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This paper argues for an ablaut process (thematic vowel raising) targeting
the thematic vowel e of second-conjugation verbs in the present tense, as
well as in several other environments. I will argue that thematic vowel
raising is obligatory in the present tense and in the past passive participle
and conditioned by the verbal root in actor nominalization and in the
secondary imperfective. I will also show how this process provides for a
better understanding of some exceptional second-conjugation verbs, as
well as transitive softening verbs, and offer a reanalysis of some other cases
with an unexpected thematic vowel change.
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1 introduction

This paper is dedicated to the phonology of the thematic vowel in the second verbal
conjugation of Russian. The thematic vowel (boldface in examples (1-a)-(4-a)) is a vowel
of an uncertain (or varying) morphosyntactic status appearing in most Russian verbs
between the verbal stem and the past-tense suffix -l-; the choice of the vowel is determined
by the verbal root or by the outermost verbal suffix.1

(1) a. sos-á-l-a
suck-th-past-fsg

b. sos-ʲó-t
suck-pres-3sg

1conj

(2) a. pŕ1g-n-u-l-a
jump-smlf-th-past-fsg

b. pŕ1g-n-e-t
jump-smlf-pres-3sg

1conj

(3) a. smotr-é-l-a
look-th-past-fsg

b. smótr-i-t
look-pres-3sg

2conj

(4) a. lʲub-í-l-a
love-th-past-fsg

b. lʲúb-i-t
love-pres-3sg

2conj

The two Russian conjugation classes are defined by the vowel appearing between the
verbal stem and the agreement suffix in the present tense (examples (1-b)-(4-b)). The
forms in (1-b) and (2-b) illustrate the present tense of the first conjugation, where this
vowel is -e- (turning into [ʲo] under stress),2 and the forms in (3-b)-(4-b), the second
1The transcriptions below closely follow Russian orthography and do not indicate: (a) palatalization before
front vowels (/Ci/ → [Cʲi], /Ce/→ [Cʲe]), (b) various vowel reduction phenomena in unstressed syllables, (c)
voicing assimilation and final devoicing. The yers (abstract high lax unrounded vowels) are represented as
/ь/ (front) and /ъ/ (back). The letters ч (IPA [>tC]), ш (IPA [ʂ]), ж (IPA [ʐ]), щ (IPA [CʲCʲ]), and ц (IPA [�ts]) are
traditionally rendered as č, š, ž, šč, and c. Palatalization induced by the surface back vowels (orthographic
я, ю, ё) and by the soft sign (orthographic ь) is systematically represented by ʲ. Stress is marked by an
acute accent on the vowel.

2While some instances of the Russian surface [e] alternate with [ʲo] under stress, others do not. I will
disregard this complication here, but see Lightner (1965a) and Iosad (2019, 2020) for two very different
ways of dealing with it.
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2 russian e-verbs and thematic vowel change

conjugation, where this vowel is -i-. As is easy to see, while in (1-b), (2-b), and (3-b)
there is no sign of the thematic suffix in the present tense, in (4-b), where the thematic
vowel and the tense vowel are identical, the fate of the thematic vowel is not clear.

The traditional generative analysis of the first conjugation (Jakobson 1948, Halle
1963, Lightner 1965a, etc.), determined by Jakobson’s (1948) insight, is that the hia-
tus created by the thematic vowel and the present-tense suffix is resolved by vowel
deletion:3

(5) a. [[[sos-a]2-e]3-t]4 → [[[sos-�a2-e]3-t]4 → sosʲót ‘suck.3sg’ vowel deletion
b. [[[pr1g-nu]2-e]3-t]4 → [[[pr1g-n�u2-e]3-t]4 → pŕ1gnet ‘will jump.3sg’

For the second conjugation two different analyses have been proposed. Melvold
(1989) (following Jakobson 1948) argues that the second-conjugation thematic vowel
is deleted before the present-tense suffix -i- by the general hiatus resolution rule, like
in the first conjugation:

(6) a. [[[gor-e]2-i]3-t]4 → [[[gor-�e]2-i]3-t]4 → gorít ‘burn.3sg’ vowel deletion
b. [[[lʲub-i]2-i]3-t]4 → [[[lʲub-�i]2-i]3-t]4 → lʲúbit ‘loves.3sg’

Micklesen (1973), Coats & Lightner (1975), and Itkin (2007:129–130) argue, on the
other hand, that the second conjugation present-tense suffix is null, and the thematic
vowel -e- is changed to [i] in the present tense, whereas the thematic suffix -i- remains
the same:4

(7) a. [[[gor-e]2-Ø]3-t]4 → [[[gor-i]2-Ø]3-t]4 → gorít ‘burn..3sg’ vowel change
b. [[[lʲub-i]2-Ø]3-t] 4 → [[[lʲub-i]2-Ø]3-t]4 → lʲúbit ‘loves..3sg’

The goal of this paper is to support the latter analysis by providing independent ev-
idence for a zero present-tense suffix and independent evidence for thematic vowel
change. I begin with the a-subclass of second-conjugation verbs (§2), where the sur-
face [a] is derived from the underlying -e-. §3 shows that all theories of the Russian
verb need to postulate a zero present-tense suffix in some cases. §4 demonstrates how
the hypothesis that the underlying thematic vowel -e- undergoes raising explains the
behavior of the thematic vowel in secondary imperfectives. The theoretical advantage
of this proposal is that if the vowel [i] appearing in the second-conjugation present-
tense is due to the ablaut of the thematic vowel -e- and the present-tense suffix is
phonologically null in the second conjugation, Russian becomes unexceptional in the
distribution of the typologically normal zero present-tense suffix: it is not a special
case but rather characterizes one productive verb class. The second half of §4 adds
to this advantage, discussing the implications of this hypothesis for another environ-
ment where e2i change may occur: actor nominalizations. §5 extends the proposal
to the exceptional verb ssatʲ ‘to piss’, to -a-/-i- verbs of both conjugation classes and
to the causative-inchoative alternation. §6 concludes, and §7 discusses the potential
counterargument coming from -telʲ- nouns with the thematic suffix -i- not contained
in the semantically linked verb.

2 velar softening and second-conjugation a-verbs

Table 1 presents the full picture of the finite forms of the Russian second conjugation
(defined by the presence of the vowel -i- in the present tense). In addition to the pro-
ductive i-class, exemplified by carítʲ ‘to reign’, the second conjugation also contains
verbs with a thematic suffix surfacing in the past tense as [e] and [a] (exemplified,

3For the productive thematic suffixes -aj- (present)/-a- (past) and -ej-/-e- both glide formation in the present
(Garde 1972, Itkin 2007) and glide deletion in the past (Jakobson 1948, Halle 1963, Lightner 1965a) have
been proposed.

4Itkin argues for an underlying -j- as the representation of the 2nd conjugation thematic suffix.
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respectively, by the verbs gorétʲ ‘to burn’ and kričátʲ ‘to scream’), where [a] appears
only after an alveopalatal derived from an underlying velar. While the latter class is
usually viewed as closed (ca. 30 a-verbs and ca. 50 e-verbs), Itkin (2013) points out
that it has some limited productivity where it comes to the semantic domain of sound
verbs. Before addressing the fate of the thematic vowels in the present tense, in this
section I will show, following Halle (1963) and Lightner (1965b), that the surface [a]
is derived from underlying /e/.

singular-{m/f/n} plural
pres 1 car-ʲ-ú krič-[ʲ]-ú gor-ʲ-ú car-í-m krič-í-m gor-í-m

2 car-í-šʲ krič-í-šʲ gor-í-šʲ car-í-te krič-í-te gor-í-te
3 car-í-t krič-í-t gor-í-t car-ʲ-át krič-ʲ-át gor-ʲ-át

past car-í-l-{Ø/a/o} krič-á-l-{Ø/a/o} gor-é-l-{Ø/a/o} car-í-l-i krič-á-l-i gor-é-l-i

Table 1: Second conjugation: carítʲ ‘to reign’, kričátʲ ‘to scream’, gorétʲ ‘to burn’

