On the whistle language of Gomera .

. Per Lindblad

This is a brief feport.on wark in progress, carried .out in collaboration with
“Jens Allwood, University of Bothenburg.

Gomera is one of the Canary Islands. The primary language of the Canary .
Islands is Spanish, On Gomera, &a secondary whistle language is used by some
persons in some circumstances, viz. by men only, mainly ocutdoors- for communi-
. catiqn.qver,distances.‘The whistle used is of high intensity and has a very

simple. acoustic structure, which is not exposed . to distortion over considerable

. distances as is ordimary speech - the whistle signal either reachss . the

‘addressee unmodified or does not;reaﬁh him at all.

.In December, 1572, we visited Gomera and made -tape recordings of three in-
Formants_speaking:and whistliqg lists of minimal pairs, phrases given by us, and
__spontaneous phrases. Profile X-ray pictures were also .made of one of the infor-
mants when he whistled some of the vowels.

The whistle may be produced in different ways. Two main methods of production
can be distinguished. Firsﬁ,vthe whistlerimay form a small longitudinal grogve
in bis tongue blade while pressing it against his upper teeth. Sécond, the
whistler may put one or two fingers into his mouth, pressing it/them against
his tongue while forming a narrow passage with his tongue .in approximately the
palatal position. There are many variants of this second type. Our present. .
X~ray pictures are not sharp enough to give adequate information abaut con=
ditions further back in the vocal tract. In both pregzﬁtheblips;and_the frant
part of the tongue are constantly fixed, while the posterior, part of the tongue
and the articulators further:backAare free to vary the size and shape of the

~voeal tract.



The whistle signal is essentially a.sime tone.. Lts-intensity is.nok.varied
for phonemic distinctions. The information-bearing variations of the signal are

onset and offset of whistle tone, and duration and frequency variations. Fre-

o “quericy is changed by varying. the size and-shape of ;the .vegal trect. Classe

(1957), who described the Gomera. whistle:language im the fifties, claimed that

" the whistler modifies:the signal- by approximating the articulatory position of

ordinary speech, the fixation-of the lips and-the front part of the tongue
““hempering the normal-éxecution of. the. cpmmands,. however. lle agree that there is
g close d@nd natural reldtion betwsen the Bomerd speech and whistlings..but pro-
- pose &'more’ perception-oribrted view bfithe relation. There are shrong argu-
ments for this ‘standpoint. One of these fs-that labial conscnanksyare:generally
realizzd by a negative transition of the whistle tomei This. feature corresponds
of course to the negative ' F2 transition in ordinanyiépeschiintypical of labial
{Aprdndunciatidh.»THié'FZ-ffénSifiuﬂfiS-caUSQd by labial drticulation, whereas
the negative whistle trdnsition'mist be-caused by some.quite.different articu-
latory movement, as the lips-dré always fixed durirdg whistling. .

E'Aéauétic analystd of the ‘Pesordéd matbrial. is now.in prograss. It is based
mainly on g curves OF the'whistiad v (See Fig. 1.) Thelvecordings :have been
lowered eight times inispesdiin order to match- the whistle tone freguency to
" the Fonéma analysing eguipment of the Phonetics Department.in Lund.:,

77 gome important’ features of sthe seconuvary whistle language.as gompared to the
" primary Spanish will be mentioned here:. - - Y
1. The whidtle language does riot have “a code relation:to the, primary. language

but stands in a direct; natural relatiun -tou the Gomera Spanish. By this is meant

“that the whistler with his 'simple whistling . instrument.produges acoustic signals
that' share Some  Bssential fedtures with the-borrespording ispeech sigpal. The

whistle mechanism produces a one-dimensional signal, lacking. the rieh redundancy



of speech signals. It may be supposed that the choice of distinguishing fea—
tures in the whistle signal - with due regard to the limits set by the instru-
ment itself - will illuminate essential perceptual cues of Gomera Spanish and
of languages in general. Our study may thus contribute to the elucidation of
the general phonetic problem of speech perception cues.

2. The whistle signal gives an auditory impression well corresponding to the
syllabic structure of the same message as spoken. Roughly speeking, this is
attained by realizing vowels as frequency levels or relatively slow freguency
variativiey whereas consonants are cherecterized by rapld VOriswsw—. & thg
frequency combined, for plosives @rnt fFricatives, with silent intervals.

3. Word and sentence stress as well as sentence intonation are all at least
to some extent realized in the whistle signal. Being a one-dimensional signal,
the whistle tone thué manifests segmental as well as suprasegmental features
in the some dimension. We think that the study of the weighting of these
different factors in the whistle signal may be of interest also in a more
general phonetic context.

4. In the whistle segmental paracdigm there is a far-gone reduction of oppo-
sitions compared to the Gomera Spanish system. Five vowel phonemes of Spanish
are reduced to three whistle categuries. Insteéd of 17 consonant phonemes the
whistle language uses perhaps only four categories. It is interesting to note
that we have heard and seen whistlers communicate complicated messages rich in
new information under controlled circumstances. Thus, the Gomera whistle

language is a rich domain for research also from the information theory point

of view.
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