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Tarok Ophresiology: an Investigation into the Tarok
Terminology of Odours

Roger Blench and Selbut R. Longtau

Abstract: The paper presents data on terminologx of odours in Tarok, a Beriue-Congo
language spoken in east-central Nigeria. It shows that although it is g‘e‘nerally ossible to
deterniine the etymological séurce of these terms they are not regulatly derived. They do not
show concord and do not fit irito the usual grammatical categories of the language. The
. impoverished literature on this type of lexical item suggests that odour terms would be a

fruitful area for further research.

1. Introduction

The terminology of odours is generally poorly developed in European
languages. Smells are often described by analogy or terms are shared with the
vocabulary of taste. This has led to the assumption that a similar situation
prevails in African languages. However, récent research suggests that a much
richer vocabulary of odours exists in Africa. Almagor (1987) may have been the
first author to point to the importance of these in the ethnography of the
Dassanetch people of south-west Ethiopia. Almagor émphasises the importance
of conceptual structures in underlining social differentiation. Van Beek (1992)
has described the smell terminology of Kapsiki, a Chadic language of North
Cameroon and situated it within the caste system. Hombert (1992) gives a
summary of regent work on a long-term project to uncover the ophresiologica
terminology of the Bantu languages of Gabon. Koops (n.d.) describes the
extreniely rich terminology of the Kuteb, a people speaking a Jukunoid language
in S.E. Nigeria.

These studies have two salient features; the specificity of odour
terminology and the unusual grammiatical status of the words in this category-
Kuteb well illustrates the precision with which odour terms are applied. One
term, asag, is applied to the smell of fresh fish and raw dog-meat (Koops, OP:
cit.). The terms in duestion do not usually fit into existing grammatical categories
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neatly. African langua ‘ 108 ‘

! ges would most commonly use ideophories escribe thi;
type of physical experience but it seems thaz' thése wgg; exf\:)otd scribe this
resemble nouns, although they do not show concord. - oSt commonly
With this in mind, this paper se R

M Teed ind, this paper sets out to investigate the situation in

peakers of Tarok ive primarily in the region around Langtang in southe

The principal scholarly ications on the Tar &

‘ y publications on the Tarok language are by Leo Sihoma
it et o provides > 2 useful summary of the phonology, noun.cleses
- viore nty, Longtau (1991, in press) has analysed the
implications of the classification of Tare " ”‘p‘ - s ana ysed the
and elaborated a formai phonolgé;. Tarok for the lhtefpretapon of oral tradition

The following paper us - Co -
in press) but nop b Per uses the phonological analysis proposed in Lon,
miseading e a1 S2ndard Tarck orthography, which has a rache

L o ot VT A symbols.  The examples in this nar SO
Phonemically giving IPA symbols their cbnvenﬁg‘nal ;;‘9:91;5" ;ﬁgr are written

L R ft
Three level tones are noted wit . -
czxccur in the Exameptcs ith mid (ong unmarked. The falling tone does not
.. Data ' o | |

usual construction is similar to Engl

Tarok. These are given below in Tabl

[ with quurs is n{;‘; 'to smell' and tiie
ish. There are nine specific odour terms in
e 1 in the usual sentence-frame,

The principal verb used in Tarok

Tablel. Main Tarok odour terms

L .a ni'qpa sl:iﬁimi - itsmells damp

; :n{f;) abfray it smells of cinders

. anigngu it smiells smok;

;. anfy shishl it smells bumty

s :n{{:vuyon it smells rotten egg or wet flouy paste

7.. a:fg cicap . 'it smells sweet (any good smell) |

. . mm it tsmells Off (not so bad it can't be eaten)

o an it smells spoilt (general; past the point of edibility)

it smells sour (fermented, such as overmight
porridge or 0l beer)
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The Tarok nif 'to smell’ is almost certainly cognate withr the Kuteb nuy whrt!;
has the same meaning.’ - L o ;‘.P‘k;‘

Etymologically speaking, the roots of many qf thfese words can be
identified. Table 2 shows the terms, their probable gtyfnolpglcal source and?hke
part of speech they most rgse;hble; morphﬁlog?Cally'- ‘ :
Table 2. Etymology of Tarok odour terms

