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1 Five puzzlesof Germanic phonology

The dentalpreteriteof weakverbsremainsoneof the mosttroublesomechaptersof
Germanichistorical-comparativegrammar. Themorphologicalprovenienceof its den-
tal formative-d- hasbeendebatedfor nearlytwo centuries,andthereis still no con-
sensuson whetherit is a reflexof oneor moreof theIndo-Europeandentalsuffixes,a
grammaticalizedform of the light verbdō ‘do’, or somemix of these.Thecategory’s
phonologicaldevelopmentwithin earlyGermanicpresentsa seriesof othermysteries,
to which thisarticleproposesanovelsolution.

Q1: Why doestheeffectof syllableweighton umlautin preteritestemsdiffer in
NorthandWestGermanic?

(1) Germanic OHG Old Icel.
a. Light stems: *tali da zelita talda ‘counted’
b. Heavystems: *dōmida tūomta dȫmda ‘judged’

Q2: Why shouldumlautbesensitiveto vowel lengthor to syllableweightat all?
Umlautandharmonyprocessesareoftensubjectto qualitativeconstraintson the tar-
get andon the interveningtrigger; they are rarely if evercategoricallyrestrictiedto
applyingjust to light syllablesor just to heavysyllables.

Q3: Why doesthedentalpreteriteseemto undergodistinct “stages”of umlautin
NorthGermanic?Accordingto Kock (1888,1916)therewerethree:

(2) Stage1: Unstressedi dropsaftera longsyllable,causingumlaut.
Stage2: Unstressedi dropsafterashortsyllable,withoutcausingumlaut.
Stage3: Remainingi’s causeumlaut.

Otherstageshavebeenproposed,butnoanalysisdoesquitewithout them.

Q4: Why is thedentalpreteritetheonly categorythatundergoesearlymedialsyn-
copein WestGermanic?As a standardhandbookstates:
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“Synkope. . . tritt im Ahd. konsequentnur bei demi im Praet.(Part.Praet.)derlangsil-

bigenschw.V. I auf” (Braune/Mitzka1961:63).

Thefollowing examplesillustratetheuniquepositionof theweakpreteritewith respect
to earlysyncopein Old High German:

(3) a. *hōr-i-ta → hōrta ‘heard’
b. blı̄d-iro 6→ *bl ı̄dro ‘blither’
c. leng-isto 6→ *lengsto ‘longest’
d. muoter-um 6→ *muotrum ‘mothers’(Dat.)
e. heilag-es 6→ *heilges ‘holy’ (Gen.)
f. offan-̄on 6→ *offnōn ‘to open’

Although this striking contrastis erasedby later syncopeprocesses,it must still be
accountedfor, andnogoodexplanationfor it existsto my knowledge.

Q5: Why is thereno umlautin the OHG OptativePreteriteof Rückumlautverbs
suchas(4) (Robinson1980)?

(4) *hang-i-t-i→ hangti(*hengti) ‘hung’

Thepuzzlehereis this: if umlautprecedessyncope,why wasit not triggeredby the
pasttenseending-i-, andif umlautfollows syncope,why wasit not triggeredby the
Opt.Pret.ending-i — whichwedid otherwisetriggerumlaut:

(5) *dank-t-i→ dæhte ‘thought’

I proposethatthesefivequestionshaveoneanswer:theweakpreteriteoriginatedas
a light verb,andumlautandsyncopeappliedin WestGermanicbeforeit wasreduced
to a stem-levelsuffix.

Lahiri 2000wasthefirst to connectthemorphologicalpuzzleof theweakpreterite’s
etymologywith the first of the abovephonologicalpuzzles. Sheproposedthat the
form’s periphrasticorigin actuallyexplainssomeof its phonologicalpeculiarities.In
thispaperI proposea somewhatdifferentcausallink betweenthemorphologyandthe
phonology, which providesa simplerresolutionto the first phonologicalpuzzle,and
whichdisposesof theotherfour puzzlesaswell. Eachproblem,in fact, is notsomuch
solvedaseliminated.

(6) • Umlautoperatesunderexactlythesameconditionsin NorthandWestGer-
manic.

• Umlautis notsensitiveto vowel lengthor to syllableweight.

• Therearenoumlaut“stages”.Umlautis anormalsoundchange.

• Thedentalpreteritein WestGermanicundergoesregularsyncope.

