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Abstract

Extremely short verbs can be found in various Germanic languages and dialects; the stems

of these verbs do not have a final consonant ((C-)C-V1, and they always have a monosyl-
labic infinitive and usually monosyllabic finite forms as well. Examples for these kinds of
short verbs are Swiss German hd'to have', gö'to go', gE'to give', nE 'to take' which cor-
respond to the Swedish verbs ha, gä, ge and ta. The last example shows that such short verb
formations also occur with verbs having (nearly) identical meanings but which do not share

the same etymology. Apart from their shortness, these verbs are characterized by a high
degree of irregularity, often even by suppletion, which sometimes develops contrary to
regular sound laws. Furthermore they are among the most-used verbs and often tend towards
grammaticalization.

The present paper compares the short verbs of seven Germanic languages; in addition, it
describes their various ways of development and strategies of differentiation. Moreover, it
examines the question of why some languages and dialects (e.g. Swiss German, Frisian,
Swedish, Norwegian) have many short verbs while others (New High German, Icelandic,
Faroese) only have few, the paper discusses the contribution of short verbs to questions

concerning linguistic change and the morphological organization of languages.

0. Introduction

Certain Swiss German dialects are well known because of words made short due to many

reductive sound changes like the apocope of final -n and -e, cliticaations, and so on. In
addition to these regular reductions Swiss German (and other German) dialects exhibit a

group of extremely short, monosyllabic verbs l:drre la 'to have', gE'to give', nE'to take',
arad chö'to come' that developed in other ways. In Swiss German one says, for example, er
hetnes gnö 'he took it away from them', but in New High Gennan (f.fHG) er hat es ihnen

genommen or Swiss German i hanes gE 'l gave it to them', which corresponds to NHG icl,

habe es ihnen gegeben. As can be seen, NHG doesn't have these short verbs. It is perhaps

very surprising that they appear again in the very north of the Gerrranic language area, in
Swedish and Norwegian; note for example Swedish gö'to go', stö 'to stand', and ge 'to
give'. If one compares them to the Swiss German forms, it must be noticed that they even

have similar phonetic shapes: Swiss German gö - Swedish gri 'to go', stö - std'to stand',
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schlö - slä'to beat', gc - ge 'to give', etc. Furthennore there even are counterparts when
Swiss German and Swedish short verbs derive from different (etymological) roots, as for
instance Swiss German nE and Swedish ta'to take', Swiss German sy and Swedish va'to
be'. Figure 1 shows correponding pairs of short verbs (different stems are marked by under-
lining):

Figure 1: Equivalent short verbs in Swiss German and Swedish

Swiss G. Swedish

(1)
(2)

(3)

(4)

(s)

(6)
(7)
(8)

§y
ha

gö

stö

schlö
;

s9
nö

zie

'to be'

'to have'

'to go'

'to stand'

'to beat'
'to give'
'to take'

'to draw'

VA

ha

gä

stä

slä
ge
g
dra

1. Survey: Short Verbs in Germanic Languages

In Figure 2 the short verbs of seven Germanic languages and dialects (Swiss German) are

listed. In order to understand the list, please note the following remarks (which refer only
to verbs numbered (1) to (15):

o Only the bold printed verbs are short verbs. As a first impression it can be

established that the the south (Swiss German) and the north (Swedish, Norwegian)
have many short verbs, while there are many fewer in Icelandic and NHG.

a The underlining of verbs indicates that these verbs lack a short infinitive but do have

short finite forms (NHG hab-en'to have', but du lw-st'you have', Swiss Gennan

sdg-e'to say', but du sai-sch'you say'). However, real short verbs should also have

a short infinitive. Thus there exists no dichotomy between short and normal verbs but

rather a variegation.

We mark some verbs here with an exclamation-mark; one exclamation-mark means

that the inflection of the verb is irregular; two exclamation-marls mean that the

paradigm shows suppletion (NHG gehen - ging - gegangen'to go - went - gone').

o
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Figure 2: Short verbs in Germanic languages

(,

Swiss G. NHG Dutch Frisian Swedish Norwegian lcelandic
(Bokmäl)

regular in-
fin. ending: -g -en -en -e -a -e -a

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)

sy
hä

sein
haben! !

kommen!
gehen! !

sagen

tun
gerben
geben
nehmen!

zlin
hebben! !

komen!
gaan
zeggen!
doen

wöze!!
hawwe!!/ha
komme!
gean
sizzel
dwaan

ch6
gälSd
säge!

tue
gerbe

(7)
(8)

;ge
aa

ne
geven
nemen

jaan
nimme!

