
5 . 4 . 0 .  SPEC I AL LANGUAGES I N  PARTS OF TH E NEW GU I NEA AREA 

5 . 4 . 1 .  I N T RO D U C T I O N 

D . C .  Layc o c k  

I n  this chapter are c ons idered spe c ial languages t hat are subsets  

of  normal languag e ,  or are special modificat i ons of it . The comment s  

wi ll be brie f ,  a s  the field has b een little investigat ed for t h e  New 

Guinea are a .  I have been great ly as s i sted by unpub l i shed ob servat ions 

from a numb er of source s ,  part icularly M .  Reay ( Australian Nat ional 

Univers ity ) for Kuma ( Wahgi ) dat a ,  R. Bulmer ( Univers ity of  Auckland ) 

for Enga and Kalam dat a ,  and I .  Ri ebe ( Australian Nat ional Univers i ty ) 

for Kalam dat a .  Buin and Ab elam dat a are from my unpub li shed notes . 

Spe c ial languages can b e  con sidere d from the viewpoint of  either 

form or function,  but such a division is  not appropriate when data on 
one or the other aspect  are lacking .  A mixed approach is  there fore 

adopted here , where headings such as ' Baby Talk ' refer t o  a form of 
language used in a parti cular social c ontext , whereas t he heading 

' Ludlings ' refers to sub languages recognisab l e  by  a particular form . 

A brief se ction i s  added on ' Drum and Trumpet  Signals ' ,  although this 

sub j ect is treated by I .  Eib l-Eib e s feldt in chapter 6 . 1 . , in order to 

add a few addit ional ob servat ions and re ferences . ( A  full discussion 
of  vocal and instrumental spee ch-surrogates in general , with a p art ic

ularly valuab le acc ount of pos s ib le taxonomies , is  provided by Umiker 
( 19 7 4 ) ;  an earl ier analysis  is  that of Stern ( 19 5 7 ) . )  

5 . 4 . 2 .  B A B Y  T A L K  A N D  C H I L D R E N ' S  L AN G U AG E S 

Neither the languages use d  by  parent s ( especially mothers ) ,  nor t he 

forms of language used by young children themse lves , have b een des crib ed 

for the New Guinea area ; impres s ions of frequent repetit ion , key phras e s , 

and extens ive use of  kinship terms , have b een noted for Kalam , Kuma , and 
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Buin . Kalam mothers ,  when talking t o  bab ie s ,  substitute voiced phonemes 

for unvoi ced , and [ t s ] for [ s ] - t hus Kalam la p s l  become s l a b w c l . Kuma 

mothe rs use diminutives of kinship terms , and use those of addres s , 

rather than of reference , when speaking to children ; a woman will say 

n d a b - o  'my fathe r ' ( otherwi se a term used primarily during mourning 

rituals ) to a child to mean ' y our fat he r ' .  In the same way , Buin 

mothers will use a form such as m o k a  'my father ' ( or even r o g oma m o k a  

' your my- father ' ) ,  rather than r u umo 'your fa t he r ' ,  when speaking to a 

child .  Such us ages are almost certainly des igned to  teach the child 

corre ct kinship terminology , from his or her own point o f  view . 

5 . 4 . 3 .  L U D L I N GS 

Ludlings are a cate gory o f  spe cial language with a formal definit ion -

the result  o f  a t r an s format i on o r  a s er i es o f  t r a n s format i o n s  
a c t i n g  regularly on a n  o r d in ary language t ext , w i t h  t h e  i nt ent  
o f  al t e r i n g  the form but not the c ont ent of  the o r i g i nal me s 
s age , f o r  purpo s e s  o f  c on c e alme nt or c om i c  e ff e c t . 
( Laycock 19 72 ) 

Examples in Engl ish are Pig-Latin,  spoonerisms , Alfalfa , and Z iph . 

Examples from Papua New Guine a are rare;  Aufinger ( 19 4 9 ) gives e xamples 

of New Guinea Pidgin spoken backwards , and Manam being written back

wards ; the dat a are also dis cu s s ed by Baker ( 19 66 ) .  Examples are : 

Normal language 

Pidgin : y u p e l a  wok , ma s t a i k a m  

' y ou a Z Z  work, the bos s i s  
aoming ' 

Pidgi n : m i  k i l i m m u m u t  

' I  k i Z Z e d  a bandi aoo t 
[=pig ? ] ' 

Manam : r u a g n a g u  b u a  a l u d i  m a s a  g o i n a  
b a  n g a k i n a k a l e a n g a e n a  1 0  

'my fri e nd, s end me s ome b e t e Z 
n u t  this  mon t h ' 

Special language 

a l a p u i wok , a t s a m i m a k  

1 m  m l l i k t u m u m  

u g a n g a u r  a u b  i d u l a  a s a m  a n i og 
a b  a n l k a n g  a l ea k  0 1  a n e a n g  

Aufinger als o say s  that s ome speakers used this ' backwards t alk ' with a 

mixture of their own vernacular and Pidgin .  Backwards Pidgin i s  als o 
enc ount ered in modern Pidgi n  s lang ; a man will say m i  l a i k l m  s u p s u p  ' I  

want a fis h - sp e ar ' for m i  l a i k l m  p u s  p u s  'I  wan t sexua Z inte raours e ' .  

Kuma-spe akers are reported to  sub s t it ute  glottal stops for all or 
mos t  medial cons onant s ,  as  a form of lingui s t ic play indulged in by 
ado le s cent boys and girls ; the s ame system was reported for Chimbu by 

Laycock ( 19 7 2 : example 11 0 ) ,  b ut no actual forms are avai lable . 
Two Buin ludlings are also discussed by  Laycock ( 19 6 9 ) . In the first 

of the s e , the syllab les are reversed in disyllab le s ,  and t he first two 
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syllab les placed at the end of  the word in polysyl lab les (with gemina

tion of the third vowel in trisyllab les ) :  

Normal language 

mo i ' canarium nu t '  

om i o  'give  me ! '  

o re u  ' breadfrui t '  

a m a n oko  'many ' 

umm a i n e r a i ' a t t  vi t t age s ' 

Special language 

i mo 

ooom i 

u u o r e  

n o k o a m a  

m a i n e r a i u Q 

No opportunity presented itself t o  ob serve the use o f  this t ype  o f  lan

guage in its social s et t ing, though statement s made abo ut it sugge st 

that it is again a j argon used by adoles cent s . 

