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This paper focuses on a case of morphologization of vowel length found in some persons of the 
present subjunctive and present indicative forms of verbs of the first conjugation in some 
Romance varieties spoken in Northeastern Italy (namely in the Friulian variety of the Lower 
Valley of Gorto and in a surrounding area whose geographic extension is not known due to the 
limited dialetological data available). 
 
The varieties of Friulian spoken in the Lower Vally of Gorto display a phenomenon that is not 
known in most dialects of the same language: in the rhizotonic persons of the present tense in 
the subjunctive mood and the 1PS of the present of indicative of the verbs of the first 
conjugation, the stem vowel is long, while it is short in all other persons of the same tenses. 
Crucially, one should note that the length of a vowel of the stem is distinctive; for example, the 
length of the vowel of the stem is the only difference between the 3PL of the present tense in 
the indicative mood [a ̍ nadiŋ] ‘they swim’ and in the subjunctive mood [a ̍ naːdiŋ] ‘they swim’. 
 
While a satisfactory synchronic formalization of this phenomenon requires further analysis, the 
diachronic process that lead to its birth can be reconstructed with a good degree of 
approximation. The presence of the contrast between long and short stem vowels in present-
day Friulian is the effect of a series of changes that took place between the 14th and the 18th 
centuries (Maschi, 2000; Roseano, 2015). Such changes can be described in terms of analogical 
readjustments and are briefly summarized in Table 1. 
 
In the pre-change stage (14th century), only a few verbal forms displayed a long vowel in the 
stem (Table 1, left panel). This long vowel was due to a phonological lengthening process that 
has been described in detail for Friulian (Baroni & Vanelli, 2000; Finco, 2007; Hualde, 1990; 
Prieto, 1992; Torres-Tamarit, 2015; Vanelli, 1998), and that is still active nowadays. In the 15th 
century, the phonological nature of this lengthening in the conjugation of verbs started to 
become obscure due to a morphological analogical readjustment: in order to have the same 
number of syllables in all verbal forms, an epenthetic vowel was added to the 1SG of the 
indicative (Table 1, central panel). After six subsequent changes, which are not reported in 
Table 1 due to space constraints, the final result of the de-phonologization of the long vowel in 
the stem of the verb is the full morphologization of the vocalic quantity in that context (Table 
1, right panel). 
 
The final result of this process is, thus, that a feature (i.e. vowel length) that was originally due 
to a phonological process has moved from the phonological field to the morphological domain.  
 



 
 
 
 
 

 14th century 15th century 18th century 

 verb [neˈtaː] verb [naˈdaː] verb [neˈtaː] verb [naˈdaː] verb [neˈtaː] verb [naˈdaː] 

 IND SBJV IND SBJV IND SBJV IND SBJV IND SBJV IND SBJV 
1 

SG 
[ˈnet] [ˈnet] [ˈnaːt] [ˈnaːt] [ˈneti] [ˈnet] [ˈnaːdi] [ˈnaːt] [ˈneːti] [ˈneːti] [ˈnaːdi] [ˈnaːdi] 

2 

SG 
[ˈnetas] [ˈnets] [ˈnadas] [ˈnaːts] [ˈnetas] [ˈnets] [ˈnadas] [ˈnaːts] [ˈnetas] [ˈneːtis] [ˈnadas] [ˈnaːdis] 

3 

SG 
[ˈneta] [ˈnet] [ˈnada] [ˈnaːt] [ˈneta] [ˈnet] [ˈnada] [ˈnaːt] [ˈneta] [ˈneːti] [ˈnada] [ˈnaːdi] 

3 

PL 
[ˈnetiŋ] [ˈnetiŋ] [ˈnadiŋ] [ˈnadiŋ] [ˈnetiŋ] [ˈnetiŋ] [ˈnadiŋ] [ˈnadiŋ] [ˈnetiŋ] [ˈneːtiŋ] [ˈnadiŋ] [ˈnaːdiŋ] 

Table 1. Selected verbal forms in the Friulian variety of the Lower Valley of Gorto in three 
stages of the morphologization of vowel quantity. 

 
 
References 
 
Baroni, M. & Vanelli, L. (2000). The relationship between vowel length and consonantal 

voicing in Friulian. In L. Repetti (Ed.), Phonological theory and the dialects of Italy (13-
44). Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Finco, F. (2007). Fonetiche e fonologjie. In F. Fari (Ed.), Manuâl di lenghistiche furlane (47-
82). Udin: Forum. 

Hualde, J. I. (1990). Compensatory lengthening in Friulian. Probus, 2, 31-46. 
Iosad, P. (2012). A representational approach to final devoicing and vowel lengthening in 

Friulian. Lingua, 122(8), 922-951. 
Maschi, R. (2000). Morfologia storica del friulano: l’evoluzione del sistema verbale dal XIV al 

XVII secolo. Ce Fastu?, 76, 197-228. 
Prieto, P. (1992). Compensatory lengthening by vowel and consonant loss in Early Friulian. 

Catalan Working Papers in Linguistics, 2, 205-244. 
Roseano, P. (2015). Morfologia non-lineare in romanzo: la flessione verbale del friulano 

gortano. Archivio Glottologico Italiano, 100(1), 85-110. 
Torres-Tamarit, F. (2015). Length and voicing in Friulian and Milanese: Or why rule-free 

derivations are needed. Natural Language and Linguistic Theory, 33(4), 1351-1386 
Vanelli, L. (1998). Le vocali lunghe del friulano. Quaderni della Grammatica Friulana di 

Riferimento, 1, 69-109. 


