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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
This course introduces Southern Pomo morphophonology and morphosyntax through the 
comprehensive study of an as-yet-unpublished traditional narrative text. This narrative was 
collected from Annie Burke by Abraham M. Halpern in the early twentieth century. Southern 
Pomo is the most phonologically conservative of the seven Pomoan languages, and it includes 
breathtakingly baroque phonological alternations unattested elsewhere. (These include the 
free variation between [l] and [m] in stem-final position, which interacts with the peculiarities 
of the suffix ||-Vn|| SAME.SUBJECT.SIMULTANEOUS such that ||hu:w-muN-Vn|| ‘while going around 
(something)’ can surface as either hu:muman or hu:mulin in the mouth of the same speaker!) 
This complex phonology is paired with equally rich morphosyntactic complexity, including two 
interacting case systems: an obligatory agent/patient (roughly fluid-S) system on highly 
animate NPs, and an optional nominative/accusative system for both highly animate and less-
animate NPs. These broader topics of Southern Pomo are explored through the lens of a 
complete narrative, which allows natural boundaries for which aspects of the language must be 
covered. This text, Halpern’s eighth Southern Pomo text, hereafter (H VIII), is the story of 
kʰaʔbe ʔač:ay ‘Rock Man’ and ču:maṭ ̓‘Gray Squirrel’, two mythical beings who fight after a 
gambling session gone awry. The text, though short, is perhaps the clearest example of several 
complex grammatical phenomena, including switch-reference and the two case-marking 
systems. Special emphasis is placed on typologically interesting phenomena, such as the 
laryngeal increment system, verb-internal sandhi, instrumental prefixes, directionals, case-
marking strategies, and switch-reference. This course provides a holistic introduction to the 
language and culture of Southern Pomo speakers, and students will be able to read (H VIII) in 
the original by the end of the course. 
 
MOTIVATION FOR THE COURSE 
Southern Pomo, like so many Indigenous languages of California, no longer has any fluent 
speakers. Due to the often incomplete nature of documentation, languages such as Southern 
Pomo may be labeled as “fragmented” languages (as the term is used by the Western Institute 
for Endangered Language Documentation). One of the great struggles in modern linguistics is to 
find ways to learn from fragmented languages despite the lack of living speech communities. 
Too often, however, such efforts result in the dismemberment of various linguistic aspects for 
closer scrutiny without contextualizing such topics within the overall grammar of the 
language. This course offers the same intensive study of specific topics (e.g. switch-reference), 
but it does so in a holistic manner that allows students to interact with natural speech and 
come away with the ability to read a piece of California Indigenous oral literature in its 
entirety. 
 



COURSE OUTLINE 
WEEK DAY TOPIC LEARNING OBJECTIVES READINGS* 
 
WEEK 1 

DAY 1 Phonetics The Americanist transcription system; 
ejectives; geminates; /:/ as a pseudo-
consonant, ability to say si:ma mi:ṭit ̯h enṭo̓ʔto̯ 
sleep lie-NEG.IPFV=EMPH=1SG.PAT ‘I didn’t 
sleep!’; key words from the text  

Halpern 1984 
Buckley 1994 
Buckley 2004 
McLendon and Oswalt 1978 
McLendon 2009 
Oswalt 2002 
Walker 2013 

DAY 2 Phonology  Assimilation, deletion, mergers, laryngeal 
increments, the crazy rule; key words from 
the text  

 
WEEK 2 

DAY 3 Morphology I  Word classes, common nouns, personal 
names, pronominal system, kinship terms, 
nominal morphology (pronoun and kinship 
suffixes, NP enclitics), compounding; key 
words from the text  

McLendon 1973 
Mithun 1988 
Mithun 1990 
Oswalt 1976 

DAY 4 Morphology II Verbal morphology: verb roots vs. stems, 
instrumental prefixes, plural act 
morphemes, “plural” verbs, directionals, 
TAM suffixes, evidentials, auxiliaries, 
syncope patterns in verb paradigms, 
laryngeal increment movement within 
paradigms; key words from the text  

 
WEEK 3 

DAY 5 Syntax I  Constituent order, agent/patient case 
marking, nominative/accusative NP 
enclitics, relative clause strategies, 
obliques; key words from the text 

Mithun 1991 

DAY 6 Syntax II Complement clauses, relative clause 
strategies, bridging techniques with the 
pro-verb ha:mini-; key words from the text 

 
WEEK 4 

DAY 7 Syntax III Switch-reference suffixes on dependent 
clauses; switch-reference suffixes with 
ha:mini-; key words from the text 

Mithun 1993 
Oswalt 1978 

DAY 8 Narrative Read through the entirety of (H VIII)  
*Readings will only be small excerpts from the listed works. 
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