
LECTURE 2. 

PRINCIPAL 
FEATURES OF 
GERMANIC 
LANGUAGES 



1. COMPARATIVE-HISTORICAL METHOD.

    

    With the languages having evolved with time 

due to different intercultural influences and 

historical reasons, and with the scarce, if 

any, literary monuments, it is difficult to 

reconstruct the language in its primary form. 

However, possible with the help of the 

Comparative-Historical Method. 



   The method was developed at the dawn of the 19th century 

when Europeans first found out that Sanskrit (ancient Vedic 

language of India) had much in common with the modern 

European languages. The method was first developed and 

applied to the comparison of languages by Franz Bopp, 

Rasmusk Rask, Jacob Grimm, Aleksandr Vostokov, 

Friedrich von Gumboldt, August Schleicher, Karl 

Verner, Herman Paul. This method is used to corroborate 

that languages compared are kin languages or not. If they 

are, the reconstruction of the proto language becomes 

possible when there are no written monuments. It is done in 

the following stages:



� Comparison of sounds and morphemes 
in kin languages on the basis of 
comparison of meaningful units;

� Regular correspondence between units 
compared has to be traced;

� Relative chronological correspondence 
between the phenomena under 
comparison has to be present;

� Reconstruction of the Proto form or 
pattern (archetype).



2. PRINCIPAL FEATURES OF GERMANIC LANGUAGES

1. PIE dynamic stress began to be fixed mainly upon 
the 1st syllable (root).

2. Changes of vowels:
a. Common Germanic vowelshift;
b. Germanic Fracture (deals with open/close sounds);

3. Changes of consonants:
a. Grimm's Law;
b. Verner's Law;

4. Specific morphological structure of the word;
5. Specifically Germanic system of noun declensions;
6. Strong and weak declensions of adjectives;
7. Strong and weak verbs.



3. CHANGES OF CG CONSONANTS 
A. GRIMM'S LAW – 1ST SOUND SHIFT

Jacob Grimm (1822) 
   
   discovered regular 

correspondence 
between 
Indo-European 
languages within the 
phonology with the 
help of the 
Comparative-Historic
al Method. 



� The law reflects the 
change (shift) of type of 
articulation by stops in 
Germanic languages. It 
was the simultaneous 
shift of 3 groups of stops: 
voiced, voiceless and 
aspirated.

� This shift was completed 
by 5th-beginning of 6th 
century A.D.

voiced

voiceless

aspirated



1. IE VOICED ASPIRATED PLOSIVES (STOPS) > CG 
VOICED PLOSIVES (STOPS)

bh  > b Sanskr  bhrātar  > Gt  broƀar, ME  brother  
dh > d Sanskr   medhu,  R  мёд    >    OE    medu
gh  > g PIE  *ghostis   >  Gt  gasts,  OE   giest



2. IE VOICED PLOSIVES (STOPS) > CG VOICELESS 
PLOSIVES (STOPS)

b  > p R   слабый    >   Gt   slepan
d  > t R   два    >   ME   two
g  > k R   иго     >   ME  yoke



3. IE VOICELESS PLOSIVES (STOPS) > CG VOICELESS 
FRICATIVES

p  > f Sanskr  pitar, Lat  pater  >  Gt  fadar,                                 

                                             OE   fæder
t  > ƀ Sanskr   trayas,   R   три >  Gt  ƀreis, OE  ƀrie
k > h Lat    noctem    >   Gt   nahts



b d g

p t kf ƀ h  
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gh 



B. VERNER'S LAW – VOICING LAW (CG)

Karl Verner 

1875 

discovered a law of 
phonetic change in 

PIE ˃ CG due to the 
position of stress.



    Verner noticed that in Germanic strong verbs 

� voiceless spirants in intervocal position appear in 

those cases when in Sanskrit  stress falls on the root, 

� and the voiced spirants appear when in Sanskrit stress 

falls on the ending.



� PG voiceless spirants f, ƀ, x, s in intervocal position 
and in the ending remained voiceless, if the main 
stress fell on the preceding vowel. If the preceding 
vowel was not stressed by the primary stress, the 
spirants f, ƀ, x, s became voiced > b, d, g, z.

