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ON THE RECONSTRUCTION  
OF THE COMMON SLAVIC PROSODIC SYSTEM

The aim of the paper is to present the reconstruction of the Common 
Slavic accentual system. After the introductory discussion on Proto-Sla-
vic and Common Slavic, the stress is on providing and examining rea-
sons for reconstruction of Common Slavic prosodemes, including their 
provisory phonetic nature. Then the nature of this system is discussed, 
with some typological comparisons and various possible interpretati-
ons in different periods.

1. Introduction
In this paper,1 the Common Slavic accentual system will be reconstruc-

ted. Firstly, we shall try to discern the difference between Proto-Slavic 
and Common Slavic (and their reconstruction) and illustrate some pro-
blems when discussing the nature of what exactly is reconstructed when 
speaking about reconstructing a Common Slavic or Proto-Slavic accen-
tual system. Then the Common Slavic prosodemes/tonemes/accents will 
be reconstructed, with emphasis on presenting the data underlying their 
(phonetic) reconstruction, which are often skipped or underdiscussed in 
scholarly literature, where more emphasis often tends to be put on reflexes 
of Common Slavic prosodemes in various Slavic languages and dialects 
and their later historical development (or, on the other hand, on trying 
to connect Proto-Slavic with Proto-Indo-European). After that, we shall 

1 I would like to thank Mislav Benić, David Mandić and Mikhail Oslon for rea-
ding the first draft of the text, as well as Siniša Habijanec for his Slovakist expertise.

FILOLOGIJA 86, Zagreb 2026.
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discuss the nature of the reconstructed system, while also providing some 
typological comparisons to other accentual systems,2 and with empha-
sis on various possible interpretations of the Proto-Slavic/Common Sla-
vic accentual systems. In the end, certain changes/aberrations concerning 
the original (post)valence system are discussed. The aim of this paper is 
manifold – it partly presents an introduction and overview of the already 
known facts of the reconstruction of the Common Slavic accentual system 
(as reconstructed primarily in Dybo 1981 and widely accepted across the 
board), including references to recent research, while also trying to provi-
de certain new interpretations and details concerning the topic in the fra-
me of a wider systemic reconstruction and possibilities within it.

Proto-Slavic is traditionally reconstructed (cf. e.g. Carlton 1991 or ESSJ) 
in a form which is very similar to the attested Old Church Slavic (the ol-
dest attested Slavic language ‒ since the 9th century CE) with a couple 
of key differences: there is no metathesis of liquids (e.g. *gordъ ‘city’ as 
opposed to OCS gradъ), jers before liquids are preserved (e.g. *vьlkъ ‘wolf’ 
as opposed to OCS vlъkъ/vlьkъ), palatalized consonants and clusters are 
unchanged (e.g. *nokťь ‘night’ as opposed to OCS noštь in the Bulgarian 
and nocь in the Moravian variety), etc. Also, jers are all reconstructed as 
expected etymologically (in OCS they often mix in practice in later manus-
cripts) and there are no OCS orthographic peculiarities (e.g. *krajь ‘end’ 
and not OCS krai). This way of reconstructing Proto-Slavic has a couple of 
advantages: it is traditional and well-known, very similar to Old Church 
Slavic and, to an extent, to modern Slavic languages (cf. e.g. modern Cro-
atian grad, vuk, noć). However, there is also one big disadvantage ‒ that 
is not actually Proto-Slavic, meaning the real ancestor of all Slavic lan-
guages. Abstract words and forms that are reconstructed in this way actu-
ally represent a language phase which would more precisely be called 
Common Slavic, from around 7-8th to 10-11th century CE, which was pho-
nologically rather close to OCS but which was not anymore a unitary lan-
guage from which all modern Slavic languages developed because the-
re were already some dialectal differences in Slavic in that period (e.g. 
most dialects had cělъ ‘whole’ but Novgorod type dialects had kělъ, only 
some dialects had -ra- in words like gradъ, etc.). If one is to reconstruct a 
realistic Proto-Slavic, the real ancestor of all Slavic languages, this would 
have to be Proto-Slavic spoken around the year 600 CE, during the time 
of the great Slav expansion ‒ when the territory inhabited by Slavs exten-

2 One has to agree with Villanueva Svensson (2023:302) that »putting Balto-Slavic 
accentology in closer connection with the wider field of accent typology« seems to be 
»one of the major tasks awaiting scholars specializing in this area«.
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ded all the way to the Peloponnese in the south and to the Elbe and pre-
sent-day east Austria to the west (including present-day Hungary). Howe-
ver, this realistic Proto-Slavic looked quite different from what we know 
from OCS and modern-day Slavic languages because of later and wide-re-
aching Common Slavic sound changes. For instance, instead of *oko ‘eye’ 
there was *aka in a realistic Proto-Slavic, instead of *golǫbь ‘pigeon’ there 
was *galambi, instead of *zǫbъ ‘tooth’ there was *zambu, etc. ‒ for such a 
reconstruction of Proto-Slavic, as well as the previously mentioned diffe-
rentiation of Common and Proto-Slavic cf. e.g. Holzer 2020. With this in 
mind, in this article we will nonetheless stick with the traditional anachro-
nistic and abstract OCS-style reconstruction for practical reasons, but also 
because we will usually discuss the accentual system of the later Common 
Slavic period. To keep things simple and because it is accent and not the 
exact phonological shape of Slavic that interests us, we will sometimes 
write even the earlier Slavic forms in this OCS-style traditional reconstruc-
tion. We name these traditional reconstructions Common Slavic and take 
it to represent a period when Slavic already had dialectal differences, tho-
ugh it was still clearly one mutually intelligible language, from around 
late 7th to 10th (or even 11-12th) century, as opposed to Proto-Slavic from 
around the year 600 CE. 

2.	 Proto-Slavic and Common Slavic Vowels, Accent and 
Relative Chronology

Common Slavic accentuation system was a system with free (e.g. *vőrna 
‘crow’ but *golva̋ ‘head’) and mobile stress (e.g. *golva̋ but accsg *gȏlvǫ ‒ 
*nȃ ̮ golvǫ ‘onto the head’), as well as distinctive pitch-accent (e.g. *vőrna 
‘crow’ but gensg *vȏrna ‘raven’ and *stõrža ‘guard’). The Common Slavic 
system was rather more complex than in later Slavic languages, of which 
some have preserved some traits of it, but usually simplified and with a 
lot of changes. 

The question of distinctive length is complex. Proto-Slavic (around the 
year 600 CE) certainly had distinctive length (cf. Holzer 2020:51), though 
real minimal pairs are not so easy to find because of additional prosod-
ic characteristics ‒ cf. e.g. *platu ‘fence’ but *plātu ‘cloth’ (later *plotъ and 
*platъ respectively). In Common Slavic period, the old quantitative opposi-
tions changed into new qualitative oppositions. Old short vowels *a, *e, *i, 
*u changed to *o, *e, *ь (phonetically probably [ɪ] > [ɨ] depending on dialect 
and period3), *ъ (phonetically probably [ʊ] > [ʉ] depending on dialect and 

3 Centralization must have occurred after the second palatalization because the 
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period) respectively, while old long vowels *ā, *ē, *ī, *ū changed to *a, *ě 
(phonetically probably [æː] or [eː], depending on position in a word, time 
and dialect4), *i, *y (phonetically probably [ʉ] > [ʉː]5) respectively.6 Thus, 
the new opposition of *plotъ ‘fence’ and *platъ ‘cloth’ emerges, where, at 
least for a certain period (though perhaps a short one), there was no real 
distinctive length because length was redundant7 or at least marginal ‒ 
*platъ was still phonetically [plaːtʉ], because the old length was preserved, 
but it was not so relevant for the opposition to *plotъ [plotʉ], which was 
not only short but also had a different vowel quality.8 Of course, this is not 
an unusual thing in phonemics ‒ phonemes are often distinguished by re-
dundant features as well, e.g. in many languages the opposition of voice-
less and voiced stops is strengthened by additional (redundant) aspira-
tion of voiceless stops. However, in such cases it is often difficult to inter-
pret what is actually phonemic and what is just redundant (if e.g. aspira-
tion helps in distinguishing /p/ and /b/, is it really completely redundant 
for the opposition even if it is completely predictable?) and this may vary 
from one system to another (i.e. the situation may slightly differ in differ-
ent languages). Of course, if we are talking about Common Slavic, it is im-
possible to go into precise phonetic details and the exact workings of a 
complex system (which may have even had diatopic differences). 

centralized *ɨ would be unlikely to cause palatalization (which occurred before *i > *ь 
in loanwords). 

4 Due to later reflexes, a closed [eː] has to be reconstructed for e.g. Western South 
Slavic, Czech, Ukrainian, while an open [æː] should be reconstructed for Polish and 
Bulgarian.

5 Jery (the long counterpart of jor) was written in Glagolitic and Cyrillic script as 
a combination of a jor and <i> and thus originally certainly a diphthong. Later it yiel-
ded centralized reflexes in Russian and Polish. In Russian, jery can still be pronoun-
ced as a diphthong similar to something like [ʉɨ̯] in some environments (cf. e.g. Jones 
and Ward 1969:33).

6 There were additional changes, like the change of Proto-Slavic diphthongs (*e 
> *i, *a > *ě or *-i, *a > *ō > *u), which we shall disregard here.

7 Typologically speaking, this would have been similar to modern American En-
glish, where some vowels are predominantly phonetically long in most positions (/ɑ/, 
/i/, /u/, /ɔ/ + /æ/) while others are short (/ə/, /ɐ/, /ɪ/, /ʊ/), but there is no phonological 
length distinction.

8 It is typologically quite common for lects with a short/long opposition to re-
inforce the opposition through a qualitative opposition, e.g. in the Croatian Štokavi-
an dialect of Dubrovnik the long /aː/ is famously closed (pronounced as [ɒ̝ː]). In cer-
tain Čakavian dialects (e.g. in some local dialects on the southern Croatian islands of 
Brač, Hvar and Vis), this [ɒ̝ː] further changes to a [o̞ː], which can later shorten in some 
positions. Cf. also the typical opposition of short [ɪ], [ʊ] and long [iː], [uː] in Germa-
nic languages.
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Later, in many ‒ or perhaps originally even in all ‒ dialectal Slavic sys-
tems, the old phonemically short (and still redundantly phonetically short) 
vowels lengthened in some conditions, while the old phonemically long 
(and still redundantly phonetically long) vowels shortened in some condi-
tions. Thus, the length became fully distinctive again and was not predict-
able. So, as we have seen, we start e.g. with Proto-Slavic (around the year 
600) short *ă and long *ā (cf. Holzer 2020:57–62). These change to early 
Common Slavic */o/ [o] (phonetically always short) and */a/ [aː] (phoneti-
cally always long) and in that period length was more redundant than dis-
tinctive ‒ this means that the phoneme /o/ was phonetically short and the 
phoneme /a/ was phonetically long but this length was not strictly speak-
ing distinctive since the phonemes in question were also different quali-
tatively (like American English /ɪ/ [ɪ] and /i/ [iː]). After later lengthenings 
and shortenings, a new system emerges were the new phonemes *o and *a 
could both had been both short and long and thus a »normal« system with 
distinctive length is formed again. That is why e.g. in modern Croatian 
we have plȏt ‘fence’ with a new long syllable (but gensg plȍta with the pre-
served old brevity), while in Croatian pòt-plat ‘sole’ we see the now short 
vowel from the originally long *ā.9 The whole process is summarized in 
the following table (we are leaving the original diphthongs out):

Table 1: Proto-Slavic quantity to Common Slavic quality

PSl early CSl early CSl 
phonetics

later CSl

*a *o [] *o ~ *ō
*e *e [] *e ~ *ē
*i *ь [i] > [ɪ] > [ɨ] *ь ~ *
*u *ъ [u] > [ʊ] > [ʉ] *ъ ~ *
*ā *a [aː] *a ~ *ā
*ē *ě [æː]/[eː] *ě ~ *ě̄
*ī *i [iː] *i ~ *ī
*ū *y [ʉɨ̯] > [ʉː] *y ~ *ȳ

9 The exact details of shortenings and lengthenings are quite complex. Length-
enings are usually connected with the development of Common Slavic prosodemes 
or with later compensatory lengthenings in final syllables in various languages (e.g. 
Czech bůh ‘god’, Polish bóg, Ukranian kin’ ‘horse’, etc.). For details of reflection of 
Common Slavic pretonic and posttonic length cf. Kapović 2015:413–550.
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Some modern systems without phonemic length, like Bulgarian/
Macedonian,10 might have developed directly from the early Common 
Slavic systems with redundant length. Or at least, for those systems, the-
re is no indication that they had a post-Proto-Slavic system of distinctive 
length. However, for others, like East Slavic, we do know, as we shall see, 
that it had had distinctive length even after the Common Slavic shift of qu-
antitative into qualitative distinctions (because East Slavic shows certain 
traces of old long vowels, mostly but not exclusively in vocalism). In West 
Slavic, the loss of distinctive length, where it occurred (e.g. in Polish) was 
rather late, which is clear from both historical attestations (e.g. Old Polish 
had distinctive length) and modern reflexes (traces of old length in voca-
lism). This means that East and West Slavic systems with no distinctive 
length stem from post-Common Slavic systems with reinstated distincti-
ve length and not directly from the early Common Slavic system with re-
dundant length. Thus, the direction of changes in North Slavic was com-
plex: distinctive length (Proto-Slavic) > redundant/non-distinctive length 
(early Common Slavic) > distinctive length (late Common Slavic and early 
North Slavic systems) > no distinctive length (some modern North Slavic 
systems). In South Slavic, the loss of length perhaps occurred early in the 
south-east (Macedonian/Bulgarian) and in the west distinctive length was 
preserved (and subsequently lost in some dialects very late).

The following table shows how general accentual features (free/unpre-
dictable stress, distinctive tone and distinctive length) are distributed in 
modern Slavic languages. The languages are named according to official 
standard varieties (the Štokavian official standard languages are separat-
ed in the table in order to show differing dialectal situations11). In gener-
al, it is helpful to acknowledge that the division of Slavic languages (and 
languages in general) is often a matter of politics and not dialectology. If 
one would to do a table with strictly linguistic units (according to accentu-
al systems), this would have to be done often by dialects and subdialects, 
which would be very complicated to follow. In any case, dialectal systems 
can significantly differ from standard varieties.

10 One can wonder whether the same could be posited for Torlak in southern Ser-
bia as well or whether its linguistic balkanization was of a later date.

11 However, note that Bosnian in the table pertains only to Bosnia and Herzgovi-
na and not to various other dialects of Muslim Bosniaks outside of Bosnia and Herze-
govina. If Bosnian were taken to encompass the dialects of the e.g. Muslim (Bošnjak) 
speakers of southern Montenegro, then Bosnian would also be »+ (dial. ‒)« in the Tone 
column. The standard accent of Bosnian, Croatian, Montenegrin and Serbian is in all 
cases traditionally based on Neo-Štokavian, but in Montenegrin a parallel Old Štoka-
vian accentuation is currently in the process of being standardized as well.
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Table 2: Synchronic overview of Slavic accentual systems

languages free stress tone distinctive len-
gth

Bulgarian + – –

Macedonian ‒ (dial. +) ‒ ‒

Croatian, Serbian + + (dial. ‒) + (dial. ‒)

Montenegrin + +/‒ +

Bosnian + + +

Slovene + +/‒ + (dial. ‒)

Czech ‒ – + (dial. ‒)

Slovak ‒ (dial. +) ‒ + (dial. ‒)

Upper Sorbian, Lower Sor-
bian

– – –

Polish – – –

Kashubian +/– – –
†Slovincian + (+) ‒

†Polabian + ‒ ‒

Russian, Belarusian, Ukrai-
nian

+ – –

As can be seen from the table, free stress is preserved in most of the 
South Slavic, the whole of East Slavic and marginally in West Slavic. It is 
an archaism in marginal north-western West Slavic dialects (Polabian, Slo-
vincian, northern part of Kashubian), while lost in the majority of West 
Slavic (with the exception again on the extreme south-east of West Slav-
ic with Sotak in eastern Slovakia12). In South Slavic, Standard (Western) 
Macedonian has a fixed stress on the third syllable from the end, but oth-
er (Eastern) Macedonian dialects can also have free stress. In all Slavic 
languages/dialects with free stress, this free stress originates in Common 
Slavic free stress. West Slavic generally has fixed stress (Polish on the syl-
lable second from the end, Czech/Slovak and Sorbian/Lusatian on initial 
syllable), with the exception of North Kashubian (together with the now 
extinct Slovincian), Polabian (also extinct) and the Sotak dialect of Slovak. 

