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An initial sketch of the Tagom noun phrase 

Maha A. Aldawi and Sawsan A. M. Nashid 

1. Introduction 
This is a descriptive and analytical study that discusses the structure of the 
Tagom noun phrase (see Dixon (2010) for Basic Linguistic Theory).  
Tagom (also known as Gom or Rashad) is a dialect of Tegali, which in turn is a 
variety in the Rashad group which belongs to Kordofanian, part of the large 
Niger-Congo phylum (see Greenberg 1963; Schadeberg 1981; Williamson & 
Blench 2000; Blench 2013). To not confuse group name and dialect name, we 
use ‘Rashad’ for the former and ‘Tagom’ for the latter (in accordance with 
Schadeberg (2013)). Actually, the morpheme ta- is a locative marker and -kom 
refers to the ethnicity. However, since the dialect Tagom is known by this name, 
we keep the name of the location rather than the more correct ŋágóm with the 
prefix designating the language (see Schadeberg 2013: 328). The dialect is 
spoken in Southern Kordofan in the Tegali and Tagom Hills and Rashad town. 
As stated by Schadeberg (2013: 327), the whole Rashad group, and hence also 
Tagom, “is the most understudied group of Kordofanian languages – together 
with Lafofa”.  
Figure 1: The Rashad languages (based on Blench 2013: 574) 

   Rashad 
 Tegali  Tagoi 
 

(1) Tagom (= Gom, = Rashad)  (1) Goy (=Tagoi) 
(2) Tegali  (2) Orig (=Turjok) 
(3) Umale (=Tumale) (3) Moreib 
(4) Kajakja 

The field work for this study was carried out with native Tagom speakers living 
in Khartoum. The primary data was collected during sessions held by the authors 
between January 2017 and September 2018. Two main informants were 
involved: Ibrahim Adam Yousif, 45 years of age, and Adil Abdalla Ibrahim 
Mohamed, 55 years of age. 
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For the writing of our examples, we use a practical orthography that was devel-
oped during a workshop on Tagom segmental phonology held in Khartoum in 
2016.1 The results achieved in terms of the phonemic analysis were supported 
by the data collected for this paper.  
According to our analysis, Tagom has 23 consonants. Table 1 shows their place 
and manner of articulation: 

Table 1: The consonant inventory 
 BILABIAL LABIO-DENTAL ALVEOLAR RETROFLEX PALATAL VELAR 
PLOSIVES p 

b  t 
d 

 
ɖ 

c 
ɟ 

k 
ɡ 

PRE-
NASALIZED 

 
mb   

nd    
ŋɡ 

FRICATIVES  f s  ʃ  
NASAL m  n  ɲ ŋ 
LATERAL   l    
TRILL    r    
APPROXIMANT w    j <y>  
 
Most consonants, i.e. m, w, r, s, ʃ, t, ɲ, ŋ, occur in word-initial, intervocalic and 
final positions. Others have a limited distribution: in word-initial and medial 
positions mb, nd, f, l, n, and j are attested, while p, c, ŋg, and k are only attested 
in word-initial position, ɖ, g, d, ɟ are attested inter-vocalically and b is found 
only in a word-final position. The sound system differs from the one presented 
by Schadeberg (2013: 328f.), who lists 19 consonants: ɖ is missing, instead of ʃ 
he has h, and he considers mb, nd, ŋɡ as sequences of consonants. The latter 
analysis is supported by Hashim (2017: 20): “[…] ŋáɡóm allows consonant 
sequences in all positions; a nasal followed by stop, i.e. [mb], [nd], [ŋɡ], are the 
most common sequences of consonants. E.g. mbət́ (goat), ŋɛǹdá (they), and ŋɡɨt́ 
(eye).” However, Hashim (2017) also lists the retroflex ɖ among the obstruents 
identified: b, d, ɖ, ɟ, ɡ, p, t, c, k, f, s. Agreeing with Schadeberg and the analysis 
in this paper, Hashim (2017) lists the following sonorants: m, n, ɲ, ŋ, r, l, y, w. 
Tagom vowels can be categorized as the front vowels ɪ, i, ɛ, e; the central vowels 
ɨ, ə, a, ʌ; and the back vowels u, ʊ, o, ɔ. Although these vowels were identified 
in the workshop mentioned, their phonemic status is still questionable. Ongoing 
research might show that some of them may be allophones of the 8 vowels listed 
by Schadeberg (2013: 328), i.e. i, e, ɛ, ə, a, u, o, and ɔ. 

                                              
1 The workshop was one of the activities of the Department of Linguistics within the 
Tagoi Orthography Development Project, August 10-15, 2016. 
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This study aims to investigate the following: 
• the morphological structure of nouns in Tagom (Section 2.1) 
• gender and case (Section 2.2) 
• number marking (Section 2.3) 
• the semantic group of mass and collective nouns (Section 2.4) 
• personal (3.1) and possessive (3.2) pronouns 
• the noun phrase (Section 4) 
• the order of constituents in a NP (Section 5) 

2. The noun 

In this section we examine the noun in Tagom. First, we look at the syllable 
structure and, in the following, we will briefly show that nouns in Tagom are 
neither differentiated for gender nor for case. We go on to consider in more 
detail number on nouns, with a special sub-section on the semantic group of 
mass nouns. 
2.1 The syllable structure of the noun in Tagom 
Tagom nominal roots are independent forms. The majority have initial conso-
nants except for a few that begin with vowels. These roots are characterized as 
having monosyllabic, disyllabic or polysyllabic structures. The syllable struc-
tures of Tagom nouns are as follows: 
Table 2: Canonical shape of nouns in Tagom 
 CANONICAL SHAPE TAGOM GLOSS 
a) Monosyllabic roots CV rɔ ̀ ‘chest’ 
 CVC fàr ‘house’ 
b) Disyllabic roots CV.CV rà.má ‘fence’ 
 V.CV à.rá ‘molar teeth’ 
 V.CVC ɪ.̀ŋəd́ ‘eye’ 
 CV.CVC ndɑ.̀ɡəń ‘sorghum’ 
c) Polysyllabic roots CV.CV.CVC ndà.fɪ.̀ɲáŋ ‘aunt’ 
 V.CV.CVC ɔ.̀ɡɔ.̀məń ‘fish’ 
 CV.CV. CV.CVC tɑ.̀rə.̀mbʊ.́gét ‘heel’ 
 