(e) lä/rö
(10) stä/stö
(11) kse
(12) zie

träge
( 13) blibe

Iassen

stehen! !

sehen

ziehen! !

tragen
bleiben

laten
staan
zien

Iitte!
stean
sjen
tsjen 'to con-
tinue'

bliuwe!

tijgen/
trekken
blijven

( 14) afä/afö anfangen
fange

( 15) schlä/schtö schlagen

aanvangen fange

slaanslaan

(1)
(2)
(5)
(8)
(7)

valvarall
ha ((hava!);
komma!
gä

säga!

vare!!
ha
komme!

sä
si

vera!!
hafa!
koma!
ganga!

segja!

'to be'
'to have'
'to come'
'to go'
'to say'

(q) gtilgorrt
(10) gu

(9) ta (tasa)
( 13) läta
(tz) stä
(11) 

::

giore!
gr

'to do'
'to give'

gera
gefa

;;
la
stä
se

dra
bli passive,

'to become'

fä 'to be al-

lowed, to get'

slä

taka!
läta
standa!

.2
SJA

'to take'
'to let'
'to stand'
'to see'

(14)
(4)

dra (draga)

bli ((bliva)) passive,

'to become'

fä 'to be allowed,

to get'

slä

draga!
veröa

'to draw'
'to süay,
'to become'
'to catch, to get,
'to be allowed'
'to beat'

(3) fä'to get'

(15) slä

(a)
(b)
(c)

yl

sä sä
KIä KH
fiä nä
nä, trä, strö, tro, bo
Bror gtro, klä, fly ...

sä 'to sow'
klä 'to scratch'
fIä ,to flay,
nä, br6, strä, bvo,
sä, sliä, Uä, bjä ...



It is in any case important that all short verbs show many so-calles 'strongn irregula-

rities. Thus every bold printed verb should actually be followed by one or two

exclamation-marks.

o The order of the numbered verbs follows the frequency dictionary (Ruoff 1991),

which is based on spoken language in South Germany. The ordering by frequency in

Dutch and Frisian is surely different. Since some short verbs in Swedish have other

meanings than their counterparts in German, their frequency values are printed in

front of them (according to All6n 1972). They are similar for Norwegian, but less so

for Icelandic. It's important to note that, for example, Swedish ä/i [passivelandfä
'to be allowed, to get' occur much more frequently than their NHG cognates bleiben

'to stay' or fangen'to catch'.

o The list is composed of verbs which occur in at least one Germanic language as short

verb forms (e.g. number 5 that only in Norwegian is reduced to si 'to say'). Of
course there are many other frequent verbs which don't belong to the short verbs,

such as the modal verbs.

o Above the verbs we list the ending of the infinitive in regular, long verbs which

always forms a syllable. This syllable does not appear in the short verbs: these have

either a different ending (for example -z in NHG and Frisian), or they don't have one

at all (as in Swiss German). If the infinitive ending nevertheless seems to occur

formally (graphically) behind a short verb, it is no ending but rather the second part

of a diphthong (for example Swiss G. tue-s (6) 'to do' , zie-o (12) 'to draw').

a In the lower part of Figure 2 there are verbs listed after lower-case letters. These are

rarer verbs with special meanings which nevertheless form short verbs, but only in
North Germanic. This is an important difference between the south and the north of
the Germanic languages. The Nordic languages have each about 25 such short verbs

which inflect regularly and whose shortness developed according the sound laws. The

shortness of the verbs (1) to (15) developed contrary to the governing sound laws.

2. Definition of short verbs

The term 'short verbn is not well established. Therefore, it should be explained what the

term exactly means: Short verbs always have a monosyllabic infinitive. In most of the cases

they also have monosyllabic finite forms and a monosyllabic past participle. Although short

forms first arise in the more frequent present tense (and here especially in the 3. per§on

singular) and spread only later to the less frequent infinitive, I would like to define short

verbs as only those whose infinitive is short.
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As already mentioned, short verbs have special infinitival allomorphs. Moreover, the stem

always ends with a long vowel or diphthong: (C)C-Vor (C)C-D.

Short verbs generally belong to the central, active vocabulary; some are even grammaticali-

zed. Their inflections contain a high degree of irregularity which makes them different from

most of the other "normaln verbs.

3. Short verbs in West Cremanic languages

3.1 New High German and Dutch

We start with NHG, because it possesses only two short verbs, sein 'to be' and tun 'to do' .

