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1. Mòcheno phonology 
 
1.1 Desiderata 
 
A description of the synchronic system  
- phoneme inventory (vowels, consonants) 
- productive phonological processes 
- prosodic structure (syllable structure, stress, etc.) 
 
1.2 Existing descriptions/data sources 
 
o traditional dialectology: Schweizer 2008 [1951/1952], Kranzmayer (1956) 

diachronic approach => impossible to reconstruct phoneme inventory. 
o modern description of Mòcheno phonological system: Rowley 1986 

modern, exhaustive, based on accurate field-work; applied to development of Mòcheno 
orthography (Alber, in press, Rowley, in press, Brünger, in prep.) 

o own fieldwork 2011-2012: on partial aspects of the phonological system (obstruents) 
Alber (2011), Alber (in press) 
 
 

2. Phoneme inventory 
 
2.1 Vowels  
 
data: (my interpretation of Rowley 1986) 
 
(1) Vowel system - Mòcheno 

 front central back 
high i, i:  u, u: 
mid e, e:, !, (!:)  o, o:, ", (":) 
low  a, a:  

 
- height: high, mid low 
- front/back 
- tenseness (in mid vowels) 
- length 
 
- /!:/ only in loans: [k#'f!:] (Rowley 1986: 92) 
- /":/ very rare (Rowley 1986: 93) 
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(2) Contrastive nasalization  
[mai] vs. [ma$i] 'heavy hammer, my' 

 
(3) Vowel inventory - Tyrolean, Meran (Alber 2010, Bauer 2011) 

 front central back 
high %, i:  &, u: 
mid e, e:, !  o, o:, " 
low  a, a:  

 
Same distinctions except for length distinction in mid, lax vowels (not highly functional in 
Mòcheno, either) and nasalization 
 
(4) Diphthongs - Mòcheno 

/ia/ /ua/ /!a/ /'a/ /ai/ /au/ /oi/ /ei/ 
Diphthongs - Southern-Bavarian, Meran (adapted from Bauer 2011) 
/ia/ /ua/ /!a/ /'a/ /ai/ /au/ /ou/ /ui/ 

 
Characteristic features of the Mòcheno vowel system: 

o similar inventory as other Southern-Bavarian varieties 
o no distinctive rounding (as other Bavarian varieties) 
o length distinctions (differently from surrounding Romance varieties) 
o nasal vowels (not typically Bavarian, but not unheard of, e.g. dialect of Ulten, South-Tyrol) 

 
2.2 Consonants 
 
data: mostly Rowley (1986); own fieldwork on obstruents 2011-12 
 
(5) Consonant inventory - Mòcheno 
 labial alveolar postalveolar palatoalveolar palatal velar glottal 
stops p, b t, d    k, g  
fricatives f, v s, z s (, z( ), (*)  x h 
affricates pf ts  t) (d*)  kx  
nasals m n    (+)  
laterals  l      
trills  r      
glides (w)    j   
- [w, *, d*, +]: rare or in Italian loans 
- /k/ ~ /kx/: distinct phonemes: [b!k], 'breadloaf' vs. [b!kx], 'away'. (Rowley 1986: 213) 
- /s/ ~ /s(/ ~ /)/: [mist], 'he measures' vs. [mis(t], 'manure' vs. [mi)t], 'he mixes' (in Vlarotz, Oachlait, 
allophonic in Palai, cf. Rowley 1986; 128, 134) 
Historical correspondence: 
/s/ < mhd. <*> < /t/ (Zweite Lautverschiebung) 
/s(/ < mhd. <s> 
/)/ < mhd. <sch> 
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(6) Consonant inventory - Tyrolean, Meran (Alber 2010, Bauer 2011) 
 Labial Alveolar Postalveolar Palatal Velar Uvular Glottal 
stops p, b t, d   k, g   
fricatives f, v s )  x  h 
affricates pf ts t)  kx   
nasals m n      
trills      R  
laterals  l      
glides    j    
 
