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Abstract 
	 The paper deals with the extension of metaphony to feminine plural nouns com-

ing from the first Latin declension (e.g. Old Neap. cure ‘tails’, cf. cora ‘tail’ < Lat. 
caudam), a real puzzle for Romance and Italian dialectology. The phenomenon was 
attested in the history of Neapolitan until the end of the 19th century and has disap-
peared from current use. However, it may still be found in some peripheral dialects of 
Campania. In the present paper, we will present new data from the Irpinian dialect 
of Montella, which is very relevant for the issue under consideration since it presents 
a large number of metaphonic feminine plurals, and at the same time it keeps distinct 
the qualities of the final unstressed vowels. Thanks to these new data, it will be pos-
sible to develop a framework that explains both the diachronic data of Neapolitan 
and the contemporary data of the Irpinian dialects. By assuming a morphophono-
logical perspective on metaphony, we will argue for analogical processes based on the 
templates available in the feminine plural nouns from the third declension. Unlike 
previous studies, we will demonstrate that a better fit to the data can be obtained if 
the templates are conceived as discontinuous, so as to include not only the quality of 
the final unstressed vowel but also the specific quality of the stressed vowel. 

keywords: metaphony, dialects of Campania, morphophonological patterns, analogy

1.	 Introduction

Recent research on the dialects of the Campania region in South-
ern Italy is unearthing new relevant data for Italian dialectology, which 

*	 Although the article is the product of a joint endeavour between the two authors, 
the paragraphs can be attributed as follows: §§ 1, 2, 5 to Giovanni Abete; §§ 3, 4 to Cesarina 
Vecchia. We wish to thank Marcello Barbato for his valuable feedback on an early draft, 
which helped clarify and strengthen our arguments. We also appreciate the suggestions 
from the anonymous reviewers that led to further improvements to the paper. Of course, 
any remaining flaws are solely our responsibility.
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may play a key role in the reconstruction of diachronic dynamics that 
have not yet been fully clarified (e.g. Abete 2020; Abete & Vecchia 
2018). In this context, the present paper will show the contribution 
that the Irpinian dialects can provide to the understanding of some 
complex developments concerning the phenomenon of metaphony1. 
In particular, the issue of the occurrence of metaphony in some plural 
feminine nouns and adjectives in the dialects of Southern Italy will be 
investigated.

The phenomenon appears sporadically in the modern dialects, 
where metaphony is generally limited to masculine forms, however 
the situation was quite different in the past. Relevant information in 
this respect is provided by the Neapolitan dialect, thanks to its rich 
written documentation starting from the 14th century. Metaphonic 
outcomes in feminine plurals were indeed relatively common in Old 
Neapolitan but decreased in number over the centuries and exited 
from use around the end of the 19th century. The phenomenon con-
cerned, in the first place, feminine nouns coming from the Latin third  
declension (e.g. vutte ‘barrel.f.pl’) and adjectives of the second class 
(e.g. giùvene ‘young.adj.f.pl’), but it also extended to some feminine 
nouns mainly coming from the first declension (e.g. catine ‘chain.f.pl’, 
corune ‘crown.f.pl’). The latter case is particularly intriguing since it 
concerns nouns that had in origin a final *-e which, as is known, could 
not trigger metaphony. Moreover, the occurrence of metaphony in this 
class presents some interesting restrictions which also call for an expla-
nation. The extension of metaphony to feminine plural nouns coming 
from the first declension will therefore constitute the main topic of 
our research.

1	 This phenomenon, of paramount importance for the evolution of Romance lan-
guages, has been studied in depth from different angles and continues to be at the centre of 
the theoretical reflection of scholars from many subfields of linguistics. From a diachronic 
perspective, and with a special eye to Italo-Romance, see at least Maiden (1991), Fanciul-
lo (1994), Sánchez Miret (1998), Barbato (2008, 2013), Loporcaro (2016). For a 
focus on metaphony in Neapolitan, see Russo (2007), Ledgeway (2009: 54-71). For an 
overview of the different approaches to metaphony in the dialects of Italy, see the papers 
published in Torres-Tamarit et al. (2016).
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A diachronic model that accounts for the presence of metaphony 
in feminine plurals in the dialects of Southern Italy was proposed by 
Maiden (1991: 172-175, 220-221). It suited quite well to the data of 
Neapolitan and was indeed accepted by Ledgeway (2009: 61-65) in 
his Grammatica diacronica del napoletano. However, new data from 
Campanian dialects provide now a more complex picture and high-
light the need for a reconsideration of Maiden’s model. In the present 
paper, we will mainly focus on the dialect of Montella, in the province 
of Avellino, which presents very interesting features: a) it preserves dis-
tinct qualities of the final unstressed vowels, which merged to schwa 
in other Upper-Southern dialects like Neapolitan; b) it offers an abun-
dant documentation of metaphony in feminine plural nouns and ad-
jectives. Other relevant data will come from other Irpinian dialects 
on the one hand, and from the dialects of the Phlegrean area, in the 
gulf of Naples, on the other (see Figure 1). We will therefore develop a 
new hypothesis on the distribution of metaphony in feminine plurals 
which takes into account all the available data.

Figure 1. The Campania region with the main places mentioned in the paper.



170	 Giovanni Abete, Cesarina Vecchia	

Being triggered by final vowels which, as known, convey impor-
tant morphological information, metaphony lies at the border be-
tween phonetics and morphology. The evolution of metaphony is in-
deed conditioned by both phonetic and morphological aspects and the 
case of metaphony in feminine plurals is exemplary in this respect. In 
accordance with much literature on this topic, the perspective adopt-
ed here is therefore morphophonological (e.g. Maiden 1991; Fanciullo 
1994). In particular, we will argue for the analogical extension of some 
complex morphophonological patterns characterising feminine plural 
nouns coming from the third declension. Our findings will also shed 
new light on the complexity of morphophonological patterns that can 
serve as models for analogical extension. 

The paper is structured as follows: in Section 2, we introduce the 
issue of metaphony in feminine plurals by presenting and discussing 
diachronic data from the Neapolitan dialect. The analysis of these data 
by Maiden (1991) and Ledgeway (2009) is also outlined here. Section 3 
is devoted to the dialect of Montella: after a description of the main 
features of this variety, the results of a research by questionnaire are 
presented in detail. In Section 4, the new picture that emerges from 
the dialect of Montella is further enriched with other contemporary 
dialectological data from Irpinia and the Phlegrean area. In Section 5, 
a diachronic model that explains all the available data is proposed and 
conclusions are drawn.

2.	 Metaphony of feminine plurals through the history  
of Neapolitan

2.1.	Preliminary considerations

Metaphony is a process of assimilation at distance for which the 
quality of some stressed vowels is influenced to different degrees by 
the quality of some final unstressed vowels. The phenomenon is wide-
spread in the Italo-Romance dialects with a variety of solutions (see 
Maiden 1991). In the history of Neapolitan, metaphony involved the 
stressed mid vowels *e (< ĭ ē), *o (< ŭ ō), *ɛ (< ĕ), *ɔ (< ŏ) under the 
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influence of the final unstressed vowels *ʊ (< ŭ) and *i (< ī). Subse-
quently, the final unstressed vowels were neutralized to /ə/ by a process 
of phonetic reduction (Ledgeway 2009: 54-71). 

Neapolitan metaphony presents monophthongal and diphthongal 
outcomes, depending on the vowels involved. High-mid vowels raise 
by one degree, low-mid vowels diphthongize:

(1)	 Metaphony in Neapolitan
	 *e > [i]: *mesi > [ˈmisə] ‘month.m.pl’
	 *o > [u]: *rossʊ > [ˈrussə] ‘red.adj.m.sg’
	 *ɛ > [je]: *pɛdi > [ˈpjerə] ‘foot.m.pl’
	 *ɔ > [wo]: *kɔrnʊ > [ˈkwornə] ‘horn.m.sg’

This process produced a set of stem alternations which were sus-
ceptible of morphological interpretation, and indeed some scholars 
have found evidence of an early morphologisation of metaphony (e.g. 
Tuttle 1985; Maiden 1989, 1991; Fanciullo 1994). In Neapolitan, as 
a matter of fact, after the neutralization to /ə/ of the final unstressed 
vowels, the alternations originated by metaphony became the only ex-
plicit marks of the inflectional categories of gender, number, and per-
son in the paradigms of nouns, adjectives, and verbs (Ledgeway 2009: 
58):

(2)	 Examples of morphophonological oppositions originated by metaphony
	 *pɛdi > [ˈpjerə] ‘foot.m.pl’ vs *pɛde > [ˈpɛrə] ‘foot.m.sg’
	 *rossʊ > [ˈrussə] ‘red.adj.m.sg’ vs *rossa > [ˈrossə] ‘red.adj.f.sg’
	 *sɛnti > [ˈsjentə] ‘feel/hear.prs.2sg’ vs *sɛnto > [ˈsɛntə] ‘feel/hear.prs.1sg’

This kind of morphophonological oppositions played a major role 
in the history of Neapolitan and other Italo-Romance dialects. As 
demonstrated by Fanciullo (1994), they constituted powerful sche-
mas of alternations, e.g. sg.‒Mph vs pl.+Mph, f.‒Mph vs m.+Mph, prs.1sg‒Mph vs 
prs.2sg+Mph, which eventually extended also to non etymological cas-
es. For instance, the sg.‒Mph vs pl.+Mph schema can explain the absence 
of metaphony in singular forms like réllə ‘cricket.m.sg’ < grȳllu 
vs ríllə ‘cricket.m.pl’, or réttsə ‘hedgehog.m.sg’ < erīciu vs ríttsə 
‘hedgehog.m.pl’, which are attested in the Irpinian dialect of Pater-
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nopoli (Fanciullo 1994: 585). As we will see in the next sections, 
the sg.‒Mph vs pl.+Mph opposition also characterize our data since the 
metaphonic outcomes in feminine plurals conform to this general 
pattern as well. 

