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Introduction

• This seminar discusses the value and limitations of historical resources in the
context of Language Documentation and Description using case studies from the
Enggano Project

• Enggano has a rich history of documentation: there are wordlists and texts going
back to the C19th as well as Hans Kähler’s systematic documentation from 1930s.

• I will present examples of how these materials contributed to (1) the description
of contemporary Enggano grammar and to (2) analysis of diachronic change -
consequently, I will argue that historical materials can be of great value to
language documentation and hence to linguistic theory and typology as well.
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Background on Enggano

• Enggano is spoken by approx 
1,500 speakers on Enggano 
Island, Sumatra, Indonesia

• Historically debated, but 
most people now argue that 
Enggano is Austronesian 
(Dyen 1965, Nothofer 1986, 
Edwards 2015, Smith 2017, 
2020, McDonnell & Billings 
2022)



Background on Enggano

• Today, Enggano is considered
endangered as speakers are
increasingly shifting to Indonesian 
(see Arka et al. 2022).

• The language is most vital in the 
central villages

• In northern and southern villages, 
non-Enggano populations are 
higher, accelerating language shift

map from ter Keurs (2006: 134)



Previous Documentation

• There are a number of wordlists from the C19thː

Author Year of publication Stay in Enggano Number of words

Djoeragan Boewang 1854 one year 21

H. von Rosenberg 1855 10-24 September, 1852 154

Author Year of publication Stay in Enggano Number of words

Djoeragan Boewang 1854 one year 21

H. von Rosenberg 1855 10-24 September, 1852 154

J. van der Straaten and P. 
Severijn

1855 10 June-2 July 1854 201

J. Walland 1864 10 June-2 July 1854 250

Oscar Louis Helfrich and 
J.A.J.C. Pieters

1891
10 Nov-3 Dec 1885, 13 
December 1891, inter alia

1012

Oscar Louis Helfrich 1916 1100



Previous Documentation

• There are a number of wordlists from the C19thː

Author Year of publication Stay in Enggano Number of words

Djoeragan Boewang 1854 one year 21

H. von Rosenberg 1855 10-24 September, 1852 154

Author Year of publication Stay in Enggano Number of words

Djoeragan Boewang 1854 one year 21

H. von Rosenberg 1855 10-24 September, 1852 154

J. van der Straaten and P. 
Severijn

1855 10 June-2 July 1854 201

J. Walland 1864 10 June-2 July 1854 250

Oscar Louis Helfrich and 
J.A.J.C. Pieters

1891
10 Nov-3 Dec 1885, 13 
December 1891, inter alia

1012

Oscar Louis Helfrich 1916 1100



Previous Documentation

• Helfrich (1916) also includes textsː

Challenges

❖Accessibility – translation into 
Dutch, orthography follows C19th 
Dutch conventions

❖Comparability – to what extent do 
these represent different 
dialects? Transcription system is 
not alikeǃ No original manuscripts



Previous Documentation

• Hans Kähler spent 7 months on Enggano and produced:
• a sketch grammar (Kähler 1940); 
• a text collection (Kähler 1955, 1957, 1958, 1960a, 1960b, 1960c, 1961, 1962, 

1964, 1975)
• a dictionary (Kähler 1987)



Previous Documentation



Previous Documentation

• Kähler (1987) was published posthumously by former students. It includes root 
words, inflected forms and information on cognates/sources of borrowings

Challenges

❖Accessibility – translation into 
German, no glossing

❖Comparability – each of the 
resources uses a different 
transcription system, no original 
manuscripts



Previous Documentation

• Consequently, we have tried to develop (as far as possible) a unified transcription 
system, we have had the materials translated from Dutch/German into English 
and Indonesian and are using FLEx to provide interlinear gloss



Previous Documentation

• Consequently, we have tried to develop (as far as possible) a unified transcription 
system, we have had the materials translated from Dutch/German into English 
and Indonesian and are using FLEx to provide interlinear gloss



The Enggano Project

• From Nothofer (1986, 1992) and Yoder (2011) it is clear that contemporary
Enggano has undergone quite dramatic changes from the variety documented by
Helfrich and Kählerː

• These changes, together with the sociolinguistic context, provided the motivation 
for our ongoing AHRC-funded documentation project (“The Enggano Project“).

