
:¡ 1.

0n.Èhe. whistle language of Gqnera

, Per Lindblad

Thls 1s a br1ef report on work in progress, caried .out in collaboration with

Jens AILwood, University of Gothenburg. i I i

i Gomera is one of the Qanary. Islands. The primapy language of the Canary'

Islends is,,Spenish. On Gomera, a secondary whistle.Ianguage ls 
'used 

by.eor.rP

. qation gver distanceE. The whistle used ls pf high intensity and hes a very'

si¡nple, apoustfC structure, which ie not exposed,to disto¡tion,over consj-derable

disterigeÞ .as is orQi4ary speech ,- the whLstle qigngl either reaches,thB ,, ,

addrçseee unrnodified or does not,'reach him at,all", ., :', "', .

, ,In Oecernbpr, ,19?2, we visited Gomera and made tape recordíngs of th¡ee in-

fo¡qq¡ls speakf¡U and whistlilg lists of minimal pairs, phrases øivpn, þy us, and

-., sqontaneouq phrases. Proflle X-ra¡z pictures were also,made. of onq.9f the infor-

mants when he whistled sorne c¡f the vowelst , : i

t,., The"whlstlq,may be produced in different ways..Two maiç methods of.prqduction

cen be digtingr*ished. FÍrst, the whistler may form a,small l,ongitudÍnal.gr9Pve

in !.ris tongue blede whilç pressing,it against his upper,teeth, Second' thq,.

whistler r¡a¡4.put one pr two.fingers into his mouth, pressing it/them against

-hls tongr¡e while formÍng a nsrrow passage with his tongue in.approximately the

palatat position, There are many vartants of this second type. Our,present

Xlra¡l plctu¡eg arÌe not Êhqfp er'¡ough to give adequate inforqatie¡ aþqut qory.

ditions;f,urther þ9çk in the vq991 .tract, In both, t_V.?"9.1,::!.13, lips¡,and,,tþe front

. part,qf, thg,tongue.ere qonstantly, fixed, whlle the posterlor,,Pgrt,of- the tongue

and the anticulatorq furtþer.back ere free to vary the si¿e and qhaqe of.lhe

vocqltaç!. i ..: ,,
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The whistle signal Ís essentially a: sine tone.,IËsr.intqryçj.þy; ,iç.;fiof¡varied

for phonemic distinctions. The information-bearing variatio¡s-,of the.q:i.gna1 are

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

i:i i ": 'quËnôy'is:chanEed 
by-'vai:'yÍng. the-,size and.:jshepe o.f ;.the,veqa1.traet.. 0J,gsse

(1SSZ), who described the Gomera.Whistle::language.in the,,fif!åçp.r.cleirned that

'i r' thé tiltristter iir'sdifies,the signal..by approximating thq aritjculator.y position of

ordfnary sþeech, the fíxatton'ef 'the lips,6¡sl;,.the,frpn!, peq! ef tl1ç, tq¡øue

- ;' ".ihÊrmfieþlng the nortnatr':êxecution of. the. Csmmands,, hg¡,yçve.r. [r/e. agree !hqt. there is

' ; a Closel'änd hat*ra}' reltitibn between the Gemerd spp.ech gnF whLptlingi,,.,.but pro-

';!;lir: pöSe ä"fnore'fjriircb-ptio*oriÞñtËd vÍew. bf:{tL¡e r.e}.etioni. fhple.ar:e. q!æp¡g argu-

ríientg 'for this ;standpoint. ' br.ie'^tf these te,.that 'latiial eansorran.þÊr¡ê,Çe rgeneralty

real-iz=d by a negative-'transition, of the. whistlq.tone:r]fhis.;featr.¡re, çorrespands

''"'''of eoursé' to the'negatÍve'F2:transttT-on in .ordinaï:.y.i.Épeqch,;i;r,.typåcel of labial
' I i ''pronounciation, 

This'F2. tránsidior¡ 'fé .cau',s'ed by labial rrnticulatiert.t whereas

--i 'i ' ' ''th* 
negative rlvfiistfe trdnsition lmúsù .bÊ? 'ôaused . bl some..quite. dif,ferent articu-

Iatory movement, as the lips'aree always fixed dur:íirig.'úhistling. ' ,::;:..

''" '" Acüusti'c analyÈfÃ of .theits€ödrired matÞrlal..is now,in progrs66. It is based

' ''" main}:y on Fo curveb îjf the.'l¡r¡TstJ.es';,',[See Fig;:.1.] The.inecordingp;hevp been

'; lowþi^eO eigh't times,inispeed.id.n order to match'the whietle. tone fygquency to

'ii:;i"i the Fonèma änalysing jeQuipment.:of the Phonetåcs Departmenti.it¡ Lund,.i,"i,,

':::: """''t" 't'Some important:featureb' af ,iùl¡e..seconcJary whistle.language,a€.g.pm.ppçed te the

"!'þiimary Spanish wÌ11- be mentionsd.'-here: :' ', ¡r.''.Ì ;:'..,.í-i

'1;: The uhlstte Iänguage'does not have',a eosle..relation: tq tha.primg¡-y. lenguage

but stands in a dÌ.rebt¡::nirtr¡ba.l: relaul,sn to the'Gohera Spenish,,,Ey:.:t¡is is meant

"that thå whístleiiwithi htsrliimple whistn'i;ng,instrumentrpr.oduÇps; acolte,tic signals

'ii'r thät:sharÞ bome'êsse.nttla].:'feâtii¡es''with: the',-bsü'reepontlilng,jspeec.h''sigT,ìeL. The

whistle mechanism produces a one-dimensic¡nal signal , IackinE,r ùhe ri.o!:t, redundancy
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of speech signals. It may be supposed thet the choice of dÍstinguishing fea-

tures in the whistle signal - with due regard to the límits set by the instru-

ment j.tself - wi]l llluminate essential perceptual cues sf Gomera Spanish and

of Languages in general. Our study may thus contribute to the elucidation of

the general phonetic problem of speech perception cues.

Z. The whistle eignal gives an auditory impression well corresponding to the

syllabic structure of the same message as spoken. Houghly speakingr this is

attained by realizing vowels as frequency levels or relatively slow frequency

varla.cru'ê,, whF¿reúri3 c¡¡nsgnants arÃ€ cl'nrsstr¡ñ zed by raplcl VEIFtugg-- -€ the

freqUenCy combined, for plosives Erl t p.¿s¿tives' with silent intervals'

3. Word and sentence stress as well as sentence intonetion are all at least

to some extent realized in the whistle signal. Being e one-dimensional signal'

the whistle tone thus manlfests segmental as well as suprasegmental features

in the some dimension. flle 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 paradigm there is a far-gone reduction of oppo-

sitions compared to the Gomera Spanish systern. Five vowel phonemes of Spanish

are reduced to three whistle ceteguries. Insteed of 1? consonant phonemes the

whistle language uses perheps only four categories. rt is interesting to note

that we have heard and seen whistlers communicate complieated meseages rieh in

new information under controlled circumstances. Thus, the Gc¡mera whistle

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

of view.

Egfgrence

Classe A. 1g5?. Phonetics of the $ilbo Gomero, Archivum lingvlstícum, Vo}. 9' I
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