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A PHONEMIC INVENTORY OF ITALIAN: MAINSTREAM VARIETY

ANKIT KUMAR SRIVASTAVA
University of Washington

This paper describes the phonetic characteristics of a native Italian speaker
from Treviso, Italy. An attempt is made to classify the dialect used in this study, in
sections 1.1 and 1.2. A word list was prepared and the consultant’s pronunciation of
these items was recorded into a CD. Interesting observations of the sound
distributions were made by transcribing the speech sounds (using IPA characters).

The Italian vowel and consonant charts are included in the appendix on Page 11.

1. INTRODUCTION. Italian is a Romance language under the Italic branch of the
Indo-European family. It is a modern descendant of Latin, along with such languages as
French, Spanish, Portuguese, and Romanian (Baldi 1983:37).

Italian is ranked as the 18" most spoken language in the world (Wikipedia.org
2007). It is spoken by about 61.5 million people in Italy, parts of Croatia, San Marino,
Slovenia, Switzerland, Vatican State, and within diaspora communities in Australia,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Brazil, Canada, Egypt, France, Germany, Israel, Libya,
Philippines, Romania, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, United Kingdom, and United
States of America (Ethnologue.com 2005). Italian is written using the Latin alphabet.

1.1. ITALIAN DIALECTS. The reasons for the existence of widely divergent
varieties of Italian some of which are mutually unintelligible are outside the focus of this
paper. Suffice it to say that the differences between varieties of English (in the United
States for example) are much less dramatic than those between varieties of Italian
(Maiden & Robustelli 2000:2). See Figure 1 on Page 4 for a geographical distribution of
the numerous Italo-Romance dialects. Some phonological variants existing among the
dialects are shortening of Latin long consonants, palatalization of velar consonants before
front vowels, existence of a distinction between intervocalic /s/ and intervocalic /z/,
etcetera.

Standard Italian adopted after the unification of Italy is based mainly on the
dialect of Florence (in Toscano region in Fig. 1). A majority of Italian speakers belong to

either the group who command the standard language but also actively use a dialect, or
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the group which only speaks standard Italian (Agard & Di Pietro 1965:4). However
recent studies show that contemporary mainstream Italian — not following the standard
in all respects — appears to be a variety under construction by a process driven by the
media, workplace conversations, and education (Rogers & d’Arcangeli 2004). The
consultant used in this study clearly belongs to this emerging third group (see below for
details). The term “Italian” in this paper henceforth will imply this mainstream variety.

1.2. CONSULTANT BACKGROUND. FG is a 30-year old female from Treviso (in

the Veneto region) in Italy. She spoke the local dialect (Venetian) as a child but stopped
when she was 10. Her pronunciation, in her opinion, does not reflect the local one,
probably because of the standard Italian pronunciation classes she took first as part of
drama classes during childhood and then in college where she obtained her MA in
Translation Studies from the University of Bologna. There are no foreign language
influences in her accent, but her speech is perceived as closer to the standard variety by
people from her region. In addition to being a native Italian speaker, she has an advanced
command of English and French. Prior to moving to Seattle, four years ago, she lived in
Italy, France, and Ireland.

1.3. RECORDING CD. The CD containing the consultant’s pronunciation files

divided into 7 tracks as follows. The word list in section 4 adheres to the same order of

items.

TRACK NO. DESCRIPTION OF THE CONTENTS

1 Session begins. Introduction with date, name, language and consultant
description | AS (me)

Description of the format for items with glosses | AS

The word list with English glosses (Items 1 through 103) | FG

Description of the format for items without glosses | AS

The word list without English glosses (Items 1 through 38) | FG

The word list without glosses contd. (Items 38.5 through 103) | FG

NG kA WN

Session ends. Sign-off. | AS

TABLE 1: CD Contents: How are the sound files arranged?
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THE ITALIAN DIALECTS
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FIGURE 1: Italian Dialects: Standard Italian is based on Florentine variety in Toscano

region and the consultant hails from Veneto region (the gray shaded area).
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2. PHONEMIC INVENTORY. As indicated in the phoneme chart in the appendix,
Italian features 7 oral vowels, and 20 consonant phonemes all of which can geminate (i.e.
double consonants). In the following descriptions, the reference (word n) refers to the nth
item in the word list in section 4.

