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1. the Malol language

• Spoken in Sandaun Province

• Austronesian (but heavily 
influenced by Papuan 
neighbours)

• ca. 4,500 speakers

• Part of a multi-language 
translation project (AWTP)

• Malol speakers in Ukarumpa 
several times for grammar 
analysis
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1. AMU village, August 2021
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1. the Malol language

• language/dialect chain: 
Malol-Arop-Sissano-Sera

• Papuan neighbours to the 
south (Torricelli family) and 
to the west (Skou family)

• SVO language

• (C)V(C) syllable pattern

• very little inflection or 
derivation, except for 
inflection on verbs
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1. the Malol language

(C)V(C) syllable patterns, five vowels and four diphthongs, palatal nasal;

SVO, stative clauses are verbless
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2a. Malol verbs
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2a. Malol verbs

i ka-wama ‘he came’

re to-r-ow ‘they were getting’

i k-ej ‘he took’

i ka-patiw ‘he jumped down’

prefix: ka- verb stem: -wama ‘to come’

to-r- -ow ‘to get’

k- -ej ‘to take’

ka- -pat ‘to jump’ (suffix: -iw)

every verb stem has a 
Tense-Aspect-Modality 
prefix (plus sometimes 
also person marking)
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2a. Malol verbs

• there are three TAM categories:

o realis (REAL) past, perfect
o irrealis (IRR) future, imperative, conditional, purpose
o imperfective (IMPF) various aspects, present continuous, general truths, 

possibly historic present

• each of these TAM categories has its own set of prefixes

• some TAM prefixes also carry person information (e.g. r- for 3PL)

• each set of TAM prefixes shows vowel harmony with verb stem vowel
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2b. paradigms for the verb -yiel ‘to see’

-yiel
‘to see’

Free 
Pronoun

Realis Irrealis Imperfective

1SG yia

ke-yiel

awe-yiel

tek-yiel2SG e awe-k-yiel

3SG i awe-yiel

1DU oj
te-yiel ate-yiel mate-yiel

1PL et

2DU oj
ke-yiel awe-k-yiel tek-yiel

2PL om

3DU ruj
ke-r-yiel awe-r-yiel

te-r-yiel 
(<tek-r-yiel)3PL re
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2b. paradigms for e-verbs: -pej ‘run’

-pej
‘to run’

Free 
Pronoun

Realis Irrealis Imperfective

1SG yia
ke-pij

awe-pij
tek-pij

2SG e awe-k-pij

3SG i ke-pej awe-pej tek-pej

1DU oj
te-pej ate-pej mate-pej

1PL et

2DU oj
ke-pej awe-k-pej tek-pej

2PL om

3DU ruj
ke-r-pej awe-r-pej te-r-pej

3PL re
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2b. paradigms for o-verbs: -so ‘shoot’

-so
‘to shoot’

Free 
Pronoun

Realis Irrealis Imperfective

1SG yia
ko-su

awo-su
tok-su

2SG e awo-k-su

3SG i ko-so awo-so tok-so

1DU oj
to-so ato-so mato-so

1PL et

2DU oj
ko-so awo-k-so tok-so

2PL om

3DU ruj
ko-r-so awo-r-so to-r-so

3PL re
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2b. paradigms for a- verbs: -mat ‘die’

-mat
‘to die’

Free 
Pronoun

Realis Irrealis Imperfective

1SG yia
ko-muot

awo-muot
tok-muot

2SG e awo-k-muot

3SG i ka-mat awa-mat tak-mat

1DU oj
ta-mat ata-mat mata-mat

1PL et

2DU oj
ka-mat awa-k-mat tak-mat

2PL om

3DU ruj
ka-r-mat awa-r-mat ta-r-mat

3PL re
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2c. vowel raising in 1|2 SG stems

• central vowel ‘a’: -mat => -muot ‘die’ a=>uo

-par => -pur ‘move’ a=>u

-'aiyn => -'uiyn ‘eat’

• front vowel: -pej => -pij ‘run’ e=>i

-men => -min ‘sit, be’

-tera => -tira ‘find’

-'eiy => -'iey ‘dig’ ei=>ie

• back vowel: -so => -su ‘shoot’ o=>u

-loan => -luon ‘hear’ oa=>uo

• no change: -yiel => -yiel ‘see’ (i, ie, u, ua can’t be raised higher)

-pua => -pua ‘float’

-niya => -niya ‘think’
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2d. verbs in actual sentences

• kawama ka-wama, realis, ‘come’

• torow <tok-r-ow, imperfective, ‘get’, 3PL person marking

• kej <ke-ej, realis, ‘take’

• kapatiw ka-pat-iw, realis, ‘jump’, directional suffix ‘DOWN’
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2. verbs in actual sentences - irrealis

• atepeiy ate-peiy, irrealis, ‘search’, 1PL person marking

• ata-'aiyn ata-'aiyn, irrealis, ‘eat’, 1PL person marking
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2. irrealis prefixes and 1|2SG verb stem

• awoal aw-oal < awo-oal, irrealis, ‘bear’

• awospaja aw-ospaja < awo-ospaja, irrealis, ‘be sufficient’

• wij w-ij < awe-ej, irrealis, ‘get’, 1|2SG verb stem
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3a. use of realis: past tense

kawama, kej, kapatiw all realis past tense 
(story that describes a historic event)
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3a. use of realis: perfect

• toho to-ho, realis, ‘do’, 1PL, present perfect

• tawama ta-wama, realis, ‘come’, 1PL, present perfect
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3b. use of irrealis: future

• awoal, awospaja, (a)wij all irrealis future and/or conditional
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3b. use of irrealis: imperative

• awa'aiyn awa-'aiyn, irrealis, ‘eat’, hypothetical

• awekpij <awe-k-pej, irrealis, ‘run’, 1|2SG stem, 2SG, imperative

• awokuw <awo-k-ow, irrealis, ‘get’, 1|2SG stem, 2SG, imperative or 
purpose
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3c. use of imperfective: habitual

• mateletala mate-letala, imperfective, ‘hide’, 1PL, past habitual 

• terpeiyjek <tek-r-peiyjek, imperfective, ‘search’, 3PL, past habitual
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3c. use of imperfective: present

• tokos tok-os, imperfective, ‘wash’, present

• tekis <tek-es, imperfective, ‘say’, 1|2SG stem, verbs of ‘saying, 

thinking, asking, wanting’
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3c. use of imperfective

• etean takaiy i ‘his liver rose up in him’ tak-aiy, imperfective, ‘rise up’

• strong emotion? / historic present? 
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3. use of all three

• tekniya tek-niya, imperfective, ‘think’, verbs of saying, etc

• koloan ko-loan, realis, ‘can’, modal verb, always in realis

• wosu >awo-so, irrealis, ‘shoot’, following modal verb -loan
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4. conclusions

• each verb stem in Malol is always prefixed with a TAM marking (and 
sometimes there is person marking as well)

• Malol has a nice three way contrast: realis / irrealis / imperfective
• the prefixes for realis, irrealis and imperfective undergo partial vowel 

harmony, triggered by the first vowel in the verb stem
• most verbs have a separate stem for first and second person singular, 

where vowel raising has taken place
• realis is mainly used for past tense, irrealis is used for future, imperatives, 

conditionals and purpose, and imperfective is used for aspect (e.g. 
habitual, continuative), present continuous, and maybe also for historic 
present

• all this verbal morphology makes it difficult to know how to list verbs in a 
Malol dictionary in a user-friendly way
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