The se cond type of  ludling , represent ing the speech o f  a dog in a 

st ory ,  involves two proce s s es : the omi s s ion of st ops between identical 

vowe l s ,  and the ( phonologi cally c onditioned ) s uffixation o f  - n o k o / - r o k o : 

Normal language 

i a  Q koma muo  p a i  o romu i 7  

k a g a t a re i  t o u  k a g a t o k u i .  

t o p o k a re i me n u  pe r e k o k u  a r u e re 
t o p o g o r o g u i  

Special language 

i a  Q k o ro k o  m u o r o k o  p a i o r omu i n o k o 7  

k a a t a re i  t o u  k a a t o k u i .  

t o o k a re i  me n u  p e re ko k u  a r u e re 
t o o g o rog u i  

'who p taced this cocon u t  here for m e ?  I cann o t  s he t t  i t ,  but  if I 
ro t t  i t  down the mountain i t  wi t t  break on the s tones ' 

Such forms of  ' play-language ' seem ,  from the dat a provided by  Laycock 

( 19 72 ) ,  t o  be endemic in Austronesian languages , and c an perhaps be 
e xpe cted t o  be wide spread in non-Austrones ian language s as wel l ;  

Schuhmacher ( 19 72 )  accounts for s ound- changes i n  Austrones ian languages 

of the we st ern Solomon Is lands on the basis  of c ommon ludling trans

format ions . 

5 . 4 . 4 . S E C R E T  L A N G U AG E S  W I T H  L E X I C A L  S U B S T I T U T I O N 

Other secret language s reported for the New Guine a area involve 

lexical s ub st itution . The first ins t ances  availab le  for the New Guinea 

area are those for the Austronesian language of Bi lib i l , as an appendix 

to a paper by Dempwo lff ( 19 09 ) .  I c ite some of the examples , with my 
interpretation ( b ased on t he glos sary provided by Dempwolff ) of the 

origin of the words of  t he sec ret language : 
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English Normal Special 
Derivation language language 

' gho s t ' ma r i b e r a b l b u r t am a l e  b u r  ' fore s t '  • t omo l 'man ' 

' p e op le m f ok  m a l h � ma l ' loincloth ' ,  h �  ' no t ' of Miok ' 

' p addle ' feo  p o l u a l a  p 6 l u  ' run ' • p o l a n i  ' t o  p add l e ' 

' sai l '  b a ( n d e  b an i n d e  b a n i n  'wi ng ' 

' po t ' b6d i t 6 p i [ consonant reversal ? ]  

, arrow ' y u  d u  r i d u d  ' fe tch ' ( ?  ) 
, knife ' b a d ( r  a oa l a  a ow a r a  ' carry ( i n  hand? ) , ( ? ) 

, taro ' m a  a u a r a n e k  a ow a r a  ' carry (in hand ? )  , ( ?  ) 
'water ' , me d i d i n  m a d i d i  'co ld ' y o u  

' coconu t ' , po t u a n d e  p 6 t u  ' s tar ' ( ? ) n l u  

, s ugar- t 6 u  s e  I i I e k  s e l e ) s e l e (  ' in bushe l s ? ' ( ? ) cane ' 

' dog ' g aon  , s a s a s · s a s a m i  ' s hark ' 

S imilar examples are given for a numb er of  c losely-relat ed Aus trones ian 

languages by Aufinger ( 19 4 2- 4 5 ,  19 49 ) ,  along with many more examples of 

conne cted speech than are provided by Dempwolff . Aufinger also pro

vides instance s of se cret language in a non-Austrones ian language , 

Suroi , from the village s of Rimb a ,  Soran g ,  and Mas i .  The lexical 

rep lacements are fairly predictab le ; 'man ' and ' woman ' are expressed 

by  words meaning ' dog ' and ' b i t ch ' ,  and ' loincloth ' by ' l iana sp e ci es ' 

or ' woven circu lar flower-s tand ' .  A sec tion on Pidgin t o k  b ok l s  

( ' s ecre t t a l k ' )  is added in the 1949  translat ion of  the 19 42- 4 5  paper,  

wi th such phras es as g o  k i s i m b i l i n a t  b i l on g  m i  ' fe tch my be t e l n u t ' ,  

meaning ' s end for my g i r l fr i end ' .  ( To k  b ok i s  is now a c ommon feature 

of urb an Pidgin in Papua New Guin e a ,  though it has been li ttle studied ; 

many of the expressions woul d ,  however , b e  better c lassified as s lang , 
rather than se cret language ; see  Brash 1 9 7 1 ) . 

Aufinger dis tinguishes b etween ' figurat ive language ' and ' secret 

language ' ,  but the dis t inct i on is  not always easy t o  make . ' Secret 

language ' in the New Guinea area o ften functions more as a ' group lan

guage ' than as a means of disguising the meaning of a discourse ; out 

s iders may catch the meaning , but are exc luded from the group becaus e 
they do not have active c ontrol o f  the ' s ecret ' language . In t hi s  sense , 

secret languages o ccur commonly in the New Guinea Highlands , usually 
( as among the Kuma ) as c lan languages ;  such languages are spec ific ally 

taught to all c lan members , including strangers who take up permanent 

res idence wi th the c lan . The mechanism is again that o f  lexical sub
st itution , and the types of phrases used are comparab le with t hose 

reported by Aufenanger ( 19 6 2 ) for various part s of  the eastern Highlands ; 

thus , for example , ' they h i t  the b ird w i th a s t i ck ' can mean ' they b low 



5 . 4 . 0 .  SPECIAL LANGUAGES IN PARTS OF THE NEW GUINEA AREA 1 3 7  

the spiri t f l u te s ' .  ' Oppos ite speech ' is  quite common;  'go  down ' can 

mean ' go up ' ,  and ' I  am a mis erab l e  man ' can mean ' I  am a s trong, 

hea lthy man ' .  ( Compare also the met aphorical usages in Kewa s ongs in 

Franklin 19 7 0 . ) 

Se cre t c lan languages are commonly used by clan memb ers on hunt ing 

expeditions ; the Kuman say that t hi s  i s  so ot her men wi l l  not hear them 

and know of  their plans , but in other areas e xp lanat ions involving 

deeper tab us are offered .  Thus , t he Kalam s ay t hat their a l l) aw m n m  
( 'pandanus language ' ,  Bulmer 1967 , 1 9 6 8 )  is necessary on pandanus
collect ing expedit ions , as otherwis e the pandanus kernels will be s oft 

and watery on removal from the earth-ovens .  

