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Why are the Danes so hard to understand?

Nina Gronnum, University of Copenhagen

1. Introduction

Since my active empirical research in the past couple of years has been
conducted in close collaboration with Hans Basbgll, and since — for obvious
reasons — he could not co-author this paper, I am going to give an overview of
some well-established phonological processes which — at least in a Scandina-
vian perspective — are specific and peculiar to Danish and which purportedly
makes Danish difficult to understand for non-Danes. Most of them have been
exhaustively described by Hans himself, as evidenced by his bibliography, but
perhaps they have not been assembled in this fashion previously, with the
foreign learner’s perspective. — I also take a brief look at some more recent
developments which do nothing to remedy the situation. — Finally, I expose
the relative paucity in prosodic parameters and their manifestation. These
daunting facts should not discourage anyone who wishes to learn Danish,
but they may console those who are going to find, or who have already found,
it to be quite a challenge.

Comparison with Swedish as I go along will highlight the peculiar Danish
state of affairs.

2. Segments

An overview of the complete sound inventory with key words and translations
can be found in Grgnnum (1998).

u

(o]

9

D
Figure 1
A Danish vowels in the cardinal
vowel chart with broad symbols
conveniently ascribed to them.
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2.1. Vowels
In stressed syllables, Danish has sixteen distinct monophthongal vowel sounds,
thirteen of which can occur both short and long. Long vowels may occur with
or without stgd (cf. 3.1). Add to this [o] which occurs in unstressed syllables
only. The monophthongs are plotted in the cardinal vowel chart in figure 1,
with the broad IPA symbols conveniently ascribed to them.

An immediately obvious trouble maker is the total number of qualitative
distinctions, in part due to the presence of rounded front vowels, as well as the
pervasive short:long vowel difference.The vowel sounds are not equidistantly

spaced either. Note specifically the clustering of [it/i ei/e er/e] and [o: o: prl agin |

['miilo 'meilo 'me:lo mid med med] mile, mele, meele; mit, midt, maet ‘miles,
meal, utter; mine, mid, full’;
['moise 'moiso 'muise] mose, mdse, morse ‘mash, behinds, morse’.

Taking morphologically conditioned phonological alternation into account,
these more than 40 vowel sounds (including long vowels with stgd) can be
analysed as manifestations of 10 vowel phonemes: ie e ay ¢ ce u o o/, cf.
Basbgll (1968), Grgnnum (1996, 1998, 2001), Rischel (1968). This may be some
consolation to the phonetician but hardly to the language learner.

Limitations of space prohibit more than merely stating that we also have
a good score falling diphthongs, ending in semivowels fil, [ul, and [e], as in
[maj hau bieg] mig, hav, birk ‘me, ocean, beech’. They can all be analysed
phonologlcally as a vowel plus a consonant, /{j g}/, Avb g}/ and /r/, respectively, cf.
Basbgll (1978, 1975) and Grgnnum (2001). The identification of the diphthongs
is comphcated by lenition or deletion of the non-syllablc element cf. 2.2 and
2.3.

A semivowel becomes syllabic when a ne1ghbour1ng schwa is assimilated
into it. In the examples throughout the text I render these syllabic semivow-
els as [i u e, although this is a misrepresentation of the (lack of) precision in
the articulatory target; they would be more adequately transcribed as [i u ¢]
with a syllabicity stroke beneath. 7

There are no principled restrictions in sequences of [j] plus vowel, and pho-
netically they form a multitude of rising diphthongs as in, e. g ['Jy G0 Hago]
Jyde, jokke ‘Jutlandish, trample’.

2.2. Lenition of coda consonants
The stops and /v/ and /r/ undergo ‘consonant gradation’ (in Rischel’s 1970
terminology), i.e. they have different manifestations in syllable onset and
coda.

