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ABSTRACT

This paper aims to make a contribution to the theoretical evaluation of marginal vowels, that is, vowels
whose phonemic status may be called into question due to, among other things, their low functional load
and hence weak contrastivity, their borrowed origin or their unpredictable appearance. The example taken
is Romani, a New Indo-Aryan language which has been widely spoken in Europe and, throughout its
history, has come into contact with various languages, including Hungarian. The paper introduces new
dimensions and attempts to expand existing ones along which the gradient nature of the sounds of a
language can be interpreted, providing clues about the varying degrees to which different sounds may play
a role within the sound system.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Romani, a New Indo-Aryan language spoken outside the Indian subcontinent, is said to have a
fairly stable inventory of core vowels; on the other hand, it has also been in more or less
intensive contact with many different languages since its speakers left the Indian Sprachbund,
which has inevitably left its mark, among other things, on the vowel system. Naturally, the vowel
systems of the other New Indo-Aryan languages also underwent change, which resulted in the
six (e.g. in Nepali) to thirteen (e.g. in Sinhalese) or possibly even more (e.g. Kashmiri) vowels of
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the present day. However, the development of these vowel systems seems to have been much less
influenced by other languages (for more detail, cf. Masica 1991, 113–115). Up to the appearance
of Romani in Europe, its phonological system seems to have remained largely unaffected by
other languages, and even Byzantine Greek, which had a lasting influence on the syntax of
Romani, left its phonology almost intact, perhaps its only consequential influence being the loss
of vowel length. The languages Romani came into contact with after its dispersal in Europe,
many of which are very different from Romani typologically, enriched its inventory of sounds;
however, despite the easily perceptible phonetic differences between Romani dialects spoken
wide apart, the phonemicity of the new or modified sounds is often ambiguous when they come
under closer scrutiny.

A marginal phoneme in this context is broadly understood as any phoneme which is not part
of the basic Romani stock and, therefore, has given rise to various different attempts to cate-
gorise and interpret it from being an outlier and being swept under the carpet through taking
part in ambiguous allophonic relationships to carrying different degrees of functional load in
contrastive relationships. In this paper, the focus is on vowels which can be considered marginal
in this sense.

In what follows, I try to underscore the gradient nature of the phonemicity of sounds
through the example of Romani in contact with Hungarian. First, I give an overview of the
evolution of the five-vowel system of Romani from Old Indo-Aryan (Section 2), and then
describe the current state of affairs as regards the newly emerged vowels, focusing on the
Romani varieties in contact with Hungarian, chiefly South Central Romani and Vlax, while also
touching upon some other Romani dialects (Section 3). After discussing some of the potential
pitfalls and explanations (Section 4), I propound five dimensions along which the gradience of
sounds may be interpreted in general, and which may help handle marginal phonemes better
than categorical models (Section 5).

2. THE EVOLUTION OF THE VOWEL SYSTEM OF ROMANI

Present-day Romani stands out from the rest of the New Indo-Aryan languages in terms of its
vowel system, being the only one which contains five vowels, as opposed to a minimum of six
vowels in the subcontinent (for an overview of the vowel systems of New Indo-Aryan languages,
see Masica 1991, 109–113). The five-vowel system appears to originate from Late Proto-
Romani1 (Baló 2020, 120; Matras 2002, 58), which, in turn, goes back to the five short vowels
of the Middle Indo-Aryan vowel system (Bení�sek 2020, 28). The Middle Indo-Aryan vowel
system was a symmetrical one of five short and five long vowels (Masica 1991, 184–185). In this
respect, Romani is apparently more conservative than the other New Indo-Aryan languages,
which developed additional, phonemic vowels.

The Old Indo-Aryan vowel system had three short vowels, three corresponding long vowels
and seven vocalic segments: a, i, u, �a, �ı, �u, �e, �o, �ai, �au, r,̥ r̄,̥ l.̥ The vocalic segments are comprised
of the diphthongs �ai and �au; the phonetically purely monophthongal �e and �o, which were,

1Bení�sek (2020, 18) introduces the term Late Proto-Romani, designating what is called Early Romani by Matras (2002),
to be more “in line with practices common in historical linguistics,” and defines it as the “common forerunner of all
Romani dialects … which was followed by its split into individual dialects”.
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however, considered diphthongs because of certain sandhi rules in Sanskrit; and the syllabic
consonants r,̥ r̄ ̥ and l ̥ (for a more detailed overview, see Masica 1991, 163–166).

As Late Proto-Romani is the form that is suggested to have been spoken in the Byzantine
Empire at the beginning of the second millennium (Bení�sek 2020, 13), which coincides with the
approximate date of the beginning of what is referred to as the New Indo-Aryan stage in the
history of Indo-Aryan (Masica 1991, 50–51), it will be both convenient and satisfactory to
review the changes which the Old Indo-Aryan vowels listed above underwent to reach the
five-vowel system of Late Proto-Romani. A thorough overview of the phonological changes
shared with other Indo-Aryan languages, as well as the conservative features of and the in-
novations shown by Romani are found in Matras (2002, 30–41). A summary of the changes and
illustrative examples can be found in Table 1.