Some of the nouns in our database have a reduplicated root: 
Table 3: Reduplicated nouns 
kòlɖókólɖò ‘calabash pot’ 
ɲɑḿɲɑḿ ‘bug’ 
làylày ‘medical plant’ 
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2.2 Gender and case 
There is no grammatical gender distinction among nouns in Tagom. Regarding 
biological gender, one may add yánè for ‘female’ and yɪɡ́ɪd̀ for ‘male’ to be 
explicit: 
(1) bʊɡ̀ʊ̀ yɪɡ́ɪd̀  
 calf  male 
 ‘male calf’ 
 
(2) bʊɡ̀ʊ̀ yánè 
 calf female 
 ‘female calf’ 
Case differentiation is also not attested. The noun in Tagom does not change its 
form depending on its position in the sentence, i.e. subject (referring to agent) 
in example (3) and object (referring to patient in (4) and recipient in (5)) share 
the same form, as shown in the examples below: 
(3) kɪá̀ yɪɡ́ɪd̀ álmàdrásá-dà ɛ-́ndɛk̀ 
 child male school-LOC 3SG-go 
 ‘the boy has gone to school’ 
 
(4) èd kɪá̀ yɪɡ́ɪd̀ ɔ-́ŋɔ ́
 man child male 3SG-hit 
 ‘the man hit the boy’ 
 
(5) ŋì kɪá̀ yɪɡ́ɪd̀ kìtaáb y-ɪýɛ ́
 1SG child male book 1SG-give 
 ‘I gave the boy a book’ 
2.3 Number marking system 
Although Tagom is classified as a Kordofanian language belonging to the large 
Niger-Congo phylum, it follows a number marking system similar to many of 
the Nilo-Saharan languages spoken in the area (see Dimmendaal 2000: 214) in 
that we find plural marking and a replacement pattern, while singulative 
marking, in contrast with Nilo-Saharan languages, is not attested. Tagom has no 
noun class system and there is no class agreement with modifiers, as one would 
expect with Niger-Congo languages. Instead, we find a rather complex number 
marking system with many suffixes and less prefixes. The nouns can be divided 
into a group of nouns with plural marking, a group of nouns displaying a 
replacement pattern, and a group of nouns with irregular forms. Each of them 
will be discussed in the following.  
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Plural marking 
The singular of the nouns in this group is an unmarked form (equivalent to the 
root) while the plural is marked, that is, the plural in this group is derived from 
the unmarked singular by various affixes. Schadeberg (2013: 331) observed six 
suffixes (-ɛ, -ɛn, -ɛnɛ, -un, -n, -ndɛ) used to mark the plural in Tagom, of which 
-ɛ, -ɛn and -ɛnɛ are attached to consonants, and -un, -n, -ndɛ are attached to 
vowels. Four of Schadeberg’s six suffixes have been supported by our data, i.e. 
-e/-ɛ, -ene/-ɛnɛ, -n, -nde/-ndɛ (differentiated for height or possibly ATR). With 
two adjectives (see Section 4.4), -(y)ɔ is also attested, the presence of y depen-
ding on the last root vowel being a consonant or a vowel. In addition, one further 
suffix is attested in our data: -ne/-nɛ. The first two suffixes, i.e. -e/-ɛ, -ɛnɛ, are 
attached to consonants, whereas -n, -ne/ɛ and -nde/-ndɛ are attached to vowels, 
generally supporting Schadeberg’s (2013) analysis. 
Furthermore, plural prefixes are attested, as already mentioned by Stevenson 
(1957: 47) for a-. Besides a-, Schadeberg lists ɛ-, e- and ɔ-, the latter two oc-
curring only rarely. In our data, the prefix ɔ- is not attested. A combination of 
prefix and suffix, as mentioned by Stevenson, can be confirmed. 
In Table 4, all attested plural marking affixes are listed. 

Table 4: Plural affixes 
SUFFIX PREFIX COMBINATION 
-e/-ɛ a- a-ROOT-n(e) 
-ene/-ɛnɛ e-  
-ne/ɛ   
-n   
-nde/-ndɛ   
Tables 5 and 6 contain nouns that exemplify the different suffixes. Some of the 
examples reveal that voiceless stops in word-final position are voiced 
intervocalically, as also observed by Schadeberg (2013: 329). 
Table 5: Plural marking involving the suffix -e/ -ɛ 
SINGULAR PLURAL GLOSS 
àjmàmàd- àjmàmàd-è ‘chin’ 
tɑr̀əm̀bʊ́gét tɑr̀əm̀búɡéd-é ‘heel’ 
mɑs̀ mɑs̀-é ‘stomach’ 
ɔɡ̀ɔm̀əǹ ɔɡ̀ɔm̀əǹ-ɛ ̀ ‘fish’ 
àrànɉ àrànɉ-ɛ ̀ ‘brain’ 
mɨk̀ mɨg̀-ɛ ̀ ‘earth’ 
ŋgɨt́ ngíd-ɛ ̀ ‘eye’ 
óm óm-ɛ ̀ ‘person, human being’ 
ɔr̀ ɔr̀-ɛ ̀ ‘moon, month’ 
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Table 6: Plural marking involving the suffix -èné/-ɛnɛ  
SINGULAR PLURAL GLOSS 
áas áas-ɛńɛ ́ ‘head’ 
péér péér-éné/péer-é 2  ‘big calabash’ 
kàl kàl-ɛńɛ ́ ‘back of neck’ 
ndʊ̀k ndʊ́g-ɛńɛ ́ ‘neck’ 
lɛɲ́ lɛɲ́-ɛńɛ ́ ‘star’ 
The suffix -n, exemplified in Table 7, is one of the three suffixes that occur 
attached to nouns ending in vowels.  

