
Wiener Slawistischer Almanach 35 (1995), 281 -296 

Alan Timberlake 

MECHANISMS AND RELATIVE CHRONOLOGY OF POLABIAN 
SOUND CHANGES 

The basic patterns of phonological development from Late Common Slavic to 
Polabian have been known since the end of the 'twenties.1 In the time since then, 
various refinements have been added. The absolute chronology of changes in vo-
calism has been established with precision on the basis of Slavic propria in Low 
German records, a remarkable achievement in view of the indirect and imperfect 
nature of the evidence.2 Some recalcitrant questions, such as the dialectal differ­
entiation of diphthongs of high vowels, have been clarified.3 With the publi­
cation of the original sources and a thesaurus,4 it might seem that little remains to 
be done in the history of the Polabian sound system. 

It is true, nevertheless, that the development of Polabian has often been pre­
sented in the form of direct, linear correspondences between Common Slavic an­
tecedents and the Polabian reflexes.5 As a consequence, the mechanisms of 
changes and their relative chronology merit further attention. In elaborating the 
relative chronology below, which will largely be consistent with the absolute 
chronology of Kaiser 1968, it is useful to make the simplifying (if ultimately 
false) assumption that changes are punctual; if all changes were punctual, then all 
changes could be ordered with respect to each other in a strictly linear fashion. 
The assumption holds true often enough to be useful, and the instances where it 
fails are revealing. It will be sufficient to cite Polabian forms (normalizations in 
italics, actual citations in quotations) from Olesch's Thesaurus, using Olesch's 
system of citing sources; in particular, it will largely be sufficient to cite Hennig's 
Vocabularium Venedicwn ("H 842," in Olesch's codification of the sources).6 

The change that is pivotal in the history of Polabian is the differentiation of in­
herited mid vowels *e and *o each into two vowels. For each of the mid vowels, 
one of the reflexes will eventually be high, one non-high, but these high reflexes 
are the end points of a series of changes. It is reasonable to assume that this 
change, like many changes, began as a relatively minor differentiation of two allo-
phonic variants. Ignoring some details (notably the fact that both vowels have a 
different pattern of reflexes when the preceding consonant is the homorganic 
glide), we can hypothesize that closed variants [e] and [o] developed in the posi­
tion before palatalized consonants, while open variants [e] and [o] were found be-
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fore some or all non-palatalized consonants. After the differences between closed 
and open variants were fixed, further changes occurred; the closed variant of *e 
([e] as opposed to [e]) was raised to [i], and [o] and [o] were fronted and raised 
to [ü] and [ö], respectively. 

Reflexes of *e are distributed according to the palatalization of the following 
consonant in a transparent fashion. The lower reflex (hypothetically first [e], 
eventually [e]) occurs before any non-palatalized consonant, the higher reflex 
(first [e], then [i]) in other contexts. Examples are given in (1); here and below 
the acute is used to mark a palatalized consonant or a front vowel, the krouzek to 
mark a non-palatalized consonant or back vowel. 

(1) Reflexes of *Ce in Polabian 
/ С ' *des$tb > dis^t 'zehn' [H 842] «disangt» 

*dev$tb > div^t 'neune' [H 842] «diwangt» 
/ # *pole > püli 'Feld' [H 842] «püeli» 

/_{£}*teplo ' > teplü 'warm' [H 842] «tepli» 

*nexati > nexät 'laßen' [H 842] «nechat» 
/ _ T ° * Ы ъ > led 'Eiß' [H 842] «led» 

When, however, the preceding consonant was the glide [j], the reflexes are sensi­
tive to differences within the class of non-palatalized consonants: following labi­
als and velars conditioned [e], dentals a low reflex [a] (see (2)). 

(2) Reflexes of *je in Polabian 
/ С *jesenb > iisin 'September' [H 842] 

«gißin[mond]» 
*jedim>jb > jidajne 'einziger' [H 842] «gidddeine» 

/ # *jaje > ioji 'Ey' [H 842] «gogi» 
/ J p ° j *(v)ujevbka > vauiefkä 'maternal 

aunt' 
[H 842] «waugefka» 

/ _ T ° *jedla > iadlä 'Tanne' [H 842] «gadela» 

For *o after ordinary consonants, the distribution of environments is not the 
transparent distinction of palatalized vs. non-palatalized, but one which splits hard 
consonants. The lower reflex (first [o], eventually [ö]) occurs only before hard 
dentals, while the high reflex (initially [o], eventually [ii]) occurs before hard and 
labial velars as well as before all palatalized consonants. Standard examples are 
given in (3). 
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(3) Reflexes of *Cb in Polabian 
/_ _ C *gnojb > gnüi 'Mist' [H 842] «gni» 

