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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 Kurylowicz (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. *kato /kitii/ ‘who’,
*xomelv /Xémil/ ‘hop’, *posi /pasai/ ‘dogs’, *tema /t'amd/ ‘darkness’ (transcrip-
tion and translation according to Polanski & 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-Splawinski’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 *gnézdo /gnozdé/ ‘nest’, *sukno /saukné/ ‘cloth’, *jedro /jodré/ ‘kernel’,
*myto /moité/ ‘reward’, *kridlo /kraidlé/ ‘wing’, *usno /vausné/ ‘leather’, gen.sg.
*vina /vaina/ ‘wine’, *melka /mlakd/ ‘milk’, *pot’a /pot’d/ ‘road’, pl. *gréxy
/grexé/ ‘sins’, *kljucé /kl'auca/ ‘keys’, *usta /vaustd/ ‘mouth’, *vorta /vortd/
‘door’, *moka /mqka/ ‘meal’, *svétja /sveca/ ‘candle’, *pizda /paizda/ ‘ass’, *dyra
/dard/ ‘hole’, *troba /trobd/ ‘hank’, *glista /glaistd/ ‘earthworm’, *borzda
/bordza/ ‘turrow’, *xorna /xornd/ ‘food’, *luna /laund/ ‘moon’, *déte /deta, deta/
‘child’, *otoks /votak/ ‘woof’, *volja /vil'a/ ‘will’, 3rd sg. *tegne /tagné/ ‘pulls’,
*zaveZe [zovazé/ ‘ties up’, *cese /cisé/ ‘brushes’, *nosi /niisé/ ‘carries’, *xodi
/xtudé/ ‘goes’, def.adj. *bélvjo /b'olé/, fem. *bélaja /b’old/ ‘white’, *skopojo
/skopé/ ‘Friday’, *kortvkwjo /kort’é/ ‘short’, also *devetwvjo /divioté/ ‘ninth’,
*desetvjo /disqté/ ‘tenth’, further *golveka /glatka/ ‘distaff’, *déveka /detka/
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‘girl’, *lisvka /laiskd/ fox’, *babwka /bopka/ ‘midwife’, *déteka /d’otkd/ “child’,
also *bratvja /brot’d/ ‘brothers’. There is a full vowel in the final syllable of
*rebro [rebrii/ ‘rib’, *teplo /teplit/ ‘warm’, *stwblo /stabli/ ‘stalk’, *veslo /veslii/
‘oar’, *greblo /greblii/ ‘rake’, *stegno /stegnii/ ‘loin’, *oksno /vaknii/ ‘window’,
*jedvno /janii/ ‘one’, gen.sg. *pvporu /paprai/ ‘pepper’, *oklepv /viklip/ ‘truss’,
*otwtode [vitted/ ‘thence’, *otvkodw /vitked/ ‘whence’, *jesmy /jismoi/ ‘we are’,
*Cervo [crevii/ ‘intestines’, *jaje /joji/ ‘egg’, *léto /l'otl/ ‘year’, *délo /d’olii/
‘work’, *polje /ptli/ ‘field’, *Zito /zaitli/ ‘grain’, *sveto /sjotii/ ‘holiday’, *jvgo
/jaid’ii/ ‘yoke’, *pivo /paivii/ ‘beer’, *zZedlo /zqdli/ ‘sting’, *nebo /nebii/ ‘heaven’,
*kolo /tolt/ ‘wheel’, *séno /$onii/ ‘hay’, *proso /prosi/ ‘millet’, *tésto /tostii/
‘dough’, *bvrdo /b’ordii/ ‘swingle’, *ordlo /radlii/ ‘hookplow’, *jutro /jautrii/
‘morning’, *Sidlo /saidlii/ ‘awl’, *sadlo /sodlt/ ‘fat’, adv. *tixems /taixam/ ‘gent-
ly’, gen.sg. *nokte /niici/ ‘night’, *sole /siili/ ‘salt’, *roze /rdzi/ ‘rye’, *vese /vasi/
‘village’, *jecomens /jacmin/ ‘barley’, *svrsenv /sarsin/ ‘hornet’, *grebens /gribin/
‘comb’, *jasenv /josin/ ‘ash-tree’, *stopenv /stopin/ ‘step’, *corky /cart’ai/,