12 	  For Sotak cf. Schallert 2011. 
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What is typical for Slavic free stress is that it is originally also mobile ‒ i.e. 
the accent can change place in the paradigm of a word, as in Russian go-
lová ‘head’ ‒ accsg gólovu.13 Distinctive tone appears only in Slovene, Kaj-
kavian, Čakavian and Štokavian (not in all dialects) and marginally in the 
now no longer living Slovincian.14 Distinctive tone can either be a result 
of preservation of Common Slavic tone oppositions (as it is in some West-
ern South Slavic dialects) or an innovation (as in other Western South Slav-
ic dialects – typically due to accent retractions – and marginally in Slovin-
cian15). Only Czech/Slovak and Western South Slavic (Slovene, Kajkavi-
an, Čakavian, Štokavian) retain distinctive length, but not in all dialects 
(the length in standard Slovene is marginal in most dialects16). Distinctive 
length in Slavic languages also always has its origin in Common Slavic.

To get back to reconstructing the Common Slavic (and Proto-Slavic) 
system, it is important to note that one of the reasons why that is not sim-
ple is because it is hard to pin-point what exactly is being reconstructed 
‒ it can be said that one is reconstructing not one precise synchronic state 
but rather a continuing process. Let us give an illustration. If we recon-
struct the word for ‘woman’, we can reconstruct *žènāˀ with the accent on 
the first syllable and the unstressed second syllable still »acute« (probably 
prosodically glottalized – see below for that). We can also reconstruct it in 
the later phase as *žena̋ with the progressive shift (either by de Saussure’s17 
or by Dybo’s law18) and the so-called »old acute« accent (see below) on 

13 One thing that has to be kept in mind is that free stress does not mean that the 
accent is always unpredictable (e.g. Russian prefix vý- is always accented in perfective 
verbs like vývesti ‘to lead out’; Croatian verbal suffix -írati always has the long rising 
accent, etc.), just like the fixed/predictable stress does not mean that there are no ex-
ceptions to that rule, i.e. that the accent is always predictable (cf. also Sussex and Cub-
berley 2003:179‒184) – e.g. the stress in Polish is almost always penultimate, but there 
are some exceptions like |czterysta ‘four hundred’.

14 Nikolaev (e.g. in Dybo–Nikolaev 1998:5‒39, Nikolaev 2002:142‒149) reports on 
possible tones in some East Slavic dialects, like the Chernigov dialects on the Ukraini-
an-Belarusian border. Vermeer (2001:158‒159) is somewhat sceptical though open to 
the possibility, but Nikolaev’s presentation has otherwise been mostly ignored in the 
literature.

15 Stankiewicz 1993:292, Bogatyrev 1995:22‒23.
16 Cf. e.g. Greenberg 1987:179–180, IPA 1999:136.
17 De Saussure’s law states that the accent shifts from a non-acute syllable (e.g. 

*žen-) to an acute one (e.g. *-a). The existence of this law in Slavic is controversial – 
see Kapović 2020c.

18 Dybo’s law can be defined as a general progressive shift of the neo-acute 
accents (e.g. *žèn-) to a following syllable (see Kapović 2020c). In »classical« inter-
pretation, this is supposed to occur in all cases, but according to the new approach 
of the Moscow accentological school (from 1993 onwards – cf. Hendriks 2003), this is 
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the final syllable. And we can reconstruct it as *žena̍ with a shortened 
vowel in final open syllable. In a similar manner, we can reconstruct *jest   
‘is’ with the old accent at the final syllable, or we can reconstruct it with 
the accent retracted from the final weak jer as *jèstь (the so-called Ivšić’s 
rule). We can also reconstruct the word for ‘tooth’ as the original *zbъ ‒ 
gensg *zba19 (the so-called accentual paradigm b), as the younger *zbъ ‒ 
gensg *zba (the pre-Dybo’s law »mixed« accentual paradigm d), as even 
younger *zbъ ‒ gensg *zǫba̍ (the post-Dybo’s law »mixed« accentual par-
adigm d20), or as the youngest *zbъ ‒ gensg zba (with a younger ac-
centual paradigm c). Likewise, if we consider the Moscow accentologi-
cal school21 concept of valences (see below), we can reconstruct addition-
al high (+) and low (‒) tones on all syllables and we can have e.g. *žè̟nā̟ˀ > 
*že̟na̟̋ > *žena̍, etc. Additional problem with this is that it is very difficult, 
and necessarily speculative, to connect prosodic changes with changes of 
phonemes. We know more or less what the accentual changes are that 
occurred (though there are certain disagreements, different possibilities 
and diverse approaches), but it is hard to be sure at what stage of phoneme 
changes they occurred.

Next, we shall take a look at the prosodemes/tonemes that can be re-
constructed for Common Slavic, while trying to show what the basis is 
for such a reconstruction – the emphasis being on the reconstruction of 
Common Slavic and not on the reflection of the reconstructed prosodemes 
in Slavic languages.

3. Common Slavic prosodemes
The Common Slavic accentual system is reconstructed by using the ma-

terial, including dialects and old accentuated manuscripts, of all Slavic 
languages that preserve traces of older stages of the accentual system – 
either in tones, stress position and quantity themselves or stress/tone/qu-
antity relicts in vocalism (vowels can change/behave differently depen-
ding on where the accent is, the type of the accent and whether the sylla-
ble is short or long). The only Slavic language, if looking at modern natio-
nal standard Slavic languages, yielding absolutely no information for the 

only a tendency, which occurs only in some positions and depends on various con-
ditions and dialects (Dybo–Zamjatina–Nikolaev 1993:16, 18–21; Kapović 2015:95–97, 
103–134). 

19 This may have realistically been rather *zãmbu ‒ gensg *zãmbā. 
20 For accentual paradigm d cf. e.g. Kapović 2020f.
21 For the Moscow accentological school see below footnote 106.
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reconstruction of Common Slavic accentuation is standard Macedonian 
(with Lower Lusatian being almost there),22 which, as we have seen, has 
an innovative fixed stress and no traces of earlier long vowels. 

Three prosodemes (tonemes) ‒ traditionally called the circumflex, the 
acute and the neo-acute ‒ can be reconstructed.23 The names are due to 
their reconstructed pronunciation ‒ the circumflex is falling, the (old) acute 
is rising and the neo-acute was interpreted as a new rising accent (that is 
why the acute is sometimes called the old acute in opposition). As we shall 
see, the probable phonetics/phonology of the first two is a bit more com-
plex, and the »neo-acute« is at least partially a misnomer ‒ despite old hy-
potheses on its origin, it is actually not more recent than other prosodemes 
in many positions (though in some situations it is indeed of later origin), 
just like the »old acute« is not actually older than the neo-acute in most 
cases. In reality, both the »neo-acute« (marked *` on short and *˜ on long 
syllables) and the »old acute« (marked * ̋ ) can be both of older (Balto-Slav-
ic) and more recent (Proto- or Common Slavic) origin. For instance, the 
neo-acute seems to be old in *mòžete ‘y’all can’, *nòvъjь ‘the new’, *slònъ 
‘elephant’ but new in *jèstь ‘is’ < *jest, *ně̃sъ ‘I carried’ < *něs (originated 
via accent retraction from a weak jer ‒ the already mentioned Ivšić’s rule) 
and *gotòvъ ‘ready’ < *gòtovъ, *bělĩna ‘whiteness’ < *bě ̃lina (originated via 
progressive shift of the accent ‒ the already mentioned Dybo’s law). The 
(old) acute is old in *őrtь ‘war’, *kőlda ‘log’ but new in *žena̋ ‘woman’ < 
*žèna, instrpl *žena̋mi < *žènami (originated via progressive shift of the ac-
cent, probably de Saussure’s law ‒ there are also some originally retrac-
tional acutes, like in *ma̋ti ‘mother’ and instrpl *golva̋mi ‘with heads’ but 
these are pre-Proto-Slavic24). 

While we can speak of only three different prosodemes, these are usu-
ally marked by five symbols, because short and long circumflex and short 
and long neo-acute are marked by separate symbols (just like in modern 
Western South Slavic dialectology). These traditional five symbols, which 
can be regarded as five prosodemes (encompassing both tone ‒ and pho-
nation in case of the acute ‒ and length), will be marked as such also in 
this paper. This is not only because of tradition, but also because it is prac-
tical ‒ short and long circumflexes and short and long neo-acutes someti-
mes behave differently. At first, they appear only on originally short and 
long vowels respectively but that changes in Common Slavic era at one 

22 This is also true for some microlanguages, e.g. for Pannonian Rusyn language.
23 Cf. e.g. Stang 1957:21–13, Dybo 2000:17, Kapović 2015:67–68, Kapović 2020a.
24 Cf. e.g. Dybo 1981:18, 27–34.
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point, and they have very different reflexes in later Slavic languages.25 Be-
cause of all this, it does indeed make (practical) sense to speak of five pro-
sodemes or at least mark them differently. This is also the reason why they 
were reconstructed as such in the first place.

Table 3: Common Slavic prosodemes

symbol traditional 
name

probable 
phonetic value

example most important re-
flexes

* ̋ old acute long rising  
glottalized

*kőrva 
‘cow’

Štok/Čak/Kajk. 
krȁva, 

Sln/Cz kráva, 
Russ. koróva, Blg 

kràva
* ̏ short  

circumflex
short falling *slȍvo 

‘word’
Štok/Čak/Kajk. slȍvo 

‘letter’, Sln slov, 
Russ. slóvo, Blg  

slòvo
* ̑ long  

circumflex
long falling *zȏlto 

‘gold’
Štok/Čak/Kajk. 

zlȃto, 
Sln zlat, Cz zlato, 
Russ. zóloto, Blg 

zlàto
*ˋ short  

neo-acute
short rising *bòbъ 

‘bean’
Štok/Čak/Kajk/Sln 

bȍb, 
Slk/Russ. dial. bôb

*˜ long neo-acute long rising *kõrļь 
‘king’

Croat. dial. krãlj, Sln 
králj, Cz král, Slk 

kráľ, Pol. król, Russ. 
koróľ

In some sources and with some authors, different symbols can be used. 
Thus, some scholars will use ´ for the long neo-acute and others will use ´  
for the old acute. The two circumflexes and neo-acutes could theoretically 
be marked with one symbol respectively (e.g. * ̑ and * ˜)26 without an addi-
tional mark for length (in traditional, Old Church Slavic-like, reconstruc-
tion of Common Slavic) because it is predictable, at least originally, where 

25 Cf. e.g. Dybo 2000:18–20, Kapović 2020a.
26 E.g. Nikolaev 2012.
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the short and long prosodemes will appear, but this is rarely done. Short 
prosodemes (* ̏  and *ˋ) were possible only on originally short vowels (*e, 
*o, *ъ, *ь), while long prosodemes (* ̋ , * ̑ , *˜) occurred only on original-
ly long vowels (*a, *ě, *i, *y, *u, *ę, *ǫ) and short vowels as parts of diph-
thongs (these are *el, *er, *ol, *or, *ьl, *ъl, *ьr, *ъl on Common Slavic level).

There are two other symbols that are used. One is *ˆ for the so-called 
neo-circumflex (e.g. in dialectal Common Slavic genpl *kôrvъ ‘cows’), 
which is a dialectal younger prosodeme.27 The other is *  ̍, the neutral sym-
bol usually used for marking the stress place in final open syllables (e.g. 
in gensg *boba̍ ‘bean’, *zima̍ ‘winter’, instrpl *bogy ̍ ‘with gods’) ‒ used be-
cause the original tonemes in final open syllables cannot be reconstructed 
just from internal Slavic material (i.e. one needs Baltic material to distin-
guish the original old acute from long neo-acute in open final syllables), 
because originally long final open syllables were often shortened and be-
cause the original accent in final open syllables is not always clear (this is 
the problem with originally long open final syllables in the so-called ac-
centual paradigm b ‒ cf. 4 below for the concept of accentual paradigms). 
Open final accented syllables can be found in two basic cases ‒ in the so-
called accentual paradigm c, where that is the old accent (e.g. in *zima̍, in-
strpl *bogy ̍, *tręsete̍ ‘y’all shake’), and in the so-called accentual paradigm 
b (e.g. in gensg *boba̍, *žena̍ ‘woman’, *selo̍ ‘village’), where this is the 
younger accent made by a progressive accentual shift (the older forms 
being *bòba, *žèna, *sèlo). In this paper, we follow the following principle 
for marking accent in final open syllables:

a) the old end-stress in accentual paradigm c is marked with the neo-
acute symbol in short (e.g. *tręsetè) syllables and with either the old acu-
te (e.g. *zima̋) or the long neo-acute (e.g. instrpl *bogỹ) in long syllables28 
‒ however, the old end-stress in accentual paradigm c is marked with *  ̍ if 
the tone of the final syllable is not clear (e.g. instsg *golvojǫ̍)

b) in accentual paradigm b, where the end-stress is secondary, we mark 
the short vowels with the short neo-acute (e.g. *selò ‒ from older *sèlo), 
the long acute vowels with the long acute (e.g. *žena̋ ‒ from older *žèna29) 

27 Cf. e.g. Dybo 2000:21–34, Kapović 2015:272–399.
28 Cf. Lithuanian žiemà ‘winter’ and instrpl dievaĩs ‘with gods’ for the distinction. 

The original acute end-stress in Lithuanian is also shortened in words like žiemà (the 
so-called Leskien’s law) but the original acute ´ (corresponding to Slavic * ̋ ) can be 
seen in definite adjectives: cf. Lithuanian gerà ‘good [fem. sg.]’ with shortening but 
geróji ‘the good’ without it (with the same accent as in mótė ~ Slavic *ma̋ti ‘mother’).

29 The final syllable was, of course, long and acute (glottalized) before the progre-
ssive shift of the accent, but the reconstruction here is formal for the purpose of sim-
plicity.
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and the long non-acute vowels with the neutral mark (*boba̍, nompl *pop 
‘priests’, instrpl *popy̍ ‘with priests’ ‒ all from older *bòba, *pòpi, *pòpy)

The reasons for such marking are the following. In forms like *tręsetè, 
the reflexes are the same as with short neo-acutes in other (non-final) po-
sitions, and the »neo-acute« (the so-called dominant circumflex in the 
terminology of the Moscow accentological school) is the expected reflex 
here from the Balto-Slavic perspective, just like the long »neo-acute« is 
the expected reflex in long non-acute (non-glottalized) syllables like in-
strpl *bogỹ. The old acute in forms like *zima̋ is clear with regards to its 
Balto-Slavic and Indo-European origin. While the difference of the old 
acute (*zima̋) and the long neo-acute (instrpl *bogy ̃) in final open sylla-
bles cannot in any way be reconstructed from Slavic-internal evidence30 
they are clearly distinguished from short original end-stress like *tręsemò 
‘we shake’, datpl *bogom ‘to the gods’, etc. because in forms like *zima̋ 
and *bogỹ we see both short and long reflexes in later Slavic languages/
dialects, while in forms like *tręsemò we see only short reflexes. The stress 
marking in accentual paradigm b is a bit more complicated. We mark the 
stress as the neo-acute in short syllables (*selò) because this is what its 
reflexes tell us ‒ cf. Russian dial. selô < *selò, which is the same as kôža 
< *kòža (cf. 3.4 below). The old acute in acute/glottalized syllables in ac-
centual paradigm b (*žena̋ < *žèna) is marked in such a way for the same 
reason ‒ the reflexes are the same as in the type *zima̋ (again both short 
and long), and the progressive shift was presumably earlier than in other 
positions (de Saussure’s law31). In non-acute old long syllables like gensg 
*popa̍, nompl *pop we mark the neutral *  ̍ because the reflexes are always 
short in some forms (as in those two) ‒ one could also write these as *popà, 
*popì, but this would mean using the short neo-acute symbol on old long 
vowels, which would be possible only post-shortening (and it is difficult 
to know when the length shortened in this position). In forms like instpl 

*popy̍ we do find both short and long reflexes and thus one could write 
this as *popỹ, but it is unclear whether that was ever a real pronunciation 
of phonetic (and not analogical) origin or whether length here is only 
secondary under stress (by analogy to unstressed length or the accentual 
paradigm c type *bogy ̃). Thus, we write *popa̍, *pop and *popy̍, while 
admitting that this may not be ideal. 

Next, we shall look at each prosodeme by itself (disregarding the dia-
lectal neo-circumflex) and how and why it is reconstructed. We shall also 

30 Cf. e.g. Kapović 2020e:331–334.
31 Cf. e.g. Dybo–Zamjatina–Nikolaev 1993:13–15, Kapović 2015:117–119, Kapo-

vić 2020b.
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try to briefly illustrate difficulties in accentological reconstruction, vario-
us changes that can happen in some words and all the data that has to be 
included in the reconstruction (dialects, older language attestations, para-
digmatic accent, variation, etc.). Each example of prosodic corresponden-
ces, of course, represents tens and hundreds of other examples like that 
one. It should be pointed out that here not all the details of all reflexes in 
Slavic languages and dialects are discussed ‒ the focus is just on the main 
points that illustrate how and why Common Slavic prosodemes are (to be) 
reconstructed.