Considering the objectives of the research, our discussion will be 
limited to nouns and adjectives, thus excluding verbs. The distribution 
of metaphony in such contexts has changed over the centuries. In cur-
rent Neapolitan, metaphony is mainly found in the following contexts:

(3)	 Distribution of metaphony in current Neapolitan
(a)	 Masculine singular and plural nouns coming from the Lat. second 

declension (e.g. [ˈvjentə] ‘wind.sg/pl’ < vĕntus/-ī), as well as ma-
sculine singular and plural adjectives of the first class (e.g. [ˈkurtə] 
‘short.adj.m.sg/pl’ < cŭrtus/- ī).

(b)	 Masculine plural nouns coming from the Lat. third declension (e.g. 
[ˈpjerə] ‘foot.m.pl’ < *pɛdi < pĕdes), as well as masculine plural 
adjectives of the second class (e.g. [ˈdʒuvənə] ‘young.adj.m.pl’ < 
iŭvĕnes).

In other words, in the paradigms of nouns and adjectives, meta-
phony is limited to masculine forms2. However, the situation was dif-
ferent in the past, because in Old Neapolitan and at least until the end 
of the 19th century, metaphony could also be found in some feminine 
nouns and adjectives. Adopting a diachronic perspective, the phenom-
enon appeared in the following contexts (cf. Maiden 1991: 172-177; 
Ledgeway 2009: 60-65; Russo 2007: 177-200):

(4)	 Plural feminine words involved by metaphony in Neapolitan historical 
texts
(a)	 Plural feminine nouns coming from the Lat. first declension (e.g. 

bucche ‘mouth.f.pl’, catine ‘chain.f.pl’)3. 

2	 There are only a few exceptions to this, the most notable one being persune 
[pərˈtsunə] ‘person.f.pl’, which can be regarded as a relic from a previous stage in which 
metaphony could also be found in feminine words (see further in the text). 

3	 As will be argued later on (§ 2.2), the final ‹e› of such forms found in the written 
documentation must be phonetically interpreted as schwa, and it is the result of centraliza-
tion of an original *-i. 
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(b)	 Plural feminine nouns coming from the Lat. third declension (e.g. 
frieve ‘fever.f.pl’, gruce ‘cross.f.pl’), as well as plural feminine adjec-
tives of the second class (e.g. nuobele ‘noble.adj.f.pl’).

(c)	 Plural feminine nouns ending in -ĭties and coming from the Lat. 
fifth declension (e.g. bellicze ‘beauty.f.pl’, prudizze ‘bravery.f.pl’).

Metaphony in the plural feminine words is attested from the first 
documentation of Neapolitan. Ledgeway (2009: 60-65) finds exam-
ples for all the classes in (4) in texts dating back to the 14th and 15th 
century. He also points out that the phenomenon in these contexts 
has always been highly variable, since metaphonic variants are often in 
synchronic alternation with non metaphonic forms. See for instance 
the following alternations attested in the 14th century Libro de la 
destructione de Troya ‘The book about the destruction of Troy’: alcune 
nuocte / multe nocte ‘some nights / many nights’, Le nuobele dompne / 
una donna delle plu nobele ‘the noble women / a woman of the noblest’, 
cortise parole / cheste femene […] multo cortese ‘polite words / these 
women […] very polite’ (Ledgeway 2009: 64). 

Despite their instability, metaphonic plural feminine forms run 
through almost the entire history of Neapolitan. Still at the end of 
the 19th century, Capozzoli (1889: 56-58) reports a long list of exam-
ples of metaphony in plural feminine words which are in competition 
with non metaphonic variants, e.g. semmènte / semmmiénte ‘seeds’, 
sèpe / siépe ‘hedges’, frézze / frizze ‘arrows’, cénnere / cìnnere ‘ashes’, 
grótte / grutte ‘caves’, códe / cude ‘tails’. His source are literary texts 
from the 17th and 18th century, however many of the metaphonic 
forms must still have been in use at the time of Capozzoli’s essay. The 
author indeed states that usage will tell which of the forms is still in 
use («l’uso dirà quale tuttavia si adopra o no», p. 57), and it seems 
meaningful that, after a long list of competing forms like scópe / scupe 
‘brooms’, segnóre / segnure ‘ladies’, tórre / turre ‘towers’, trómme / 
trumme ‘trumpets’, vócche / vucche ‘mouths’, vóce / vuce ‘voices’, etc., 
only of trumme and vurpe he specifies that they are almost out of use 
(«quantunque oggi i plurali trumme e vurpe siano quasi disusati», i.e. 
‘although nowadays the plural forms trumme and vurpe are almost 
out of use’, p. 58).
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In fact, it is only in the 20th century that metaphonic plural fem-
inine forms exit from use in Neapolitan. Moro (2003: 105-114) ob-
serves their progressive reduction in number in texts ranging from the 
17th to the 20th century. This raises the question of how such forms 
emerged in the first place, and why they disappeared after such a long 
period. A hypothesis in this regard was proposed by Maiden (1991: 
172-177, 220-221) and, more recently, it was accepted by Ledgeway 
(2009: 61-65) who tested it on a larger diachronic corpus of Neapoli-
tan texts. Their arguments will be discussed below.

Before delving into the question, it is useful to introduce the de-
clensional system assumed by Maiden (1991: 152-153) as historically 
underlying the modern dialects, including Neapolitan. Based on the 
inflectional patterns of number and gender, three main classes can be 
identified, as reported in Table 1. In class one, feminine nouns and ad-
jectives have singular -a and plural -e; they oppose to masculine forms 
with singular -u and plural -i. In class two, gender is not formally dis-
tinguished and both masculine and feminine forms have singular -e 
and plural -i4. In class three, which is less relevant here, singulars are 
masculine ending in -u, while plurals are feminine ending in -a or in 
-ora. With reference to Neapolitan, it should also be noted that femi-
nine nouns and adjectives of class one include nouns of the first declen-
sion and adjectives of the first class, plus nouns of the fourth and fifth 
declensions which merged with the first5; nouns and adjectives of class 
two include nouns of the third declension and adjectives of the second 
class (Ledgeway 2009: 61). Given these premises, the rise and fall of 
metaphony in feminine plurals of class one and two will be discussed 
in the next sections. 

4	 In the table quoted from Maiden (1991), adjectives are used to exemplify the pat-
terns of inflectional exponence of classes one and two. The case of bono ‘good.adj.n’ in class 
one refers to some dialects that also have a so-called “neuter” inflection. 

5	 The nouns in -ĭties originally had a singular form ending in -e (e.g. bellezze ‘beau-
ty.f.sg’) but then they took a singular -a (e.g. bellezza), thus merging with the nouns of the 

first declension (Ledgeway 2009: 129). 
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Class one
Sg Pl

M bɔnu bɔni
F bɔna bɔne
N bɔno

Class two
Sg Pl

M/F verde verdi
Gender is not formally distinguished in this class.

Class three
Sg Pl

M kɔrpu
F kɔ́ rpora or kɔrpa

Table 1. Declensional system historically underlying the dialects of Italy ac-
cording to Maiden (1991: 153, table 15). Forms available to metaphony are 
underlined. As for the meanings of the examples: bɔnu ‘good’, verde ‘green’, 
kɔrpu ‘body’.

2.2.	Metaphony in class one feminine plurals

Etymologically, the presence of metaphony in feminine plurals of 
class one would not be expected because these forms should have a 
final -e (cf. It. rose ‘roses’), which, as such, could not trigger metaphony. 
However, metaphonic outcomes such as Old Neap. bucche ‘mouths’ (cf. 
It. bocche) and catine ‘chains, necklaces’ (cf. It. catene) led scholars to re-
construct also an inflectional *-i as plural exponent of this class (Maid-
en 1991: 172-175; Ledgeway 2009: 127-128): bucche with stressed /u/ 
indeed presupposes an earlier *bokki; catine with stressed /i/ an earlier 
*kateni. 

