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On the Pronunciation and the Development
of the Proto-Indo-European Sibilant */s/

Aurelijus Vijiinas
Indo-European Studies
University of California
Los Angeles

§1. If one looks for a description of the articulation of the sibilant /s/ in the handbooks of Indo-European
linguistics, one will find a very simple one: the sibilant /s/ is often described as “dental” or simply as a
“sibilant”, and is sometimes compared with the sibilant /s/ of the well-known modern languages, such as
English, French and German."

How precise is such a description?

It has to be noted that in none of the languages listed above the sibilant /s/ is strictly “dental”. In linguistic
handbooks, the articulation of the sound [s] is usually described as dentialveolar, alveolo-dental,
dental-alveolar, or simply alveolar.> Therefore, the term “dental” used in historical handbooks is obviously a
simplification.

§2. Since Proto-Indo-European only possessed one sibilant phoneme, it did not contrast with any other
sibilants, which, as a rule, are articulated in the alveolar ridge region. Thereforé, the precise specification of
the place of articulation may appear irrelevant and, since s is alveolar in most of the modem major
Indo-European languages, also the Proto-Indo-European /s/ is normally reconstructed as such. However,
when one studies the phonological system of the modern Indo-European languages in more detail, one finds

a noteworthy situation: First of all, dental /s/ appears to be extremely rare (Polish has an apico-dental /s/, cf.

! Cf. B. W. Fortson IV (2004: 55), M. Meier-Briigger (2000: 94), E. Tichy (2000: 26), O. J. L. Szemerényi (1996: 51), R. S. P.
Beckes (1995: 124), Th. V. Gamkrelidze and V. V. Ivanov (1995: 100), M. Mayrhofer (1986: 118), H. Krahe (1985: 75-6), Y.
Savéenko (1974: 71), A. Meillet (1964: 95), W. P. Lehmann (1955: 2ff) and others. In addition to the PIE */s/,
Gamkrelidze/Ivanov also posit the phonemes */¢/ and */$°/ (1995:108).

2 For a more detailed discussion of the articulation of s, see P. Ladefoged and 1. Maddieson (1996: 1454%)).

2



2—F T I EESUER D SCERF BT 4
==2—XL % —No.18

Ladefoged/Maddieson 1996: 164). In other languages, the sibilant /s/ is alveolar, but in most cases, whenever
a language possesses an alveolar /s/, it also has a prepalatal fricative /. Such are many modem
Indo-European languages: English, French, Lithuanian, Russian, German, standard Portuguese, Italian,
standard Norwegian, etc.

The situation is rather different in languages which possess only a single sibilant. In such languages, their
only sibilant generally is a postalveolar [§] (also denoted as [§] and in other ways).® Within the

Indo-European language family, such languages are Icelandic, Castilian Spanish, Greek, and Danish.

§3. The articulation of the postalveolar [§] significantly differs from that of the alveolar [s], the former
occupying an intermediate position between the “hissing” [s] and the “hushing” [§]. It is therefore often
described as “hissing-hushing”. During the articulation of [§], a much larger air channel is formed than the
one formed during the articulation of the alveolar [s]. However, it is smaller than that of the prepalatal [S].

A comparable postalveolar [§] can be observed among various non-Indo-European languages that
possess poor sibilant systems, cf. the articulation of /s/ in Finnish, Central and Eastern Inuit (Canadian
Inuktitut and Greenlandic),* and in at least some Polynesian languages (e.g., Samoan),” to mention a few. In
all these languages, their only fricative s is realized as [§]. Postalveolar /s/ [§] has also been postulated for the -
ancient stages of Korean.®

Therefore, based on what has been said in the preceding paragraphs, it is tempting to reconstruct the
single Proto-Indo-European sibilant /s/ not as a dental or alveolar *[s], but rather as a postalveolar *[3].

§4. In fact, such a reconstruction was already suggested by A. Martinet half a century ago (1955: 2361F.),

but it is nowhere mentioned in the modem handbooks. Also suggestions by other scholars that the

3 To denote the retracted variety of /s/, M. Joos used the symbol [s ] (1952), and D. Q. Adams used the symbol [S] (1975).

* For a description of the Greenlandic /s/, see W. Thalbitzer (1904). Thalbitzer used a symbol [¢] to transcribe the Greenlandic
sibilant.

5 Cf. V.D. Arakin (1973).

¢ Cf. H. M. Sohn (2001).
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postalveolar [§] must have been more widespread in the medieval times than today have mostly been
neglected. In 1962, A. Galmés de Fuentes’ argued (in my view, persuasively) that the Latin sibilant /s/ must
have been realized as [§]. Galmés de Fuentes based this view on an extensive study of the phonological
development of sibilants in all Italic dialects, described in his book “Las sibilantes en la Romania”.

