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A PREVIEW OF NUOSU GRAMMAR

Gerner, Matthias (2013). Grammar of Nuosu, a language of China. Berlin: Mouton (650 pages).
ABSTRACT. In this talk I present an overview of the typologically rare features of Nuosu, the most important Yi
language which is spoken in Sichuan, China.

Phonology: The syllable structure in Nuosu is simple. Syllables exhibit an open structure: C(C)V. Nuosu has a
rare four-way contrast “prenasalized — voiced — voiceless — aspirated” for all major points of articulation.

[mb]: nbo ‘roll’ [b]: bbo ‘go’ |[p]: bo ‘rent’ | [p"]: po ‘escape’
[nd]: ndat ‘enough’ [d]l: ddat ‘bear’ | [t]: da ‘put’ | [t"]: ta ‘earthen jar’
[ng]: mge ‘buckwheat’ | [g]: gge ‘hear’ | [k]: ge ‘tell’ | [k"]: ke ‘dog’

Morphology: Nuosu exhibits a strong synesthetic sound symbolism (Waugh, 1992, 1994). For a closed set of
gradual antonym pairs, prefixing i- to an adjectival root produces the diminutive member, whereas prefixing a- to
the same root yields the augmentative member of that pair.

[i] diminutive [a] augmentative
kS, ix sho ‘short’ 1 a sho ‘long’
P ix du ‘thin’ A% adu ‘thick’
LIRS ix ly ‘light’ 1T ax ly ‘heavy’
by iX jjy ‘narrow’ NA¥ ajjy ‘wide’
O ES iX nyi ‘few’ NEs ax nyi ‘much, many’
gy ix fu ‘fine’ RIB afu ‘coarse’
S iX nu ‘soft’ 1 ¢ axguo  ‘hard’
P iet zyr ‘small’ fid ax yy ‘big’

Table 1: Synesthetic sound symbolism

Bare classifiers function as indefinite articles; definite articles are derived from classifiers with the nominalizer -
su.

1) a Ho b. 6%
co ma co max su
man CL man ART=CL+DET
‘a man’ ‘the man’
c. fligm d. HENE
bbu shy ji bbu shy jix su
snake CL snake ART=CL+DET
‘a snake’ ‘the snake’

Syntax: Nuosu exhibits an aspect-conditioned word order split for simple clauses: SOV order in ‘on-going’
(= imperfective) clauses and OSV in ‘resultative’ (= perfective) clauses.

(2) a TOHINEY. b. WSk RXNOkD.,
at nyop mu gox la hxex ge. vitgga ggexsu axmo Ccy quX Zyr Zyr OxX.
female name male name  wait PROG clothes ART mother wash snow-white DP
A 0 Y, o A v
‘Anyo is waiting for Mugo.’ ‘The clothes were washed snow-white by Mum.’

Pragmatics: Nuosu uses two modal particles that express the wishes and fears of the speaker through a socialized
agent. The wish particle is reminiscent of the optative mood conjugation in Ancient Greek, while the fear particle
is cross-linguistically unmatched. Both particles are analyzed in Gerner (2010).

(3) a XHEVYS. b. AHXOFKRIIM .
cy jjossy sho ddep lox. Zzyt mu cyx ma ssut lup bala mat.
3P.SG lifespan long  WISH world DEM.PROX CL throw into disorder FEAR
‘(1) hope that he has a long life’. ‘(1) fear that the world is being thrown into disorder’.
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