/p tk/lose their aspiration, and since they are inherently lenes they become
identical to the initial manifestation of /b d g/, i.e. [ d g], cf. [ga'lab galo'ptee

vad va'tte:"e lag la'kber’e] galop, galoppere; vat, vattere; lak, lakere ‘gallop (2/v); |

cotton, quilt; lacquer (n/v)’.
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/b d g/ give up their closure: /b/ changes to [u] (but in part of the vocabulary
only, and only optionally), cf. ['k"g:u k*ghd] kpbe, kobt buy, bought’. /d/ changes
to a very weak approximant, [8]; which, being velarised, is actually more
like a high back-to-mid. unrounded vocoid (in narrow transcription [3¥]),
cof. "mode mo'disd] mode, modist “fashion, milliner’. It is almost invariably
perceived and reproduced as a lateral by foreign learners. /g/ turned to [y]
which nowadays weakens further and splits into [i] (after front vowels and
V) and [y] (elsewhere), cf. [hee:i 'hayveers bagd] bage, bagvaerk, bagt ‘bake,
pastry, baked’.

i/ likewise turns to [ul, cf. [mo'tsiy’ motsi'vere] motiv, motivere ‘motive,
motivate’.

/r/ tarns into a more or less pharyngeal vocoid, [g], cf. [kon't*og’ kontso'sisd]
kontor, kontorist ‘office, office worker’. This vocoid merges completely with
preceding /a a: o ov, leaving no trace of a consonantal sound, cf. [va fa: vo §or’]
var, far; vor, gdr ‘was, father; our, goes’.

Note, then, that there are three different sources for a [ul, namely ~ b g/,
as in [khniu’ louw’ kbou’] kniv, knib/; lov!, kog! ‘knife, pinch; promise, boil’, cf.
(distinct) ['k'nive 'ktniths Tows kbagd] knive, knibe; love; kogt knives, pinch;
promise, boiled’.

2.3. Deletion of semivowels v
[i] and [u] regularly disappear after high vowels, and also optionally after
non-high vowels, yielding homonyms like

[sif” sy:” sne!” sg! le?’ dus” t°07] sig, si; syg, sy; sneg, sne; sgg, sg; leeg, lee; dug,
duv!, du; tog, to ‘say, sieve; sick, sew; sneaked, snow; seek, lake; lay, lee;
tablecloth, heave and set!, be good; took, two’.

The lenitions and deletions are in stark contrast to our neighbours. Compare
Swedish and Danish and note that I render the Danish examples in the com-
mon, ordinary schwa-assimilated pronunciation:

Swedish Danish

lopa [gpal lgbe (Mgl ‘run’

stta ['sgital  spde ['sp:3] ‘sweet’

baka ['baka] bage [heeree] ‘bake’

dag [da:g] dag ['deer’] ‘day’

riva ['rirva] rive ['siu] ‘bear (vb)
gar [gomr] gar [fa: gor'] ‘father, goes’

These nearly unrecognizable syllable codas probably go some way towards
explaining why Swedes purportedly have greater difficulty understanding
Danish than vice-versa.
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2.4. Assimilation of schwa

Assimilation of [o] is pervasive in Danish, not only in informal, spontaneous
speech but also in distinct speech styles. Schwa is assimilated to a neighbour-
ing vowel or to a sonorant consonant (including semivowels, cf. 2.2) which
then becomes syllabic. This applies also when schwa becomes neighbour to
a vowel only after deletion of an intermediate semivowel, as seen in the first
set of examples below:

['dis 'qu:u 'eezee] die, dige; due, duge, duve; ae, age ‘suckle, dike; pigeon,
tablecloths, heave and set; caress, ride in a carriage’;

['pee:d 'hwil 'mom 'deerm] bade, hule, méne, dame ‘bathe, cave, moon, lady’; '

['shidd 'kull "k"amm ‘venn leny] spidde, kulde, komme, vende, lenge impale,
cold, come, turn, long’;
['hyld 'gaml] hyldet, gammel ‘praised, old’.

Complete elision, with loss of a syllable, also occurs, although not as frequently,
thus ['sgeethe] skabe ‘create’ becomes [sgaeh] and ['prase] passe ‘fit’ becomes
[ptas].