3.1. The old acute

symbol traditional 
name

probable 
phonetic value

example most important  
reflexes

* ̋ (old) acute long rising 
glottalized

*kőrva ‘cow’ Štok/Čak/Kajk. krȁva, 
Sln/Cz kráva, 

Russ. koróva, Blg  
kràva

The old acute appeared only in originally long syllables (i.e. on *a, *ě, 
*i, *y, *u, the nasals *ę, *ǫ, the diphthongs *el, *ol, *er, *or and *ьl, *ъl, *ьr, 
*ъr).32 Judging from the reflexes in Slovene and East Slavic, it was a rising 
toneme.33 The accent in Slovene is rising (Slovene kráva) in non-final syl-
lables of polysyllabic words. This length in Slovene (´ ‒ a long rising ac-
cent) is young ‒ in some Slovene dialects one can still find the short rising 
tone as the reflex in polysyllabic words,34 e.g. in bàbica ‘grandma’ with a 
short rising ` (but cf. standard Slovene bábica with lengthening) < *ba̋bica. 
In East Slavic the stress is on the second syllable of polnoglasie: (Old) Rus-
sian35/Ukrainian koróva, Belarusian karóva. Rising tone can be analyzed as 
high tone or stress on the second mora of a long vowel ‒ thus, when the 

32 The reasons for this are historic ‒ the old acute originates in either Proto-Indo-
European long vowels (as in i-stem locsg *-ē > Slavic *-), from laryngeal lengthening 
(from Proto-Indo-European *VH sequences, e.g. in *meh2tēr > Slavic *ma̋ti ‘mother’) 
or from Winter’s-law lengthening (e.g. Proto-Indo-European *h1ed- > Slavic *ě ̋sti ‘to 
eat’). Thus, old acute appears only on long or lengthened syllables.

33 This is the traditional reconstruction, cf. the references in Villanueva Svens-
son 2023:99.

34 Cf. e.g. Greenberg 2000:128.
35 Old Russian is cited mainly from Zaliznjak 1985/2010 (the list of words accor-

ding to accentual paradigms is at pages 131‒140), 2019.
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sequence of vowel + resonant (Common Slavic *er, *or, *el, *ol) yields the 
pleophonic sequence of vowel + resonant + vowel (East Slavic ere, oro, olo), 
the rising tone of the original resonant-diphthongs yields the stress on the 
second part of polnoglasie (East Slavic eré, oró, oló). The trace of the origi-
nal rising tone of the old acute can also perhaps be seen in dialects around 
Kladanj in Bosnia, where one seems to find, according to some reports, a 
special short rising accent in kra̓va (see 3.4 below for more details). The ris-
ing tone can also be seen in Latvian, outside of Slavic, in cognates with 
Slavic old acute, e.g. Latvian mãte ‘mother’ with a rising accent ~ Slav-
ic *ma̋ti. Czech seems to have preserved the length of the original acute 
(Czech kráva [kraːva], Old Czech kráva36) in monosyllabic and disyllab-
ic words, just like Upper Lusatian (kruwa < *krówa37) but with no limita-
tions to the number of syllables.38 Length at the place of the old acute in 
old Slavic loanwords seems to be present in Hungarian as well, even in 
positions where it is never preserved anywhere in Slavic, e.g. Hungari-
an szomszéd ‘neighbor’ < *sǫsě̋dъ, beszéd ‘speech’ < *besě ̋da, ebéd ‘lunch’ < 
*obě ̋dъ, barát ‘friend’ < *bra̋t(r)ъ ‘brother’, etc. If these lengths are reliable, 
this would probably point to the acute still being long in Pannonian Slavic 
at the time of the coming of Hungarians in 9-10th century.39 The short fall-
ing toneme in Štokavian/Čakavian/Kajkavian40 krȁva is innovative but a 
regular reflex of the old acute (for the reflex in Križanić’s language ‒ cf. 3.4 
below). It may be that the glottalization was a factor in the shortening41 ‒ 
if glottalization was or became the main differentiating trait of old acute, 
length might have been lost as irrelevant, before prosodical glottalization 
was subsequently lost as well. In most modern Štokavian/Čakavian/Kaj-
kavian dialects short syllables have no old tone distinction (the only ex-
ception perhaps being the Old Štokavian dialects around Kladanj in Bos-
nia and historically Juraj Križanić’s language) so the falling tone is actually

36 Old Czech is cited mainly from Gebauer 1970.
37 Upper Lusatian has no distinctive length in modern language but it has the re-

flex <ó> [u̯o]/[uʊ] from the old long *ō (for instance from Common Slavic *őr, *ől) and 
<ě> [e] from the old long *ē (for instance from Common Slavic *e̋r, *e̋l). This <ó> reg-
ularly yields u before w, thus *krówa > kruwa (cf. Carlton 1991:262). The reflex <ó> can 
be seen in e.g. Upper Lusatian wróna ‘crow’ (~ Czech vrána, Štok/Čak/Kajk. vrȁna, Rus-
sian voróna).

38 Cf. Upper Lusatian instrsg wrónu ‘with the crow’, instrpl wrónami ‘with the 
crows’, płóšić ‘to frighten’, mróčić ‘to darken’ with length but Czech instrsg vranou, 
instrpl vranami, mračiti ‘to frown’, plašiti ‘to scare’ from *vőrnojǫ, *vőrnami, *mőrčiti, 
*pőlšiti (Carlton 1991:262).

39 Kapović 2015:230.
40 Also in north-east Slovene Pannonian dialect (Prekmurje, Prlekija, Haloze).
41 Cf. e.g. Brozović–Ivić 1988:7.



Mate Kapović: On the Reconstruction of the Common Slavic Prosodic System
FILOLOGIJA 86 (2026), 99–153

114

irrelevant historically. Also, the »short falling« tone is not always pho-
netically neither short nor falling in modern dialects, especially in Kajka-
vian.42 The same reflex is seen in Slovene monosyllables, e.g. Štokavian/
Čakavian/Kajkavian/Slovene brȁt ‘brother’ < *bra̋trъ. The shortening of the 
old acute in western South Slavic can also be seen in the oldest Latin/Ro-
mance loanwords, e.g. Croatian toponym Càvtat < *Cьbьta ̋tъ < *kivitāte- 
(Latin civitās ‘city’). In Neo-Štokavian, we see the Neo-Štokavian retrac-
tion in words with the original old acute, as in nà ̮ kravu ‘on the cow’, while 
there is no retraction in Old Štokavian and Čakavian na ̮ krȁvu43 (compare 
this with nȁ ̮ nogu ‘on the leg’ in words with the original circumflex in both 
Neo-Štokavian and Old Štokavian/Čakavian). In Russian, the reflexes of 
the old acute originally never have a stress shift to a proclitic ‒ in koróva 
this is not possible because the accent is on a newly medial syllable, but 
this also goes for initial stress. E.g. (Old) Russian síto ‘sieve’ < *sto has no 
stress shift to a proclitic (preposition44). Bulgarian has an initial accent in 
kràva and the form with the article kràvata ‘the cow’ (unlike e.g. glavà ‒ 
glavàta with a final accent), which point indirectly to the old acute. While 
Czech and Upper Lusatian show the length from the old acute (in mono-
syllabic and disyllabic words in Czech and generally in Upper Lusatian), 
other West Slavic languages show a simple short syllable as a reflex from 
the old acute: (Old) Polish45 krowa, Kashubian krova,46 Slovak krava. 

42 Cf. Kapović 2015:47, 57, 59, 61.
43 This is the original and expected reflection. In some cases, an innovative accen-

tuation can occur. E.g. in some Old Štokavian dialects, the word blȁto ‘mud’ < *bőlto, 
which originally has the old acute (cf. Neo-Štokavian ù ̮ blato ‘into the mud’), can have 
a secondary form ȕ ̮blato with a stress shift. The art of historical accentology is to com-
pare all available data and ascertain which forms are archaic and which are innova-
tive. In case of blȁto, it is clear that this is a reflex of the old acute because of the short-
ened -ȁ- (a theoretical **bȏlto with the long circumflex would yield Štokavian **blȃto) 
‒ no other Common Slavic prosodeme could have yielded that in a disyllabic word 
with a first long syllable (*-ol- was a diphthong and thus long).

44 Of course, there are also cases of secondary shift to a preposition in Russian, 
e.g. in ná ̮ leto ‘in the summer’ (also na ̮léto). This is an old innovation, Old Russian (Za-
liznjak 2019:525) has both the old na ̮lě́to and the innovative ná ̮lěto. On the other hand, 
Štokavian ljȅto ‘summer’ clearly points to *lě̋to (**lě̑to, with a long circumflex which 
would provide an original shift to a proclitic, would yield Štokavian **lijȇto **[ljêːto]), 
though an adverbial nȁljeto ‘next summer’ with a secondary accent can also be found 
in Neo-Štokavian.

45 Old Polish words are quoted mainly from SS.
46 Slovincian |krova (Stankiewicz 1993:295) has a secondary accent that shifts to 

a proclitic (which Stankiewicz marks with | in front of the whole word). This kind of 
secondary mobility is frequent in many words in Slovincian so Slovincian is not very 
reliable in this regard ‒ it is archaic in the sense that it preserves the shift of the stress 
to the proclitic as a possibility and as a process in general, but it is quite innovative 
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The acute is connected with one phonologic change in North (West and 
East) Slavic. In North Slavic, the initial *or-/ol- yields ra-/la- (metathesis 
with lengthening) if it had the old acute, but ro-/lo- if the root was non-
acute (i.e. if it had the circumflex, neo-acute or was unaccented). In reality, 
the short initial *ar-/al- (written traditionally as *or-/ol- in the reconstruc-
tion, though this was probably prior to the Slavic *a > *o change) changed 
to *rā-/lā- (written traditionally as *ra-/la-). As for examples, cf. e.g. the 
acute in *őrdlo ‘plow’ > Czech rádlo, Polish radło, Russian rálo, *őlbǫt/dь 
‘swan’ > Czech labuť, Polish łabędź; *őlčьnъ ‘hungry’ > Czech lačný; *őlnь 
‘doe’ > Russian lan’, Czech laň; *őrkъ ‘crayfish’ > Russian/Czech/Polish 
rak; *őrmę ‘shoulder’ > Old Russian rámo, Czech (arch.) rámě, Polish ramię; 
*őrtь ‘war’ > Russian (arch.) ratь. For the circumflex cf. e.g. *ȏlkъtь ‘elbow’ 
> Czech loket, Polish łokieć, Russian lókoť; *ȏlsь ‘elk’ > Russian los’, Polish łoś 
(cf. also *ȏlni/oln47 ‘last year’ > Czech loni, Old Russian48 loní). For the neo-
acute cf. e.g. *õldьj- ‘boat’49 > Czech loď, Polish łódź, Ukrainian dial. lódja 
(Old Russian50 lodíi ‒ accsg lódьju); *õrzьnъjь ‘various’ > Czech různý, Pol-
ish róźny (Russian ráznyj is from Church Slavic). For the pretonic syllable 
cf. *orky̋ta ‘brittle willow’ > Czech rokyta, Polish rokita, Ukrainian rokýta; 
*orst ‘to grow’ > Czech růsti (with length, cf. 1sg rostu without it), Ukraini-
an rostý (Russian rastí has a Church Slavic spelling); the prefix *orz- ‘dis-, 
un-’ > Russian/Czech/Polish roz-. Slovak is often excluded from the rest of 
North Slavic in this regard – it mostly has ra-, la- from a non-acute *or-/ol-, 
e.g. v-lani ‘last year’, lakeť ‘elbow’ and the prefix ráz- in nouns but roz- ‘dis-
, un-’ in verbs and deverbatives. Slovak los ‘elk’ is surely a loanword and 
loď ‘ship’ could be as well. However, rôzny ‘various’ has ro-. 

It is not completely clear whether at the time of this change all unac-
cented syllables were already always non-acuted (i.e. non-glottalized) or 
not. Holzer (2005:43‒44) tries to provide some examples of North Slav-
ic ra-/la- with the supposed unaccented acute syllables, but none of them 
are actually reliable enough to prove that. The word *ortajь ‘plowman’ 
points to both initial and medial accent ‒ e.g. Montenegrin Neo-Štokavian 
(Vuk) ràtaj but Croatian Čakavian Orbanići (Kalsbeek 1998) rȁtaj, Slovene 

(unlike e.g. Russian or Neo-Štokavian/Čakavian) when it comes to the distribution of 
words in classes which shift and do not shift the accent to a proclitic. Massive analogi-
cal later spread of the accent shifting to a proclitic is also a feature of Montenegrin Old 
Štokavian (Kapović 2022h:294–296), e.g. the original nȁ ̮glāvu ‘onto the head’ but also 
the innovative nȁ ̮lāđu ‘onto the boat’.

47 For the accent cf. Štokavian variants lȃni and láni.
48 Zaliznjak 2019:287.
49 *old ‒ gensg *õldьję̌ ‒ accsg *õldьjь.
50 Zaliznjak 2019:273 (with other forms).
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(Pleteršnik) rátaj < *ratȁj and ratȃj (could be from *ȏrtajь or analogical from 
earlier Slovene neo-circumflex *rȃtaj < *őrtajь), Russian/Ukrainian/Bulgar-
ian (cf. e.g. ESSJ) rátaj and ratáj, etc. The word *orměnъ ‘fast’ also has both 
initial and medial accent ‒ Russian (arch.) ramjányj ‘strong’ but also Rus-
sian (dial.) rámyj ‘beautiful’ (ESSJ) and Slovene (Pleteršnik) rámeno ‘very’. 
The word *olnita ‘cheek’ (Old Czech lanitva) also points to both medial ac-
cent (Old Russian51 laníta, etc.) and the initial one (Orlec Čakavian52 lãnita  
< *lȁnita). What is more, while usually *olnita is reconstructed, the pre-
form *lanita is actually also possible.53

The original additional glottalization of the old acute, where the glot-
tal stop is the additional phonation of the rising tone, is reconstructed by 
comparison to Baltic languages ‒ Latvian54 and Lithuanian Žemaitian 
»broken« (glottalized) tones55 (cf. Latvian brãlis ‘brother’ ~ Slavic *bra̋trъ). 
The traditional »acuteness« 56 has to represent something phonetically real 
and glottalization is the most likely choice.57 Originally, this glottalized 
phonation could be present in all long syllables ‒ whether stressed or not 
(more on that below). A typological comparison for a glottalized rising 
»old acute« is the Vietnamese rising glottalized tone as in mũ [mu˦ˀ˥] ‘hat’. 
It is not clear how long this supposed glottalization might have remained 
present in Slavic ‒ the fact that the old acute appears in many of the old 
Romance loanwords in Croatian, e.g. in the oronym Matòkit < *Matokȉt 
in Dalmatia in Croatia < Romance *mont(e) akūto (Latin mōns acūtus),58 
might point to it not being glottalized already by that early time because 
one would perhaps not expect it from simple long Romance vowels.59  

51 Zaliznjak 2019:215.
52 Houtzagers 1985.
53 Cf. also Villanueva Svensson (2023:9560) for a critique of Holzer (»inconclusi-

ve at best«).
54 Cf. e.g. Endzelīns 1971:26.
55 Villanueva Svensson (2023:63, 108) is doubtful concerning the archaic nature of 

the Žematian glottalized tone.
56 Terminologically, it is important to note that this »acuteness«, meaning pro-

bably glottalization (glottalized phonation), is connected to the old acute (*  ̋), but has 
nothing to do with the neo-acute.

57 Villanueva Svensson (2023:10, 100–102 – with references) states that the glotta-
lic interpretation of the »acute« is almost the current communis opinion, stemming all 
the way to André Vaillant in 1936.

58 Cf. Kapović 2015:73177.
59 However, jery was very often »acute« (*y̋) in Slavic so the prosodic glottaliza-

tion may have been its regular feature even in loanwords (at least in a word such as 
*Mǫtoky̋tъ – but cf. also e.g. *by̑lъ, *byla̋ ‘was’). But that kind of explanation would not 
really work for loanwords such as the already mentioned Croatian toponym Càvtat < 
*Cьbьta ̋tъ < *kivitāte-.
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If old acute was not glottalized in the last stages of Common Slavic, then 
it was just a different kind of rising toneme than the long neo-acute – cf. 
e.g. typologically two distinctive rising tones in Slavonian Old Štokavian 
in Croatia60 or two rising tonemes in Cantonese, etc.