In Russian derivation (although not in nominal declension) palatalized velars sys-
tematically turn into alveopalatals (Halle 1959, Lightner 1965a, Plapp 1999, etc.). This
phenomenon, known as velar palatalization or velar softening, can be triggered by
the verbalizer -i-, by the diminutive suffix -ъk- (which does not palatalize non-velars),
or by the adjectivizers -ьj- and -ьn-, among others, as illustrated in (8):

(8) a. r1bák ‘a fisher’ → r1bačók ‘a fisher.dim’, r1báčitʲ ‘to fish’, r1báčij ‘fishing,
piscatory’

b. sneg ‘snow’ → snežók ‘snow.dim’, snežítʲ ‘to snow’, snéžn1j ‘snowy’
c. grex ‘sin’ → grešók ‘sin.dim’, grešítʲ ‘to sin’, gréšn1j ‘sinful’

As palatalization is triggered by front vowels, it is fully expected that when a velar-
final stem is combined with the suffix -e-, the velar is palatalized and mutates. What
is not expected is that the suffixal vowel should turn into [a], as in (9), yet the first-
conjugation verbalizer -e[j]- and the elative suffix -ejš- also trigger both velar soft-
ening and subsequent backing of the suffixal vowel, as illustrated in (10) and (11),
respectively.5

(9) second-conjugation verbalizer -e-
a. -krik- ‘scream’ + -e- → kričít/kričál ‘scream.pres.3sg/pst.msg’
b. -vizg- ‘squeal’ + -e- → vizžít/vizžál ‘squeal.pres.3sg/pst.msg’

(10) first-conjugation verbalizer -e[j]-
a. -krasn- ‘red’ + -e-→ krasnéet/krasnél ‘be/become red.pres.3sg/pst.msg’
b. -dik- ‘wild’ + -e- → dičáet/dičál ‘become wild.pres.3sg/pst.msg’

(11) a. -krasn- ‘red’ + -ejš- → krasnéjšij ‘the reddest’
b. -gorьk- ‘bitter’ + -ejš- → gorčájšij ‘the bitterest’

Since the roots of all second-conjugation a-verbs (with the exception of two special
verbs, gnatʲ ‘to chase’ and spatʲ ‘to sleep’, discussed in §5.2) end in an alveopalatal
derived from an underlying velar, they should clearly be treated as underlyingly e-
verbs.

5All these processes are subject to a few exceptions. The second-conjugation verb kišétʲ ‘to swarm’ and the
first-conjugation verb xorošétʲ ‘to be(come) lovely(er)’, as well as a few others, do not undergo the e2a change,
while the first-conjugation verbs ploxétʲ ‘to take a turn to the worse’ and tkatʲ ‘to weave’ do not undergo
velar mutation. On the variability of consonant mutation in Russian see Kapatsinski (2010), Slioussar &
Kholodilova (2013), Magomedova & Slioussar (2017a,b).
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4 russian e-verbs and thematic vowel change

3 the null present-tense suffix in russian verbs

As already mentioned, the hypothesis defended here is that second-conjugation e-
verbs, surfacing with the vowel [i] between the verbal stem and the agreement suffix
(12), involve a null present-tense suffix and a vowel change, turning the thematic -e-
into [i] in the present:

(12) a. [[[gor-e]2-Ø]3-t]4 → [[[gor-i]2-Ø]3-t]4 → gorít ‘burn.3sg’ vowel
change

b. [[[lʲub-i]2-Ø]3-t]4 → [[[lʲub-i]2-Ø]3-t]4 → lʲúbit ‘loves.3sg’

Independent evidence for a null present-tense suffix comes from the two Russian verbs
that appear with a null present-tense suffix on anyone’s story, jestʲ ‘to eat’ and datʲ
‘to give’. As can be seen in Table 2, they differ from regular athematic verbs in two
particularities: the non-realization of the present tense (and subsequent consonant
cluster resolution processes) and the choice of the 1sg allomorph (made possible by
the absence of both the thematic vowel and the present-tense suffix):6

jestʲ ‘to eat’ datʲ ‘to give’ léztʲ ‘to climb’
present 1 jed-m → jem dad-m → da-m léz-u

2 jed-šʲ → ješʲ dad-šʲ → da-šʲ léz-e-šʲ
3 jed-t → jest dad-t → das-t léz-e-t

Table 2: Singular present forms of the verbs jestʲ ‘to eat’ and datʲ ‘to give’ vs. léztʲ ‘to
climb’

I will not focus here on the allomorphic changes brought about by the presence
or absence of the present-tense suffix. The former leads to the appearance of the
1sg -u- instead of -m- (see Lightner 1967, 1969, Melvold 1989:237, and Halle 2004 on
lexically conditioned transformations of tautosyllabic VN sequences in Russian), and
the latter creates consonant clusters that must be simplified. The deletion of the stem-
final /d/ before a sonorant (like in the 1sg) is independently attested in the past tense
of athematic verbs (cf. (13-a)), and the transformation of the stem-final coronal into
[s] before the /t/ of the infinitival suffix (13-b) can be extended to the 3sg and also to
the 2sg with subsequent assimilation (13-c).7

(13) a. ved-l-a → ve�d-l-a → velá ‘lead.past-fsg’
b. ved-ti → vestí ‘lead.inf’
c. jed-šʲ → jes-šʲ → ješʲ ‘eat.2sg’

What is important about these two cases is that they can only be accounted for by
assuming a null allomorph of the present-tense suffix (or by root-conditioned deletion
thereof, which seems far less motivated). If the zero exponent of the present-tense
suffix exists, extending its use to all second-conjugation verbs represents a noticeable
simplification. Moreover, the ablaut analysis of second-conjugation verbs makes the
null present-tense suffix productive, which, given the fact that the null present-tense
6Lightner (1965a:59-62) proposes that the surface [u] in the 1sg is derived from the underlying 1sg -m-
triggering the backing of the present-tense vowel (/e/ to [o] and /i/ to [1]) with subsequent transformation of
the VN sequence into [u]. Support for this claim comes from the 3pl and active present participle forms. I
will not delve any deeper into this matter, as root-conditioned allomorphy with -dad- and -ed- is sufficient for
my purposes here.

7In the plural a vowel (usually [i]) appears between the stem and the inflection (e.g., dadím ‘give.pres.1pl’) and
the stem-final consonant is pronounced. Two options are possible. One possibility is that the thematic suffix
-i- is present or realized only in the present-tense plural. While the verb xotétʲ ‘to want’ seems to support this
view (cf. xóčešʲ/xotíte ‘want.2sg/2pl’, consonant mutation in the singular suggests that the thematic vowel is
present in both numbers ([xot-i-e-šʲ] → [xotješʲ] → [xočešʲ] vs. [ xot-i-Ø-te] → [xotite]). The alternative
is that the plural feature is fissioned from the agreement marker (cf. Noyer 1992, Halle 1997) and realized
as an additional node. I will not try to decide between these options here, leaving it for future research.
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morpheme is a cross-linguistic default, would seem to be a further advantage of the
vowel-change approach.

In the next section I will argue that the vowel change that is necessary for the
derivation of the surface present-tense [i] forms from the underlying thematic suffix
-e- is independently needed for two more environments: the secondary imperfective
and the actor suffix -telʲ-. I will also show that this change is obligatory in passive
past participles.

4 independent evidence for the e2i vowel change

In this section I examine three types of derivatives that can be constructed on the basis
of e-verbs: secondary imperfective, passive past participles, and actor nominals. In all
three types of derivation e-verbs can undergo e2i vowel change, providing indepen-
dent motivation for this process, though, given that the class of second-conjugation
e-verbs is a closed one, evidence about it is necessarily limited. Thus out of the ca.
90 e-verbs in my database only 36 form secondary imperfectives, only 12 form pas-
sive participles, and only ca. 10 form actor nouns in -telʲ- (with a few more test cases
contributed by derivationally related adjectives in -telʲn- (underlying -tel-ьn-)

I begin this sectionwith the discussion of transitive softening in second-conjugation
verbs. While in secondary imperfectives formed from i-verbs transitive softening of
the stem-final consonant is near-obligatory (14 exceptions), in secondary imperfec-
tives formed from e-verbs it is not. I will link this difference to whether the e-verb
in question undergoes e2i change in the secondary imperfective. The hypothesis that
e2i change can be triggered in environments other than the present-tense paves the
way to the discussion of e2i change in actor nouns, which will provide new evidence
for the underlying representation of this thematic suffix.