2.3 Characteristic features of Mòcheno consonant system: 

o Bavarian features: velar series (k ~ kx ~ g) 
o conservative features: sibilants /s/ ~ /s(/ ~ /)/ 
o differences wrt Tyrolean: /z/, alveolar realization of /r/, marginally [w, *, d*, +], 

 
3. Phonological processes 
 
3.1 Distribution of voice in fricatives: word-internally (Alber, in press) 
 
(7) Mòcheno and Cimbro (Lusern): correlation between syllable weight and fricative voicing 

  Mòcheno Cimbro (Lusern)1 
after heavy syllables voiced )lo:vn , 'to sleep' tra:ven 'beam, pl.' 

  b!rvn , 'to throw' h!lv#n 'to help' 

  bi:zn, 'meadow pl.' di:z#r 'this' 

after light syllables voiceless lefl , 'spoon' )af#n 'to order' 

  b%sn, 'to know' bas#r 'water' 

 
Explanation (van Oostendorp 2003, Alber 2011, Alber, in press) 

o process of intersonorant voicing (ISV) 
o blocked by the stress-to-weight principle (SWP) and a ban against voiced geminates 

(*GEMVC). 
 
(8) Intersonorant voicing (ISV):  obstruents between sonorants must be voiced 

= Althochdeutsche Spirantenschwächung (s. Paul (1881 [2007]: 122, 154f.). 
 
(9) OHG/MHG: presonorant voicing of /f/ 

<velt> 'field' 
<hof - hoves> 'court, court gen.' 
<wolf - wolves> 'wolf, wolf gen.' 

 
(10) Stress-to-Weight-Principle (SWP): Stressed syllables are heavy 

 (Prince 1990) 
SWP:  .'CV:. o.k. 
 .'CVC. o.k. 
 .'CV * 

                                                
1 Data for Cimbro (Lusern) is from Tyroller (2003). 
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(11) *GEMVC: no long voiced obstruents 

 (Hayes&Steriade 2004) 
*GEMVC: *bb, *dd, *gg, *vv, *zz 

 
(12) One way to satisfy the SWP: lengthen the following consonant: 

[léf,fl ,] 'CVC.CV  ! 
 long C closes preceding syllable 
 => fricative has to be voiceless because of *GEMVC 

 
(13) Correlation between vowel length and fricative voicing in Mòcheno and Cimbro (Lusern) in 

contexts between sonorants 
  SWP *GEMVC ISV 

a. * 'V : . s n o.k o.k. NO after heavy syllables (V:) 
b.  'V : . z n o.k. o.k. o.k. 

after light syllables (V) c.  'V s .  s n o.k. o.k. NO 
 d. * 'V z . z n o.k. NO o.k. 
 e. * 'V  . z n NO o.k. o.k 

 
(14) Standard German: SWP and *GEMVC, without ISV: ambisyllabic Cs after short vowels 

(Wiese 1996: 36) 
 

Wippe   rare: Robbe 
Mitte rare: Widder 
Jacke rare: Bagger 
Affe *[vv] 
Ra[ss]el *[zz| 

 
 
3.2 Distribution of voice in fricatives: word-initially 
 
(15) Word-initial context: effects of historical presonorant voicing in the core part of the lexicon 

 Word-initial frics St. German cognate  
Mòcheno vi) 

zun 
fi) 
z'n- 

'fish' 
'sun' 

Cimbro (Lusern) varbe 
za:ge 

fa#b- 
ze:g- 

'color' 
'saw' 

 
But is voicing of fricatives still productive, in word-initial contexts? 
 