3.2. The short circumflex

symbol traditional 
name

probable 
phonetic value

example most important  
reflexes

* ̏ short circumflex short falling *slȍvo 
‘word’

Štok/Čak/Kajk. slȍvo 
‘letter’, Sln slov, 

Russ. slóvo, Blg slòvo

The short circumflex appeared only in originally short syllables (i.e. on 
*e, *o, *ь, *ъ). Its falling tone can to a point be reconstructed from the reflex 
in Štokavian/Čakavian/Kajkavian, where the reflected toneme is indeed in 
many dialects short and falling and written the same as in common Slav-
ic (Štok/Čak/Kajk. slȍvo). However, one should be careful here as well be-
cause this is a more complicated affair than is sometimes claimed.61 The 
toneme / ̏/, as already mentioned, is not phonetically short and falling in 
all modern-day dialects (though its short falling variant seems to be the 
oldest/original one), and even where it is, it is of various origins (not stem-
ming only from the Common Slavic circumflex but also from the old acute 
and the old short neo-acute) and has no tone opposition in the most archa-
ic dialects (except possibly in the dialects around Kladanj). Thus, tonologi-
cally it is simply a short accent, not really a short falling accent. The falling 
intonation can really be considered as relevant only from the Kladanj area.

In other languages, the reflexes are not so conclusive for the reconstruc-
tion of a falling tone, but the parallelism of the short *  ̏  with its long coun-
terpart *  ̑ (the long circumflex), for which there are more indications that it 
was falling, also points to the falling phonetic character of *  ̏ . The fact that 
the (short) circumflex shifts to a proclitic (*slȍvo ‒ *nȋ ̮ slovo ‘not a word’, 
*nȃ ̮ slovo ‘onto a word’, *nȋ ̮ na ̮ slovo ‘not even onto a word’) also points to 
a falling tone ‒ in such word-forms, the accent is always falling on the ab-
solute first syllable, which is why it moves to the absolute first syllable in 
a phonetic word (more on that in 3.7). Slovene has slov, with the long fall-
ing tone on the next syllable ‒ this progressive shift of the circumflex is reg-

60 For instance, sũša ‘drought’ and súha ‘dry’ (feminine indefinite singular).
61 Kapović 2015:73181‒74181.
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ular in Slovene (in standard Slovene and in most Slovene dialects), howev-
er it does not tell us anything directly about the tone of the original accent 
‒ one can theoretically suppose that the lengthened falling tone was cop-
ied on the next syllable but that would be completely ad hoc because pro-
sodic features often change when shifting syllables (e.g. retraction of fall-
ing tones most often results in rising tones). Bulgarian slòvo only shows us 
the stress position, but the plural slovà/slovesà points to the mobile accen-
tuation, which presumes the original circumflex in singular. Russian slóvo 
(Ukrainian slóvo, Belarusian slóva) also points only to initial accentuation. 
However, Russian also shows a shift of the accent to a preceding prepo-
sition, signaling the old circumflex: cf. Russian povériť ná ̮slovo ‘entrust on 
a word’ and slóvo zá s̮lovo ‘one thing leads to another’. The shift can also 
be seen in Štokavian (nȉ ̮slovo ‘not a letter’) and the accent is mobile in Slo-
vincian as well (|slovo). Other languages just have a non-informative short 
vowel (Czech/Slovak slovo, Polish/Kashubian/Lusatian słowo).

3.3. The long circumflex

symbol traditional 
name

probable 
phonetic value

example most important 
reflexes

* ̑ long 
circumflex

long falling *zȏlto ‘gold’ Štok/Čak/Kajk.  
zlȃto, 

Sln zlat, Cz zlato, 
Russ. zóloto, Blg. 

zlàto

The long circumflex appeared, as is clear from its name, only in origi-
nally long syllables (i.e. on *a, *ě, *i, *y, *u, the nasals *ę, *ǫ, the diphthongs 
*el, *ol, *er, *or and *ьl, *ъl, *ьr, *ъr). As the short circumflex, judging from 
the reflexes in Štokavian/Čakavian/Kajkavian and East Slavic, the long 
circumflex had a falling tone. In Štokavian, Čakavian and Kajkavian, the 
reflex (in monosyllables and disyllables) is a long falling toneme (zlȃto). 
Here it must be noted that the falling tone which is most relevant is the one 
from the archaic dialects (i.e. many but not all Old Štokavian, Čakavian 
and Kajkavian dialects), where it still opposes the long neo-acute as in sũša 
‘drought’, i.e. where the old Common Slavic tone opposition on long vow-
els has been preserved. In innovative dialects, like Neo-Štokavian, modern 
circumflex can encompass also older long neo-acutes (thus zlȃto = sȗša), 
which makes in historically much less reliable (in Neo-Štokavian the 
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modern tonological falling intonation is opposed to the tonological rising 
tone, which is innovative and stems from retraction, e.g. Neo-Štokavian 
zlȃto as opposed to Neo-Štokavian víno < older/dialectal vīnȍ ‘wine’). In 
conservative (Old and Neo-) Štokavian and Čakavian dialects, this toneme 
also shifts to a proclitic (preposition, conjunction or a particle), e.g. nȁ ̮zlāto 
‘on the gold’, ȉ ̮zlāto ‘gold as well’, gensg ȍd ̮zlāta ‘of gold’. In East Slavic, the 
falling intonation in Common Slavic is indicated by the stress on the first 
part of pleophonic -ére-, -óro-, -ólo- as in Russian/Ukrainian zóloto (Belaru-
sian zólata).62 This accent in East Slavic also originally shifts to the proclit-
ic, e.g. Old Russian63 ná ̮zoloto ‘on the gold’, as in Štokavian, though mo-
bility is lost in modern Russian in this particular word64 (however, cf. e.g. 
modern Russian pód ̮golovu ‘under the head’). Slovene, as with the short 
circumflex, shows the progressive shift of the circumflex in zlat, which 
thus neutralizes with slov. Bulgarian only shows the initial accent in zlàto,  
but the its mobility, shown by the plural form zlatà, points to the origi-
nal circumflex. In West Slavic, the long circumflex is always shortened 
and thus we see shortened originally long vowels there (Czech/Slovak  
zlato without length, Polish/Kashubian/Lusatian złoto without vocalic trac-
es of old length) ‒ as opposed to length or traces coming from other sourc-
es (e.g. from the long neo-acute). The tonological interpretation of the cir-
cumflexes will be discussed further in 3.7.

62 A typological parallel to this can be seen in BCMS, where north-western Cro-
atian and Bosnian Neo-Štokavian dialects (which is standardized in standard Croa-
tian and Bosnian) usually have accents like tjȇlo [tjêː.lo] ‘body’ (written orthographi-
cally as <tijelo>), where [jē] is the reflex of the old long jat (*tě ̑lo), stemming from an 
older diphthong *e. In Vukovian (Vuk Karadžić’s) Neo-Štokavian (»classical Serbo-
Croatian«), as well as in present-day Montenegro Old and Neo-Štokavian (standard-
ized in standard Montenegrin), this shifted to a disyllabic tȉjelo [tî.je.lo], with the orig-
inal long falling diphthong splitting to two short vowels with the stress on the first 
of them. Similarly, in the Čakavian dialect of Susak in Croatia, one sees the diph-
thong /e/ pronounced both as diphthongal ȇ and, more innovatively, as disyllabic ȉ.e 
(Kapović 2020a:523‒524).

63 Zaliznjak 2019:523.
64 Many modern (Neo-)Štokavian dialects also lose preskakanje (the original Com-

mon Slavic accentual shift to a proclitic), e.g. the modern urban dialect of the city of 
Osijek in eastern Croatia or Belgrade in Serbia – unlike e.g. the dialects of southern 
Croatian cities of Split, Šibenik, Zadar or Dubrovnik or in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and Montenegro in general. 
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3.4. The short neo-acute

symbol traditional 
name

probable 
phonetic value

example most important 
reflexes

*ˋ short  
neo-acute

short rising *bòbъ ‘bean’ Štok/Čak/Kajk/
Sln bȍb, 

Slk/Russ. dial. 
bôb

The short neo-acute appeared only in originally short syllables (i.e. on 
*e, *o, *ь, *ъ). It is traditionally reconstructed as a (short) rising toneme, 
but direct reflexes that actually point to a rising tone are not very numer-
ous so such a reconstruction is mostly structural. The rising tone appears 
in Slovene tonemic dialects in non-final syllables, e.g. in Slovene kọ́ža ‘skin’ 
< *kòža (the length in Slovene is younger). In this position, the short neo-
acute merges with the reflex of the old acute (Slovene kráva). In monosyl-
lables in Slovene both merge in the short falling tone: e.g. Sln bȍb = Sln rȁk 
‘crab’ < *ra̋kъ (the same as Štok/Čak/Kajk. bȍb = rȁk). The only evidence 
for a rising tone outside of Slovene would seem to come from the aberrant 
Old Štokavian dialects around Kladanj in Bosnia, described by Slobodan 
Remetić,65 where one supposedly finds e.g. ko̓š ‘basket’ < *kòšь, with a ris-
ing accent distinct from both the short falling ( ̏ ) and the Neo-Štokavian 
short rising (`) accent. While regular Štokavian (and Čakavian) have accsg 

vȍdu ‘water’ < *vȍdǫ, bȁba ‘old woman’ < *ba̋ba, kȍža ‘skin’ < *kòža, Kladanj 
is reported to have vȍdu with a falling accent but ba̓ba and ko̓ža with a spe-
cial rising accent (and vòda ‘water’ with a normal Neo-Štokavian young-
er short rising accent).66 Outside of Slovene and this recent, and still to a 
degree certainly questionable, Kladanj discovery, there are very few indi-
cations in the whole of Slavia that would directly point to a rising tone of 
the Common Slavic short neo-acute. In Kajkavian,67 we see that * ` yields 

65 Remetić 2004 ‒ cf. also Kapović 2015:219‒221.
66 The reason that Remetić’s observations (confirmed by other Serbian dialectol-

ogists, including the late Pavle Ivić ‒ cf. Remetić 2004:652) seems relatively plausible 
is that many dialectologists have been remarking the existence of an unexpected ` (or 
a prosodeme perceived as such) in some Eastern Bosnian Old Štokavian dialects for 
more than a century now in words like šùma ‘woods’ instead of the expected and nor-
mal Štokavian šȕma. Still, further research and experimental phonetic confirmation 
(or refutation) would be much welcomed in this regard, although it is questionable 
whether speakers of such a variety can be found anymore in Kladanj.

67 Also in Slovene – but there the process is harder to observe due to other later 
developments.
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the long neo-acute, which is indeed a long rising tone, when lengthened 
in specific positions68 in an early process called the neo-acute lengthening 
(e.g. Kajkavian snȍp ‘bundle’ < *snòpъ but snõpje ‘bundles’ < *snòpьje) ‒ 
this could be indicative, but is not strictly speaking a direct evidence of the 
tone of the original Common Slavic short neo-acute. For instance, in many 
Čakavian dialects the toneme  ̏ (phonetically often a very sharply falling 
tone ‒ but without a distinctive tone opposition in short syllables) also 
lengthens to a long neo-acute (a rising or level long tone), e.g. krȁva > krãva  
‘cow’.69 However, the Kajkavian neo-acute lengthening in question is very 
early, occurring at the time of the loss of the weak jers,70 unlike these much 
later Čakavian lengthenings.

As for other reflexes of the Common Slavic short neo-acute *`, they are 
sometimes (but not always or in all languages/dialects) different from the 
reflection of the other short Common Slavic prosodeme, the short circum-
flex *  ̏, but they never show any direct trace of being originally phoneti-
cally rising. It must be said, however, there is hardly a way a language can 
show a direct trace of this short rising tone if it does not preserve the ris-
ing tone itself (and no Slavic language/dialect preserves the tone opposi-
tion on short vowels). Also, a short rising tone may experience a tendency 
to lengthen since a tone opposition is more easily maintained in long syl-
lables (since there is more time in long syllables to realize the distinctive 
tone contour) ‒ cf. many Western South Slavic dialects, Latvian or Lithu-
anian, which have a tone opposition only with long vowels. Indeed, the 
short neo-acute *` does show a tendency to lengthen (i.e. to yield long, 
or originally long, reflexes) in basically the whole of Slavic (cf. the men-
tioned regular development in Kajkavian, the so-called neo-acute length-
ening as in snõpje < *snòpьje, and the developments below in other lan-
guages), which may have something to do with its original rising tone. 
Typologically, rising tones are known to be somewhat phonetically longer 
than falling ones71 (this is, for instance, the case with the Neo-Štokavian 
rising accents) and this might have been a reason why the Common Slav-
ic short neo-acute lengthened in a number of cases in later Slavic. One also 
has to mention that the neo-acute length was the only diachronically sta-
ble length in the whole of Slavic (cf. 3.5 below).

The additional reason for the reconstruction of the short neo-acute as 
rising is structural ‒ the short neo-acute is largely complementary to its 

68 Kapović 2015:377‒396, Kapović 2017a:61016‒61116.
69 Cf. Kapović 2015:606‒619.
70 Kapović 2015:621‒633.
71 Cf. e.g. Gordon 2016:232.
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longer counterpart, the long neo-acute (which is easily demonstrated as 
being originally rising ‒ cf. 3.5 below), as they usually appear in the same 
contexts (mostly in accentual paradigm b). Cf. e.g. *bòbъ ‒ gensg *boba̍ like 
*kõrļь ‘king’ ‒ gensg *korļa̍; *nošǫ̍ ‘I carry’ ‒ *nòsišь ‘you carry’ like *borńǫ̍ 
‘I defend’ ‒ *bõrnišь72 ‘you defend’; *gòlъjь ‘the naked’ like *bě ̃lъjь ‘the 
white’, etc. One other reason why the short neo-acute is traditionally re-
garded as a rising tone is related to its name ‒ it is traditionally73 regarded 
as being of younger, retractional origin. The retractional origin is indeed 
valid in the case of retraction from a weak jer, e.g. in *jest > *jèstь ‘it is’ or 
*pečeš ‘you bake’ > *pečèšь in accentual paradigm c74 (however, the of-
ten supposed retraction from the jer in the **bob > *bòbъ type in accen-
tual paradigm b probably never happened), where the original final ac-
cent retracts from a weakening jer, and in case of the dialectal retractions 
of the neo-circumflex, as in *pyta̋ješь ‘you ask’ > dialectal *pytâšь > dialec-
tal *pỹtašь. However, the supposed retractions due to »Stang’s law«,75 e.g. 
**nosîšь > *nòsišь ‘you carry’, that encompass the majority of cases with 
the neo-acute, though still widely accepted by many scholars, are not sus-
tainable.76 Why a retractional origin of the neo-acute would be connected 
to a rising tone is clear ‒ the rising tone means a prominence on the end 
(or second mora in case of a long vowel) of a segment, which is thus clos-
er to the next syllable. Because of this, in cases of stress retraction (the pho-
netic shift of the accent to a preceding syllable), the newly accented sylla-
ble often becomes rising, thus preserving in a way an indication of the old 
stress position. This is seen ‒ as a typological parallel ‒ all over the West-
ern South Slavic tone systems, e.g. in Neo-Štokavian žèna ‘woman’ with 
a short rising accent from the dialectal/older ženȁ (cf. also Slovene təmȁ 
‘darkness’ together with tə̀ma with a short rising accent).

To get back to the actual reflexes of the short neo-acute, Štokavian, 
Čakavian and Kajkavian have e.g. bȍb with a short falling toneme (we 

72 In some cases, forms like these will be written as *nòsīšь, *bõrnīšь with a long 
posttonic vowel. However, in this paper we will generally not do so, except occasion-
ally to stress that a syllable was long, because it is superfluous ‒ *i, like other original-
ly long vowels, was always originally long.

73 »Traditionally« has to be taken with a grain of salt because there were vario-
us explanations and hypotheses in the history of Slavic accentology. Here by »tradi-
tionally« we mean the Stangian tradition since the late 1950’s (Stang 1957), conside-
ring also earlier interpretations ‒ Ivšić 1911 was the first one to posit a retractional ori-
gin of the neo-acute.

