


Vowel Harmony in Fanbyak, an Oceanic language of Vanuatu

Fanbyak, spoken on Ambrym Island, is one of the smaller languages of Vanuatu with around 100 speakers. Fanbyak shows a complex system of vowel harmony between the verb root, subject agreement prefixes and reduplicants. Data for this presentation comes from the current documentation of Fanbyak by the author.
Fanbyak vowel harmony rules show that the vowels of subject agreement prefixes and reduplicants either match or are higher than the vowel of the root. The basic rule of vowel harmony is height assimilation, as shown in table 1.

	Root
	3SG Subject Prefix
	Reduplicant
	Gloss

	ler
	mwe-ler
	mwe-ler~ler
	flick

	loo
	mo-loo
	mo-lo~loo`
	bathe

	fuune
	mu-fuune
	mu-fu~fuune
	squeeze

	libse
	mwi-libse
	mwi-lib~libse
	fan


Table 1: height assimilation

When the initial vowel of the root is the low vowel /a/, harmonised vowels are also raised and fronted to /e/, as shown in table 2.

	Root
	3SG Subject Prefix
	Reduplicant
	Gloss

	taa
	mwe-taa
	mwe-te~taa
	sit

	ka
	mwe-ka
	mwe-ke~ka
	fly

	war
	mwe-war
	mwe-wer~war
	speak


Table 2: low to mid front vowel harmony

I argue that when vowel harmony also involves raising and fronting of the vowel this is a synchronic process that has developed from the Oceanic historical phenomena of low vowel dissimilation (Blust 1996; Lynch 2003). Historically, low vowel dissimilation occured when the initial vowel of two adjacent low vowels was raised and fronted. For example, Proto Oceanic *mata-na changed to mera-n ‘his/her eye’ in Fanbyak.
There are exceptions to the rules, where some low and mid height initial vowels of verb roots are raised to high vowels in the subject agreement prefixes and reduplicants, as in table 3.

	Root
	3SG Subject Prefix
	Reduplicant
	Gloss

	rang
	mwi-rang
	mwi-ring~rang
	cry

	ken
	mwi-ken
	mwi-kin~ken
	be sharp


Table 3: low and mid to high vowel harmony

[bookmark: _GoBack]I argue that the data in table 3 is best understood through a diachronic lens, where the harmonised vowel matches a historically lost vowel that originally appeared before the remaining vowel of the verb root. I will chart the historical development of the roots to show how synchronic vowel harmony functions. This analysis is only possible due to the documentation and description of neighbouring related languages which has lead to the reconstruction of proto forms that explain idiosyncrasies in synchronic morpho-phonological rules.
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