Observations on the Littera Rule
Michael Weiss
Department of Linguistics, Cornell University
ECIEC XXIX, Cornell University, June 19, 2010

I.  Most historical grammars of Latin mention the phenomenon variously called the littera rule
or the Iuppiter rule. But the formulations are divergent.

A. Rix 1998:625

D.

Formulation:

Examples:

Comments:

Long vowel plus singleton consonant can be replaced by a short vowel
plus geminate.

Osc. tt-perfect from reinterpretation of past participle
Lat. cantasso-type.

No phonological or tempero-spatial restrictions, applies to both Latin
and Oscan.

This is pretty much the view of Szemerényi 1953 etc. too.

Meiser 1998:77

Formulation:

Examples:

Comments:

Sihler 1995:224

Formulation:

Examples:

Comments:

Janssen 1952:24

Examples:

Long vowel plus singleton consonant can be replaced by a short vowel
plus geminate.

Liippiter < Lupiter

littera (It. lettera) < litera
Varre ~ varus ‘bowlegged’
narro ~ gnarus.

Incomplete diffusion of innovation; internal borrowings from sociolect.

Certain words show lengthening of a consonant, with shortening of the
preceding vowel if long.

Luppiter < Inpiter
littera < litera, OL leitera < *leyt- ‘scratch’
mitto ‘send’ < *mito?

Since more geminates are found in inscriptions and graffiti (LITTVS,
SVCCVS) and Consentius stigmatizes fotfus long consonant versions
were low class, but the Romance reflexes generally point to the
etymologically correct version.

Neutralization of quantitative correlations before geminates:

littera ~ litera,

littus ~ litus,
Luppiter < Inpiter,
Maybe mitto ~ mis.



F. Sommer-Pfister 1977:106, 155

Formulation: =~ When a consonant was geminated after a long vowel, the vowel was
sometimes shortened.

Examples: Liippiter < Lupiter,
littera (Fr. lettre) < litera < leitera.
cippus (It. ceppo) < ceipos, vgl. CEIP(OM) CIL I 5

Comments: No clear phonological conditioning except that the long vowel targeted
for shortening must be stressed.
Many cases of geminate and singletons side by side especially in later era
suggest that expressive gemination is involved, e.g. cippus, but hardly
littera.
Usually one form is generalized. So muccus, cippus etc., but baca (bacca
Priscian 11 47, 5) siicos (SVCCOS CIL 111 188, late); parret ~ paret (Fest. 247
‘in formulis’) ciipa "vat’ and cuppa ‘cup’ with two forms specialized in
two meanings.

Leumann 1977:183

Formulation: In the case of consonant gemination of the voiceless stops after a long
vowel the vowel was probably shortened.

Comments: Romance evidence is not always available. Since long vowels from

diphthongs are subject to this phenomenon, it must have happened after
monophthongization, i.e. after 200 BCE.

Weiss 2009:144 (following in part Benedetti 1996)

Formulation:

Examples:

Comments:

When a diphthong ei or ou is followed by a single voiceless stop, the
outcome is either a long monophthong plus a single stop (e.g. *deuko >
douko > diico) or a short monophthong plus geminate stop.

Tuppiter ~ Iipiter

suppus < soupos, cf. Umb. sopo-
mitto < meito

littera < leitera

No examples with real long vowels.

II. What is the Iuppiter-rule?

A.

On the face of it the rule looks like an argument in favor of a CV tier of representation
since it can easily be formalized in those terms:

VVC —>VCC

1. But as we will see the facts are complicating.

Phonetic free variation? Unlikely.



C.

Would a language with contrastive geminates and contrastive long vowels
permit free interchange of realization?

What about cases like miilus ‘mule’ vs. miillus ‘mullet’ the two contrasts of which are
reflected in Cat. mul vs. moll.

Why aren’t there more examples?

Irregular sound change (i.e. failed lexical acquisition)? Unlikely.

1.

Unlike other typical examples.

D. Some mixture of sound change, dialect mixture, and hypercorrection.

[II. Pursuing the Sound Change Hypothesis.

A. Collection: All sequences of V:C classified according to origin of V: and type of C.

B. Exclusions:

1.

7.

Voiced stops and the glides are excluded because Latin does not have
underlying morpheme internal voiced geminates or glides.

Long vowels in derivational morphology

Words with productive morpheme boundaries (potus, crimen)
Iconic words

Retained diphthongs au and ae

Original geminates that have undergone reduction ammentum (Old Ms.) ~ amentum
(most Romance)

Post-classical forms. Cut-off: end of 2™ century CE:

IV. Collection and Classification

A.