Metaphonic forms in class one feminine plurals are attested in 
many dialects of Southern Italy, alongside the much more common 
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non metaphonic outcomes. Relying mainly on the data from the AIS 
and ALI linguistic atlases, Maiden (1991: 172) states that the phe-
nomenon «is chiefly observable in a small area of Campania, in parts 
of Abruzzo-Molise, Puglia, and in Southern Lucania, Calabria and 
Sicily»6.

With special reference to Neapolitan, Maiden (1991: 172-175, 
220-221) observes a few interesting restrictions that are characteristic 
of this variety (see also Ledgeway 2009: 61-64):

(5)	 Restrictions to the occurrence of metaphony in class one feminine plu-
rals in Neapolitan
(a)	 The phenomenon is limited to nouns: e.g. cude ‘tails’, but rosse 

‘red.f.pl’ and not **russe.
(b)	 The phenomenon only involves words with stressed high-mid vo-

wels: e.g. corune ‘crowns’, bucche ‘mouths’ < *o (< Lat. ŭ ō); frizze 
‘arrows’, sirve ‘woods’ < *e (< Lat. ĭ ē); but selle [sɛllə] ‘saddles’ < *ɛ 
(< Lat. ĕ) and not **sielle7.

According to the scholar, the first restriction would be very spe-
cific of the Neapolitan area, while the second would be confirmed by 
most of the dialects of Southern Italy (but see Sections 3 and 4 for 
relevant exceptions). 

In order to explain the first restriction, Maiden hypothesizes that, 
in Old Neapolitan, only nouns developed a metaphonizing inflection-
al *-i as an alternative to the more common etymological -e. The origin 
of this *-i is not clear8, however Maiden (1991: 175) highlights that the 
dialects of Ascrea and Subiaco (Southern Lazio), which retain distinct 
qualities of the final vowels, testify to a situation just like the one hy-

6	 Apart from the data summarized by Maiden (1994: 172-175), examples of the phe-
nomenon can be found in several dialects of Southern Italy. See for instance spìe̥kki̯e̥ ‘heap of 
stone.f.pl’ vs spékki̯e̥ ‘heap of stone.f.sg’ < spĕcŭla, or grùtte̥ ‘cave.f.pl’ vs gròtte̥ ‘cave.f.sg’ 
< crŭpta, signalled by an anonymous reviewer for the dialect of Grumo Appula in Apulia 
(D’Amato 1987). Moreover, another reviewer reports that a small set of feminine nouns 
with metaphonic plural is also attested in the dialect of San Valentino, in the Abruzzo re-
gion, in which final vowels are reduced to schwa (Passino 2020). 

7	 This last example is from Ledgeway (2009: 62).
8	 But see Ledgeway (2009: 127-128). 
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pothesized for Old Neapolitan, with feminine plural nouns of class 
one ending in -i and feminine plural adjectives of class one ending in 
-e. As we will see in Section 3, this situation is also attested in Campa-
nia for the dialect of Montella, which therefore further corroborates 
Maiden’s hypothesis9. 

On the restriction of metaphony to high-mid vowels, Maiden uses 
an argument of relative chronology. Relying on a wide survey of meta-
phony in the Italo-Romance dialects, and using a variety of arguments, 
the scholar concludes that metaphony of high-mid vowels predates 
that of low-mid vowels (Maiden 1991: 112-116)10. This would depend 
on the fact that lower vowels would be more resistant to the assimila-
tory force of metaphony, as they are more sonorant than higher vow-
els (Maiden 1991: 135). Based on this premise, Maiden hypothesizes 
that, when the metaphonizing *-i was introduced as plural exponent 
in the class one feminine nouns, metaphony only involved the high-
mid vowels /e/ and /o/, i.e. a form like *sɛlli ‘saddle.f.pl’ with /ɛ/ could 
not be affected by metaphony at this stage. Later on, when metapho-
ny was finally extended to the low-mid vowels /ɛ/ and /ɔ/, the plural 
*-i had now been replaced by the non metaphonizing -e in class one; 
this means that the above *sɛlli would now be *sɛlle and it could there-
fore not be affected by metaphony anymore. In other words, Maiden 
proposes that the generalization of -e as plural exponent of class one 
feminine nouns in Neapolitan predates the extension of metaphony to 
low-mid vowels.

Maiden’s account also provides that attested metaphonic alterna-
tions in class one nouns were already morphologized before the defin-
itive neutralization of the final vowels. More precisely, his hypothesis 
«entails a stage at which final -i still exists in the dialect, since it has 
still to trigger metaphony of low-mid vowels, but at which metaphonic 

9	 In this regard, a final -i in class one feminine plurals was also present in other dia-
lects of Italy (Rohlfs 1968: § 362), like for instance Rieti (Campanelli 1896) or Antro-
doco (Scorretti 2021). We wish to thank an anonymous reviewer for having pointed out 
these references. The reviewer also notes that the final -i was attested in the Judeo-Italian of 
Tuscan area (Hijmans-Tromp 1989).  

10	 However, it should be noted that a completely opposite chronology has been recon-
structed by Barbato (2013) for Western Romance varieties. 



178	 Giovanni Abete, Cesarina Vecchia	

alternation is already morphologized, since it must also occur before 
feminine plural -e (which replaces earlier -i): e.g., Sg koda – Pl kude, 
etc.» (Maiden 1991: 220)11. In Section 5 we will propose a different 
account for the distribution of metaphony in class one feminine plu-
rals. For now, it will suffice to remark that, under our approach, there 
is no need to think with Maiden that metaphony also occurred before 
final -e. On the contrary, we think that metaphonic outcomes and fi-
nal -e are mutually incompatible, as conspicuous data from the dialect 
of Montella demonstrate (§ 3). The most obvious interpretation of fi-
nal ‹e› in forms like Old Neap. cude is that it marks a schwa, i.e. the 
actual pronunciation is something like [ˈkudə]12.

2.3.	Metaphony in class two feminine plurals

In this class metaphonic variants can be found in both high-mid 
and low-mid vowels, and in both nouns and adjectives (see the exam-
ples in 4b). The occurrence of metaphony in these contexts is justified 
by the presence of an original final -i, which can be traced back in some 
way to -es13, i.e. the plural termination of nouns of the third declension 
(e.g. crŭces ‘cross.f.pl’ > *krotʃi > * krutʃi; cf. § 2.1) and adjectives 
of the second class. However, as for class one feminine plurals, also in 
this case there is oscillation between metaphonic and non metaphon-
ic outcomes. See for instance the following examples reported in Ca-
pozzoli (1889: 56 f.) and quoted by Ledgeway (2009: 64): semmiente 
/ semmente ‘seeds’, nive / neve ‘snows’, feruce / feroce ‘fierce.adj.f.pl’, 
giuvene / giovene ‘young.adj.f.pl’. The presence of metaphonic and 
non metaphonic forms in class two feminine plurals allows scholars to 
hypothesize the existence in earlier Neapolitan of two alternative plu-
ral exponents: i) a metaphonizing -i (< -es); ii) a non metaphonizing 
*-e14. The situation is therefore specular to that of class one feminine 

11	 Cf. Ledgeway (2009: 63).
12	 There is widespread agreement among scholars on the fact that final *-i and *-e in 

Neapolitan were already reduced to schwa since the first literary texts (e.g. De Blasi 1986: 
368; Formentin 1998: 178-188; Ledgeway 2009: 77).

13	 The details of this evolution are not fully clarified. For an overall review of the issue, 
see Faraoni (2018).

14	 Maiden (1991: 175-177) provides many arguments in favour of this reconstruction.



	 On the presence of metaphony in feminine plural nouns	 179

plurals, since now -i is the original exponent, while -e is the innova-
tive form. According to Maiden (1991: 175-177), this -e was derived by 
analogy from the -e of class one feminine plural nouns and adjectives. 
It became more and more common until it supplanted the alternative 
exponent -i, while, more or less at the same time, -i was losing ground 
in class one feminine plurals too (§ 2.4). 

2.4.	Rise and fall of metaphony in feminine plurals

If we integrate the data of § 2.2 and § 2.3, the rise and fall of met-
aphony in feminine plurals can be described as in Table 2. It must 
be stressed that our reconstruction is partially different from that by 
Maiden since we do not assume the existence of metaphonic realiza-
tions before final -e (cf. § 2.2).

Class one feminine plurals Class two feminine plurals
a. *vokke *torri 
b. *vokke / *vukki *turri / *torre
c. vokkə / vukkə turrə / torrə
d. vokkə torrə

Table 2. Rise and fall of metaphony in feminine plurals.

