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Reviews

RONNY MEYER, Wolane. Descriptive Grammar of an East Gurage
Language (Ethiosemitic). Rudiger Koppe Verlag, Koln. 2006. 340 pp.
Price: € 39,80. ISBN: 978-3-89645-547-5

Wolane (also Wiline) is an unwritten language with around 70,000 speakers
belonging to the East Gurage branch of South Ethiopic or Ethiosemitic
(ES). Some classifications of ES consider Wolane to be a dialect or variant of
Solte, whilst others regard it as a separate language. Though Meyer states
that Solte and Wolane are mutually intelligible, which on purely descriptive
linguistic grounds would make them varieties of the same language or dia-
lect continuum, he prefers to consider them as two distinct languages on
sociolinguistic grounds, as the two groups of speakers themselves stress the
cultural differences between them.

The present grammar does not follow a single linguistic or theoretical
model, but is expressly descriptive, using a structural approach in identify-
ing phonemes and morphemes and a functional approach in describing
morpho-syntactic and discourse-pragmatic features. As such it is readily
accessible and allows the reader easily to discover and grasp relevant facts
about the language. To this end the copious examples are given in a fourfold
format: (a) the word or words as spoken, in a broad transcription marking
sub-phonemic features, followed (b) by a morpheme analysis, (c) a mor-
pheme-by-morpheme gloss, and finally (d) an English translation. The dis-
tinct utterance format is necessitated insofar as there is a not inconsiderable
degree of allophonic variation in Wolane, for instance where the ending of
the 1s perfective of verbs, underlyingly /-b®/, can surface as [-k«], [-h«] or [-
“x] according to environment, or the consonant /g/ surfaces either as ejec-
tive [k’] or glottal stop [7] in strictly defined positions. Data in tables and
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citations within the text, however, are by and large given only in utterance
format unless expressly marked to the contrary.

Following an introductory section briefly discussing sociolinguistic and
historical issues, the grammar pursues the normal sequence of chapters on
phonology, morphology and syntax in that order. A smaller chapter con-
taining language samples, greetings and a fully glossed text, closes the main
part of the grammar. Each larger chapter is subdivided into smaller sections,
sub-sections and subsidiary sub-sections, where appropriate. The transcrip-
tion used is generally that familiar to ethiopianist linguists, aside from the
notation of some allophones where the normal IPA symbols are used; the
most notable exceptions, however, are j instead of 7 or 7 for the palatal
nasal, and the vowels, the six phonemes of which are noted as 7, ¢, #, 0, ¢
and 4. The discussion throughout is full, comprehensive and well illustrated
with examples. Occasional comparative information referring to other relat-
ed languages is also given in the footnotes or in the closing remarks of sec-
tions. Indeed, the volume provides what is probably the most in-depth de-
scription to date of any South ES language, aside from Amharic. This is
particularly evident in the chapter on syntax, where the treatment is near
exhaustive, often cross referencing with and amplifying what has been men-
tioned earlier in the book. The analysis of the data is rigorous and for the
most part clear, though one or two things may give the reader cause for
temporary puzzlement: why, for example, is vowel length marked in the
phonemic transcription (so, €, 0 and 4, above) when the author states that
length in vowels is not phonemic? Or, whilst it is understandable from the
point of view of economy of description, it seems odd that pronoun object
markers are handled under the discussion of the verb, along with subject
marking, whilst other pronoun suffixes, i.e. possessive suffixes, are treated
under the discussion of pronouns as part of the larger chapter on nouns.

As a South ES language, Wolane exhibits many features that are similar to
what can be found in related languages, particularly, of course, in other mem-
bers of the Transversal South ES (TSE) subgroup. Readers will, however, find
a number of points particularly interesting either from a general typological
point of view, or because of the light they may shed on comparative ES lin-
guistics. So, for instance, Wolane has a small subclass of bi- and triradical stem
verbs that show a seemingly unexplained intrusive n: Zndere ‘he spent the
night’ (cf. Ambaric addiri), tanZe ‘he saw’ (cf. Ambharic ayyd, Chaha aZi-m,
but Argobba hanga), yenze ‘he took’ (cf. Ambharic yazi), and so on, a feature
that seems to be limited to TSE. Also from verbs, Wolane shows an unusual
feature in that the 3sm and 3p markers in the negative imperfective are differ-
ent in main-clause verbs and subordinate verbs: so, 3sm main /2-/ and subor-
dinate /-2ay-/, resp: /?-sebr/ 2alaseflar ‘he does not break’ but /t-2a-y-sebr/
taysefSor “without his breaking’ (contrast Amharic aysibrom, saysibr). Rela-
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tive verb formation shows much in common with other TSE languages: per-
fective marker ye-, imperfective zero marker (cf. Old Amharic, Sslte), but
with the obligatory addition of the auxiliary -4[#], making the relative imper-
fective identical with the main verb form: /y-sebr-ey-an/ yiseffreyan ‘he
breaks it’ and [the thing] which he breaks’. These are just a few examples of
many interesting features that are dealt with in this excellent volume.

David Appleyard, Bath, England
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