• Thedentalpreteritein WestGermanicundergoesregularumlaut.
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Ouranalysisstartsfromtheassumptionthatthedentalpreteriteendingisdescended
from thepasttenseof the light verbdōn ‘do’, probablyfirst proposedby Bopp1816.
Thoughnot uncontroversial,it is perhapsthe most widely acceptedetymologyof
the dentalpreterite(Streitberg1896,Sverdrup1929,von Friesen1925,Tops 1974,
Bammesberger1986).

(7) showsthis familar grammaticalizationtrajectory, on the assumptionthat the
reductionfrom thelight verbto thesuffix goesthroughamorelooselyattached‘word-
level suffix’ or ‘clitic’ stageanalogousto EnglishLevel 2 suffixes. (The symbolω
standsfor ProsodicWord.)

(7) Stage1: [ [ tal + i ]ω+ [ dēd+un]ω]ω nominalform + light verb
Stage2: [ [ tal +i ]ω+ d + un ]ω word-level(“level 2”) suffix
Stage3: [ zel + i + t + un ]ω stem-level(“level 1”) suffix

From a morphologicalpoint of view, the assumptionis certainlyattractive. The
templaticablautmorphologyby which “strong” verbsformedtheir pasttenses,inher-
ited from the Indo-Europeanperfect,was restrictedto monosyllabicroots. Longer
verbsin Germanicwouldaccordinglyhaveformedtheirperfectswith anauxiliary, just
asthey do in Sanskrit(wheredisyllabicstemslike cint-ay- ‘think’ form perfectwith
“be” or “do”, e.g.cint-ay-̄amās-a(or cint-ay-̄am. ca-k̄ar-a). Thegrammaticalizationof
theGermanicperiphrasticformsinto inflectedformswould bequiteanalogousto the
grammaticalizationof theSanskritperiphrasticformsin Middle Indic.

An uncontroversialparallel to this trajectory is the grammaticalizationof Latin
cant̄arehabēo to Frenchchanterai‘I will sing’.1 TheGermanicdentalpreteritecanbe
assumedto havefollowed a similar pathfrom theoriginal light verbdōn to thesuffix
-d-.

(8) a. [ [ cant̄a+ re ]ω + [ habe+ ō ]ω ]ω → [ chant+ er+ ai ]ω

b. [ [ tal + i ]ω+ [ dēd+ un ]ω]ω→ [ zel + i + t + un ]ω

In a sense,(7) reversestheproposalof Lahiri 2000that thenewdentalsuffix first
functionsasa stemextension,on a par with derivationalsuffixes,andlater becomes
treatedasaninflectionalending.

(9) a. [ ( Verb+ Suffix + d )Stem + Inflection]ω
b. [ ( Verb+ Suffix )Stem + d + Inflection]ω

This alternativeseemslessattractivebecauseit hasthe endingmigrate“downwards”
from the stemlevel, the oppositedirectionfrom what is usuallyobserved,andfrom
what thepresentproposalimplies. Also, it doesnot explainthephonologyaswell as
oursdoes.

1Lahiri 2000 presentsa parallel developmentin Bengali with an interestingadditional twist. In this
language,theauxiliary ačh ‘to be’ hasbeenrecruitedto supplytheendingsof both theprogressiveandthe
perfect;in theformerthegrammaticalizationhasgoneto completionandtheerstwhileauxiliary is now just
asuffix, while in thelatter it hasonly reachedtheclitic stage.
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The link betweenthemorphologyandphonologyof theweakpreteritethat I will
explorehereis bothmoredirectandmoreradical.Thecoreideais simple:umlautand
vowel deletiontook placebeforethecomplementof the light verbwasreducedfrom
a phonologicalword to a stemin West Germanic,andafter this reductionin North
Germanic. Unlike all previousaccounts,this achievesfully generaland maximally
simpleformulationsof umlautandvowel deletion,bothof which moreovercannow
beseento beinvariantthroughoutGermanic.In particular,umlautappliesto light and
heavysyllablesalike,andapocopeandsyncopeapplyfreely in bothbranches,subject
to therespectivesyllableandfoot structureof each.No distinct “phases”or “stages”
needbepositedfor of eitherprocess.

Let ustakea closerlook at thephonology. In a nutshell,theproblemis thatWest
andNorth Germanicseeminglydiffer in theconditionsunderwhich umlautandsyn-
copeapply— adifferencemanifestedonly in thedentalpreterites.WhereasWestGer-
manicumlautslight stemsandsyncopatesheavystems(see(10a)),North Germanic
umlautsheavystemsandsyncopatesbothlight andheavystems(see(10b)).

