
VOWEL ALTERNATION
IN SPOKEN SINHALA NOMINALS

W.S.Karunatillake

O. Vowels in spoken Sinhala (=SS) nouns, show up with certain alternations both
in inflection and derivation. The purpose of this article is to spotlight some of
the regular vocalic alternations that are noticeable in the nominal paradigms of
SS.

0.1 The following phonemic symbols are used here for the representation of the SS.
nouns:

Vowels: a, a:,~,l£:, e, e: , i. i., U,U:, 0, O:,d,@~)

Consonants: p.bf b, t, d,-d, ~, ~,'-d, c, j, k, g,-g, m, n, n, I), y, r, I, v , s, (~),
(f), h.

The symbols given within parenthesis are of marginal status.

1. Vowels can be classified as follows based on their distribution and alternations
in nouns forms:

a. i, u; these can occur almost in any position in a noun form; e.g. iti
'twigs' ; kiri 'milk' ; ki.ri 'splinters'; ikiri 'a plant'; kikili 'hen'; pi:rili
'combings'tksekiri 'cucumber'; du:vili 'dust'; i~o:re 'drought'; bo:dili
'a kind of coconut'; pali -gu 'crystal'; paegira 'adolescent boy -nick
name'; hil 'holes' ; bitti 'walls'; ulu 'tiles' ; kudu 'powder' ; ku.du '
cages'; uguru 'throats'; kulunu 'pillars'; su:duru 'cumin'; ka.kulu
'buds'; pi:kudu 'liver'; ude: 'morning'; de:dunu 'rainbows'; ki duri
'mermaid'; eluva 'goat'; gul 'holes'; muHi 'pots'.

b. e, ae,a,o; these can occur initialy. But their occurrence in the medial
and final positions of a noun form is metrically conditioned; beli 'wood
apple'; meru 'moths'; mette 'mattress'; bo:le 'ball'; ~li 'waterfalls' d~
lIo 'cuttlefish'; aeh~ 'eye'; alu 'ash'; vaHi 'trays'; ma:ma 'maternal
uncle'; olu 'heads'; poli: 'interest as of money'; kollo 'lads'; u:ro
'pigs'.
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c. Long vowels (other than ~~); These can occur freely initially and
medially but their occurrence in the final position of a noun is
metrically conditioned; i:ri 'sow'; na/qi:mc 'dancing'; kuli: 'wages';
ma.tsri: 'a woman from Matara(impolite)'; ci:tte 'a cloth'; u:ra 'pig';
mu:nu 'faces'; me:s 'socks'; le:nnu 'squirrels';jane:le 'window'; hire:
'prison'; re:kke 'rake'; o:lu 'water lilies'; ro:de 'wheel'; solo:ke
'Sanskrit stanza'; ko:ppe 'cup'; a:le 'love'; ma:le 'necklace'; gara:di
'spokes'; ta.nayama 'rest house'; ra:kke 'shelf'; pala:t 'provinces'
ja.pa.la 'a herb'

d. The Vowel r~: ' occurs only in loan-words from English, and has not
yet been fully assimilated into the SS. phonological system, and as a
result it does not enter into any morphophonemic alternations. na.s
'nurse' p~:s 'wallets'; h a:s 'hearse' are some examples for its
occurrence.

e. -a; As far as the SS. nouns are concerned, '0' can be conditioned and
grouped as an allophone of/a/I. However, due to English loan- wards
it has been brought to a near-phonemic status, within nouns.

In a medial open syllable only '-3' occurs; word finally in open syllable, both
'a' and 'a' occur. However, we do not get a three-way contrast a:,fat"din this
position. Hence the 'a' can be interpreted as !!: whereas '<:'f can be interpreted
as !!. Word initially' d' occurs only following the clusters Crly/v- in open
syllable. (Such instances are due to loan-words from Sanskrit). 'a' occurs in an
initial open syllable (other than specified above); in closed syllables in any
position of the word; and following the sequence -ah- (where 'c; doesn't occur):

pabla 'width'
gona: 'bull'

go:na 'elk' vpY.3sa:y~ 'engagement'
balla 'dog' svaki.ya 'one's own'
mall:3 'bag' gaha 'tree'
prama.ne 'measure' ihe 'head'
krame: 'method'

However this pattern has been distributed by the influx of English loan-words into the
language that has extended the occurrence of ';,~' into closed syllables as well. Forms like
'tika!', 'tickets', kri~, 'cricket', kussn 'cushions' are examples.
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2. Vowel alternations in SS. nouns cover both quantitative and qualitative changes,
and occur in derivational as well as inflectional paradigms.