*corkwve [cart’év/ ‘church’, *ogle /vod’el/ ‘coal’, *ostrove /vastriivv/ “Wustrow’,
*ogorv [vod’or/ ‘eel’, *kolkolw /klat’cl/ ‘bell’, *popelw /plipel/ ‘ash’, *vecerws /vicer/
‘evening’, *vixere /vaixar/ ‘whirlwind’, *¢zle /vQzil/ ‘knot’, *nogetv /ntud’ét/
‘nail’, *olkotv /lit’ét/ ‘elbow’, *otrokws /vatriik/ ‘son’, *koZenws /tlizdn/ ‘fur
*bobonw /bobdn/ ‘drum’, *jableko /jopt’ii/ ‘apple’, *radoste /radiist/ ‘wedding’,
*jablonv /jobliin/ ‘apple-tree’, *stepens /stipin/ ‘treadle’, *krasvns /krosan/ ‘cross
worn on a necklace’, adv. *ljubo /I'aibti/ ‘kindly’, *mokro /miikrti/ ‘wet’, *¢isto
[caistli/ ‘clean’, *rano /ranii/ ‘early’, *dwlgo /daud’ti/ ‘long’, *krivo /kraivii/
‘awry’, *pwlno /paunii/ ‘full’, *suxo /sauxt/ ‘drily’, *nizeko /naist’ti/ low’, *tezvko
/tast’ii/ ‘heavily’, *pozdeno /plznii/ ‘late’, *zimvno /zaimnii/ ‘cool’, *lvgwko
/Tati/ lightly’, *mimo /maimii/ ‘past’, *jama /jomo/ ‘hole’, *vorna /vorno/
‘crow’, *korva /korvo/ ‘cow’, *glina /glaino/ ‘clay’, *toca /toco/ ‘cloud’, *stgpa
/stopo/ ‘mortar’, *suka /sauko/ ‘whore’, *volna /vauno/ ‘wool’, *méra /m’oro/
‘measure’, *casa /coso/ ‘bowl’, *scuka /st’auko/ ‘pike’, *lipa /laipo/ ‘linden’, *ryba
/raibo/ ‘fish’, *répa /repo/ ‘turnip’, *muxa /mauxo/ ‘fly’, gen.sg. *boga /btigo/
‘god’, *syra /saro/ ‘cheese’, *dvnja /dano/ ‘day’, adv. *doma /diimo/ ‘home’,
loc.sg. *mésté /meste/ ‘place’, gen.sg. *medu /medai/ ‘honey’, *vosku /vast’ai/
‘wax’, *solmy /slamoi/ ‘straw’, dat.sg. *zemji /zimai/ ‘earth’, acc.sg. *gling
/glaing/ ‘clay’, *rok¢ /roko/ ‘hand’, nom.pl. *pordzi /pordzai/ ‘thresholds’, *rodzi
/riidzai/ ‘horns’, *bodzi /biidzai/ ‘gods’, *gory /d’6rai/ ‘mountains’, *nogy
/niid’ai/ ‘legs’, *vorny /vornai/ ‘crows’, *korvy /korvoi/ ‘cows’, *golvy /glavoi/
‘heads’, *gnidy /gnaidai/ ‘nits’, *vidly /vaidldi/ ‘fork’, *pelvy /plavoi/ ‘chaft,
*sestry /sestrdi/ ‘sisters’, *kozy /t'0z4i/ ‘goats’, *verby /varboi/ ‘willows’, *berzy
/brezéi/ ‘birches’, *jedly /jadlai/ ‘fir-trees’, *lipy /laipoi/ ‘lindens’, *Zaby /zoboi/
‘frogs’, *ryby /raiboi/ ‘fish’, *répy /repoi/ ‘turnips’, *jeskry /jaskrai/ ‘sparks’,
*roby /roboi/ ‘seams’, *zpby /zQboi/ ‘teeth’, *kolsy /klasai/ ‘ears of grain’, *gady
/godai/ ‘snakes’, *volsy /vlasai/ ‘hair’, *cépy /cepoi/ ‘flail’, *kvéty /kjotdi/ ‘flowers’,
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*listy /laistai/ ‘leaves’, *kapjé /kope/ ‘drops’, *tocé /toce/ ‘clouds’, *grablé /groble/
‘rake’, *sadjé /sodze/ ‘soot’, *pglé /vogle/ ‘coals’, *gvozdé /d’tizde/ ‘nails’, *gosté
/d’tiste/ ‘guests’, *vasi /vasai/ ‘lice’, *pésni /pesnai/ ‘songs’, *dveri /dvarai/ ‘door’,
*sani [sonai/ ‘sledge’, *trosti /trastai/ ‘reed’, *déti /detai/ ‘children’, *ljudi
/Taudai/ ‘people’, *mati /motai/ ‘mother’, *orky /rat’ai/ ‘box’, *kamy /komoi/
‘stone’, *golpbv /d’6lob/ ‘pigeon’, *skorupws /st'oraip/ ‘shell’, *grusy /grauséi/, pl.
