uii/ ¥ [g%lel]
farm in in the farm

{contraction)
o A

\amm\ + /-1/-% [ceal]
write fusure will wrilke

suf'fix
bl " #l..’e.»(s
/eo/ ¥ el -P [poeil]
to throw present throwing
suffix
- -
/ipd/ +  of —»  [kpSta])
to cateh present catching

suffix

Vah Hobley
Z L3 o5+
P ERE R afe
. ¥
A B33 kfia
LT ¢

A BARET e

SYYed> gadeen
= 9T 2
o< &3 poen

&
kpSon

7 £3&°73
7@’

Bertkau and Morgan

cen

ceng

%

kuan

4%
kuiang
4
gedein
\Jnt
cealn
poein

kpoman
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the final <iﬁt> ltself representz a nasal vowel (either an {mE} after
front vowels or an E-;} after non-front vowels. Tn soms cases an

additional vowel is added before the final <n> and in other cases
arn additional vawsel 1s not added.

The rule for marking nasalized suffixes in the Hobley system
appears to be the following: VWhen 2 nasalized suffix iz added to a
stem morphems, double the final stem vowsl and add <n> (Table 6:5),
If the suffix consists of an oral vowel preceding the final nasal suffix,
write the oral vowel and add <in>>ﬂ{Table 6:748)e I the final stem
vowel is alpsady double, just add <n>(§?ab18 6:6),

The problem of marking nssalization is & rather complex one. It
is in this ares thalt much sttentlon and testing of readability is
neededs,

A prominant feature of Bassa, as well as of other KRU languages,
is the occursnce of a short transitional vowsl betwsen an initial
syllabic consonant snd a medial /4/, /n/, /b/ or /w/. In Bassa this
transitionsal vowel is entirely predictsble and is a shortened Form
of the full vowsl following ths medial consonant,

Whether or not one should write this transitionsl vowel is &
much discussed issue among students of KRU languages. In the case
o’ the three Bassa orthographies, there is &l most complete concurrence
of opinion.{see Table 7.}. All three orthographies write the
transitional vowel when the initisl syllsbic consonmant is not /t/
or /d/s However, words which have an initial /t/ or /d/ and a medial
/4/ are written in one of two ways int he Vah orthography, Hither

the transitional vowel is written between the initial /t/ or /d/ and



13,

the medial /’q/) or the vowsl iz not written and the initial /t/ or /4/

is followed by the asymbol <§i>>€;}s whether one should or should not

uss the<§§i>asymbol is a matter of pesrsonal preference among Vah
seript writers. In the Clubine orthography /gqy/ words are written

without a transitional vowel and with an <%>>symbala

Table 7.

The Transitional Vowel in the Three Orthographies

Vah Hobley Bertkau and Morgan Clubins
/dba/ HAGTL qab4 qaba
"o kill?
/53é/ Ge/ue)  béag b
*to hava?

&
/rma/ ”ggﬁggé%7?f§ nama naman

"to be sharpt

LS

" N .
[/ TL2ARC S vens vennén
thig!

- b ()
/tdo/ e todo todo tro

oy

¥ ; ek ,
mounbtain w
_ ohe
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3. Tons

411 three orthogre hies mark tone (see Table 8.}, The Homan
orthographies maprk the tone diacritics over %the vowels while the
Vah orthography marks the tone dlacritics inside fthe vowels There
are two major areas of difference In the analysis and hence marking
of tone in the three orthographiss. These basic differences will
be outlined in this paper; however, for a more dehaliled description

of Bassa tone see Bertkau(lo7%) and Hobley{losl).

Table 3a

Tone Discritics in the Three Urthographies
(as written on the vowel /a/)

Vah Hobley Bertkau snd lNorgsn
. }Cﬁ s /
high { a &
, . N
low = a g
mld i a a
Vo s v
low=-mid rizs / f ( a> a
P A
high=1low 18) B 8

The first ares of difference in the marking of tone perbtalins
to the low-mid rising tone. The Vah erthography and fhe Bertkau
and Morgan orthograhy each have an Individual rieging tone nmark
whereas Hoblev's orthography does not have a separate riging tone

mark. Hobley'!s orthograrhy marks rising tone and low tonse with

the gsame marka.