Helfrich Form Kähler Form Contemporary Form Meaning

lopo dopo dop land

moö mõ’õ mė’ relativiser

kie-pöa ki-pəa ki-pu̇ see

e-poea-hha-dia e-pəa-ha-dia pu̇a-h-de his face



The Enggano Project



The Enggano Project

• The aims of the Enggano projectː

❖ Collect an archivable documentary corpus of contemporary Enggano

❖ Produce a grammar based on a FLEX database of glossed texts and lexicon

❖ Produce teaching materials for use in the community

❖ Assess the position of Enggano in the Austronesian family – both in terms of 
subgrouping and typology.



The Enggano Project

• The data collection for the 
project had already begun 
before the pandemic. 

• After the pandemic, we 
moved to having regular 
meetings on Zoom

• We use these sessions to go 
through the corpus and check 
analyses



The Enggano Project

• We are building a corpus of glossed texts in FLEX that is broadly comparable to 
the historical materials



Summary

• We have an ongoing documentation project to document contemporary
Enggano and consider how it relates to the wider Austronesian family

• The Enggano language has a long history of documentation including 19th
century materials collected by the Dutch administrators and the documentation
of Hans Kähler

• In what follows I will illustrate how the older materials contributed to the
documentation project and use this as a vehicle for exploring the value of
historical/legacy materials more generally.



Analysing Contemporary 
Enggano Morphosyntax



Some puzzling data...

bak
‘eye’

bak u 
‘my eye’

baka’ 
‘my eye’

bakam
‘your eye’

bakde
‘his eye’

ium
‘house’

ium u 
‘my house’

iuba’ 
‘my house’

iubam
‘your house’

iubde
‘his house’

iur
‘head’

iur u 
‘my head’

iuru’ 
‘my head’

iurum
‘your head’

iurde
‘his head’

iap
‘hand’

iap u 
‘my head’

apė’
‘my hand’

apėm
‘your hand’

iapde 
‘his hand’



Using historical materials
• According to Kähler (1940: 96), possession used to be marked via pronominal 

suffixes – see e-uba ‘house’:

1SG -‘(V)u euba’au

2SG -bu eubabu

3SG =dia eubadia

1PL.INCL -ka eubaka

1PL.EXCL =dai eubadai

2PL =du eubadu

3PL -da eubada

Suffixation triggers stress shift 
(e-ubá-bu)

Encliticization with =dia, =dai, 
=du does not!



Using historical materials
• Contemporary Enggano preserves pronominal possessive suffixes – but the 

connection between the root and the suffixed form is less transparent 

ROOT euba

1SG -‘(V)u euba’au

2SG -bu eubabu

3SG =dia eubadia

1PL.INCL -ka eubaka

1PL.EXCL =dai eubadai

2PL =du eubadu

3PL -da eubada

iub

-‘ iuba’

-m iubam

=de iubde

-k iubak

=da iubda

=du iubdu

-r iubar

iur

iuru’

iurum

iurde

iuruk

iurda

iurdu

iurur



Using historical materials
• The historical materials give us an explanation for these patterns.

bak e-baka eye

ium e-uba house

iur e-udu head

iap e-apo hand

1. The final vowel is regularly lost
2. /b/ and /d/ often lenited as /m/ and /r/
3. /o/ splits and is often realised as /ė/
4. Palatalization of vowel-initial roots
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• Contemporary Enggano preserves pronominal possessive suffixes – but the 

connection between the root and the suffixed form is less transparent 
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Using historical materials
• From our initial data set it was clear that possessive suffixes are not the only 

strategy for marking possession:

• This strategy could be considered a contact-induced change since it represents a 
calque from Indonesian.