Table 7: Plural marking involving the suffix -n 
SINGULAR PLURAL GLOSS 
mbɔ ̀ mbɔ-̀n ‘knee’ 
ùù ùrù-n ‘bone’ 
ɔɔŕɛ ́ ɔɔŕɛ-́n ‘big basket’ 
mɑr̀ì mɑr̀ì-n ‘path’ 
The suffix -ne/-nɛ occurs with a low tone and it generally marks nouns ending 
in vowels:  

Table 8: Plural marking involving the suffix -nè/-nɛ ̀
SINGULAR PLURAL GLOSS 
kòlɖókólɖò kòlɖókólɖò-nè ‘calabash’ 
ìndìyé ìndìyè-nè ‘brother’ 
íbè íbè-nè ‘fire’ 
rɔ ́ rɔ-́nɛ ̀ ‘chest’ 
ʊ́rá ʊ́rá-nɛ ̀ ‘upper arm’ 
The suffix -ndé/ndɛ ́attaches to nouns with a high tone and generally occurs after 
vowel-final roots: 

Table 9: Plural marking involving the suffix -nde/-ndɛ 
SINGULAR PLURAL GLOSS 
ràmá ràmà-ndɛ ́ ‘fence’ 
wɛĺɛ ́ wɛl̀ɛ-̀ndɛ ́ ‘small calabash pot’ 
tᴐ́ɡɛ ́ tᴐ́ɡɛ-́ndɛ ́ ‘long calabash pot’ 
ŋànì ŋànì-ndé ‘elephant’ 
ndà ndá-ndè ‘back of the head’ 
ʊ́ɡwɛ ̀ ʊ́ɡwɛ-̀ndɛ ̀ ‘night’ 

                                              
2 The variation between the suffixes -e and -èné supports Schadeberg’s (2013: 331) idea 
that we might be dealing with “a shortened form”, with -e based on the longer form -èné. 
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The plural of the examples presented in Table 10 is expressed by prefixation of 
a vowel. The allomorphs -a and -e are attested in our data and seem to be 
morpho-phonologically conditioned. The “prefix is always a- before -CaC” 
(Schadeberg 2013: 331). As can be observed with plural prefixing (and with 
suffixing, as mentioned above), voiceless stops are weakened between vowels 
and become voiced; see the Tagom singular/plural opposition for ‘leaf’, 
‘shoulder’ and ‘child’ in Table 10. 

Table 10: Plural marking by prefixing a-, e-  
SINGULAR PLURAL GLOSS 
rá á-rà ‘cow’ 
ṭàŋ à-dàŋ / à-dàŋ-è ‘leaf’ 
tèné è-déné ‘shoulder’ 
kɪá̀ á-ɡɪá́  ‘child’ 
mbət́    è-mbət́ ‘goat’ 
ráŋán á-ráŋán ‘stone’ 
kás à-gàs ‘root’ 
A few nouns are marked for plural by both the a- prefix and a suffix.  

Table 11: Plural marking by prefixation and suffixation 
SINGULAR PLURAL GLOSS 
màrì á-maàrì-n ‘road’ 
fɑ ̀ ɑ-̀fɑ-́n ‘wood’ 
tɑḱ ɑ-̀tɑɡ̀-nè ‘hole’ 
 
Replacement pattern 
There are a number of nouns of which both the singular and the plural are 
marked for number. Remarkably, the roots of this group are all monosyllabic 
and have a root-initial vowel. However, with some plural marked nouns we also 
find monosyllabic and vowel initial roots. The final vowel that marks the 
singular -a, -ə is replaced by the plural suffix -ʊən(e): 
Table 12: The replacement -a, -ə : -ʊən(e)  
SINGULAR PLURAL GLOSS 
ɪd́-á ɪd́-ʊəǹ ‘door’ 
ɔỳ-ə ̀ ɔỳ-ʊəń  ‘shoe’ 
àr-à àr-ʊəǹ/àr-ʊəǹé ‘molar teeth’ 
àŋ-á àŋ-ʊəǹ ‘tongue’ 
àl-à ál-ʊəǹ ‘finger’ 
ón-à òn-ʊ̀əǹ ‘hill, mountain’ 
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Irregular number marking 
A few nouns have irregular forms, i.e. they do not follow any regular marking 
rules of the language.  

Table 13: Plural marking with irregular forms  
SINGULAR PLURAL GLOSS 
èd ès ‘man’ 
yánè yɪn̂ ‘woman/girl/female (n)’ 
To sum up, the number marking system in Tagom is not a prototypical Nilo-
Saharan tripartite number marking system, because it lacks the singulative 
marking. But generally, the system seems more similar to many systems of Nilo-
Saharan languages found in the area than to Niger-Congo systems where one 
would expect an “elaborate system of noun classification which marks singu-
lar/plural alternations with affixes (most commonly prefixes, sometimes suf-
fixes, and occasionally infixes), […]. Unlike a typical sex-gender system, where 
male/female oppositions are extended to inanimates, Niger-Congo semantic 
classification involves multilateral oppositions: humans, animals, plants, paired 
body parts, mass nouns and liquids, abstracts and others which are less trans-
parent” (Williamson & Blench 2000: 12). Tagom, as has been shown, has no 
such an elaborate system and semantics seems to be not correlated to number 
marking. Nevertheless, in Section 2.4 we will look into the semantic group of 
mass nouns and collectives to investigate how number is marked.  
2.4 Mass and collective nouns:  
Some Tagom mass and collective nouns are grammatically singular when 
unmarked.  