(10) Germanic OHG Old Icel.
a. Light stems: *tali da zelita talda ‘counted’
b. Heavystems: *dōmida tūomta dȫmda ‘judged’

In Old High German,then,thedistributionof medial-i- in dentalpreteritesis gov-
ernedby theweightof theprecedingrootsyllable.Thevowel is withoutexceptionlost
afterasyllablethatis heavyin virtueof alongrootvowel,asin (11a),aconsonantclus-
ter, asin (11b),or a geminateconsonant(which thenshortensagainbeforethedental
suffix), asin (11c). After shortroots(whosefinal consonant,to besure,is geminated
beforethestem-formingsuffix -j-), themedial-i- is normallyretained,see(11d).

(11) a. CV̄C- roots:tuomta‘judged’, hōrta ‘heard’

b. CVCC- roots: dampfta‘steamed’(from dempfen), starcta ‘strengthened’
(fromsterken), dursta‘thirsted’ (fromdursten), wanta‘turn’ (fromwenten)

c. CVCC- roots in geminates:stalta ‘put’ (from stellen), branta ‘burned’
(from brennen), kusta‘kissed’ (from kussen)

d. CVC- roots: nerita ‘saved’ (from nerren< *ner-ja-n), knusita‘crushed’
(from knussen< *knus-ja-n)

Thedistributionin (11)seemsto indicatethatmedialvowelswerelost afterheavy
syllablesin Old High German. That is indeedwhat hasalwaysbeenassumed.Yet
this putativesyncopeprocessis extremelyproblematic,for it doesnot apply in other
morphologicalcategoriesin earlyOld High German,whereit is massivelycontradicted
by thedata.Thefact is that in Old High German,medialvowelsareregularlydeleted
afterheavysyllablesonly in weakpasttenseforms,andretainedin othermorphological
categories.To quotethestandardhandbook:2

2SeealsoBaesecke1918:66,225ff. for thedetails.
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(12) “Zum durchgreifendenGesetzist der SchwundnachLängein Prät. der swV.I . . . geworden,sonst
verbreiteter sichnur unsicherundmeistanalogisch.” (Baesecke1918:66).

“Synkopevon urspr̈unglichenMittelvokalen,die in denübrigenwestgerman.Sprachennachlanger

Stammsilbesehrverbreitetist . . . tritt im Ahd. konsequentnur bei demi im Praet.(Part.Praet.)der

langsilbigenschw.V. I auf, z.B. nerita, gineritēr, aberhōrta, gihōrtēṙ... — Sonstigeurspr̈ungliche

Mittelvokale werdenim Ahd. (abgesehenvon den¶65 A. 3 genanntenFällen3) durchausbewahrt;

alsoz.B. Part.Praet.auf -an: gibuntanēr, eigan— eiganemu;offanes, schw.V. offan̄on; Adj. auf

-ag, manag,heilag, Gen. manages,heilages; Komparativewie lengiro zu lang.” (Braune/Mitzka

1961:63).

The periphrasticorigin of the weakpreteritesentailsa surprisingpossibility: the
medialvowelsof heavy-stempreteritesneednot havebeenlost by medialsyncope:
rather,theycouldwell havebeenlost by word-finalapocope, at a stagewhenthestem
beforeformer light verb still constituteda phonologicalword. The light verb that
followedit couldalsostill havebeenaphonologicalword(structure(13a),like German
-bar, -schaft), or it couldalreadyhavebeenreducedto anending(structure(13b),like
theLevel2 inflectionalsuffixesof English).

(13) a. [ [ tal + i ]ω+ [ dēd+ un ]ω]ω
b. [ [ tal + i ]ω+ dēd+ un ]ω

Thesetwo alternativesareequallycompatiblewith our hypothesis:the essentialas-
sumptionis thatthestemwasaphonologicalword.