Again, this is in stark contrast to Swedish, compare:

Swedish Danish

annan [lan:an] anden ['lann] ‘second’
komma [kbom:a] komme [kbamm] ‘come’
mdnga ['mon:al mange ['many] ‘many’
alla ['alia] alle [all] ‘all’

and see also the comparisons in 2.2 above.

When a vowel segment is lost, the uninitiated listener — who is not aware
that a modest rise in pitch after the stressed vowel is the carrier of a second
syllable in words like those above — will believe that he heard a monosyllable,
and will search in the wrong part of his mental lexicon for the identity of the
word, cf. 8.2 below.

2.5. Complicated morphophonology
Inflection and derivation produce alternations in the stem, cf.

['fed’ fed bled’ blgd] fed, feds; blpd, blpdt ‘fat (comm/neutr), soft (comm/
neutr)’;
['sdiu’ sdifd] stiv, stift ‘stiff (comm/neutr)’;
['kgiu khghd] kgbe, kbt buy, bought’;
[khom kbagd] koge, kogt boil, boiled’;
~ Isdai’ sdegd] steg, stegt ‘steak, fried’;
[oeeri bagd hauveerg] bage, bagt, bagvzerk bake, baked, pastry’.

Note that the orthography is close to a ‘morpheme constancy’ ideal, but the
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morphological link with pronunciation is rather weak, which presumably
poses a problem in both perception and production for beginners.

'2.6. Further recent developments

Extensive ‘r-colouring, i.e. lowering and retraction of vowels neighbouring
/1/, deletion of semivowels after non-high vowels, and loss of vowel length
distinctions in certain contexts yield numerous homonyms, for example

['heere] = /beirs bewror bejjor baigor/ beere, beerer, baeger, bager ‘carry, carries,
cup, baker’;

['kheeres] = /keiros kewros kasjors kaws/ keeres, keerres, kagers, kaos ‘dear ones’,
cart’s, cakes’, chaos’;

[ze:9] = Nlarved la:ded/ lavet, ladet ‘made, loaded’;

['kture 'gede] = /kwro kure ge:dor gedor/ kure, kurre; geder, gedder ‘slide,
c00; goats, pikes’;

['¢:0] = /pido p:ded gijod grvod/ gde, ddet, pget, puet ‘desolate, wasted, increased,
practised’.

High vowels used not to be affected by a neighbouring /t/, but /u/ now lowers
one degree after /1/, creating mergers between /u/ and /ov/ and producing
hitherto unusual [o]-sounds in closed syllables (where short /o/ otherwise
regularly is manifested as [o]), f. ['s0:3 ksod] rude, rode; krudt ‘window-pane,
rummage; gun-powder’.

3.-Prosody

3.1. Stgd
Sted is a kind of creaky voice. It occurs in long vowels and in phonetically
voiced (sonorant) consonants. Its grammatical and morphological properties
are documented in Hansen (1943). Its phonetic properties havé been studied
extensively by Fischer-Jgrgensen (1987, 1989a, 1989b) and by Riber Petersen
(1973). Its phonology has occupied Hans Basbgll through decades, cf. Basbgll
(1985, 1988, 1988, 2003). Recently, he and I have undertaken a series of ex-
periments to empirically test certain aspects of his theory, cf. Grgnnum and
Basbgll (2001a, 2001b, 20022, 2002b, 2003).

Presence vs absence of stgd creates an abundance of minimal contrasts,
for instance:

[vir’se 'virse] viser ‘shows (vb), hand (on instrument)’;
[veerIn 'veerdn] hvalen, valen ‘the whale, half-hearted’;
[hur'sd 'husd] huset ‘huset (n/v);

['hen’e 'hene] hender ‘heender (n/v); »