No, Term Source Apparent P
1 Hinin > - adverb - vt
2 sy ? A houn o
3. nhgu  ngu'smoke © 7 noun
4 M - . shi'to ' ’ . verb o1y
5. ~ wvavon - von'toberotten' | verb v
6 cay  cp 'tobesweet verb
7. muamwan mwan 'to beoff 'ver: ’
8.  vivyap ap 'to spoil ver
e ah?:t z 'fo be sour’ verb

Commentary _ ‘

1. shinini is the only odour term to take the preposed morpheme pa
which is usually a marker of an adverbial form. There is no evu?e‘nt e_tymolfi
for this term, a common feature of ideophonic adverbs. In addition ‘it has fhgt
tone pattern, common to this type of word. Compare, for example, shirk
' ly'.
slow y2. abirag appears to be a noun with a a- class prefix, although sgd:;a

currantly exist in Tarok. : 7136
noun d\ogs "igﬁ\‘isythe usual noun for 'smoke’. Interestingly,.three of the Kufeb
odour )terms appear to be noun-like and show prefix alternation. 'I"he nounfl’;:l;e
odour terms in Tarok may well have previously had functioning px:eﬁxes. )

4. shishi represents a regular reduplication of shl. 'to burn', except thatlm
normal reduplication the tone pattern would be High-High. High-Low usually
only occurs in CVCVC reduplications. £

5. vavon. Although this is a reduplicated form, T:aro}< already supportg
a different reduplication of von i.e. -vonvon, the usual adyectlve: L h??

6. cicay. The usual reduplication of cag 'to be sweet' is -capcay, the

j aning 'sweet'. ..,:
adﬂﬁvg.m;ﬁr:w%in. The verb mwan is not usually reduplicated. Howeverlg
nouns when reduplicated to form a possessive usually have /u/ where the ste! o
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vowel is /a/. For example; e ST R
’ ~akwap .. 'shoe’ S TS

. akukwgp .. 'hig shoe’ . . ., Vi

8. vivydp.” The ustial reduplicated form is _-vyﬁ}vyip.~ ‘spoilt'...

9. sisam. The usual r!edupljcatedzform is -sérmam ,Soug;. s jin 1, 4

The striking feature of these terms is their diversity. Most are yerb-
derived, but the first-thre¢ are'not. Most are partially reduplicated, blit the
reduplication -dees not- fallow- the usual patterri‘in other parts of speech The
quality.of the reduplicited vowel is not obvicusly ‘determined by thée stem. The
majority of the odour terms have a. mid-tone first syllable ‘where: théy have
undergone partial reduplication but even this is not predjctable.. .. .

In Tarok, the principles of concord are broadly applied and agreement
betweenrno_un‘rs, adjectives, numerals, demonstratives and verbs is quite general.
The odour terms do not show concord, behaving more like adverbs:or. ideophones.
Hovl/ever,l adverbs and ideophones are not usually derived so clearly from. odher
lexical items. This suggests that the processes of derivation for odour terms are
presently opaque because these’ processes occurred in an"earlier phase of the
language.: - S " ‘ S

RN S 1

The application of odour terms in Tarok is much less specificthan in the
other languages cited. Apart from the smell of rotten eggs, most of the terms are
rather general. In addition, there is apparently no social differentiation

attached to smell terms; Tarok society has no internal occupational groups
correspounding to castes.

Conclusion

Three conclusions can be drawn from this study of Tarok odour terms.
Primarily, odour terms form a quite distinctive grammatical category, behaving
differently from both nouns and adjectives. Secondly, the sources of odour terms

t-are grammatically quite diverse, although the great majority are derived from
reduplicated verbs. Thirdly, the Tarok do not use odours as part of social
differentiation but simply as a description as the experienced world.

The investigation of the ophresiology of African languages is just
beginning. An absence of basic data makes cross-language comparison
problematic. Just as with ideophones, which are all too often ignored both
because they are more difficult to elicit, odour terms are another area where
languages are notably richer than European languages.
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