• This strategy may have developed in response to the phonological changes that 
affected the regularity of the possessive paradigm in Old Enggano.

iuba-’ 
house-1S G

‘my house’

iub        u
house 1SG

‘my house’

rumah       aku/saya
house 1SG

‘my house’



Using historical materials
• In fact, the processes of final-vowel deletion, “resurfacing” under suffixation, and 

loss of non-stressed vowels in penultimate syllables are general processes that 
effect contemporary Enggano

kãhãp ‘like’ kãhpĩh ‘like (tr)’

ki- ãhãpĩ ki- ãhãpĩ -hĩ

hẽk ‘sit’ hẽkũ ‘chair’

hẽkũ hẽkũ -ã

kãhãp ‘like’



Some more puzzling data
• Nominal morphology in Enggano is relatively simple – verbal morphology is fairly 

complexǃ

ki- bu- bare form

ki kipu ‘he ran’ kabupu ‘he ran’ ke’ ipu ‘he didn’t run’

u kipu ‘I ran’ ubupu ‘he ran’ ke’ upu ‘I didn’t run’
u ke’ ipu

u kipuak ‘I left’ upuak ‘I left’ ke’ upuak ‘I didn’t leave’



Some more puzzling data
• Moreover, there are several derivational affixes that begin with an a- (e.g. aH-, 

aba-) that make distinguishing ki- and ka- complex

• And some vowel-initial verb roots that take an epenthetic /b/ when combined 
with affixation or reduplication:

kabari’ ‘make’ ki- aH- pari’

kababa ‘come’ ki- aba-

redup-

a



Using historical materials
• Kähler (1940) and our close analysis of the text materials tells us that Old 

Enggano verbs were either in ki-, bu- or bare form.

• ki- verbs mainly occur in relative clauses and seem to be an innovative structure 
(also found in Nias)

• bu- verbs occur with a set of subject agreement markers (N O M 1) whilst bare 
verbs occur with another set (N O M 2)

ki- bu- bare form

ekaka e’ana kipudu ekoyo
‘The man killed the pig’
(Kähler 1940)

kabupudu kia 
‘They killed him’
(Kähler 1975ː Krieg)

keaba’a ipudu ekoyo e’ana
‘He didn’t kill the pig’
(Kähler 1940)



Using historical materials

NOM 1 NOM 2

1SG ‘u- ‘u-

2SG ‘o- u-

3SG ka- i-

1PL.INCL ka- ka-

1PL.EXCL ‘u- -‘ai ‘u- -‘ai

2PL ‘o- -a’a u- -a’a

3PL da-/di-/ki- da-

bu- verbs occur:
a) in main clauses (typically verb-initial)

with subject agreement markers
b) in embedded clauses following hoo,

hii, pėhai and N E G .imperative yara’a
without agreement markers

bare verbs occur:
a) Following negation with subject

agreement markers
b) In imperatives
c) In clause chains, often with -aba-



Using historical materials

NOM 1 NOM 2 NOM 2 (younger speakers)

1SG u- u- i-

2SG ė- u- i-

3SG ka- i- i-

1PL.INCL ka- ka- i-

1PL.EXCL u- -a u- -a i-

2PL ė- -a u- -a i-

3PL da-/di-/ki- i- i-



Using historical materials

ki- verb



Using historical materials

ka- subject agreement



Summary

• Looking at the historical materials can give us:

• A
• An explanation for patterns that we may otherwise struggle to explain

• a method to help in our morphological analysis of contemporary texts

• It is difficult to imagine how we would analyse the contemporary corpus without
recourse to these materials!

A guide for elicitation: possessive paradigm, subject agreement markers

An explanation for patterns: the “resurfacing” of vowels under suffixation

A method to help in our analysis of contemporary texts: identifying suffixes/ 
prefixs



Analysing Morphosyntactic 
Change



Morphosyntactic change

• In the Enggano Project we have also used the parallel text corpora to analyse
diachronic change

• We have been able to quantify the increase in lexical borrowing and phenomena
associated with bilingualism/language contact

• We have also explored (potentially) contact-induced change, such as the
development of new possession marking strategies and the word order shift from
verb-initial bu- clauses to SVO in Contemporary Enggano.

• Today, I will focus on changes to the aH- construction as an illustration of how
analysing diachronic change can have important implications for theory/typology.



Symmetrical Voice

• Western Austronesian languages are known for their symmetrical alternations 
affect the mapping of arguments to functions:

Tagalog

(1a) K<um>ain ako ng=isda

<AV.PFV>eat 1SG.NOM GEN=fish

‘I ate (a) fish/fishes’.