74 Cf. ahead the section 4 for accentual paradigms.
75 Cf. Kapović 2020d.
76 For a short overview (with further references) cf. e.g. Kapović 2017a:39021–

39121, 22.
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have already mentioned the Kajkavian lengthening in some positions 
above). This is also the reflex in Slovene in monosyllables ‒ Slovene bȍb 
(cf. Slovene kọ́ža but Štokavian/Čakavian kȍža stemming from *kòža for 
polysyllabic words77). Thus, these reflexes merge with the reflex of the 
old acute in Western South Slavic (in monosyllables) ‒ cf. Štokavian/
Čakavian/Kajkavian/Slovene bȍb < *bòbъ and Štokavian/Čakavian/Kajka-
vian/Slovene mrȁz ‘frost’ < *mőrzъ (the reflex is also the same in polysyl-
lables with the old short circumflex in Štokavian/Čakavian/Kajkavian, cf. 
slȍvo < *slȍvo). However, the reflexes of the short neo-acute seem to still 
have been partly different from the reflexes of the old acute in the Cro-
atian Čakavian-Kajkavian dialect of Juraj Križanić (1617/8‒1683). There, 
in prepausal monosyllables one can see the distinction of <kòš> < *kòšь 
‘basket’ and <mráz> < *mőrzъ.78 This distinction is not preserved in any 
living Štokavian/Čakavian/Kajkavian dialect79 (not even Kladanj). There 
also some instances of a sporadic lengthening of pre-resonant *`as in Neo-
Štokavian dvȏr < older/dialectal Štokavian dvõr < *dvòrъ,80  which may 
have something to do with the mentioned lengthening tendency. The re-
flexes in West Slavic are quite complex. In monosyllabic and disyllabic 
words long reflexes are often found (except in Polish) in originally short 
vowels with the (short) neo-acute, especially on old *ò, e.g. in Slovak bôb 
[b̯ob] or Czech kůže ‘skin’. However, these long reflexes were apparent-
ly later often replaced with a short vowel by analogy, e.g. in Czech/Sorbi-
an bob (the length in Polish bób [bup] is due to the originally final voiced 
-b and not the original neo-acute), and there are exceptions like Slovak 
koža.81 In East Slavic and Bulgarian, the only thing that can be seen is the 
stress position ‒ e.g. Russian kóža, Bulgarian kòža. However, in some Old 
Russian manuscripts and the so-called Leka-type dialects we find a spe-
cial reflex of *ò, usually written as <ô> and pronounced as a diphthong 
[u̯o] in the mentioned dialects: e.g. Russian dialectal bôb, kôža, selô ‘village’ 
(it also appears from other sources in such dialects, e.g. in korôva < *kőrva, 
korôľ < *kõrļь, i.e. it actually represents all non-circumflex *o’s). The orig-
inally short neo-acute does not shift to a proclitic in Russian, e.g. na ̮kóžu 

77 In jā-words with an initial original *`, Kajkavian famously has a neo-circum-
flex, e.g. kȏža, of non-phonetic origin (cf. Kapović 2015:396‒399).

78 Dybo 1968:221, Dybo 1981:264, Olson 2012, Kapović 2015:218‒219.
79 In Kajkavian, the distinction is seen indirectly with lengthening ‒ e.g. pẽrje 

‘feathers’ < *pèrьje (from perȍ ‘feather’ < *però) with the neo-acute lengthening but 
zȓnje ‘grains’ < *zrnьje (from zȑno < *zrno ‘grain’), cf. Kapović 2015:392 (the distinc-
tion was often secondarily obfuscated in Slovene ‒ Kapović 2015:339).

80 Kapović 2015:400‒406.
81 Cf. the examples e.g. in Kapović 2015:407–412.
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‘onto a skin’ (the same as in Old Štokavian/Čakavian na ̮kȍžu, while Neo-
Štokavian nà ̮kožu has a younger, Neo-Štokavian, retraction). In Bulgarian, 
alternations like bòb ‒ bòbət ‘the beans’, with the accent remaining on the 
same syllable, point to the original *ò (and not *ȍ ‒ cf. Bulgarian nòs ‘nose’ 
‒ nosə̀t ‘the nose’ < *nȍsъ).

3.5. The long neo-acute

symbol traditional 
name

probable 
phonetic value

example most important re-
flexes

*˜ long neo-acute long rising *kõrļь ‘king’ dial. Štok/Čak/Kajk. 
krãlj, Sln králj, Cz 
král, Slk kráľ, Pol. 
król, Russ. koróľ

The long neo-acute appeared, as is clear from its name, only on origi-
nally long syllables (i.e. on *a, *ě, *i, *y, *u, the nasals *ę, *ǫ, the diphthongs 
*el, *ol, *er, *or and *ьl, *ъl, *ьr, *ъr). Like the short neo-acute, judging from 
the reflexes in Western South Slavic and East Slavic, the long neo-acute 
was a rising tone. While the (old) acute and circumflex length were not 
very diachronically stable in Slavic, and they shortened in various ways 
in all dialects in at least some of the positions (in some dialects both were 
shortened, in others only one of them was shortened82), the long neo-acute 
length was very stable and yielded length in all Slavic languages/dialects 
that preserved distinctive length or its traces in vocalism in almost all posi-
tions ‒ this means that the syllable with the long neo-acute remained long 
regardless of the number of syllables in a word (the only position where 
the original long neo-acute did shorten in certain cases is the final open 
position83). The long neo-acute is a long rising tone in words like krãlj in 
archaic Old Štokavian, Čakavian and Kajkavian dialects84 (in other dia-

82 There is no Slavic dialect/language that has preserved the length from either 
the long circumflex or the old acute (let alone both) in all positions ‒ in Štokavian/
Čakavian/Kajkavian (and Slovene dialects with partial progressive shift of the circum-
flex) the long circumflex is shortened in polysyllabic words (e.g. Štokavian sȋn ‘son’ ‒ 
pl. sȉnovi ‘sons’) and in Czech the same occurs with the old acute (e.g. Czech kráva ‒ in-
strpl kravami). In Upper Lusatian, traces of the old acute length seem to be preserved 
regardless of the number of syllables but only in syllables with the metathesis of liq-
uids.

83 Cf. again Kapović 2020e:331–334.
84 The neo-acute has a different rising tone than the Neo-Štokavian younger re-

tractional ´. The neo-acute is not always phonetically rising ‒ it is also often a level 
tone and can even be a mildly falling tone (but can still be distinct from the long cir-
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lects, including standard Neo-Štokavian, it merges with the long circum-
flex and yields krȃlj). The long rising reflex of the neo-acute appears also 
in Standard Slovene králj (this toneme in Slovene can be also of other ori-
gin: cf. the already mentioned kráva < *kőrva, kọ́ža < *kòža and the retrac-
tional žéna < *žena̋, tráva ‘grass’ < trava̋). The old rising tone is also proven 
by East Slavic, where the stress is always on the second vowel of polno-
glasie (eré, oró, oló), as in Russian/Ukrainian koróľ and Belarusian karóľ. In 
West Slavic, the long neo-acute always yields length or traces of old length 
in all languages and positions, where this can be seen (Czech král, Slovak 
kráľ, Polish król, Kashubian król) ‒ excluding the special case of open fi-
nal syllables. In Bulgarian, the absence of stress alternation in kràl ‒ kràljət 
‘the king’ points to a non-circumflex (cf. vràg ‘devil’ ‒ vragə̀t ‘the devil’  
< *vȏrgъ). 

3.6. Common Slavic tonemes by quantity and position
As we have seen, Common Slavic formally has five prosodemes (if 

tone/phonation distinctions are coupled with length):
*bra̋trъ ‘brother’ – the (old) acute
*kòšь ‘basket’ – the short neo-acute
*pǫ͂tь ‘path’ – the long neo-acute
*bȍgъ ‘god’ – the short circumflex
*gȏrdъ ‘city’ – the long circumflex

The old acute appeared only in long syllables and did not have a short 
counterpart,85 while the neo-acute and the circumflex could appear with 
both short and long syllables:

cumflex, which has a more abrupt fall). Cf. e.g. Langston 2006:38‒64, Vlašić Duić and 
Pletikos Olof 2014, Kapović 2015:373‒375.

85 Though, as we shall see, the short neo-acute was a sort of a »stand-in« for the 
short counterpart of the old acute in some (apparently innovative, cf. section 5 be-
low) cases, e.g. in nominal and adjectival prefix derivatives like *podòba ‘manner’ ‒ 
*poxva̋la ‘praise’ or nominal and adjectival compounds like *bosonògъ ‘barefoot’ ‒ 
*golobőrdъ ‘barefaced’.
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Table 4: Common Slavic prosodemes and quantity

symbol name IPA short vowels long vowels
* ̋ old acute [ˇːˀ] ‒ +
* ̏ short circumflex [ˆ] + ‒
* ̑ long circumflex [ˆː] ‒ +
*ˋ short neo-acute [ˇ] + ‒
*˜ long neo-acute [ˇː] ‒ +

Long prosodemes can seemingly appear on short vowels which are 
first parts of liquid-diphthongs, e.g. in words like *vlkъ ‘wolf’, *gȏlsъ 
‘voice’, *kõrļь ‘king’, *vь̋lna ‘wool’, *pőrgъ ‘threshold’. The exact phonet-
ics of these is difficult to know, so writing them as *kor̃ļь and *por̋gъ in 
case of the rising prosodemes (where the second part of the diphthong 
could have been more prominent as in Lithuanian vikas ‘wolf’) is also le-
gitimate (writing them like *gȍlsъ, *kòrļь or even *kor̀ļь, with the mark-
ing of a short prosodeme on one part of the diphthong, is also imaginable, 
though not really used in practice86). In this article, we mark the long pros-
odeme on the first part of the liquid-diphthongs in all cases.

The distribution of the prosodemes was not completely free, i.e. not 
all of them could have appeared in all positions in a word. The following 
were the possible positions of prosodemes in a word in Common Slavic 
(final syllables were always open due to the law of open syllables):

Table 5: Possible positions of Common Slavic prosodemes in a word

initial syllable medial syllable final syllable
old acute + + +

circumflex + – –
neo-acute + + +

As is clear from the table, the acute and the neo-acute were completely 
free ‒ they could appear in all positions in a word. Cf. the following exam-
ples:

the acute: *ra̋na ‘wound’ ‒ *govę̋do ‘head of cattle’ ‒ *rǫka̋ ‘arm’
the short neo-acute: *vòļa ‘will’ ‒ *pokòra ‘repentence’ ‒ *pečetè ‘y’all 

bake’
86 Since the reflexes of *õr are long (cf. Croatian dialectal krãlj for *kõrļь) it makes 

most sense to write the Common Slavic prosodeme with the long mark as well.
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the long neo-acute: *sũša ‘drought’ ‒ *obõrnite ‘y’all defend’ ‒ *polninỹ 
‘of the mountain’

However, the circumflexes appeared only in the initial syllable, as in 
*bȍgъ ‘god’, *sy̑nъ ‘son’.87 More precisely, the circumflexes could have 
originally appeared only in the absolute initial syllable of phonetic words 
(i.e. combinations of proclitics and words), which is why words which had 
an initial circumflex lost it to proclitics (prepositions, conjunctions and 
particles) or to the first of the multiple such proclitics: e.g. *bȍgъ ‘god’ ‒ 
*nȋ ̮ bogъ ‘not even god’, *sy̑nъ ‘son’ ‒ *ȋ ̮ synъ ‘the son as well’, accsg *gȏlvǫ  
‘head’ ‒ *v ̮ golvǫ ‘into the head’ ‒ *nȃ ̮ golvǫ ‘onto the head’ ‒ *nȋ ̮ na ̮ golvǫ  
(cf. conservative Štokavian nȉ ̮bōg, nȉ ̮sīn, nȁ ̮glāvu, nȉ ̮na ̮glāvu). The recon-
struction of the prosodic values in final open syllables is always indirect 
and was subject to later complex changes ‒ this will be discussed later 
(4.4). For more on the nature of the Slavic toneme systeme see 3.8 below.

3.7. Accentless words 
The word-forms with an initial circumflex (* ̏  and * ̑ ), like *bȍgъ ‘god’ 

or *gȏrdъ ‘city’, are often considered to actually be accentless.88 This 
means that they, unlike word-forms with other prosodemes (like *bòbъ 
‘bean’, *sǫ͂dъ ‘court of law’ or *pőrgъ ‘threshold’), did not have an inher-
ent accent. In Slavic, words with an inherent accent are called orthotona 
and words without inherent accent enclinomena in the terminology of the 
Moscow accentological school.89 This accentlessness is often perceived as 
being an abstract phonological (tonological) analysis only,90 but it seems 
that it was, at least in certain positions, also a phonetical (tonetical) real-
ity at one point, which can be observed in some remnants in certain con-
servative Slavic dialects, meaning that such accentless words were indeed 

87 Many researchers reconstruct medial falling tones, presumably for a short 
time, prior to the supposed and already mentioned »Stang’s law« – however, these, 
even if they had actually existed, would probably not have had been identical to initi-
al circumflexes, but to the dialectal Common Slavic neo-circumflex, which might not 
have been phonetically the same as regular circumflexes.

88 Jakobson 1963:160‒161.
89 Cf. e.g. Zaliznjak 1985/2010:119.
90 Such analysis, that word-forms with an absolute initial circumflex (*zȏlto 

‘gold’ ‒ *nȃ ̮ zolto ‘on the gold’ ‒ *nȋ ̮ na ̮ zolto ‘not even on the gold’), are actually ab-
stractly phonologically unstressed appears in other languages as well. For instance, in 
Tōkyō Japanese the words considered to be phonologically unaccented obtain an au-
tomatic absolute final ictus (in reality the low tone in the first syllable and the high 
tone in all other syllables).
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phonetically unaccented (without their own stress) in some positions. In 
Proto-Slavic, words like *bogъ and *gordъ seem to have been unstressed 
in some positions (e.g. when connected with words which have an inher-
ent accent) but stressed ‒ with an automatic initial circumflex (including 
proclitics, e.g. *bȍga ‘of god’ ‒ *dȍ ̮ boga ‘next to god’) ‒ in other positions  
(e.g. in isolation or where there was no nearby word with an inherent ac-
cent). The exact positions when such word-forms are stressed and un-
stressed phonetically is not always easy to reconstruct because in later 
languages the initial circumflexes (or their reflexes) became fully-fledged 
prosodemes, just like all other prosodemes. In Old Russian91 we find ex-
emples such as vъ ̮běl g̮orodě ‘in the white city’ (*bě ̃lъ + *gordъ/gȏrdъ),  
sí ̮rěčь ‘this speech’ (*s + *rěčь/rě ̑čь). Some such examples, like Old Russian 
odínъ ̮na ̮desjate (literally ‘one on ten’), sъpasí ̮bogъ ‘god save’, segó ̮dьne ‘this 
day’ made it into modern Russian as odínnadcatь ‘eleven’, spasíbo ‘thank 
you’, segódnja ‘today’ respectively. Cf. also Old Russian multiword encli-
nomena (which Zaliznjak marks with ˉ 92) ˉna t̮ri ̮dьni ‘on three days’ (*trȋ 
+ *dьni/dni) (see section 5 as well) or Štokavian nȉ n̮a ̮zīmu ‘not even in 
winter’. In Štokavian, we find e.g. dialectally in Bosnia svȕ ̮zīmu ‘the whole 
winter’ (*vьsǫ̍ + *zimǫ/zȋmǫ – with the inherent accent on the first word), 
dȁo b̮ŏg ‘god give’ (*dalъ/dȃlъ + *bogъ/bȍgъ – the enclinomenon made of 
two tonologically accentless words)93, in Montenegrin od ̮Ilȋna d̮ne ‘from 
Elijah’s day’94 (the word with an inherent accent + the originally unaccent-
ed *dьne/dne).

3.8. The nature of late Common Slavic toneme system
The concept of having five Common Slavic tonemes (*bra̋trъ; *kòšь, 

*pǫ͂tь; *bȍgъ, *gȏrdъ) is useful when discussing their separate reflexes in 
later Slavic dialects/languages, because the short and the long neo-acute 
and the short and the long circumflex did not have identical reflexes. For 
instance, the short neo-acute and the short circumflex lengthened in some 
case and the long circumflex shortened, while the long neo-acute was ne-
ver shortened outside of the final open syllable. Because of these different 
reflexes, it is useful to have different symbols at disposal for Common Sla-
vic reconstruction. But if one is talking of the (Common or Proto-) Slavic 
system in itself, then it is an entirely different thing. 

91 Zaliznjak 1985/2010:121.
92 Zaliznjak 1985/2010:119. Cf. also Dybo 1981:52.
93 Brozović 2007:105.
94 Šušanj 2023:112‒113 (but with length in :151, cf. Kapović 2015:234 for the length).
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The above five prosodemes can be tonologically (phonologically) easi-
ly reduced to just three by taking the length out of the equation and with 
* ͂ and * ̑  marking both the short and long variants: thus, we could have 
*bra̋trъ (acute); *kõšь, *pǫ͂tь (neo-acute); *bȏgъ, *gȏrdъ (circumflex). And 
then one can use only two symbols if one analyzes, as is often done, the 
circumflex as just the phonetic realization of accent in actually tonological-
ly unstressed forms ‒ thus with the accented *bra̋trъ and *kõšь, *pǫ͂tь, but 
with the unaccented *bogъ, *gordъ. That would leave Proto-Slavic with 
the tonal opposition of just the »old acute« and »neo-acute« (both terms 
are, as we have said, more or less traditional misnomers) – if both * ̋ and 
*˜ were phonetically rising (as traditionally supposed), these would have 
to be different types of rising tones (cf. typologically two types of rising 
tones, ˜ and ´, in many modern Old Štokavian and some Čakavian dia-
lects). However, an opposition between two rising tonemes as the only 
two distinctive tonemes hardly looks very enticing typologically, though 
the existence of a phonetic falling tone (i.e. the circumflex) might have 
made the system more reasonable. But if we analyze the old acute as glot-
talized, then one could say that an inherent accent was automatically ris-
ing and then these could be glottalized or not if long.

