Investigating Vowel Length in Cordobés Spanish
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Introduction
During the last forty years, the peculiar intonation
of the people from Córdoba (Argentina), informally
known as the tonada cordobesa, has been of
interest among linguists (Catinelli, 1985; Fontanella
de Weinberg, 1971; Lang, 2010; Yorio, 1973).
This tonada is characterized by the lengthening of the pretonic
syllable of certain words (Catinelli, 1985; Fontanella de Weinberg,
1971; Yorio, 1973). In some instances, this vowel’s duration exceeds
that of its corresponding tonic vowel (Yorio, 1973). This phenomenon,
often attributed to the contact of Spanish with indigenous languages of
the region, has not been attested in other varieties of Spanish (Vidal
de Battini, 1964).
In standard varieties of Spanish, the tonic vowel exhibits longer
duration and higher pitch than its pretonic counterpart (Hualde, 2005).
However, in Cordobés, these cues are distributed among the pretonic
and tonic vowels as can be seen in figure 1.

The goal of this study is to focus on vowel duration by quantifying
pretonic lengthening, and to evaluate the role played by linguistic
factors such as position in the IP and sociolinguistic factors such
as gender and socioeconomic status (SES).
•Research questions: How does the length of the pretonic
syllable compare to that of the tonic syllable? Does the word’s
position in the intonational phrase affect lengthening? Do social
factors such as gender or socioeconomic status favor pretonic
lengthening?
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(a) tran·qui·lo (Standard Sp.)
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(b) tran·qui·lo(Cordobés Sp.)

Previous studies:
u The earlier studies (Fontanella de Weinberg, 1971; Yorio, 1973)
present impressionistic descriptions of the phenomenon, while the
most recent study performs acoustic measurements of the vowels
on words at the end of sentences (Lang, 2010).
u There is no agreement on where the pretonic lengthening occurs
within the intonational phrase (IP). Fontanella de Weinberg (1971)
claims it occurs in words in nuclear position, whereas Yorio also
finds it in prenuclear position (1973). Lang’s study (2010) does not
address this, as measurements were taken only from words in
nuclear position.

Conclusions

•Research Question 1: How does the length of the pretonic syllable
compare to that of the tonic syllable?

² All speakers lengthen the pretonic vowel in both prenuclear and
nuclear positions as predicted by Yorio (1971).

u In fact, 54% of the pretonic vowels measured exceeded their tonic
counterpart in duration by at least 15%.

² While SES played a role in the amount of lengthening
observed, gender did not.

Figure 2: Waveform and
spectrogram showing pretonic
and tonic vowel lengths in the
word pantalla ‘screen’
(24, male, middle class)

•Research Question 2: Does the word’s position in the IP affect
pretonic lengthening?

Table 1: Distribution of participants according to sex and neighborhood.

u Absolute values of the pretonic vowels are higher due to the longer
durations of tonic vowels in phrase-final position. Thus, a constant
ratio between the two is maintained.

Women

San Vicente (middle class)

5

5

Surrounding neighborhoods (lower middle class)

5

5

Totals

10

10

² In order to maintain the pretonic to tonic ratio, pretonic vowels
in nuclear position exhibit the longest durations, due to the
expected lengthening of tonic vowels in sentence final position
(Navarro Tomás, 1948; Hualde, 2005). This suggests that the
ratio may act as a cue to stress in Cordobés Spanish.
u Additionally, an analysis of micro-level data, such as this, provides
insight into the richness of intonation patterns that can be found
even within one variety of Spanish (Rioplatense).

•Participants: 20 native speaker life-long residents of 2
neighborhoods (representing 2 distinct SES) in Córdoba
participated in this study. All were between 18-35 years of age.

Men

u The results of this study reveal that:

u The pretonic vowel lengthens at least to match the duration of its
adjacent tonic vowel in both prenuclear and nuclear positions.

Data Collection

Figure 1: Duration and pitch distribution in pretonic and tonic syllables (Standard
Spanish vs. Cordobés Spanish)
+duration
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Figure 3: Duration
ofpretonic and tonic
vowels in prenuclear
and nuclear positions

u Future experimental research should include:
² A larger pool of participants, specifically encompassing distinct
age groups and other socioeconomic groups.
² Controlled phrase types and vowel types.
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•Data collection process & instrument: Spontaneous speech
was obtained from recorded sociolinguistic interviews with
participants.
Interview questions were adapted from
Tagliamonte (2006).

Methods
•Data analysis: 635 tokens (≥ 30 per participant) containing a
pretonic and tonic syllable within the same word were analyzed.
Tokens selected were clearly distinguishable from adjacent
segments, otherwise excluded. Vowel lengths of the pretonic and
tonic syllables were measured using Praat and coded for gender,
SES and position within the IP.
Example:
tran·qui·lo ‘peaceful’
pre-tonic

tonic
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•Research Question 3: Do social factors such as gender and
socioeconomic status favor pretonic lengthening?
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u SES plays a role in pretonic lengthening. The mean of the ratio
(pretonic to tonic) for middle class speakers was 1.24 and for lower
middle class speakers 1.45. This shows that:
² 1) All speakers lengthen the pretonic vowel at least to match
the duration of the tonic vowel.
² 2) On average, lower middle class speakers lengthen the
pretonic
vowel 15% more than middle class speakers.
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