2.1 Vowel length conditioning

The general distribution of vowels in noun final position is as follows.

2.1.1. In monosyllabic nouns the final vowel is always long: vi: 'paddy' du: 'daughter',
Ie: 'blood'

rl€:'night', to: 'You-derogatory', ra:'toddy'.

2.1.2. In dissyllabic nouns ending in vowels, length is conditioned as follows:

2.1.2.1. If the first syllable is light, the final vowel can be either short or long.
The short vowel in this position can be only !a!, !i! or !u!. In this
position!a! occurs in its reduced grade!a!.

The vowels !a!, and !£/ can occur in this position, only if preceded by !hP. There are
no instances of nouns of this structure ending in !e! or !o!.

e.g. kiri 'milk', bali 'a kind of exorcism', pori 'popped com', bulu 'a tree',
velu 'a twisting of yam etc.' valu 'hunches', mala 'flower', gaha 'tree', ~h]e
'eye'.

Any long vowel can occur in this position: kuli: 'wages', aru: 'he (derogatory)' kade:
'shop' , k(/ebe: 'woods', pala:'edible green leaves', polo: 'earth'.

2.1.2.2. If the first syllable is heavy, the final vowel is always short:

ko:pi •coffee' , kappi 'the left over from flour', go:~!i 'shouting aloud'
ma:lu 'fish', sattu 'animals', ga:stu 'fees', bo:la 'balls', halla 'dog';
pa.raroad"; atra'branch'tba.lka'beams', ro:de 'wheel', ko~~,e'pillow',
ko:ppe 'cup';

That, this word final !a! and !-RJ conditioned by !h! is actually the reduced grade
is made evident by its being replaced by - e: , in the genitive singular, as in
gahe: 'of the tree' and aEl'he:'of the eye' etc. When the preceding syllable is
structurally heavy we get - e, as the genitive marker, as in pa:re 'of the road',
vatte 'of the estate', ko.tte 'of the stick' etc.
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2.1.3. In trisyllabic nouns, final vowel- length- conditioning is as follows:

2.1.3.1. If the first two syllables are light, the final vowel is short:
varade 'fault' valCde 'of the fault'
balela 'cat' gorsli 'a kind of bird'
borslu 'gravel'

2.1.3.2. Otherwise (i.e. if one or both of the preceding syllables differ from this
rhythmic patterning) the penultimate syllable conditions the length of
the final vowel as follows: if the penultimate syllable is light then the
final vowel is long, with the exception that 10 I can also occur in this
position; if the penultimate syllable is heavy, the final vowel is short.

e.g

pa.lsma 'bridge'; ma:lati: 'a girls name':
a.dere: 'affection'; pandeme: 'of the torch';
pala:te 'of the province a:ve:se 'possession by

spirit' ;
santo:se 'joy' ka.va.di 'a devotional

dance'
karo.la 'dry fish' isko:le 'school'
ki:<.lJe:va 'pest' sambo:la 'coconut chutney'

2.1.4. In quadrisyllabic nouns final vowel length is conditioned as follows:

2.1. 4. 1. If the first syllable is heavy, it is discounted, and the remainder
behaves exactly like other trisyllabics (see above 2.1.3.) in the length
conditioning of the final vowel.

e.g. pandslana = panl doIome
nl£jgu~me = me:JI gurame
bo:dilima = bo: Idilima
manda:rame: = man /da.rame:
ta:na:yame:= ta:1 na.jame:

'a wodden structure (genitive)'
'of the anchor'
'a kind of lizard'
'of cloudiness'
'of the rest house'

2.1.4.2. If the first two syllables are light, both count as constituting a single
heavy syllable, thus yielding a rhythmic trisyllabic structure (parallel
to structures given in 2.1.3) as far as final vowel length conditioning
is concerned.
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If the second syllable is heavy then that along with the following
syllables constitute a trisyllabic structure (cf 2.1.3) in conditioning final
vowel length, (the first syllable being discounted). In either case it is
the penultimate syllable that determines the length of the final vowel:
(cf 2.1.3.2)

(S= syllable; - = heavy; u= light)

e.g.
karsdare: 'trouble'

ka dulore: =ka "duksre:
sSS

'hilly area'

pabdaia: =.r~dJna:s s s 'ornaments'

vala:kule:
katandsre:
sajja: )(7na:

'of the cloud
'story'
'group chanting'

2.1.5. Pentasyllabic and hexasyllabic nouns are usually complex, constituted of more
than one morpheme. In these cases too generally the trisyllabic law of rhythmic
grouping applies regarding final vowel length conditioning:

sa: 9vats3rike
a:nantarike

'anniversary'
'a karmic action that yeilds results
immediately after one's death'

2.1.5.1. There is a general tendency however for these nouns to be morphemically
grouped as to rhythmic patterning in which case the syllabic constitution of the
last morpheme determines final vowel length (i.e. if it is quadrisyllabic or
trisyllabic, the trisyllabic law applies; if it is dissyllabic the penultimate syllable
conditions the length of the final vowel).