The underlying system reconstructed for Italo-Romance dialects 
presented a plural exponent -e for class one feminine nouns, and a plu-
ral exponent -i for class two feminine nouns (a). However, the distri-
bution of metaphony in Old Neapolitan allows us to reconstruct the 
situation in (b) in which, on the one hand, -i also extended to class 
one feminine plurals and, on the other hand, -e also extended to class 
two feminine plurals. As known, metaphony was triggered by -i but 
not by -e. This was a quite instable situation since the innovative forms 
did not supplant the old forms, so that doublets were created in both 
classes, like vokke / vukki and torre / turri. This variability continued 
also after the neutralization of final vowels to schwa (c), however, in 
the long time the forms without metaphony were preferred and they 
became the norm in contemporary Neapolitan (d). The variability that 
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had characterized for centuries the morphology of feminine plurals 
has been resolved in the end by restricting metaphonic variants to mas-
culine forms, thus reinforcing the distinction between masculine and 
feminine paradigms. A role in this process was probably played by the 
reduction of final vowels to schwa, which favored a reorganization and 
simplification of morphological classes15. On this and other aspects, 
it will be useful a comparison with the dialect of Montella which has 
preserved the quality distinctions of final vowels.

3.	 Metaphony in feminine nouns in the dialect of Montella

3.1. Preliminary remarks on metaphony in the dialect of Montella

Montella is located in Irpinia, part of the mountainous inland of 
the Campania region. More specifically, Montella is located in the so-
called “Alta Valle del Calore” area, of which it constitutes the largest 
center16. The Alta Valle del Calore is dominated by the major moun-
tains of the Campanian Apennines, Mts. Terminio and Cervialto, 
which create the natural borders between Irpinia and the province of 
Salerno. 

Thanks to its mainly mountainous and wooded territory, Mon-
tella historically has an economy linked to traditional activities. It is 
a farmer-pastoral community that only in recent decades has experi-
enced the development of other activities.

Nowadays, the traditional local dialect is still alive in the commu-
nity, and it is spoken by a substantial part of the population. Although 
with some differences, dialect is used not only by older and low-edu-
cated individuals, but also by younger speakers with a high or medi-
um-high socio-economic and socio-cultural level.

15	 An anonymous reviewer suggests that the pressure of Italian could also have played 
a role in the disappearance of metaphony in feminine plurals in Neapolitan. On the possible 
influence of Italian on the regression of metaphony in Neapolitan see Del Puente (1995).

16	 With a population of 7,500 inhabitants, Montella is one of the most populous 
centers in Irpinia. The municipality has a large territorial extension, although it is mostly 
made up of uninhabited mountainous or wooded areas.
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Within the Upper-Southern group (Pellegrini 1977), the dialect of 
Montella shares several features with the Neapolitan varieties17. One of 
them is the Neapolitan type metaphony. Also in the variety of Montella, 
the Proto-Romance high-mid vowels *e and *o rise to high vowels /i/ 
and /u/ when they are followed by original high vowels, while Proto-Ro-
mance low-mid vowels *ɛ and *ɔ diphthongized to /je/ and /wo/. 

Metaphony affects all word classes: nouns (e.g. [ˈpworko] ‘pork/
pig.m.sg’; [ˈljetto] ‘bed.m.sg’), adjectives (e.g. [ˈfriddo] ‘cold.adj.m.sg’ 
vs [ˈfredda] ‘cold.adj.f.sg’), demonstrative pronouns (e.g. [ˈkwiro] 
‘that.m.sg’ vs [ˈkwera] ‘that.f.sg’), and verbs, especially in the sec-
ond singular and plural person (e.g. [ˈvjeni] ‘you come.prs2.sg’ and 
[viˈniti] ‘you come.prs2.pl’ vs [ˈvɛne] ‘s/he come.prs3.sg’). 

Due to its linguistic peculiarities, the dialect of Montella is par-
ticularly suitable for the study of metaphony. As shown in the exam-
ples above, unlike other Upper-Southern varieties, for which final un-
stressed vowels merged to /ə/, the dialect of Montella preserves all the 
distinctions among the vowels in final position, but with the merging 
of *u and *o to /o/: the final unstressed vowels are therefore /i e a o/ 
(Vecchia 2018: 215). Moreover, it must be pointed out that the final 
unstressed vowels in Montellese are highly conservative since they 
conform, in the great majority of cases, to the etymologically expected 
outcomes. This linguistic property offers important advantages for our 
study, since it allows us to directly observe the metaphonizing context 
as a whole. It is therefore possible to analyze not only stressed vowels, 
as in Neapolitan varieties, but also those in final position. Moreover, 
the preservation of final vowels has significant effects also on the mor-
phological system, since morphological information is mainly con-
veyed by the final vowels.

The study of numerous spontaneous speech interviews, collected 
through fieldwork over several years has allowed an initial recognition 
of the main inflectional classes of nouns and adjectives in the dialect 

17	 However, there are quite a few phenomena that are characteristic of the dialect of 
Montella which are absent, or no longer attested, in modern Neapolitan varieties. Like oth-
er Upper-Southern varieties, in particular the Lucanian ones, the dialect of Montella also 
seems to anticipate some linguistic peculiarities typical of extreme Southern Italian dialects 
(Abete & Vecchia 2018; Vecchia 2018).
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of Montella18. Table 3 below illustrates the two inflectional classes of 
adjectives in the dialect under examination:

Inflectional 
vowel

± Metaphony Examples

sg pl sg pl sg pl

I
-a -e - - [ˈrossa]

red.f.sg
[ˈrosse]
red.f.pl

-o -i + + [ˈrusso]
red.m.sg

[ˈrussi]
red.m.pl

II -e -i - + [ˈverde]
green.f/m.sg

[ˈvirdi]
green.f/m.pl

Table 3. Morphological classes of adjectives in the dialect of Montella.

The first inflectional class includes adjectives with final -a/-e in the 
feminine form and adjectives with final -o/-i in the masculine. As in 
contemporary Neapolitan, metaphony occurs only in masculine ad-
jectives. 

The second class contains invariable adjectives ending in -e in the 
singular form and in -i in the plural. In Montellese, all adjectives of the 
-e/-i class regularly present metaphonic outcomes in the plural, by means 
of the presence of -i in final position. Metaphony applies to adjectives of 
the -e/-i inflectional class also when they modify feminine nouns. See 
the following examples from spontaneous speech interviews:

(6)	 Metaphony in feminine plural second class adjectives
(a)	 [re kkasˈtaɲɲe ˈruʃi]
	 the.f.pl chestnut.f.pl sweet.f.pl
	 ‘sweet chestnuts’
(b)	 [re ˈffemmene waɲɲuˈlisi] 
	 the.f.pl woman.f.pl from Bagnoli.f.pl
	 ‘women from Bagnoli’

18	 Fieldwork research in Montella has exclusively involved elderly speakers with a low 
level of education (see Vecchia 2017). 
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On the contrary, metaphony does not occur in contemporary 
Neapolitan second class feminine adjectives (see § 2.1):

(7)	 Neapolitan feminine plural adjectives
	 (a)	 [e kkasˈtaɲɲə ˈroʃə]
		  the.f.pl chestnut.f.pl sweet.f.pl
		  ‘sweet chestnuts’
	 (b)	 [e ˈffemmənə vaɲɲuˈlesə]
		  the.f.pl woman.f.pl from Bagnoli.f.pl
		  ‘women from Bagnoli’

Significant differences between the Neapolitan and Montellese 
varieties are also attested in nouns. Table 4 summarizes the main noun 
inflectional classes19 of the dialect of Montella and its distribution of 
metaphony:

Inflectional 
vowel

± Metaphony Examples20

sg pl sg pl sg pl

I -a -e - - [ˈfemmena]
woman.f.sg

[ˈffemmene] 
woman.f.pl

II -o -i + + [ˈtjembo]
time.m.sg

[ˈtjembi]
time.m.pl

III -e -i - +

[ˈpɛre]
foot.m.sg

[ˈpjeri]
foot.m.pl

[ˈnotʃe]
walnut.f.sg

[ˈnnutʃi]
walnut.f.pl

IV -o -a + - [ˈmilo]
apple.m.sg

[ˈmmela]
apple.f.pl

Table 4. Metaphony in noun classes in the dialect of Montella.