(1b) K<in>ain ko ang=isda

<UV.PFV>eat 1SG.GEN NOM=fish

‘I ate the fish/the fishes’. (Latrouite 2011: 190)

Undergoer Voice

Actor Voice



Subject-only Restrictions

• In actor voice, only the actor pivot can be extracted:

Tagalog

(2a) matalino ang lalaki[=ng bumasa ng diyaryo]

intelligent NOM man=LNK AV.read GEN newspaper

‘The man who read a newspaper is intelligent’

(2b) *interesante ng      diyaryo[=ng bumasa ang     lalaki]

interesting GEN newspaper=LNK AV.read NOM man

For: ‘The newspaper that the man read is interesting’ 

(Schachter 1976: 500)



Antipassive-like semantics

• In more conservative varieties, actor voice has semantic properties associated with 
antipassives, e.g. indefinite, non-specific and less affected undergoers:

Tagalog

(3a) S<um>untok si=Pedro kay=Jose

<AV>hit NOM=Pedro OBL=Jose

‘Pedro hit at Jose.’ (translation adapted)

(3b) S<in>untok ni=Pedro si=Jose

<UV>hit GEN=Pedro NOM=Jose

‘Pedro hit Jose.’

Actor Voice

Undergoer Voice



Alignment & Alignment Shift

• Assessing alignment in Austronesian is complicated by the symmetrical voice 
alternations since there is more than one transitive clause type.

• In Janic & Hemmings (2021), I argue that alignment can be identified using a 
functional markedness approach

➢If UV is functionally unmarked then alignment = ergative

➢If AV is functionally unmarked then alignment = accusative

• Using this sort of approach, we can argue that more innovative WAn languages 
(where actor voice is marked by N- rather than -um-) have undergone alignment 
shift via the reanalysis of AV from functionally marked to functionally unmarked 
(see Hemmings 2021, Janic & Hemmings 2021).



Enggano aH- construction

• The aH- prefix appears to be cognate with the homorganic N- that replaced *-um-
as a marker of actor voice in many Western Austronesian languages outside
Taiwan and the Philippines

• There is a correspondence between Enggano /h/ and *ŋ (Edwards 2015) and (like
N-) aH- triggers changes to the initial consonant of the root it attaches to (Blust
2004, 2013)

/p/ → [b] / _ oral vowels/voiced stops
/p/ → [m] /  _ nasal vowel/nasal stops
/k/ → [d] /  _ oral vowels/voiced stops
/k/ → [n] / _ nasal vowels/nasal stops

• This can be understood as a process 
of nasal substitution combined with 
nasal harmony



aH- in Old Enggano
• aH- constructions behave like antipassives since P is demoted (Cooreman 1994, 

Polinsky 2017

(4a) Transitive (ki- form)

’o’o ki-pudu e-koyo e’ana

2S G KI-kill DIR-pig DEM

‘You kill that wild boar’ (Kähler 1940: 205)

(4b) Antipassive (ki- form)

’o’o k-a-budu (i’ioo) u-koyo e’ana

2S G KI-ANTIP-kill (to) OBL-pig DEM

‘You are a killer of that wild boar’ (Kähler 1940: 205)

P = core

P = oblique



aH- Morphosyntax
• We know that aH- constructions are syntactically intransitive because they occur 

with bu- in subordinate clauses, whereas transitive verbs in subordinate clauses 
are normally in bare form:

(5a) a=m-ahan-ėka ki i'ioo u-da'a:-ė-da e-koyo

SUBORD=BU-A N T IP -cut  3P L to      O B L-catch-P A T .N O M -3P L DIR-pig

‘when they cut up the pigs they have caught’ (Kähler 1975: 112, §28)

(5b) a=y-a'ioi-xa 'ika!
SUBORD=3.S E T .2-follow-E M P H 1P L .IN C L

‘(then) it will follow us’ (Kähler 1955:89)



aH- Semantics
• The construction is associated with lower semantic transitivity (Hopper & 

