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South American languages present a number of interesting phenomena related to the phonetic 
realization of glottal stops and to the temporal realization of glottalic gestures.  
In Karitiana, a Tupi language from Brasil, a frequent but not systematic phenomenon is the 
occurrence of vowels with a final burst in word internal VC sequences, in CVC words ending 
with a final unreleased voiceless stop and before nasals. Electrogrottographic (EGG) 
measurements reveal that the vowels’ final burst are articulated with a closing gesture of the 
glottis. This is contrary to the expected opening gesture necessary to produce a voiceless stop. 
EGG data clearly show the superposition – partial or complete - of the oral closure with a closed 
glottis. 
Nasa Yuwe, a language spoken in the Cauca region of Colombia, displays vowel characteristics 
related to phonation types that are typologically unusually and not described in phonetic detail. 
Glottal vowels of this language are particularly interesting because they are clearly distinguished 
from laryngealized vowels (i.e., vowels produced with creaky or pressed voice). Glottal vowels 
are produced by with a sharp closure at the end of the vowel. Acoustic, aerodynamic and EGG 
data clearly show that there is an abrupt interruption of the signal at the end of vowel, which is 
accompanied by an interruption of the oral airflow. The interesting feature here is that glottalic 
vowels must be distinguished from laryngealized vowels, and might therefore represent a distinct 
phonation type.  
Numerous other glottalization features are observed in South American languages. Fieldwork 
investigations on this topic must move beyond the view that attributes a weakly defined 
‘glottalization’ or ‘laryngealization’ feature to the voice source. New data provides empirical 
evidence that the constriction of the epilaryngeal tube constitutes an integral part of laryngeal 
articulations. The epilaryngeal source posited by new models of phonation are employed by 
phonology to create distinctions. Data from two languages of the Colombian-Brazilian border 
(Kotiria and Waikhana) will illustrate this last point. 
 

 
  

 

	