Sein and tun are usually treated among the so called anomalia because both contain a

maximum of morphological irregularities.

Selz has strong suppletive structures. This is shown in the following figure, which indicates

the Indo-European (I.E.) etymologies of its constituent elements :

Figure 3: I. E. *bheu-

I. E. *e,s,-

I.E. *wes-
bin, bist, is!, sind, seid wag/wäge gewesen

Three different I.E. roots, each with ablaut variants, are used firstly for the distinction of
person, secondly for the distinction of tense (preterite vs. perfect), and finally for the dis-

tinction of mood. Moreover, the r/s-change in the root (double underlined) is a reflex of
Verner's L^aw which describes certain Germanic consonantal alternations based on I.E. stress

placement.

NHG tun is the only verb which preserves traces of I.E. reduplication Qaten), also a relict
which has survived.

Sein and tun derive - together with gehen and stehen - from the I.E. athematic or ni-verbs.

These verbs are already particularly short in I.E. because they lack a theme vowel between

root and personal ending (and often lack a root final consonant, as well). The 1. pers. sg.

ending is -mi; in Old High German (OHG) it is reduced to -nt, and in Middle High German

(MHG) to -n: l.E. *es-mi 'I am' ) Germanic *imrni > OHG b-im (with contamination) >
MHG/NHG b-in. As the only verb, bi-n continues the old zr'-ending until today.

NHG gehen and stehen derive from MHG gEn and st€n. Abeady in MHG they became

bisyllabic (Paul 1987, §142), but they continue to lack a root consonant (-ä- orthographically

indicates length). Their irregularity consists of suppletive preterite and past participle forms:

gehen [ge:an] - ging - gegangen, stehen I I te: anl - stand - gestanden These longer forms

belong to the OHG verbs gangan rcsp. stantan. It would be interesting to know the exact

-t

33



relation between OHG gön/gEn and gangan and between sffin/$en and stantan. Possibly at

least stdn and stantan can be referred to a common I.E. root by which $An can be con-

sidered as a sort of short verb to stantan (but its vowel must then be analogically taken from

gan).lt can be said with certainty that these verbs show irregularities already present in I.E.

Dutch continues exactly these four mi-verbs as short verbs (zijn'tobe', doen'to do', gaan

'to go', staan'to stand') along with zien 'to see' and shan 'to beat', whose shortness

developed by regular reduction of intervocalic -h-. Their degree of synchronic irregularities

corresponds approximately to the short verbs in NHG. Therefore they won't be treated here

in detail.

3.2 Swiss Crerman (Zünrch)

Because of the large differences within Swiss German I will resffict my comments to the

dialect of Zürich. Zirich German has 13 short verbs. We will consider three of them. Note

that Swiss German has a uniform plural, synthetic subjunctives, and no preterite tense:

f . infinitive: gä 'to go' past partic.: gange 'gone'

present ind.: gälgä-ne
gä-sch
gä-t
gö-nd

gib-e
gi-sch
gi-r
gä-nd

tii 'done'

i gäb/gäb-i
de gäb-isch
er gäblgäb-i
Pl. gäb-id

i
de
er
Pl,

subjunctive: i gönglgieng
de göng-isch/gieng-isch
er göng/gieng
Pl. göng-id/gieng-id

(Sta'rc stand', lfr'to let', schlfr'to beat' and afd'to start' inflect generally like ga
'to go')

2. infinitive: tue [tual 'to do' past partlc.:

subjunctive:present ind.: tue/tue-ne
tue-sch
tue-t
tiie-nd

3. infinitive: gö [ge:] 'to give' past partic.:

subjunctive:

gö 'given'

I

de

er
PI

i
de
er
PI

I

de
er
PI

tüeg
ttieg-isch
tüeg
tüeg-id

present ind.:
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Swiss German continues all four mi-verbs as short verbs; two of them, gö'to go' and tue'to

do', are listed above. The third one, gE'to give', is a contracted verb. The main charac-

teristics of short verbs in Zürich German are the following:

o The infinitive is always monosyllabic, usually the past participle as well (except for

gange'gone'), and the finite forms in the present tense. Only in the 1. pers. sg. are

there competing bisyllabic variants (i gd/i gdne'I go', i tue/i tuene'I do' , i gibe'l
give').

o The uniform plural normally has the ending -ed (mer nwch-ed'we make'), but the

short verbs (and the modal verbs) have -nd (mer gö-ttd'we give'). Both endings

developed from MHG -ent. Together with the modal verbs short verbs have special

and shorter allomorphs.

o Moreover, short verbs differ from normal verbs by analogical umlaut(s) in the plural;

they maintained a clear number distinction. Probably it is a morphological umlaut

again in analogy to the modal verbs. Please note that gd has an d-ö-alternation and

göö an i-ri-alternation.