If themedial-i- of heavy-stempreteriteswaslostwhile thestemwasstill aphono-
logical word, it would havebeenlost by word-final apocope,ratherthanby medial
syncope.And this immediatelyexplainsthephonology. For it is a fact thatWestGer-
manicword-finalapocopetookplacepreciselyafter heavysyllables. Thedistribution
is especiallyperspicuousin Old English and Old Saxon(high vowel deletionas in
sunuvs. word is a muchdiscussedcasein point). In spiteof considerableanalogical
reshuffling,4 Old High Germanreflectsthesamedistribution:

(14) Old High German-i stems(originaldistribution)

-i stems Light wini ‘friend’, quiti ‘saying’, turi ‘door’ (-i retained)
Heavy gast‘guest’,anst‘favor’, durft ‘need’ (-i deleted)

-u stems Light situ ‘custom’, fridu ‘peace’,fihu ‘cattle’ (-u retained)
Heavy hand‘hand’ (laterjoinedthe-i stems) (-u deleted)

By attributing the deletionof of the medial vowel in weak past tenseforms to
normalword-finalapocopeprior to grammaticalizationwe caneliminateoutright the
anomalousearlysyncopeprocessfor theWestGermanicweakverbpreterites— obvi-
ouslyagoodresultbecauseit simplydoesnotwork outsidetheweakverbpreterites,as

3This refersto a small setof wordswhoseoriginal medialvowelshavebeenanalogizedto wordswith
original epentheticvowels. E.g.meistar∼ meist(e)ra— anoriginally disyllabic stem(in fact a loanword)
which follows thepatternof anoriginally monosyllabicstemsuchasfingar∼ fingra.

4Ultimately, most light -i stemsadoptedthe declensionof heavystems,andnearlyall heavy-u stems
joinedthe-i stems.
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shownby formslike wirsiro ‘worse’, blintemu‘blind’ (dat.sg.)or thosecited in cited
in (12).

Thesameassumptiondirectlyexplainsthelackof umlautin theOld High German
forms with a deletedmedialvowel, suchas tuomtaversuszelita (see(10)). For we
know on independentgroundsthat in continentalWestGermanic,word-final vowels
weredeletedbeforetheycouldtriggerumlaut— thatis why thebackvowel is retained
withoutumlautin long -i stemslike gast‘guest’,hūt ‘hide’, anst‘favor’ (contrastmeri
‘sea’ from *mari).

By thesametoken,theanalysismakesanimmediatepredictionfor Old English.In
thatbranchof WestGermanic,Umlautdid not follow final High Vowel Deletion,but
precededit, asshownby theumlautin long -i stemslike giest‘guest’,dǣd‘deed’,hȳd
‘hide’, ēst ‘favor’. Thechronologyof soundchangescorrectlypredictsthat— unlike
Old High German— Old EnglishhasUmlautevenin heavy-stempreterites.In other
words,ourderivation,asabonus,helpsexplainswhy Rückumlautoccursin continental
WestGermanicbutnot in Old English.

(15) a. Old High German(FinalHVD precedesUmlaut):

*[[h ūti]]ω *[[tuomi] ω-t-a]ω
HVD [hūt]ω [[tuom]ω-t-a]ω
Umlaut [hūt]]ω [tuom-t-a]ω

b. Old English(Umlautprecedesfinal HVD):

*[h ūdi]ω *[d ōmi]ω-d-a
Umlaut [hȳdi]ω *[d ȫmi]ω-d-a
HVD [hȳd]ω [dȫm-d-a]ω (> dēmde)

Notethat,althoughtheproposedsolutioninvokesthelight-verborigin of thedental
preterite,it placesa very light burdenon themorphology. To getthephonologyright,
we needonly the irreducibleminimum assumptionthat the weak verb stemwas a
separateprosodicword (thatis, a phonologicalword in WestGermanicwhenapocope
took place. It neednot havebeena separatemorphologicalword at that time, nor
indeed(asfar asourphonologicalanalysisis concerned)at anytime. Theidentitiesof
themorphologicalcategoriesarealsonot importantfor ourpurposes— thephonology
worksregardlessof whetherthestemwasaninfinitive, or a verbalnoun,or something
else,5 andwhetherwhat followed it wasa separateword (a light verbor anauxiliary,
stage(7b)), or alreadydegradedto a word-lvel suffix or clitic, asa transitionalstage
betweenword andsuffix (stage(7b)). The analysisis evenconsistentwith the idea
thatthedentalsuffix is aconflationof thelight verbdōnwith oneor moreof theIndo-
Europeandentalsuffixes(suchastheperfectparticiple-to-), aslong asit inheritedits
prosodiccharacterfrom theformer. Nor doesit matterwhetherthe tensesuffix, once

5In Sanskrit,it is aspecialnominalizedverbform derivedby affixing -ā to thepresentstem. E.g.cint-ay-
‘think’ formstheperiphrasticperfectcint-ay-̄amās-a(or cint-ay-̄am. ca-k̄ar-a).
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reanalyzed,becamea classmarkeror an inflectionalending(or a stem-levelor word-
level ending). Sortingout all theseoptionsis an engrossingtaskfor future research,
but the phonologicalevidencediscussedheredoesnot contributeto it directly. By
the sametoken, the hypothesisthat the weakverb stemhadthe statusof a separate
prosodicwordat thepointatwhichWestGermanicapocopeappliedstandson its own
feet,beingrobustlycompatiblewith a widerangeof morphologizationscenarios.

