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POLABIAN ACCENTUATION 

FREDERIK KORTLANDT 

From a synchronic point of view, the accentuation of Late Polabian has been 
clarified by Trubetzkoy (1929) and Olesch (1973, 1974). The stress fell on the last 
full vowel of a word form, which was found either in the final or in the penulti-
mate syllable. In the latter instance, the final syllable contained a reduced vowel. 
This rule was challenged by Kuryłowicz (1955), who maintained that the stress 
was fixed on the initial syllable of the word. The latter theory has the advantage 
of accounting for the absence of reduced vowels in initial syllables. It also ex-
plains the vocalization of weak jers in initial syllables, e.g. *kъtо /kåtü/ ‘who’, 
*xъmelь /x́ėmil/ ‘hop’, *pьsi /pasai/ ‘dogs’, *tьma /t’åmă/ ‘darkness’ (transcrip-
tion and translation according to Polański & Sehnert 1967). I therefore think 
that it is correct for an earlier stage of the language, which may conveniently be 
called Middle Polabian. The late rise of non-initial stress can be compared with 
the same development in Polish. It follows that the complicated chronology re-
cently proposed by Micklesen (1986) cannot be maintained. 
 The major problem which remains is the origin of the Polabian reduced 
vowels and their relation to the prosodic system of Proto-Slavic. The solution to 
this problem can largely be deduced from Lehr-Spławiński’s detailed analysis 
(1963), in spite of the fact that his views on the accentual system of Proto-Slavic 
can no longer be maintained. It appears that, as a rule, the final syllable has re-
duced vocalism if the vowel of the preceding syllable is originally long or neo-
acute, whereas it has full vocalism if the vowel of the preceding syllable is origi-
nally short, acute, or circumflex. Thus, we find a reduced vowel in the final syl-
lable of *gnězdo /gńozdĕ/ ‘nest’, *sukno /sauknĕ/ ‘cloth’, *jędro /jǫdrĕ/ ‘kernel’, 
*myto /moitĕ/ ‘reward’, *kridlo /kraidlĕ/ ‘wing’, *usno /vausnĕ/ ‘leather’, gen.sg. 
*vina /vaină/ ‘wine’, *melka /mlåkă/ ‘milk’, *pǫt’a /pǫt’ă/ ‘road’, pl. *grěxy 
/grex́ĕ/ ‘sins’, *ključě /kl’aucă/ ‘keys’, *usta /vaustă/ ‘mouth’, *vorta /vortă/ 
‘door’, *mǫka /mǫkă/ ‘meal’, *světja /svećă/ ‘candle’, *pizda /paizdă/ ‘ass’, *dyra 
/dară/ ‘hole’, *trǫba /trǫbă/ ‘hank’, *glista /glaistă/ ‘earthworm’, *borzda 
/bordză/ ‘furrow’, *xorna /xornă/ ‘food’, *luna /laună/ ‘moon’, *dětę /detą, detă/ 