*grusvvy /grausvoi/ ‘pear(s)’, *celjustv /cil'aust/ ‘chin’, *galozv /goloz/ ‘branch’,
dual *oci /vicai/ ‘eyes’, *usi /vausai/ ‘ears’, *rocé /roce/ ‘hands’, *nodzé /niidze/
‘feet’, *obé /vibe/ ‘both’, further *devetv /divat/ ‘nine’, *desetv /disat/ ‘ten’, inf.
*kusat(i) /tausot/ ‘taste’, *kakat(i) /kokot/ ‘shit’, *krajat(i) /krojot/ ‘cut’, aor. 3rd
sg. *xode /xuidi/ ‘went’, *rece /rici/ ‘said’, preterit *kradls /krodal/ ‘stole’, *jédlv
/jedal/ ‘ate’, *sepale /sapol/ ‘slept’, *perdales /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 /vada/ ‘water’, *smola /smold/ ‘resin’,
*zemja /zim’a/ ‘earth’, *noga /ntgd/ foot’, *stvdza /stadza/ ‘path’, *kosa /t'6sd/
‘scythe’, *osa /vasd/ ‘wasp’, *medja /midza/ ‘balk’, *Zena /zend/ ‘woman’, *tema
/tama/ ‘darkness’, *blexa /blaxd/ ‘flea’, *bocela /celd/ ‘bee’, *vvcera /cerd/ ‘yes-
terday’, *dusa /dausa/ ‘soul’, *golva /glava/ ‘head’, *serda /sredd/ ‘middle’, *zima
/zaima/ ‘winter’, *roka /rQka/ ‘hand’, *peta /p’ota/ ‘heel’, *greda /gr'odd/ ‘beam’,
*réka /rekd/ ‘river’, *sténa /st ona/ ‘wall’, *borda /bréda/ ‘chin’, pl. *Cerva /creva/
‘intestines’, *jaja /joja/ ‘eggs’, *jezykws /jozEk/ ‘tongue’, *celvéks /clavik/ ‘man’,
*Zivotw /zaivat/ ‘life, body’, adv. *vysoks /voisék/ ‘above’, *siroks /sarék/ ‘widely’,
*globokw /globék/ ‘deeply’, *dalekws /dolék/ ‘far’, *verteno /vriten&/ ‘spindle’,
*reseto /riseté/ ‘sieve’, gen.sg. *Zivota /zaivata/ ‘life’, pl. *zvenesa /zvenesa/ ‘fel-
lies’, *slovesa /sliivesd/ ‘words’, *ocesa /vicesd/ ‘eyes’, inf. *tokat(i) /takdt/ ‘wea-
ve’, preterit *zoréls /zar’al/ ‘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. *bogovs /biid’tiv/ ‘gods’, inst.sg. *pods zemjejo
/pud zima/ ‘under the earth’, inf. *ubost(i) /aibiist/ ‘stab’, *perpekt(i) /prepict/
‘roast’, *pervezt(i) /privist/ ‘drive over’, further *petv desete /patdisot/ ‘fifty’,
*Sestv desetw /sistdi$ot/ ‘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. *bwcela /cela/ ‘bee’, *svrebro /srebrii/ ‘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 /valo/ ‘ox’, pl.
