Prosodic variation of the English word in terms
of bilingual lexicography
Ludmila Minaeva

This paper has two aims. One is to present a detailed analysis of prosodic variation of
the English word in the theoretical framework of lexicological phonetics. The second
is to show how this aspect of lexical variation of the word can be treated in bilingual
lexicography.

The reason why people speak of «phonclic sciences» in the plural is that the «ex-
pression plane» of language consists of a variety of different phonations. Of those
spcech sounds in the ordinary sense, as well as the different voice modulations,
mainly as the «soul» of syntax, were most fortunate. They form the backbone of
«sound» linguistics —sound in the fullnes of the word’s ambivalent acceptations.

This state of affairs naturally raiscs the question: why is it that linguists have
shown, comparatively speaking, less interest in the «phonetics of the word»? This does
not mean to say, of course, that the expression plane of the «lexis» has been completely
unattended to. We possess almost exhaustive studics of phonotactics as part of mor-
phology. We are well versed in the accentual patterns of different types of words. But
very little has so far been achieved to demonstrate (the way it has been done for syn-
tax) the dialectic unity of phonic expression and semantic content of the Word.

This is the gap lexicological phonetics is intended to fill. Lexicological phonetics
is that branch of linguistics which concentrates on the prosody of lexical units in dif-
ferent speech situations. It studies various phenomena of sound with the help of
which the semantic structure of lexemes as well as their inherent and adherent con-
notations are rcalized in speech. Its method consists in considering the flow of speech
from the point of view of those units which are defined as words in the written form
of language and marked off by spaces in traditional orthography. It goes without
saying that the investigation of the phonetic behaviour of words is always carried out
against the background of more general characteristics of different registers.!

Lexicological phonetics proceeds from the assumption that the word is a bilat-
cral unit and its lexical meaning is a reverberation in the human consciousness of ‘ob-
jects’ of reality (phenomena, relationships, qualities and processes) which becomes a
fact of language because (and only when) a constant and indissoluable connection is
established between the reverberation and a certain sound (or sound complex, or
‘caul’). Otherwise stated, the meaning of the word depends on its sound caul. The
latter is indispensable not only because it is the physical expression of the content and
the vehicle for communicating it to other people, but also because without it the
given lexical meaning could not come into being, exist and develop.?

Since words have so far becen studied in their standard orthographic form, which
does not allow for the representation of prosodic parameters, it has been assumed
that semantic variation of the word does not lead to any changes of the expression
plane. The sound caul scems to remain identical irrespective of the fact that the word
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is used in different meanings. But if this is belicved to be the case, then the basic pre-
misc that the word is a unity of meaning and form has to be rejected.

Lexical phonetic investigations, however, have shown that the expression planc
of the word is not indifferent to its semantic modifications,? for example:

1. a/ delicate; - «fine, exquisite»:
I"Delicate - lace ruffles - fell over the - lean - yellow hands | that were overt -
laden with rings.ll
b/ delicate, — «requiring careful treatement or skillful handling»:

II' T have ‘come to consult you on a - very %‘(‘)—‘;Vi‘fy—‘ matter.||

2. a/ to move; - «1o change position in motion»:
NIt was/calm and'not a - leaf_ moved.l
b/ to move, - «to affect with pity»:

3. a/ viper| - «a poisonous snake»:
[I'I" think this-snake is a‘viper, | but I'm notssure
quickly
b/ viper; — «a wicked or ungrateful person who does harm 1o others»:
Il con'sider you alviper, |1'look upon you, /Sir, as a’'man who has - placed him-
self beyond the - pale of society by his most atdacious, diseraceful and jbhg-
mingble: public conduct.|

The first example in cach set illustrates a prosodically ncutral semantic variant of
the word under analysis, while the second one compriscs a prosodically marked se-
mantic variant. It follows that the correspondence between the content and expression
of the word can be established by means of what can be described as prosodic variation.