*коЫъ > t'üt'al 'grosser 
Keßel' 

[H 842] «tgüttgäl 

*konikb > tunek 'Pferdchen' [H 842] «tyünik» 
*ne mozetb > nimüze 'er kann nicht' [SJ] «ni müse» 

/_ _# *delo > d'olü 'Arbeit' [H 842] «tgoli» 
*CbSO > cü 'was?' [H 842] «zu» 

/_ - { £ } *Ь°8Ь > büg 'Gott' [H 842] «büg» 

*kobyla > t'übol'ä 'Mutterpferd' [H 842] «tjübolja» 
*rokyta > rüt'aitnä 'Warffen' [SJ] «rühtjeitna» 

/_ _T° *prostota > pröstötä 'WunderkopfP [SHilf] «pröstötä» 
*mostb > möst 'Dammstraße' [SJ] «möst» 
*gora > d'örä 'Berg' [H 842] «tgöra» 
*bosbjb > böse 'baarfüßig [H 842] «böße» 

When, however, the preceding consonant is the glide [v] (original or 
prothetic), the distribution of environments follows the more transparent pattern. 
The high reflex occurs before palatalized consonants. (Whether the ultimate 
reflex was [ii] or, by a further change of delabialization, [i], is not significant 
here.) A low reflex develops before all non-palatalized consonants. Beyond the 
fact that the latter reflex must have been a low vowel, its phonetic character is less 
than certain. Hennig often spells the whole sequence «woaC», which could 
indicate that the vowel was diphthongal [ok] or, just as probably, monophthongal 
[ä].7 Examples are given in (4). 

(4) Reflexes of *vo in Polabian 
/ _ C *(v)obedb > vib'od 

/ _# 

*(v)og(b)njb 
*(v)oci 
*(v)oni 
*pivo 

' ( K ° I *v o (J e)v o d a 

/_T° 

*(v)oko 
*(v)okbno 
*volb 
*voda 

vidln 
vicai 
vinai 
paivü 
vavädä 

vät'ü 
väknü 
väl 
vädä 

'Morgen- [H 842] «wibbegöd» 
Brodt' 
'Feuer' [H 842] «widginn» 
'Auge' [H 842] «witsay» 
'sie' [H 842] «winnay» 
'Bier' [H 842] «peiwi» 
'Fürst' [H 842] «wawöada» 

'Auge' [H 842] «watgf» 
'Fenster' [H 842] «waknf» 
'Ochse' [H 842] «woal» 
'Waßer' [H 842] «woada» 

The reflexes of mid vowels in different contexts are summarized in (5). 
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(5) Summary of Mid Vowel Reflexes 
context *o *vo *e *je 
/ CT ü ü>i i i 
/ # ü ü>i i i 
/_{P° , K°} ü a e e 
/ T° ö a e a 

Presenting all the familiar facts together makes clearer that there is a bit of a puzzle 
in the mechanisms responsible for the splitting of vowels, a question which we 
may now address. It is of course not unusual for North Slavic languages to 
adjust the phonetic character (and not infrequently the phonemic identity) of vow­
els to the character of the following consonant, palatalized or not, but it is more 
surprising to have reflexes depend on the basic place of articulation—labial or ve­
lar as opposed to dental.8 The sensitivity to the basic place of articulation may 
have developed in the following way. 

Polabian evidently set about maximizing the difference between palatalized and 
non-palatalized consonants by exaggerating the transitions in the preceding vow­
els. Before palatalized consonants, vowels were fronted and raised; in acoustic 
terms, soft consonants cause raising of F2 and, derivatively, of Fv which is 
equivalent to articulatory narrowing and raising. By complementarity, hard con­
sonants, which may well have been velarized, cause backing and lowering of 
vowels; in acoustic terms, hard consonants induce lowering of F2 and secondary 
raising of Fv which is equivalent to greater aperture. A comparable assimilation 
can be documented in Russian, where soft consonants front and to some extent 
raise adjacent stressed vowels. 