['mgl’e 'mele] Myller, mgller ‘Mgller, miller’.
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Though presence vs. absence of stgd is distinctive on the surface, it.is in fact
to a very large extent structurally governed. The principles have been greatly 100 cs
simplified in Hans Basbgll’s new and extremely insightful account of this and 24 ¢cs 3
other matters phonological, cf. Basbgll (2001a, 2001b, 2008). Even so, stgd A\ - ,—:\ - . §
is a hard phenomenon to master. Not just to hear it and produce it — which i \9 ¥
takes no little amount of practice ~ but also to put it where it belongs and o
nowhere else. It is a very common learner’s mistake to make to many stgds, . 0
which is jarring to a Danish ear. s . I Iih Figure 3
J g 't o: 9"? S 'sg Sg Ahedn k'a m a Fundamental frequency
tracings of two
utterances Torbens
Figure 2 23 ¢cs sgster hedder Kamma.
100 ¢cs TFundamental and Kamma stammer
frequency \5 fra Neestved. with equal
f/ ~ tracing of an , stress on both Kammas.
! / utterance / ‘é’
i ~ o Ammerne \ // S
7 ~ /q 2 iAlabama 2
§ Q  varistrejke. 5]
4 \ / /\/\_» 2 Arrows point \ L‘g
I oA o he xise Khama'sd ama fgdne sdved
N (heavy line)
. i . , e to posttonic
'ameneia la'besermavai sdsai go (thin line)
syllable.
3.2. The manifestation of stress - . 100 ¢cs 49cs

In sections 3.2-3.5, I do no more than give examples. Documentation and ar-
guments for the postulated analyses can be found in Grgnnum (1991, 1992).

~
?
e
N

Note that the statements made pertain to Danish spoken in the greater Co- Figure 4
penhagen area by the younger generations, in neutral reading style. Funfiamental
: . ) equency

Stressed syllables are characterised by a variety of rather weak segmental tracings of
cues, such as a modest lengthening and slightly more distinct pronunciation it ur bens'sy sit rheitr 'ka m: a. two Swedish
of segments, perhaps a slightly different — more compressed — voice quality, utterances
but above all they are associated with a change in pitch, as can be seen in 38 cs Torbens syster
figure 2. Thus, the peak of a fundamental frequency pattern is constituted heter Kamma.

by the first post-tonic syllable, not by the stressed syllable, which is perhaps
more common in the languages of the world, and foreigners have been known
to mistake the post-tonic for the stressed syllable.

Svaneke. with
focal accents
on both
Kammas.

and Kemma
‘L [\ kommer frin

3.3. Absence of specific juncture cues

Danish does not have pre-boundary lengthening. For illustration, compare the
information in figure 8 with the Swedish corresponding example in figure 4
(and disregard the immaterial difference in prominence across the two figures).

N~ T~ NGt AN

.

5 semitones

am: a ko mrfronlsva: ne k €
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Final lengthening is insignificant in Danish, comprehensive in Swedish, and
Swedes are reported to have trouble determining when a Danish utterances
is finished. I hold lack of final lenghthening responsible, together with the
absence of default sentence accents, cf. 3.4.

3.4. Absence of compulsory sentence accents .

In a number of languages, among them Swedish, one word in a phrase or
utterance will be more prominent than the others, and if the context does
not specify otherwise, this accent will fall on the last word. Not so in Danish.

Compare first the two Kammas in figure 5. Swedish Kamma has an elaborate -

fundamental frequency pattern, the most elaborate in the utterance, whereas
there is nothing to similarly distinguish Danish Kamma.

/f\\f~\/<'

Yurben s'sy sttrhe: tr % a m a

Figure 5

Fundamental frequency
tracings of a Danish
utterance Torbens sgster
hedder Kamma. and the
corresponding Swedish
one Torbens syster heter
Kamma. both uttered in
isolation.

10 semitones

N~~~
s

W' p: bms's g sdahedA k" a ma

10 semitones

Figure 6 demonstrates the difference in Swedish between a final focal accent
and the absence of any accent. The upper utterance is the reply to a question
“What is Torber’s sister’s name?” and the lower one answers the question “Who
has a sister called Kamma?” This puts the corresponding Danish utterances
in figure 7 in relief: the putatively accented Kamma above and unaccented
Kamma below do not have much to distinguish them. For one thing, there is
no consistent difference between the utterance in isolation (figure 3, upper
part) and this one which has a final pragmatic focus. Secondly, the pragmatic
focus on an early word (Torbens in figure 7, lower tracing) is signalled mainly
through the absence of a rise in fundamental frequency from the succeeding
stressed syllable sgs- to its post-tonic -ter. Le. focal accents are not boosted
in Danish but get their relative prominence through a reduction of the sur-
rounding, predominantly the succeeding, stress.