‘child’, *ǫtъkъ /vǫtăk/ ‘woof’, *volja /vil’ă/ ‘will’, 3rd sg. *tęgne /tągnĕ/ ‘pulls’, 
*zavęže /zovązĕ/ ‘ties up’, *češe /cisĕ/ ‘brushes’, *nosi /nüsĕ/ ‘carries’, *xodi 
/x́üdĕ/ ‘goes’, def.adj. *bělъjь /b’olĕ/, fem. *bělaja /b’olă/ ‘white’, *skǫpъjь 
/skopĕ/ ‘Friday’, *kortъkъjь /kort’ĕ/ ‘short’, also *devętъjь /div’ǫtĕ/ ‘ninth’, 
*desętъjь /diśǫtĕ/ ‘tenth’, further *golvъka /glåfkă/ ‘distaff’, *děvъka /defkă/ 
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‘girl’, *lisъka /laiskă/ ‘fox’, *babъka /bopkă/ ‘midwife’, *dětъka /d’otkă/ ‘child’, 
also *bratьja /brot’ă/ ‘brothers’. There is a full vowel in the final syllable of 
*rebro /rebrü/ ‘rib’, *teplo /teplü/ ‘warm’, *stъblo /ståblü/ ‘stalk’, *veslo /veslü/ 
‘oar’, *greblo /greblü/ ‘rake’, *stegno /stegnü/ ‘loin’, *okъno /våknü/ ‘window’, 
*jedьno /janü/ ‘one’, gen.sg. *pьpьru /paprai/ ‘pepper’, *oklepь /viklip/ ‘truss’, 
*otъtǫdъ /vittǫd/ ‘thence’, *otъkǫdъ /vitkǫd/ ‘whence’, *jesmy /jismoi/ ‘we are’, 
*červo /crevü/ ‘intestines’, *jaje /joji/ ‘egg’, *lěto /l’otü/ ‘year’, *dělo /d’olü/ 
‘work’, *polje /püli/ ‘field’, *žito /zaitü/ ‘grain’, *svęto /sjǫtü/ ‘holiday’, *jьgo 
/jaid’ü/ ‘yoke’, *pivo /paivü/ ‘beer’, *žędlo /zǫdlü/ ‘sting’, *nebo /nebü/ ‘heaven’, 
*kolo /t’ölü/ ‘wheel’, *sěno /śonü/ ‘hay’, *proso /prösü/ ‘millet’, *těsto /t’ostü/ 
‘dough’, *bьrdo /b’ordü/ ‘swingle’, *ordlo /rådlü/ ‘hookplow’, *jutro /jautrü/ 
‘morning’, *šidlo /saidlü/ ‘awl’, *sadlo /sodlü/ ‘fat’, adv. *tixъmь /taixåm/ ‘gent-
ly’, gen.sg. *nokte /nüci/ ‘night’, *sole /süli/ ‘salt’, *rъže /råzi/ ‘rye’, *vьse /vasi/ 
‘village’, *jęčьmenь /jącmin/ ‘barley’, *sьršenь /sarsin/ ‘hornet’, *grebenь /gribin/ 
‘comb’, *jasenь /josin/ ‘ash-tree’, *stǫpenь /stǫpin/ ‘step’, *cьrky /cart’ai/, 
*cьrkъvь /cart’ėv/ ‘church’, *ǫglь /vǫd’ėl/ ‘coal’, *ostrovъ /våstrüv/ ‘Wustrow’, 
*ǫgorь /vǫd’ör/ ‘eel’, *kolkolъ /klåt’öl/ ‘bell’, *popelъ /püpel/ ‘ash’, *večerъ /vicer/ 
‘evening’, *vixъrь /vaixår/ ‘whirlwind’, *ǫzlъ /vǫzål/ ‘knot’, *nogъtь /nüd’ėt/ 
‘nail’, *olkъtь /lüt’ėt/ ‘elbow’, *otrokъ /våtrük/ ‘son’, *kožьnъ /t’üzån/ ‘fur’, 
*bǫbъnъ /bǫbån/ ‘drum’, *jablъko /jopt’ü/ ‘apple’, *radostь /rådüst/ ‘wedding’, 
*jablonь /joblün/ ‘apple-tree’, *stepenь /stipin/ ‘treadle’, *krasьnъ /krosån/ ‘cross 
worn on a necklace’, adv. *ljubo /l’aibü/ ‘kindly’, *mokro /mükrü/ ‘wet’, *čisto 
/caistü/ ‘clean’, *rano /rånü/ ‘early’, *dъlgo /dåud’ü/ ‘long’, *krivo /kraivü/ 