2.1.6. Glide Conditioning

A penultimate glide Iyl or Ivl occurring in polysyllabic nouns other dissyllabic
effects the shortening of a final vowel. Compare the following pairs:

va.tiye
snnuve

'of the border' but bo.dime:
'of the bell' but bi:rume:

'of the hostel'
'cl oudiness '
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mahattsya •gentleman'
sapattuve 'of the shoe'

but sakuntsla: 'a name'
but paressome: 'of carefulness

2.2. Vowel reduction.

This refers to the change of leI, ICleI, lal, lof to 101 in medial open syllable, in
morphophonemic alternations. This is found in the following instances:

2.2.1. Plural formation of certain inanimate nouns:

singular plural

'bangle' valalla valalu
'a forked bala~~d ba~u
stick fastened
to a pole for
picking fruits etc.

'case of
coconut hanassa hanssu
flower'

'an open arid kanatte kanau
land Icemetery'

'hoe' udsells uddlu
'shutter' paehello pa>l~i
'bunch cluster' kaeneUa klifrJli

'wrong' vafrl£dda vssradi

'a wild olive' verell-s veralu
'fire brand' penella pemli
'lacle' keness.s kenssi

'a very young gobolla gobslu
coconut'

'hole' kapolls kapau

base-form

*valalu-
=balatu-

*hanasu

*kanatu

*vJ€.r~di-

*ud.t..lu-
*~l.;eli-
*kaeraeli - ae. - (1

*verelu -}
*peneli-
*kenesi-

*gobolu }

*kapolu
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2.2.2 Pre-nominal stem formation of certain nouns:

singular pre-nominal form base-form

'leech' ku:~cella ku:<}dlu- *ku:da!lu } ~-d'wish' ka?ma?tt~ kaanuti *k~m~ti-

'merchant' velenda veLJd<3 *vele--da- e~d

'a demon gopolla gopslu gopolu- o .~ -a
connected
with cattle'

2.2.3. Singular formation of certain nouns:

singular plural pre-nominal base-form
form

'cat' balala balallu balal balal-
'wood
peeker' ka?:rJla: kae:rallu kll?:ral kse.ral

'a lap-
wing' kirala kirallu kiral- kiral

'learned
person' ugata ugattu ugat ugat a~d

'parrot' guava girav gira: grrav-
'a monkey' ribva rilav rila.- rilav-
'cow' haraka harak harak- harak-

'tin' varslo varal varal- varal-
'child' lamsya lamay lamar- lamay-
'pot' vala -dd vala9 vala9- vola a- }

£-.)

'asterism' naekata naeka't nll' k/t't na'klet- .
'viper' po1a-ga polo'lgu pololJ *polo'-g- O~d
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2.2.4. Derivation of abstract nouns from certain forms:

abstract noun

'width'
'memory'

palala
mateka

base-form

palal- wide
matak-

2.2.5. Indenfinite oblique of inanimate nouns:

definite indefinite

'flower'
'book'

mala
pott)

malak
potak

ma~<3 'of the flower' } a. _ a
po~;] 'of a book' etc.

2.2.6. Before the pluralizer -~ animate 'kinship' nouns:

singular plural base-form

'mother' amrna ammsla amma-
'father' ta:tta ta: ttola ta: tta-

'older brother ayya aYYJla ayya-
'maternal uncle' ma:ma ma.mjla ma:ma

2.2.7. Derivational processes that involve:

2.2.7. I. Prefixation:

'strong'

'help'
'liking'
'fruit'

simple form derived form

bala
bala
saona
k;)tm.)ttt~
pala
palo

'weak'
'weak'

asar~<3 'helpless'
akdm~tt3 'dislike'
a~l<3 'fruitless'
sap)l~ 'fruitful'

'memory
remembering' maldk~

'time'

alJL)t*o 'forgetting'

kala
kal~

'untimely'
'bad/wrong time'
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2.2.7.2. certain compound formations:

simple form

'place' pol a
polo

de}\:l;}
gep.3l~

'leaf
'dross'
'heavy'

kola
bor;)
bard

'village' game

2.3 Vowel Fronting

compound form

:~:~:~:e~iece of land}
for house construction' 0,-"

'tobacco-leaf
'dross of iron'
'pregnant' (lit. 'heavy }
with foetus') a. - a

'a name of village'

This refers to the fronting of non-front vowels of nouns when they undergo certain
morphological processes.