As Matras (2002, 34) explains, the short vowel /a/ was retained where it historically preceded
a consonant cluster and changed to /e/ before a single consonant, while the /a/ representing the
original masculine singular inflectional ending changed to /o/. Thus, there are at least three
different, widespread outcomes of /a/, and, in addition, there are also sporadic instances of Old
Indo-Aryan medial /a/ appearing as /i/ or /o/ in Romani (see Table 1; cf. Matras 2002, 34).
The short vowel /i/ was either retained or changed to /e/ before /r/ (Michael Bení�sek, personal
communication, 16 Feb 2024; see also Oslon & Kozhanov 2025), while /u/ was generally retained
across the board (see Table 1; cf. also Matras 2002, 39), although there may be some fluctuation
(e.g. upre/opre ‘up, above’, from Old Indo-Aryan uppari).

Table 1. Vowel changes from Old Indo-Aryan to Romani

Old Indo-Aryan Romani

a > a gharma ‘heat’ kham ‘sun’

a > e ghara ‘house’ kher ‘house’

a > o ks
_
�ın
_
a ‘worn away’ khino ‘tired’

u > u mukha ‘mouth’ muj ‘mouth’

i > i cikka ‘gummy matter in eyes’ �cik ‘mud’

i > e �siras ‘head’ �sero ‘head’

�a > a bhr�atr ̥ ‘brother’ phral ‘brother’

�ı > i j�ıvati ‘is alive’ d�zivel ‘lives’

�u > u d�ura ‘distant’ dur ‘far’

�e > e d�evat�a ‘divinity’ devel ‘god’

�o > o l�ohita ‘red’ lolo ‘red’

�ai > e n/a

�au > o g�aura ‘white’ goro ‘peasant’

r ̥ > u prc̥cháti ‘asks’ phu�cel/pu�chel ‘asks’

r ̥ > i �sr ̥_nga ‘horn’ �sing ‘horn’
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The long vowels /�a,�ı, �u/ were not affected by these changes and kept their quality, which is in
line with the assumption that length was only lost at a later stage in the history of Romani, under
the influence of Armenian or Greek, as Boretzky & Igla (2004, 34) suggest. This loss of length in
Romani also affected /�e/ and /�o/. Besides this, another, earlier source of the new short vowels /e/
and /o/, which may have contributed to their becoming potential target vowels of other vowels
shifting to /e/ and /o/ (see above), was a general shortening process which affected all Old Indo-
Aryan long vowels before consonant clusters, making them positional allophones (Masica 1991,
182). Another overall change affected the Old Indo-Aryan diphthongs /�ai/ and /�au/: they became
/�e/ and /�o/, respectively (Masica 1991, 168), which were later shortened to /e/ and /o/ in Romani.

A general change which concerns all final vowels in most New Indo-Aryan languages is their
apocope; this is usually mentioned in connection with short vowels, but as long final vowels had
been shortened, they were also lost (Masica 1991, 183, 188).

As for the Old Indo-Aryan vocalic liquids r,̥ r ̄,̥ l,̥ they were lost in Middle Indo-Aryan and
were replaced by /a, i, u/ (Masica 1991, 167). In Romani in general, the syllabic r ̥ seems to have
become /u/ after labials and /i/ elsewhere (Oslon & Kozhanov 2025). The syllabic l ̥ only
appeared in certain forms of one single, not very common verbal root, klp̥ (Whitney 1879,
10), meaning ‘order, arrange, manage’, and has no trace in Romani. Likewise, there is no
continuation of the long r ̥̄ in Romani: it only appeared in accusative and genitive (and, in the
case of the neuter declension, also the nominative and vocative) plural forms of the paradigm of
a comparatively limited nominal class, “almost entirely composed of derivative nouns” formed
with the agentive suffix tr,̥ “and a few nouns of relationship not made with that suffix” (Whitney
1879, 123). These nouns of relationship included m�atr ̥ ‘mother’, pitr ̥ ‘father’ and svásr ̥ ‘sister’;
however, the Romani words with these meanings, dad, daj and phen go back to other Old Indo-
Aryan roots.

3. THE CURRENT STATE OF AFFAIRS

Although these five short vowels have been said to be fairly stable, they have undergone certain
modification processes in the various dialects of Romani and may be realised somewhat differ-
ently, often under the influence of the contact languages, which have also furnished Romani
with new vowels. The status of both the modified and the new vowels can be rather fluid, as we
will see below.