(16) Some arguments against productive fricative voicing, word-initially 
• loanwords often preserve initial /f, s/, even when they are nativized otherwise: 

o Mòcheno: the most recent Mòcheno dictionary counts 30 entries under <f> (most of 
them loanwords (s kloa' be.be, 2009) 

o Cimbro (Lusèrn): furb!t 'clever', sit"á:ro 'sink' (Tyroller 2003: 40, 42) [sometimes even 
word-medially after V:] 

o Cimbro (Giazza): servírn 'to serve' (Costanzi 2012: 76) 
o Cimbro (Roana): sikel 'bucket', sorka 'bush' 
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• initial, etymological [pf] is often simplified to [f] 
o Cimbro (Lusern): f#n 'pan' (Tyroller 2003: 40) 
o Cimbro (Roana): faifan 'to whistle' 

• unplausible typological configuration in Cimbro (Giazza, Roana), otherwise:  
o word-medial contrast after long vowels 
o neutralization to voiced word-initially.  
This is not what you normally find in the languages of the world. 

 
 
3.3 Distribution of voice in obstruents: word-finally 
  
Final devoicing in Cimbro 
 
(17) Cimbro (Giazza) (see Costanzi 2012, Alber/Rabanus/Tomaselli, in press) 

/b/ --> [p] traiban traip 'to chase away, inf., imp.' 
/d/ --> [t] reidan reit 'to speak, inf., imp.' 
/g/ --> [k] ta:ge takx 'day, pl., sg.' 
/v/ --> [f] ri:van rif 'to stop inf., imp.' 
/z/ --> [s] hauzar haus 'house pl., sg.' 

 
Final devoicing in Mòcheno? 
 
(18) Mòcheno (Palai)  

/b/ --> [p] --- ---  
/d/ --> [t] --- ---  
/g/ --> [k] --- --- ' 
[v] --> [f] ri:vn, ri:f 'to stop inf., imp.' 
 )lo:vn , )lo:f 'to sleep, sleep n.' 
[z] --> [s] haiz-r haus 'house pl., sg.' 
 bi:zn, bi:s 'meadow pl., sg.' 
 viazl, vuas 'foot, dim., foot sg.' 

- in Palai final stops are often deleted ([p!r], 'Berg', 'mountain') or not released ([)paibn,, )paib.]), 
therefore final devoicing in stops cannot be detected 
- data from Vlarotz more promising? 
 
 
Final devoicing in Romance contact varieties 
 
(19) Trentino, spoken by Mòcheno speaker 
W-initially W-medially W-finally  
pasár ~ bazár 
t!r ~ dar 
kaza ~ gat 
f!n ~ v!n 
sal ~ za 
 

d!po ~ g!bo 
mati ~ nadi 
paka ~ tega 
bafi ~ fev!r 
kasa ~ kaza 

--- 
fredi ! fret 
l!ngi ! l!nk 
novi ! nof 
buzi ! bus  
 

'pass, kiss, after, hunchback' 
'take, give, mad, born, cold m.pl./sg.' 
'house, cat, slap, blow, long m.pl./sg.' 
'hay, come, moustache, fever, new m.pl./sg.' 
'salt, already, house, hunt, hole pl./sg.' 
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Arguments against Final Devoicing in Trentino as a contact phenomenon 
(Alber, Rabanus&Tomaselli, in press) 
 
(20) Markedness: lack of contrasts in final position is an unmarked structure 

• unmarked typologically: many languages have FD, none has final voicing  
(Kiparsky 2008, cf. with Blevins 2006) 

• unmarked structure emerging in L1 acquisition 
(Kiparsky 2008) 

• unmarked structure emerging in L2 acquisition 
(Wang 1995, Broselow et al. 1998) 

• contrasts in final position are marked, because less easily perceived (less acoustic cues) 
(Steriade 2009) 

 
(21) Geographic distribution of final devoicing in Italian dialects: not only in contact situation 

(see also Rohlfs 1966: §300-302) 
 

Final devoicing takes place also in varieties which are not in contact with German dialects, 
e.g. Emilia Romagna and some Southern varieties. 
Final devoicing in Italian dialects correlates with historical vowel apocope: a newly created 
marked structure is resolved via neutralization of voicing contrasts. 