As the presentation of material above demonstrated, Polabian sometimes di­
vides mid vowels according to the transparent partition of palatalized vs. non-
palatalized, and sometimes it splits the hard consonants, in which case hard 
labials and velars give a higher reflex than hard dentals.9 Now dentals have an 
acoustic and articulatory effect on vowels quite similar to palatalization; if you 
will, palatalization is an extreme version of dentalization. As a consequence, 
when a language such as Polabian attempts to differentiate palatalized consonants 
from non-palatalized, and in particular palatalized dentals from non-palatalized 
dentals, it may exaggerate the velarized transition of the vowel to the hard dental 
(acoustically, by depressing F2 and raising Fx). Dentals may do this even more 
than labials and velars, which have an intrinsically depressed transition. We 
could write these transitions as follows. Transition to any soft consonant is 
simply an anticipatory [i]-like transition, which may become longer over time and 
eventually raise the preceding vowel: [C'evC] > [C'ej.C]. Transition to a 
following hard labial or velar involves an anticipatory transition of the type 
[С'езК0] for labials and velars. Because the immediate transitions to hard labials 
and velars already involve backing and/ör lowering, little extra is needed to 
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differentiate these transitions from transitions to palatalized consonants, and the 
center of the syllable remains more or less unchanged: *(v)ujevbka > vayieflcä. 
Dentals by their nature have a transition of the sort [C'eeT°]. In order to 
complementarily mark velarization, the vowel before the transition is velarized, 
yielding [С'еэеТ°]. An initial [j] may even absorb the [e]-part of the diphthong, 
leaving a low vowel as the syllable nucleus: [jegeT0] > [jeaeT°] > ЦаеТ0], as in 
*jedla > iadlä.10 A comparable reconstruction can be proposed for *<? and *v<9. 
In this way, the mechanism whereby Polabian split mid vowels is partly 
dissimilative, partly assimilative. It will emerge below that other changes involve 
a complex interaction of dissimilative and assimilative tendencies. 

The differentiation of mid vowels according to the following consonant, a dis­
tinctly Polabian event, can now be used as a benchmark to reference other 
changes. This change must have been fixed by the time the reflex of *£, which 
earlier had the phonetic value [ä] that is characteristic of Lechitic, was moved up 
from its position as a low front vowel into the mid range. In the position before 
palatalized consonants, the reflex of *e does not further raise to [i], as in *]ьтёй 
> met [H 842] «met», *seme > semq 'Lein' [HB 1] «szemäng», *svetja > swecä 
[H 842] «swecia». Since the reflex of *e does not behave as a typical *g, the split 
of *e into two variants must have already been fixed before the reflex of *e 
moved upwards into the mid vowel region. We might note that it is somewhat 
surprising, from the point of view of Lechitic, to have such a late merger of *£ 
with *e; elsewhere in Lechitic *e stops being distinct from *e not long after the 
change of this vowel to *a before hard dentals has occurred. 

In Polabian soft labials and dentals lost palatalization before front vowels. 
When this happened, the distribution of mid vowels *e and *o must have been 
fixed, to judge by the contrast of *(v)osmyb > väsme [HB 1] «wäsme», in which 
the [s] had always been hard, with *(v)osmero > vismärü [HB 1] «wissmerj», in 
which the dental fricative must have been soft ([s]) by assimilation to the follow­
ing soft consonant ([ni]). If *m was still soft [rri] here, depalatalization of conso­
nants (C V > CV) occurred only after the split in mid vowels. Depalatalization 
can possibly even be held responsible for the fact that the previously allophonic 
variants were fixed as distinct phonemes which would subsequently have distinct 
histories. In a way the two changes are structurally related. As mid vowels split 
into two allophonic variants, they assimilated a phonetic property from C2 in 
C}VC2. When consonants hardened before front vowels, palatalization was ab­
sorbed from Cj by the vowel in CjVC2> It is interesting to note that, although 
one of these changes is assimilative, the other dissimilative, the changes are 
similar in that both represent a way of concentrating more of the phonetic signal in 
the vowel as opposed to the consonant. 

We can postulate the system of (6) at the time when the mid vowels split. 
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(6) Early Vowel System 
i [i] о 

И И 
p 9 Э Q 

e[ä] a 

(6) includes two central mid vowels for the reflexes of jers, unrounded [э] and 
rounded [э], discussed below. Subsequently, the vowels in (6) will rotate and 
Umlaut and diphthongize in a fashion that seems to obey a Martinet-ian principle 
of economy.11 As vowels move up the outside of the vowel triangle, other vow­
els above them move out of their way. For example, as [a] < *ё becomes a mid 
vowel, it merges with the lower variant [e] from *e, but the higher variant of *e 
moves up to [i]. But this latter vowel does not merge with original *f, which, 
along with *y and *w, diphthongizes by developing an initial centralized compo­
nent. These centralized vocoids and the centralized reflexes of jers move down, 
but by this time original *ё [ä] and *д had become mid vowels [e] and [o]. 
Although any description must state what happens to individual vowels, the gen­
eral path of development can be sketched as a pair of vectors with tails in the re­
gion of low vowels which go up and around the perimeter of the vowel space and 
point down through the middle of the vowel space. 