All this leads to a very strong differentiation of the present tense paradigm. Infor-
mation which usually is expressed in suffixes appears in the stem of the short verbs.

The result is a fusion of information (which will be discussed later).

o The past participles of certain short verbs contain suppletive structures: gd'to go' -

gange'gone', stö'to stand' - gstande'stood', AfA'b begin' - ögfange'begone', etc.

In some dialects (e.g. Basel German) these three verbs form their 1. person sg.

present by means of the (marked) suppletive form as well: Basel German i gang'l
go'(degösch 'yougo', ergöt 'hegoes'), istand 'Istand', ifang d'Istart'etc.).

o In the subjunctive there are many irregularities too. Here one can find vowels and

stem final consonants that cannot be drived from any form in the indicative, e.g. er

gat 'he goes' - er göng/gieng 'he would go' , er tuet 'he does' - er tüeg 'he would

do' , er git 'he gives' - er gäb(i) 'he would give'. Due to the loss of the preterite

tense, the subjunctive lost is historical base. This led to a radical restructuring of the

subjunctive; instead of new analytic forms, new synthetic forms are preferred. The

subjunctive form of Zürich German gA'to go', göng/gieng'he would go' is based on

a suppletive form. In the case of tüeg 'he would do' there is an additional -g (the

origin of which is unknown) that is also present inhö 'to have'and s!'tobe': er

höiSG) 'he would have', er seig(i)'he would be'. In the case of gE 'to give' the

relation between the subjunctive and the indicative is destroyed because of the

shortening of the stem in the indicative; the subjunctive based on the historical form

with -ä (er grt'he gives' vs. er gü(i) 'he would give'. The only correspondence
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between the two moods is the word initial g-.

In the first case, the subjunctive is formed by suppletion, in the second case the

subjunctive is isolated from the other forms by the presence of -g-, and in the third

case the indicative is isolated by shortening. The result, however, is always the same:

the creation of some suppletion in order to differentiate mood. And all these solutions

show that the less frequent subjunctive is always expressed by longer forms and the

more frequent indicative by shorter forms.

The 13 Swiss German short verbs have different origins and different ages. The oldest group

is represented by the four so-called mi-verbs "f 
'to be', tue'to do', gö'to go' and stl'to

stand'. This group is extended in MHG by the three strong and contracted verbs vön <

fähen'to get', län < läzen'to let', sl.än I sl.dhen'to beat', and by the weak verb hän 1
haben'to have'. These four new short verbs behave inflectionally like gän und stön and

continue doing this in Swiss German - except hA'to have' that left this group and went its
own way.

This leads us to the second big group, namely the short verbs that arose by contraction (see

Figure 4; at the extreme right the reduced segment is given; the numbers after the MHG
long form indicate the ablaut class):

Figure 4: Contracted verbs in MHG

I-oss of

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

(äXä
schle
zie
gs0

vän
slän
zien
(ge)s6n

vähen (7)
slähen (6)
ziehen (2)
sehen (5)

fähan
slähan
ziohan
sehan

regular

contractions

-h-
-h-
-h-
-h-

(5)
(6)

(7)
(8)
(e)

-z-
-b-

-b-
-m-
-m-

län
hän

la
na

;
s9
nö

chö

gÖn/gen

nen
kön/kon

läzen (7)
haben (weak)

geben (5)
nemen (4)
komen (4)

Itrzr,an

habEn

geban
neman
queman

irregular

contractioru

Intervocalic -ä- was regularly lost in the first four verbs (above the line), but intervocalic -
b-, -m- and -z- normally is preserved in the general vocabulary. Therefore verbs Nr. (5) to
(9) must be particularly noted, because they eliminated considerable consonantal obstacles:
not only voiced -m- and -ä- but also voiceless -e- [s]. Nevertheless it must be considered that
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the consonant loss is delimited phonologically: voiceless occlusives and consonant clusters

do not disappear. This speaks against a purely morphologically conditioned contraction in

analogy to the four mi-verbs.