3.1. Borrowed vowels

The front vowels /y/ and /ø/ (and their long counterparts) belong to the group of new vowels
and appear in Romani dialects in contact with Hungarian, Turkish or Albanian, among others:
Turkish köprü ‘bridge’ > Xoraxani Romani köprüs, Albanian qytet ‘town’ > Me�ckari Romani
tjüteti (Baló 2020, 122), Swedish hög ‘high’ > Finnish Romani hüøg, Swedish byk ‘laundry’ >
Finnish Romani büükæ (cf. Valtonen 1968, 1972, cited by Granqvist 1999, 48, 2002, 64).2

2The Finnish data come from Granqvist (1999, 48, 2002, 64), who cites Valtonen (1968, 1972). Valtonen (1968) also
suggests that /y/ and /ø/ were added through contact with Hungarian.
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As El�sík, Hübschmannová & �Sebková (1999, 309) explain, they are delabialised and adapted
to the conservative vowel system in what he calls Northern South Central Romani varieties, e.g.
R. bégés�i < H. bőgős ‘double bassist’ (Vl�cany, Slovakia), R. fítin- ‘heat V’ < H. fűt (Zohor,
Slovakia). This also applies to Vend Romani, where “Hungarian front labialised vowels are
generally adapted by delabialisation” (Bodnárová 2015, 93). The process is also attested in Vlax
Romani dialects in Hungary, e.g. R. kisebo ‘threshold’ < H. küszöb (Vekerdi 1985, 138–139,
collected in Esztergom, Hungary). However, this is far from being always the case. In another
tale in the same volume, told by a South Central Romani speaker, the same word appears in the
form küsöbo, without unrounding (Vekerdi 1985, 290–291, collected in Varsány, Hungary).
Examples of the retention of roundedness are not infrequent, irrespective of the specific dialect:
H. vőlegény ‘bridegroom’ > R. vőlegénjo (Vekerdi 1985, 58–59, Vlax Romani, collected in Kisp-
est, Hungary), H. gyógyfű ‘herb’ > R. dj�odjfűv- (Vekerdi 1985, 276–277, South Central Romani,
collected in Varsány, Hungary), H. gyümölcs ‘fruit’ > R. djümölc�o (Vekerdi 1985, 312–313, South
Central Romani, collected in Varsány, Hungary). The unpredictability of the delabialisation of
/y/ and /ø/ is evident from the fact that there may even be intra-speaker variation, and even
within the same sentence: trin eltenje/trin öltönje g�ada ‘three sets of clothing’ < H. öltöny
(Vekerdi 1985, 144–145, Vlax Romani, collected in Esztergom, Hungary). The unrounded form
only appears once, and it is the first occurrence of the word; this sentence is followed by more
instances of the retention of the rounded vowel by the same speaker.

The handling of borrowed vowels only occurring in loanwords is further complicated by the
fact that Romani has applied different, so-called xenoclitic (formerly referred to as athematic)
morphological patterns to loanwords, which “signal their foreign origin” (see El�sík 2020,
168–170 for more details). The “morphological encoding of the origin of lexemes”, called
“chronological compartmentalisation” by El�sík & Matras (2006, 324), marks the words out as
foreign. Labialisation, if present, is just an additional, phonological feature, as these vowels never
appear in the inherited lexicon, which has its own, dedicated, so-called oikoclitic (formerly
referred to as thematic) morphology.

3.2. On the borderline between borrowed vowels and modified vowels

As El�sík, Hübschmannová & �Sebková (1999, 308) report, the South Central Romani varieties
spoken in Vl�cany and Selice (Slovakia) took over the short open front vowel /æ/ along with
loanwords from the local Hungarian dialects, e.g. kæzdin- < H. kezd ‘begin’. This vowel corre-
sponds to Standard Hungarian /ε/ and could have been adapted to Romani /e/, as it has
happened in various other varieties. However, the opposite thing happened: the borrowed vowel
/æ/ also began to be used in various inherited words,3 e.g. khær ‘house’ instead of kher.
According to El�sík, Hübschmannová & �Sebková (1999, 308), “the phonological status of the
vowel /æ/ remains unclear: it seems that at least in a majority of the inherited words it is in
allophonic relationship with /e/,” perhaps because it often occurs in a stressed syllable before a
liquid, but there are examples in which it is followed by a non-liquid consonant, such as dæ�s

3The inherited lexicon contains Indo-Aryan, Iranian and Armenian words, as well as a significant number of Byzantine
Greek loanwords shared by all Romani dialects. The borrowed lexicon refers to loanwords acquired by the various
dialects independently, after their dispersal across Europe beginning in the fourteenth century (cf. Scala 2020 for a
thorough discussion of the composition of the lexicon of Romani; and see also Matras 2002, 14–25 and Bení�sek 2020).
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‘ten’ instead of de�s. Another source of /æ/ is also listed in the Vl�cany variety, namely the
unstressed low middle /a/ in zijæn ‘damage’ instead of zijan.