Veh Hobley Bertkau and Morgan

feba/ % 18 gba sba

Yo look!?

;’b;;‘g/ . @ WA Vv

bul bui
'brofther-in=-law!?
The second area of difference is the marking of high-low ftonss.

I this area all three orthographies differ. It is my belief that
altrough there are meny instances of phonetically conditioned high-
low tones, there are very few cases where & separate high-lcw tone
mark 1s nsedsd. These instances are limited to {G%ﬁ words which
are In the final analysis moset 1ikely all contractions of @C%}»& {%3
words., These contracted forms have come Lo be popularly used
expresalons of Bassa and iﬁ would be stilted to insist on writing
the full forms: Cela {mgl '3, emphasized?! is a confrsction of

& . e s
J7F t1t and /m%/ Yo bet, T know of three exazmples of =uch [0V]

words and I suspecht they are 211 conbtractions.

Valh Hobley Bertkau and Morgan

5

[ ] §§fé%f5 o on

V7, emphasized!?

Eﬁ%} ?% {gé no

there!

3N

[pu] 7(@ U o

tiust, only?! '

3
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Both the Vah corthegraphy and the Hobley orthography mark
high~1low tone in other circumstances where the Bertkau and Morgen
orthography does not mark high-low tone., Hobley's high-low tone
mark is used on CVV words such as [hwzg} <ih£§§;> thungry time!,
Hobley analygzes zn%?ﬁ} ag being a sequence of a low tone end o high-
low tone l.6. /hﬁ%g/s The final high=-low tone is lowered phonetically
to a mid-low due to the preceding low tone. An exception to this

e, wneluswe ¥
analysis 1s the word {%EEEAwhieb Hobley writes as & secuence of
thires vmwels<§géé§>.

Bertkaun and Morgan snalyze such words as belng s seguence of
a low~mid teone and & low tone. The mid segent of the low-mid tone
moves Lo the right and appesars phonetically as a mid-~low on the final
lowlBertkauy 1975:29). I have sesn such words written in the Veh scoript
glither as = segquence of a low-mld rise and & low tone or 2s & gesgusnce

of & low + a mid 4 & low tons,

Vah Hobley Berthksan and Morgan
N v TR Y TEaa v - :
=T . 3oy / v . LM
[hwial A ?* L éyTE}SE hwia hwia
thungry timse!

[gbad] SREIOES PR gvde eban

tnanny goat!

(5831 SETL o 8BS T

o _
'we, inclusive youf besas b

e
m

The Vabh orthography also uses the high-low tone mark on ths final
Pl
high=low glide in [CVV] words., Both Bertkau and Morgan and Hobley
£
analyzg%uch words te be JCVV/ words and they do not mark the phonetically

conditioned falil,
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Vah Hobley Berthkau and Morpgan
. iy e - % &
[dyual 5;/V$)§§ dyua dyua
tseed! '
A

When the vowels in such [CVV] words are identicsal the Vah
orthography represents them as a single vowsl with a "double"
tone mark wherveas Bertkau and Morgan and Hobley represent them as

a zegusnce of two vowels.

Vah Hobley Bertksu and Morgpan
Eiég 5 Csf PN

i Py V-
Yo be sweet!? | & dee dee
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s Personal Pronouns
The first and second singular personal pronouns have been
writhten differently in the three systems. These proncuns have

three phonetic forms:

~ .
=y v
: 1
= e {i; frsnﬁ vowels E% ye 1]
Tyou, s5Ze° Ls

ihe sees ne!

e \\
non=-front vowels LQ ZL = %Q

\’

J
(TN T
AN

The asks for youf

g s 53N

-
conscnant [m mi q§]
'T go thersf

The Vah orthogrephy represents these pronouns as <fr}3> arid
<ﬁ732%> unless they appesr after front vowels in which case tiey
are written as ﬁg§f§> and <£§'f%>

The Hobley orthography represents these pronouns as <%§> and
.<<§;} before consonants. I am not sure how they ares written in the
other two environments,.