Table 14: Inherently Singular 
MASS NOUN GLOSS 
rɨk̀ ‘sand’ 
ánɛ ́ ‘sun’ 
úrák ‘smoke’ 
íilì ‘wind’ 
ɑŵ ‘rain’ 
tʊ́lɛ ́ ‘dust’ 
ɲúrì ‘ash’ 
ndɑɡ́əǹ ‘sorghum’ 
ɪr̀ì ‘oil’ 
ɪɡ́à ‘water’ 
èɲó ‘charcoal’ 
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The following examples, in which the copular verb is singular and agrees in 
number with the head noun, prove that these nouns are grammatically singular. 
The demonstrative, by contrast, does not serve to detect the inherent number of 
the nouns it modifies, since it is itself not differentiated for number (see Section 
4.3). 
(6) tàɡ yɛ ̀ ɑŵ yʊŋ̀ lɔɖ̀   Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
 year DEM rain POSS3SG a.lot  3SG-COP 
 ‘this year’s rain is a lot’ 
 
(7) èɲó yɛ ̀ ìràm3        Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
 charcoal DEM black           3SG-COP 
 ‘this charcoal is black’ 
 
(8) ndɑɡ́əǹ yɛ ̀ áyɛb̀ áláɡ   Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
 sorghum DEM sweet very 3SG-COP 
 ‘this sorghum is very sweet’ 
 
(9) ɪɡ́à yɛ ̀ wiɪ ́ Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
 water DEM hot 3SG-COP 
 ‘this water is hot’ 
It is possible, however, for some nouns to form a plural by attaching the suffix 
-nde or -e plus a numeral from ‘two’ onwards for the purpose of individuali-
zation. Consider the following examples: 
(10) èɲó-ndè ndàttá 
 charcoal-PL three 
 ‘three pieces of charcoal’  
 
(11) ɑŵ-è ndàttá 
 rain-PL three 
 ‘three rain showers’ 
For other nouns, like ‘water’, this seems not to be possible, as (12) shows. 
(12) ɪɡ́à wɛl̀ɛ-̀ndɛ ́ ndàttá 
 water small.calabash-PL three 
 ‘three cups (lit.: calabashes) of water’ 
Exactly which of the mass/collective nouns can be individualized and which 
cannot still needs to be investigated. 

                                              
3 It is irəm in Schadeberg (2013: 333).  
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3. Personal and possessive pronouns 
3.1 Personal pronouns 
Personal pronouns in Tagom are independent forms with ŋɪ ̀/ŋì 4 for 1SG, ŋɔ ̀for 
2SG, and ŋɡɔ ́for 3SG. 1st and 2nd person carry a low tone, while 3rd person ŋɡɔ ́
has a high tone. The plural forms for 1st and 2nd person consist of the singular 
form plus ndɛ ́or ndá respectively. All plural forms have a LH tone pattern. In 
addition to the free forms of the personal pronouns, Tagom has dependent forms 
attached to the verb (see e.g. (13c) and (14) below). Personal pronouns and their 
dependent forms referring to the subject are listed in Table 15: 
Table 15: Personal Pronouns  
PERSON INDEPENDENT 

PRONOUN SUBJECT INDEX5 
1SG ŋì/ŋɪ ̀ y-/y(V)- 
2SG ŋɔ ̀ w-/w(V)- 
3SG ŋɡɔ ́ V-/Ø- 
1PL ŋɪ-̀ndɛ ́ n-/n(V)- 
2PL ŋɔ-̀ndá ŋw-{+wj}/ŋw(V)- {+w} 
3PL ŋɛ-̀ndá  k-/k(V)- 
Nouns are replaceable by personal pronouns in a noun phrase, as for example in 
(13a) to (13c) below:  
(13) a. ed yɛ ̀ ɑf̀ɑǹdí Ø-è(n)  
 man DEM teacher SUBJ3SG-COP 
 ‘the man is a teacher’ 
  

 b. ŋɡɔ ́ ɑf̀ɑǹdí Ø-è(n)  
  3SG teacher SUBJ3SG-COP 
  ‘he is a teacher’ 
   

 c. ŋì  ɑf̀ɑǹdí y-è(n) 
 1SG teacher SUBJ1SG-COP 
 ‘I am a teacher’ 
Independent personal pronouns occur in subject and object positions with singu-
lar and plural objects; they do not occur in indirect object position. The 

                                              
4 Note that Schadeberg (2013: 332) lists a third allomorph ŋe that is not confirmed by 
our data. 
5 This information was obtained from the workshop on Tagom Segmental Phonology. 
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dependent forms are attached to the verb. (For detailed information on the 
Tagom verb see Aldawi, in preparation.) 
(14) ŋɪ ̀ ŋɛǹdá yɪ-́lʊm̀ 
 1SG 3PL SUBJ1SG-see 
 ‘I saw them’ 
 
(15) ŋɡɔ ́ ŋɛǹdá ɪ-́lʊm̀ 
 3SG 3PL SUBJ3SG-see 
 ‘he saw them’ 
3.2 Possessive pronouns 
Possessive pronouns are independent forms that have the monosyllabic structure 
CVC: yV̀ŋ in the singular, and yV̀n in the plural. Consider the independent and 
corresponding dependent forms (the latter are considered again in Section 4.2 
on nominal modification) in Table 16: 
Table 16: Possessive Pronouns 
PERSON POSSESSIVE 

PRONOUN 
CLITICIZED POSSESSIVE 
PRONOMINAL 

1SG yɛŋ̀ -(y)ɛŋ̀ 
2SG yɔŋ̀ -(y)ɔŋ̀ 
3SG yʊ̀ŋ -(y)ʊ̀ŋ 
1PL yjɪǹ -(y)ɪǹ 
2PL yɔǹ -(y)ɔǹ 
3PL yɛǹ -(y)ɛǹ 
The independent pronoun can stand instead of a noun phrase. Consider the 
following example, with the possessive pronoun as an answer to a question: 
(16) mɨk̀ yɛ ̀ tá       Ø-ɛ(̀n)? – yɛŋ̀ 
 land DEM whose SUBJ3SG-COP – POSS1SG 
 ‘whose land is this?’ – ‘mine’ 
 