Another somewhat ambiguous allophonic situation is described by Bodnárová (2015, 89–92)
in her description of the vowel inventory of another South Central Romani variety, the Vend
dialect spoken in Kisbajom (Hungary). Both Hungarian [ε] and the short mid front unrounded
vowel [e], a prominent feature of the Hungarian dialect spoken in the region (cf. Juhász 2001,
267, 271, 275; Kiss 2006, 520–522), are taken over. When they are used in words borrowed from
Hungarian, the Hungarian distribution is copied. However, their distribution in the inherited
lexicon is more complex. Firstly, there is a tendency for complementary distribution, with the
mid variant used in the final syllable and the mid-open variant used elsewhere, e.g. edej ‘here’ ∼
[εdej]. Secondly, open [æ], which was also borrowed from the local Hungarian dialect (cf. Király
2005, 35, cited by Bodnárová 2015, 91), and open-mid [ε] are in free variation. Neither the
allophonic, nor the free variation lends phonemes to the phoneme inventory of the dialect,
which contains only one short /ε/. In addition, the reason why original Romani /e/ ends up as
one or another vowel in certain cases is not clear, cf. e.g. efta ‘seven’ ∼ [eːfta] but enja ‘nine’ ∼
/εɲa/4 (the examples are from Bodnárová 2015, 99); here, both initial vowels go back to the same
Greek, and, by extension, to the same Romani vowel.

Gabor, a Northern Vlax Romani variety closely related to Kalderash is reported to have
borrowed /ε/ from Hungarian, while also retaining the mid front vowel /e/ (Gardner & Gardner
2008, 166–167). The vowel /ε/ has also infiltrated the inherited component of the lexicon,
replacing various, morphologically definable strings containing the vowel /a/. In the nominal
system, some examples are the nominative plural suffix -ja, e.g. Kalderash5 �surja ‘knives’ ∼
Gabor �surε; the sequence -ja in the nominative plural suffix -urja, e.g. Kalderash vasurja ‘dishes’
∼ Gabor vasurε; the whole sequence -aja in feminine singular demonstratives, e.g. Kalderash
kadaja/kodoja ‘this/that’ ∼ Gabor kadε/kodε; and even the nominative plural suffix -a, e.g.
Kalderash �so�soja ‘rabbits’ ∼ Gabor s�os�ojε. Gardner & Gardner (2008) also mention minimal
pairs which are the result of this process, such as gaʒε ‘non-Romani women’ (∼ Kalderash ga�zja)
versus gaʒe ‘non-Romani men’ or medvε ‘bear’ versus medve ‘bears’ and kec�kε ‘goat’ versus kec�ke
‘goats’.6 The Gabor verbal system is also affected by the existence of both /e/ and /ε/. The
intransitive marker -(j)av- changes to -εv-, e.g. Kalderash s�îljav- ‘be cold’ ∼ Gabor s�îlεv-, and
the second person singular imperfect suffix is contracted, e.g. avεx ‘come 2SG IMP’ instead of
pavexax (cf. Kalderash avesas), contrasting with the second person singular present form avex
‘come 2SG PR’ (cf. Kalderash aves). The more open back vowel /ɔ/, also borrowed from Hun-
garian, replaces the -ava and -ova endings of masculine singular demonstratives, e.g. Kalderash
kadava/kodova ‘this/that’ ∼ Gabor kadɔ/kodɔ, and the -ava- sequence in the first person singular
imperfect ending: avɔx ‘come 1SG IMP’ instead of pavavax (cf. Kalderash avavas); however, in
this case, no minimal pairs are documented.

4Short /ε/ and long /eː/ are treated as separate phonemes, similarly to Hungarian, the contact language; see more about
vowel length in Section 3.4.
5The Kalderash data are taken from Boretzky (1994).
6The words medvε and kec�kε must have been borrowed from Hungarian; they are documented in the forms medva and
kec�ka in other Romani varieties influenced by Hungarian, such as Lovari (cf. Cech & Heinschink 2002).
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3.3. Modified vowels

A process that has affected the quality of the front vowels in various Romani dialects is central-
isation (Baló 2020, 125–126). This usually happens to varieties in contact with languages that
have either /ɨ/ or /ə/ in their inventory of phonemes or allophones. An example of the process
involving a Kalderash dialect and Romanian is described in detail by Boretzky (1991). Besides
their presence in Romanian loanwords, /i/ is replaced by /ɨ/ after the sibilants /s, z, ʃ, ʒ, t⁀s/ and
the uvular /ʀ/ in the inherited lexicon, while /e/ is replaced by /ə/ after the same sounds, but also
before the same sounds and after the velars /g, k, kʰ/. In his discussion of the phonemic status of
the centralised vowels, Boretzky (1991, 10–11) concludes that “the whole problem hinges on the
uncertainties of phonetic realisation rather than on the existence of shared or distinct environ-
ments” but finds no minimal pairs. The environments in which the two pairs of vowels appear
are only similar, and only if the inherited and borrowed parts of the lexicon are treated as one
unit, cf. gın̂dil ‘thinks’ (< Romanian gın̂di) ∼ ginel ‘counts’ (< Old Indo-Aryan grnáyati) and
mərətil ‘marries’ (< Romanian mărita) and merel ‘dies’ (< Old Indo-Aryan marat�e). Based on
this, it seems more reasonable to consider them as allophones of the same phoneme in com-
plementary distribution. Other Romani varieties provide us with no better clue, either: in North
Russian Romani, centralisation appears to be stress-dependent; in various other dialects, it may
spread to other positions, including varieties in which it takes place across the board, or,
alternatively, results in free variation (cf. Baló 2020, 125–126).