2 Explaining the phonologicaldivergence

Now let usexaminein moredetailhow theconditioningof apocopeandsyncopecan
beunderstoodontheseassumptions.With OptimalityTheory, wesupposethatphono-
logical processesare limited by rankedviolable constraintsdefinedon outputrepre-
sentations.In particular,vowel deletionis governedby constraintson the prosodic
form of words.Thetwo mostimportantfamiliesof suchconstraints,in Germanicand
elsewhere,arethoseon foot structureandonsyllablestructure.

Feethavebotha lower boundandanupperboundon their size. In theGermanic
languagesunderdiscussion—- asin modernEnglish— the basicmetricalunit is a
moraictrochee,that is, a bimoraicunit consistingof two shortsyllablesor a long syl-
lable. As is not uncommonin moraictrocheesystems,Light–Heavysequencescould
beparsedinto feetasa last resortin orderto avoidmetricallyhomelesssyllables(the
phenomenoncalled resolution).6 An additionalproviso, formally correspondingto
high-rankingNONFINALITY , is thatword-finalconsonantsareweightless(“extramet-
rical”).

(16) a. FOOTBIN: A foot mustcontainat leasttwo moras.

b. A phonologicalwordmustcontainat leasta foot.

If feet musthaveat leasttwo moras(FOOTBIN) andwordsmustcontainat least
a foot, thenwordsmustbe minimally bimoraic; this minimum word lengthrequire-
mentexcludes[CV̆] words,and,insofarasfinal consonantsareweightless,also[CV̆C]
words. Sucha word minimality requirementwill block word-finalV-deletion(apoc-
ope) in disyllablesafter a short syllable, viz. [CV̆CV]ω 6→ [CV̆C]ω. Finnish is an
exampleof just this prosodicconstellation.Monosyllabicwordsmay beof the form
CV̄C, but CV̆C wordsareexcluded,for theywould bemonomoraicbecausefinal -C
is weightless.In certainregisters,Finnishfinal -i is deleted,e.g.olisi → olis, nousi
→ nous, veisi→ veis; this option is disallowedpreciselyin CV̆CV disyllables:pesi
6→ *pes, kosi 6→ *kos. Thesameconstrainingeffectof word minimality on apocopeis
seenin Germanic,asillustratedby theOld High Germani-stemsin (14).

Voweldeletionis alsosubjectto constraintsonsyllables. Thesetypically involvean
upperboundonthecomplexityof thesyllablerhyme,or onthenumberof morasin the

6For argumentsthat theGermaniclanguageshavemoraictrocheesastheir basicfoot type,seeKiparsky
2000,andfor otherviews,seeLahiri, Riad,andJacobs1999.
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syllable. A commonrestrictionof this typeis theprohibitionof superheavy(3-mora)
syllables.

(17) *���: A syllablerhymeis maximallybinary.

In a langagewith this constraint,medialV-deletion(syncope)might fail to applyafter
a longsyllable:CVC.CV.CV 6→ *CVCC.CV, andCV̄.CV.CV 6→ *CV̄C.CV. An exam-
ple is Cairo Arabic, wherewordssuchas*kalbna, *baabnaarenot possiblefor this
reason,andthe syncopeprocessseenin wordslike ci.di.la → cid.la ‘straight’ (f.) is
blockedin yik.ti.bu 6→ *yikt.bu ‘they write’. As in Germanic,word-final consonants
areweightless,sowordsof thetypebaab, kalbareadmissible,but,by thesametoken,
*bab, *kal arenotpossiblewords.

Now let usapplythis ideato Germanic.