(17) faár       yɛ ̀ lɔɖ̀  Ø-ɛ(̀n) yɛŋ̀ ɪt́ɛ ̀
 house DEM big SUBJ3SG-COP POSS1SG small 
 ‘this house is big, mine is small’ 
 
(18) yɛŋ̀ k-ás 
 POSS3PL SUBJ3PL-come 
 ‘mine came’ (e.g. talking about children) 
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4. The noun phrase 
Structurally, the Tagom noun phrase is made up of an obligatory head, i.e. either 
a noun or a pronoun or a quantifier, and several optional modifying elements 
with regard to the noun (see also Payne 2006: 712-20 on noun phrases). These 
optional elements generally follow the head noun and so are labelled post-head 
modifiers. Nouns, possessive pronouns, demonstratives, adjectives, and quanti-
fiers are analyzed as the modifiers of the noun phrase in Tagom. 
The single noun has been discussed in Section 2, while Section 3 was dedicated 
to the pronoun. We showed that a single noun, a personal pronoun or a 
possessive pronoun can function as a full noun phrase. Additionally, quantifiers 
and demonstrative pronouns can constitute a minimal noun phrase. Consider 
(19), with a modifying quantifier, and (20), displaying three possible continu-
ations of (19) with quantifiers as minimal noun phrases. 
(19) ɔḿ-ɛ ̀ lɔt́ ázàm6 nɪ-́ŋɛŕ 
 person-PL many invitation SUBJ1PL-invite 
 ‘we invited many people’ 
             
(20) a. tám  k-ás 
  all SUBJ3PL-come 
  ‘all came’ 
   
 b. ɪt́ɛ ́ k-ás 
  few     SUBJ3PL-come 
  ‘a few came’ 
 c. ndàttá k-ás 
  three     SUBJ3PL-come 
  ‘three came’ 
An example with a demonstrative used elliptically is presented in (21). 
(21) yè lɔɖ̀  Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
 DEM big SUBJ3SG-COP 
 ‘this one is big’ 
 

                                              
6 This is an Arabic (Sudanese Colloquial Arabic) borrowing, based on azuma; ‘invi-
tation’; usually the invitation is for a meal. 
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Table 17: The noun and its modifiers 
NP NOUN MODIFIER GLOSS 
N + N kɪá̀ 

child 
yánɛ ̀
female ‘girl’ 

N + POSS è-mbət́  
PL-goat 

-ɔŋ̀ 
POSS2PL ‘your goats’ 

N + DEM kíà 
child 

yɛ ̀
DEM ‘this child’ 

N +ADJ yánɛ ̀
female 

ʊ́ɖʊ́wàt 
short ‘short woman’ 

N + QUAN rìŋèk 
food 

ɪt́ɛ ̀
few ‘some food’ 

N + NUM á-ɡɪá́ 
PL-child 

ɔm̀má 
five ‘five children’ 

In addition, the noun phrase may consist of a noun with one or several nominal 
modifiers, as will be discussed subsequently. An overview is presented in Table 
17. The modifier always follows the head. 
4.1 The noun as modifier  
As is the case in many other African languages, nouns are used to modify other 
nouns in Tagom: NP  N + N. Consider the following examples: 
(22) òn-ʊ̀əǹ tágòm kàmúr 
 mountain-PL Tagom nice 
 ‘the nice mountains of Rashad’ 
 
(23) faár      ìbráhìm    yʊ̀ŋ lɔt̀ 
 house Ibrahim POSS3SG big 
 ‘the big house of Ibrahim’ 
4.2 The possessive pronoun as a modifier 
Possessive pronominal clitics (see Table 16 above) follow the noun (23) or noun 
phrase (24) they modify: NP  N + POSS. Judging by the data we collected, 
it seems that the variation of the pronominals is morpho-phonologically 
conditioned: if the preceding noun ends with a consonant, the variant without y 
is chosen; if the noun ends with a vowel the variant with y is chosen. 
(24) è-mbət́-ɔǹ wɪɪ́ ̀        k-ɛ(̀n)  
 PL-goat-POSS2PL sick SUBJ3PL-COP 
 ‘your (pl) goats are sick’ 
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(25) əħ̀lám ìbráhìm yánɛ-̀yʊŋ̀ èrí kàmúr        Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
 Ahlam Ibrahim female-POSS3SG young beautiful      SUBJ3SG-COP 
 ‘Ahlam Ibrahim’s young wife is beautiful’  
Possessive pronouns are conventionalized elements in the structure of kinship 
terms so the structure would be NOUN + possessive pronoun; consider the 
examples below for singular and plural possessum. Note that the possessive 
pronoun is differentiated from the present tense copula by the context and the 
syntactic position of each; the possessive follows the head noun and the copula 
always occupies syntactically the final position of the sentence (see Aldawi, in 
preparation): 
(26) a. áná-yɛŋ̀ b. áná-ndɛ-̀yɛǹ 
  mother-POSS1SG  mother-PL-POSS3PL 
  ‘my mother’  ‘their mothers’ 
 
(27) áná-yɛŋ̀ wɪɪ́ ̀ Ø-ɛǹ 
 mother-POSS1SG sick SUBJ3SG-COP 
 ‘my mother is sick’ 
 
(28) a. kɪá̀-yɔŋ̀ b. áɡɪá́-yɛǹ 
  child-POSS2SG  pl:child-POSS3PL 
  ‘your child/son’  ‘their children/sons’ 
 
(29) a. índí-yɛŋ̀ b. índí-y-ènè-yèn 
  brother-POSS1SG  brother-EP-PL-POSS3PL 
  ‘my brother’  ‘their brothers’ 