19	 By main classes we mean inflectional classes that include the largest number of 
nouns in the dialect of Montella.

20	 Even when indicated in isolation, feminine plural forms are reported as they appear 
when affected by syntactic doubling (e.g. [ˈffemmene] ‘women’), since this is by large the 
most common context in which they are used. 
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The inflectional -o/-i class includes only masculine nouns, for 
which metaphony is regularly attested in both singular and plu-
ral. There is a suitable context for metaphony also in the singular 
form of the -o/-a class. Moreover, inflectional -i triggers metapho-
ny in the plural nouns of the -e/-i class deriving from Latin third 
declension. As regards this class, unlike contemporary Neapolitan 
dialect, metaphonic outcomes are attested not only in masculine 
plural nouns, but also in the feminine ones. See the following 
examples:

(8)	 Metaphony in feminine nouns of the -e/-i class
(a)	 crŭcem > [ˈkrotʃe], [ˈkkrutʃi] ‘cross, crosses.f’
(b)	 muliĕrem > [moʎˈʎɛre], [mmuʎˈʎjeri] ‘wife, wives.f’
(c)	 vōcem > [ˈotʃe], [ˈbbutʃi] ‘voice, voices.f’

Instead, there is no metaphonizing context in the inflectional -a/-e 
class, which includes feminine nouns mainly from the first Latin de-
clension:

(9)	 Plural feminine nouns of the -a/-e class
(a)	 pĕtram > [ˈprɛta], [ˈpprɛte] ‘stone, stones.f’
(b)	 rŏta > [ˈrɔta], [ˈrrɔte] ‘wheel, wheels.f’
(c)	 cepŭlla > [tʃeˈpoɖɖa], [ttʃeˈpoɖɖe] ‘onion, onions.f’

However, a few cases of final -i in the plural nouns characterized 
by inflectional -a in the singular have been observed. In fact, in most 
cases, this type of nouns present a double inflectional marker, as can 
be seen in Table 5.

It is interesting to note that the same lexical types occur within 
a same speaker’s text, both with inflectional -i and -e. As in the case 
of [ˈttjerri] ‘lands’, the final -i triggers a metaphonic outcome. As 
in the history of Neapolitan, metaphony in feminine plural nouns 
from Latin first declension is also attested in the dialect of Mon-
tella. Thus, these data seem to confirm Maiden’s hypothesis of an 
ancient final -i to explain metaphonic outcomes in feminine nouns 
(see § 2). 
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Singular Plural

capram > [ˈkrapa]
goat.f.sg

[ˈkkrapi] [ˈkkrape]
goat.f.pl

vaccam > [ˈvakka]
cow.f.sg

[ˈbbakki] [ˈbbakke]
cow.f.pl

cartam > [ˈkarta]
paper.f.sg

[ˈkkarti] [ˈkkarte]
paper.f.pl

tĕrram > [ˈtɛrra]
land.f.sg

[ˈttjerri] [ˈttɛrre]
land.f.pl

Table 5. Plural nouns in the -a/-e class (some examples from spontaneous 
speech).

The inflectional -i does not indifferently affect all nouns of first 
inflectional class. In fact, it seems to characterize a limited set of lex-
ical types. Unfortunately, data retrieved via the spontaneous speech 
interview technique are not adequate for a comprehensive detection 
and identification of lexemes presenting this propriety. Thus, it has 
been necessary to resort to more targeted techniques capable of elic-
iting as many potential contexts of this phenomenon as possible. To 
this end, a translation and acceptability questionnaire has been elab-
orated. 

The questionnaire consists of 290 questions and it has been main-
ly developed on the basis of Gambone’s (2010) dictionary of the dia-
lect of Montella, selecting the words that have been included in the 
questionnaire under the form of questions, excluding technical terms. 
Thus, only commonly used words have been taken into account. Spe-
cifically, 235 singular feminine nouns ending in -a have been selected, 
mostly from first Latin declension and some metaplasms from both 
third and fifth Latin declensions. In addition, the questionnaire in-
cludes 31 feminine nouns of the -e/-i class from the third Latin declen-
sion and 24 adjectives, of which 12 belong to the first class and 12 to 
the second class. 

The questionnaire was administered to 5 informants (3 males 
and 2 females) of different ages and with good competence in the lo-
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cal dialect. Each question consists in a dialectal word in the singular 
form. During a first phase, speakers have been requested to provide the 
meaning of a word, i.e. they were asked whether they knew or used the 
word under consideration. Once ascertained the speaker’s knowledge 
of the dialectal words, they were asked to pluralize them. As stated pre-
viously, since the metaphonizing context is optional in feminine nouns 
from the first Latin declension, it was considered appropriate to ask 
speakers whether a double answer was possible as well.

3.2.	Questionnaire results

As regards adjectives, the results of the questionnaire confirm the 
data provided by the spontaneous speech analysis. As a matter of fact, 
no case of final -i – thus, no cases of metaphony in feminine plural 
first class adjectives – have been detected. In the first class adjectives, 
metaphony applies exclusively to masculine. 

According to informants’ responses, metaphony is quite regular 
in feminine plural adjectives of the -e/-i class. Table 6 below shows the 
frequency percentage of the phenomenon within this class21:

+ Metaphony – Metaphony No answer
67% 6% 27%

Table 6 Metaphony frequency rate in feminine second class adjectives.

Data collected from the questionnaire has demonstrated that 
plural adjectives of -e/-i class present metaphonic outcomes in 67% 
of the cases. See some examples from questionnaire responses be-
low:

(10)	Metaphony in feminine -e/-i class adjectives
(a)	 [re ˈppambane ˈvirdi] 
	 the.f.pl leave.f.pl green.f.pl
	 ‘green leaves’

21	 Responses with at least one metaphonic outcome were counted as “+ metaphony”; 
therefore, the “– metaphony” group only includes words for which no metaphonic outcome 
were attested.
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(b)	 [re ˈffemmene atˈtsarjendi] 
	 the.f.pl woman.f.pl brave.f.pl
	 ‘brave women’
(c)	 [re ˈmmano kuˈʃjendi] 
	 the.f.pl hand.f.pl burning.f.pl
	 ‘burning hands’
(d)	 [re ggwaʎˈʎɔtte ˈddʒuwini]
	 the.f.pl girl.f.pl young.f.pl
	 ‘young girls’
(e)	 [re ˈbbrattsa ˈfworti]
	 the.f.pl arm.f.pl strong.f.pl
	 ‘strong arms’

Informants have not responded in 27% of the cases. This main-
ly depends on the fact that some speakers have not recognized some 
lexemes as dialectal words, but rather as Italian forms22. Therefore, ex-
cluding a few percentages of cases, also questionnaire results demon-
strate a certain regularity of metaphony in plural feminine adjectives 
of the -e /-i class. 

A quite similar result can be observed within the context of fem-
inine third class nouns, for which metaphonic outcomes amount to 
86%, as shown in Table 723:

+ Metaphony – Metaphony No answer
86% - 14%

Table 7. Metaphony frequency rate in the -e/-i nouns class.

22	 In particular, adjectives like vergene ‘virgin.f.sg’, nobbile ‘noble.f.sg’, rebbole 
‘weak.f.sg’, feroce ‘fierce.f.sg’, for which informants had either not responded or had select-
ed variants devoid of metaphony. Despite the final -i, the plural forms [ˈnɔbbili] and [feˈrotʃi] 
provided by some speakers do not present any trace of metaphony.

23	 Also in this case, there are words considered non-dialectal by some speakers. 
Among these there are legge ‘law.f.sg’, colazione ‘breakfast.f.sg’, and stazione ‘station.f.sg’. 
Moreover, regarding questions related to the lexemes neve ‘snow.f.sg’, póleve ‘dust.f.sg’, and 
cénnere ‘ash.f.sg’, informants did not respond since they have considered the plural forms of 
these words as non-dialectal.
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According to informants’ answers, metaphony regularly occurs in 
the following forms:

Singular Plural Gloss

*e > /i/
[ˈledʤe] [ˈllidʤi] law.f

[waɲɲoˈlese] [bbaɲɲuˈlisi] women from Bagnoli.f

*ɛ > /je/

[moʎˈʎɛre] [mmuʎˈʎjeri] wife.f
[ˈsɛrpe] [ˈssjerpi] snake.f
[ˈsɛpe] [ˈssjepi] bush.f
[ˈlɛpre] [ˈlljepri] hare.f

[paˈrɛnde] [ppaˈrjendi] relative.f

*o > /u/

[ˈotte] [ˈbbutti] barrel.f
[ˈkrotʃe] [ˈkkrutʃi] cross.f
[ˈnotʃe] [ˈnnutʃi] walnut.f
[ˈtorre] [ˈtturri] tower.f
[ˈorpe] [ˈbburpi] fox.f

[neˈpote] [nniˈputi] grandaughter.f
[ˈotʃe] [ˈbbutʃi] voice.f

*ɔ > /wo/ [ˈnɔtte] [ˈnnwotti] night.f

Table 8. Metaphony in the -e/-i nouns class.

It must be noted that in the dialect of Montella the -e/-i class has a 
rather limited number of feminine nouns24. 

As previously seen in spontaneous speech data, also questionnaire 
responses confirm the presence of metaphonic outcomes in the first 
noun class. Table 9 shows the distribution of metaphony within this 
inflectional class:

+ Metaphony – Metaphony No answer
12% 81% 7%

Table 9. Distribution of metaphony in the -a/-e nouns class.