‘awry’, *pъlno /påunü/ ‘full’, *suxo /saux́ü/ ‘drily’, *nizъko /naist’ü/ ‘low’, *tęžьko 
/tąst’ü/ ‘heavily’, *pozdьno /püznü/ ‘late’, *zimьno /zaimnü/ ‘cool’, *lьgъko 
/l’åt’ü/ ‘lightly’, *mimo /maimü/ ‘past’, *jama /jomo/ ‘hole’, *vorna /vorno/ 
‘crow’, *korva /korvo/ ‘cow’, *glina /glaino/ ‘clay’, *tǫča /tǫco/ ‘cloud’, *stǫpa 
/stǫpo/ ‘mortar’, *suka /sauko/ ‘whore’, *vьlna /våuno/ ‘wool’, *měra /m’oro/ 
‘measure’, *čaša /coso/ ‘bowl’, *ščuka /st’auko/ ‘pike’, *lipa /laipo/ ‘linden’, *ryba 
/råibo/ ‘fish’, *rěpa /repo/ ‘turnip’, *muxa /mauxo/ ‘fly’, gen.sg. *boga /bügo/ 
‘god’, *syra /såro/ ‘cheese’, *dьnja /dańo/ ‘day’, adv. *doma /dümo/ ‘home’, 
loc.sg. *městě /meste/ ‘place’, gen.sg. *medu /medai/ ‘honey’, *vosku /våst’ai/ 
‘wax’, *solmy /slåmoi/ ‘straw’, dat.sg. *zemji /zimai/ ‘earth’, acc.sg. *glinǫ 
/glainǫ/ ‘clay’, *rǫkǫ /rǫkǫ/ ‘hand’, nom.pl. *pordzi /pordzai/ ‘thresholds’, *rodzi 
/rüdzai/ ‘horns’, *bodzi /büdzai/ ‘gods’, *gory /d’öråi/ ‘mountains’, *nogy 
/nüd’ai/ ‘legs’, *vorny /vornåi/ ‘crows’, *korvy /korvoi/ ‘cows’, *golvy /glåvoi/ 
‘heads’, *gnidy /gnaidåi/ ‘nits’, *vidly /vaidlåi/ ‘fork’, *pelvy /plåvoi/ ‘chaff’, 
*sestry /sestråi/ ‘sisters’, *kozy /t’özåi/ ‘goats’, *vьrby /varboi/ ‘willows’, *berzy 
/brezåi/ ‘birches’, *jedly /jadlåi/ ‘fir-trees’, *lipy /laipoi/ ‘lindens’, *žaby /zoboi/ 
‘frogs’, *ryby /råiboi/ ‘fish’, *rěpy /repoi/ ‘turnips’, *jьskry /jåskråi/ ‘sparks’, 
*rǫby /rǫboi/ ‘seams’, *zǫby /zǫboi/ ‘teeth’, *kolsy /klåsåi/ ‘ears of grain’, *gady 
/godåi/ ‘snakes’, *volsy /vlåsåi/ ‘hair’, *cěpy /cepoi/ ‘flail’, *květy /kjotåi/ ‘flowers’, 
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*listy /laiståi/ ‘leaves’, *kapjě /kope/ ‘drops’, *tǫčě /tǫce/ ‘clouds’, *grablě /groble/ 
‘rake’, *sadjě /sodze/ ‘soot’, *ǫglě /vǫgle/ ‘coals’, *gvozdě /d’üzde/ ‘nails’, *gostě 
/d’üste/ ‘guests’, *vъši /våsai/ ‘lice’, *pěsni /pesnai/ ‘songs’, *dvьri /dvarai/ ‘door’, 
*sani /sonai/ ‘sledge’, *trъsti /tråstai/ ‘reed’, *děti /detai/ ‘children’, *ljudi 
/l’audai/ ‘people’, *mati /motai/ ‘mother’, *orky /råt’ai/ ‘box’, *kamy /komoi/ 
‘stone’, *golǫbь /d’ölǫb/ ‘pigeon’, *skorupъ /st’öraip/ ‘shell’, *grušy /grausåi/, pl. 
*grušьvy /grausvoi/ ‘pear(s)’, *čeljustь /cil’aust/ ‘chin’, *galǫzь /golǫz/ ‘branch’, 
dual *oči /vicai/ ‘eyes’, *uši /vausai/ ‘ears’, *rǫcě /rǫce/ ‘hands’, *nodzě /nüdze/ 
‘feet’, *obě /vibe/ ‘both’, further *devętь /divąt/ ‘nine’, *desętь /disąt/ ‘ten’, inf. 