No occurrence after non-high vowels of any origin followed by voiceless stops:
p t k
1° 2° Uncert. | 1° 2° Uncert. 1° 2° Uncert.
a | rapum, papilio dater, cratis saturnus | dcer graculus
scapus matirus, pratum mdceria
vates! mdcero
pac-
e | repo letum meéta creta fect
métior quiet-, iect
rete’
o | populus, copia otium ocior cocio croco
scopa, sopio | copula
opilio

! With recognizable morpheme boundary: gratus, latus, frater, mater.
2 From Gaul. brica; spelling with cc is worthless.
* With recognizable morpheme boundary: ceterus.




B. No occurrence after any vowel followed by nasal

1° 2° Uncert.
am clamo,fama lama, contamind, trama
ramus, squama
an anus, granum, canus, fanus, panis inanis rana, ganea
ianus, lana, mane,
mano, Sanus, VANus
em femina, semi- temo, clemens racemus
en fenus, lenis* penis, venum nénia ,véna , venor
om comis, como pomus, Roma
on -0 conor, pone idoneus
pono, vonis
m cimex, bimus, limes mus, lima
Itmus, limen Itmus (slime),
limax rima, STnus
n clino, vinum crinis, pinus ltnea, linum

opinor

dimus, iimentum
lamen, pumilio
rimor, piimex
spima

an iino, degino
frantscor, lina
clanis, fanus
anus, ciinae
flinis, miinus

haimanus, plama
pamilus, riima

am famus, iimeo

riina, iniperus

C. No occurrence after non-low vowel of any origin followed by liquid (including r from *s)

1° 2° Uncert.
orig. R r<*s orig. R r<s
er | heres, serius feriae® pomerium feralis, seria
Ver-, Verus
el felix, celo prelum, anheldre feles, véles
telum, velum
or morus, ora or-, ror- coram gloria
ploro mor-, flor-
ol colum moles proles, toles solus, praestolor
dolium solor
i stiria oTrus, vlr dirus, ltra Spiro hira
mIrus
i filius bilis, filum lilium, 1lia
vilis, pila hilum, miles
pilo, lex
miluus
ar diirus obtiiro miir-, pir- citria, laridus riir-, pririo obsciirus, siira
ptrus, firina MArus 7ro, cira
al miilus, Talius adiilor
piilex
faligo
uligo

1. In this class there are alleged cases of the littera rule, but they don’t stand up to
scrutiny.

a. fello ‘suck’ is well attested inscriptionally, survives in Romance’ and the

* With recognizable morpheme boundary: plenus.

® With recognizable morpheme boundary: donum.

® With recognizable morpheme boundary: spera.

7 A derivative fallata/ fellats survives in some Central-southern dialects in the meaning ‘pecora giovane’ but the quantity
reflected by the vowel of the first unstressed syllable is not clear.



etymological source is certainly felo, but this is a good case for “affective”
gemination.

b. A byform of filigo, viz. fulligo is attested in the glosses (CGL 2.74.11),
but CGL 3.563.59 has folliginem and 3.612.10 has foliginem. This is not just a
simple case of o for u, because Sardinian has Camp. foddini Log. foddine and this
cannot be from fulliginem but only folliginem. The other supposed reflexes of
fulliginem (OSp. follin, Sp. hollin, SItal. fuddisini (Lecce; Rohlfs 1966:310)) are
ambiguous.

i.  fulrgo is continued in Ital. filiggine, Engad. fulin

ii. There is no evidence for fulligo in Classical Latin.

iii. Itis a pretonic u and contrasts with the very solid survival of invariant milus,
pilex in Romance. If it is old we might have expected the mamilla rule to have
affected it.

iv. Contamination with pulligo, ferrugo, pollinem, or calligo?®

C. High vowels (by monophthongization or original!) followed by voiceless stops show

“variation”.
Occurrence Non-Occurrence
it vitta lit-, pituita ritus, t1tio, vitis” | 2 fitilla, nttor, vito
eit littera’®, mitto, glittus clitellae, ITtus™
ik — ficus™
eik — B dico, licium, mica, picus, spica, vicus, 1co, tricae, vicent, vicus
ip scipio, stipo™
eip cippus, lippus ripa
u:p cuppa citpa®”
oup iuppiter,”® suppus, cuppes
u:t mutto' miito, britus praepitivm'™
out futtilis, guttur, gluttio, gluttus
oit miito, mituus glﬁten, sciitum, titor
wk 1
ouk succus, muccus, tucca diico, biicetum, biicina, biicula, liic-, lticus, fiicus
oik — polliiced

8 See Meier 1950. There is a lot of contamination between fuligo, caligo, aerugo, albugo, pulligo and aurigo. Burdy and
Brugmann 2003:55 suggest contamination of the Sardinian forms with poddini.