3.4. Long vowels

Generally, no phonemic status has been attributed to vowel length in Romani (Baló 2020, 126),
in particular because historically long vowels merged with their short counterparts in Proto-
Romani (Bení�sek 2020, 28), most probably under the influence of Greek, or perhaps Armenian
(see Boretzky & Igla 2004, 33–34). Some of the reasons why long vowels reappeared in various
Romani dialects listed by Baló (2020, 126–128) are compensatory lengthening and the influence
of contact languages such as Lithuanian, Latvian, Finnish, Hungarian, Slovak and Slovene.
Indeed, vowel length in South Central Romani must have developed in contact with Hungarian
and not earlier (cf. El�sík, Hübschmannová & �Sebková 1999, 310–311; Bodnárová & Wiedner
2015, 158–159; El�sík 2022, 206; Bodnárová & Wiedner 2022, 221–222).

The presence of long vowels in Hungarian loanwords was instrumental in the spread of
vowel length to the inherited lexicon, the potential processes of which are spelt out by El�sík
(2022, 204–212), who focuses his description on Selice Romani, a South Central Romani variety.
In line with Bodnárová & Wiedner (2022, 222), who partly relate the development of vowel
length in South Central Romani to stress, he also emphasises the role of pretonic lengthening
(e.g. khangerí ‘church’ > pkhang�erí > kháng�eri). He also adds several dimensions, such as the
openness of the syllable, the presence of an onset, the sonority of the coda, the labiality of the
following onset, the height of the vowel and the length of the word, along which pretonic
lengthening took place in a gradient way; hence, not every pretonic vowel is long. On the other
hand, long vowels also occur in positions which were not originally pretonic. This is explained
by analogical extension which also results in the reduction of allomorphic variation, cf. plural
akhorá ‘nuts’ > �aḱhora (and not pákh�ora), in analogy to singular akhór ‘nut’ > p�akhór > �aḱhor.
The analogical extension of vowel length in possessive pronouns and the multi-functional suffix
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-ahi in Vend Romani is described by Bodnárová & Wiedner (2015). The latter process resulted
in a functional split, with -ahi as the imperfective marker and -�ahi as the irrealis marker.
However, the marker is attached to different stems in its different functions; therefore, this
differentiation will not yield minimal pairs (see examples (1) and (2), taken from Bodnárová &
Wiedner 2015, 166):

(1) ker-eh-ahi
STEM.PRS-2SG-IMP
‘you were doing; you would do’

(2) kerd’-al-áhi
STEM.PF-2SG-IRR
‘you would have done’

One more source of long vowels is the coalescence or contraction of adjacent heterosyllabic short
vowels (El�sík 2022, 210, and see also Bodnárová & Wiedner 2015, 159). Compensatory vowel
lengthening accompanied by the loss of /j/ or /v/ is also mentioned by Bodnárová & Wiedner
(2015) and Bodnárová & Wiedner (2022), as, for example, in duj > d�u ‘two’ or avrí ‘out’ > �aŕi.
Baló (2020, 128) adds that vowel lengthening may not necessarily be accompanied by the deletion
of /v/, cf. Finnish Romani dz��uli/�c�uli/j�uli ‘woman’ but also Romungro z��uvli (< dz�uvli), while El�sík
(2022, 211–212) suggests that in certain instances, such as the perfective stem, the elision of
/v/ actually preceded lengthening, e.g. tav- ‘cook’ ∼ ptav-d- PF > pta-d- > t�a-d-; khuv- ‘plait,
weave’ ∼ pkhuv-d- PF > pkhu-d- > kh�u-d-.

3.5. Processes involving long vowels

Short vowels and their corresponding long counterparts may take part in allomorphic alterna-
tion (El�sík 2022, 193–204); some of these vowel shortening and lengthening processes are also
accompanied by some other, complementary process.

In the domain of verbs, the third-person singular and second/third-person plural future and
imperfect forms of verbs are obligatorily “syncopated”, that is, the suffixes -el and -en take the
forms -l and -n, respectively, which is accompanied by the shortening of the root vowel of
certain (but not all) verbs (see Table 2; the data are from El�sík 2022, 194).