Thompson 1980), e.g. indefinite/generic/zero or plural P and imperfective aspect

(6a) Generic P

e-kudE-a u-huda e'ana mõ'õ k-a'i-nã'ã u-ũ'ã

DIR-originate-LOC.NOM OBL-woman DEM REL FOC-ANTIP-take OBL-food

‘The origin of the woman who brought food’ (Kähler 1957: 153, §5)

(6b) Specific P

di-mũ-nã'ã e-ũ'ã kitera

3P L .S E T .1-B U -take DIR-food all

‘They take all the items of food’ (Kähler 1960b: 41, §2)



aH- Discourse
• In keeping with the discourse profile of antipassives (Givón 2017), aH- verbal 

constructions are relatively infrequent in naturalistic discourse

• In the Kähler (1955) folk story there are only 2 instances of verbal antipassives.

• In our almost 40,000 word FLEX database, which includes the text collection and 
examples from the (1940) grammar, there are 507 instances of aH-, 54 instances 
of a’i- and 169 instances of antipassive pa-

• However, approx. half of these are in action nominalisationsː e.g. eabudu ‘killing’, 
eahite ̇ ‘drinking’, eanõpõ ‘burial’, eahanėka ‘cutting’



aH- in Contemporary Enggano
• Syntactically, the construction is no-longer P demoting:

(7a) Ki- form with verb root

u k-it bė

1S G KI-drink water

‘I drink water’ (Basic Structures, elicitation)

(7b) Ki- form with aH-

u k-ah-it bir

1S G KI-ANTIP-drink beer

‘I drink beer’ (Basic Structures, elicitation)

P = core

P = core



aH- Morphosyntax
• We know P is core in the aH- construction (despite loss of case-marking) since 

obliques in contemporary Enggano are marked with the preposition o:

(8a) u k-ããh o be

1S G KI-scared OBL dog

‘I am scared of the dog/dogs’ (basic structures, extra elicitation)

(8b) *u k-ããh be

1S G KI-scared dog

For: ‘I am scared of the dog/dogs’ (basic structures, extra elicitation)



aH- Morphosyntax
• The aH- P cannot appear with the preposition o and can (optionally) take e-

(9a) *u k-ah-it o bė

1S G KI-ANTIP-drink OBL water

For: ‘I drink water’ (fieldnotes, elicitation)

(9b) u k-ah-it e-bė

1S G KI-ANTIP-drink NM-water

‘I drink water’ (fieldnotes, elicitation)



aH- Semantics
• It retains some antipassive-like semantic tendencies such as an association with

imperfective aspect…

(10a) ki k-ah-ėr e-’iai

3S G KI-ANTIP-buy NM-fish

‘She is buying fish’ (right now) (basic structures, extra elicitation)

(translated with Indonesian sedang)

(10b) untuk i-ah ba-kėkė m-ah-inu̇n no-h

for 3-go AM-walk BU-ANTIP-search eat-P A T .N O M

‘to go and look for food’ (Adat Perkawinan, text)



aH- Semantics
• However, unlike Old Enggano, it is possible to find aH- verbal constructions with 

pronominal P

(11) u k-ah-num ė’

1S G KI-ANTIP-pinch 2S G

‘I pinch you’ (fieldnotes, elicitation)



aH- Discourse
• The verbal construction is (slightly) more frequent in contemporary Enggano

• In a modern retelling of the Kähler 1955 story, there were 13 instances of aH-
constructions (roughly 4% of verbal clauses)

• In Wijaya (2018), aH- constructions are used in 164 of 227 example sentences 
given as translations for Indonesian meN- verbs.

• The next step would be to analyse the construction across the contemporary 
corpus and to compare with the construction in the Helfrich texts.



Mid Summary

• A number of Western Austronesian languages have been claimed to undergo 
alignment shift in the sense that the actor voice construction is reanalysed from 
functionally marked to functionally unmarked

• In Enggano, we have seen a similar process of reanalysis in the cognate aH-
construction which had the function of an antipassive in Old Enggano texts but 
behaves more like a transitive construction in contemporary Enggano

• But what about alignment?



Enggano Alignment

• Neither Old Enggano, nor contemporary Enggano, has a symmetrical voice
system.