4.1 second-conjugat ion verbs and trans it ive softening

Transitive softening, a.k.a. iotation or transitive palatalization (perexodnoe smjagče-
nie), in Slavic languages and in Russian in particular (Jakobson 1929, Meillet 1934, Ko-
rtlandt 1994, Townsend & Janda 1996 inter alia; see Halle 1963, Lightner 1972, Coats
& Lightner 1975, Bethin 1992, Brown 1998 and Rubach & Booij 2001 for generativist
analyses) is the term used for a special type of consonant mutation resulting from an
underlying [CjV] cluster:8

consonant transitive softening infinitive (-tʲ-) 1sg (-u-)
a. s, z š, ž pros-í-tʲ ‘to beg’ proš-ú ‘beg-1sg’
b. t, d č, ž vod-í-tʲ ‘to lead’ vož-ú ‘lead-1sg’
c. p, b, m, v plʲ, blʲ, mlʲ, vlʲ lʲub-í-tʲ ‘to love’ lʲublʲ-ú ‘love-1sg’
d. l, r, n lʲ, rʲ, nʲ bel-í-tʲ ‘to whiten, tr.’ belʲ-ú ‘whiten-1sg’

Table 3: Transitive softening

Barring lexical gaps (Pertsova 2016) and an occasional exception in some neolo-
gisms (see Kapatsinski 2010, Slioussar & Kholodilova 2013, andMagomedova & Slious-
sar 2017a,b) transitive softening is obligatory in the 1sg of second-conjugation verbs.
On the assumption that the second-conjugation present-tense suffix is null, the [Cj]
cluster in the 1sg arises as follows:

8The velars x, k and g turn into š, č, and ž, respectively, as a result of both transitive softening and velar softening,
which is obligatory before a front vowel (cf. §2). As in the second conjugation velars are softened in all cells of
the present-tense paradigm, the effect of transitive softening is obscured for velar-final verbs, which is why
they are not exemplified in Table 3.
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(14) [[[pros-i]1-Ø]2-u]3
↓ cycle 3: glide formation

[pros-j-Ø-u]3
↓ transitive softening and some more rules

[prošú]

The same process takes place before the past passive participle (ppp) suffix -en- (surface
[en], [n], and [ʲon] under stress) and in the secondary imperfective: the thematic
suffix -i- turns into a glide before another vowel, thus creating the environment for
transitive softening:9

(15) a. kormítʲ ‘to feed’ → kórmlena ‘feed.ppp.fsg’
b. gruzítʲ ‘to load’ → grúžena ‘load.ppp.fsg’

(16) a. kormítʲ ‘to feed’
b. otkormítʲ ‘to fatten.pfv’
c. otkármlivatʲ ‘to fatten.ipfv’

(17) a. gruzítʲ ‘to load’
b. razgruzítʲ ‘to offload.pfv’
c. razgružátʲ ‘to offload.ipfv’

The thematic suffix -i- therefore behaves the same in all three environments: it forms
a glide, and the stem-final consonant undergoes transitive softening. The picture is
subtly different for e-verbs, as I will presently show.

4.1.1 second-conjugat ion e-verbs and trans it ive soften-
ing

The hypothesis that in the present tense the thematic vowel of e-verbs changes to [i]
predicts that they should also give rise to transitive softening in the 1sg of the present
tense. This prediction is correct: all second-conjugation verbs undergo transitive soft-
ening in the 1sg, as in (18-b) and (19-b). Likewise, while only seven e-verbs can form
past passive participles, all of them, as (19-c) illustrates, undergo transitive softening
there:

(18) a. zakipéla ‘start boiling.pst.fsg’
b. zakipít/zakiplʲú ‘start boiling.3sg/1sg’

(19) a. obídela ‘offend.pst.fsg’
b. obídit/obížu ‘will offend.3sg/1sg’
c. obížena ‘offend.ppp.fsg’

The picture is sharply different in the secondary imperfective. While not all e-verbs
can form secondary imperfective forms, those that do usually do not trigger transitive
softening:10

(20) a. zakipátʲ ‘start boiling.impv.inf’ default (21 roots)
b. obižátʲ ‘offend.impv.inf’ non-default (five roots)

While i-verbs undergo transitive softening in the secondary imperfective by default,
e-verbs do so only exceptionally. In the other two environments there is no differ-

9The secondary imperfective suffix has three allomorphs: -1w- (surfacing as [iv] after palatalized consonants,
and as [1v] otherwise), -w- (surface [v]) and -Ø- (zero), all followed by the thematic suffix -a-/-aj-. The -w-
allomorph is not used with i-verbs with the exception of five verbs that surface with the thematic -e- rather
than -i- in the secondary imperfective.

10Ten more e-verbs in my database can form secondary imperfectives. Four of them form secondary imperfec-
tives with the -v- allomorph, and the other six end in a sonorant or an alveopalatal making it impossible to
decide if transitive softening has occurred.
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ence between the two verbal classes: barring a few exceptions, all second-conjugation
verbs undergo transitive softening in the 1sg and in the past passive participle.

I propose that both patterns can be explained by two assumptions: (a) that glide-
formation and thus transitive softening only occur when the thematic suffix of e-verbs
has been raised to [i] and (b) that this raising is obligatory in the present tense and in
past passive participles, but root-conditioned in the secondary imperfective.

4.1.2 the e2 i change as a stem-condit ioned readjustment
ra is ing rule

As discussed above, transitive softening is contingent on glide formation. I propose,
pace Halle (1963), Lightner (1965a), and Flier (1972), that only the high front vowel
[i] can become a glide in a prevocalic position. If [e] cannot turn into a glide, it also
cannot give rise to transitive softening. Transitive softening is therefore not to be
expected for e-verbs in environments where e2i change has not occurred. While e2i
change has already been shown to be obligatory in the present tense, the obligatory
transitive softening of the stem-final consonant in past passive participles of e-verbs
follows if the ppp suffix is also assumed to obligatorily trigger e2i change:

(21) [[[obid-e]2-en]3-a]4 — offend.ppp.fsg
↓ e2i change

[[[obid-i]2-en]3-a]4
↓ glide formation

[[obidj-en PPP]3-a]4
↓ transitive softening

[obížena]

In the secondary imperfective, on the other hand, the e2i change is root-dependent:
it happens only with five verbs (vertétʲ ‘to spin’, zudétʲ ‘to itch’, obídetʲ ‘to offend’,
sidétʲ ‘to sit’, and smotrétʲ ‘to look’). The derivation then proceeds along the same
lines, yielding transitive softening, as illustrated in (22) for the zero allomorph of the
secondary imperfective suffix (the remaining four verbs take the -1w- allomorph).

(22) [[[[[obid-e]2-Ø IPFV]3-a]4-l]5 — offend.ipfv.pst.msg
↓ e2i change

[[[[[obid-i]2- Ø IPFV]3-a]4-l]5
↓ glide formation

[[obidj-a]4-l]5
↓ transitive softening

[obižál]

If no e2i change has occurred, a glide is not formed, and no transitive softening is
expected. If the secondary imperfective suffix is realized as -1w- (the default case),
the thematic suffix -e- is simply deleted (23-a). The zero allomorph is followed by the
vocalic thematic vowel, which leads to a hiatus, resolved either by the deletion of the
first vowel (23-b) or by the appearance of a surface [v] (23-c), which can be regarded
as either another allomorph of the secondary imperfective suffix or as an epenthetic
vowel.