WestGermanic

In WestGermanic,by hypothesis,-i/j- in pasttenseformsof -jan verbswaslost at a
time whenthestemof weakpreteriteswasstill a phonologicalword in its own right;
hence-i/j- in theseformswaslost by apocope.Apocopewould havehadto apply to
the -i- in thepreteriteof -jan verbsin heavystems,but not in light stems,becauseof
FOOTBIN. Sincetheumlaut-triggeringvowelwaslost in heavystems,thelaterumlaut
processcouldtakeeffectonly in light stems.Moreover,thereis no needto assumean
early medialsyncopeprocess,which would be otherwiseunattestedin the language.
Thisaccountsfor all theWestGermanicdatadiscussed.

(18) WestGermanic:syncopein light stemsblockedby FOOTBIN

Light stems Heavystems
[[zali]ω-t-a]ω [[hōri]ω-t-a]ω

apocope: [[zali]ω-t-a]ω [[hōr]ω-t-a]ω
reanalysis: [zali-t-a]ω [hōr-t-a]ω

In light stems,theumlaut-triggering-i- is retained:*zalita→ zelita‘told’. In heavy
stems,apocopetakeseffect,bleedingumlaut:hōrta ‘heard’ ( 6→ *hȫrta).

Polysyllabicstemsarecorrectlypredictedto patternwith theheavymonosyllabic
stemsin undergoingvoweldeletionandnoumlaut,for FOOTBIN doesnotblockapoc-
opein them,e.g.[[mahal+i]ωta]ω → [[mahal]ωta]ω ‘magnified’.

Thesolutionto thefifth puzzleis obviousnow: just assyncopein WestGermanic
treatedthestemasa phonologicalword, so did umlaut. And umlautoperatedwithin
the phonologicalword. The Opt.Pret.endingsof Rückumlautverbstrigger umlaut
regularlywithin words(see(19)a),but fail to triggerit preciselywhentheareseparated
from thetargetvowelby a phonologicalwordboundary(contrast(19)b).

(19) a. [*dank-t-i]ω → [dæhte]ω ‘thought’
b. *[[hang-i]ω-t-i]ω → [[hang]ω-t-i]ω (*hengti) ‘hung’
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The blocking of phonologicalprocessessuchasstressandvowel deletionacrossin-
ternalword boundaryin Englishis anexactparallel(e.g.nationálity vs. nátionalism,
Vedicvs. thirtyish).

North Germanic

Theapocopeprocessjustdiscussed,whichappliedearlyin WestGermanic,did notex-
tendto NorthGermanic,ascontrastssuchasOld Icelandicgestir(runic-gastiR) versus
OHG gastdemonstrate.Early runic inscriptions(up to the6th century)preservefinal
vowelsconsistently(wiwaR(Tune),paliR,horna,dagar, sitiR). Wecansafelyconclude
thatin thisbranchof Germanicword-finalvowelswerestill intactat thepointwhenthe
mainverbfusedwith the following light verb into a singleword (at stage(7c)). This
conclusionis fully supportedby runic weakpasttenseforms from the sameperiod,
suchassatido, tawido, fahido, whichretainthemedialvowel,confirmingthatsyncope
in thiscategorytookplacewell aftertheweakpasttensewasfully grammaticalized.

If NorthGermanicweakpasttenseslosttheirmedialvowelwhentheweakpreterites
werealreadysinglewords,their deletionmusthavebeengovernedby theconstraints
onmedialsyncope— notby theconstraintsonapocope,asin WestGermanic.

Its subsequentdeletionis not governedby final apocope,but (as hasof course
alwaysbeenassumed)bymedialsyncope,whichisnotconstrainedby FOOTBIN butby
syllablestructure.WhataretherelevantNorthGermanicsyllablestructureconstraints?
TheRunicevidenceshowsthatearlyNorthGermanic,unliketheOld Icelandicof later
written texts,wassubjectto thethree-moraprohibition(17) *���.

(20) attestedRunicform ON version
irila R (early7thc.) iarl ‘earl’
āsuḡısalas(ca.400) Āsḡısls (compoundPN)
wandarādas(6thc.) Vandrāps (compoundPN)

Thissuggeststhattherewasashift in thesyllablestructureof NorthGermanicbetween
therunicperiodandlaterOld Icelandic,perhapsduringthe6thcentury:

(21) a. Early North Germanic(Runic): the *��� constraintlimited syllablesto
maximallytwo moras(CVC, CV̄), exceptingmonosyllabicwordsasusual.

b. Later(Old Icelandic):CVCC- andCV̄C-syllablesbecameadmissible,and
arosethroughsyncope,apocope,andcertainotherprocesses.