Thus, if we analyze the »acute« as having a prosodic glottal stop, one 
can, perhaps just at an earlier stage, even analyze the system as having 
only the opposition of accented and accentless/unaccented95 forms, with 
the »acute« being just the »neo-acute« plus the additional glottalic pho-
nation ‒ thus with the accented *brãˀtrъ, *kõšь, *pǫ͂tь and the unaccented 
*bogъ, *gordъ. 

Table 6: Different possible symbols and analyses for Slavic prosodemes

system 1 
(five 

prosodemes)

system 2 
(three 

prosodemes)

system 3 
(two 

prosodemes)

system 4 
(two pros-
odemes)

acute *bra̋trъ *bra̋trъ *bra̋trъ *brãˀtrъ
neo-acute *kòšь *kõšь *kõšь *kõšь

*pǫ͂tь *pǫ͂tь *pǫ͂tь *pǫ͂tь
circumflex/
unaccented

*bȍgъ *bȏgъ *bogъ *bogъ
*gȏrdъ *gȏrdъ *gordъ *gordъ

95 Tonologically accentless (without an inherent accent) and tonetically stressed 
in some positions and unstressed in others.



Mate Kapović: On the Reconstruction of the Common Slavic Prosodic System
FILOLOGIJA 86 (2026), 99–153

130

According to what we have said, the Common Slavic traditional proso-
dems can be analyzed in the following way:

Table 7: Distinct Common Slavic prosodemes and their features

tone phonation length phonological stress
old acute rising glottalization + +
neo-acute rising ‒ +/‒ +
circumflex falling ‒ +/‒ ‒

All this would mean that Slavic, at least at one point of its development, 
actually had a rather simple system ‒ the opposition of words with inhe-
rent stress (orthotona), with one syllable stressed in a word, and those wit-
hout it (enclinomena), with no syllables stressed in a word (which would 
get an automatic absolute initial stress in positions where the actual phone-
tic unaccentedness was not possible). The syllables with an inherent stre-
ss were all phonetically rising96 and could be short or long. If long, they co-
uld have the glottalization (the »acute«) or not (the »neo-acute«). The glotta-
lic phonation originally appeared not only under stress ‒ any long syllable 
could be either glottalized (»acuted«) or not (cf. the Danish stød to that97). 

However, even at the Common Slavic stage, one might still have had 
to deal with valencies (probably high and low pitch), for which see below 
(5). In late Common Slavic, however, there seems to have been no more 
unaccented glottalization, the valencies disappeared as well and all that 
was left were the five or three prosodemes ‒ depending on the analysis. 
At one point the circumflex must have become a more or less »regular« to-
neme that could no longer be analyzed as accentlessness. This system did 
not survive in its completeness anywhere and has been best preserved in 
some conservative Western South Slavic dialects.

96 Although rising tones are marked when compared with falling ones (and that 
is why in most Western South Slavic dialects that lost distinctive tone the stressed sy-
llables are phonetically falling and the neo-acute always neutralizes to the circumflex 
and not the other way around), it is not inconceivable that a rising intonation would 
be the generic one ‒ this is the case, for instance, in the modern Čakavian dialect of the 
island of Susak (Kapović 2020g:530‒532). Typologically, this could also be compared 
to voiced stops being the main allophones in many Australian languages or voiceless 
stops being redundantly aspirated in many languages, although voiced and aspirated 
stops are more marked than simple voiceless (unaspirated) stops.

97 In that sense, the glottalized phonation was different than in languages like Vi-
etnamese, where the glottal stop occurs together with a toneme only.
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4.	 Paradigmatic accentuation
One of the most important concepts in analyzing Slavic historical 

accentuation (but also in analyses and descriptions of modern Slavic lan-
guages/dialects with free stress and sometimes even systems with distinc-
tive and alternating length) are the so-called accentual paradigms. What 
we call »accentual paradigm« is, in short, a pattern of accentual behavi-
or in a morphological paradigm (e.g. declension or conjugation). Thus, in 
one word the accent will behave in one way (for instance, it will remain on 
the root/stem in all forms), while in other it will behave differently (for in-
stance, the accent will in some forms be on the root/initial syllable and in 
other it will be at the end/ending). For Common Slavic, three basic para-
digms are reconstructed: accentual paradigm a (the fixed/immobile accent 
on the stem), accentual paradigm b (the accent on the final syllable of the 
stem or the first syllable after the stem) and accentual paradigm c (the mo-
bile accent, which is in some forms on the initial syllable of the word and 
in others on the ending ‒ whether it be the first/internal syllable or the se-
cond/final syllable of the ending). This approach to Slavic accentuation 
started with the so-called Stang’s revolution (cf. Vermeer 1998), i.e. with 
the seminal book Slavonic accentuation (1957) by the Norwegian Balto-Sla-
vist Christian Stang (1900‒1977). Stang was the first to not only introduce 
a structurally sound concept of accentual paradigms in order to describe 
and analyze the complex accentual patterns of Slavic languages, but also 
to connect different types of accentual patterns in nouns, verbs and adjec-
tives, where the connections were superficially not always too apparent. 

As already said, paradigmatic accentuation means that all inflected 
words (nouns, adjectives, pronouns, numerals, verbs) belonged to a cer-
tain accentual paradigm – pattern of accentual behavior in a specific pa-
radigm. These patterns (accentual paradigms) ruled how the accent in 
a word will change (or not) not only in paradigms but also derivation 
(when affixes were added to a stem). Thus, accentuation in (Balto-)Slavic 
is connected not only to prosody (phonology) itself, but is also inextrica-
bly related to morphology and derivation as well.98 Three basic accentu-
al paradigms are usually reconstructed for the last stage of Proto-Slavic: a, 
b and c (its reflexes in later Slavic languages/dialects are often, including 
this paper, written as A, B, C). 

Accentual paradigms had some common basic properties in general 
‒ a having fixed stem-stress, b having the accent that alternates between 

98 Cf. the programmatic name of Lehfeldt 19931/20012, where he talks of »die 
morphologische Konzeption der slavischen Akzentologie«. 
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the last stem-syllable and the first post-stem syllable, and c having a mo-
bile stress (initial or ending-stress) ‒ but the exact realization of accentu-
al paradigms differed in different morphological paradigms due to differ-
ent endings and their differing prosodic properties. For instance, in nom-
inal ā-stems like *žena̋ ‘woman’ most cases had end-stress in a. p. b, while 
in i-presents like *žènite ‘y’all wife’ most persons had stem-stress in a. p. b. 
Likewise, in a. p. c of nominal o-stems nominative singular had an initial 
accent like *bȍgъ ‘good’, while nominative singular of ā-stems had end-
stress like *voda̋ ‘water’. 

The prototypical accentual paradigm a has a fixed (immobile) * ̋ (old 
acute) on a stem syllable (*bra̋trъ ‘brother’, *kőrva ‘cow’, *boga̋tъ ‘rich’). 
Words with immobile neo-acute (*zakònъ ‘law’, *sũša ‘drought’, *gotòvь 
‘finished’) are usually also considered a sub-type of a. p. a (a. p. aʹ) due to 
being immobile, though their historical origin is often completely different 
than the one in words with the fixed * ̋. 

Accentual paradigm b has the neo-acute accent either on the last syl-
lable of the stem (*bòbъ ‘bean’, *kõrļь ‘king’, *dòbrъ ‘good’, genpl *žènъ 
‘women’, pres. 2pl *mòžete ‘you can’) or the neo-acute or old acute (or the 
non-specified accent in case of some final open syllables) on the first syl-
lable of the ending (instrsg *ženòjǫ, fem. *dobra̋, nomsg *žena̋, 1sg *mogǫ̋  
‘I can’, gensg *boba̍, gensg *korļa̍) (the only exception is perhaps the 
vocative, which might have had an a. p. c-type initial accent). Only the first 
syllable of the ending (i.e., the first post-stem syllable) can bear the stress 
in a. p. b (unlike a. p. c, where any part of the ending may be accentuated).

Accentual paradigm c has the circumflex on the initial syllable of the 
stem (*bȍgъ ‘god’, accsg *nȍgǫ ‘leg’, *zȏlto ‘gold’, 1st *pȅkǫ ‘I bake’) or 
the accent (old acute or neo-acute) on one of the syllables, first or sec-
ond, on the suffix/ending99 (instrpl *bogy ̃, *noga̋ ‒ instrsg *nogojǫ̋ ‒ datpl 
*noga̋mъ, nompl *zolta̋, 2pl *pečetè ‘you bake’). The initial circumflex shift-
ed to the absolute first syllable, i.e., to (what would otherwise be) a pro-
clitic: *nȃ ̮ zolto ‘on gold’ (: *zȏlto), *pȇrko ̮ noťi ‘during the night’ (: *nȍťi),  
*nȋ ̮ otь ̮ boga ‘not even of god’ (: *bȍga), *nȅ ̮ pekǫ ‘I don’t bake’ (*pȅkǫ), 
etc. The accent can also shift to (what would otherwise be) an enclitic: 
*bogъ ̮ že̍ (this phenomenon is called Vasil’ev-Dolobko’s rule100).

99 Here we provisorily call e.g. nomsg *-a in *nog-a̋ ‘leg’ or locpl *-axъ in *nog-a̋xъ 
the ending, while we call *-i- in *lov--ti ‘to hunt’ the sufix (with *-ti being the ending 
proper, as in *pek-t ‘to bake’).

100 Cf. e.g. Dybo 1981:47–54.
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Table 8: Common Slavic prosodemes by position

initial/only 
stem-syllable

medial/last 
stem-syllable

suffix/ending 
(first/medial 

syllable)

ending
(final open 

syllable)
a. p. a * ̋ * ̋ – –
a. p. a' *ˋ, *˜ *ˋ, *˜ – –
a. p. b *ˋ, *˜ *ˋ, *˜ *ˋ, *˜, * ̋ * ̋, *  ̍
a. p. c * ̏, * ̑ – * ̋ *ˋ, *˜, * ̋

Table 9: Common Slavic prosodemes by position (examples)

initial/only 
stem-syllable

medial/last 
stem-syllable

suffix/ending 
(first/medial syl-

lable)

ending
(final open 

syllable)
a. p. a *ra̋kъ ‘crab’

*ra̋na ‘wound’
*ja̋goda 

‘strawberry’
*ga̋zite ‘y’all 

step on’

*języ̋kъ 
‘tongue’

*lopa̋ta ‘shovel’
*lopa̋tica ‘little 

shovel’

– –

a. p. a' *vòļa ‘will’
*sũša 

‘drought’

*naròdъ ‘peo-
ple’

*orbòta ‘work’ 
*mokrĩna ‘wet-

ness’

– –

a. p. b *kòńь ‘horse’
*ptь ‘path’
*nòsite ‘y’all 

carry’
*bõrnite ‘y’all 

defend’

*živòtъ ‘life’
*kovãčь ‘black-

smith’101

*ženòjǫ ‘with a 
woman’

dial. *ložĩte ‘y’all 
lay’

*noste! 
‘y’all carry!’

*žena̋ ‘woman’
gensg *ženy̍ 

*selò ‘village’

101 In a. p. b, the accent can be placed only on the last (or only) stem-syllable, not 
on the medial stem-syllable.
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a. p. c *bȍgъ ‘god’
*gȏrdъ ‘city’
accsg *nȍgǫ 

‘leg’ 
accsg *gȏlvǫ 

‘head’ 
*zȍvǫ ‘I call’

– *noga̋mъ 
‘to the legs’

*zъva̋ti 
‘to call’

*zovetè 
‘y’all call’

gensg *nogỹ 
‘leg’ 

*noga̋

As already said, the nature of the stress in open final non-acute syllables 
in a. p. b is not clear and it is hard to mark properly due to inconsistencies 
in Proto-Slavic formal reconstruction and problems with various chron-
ological layers – probably it was identical to *ˋ (e.g., gensg *ženỳ, gensg 
*bobà ‘bean’ like *selò – the ending most likely obtained the stress only af-
ter it was shortened). Additionally, in a. p. c, very often only the place of 
stress is reconstructed in final open syllables (i.e., just *  ̍, thus *noga̍, gensg 
*nogy̍) since the accentual developments in this position are complex and 
the exact tones in open final syllables cannot really be reconstructed from 
Slavic data alone (i.e. comparison with Baltic is needed). 

We shall briefly illustrate the basic nature of the three accentual para-
digms with some examples of Common Slavic nominal ā-stems and ver-
bal i-stem present tense. These were the Common Slavic paradigms in 
ā-stems:

Table 10: ā-stem accentual paradigms

a. p. a ‘cow’ a. p. b ‘woman’ a. p. c ‘head’
singular plural singular plural singular plural

nom *kőrva *kőrvy *žena̋ *ženy̍ *golva̋ *gȏlvy
gen *kőrvy *kőrv *ženy̍ *žèn *golvỹ *golv

dat *kőrvě *kőrvamъ *ženě̍ *žena̋mъ *gȏlvě *golva̋mъ
(*golvãmъ)

acc *kőrvǫ *kőrvy *ženǫ̍ *ženy̍ *gȏlvǫ *gȏlvy
voc *kőrvo! *kőrvy! *žȅno! *žȅny! *gȏlvo! *gȏlvy!
loc *kőrvě *kőrvaxъ *ženě̍ *žena̋xъ *golvě̍    *golva̋xъ

(*golvãxъ)
instr *kőrvojǫ *kőrvami *ženòjǫ *žena̋mi *golvojǫ̍ *golva̋mi
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As we can see here, the immobile accentual paradigm a has the constant 
old acute on the stem/root. In accentual paradigm b, the accent is either at 
the ending (nomsg *žena̋), or more precisely on the first syllable of the end-
ing if it has two syllables (instrsg *ženòjǫ, instrpl *žena̋mi) or on the last syl-
lable of the stem (genpl *žèn). The vocative is perhaps the exception be-
cause it seems to exhibit the same accent (phonological accentlessness) as 
accentual paradigm c, though this may be an innovation (originally the 
vocatives were maybe *ženo̍!, *ženy̍!, but this is not attested). In mobile 
accentual paradigm c, the accent is either on the first syllable of the stem/
root (accsg *gȏlvǫ) and shifts to a preceding proclitic, which thus ceases to 
be a proclitic, if available (accsg *nȃ ̮ golvǫ ‘onto the head’) or it is at the 
ending ‒ whether on the first syllable of the ending (when acute ‒ as in in-
strpl *golva̋mi) or on the second syllable of the ending (instrsg *golvojǫ̍). 
In some cases, as in a. p. b, we write *  ̍when the tone is not clearly recon-
structible in final open syllable. In a. p. c above, the accent is reconstruct-
ed as still on the (long) final jer in genpl *golv ‒ this is later *gõlvъ (at least 
in some Slavic dialects102). Before the retraction of the accent from a final 
short weak jer, the accent was originally perhaps also variantly desinential 
in datpl *golvam, locpl *golvax, but this is not clear.103

To illustrate the paradigmatic accentuation in verbs, cf. the three accen-
tual paradigms in the present tense of i-verbs:

Table 11: i-present accentual paradigms

a. p. a
*čstiti ‘to clean’

a. p. b
*nosti ‘to carry’

a. p. c
*lovti ‘to hunt’

singular plural singular plural singular plural

1 *čsťǫ *čstimo/e/ъ *nošǫ̋ *nòsimo/e/ъ *lȍvļǫ *lovimo̍/e̍/

2 *čstišь *čstite *nòsišь *nòsite *loviš *lovitè

3 *čstitь *čstętь *nòsitь *nòsętь *lovit *lovęt

Accentual paradigm a has a consistent immobile old acute on the stem/
root. In accentual paradigm b, the present tense has the neo-acute on the 

102 Cf. Kapović 2020e.
103 Traditionally, only *-a̋mъ, *-a̋xъ are reconstructed (cf. e.g. Stang 1957:62–64, 

Dybo 1981:27, 33, 38) but cf. also e.g. Carlton 1991:189, 191 and Kapović 2017b:326–329 
for (possible) *-ãmъ, *-ãxъ.
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only/last syllable of the stem/root except the 1sg, which has the old acute at 
the ending (similar to the infinitive).104 The present tense of the accentual 
paradigm c has a mobile accent ‒ the absolute initial accent in 1sg (*lȍvļǫ ‒ 
*nȅ ̮ lovļǫ ‘I don’t hunt’) and end-stress in other forms (while the infinitive 
of i-verbs has the stress on the suffix). The accent from the final weak jer 
later retracted, thus *loviš > *lovĩšь etc.

