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THE DINKA SOUND SYSTEM

¢ Dinka has an unusually
complex inventory of tone,
length and voice quality
distinctions:

¢ Two voice qualities (modal /
breathy [ _]) —for example:

r000r vs. TQOOr

‘forest’ ‘men’
¢ Three vowel lengths —e.g.:

cOl vs. cool vs. coool
‘mouse’ ‘charcoal’ ‘charcoal(pl)’
* Four distinctive tone patterns
(Low, High, Falling, Rising) —e.g:
WEEEr vs. WEEEr

‘mouse’ ‘charcoal’

rook

‘kidneys’

rook vs.
‘kidney’
kwiil vs. kwiil

‘ropes’ ‘eyetooth’

BACKGROUND

¢ The Dinka language is
unusually rich in distinctions of
tone, length and voice quality
(Ladd, Remijsen, Manyang 2009).

¢ The Dinka people have a
vibrant song tradition: it is
common for Dinka people to
make songs about matters that
concern them (Deng 1973).

DINKA SONGS

¢ Like language, song makes use
of tone, length, voice and quality.
We are analysing the interaction
between language and song with
regard to these parameters. In
addition, we are studying the
Dinka musical system as a whole.
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¢ Most musical traditions in sub-
Saharan Africa are based on
cyclical multi-part vocal and
rhythmic interactions. Melodies
are typically based on 6- or 7-
tone scales. In contrast, Dinka
songs are composed in an
extended series of connected
song-segments that follow a
simple, regular pulse — often
accompanied only by clapping or
a drum —and are performed in
unison. The Dinka tuning system
follows a 5-tone scale.

* We have studied these
distinctions in 3 dialects so far,
and also in 2 related languages,
Shilluk and Atuot (cf. map below).
Work on more dialects will follow
shortly. Findings so far:

- All dialects and languages 0.5
studied so far have the three-
level vowel length system;

- Dialects of Dinka differ
considerably in the tone system.

LITERACY
¢ We are contributing to Dinka
literacy by developing a resource
for primary education:
- one book each for primary 1,2,3;
- approx. 18 songs per book;
- tied in with the rest of the
curriculum and representing a
wide range of dialects;
- illustrated by colour pictures;

DI R E| R C A E NI E MR =R - accompanied by songs on CD

dialects studied so far are marked in green.
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PROJECT GOALS
*To investigate the tone, length
and voice quality systems of
several Dinka dialects;
*To investigate the
manifestations of these systems
in song and in writing;
¢ To produce a collection of
Dinka songs;
* To contribute to orthography
and literacy development.

Ox with the “marial” (white & black) hide
pattern.

e Apart from one book on song
lyrics by Francis Mading Deng
(1973), no research has ever been
conducted on Dinka music.

¢ In Dinka culture, songs are
used to chronicle all aspects of
individual and communal
experience. References to cattle
are frequent.

piny lan & raan cool ee piny lan aye nik & kikc
the land of the black person is the land that keeps killing brave people
reference to deaths of John Garang and William Deng Nhial
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An annotated songline from our collection, illustrating the acoustic
representation (waveform) and the annotations: Dinka orthography,
translation, and comments.

OUTPUTS

¢ A collection of Dinka songs,
annotated (see above) and
digitally archived;

* Several peer-reviewed articles
on suprasegmentals in Dinka and
closely related languages, and on
the Dinka song tradition;

¢ A primary-school resource
based on the Dinka song
tradition (see left).

In the cattle camp.
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