Thereis independentevidencefor the morerestrictivesyllablestructureof early
North Germaniccomparedto WestGermanic.Therewerephonologicalprocessesin
North Germanicwhich evaded3-morasyllables. Someof theseprocesses‘actively’
eliminatedthree-morasyllables. Theseincludedeletionof -j- in overlongsyllables,
shortening,andpossiblytheinsertionof anaptycticvowels(thoughthisanaptyxispro-
videsat bestweakevidencebecauseit alsohappenedin otherconsonantclusters,e.g.
Istaby-wulafa,-wulafR, from< -wulf-).
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(22) a. North Germanic:[*hir d.joo]→ NGmc *[hir .do] (ON hirpa); light stems
kept j, e.g.nipja.

b. WestGermanic:nodeletion,e.g.OHG hirtio [hirt.joo].

(23) KragehulAsugisalas(< * -gı̄s.la-), Tuneworahto(< *worh.to)

Other phonologicalprocessescontributed‘passively’ to the avoidanceof three-
morasyllables,by failing to applywhentheywouldhavegivenriseto sucha syllable.
Thus,highrankingof the*��� constraintblocksCodageminationin NorthGermanic,
leadingto anotherisoglossbetweenthetwo groups:

(24) a. NorthGermanic*[tel.jan] (ON telja).

b. WestGermanic*[tal.jan]→ *[tell.jan] (OHGzellen)

Anotherconsequenceof high-ranked*��� is that it constrainedApocope,ascanbe
seenin in -i stems(herewe canassumethat-r is parsedasanextrasyllabicmora):

(25) Apocopein light stems: [sta.di(-R)]→ [stad(-R)] ( 6→ *[sted(-R)])
No apocopein heavystems: [gas.ti(-R)]→ [ges.ti(-R)]( 6→ *[gast(-R)])

From(21)-(25)wecaninfer thatin NorthGermanic,medialsyncopewouldhavebeen
originally restrictedto light stemsby *���. Therefore,syncopewould haveremoved
thetriggerfor umlautin light stems,leavingscopefor it to applyonly in heavystems.
Hencewe would haveoriginally had*dōmida→ *dȫmida (later *dȫmda), but talida
→ talda (andnot 6→ *telda).7

(26) Light Heavy
Structureat suffix stage: [CVC+i+d+a]ω [CVVC+i+d+a]ω
Syncopein light stems: [ta.li.da]ω → [tal.da]ω [dȫ.mi.da]

Our conclusionthatmedialsyncopeappliedfirst in light stemsandlater in heavy
stemsin Old Norsereversesthe traditionally assumedrelative chronologyof those
soundchangesin Old Norse. So it behoovesus to examinecarefully the reasonsfor
the traditionally assumedchronology. As far as I can tell, the assumptionis based
is basedmainly on the WestGermanicparallel.8 The Runic inscriptionsoffer a few
hints,however,andtheyseemto confirmthatsyncopebeganin light stems.Thevery
oldestinscriptions(5thcenturyandearlier)showsporadicsyncopewith noquantitative
bias.However,theEikelandfibula(archeologicallydatedto ca.550)hassyncopeafter
mediallight syllablesbutnotafterheavysyllables(Birkmann1995:161).

(27) a. *wiwaR wir
*wiwijon wiwjo

b. *wrı̄tu writu ‘I write’ (cf. Järsbergwaritu)

7We cannotbe surethat this was a synchronicallystablestage,but if it was, it is of the type that is
intractablein parallel OT. On the other hand, it can readily be modeledin Stratal OT (constraint-based
Lexical Phonology).A stem-levelconstraintsystemwith therankingFOOTFORM� *���� *� provides
theinput to aword-levelconstraintsystem,where*�� *���.

8In Gothic, the incidenceof apocopeis governedalmostcompletelyby thequantityof theaffectedsyl-
lable,thequality of thevowel, andits positionin theword (final vs.medial).Theonly caseof sensitivityto
theweightof thestemis perhapsthatshort-u is droppedaftersomeheavystems(not in -u stems,however).
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The basisfor the handbooks’assumptionof the oppositechronologyis the late
apocopein short disyllables, e.g.kupumu[n]t, sunu(Helnæs,ca. 800),which would
beON Gupmund,sun([gupu]ω[mundu]ω, [sunu]ω). In view of theconsiderationspre-
sentedabove,thisinferenceis invalid. If boththeminimumfoot/wordconstraintFOOT-
BIN andthemaximumsyllableconstraint*��� weredominantin earlyOld Norse,and
final -C wasweightless(NONFINALITY ), thenfinal apocopewould havetakenplace
in heavystems,andmedialsyncopewouldhavetakenplacein light stems.Thiswould
beasystemlike theoneof CairoArabic,mentionedabove.And it fits exactlyboththe
syncopedataandthedistributionof umlautseenin theearlyrecords.