The main types of lexical variation have been described by V. V. Vinogradov, Al
Smirnitsky, Olga Akhmanova and other Soviet linguists. They have worked out a con-
sistent theory of various departures from the presumed one-to-one correspondence of
expression and content within the same word —that is violations of the «law of the
sign»— without imparing the word’s globality as a scparate lexical unit.* It has been
shown that phonetic and morphological variants arc not directly correlated with se-
mantic ones. Prosodic variants, on the contrary, are determined by semantic variation.

Although the number of English words displaying regular prosodic variation is
fairly great this phenomenon has been ignored by lexicographers. At the same time it
is generally recognized that the dictionary should include any type of information if it
is lexicographically significant.® In what follows I shall point out and comment on tho-
sc areas of lexicopgrahic activity where prosodic variation becomes relevant to dic-
tionary-making.

As is well known, the semasiological analysis of a word grows into a problem
when the word has more than one meaning. To solve it polysemantic words are split

3. Vorobjova, Galina, 1978, Minajeva, Ludmila, 1982, pp. 41-42, 51-59.
4. Vinogradov. V.V, 1944, Smirmitsky. A.L., 1955, Akhmanova, Olga, 1957.
5. Apresyan, Y.D., 1988.
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up into constituent meanings indicated in a dictionary by means of Arabic figures, the
division being based on an exhaustive study of different context in which the word
may or does appear. But, as has been shown above, semantic modifications of the
word may be signalled by its prosodic variation as well. It follows that prosodic
variation together with the contextual criterion can help the lexicographer to draw fi-
ner distinctions between the different lexical semantic variants of words. The follo-
wing example will illustrate this statcment.

The basic nominative meaning of the verb «to pray» is «to commune with God»
and is expressed colligationally by means of absolute syntactic position, for instance:

IThey tknelt down and\prayed.ll
II'pray - every morning.|l
Do you/oflcn ‘pray?l

Then comes the meaning «offer thanks. make requests knowns, which is con-
fined to the colligation to pray for smth/ smb, for example:

IIT tprayed for for\givcncss.ll
The imother-prayed for her baby.i

Here we can observe an interesting interaction of colligation and collocation.
Subtle modifications of meaning depend on the words which are brought together in
the same colligation.

The two meanings discussed above are not prosodically marked. The situation is
drastically different in the case of prays «to ask snb for a favour». This meaning finds
its manifestation in the colligation to pray smb for smth/to do smth, for example:

I} Ipray you to - think again.|l

IWe IBI&Y_ you 1ol show mercy.ll
slowly N

The meaning in question is gencrally accompanied by the marked prosodic
variant. Modifications of loudness and pitch movement accompanicd sometimes with
slow tempo and breathiness make the word used in this meaning stand out in the flow
of speech.

If we compare the pronunciation of prays and pray, «a formal request equivalent
1o please» we shall sec that the prosody of the word under analysis has changed once
again:

IPray,'ask the - lady to - come out here.ll

“what
slowly

IlAnd ‘may ™ know, pray, , lady has the - credit of inépiring -

‘such réflections?!l

The semantic debasement of pray, finds its immediate manifestation in modifi-
cations of prosodic paramenters: prayy does not carry a stress of its own and clings, as
it were, either 1o the preceding or the following word.

The example with «pray» was adduced to demostrate the lexicographic rele-
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vance of prosodic variation of polysemantic words at the preliminary stage of diction-
ary making —in semasiological analysis. But not only that: the evidence of this and
many other examples of the same kind justify us in stating that the word’s prosodic
variation should be indicated in its dictionary entry. Indced, if dictionarics register the
phonemic structure and typical colligations of the word, why not describe its prosodic
variation which is part and parcel of the word’s expression plane?

It should be emphasised in this connection that prosodic variation should be first
and foremost indicated in dictionaries meant for forcign lcarners of languages. It goes
without saying that one cannot learn a foreign language unless onc is awarce of all the
finer nuances which are not readily deducible from the written form of texts, and,
consequently, are too frequently overlooked. Lexicography can help learners to
bridge this gap.