4.3 Demonstrative modifiers 
“The basic function of demonstratives is to point out the spatial position of some 
entity with regard to the speaker and the hearer. A language usually displays a 
two or three-way distinction among demonstrative modifiers: near the speaker, 
near the hearer and/or far from both speaker and hearer” (Croft 1990: 18f.). 
Tagom differentiates four distances, with the demonstratives yè ‘near to 
speaker’, yɪ ̀‘near to speaker and hearer’, ɪýɪt́ɪ ́‘far from speaker and hearer’ and 
ɪýɛɡ̀ɔ ̀ ‘distant far from speaker and hearer’. The last two forms seem to be 
composed forms, consisting of a demonstrative and a morpheme referring to a 
location. 
Like other modifiers in Tagom, modifying demonstratives follow the noun in a 
noun-phrase: NP  N+DEM. They are not distinguished for number (compare 
the (a) and (b) sentences of (30) - (33)).  
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yè/yɛ ̀‘near to the speaker’ 
(30) a. ìlìɡ yè abʊn   Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
  pot DEM clean SUBJ3SG-COP 
   ‘this pot is clean’ 
   
      b. ìlìɡ-è yè abun  k-ɛ(̀n) 
  pot-PL DEM clean SUBJ3PL-COP 
   ‘these pots are clean’ 
 
yɪ ̀‘near to both the speaker and hearer’ 
(31) a. ón-à yɪ ̀ rìɡàl                  Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
  mountain-SG DEM2 green               SUBJ3SG-COP 
   ‘this mountain is green’ 
   
      b. òn-ʊ̀əǹ yɪ ̀ rìɡàl  k-ɛ(̀n) 
  mountain-PL DEM2 green SUBJ3PL-COP 
   ‘these mountains are green’  
 
ɪýɪt́ɪ ́‘far from the speaker and hearer’ 
(32) a. tɔr̀  ɪýɪt́ɪ ́ àwà             Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
  chair DEM3 new SUBJ3SG-COP 
   ‘that chair is new’ 
   
      b. tɔr̀-ɛ ́ ɪýɪt́ɪ ́ àwà  k-ɛ(̀n) 
  chair-PL DEM3 new SUBJ3PL-COP 
   ‘those chairs are new’ 
 
ɪýɛɡ̀ɔ ̀‘very far from the speaker and hearer’ 
(33) a. ɔm̀ ɪýɛɡ̀ɔ ̀ tɪ ́ Ø-ɔm̀ɛ ̀ 
  person DEM4 there SUBJ3SG-sit 
   ‘that person is sitting over there’ 
   
      b. yɪn̂ ɪýɛɡ̀ɔ ̀ tɪ ́ k-ɔm̀ɛ ̀
  girls DEM4 there SUBJ3PL-sit 
   ‘those girls are sitting over there’ 
4.4 Adjectives 
“An adjective is a word that can be used in a noun-phrase to specify some 
property of the head noun of the phrase.” (Payne 1997: 63) Also, adjectives may 
occur in predication to assign a property to a referent. We will confine ourselves 
to adjectives as modifiers, since their predicative use, which is also attested in 
Tagom, does not concern the noun phrase. 
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Table 18: Number marking with adjectives 
SINGULAR PLURAL GLOSS 
àbbòré àbbòré-né ‘white’ 
áryàw áryàw-ɛ ̀ ‘red’ 
ìràm ìràm-ɛ ̀ ‘black’ 
ʊ́nʊ́ ʊ́nʊ́-(w)ɛ ̀ ‘ugly’ 
kàmʊ́r kàmʊŕ-ɔ ́ ‘beautiful’ 
àwà àwà-n(ɛ) ‘new’ 
àyɛb̀                      àyɛb̀-ɛ ̀ ‘sweet’ 
“The only modifiers that may manifest the same kind of number inflection as 
nouns in Nilo-Saharan are adjectives.” (Dimmendaal 2000: 218) Similarly, in 
Tagom, adjectives are marked for plural by the suffix -ɛ, -nɛ, while the singular 
is unmarked, and the form agrees in number with the nouns they modify (see 
examples in Table 18). 
Attributive adjectives follow the head noun: NP  N+ADJ. They agree in 
number with the noun they modify (see (34) - (36)).  
(34) ŋì  faar àbbòré yɪ ̀ y-ɪɡ́nɪ ́
 1SG house white DEM2 SUBJ.1SG-buy 
 ‘I bought this white house’ 
 
(35) yanɛ àyɛb̀ yɛ ̀ ɛ-́ndɛḱ 
 girl sweet DEM SUBJ.3SG-go 
 ‘this sweet girl has left’ 
 
(36) á-ɡɪá́ kàmʊŕ-ɔ ́ k-àsɛ ̀
 PL-child beautiful-PL SUBJ.3PL-come 
 ‘the beautiful girls (lit.: children) are coming’ 
Tagom uses the adverb álák ‘very’ to intensify all adjectives except for the four 
basic colour terms in the language. Each of these has a distinct ideophonic 
adverb meaning ‘very’ or ‘totally’ with regard to the relevant colour. 
Table 19: Colour adverbs 
BASIC COLOUR IDEOPHONE GLOSS 
aryaw tʊ́r ‘very red’ 
red IDEO  
àbbòré búɡ ‘very white’ 
white IDEO  
rìɡàl sàlàɡ ‘very green’ 
green IDEO  
ìràm táb ‘very black’ 
black IDEO  
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The colour term for ‘yellow’ is not a basic colour term, but is the reduplicated 
root of ‘sorghum’, i.e. ndɑɡ́əǹ-. Thus, the intensifier álák/álág is used with it, as 
demonstrated in (37) (see also (8), (49) and (50)). 
(37) ìlìɡ-è yè ndɑɡ́əǹndɑɡ́əǹ-ɛ ́ álák        àbsʊ̀n-ɛ ̀ k-ɛ(̀n) 
 pot-PL DEM yellow-PL very clean-PL SUBJ3PL-COP 
 ‘these very yellow pots are clean’ 
4.5 Quantifiers 
Non-numeral quantifiers 
Only two non-numeral quantifiers which are used to modify the head noun in a 
noun-phrase were found in our data: NP  N+QUAN. Both quantifiers also 
transmit the notion of size/age and could thus be categorized as adjectives as 
well. 

