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Everything you always wanted to know about Czech vowel length
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files "Handout for this course" and "Dodatky"
and on this page: "Prefixal vowel length in Czech"

One major typological feature that sets apart Czech and Slovak from other Slavic languages is the existence of
contrastive vowel length in these languages. Czech vowel length has been extensively studied since the 19th century.
However, no generalisation of any kind could be uncovered. Diachronically, it does not relate to either Indo-European
or Common Slavic vowel length, nor does it show any kinship with Baltic tones and East/ South Slavic accent.
Synchronically, closed syllable shortening (krava vs. krav, kravka "cow NOMsg, GENpl, dim") appears to coexist with
closed syllable lengthening (nz vs. noze, nizky "knife NOMsg, GENsg, scissors"). In sum, any attempt to propose a
regularity underlying this system seems desperate. Vowel length in Czech is therefore reputed to be anarchic and
unpredictable. This situation is mirrored in grammars by pages of amorphous lists of grammatical categories that exhibit
length or shortness.

Czech vowel length is driven by a simple mechanism that is known from other languages: templates. That is, a
certain amount of vocalic space is associated to a given morphological and/ or semantic category. If concatenation of
underlying long and short vowels produces more morae than the specific category allows for, shortening is observed. If
it produces less vocalic weight than the category at stake demands, lengthening ensues. This kind of templatic structure
is a typical feature of Afro-Asiatic languages, and I believe that the templatic regularities I present have not been
discovered before because nobody has ever looked at the relevant data through the prism of templates: these are
commonly held to be a typological pecularity of Afro-Asiatic, absent from Indo-European.

In order to illustrate the preceding claim, only a few of the instances of templatic activity that I have identified may
be quoted here.

In Scheer (forth) (="Prefixal vowel length in Czech" on this page), it is demonstrated that there is a templatic
restriction on the morphological item [vowel-final prefix+root] for denominal nouns: the vocalic weight of this object is
exactly three morae. If the root is long, the prefix will be short; if the root is short, the prefix will be long. Table (1)
shows this regularity for the diminutive/ agentive suffix —ek, -ka, -ec. As prefixes may be long only if they are attached
to a demoninal noun whose root is short, the ban against words with both long prefixes and roots is surface-true: for the
prefix za- for instance, *z4 - V... VV... does not occur at all in Czech.

The regularity concerning iterative-formation that is illustrated in table (2)-(3) follows the same pattern, and it
governs the entire paradigm. Iteratives are made in verb-classes 3, 5 and 6, that is involving the thematic elements —e-,
-a- and —ova-, respectively (identification of the other classes mentioned in the column "derivation": 1=athematic,
2=-nou-, 4=-i-). Under (2a), it is demonstrated that non-iteratives bearing a short root-vowel whose iteratives are made
in classes 3 and 5 produce results with long root-vowels. This is true for all timbres and irrespectively of the class the
verb originates in. As can be seen in (2b), no effect is observed if the base-verb possesses a long root. However,
iterativity cannot be held responsible for lengthening since the same derivation provokes shortening if the iterative
belongs to class 6, as shown in the lefthand column of (3). Again, shortening occurs with all timbres and verbs from any
origin. If on the other hand the root-vowel is short in the non-iterative, the derivation does not manipulate vowel
quantity, cf. the righthand column of (3). Hence, the correct generalization covering all data mentioned is as follows:
[root+thematic element] of an iterative weigh exactly three morae. If concatenation produces bimoraic items (=short
root+e/a), lengthening occurs; if on the other hand iteratives weighing four morae are derived (=long root+ova),
shortening takes place. In any event, the obtaining iterative weighs exactly three morae. Again, this behaviour is of truly
templatic nature: a sematically defined category (here: iterativity) whose Signifiant is expressed by a concatenation of
several morphemes (here: [root+thematic vowel]) commands a restriction of the vocalic space that its members must fill
in.

The last example illustrated in this abstract concerns comparatives of adjectives (4a) and adverbs (4b). Both
comparatives of adjectives and adverbs possess a long and a short allomorph. Comparatives of adjectives are built either
by suffixing —&j$i or —§i, whose distribution may not be predicted (apart from the fact that the class of items bearing the
short allomorph is small, unproductive and concerns "basic" vocabulary, while the former suffix is productive,
expanding and attached to all loans). In case the long —€jsi is suffixed, concatenation does not produce any modification
of vowel length: novy — novéjsi "new", hloupy — hloupégjsi "stupid". This is also true if the short allomorph —Si is
attached to a short root: slaby — slabsi "weak", sladky — sladsi "sweet". However, long roots shorten systematically if
their comparative takes —Si: blizky — bliz§i "near" etc., cf. (4a) which provides the exhaustive record of items of this
kind. The formation of comparatives of adverbs is parallel to what has been described so far in that the concatenation of
the long allomorph —€&ji does not produce any length-alternation: slaby, suchy (adj) — slabsi, sussi (comp adj) — slabg,
suSe (adv) — slabgji, suSeji (comp adv) "weak, dry". And as before, the short allomorph —¢ triggers a modification of the
length of the root-vowel. This time, however, lengthening occurs instead of shortening: drahy (adj) — drazsi (comp adj)
— draze (adv) — draze (comp adv) "expensive" etc., cf. (4b) which is exhaustive as well.
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Hence, the generalization in order establishes a causal relation between the length of the suffix and the length of the
root: if the suffix weighs two morae as in the case of —§i, shortening of the root is observed; if the suffix weighs one
mora as in the case of —€, lengthening of the root ensues. As before, the overall weight of all comparatives (suffixed by
short allomorphs) is "exactly three morae".