I n  Buin , tabus are placed on cert ain words - principally names o f  

individuals , and names of  spirit s - i n  certain areas of  b ush inhab ited 

by specific spirit s ;  but the tabu  on ut tering the names of animals 

b eing hunt ed has a different b asis  - namely , that the animals underst and 

the Buin language , and will run away and hide if they know that t he 

hunters are seeking them ( Laycock 196 9 ) . 

A ritual pandanus language is des cribed in detail by  Franklin ( 19 72 ) .  

Thi s  language , used only by the clan s  who have the right to harvest in 

the restricted pandanus area of Mt Gi luwe , invo lves  not only lexi cal 

sub stitut ion , b ut also a regularisation and restrict ion of  t he grammar 

of the normal language ( Kewa ) . The mos t important cons iderat ion is that 

the ritual language should be recogn isab ly distinct from the normal lan

guage ; West Kewa spe akers stat ed t hat out s iders could speak Pidgin if 
the ritual language were unknown to them. 2 

Franklin ment ions the existence of  ritual languages among t he Kalam , 
the Duna , the Huli , and the Tele fol , but gives no examp les . Perhaps 
worthy of further con s iderat ion is however his statement on the social 

divis iveness  of  ' hidden ' languages :  

W i t h i n  s o c i al an d pol i t i c al c o nt ext s almo st  any examp l e  o f  
hi dden l anguage c an b e  s h own t o  b e  omi nous . . . .  Hi dden 
l anguage , b e c au s e  of  it s fun c t i on , is  o ft e n  t he source of  
di s rupt i o n  and i ll - f e e l i n g  b e tw e e n  clans  t hat have a h i s t o ry 
o f  f r i c t i o n .  

5 . 4 . 5 .  P O E T I C  L A N G U A G E  

The language o f  songs , speeche s ,  and tradit ional tales in t he New 

Guinea area may exhib it features whi ch distinguish it from everyday 

language ; these fe atures may b e  those which have already b een discus sed 

in the previous sect ions , b ut may als o inc lude the us e o f  archaic , 

diale ctal - or s imply rare - words or grammat ical forms . The fullest 

di s cus sion of  any poetical language in the New Guinea area is  prob ab ly 
to b e  found in Malinowski ' s  analys i s  ( 19 3 5 )  of Kiriwina t ext s ,  t hough 
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other anthropologists , such as Fortune ( 19 32 ) ,  have also dealt with the 

sub j ect . ( A  popular account of Dob u poe try , b ased on Fortune ' s  mater

ial,  is provided by Franklyn 1 9 36 . )  

However, the sys tem o f  creat ing a poet i c  lexicon in Buin,  des cribed 

by Laycock ( 19 69 ) ,  appears to be unique to that language - or perhaps 

to the languages of the South Bougainville Stock of  the East Papuan 

Phylum . The first two or last two syllab les are taken out of  the words 

of the normal language , and to thes e syllab les are added a fairly 

arb itrary two- syllab led prefix or s uffix;  the resulting four-syllabled 

word is  then the ' poetic ' form use d  in s ongs . The origins o f  this 

proce dure are not comp letely clear; obvious ly , lexical tabu p lays a 

part - espe cially as personal and locality names ob ligat orily undergo 

this trans formation - and metrical considerations are relevant , as the 

s lot in which the names are inserted in songs requires four syllab les . 

( Four-syllab le words predominat e in Buin , and almost all words are 

even- sy llab led . ) Some examples : 

[male name ] 

[male name ] 

[male name ] 

[male name ] 

[village name ] 

[vi llage name ] 

' b ereaved s i b L ing ' 

[male name ] 

[male name ] 

[village name ] 

[ village name ] 

'rat ' 

' s e a  hawk ' 

Normal language 

a m a k a l 

k a a k a l 

m e e k a l 

t I fl k a  I 

om I t a ro 

r a l t a ro 

u o r e k u  

mo l o  

mo l r u 

p a a g u l 

p a a re 

I n a k l a  

k e e r a l 

Special language 

k a l n e l  

k a  I n e  I 

k a l n e l  

k a l n e l  

t a ro r a l 

t a r o r a l 

r e k u ma n u  

mo l a k a  

mo l a k a  

p a a k e l  

p a a ke l 

k l a ro u  

k ee kon o ,  r a l n e l  

Poetic language in Buin may also involve t he use o f  archaic or restricted 

morphology ( for examp les , see  5 . 6 . 7 . ) .  

5 . 4 . 6 .  CA L L  L AN G U A G E S 

By ' call languages '  are unders tood the forms of  language us ed for 

transmitting messages over long distances , usually across valley s , the 
speake r b eing lo cat ed on high ground ; such a language from Wahgi valley 

may be heard on rec ord ( Sheridan 19 5 8 ) .  

