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Northern Haida (ISO 639: hdn) is a severely endangered language isolate spoken by fewer 
than 10 speakers in British Columbia and Southeast Alaska.  The largest collection of 
original narrative texts in the language was recorded by John R. Swanton and published in 
1908 using a pre-phonemic orthography.  As part of a program of language 
documentation and revitalization in the community, we have been adapting Swanton's 
original texts into the modern orthography (Hubert et al. 2016) and creating a 
linguistically-annotated digital corpus of approximately 100,000 words. 

While much of Northern Haida grammar and lexicon (Enrico 2003, 2005) is well-
documented in comparison to other Indigenous languages, no corpus studies have ever 
been undertaken on the language.  In our project, we are exploring a range of basic 
questions about Northern Haida grammar to develop a fuller understanding of all aspects 
of the language. 

While word order in Northern Haida is relatively rigid, speakers do have ordering 
choices in certain constructions, particularly those involving nouns and possessive 
pronouns (náay díinaa vs. gyáagan náay 'my house'), as well as the general ordering of 
postpositional phrases with respect to nominal arguments in the clause.  We will report on 
initial results of analyses of these variable-order constructions based on their frequency 
and distribution within the corpus. 

In addition to improving our grammatical description of the language, we are also 
using the corpus to conduct forensic dialectology, examining the sub-phonemic 
alternations captured by Swanton's original transcription.  Of particular interest are certain 
dialectal shibboleths, such as the form of the definite suffix (-aay in the Alaskan dialect vs. 
-ee in the British Columbian dialect), which show clear community differentiation at later 
points in the 20th century, but which showed significant interspeaker and intraspeaker 
variation within Swanton's corpus, allowing us to capture change in progress.  We will 
discuss several such variations, and report on what insights the corpus allows us to gleen 
about this earlier stage of the language. 

We will conclude our presentation by looking at the real-world application of the 
corpus in supporting language revitalization in the community, showing how information 
from our analysis is being incorporated into improved language reference and teaching 
materials for younger learners. 
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