*kušat(i) /t’ausot/ ‘taste’, *kakat(i) /kokot/ ‘shit’, *krajat(i) /krojot/ ‘cut’, aor. 3rd 
sg. *xode /x́üdi/ ‘went’, *reče /rici/ ‘said’, preterit *kradlъ /krodål/ ‘stole’, *jědlъ 
/jedål/ ‘ate’, *sъpalъ /såpol/ ‘slept’, *perdalъ /perdol/ ‘sold’. Since acute and cir-
cumflex vowels were regularly shortened in Lechitic, I arrive at the following 
HYPOTHESIS: vowels in final syllables were reduced if the vowel of the preced-
ing syllable was long. The reduction affected both short and long vowels, as is 
clear from the definite adjective, which has reduced endings. The stage of the 
language before the vowel reduction can be called Early Polabian.  
 If a reduced vowel in a final syllable can be taken as evidence for an Early 
Polabian long vowel in the preceding syllable, there is a class of long vowels in 
open syllables which appear to have originated from a retraction of the stress 
from short vowels in final syllables: *voda /vådă/ ‘water’, *smola /smölă/ ‘resin’, 
*zemja /zim’ă/ ‘earth’, *noga /nügă/ ‘foot’, *stьdza /stadză/ ‘path’, *kosa /t’ösă/ 
‘scythe’, *osa /våsă/ ‘wasp’, *medja /midźă/ ‘balk’, *žena /zenă/ ‘woman’, *tьma 
/t’åmă/ ‘darkness’, *blъxa /blåxă/ ‘flea’, *bъčela /celă/ ‘bee’, *vьčera /ceră/ ‘yes-
terday’, *duša /dausă/ ‘soul’, *golva /glåvă/ ‘head’, *serda /sredă/ ‘middle’, *zima 
/zaimă/ ‘winter’, *rǫka /rǫkă/ ‘hand’, *pęta /p’ǫtă/ ‘heel’, *gręda /gr’ǫdă/ ‘beam’, 
*rěka /rekă/ ‘river’, *stěna /st’onă/ ‘wall’, *borda /brödă/ ‘chin’, pl. *červa /crevă/ 
‘intestines’, *jaja /jojă/ ‘eggs’, *językъ /jǫzĕk/ ‘tongue’, *čelvěkъ /clåvăk/ ‘man’, 
*životъ /zaivăt/ ‘life, body’, adv. *vysokъ /voisĕk/ ‘above’, *širokъ /sarĕk/ ‘widely’, 
*glǫbokъ /glǫbĕk/ ‘deeply’, *dalekъ /dolĕk/ ‘far’, *verteno /vritenĕ/ ‘spindle’, 
*rešeto /risetĕ/ ‘sieve’, gen.sg. *života /zaivåtă/ ‘life‘, pl. *zvenesa /zvenesă/ ‘fel-
lies’, *slovesa /slüvesă/ ‘words’, *očesa /vicesă/ ‘eyes’, inf. *tъkat(i) /tåkăt/ ‘wea-
ve’, preterit *zьrělъ /zar’ăl/ ‘saw’. The trisyllabic word forms show that the stress 
was not yet retracted to the initial syllable at this stage. The stress was not re-
tracted from long vowels: gen.pl. *bogovъ /büd’üv/ ‘gods’, inst.sg. *podъ zemjejǫ 
/püd zimą/ ‘under the earth’, inf. *ubost(i) /aibüst/ ‘stab’, *perpekt(i) /prepict/ 
‘roast’, *pervezt(i) /privist/ ‘drive over’, further *pętь desętъ /pątdiśǫt/ ‘fifty’, 
*šestь desętъ /sistdiśǫt/ ‘sixty’. The stage of the language before the retraction of 
the stress can be identified as the westernmost dialect of Proto-Slavic and may 
be called pre-Polabian. 
 It is clear from the material that the retraction of the stress was anterior to 
the loss of weak jers in initial syllables. Since the reflex of the newly stressed 
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vowels merged with the reflex of the Proto-Slavic neo-acute vowels, it is reason-
able to date the retraction to the time of disintegration of the proto-language. 