(23) a. poglʲadétʲ/poglʲ ád1vatʲ no TS, -1w- allomorph (17 roots)
‘to take a glance.pfv/ipfv’

b. dogorétʲ/dogorátʲ no TS, Ø allomorph (three roots)
‘to finish burning.pfv/ipfv’

c. povelétʲ/povelevátʲ e, -w- allomorph (three roots)
‘to command/rule.pfv/ipfv’

journal of slavic linguistics
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Reasons of space preclude a discussion of how these forms are derived, yet we can note
that the hypothesis that in secondary imperfectives e2i change is root-conditioned
correctly implies that the default case should be no change rather than a change. An-
other prediction is that there could be other suffixes triggering root-conditioned e2i
change, and I will now show that such is indeed the case: the suffix -telʲ- also creates
an environment for root-conditioned e2i change.

4.2 actor nominal izat ion as ev idence for the underly ing
/e/

The suffix -telʲ- creates actor nouns (denoting agents, experiencers, instruments, and
other external arguments of the base verb). While -telʲ- nearly always attaches to the
thematic stem (see the Appendix for the exceptions to this generalization and some
discussion), (23c) demonstrates in addition that the base for the suffix -telʲ- is the past-
tense stem: the verb pisátʲ ‘to write’ is subject to transitive softening in the present
tense, showing that its thematic vowel is changed to [i] in the present, yet the thematic
vowel in the actor noun surfaces as [a], like in the past tense:

(24) a. vladéet.pres.3sg/vladél .pst.msg ‘own’ → vladételʲ ‘owner’ -ej-/-e-,
I conj

b. čitaét.pres.3sg/čitál.pst.msg ‘read’ → čitátelʲ ‘reader’ -aj-/-a-, I conj
c. píšet .pres.3sg/pisál.pst.msg ‘write’ → pisátelʲ ‘writer’ -i-/-a-, I conj
d. lʲúbit.pres.3sg/lʲubíl.pst.msg ‘love’ → lʲubítelʲ ‘amateur’ -i-/-i-, II conj

According to Russian dictionaries, six e-verbs form actor nouns, but the empirical
picture is different for second-conjugation a-verbs (resulting from velar softening fol-
lowed by e2a change) and for e-verbs. While in the latter group three out of four
verbs form actor nouns from the present-tense i-stem (25) and the one exception, (26),
exhibits an idiomatic interpretation, in the former group the past-tense stem seems
to be preferred (27). Other e-verbs do not form actor nouns, though some can form
their corresponding adjectives (28), with the same preferences as to the form of the
thematic vowel.

(25) a. smotrítelʲ ‘custodian’ ← smótrit/smotrél ‘look (after).pres.3sg/pst.msg’
e-verbs

b. povelítelʲ ‘sovereign ruler’ ← povelít/povelél ‘enjoin.pres.3sg/pst.msg’
c. zrítelʲ ‘spectator’ ← zrit/zrel ‘behold.pres.3sg/pst.msg’

(26) svidételʲ ‘witness’ (cf. vídetʲ ‘to see’, svídetʲsʲa ‘to see each other again’)
(27) a. déržit/deržál ‘hold.pres.3sg/pst.msg’ → deržátelʲ ‘holder’ a-verbs

b. kričít/kričál ‘yell.pres.3sg/pst.msg’ → kričátelʲ ‘yeller’
(28) a. bdítelʲn1j ‘vigilant’ ← bdit/bdel ‘keep watch.pres.3sg/pst.msg’ e-verb

b. drožátelʲn1j ‘shaking [palsy]’←drožít/drožál ‘tremble.pres.3sg/pst.msg’
a-verb

Setting the idiomatic cases aside (see also fn. 11), the empirical picture appears to be
that for the a-verbs the -telʲ- noun is based on the past-tense stem, while for e-verbs
the present-tense stem is used. Stated differently, e2i change appears to be obliga-
tory in -telʲ- nouns, but the e2a change bleeds it, strongly suggesting -e- rather than
-i- as the underlying representation for the thematic suffix. An informal check for
neologisms in the Yandex search engine confirms this conclusion (the first number
in parentheses represents the rounded number of unanalyzed Yandex search hits, the
second, the number of hits in the General Internet Corpus of Russian (http://www.we-
bcorpora.ru/, Belikov et al. 2013, Piperski et al. 2013); none of thesewords can be found
in the Russian national corpus (https://ruscorpora.ru/)):11

11Morris Halle would probably have pointed out that the futurist poet Aleksei Kruchenykh had created the
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(29) a. terpítelʲ (160/3)/terpételʲ (20/2) ‘sufferer’
b. vertítelʲ (110/0)/vertételʲ (130/0) ‘turner’
c. dudítelʲ (30/0)/dudételʲ (50/1) ‘wind instrument player’

(30) a. zvučítelʲ (70/0)/zvučátelʲ (250/0) ‘sounder’
b. d1šítelʲ (20/0)/d1šátelʲ (250/5) ‘breather’

For e-verbs both options are possible to roughly the same degree, suggesting that
e2i change, while an active process in derivation, is root-conditioned. With a-verbs,
however, a-actor nouns overwhelmingly outnumber their i-counterparts, once again
suggesting that the e2a change bleeds e2i change, triggered at the nextmorpho-phono-
logical cycle, when the suffix -telʲ- is merged.

4.3 intermediate summary

I have argued that the thematic vowel in second-conjugation e-verbs is raised to [i]
in a number of environments, some of which trigger this e2i change obligatorily (the
present tense, the past passive participle) and others, only for certain verbal stems
(the secondary imperfective, the actor nominalizer -telʲ-). While e2i change is inde-
pendently motivated by the nominalizer -telʲ-, with which the resulting [i] surfaces
intact (though see the Appendix), in past passive participles and in the secondary
imperfective, evidence for the underlying /i/ can be drawn from transitive softening,
which is obligatory for past passive participles of e-verbs and non-default with their
secondary imperfectives, supporting the hypothesis that it is conditioned by the root
in the latter case, but not in the former.

Combinedwith the existence of a null present-tense suffix, independently required
for two exceptional verbs, jestʲ ‘to eat’ and datʲ ‘to give’ (see §3), e2i change permits
the analysis of the Russian second conjugation as involving a null present-tense suffix,
which thereby becomes a derivational default in Russian. The alternative (vowel dele-
tion) can explain what happens in the present of e-verbs but not in the secondary im-
perfective or in actor nouns (where no (variation in) transitive softening is predicted).
In other words, the hypothesis that e-verbs can undergo vowel changes permits us
to account for the otherwise inexplicable patterns in their behavior with respect to
transitive softening, which can now be treated as obligatory in environments of un-
conditional e2i change (1sg, ppp) and stem-conditioned in the secondary imperfective
and in actor nouns.

In the next section I will provide additional evidence for the ability of the present-
tense suffix to trigger thematic vowel change. While I argue in Matushansky (2023)
that thematic vowel changes should be assimilated to independently motivated root
ablauts, here I remain agnostic on the topic, simply demonstrating how the postula-
tion of such processes simplifies the empirical description of the Russian conjugation.

5 further evidence for thematic vowel rais ing in the
present tense

Independent evidence for the ability of the Russian present tense to trigger vowel
change is found inMatushansky (2023) (and also in all Russian grammars). In addition
to the various forms of ablaut in the verbal root (31), the thematic vowel -a- and its
allomorph -o- can also change in the present, as exemplified in (32).

(31) a. zovú/zvalá ‘call.pres.1sg/pst.fsg’ (root -zъv-) lowering (seven roots)
b. ljú/lilá ‘pour.pres.1sg/pst.fsg’ (root -lьj-) laxing (five roots)
c. melʲú/molóla ‘grind.pres.1sg/pst.fsg’ (root -mol-) fronting (one root)

neologism zudítelʲ (from zudétʲ ‘to itch’), yet it had not caught on at all.
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(32) a. pišú/pisála ‘write.pres.1sg/pst.fsg’ (stem -pis.a-) a-verbs (ca. 100
roots)

b. kolʲú/kolóla ‘stab.pres.1sg/pst.fsg’ (stem -kol.o-) o-verbs (five roots)

In the next subsection I will argue that the vowel change in (32) consists of two pro-
cesses, one of which is the e2i change suggested above for second-conjugation e-verbs.