In his explicit discussion of relative chronology, Olesch points out that velars 
are palatalized before the [ii] and [ö] which derive from *o, as in: *gora > d'örä 
[H 842] «tgöra» 'Berg', *коткъ > t'ünek [H 842] «tyünik» 'Pferdchen'. On the 
assumption that velars would not palatalize before a back vowel like [o] (and 
indeed velars do not palatalize before *a > [o]), it seems reasonable to agree with 
Olesch that the raising and Umlauting of [o] and [o] occurred before the 
palatalization of velars: [o] > [o/o] > [ü/ö] preceded KV' > KV\ 

Thus we can tentatively order the palatalization of velars after the complex set 
of changes restructuring the vowel system, including the raising and fronting of 
*<9. But now consider the following. In *rozga > rözgä [H 842] «reseka», [HB 
1] «röseka» 'Strauch', *<? is reflected as [ö] (rather than [ii]) because the im­
mediately following consonant is a hard dental. The dental is hard because the 
following velar is hard; note also *kostbka > t'ös(t)kä [H 842] «työska» 
'Knöchel'. Now in müzd'e < *mozgy [HB 1] «misdya» 'Marck, in den 
Knochen', the dental fricative immediately following the vowel must have been 
palatalized, since the reflex of *<? is [ii]. In order for that dental fricative to have 
been palatalized, the following velar must have been palatalized, as the spelling 
indicates. But that means that the palatalization of velars must have occurred be­
fore the splitting of mid vowels. Other, distinct facts indicate the same chronol-
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ogy. As noted above, reflexes of *Ce are distributed according to the general 
partition of consonants into the classes of palatalized vs. non-palatalized conso­
nants. The reflex is a high vowel in *perky > prit'aj [H 842] «pritgäy» 'drüber', 
indicating that the following velar must already have been palatalized at the time 
when mid vowels were split. 

At first blush this result seems inconsistent with the chronology developed 
above. According to Olesch's observation that velars could not have palatalized 
until *<? fronted to [ü/ö], it appeared that velar palatalization followed the split of 
mid vowels, but now «misdya» müzd'e and «pritgäy» prit'a\ suggest that velar 
palatalization preceded the split. We have an ordering paradox: palatalization of 
velars occurred both before and after the splitting of *e and *o. The paradox, 
however, can be defused if one assumes there were two phases of velar 
palatalization or, more probably, that palatalization remained productive for an ex­
tended period of time. As new environments arose, palatalization applied to 
velars in those contexts. During the earlier phase, velars palatalized before certain 
vowels, notably before * j , in a fashion analogous to palatalization of velars in 
other North Slavic languages that maintained distinctive palatalization.12 Velars 
palatalized again before [ö/ü] after (as Olesch argues) the reflexes of *o had been 
Umlauted. 

We can use these observations to develop a history of the reflexes of jers.13 

Velars palatalized before the reflex of *ъ when the following consonant was 
palatalized; the reflex of the back jer after the palatalized velar was some manner 
of front vowel, which Lehr-Splawiriski (1929) transcribed as e} on the grounds 
that it is spelled both as «i» and as «e». Olesch systematically examined instances 
of vowels for which the older tradition had posited ё and showed that, in general, 
there is little motivation for e as a distinct unit, including in position after velars.14 

In most instances with velars, the vowel was posttonic and was spelled «i» (for 
example, *nogbtb > nüd'it [H 842] «nitgid»). In initial position, «i» is found in 
*хъте1ь > ximil [H 842] «ghimil» 'Hopffen'15 and *Ше > t'id [H 842] «tyitt»; 
«e» is the reflex in *kbseni> > t'esin [H 842] «tgeßin» 'Magen'. Although the 
reason for this difference is not clear, it is not sufficient reason to hypothesize a 
distinct vowel. It is simpler to suppose that the reflex of *ъ palatalized the velar 
and was then identified with [e] < *e, whose reflex before soft consonants would 
eventually be the closed [i]. We may hypothesize a change: КъС > КёС\ 
which differs from the development before hard consonants (КъС° > Кэ C°), and 
then palatalization of velars in the position before [э] (Ко > K'e). This 
environment for the palatalization of velars fits with that of Ky > K'i as part of the 
early phase of velar palatalization. 

These changes involving jers and velars must have occurred before the change 
responsible for splitting *e and *<9, to judge by vid'in < *(v)og(b)nb [H 842] 
«widgiii». To evaluate this example, recall that when *<? followed *v (including 



288 A. Timberlake 

prothetic *vj, the split in vocalism was sensitive to the general environment of 
palatalized vs. non-palatalized consonant. Since the reflex of *o here is a high 
vowel, the velar must already have been palatalized before the reflex of the 
(anaptyctic) back jer by the time *o was split. 