' Call language s '  may frequently b e  he ard in the Hi ghlands areas o f  
Papua New Guinea - though i t  is  reported that their use i s  o n  t he wane , 
in the face of the greater in formati on-carrying capacity of local radio 
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s t ations - but have not been s tudie d ,  in comparison with normal language . 
Acoustically , they gi ve the impression of yode l ling ;  vowels are held to 

abnormal lengths ,  espec ially finally , and consonant clust ers may be 
s impl ified in s ome languages , but specific dat a are lacking . The t onal 

pattern als o  apparently di ffers from that of the normal l anguage . 
The brief not ice by  Wurm ( 1 9 7 2 ) i s  worth quot ing here in ful l :  

LANGUAGES ,  CALL . In  many o f  t he mount a i n  ar � as o f  N e� Gui n e a , 
me s s age s are shout e d  a c ro s s  n arrow valleys or gorges  by n at i v e s  
who , f o r  topograp h i c al r e a s o n s , have di f f i cul t i e s  in  get t i ng 
t o gethe r .  The s e  s hout s c arry over amaz i ng di s t an c es , and 
s p e c i al fo rms of the  l o c al l an gu age s are employed f o r  t he m .  
Th e s e  are de s c r i b e d  a s  c al l  lan guage s .  The me s s age i s  r ep e at e d  
a numb er o f  t i me s , a n d  t he utt er a n c e  cut d own t o  the  e s s e n 
t i al s , c omparab l e  t o  t el e g r am s tyle . A me s s age i s  usually 
pre c e de d  by a long-drawn- out m o dul at e d  c all  to  at t r a c t  at t en
t i o n , wh e r eupon the  m e s s age i t s el f  is  shout e d ,  w i t h  vow e l s  o f  
the  most  impo rtant word p r o l o n g e d  and s hout e d  at maximum 
l oudnes s but w i t h  c or r e ct r e l at i ve p i t ch an d l e n gt h  in r el at i o n  
t o  e ac h  other . Th e c on s on an t s  a r e  n e gl e c t e d  an d s omet ime s 
almost  ent i r e ly omi tt ed .  At the  e n d  o f  such  an impo rtant 
word , modul at e d  shout s  ar e o ft e n  adde d .  Th e s e  s e em t o  c on
t r i but e i n  a not yet c l e arly unders t o o d  way to  maki ng t h e  
me s s ag e  more  i n t e l l i g i b l e . The  c all a s  d e s c r ib e d  i s  r e p e at e d  
a few t im e s , a n d  t he n  at sub s e quent r e p et it i o n s , o t h e r  w o r d s  
i n  the me s s age are t re at e d  as imp o r t ant words . A n o t h e r  typ e 
o f  c a l l  l an guage i s  use d at l arge g at h e r i n g s , f e s t i v it i es , 
food d i s t r ibut i on s , and the  l i k e , t o  g i ve i n fo rm at i o n  c o n
c er n i ng all thos e pre s ent . I n  t h i s  type every word i n  t he 
- o ft en abb r e v i at e d  - s e nt en c e s  i s  d r awn out as d e s c r ib ed ab ove , 
with mo dul at e d  s hout s pr e c e di n g  and t e rm i n a t i n g  the  me s s age 
c al l .  

Call language s are not restricted t o  the Highlands areas ; I h ave 

heard a call language b eing used by Mountain Arapesh-speakers , in the 
Eas t Sepik Dis trict , and s uspect th at special modificat ions or ordinary 
language for shout ing can be found virtually throughout the New Guinea 

area , even in the lowlands and on the coast . Townsend ( 196 8 )  mentions 

call language among Wom-speakers ( see  quote in 5 . 4 . 7 . below ) , and it is 

also reported for speakers of the Yamb es language . Further examples 

are mentioned by Ei lers ( 196 7 ) , and a recorded example ( from Medlpa ) 
can b e  heard on the dis c  acc ompanying Curth 19 68 . 

5 . 4 . 7 .  W H I S T L E  LAN G U A G E S  

Communication by  means o f  whi stling i s  reported for a number o f  areas , 

but no studies have been made ; see  Ei lers ( 19 6 7 ) for referenc e s  not given 
here . The oc currence of  whi s t led speech in an area is not ne ces s arily 

an indication that the language o f  the whi stlers is t onal ; whi st l ed 

speech occurs , on hears ay evidence , among speakers of  the Au , Urat , and 

Wom ( Torricelli Phylum ) language s in the Sepik regi on ,  languages which 
are certainly not tonal in any normally accepted sense of  the word 
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( though a certain amount of  marginal t onological phenomena may b e  

pre sent ) .  Towns end ( 19 6 8 : 6 7 )  provides one of the few pub lished ment i ons 

of whist led speech ( and call language ) among Worn- speakers of ' Arasi li ' 

( Aris ili ) village , East Sepik Distric t :  

I was  now awake and s o o n  real i s e d t h at s ome o f  t he v i l l ag e  
p e o p l e  w e r e  ac tually c onvers i n g  w i t h  o n e  anothe r by m e an s  o f  
l o w  wh i s t l e s . 

From t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  a n e arby hut c am e  a "wi  w a  wi wo " , 
whi c h  was an swe r e d  by t h e  b o y  w i th "we wu" . The hut r e p e at e d  
i t s  s i gn al in  a most d e c i s ive m an n e r  and  t h e  b oy g o t  u p  o f f  
h i s  haun c h e s  and w e n t  t o  t h e  hut . I l o o k e d  r oun d f or my 
s e r g e ant , to s e e  him gri n n i n g  at me . 

"All o f  t h e  Aras i l i  people  are whi s t l e  p eople " ,  h e  s a i d , 
i n  P i d g i n .  " I n  t h e  vi llage wh e n  t h e r e  are s trange r s  ab out 
they whi s t l e  l ik e  a b amboo flut e ; when t hey c all  f r om t h e  
moun t a i n  they c al l  l i k e  a g aramut ( wooden s l i t - gong ) . "  

In the Papua New Guinea High lands , wh is tled speech i s  used by trance

mediums t o  communicate mes sage s  from the spirits ; this practice  is  

reported for two part s of  the Highlands , among t he Kuma and t he Enga , 

and i s  prob ab ly widespread . The whistled speech reproduces the t ones 

of  t he spoken language ( b oth Kuma and Enga are tonal ) , and , from report , 

i s  int e lligib le with virtual ly no amb iguity . Umiker ( 1 974 ) als o quotes 

M .  Frant z ( Summer Inst itute of  Linguistics ) as not ing the use o f  whi s t led 

speech in the tonal language of  Gadsup ( Trans-New Guinea Phylum ) . The 

Kalam , whose language is not t onal , use a code o f  whi stle-signals when 

hunting . 

