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Caddo is now spoken by only a small handful of elderly people in southern Oklahoma among a group of some 3,500 tribal members. Formerly the language was spoken in the area where the current states of Texas, Louisiana, Arkansas, and Oklahoma come together. It belongs to the Caddoan family, whose other members are all either extinct (Kitsai) or nearly so (Pawnee, Arikara, Wichita). The book is based on Melnar’s 1998 University of Chicago dissertation for which she received the Mary R. Haas Award. Although Melnar also has direct experience working with Caddo speakers, her study is largely based on materials—most of them unpublished—collected by Wallace Chafe, who did fieldwork on the language during four summers in the early 1960’s (Chafe 1976:12).

Except for an appendix which describes phonological processes, the book focuses exclusively on verbal morphology. The descriptive framework applied is that of template morphology, where the individual affixes are viewed as belonging to position classes. It is not clear whether the author considers the morphological template to simply be an analytical device or whether she considers it an inherent feature of the language, as argued may be the case for some languages by Simpson and Withgott (1986) and for inflectional morphology in general by Stump (1997). Nor does she consider whether an alternative analysis in terms of scope relations along the lines of Rice’s (2000) analysis of Athapaskan verbs might be warranted. Nevertheless, Melnar does discuss some general aspects of the templatic organization of relevance to these issues (pp. 14-20). Thus, discontinuous dependency, which is one of Simpson and Withgott’s criteria for templatic as opposed to layered morphology, is illustrated, as is ‘spanned ordering’ (‘portmanteau position classes’ in Stump 2001:139-141), i.e., cases where the presence of a morpheme excludes the presence of all morphemes belonging to several contiguous position classes.

Many interesting features of the language emerge from Melnar’s description. Caddo is ‘agentive’ (or ‘split intransitive’), person marking being sensitive to the participant’s control over the event. Although the language is not ergative as such, several categories are exclusively associated with the absolutive argument, i.e. number, distributive, posture, location, manner, and ‘patientive’ (incorporates that specify which type of entity the absolutive referent belongs to). Pronominal prefixes combine person and agent/patient/dative case marking, and only one such prefix at a time may occur on a predicate. Since the local relation—the one involving speech act participants—is signaled by means of portmanteau markers expressing both participants, ambiguity is avoided. Among the pronominal prefixes one series obscures the identity of the referent by marking ‘defocusing person’. These markers serve a variety of purposes, including defocusing a discourse entity and referencing indefinite third person, and they were also formerly used when addressing one’s in-laws. An obligatory distinction of realis vs. irrealis serves to differentiate events which have occurred or are known or expected to occur from events having different epistemic statuses. The distinction seems largely to be redundant, since each of the 123 different tense-aspect-mood markers triggers either realis or irrealis marking. Morphological valency-increasing mechanisms include a general causative, two special causatives that indicate different degrees of directness of the causation of motion events, and an applicative. The only valency-reducing device is the middle voice. While the middle voice is obligatory with some intransitives, e.g., some that describe spontaneous bodily actions, it also serves to derive patientive forms contrasting with agentive ones, e.g., ‘to be sleepy’ vs. ‘to go to sleep’, or verbs with reflexive/reciprocal meaning from active transitive verbs, such as ‘to move [oneself]’ vs. ‘to move [something]’. In addition to the extremely rich techniques of morphological derivation Caddo also makes use of different types of verb compounding.

The book provides exactly what its title promises, no more no less. It does not attempt to situate Caddo morphology within the larger context of the language’s overall structure, say by the addition of a typological overview; diachronic issues such as the intriguing morphological similarities to Siouan and Iroquoian mentioned by Chafe (1976:44-52) or possible patterns of grammaticalization are not addressed; and theoretical discussions are largely avoided. The rich and complex verbal morphology of Caddo is, however, in itself a large and difficult topic, and Melnar’s treatment of it is impeccable, lucid and concise in every single respect. The impressive care in the analysis is matched by the equally impressive care that has gone into the editing and physical production of the book.
Søren Wichmann
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