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1. Introduction
The interaction of tone and intonation in tonal languages is a
poorly understood area due to the dual role of pitch in these
languages. Current literature on Sino-Tibetan languages mostly
treats intonation as a pitch envelope in which focus is indicated
with a raised pitch floor and/or expanded pitch range, e.g as
in Mandarin [1]. This paper attempts to understand how in-
tonation and tone interact in an under-described tonally com-
plex language, Tsum. Tsum is an endangered Tibeto-Burman
language spoken in Nepal (ISO code: ttz). It is a word tone
language with five contrastive tones: H, M, L, LH, and HL[2].
This paper focuses firstly on describing the interrogative intona-
tion patterns in Tsum, and then investigating how this interacts
with lexical tone. Questions in Tsum can be formed through
morpho-syntactic and/or prosodic means. Polar questions in
Tsum, which contain a clause final auxiliary, usually end with
a falling boundary tone (HL%), compared to declarative sen-
tences, which typically have a low boundary tone (L%), as ex-
emplified in Figure(1a) and (1b).

2. Data and approaches
This study1is part of a wider language documentation project,
undertaken with speakers of Tsum in Upper Tsum, Nepal. This
is a preliminary exploration of pitch patterns in order to estab-
lish the groundwork for more targeted research. The data pre-
sented here is based on extensive elicited and narrative data,
forming the basis of a detailed description of the language.

3. Findings
Examination of interrogative vs. declarative utterances in Tsum
reveals that the surface stem tone in the verbal complex can
change depending on the intonation pattern, see Table 1. When
a boundary tone is present, the underlying /LH/ tone of the
sentence-medial verb stem does not alter when followed by the
L tone auxiliary. However, the underlying /HL/ tone of a verb
stem is realised as H before the HL% boundary tone in most
cases.

This Tsum data invites us to consider a more complex in-
teraction between tone and intonation in which the intonation
changes the specification of the tonal tier. In Figure(1a), the
verb stem for ‘to kill’ has an underlying /HL/ tone. The inter-
rogative intonation is realised as a falling boundary tone (HL%)
at the right edge. We know that the intonation affects the
tone of the final auxiliary only because /LH.L+HL%/ produces

1I would like to thank Rosey Billington for her patient supervision,
passionate support, and insightful critiques of this research work.

Verbal complex tone Output with boundary tones
Stem tone Auxiliary interrogative HL% Output declarative L% Output
/LH/ L [LH+L] HL% LH+HL [LH+L] L% LH+L
/HL/ L [HL+L] HL% H+HL [HL+L] L% HL+L

Table 1: Realisation of /LH/ and /HL/ stem tones.

Figure 1: Tone and tune in interrogative (a) and declarative (b)
utterances with /HL/ stem tone.

[LH.HL] (see Table 1). Therefore, the L tone is dropped and
the HL% boundary tone is attached on the right edge. How-
ever, the HL docking further creates a HLH sequence, which is
not favoured in Tsum and cross-linguistically. According to the
contour simplification, the HLH is levelled as HH resulting in
the [H.HL] output in Figure(1a).

4. Conclusion
While investigations of tone and intonation in Tsum are still in
the early stages, these patterns point to an interesting interac-
tion between tone and intonation whereby the specification of
the phonemic tone is overwritten by the intonational boundary
tone. A similar interaction has also been observed in Lhasa
Tibetan where the boundary tone is associated with the last syl-
lable of the intonational phrase and forms a falling (i.e. H+L%
or L+L%) or rising pitch contour (L+H% or H+H%) with the
lexical tone [3]. Future research will consult a large scale col-
lection of spontaneous speech data to gain a comprehensive un-
derstanding of the intonation-tone interplay in Tsum.
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