The accent of derived forms depends on the accentual paradigm of the 
root/stem (i.e. on the prosodic properties of the root/stem, e.g. *čist- ‘clean’ 
or *lov- ‘hunt’), i.e. on the accentual paradigm of the base word, and the 
accentual characteristics of affixes and endings. Cf. *ga̋dъ ‘snake, scoun-
drel’ (a. p. a), *grě ̃xъ ‘sin’ (a. p. b), *gȏlsъ ‘voice’ (a. p. c) and the derived ad-
jectives *ga̋dьnъ – *ga̋dьna (fem.) ‘loathsome’ (a. p. a), *grěšnъ – *grě̃šьna 
(fem.) ‘sinful’ (a. p. b), *gȏlsьnъ – *golsьna̋ (fem.) ‘loud’ (a. p. c). In some 
cases, as the ones adduced, the derivatives can remain in the same ac-
centual paradigm, while in many cases derivatives change their accentu-
al paradigm due to the influence of the affixes, cf. e.g. *golva̋ ‒ accsg *gȏlvǫ 
‘head’ (a. p. c) but *golvca ‘little head’ (a. p. a) because the suffix *-ic- »at-
tracts« the accent and has the same properties as a. p. a roots like *čist-. 
However, not all combinations are possible when it comes to the accent of 
the base words and their derivatives ‒ from a. p. a base words, derivatives 
stay a. p. a, from a. p. b base words derivatives can belong to a. p. a or b, 
and from a. p. c base words derivates can belong to a. p. a, b or c.

Table 12: possible accentual paradigms of base words and 
their derivatives

base word derivative
a. p. a a. p. a
a. p. b a. p. a, b
a. p. c a. p. a, b, c

The three Slavic accentual paradigms were not of equal time depth his-
torically. The first two, a. p. a and b, actually originate from a single, im-
mobile, accentual paradigm and were opposed to a mobile accentual par-
adigm (a. p. c). The immobile (a/b) paradigm originally had a fixed stem-
stress (on one of the syllables in the stem/root) – that this was a case in later  

104 For a. p. b1 and a. p. b2 see Dybo–Zamjatina–Nikolaev 1990:112–121 and 
Kapović 2011:112–113.
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a. p. b is clear from cognates in Baltic and Indo-European languages. Cf. 
end-stress in Proto-Slavic nompl *blъxy ̍ ‘fleas’ or nompl *dvor ‘courts, 
courtyards’ with stem-stress in Lithuanian nompl blùsos (also Greek nom-
pl psýllai) and Vedic nompl dvā́rā ‘doors’.105 The original stem-stress was 
preserved when the root was »acute«/glottalized (i.e. in a. p. a), while in a. 
p. b, where the root was not »acute«/glottalized, the accent tended to shift 
to the next syllable: gensg/nompl *blxy > *blъxy ̍, nompl *dvòri > *dvor 
(but gensg/nompl *a̋ˀmy ‘hole(s)’ without a change). This progressive shift 
is usually called, as already said, Dybo’s law. However, the shift to a fol-
lowing »acute«/glottalized syllable (e.g. *blxaˀ > *blъxa ̋, *nòsiˀtiˀ > *nosti), 
which seems to have been separate and earlier (and which always pro-
duced the old acute at the following syllable), is called de Saussure’s law 
(see above). The progressively shifted accent is seen in some forms (e.g., 
nomsg *blъxa ̋, nompl *blъxy ̍, *dvor, present 1sg *nošǫ̋ ‘I carry’) but not in 
others (e.g., nomsg *dvòrъ, genpl *blx, present 2sg *nòsišь ‘you carry’).106 
That is how accentual paradigm b came into existence.

5.	 Valence theory
As we have seen, the Common Slavic accentual system comprised the 

old acute (* ̋  – IPA [ˇːˀ]) and the neo-acute (* ̀ – IPA [ˇ]; * ͂ – IPA [ˇː]), with 
the circumflex (* ̏ – IPA [ˆ]; * ̑  – IPA [ˆː]) being the surface/phonetic realiza-
tion of absolute initial accent in phonologically accentless words in posi-
tions when they were not unaccented (e. g. in isolation). Morphologically 
speaking, all words belonged to one of the three accentual paradigms (see 
section 4 above) ‒ the immobile accentual paradigm a, the stem/post-stem 
accentual paradigm b and the mobile accentual paradigm c. The Moscow 
accentological school107 derives the said Common Slavic system from an 

105 Cf. Illič-Svityč 1963/1979.
106 Cf. Kapović 2015:103–134, Kapović 2020c.
107 In Balto-Slavic accentology, the role of the so-called accentological schools 

is very important. What is meant by »accentological school« is a more or less infor-
mal group of scholars, usually from the same institution/city/country, that share the 
general accentological framework. The Moscow accentological school (often abbrevi-
ated as MAS) is the most famous of accentological »schools«. Most Slavic accentolo-
gists today accept the Common Slavic accentual system reconstructed in Dybo 1981, 
based on years of previous research and ultimately on Stang 1957 and Illič-Svityč 
1963. The two most prominent scholars of the Moscow accentological school are Vlad-
imir Antonovič Dybo (1931‒2023) and Sergei Ľvovič Nikolaev (born 1954). Vladislav 
Markovič Illič-Svityč (1934‒1966) died young during the very beginning of the era of 
modern Stangian accentology. Nikolaev is especially important as the initiator of the 
new Moscovite approach since 1993, after which the classical stances on Dybo’s and 
Stang’s law were largely abandoned (Hendriks 2003 provides a very useful survey of 
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older system of dominant (+) and recessive (‒) tones, phonetically proba-
bly high and low tones respectively (e.g., Dybo 2000:11–14), not unlike the 
(Tōkyō) Japanese accentual system.

Before the accent shift of the neo-acutes (traditionally known as Dybo’s 
law) in what is to mainly become the accentual paradigm b (e.g. *žèna > 
*žena̋, *nòsiti ‘to carry’ > *nosti or *kõrļi > *korļ ‘kings’), Slavic had a sys-
tem of immobile accentual paradigm (with acute roots like *bőlto ‘mud’, 
later to be a. p. a, and non-acute ones like *sèlo ‘village’, *vĩno ‘wine’, lat-
er to be a. p. b) and mobile accentual paradigm (e.g., *zvȍno ‘bell’, *zȏlto 
‘gold’, later to be called a. p. c). 

Table 13: accentual paradigms in pre- and post-Dybo Slavic 

pre-Dybo immobile mobile
*bőlto *sèlo, *vĩno /*zvono, *zolto/

[*zvȍno, *zȏlto]
post-Dybo a. p. a a. p. b a. p. c

*bőlto *selò, *vinò /*zvono, *zolto/
[*zvȍno, *zȏlto]

Roots/stems in the immobile accentual paradigm had an inherent ac-
cent, which remained fixed throughout the paradigm and in derivation 
(gensg *bőlta, nompl *bőlta, adjective *bőltьnъ ‘muddy’, *bőltiti ‘to mud-
dy’, etc.) ‒ the accent in what is to become a. p. b only shifted to the next 
syllable later and only in some conditions/forms (e.g. *sèlo > *selò, gensg 

major changes in the Moscow accentological school approach in the 1990’s). The meth-
odology of the Moscow accentological school (certain characteristics of it have been 
criticized rather harshly by Vermeer 2001) is primarily based on careful analysis of 
data from a wide array of primary sources ‒ including various Slavic dialects (East-
ern, Western and Southern) and old texts (Old Russian, Middle Bulgarian, Old Croa-
tian, etc.). Nikolaev and associates have also been involved with fieldwork, primari-
ly in East Slavic territory, as well. The Moscovite studies are characterized by adduc-
ing huge amounts of evidence (often repeated in different works) from various Slav-
ic sources. Special attention is given to the reconstruction of accentual paradigm dis-
tribution for specific words (i.e. attributing the original accentual paradigm to ev-
ery word), while detailed phonetic reconstruction of proto-systems, questions of rel-
ative chronology or detailed studies of reflection of Common Slavic accentual system 
in various Slavic languages are rarely (explicitly) tackled. A lot of consideration (e.g. 
in Dybo 1981 and 2000) is also given to problems of accent in Slavic word-formation, 
which is very important for the reconstruction of the Balto-Slavic accentual system 
and for the valence theory. For full disclosure, the views presented in this paper are 
often close to the ones of the Moscow accentological school.
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*sèla > *sela̍, but genpl *sèlъ, locpl *sèlěxъ, adjective *sèlьskъ ‘rural’, etc.). 
Roots/stems in the mobile accentual paradigm did not have an inherent 
accent – so the forms were either unaccented (with the automatic initial 
circumflex, e.g., *zvȍno, if the endings did not »attract« the stress) or had 
end-stress (in case the ending, or suffix, »attracted« the stress, e.g., nom-
pl *zvona̋). 

Unaccented words (without an inherent accent on the root/stem and 
without the suffix or ending that »attracted« the stress, like *zvono) are 
called enclinomena, as already said, while words with an inherent accent 
(on the root/stem ‒ like *bőlto, *sèlo, suffix ‒ like *golvca,108 or ending ‒ 
like *golva̋ ‘head’) are called orthotona. The word-forms in immobile accen-
tual paradigm were all orthotona (with stem-stress, i.e. root-stress or suf-
fix-stress), while word-forms in mobile accentual paradigm had an alter-
nation of enclinomena (unaccented forms ‒ like *lovilъ ‘hunted’, i.e. *lȍvilъ, 
or *zvono, i.e. *zvȍno) and orthotona (suffix-stress like *lovti or end-stress 
like nompl *zvona̋). 

The valence theory109 tries to interpret the Slavic paradigmatic accen-
tuation (the fact that all words are divided into a few accentual patterns) 
in a simpler way and provide a phonological and phonetic analysis of it. 
According to the valence theory, all morphemes (syllables) in Slavic (and 
Balto-Slavic) were either dominant/high (+) or recessive/low (–)110 ‒ just 
like in Japanese every syllable is either high or low.111 Since most words 
are made of two or more morphemes (e.g. *zvon-o, *vod-a ‘water’, *bolt-o, 
*vorn-a ‘crow’), various combinations of dominant and recessive morphe-
mes were possible. All words could thus have: all (+) tones, all (–) tones or 
mixed (+) and (–) tones.112 The rule was that the ictus (stress) always fell 
on the first dominant/high tone in a word. If there were no dominant tones 
in a word, the word is accentless, i.e. it has no inherent accent (= no high 
tones) (3.7), which means it is either literally phonetically unaccented in 
some positions or gets an automatic falling tone (circumflex) on the abso-
lute initial syllable in other positions (see the examples in 3.7). 

108 A derivation of *golv-, without an inherent accent, and *-c-, a suffix with an 
inherent accent.

109 Dybo 1981:260‒262, Dybo 2000:11‒14. Cf. also the overview in Kapović 
2015:98‒102.

110 Cf. e.g. Dybo 1981:260.
111 Cf. in Japanese (Tōkyō) kákù (HL) ‘to write’, tàmágò (LHL) ‘egg’, kàgámí (LHH) 

‘mirror’.
112 Note that in this article, for reasons of simplicity, we operate only with + and 

‒ and not with the concept of secondary dominant morphemes (+) (for which cf. e.g. 
Kapović 2015:175–177).
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If we take the roots *zvon-, *vod-, *bolt- and *vorn- that we mentioned 
above and the endings *-o (neuter o-stem nominative singular) and *-a 
(feminine ā-stem nominative singular & neuter o-stem nominative plural), 
we can divide them (disregarding the glottalization) into dominant ones 
(roots: *bo̟lt-, *vo̟rn-, ending: *-a̟) and recessive ones (roots: *zvo̠n-, *vo̠d-, 
ending: *-o̠). The dominant morphemes (roots and endings) »attract« the 
accent, while the recessive do not.

Table 14: examples of pre-Dybo Slavic with the traditional accentual 
notation and reconstruction, as well as with valences and realistic Proto-

Slavic reconstruction

traditional 
reconstruction

traditional 
(IPA)

realistic 
Proto-Slavic

(IPA)

valences 
(traditional 
reconstruc-

tion)

valences 
(IPA)

realistic 
Proto-Slavic + 
valences (IPA)

*bőlto *bǒˀlto *bǎˀlta *bő̟lto̠̠ *bóˀltò *báˀltà
*sèlo *sělo *sěla *sè̟lo̠ *sélò *sélà

*vőrna *vǒˀrnaˀ *wǎˀrnāˀ *vő̟rna̟ *vóˀrnáˀ *wáˀrnā́ˀ
*zvȍno *zvôno *zwâna *zvȍ̠no̠ *zvònò *zwànà
*voda̋ *vodǎˀ *wadā̌ˀ *vo̠da̟̋ *vòdáˀ *wàdā́ˀ

As already noted (see the introduction to this paper), while closer to the 
actual forms that can be reconstructed, the realistically reconstructed Pro-
to-Slavic looks very different than the actually attested Slavic languages. 
Traditional reconstruction, close to Old Church Slavic, is not as precise 
but is much closer to what is actually attested in Slavic. Similar to that, tra-
ditional accentual reconstructions represent later Common Slavic forms, 
close to later reflexes in various Slavic languages/dialects, which have, so 
it seems, coexisted for some time with the valences (old high and low to-
nes). Thus, * ̋ was probably a high rising glottalized accent, the neo-acutes 
were low rising tones, while (phonetic) circumflexes were low falling to-
nes. Also, unstressed syllables were also either high or low. At a later sta-
ge of Common Slavic, valences (distinctive high and low tones) disappea-
red, just like the glottalization, and only the three prosodemes (acute, neo-
acute + the automatic circumflex) were left.

While the previous table (table 14) had the aim of showing the connec-
tion of traditional accentual reconstruction and the valences, in the next 
table (table 15) we shall show different stages which can tentatively be re-
constructed from Proto-Slavic to late Common Slavic, with an emphasis 
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on changes (with as realistic reconstructions as possible) from a system 
with valences (high and low tones) through a transitional system to the 
»classic« late Common Slavic system with the five prosodemes:

Table 15: stages of Slavic accentuation

Proto-Slavic early Common 
Slavic

late Common 
Slavic

valences + + ‒
glottalization + +/‒ ‒
Dybo’s law ‒ ‒ +

‘mud’ *ba̟ˀlta̠ *bő̟ˀlto̠ *bőlto
‘village’ *se̟la̠ *sè̟lo̠ *selò
‘crow’ *wa̟ˀrnā̟ˀ *vő̟ˀrna̟ *vőrna
‘bell’ *zwa̠na̠ *zvȍ̠no̠ *zvȍno

‘water’ *wa̠dā̟ˀ *vo̠da̟̋ˀ *voda̋

As we have already said, the accentual system of Proto-Slavic with the 
valences was somewhat akin to Tōkyō Japanese, with every syllable/mor-
pheme being dominant/high or recessive/low (with the additional possi-
bility of prosodic glottalization in all long syllables). In late Common Slav-
ic, the system was was very different and consisted of two distinctive pros-
odemes (the rising/acute and the rising/neo-acute, discounting the auto-
matic falling/circumflex accent) which appeared only in accented sylla-
bles (the stress was free, alternating and unpredictable). In the transition-
al phase, in early Common Slavic, one can suppose the coexistence of both 
of these systems ‒ the valences were still present (e.g. non-accented syl-
lables were still either high or low), but new prosodemes (the acute and 
neo-acute) already appeared (prosodic glottalization might have still ex-
isted, but perhaps only as part of the »old acute« and not in unstressed po-
sitions113). Typologically, this can be compared to modern Neo-Štokavian 
system, where the falling and rising prosodemes coexist with high and 
low tones, e.g. krȁva ‘cow’ is HL, while dàska ‘board’ is HH.114 In an even 

113 Note that it is difficult to know when exactly the possible glottal phonation di-
sappeared ‒ the reconstruction in the table should be taken as provisory and illustrative.