5.1 trans it ive soften ing verbs as an instance of e2 i ra is-
ing

As other verbs of the same class show, the change in the stem-final consonant in
(32-a) is caused by transitive softening. While the change in the stem-final consonant
in (32-b) could theoretically be simple palatalization, it is also compatible with transi-
tive softening, which yields a surface-identical result. Importantly, none of the verbs
in this class exhibit transitive softening either in the past passive participle (where
they appear with the past-tense allomorph, the surface [a]) or in the secondary im-
perfective (where they generally take the secondary imperfective allomorph -1w-).

In Matushansky (2023) I proposed that both thematic vowels, -a- and -o-, are
fronted and that /e/ can turn into a glide before a non-front vowel. Given, however,
the independent evidence for e2i change, this assumption is no longer necessary (and
in fact undesirable in view of the different patterns of transitive softening for e-verbs
and i-verbs).

Two approaches to the verb classes exemplified in (32) can be envisaged. One
option is that the underlying representations of the thematic suffixes in question are
identical to their surface forms in the past, to wit, -a- and -o-. As discussed above,
the present-tense suffix can trigger vowel changes, among which fronting is inde-
pendently motivated by ablaut (31-c), and raising (e2i), by e-verbs. Assuming both
processes apply, the correct outcome ensues:

(33) a. [[[pis-a]1-e]2 -t]3 a2e2i glide formation
↓ cycle 2: fronting

[[[pis-e]1-e]2 -t]3
↓ cycle 2: raising (e2i)

[[[pis-i]1-e]2 -t]3
↓ cycle 2: glide formation

[[[pis-j]1-e]2 -t]3
↓ cycle 2: transitive softening

[píšet]

b. [[[kol-o]1-e]2 -t]3 o2e2i glide formation
↓ cycle 2: fronting

[[[kol-e]1-e]2 -t]3
↓ cycle 2: raising (e2i)

[[[kol-i]1-e]2 -t]3
↓ cycle 2: glide formation

[[[kol-j]1-e]2 -t]3
↓ cycle 2: transitive softening

[kólet]

In this scenario thematic vowel fronting (characterizingwrite-verbs and the five verbs
in /o/) feeds the raising e2i change, yielding a front vowel, with subsequent glide for-
mation and transitive softening. Evidence for this order of events comes from past
passive participles. While write-type verbs with the thematic vowel -o- take the spe-
cial t-allomorph of the past passive participle (34-a), the thematic vowel -a- requires
the n-allomorph of the suffix (34-b), clearly showing that e2i change has not applied:
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(34) a. kolótʲ ‘to stab’ → kólot ‘stabbed.msg’
b. pisátʲ ‘to write’ → písan ‘written.msg’

Since e2i change has been argued to be obligatory in the past passive participle, its
failure in (34-b) has to be due to the lack of the appropriate context: if fronting (a2e
change) only happens in the present tense, this would also be the only environment
where e2i change would occur. The fact that no transitive softening is observed either
in the actor noun (24-c) corresponding to (34-b) or in any of the secondary imper-
fectives formed from write-type verbs further supports this hypothesis. A different
approach is needed, however, for the two exceptional second-conjugation verbs: gnatʲ
‘to chase’ and spatʲ ‘to sleep’, to which I now turn.

5.2 ev idence for a2 i change in the second conjugat ion

As shown below, the verbs gnatʲ ‘to chase’ and spatʲ ‘to sleep’ exceptionally appear
with the vowel [a] before the past-tense suffix and with [i] in the present:12

(35) a. gónit/gonʲú/gnal ‘chase.pres.3sg/pres.1sg/pst.msg’
b. spit/splʲú/spal ‘sleep.pres.3sg/pres.1sg/pst.msg’

Besides belonging to the second rather than to the first conjugation, these verbs differ
fromwrite-verbs also in their secondary imperfectives and derived actor nouns. While
the verb gnatʲ ‘to chase’ exhibits transitive softening in the secondary imperfective
and in the derived actor noun, the verb spatʲ ‘to sleep’ doesn’t:

(36) a. dogonʲátʲ ‘to finish chasing.ipfv’ transitive softening, like (19b)
b. dos1pátʲ ‘to finish sleeping.ipfv’ no transitive softening, like (19a)

(37) a. gonítelʲ ‘oppressor’
b. %spátelʲ ‘sleeper’ (occasionally attested as a neologism)

If the underlying representation of the thematic suffix is -a-, in order for the e2i change
to take place in (35)-(37), -a- should first be fronted. Why would fronting go hand in
hand with e2i change for gnatʲ ‘to chase’ and spatʲ ‘to sleep’, but not for write-verbs?
This similarity of gnatʲ ‘to chase’ and spatʲ ‘to sleep’ to e-verbs and their difference
from write-verbs can be handled on the assumption that their thematic suffix is also
-e-, which is raised in the same environments as for other e-verbs (e2i change), but
unlike with other e-verbs, it is also backed in the past:

(38) [[gъn-e]1-l]2 exceptional second-conjugation a-verbs, past
↓ cycle 2: backing (e2a)

[[gъn-a]1-l]2
↓ post-cyclic: yer-deletion

[gnal]

12While these two verbs exhaust the list of non-palatal second-conjugation a-verbs in traditional grammars,
Itkin (2012) points out that in colloquial Russian the verbmʲaúkatʲ ‘tomeow’, as well as a few others in [-ukatʲ],
follow the second-conjugation pattern in the present tense. These, however, may be not heteroclite verbs
but rather instances of transitive softening obscured by vowel neutralization in unstressed syllables. As
is well-known (see Halle 1959, 1965, Crosswhite 1999, 2000, Padgett 2001, Iosad 2012, Enguehard 2018,
among others), in unstressed syllables after a palatalized consonant all vowels except /u/ are neutralized
to [i]. As all these verbs have accented stems, the inflectional endings are unstressed, and transitive
softening ensures that the stem-final /k/ surfaces as [čʲ]. This means that with the consonantal 2sg, 3sg,
1pl, and 2pl endings the underlying -e- and the underlying -i- cannot be distinguished on the surface, and
the 1sg ending is -u- in both conjugation classes. The remaining distinction is that of the 3pl, for which
the transitive softening hypothesis predicts the first-conjugation ending -ut-. While this form should be
clearly detectable in contrast to the observed -ʲat-, the vowel can be hypothesized to have dissimilated
from the [u] of the stem, a process that is facilitated by additional vowel neutralization in the presence
of the intervening palatalized affricate [�ts].
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Given that in the secondary imperfective and in actor nouns (unlike in the present
tense) the e2i raising is root-conditioned (§4), it is reasonable to assume that the root
of gnatʲ ‘to chase’ triggers it in the appropriate environments, while the root of spatʲ
‘to sleep’ doesn’t, the contrasts in (36)-(37) can be easily derived. If the underlying
-e- undergoes backing in all environments where it has not been raised, e2i change
would bleed backing, but in all other environments the thematic suffix will surface as
[a]. The backing process will then not need to be restricted in any way: e2a change
would be triggered in all environments where e2i change has not applied.13

5.3 independent ev idence for a non-e2 i ra is ing ablaut

The exceptional verb ssatʲ ‘to piss’ might be taken as evidence for a raising ablaut in
the present tense that is not limited to e2i and, by extension, for a null present-tense
suffix. As Table 4 shows, the verb ssatʲ exhibits a unique conjugation pattern surfacing
with [1] in the present tense.

singular.M (F/N) plural
present 1 ss-ú ss-́1-m

2 ss-́1-šʲ ss-́1-te
3 ss-́1-t ss-ú-t

past ss-á-l (a/o) ss-á-l-i

Table 4: Special verb ssátʲ ‘to piss’

Assuming that e2i change is a special case of amore general stem-triggered raising
rule in the present tense, the underlying -a- (be it a thematic suffix or part of the root)
would naturally be raised to the [+back][–round] [1], which differs from [a] only in
the feature [αhigh].14

5.4 the causat ive- inchoat ive alternat ion

I would like to conclude this section with a tentative proposal. As argued by Jabłońska
(2007), Medová (2013), Arsenijević &Milosavljević (2022), Simonović &Mišmaš (2022),
etc., the transitivity of Slavic deadjectival verbs is linked to the choice of the thematic
vowel: the thematic vowel -e- correlates with inchoatives, while -i- correlates with
their causative counterparts:

(39) a. belétʲ ‘to be/become white’: belítʲ ‘to make white’ (from bél1j ‘white’)
b. pʲjanétʲ ‘to grow intoxicated’: pʲjanítʲ ‘to intoxicate’ (from pʲán1j ‘drunk’)

If -i- is regarded as a thematic vowel, the fact that it replaces the thematic vowel -e-
rather than combines with it appears problematic on the assumption that causatives
13One possibility is that the -e- in question is the nasal [ẽ], with the nasal feature contributed by the root.
Historically Russian tautosyllabic VN sequences underwent nasalization and then denasalization, with [–low]
vowels turning to [a] and [+low], to [u] (see also fn. 6). For the verb spatʲ ‘to sleep’ evidence for such a feature
can be adduced from the deverbal noun son ‘sleep, dream’. I will not try to develop this idea here, leaving it
for future research.