Table 20: Quantifiers 
QUANTIFIER GLOSS 
ɪt́ɛ ́ ‘a few, little, a bit; small, young’ 
lɔt̀/lɔɖ̀ ‘a lot, much, many; big, old’ 
 
(38) ɪɡ́à ɪt́ɛ ́ k-ɛm̀ɛǹ-yá  
 water few SUBJ3PL-spoil-CAUS  
 ‘little water has been spoiled (lit.: they spoiled little water)’ 
 
(39) ɪɡ́à lɔt̀     cʊʊ̀̀r                             k-ɛm̀ɛǹ-yá 
 water a.lot without.reason SUBJ3PL-spoil-CAUS 
 ‘a lot of water was wasted (lit.: they wasted a lot of water)’ 
 
(40) fás-è lɔt̀        k-ʊ́nəḱ  
 animal-PL a.lot SUBJ3PL-die  
 ‘a lot of animals died’ 
 
(41) fás-è ɪt́ɛ ́ kàrʊ̀ yɛg̀a-dà kà-yɛ ̀
 animal-PL few still river-LOC SUBJ3PL-exist 
 ‘a few animals remained in the river’ 
 
(42) á-ɡɪá́ ɪt́ɛ ́       álmàdrásá-dà                             kɛ-́ndɛ ́
 PL-child few school-LOC SUBJ3PL-go 
 ‘a few children went to school’ 
In the following example ɪt́ɛ ́is used as a predicative adjective: 
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(43) kɪá̀ yɛ ̀ ɪt́ɛ ́ Ø-ɛǹ 
 child DEM young SUBJ3SG-COP 
 ‘this child is young’ 
Numerals 
“Different languages employ different number systems. Almost all natural 
number systems are either base five (quintenary) or base ten (decimal).” (Payne 
1997: 66) Tagom has a base ten number system and has native terms for numbers 
from one to ten. The language has only two ordinal numbers referring to ‘the 
first’, kásá, and ‘the last’, tàryaáw. See the cardinal numerals from one to ten 
below in Table 21, attested in the present study and confirming Schadeberg’s 
findings (2013: 338), although the pronunciation differs slightly. 
Table 21: Cardinal numbers from 1 to 10  
 OWN FINDINGS   SCHADEBERG (2013: 338) 
1 ìndá  (i)ndá; taal 
2 (r)àkkɔ ̀  (a)rkɔ ́
3 ndàttá  ndattá 
4 ààm/ààràm  áárám 
5 ɔm̀má  ɔmma 
6 ɲɛr̀ɛl̀  ɲɛɛŕ́ɛŕ 
7 ɔm̀àkɔ ́  ɔmərkɔ ́
8 tʊ̀ppá  tuppá 
9 fànàssán  fanessân 
10 fáŋŋán  fúúɲən 
To express the numerals from 11 to 20 the connector ma is used (see Table 22).  
Table 22: Cardinal numbers from 10 to 20 
11 fáŋŋán má ìndá  
12 fáŋŋán má àkkɔ ̀
13 fáŋŋán má ndàttá 
14 fáŋŋán má ààm 
15 fáŋŋán má ɔm̀má 
16 fáŋŋán má ɲɛr̀ɛl̀ 
17 fáŋŋán má ɔm̀àkɔ ́
18 fáŋŋán má tʊ̀ppá 
19 fáŋŋán má fànàssán 
20 fáŋŋán má fáŋŋán 
Cardinal numerals in Tagom are used as noun modifiers. Numerals starting from 
two onwards are only used with plural nouns. Cardinal numerals are syntac-
tically post-nominal: NP  N+NUM. Consider the following examples:  
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(44) ŋɪ ̀ á-rà fáŋŋán y-ɪɡ́nɪ ̀
 1SG PL-cow ten SUBJ1SG-buy 
 ‘I bought ten cows’ 
 
(45) ŋɡɔ ́ ʊ́ɡwɛ-̀ndɛ ́ ràkkɔ ̀ ɛ-̀ndɛ ̀
 3SG night-PL two SUBJ3SG-travel 
 ‘he has been travelling for two nights’ 
Birthnames 
A typical areal feature found across a number of Nuba Mountain languages and 
also in Tagom are birthnames which refer to the position of a child in a family. 
They are distinguished according to gender (see Table 17). 
Table 17: Birthnames 
MASCULINE FEMININE GLOSS 
kɛr̀já kásá ɲámá ‘first born’ 
ɲʊ̀dɪ ̀ ɲánɪ ̀ ‘second born’ 
saábɔ ̀ ɲʊ̀ɉɛ ̀ ‘third born’ 
kɔm̀ɛ ̀ ɲàbáj ‘fourth born’ 
kámáŋ kádɛ ́/kádʊ̀n ‘fifth born’ 
káwà ʧʊ̀dɔ ̀ ‘sixth born’ 
kòlò kɪd̀ɪk̀ ‘seventh born’ 
kɛr̀já tàryáw ɲámá tàryáw ‘eighth born’ 
ɲʊ̀dɪ ̀tàryáw ɲánɪ ̀tàryáw ‘ninth born’ 
kámáŋ tàryáw kádɛ/́kádʊ̀n tàryáw ‘tenth born’ 
There are distinct names from the first child up to the seventh. From the eighth 
they start from the beginning by adding tàryáw ‘the last’, to the respective name. 
Thus they say kɛr̀já tàryáw for the eighth and the ninth is referred to as ɲʊ̀dɪ ̀
tàryáw ‘the second last’. The tenth is referred to as kámáŋ tàryáw which means 
‘the fifth last’. So there could be two male children in one family called kɛr̀já, 
ɲʊ̀dɪ ̀and kámáŋ, as shown in Table 17. 
Nowadays, children carry more than one name, i.e. the one based on the order 
of their birth, and a given name. Thus, we may hear the following statements: 
(46) ɲánɪ ̀ àʃà 
 second Asha 
 ‘the second born is Asha’ 
 