If *Къ could have different reflexes depending on the following consonant, 
then there were presumably two (phonetic) reflexes of back jers after other conso­
nants, a front schwa [a] in the environment 1С С and a back labialized [э] 
schwa in the environment 1С C0.1 6 Whether these reflexes remained forever 
distinct is doubtful; they seem to have a single ultimate reflex [a]: *d%zdjb > dazd 
[H 842] «däst» and *s%sx > sas [H 842] «ssäs». Front schwas also originally 
varied depending on the following consonant. In the context C" C, preceding 
consonants lost palatalization: *аьпь > dan [H 842] «dan», *VLSB > vas [H 842] 
«was», [SJ] «wahss». The fact that consonants depalatalized suggests that the 
immediate reflex of front jer in this context was a front vowel, or [з]. In the con­
text С C°, palatalization is preserved: *рьяъ > pas [H 842] «piäs», [SJ] 
«pijahss». From the fact that palatalization is preserved in this environment it fol­
lows that the immediate reflex must have been less front, or [э]. With front jers 
as with back jers, then, there is again evidence that the reflexes must have been 
initially distinguished in the two environments (before hard consonant and before 
soft). And again, it is less than certain that the ultimate reflexes in the low region 
were distinct. Conceivably, the reflexes of the jers all converged on [a], as the 
dominant spellings for these vowels in all contexts in Hennig, plain «a» or long 
«a», would seem to indicate.17 In any event, the initial differentiation of two re­
flexes of jers according to the following consonant was one of the earliest 
Polabian changes. This bifurcation must have occurred before the first phase of 
velar palatalization, since the velar counts as hard in: *lbgbkoje > l'at'ä [H 842] 
«lgätga». Note, further, that depalatalization must have occurred at a specific 
point in the history of the Polabian sound system, when [э] < *С'ьС and [э] < 
*С'ьС° were still distinct and had not yet lowered to their single ultimate reflex of 
[a]. 

Perhaps the most intriguing instance of phonetic mechanism and chronology is 
the diphthongization of high vowels, discussed by Olesch in his article devoted to 
relative chronology.18 The process is complex in and of itself; its interaction with 
other changes is not obvious; and there are interesting dialect differences between 
Hennig's Klennow-Wustrow dialect and Schultze's Siithen dialect.19 In both di­
alects *i was diphthongized to [ai]: Histb > laist [H 842] «leist», [SJ] «leist». 
Dentals and labials depalatalized before this vowel, but it is not immediately obvi­
ous when depalatalization occurred, and what the vowel was when depalataliza­
tion occurred; in principle depalatalization could have happened either while the 
vowel was still [i] or after it had become a diphthong, provided the diphthong 
were something like [äj] or [äi]. Hennig generally diphthongized *y to [ai], as in 
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*dymb > da\m [H 842] «däym» and Schultze diphthongized *y to [oj], as in 
*slysiH > slojses [SJ] «schläusses». Velars are palatalized before *;y, which has 
the same reflex ([aj] in strong position) in both dialects: cf. for strong position 
*nogy > nüd'ai [H 842] «nidyäy», *orkyta > rüt'aiitnä [SJ] «rühtjeitna» 
'Warffen', and for weak position *vel(i)kbjh > wilt'e [H 842] «wiltge», [SJ] 
«wiltje». Since the reflex of *Ky is uniform for both scribes/dialects but *y oth­
erwise gives different reflexes in the two dialects, the vowel in question must 
have been */ rather than *y at the time of diphthongization. Thus velars were 
palatalized in this environment (in the early phase of palatalization) before 
diphthongization. 

The reflexes of *w lead to a further complication. Hennig generally has [ay], 
while Schultze has [oi]. Originally soft consonants preserve their palatalization in 
both dialects: *ljubo > Va\bü [H 842] «lgeibi», [SJ] «läubu», *ljudi > Vaudi [H 
842] «lgaudi» ~ Vo\dai [SJ] «läudey». But velars are palatalized before the reflex 
of *м, by both Hennig and Schultze, even though the vocalic reflex is different: 
*kupi(tb) > x'afpe [H 842] «tyeipe», *кириъ > t'oipal [SJ] «tjäupal». These two 
facts together seem somewhat paradoxical, as Olesch recognized.20 The fact that 
original soft consonants did not lose palatalization seems to imply that the vowel 
was never front, and yet preceding velars do undergo palatalization, a change 
which would normally presuppose a front vowel. Olesch responded to this para­
dox by suggesting that velar palatalization occurred before all high vowels includ­
ing *w (that is, *w in its etymological value of high, rounded, and back before it 
diphthongized), but this seems unmotivated. 