The Bertkavu and Morgan orthography represents ithese pronouns
a8 {i§%> and <§%> except when they appear afier front vowels in which
cagse they are written asg <§£%>’ and <?E§> .

gfrom Linda Thayer, perscnal communicatlion
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5. Underlying Forms vs. Surface Forms

The authors of these orthographles have faken different
approaches to reducing Bassa to a written form. I would 1like %o
make a few general remarks aboult the different orthographic philos-
osphies that they heve consciously or unconscliously followed.

One of the basic issuss that must be resolved before constructing
an orthogzrevhy is whether to record the underiying or the surfacs
struchure of the language, Proponents of underliving structure shress
the need to maintain a “constant visual image" so that the reader
ig encouraged to read for meaningful units rather than for zyliabls
units. Regualr phonetie variations of morphemes are not recorded in
the orthograrvhy since thesse variations are automatically pronounced
by the native spealksr,

Proponents of the surface structure approach stress the recording
of the language as 1t 1s spoken sc that all surface variations of
morphemss are written., The reader reads syllable by syllable. In
the three orthographies discuzsed in this paper We find examples of
both kinds of spproaches,

The Vah orthogpraphy and Hobley's orthography are basically surface
structure orthographies. Indesd, the entire teaching msthod of the
Vah orthography stress the memorization of the alphabet and the
practicing of OV syllables so that the student learns to spell out
sach syllabls and subseguently each word.

RBertka: and Morgen's orthography 1s an attempt to write underiying
forms rather than surface forms., That 1s - ideally, every morphems
is written 1n one wgg? In practice, however, 1t was found that there

was some nablve speaker resistance to writing underliying forms that
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were radically different from the surface forms. Conssquently,
some flexibility in the application of the underlying form theory
was regquired.

One example of writing underlying form in the Bertkau and Morgan
svstem appears in the writing of tone on verb stenms. Although
the tone of a verb may change In a given tense, the verbls inhsrent

tone 1s dlways writbtens:

o~ ) A,
/eae/ <<§ée>> 150 write!'s [ o mi-f cee~1 ]

he will-it write-suffix
Lo mune ceéein”® 'he will write it

An example of writing surface Torm in the Bertkau and Morgan
system is found in the writing of the third psrson singular object
pronoun. This pronoun appears after the verb and changes depending
on the final vowel of the verb stem:
e > eafma_

-0 /=0

There are thus three different vowsls for the third person singular

pronoun in the orthography, and all three vowsls ars written in the

orthography:

<{3 gle maaﬁ> the ate 1it!

<fa 5$Q§§>maan the had 1t in his possessiont
N .

<§ fas) maan he chewed it?

NN . .
<io zag?maan the asked for 1f7
At fivd s single foym¢§é> was written, but there was native spsaksr
reagistance to this abttempt and so the surflace fgrma<§g -a fg} a7

written. In addition, the surface tones of the object pronoun are

Written.



A third situation exists in the Bertka: and Morgan orthography
where nslther surface not underlying form 1s writien, but rather
g "neutral form" is written. This nsutral form is writisn for the
tone of the aspecific marker and for the btons of %the present Ltenss
varbal suffix. The tones of both these affixes vary with the tons of
the preceding sftem. In order to eliminate unnecessgary diacritical marks

e btone marks are wribtten over sither of thess affixes:

<gbg§) {gbﬁé-g} "the houss!
s /~ »
<ke§a> [ka=-o] ithe crab!?

(aaosy [dhbd-5]  tihe old lady!

<poain> [po-e%l tehrowingt
<d§sir§> [do=e1] 'sething down!

< Béuﬁ> [he-2 8 tplanting!
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