Of course, one cannot deny that the indication of pronunciation in dictionaries
(especially in billingual dictionaries) is no easy task, and there are always many techni-
cal problems.® But if what we are after is an active dictionary for the foreign learner the
indication of pronunciation is by no means of secondary importance, because, as is well
known, lexicography exerts a great influence on the teaching of foreign languages.

The matter is further complicated by the fact that the prosody of the word de-
pends to a great extent on its syntactic position, register of speech, various pragmatic
factors. But it does not mean that prosodic variation doces not lend itself to genera-
lization. At this point, however, one important principle that is implicit in our ap-
proach to the study of the expression plane of the word must be made explicit.

The concept of prosodic variation is based on the assumption that «the con-
tinual, all-cmbracing, purposeful interplay of invariants and variations proves to be an
essential, innermost property of language at cach of its levels».? As far as the content
plane as the word is concerned the invariant-variant rclationship is expressed by
means of the opposition meaning vs. uses, where meaning is thought of as the inva-
riant and uses of the word-variants. The word’s expression plane displays a similar op-
position. It will be helpful at this point to Jay side by side several sentences, which will
illustrate the aforesaid opposition:

I. vitaly - «of or concerned with or essential to organic life»:
1. 1IHis vital.energies werc disappearing,|l
2. IIHe was'lucky that the.bullethadn’t.entered a.vital organ.ll
3. IIvs hopeless, | he is'wounded in a.vilal\parl.ll

I1. vital, - «<supreme, indispensable»:
1. lIThe pe'rmit and the.dig were 'tod yita) for him to 'take the ch\ancc.ll
2. It was to overlooking ‘this vital point that myown downfall in. Leices-
ter Square was.due.ll
3. UThis is of "yital inlporlance.ll I Iwish to.sec the.man who.packed my
things.ll

It does not require a very close examination to see that there is a drastic dif-
ference between the two scts of examples insofar as their prosody is concerned. The

6. Various aspects of the problem are discussed in detail in Piotrovsky, T.. 1987. Sce also
Abercrombie, D., 1978.
7. Jakobson, R.. 1985, p. 85.
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nominative («of or concerned with or essential to organic life») and the nominative-
derivative («supreme, indispensible») meanings of the adjective «vital» can be distin-
guished because of the accompanying regular prosodic modifications. Within each set
the examples, though not identical in their suprasegmental arrangement, have one
thing in common. When used in the nominative meaning «vital» does not violate the
laws of syntactic prosody, whereas the nominative-derivative meaning is invariably
accompanied by the modifications of suprasyntactic prosody. Otherwise stated, the
prosody of the word varics a good deal from onc context to another, and between dif-
ferent syntactic positions, but it is cvidently neutral in the former case and emphatic
in the latter one.

Thus. there is every reason to state that the prosody of the word obeys the
general rule of linguistic variation: the prosodic invariant which corresponds to a
meaning of the word can be «destilled» from the innumerable prosodic variants ser-
ving as the expression plane of concrete uses of the word in the same meaning.

I shall not attempt to further explicate the theory of the word’s prosodic varia-
tion and confine myself to its lexicographic aspecl. My concern at present is the indi-
cation of prosodic invariants in bilingual dictionaries.

The lexical phonetic research in the prosodic variation of different classes of
words has made it possible to establish at Icast five prosodic invariants which create
the opposition of unmarked, neutral and marked types of prosodic variation.

Neutral prosodic variation should not be indicated because it is determined not
by the semantics of the word but by its syntactic properties.

As far as as unmarked variation is concerned it is represented by what can be
described as «zero prosodic invariant» (Ply) which is observed when the word in one
of its meanings has no prosodic contour of its own and «clings» to the preceding or
the following lexical unit. A case in point is «prays» adduced above.