It may be useful to consider more carefully what is involved in diphthongiza­
tion. The reflexes of *i and *w have the same initial vocoid in Hennig's dialect. 
If originally soft consonants do not show up as palatalized before the reflex of */, 
but do so before *и, then depalatalization was a chronologically localized event 
which occurred before the diphthongization of high vowels. Above we argued 
that depalatalization occurred at a specific time in the history of the reflexes of 
jers, after they had split into [э] and [э] but before these had lowered to [a]. 
More generally, then, we can associate depalatalization with the vowel system of 
(6) just before the rotational changes (including diphthongization) began. 

The three high vowels diphthongize in basically the same way. In its initial 
stage, diphthongization may be thought of as the development of a homorganic 
glide, a little more open than the syllabic portion of the vowel (thus [i] > [ii]> *y = 
И > M» M > luu]). That glide gradually lowers, centralizes, and becomes the 
center of the syllable,21 while the later portion becomes a glide carrying the differ­
entiating features of the three phones (thus [ii], [ii], [vu] > [si], [aj], [эу]). 
Eventually the schwa lowers further. 

With this general picture, we can consider how the differences between 
Hennig's and Schultze's dialects arose. Let us for the moment ignore *з>, which 
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is intermediate between *i and *м, and concentrate on the maximal contrast of *i 
and *w, writing [u] or [y] as [i] or Q] —that is, as [i] with backness and labializa­
tion. Hennig's reflexes can be taken as closer than Schultze's to the original path 
of development. Hennig evidently kept labialization of *t/ localized in the glide 
portion of the diphthong. The initial portion of the diphthong is normalized by 
Olesch (and others) as [a], but it could have been anywhere in the range from a 
central [a] to a front [ä] (Hennig uses «ä» occasionally). In any event, this nu­
cleus was front enough to condition palatalization of velars. That is, velar palatal­
ization before *w occurred after the vowel had diphthongized by the process [u] > 
[§°i] > [äj]. Hennig evidently ranked labialization of the vowel as crucial and 
treated *y as more similar to */ than to *м; the only change is that the velarization 
of the glide is eliminated: [i] > [*i] > [ai] > [aj] > [ai]. 

Schultze's treatment of *w probably represents a further development. After 
the initial diphthongization ([u] > [ai] > [si]), Schultze's dialect moved 
labialization of the glide back into the nucleus of the vowel: [al] > [äi], where 
"[äj]" becomes [äi] or [oi].22 Schultze's dialect palatalized velars at the 
intermediate stage of [a°i], before labialization was moved into the nucleus. 
Schultze's dialect treated *y as similar to *w, in that the backness of [i] made the 
nucleus of the diphthong back and labialized as well. Olesch's concern about the 
interaction of palatalization and diphthongization, then, can be explicated if 
depalatalization occurred before diphthongization, but velar palatalization occurred 
after diphthongization had begun. 

Certain details of the reflexes of high vowels confirm, or are at least consistent 
with, the interpretation above. Hennig's reflexes are influenced by an adjacent 
labial consonant. The fact that *y is often reflected as [oi] after labials, as in *byti 
> bojt [H 842] «böit» ~ bait [H 842] «bayt», suggests that *y was originally in­
termediate between */ and *м. As the glide portion of the diphthong developing 
out of *y was neutralized to [iL the nucleus must have been further back (perhaps 
[äi]) than that of */ (possibly [äi]) if it could be so easily labialized to [o]. 
Moreover, Hennig loses the labialization of *и in the position before labials, as in 
*glupbjb > glaipe [HB 1] «gleipe», *kupi(t%) > t'aipe [H 842] «tyeipe». This 
suggests a process whereby the labialization of the glide portion of the diphthong 
[al] was absorbed by the following labial and was thereby lost to the diphthong 
as a whole. That is, the labialization must originally have been confined to a 
particular part of the diphthong. As a consequence, we conclude that when the 
labialization shows up in the beginning portion of the diphthong in Schultze's 
[oi], it must have migrated there from the later glide portion of the diphthong. 

Reflexes of *y and H before hard */ are also instructive. (The reflexes are un­
remarkable before soft *Г.) Before hard */, *y is reflected as a low vowel which 
lacks the distinct glide portion [i], as in *Ьу1ъ > bäl [H 842] «boal», [SJ] «bahl», 
or in *tyH > tdl [SJ] «tahl» ~ «tohl», [H 842] «doal»; this reflex differs from the 
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more expected diphthongal reflex of *)> found before soft */' in *vb tyle > va tajle 
[H 842] «wa teile».23 In sources such as Lehr-Splawiiiski 1929, this vowel be­
fore hard */ was normalized as [ä]. The fact that the reflex of *y lacks a final 
glide suggests the following mechanism. Hard */ in other Slavic languages with 
palatalization (Polish and Russian) has shown a strong tendency to become velar­
ized—in essence, to become homorganic with [i]. If the glide portion of the 
diphthongal reflex of *y were [>], it might have been absorbed by the following 
velarized *l and disappeared, by a change: [ajl0] > [al°]. 