9 with recognizable morpheme boundary: vita; of uncertain etymology: mitis, invito, irrito.

10 1ztteris Diom. (Keil 1.470.1) called a cretic referring to V quantity. Geminate t first in CIL 1%.203.10.

" littus in deteriores.

12 Of uncertain etymology: mica, licium, pica, convicium, rica, sica.

13 Possibly siccus if from *seiko- as Fortson 2008 argues. However, the evidence for a root *seik- ‘dry’ distinct from *seik"-
‘pour’ is pretty scant. The YAv. forms haécah- ‘dryness’ and hiku- ‘dry’ are hard to separate from the verb us haecaiia-
which supports the semantic development from ‘cause to pour off’ > “dry out’. V. 5.2. yat us vito zqm haecaiiat “until the
wind dries out the earth’

14 Of uncertain etymology: vipera.

15 ciipa ‘cask’(Fr. cuve, Sp. cuba, is ultimately related to cuppa ‘cup’ (Ital. coppa, Fr. coupe, Rom. cupa ) but they are
synchronically different word. The exact etymon (*kiipa or koupa) cannot be established with certainty but *kiipa is more
probable. Cf. Ved. kiipa- ‘pit’, OE hjjf ‘hive’. The form piipa, of uncertain etymology does show the littera rule (puppa: Ital.
poppa, etc.); uncertain etymology: pupus, rupes, scupus.

16 Earliest 37 CE (CIL 2.172).

17 But mutto could be affective gemination.

18 Of uncertain etymology: indiitiae, briitis, confiito, iiiturna, liitum, mitulus, mitus.

19 Of uncertain etymology: eriica, sambiicus.



D.

a followed by r shows “variation”

Occurrence | Non-Occurrence

Original r From s

narro, parret | paret ara, areo, larua,mar>,!

1. narrois very difficult to explain away. Contrary to Weiss 2010:150 it seems
implausible to derive narro from gnaruro rather than directly from gnarus. Furthermore,
in Sardinian only the infinitive narre < *narVre has a geminate. All other forms have a
single r: naro, naras, etc.”

2. Beside (ap)paret ‘appear, obey’ there is good evidence for the form parret. Festus p. 262 L

Parret, quod est in formulis, debuit et producta priore syllaba pronuntiari, et non gemino
R scribi, ut fieret paret, quod est invenitur; ut comparet apparet.

a.

This is crucial evidence both for shortening of the a—from producta priore syllaba
pronuntiari we can infer that the incorrect pronunciation had a short a—and the
gemination of the r.

This spelling is confirmed by inscription evidence: Tab. Contreb. (87 BCE) SEIITA
[P]JARRET EEI IVDICES IVDICENT / SALLVIENSIBUS RIVOM IVRE SVO FACERE LICER[E] SEI NON
PARRET IVDICENT IVRE SVO FACERE NON LICERE ; HEp. 1611 (IVDEX ESTO QUIEQVIT PARRET
E LEGE); EDR079322 (Pompeii, 52 CE)

E. afollowed by I shows no certain cases

Occurrence Non-Occurrence

allium ?calligo ? talea, talio, talis, squalus,caligo

ala, mala, malo, malus, palor, palus,
qualum, talus

1. Alleged cases:

a.

alium (CIL 4.2070) beside allium (CIL 4.5746) attested since 1°' CE could be for
*alljum. Cf. aAAnp . Aaxavov ITaloi possibly reflecting an Osc. *allo and the
stigmatized form aleum (Porph. Hor. Epod. 3.3 etc.) reflecting an incorrect
restoration of the vowel.

Calligo (AProb. caligo non calligo), is late: Romance descendents confirm /I but
are uninformative about vowel length (Nuor. gaddindzu ‘the staggers’, Port.
caligem ‘fog’ (partly learned vs. caigeira ‘fog’ < *caliginaria)

20 With recognizable morpheme boundary: carus, rarus, clarus, gnarus, varus; baro, glarea without good etymology.

21 Contrary to the Forcellini, OLD, and De Vaan sarig, sometimes written sarrio does not have along vowel. The Romance
reflexes continue a single r; garrio could be from *gario, but also *gario. Possibly also squarrasus connected with squamasus.
Of uncertain etymology: laridum.

2 See Wagner 1962:156. But naro could be backformed from the infinitive narre.



F. Explanations of Alleged cases

1.