114 Stressed syllables (e.g. the first syllable in krȁva ‘cow’, dàska ‘board’) are high, 
while the posttonic syllable is low after the falling accent (e.g. the second syllable is 
krȁva is low), but high after the rising accent (e.g. the second syllable in dàska is high), 
cf. e.g. Kapović 2023:244‒245.
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later stage of Common Slavic, the circumflexes became real tonemes (and 
not just automatic realizations in accentless words when they were not un-
accented) and the valences were completely lost. These phases of develop-
ment of Slavic accentuation can be summarized like this:

1)	 all morphemes H or L + glottalization (potentially in all long syllables)
2)	 all morphemes H or L + glottalization (potentially in all long syllables) 

+ acute/neo-acute distinction115 in stressed syllables (circumflex is au-
tomatic in accentless words)

3)	 all morphemes H or L + glottalization (only in long stressed syllables 
potentially) + acute/neo-acute distinction in stressed syllables (circum-
flex is automatic in accentless words)

4)	 acute/neo-acute distinction in stressed syllables (circumflex is automa-
tic in accentless words)

5)	 the distinction of acute, neo-acute and circumflex in stressed sylla-
bles116

6)	 various developments in separate Slavic dialects/languages

One other way in which one can partly understand this early Common 
Slavic system is by comparing it with more complex tonal systems, such 
as the ones in e.g. Cantonese (which had falling and rising tones in vari-
ous heights) and Vietnamese (which had various falling and rising tones 
together with various phonations such as glottalization). The old acute 
and neo-acute were originally always dominant, but could have also been 
recessive after the progressive shift of the neo-acute (Dybo’s law – e.g. 
*nò̟si̠li ̠ > *no̟s̠li ̠ ‘carried’) and the retraction of the accent from the weak jer 
(Ivšić’s rule – e.g. *da̠stь̟̀ > *dã̠stь̟ ‘gives’).

115 The old acute being the dominant glottalized stressed syllables and the neo-
acutes the dominant non-glottalized stressed syllables.

116 This is the system that is classically reconstructed for Common Slavic (often 
dubbed Proto-Slavic).
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Table 16: Tentative typological comparison for early Common Slavic 
complex prosodemes

prosodeme117 description typological comparison

*ě̟̋ high rising 
glottalized tone

Vietnamese ngã [˧ˀ˥] = 3ˀ5/4ˀ5]

*ě̠̋ low rising 
glottalized tone

Cantonese 5th tone [23] + glottalization

*è̟/ě̟̃ high rising tone Cantonese 2nd tone [35]

*è̠/ě̠̃ low rising tone Cantonese 5th tone [23]

*ȅ̠/ě̠̑ low falling tone Cantonese 4th tone [21]

It is impossible to know what the exact tone values were, e.g. whether a 
rising tone was 35 (mid to high) or 24 (low-mid to high-mid), etc., just like 
we cannot really know what was the exact difference between the »acute« 
and the »neo-acute« rising tone ‒ these could have been different rising 
tones (like 45 and 24) or perhaps the crucial differences was in glottaliza-
tion. It is also possible that the distinction was different in different peri-
ods and in different dialects.118 All typological similarities stop with the 
comparison of specific tonemes. Cantonese and Vietnamese have a typi-
cal East Asian complex tone system with every syllable having a certain 
tone (Vietnamese, unlike Cantonese, also exhibits certain phonations with 
some tones ‒ not only glottalization), while Common Slavic was in a tran-
sition phase from a Tōkyō Japanese type of accent (with all syllables being 
high or low) to a more European pitch-accent system (with different tones 
in stressed syllable only). Thus the said tonemes from table 16 occurred in 
early Common Slavic only in specific conditions (and at specific periods): 
a) in the syllable with the first high tone in a word (old acute * ̋, like *bő̟lto̠, 
and the pre-Dybo neo-acute *`/* ͂ , like *sè̟lo̠ and *vĩ  n̟o̠, before their pro-
gressive shift), b) in the first syllable of words with all low tones (circum-
flexes * ̏, * ̑ , like *zvȍ̠no̠ and *zȏ̠lto̠ ‘gold’), c) in the first glottalized (»acut-
ed«) high syllable after a high syllable in the case of the progressive shift of 
the neo-acute to a following glottalized (»acuted«) syllable (de Saussure’s 
law ‒ e.g. *žè̟na̟ˀ > *že̟na̟̋ ‘woman’), d) in any syllable after the first high 

117 Jat is used for illustration purposes only.
118 Cf. e.g. the situation in modern Neo-Štokavian, where the distinction betwe-

en falling and rising tonemes can be quite phonetically different in different Neo-Što-
kavian dialects.
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one after the progressive shift of the old neo-acute (Dybo’s law like *sè̟lo̠ > 
*se̟lò̠, *nò̟si̠ˀlъ̠ > *no̟s̠lъ̠), e) in a low tone before a weak originally accented 
jer (like *rě̠x̟ ‘I said’ > *rě ̠̃xъ̟). In the table, we present only the glottalized 
(»acute«) low (recessive) prosodeme that appeared secondarily ‒ after the 
progressive shift of the neo-acute (Dybo’s law) ‒ however, originally there 
was also a »recessive acute« (low glottalized tone) which later yielded  
* ̑ in first syllable (i.e. in all-low tone words), e.g. accsg *ga̠ˀlwā̱n > *gȏlvǫ.119

As we have seen, the ictus (stress/accent) was on the first dominant 
(high) syllable/morpheme, e.g. *bő̟lto̠, nompl *bő̟lta̟, nompl *zvo̠na̟̋, *bő̟lti ̟ti ̟ 
‘to muddy up’, *zvo̠n ̟ti ̟‘to ring a bell’, etc. If all syllables were recessive, 
the form was an enclinomenon (phonologically accentless and in some po-
sitions indeed phonetically unaccented, but phonetically with an initial 
circumflex if it could not have really been unstressed, e.g. in isolation): 
*zvȍ̠no̠, *sy̠̑nъ̠ ‘son’. The whole idea of the valence system is to explain the 
peculiar features and alternation of the traditionally reconstructed Common 
Slavic accentuation through original inherent prosodic properties of each 
morpheme (dominance = high tone and recessiveness = low tone). Thus, all 
Slavic morphemes can be divided into dominant and recessive. So which 
morphemes were dominant and which were recessive from a point of view 
of the traditionally reconstructed Common Slavic accentuation?

Dominant morphemes were: 
a)	 roots of immobile a. p. (a/b) (e.g. *kő̟rva̟ ‘cow’, *sè̟stra̟ ‘sister’) 
b)	 stress-»attracting« endings in mobile a. p. c (e.g. *-a̟ in *no̠ga̟̋ ‘leg’) 
c)	 stress-»attracting« affixes in combination with recessive roots (e.g. 

*no̠žı ̟̋ca̟ ‘little leg’) 
Recessive morphemes were: 

a) roots of mobile a. p. c (e.g. *no̠g- ‘leg’) 
b) unaccented endings in mobile a. p. c (e.g. *-ǫ ̠ in accsg *nȍ̠gǫ̠); 
c) unaccented affixes in combination with recessive roots (e.g. *sy ̠̑no̠vъ̠ 

‘son’s’) 
In forms with dominant roots (like *se̟l- ‘village’ or *ko̟rv-), the valences 

of other morphemes were irrelevant ‒ the stress was on the dominant root 
regardless of the nature of following morphemes (suffixes and endings). 
In forms with recessive roots (like *no̠g- or *go̠lv- ‘head’), the valences of 
other morphemes determined the accent (the ictus was on the first domi-
nant morpheme). Thus, the paradigmatic mobility/immobility of a word 
depended on the inherent prosodic characteristics of all its morphemes. 

119 Cf. e.g. Dybo-Zamjatina-Nikolaev 1993:16–17, Kapović 2015:142–148.
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According to MAS, this system of high and low tones was still a real 
phonetic phenomenon (together with the separate prosodemes: acute, 
neo-acute and circumflex) in a stage we have called here early Common 
Slavic, which is seen in the way these dominant/high and recessive/low 
tones influenced various phonological and morphological changes in Sla-
vic120 – e.g., the development of post-tonic121 and final syllable length.122

This system in which all morphemes were either dominant or recessive, 
however, seems to have been starting to get some cracks in it already in 
Proto-Slavic. Ideally, one would expect all morphemes to have a more or 
less random distribution of dominant and recessive valences like the roots/
stems (of nouns, verbs and adjectives) did ‒ e.g. *bo̠g- ‘god’, *zi ̠m- ‘winter’, 
*pe̠k- ‘bake’ and *bo̠s- ‘barefoot’ were recessive and *ko̟ń- ‘horse’, *ko̟rv- 
‘cow’, *mo̟g- ‘can’ were dominant. But from what we can reconstruct, this 
was not the case, at least not at later stages, for prefixes/prepositions and 
postpositive clitics and for compounds. A couple of prefixes were domi-
nant and acute (*vy̋- ‘out-’, *pa̋- ‘fake’, *pra̋- ‘Ur-’), but all other verbal pre-
fixes (like *na-, *po-,*vъ-, *pri-, *sъ- etc.) and prepositions (like *na ‘on’, 
*po ‘upon, at, for, after’, *vъ ‘in’, *pri ‘at’, *sъ ‘with’ etc.) were recessive 
(i.e. they did not »attract« the accent), which does not look as if it were 
the original situation –one would expect some of them to be dominant123  
(note, also, that all dominant prefixes, mentioned above, like *vy̋-, are glot-
talized). Cf. e.g. *na ̮ ry̋bǫ ‘for fish’, *nȃ ̮ zemljǫ ‘onto the ground’, *na-pojti 
‘to give water’ but *vy̋dati ‘to give out’ (Russ. výdať). The accent in prep-
ositional *naròdъ ‘people’ and *podòba ‘manner’ type derivatives is usu-
ally fixed on the root that comes after the preposition (*-ròdъ, *-dòba), re-
gardless of the original root stress (*rȍdъ, *dȍbь ‒ a. p. c), which one may 
take as the original generalization of dominant prefixes in such deriva-
tives (e.g. *na̟ro̠dъ̠, *po̟do̠ba̟), but it is more likely that generalization of 
the short neo-acute on short roots (e.g. in *naròdъ) and of the old acute on 
long roots (e.g. in *obőrna ‘defence’ ‒ cf. *bõrnite ‘y’all defend’, a. p. b) is 
of later origin and has nothing to do with the valences, especially since we 
find the same type of generalization in compounds like *bos-o-nògъ ‘bare-
foot’ (cf. the recessive root in *noga̋ ‘foot’, a. p. c) and *gol-o-bőrdъ ‘bare-
faced’ (cf. the recessive root in *borda̋ ‘beard’, a. p. c). One could hypothet-

120 Kapović 2015:102.
121 Cf. Kapović 2015:503–511.
122 Cf. e.g. Kapović 2020e:331–334.
123 There may be a couple of remnants of this, with the (long) reflexes of appar-

ently dominant prefixes in some verbs, like Neo-Štokavian nástojati ‘to strive’ (Old 
Czech nástáti), Old Czech záviděti ‘to envy’, Ukrainian nenávydity ‘to hate’, etc. Cf. 
Dybo–Zamjatina–Nikolaev 1993:41, Nikolaev 2013:176‒177, Kapović 2015:4581662.
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ically suppose here that the compositional *-o- was generalized as domi-
nant (and that words like *bosonògъ would be due to Dybo’s law124) but it 
is not clear why that would be so, nor would that explain the unetymolog-
ical generalized acute on long roots (as in *golobőrdъ). While words like 
*naròdъ and *golobőrdъ do go against the valence principle, it seems that 
this is due to a younger (post-valence) generalization of accent (i.e. of *` on 
short and *  ̋ on long roots125). 

Unlike prefixes, which tend to be recessive (with the exception of *vy̋-,  
*pa̋-, *pra̋-), suffixes have the expected distribution ‒ some are recessive 
(like possessive *-ov-), some are dominant (like *-c-). The same goes, as 
we have seen, for endings ‒ some are recessive (like neuter *-o), while 
others are dominant (like feminine *-a̋). However, it seems to be differ-
ent with enclitics, i.e. postpositive clitics ‒ usually particles, but also some 
pronominal forms. Though one would expect some of them to be recessive 
(and thus not attracting the stress after all-recessive words) and some of 
them to be dominant (thus attracting the stress after all-recessive words), 
that is not the case. We have already mentioned the so-called Vasiľev-
Dolobko’s rule,126 where the accent shifts to a what would otherwise be 
an enclitic after all-recessive words. This seems to be confirmed by exam-
ples from some Old Russian and Middle Bulgarian manuscripts (Dybo 
1981:48‒49),127 e.g. Old Russian128 dar žè, gněv bò, korenь bò, mirъ tì, stra-
nu tȗ, vrĕmę žè, Middle Bulgarian běsъ žè, gněvъ žé, mir tȋ, slovo žè, vraʒi žè, 
zǫby žè, etc.129 This phenomenon can also be seen in the accentuation of 
definite adjectives in a. p. c, e.g. *mȏldъ ‘young’ but *moldjь < *moldъj 
(with a retraction from the weak jer) (Russian molodój); by forms like *dnь 
‘day’ but *dьnsь < *dьnьs ‘today’ < ‘this day’ (again with a retraction 
from the weak jer) (Štokavian dialectal danȁs > Neo-Štokavian/standard 
dànas, cf. also Neo-Štokavian nòćas ‘tonight’ < dial. noćȁs, jesènas < dial. 
jesenȁs ‘this autumn’ and Russian nočés’, osenés’); Russian forms like dia-

124 From the supposed earlier *bosònogъ, which would later yield *bosonògъ by 
Dybo’s law.

125 Cf. more details in Kapović 2019:108‒112.
126 Cf. Dybo 1981:47‒54 for discussion, examples and further references.
127 These phenomena are primarily found in the Old Russian dialect of Čudovskij 

novyj zavet, eastern Bulgarian dialects from 13th to 15th century, and in remnants in 
Serbian texts from the 15th century (Dybo 1981:47).

128 Various symbols for stress position are just graphic variance.
129 When both proclitics and enclitics appear, the accent again tends to be on the 

enclitic, e.g. Old Russian vъ vrěmę sè, ot grada žè, i sami tę́, Middle Bulgarian ni kako žè, 
kъ zlatu žè, ot světa žè, bez straxa bȏ, etc.
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lectal/older ródil ‘gave birth’ but rodilsjá130 ‘was born’ (*rȍdilъ ‒ *rodilъ ̮ sę̍); 
by the already mentioned definite forms like Bulgarian nosə̀t (from *nȍsъ ‒  
*nosъ ̮ t), etc. Originally, such enclitics could surely have been both reces-
sive and dominant. However, in opposition to proclitics and verbal pre-
fixes which mostly became recessive later, enclitics (like *že, *bo, *ti, etc.) 
originally tended to become generally dominant, thus attracting the ac-
cent when coming after the accentless c-forms ‒ this phenomenon was 
then preserved in some Old Russian and Middle Bulgarian dialects in gen-
eral and in remnants elsewhere in Slavic (paradigmatically most conspicu-
ously in definite forms of a. p. c adjectives).

Abbreviations
accsg ‒ accusative singular
datpl ‒ dative plural 
dial. ‒ dialectal
fem. ‒ feminine
genpl ‒ genitive plural
gensg ‒ genitive singular
instrpl ‒ instrumental plural
instrsg ‒ instrumental singular
locpl ‒ locative plural
locsg ‒ locative singular
nompl ‒ nominative plural
pl. ‒ plural
sg. ‒ singular
3sg ‒ third person singular
Blg ‒ Bulgarian
Croat. – Croatian 
CSl ‒ Common Slavic
Cz ‒ Czech
Čak. – Čakavian 
Kajk. – Kajkavian 
OCS ‒ Old Church Slavic

130 Cf. Dybo 1981:48.
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Pol. ‒ Polish
PSl ‒ Proto-Slavic
Russ. ‒ Russian
Slk ‒ Slovak
Sln ‒ Slovene
Štok. – Štokavian 

† ‒ dead/extinct language
< > ‒ orthographical form
/ / ‒ phonological form
[] ‒ phonetic form
* ‒ reconstructed form
** ‒ impossible/imaginary form
>, < ‒ yields (regularly/phonetically)
~ ‒ connected/related to
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O rekonstrukciji općeslavenskoga naglasnoga sustava

Sažetak
Cilj je rada rekonstrukcija općeslavenskoga naglasnoga sustava. Nakon 

uvodne rasprave o praslavenskom i općeslavenskom, naglasak se stavlja na 
razmatranje razlogâ za rekonstrukciju općeslavenskih prozodema, uključuju-
ći njihovu provizornu fonetsku narav. Zatim se raspravlja o naravi rekonstru-
iranoga sustava, uz neke tipološke usporedbe i različite moguće interpretaci-
je toga sustava u različitim razdobljima.

Ključne riječi: općeslavenski, praslavenski, akcentuacija, prozodija, rekon-
strukcija

Keywords: Common Slavic, Proto-Slavic, accentuation, prosody, reconstruc-
tion