The specific details are:
u -?

u: --::> 1:

~} -> e

0: -> e:

a -> c£

a: -> ~:

Vowel fronting in nouns is found in the following instances:

2.3.1. Feminine derivation of certain sets of nouns, by the addition of the suffixes
-i linni.
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masculine feminine

kukula 'rooster'
balla; 'dog'
balsla: 'cat'
va'dura: 'morikey'
bamunu 'brahman'

kikili
bJelli
bJelali
v4idiri
~mini

kolla 'lad' kella « keli H)

kora:
hora:

'lame man' ker s «keri+~)
'thief' her d ( <heri +0)

2.3.1.2. Suffix - 10m

masculine feminine

valaha 'wolf'
koka: crane'

v~l1hinni
kekinni

'wolftf)'
crane(f) ,

2.3.1.2.1

'hen'
'bitch'
'cat(t)'
'monkey(f)
'brahman
woman'
'lass'

'lame-woman'
'thievish
woman'

base-form

valas-
kok-

base-form

kukuP
balu-
balal-
va'duru-
bamunu-

kolu~

kor.J-
hors-

However there are some nouns that take these suffixes without
accompanying vowel fronting.

masculine feminine base-form

)ttlura 'teacher' ,Jeduri teacher(f) ~uru-
-impolite' -impolite'

kurmra 'prince' kumsri 'princess' *kumara-

mamma: Iaya 'bridegroom' mamma.Ii 'bride' *manama:la-

yaka: 'devil' yakinni 'devil/f)' yak-

are some examples.

In the case of these two forms, kikil- and keli- respectively have also been
extended as base forms. The former is optional whereas the latter seems
obligatory.



VOWEL ALTERNATION IN SPOKEN SINHALA NOMINALS 226

2.4 Vowel shortening due to particle adjunction.

When the particles -1 'also' and -xi 'and' are added to a form (other than monosyllabic)
ending in a long vowel, that vowel is shortened:

'the ox'
'the bridge'
'trouble'
'paper'
'of the bridge'
'of the trouble'
'of the bowl'

gongt
pa.bmeyi
karedereyi
patt.3r~i
pa.bmet
kara<br~t
pa:tbr~t

gong:
pa.ljme:
karsdsre:
pattare:
pa:Hms::
karJ&rs::
paittsre:

But monosyllabic:

'me' m!!:t
'house g~:t

'me too'
'house too'

Il1!!:
ge:

2.5 Vowel shortening conditioned by nasal

'the ox also' gongyi'the ox and ... '
'of the bridge and .. '
'of the trouble and .. '
'of the paper and .. '
'also of the bridge'
'also of the trouble'
'also of the bowl'

mg.yi
ge:yt

'me and ... '
'house and .. '

In non-monosyllabic noun forms, a final nasal shortens the preceding long vowel:

singular plural base-form

'a drum' rabg.n» rabll1J =rabg.n-
'plate' pi-g!!:n<l pi-g!!,) *pi-g!!:n-
'fan' avg.na aV!!1J *av!!:n-
'woods' rnu.kala.na mu:~lal) *mu:k~la:n-
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2.6 Summary

1.

2.

3.1

3.2

3.3

4.1

4.2

4.3

4.4

A summary of the noun final vowel length conditioning rules within the frame
of dissyllabic through quadrisyllabic is given below:

IIS II --> -liS II
'.,),.... 'v

IIS S II(the vowel in S IIbeing a.i
or u unless h- conditioned) .

...;-
IISSII

IISSS/l
_..- J

IIS S S II(if glide-conditioned)
IISSSII

~ -
IISSSII

v V 0../ J

IIS S S S /I (if glide-conditioned)
#SSSS#

IISSSSII
'::' _ ;..,I v

IIS S S S /I (if glide-conditioned)
IISSSSII

V oJ

IISSSSII

The pentasyllabic and hexasayllabic are generally covered by the trisyllabic
law.

v
/I S S /I -->

= >
v.,.,

IISSS/l -->

IISSS/l -->
-->

~-
IISSSII -->

Vv...,

/lSSSS# -->
-->

_ v v _

/lSSSS# -->
~ _ v

IISSSS# -->
-->

.'! .'!. "-

IISSSSII -->


