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Introduction
The main difference between all Russian dialects is the presence or absence of a 

prosodic nucleus (formed by stressed and pretonic vowels opposed to all other 
vowels in quantity and quality).

Northern dialects have no such a thing, Southern and Central (including 
Standard Russian) do have it:
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Dialects with prosodic nucleus have vowel reduction in unstressed syllables and
neutralization of unstressed non-high vowels (which may result in [a], called 
akan’je).

Dialects with no prosodic nucleus usually have no reduction and no 
neutralization (at least in the pretonic syllable, called okan’je).

There are two main types of akan’je in Russian:
• Dissimilative (D) where the quality (originally quantity) of pretonic vowels 
([´] or [a]) depends on the quality (originally quantity) of stressed vowels (some 
Southern Russian dialects);
• Non-dissimilative (ND) with no such relation (other Southern and all 
Central Russian dialects, Standard Russian).

Main types of dissimilative akan’je after hard consonants are: D1) [´] before 
low [a], [a] elsewhere; D2) [´] before low [a] and mid-low [E], [ç], and [a] before 
high [i], [u] and mid-high [e], [o]; D3) hypothetical [a] before high [i], [u],  and [´] 
elsewhere was recently attested for the Boyanovichi dialect [1999]:
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Results
During our work on a new project Russian Dialectal Phonetics, a Multimedia 

Interactive Resource we found that the qualitative and quantitative differences 
between long and short pretonic vowels [a] and [´] in all so far known dialects with D-
types is striking, and there is an abrupt change from one vowel to another when the 
line of phonologization (delimiting vowels with different functional length, see 
[2007]) is crossed. 

The table below contains, as an example, the data on duration and quality of 
vowels within prosodic nucleus depending on the quality of the stressed vowel in a  
D1 dialect (left) and a dialect where D3-type is supposed to be found (right).
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Length = duration of pretonic vowels (% of 
stressed vowels)

F1 = F1 of pretonic vowels (dHz) before  
high, mid (high-mid, low-mid) and low 

stressed vowels

D1-type dialect Assumed D3-type dialect

Conclusions
Thus, texts previously supposed to show D3-type of akan’je display a completely 

different situation from those of contemporary D-type: qualitative and quantitative 
differences of pretonic vowels depending on the stressed vowel duration and quality 
are small, gradual and irrelevant. 

It can be suggested that this dialect shows the most archaic type of “dissimilative”
akan’je with vague coarticulatory dependence of the pretonic vowel on the length of 
stressed vowel, which has not yet been fixed in the phonological system. 

The existence of such a type may be regarded as another argument in favor of 
suggested explanation of the development of akan’je and this type itself may be called 
protodissimilative.

Examples
D1 [´] before low [»a], [a] elsewhere:
[bJa»ƒu / bJa»ƒu / k´k»ras p´dbJi»ƒaju] ‘I run, run and finally arrive’; 
[sa»Zçn] … [k´k»ras] ‘meters’ … ‘exactly’.
Proto-D Almost any vowel from [´] to [a] may be found before every stressed vowel: 
[pa»Sla] ‘went’; [p´l´»ZÆla] ‘put’; [ba»bulJa] ‘old woman’; [p´daj»dEtJ] ‘will  come’; 
[n´k´r»tçxu] ‘on potatoes’.

Acknowledgements
We greatly acknowledge the research grant of the Netherlands Organization for 

Scientific Research (NWO, project 047.011.2005.017) that forms the foundation of 
this joined research project of the Institute of Phonetic Sciences of the University of 
Amsterdam and the Philological Faculty of the Moscow State Lomonosov University. 
We are also grateful to Dr. Cecilia Odé (University of Amsterdam) who helped us a lot 
during this research.

Broch, O. 1916. Govory k zapadu ot Mosal’ska. Petrograd. (in Russian)
Kasatkina R., Kasatkin L., Krasovitskiy A., Savinov D., Schigel E. 1999. Russkie 

narodnye govory. Zvuchaschaya khrestomatiya. Yuzhnorusskoe narechie.
Moscow. (in Russian)

Kniazev S. & E. Shaulskiy 2007. Genezis dissimilyativnogo akan’ya. Russkiy yazyk v 
nauchnom osveshchenii. No. 1. 210-224. (in Russian)

Shakhmatov, A. 1915. Ocherk drevneyshego perioda istorii russkogo yazyka. 
Entsiklopedia slavyanskoy filologii. Yagich I., ed. Petrograd. (in Russian)

References

Relative duration of unstressed 
syllables in % from the stressed one 
(green bar) in modern Northern 
Russian dialects (left) and 
Southern/Central Russian dialects 
(right).

XVIth International Congress of Phonetic Sciences, 6-10 August 2007, Saarbrücken, Germany
Poster VI-32, Thursday - August 09, 2007, 14:20, Room 1 (Red), paperid 1211

Black letters: stressed 
vowels

Coloured letters: 
pretonic vowels for 
each D-type resp.

Abstract
The paper deals with the problem of historical development of unstressed vowel 

systems in Russian. A phonetic explanation for the development of existing types is 
suggested on the basis of a hypothesis that assumes the priority of the non-
dissimilative type. A new, probably most archaic, type of unstressed vowel system in
Russian is shown to provide another argument in favour of the suggested explanation.

It is generally assumed, according to the most widely recognized theory of the 
historical development of akan’je [1915], that the inicial type of akan’je was D2 one as 
the result of replacement of tonal accent with dynamic one in a system which 
preserved Common Slavic distinctions of vowel length (lost in the phonological 
system) on the phonetic level (with long low, high and mid-high vowels and short 
mid-low vowels).

We suggest another concept of the historical development of akan’je, the main 
points of which are as follows: 
• the initial type of akan’je was non-dissimilative; 
• the dissimilation of stressed and pretonic vowels in dissimilative models is based 
on the differences in intrinsic vowel duration, not the distinctions preserved since the 
Common Slavic period [1916]; 
• the development of various types of akan’je is the result of a specific realization of 
some tonal sentence accents in most Russian dialects.