*C7 also participates in this change: *rodifo se > rüdäl sä [H 842] «ridöalsa». 
The fact that the consonant before *i has been depalatalized suggests that 
depalatalization occurred before diphthongization, so that the product of 
depalatalization could be velarized by the hard */: [C'il] > [Cil°] > [Cajl°] > 
[Cal°]. These developments, then, provide confirmation of the hypothesis that 
the differentiating features of the original high vowels were localized in the 
second portion of the diphthong and, further, that the character of one portion of 
the diphthong could be affected by adjacent consonants. 

We can recapitulate the internal chronology as follows. First come some pan-
Lechitic changes, such as contraction, the "hard dental" changes of vowels (in 
Polabian, of *e to *я and *e to *<?, but, curiously, not *e to *o), and the loss of 
some but not all weak jers. Polabian differentiated the reflexes of jers according 
to the following consonant (*ъ/ь > эС'/эС°), then palatalized velars before any 
non-low, non-labialized vowel in the system at the time (KV' > К У\ where V 
includes [i] <*y and [а] <*ъ or *oje). The mid vowels were split into a more 
closed and a more open variant depending on following consonant; palatalized 
consonants conditioned the closed allophone and at least hard dentals conditioned 
the more open allophone f*e > [eC'/eT0], *o > [oC7oT0]). These allophonic vari­
ants were fixed as autonomous units when dentals and labials depalatalized before 
front vowels {CV > CV). High vowels diphthongized ([i/i/u] > [ai/aj/au]), at 
which point the later phase (or the continuation?) of velar palatalization occurred 
as velars found themselves again before vowels capable of causing palatalization 
(XV > KV). Then the vowel system was restructured by various "rotational" 
changes: non-high vowels raised, high vowels diphthongized, and central 
vowels lowered. And [o/o] were raised and fronted. 

The chronology of changes in the vowel system articulated above is consistent 
with the absolute chronology established by Kaiser 1968. There is possibly one 
discrepancy in the chronology of the differentiation of mid vowels. In her syn­
thetic discussion, Kaiser comments that Milewski's chronology is for the most 
part correct, but she goes on to say (p. 118): "Ein Unterschied der Auffassung 
besteht nur bezüglich der Frage, ob der Reflex ö sich vor harten Vorderzungen-
konsonanten und vor f erst sekundär aus ü entwickelt hat (so Milewski), oder ob 
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das Phonem /ü/ seit seiner Herausbildung das AUophon [ö] besaß. M. E. ist die 
letztere Annahme vorzuziehen." Kaiser diagrams the changes as: 

ursl. *o > о > о > ü [ü ö] 
ursl. *o > о > ö > ü [ii ö] 

The discussion above argues at least in favor of Kaiser's earlier chronology 
and probably for an even earlier date yet. If the allophonic differences between 
[e] and [e] and between [o] and [o] were fixed at depalatalization, and if 
depalatalization occurred before diphthongization and the other migrations of 
vowels, then the difference should have been there long before *o was Umlauted. 
In fact, Kaiser's diagram could easily be amended to read (omitting length): 

ursl. *o>[oo] > [oo] > [üö] 
That is, a difference in aperture could have been created early and then carried 
along as the vowels raised and fronted. 

The material Kaiser presents—toponyms and hydronyms borrowed into Low 
German—is not entirely unambiguous evidence about chronology. Kaiser con­
cludes that the adjacent consonant played no role in the spelling (p. 70: "Eine 
Abhängigkeit der Lautung des Stammvokals von der Qualität der Nachbar­
konsonanten ist nicht nachzuweisen"), arguing instead that the identity of the 
following suffix (whether *-ÖV, *-jan, *-ic, *-m, or *ьп) is the important cri­
terion.24 It does appear that spellings with «u» are frequent in toponyms built on 
the suffix *-JC (Guliz, 1281, etc.; Gurizt 1296, etc.), but of course the preceding 
consonant would have been palatalized before this suffix. Working through 
Kaiser's citations from the fourteenth through sixteenth centuries gives the fol­
lowing distribution (of distinct etyma): 

(7) Spellings of Polabian *o in German 
context « 0 » 

/ P°(K°) 1 
/ _ P ' 4 
/_T° 7 
/_T'(Q 5 
/ P°(K°) 3 
/_JP' 2 
/_T° 6 
/_T'(Q 8 
/_P°(K°) 2 
/_JP' 2 
/_T° 5 
/_T'(£) 6 

«o~u» «u» 
1 
0 
0 
4 
1 
2 
1 
4 
1 
0 
0 
5 
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This evidence suggests that «u» spellings are more frequent before palatalized 
consonants, but it does not provide solid evidence for differentiating hard dentals 
from hard labials. 

