The Oldest Bantu Dictionary:
Digitalization and Future Historical Research on Kikongo
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1. Background

e 1483: first contacts between the Kongo Kingdom and European travellers
e 1651-1652: Latin to Spanish and Kikongo dictionary by the Flemish Capuchin Joris

van Gheel (cf. Nsondé 1995) ﬁuhlmm
e 1928: Re-edition by the Belgian Jesuits Joseph van Wing and C. Penders Mbanza Kongo_ ,:'
2. Van Gheel, the real author? b ancoLta) |
L

e D'’Alencon (1914): Van Gheel copied (for his own use) from another dictionary. His
stay was too short to acquire sufficient knowledge to write the dictionary on his
own (June 1651 — December 1652) (cited in Van Wing & Penders 1928: xxvi). Figure 1: Map of the Kongo Kingdom

e Van Wing & Penders (1928): consider van Gheel to be the real author, albeit with the help of a Congolese interpreter.

e Thornton (2011): emphasis on the role of Roboredo, a Congolese priest who assisted the Capuchins in their language

endeavours. Van Gheel very likely copied from an older dictionary or vocabulary list, compiled by or with the aid of Roboredo.
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3. Compilation Method of the Capuchins

e Bontinck (1976): dictionary is based on a popular Latin to Spanish
dictionary which was brought earlier to Kongo by the Capuchins.

e Roboredo provided the Kikongo equivalents, often resorting to
extending exisiting meanings to convey the foreign (Latin) concepts,
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4. Modernization process of Van Wing & Penders

* Removal of the Latin and Spanish; replaced by ooy s o (1) *-paan- > -bhan- > -vaan- ‘give’
_ -bac- -bas-  ‘split’

Ki—, kina ki—, (i), penché, caduc ; gebuft, bomwvallig, {

e Direction changed, e *-pang- > -bhang- > -vang- ‘act,

Ka— rlaka, kavutuka ku—, {ia}, qui retombe ; dfe hervalf.

vant, s'incliner, s’'écrouler ; vaflen, neerzijgen, bezwifken, vooraver

French and Flemish g - *_pac-

— tola-tola, tomber goutte 3 poutte, distiller ; druppel voor driuppel

Vv
Vv

Songa kisinsu kia ku—, chanceler, se balancer ; schudden, waggelen.

fro m : Lati n > S p a n i S h/Ki ko ngo Bwakulul;(aj,‘;jj;};:nhwal-m]ukirl, rougir, étre rouge ; blozen, rood worden, exe C u te,

Bwakulukisa, pr : mbwakalukisi, faire rougir, rendre rouge : doen blozen,

to: Kikongo > French/Flemish - Zﬂ:f: bl e *-pdapat- > -ba?- > -babat- ‘touch’
e Adjustment of the original (Portuguese-inspired) *-pata > -bhata > -vata ‘village’
orthography to the ‘modern’ (1928) orthography o R

oujo k uma k S b g d Fr er fe worden, decmsferen, (er
wr_im'f c'sfi‘;}'d kuma ku bfj;qet-'.r_rﬁgﬂ'),

f K " k — h t 2 h I b d v. & Kuma kwa ku—, il _cummenca A faire nuit; °t begint donker te ( 2 ) * 4 > bh < > ¢ l b ’
O I O n g O _ > p O n e I CS/ p o n O ogy O S c u re Bwulula, Z?I;d::;\iﬁ:lﬁ;::f::’:fnﬁ'er_: fiervalien. -pl- -_1- -Vl- u r n
Ka—, (ia), qui retombe, récidive ; die fervalt, dic dezelfde misdaad

e Orthography changes not always systematic: D *-p1a > -bhia > -via ‘field’
b > b, bh >v but sometimes also bh > b ga S *-pika > -bhika > -bika ‘slave’
e Sound changes not immediately historically
' p+a>bh+ + . .
explainable: p+a>bh+aorb+a Figure 3: Page from Van Wing & Penders (1928)
5. Potential for further research
M song, o) cei i, e
e The digitalization of this dictionary will allow diachronic research on the Kongo ) gt v eson ssogi e |
oo Ummfgf o qui tre vaniie de , gie praalt met, aie groo

gaat op.

languages

e Research on phonetics/phonology and sound correspondences

e Lexical research, e.g. the Words-and-Things method

e The sermon accompanying the dictionary provides a full text of the Kongo language of
the 17th century and will be useful for morphological, syntactic and pragmatic
linguistic research

Figure 4: Digitalized dictionary, in TLex
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