5 . 4 . 8 .  D I S G U I S E D  S P E E C H 

Although it is common for the sound o f  flutes  and of  whi s t l es t o  be 

regarded as the voi ces  of  spiri t s , I have not found many report s of t he 

human voi c e  being di sguis ed or distorted for thi s purpos e ;  s ome re fer
en ces  are given by Eilers ( 19 6 7 ) . The phenomenon can be he ard on a 

re cording of  a singer dis t orting his voice by  means of  a half-coconut 

she l l ; the accompanying pamphlet states ( Sheridan 1 9 5 8 ) : 

An empty c o c onut sh ell di s t o rt s  the voi c e  o f  t h e  p e r s o n  
s p e ak i n g  o r  s in g i n g  i n t o  it . Thi s e x ampl e  i s  i n  t h e  styl e  
us e d  by t h e  primi t i ve t r e e - dwe l l e r s  o f  early S e p i k  h i s t o ry .  
I n  t h i s  way me s s ag e s  c oul d b e  p as s e d  from one t r e e  hous e t o  
t h e  n ext wi thout t h e  m e an i ng b e i ng un d e r s t o o d  b y  t h e  invading 
w a r r i o r s  on t h e  groun d .  To day , this  type  of  s p e ak i n g  sur
vives in Sepik r it ual . ( Side One , Item 3b ) 

( The ' primit ive tree-dwellers o f  early Sepik history ' are unverified 
entitie s , but the explanat ion may well have been the one given by  t he 
indigenous performe r . ) 

I also have a tape-rec ording ( made in 1959 ) o f  an Ab e lam- speaker 

s inging a rit ual song in a distorted voice ( low pit ch with e xt reme 
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fauc alisat i on ) ; t he explanati on was that as the song was sung out of  

c ontext ( in my hut , by day ) it should not  b e  heard by  chance pass ers-by . 

The Sheridan record also has a song from the ' Numi ' ( Lumi ) area 

( the language being prob ab ly 010 ) , i llust rat ing ' a  nasal style of 

s inging . . .  regarded as the true voice  in thi s  area ' ;  b ut such s inging 

style s ,  which inc lude the widespread cho i c e  of a high nasal voi ce-s tyle 

for female s ingers , can only marginally be cons idered as voice  dis

tortion,  and even less  as ' spe c ial languages ' .  

5 . 4 . 9 .  D R U M  A N D  T R U M P E T  S I G N A L S  

' Drum signals ' are taken a s  b e in g  the s ignals beaten out on the large 

s litgongs ( g a ra mu t ) ,  wide spread , but by no mean s  univers al , in lowland 

areas of  t he New Guinea region ; the smaller hand-drums ( k u n d u )  are us ed 

on ly for rhythm ac companiment to dancing . 

The fulle st accounts of drum-s ignals in general , with lists  of  further 

reading, are those of  Graf ( 19 5 0 a ) , Hermann ( 19 4 3 ) ,  and Ei lers ( 19 6 7 ) ; 

to the s e  we may add a detailed treatment of  t he drum language of  Kwoma

speakers of the Eas t Sepik Di s trict by Zemp and Kaufmann ( 19 69 ) ;  four 

example s of Monumb o s ignals ( i n  mus ical notation)  are also given by  

Graf ( 19 5 0b ) . These publicat ions raise , in  varying forms , the question 

of  whether there is  a true drum ' language ' in the New Guinea area , and , 

i f  s o ,  what it s relat ionship t o  normal spoken l anguage can be stated t o  
be . The fulles t  answer would seem t o  be that o f  Zemp and Kaufmann ( 196 9 ) ,  
who conc lude that , for the Kwoma at leas t , the ' drum language ' c ons ist s 

of  a number of discrete s ignals , with distinct meanings , each s ignal 
being independent of  the linguistic c ontent of its  message , and be ing 

distinguished from others by a ' unit of repetition ' whi ch is repeated 

during that S ignal , but whi ch cannot be sub s t ituted meaningfully in any 

oth er signal . ( The possib ilit y of  c ombining ent ire Signals , by sending 

one after t he othe r ,  is  not discus s e d ,  but I formed the impression in 

1959  t hat some such method acc ounted for the ab ility of Wogamus in

speakers ( ne ighb ours o f  the Kwoma) t o  recall individuals t o  the village , 

by spec ifying first the clan or sib , and t hen a further restricting 

detai l . ) 
My recordings of  Ab elam s lit gong s ignals would se em to support the 

Zemp and Kaufmann analys i s ; certainly there is no possib i lity o f  

ass igning a unique s poken- language ut teranc e t o  any S ignal , nor i s  i t  

possib l e  t o  equate a fixed numb er o f  b e at s  with any s i gnal o r  s i gnal

segment , s ince the numb er of beat s varies  considerab ly in repet it ions 
of  the s ame call . 

Further data on the use of arb itrary signals for individuals are 

given in an anonymous ( 19 1 3 )  ac c ount o f  s litgongs in the Bogia are a ;  
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the relevant paragraph ,  with the b e lie f ( unsupported , howeve r ,  by any 

evidenc e )  that there i s  a relationship between the spoken language and 

the signal , is also c ited by Urniker ( 19 7 4 ) : 

Fur d e n  N ac h r i cht e n d i e n s t  h at j e de r  Mann s e i n  b e s t i mmt e s  
Z e i c h e n , das  all e n  Man n e r n  s e i n e s  S t amme s b ekannt i s t . 
Gewohn l i ch i st e s  e i n  g an z  w i l lkurl i c hes Z e i c h e n . Auch 
w e c h s e lt er es s chon mal , wenn er  g l aub t , ein b e s s e r e s  g e fun den 
zu  habe n .  D i e Z e i c h e n  werden nach  be s t i mmt e n  Wor t e n  getrommel t ;  
do c h  p as s t  we der  S i lbe n z ahl n o c h  Ak z e n t  auf das  Z e i c h en ; e s  
d a r f  ab e r  n i cht ge s agt wer d e n , d a s s e s  w i llkur l i ch m i t  d e n  
W o r t e n  v e rbunden i s t .  