The distribution is largely static, since once a toponym is borrowed, it is likely 
to remain the same thereafter. For that reason, any changes in spelling acquire 
special significance. In fact, there is one very specific fact recorded by Kaiser 
that may be quite revealing. One etymon with hard [m] shifted from «o» in the 
thirteenth century (Gromazle, 1296) to «u» thereafter (Krumadze, 1329; 
Krummasell, 1450; Crumasell, 1564).25 If that fact is to be trusted (and it is one 
of the rare cases in which the spelling shifts), it argues that vowels became 
sensitive to the following consonant at a relatively early time, around 1300. 

The phonetic model proposed above to describe the splitting of mid vowels 
into two variants, while necessarily speculative, does suggest why it would not 
be surprising that Polabian could develop two reflexes in mid vowels, and 
perhaps even why certain changes have clustered together chronologically. To 
speak anthropomorphically, Polabian was concerned about the transitions and 
interaction between consonants and vowels in a host of changes that occurred in 
close succession: palatalization of velars, depalatalization before front vowels, 
and adjustments of glides according to adjacent consonants. Some of these 
changes were assimilative—that is, involved extending the temporal duration of 
some phonetic property—and some were dissimilative—that is, involved absorb­
ing some phonetic property into the realm of one segment. 

N o t e s 

i Trubeckoj 1925-26,1929; Lehr-Splawiriski 1929; Milewski 1929[a,b]. 

2 Kaiser 1968. 

3 Olesch [1975] 1989, [1986] 1989. 

4 Olesch 1983-87. 
5 As for example in the introductory pages of Polaiiski and Sehnert 1967 or 

volume 1 of Olesch 1983-87. Lehr-Splawiiiski's approach (1929) was 
essentially one of correspondences. An exception is Olesch [1980(b)] 1989, to 
which we return below. 

6 Olesch 1983, 1, xxxiv-xli. 
7 It is also uncertain whether the reflex was uniform across dialects/scribes; 

Olesch ([1986] 1989) argues that, while Hennig has [ä] as his reflex, Schultze 
has [a], and Pfeffinger [o]. 
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8 Olesch handles the environments with circumspection. Speaking of *€, 
Olesch comments: "Nachfolgenden harten Konsonanten können in 
Dravänischen die Vokalanhebung verhindern," and then, of *#: "Ähnliches gilt 
für ursprünglich inlautendes o, das vor harten Dentalen [...] die Anhebung 
vermeidet." The observations are accurate, but leave open the question of how 
dentals hinder raising. 

9 The definition of environments, and the difference in vowels, is the same for 
the reflexes of *e in Cakavian (Jakubinskij 1925). 

10 The model elaborated here represents a slight modification of the account 
offered by Andersen (1978) of the backing of [ä] to [a] and [e] to [o] before 
hard dentals (that is, not all hard consonants!) in Polish. Andersen proposes a 
uniform phonetic development for all non-palatalized consonants, followed by 
a phonemic change in which dentals are differentiated from labials and velars. 
The model here takes the dissimilation to be part and parcel of the orginal 
phonetic change. 

11 Roughly how Kaiser interprets the various changes (1968:114ff.). 
12 Timberlake 1978. 
13 Milewski 1929[a, b]. 
14 Olesch [1980(b)] 1989. 
15 Olesch 1983-87, having argued for the interpretation [ximil], gives both 

normalizations ximilliemil. Only PfDr has «e». 
16 Milewski 1929[a]. 
17 Olesch [1977] 1989:287-8. 

is Olesch [1980(a)] 1989. 

!9 Olesch [1975] 1989. 
20 Olesch [1980(a)] 1989. 
21 What is termed "intensity shift" in Andersen 1972. 
2 2 Olesch objects vigorously to the use of the sequence dj as a pan-Polabian 

normalization for the reflexes of diphthongs, on the grounds that it is an 
inaccurate and misleading compromise for the distinctly different reflexes of 
the two dialects. It is still possible, however, that Schultze's spelling «äu» 
reflects [äi] rather than [oi]. 

2 3 Olesch 1983-87:39-40. 
24 Kaiser 1968:70, 77, 81-2, 89. 
25 Kaiser 1968:63, 72, 83, 90. 
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