24	 For this reason, during the elaboration of the questionnaire, it was decided to in-
clude in the questions all feminine lexical types of this class.
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Metaphony occurs in 12% of the cases of feminine nouns of the 
-a/-e class characterized by stressed high-mid and low-mid vowels. 
Thus, for this group a morphophonological alternation in stressed 
vowels between singular and plural is created, similarly to the -e/-i class 
nouns. See the following Table:

Singular Plural Gloss
*e > /i/ [ˈtemba] [ˈttimbi] turf.f

*ɛ > /je/

[ˈvrɛspa] [ˈbbrjespi] bee.f
[ˈvɛsta] [ˈbbjesti] dress.f
[ˈfɛsta] [ˈffjesti] festivity.f
[ˈtɛrra] [ˈttjerri] land.f

[ˈpɛɖɖa] [ˈppjeɖɖi] leather.f
[joˈmɛnda] [ggjuˈmjendi] mare.f

[ˈsɛreva] [ˈssjerivi] servant.f
[laˈʧɛrta] [llaˈʧjerti] lizard.f

*o > /u/

[ˈskrofa] [ˈskrufi] sow.f
[perˈsona] [ppirˈsuni] people.f
[koˈrona] [kkuˈruni] crown.f
[ˈrotta] [ˈggrutti] cave.f
[ˈokka] [ˈbbukki] mouth.f
[ˈkora] [ˈkkuri] tail.f
[ˈforka] [ˈffurki] pitchfork.f

[ˈkoteka] [ˈkkutiki] pork scratchings.f
[kanˈdzona] [kkanˈdzuni] song.f

[ˈskopa] [ˈskupi] broom.f

Table 10. Morphophonological alternations in first inflectional nouns class.

Metaphonic outcomes are due to the final -i, which characteriz-
es all the attestations shown above. However, according to speakers’ 
responses, in most cases the final -i is not the only plural marker for 
this set of nouns. Thus, also variants with final -e have been considered 
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grammatically possible by informants, as can be seen in the following 
examples:

(11)	Inflectional -e in plural feminine nouns of first inflectional class
	 [ˈttembe] ‘turfs’; [ˈbbɛste] ‘dresses’; [ˈbbrɛspe] ‘bees’; [ˈttɛrre] ‘lads’; 

[ˈppɛɖɖe] ‘leathers’; [ggjoˈmɛnde] ‘mares’; [ˈssɛreve] ‘servants’; [ˈskrofe] 
‘sows’; [pperˈsone] ‘people’; [kkoˈrone] ‘crowns’; [ˈggrotte] ‘caves’; 
[ˈbbokke] ‘mouths’; [ˈkkore] ‘tails’; [ˈfforke] ‘pitchforks’; [ˈkkoteke] ‘pork 
scratchings’; [ˈskope] ‘brooms’.

Conversely, only inflectional -i has been attested for the plural of 
the lexical type festa.

Inflectional -i affects not only nouns with original stressed mid-vow-
els. This phenomenon is also attested in nouns that have different stressed 
vowels. Table 11 below illustrates the distribution of final -i based on the 
stressed vowel that characterizes nouns of -a/-e inflectional class:

*i *e *ɛ *a *ɔ *o *u
-e 97% 94% 77% 83% 89% 55% 100%
-i - 2% 18% 11% - 33% -
no answer 3% 4% 4% 6% 11% 12% -

Table 11. Distribution of final -i in -a/-e inflectional class.

As expected, -e as a plural marker is attested in most cases. Inform-
ants agree in excluding the possibility of a final -i and accept only -e as 
grammatical for most nouns. However, although they are a minority, 
quite a number of answers proves the dissemination of final -i in nouns 
with stressed *a, *ɛ, and *o. 

In addition to the attestations seen in table 10, there are several 
cases of inflectional -i also in nouns with stressed /a/, as can be seen in 
the following examples:

(12)	Inflectional -i in plural nouns with stressed /a/
	 [ˈkkrapi] ‘goats’; [ˈbbakki] ‘cows’; [ˈakkwi] ‘creeks’; [ˈkkarti] ‘papers/

documents’; [ˈggatti] ‘cats’; [ˈkkasi] ‘houses’; [ˈkkaʃʃi] ‘footlockers’; 
[ˈppakki] ‘buttocks’; [ˈssakki] ‘pockets’.
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On the other hand, no occurrences of final -i have been attested 
for nouns with stressed vowels *i, *ɔ, and *u, while there are only few 
cases with *e.

According to this kind of distribution, it is possible to identify a 
certain correlation between stressed vowels and the occurrence of -i as 
a plural marker. The possibility of having this exponent seems to be 
constrained by the quality of the stressed vowel.

4.	 Data from other dialects of Campania

Before presenting our proposal, it is useful to outline the situation 
of other dialects of Campania which still present the results of meta-
phony in feminine plurals. In this regard, very interesting data come 
from the dialects of the Phlegrean area, just west of Naples, which 
show the results of metaphony also on the low vowel *a, in addition 
to metaphony of high-mid and low-mid vowels25. When *a is involved, 
metaphony manifests itself as “palatalization”, with *a raising and 
fronting to [ɛ/e]; as for high-mid and low-mid vowels, the phenome-
non was triggered by final *-i and *-ʊ: e.g. Forio d’Ischia [ˈɛsənə] ‘don-
key.m.sg/pl’ (< asinŭ(m)/*-ī); Monte di Procida [ˈekə] ‘needle.m.sg/
pl’ (< ăcŭ(m)/*-ī) (Rohlfs 1966: § 22). As these examples show, un-
stressed final vowels are reduced to schwa, like in modern Neapolitan. 

For our purposes, the most interesting data are those reported by 
Castagna (1982) for the dialect of Forio, on the island of Ischia (see 
Figure 1). Castagna draws his data from literary texts of authors from 
Forio published between 1864 and 1967, so they are necessarily incom-
plete. Final ‹e› in the examples marks a schwa, like in the tradition of 
written Neapolitan. The texts analysed by Castagna attest many cases 
of metaphony in feminine plurals. They are presented below, organ-
ized by morphological class (one or two; see Table 1) and by the pro-
to-Romance vowel that was modified by metaphony:

25	 Rohlfs (1966: § 22) attests metaphony of a in the dialects of Ischia, Procida, Mon-
te di Procida, Pozzuoli. A few examples of this phenomenon are also reported by Salvioni 
(1911: 488) for the nearby dialect of Giugliano di Campania, in the area north of Naples. 
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(13)	Class two feminine plurals, Forio d’Ischia dialect (Castagna 1982)
(a)	 *e > i: bbellizze ‘beauties’, bbruttizze ‘uglinesses’, pprudizze ‘bra-

veries’ (-ĭties), e ppanzise ‘the women from Panza’, e llacchise ‘the 
women from Lacco’;

(b)	 *o > u: e rruce ‘the crosses’, e bbuce ‘the voices’, e nnuce ‘the walnuts’, 
e rraggiune ‘the reasons’, aspiraziune ‘aspirations’, e ccanzune ‘the 
songs’;

(c)	 *a > ɛ: cherre ‘fleshes’26, furnece ‘furnaces’, treve ‘beams’27. 

(14)	Class one feminine plurals, Forio d’Ischia dialect (Castagna 1982)
(a)	 *e > i: rrizze ‘nets’, ttrizze ‘braids’, le sìleve ‘the woods’;
(b)	 *o > u: tre pperzune ‘three persons’, e ccùtene ‘the pork rinds’, cherune 

‘crowns’;
(c)	 *ɛ > je: tierre ‘lands’;
(d)	 *a > ɛ: cherte ‘documents’, e memme ‘the moms’28. 

With regard to high-mid vowels, we find a situation similar to Old 
Neapolitan, with metaphony involving words with stressed *e and *o 
in both feminine plurals of class two and one. For the rest, there are 
many differences that are worth noting. Tierre shows that in this di-
alect the extension of metaphony to feminine plurals of class one also 
involves words with the low-mid vowel *ɛ. By the way, this form is not 
unique to the dialect of Forio because it is also documented for the 
dialect of Bacoli (Retaro 2005: 45), still in the Phlegrean area, and it 
is quite common in the Irpinian dialects (see § 3.2). Moreover, meta-
phony also involves nouns with stressed *a, and not only in feminine 
plurals of class two (cherre, furnece, treve), but also in feminine plurals 
of class one (cherte, memme).

Other cases of metaphony in feminine plurals are attested in the 
dialect of Procida (see Figure 1). In the vocabulary by Parascandola 

26	 Chèrre from *karni with assimilation of rn > rr. Castagna also reports the form 
without metaphony carre.

27	 According to Ledgeway (2009: 65 n. 19), treve ‘beams’ could also be a masculine 
form since Neapolitan also has trave ‘beam.m.sg’.