• Instead PMP morphology has developed into the choice between bu- (cognate 
with *-um-) and bare forms, which appears to mark a TAM distinction. 

bu- = realis bare = irrealis

ka-bu-pudu kia 
3-B U -kill          3S G

‘They killed him’
(Kähler 1975ː Krieg)

keaba’a i-pudu e-koyo e’ana
NEG 3-kill           DIR-pig         DEM

‘He didn’t kill the pig’
(Kähler 1940)



Enggano Alignment

• There is also no extraction restriction – instead ki- is seemingly innovated in
relative clauses:

(12) e-ko’E’E hẽmõ’õ k-ayo’oi e-paE e’ana

DIR-devil REL KI-follow DIR-child DEM

‘The devil who followed the child’ (Kähler 1955: 90, §13)



Enggano Alignment

• In fact, there are lots of morphosyntactic phenomena pointing towards
accusative alignment, including the fact that the verb indexes S and A with both
sets of agreement markers:

(13a) Transitive
ka-bu-pəa=da'a e=dahao-dia e-ka'a:i’io
3I-B U -see=E M P H DIR=niece-3sg.GEN DIR=spear 
‘His niece saw the spear’ (Kähler 1975:62)

(13b) Intransitive
ka-bu-puaka=ha ka=kakina'ama
3I-B U -depart=P R E D PL=elder 
‘So the elders went off’ (Kähler 1975:56)



Enggano Alignment

• And the fact that when S and A are relativized on, a ki- verb is used, whilst
nominalisation constructions are typically used to relativized on P:

(14a) Transitive (relativizing A)
e=apama u=kaka mo'o ki-'ope kia e'ana
DIR=number OBL=person REL KI-ambush 3S G that
‘the number of the people who lay in ambush for him’ (Kähler 1975:61)

(14b) Intransitive (relativizing S)
e=kapu mo'o k-ai ne'eni e'ana
DIR= clan leader REL KI-come earlier that
‘the clan leader who had come earlier’ (Kähler 1975:60)



Enggano Alignment

(14c) Transitive (relativizing O)
e-huda e’ana mo’o e-di-pėa ama-nai
DIR-woman DEM REL DIR-PASS-see father-1P L .E X C L .P O S S

‘The woman who was seen by you (‘our father’)’ (Kähler 1957ː 153)



Enggano Alignment

• Consequently, Enggano appears to be accusatively aligned in both Old and
Contemporary Enggano.

• This suggests that the aH- construction undergoes reanalysis from antipassive to
transitive without an accompanying alignment shift.

• This is most likely the result of the particular developments in the prehistory of
Enggano that led to the various functions of actor voice being divided between
different constructions (bu-, ki- and aH-)



Enggano Alignment

• Analysis of changes in the aH- construction therefore reveals another set of
possible developments in Austronesian voice morphology

• It provides further support for the idea that antipassives are particularly
amenable to historical change (see e.g. Aldridge 2012b)

• BUT it shows that these changes are independent of alignment shift and,
unusually for a Western Austronesian language, independent of symmetrical
voice.



Summary

• Consequently, the historical materials not only help in the documentation and
description of contemporary Enggano, but also enable analysis of paths of
historical change, which isn’t always possible with underdocumented languages
(see e.g. Feist & Palancar 2021)

• These can have important implications for our wider understanding of linguistic
theory and typology

• Hence, they are an important part of achieving the secondary goal of the project
to assess the place of Enggano within the larger Austronesian family.



Conclusions



Conclusion

• Enggano has a rich history of documentation, and is in the relatively fortunate
position of having parallel text corpora from C19, C20 and C21.

• The historical resources present a challenge in terms of their accessibility and
comparability – especially since we do not really know what the data collection
and publication process involved (see also Dobrin 2021).

• However, they give us an important window into a morphologically complex
language – providing an explanation for puzzling synchronic patterns and a
method for analysing new texts as we build up the corpus



Conclusion

• Moreover, they allow us to analyse diachronic change with important implications
for linguistic theory and typology

• Consequently, I would argue that historical materials can be very useful in
Language Documentation and Description

• And making these materials accessible and comparable for future research can
and should be an important aim of producing ‘transparent records of a language’
(Woodbury 2003, 2011).
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