Whereas in MHG short and long forms cooccurred, NHG always continues the long form,

while Swiss German continues only the short form. In the case of haben'to have' - the

second most frequent verb overall and the only weak one among the short verbs - NHG

mixed both paradigms in order to create suppletion (see Figure 5; 'L' : MHG long form,

"S' : MHG short form):

Figure 5: Paths to the irregular paradigms of NHG haben and Swiss German h.ö 'to
have'

MHG

infinitive:

present

pretente:
past.partic.:

spoken

ham L

hap
hast
hat
ham
hapt
ham

hatte S

gehapt L

wrrtten

haben

habe
hast
hat
haben
habt
haben

hatte
gehabt

häa
1.s9.
2. sg.
3-sg.
1.PI.
2.PL.
3.PI.

ha

hesch
het
händ
händ
händ

L
S

S

L
L
L

A
B
B
A
A
A

Aghä

German orthography doesn't represent the monosyllabicity of German haben; therefore the

spoken forms are added. Although Swiss German only continues the MHG short forms, it

irregularized and at the same time differentiated its paradigm by umlauts contrary to sound

laws, following the same pattern as NHG in the mixing of short and long forms

(AABBAAAA). Thus the irregularities follow certain regularities.

Of particular interest are the last three verbs, the short verbs gE'1'ro give', nö'to take', and

chö 'to come'. They represent the youngest group of contracted verbs (ate MHG), and the

reduction of the stem final consonant hasn't yet been carried through completely, depending

on the respective dialect (following Suter 1992 and Weber 1987) (Figure 6):

hön(L)

Swiss G.NHG
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Figure 6: The youngest group of contracted verbs in Swiss German

Basel Zürich Basel Zürich Basel Zürich

infinitive:

present:

singular

plural

gib gibe

gisch gisch

git git

gänd gänd

ninsch

nint

nänd

kunnsch

kunt

chunsch

chunt

nimm

nimmsch

nimmt

nime kumm chumme
-l

I
I

I

I

r
I

I

I

nämme kemme

;
ga na ne KO chä/chö

chönd

past.part.:

subjunctive:

imperative:
säb
gib!

gäb

gib!

kämnam

nimm!

nämm

nimm! kumm!

chämm/-ö-

chumm!

The boxings show the respective stage of contraction. The dialect of Zürich has more

completely contracted forms than does the dialect of Basel. Whereas the infinitive and the
past participle always are fully contracted, the stem final consonant of the finite forms are

partly retained (i gibe 'I give', i kumm'I come'), partly already assimilated to the following
sound (er nint 'he takes', er kunt 'he comes') and partly completely lost (de gisch'yolu
give', er git 'he gives', mer gönd'we give'). This synchronic srege allows a good insight
into the diachronic stnges of the contaction (see also SDS III, 90-95, 100-103). Contraction
seems to appear first in the most frequent form, the third person, and from there it spreads

into the other positions of the paradigm.

Finally, the functional meaning of the short verbs should be briefly considered, because

there are distinct reductions in the grammaticalized verbs. Historical auxiliaries are hö'to
have', "f 'to be' and tue 'to do' (to form the perfect and to form the periphrastic sub-

junctive). The verbs ga/gö 'to go', chö 'to come', lrt/la 'to let' and afa/ffö 'to start, to
begin' are on their way to become auxiliaries:

(a) I gang go schaffe 'I go go workn * 'I'm going to work'
(b) I chum cho schaffe nI come come from workn - 'I'm coming from work'
(c) Er löt (lo) grüesse 'He lets (let) greet' -' 'He sends regards'

(d) Er föt ä (fo) schaffe 'He starts (sart) workn * 'He starts working'
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These duplicate forms are the consequence of a strong desemanticization. The scope of the

finite auxiliary must be semantically totally empty, so the auxiliary must be repeated as an

infinitive in front of the full verb. Real proliferations can occur especially with gö 'to go'

and, chö'to come': Zürich German Gönd go e guete Platz goge sueche'Go go a good place

go-go to look for" - '[-ook for e good place'. There are many other examples for gram-

maticalized short verbs which can't be treated here in detail.

3.3 Frisian

Like the Swiss German the Frisian short verbs are also affected by the tension between
reduction and differentiation. Reduction on the one hand and differentiation on the other are

hardly compatible. If a word reduces its aural substance, it diminishes is possibilities of
differentiation. In order to accomodate both aims - shortness a n d distinction - at the same

time, the short verb paradigms have to make use of many irregularities and even suppletion.