14While I am not aware of any prior attempts to account for this verb, the deletion hypothesis can assimilate
ssatʲ ‘to piss’ to the verbs gnatʲ ‘to chase’ and spatʲ ‘to sleep’ and stipulate that this root forces backing of the
thematic vowel in the present. Evidence for this view comes from the dialectal/archaic variant of this verb,
scatʲ, where the stem-final consonant has no palatalized counterpart and would therefore trigger “backness
switch” (cf. Rubach 2000), followed by assimilation. While such an assimilation appears to be contradicted
by the [sc] sequences in, e.g., sosc1 ‘nipples’ or scápatʲ ‘to grab’, in those environments the consonant cluster is
broken by an underlying yer. I thank George Fowler for drawing my attention to the relevance of this variant.

To complete the empirical picture, this verb has additional conjugational variants depending on how the
thematic suffix -a- is treated: ssu/ssʲot ’piss.pres.1sg/3sg’ (cf. sosátʲ ‘to suck’, with the thematic vowel deleted
before the present-tense suffix) and serʲú/séret (cf. pisatʲ ‘to write’, with the thematic vowel subject to ablaut,
see §5.1).
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are derived from underlying inchoatives. However, if the causative morpheme here is
null and merely triggers e2i change (as well as requires the null present-tense suffix),
full compositionality can be achieved.

Support for this view can be drawn from the fact that not all deadjectival intran-
sitives are e-verbs and not all of those are inchoatives (Dyachkov 2023):

(40) a. gorčítʲ ‘to be bitter’ ← górʲkij ‘bitter’
b. tupítʲ ‘to be/act dumb’ ← tupój ‘dumb’

If (40-a) is regarded as a case of root-conditioned e2i change in the entire paradigm,
(40-b), as an instance of a regular i-verb (which can be transitive or intransitive, but
not inchoative), and the i-verbs in (39), as cases of e2i change triggered by the null
causative morpheme, the exceptional nature of (40-a) and the composition of (39) will
both be accounted for without impinging on the general underspecified semantics of
verbalization in -i-.

6 conclusion

I have argued in this paper for the general treatment of second-conjugation verbs
as involving a zero present-tense morpheme, which is independently motivated for
Russian (§3). To deal with the fact that in the present tense e-verbs surface with the
vowel [i], I have proposed the e2i change rule, independent evidence for which has
been provided from several sources. Transitive softening with e-verbs, discussed in
§4, provided one piece of evidence. I have shown that while i-verbs (as expected)
exhibit transitive softening in the 1sg, in past passive participles and (barring a few
exceptions) in the secondary imperfective and in actor nouns, e-verbs do not behave
uniformly in these environments. I argued that exceptionless transitive softening in
past passive participles of e-verbs can be explained by the unconditional application of
the same e2i change as in the present tense, whereas the sporadic transitive softening
in secondary imperfectives and actor nouns is due to its root-conditioned application.

I continued by showing (§5) that e2i change can also be useful in accounting for
the class of first-conjugation verbs that surface with the thematic vowel -a- in the
past and transitive softening in the present: I suggested that their thematic vowel is
subject to fronting in the present and that fronting feeds e2i change and that the two
special second-conjugation verbs gnatʲ ‘to chase’ and spatʲ ‘to sleep’ are amenable to
a slightly different treatment. I hypothesized that e2i change can itself be regarded as
a special case of a more general raising process, which would permit a simple account
of the special conjugation of the unique verb ssatʲ ‘to piss’. Finally, I discussed one
more possible application of e2i change that resolves two outstanding issues in the
causative-inchoative alternation in Slavic.

I believe that the major advantages of my proposal are that it not only explains
the different transitive softening patterns in secondary imperfectives of two types of
second-conjugation verbs, but also renders unexceptional the zero allomorph of the
present-tense suffix. Given that the ability of the present-tense morpheme to trigger
vowel change in the stem is undisputed (see Matushansky 2023 for a discussion of
Russian ablaut verbs), its extension to the thematic suffix is unsurprising.

Several issues necessarily remain outside the scope of this analysis. While I have
addressed transitive softening in the secondary imperfective of e-verbs, I have not
discussed what happens when e2i change does not occur. I have not dealt with the few
potential cases of e2i change in first-conjugation e-verbs, exemplified in (41) below,
or with the failure of transitive softening with 14 i-verbs, exemplified in (42).

(41) a. razgovéetsʲa/razgovélsʲa ‘break fast. fut.3sg/pst.msg’ → razgovlʲátʲsʲa
(ipfv)
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b. v1zdoroveet/v1zdorovel ‘recover/heal.fut.3sg/pst.msg’→v1zdorávlivatʲ
(ipfv)

(42) a. zaxvatítʲ/zaxvát1vatʲ ‘to conquer.pfv/ipfv’ -1w-
b. otrubítʲ/otrubátʲ ‘to chop off.pfv/ipfv’ -Ø-
c. zatmítʲ/zatmevátʲ ‘to eclipse.pfv/ipfv’ -w- + thematic -e-

While I believe that these cases can show that e2i change might be a more general
process than evidenced by second-conjugation e-verbs, space reasons preclude me
from discussing them here. One issue, however, needs to be addressed: that of non-
deverbal -telʲ- nouns and thematic suffix change in them.

appendix: on the status of - i-telʲ-

Agapova (1974) (via Zvezdova & Gou 2013) hypothesizes the existence of an excep-
tional suffixal complex -i-telʲ- deriving -telʲ- nouns from non-verbal stems, like in (43).
The process is even more advanced with adjectives in -telʲn- (44). Independently, Itkin
(2007:168) also notes that -telʲ- nouns can surface with thematic suffixes other than
those of the semantically linked verbs and proposes that the thematic suffix can be
added (with athematic verbs, like in (44) or (45) or replaced (46).15

(43) a. vlastʲ ‘power’ → vlastítelʲ ‘ruler’ (*vlastitʲ, vlástvovatʲ ‘to rule’)
b. pokróv ‘cover, cloak, protection’ → pokrovítelʲ ‘protector’ (*krovitʲ,

*pokrovitʲ)
(44) a. rastí ‘to grow’ → rastítelʲn1j ‘vegetal’ (cf. #rastitʲ ‘to grow (tr.)’) Ø class

b. predpočéstʲ ‘to prefer’ → predpočtítelʲn1j ‘preferable’
(45) a. blʲustítelʲ ‘protector’ ← *blʲustitʲ, cf. blʲustí ‘to safeguard’ Ø class

b. spasítelʲ ‘Savior’ ← *spasitʲ, cf. spastí ‘to save’
c. popečítelʲ ‘warden’ ← *(po)pečítʲ, cf. péčʲsʲa ‘to care for’

(46) a. skazítelʲ ‘storyteller’ ← *skazítʲ, cf. skazátʲ (-a-/-i-) ‘to tell’ -a/i- class
b. dvížitelʲ ‘engine’ ← *dvižitʲ, cf. dvígatʲ (-a-/-i-) ‘to move’ -a/i- class
c. voítelʲ ‘warrior’ ← *vojítʲ, cf. voevátʲ (-ov-/-u-) ‘to wage war’ -ow- class
d. revnítelʲ ‘zealot’ ← *revnítʲ, cf. revnovátʲ (-ov-/-u-) ‘to be jealous’ -ow-

class

Given that the surface [i] can appear not only as a counterpart of the thematic suffix
-e-, but also where no thematic suffix is present (44) or where another verbalizing
suffix is used (45) in a semantically linked verb, can these examples be used to argue
against e2i change and in favor of the replacement of the thematic suffix?