28	 Also carte without metaphony. Memme ‘moms’, which is found in a 1967 text by 
Luigi Polito, is considered a misprint for mamme by Castagna (1982: 59), however, for 
what we know about this dialect, it seems a perfectly plausible form.
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(2000), we find the feminine plural of class two cruce ‘crosses’ (be-
sides the non metaphonic variant cróce) and also the feminine plural 
of class one cule ‘tails’ (besides the non metaphonic variant cóle), but 
the phenomenon could be underestimated given the nature of the 
source. 

Interesting data also come from other Irpinian dialects. The 
same questionnaire used for the dialect of Montella (see § 3.1) was 
also submitted to three informants of the dialect of Calitri. This 
dialect, spoken in Southeast Irpinia, at the border with Basilicata 
(see Figure 1), has many peculiarities, the most relevant being the 
so called “vocalismo marginale” (Lausberg 1939: §§ 81-89), i.e. the 
merging of the outcomes of ĭ ē and ĕ > /ɛ/, and of ŭ ō and ŏ > /ɔ/; 
moreover, all final unstressed vowels are neutralized to schwa with 
the only exception of /a/, which is commonly realized as [ɐ] (Abete 
2020). The main results of the questionnaire are summarized be-
low, focusing on the differences and similarities with the dialect of 
Montella. 

A first difference is that in the dialect of Calitri metaphony is 
never found in adjectives of the second class (e.g. [ˈvɛrdə] ‘green.f.pl’, 
[ˈvɛrdʒənə] ‘virgin.f.pl’, [ˈfrɔtʃə] ‘fierce.f.pl’, [ˈfɔrtə] ‘strong.f.pl’). 
In reference to nouns, there are no cases of *e > i in feminine plu-
rals of class two, nor in those of class one. On the contrary, as in 
Montellese, *ɛ > je is well attested in feminine plurals of class two 
([məʎˈʎjerə] ‘wives’, [ˈpjeɟɟə] ‘leathers’, [ˈsjerpə] ‘snakes’, [səmˈmjentə] 
‘seeds’), and there are also two relevant cases in class one: [rə ˈffjestə] 
‘the.f.pl holiday.f.pl’ (cf. It. festa ‘holiday.f.sg’, feste ‘holiday.f.pl’); 
[r auˈtʃjeɾtələ] ‘the.f.pl. lizard.f.pl’ (< lacĕrta + dim. suffix -ula). 
For *ɔ > wo, we only have the feminine plural of class two [ˈnwottə] 
‘nights’ and no cases of feminine plurals of class one (e.g. [rə ˈppɔrtə] 
‘the.f.pl door.f.pl’ < pŏrtas and not **[rə ˈppwortə]). For *o > u, it 
is confirmed that the phenomenon is robustly attested in feminine 
plurals of class two ([ˈfrunnə] ‘leaves’, [ˈddʒuvənə] ‘young ladies’, 
[ˈvuttə] ‘barrels’, [ˈkrutʃə] ‘crosses’, [ˈnutʃə] ‘walnuts’, [ˈvurpə] ‘foxes’, 
[prəddʒəsˈsjunə] ‘processions’, [kuladˈdzjunə] ‘breakfasts’, [nəˈputə] 
‘granddaughters’, [ˈvutʃə] ‘voices’), as well as in feminine plurals of 
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class one ([ˈkurə] ‘tails’, [ˈskrufə] ‘sows’, [ˈkrunə] ‘crowns’, [pərˈsunə] 
‘persons’, [ˈgruttə] ‘caves’)29. 

Other cases of metaphony in feminine plurals are reported by 
Abete (2017: 42, n. 21) for the dialects of Southeast Irpinia: [rə 
ˈʃkrufə] ‘the.f.pl sow.f.pl’ (vs [ˈʃkrofə] ‘sow.f.sg’), and [rə ˈvvrikkjə] 
‘the.f.pl ears.f.pl’30 (vs [l auˈrekkja] ‘the.f.sg ear.f.sg’) are recorded for 
the dialect of Sant’Andrea di Conza; [rə ˈffjestə] ‘the.f.pl holiday.f.pl’, 
already met for the dialect of Calitri, is of common use also in the neigh-
boring dialects of Aquilonia and Bisaccia. Such forms emerged sponta-
neously during conversation and are therefore highly unsystematic.

5.	 Discussion and conclusions

Based on the data presented in Sections 3 and 4, we have devel-
oped a diachronic model to explain the emergence of metaphony in 
feminine plural nouns of class one and its distribution among stressed 
vowels. We will first focus on the dialect of Montella which preserves 
the qualities of the final unstressed vowels and therefore provides evi-
dence that otherwise could only be a matter of speculation. 

The dialect of Montella shares several features with Old Nea-
politan. In this variety, metaphony is still attested in feminine plural 
nouns of -e/-i inflectional class, and it occurs in some nouns of -a/-e 
class as well. Unlike the -e/-i class, for which metaphony is triggered by 
an etymological final -i (cf. § 2), in the case of -a/-e class it is necessary 

29	 Following Abete (2020), the stressed /u/s of such examples from the dialect of Ca-
litri would be the remnants of a preceding “Sicilian” vowel system (with ū ŭ ō > /u/), and, 
as such, would not represent the result of a truly metaphonic process. However, their pres-
ervation in this context implies the existence of identical but truly metaphonic forms in the 
neighbouring dialects (as they are in fact attested in the dialect of Montella), which served 
as model for the Calitri forms. Otherwise, we would have had in this context a stressed /ɔ/, 
as regularly happened to the corresponding feminine singular forms (e.g. Calitrano [ˈkrɔtʃə] 
‘crow.f.sg’). It is not possible to go into further details here but see Abete (2020) for a full 
analysis of the Calitrano vowel system.

30	 [ˈvrikkjə] ‘ears.f.pl’ < aurĭcŭlas is one of the very few cases of *e > i that we found 
in the feminine plurals of class one in the Irpinian dialects. The only other one is [ˈttimbi] 
‘turf.f.pl’, recorded for the dialect of Montella (§ 3.2).
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to resort to another kind of explanation. As already proposed by Maid-
en for Neapolitan, we also assume an analogical process to explain the 
emergence of metaphonic outcomes within the -a/-e class in the dia-
lect of Montella. The analogical action allowed the extension of final 
-i – and consequently of metaphony – from feminine -e/-i class nouns 
to the -a/-e class.

On this point we agree with Maiden, however our proposal differs 
from his model in many respects. According to Maiden, in Old Nea-
politan the analogical final -i caused metaphony in the class one only 
in nouns with stressed high-mid vowels, since the phenomenon had 
not yet reached low-mid vowels (see § 2.3). However, data collected for 
the dialect of Montella has revealed a different situation. As observed 
in § 3, in this variety the analogical final -i is restricted to lexical types 
characterized by the original stressed vowels *a, *ɛ, *o. Thus, in -a/-e 
class nouns, metaphony affects the high-mid *o and also the low-mid 
*ɛ, while only one case of metaphony has been attested in nouns with 
the high-mid *e. Given these data, the explanation based on a different 
chronological progression of metaphony between high-mid and low-
mid vowels proposed by Maiden for Neapolitan does not seem to apply 
to the distribution of the phenomenon in the dialect of Montella.

In our opinion, the analogical process involves not only the final 
-i, but rather a morphophonological template consisting of both the 
stressed vowel and the final unstressed one. The more a given template 
is represented in the -e/-i class nouns, the higher is the probability to 
attest it in the -a/-e class nouns. As seen in Section 3, there is a relative-
ly limited number of feminine nouns in the -e/-i class. Among these, 
the most prominent template is characterized by stressed *o. The tem-
plates with stressed *ɛ and *a  are also well represented. On the other 
hand, there are just a few cases with stressed *e, while only [ˈnwotti] 
‘nights’ and [ˈlutʃi] ‘lights’ are attested respectively for stressed *ɔ and 
*u. There are no cases of templates with stressed *i.

The available templates in -e/-i class nouns of Montellese are re-
ported in Table 12. This can be compared with the list of feminine 
plurals of -a/-e class nouns of Montellese that took an analogical final 
-i (Table 13). The comparison suggests that only templates attested sig-
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nificantly in -e/-i class nouns have been extended to -a/-e class nouns. 
The distribution of final -i in -a/-e class seems indeed to conform to the 
patterns that are well established in -e/-i class. The highest percentages 
of occurrence of analogical final -i have been attested in nouns with 
original stressed *o, *ɛ, and *a, thus replicating in -a/-e class the only 
robust morphophonological templates of -e/-i class. As can be seen, 
the analogical process affected also nouns with stressed *a, which in 
this dialect cannot undergo metaphony. On the other hand, it seems 
that the templates that are not enough represented in -e/-i class cannot 
be analogically extended. The model of [ˈnnwotti], for instance, is too 
weak to attract other words, and this is the reason why metaphony 
does not extend to feminine plural nouns with stressed *ɔ in -a/-e class, 
in Montellese dialect as in other dialects of Campania including Ne-
apolitan. The case of the *e…i template fits into this picture as well: it 
is only moderately represented in -e/-i class and the only case of ana-
logical extension to the -a/-e class in the dialect of Montella is indeed 
[ˈttimbi] ‘turfs’.