The long vowel of a few feminine nouns is shortened in their inflectional paradigm, which
co-occurs with the appearance of a more complete form: NOM SG s�u ‘needle’ ∼ NOM PL suvja
(containing the original word-final consonant), NOM SG c��uc�i ‘breast’ ∼ NOM PL c�uc�c�a

Table 2. Second and third person singular and plural forms of the verb t�av- ‘cook’ in Selice Romani

2SG 3SG 2/3PL

present t�aves t�avel t�aven

future t�avesa tavla tavna

imperfect t�avesahi tavlahi tavnahi
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(containing a geminate consonant). Derivational suffixes also frequently trigger vowel short-
ening, particularly in nominal and adverbial bases.7

The distinction between long vowel and short vowel forms in adjectives was already noted by
El�sík, Hübschmannová & �Sebková (1999, 311), and it was described in more detail and more
accurately by El�sík (2022, 196–198). It involves the shortening of the lexical long vowel of
adjectives in attributive position (see examples (3) and (4), taken from El�sík 2022, 197, and
Table 3, based on Bodnárová & Wiedner 2022, 228):

(3) O la�cho manu�s �aja.
the good-M-SG-NOM man-SG-NOM come-PF-3SG
The good man came.

(4) O manu�s l�a�cho hi.
the man-SG-NOM good-M-SG-NOM COP-PRS-3SG
The man is good.

The phenomenon was further investigated by Bodnárová & Wiedner (2022), who also
included the long and reduced forms of the possessive pronouns (e.g. m�ıro/mro ‘my’). They
found that the distinction is motivated by the different discourse-pragmatic functions of the
attributive and predicative positions, with the long vowel forms fulfilling rhematic and the short
vowel (or reduced) forms fulfilling thematic roles. They also add that this is part of a broader
tendency to employ phonologically more complex forms in independent position and less
complex forms in dependent position, citing a few adjectives which contain a geminate conso-
nant when used predicatively, e.g. gulo ∼ gullo ‘sweet’. It is worth noting that this phenomenon
also seems to be a gradient one both geographically and in terms of the lexicon. It is very
widespread in two- and three-syllable adjectives containing an open penultimate syllable but less
so in two-syllable adjectives containing a closed first syllable. Among the varieties Bodnárová &
Wiedner (2022) look at, there is less alternation in the ones spoken in the north of Hungary, and
more in the south of Hungary.8

Table 3. Adjectives in attributive and predicative positions in South Central Romani

Attributive Meaning Predicative Meaning

Masculine singular bar-o kher big house o kher b�ar-o hi the house is big

Feminine singular bar-i b�ar big garden i b�ar b�ar-i hi the garden is big

Plural bar-e g�ava big villages o g�ava b�ar-e hi the villages are big

7It has to be noted that “although long vowels most commonly occur in open syllables, they are also well attested in
closed syllables, before both word-final and word-internal codas” (El�sík 2022, 190). An example of a verb is n�a�s- ‘run’:
3SG PRES n�a�sel, 3SG FUT n�a�sla, 3SG IMP n�a�slahi; an example of a noun is NOM SG h�ev ‘hole’ ∼ NOM PL h�evja. Short
vowels in open syllables are abundant.
8The reason why the Romani variety spoken in Nógrádszakál contains so many adjectives in which the vowel, contrary to
all expectations, is not long in any position remains to be accounted for.
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Lengthening processes include the addition of the perfective suffix, which affect several verbs
(see also above), and some nominal and adverbial derivations, affecting a few primary nominal
bases with a monosyllabic root. Adpositions and the corresponding adverbs contain short and
long vowels, respectively, and there even exist two minimal pairs: anglal “from the front of”
versus �anglal “in/to the front” and palal “from the back of” versus p�alal “in/to the back” (El�sík
2022, 189–190). There are also a few more minor instances of vowel lengthening, such as the
ones affecting some deictic forms or the transitive verbal suffix -ar-.

3.6. Interim summary

In Section 2, the Romani system of five short vowels was shown to have evolved, through various
sound changes, from the original Old Indo-Aryan vowel system, which consisted of thirteen
elements. Even among these thirteen elements we can find vowels that may be considered
marginal: the use of the vocalic segments r ̥̄ and l ̥ was rather restricted and their contrastive
nature is questionable.

The problem of marginality became even more evident in the ensuing enrichment of the
Romani vowel system, which was described in detail in Section 3, and all the examples demon-
strate that both borrowed and modified vowels pose questions regarding their status, and their
categorisation is problematic.

New vowels such as /y/ and /ø/ appeared in various Romani dialects in contact with different
languages via the borrowing of new lexical items, and, although loanwords are originally treated
morphologically differently from the inherited lexicon, the case is not so clear-cut (see Section 4).
The open-mid and near open front vowels /ε/ and /æ/, of Hungarian origin, appeared across the
board in Romani varieties as distant as the Vend and Gabor dialects, alongside the inherited
close-mid front vowel /e/, in the latter interfering even in the morphological system. In Romani
dialects in contact with languages already containing them, central /ɨ/ or /ə/ have also started to
spread as part of the centralisation process of original Romani /i/ and /e/. Finally, long vowels
reappeared in varieties influenced by contact languages in which vowel length had already been
present, and they also began to play a role in several morphophonological processes, such as the
syncopation of the imperfect forms of certain verbs or the attributive versus predicative posi-
tioning of adjectives.