In the last periodof apocope,it seemsthat theeffectsof *3-MORA becomemor-
phologizedto someextent.In the-ja stemsit dominatesFOOTFORM:

(28) Light -ja stems: kyn ‘kin’, ber ‘berry’, fen ‘fen’
Heavy-ja stems: rı̄ke ‘kingdom’, kuǣpe ‘saying’, dȫme‘judgment’

On theotherhand,3-morasyllableseventuallybecameadmissible,so thatsyncopeis
extendedto heavystems:

(29) *dȫmida→ dȫmda, gestiR→ gestR.

Analogicaldevelopmentssuchastalda> telda andN.Pl. stedir > stadir alsoindicate
morphologizationof Umlaut. Apparentlyit becamea stem-levelprocessandceased
to betriggeredby word level (inflectional)suffixes.(Cf. Lahiri 2000,andtheparallel
laterdevelopmentof u-Umlaut,seeKiparsky1984.)

(30) heavystems light stems,laterheavystems
Light -i stems wini vin (> vin+r )

(Ab)-guti gup
Heavy-i stems gast *gestir> gest+r (Umlaut!)

-durft pyrft > purft (Umlaut!)
Light -u stems sunu(> sun) son(> son+r)

fridu *fri d (> frid+r)
Heavy-u stems hand ho̧nd
Light -ja stems beri ber
Heavy-ja stems tuom(> a-stem) dȫme(Umlaut!)
Light -wa stems haro,-u ho̧r ‘flax’
Heavy-wastems drang(?) pro̧ng ‘throng’

I concludethat theproposedperspectiveis no lessfruitful on theNorth Germanic
side.It sweepsawaytheunnaturalrestrictionof umlautto heavystemspositedin pre-
viousanalyses.Umlautcannowbeassumedto applyidenticallyandin full generality
in all branchesof Germanic.And we canbid goodriddanceto anyweightconditions
on umlaut,which werephoneticallyquitearbitrary— why would a heavysyllablebe
morelikely to assimilateto a following high front vowel? — aswell assuspiciously
redundanton accountof repeatinga conditionwhich is neededfor syncopeanyway,
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whereit doesmakeexcellentphoneticsense,for the reasonsjust explained. In any
case,thereis plentyof evidencethatumlautdid applyalsoin shortstems,suchasthe
nounstelip, lykell, fetell (versusRök fatlapR from /fatiladVr/, whereit wasbled by
syncope).Thesedatathenfall outstraightforwardly.

A secondgainfor North Germanicis that thedifferencebetweentheconditioning
of final apocopeandmedialsyncopeis derivedonprincipledgroundsfrom thefactthat
theoutputof theformer(butnotof thelatter)is subjectto wordminimality constraints.

3 Conclusions

• Thedentalpreterit’sorigin asa light verbis thekey to its phonology.

• The-i- of weakpreteriteswaslost in WestGermanicwhile theendingwasstill a
word-levelsuffix, andthestemwasthereforestill aphonologicalword. In North
Germanicit waslost aftertheendinghadalreadybecomeastem-levelsuffix.

• Thedifferencesin thechronologyof voweldeletionprocessesin WestGermanic
andNorth Germanicfollow from the respectivesyllablestructuresof thesedi-
alects.

• Umlautneednot berestrictedto heavystemsin North Germanic.Rather,heavy
stemsdo not lose the umlaut-triggeringvowel by medialsyncope,becauseof
early North Germanic’s avoidanceof superheavysyllables. Sucha restriction
onumlautwould repeatconditionsneededfor V-deletionanyway, andwouldbe
undesirablein view of caseslike telip, lykell, fetell (Rök fatlapR from /fatiladVr/.

• Thereis no needto positan for weakpreteritesanotherwiseunattestedmedial
syncopeprocessfor earlyOld High German.

• Theoddumlautpatternof OptativePreteritesis predictedin its entirety.
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