The zero prosodic invariant is also typical of «oh», «ah» and «well» when they
function as vocal pauses rather than interjections, for example:

1. 1IOh, ‘lhal’s\nonscnsc,/Algy.ll
2. I'Have yousstudied that card?lWell, \tell me,l'does-anything/strike you
about it?ll -
3. WA, 'what’s inithe bottle, boy?ll
-

It does not require a close examination to sce that in these sentences «oh», «ah»
and «well» are prosodically suppressed: they have no stress of their own and are pro-
nounced very quickly and softly. The effect produced is that of a parasitic sound.

Marked prosodic variation is represented by three invariants: positive (PI.),
negative (PL.) and intensifying (PI,). All the three invariants are marked because they
make the word stand out in the flow of speech. But the prominence of the word is ex-
pressed by different invariants differently.

The positive prosodic invariant (widened pitch range, emphatic pitch movement,
increased loudness, slow tempo) is the expression plane of those meanings which are
inherently charged with meliorative expressive-emotional-evaluative overtones. Thus,
for istance, the nominative meaning of «advantageous», «bcautiful», «charming», «to
delight», «excellent», «fun», <happy», «perfect», «remarkably», «<superb», «wonderful»,
etc., and the nominative-derivative meaning of «angel», «(o bless», «gailant», «galaxy»,
«<honey», «10 love», «sweet», etc., are accompanicd by the positive prosodic invariant.
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We deal with the negative prosodic invariant when we come across those mean-
ings of words which are endowed with pcjorative expressive-cmotional-evaluative
overtones. Thus, for example, the expression planc of the nominative meaning of «ab-
surd», «cowardice», «horrible», «filth», «insolent», «miserable», «odious», «ugly»,
«wickedness», etc., and the nominative-derivative meaning of «bitter», «dry», «cold-
ness», «ghastly», «hollow», «morbidness», «terrible», «swine», ctc., can be described
in terms of the negative prosodic invariant —narrow pitch range, emphatic pitch mo-
vement, increased loudness, slowed-down tempo, tense articulatory setting.

The intensifying prosodic invariant (raised placing of the tonc in pitch range and
slow tempo) can be observed in words like «absolutely», «enormous», «entircly»,
«huge», «mighty», «totally», «utterly», etc.

The prosodic invariants described above can be indicated in the following way.
In an English-Russian dictionary:

precious /'prefes/ 3. 1. OPATOLEHHBIN; ~ stone JPATOLIEHHBIN
KAMEHb. 2. Pl+ TIOPOI'OM, JIIOBUMBIM; his devotion is very ~ to me S
OYEHb LEHK Ero® TIPEJAHHOCTI. 3. Pi- MAHEPHO-
U3BICKAHHBIM 4. Plx 2MQIL-YCHI. ABCOJIOT HbIH,
COBEPIWEHHDI; do not be in such a ~ hurry! HE HECUTECB ClIOMSI
ronoBy!

In a Russian-English dictionary:

COKPYUIATH., COKPYUIMNTD. (BH.) 1. smash (d) 2. (QI'QPYATE.) PI_
distréss

The indication of prosodic invariants becomes particularly important when dif-
ferent meanings of the Russian head word arc translated by means of the same
English word because they signal the semantic diversity of the latter, for example:

JOPOIOM I. (IOPOIOCTOSIIMI) dear, expensive 2. (JIUMBIN)
PI+ dear, Pl+ darling

In cases of this kind prosodic invariants help the user to gain a deeper insight
into the polysemy of the English word.

The facts and suggestions outlined in this paper are aimed at presenting the
problem and describing possible ways of its solution. Lexical-phonetic study of the
English vocabulary, which is still under way, yields evidence of a sufficiently substan-
tial nature that there are prosodic modifications of the word correlating with its cer-
tain semantic features. Prosodic variation of the word is an issue of considerable de-
licacy. But even at the present stage of investigation there are grounds for looking
more closely at this phenomenon in terms of both lexicology and lexicography.
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