2.1. CONSONANTS. Italian consonants are distributed among 7 places of
articulation and 6 manners of articulation. Plosives (bilabial, dental, velar), affricates
(alveolar and post-alveolar), and fricatives (labio-dental and alveolar) occur in pairs of
voiced and voiceless sounds. There are 40 basic word pronunciations in the word list, 2
for each consonant - word-initially and elsewhere.

The distinctive feature of Italian that separates it from English pronunciation is
the absence of aspiration of voiceless stops like /p/, /t/, /k/ (Agard & Di Pietro 1965:9).
Word 1 and word 38 support this claim. There is discrepancy in the articulation of dental
plosives /t/, /d/, and /n/. Some sources like (Rogers & d’Arcangeli 2004) list these
consonants as alveolar, clumping them with /ts/, /dz/, /t/, /s/,and /1/. However, listening to
the consultant’s pronunciation in (word 11 through word 17) convinced me that these are
dental consonants similar to the dental phonemes in my native language, Hindi.

(Agard & Di Pietro 1965:7) claims that the dental nasal /n/ has an allophone /1/
before members of /k/ phoneme. Compare [banka] in word 3 and [finta] in word 7. I do
not believe my consultant has this distinction.

2.2. VOWELS. The 7 Italian vowels are classified thus:

PHONEME HEIGHT HORIZONTAL ROUND
POSITION

/il high front unrounded
/el higher mid front unrounded
/el lower mid front unrounded
/a/ low center unrounded
1/ lower mid back rounded
/o/ higher mid back rounded
/a/ high back rounded
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Italian vowels are an essential ingredient of a syllable (Agard & Di Pietro
1965:10). All the words in the word list support this claim. (Agard & Di Pietro 1965:12)
claims that the vowels /e/, /e/, /a/, /o/, and /o/ has one allophone in all positions,
stressed and unstressed. There are some instances of nasals, like in word 97and word 98.

2.3. GEMINATES. All Italian consonants can occur doubly. Look at word 59
through 72 for evidence. All stressed vowels are somewhat longer before single
consonants (word 59, word 61, etc.) than before double consonants (word 60, word 62)
and other consonant clusters (Agard & Di Pietro 1965:11).

3. PHONOLOGY. The phoneme /s/ has an allophone /z/ before voiced consonants
and inter-vocalically. See word 73 through word 80. (Agard & Di Pietro 1965:15) says
that for speakers who have a [s] in risalire (word 79) and a [z] in risorgere (word 80), /s/
and /z/ belong to separate phoneme classes. However, my consultant has a /s/ in both
words. Hence she like most Italians has only /s/ in her phonemic inventory with /z/ as an

allophone of /s/. The rule is as follows:

-+ Cont .

+ Cor —> [ + Ve’ V_ \/

- VULt

+ (on't + v01¢t +(onS

— Eo'\"&e_ -2 — [+ vorce
L. = Vo)

The sounds /k/ and /tf/ can be orthographically represented by the roman letter ‘c’
which leads t some ambiguity. Look at words 81 through 84. The rule is that ‘c’ followed
by a vowel /a/, /o/, /9/, /u/, is pronounced as /k/ and ‘¢’ followed by vowels /i/, /e/, and /e/