4. DISCUSSION

The vowels /y/ and /ø/ were introduced as part of a foreign stratum in the lexicon (cf. Hall 2013,
237–239). In Romani dialects in contact with Hungarian, minimal pairs also arose (e.g. �s�ero
‘head’ versus s�öro ‘beer’ < H. sör in sample HU-009 in Matras & El�sík 2001–2016), and,
according to Hall (2013, 228), the existence of minimal pairs is usually considered a robust
argument for the contrastivity of two sounds. However, as shown in Section 3.1, retention of the
labial feature is far from being the only strategy, and the vowel of the very same word may be
delabialised to �sero in the speech of other speakers of the same dialect recorded elsewhere (El�sík
2009, 297). In addition, there has been interaction between the oikoclitic and the xenoclitic
compartment, mentioned in Section 3.1, and the strict morphological split has shown signs of
weakening (see El�sík & Matras 2006, 327–332; Baló 2021). As Hall (2013, 246–250) explains,
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applying a stratified or polysystemic model to the phonology of a language can be appropriate if
there are no lexical items which would cross over, but, in the Romani case, it is exactly the
borrowed elements, potentially containing front rounded vowels, to which the oikoclitic
morphology may be extended. While relegating these vowels to a separate stratum would be
convenient, as they only appear in Hungarian loanwords, there are also several counterargu-
ments: firstly, their appearance cannot be established with certainty; secondly, even if they are
labialised, there are many other borrowed words which do not contain them; and, thirdly, the
morphological behaviour of the lexical items containing them may deviate from the xenoclitic
patterns.

If we take a closer look at the vowel /ε/ in the inherited lexicon of the Gabor dialect, we see
that it evolved from a variety of segments which are, in most cases, more complex than just a
single vowel. This specific case is perhaps best interpreted through the notion of “functional
load” as described by Hall (2013, 250–252), that is, in terms of the number of minimal pairs and
information loss if the contrast were to disappear, although the lack of enough data does not
allow us to calculate either. Following Wedel, Kaplan & Jackson (2013), who find that phonemes
with a high functional load are less likely to merge over time, we may surmise that /ε/ and the
contrasts it now takes part in are here to stay. Interestingly, Gardner & Gardner (2008, 156) do
not include /ε/ in the vowel chart, only /e/, but they later refer to them as distinct phonemes
(Gardner & Gardner 2008, 166). One of the things that makes this case unique and the differ-
ence unlikely to be neutralised is the fact that, as opposed to the Vend case, it is unlikely that this
would be a case of the complete adoption of a distinction already existing in the Hungarian
contact variety (cf. e.g. Juhász 2001, 279, 296; Kiss 2006, 522, 524); rather, /ε/ was borrowed and
/e/ was retained.

Another, different way of interpreting the functionality of a specific sound is the extent to
which it is functionalised grammatically. Matras (2002, 60), for instance, reports that “morpho-
logical endings such as the terminations of demonstratives (Southern Central and Welsh
Romani) or plural markers may show consistent lengthening,” which is not unlike multiple
exponence (Harris 2017), where a single feature or function is expressed through more than one
realisation within a word. The differences in vowel length accompanying the position of adjec-
tives (see Section 3.5) represent a similar phenomenon: the position of the adjective before the
noun is a sufficient marker of the attributive function; nevertheless, it is enhanced by the
shortening of the vowel in the adjective. The lengthening of the vowel /a/ in the suffix -ahi
(see Section 3.4) is also akin to this: its position after the present or the perfective stem is already
a signal of its function, which is further reinforced by the difference in length. We may say that
the distribution of these forms of the functionalisation of vowel length is predictable, and they
are never the sole realisations of the function or feature they mark; they are bound up with other,
morphosyntacic properties of the containing element.

5. GRADIENCE

The notion of gradience (see Hall 2013, 259–262) has already been touched upon a couple of
times. Although we do not have a sufficient amount of data in the form of a robust corpus to be
able to use a model such as the Probabilistic Phonological Relationship Model (PPRM, Hall
2012), we can still attempt to make some more general inferences. The interpretation of the
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marginal vowels discussed above can be made along various dimensions, all of which are of a
gradient nature.

1. Naturally, the first dimension is the “cline” formed by five kinds of contrast, ranging from
allophonic to contrastive segments, as formulated by Goldsmith (1995, 10–11; referred to as
the “Cline of Contrast” by Hall 2013, 260).9 The only vowel that can be considered truly
contrastive is /ε/ in the Gabor dialect (see Section 3.2). In other varieties, however, it is
considered an allophone, along with /æ/. The central vowels /ɨ/ and /ə/ of the Kalderash
dialect (see Section 3.3) only appear in environments similar to the ones in which the front
vowels /i/ and /e/ appear; therefore, they tend towards the allophonic end of the scale. Based
on minimal pairs such as the one mentioned above (�s�ero ‘head’ ∼ �söro ‘beer’), the front
vowels /y/ and /ø/ may be considered phonemic. In their case, however, the second
dimension also has to be taken into consideration (Figure 1).