*posi /pasai/ ‘dogs’, *swsy /sdsdi/ ‘teats’, *nozé /niize/ ‘knives’, *oni /vinai/ ‘they’,
but not in sg. *ona /vana/ ‘she’, pl. *voly /valé/ ‘oxen’, *povsy /p’asé/ ‘dogs’. The
quantitative alternation was extended to nouns with a regular short stem vowel
in the case of *berza /brezd/, pl. *berzy /brezdi/ ‘birch(es)’, *déva /deva/ ‘girl,
*kolda /kladd/ ‘barrel’, *slina /slaind/ ‘spit’, *solma /slami/ beside /slamo/
‘straw’, *metola /metld/ ‘broom’, *sestra /sestrd/, pl. *sestry /sestrai/ ‘sister(s)’,
*oveca [vicd/, pl. *ovecé /vice/ ‘sheep’, *jvstvba /jazbd/ ‘playhouse’, further
*ordlo /radli/ ‘hookplow’, *zvrno /zornti/ ‘kernel’, *jableko /jopt'i/ ‘apple’,
*rebro /rebrii/ ‘rib’, *okwno /vaknii/ ‘window’, pl. *ordla /radla/, *zvrna /zorna/,
*jabloka /jopkd/, *rebra /rebrd/, *oksna /vikni/ beside /vakno/. The long stem
vowel was generalized in the definite adjective and in the present tense of the
verb: *starwvjo /storé/, *staraja /stord/, *staroje [stord/ ‘old’, *stariji /storé/ ‘par-
ents’, *malejo /molé/ ‘small’, *prostejo /prosté/ ‘mad’, *xromsjv /xrtimé/ ‘lame’,
*boswjv /bOsé/ ‘barefoot’, *Sestvjo /sesté/ ‘sixth’, 3rd sg. *slysi /slaisé/ ‘hears’,
*place /plocé/ ‘cries’, *poje /ptijé/ ‘sings’, *zove /ziivé/ ‘calls’, *pece /picé/ ‘bakes’,
*zvoni [ztiné/ ‘rings’, *doji /dijé/ ‘milks’, *zveni /zvané/ ‘sounds’. The analogy
affected even inf. *plakat(i) /plokat/ ‘cry’, but not *kusat(i) /t'ausot/ ‘taste’, cf.
preterit *plakale /plokol/, *kusale /t'ausol/. On the other hand, the infinitve
adopted the vocalism of the preterit in *szpat(i) /sapot/ beside /sapit/ ‘sleep’,
*sopalw /sapol/ ‘slept’. The preterit appears to have generalized the reflex of ac-
centual mobility, e.g. *kgsile /kosdl/ ‘bit’, *naidle /nodal/ ‘found’, inf. *kosit(7)
/kQsét/, *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 /komanai/ ‘oven’,
*mozdZené /muizdéne/ ‘brains’, *jagody /jod’adai/ ‘berries’, *slivené /slaivéne/,
*sliveny /slaivénai/ ‘plums’, gen.sg. *sékarja /sekdr’o/ ‘mower’, adv. *napoly
/nopalai/ ‘halfway’, also *Cetvero /citvart/ ‘four’, *petero /patarii/ ‘five’, *Sestero
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[sistarii/ ‘six’, *na gordé /no garde/ ‘at the castle, in court’, *na svété /no svite/
‘in the world’, *vo xoldé /va xlade/ ‘in the cool’, *perds gordems /prid girddm/
‘before the court’, *s» tobojo /sa tabg/ ‘with you’, *za sobojo /zo sabg/ ‘behind
oneself’. The vowel of the medial syllable was restored in *skorupi /st’'6raipai/
‘shells’, *svrsené /sarsine/ ‘hornets’, *ormeni /raminai/ ‘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 *koléni /t'il'onai/ ‘knees’, acc.sg.
*oxotp [vaxotq/ ‘health’, *proléto /prillotli/ ‘spring’, *Zelézo /zil'ozii/ ‘iron’,
*gromeélo /gram’olii/ ‘thundered’. The reflex of this pattern was apparently gen-
eralized in the preterit of prefixed verbs, e.g. *ulucile /ailaucal/, inf. *ulucit(i)
/ailaucét/ ‘hit upon’, *upustile /aipaustal/ ‘dropped’, *polozile /poliizal/ ‘put’,
*zablodile /zobledal/ ‘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 /molaind/
‘raspberry’, *juzina /jauzaina/ ‘dinner’, *matica /motaica/ ‘queen bee’, *samica
/somaica/ ‘female’, *povsenica /pasinaicd/ ‘wheat’, *jesCerica /vistaraicd/ ‘lizard’,
*jalovica /joliivaica/ ‘heifer’, *oranoje /varond/ ‘plowed’, *udélanoje /aid’dlond/
‘done’, also pl. *jezyky /jozait’é/ ‘tongues’, *zajecé /zojacd/ ‘hares’, *po délu /pi
d’olé/ “after work’, *ve gosté /va d’iista/ ‘on a visit’, cf. *délo /d’olii/ ‘work’, *gosté
/d’iste/ ‘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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