Only one modern writ er ( Snyders 1 9 6 8 )  has made the c laim that t here 

is a drum language in Melanesia directly based on the spoken language ; 

h e  ass ert s that the drum signals on San Cri stoval ( Solomon Is lands ) 
repre s ent spoken utt erance s ,  that each low note of  the two-note drum 

corre sponds to the vowe l a ,  and that each high note corresponds to the 

vowe ls e ,  e ,  i ,  0 ,  u .  But the analysis i s  statistically unc onvin c ing , 

and even with many arb itrary decisions the author cannot achieve more 

than a 7 8% correlat ion b etwe en s ignal and linguistic mes sage . Much 

more evidence w ould be needed to e stab lish the existence in Me lanesia 

of  a true s ignal ling code b as ed on s poken language . ( Further additional 

re ferences  on this aspect of the subj ect include Borns tein ( 1916 ) , 

Eberlein ( 19 10 ) ,  Gerstner ( 19 34 - 3 5 ) ,  Holtker ( 19 42- 45 ) ,  and Neuhaus s 

( 19 1 1 : 314 , 3 16 ) . )  

On the que s t ion of whether signal-sys tems c oincide with lingui stic  

boundaries , dis cus s ed by  both Behrmann ( 19 2 4 ) (who s ay s  that drum s ignal

sys tems do not cro s s  linguis tic  boundaries ) ,  and by Eilers ( 19 6 7 : 1 5 9 )  

(who says the same sys tem i s  used b y  speakers o f  different language s 

east and west of  the Yuat Rive r ) , my ob servat ions are inconclusive . 

In the northern Sepik plains , where the Abe lam and Arapesh languages 

meet , s litgong s ignals of the Arapesh are recognised and unde rstood by  

the  Abelam ,  and vice  vers a ;  but I was  unab le to determine whether t he re 

is overlap b etween t he s ignal s ystems , or whether a single system i s  

found throughout each of  the language areas . 

A re levant factor is the carrying-power o f  the drums , estimated at 

at least 15 km ( wi th a c laimed maximum of  30 km ) for large drums in t he 

Sepik p lains areas , and ( from ob servat ion ) about 10 km along the Sepik 

River . Physical geography and the resonance  of the drums affect t he 

carrying-power , as do also playing techniques . Drums in the areas north 

of  the Sepik River are usual ly beaten by  a standing p laye r wie lding a 
single s t i c k ,  with c onsiderab le body-force , while those on the Sepik 
River are usually beaten by a sitt ing player holding a short s tick in 

each hand . In any case , adult individuals can recognise all calls in 
their lis t ening area . Addit ional c lues t o  the meaning o f  a signal are 



5 . 4 . 0 .  SPECIAL LANGUAGES IN PARTS O F  THE NEW GUINEA AREA 1 4 3  

provided by the dire ct ion from which it comes ( for ins t ance , if  it i s  
common knowledge that a particular village is  ready t o  inaugurate a new 

c lubhous e )  and the drum on which it is beaten . Individual drums are 

c lan- and individual-owned ,  and are ident ified by their t one ; s ome drums 

are res erved for me ss ages connected with the owners - or in s ome ins tan ces 

even more specific mes s age s . The analogy with church-b ells in European 

communit ie s  is ob vious , and , like church-b e ll s ,  drums o ften b ear indi

vidual names . In the Ab elam village o f  Kalabu in 1 9 5 9  I counted - with

out attempting a full census - a total of 17 drums , many - perhaps all -

of which were individually named , and rec ognise d ,  reportedly in the 

surrounding vil lage s . In assess ing the communicat ive funct ion of slit

gong- signalling , s uch extra-linguistic  c ont extual information obvious ly 

needs to b e  t aken into account . 

The le arning of  the signal sys tem by  each new generation is also of  

interest . Tabus on  t ouching t he drums , except when a signal i s  sent , 

and the lack of  practice  on the drums b e forehand , mean that know ledge 

of the s ignals is first acquired pass ive ly ( by he aring the s ignals and 

having their mean ing explained ) ;  after that , the signals may be pract i s ed 

on any suitab le medium ( see e . g .  Burridge 1 9 5 9 : 14 2 ) . Howeve r ,  in at 

least s ome societies  the s ignals may be taught by rhyt hmi c mnemonics , 

which have lit tle or no linguistic  meaning . Thus the Ab elam ( East 

Sepik ) call for ' the  adminis trat i v e  offi ce r  i s  coming ' is explained as 

t u a n  t u a n , t u a n  t u a n , t u a n - t u a n - t u a n - t u a n - t u a n - t u a n - t u a n  ( two pairs o f  
s low b eats followed by approximately seven fast beat s ) ; t u a n  ( a  l oanword 
from Malay ) means 'whi te man ' .  ( The signal is stated by Abe lam-speakers 

to b e  b ased on that used in pre- contact t imes for ' th ere i s  troub l e  

brewing ' ,  and this is  con firmed by  my recordings o f  s litgong s ignals 
from the s outhern Abe l am area . The same equat i on of  s ignals was reported 

to me by Arape sh-speakers , and may be wide spread . )  The mnemonic for the 

' s ings ing '  call cont ains only one recognisable Abelam word ( k a n  ' hand

drum ' ) ,  and that may be fortuitous ; the mnemonic runs k a n  k r a l t e k a n  

k r a l te k a n  k a l t e k a l t e  ka n . 3 Thi s  i s  a call b eaten by  two men on two 

drums of di ffering pit ch ( interval of a tenth ) ;  the acc ented syllab les 

are those b eaten on the drum o f  higher pitch .  
Acous tic  signalling b y  t he use o f  wind instruments ( mainly b ambo o  

trumpet s )  has b een ment ioned by various authors ( see bib l iography by 

Hermann 194 3 ,  and Ei lers 196 7 ) , b ut has not b een studied.  Trumpet  

signalling s e ems well-developed in  areas where s l itgongs do not  oc cur , 

such as the northern ' border area ' of  the West Sepik Distric t , but 
e lsewhere may complement the use o f  s l i tgongs . Wogamus in- speakers of  
the  Upper Sepik River ( who also  use  s litgongs ) are ac customed to carry 

b amb oo trumpe ts of ab out ten feet long in canoe s ,  for s ignalling on the 
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river; the s i gnals cons i s t  of  vocal noises  and lip vib ration amp lified 

by the trumpets . 4 ( A  s litgong would normally b e  too large and too heavy 

for canoes . ) In the s ame way , coas tal dwellers frequently make use of 

triton or conch she lls ( t a u r )  for s i gnalling across s tretches o f  ocean .  