 
3.4 Other phonological processes 
 
Centralisation and rounding: Rowley (1986: 73) 
- centralisation and rounding of /i, e, o/: mainly in Palai, Auservlarotz, Oachlait 
- generally rounding of vowels adjacent to labial consonants and /r/, e.g. [vy/f#], 'five' (Rowley 
1986: 75). 
 
Umlaut (today: morphological function) 
 
(22) Umlaut - Mòcheno (Palai)  

[au] ! [ai] haus haiz-r 
[o:] ! [e:] gro:s gre:z-r plural 

[ua] ! [ia] vuas viazl, 
[o:] ! [a:] gro:s gra:zl, diminutive 

 
cf. Rowley 1986: 184: Umlaut is used for plural, diminutives, comparatives, derivational suffixes 
(e.g. -ig), just as in Standard German. 
 
3.5 Characteristic features of Mòcheno phonological processes 
 

o Typical Germanic distribution of voiced/voiceless obstruents according to the stress-to-
weight principle (SWP), respecting categorically the ban on voiced long obstruents 
(*GEMVC) 

o Intersonorant Voicing of fricatives: a historical process, preserved and extended to all 
fricatives 

o final devoicing - similar to Romance contact varieties, but cannot be interpreted as a contact 
phenomenon 

o Umlaut: as in German varieties 
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4. Syllable structure 
(23) Sonority scale for German (Wiese 1996: 260) 

|----------------|----------|-----|-----|-----------------|----! 
obstruents nasals l R high vowels vowels 

 
(24) Sonority sequencing principle (SSP): sonority must increase towards the peak.  

(Clements, 1990) 
 
New insights from Southern Bavarian varieties: 
(25) Tyrolean tongue twister: http://www.uebersetzung.at/twister/de.htm#T64 (Nr. 276)  

"A z'spat b'stellt's Speckb'steck isch a Speckb'steck, des z'spat b'stellt isch."  
 
(26) Unusual consonant clusters: 

Tyrolean2 [kf] [kf'ln] 'to please, past part.' 
 [ks] [ks%çt] 'face' 
 [gv] [gv%st] 'to know, past part.' 
 [ps] [psuaxt] 'to visit, past part.' 
 [p)t] [p)telt] 'to order, past part.' 
 [tsn] [tsn%çt] 'nasty' 
Mòcheno3 [tsb] zboa 'two' 
 [tsn] znicht 'nasty' 
 [t)b] tschbinnen 'to think' 
 [t)l] tschlècht 'bad' 
 [ts (p] [(t)s (pi:lt] 'to play, past part.' 

 
o insights from Tyrolean: sonority hierarchy splits into stops and fricatives  

(Alber&Lanthaler 2004) 
|--------|--------|-------------|-----|----------------|----! 
stops frics nasals l R high vowels vowels 
 

o insights from Mòcheno: affricates [ts, ts (, t)] may be extrametrical, as German [)]+stop (e.g. 
Sprache, Strumpf etc.)? 

 
5. Conclusions 
 
Characteristic features of the Mòcheno phonological system 

o phoneme inventory: as in other Southern Bavarian varieties (some conservative features) 
o phonological processes:  

• in line with Germanic varieties: obeyance of stress-to-weight principle; avoidance of 
voiced obstruent geminates; Umlaut 

• conservative: intersonorant voicing of fricatives 
• similar to Romance varieties: final devoicing (not a contact phenomenon) 

o prosodic structure: interesting consonant clusters that go beyond the possibilities of Standard 
German (but are similar to other Southern Bavarian varieties). 

                                                
2 Dialect of Meran, see also Alber&Lanthaler (2004). 
3 Examples extracted from s' kloa be.be (2009); for [(t)s (pi:lt] see Rowley (1986), Alber (2011). 
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