I believe that the answer is no. Firstly, while ablaut can be straightforwardly ex-
plained as a lexical property of a given root, thematic replacement needs an explana-
tion: what properties should a thematic suffix have so that three out of the four e-verbs
forming actor nouns cannot do so with their thematic vowel (25) and the remaining
one can (26)? Why does no such problem arise for second-conjugation a-verbs (27)
and first-conjugation e-verbs (47)?

(47) a. vladéet.pres.3sg/vladél.pst.msg ‘own’ → vladételʲ ‘owner’
b. radéet.pres.3sg/radél.pst.msg ‘care for’ → radételʲ ‘caregiver (arch.)’
c. déet.pres.3sg/déjal.pst.msg do’ → blagodételʲ ‘benefactor’

Secondly, the only unexpected thematic suffix in derived nouns and adjectives in
-telʲ- is the thematic vowel -i-, the only exception that I am aware of is znamenátelʲ
15Itkin’s examples are not limited to -telʲ- nouns, but the replacement thematic suffixes in his lists are limited to
-i- and occasionally -e- (e.g.,molélʲnʲa ‘meeting house, chapel’ frommolítʲsʲa ‘to pray’). If this is an empirical
generalization rather than an accident, this restriction provides additional evidence for e2i change along
with the cases in (41).
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‘denominator’, which may or may not be semantically linked to the verb znamenovátʲ
‘to signify’. While the ablaut hypothesis links this restriction to the phonological
properties of the trigger, the actor suffix -telʲ-, the thematic replacement hypothesis
requires an alternative explanation, which is unlikely to be phonological (since the
suffix -telʲ- by itself is compatible with all thematic suffixes).

Thirdly, there is a systematicity to exceptional -i-telʲ- nouns that links them to
e2i change. A closer examination divides them into three classes. The first one (43)
does not seem to be motivated by existing verbs, and hence can be regarded on a par
with non-motivated actor nouns like račítelʲ ‘zealot’ (though the verb račítʲ is attested
in some dialects). The second (44)-(45) consists of nouns based on athematic verbs.
While athematic verbs generally cannot combine with the suffix -telʲ-,16 several Ø/-i-
verbal pairs (sometimes corresponding to the distinction between directed vs. non-
directed motion and sometimes with no clear difference in meaning) are attested, both
with and without ablaut (48). An -i-telʲ- noun can be derived via such an intermediate
step that is not attested as an independent word ([–lexical insertion], in the terms of
Halle 1973).

(48) a. nes-tí/nos-í-tʲ ‘to carry.dir/indir’ (roots -nes-/-nos-) ablaut
b. ves-tí/vod-í-tʲ ‘to lead.dir/indir’ (roots -ved-/-vod-)
c. -čes-tʲ/čt-i-tʲ ‘to honor’ (root -čьt-) no ablaut
d. volóčʲ/voločítʲ ‘to drag’ (root -volok-)

Finally, the remaining cases are all based on verbs whose thematic vowel changes
to -i- in other environments: either on second-conjugation e-verbs (25), or on first-
conjugation -a-/-i- verbs (§5.1), which -ow- verbs are part of (see Melvold 1989). Like-
wise, Zvezdova & Gou (2013), when discussing (p.43) theme-changing adjectives in
-itelʲn-, also point out that they are derived from verbs in -e- and -ow-. I believe that
this set of data, albeit a closed one, provides additional support for the hypothesis that
the suffix -telʲ- triggers root-conditioned e2i change with verbal roots that are subject
to it in other environments.
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abbreviations

1 first person
2 second person
3 third person
conj conjugation
dim diminutive
f feminine
fut future
inf infinitive
ipfv imperfective
m masculine

n neuter
pfv perfective
pl plural
ppp past passive participle
pres present
pst past
sg singular
smlf semelfactive
th thematic vowel

16I am aware of these exceptions: rabotodátelʲ ‘employer’ and predátel� ’traitor’ (based on the verb datʲ ‘to give’,
cf. §3) and žítelʲ ‘inhabitant’ (from žitʲ ‘to live’, pres.3sg živʲót).

journal of slavic linguistics



16 russian e-verbs and thematic vowel change

contact

Ora Matushansky — <ora.matushansky@cnrs.fr>

references

Agapova, G.V. 1974. К проблеме становления сложных суффиксов [On the problem
of complex suffix establishment]: Saratov State University dissertation.

Arsenijević, Boban & Stefan Milosavljević. 2022. What differentiates Serbo-Croatian
verbal theme vowels: content ormarkedness? Glossa: a journal of general linguistics
7(1). 1–36. https://doi.org/10.16995/glossa.8535.

Belikov, Vladimir, Nikolay Kopylov, Alexander Piperski, Vladimir Selegey & Serge
Sharoff. 2013. Корпус как язык: от масштабируемости к дифференциальной
полноте [Corpus as a language: from scalability to register variation].
In Компьютерная лингвистика и интеллектуальные технологии: По
материалам ежегодной международной конференции «Диалог» [Computational
linguistics and intellectual technologies: Proceedings of the International Conference
on Computational Linguistics ”Dialogue”], Bekasovo. https://www.dialog-21.ru/di-
gests/dialog2013/materials/pdf/BelikovVI.pdf.

Bethin, Christina Y. 1992. Iotation and gemination in Ukrainian. The Slavic and East
European journal 36(3). 275–301.

Brown, Dunstan. 1998. Stem indexing and morphonological selection in the Russian
verb. In Ray Fabri, Albert Ortmann & Teresa Parodi (eds.), Models of inflection,
196–221. Tübingen: Niemeyer.

Coats, Herbert S. & Theodore M. Lightner. 1975. Transitive softening in Russian con-
jugation. Language 51(2). 338–341.

Crosswhite, Katherine. 1999. Vowel reduction in Optimality Theory. Los Angeles, CA:
UCLA dissertation.

Crosswhite, Katherine. 2000. Vowel reduction in Russian: A unified account of stan-
dard, dialectal, and “dissimilative” patterns. University of Rochester Working Papers
in the Language Sciences 1(1). 107–171.

Dyachkov, Vadim. 2023. The position of the theme vowels e and i in the functional
spine of Russian verbs: Evidence from denominal and deadjectival verbs. Paper
presented at SLE 2023, Athens, August 29 – September 1, 2023.

Enguehard, Guillaume. 2018. A thought on the form and the substance of Russian
vowel reduction. In Denisa Lenertová, Roland Meyer, Radek Šimík & Luka Szucsich
(eds.), Advances in formal Slavic linguistics 2016, 109–125. Berlin: Language Science
Press. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.2545515.

Flier, Michael S. 1972. On the source of derived imperfectives in Russian. In Dean S.
Worth (ed.),The Slavic word: Proceedings of the International Slavistic Colloquium at
UCLA, 236–260. The Hague: Mouton.

Garde, Paul. 1972. La distribution du hiatus et le statut du phonème /j/ dans le mot
russe. In Dean S. Worth (ed.), The Slavic word: Proceedings of the International Slav-
istic Colloquium at UCLA, 372–387. The Hague: Mouton.

Halle, Morris. 1959. The sound pattern of Russian. The Hague: Mouton.

journal of slavic linguistics



ora matushansky 17

Halle, Morris. 1963. O npaвилax pyccкoro cnpяжения [About the rules of Russian
conjugation]. InAmerican contributions to the Fifth International Congress of Slavists
1, September 1963, Sofia, 113–132. The Hague: Mouton.

Halle, Morris. 1965. Akan’e. The treatment of unstressed nondiffuse vowels in South-
ern Great Russian dialects. In Adam Heinz, Jerzy Kurylowicz, Mieczyslaw Karas,
Tadeusz Milewski, Jan Safarewicz &Witold Taszycki (eds.), Symbolae linguisticae in
honorem Georgii Kurylowicz, 103–109. Warsaw: Wydawnietwo Polskiej Akademii
Nauk.