Templates Attested forms

*o…i

[ˈbbutti] ‘barrels’; [ˈkkrutʃi] ‘crosses’; [ˈnnutʃi] ‘walnuts’; 
[ˈtturri] ‘towers’; [ˈbburpi] ‘foxes’; [nniˈputi] ‘grand-
daughter’; [ˈbbutʃi] ‘voices’; [ppriʤisˈsjuni] ‘processions’; 
[kkoladˈdzjuni] ‘breakfasts’; [stadˈdzjuni] ‘stations’

*ɛ…i [mmuʎˈʎjeri] ‘wifes’; [ˈssjerpi] ‘snakes’; [ˈssjepi] ‘bushes’; 
[ˈlljepri] ‘hares’; [ppaˈrjendi] ‘relatives’.

*a…i [ˈkkjavi] ‘keys’; [kkumˈmari] ‘godmother’; [ˈpparti] 
‘parts’; [aˈmandi] ‘lovers’

*e…i [ˈllidʤi] ‘laws’; [bbaɲɲuˈlisi] ‘women from Bagnoli’31

*ɔ…i [ˈnnwotti] ‘nights’

*u…i [ˈllutʃi] ‘lights’

Table 12. Templates in -e/-i class nouns (Montellese dialect).

31	 There are also other cases with the suffix -ese (e.g. [munteɖˈɖisi] ‘women from Mon-
tella’, [kassaˈnisi] ‘women from Cassano’, [milaˈnisi] ‘women from Milan’, etc.
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Underlying 
vowel

Attested forms

*o
[ˈskrufi] ‘sows’; [ppirˈsuni] ‘people’; [kkuˈruni] ‘crowns’; 
[ˈggrutti] ‘caves’; [ˈbbukki] ‘mouths’; [ˈkkuri] ‘tails’; [ˈffurki] 
‘pitchforks’; [ˈkkutiki] ‘pork scratchings’; [ˈskupi] ‘brooms’

*ɛ
[ˈbbrjespi] ‘bees’; [ˈbbjesti] ‘dresses’; [ˈffjesti] ‘festivities’; 
[ˈttjerri] ‘lands’; [ˈppjeɖɖi] ‘leathers’; [ggjuˈmjendi] ‘ma-
res’; [ˈssjerivi] ‘servants’; [llaˈʧjerti] ‘lizards’

*a
[ˈkkrapi] ‘goats’; [ˈbbakki] ‘cows’; [ˈakkwi] ‘creek’; [ˈkkarti] 
‘papers/documents’; [ˈggatti] ‘cats’; [ˈkkasi] ‘houses’; 
[ˈkkaʃʃi] ‘footlockers’; [ˈppakki] ‘glutes’; [ˈssakki] ‘pockets’

*e [ˈttimbi] ‘turfs’

*ɔ – 

*u –
*i –

Table 13. Feminine plurals of -a/-e class nouns that took an analogical final -i,  
organized by the historical underlying vowel (Montellese dialect).

This model also fits to the data of the other Campanian dialects 
described in Section 4. Since in these varieties final unstressed vowels 
merged to schwa, we use in this case the conventional labels of “class 
one” and “class two” feminine nouns to refer to historical -a/-e class 
and -e/-i class respectively (cf. Table 1). Although the available data for 
these dialects are quite unsystematic, some clear patterns emerged:

a.	 In the Irpinian and Phlegrean dialects metaphony often involves 
feminine plural nouns of class one with stressed *ɛ (i.e. *ɛ > je), 
while the phenomenon is absent or sporadic with stressed *e, con-
trary to Maiden’s predictions.

b.	 When *e > i is attested, the words involved are much fewer than 
those attesting *o > u, which is by large the most common case 
of extension of metaphony to feminine plural nouns of class one; 
the diachronic model must therefore account for this asymmetry 
between *e and *o. 
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c.	 There is asymmetry also in the treatment of low-mid vowels: while 
*ɛ > je is indeed relatively common, *ɔ > wo is almost never attest-
ed32. This must also be explained.

d.	 In the dialect of Forio d’Ischia, metaphony also involved stressed 
*a, and we find cases of *a > ɛ in feminine plural nouns of both 
class two (cherre ‘fleshes’, furnece ‘furnaces’) and one (cherte ‘doc-
uments’, memme ‘moms’); the dialect of Montella does not have 
metaphony of *a, however it still presents some final -i in words 
with stressed *a in both the aforementioned classes. 

Such findings are perfectly compatible with our model of analogi-
cal extension which allows us to formulate expectations on the vowels 
that could present metaphony in feminine plural nouns of class one on 
the basis of the power of the morphophonological templates available 
in feminine plurals of class two. A first confirmation comes from the 
dialect of Calitri, for which we have collected systematic data by ques-
tionnaire. The situation of Calitri is very similar to that of Montella, 
although this dialect reduced to schwa all final unstressed vowels but 
/a/. The metaphonic patterns attested for feminine plurals of class one 
are *o > u on the one hand and *ɛ > je on the other, i.e. the same ones 
attested for class two. As for Montella, there is no case of *ɔ > wo, given 
the absence of a robust model in class two (only [ˈnwottə]); and there is 
no *e > i in feminine plurals of both classes one and two. 

On this last point, the situation in quite diversified among the di-
alects but, again, the differences seem to depend on the robustness of 
the models available in the second class. In the dialect of Montella, for 
instance, there are a few words with *e > i in class two which account 
for the only case of *e > i ([ˈtimbi]) attested in class one33. Conversely, 

32	 To be more precise, our model does not exclude the possibility of *ɔ > wo in femi-
nine plurals of class one; rather, it predicts a lower probability of such an outcome. Indeed, 
there are sporadic attestations of this phenomenon in the dialects of Southern Italy, such 
as lə pwọ́rtⁱ ‘the door.f.pl’ in the Cilentan dialect of Omignano (see AIS 880, ‘la porta; le 
porte’).

33	 The case of [ˈvrikkjə] ‘ears.f.pl’ (Lat. aurĭcŭla), occasionally recorded for the di-
alect of Sant’Andrea di Conza (§ 4), could be explained in a similar fashion, but we miss 
relevant data on this dialect.
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in the dialect of Forio there are many cases of *e > i in both classes 
(see 6-7), and the same situation is also attested for Old Neapolitan. 
In this case, a relevant role was plausibly played by some feminine 
nouns in -ĭties coming from the fifth declension (e.g. bbellizze ‘beau-
ties’, bbruttizze ‘uglinesses’, pprudizze ‘braveries’) which reinforced the 
*e > i model. These nouns, which were common in Old Neapolitan as 
well (see 4c), are instead generally unattested in the Irpinian dialects.

Our model can also handle the special case of *a > ɛ in the dialect 
of Forio. With this regard, we can hypothesize that the cases of *a > ɛ 
in class one feminine plurals are due to the analogical pression of the 
many cases of *a > ɛ in class two. This interpretation is also supported 
by the dialect of Montella which presents many nouns with stressed 
/a/ and final -i in feminine plural nouns of both classes one and two, 
although in this dialect /a/ is not affected by metaphony. 

Finally, the model we propose can fit quite well with the data of 
Old Neapolitan with one exception: Neapolitan does not attest *ɛ > je 
in class one feminine plural nouns despite having a potential mod-
el for analogy in feminine plural nouns of class two (e.g. semmiente 
‘seed.f.pl’, frieve ‘fever.f.pl’). However the absence of the analogical 
extension could depend on contingent conditions, such as gaps in the 
documentation, and might as well be random, given the rather irreg-
ular nature of analogical processes. The fact remains that the attest-
ed extensions of metaphony in class one feminine plurals (*o > u and 
*e > i) had a strong model in class two feminine plurals. On the other 
hand, the absence of *ɔ > wo in feminine plurals of class one is due, as 
for the dialect of Montella, to the absence of a robust model in class 
two (only nuotte).

In conclusion, we propose that the presence of metaphony in fem-
inine plural nouns of class one is due to analogical processes based 
on the templates available in the feminine plural nouns of class two. 
Unlike previous studies, we have demonstrated that a better fit to the 
data can be obtained if the templates are conceived as discontinuous, 
so as to include not only the quality of the final unstressed vowel but 
also the specific quality of the stressed vowel. This way we can predict 
that the analogical extension will affect only those stressed vowels that 
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are already affected by metaphony in class two feminine plurals. This 
prediction is generally borne out by the data currently available, how-
ever this is a preliminary research and more data from other dialects 
are needed for further verification. Research on the minor dialects of 
Campania is proving to be very fruitful and it is likely that further 
discoveries will come from this front in the future.
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