(47) saábɔ ̀ ìbràhìm 
 third Ibrahim 
 ‘the third born is Ibrahim’ 
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5. The Order of NP Constituents 
The Tagom noun phrase consists of an obligatory head noun potentially followed 
by a number of optional modifiers, and shows varying word orders, as the 
following examples show. Only the position of the head as the phrase-initial 
constituent is fixed. The demonstrative can either occur immediately following 
the head or at the end of the noun phrase. Whether there is a difference in 
meaning still needs to be investigated. 
N + two modifiers (example (37) repeated here for convenience) 
 NOUN DEM ADJECTIVE    
(37) ìlìɡ-è yè ndɑɡ́əǹndɑɡ́əǹ-ɛ ́ álág        àbsʊ̀n-ɛ ̀ k-ɛ(̀n) 
 pot-PL DEM yellow-PL very clean-PL SUBJ3PL-COP 
 ‘these very yellow pots are clean’ 
 
N + two modifiers 
(48)  NOUN DEM NOUN-POSS  
 èd yɛ ̀ tʊ̂a-ʊŋ̀ lɔɖ̀ Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
 man DEM talking-POSS3SG a.lot SUBJ3SG-COP 
 ‘this man’s talking is a lot’ (i.e., this man talks a lot) 
 
N + three modifiers 
(49) NOUN ADJ QUANT DEM   
 fáár àbbòré lɔt̀ yɛ ̀ kàmʊŕ álág Ø-ɛ(̀n) 
 house white big DEM beautiful very SUBJ3SG-COP 
 ‘this big white house is very beautiful’ 
 
N + four modifiers 
(50) NOUN POSS ADJ NUM DEM   
 á-ɡɪá́ yɛŋ̀ yánɛ-̀yɔ ̀7 àkkɔ ̀ yɛ ̀   
 PL-child POSS1SG female-PL two DEM   
 kàmʊŕ-ɔ ́ álák k-ɛ(̀n) 
 beautiful-PL  very SUBJ3PL-COP 
 ‘these my two girls (lit.: female children) are so beautiful’ 

                                              
7 The existing plural forms yɪn̂ vs. yánɛỳɔ ̀ suggest that the referential noun and the 
modifier are distinguished: while the plural form for the noun is yɪn̂, it is yánɛỳɔ ̀for the 
modifier. 
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N + four modifiers 
(51) NOUN POSS ADJ NUM DEM  
 á-ɡɪá́ yɛŋ̀ yánɛ-̀yɔ ̀ àkkɔ ̀ yɛ ̀  
 PL-child POSS1SG female-PL two DEM  
 ɪt́ɛ ́ kàmʊŕ-ɔ ́ kɛ(̀n) 
 few beautiful-PL  SUBJ3PL-COP 
 ‘these my two girls (lit.: female children) are a little bit beautiful’ 

6. Conclusion 
The Tagom noun phrase is made up of an obligatory head noun and several 
optional modifying elements. These optional elements generally follow the head 
noun of the noun phrase and are hence post-head modifiers. The findings can be 
summarized as follows: 

• The number marking system in Tagom involves plural marking in which 
several affixes are used to mark nouns. Tagom uses prefixes, suffixes 
and a combination of both to indicate number. Apart from plural mark-
ing, replacement marking is also attested, i.e. that the singular as well 
as plural forms receive marking, and a few nouns exhibit irregular 
number marking. 

• The language has a fair amount of mass nouns which are grammatically 
singular unmarked forms. 

• There are two sets of personal pronouns: independent forms which re-
place nouns in a noun phrase, and dependent forms which precliticize 
to the verb.  

• Possessive pronouns may be used in their independent full form when 
they stand independently, or they can be used as modifiers and as such 
be attached to the nouns they modify. 

• As well as possessive pronoiminals, Tagom has nouns, demonstratives, 
adjectives and quantifiers which can be used to modify the head noun 
in a noun phrase. 

• Demonstrative pronouns are not distinguished for number.  
• In the structure of the noun phrase, all modifiers follow the head noun. 
• The order of NP modifiers in Tagom is relatively free. 
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Abbreviations 
ADJ – adjective; C – consonant; COP – copula; DEM – demonstrative; N – noun; 
NP – noun phrase; NUM – numeral; PL – plural; POSS – possessive pronoun; QUAN 
– quantifier; SG – singular; SUBJ – subject; V – vowel. 
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Paper presented at the 3rd Nuba Mountain Languages Conference, 27-
29/09/2017, University of Cologne. 

Payne, John R. 2006. Noun phrases. In Keith Brown (ed.): Encyclopedia of 
Language and Linguistics, 712-720. Amsterdam: Elsevier. 

Payne, Thomas E. 1997. Describing Morphosyntax. A Guide for Field 
Linguistics. Cambridge/New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Schadeberg, Thilo C. 1981. The Classification of the Kadugli language group. 
In Thilo C. Schadeberg & M. Lionel Bender (eds.): Nilo-Saharan. 
Proceedings of the First Nilo-Saharan Linguistics Colloquium, Leiden, 
September 8-10, 1980, 291-306. Dordrecht: Foris. 

Schadeberg, Thilo C. 2013. Rashad survey data. In Thilo C. Schadeberg & 
Roger M. Blench (eds.): Nuba Mountain Language Studies, 325-345. 
Cologne: Köppe. 

Stevenson, Roland C. 1956/1957. A survey of the phonetics and grammatical 
structure of the Nuba Mountain languages, with particular reference to 
Otoro, Katcha and Nyimaŋ. Afrika und Übersee 40 (1956), 73-116; 41 
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