Halle, Morris. 1973. Prolegomena to a theory of word inflection. Linguistic inquiry
4(1). 3–16.

Halle, Morris. 1997. Distributed Morphology: Impoverishment and fission. In Ben-
jamin Bruening, Yoonjung Kang & Martha McGinnis (eds.), PF: Papers at the inter-
face, MIT working papers in linguistics, 425–449. Cambridge, MA: MIT, Department
of Linguistics and Philosophy.

Halle, Morris. 2004. Russian phonology: The core. Ms. Cambridge, MA: MIT.

Iosad, Pavel. 2012. Vowel reduction in Russian: No phonetics in phonology. Journal
of linguistics 48. 521–571.

Iosad, Pavel. 2019. Bringing it all together: The e∼’o alternation in Stratal Phonol-
ogy. Paper presented at Formal Approaches to Russian Linguistics, Moscow State
University, April 5–6, 2019.

Iosad, Pavel. 2020. Морфонологическая стратификация в русском языке [Mor-
phonological stratification in Russian]. Rhema 2020(1). 36–55.

Itkin, Ilja B. 2007. Русская морфонология [Russian morphonology]. Moscow: Gnozis.

Itkin, Ilja B. 2012. Тайна глагола мяукать [The mystery of the verb ‘to meow’].
Вестник Московского университета. Серия 9: Филология [Moscow university her-
ald. Series 9: Philology] 4. 119–127.

Itkin, Ilja B. 2013. В поисках нулевого словообразовательного суффикса
(отглагольные существительные типа звон, шум, шелест в современном
русском языке) [In the search of the zero derivational suffix (deverbal nouns of the
type zvon, šum, šelest in Modern Russian)]. Русский язык в научном освещении
[Russian language and linguistic theory] 2(26). 52–64.

Jabłońska, Patrycja. 2007. Radical decomposition and argument structure: University
of Tromsø dissertation.

Jakobson, Roman. 1929. Remarques sur l’évolution phonologique du russe comparée
à celle des autres langues slaves. Travaux du Cercle Linguistique de Prague 2.

Jakobson, Roman. 1948. Russian conjugation. Word 4. 155–167.

Kapatsinski, Vsevolod. 2010. Velar palatalization in Russian and artificial grammar:
Constraints on models of morphophonology. Laboratory phonology 1(2). 361–393.
https://doi.org/10.1515/labphon.2010.019.

Kortlandt, Frederik. 1994. From Proto-Indo-European to Slavic. Journal of Indo-
European studies 22. 91–112.

Lightner, Theodore M. 1965a. Segmental phonology of contemporary standard Russian.
Cambridge, MA: MIT dissertation.

journal of slavic linguistics



18 russian e-verbs and thematic vowel change

Lightner, Theodore M. 1965b. О циклических правилах в русском спряжении [On
cyclic rules in Russian conjugation]. Вопросы языкознания [Questions of linguistics]
2. 45–54.

Lightner, Theodore M. 1967. On phonetic nasal∼a alternations in modern Rus-
sian verb forms. In To Honor Roman Jakobson III: Essays on the Occasion of
his 70th Birthday, 11. October 1966, vol. 2, 1183–1187. The Hague: Mouton.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111349121-032.

Lightner, Theodore M. 1969. On the alternation e∼o in Modern Russian. Linguistics
54. 44–69.

Lightner, Theodore M. 1972. Problems in the theory of phonology, Vol. I: Russian phonol-
ogy and Turkish phonology. Edmonton: Linguistic Research, Inc.

Magomedova, Varvara & Natalia Slioussar. 2017a. Paradigm leveling: The decay of
consonant alternations in Russian. In Ferenc Kiefer, James Blevins & Huba Bartos
(eds.), Perspectives onmorphological organization, 123–137. Leiden,TheNetherlands:
Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004342934_007.

Magomedova, Varvara & Natalia Slioussar. 2017b. Stem-final consonant mutations in
Modern Russian. In Yohei Oseki, Masha Esipova & Stephanie Harves (eds.), Pro-
ceedings of Formal Approaches to Slavic Linguistics (FASL) 24: The NYUMeeting 2015,
239–259. Ann Arbor, MI: Michigan Slavic Publications.

Matushansky, Ora. 2023. Ablaut and transitive softening in the Russian verb. In Jiny-
oung Jo Noah Elkins, Bruce Hayes & Jian-Leat Siah (eds.), Supplemental proceedings
of the 2022 Annual Meeting on Phonology, Washington, DC: Linguistic Society of
America.

Medová, Lucie. 2013. Anticausatives and unaccusatives in Czech. In Alexander
Podobryaev (ed.), Proceedings of Formal Approaches to Slavic Linguistics (FASL) 20.
The Second MIT Meeting (2011), 184–199. Ann Arbor, MI: Michigan Slavic Publica-
tions.

Meillet, Antoine. 1934. Le slave commun. Paris: Champion.

Melvold, Janis. 1989. Structure and stress in the phonology of Russian. Cambridge, MA:
MIT dissertation.

Micklesen, Lew R. 1973. The structure of the Russian verb stems. In Dean S. Worth
(ed.), The Slavic word: Proceedings of the International Slavistic Colloquium at UCLA,
261–282. The Hague: Mouton.

Noyer, Rolf. 1992. Features, positions, and affixes in autonomousmorphological structure.
Cambridge, MA: MIT dissertation.

Padgett, Jaye. 2001. Contrast dispersion and Russian palatalization. In Elizabeth Hume
& Keith Johnson (eds.), The role of speech perception in phonology, 187–218. New
York: Academic Press.

Pertsova, Katya. 2016. Transderivational relations and paradigm gaps in Russian verbs.
Glossa: a journal of general linguistics 1(1). 1–34. https://doi.org/10.5334/gjgl.59.

Piperski, Alexander, Vladimir Belikov, Nikolay Kopylov, Eugene Morozov, Vladimir
Selegey & Serge Sharoff. 2013. Big and diverse is beautiful: A large corpus of Rus-
sian to study linguistic variation. In Stefan Evert, Egon Stemle & Paul Rayson (eds.),
Proceedings of the 8th Web as Corpus Workshop (WAC-8) @Corpus Linguistics 2013,
http://www.webcorpora.ru/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/wac8-proceedings.pdf.

journal of slavic linguistics



ora matushansky 19

Plapp, Rosemary Kuhn. 1999. Lexical phonology and optimality theory: Analysis of
Russian. Iowa City: University of Iowa dissertation.

Rubach, Jerzy. 2000. Backness switch in Russian. Phonology 17(1). 39–64.

Rubach, Jerzy & Geert Booij. 2001. Allomorphy in Optimality Theory: Polish iotation.
Language 77(1). 26–61.

Simonović, Marko & Petra Mišmaš. 2022. Lowest theme vowels or highest roots?
An ‘unaccusative’ theme-vowel class in Slovenian. Glossa: A journal of general
linguistics 7(1). https://doi.org/10.16995/glossa.5809.

Slioussar, Natalia & Maria Kholodilova. 2013. Paradigm leveling in non-standard Rus-
sian. In Alexander Podobryaev (ed.), Proceedings of Formal Approaches to Slavic
Linguistics (FASL) 20: The Second MIT Meeting 2011, 243–258. Ann Arbor, MI: Michi-
gan Slavic Publications.

Townsend, Charles E. & Laura Janda. 1996. Common and comparative Slavic: Phonol-
ogy and inflection. Columbus, Ohio: Slavica.

Zvezdova, G.V. & Xuetao Gou. 2013. Словообразовательная динамика в группе
прилагательных на -тельн- (на материале словарей современного русского
языка) [Word-formation dynamics in the group of adjectives in -tel’n- (on the basis
of dictionaries of Contemporary Russian)]. Обрії сучасної лінгвістики [Frontiers
of modern linguistics] 4. 40–45. http://nbuv.gov.ua/UJRN/obsl_2013_4_8.

journal of slavic linguistics