Affective gemination:
flaccus, floccus, pappa, puppa, dam(m)a, totus (late gemination but no shortening)
Bad, late spelling

dlucindri (Il bad very late spelling)

baca (Fr. baie, OOc. baga, It. bacula; cc spelling late)

braca (bracca, late and bad spelling)

guitus (guttus bad spelling, folk-etymological influence of gutta ‘“drop’ Siebert 1999:32)

mantisa (Etruscan, single example of mantissa (Petr. 65.10) probably corrupt, see
Smith 1975:184.)

omdsum ~ omassum ‘ox’s tripe’ (Gaulish loanword; ss could be original (*om-astu?),
but only 1x in CGL V.377.8)

strena (direct Romance descendents reflect single n; Ital. strenna possible from
*strenwa, Fr. étrenne replaces OFr. estreine)

Geminate original

anguilla (It. anguilla, Sard. ambidda, Romance evidence for singleton scant, see
Corominas s.v. anguila)

Apenninus (Appeninus original; single p Sent. Minuc., 11. 5803 Iguvium; geminate p
CIL 03.12576, Dacia 2™ cent., CIL 8.7961, CIL 11.1147,Veleia 2" cent.,)

Messala (< Messalla < *Messanla cognomen given to M. Valerius Corvinus for
relieving siege of Messana)

mustella (Il and [ pretty well attested, Romance continues mustela and mustella, e.g.
OFr. mostoile; Suffixwechsel; See Schaffner 2006)

flamma (flama CIL 1.2504a.3 defective spelling)

Bad etymologies

pannus (unclear if connected with Goth. fana, n-stem, perhaps *pan-n-o-)

parricida. (no certain etymology. The single r spellings may simply be archaic
survivals from before the introduction of geminate spellings.)

penna < *petna

pullus < *putslo-

stlatta ‘cargo-boat’ has noting to do with Iatus ‘broad’. Instead cf. Olr. slat ‘rod, lath’,
W llath < *slatta (Watkins apud Joseph 1986:121)

Etruscan transmission
creterra (Breyer 1993:196). Cf. Vibenna for Etruscan vipina
Gemination no good evidence for shortening

Supposed capo probably to be read as cappo  (Ital. cappone, etc.); capus (assumed long
but only attested in prose Varro Columella); concipulare shows short a

vacca (cognate with Ved. vasi, no evidence for 1)

nasum probably /nassum/ NAssO (CIL 4.3204, 12.2778, 2960) no clear evidence for
long vowel. < *nas-s-o- derivative of s-stem created on analogy of other head-part
words?



IV. Conclusions: there are two parallel but separate rule: the littera rule and the narro rule.

A. The littera rule: A long high vowel from either an “original” long vowel or an

[a back] diphthong followed by a singleton voiceless stop may be reanalyzed as a short
vowel followed by a geminate voiceless consonant.

B. The narro rule: a long low vowel followed by a single r may be reanalyzed as a short
vowel followed by a geminate r.

C. Why two separate rules? Any rule that would be broad enough to capture the littera rule
and the narro rule would have to include everything in between a high vowel and a low
vowel, and between voiceless stop and a liquid, but precisely those sequences are not
affected.

V. Analysis
A. Limitation to high vowels is paralleled in Cologne German Velarization

MHG VVT > VKK > VK but only for high vowels (Ségéral and Scheer 2001)

sniden > finiga

briin > bruy

hiute > hyk

Contrast with retained long vowel in non-velarization contexts:

wip > vi:p

hilis > hu:s

tinvel > dy:val

B. Why voiceless stops?

1. Voiceless stops are cross-linguistically the most common geminate consonant type.
(Blevins 2008) In diachronic terms that means there are more pathways to them than
to other sorts of geminates.

2. Voiceless stops interact with vowels. In particular it is known that glides in English
and elsewhere are more peripheral before voiceless stops. F1 is frequently lower (i.e.
the glide is higher), high F2s are higher (i.e. the glide is more front) and low F2 are
lower (i.e. the back glide is more back) (Moreton 2004).

C. Gemination by preceding high vowel: LuGanda (Clements 1986)

Lusoga LuGanda
eigumba eggumba

eibeere ebbeere
eifumu effumu
eikumi ekkumi

D. Hypothesis: high vowels before voiceless stops were reanalyzed as diphthongs. Cf. the
apparent first step in the Great Vowel Shift. The hyper-peripheral glide was then
assimilated to the following stop.

T >JT>ITT

1. Non-high vowels show higher F1s before voiceless consonants (i.e. they are lower) so
the fact that they don't undergo the littera rule is predicted.



2. 1 from *oi does not undergo littera because the pathway from *oi to it was via *oe > ¢
> 1.

3. Another trace of glide peripheralization effect may be the well-known non-lenition of
voiceless stops after au (Sp. poco < paucum, etc.)

E. The narro rule must have a different explanation in detail.

1. Pure speculation: aar > aar (cf. Breaking) > arr with schwa interpreted as an allophone
of r.
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