
Introduction

• Shilluk is part of the 
Western Nilotic subgroup 
of Nilo-Saharan.

• It is spoken in Southern 
Sudan.

• There are 175,000 
speakers according 
Ethnologue (Lewis 2009).

Figure from Storch (2005)



Introduction

• Shilluk has a rich prosodic system, with tone, length, 
and ATR distinctions.

• Relatively well-studied (e.g. Westermann 1970, Gilley 
1992, Miller & Gilley 2001), but nonetheless tone and 
length are not yet well understood.

• Here are the main results of recent investigations with 
Cynthia L. Miller (U. of Wisconsin) and Leoma G. 
Gilley (SIL International) – submitted to Journal of 
Linguistics.
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ATR in Shilluk

• Shilluk has five vowel qualities, orthogonally 
crossed with an Advanced Tongue Root (ATR) 
distinction –

+ATR:  /i,e,ʌ,o,u/

-ATR:  /ɪ,ɛ,a,ɔ,ʊ/

• ATR distinguishes lexical items, and plays an 
important role in the grammar. Transitive verbs 
become [+ATR] in antipassive, benefactive, 
centripetal, etc.



Spatial deixis Transcription and gloss Translation

Centrifugal wêel(ɔ)    á-kɔ́ɔɔk̀
guest:SG PAST-pay:FUGAL

‘Somebody has 
gone to pay the 
guest.’

Centripetal wêel(ɔ)    á-ko ́oo ̀k
guest:SG PAST-pay:PETAL

‘Somebody has 
come to pay the 
guest.’

Vowel length

An example of the ATR distinction in Shilluk:

examples from 9 speakers



ATR in Shilluk

• The IPA transcription for ATR is an abstraction of a 
combination of phonetic correlates: vowel quality 
and voice quality.

• Using speech data from numerous speakers can 
help the researcher to get clarity about the nature of 
the phenomenon.



Vowel length in Shilluk



Vowel length

• We measured the durations of vowels in three-level 
minimal sets for vowel length like this one.

• Data from 8 native speakers (6m, 2f)

• The sets are embedded in various contexts: 

- sentence-final (11 sets)

- sentence-medial (3 sets)

- word-medial (suffixed) sentence-final (3 sets) 



Vowel length

Figure 1. Means and standard deviations for vowel 
length (V, VV, VVV), across speakers and items, for 
forms without suffixes. 



Vowel length

Figure 2. Means and standard deviations for vowel 
length (V, VV, VVV) in Shilluk and Dinka (Remijsen 
& Gilley 2008). 

Shilluk Luanyjang Dinka



Tone in Shilluk verb morphology

OFFEND TAKE EAT HEAT SWITCH THROW PLUCK

• Seven classes of transitive verbs can be 
distinguished on the basis of vowel length and tone:



Tone in Shilluk verb morphology

OFFEND TAKE EAT HEAT SWITCH THROW PLUCK
PAST TENSE

á-ḱɔ̂l á-ḱɔ̂l á-ćâm á-ḿʌ̂l á-l ́ʊ̂ʊɲ á-l ́ɛ̂̂ɛŋ á-l ́ʊ̂ʊɲ

• Seven classes of transitive verbs can be 
distinguished on the basis of vowel length and tone:
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Tone in Shilluk verb morphology

• However, tone does interact with morphological
length: the Rise and the Late Fall are only found 
on the synchronic reflexes of suffixed verb forms.

CVC CVVC CVVVC

Late Fall á-ŋɔ́l̀
PAST-cut:FUG

á-kɔ́ɔɔl̀
PAST-herd:FUG

Rise á-ŋɔ̌l
PAST-cut:FUG:2S

á-kɔ̌ɔɔl
PAST-herd:FUG:2S



Thank you to…

• The Shilluk speakers: John Adwok Apar, Rhoda 
Oman Nyibil, Daniel Thabo Nyibong, Onyoti Adigo 
Nyikwec, Maria Bocay Onak, Nyikwec Pakwan, 
Peter Mojwok Yor.

• Prof. Al-Amin Abu-Manga (U. of Khartoum) for 
support during two data collection trips;

• The Arts & Humanities Research Council (UK), for 
funding this research (Stress in Nilotic – a typological 
challenge (’05-’08) .



EXTRA



Lexical/morphological tone and question 
intonation

• There is no boundary tone at the right edge of Shilluk 
utterances that are statements. 

• At the right edge of utterances that are questions, 
there is a Low boundary tone, and the register is 
increased. These characteristics can be observed 
from the f0 traces below. The Low boundary tone is 
salient when the lexical/morphological configuration 
ends high, (e.g. Rise [Fig. below, left]). The increase 
in range is salient when the lexical/morphological 
configuration ends low (cf. Low Fall [Fig. below, 
right]).



statement
question

Lexical/morphological tone and question 
intonation

Figure. F0 traces for the Rise and Late Fall on 
/lʊʊʊɲ/, sentence-finally in statement (blue) and 
question (brown), averaged across speakers (7).

Rise Low Fall
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