is pronounced as tf. The rule is as follows.
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4 WORD LIST
PHONEME | BROAD | NARROW | GLOSS | ITALIAN
4.1 Consonants
1 /panka/ [panka] bench anca
/p / p P
2 /kapo/ [ka:po] boss (masc.) capo
3 b/ /banka/ [banka] bank banca
4 /babo/ [bab:o] dad babbo
5 /mankare/ [mankare] lackin mancare
/m/ °
6 /lama/ [laima] blade lama
7 /finta/ [finta] retense finta
/1/ P
8 /tilefono/ [tile:forno] telephone telefono
9 /vinta/ [vinta] won vinta
/v/
10 /telivizione/ [telizvizione] | television televisione
11 /teto/ [tet:0] roof tetto
/t/
12 /porta/ [porta] door porta
13 /deto/ [det:o] sayin detto
/ d / ying
14 /fredo/ [fred:o] cold freddo
15 /neto/ [net:o] net netto
16 / Inl/ /nomi/ [nomi] names nomi
17 /pana/ [pan:a] cream panna
18 /roto/ [rot:o] broken rotto
/r/
19 /buro/ [bur:o] butter burro
20 /soto/ [so'tio] under sotto
/s/
21 /roso/ [ros:o] red rosso
22 /tsotsa/ [sots:a] dirty zozza
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23 /ts/ /patso/ crazy pazzo
24 /dz/ /dzero/ Zero Zero
25 /medzo/ middle mezzo
26 1/ /1ato/ piece of land lotto
27 /pila/ battery pila
28 / ‘Y / /fata/ neglected sciatta
29 /pefe/ fish pesce
30 /t j. / /t{elare/ to hide celare
31 /amitfi/ friends amici
32 / dS / /dzelare/ to freeze gelare
33 /redzo/ regal regio
34 /ﬁ / /nomi/ gnomes gnomi
35 /puna/ battle pugna
36 /Ki/ the gli
37 /K/ /pukia/ name of an puglia
Italian region
38 /k/ /kara/ dear (fem.) cara
38.5 /poko/ little poco
39 /g / /gara/ competition gara
40 /ago/ needle ago
4.2 Vowels
41 /fine/ end fine
42 /1] [Tdita/ company ditta
43 /ira/ rage ira
44 N /deta/ said detta
45 /venti/ twenty venti
46 /e/ /era/ era era
47 © /venti/ winds venti
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48 /fune/ [fuine] rope fune
49 /u/ /ruto/ [rut:o] burp rutto
50 /mudo/ [nudo] naked nudo
51 /nodo/ [no:do] knot nodo
52 /9] [Tiote/ [Tote] fights lotte
53 /roka/ [rok:a] fort rocca
54 /roto/ [rot:o] broken rotto
55 /0/ [Tboka/ [bok:a] mouth bocca
56 /ora/ [oira] hour ora

57 ) /ara/ [ara] altar ara

58 /late/ [lat:e] milk latte
4.3 Geminates

59 /p / /kapa/ [ka:pa] boss (fem.) capa
60 /kapa/ [kap:a] mantle cappa
61 /f/ /tufo/ [tu:fo] tufa tufo
62 /tufo/ [tufio] plunge tuffo
63 v/ /piove/ [pio:ve] it rains piove
64 /piove/ [piov:e] it rained piovve
65 /g/ /lego/ [leg:o] I read leggo
66 /lego/ [le:go] I tie lego
67 /k/ /koka/ [ko'k:a] sweetheart cocca
68 /moka/ [mo:ka] coffee machine | moca
69 b/ /gabia/ [gab:ia] cage gabbia
70 /labiale/ [labia:le] labial labiale
71 It/ /karo/ [kairo] dear (masc.) caro
72 /karo/ [kar:o] carriage carro
4.4 Allophones

73 /zdraio/ [zdrayo] garden chair sdraio
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81 /tfokolato/ [tfoko:lato] chocolate cioccolato
82 k /kupo/ [ku:po] dark cupo

83 t j‘ /tfi/ [tfi] there ci

84 /ki/ [ki] who chi

0.0 /koro/ [ko:ro] chorus coro
> [Tkorol [kor:o] I run corro

/tfera/ [tfemra] wax cera
c.C:
/tfepo/ [tfep:o] block ceppo
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4.5 Foreign words

99 /valtir/ [valtir] Walter (name walter
of a person)
100 /di dze/ [di dze] DJ (acronym dj
for disk jockey)
101 /malkam 1ks/ | [mealkam iks] | Malcolm X malcolm x
102 /kayak"/ [kaya:k"] kayak kayak
103 /yezi/ [yezi] name of a town | Yesi
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PHONEME CHARTS

Consonants
The shaded cells represent voiced sounds
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