Such delib erate use o f  wind ins truments for signalling differs , o f  

course ,  from the widespread use of  flutes and whist les to represent , 
to the uninit iated the voices o f  the spirit s .  

5 . 4 . 1 0 . F U RTH E R  C O N S I D E RAT I O N S  

This ne cessari ly brief account of  special languages in the New Guinea 

are a shows how little we know of  forms of language at any levels other 

than the most mundane - or at any levels other than thos e neces sary for 

writ ing grammars . It is obvious that much of the sociolinguistic fi eld 

i s  sti l l  virtually unexplored in the New Guinea area,  and its explora

t ion will  be the logical sequel to the production of grammars . It is 

only when a linguist  know s  at least some of the ' special languages ' that 

he can b e  s aid to be fully ' init iated ' into the linguistics  of the New 

Guinea area .  
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N O T  E S 

1 .  I have s implifie d and updat ed Dempwolff ' s  orthography by writing 

his a e � 1 i 0 U U h j n as a e � i i 0 U u f Y 8; I have , however , 

re tained hi s s t ress-marking. 

2 .  A not unrelated linguis t i c  phenomenon is that of  Kuma y ouths pre

tending to speak English ( by imitation of phonetic patterns ) , as 

ob served by Marie Reay in 195 3 .  

3 .  Thes e  and other Abelam drum calls were recorded b y  the author in 

196 0 .  Drum calls from Buin , imitated with sticks , were also recorded 

in 1967 . None of thes e calls has yet been pub lishe d .  Some further 

pub li shed garamut signals from Buka can be found in Thomas 19 3 1 , who 

also has a brie f b ut overstated note on s litgong s ignal ling ( Thomas 
19 6 5 ) .  Recordings of a s li t gong s ignaller ' c alling a man from another 

village ' and of  ' a  leader of  another c lan being called ' are to be found 
on the dis c accompanying Curt h  19 6 8 .  

4 .  Recordings o f  b amb oo trumpet s played b y  Wogamusin-speakers from 

Washkuk vi llage were made by the author in 1 96 0 .  

1 4 5  



D . C .  LAYCOCK 

B I B L I OGRA PHY 

ANONYMOUS 

1 9 1 3  ' Die Garamut oder Signaltrommel der Papuas ' .  S�eyle� 

M�� � � o n� b o�e 4 1 : 1 5 5- 6 .  

AUFENANGER ,  H .  

1 9 6 2  

AUFINGE R ,  A .  

19 42-4 5 

1 9 4 9  

BAKER ,  S . J . 

' Say ings with a Hidden Meaning ( Central High lands , New 

Guinea) ' .  An�h�opo� 5 7 : 3 2 5- 35 .  

' Di e  Geheimsprachen auf den kleinen Inseln bei Madang in 

Neuguinea ' .  An�h�o p o4 3 7 -4 0 : 6 2 9 -4 6 . 

' Secret Languages o f  the Small Islands near Madang ' .  

S o u�h Pae�6�e 3 : 90 - 5 , 1 1 3- 2 0 . 

1 9 6 6  The AU4 ��al�an L ang uag e .  2nd edn . Sydney : Currawong 

Pub l1shing Co . 

BEHRMANN , w .  

19 2 4  ' Die St ammes zersplitterung im  Sepikgeb iet und i hre 

geographis chen Urs achen ' .  Pe�e�mann4 M���e�lung en 

6 1- 5 ,  1 2 1- 3 .  

BORNSTEIN , E .  

19 16 ' Ethnographische  Beitrage aus dem Bismarckarchipel ' . 

Bae4 4 t e� A�eh�v 5 : 229- 56 . 

1 4 6  



BRASH , E . T .  

1 9 7 1  

5 . 4 . 0 .  SPECIAL LANGUAGES IN PARTS OF THE NEW GUINEA AREA 147  

' Tok Pilai , Tok Piksa Na  Tok Bokis : Imaginative Dimens ions 

in Me lanesian Pidgin ' .  K�vung 4/1 : 12-20 . 

BULME R ,  R . N . H .  

19 6 7  ' Why i s  the Cas s owary Not a Bird? A Prob lem of  Zoological 

Taxonomy among the Karam o f  the New Guinea Highlands ' .  
Man 2 : 5- 2 5 . 

19 6 8  ' Karam Colour C ategories ' . K�vung 1 : 120- 3 3 .  

BURRIDGE , K . O . L .  

1 9 5 9  ' The  Slit-gong i n  Tangu , New Guinea ' .  E�hno� 24 : 136-50 . 

CURTH , H .  

196 8 Papua N ew Gu�ne a :  A P�c�uA e - S o und B o o k .  Brisbane : Jacaranda 

Pres s .  

DEMPWOLFF ,  o. 

1 9 0 9  

EBERLE IN ,  J .  

1 9 1 0  

EILERS , F-J . 

1 9 6 7  

' Beitrage zur Kenntnis der Sprache von Bilib ili ' .  MS OS 

12 : 2 21-6 1 .  

' Die  Trommelsprache auf der Gazel lehalb insel ( Neupommern ) ' .  

An�hAopo� 5 : 6 35- 4 2 .  

Z UA Pub!� z�� ��k � ChA� 6�!0� eA Ku!�uAen � n  NOAdo� � - N eug u�nea.  

Sie gburg : Veroffent lichungen des Mis s ionspriesterseminars 
St . Augustin 1 8 . 