�  f > b   Lat  cáput;  ON  hofoƀ;  Gt  haubiƀ;   OS  hōbid; 
                                            OHG   houbit (голова)
� ƀ > d   Sanskr  matār,   R мать;   OS  modár;
� x > g   Greek  dekas;   R  десять;  Gt   tigus;  
                                           ON tiger;  OE OS  tig;
� s > z 



� If an IE voiceless stop (p, t, k) was proceeded by an 

unstressed vowel, the voiceless fricative (f, ƀ, h) 

which developed from it in accordance with Grimm's 

Law became voiced, and later this voiced fricative 

became a voiced stop (b, d, g).

Eg. Greek déka;  дéсять > Gt  táihun;
       BUT: dekás; десяток > tigus



   If the preceding vowel is unstressed, s in 

Germanic languages becomes voiced, 

changes into z. Eventually this z becomes r 

in Western Germanic and Nothern Germanic 

languages. This latter change z >r is termed 

rhotacism.



COMMON GERMANIC VOWELSHIFT

   Germanic languages have some peculiarities in 

the sphere of vowel sounds, which distinguish 

them from other IE languages. Their main 

characteristic in the sphere is the treatment of 

the IE o, ā, which is called 

   Germanic Vowel Shift



              o
� IE           ˃ PG  a

              a

             o ̅
� IE           ˃ PG o ̅
             a ̅

Lat   noctem Rus  ночь˃ Gt  nahts

Lat  octo > Gt   ahtau
                                                               

Rus Яблоко > Germ  Apfel

                                                       
Lat   frāter     >    Gt    brōƀar

                      OE   brōƀor
   Lat  flōs          >    OE  blōma

Lat  māter     >     OE   mōdor

� Thus, there was neither a short o 
nor a long ā in Germanic 
languages.



GERMANIC FRACTURE 

� Fracture concerns two pairs of vowels e/i and u/o.
� An IE e in the root syllable finds its counterpart in 

Germanic i, if it is followed by i, j or the cluster ‘nasal 
+ consonant’. Otherwise the Germanic languages 
have e in the corresponding words.
               

                  PG  i   - in a narrow position (before i, j 
                                                        or nasal + consonant)
IE  i, e  

               PG  e        - in a wide position



EG.

� Lat  medius       >    OE    middle

� Lat  ventus        >    OE    wind

� Lat  edere           >    OE    etan 

� Lat  ferre            >    OE    beran   



� An IE u finds its counterpart in Germanic u, if it is 

followed by u or by the cluster ‘nasal + consonant’, 

otherwise the IE u finds its counterpart in PG o.

                 PG  u      in a narrow position (before u  
                                                    or ‘nasal+consonant’)
� IE  o, u 

                 PG  o     in a wide position



EG.

� Lat    sunus        >     OE   sunu

� Lat   ingum        >     OE   ȝeoc

� Celt   hurnan      >     OE   horn



IE & GERMANIC ABLAUT

� In all IE languages (as well as in all families of West 

Nostratic branch) there is a special kind of vowel 

alternation, usually called gradation, or ablaut. 

Eg. Russ: везу/ воз; гремит/ гром. 

� It is believed that the 3 variants of a root 

distinguished by gradation, are due to conditions of 

stress.

� IE Qualitative ablaut: e – o – Ø 
   (full stress brings about o, weakened stress e, and 

unstressed position Ø)



Class Infinitive Past Sg Past Pl Participle II

I i: ai i i
II iu au u u
III i a u u
IV i a ē u
V i a ē i

These are 5 classes of strong verbs in Gothic



� Qualitative Ablaut:  
    - e  - a                            (due to Germanic fracture and 
                                                          the vowel shift    o>a)
    - i   - a                         
                                       Gt  genum – gam;  itan - at

� Quantitative Ablaut:
    e

          Ø            bindan      -     bndans
    i            
            
   a        -     Ø               can            -     cnawan
   a        -     ā (ō)           faran         -     fōr
 
 