Vowel length also turns out to be templatic in infinitives (znat — poznat "know, recognize") and diminutives (vlak —
vlacek "train, dim" vs. kybl — kyblik "bucket, dim"). It may be interpreted as such in agentives in —a¢/ -i¢ and —tel and
short forms of primary adjectives (zdravy — zdrav "healthy"). As a matter of fact, templatic activity is not marginal at all
in Czech, it occurs all through its morphology and controls certain central categories like iteratives and infinitives.

Apart from the empirical relevance of these findings, typological and theoretical questions are raised: the common
typological statement according to which templatic morphology is an (almost) exclusive property of Afro-Asiatic
languages has to be revised. There does not seem to be any implicational relation between a certain language-family and
templaticity. On the other hand, Czech templaticity is not exactly identical with what is known from Semitic: 1) Czech
does only count vowels, consonants are totally irrelevant, 2) Czech templates never enjoy morphemic status: their
semantic identity is always marked by regular concatenative morphology (-t for infinitives, -ek/ -ik /... for diminutives
etc).

6] *74 -V...VV...
za-v...VV... za-v..V...
zadavka, zahalka "idler zadrzka, zadumcivec, zdduméivost, zadumdéivy, zahumenek, zachytka,
fem", zahalka "idleness’, zajemce, zajemkyné, zakladka, zaklopka, zakonodarce, zakozka, zakrsek,
zahradka, zahradkar, zékusek, zalozka, zalepka, zdmecek, zamycka, zaménka, zamérka, zaminka,
zachazka, zachrance, zémotek, zdnozka, zapadka, zapalka, zaporka, zapisek, zapletka, zapletkovy,
zachrankyné, zajizd'ka, zéaprazka, zaprska, zaprtek, zapijcka, zarmutek, zarodecny, zarodek,
zakazka, zakazkovy, zarodkovy, zarivka, zasilka, zdsmazka, zasuvka, zastérka, zastérkar,
zanaska, zarazka, zastavka, | zasté€rkovy, zastrcka, zastresek, zastupce, zastupkyné, zasijek, zatocka, zatylek,
zatacka, zavijec zavazek, zavdavek, zavod¢i, zavorka, zavereény, zavérka, zavések, zavéska,
zavlacka, zazvorka
(2) X >3 —e, -6t X>5-at
iterative lengthening iterative lengthening
a. derivation A" \'AY% derivation \% \'AY%
2>3 i-1 minout mijet 2>5 i-1 vS§imnout si vS§imat si
3>3 e-1 hledét -hlizet e-¢ lehnout 1€hat
0-a vonét -vanét e-1 zapomenout zapominat
4>3 a-a hasit -héset 0-4 uhodnout hadat
e-i jezdit jizdeét e-ou  poslechnout poslouchat
&-i délit -dilet 3>5 e-¢ letét 1état
i-i klidit -klizet e-i hledét hlidat
0-a hodit hazet &-i bézet -bihat
u—ou susit -souset y-y slySet slychat
y—y  myslit -myslet 4>5 a-a skocit skakat
0-4 chopit chapat
u-ou  mluvit -mlouvat
5>5 o-1 -slat -silat
b. no effect no effect
\'AY% \'AY% \'AY% \'A%
2>3 i-i bidnout -bizet 1>5 ou-ou tlouci -tloukat
a-a hlasit ohlaset a-a rust -rastat
hajit hajet 2>5 i-i liznout lizat
ou-ou trousit -trouset a-a mavnout mavat




3) X > 6 —ovat
iterative shortening
shortening no effect
\'AY% v v v
2>6 a-a Slapnout -Slapovat
i-i pichnout -pichovat 2>6 i-i finout se -finovat
y-y dychnout -dychovat e-e dechnout -dechovat
3>6 4-a sazet -sazovat 4>6 a-a tlacit -tlacovat
4>6 4-a kratit -kracovat e-¢ ernit -Cernovat
i-i citit cit'ovat &-& méfit -méfovat
ou-u  soudit -suzovat i-1 klidit -klizovat
v-y vysit vySovat 0-0 prosit -proSovat
5>6 a-a zadat -zadovat -0 drtit -drcovat
u-u -rucit -ru¢ovat
y-y chytit -chycovat
@) a. b.
adjective  comp. adjective adverb comp. adverb » adverb comp. adverb
blizky blizsi drahy draze ! (brzy) diive
uzky uzsi dlouhy (<dsl-gy) déle ! (mnohy) vice
nizky nizsi tichy tize, tiSeji i (Spatny, zly) (< hof-) hiie
kratky kratsi husty housté, husté&ji 1 (< lepf) (dobry) 1épe
fidky fidsi chudy (< st¢ chuize) chudgji | snadny snaze, snadnéji
— radsi mlady (< st¢ mlaze) mlad&ji | zadni zaze, zadnéji
krasny krassi kn, krasngjsi | tvrdy (< st¢ tvrze) tvrdgji 1 Siroky Sife, Siteji
(<meni) (maly) méné 1 vysoky vyse
: daleky dale
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