FORTUNE , R . F .  

1 9 3 2  SOAceAeA� 0 6  Vo b u .  London : Routledge . 

FRANKLIN , K . J . 
19 7 0  

1 9 7 2  

' Metaphorical  Songs in Kewa ' . In : Wurm. S . A .  and D . C .  

Lay cock , eds Pac� 6�c L�ng�� �c S�ud�e� � n  Ho nouA 0 6  

AA�huA Cape!! . P L , C-13 : 9 85-9 5 .  

' A  Ritual Pandanus Language o f  New Guinea ' .  O cean�a 4 3 :  
6 1- 7 6 .  



148  D . C .  LAYCOCK 

FRANKLYN , J .  

1 9 3 6  ' Cannib al Poets ' .  Th e Co nzempo44Ay _Re v� ew 150 : 34 1- 8 .  

GERSTNER, A.  

1 9 3 4 - 3 5  ' Der Rufer im Urwa1d ' .  Szeyt e4 M�� � �o n� b oze 6 2 : 12 1-2 . 

GRAF , w .  
1 9 5 0a 

1 9 5 0b 

HE RMANN , E .  

' Einige Bemerkungen zur Schlit ztromme1-Verst andigung in 

Neuguine a ' . Anzh4o po� 45 : 861- 8 .  

V� e mu��kw��� en� cha6z�chen Pho nog4amme Rud o l 6  Po ch� v o n  

de4 N0 4dkU� ze Neug u�ne� . Rudol6 Po ch� Nachla�� , S e4�e B :  

Volk e4kund e 2 .  Vienna : Osterreichis che Akademie der 

Wissens chaften . 

19 4 3  ' Schalls ignalsprachen in Melanesien und Afrika ' .  Nach4�chzen 

von de4 Akadem� e de4 W��� en� ch a 6zen �n Gozz�ng e n ,  

Ph�lolog�� ch - H�� Zo4�� che Kl�� e ,  19 4 3 , Nr . 5 : 1 2 7- 86 . Also 

separately : Gott ingen : Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht . 

HOLTKER , G .  

1 9 4 2- 4 5  Review o f  Hermann 1943 . Anzh4opo� 3 7-40 : 9 33-5 .  

LAYCOCK , D . C .  

1969  ' Sub 1anguages in Buin j Play ,  Poetry , and Preservat ion ' .  

P L ,  A-2 2 : 1- 2 3 .  

1 9 7 2  ' Towards a Typology of  Play-languages , or Ludlings ' .  

L�ngu�� z�c Commun�ca�o n� 6 : 6 1-113 . 

MALINOWSKI ,  B .  

1 9 3 5  C04al Ga4d en� an d Th e�4 Mag� c .  London : Allen and Unwin . 

NEUHAUSS , R.  

1911 V euz� ch - Neu-G�nea.  3 vol s .  Berlin : Dietrich Reime r .  

SCHUHMACHE R, W . W .  

1972  ' A  Not e on Metathe sis or Disguised Speech in Oceanic 
Languages ' .  Ocean�a 4 3 : 153- 4 . 



5 . 4 . 0 .  SPECIAL LANGUAGES IN PARTS OF THE NEW GUINEA AREA 

SEBEOK , T . A. , ed . 

149 

19 74 CU44ent T4end� in Lingu� ti� , vol . 12 :  Lingui�tic� and 

Adjacent A�t� and S cience� . 2 vols . The Hague : Mout on . 

SHERIDAN , R . , ed.  

19 5 8  M�ic 0 6  N ew Guin e a :  t h e  S he4idan a n d  [ W . E . ]  Smyth e 

Collection� . Sydney : Wat tle Records . 

SNYDERS , J .  

19 6 8  

STERN , T .  

1 9 5 7  

THOMAS , G .  

' Le langage par tamb ours a San Cris toval , British Solomon 

I s lands ' .  JSO c  2 4 : 1 3 3- 8 .  

' Drum and Whistle "Languages " : An Analysis  o f  Speech 

Surrogat es ' . AmA 59 : 4 8 7-5 06 . 

1 9 3 1  ' Customs and Beliefs  o f  the  Native s o f  Buka ' . O ceania 

2 :  2 20 - 31 . 

19 6 5  ' Territ ories Talk-Talk ' .  P I M  36/4 : 11 5 . 

TOWNSEND,  G . W . L .  

196 8  Vi�t�ict 0 6 6ic e� :  F�o m Untamed New Gui n ea t o  L ak e  Succe� � , 

1 9 2 1 - 4 6 .  Sydney : Pac ific Publicat ions . 

UMIKER, Donna Jean 

1 9 7 4  ' Speech Surrogat es : Drum and Whis t le Systems ' .  In : Sebe ok , 

e d .  1 9 7 4 : 2 9 7 -5 36 .  

WURM , S . A.  

19 72  ' Language s ,  C al l ' .  In :  Ryan � P . , e d .  Encyclopaedia 0 6  

Papua and New Guinea.  6 1 7 . Melbourne Univers ity Press in 

association with the University o f  Papua New Guinea .  

ZEMP , H .  and C .  KAUFMANN 

1 9 6 9  ' Pour une trans cription automat ique des " langages 

tamb ourine s "  me lanesiens . ( Un exemp le kwoma , Nouvelle

Guinee ) ,  . L ' Ho mm e  9 /2 : 38 - 8 8 . 





P A R T 5 . 5 . 

LEX I COGRAPHY 

- - � - ----------------------



Laycock, D.C. "Special Languages in Parts of the New Guinea Area". In Wurm, S.A. editor, New Guinea area languages and language study, Vol. 3, Language, culture, society, and the modern world. 
C-40:133-152. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1977.   DOI:10.15144/PL-C40.133 
©1977 Pacific Linguistics and/or the author(s).  Online edition licensed 2015 CC BY-SA 4.0, with permission of PL.  A sealang.net/CRCL initiative.


	D.C. Laycock�133
	5.4.0. Special Languages in Parts of the New Guinea Area.
	PART 5.5. LEXICOGRAPHY�151