Weak jers in initial syllables were lost when they remained pretonic after the 
retraction of the stress, e.g. *bъčela /celă/ ‘bee’, *sьrebro /srebrü/ ‘silver’. 
 After the retraction of the stress from final syllables there were three classes 
of Early Polabian nominal paradigms: (a) nouns with a short stem vowel, (b) 
nouns with a long stem vowel, and (c) nouns with an alternation between a 
short stem vowel in originally stem-stressed forms and a long stem vowel in 
newly stem-stressed forms. As in Czech, where we find similar accent classes 
with a quite different distribution, several types of leveling took place. The short 
stem vowel of the nom.sg. form was generalized in gen.sg. *vola /vålo/ ‘ox’, pl. 
*pьsi /pasai/ ‘dogs’, *sъsy /såsåi/ ‘teats’, *nožě /nüze/ ‘knives’, *oni /vinai/ ‘they’, 
but not in sg. *ona /vånă/ ‘she’, pl. *voly /vålĕ/ ‘oxen’, *pьsy /p’åsĕ/ ‘dogs’. The 
quantitative alternation was extended to nouns with a regular short stem vowel 
in the case of *berza /breză/, pl. *berzy /brezåi/ ‘birch(es)’, *děva /devă/ ‘girl’, 
*kolda /klådă/ ‘barrel’, *slina /slaină/ ‘spit’, *solma /slåmă/ beside /slåmo/ 
‘straw’, *metъla /metlă/ ‘broom’, *sestra /sestră/, pl. *sestry /sestråi/ ‘sister(s)’, 
*ovьca /vică/, pl. *ovьcě /vice/ ‘sheep’, *jьstъba /jåzbă/ ‘playhouse’, further 
*ordlo /rådlü/ ‘hookplow’, *zьrno /źornü/ ‘kernel’, *jablъko /jopt’ü/ ‘apple’, 
*rebro /rebrü/ ‘rib’, *okъno /våknü/ ‘window’, pl. *ordla /rådlă/, *zьrna /źornă/, 
*jablъka /jopkă/, *rebra /rebră/, *okъna /våknă/ beside /våkno/. The long stem 
vowel was generalized in the definite adjective and in the present tense of the 
verb: *starъjь /storĕ/, *staraja /storă/, *staroje /storă/ ‘old’, *stariji /storĕ/ ‘par-
ents’, *malъjь /molĕ/ ‘small’, *prostъjь /pröstĕ/ ‘mad’, *xromъjь /xrümĕ/ ‘lame’, 
*bosъjь /bösĕ/ ‘barefoot’, *šestъjь /sestĕ/ ‘sixth’, 3rd sg. *slyši /slåisĕ/ ‘hears’, 
*plače /plocĕ/ ‘cries’, *poje /püjĕ/ ‘sings’, *zove /züvĕ/ ‘calls’, *peče /picĕ/ ‘bakes’, 
*zvoni /zünĕ/ ‘rings’, *doji /düjĕ/ ‘milks’, *zvьni /zvanĕ/ ‘sounds’. The analogy 
affected even inf. *plakat(i) /plokăt/ ‘cry’, but not *kušat(i) /t’ausot/ ‘taste’, cf. 
preterit *plakalъ /plokol/, *kušalъ /t’ausol/. On the other hand, the infinitve 
adopted the vocalism of the preterit in *sъpat(i) /såpot/ beside /såpăt/ ‘sleep’, 
*sъpalъ /såpol/ ‘slept’. The preterit appears to have generalized the reflex of ac-
centual mobility, e.g. *kǫsilъ /kǫsål/ ‘bit’, *naidlъ /nodål/ ‘found’, inf. *kǫsit(i) 
/kǫsĕt/, *nait(i) /noit/. 
 The hypothesis formulated above does not account for the origin of re-
duced vowels in medial syllables. After the shortening of acute and circumflex 
vowels in Lechitic, long vowels were limited to final and penultimate syllables, 
while the initial syllable of polysyllabic word forms always had short vocalism. 