1t has also been known for a long time that the medieval German pronunciation of the inherited
phoneme /s/ was different from what it is today. The medieval German /s/ is often described as a sound
“between [s] and [3]”, or a retracted s. That the pronunciation of the inherited s must have been different from
the new old High German sibilant [s] <z/zz> that arose via assibilation from an older affricate [ts] is implied
by a very low number of scribal errors and suggested by the use of the symbols <s> and <z>to repnesent the
sounds [§, Z, &] resp. [s, z] in several medieval Slovenian manuscripts (X-XI c)

In the course of the development of the German language, the inherited retracted sibilant partially
merged with the new alveolar s, and partially with the prepalatal shibilant [3] that started developing in the
latest stages of Old High German (around XII c.), cf. Modern German Schnee ‘snow’ [3-] < *snaiwa- [§-]
resp. ist ‘is’ (3. sg.) [-s-] < *ist [-§-], etc.

§5. The reconstruction of the Proto-Germanic */s/ as a shibilant can also find support in the
Scandinavian branch. Although already Martinet pointed out in his “Economie” that Danish possessed a
retracted [§] as its only sibilant,® his observation never acquired much attention, and the evidence of the
Scandinavian languages has largely been neglected in the study of Indo-European sibilants.

It has to be pointed out that beside Danish, also Icelandic possesses a retracted [§] as its only sibilant.

There are good reasons to assume that Old Faroese, a close relative of Icelandic, once had the same sibilant

7 For a discussion of the Old High German /s/, see J. Schatz (1907), L. R. Zinder and T. V. Strojeva (1965), R. Kolari¢
(1967), S. Pirchegger (1968), H. Penzl (1971), H. Eggers (1977), etc.
8 Martinet, loc. cit. Notation mine.
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system as Icelandic.” The Icelandic s normally reflects the Proto-Germanic *s; therefore, since there is no
evidence that the pronunciation of the Icelandic /s/ has ever changed, there is a good reason to think that it
has retained its original Proto-Germanic pronunciation.

The Icelandic evidence is very important, since Icelandic is in many respects extremely archaic.
Combined with the Old High German evidence, Icelandic makes a good case for the reconstruction of the
Proto-Germanic /s/ as a shibilant.

§6. A few words need to be said about the articulation of sibilants in Greek and in Anatolian. The ancient
Greek /o/ is normally assumed to have been dental, but, as was said above, this is only a term of convenience.
However, when one looks at the modern Greek /o/ which directly cénﬁnues the ancient Greek /o7, it appears
to be a postalveolar sound. Since the modem Greek /o/ reflects ancient Greek /o/, this implies that the
ancient Greek /6/ may have been postalveolar as well. Such a view becomes especially plausible when
Greek is compared with Italic and Germanic languages discussed in the preceding sections."

The Anatolian situation at first sight appears much less clear. In handbooks, the pronunciation is either
not discussed, or speaks in favour of the dental /s/ 1! However, as we see from the cuneiform writing system,
it is constantly represented by <§>.

Against the pronunciation [§] speak several factors. First of all, Hittite proper names containing sibilants
are sometimes transcribed with <s> in languages that possess a preplatal /¥/, cf. ancient Egyptian spellings
like <Mrse> ‘Mursili§’, <Hitsr> “Hattusili§’. The reconstruction of the single Anatolian sibilant as [§] is not
favoured by language typology either, as languages with such phonological systems do not occur.

Conversely, some scholars claim that Hittite /s/ was dental namely because of the Egyptian spellings

shown above and such Hittite spellings as <azzikizzi> /ad-ski-tsi/ ‘eats continuously’ (< virtual *Id-ske-ti).

® Modern Faroese possesses two sibilant phonemes, viz. /s/ and /3/. The phoneme /¥ is relatively recent, and has developed out
of the consonant clusters sk, sj and in several other positions (e.g., geisli ‘ray’ [°gai§;1]). It is noteworthy, that the phoneme /s/ is
normally realized as [§].

1 Greek ¢ in many instances reflects stops, affricates and consonant clusters, cf. Téoc0ipeg ‘4° (< *etur-), but /o/ of
whatever origin merged together into [§].

11 Cf. J. Friedrich (1960: 32), C. H. Melchert (2004: 579).
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Neither of these arguments in favour of the alveolar [s] pronunciation is really trustworthy. As far as the
Egyptian spellings with <s> are concerned, it is quite common that native speakers of languages that possess
both [s] and [§] perceive the postalveolar [§] as [s]. Therefore, the value of the ancient Egyptian spellings
becomes nearly negligible. As for the Hittite spellings like <azzikizzi>, they are practically unusable as well,
since the cuneiform writing system would have been unable to spell out any difference between an alveolar
affricate [ts] and a postalveolar [t3]. Moreover, the precise pronunciation of the Hittite affricate /2l itself is not
known. The only thing that we can be fairly sure about is that the symbols of the <z> series represented an
affricate of some sort ([ts]?, [t§]?).

§7. In conclusion, I would like to say that there are good reasons to revise the reconstruction of the
Proto-Indo-European sibilant /s/, reconstructing it as a retracted postalveolar shibilant [S]. Originally
proposed by Martinet, this theory finds further support from subsequent studies of the articulation of sibilants

in various medieval European languages, as well as typological comparison.
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