\
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I believe these very real differences between Danish and Swedish are
primarily responsible for the impression some Swedes have that Danes are
curiously uninterested in their own discourse; and I am certain that when
Swedes carry over their-own prosodic patterns, their final lengthening, and
their default and focal accents to Danish, they may sound dogmatic or overly
enthusiastic, bordering on the theatrical.

, 100 cs
. 0
' \ final accent; ©
8
€
LN \/ 3 .
@ Figure 6
- w Fundamental
t urbens's sitrhertr '%a m a frequency tracings
y
of two Swedish
o utterances Torbens
initial accent syster heter Kamma.
/\/\/\\ See the text.
»
®
e
i)
\ :
\ &
./\ ~ o
~ —/
"t urbens,systrhe: tr ka m a
100 cs
e 8
“ # s Figure 7'
V4 \ accen = Stylized
/\ E fundamental
\B l‘;; frequency tracings
of an utterance
'ts b I d Ahed Igh m a Torbens sgster
p: bms'sgd sd AREOA a hedder Kamma.
See the text.
70N 3
no“accent” | §
v =
, -—\ . % IS
@
N 17
\/ ©

'“o: bms's # sd Aheda kK'ama
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3.5. Absence of compulsory local signals to utterance function
Please note that time and frequency scales are almost but not exactly identi-
cal across the figures to follow.

Terminal declarative utterances are characterised by an overall fall and a
progressive shrinking of the fundamental frequency patterns associated with
the stressed syllables. The global fall comes about when the stressed syllables
are successively lowered, in equal steps (on a log-scale), whose magnitude is
inversely proportional to the number of stresses in the utterance, cf. figure
2 and figure 8 (lower tracing). There is no local final fall to terminate the ut-
terance. Nor do questions have to end on a particularly high note, cf. figure
8, upper tracing. (This is actually too long to be a likely ‘intonation question’
but for illustrative purposes it will serve.)

Figure 8
100cs Copenhagen Stylized %g;n‘da-

\ \ \ \l\ V/\ J v~ e et
< V> v~

long terminal
declarative
utterance and
its rendition as

1 octave

Kofoedog Thorsenskalmedrutebilenfra Fugiebjerg til Sorg klokken fire pé - tirsdag a question with

neither word
order inversion
nor interrogative
particles.

Figure 9

Stylized fun-

/ \ P Bornholm damental fre-
\ guency tracing of

/ A\ \ / \ / l nearly the same

long utterance as

in figure 8, from
Bornholm.

10 semitones

Kofoedog Thorsenskalmed rutebilen fra Gudhjem tit §nogeback klokken fire pi tirsdag

| 100cs Stockholm
question AN Figure 10
N

Stylized

. AN N
e / ~ N fundamental
\

declarativ
N\ \ AN\ \ AR freguency
\\ \ \ ) tracings of
P ,‘ y; nearly the
v 2" same utterance

I as in figures 8
Kofot och Torson skai med frdn Gudhem till Snogebéck klockan fyra p& tisdag and 9.

1 octave
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There are Danish regional varieties with final falls in declaratives, cf. the
Bornholm example in figure 9. Bornholm is more similar to Swedish in this
respect, cf. figure 10 which superposes a declarative and an interrogative
utterance. Both terminate at-the same low, but the question starts from
higher up.

Again, foreigners may have difficulty determmmg when an utterance has
come to its end and they may not easily recognise questions from their faint
prosodic make-up, either.

4. Conclusion

An abundance of vowels, weak syllable codas, unstressed syllables without
any vowel sound, and fairly inexpressive prosody makes Danish a harder nut
to crack perceptually than most languages which it otherwise is reasonable
to compare it to.
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