2. The presence of the vowel in the inherited lexicon constitutes the second dimension. The
front vowels /y/ and /ø/, if they are not delabialised, appear in borrowed words only. In
Romani varieties in contact with Hungarian, even their presence is not predictable, and it
seems to be of a gradient nature both geographically and temporally, although this is not
something that can easily be proved based on the data currently at our disposal. In any case,
these two vowels, if they occur at all, they only occur in the borrowed lexicon, and never spill
over into the inherited lexicon.10 Others, such as /ε/, /æ/ and the centralised vowels do, but
most often only allophonically (Figure 2).

3. The third dimension may be defined as faithfulness to the original form, in terms of both the
inherited and the borrowed lexicon. While the delabialisation of the front vowels /y/ and /ø/
increases faithfulness to the Romani sound system, it decreases faithfulness to the Hungarian
sound system. Conversely, the borrowing and spread of the front vowels /æ/ and /ε/, as well
as the centralisation of /i/ and /e/ decrease faithfulness to the inherited sound system, which

Figure 1. The dimension of allophony-contrastivity

9Marginal contrasts may also be better accommodated by models which take into account redundancy and frequency
effects (Pierrehumbert 2012) as well as the fact that mental representations of phonological forms are extremely
detailed (Pierrehumbert 2016, 48).

10According to Granqvist (1999, 2002), based on Valtonen (1968), /y/ and /ø/, albeit rarely, may appear in the inherited
vocabulary in Finnish Romani, e.g. phüüli ‘widow’ instead of phibli/pivli/p�ıli in other dialects, or thüøøli ‘cigarette’
instead of thuvali in other dialects.
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is further reduced if they begin to appear in more and more environments or they become
more and more phonemic (Figure 3).

4. The degree of grammatical functionalisation makes up the fourth dimension. In our sample,
with the exception of /ε/, vowel length appears to be the only feature which results in varying
degrees of grammatical functionalisation; as El�sík (2022, 193) puts it, “vowel quantity takes
part in a number of synchronic morphophonological processes.” The data presented in
Section 3.5 show that there are several morphological operations which trigger either vowel
shortening or vowel lengthening, resulting in phonological allomorphs. On the other hand,
the complete functionalisation of vowel length would be akin to base modification as
described, for example, by Haspelmath & Sims (2010, 35–39), such as palatalisation of the
final consonant in the plural formation of certain Albanian nominal classes (murg ‘monk’ >
murgj ‘monks’); gemination of a medial consonant in causative verb derivation in Standard
Arabic (darasa ‘learn’ > darrasa ‘teach’); or vowel shortening in intransitive verb formation
in Hindi (ma:r- ‘kill’ > mar- ‘die’). Such examples are few and far between in Romani: one
potential candidate is the geographically restricted pattern of the first and second person
singular possessive pronouns in Nógrádszakál Romani, where the reduced variants (mro, tro)
are used non-emphatically, while the long variants (m�ıro, t�ıro) are used emphatically: mro
kher ‘my house’ versus m�ıro kher ‘my house (not someone else’s)’ (Bodnárová & Wiedner
2022, 238) (Figure 4).

5. Finally, a fifth dimension may also be added, as the type and intensity of the expansion of the
vowel system vary significantly across dialects, with some dialects incorporating more vowels
or to a larger extent, while others may be more conservative in terms of the number of
additional or modified vowels, the changes they trigger and the morphophonological pro-
cesses they take part in.

Figure 3. The dimension of faithfulness to the inherited vowel system

Figure 2. The dimension of absence or presence in the inherited lexicon
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6. FINAL REMARKS

As Hall (2012, 2) puts it, “one of the primary criteria for determining phonological relationships
is that of predictability of distribution,” adding that there may be cases in which two sounds are
“mostly predictable, with some degree of unpredictability, or mostly unpredictable, with some
degree of predictability,” potentially wavering on the boundary of allophone and phoneme.
Through the example of various Romani dialects in contact with Hungarian, and also citing
some other Romani varieties in contact with other languages, I have attempted to complement
the existing theoretical assumptions about the notion of gradience in phonology, such as the
cline of different kinds of contrast (Goldsmith 1995) or the Gradient Phonemicity Hypothesis
(Ferragne et al. 2011) by adding new dimensions or expanding the existing ones along which
vowels can be interpreted to better explain the fact that the vowels, or indeed, the sounds used in
a particular language can play smaller or larger roles within the sound system, and while
allophony and contrastivity can be significant, they are not the only factors to be taken into
consideration.
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