It appears that vowels in medial syllables of trisyllabic word forms were reduced 
if the vowel of the initial syllable was stressed, e.g. *kameny /komănåi/ ‘oven’, 
*moždženě /müzdĕne/ ‘brains’, *jagody /jod’ădåi/ ‘berries’, *sliveně /slaivĕne/, 
*sliveny /slaivĕnåi/ ‘plums’, gen.sg. *sěkarja /sekăr’o/ ‘mower’, adv. *napoly 
/nopălåi/ ‘halfway’, also *četvero /citvărü/ ‘four’, *pętero /pątărü/ ‘five’, *šestero 
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/sistărü/ ‘six’, *na gordě /no gărde/ ‘at the castle, in court’, *na světě /no svăte/ 
‘in the world’, *vъ xoldě /vå xlăde/ ‘in the cool’, *perdъ gordъmь /prid gărdåm/ 
‘before the court’, *sъ tobojǫ /så tăbǫ/ ‘with you’, *za sobojǫ /zo săbǫ/ ‘behind 
oneself’. The vowel of the medial syllable was restored in *skorupi /st’öraipai/ 
‘shells’, *sьršeně /sarsine/ ‘hornets’, *ormeni /råminai/ ‘shoulders’. Since stressed 
vowels were probably somewhat longer than pretonic vowels, it is possible that 
the quantitative difference was phonemiczed when the stress was fixed on the 
initial syllable of the word. If this is correct, the above hypothesis explains vowel 
reduction in both final and non-final syllables.  
 There was no vowel reduction in trisyllabic word forms with a stressed 
short vowel in the medial syllable, e.g. dual *kolěni /t’ül’onai/ ‘knees’, acc.sg. 
*oxotǫ /våx́ötǫ/ ‘health’, *prolěto /prül’otü/ ‘spring’, *želězo /zil’ozü/ ‘iron’, 
*grьmělo /gram’olü/ ‘thundered’. The reflex of this pattern was apparently gen-
eralized in the preterit of prefixed verbs, e.g. *ulučilъ /ailaucål/, inf. *ulučit(i) 
/ailaucĕt/ ‘hit upon’, *upustilъ /aipaustål/ ‘dropped’, *položilъ /pölüzål/ ‘put’, 
*zablǫdilъ /zoblǫdål/ ‘went astray’. Most trisyllabic and all longer word forms 
have a reduced vowel in the final syllable, which points to a generalization of 
the pattern with a long vowel in the penultimate syllable, e.g. *malina /molaină/ 
‘raspberry’, *južina /jauzaină/ ‘dinner’, *matica /motaică/ ‘queen bee’, *samica 
/somaică/ ‘female’, *pьšenica /pasinaică/ ‘wheat‘, *ješčerica /vistăraică/ ‘lizard’, 
*jalovica /jolüvaică/ ‘heifer’, *oranoje /våronă/ ‘plowed’, *udělanoje /aid’ălonă/ 
‘done’, also pl. *języky /jǫzåit’ĕ/ ‘tongues’, *zajęcě /zojącă/ ‘hares’, *po dělu /pü 
d’olĕ/ ‘after work’, *vъ gostě /vå d’üstă/ ‘on a visit’, cf. *dělo /d’olü/ ‘work’, *gostě 
/d’üste/ ‘guests’. 
 Thus, I arrive at the following relative chronology of accentual develop-
ments: 
(1) Retraction of the stress from short vowels in final syllables and lengthening 

of newly stressed short vowels in open syllables. 
(2) Loss of weak jers. 
(3) Fixation of the stress on the initial syllable and rephonemicization of vowel 

quantity. 
(4) Reduction of vowels in syllables following a long vowel and loss of distinc-

tive quantity in full vowels.  
(5) Fixation of the stress on the last full vowel of a word form. 

It is of course possible that the reduction of vowels in final syllables preceded 
the fixation of the stress on the initial syllable and the reduction of vowels in 
medial syllables. In any case, it must have been preceded by the loss of vowel 
quantity in unstressed final syllables, which can be dated after the early retrac-
tion of the stress. 
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