A good example for reduction and distinction is the Frisian short verb jaan 'to give' that
developed from Germanic *geban ) Old Frisian ieva ) iän to Modern Frisian jaan.
Frisian dwaan'to do' as well developed in irregular ways. This leads to a drifting apart of
both infinitives and their respective finite forms. Frisian normally shows homonymy between

the infinitive of a verb and its plural forms in the present tense - except for the short verbs,

e.g. dvvaan [infinitive] ('to do') vs. dogge [plural] ('we/you/they do'). The present tense

paradigm drifted apart by analogies to other irregular short verbs (e.g. tsjen'to continue',
sien 'to see'). The result are suppletive structures (see the following paradigm of dwaan'to
do'):

infinitive: dwaan 'to do'

present

Analogies between different short verb paradigms occur frequently, and they mostly always

simultaneously create shorter forms (unlike ordinary analogy). Such a systematization

occurred in the preterite forms of five Frisian short verbs which all have the uniform ablaut

vowel -ie-. These are the four mi-verbs (dwaan'to do', w4ze'to be' (the finite forms in the

present tense), gean'to go', stean'to stand') and ha(wwe) 'to have'. This unified ablaut

vowel relieves on the one hand the competence and on the other hand the performance, as

ik doch

do dochst

hy docht

Pl: dogge

preterite ik die

do diest

hy die

Pl: diene(n)
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well, by being extremly short. The only differences consist of the different initial sounds:

infinitive preterite sing. - plural past participle

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

dwaan

wöze

hawwe

gean

stean

'to

'to

'to
'to

'to

do'

be'

have'

go'

stand'

die diene(n)

wie wiene(n)

hie hiene(n)

gie giene(n)(gong/gyng)

stie stiene(n)

dien

west

hän

gienlgongen

stien

4. Short verbs in North Crermanic languages

4.1 Swedish and Norwegian

In the north of the Germanic language area we find circumstances we know from the south:

Swedish and Norwegian are rich in short verbs like Swiss German. Norwegian has even

more short verbs than Swedish, and parallel long forms don't exist there like in (written)

Swedish (Norw. ta'to take', butSwed. taandtaga). This is shown inFigure 2: the slash

means frequent, the parentheses seldom cooccurrence of the older long form. Differences
between Swedish and Norwegian are the short verbs va'to be' and gö'to do' in Swedish,

whereas Norwegian exhibis si 'to say' and la'to let'.
In addition, the North Germanic languages show - in contrast to West Germanic - completly
regular, weak short verbs which are attached here at the bottom of Figure 2 (with alphabetic

designation). All these weak short verbs inflect in the following way (here I refer only to
Swedish):

infinitive preterite supine (for past participle)

Swedish klö'to scratch' klfulde 'scrached' klä.tt 'scracheÄ'

The shortness of these verbs is old and developed in accordance to sound laws; they are not

very frequent and, as can be seen, they have very special meanings. However, the short

verbs indicated by numbers (in Figure 2) are morphologically very differentiated and partly

inegularly shortened. The only two shortened weak verbs are (Swed.) ha 'n have' and

gö(ra)'to do'. Whereas strong verbs differentiate their paradigms by ablaut, these nvo weak

verbs had to create distinctions:
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Swedish ha'to have' - hade haft

SötO ffce:ra] 'to do' §orde [iu:da] gion LiutJ

Swedish lza mixes - as in NHG - short and long forms, whereas Swed. gö(ra) created vowel
change by irregular developments; in both cases suppletion arose.

The old mi-yerb to do is missing completly in the North Germanic languages; the di-
stinctions in the paradigm of the corresponding short verb gö is a very noticable result, if
one considers the relatively short time for this development - compared to the very old mi-
verbs (va(ra) 'to be', gä'to go', stö'to stand').

All other short verbs are strong or irregular. They make distinctions by their inherited
ablaut, and this is coupled with shortness:

Figure 7: Base forms of the strong/irregular short verbs in Swedish (spoken Swedish

after the slash)

intinitive preterite supine ablaut class

( 1) va(ra)

(2) sä
(3) fä

(4) stä

(5) slä

(6) ta

(7) dra

(8) se
(9) se

(10) bri

varit

salt
rätt

stätt

slagit/slätt

tagitltatt

dragit/dratt

givit/getlL

sett

blivit/blitt

var

gick

fick
stod

slog

tog

drog

gav

Säg

blev

.-;

5

7

7

6

6

6

6

5

5

1

As can be seen, some analogies to weak forms and at the same time shorter forms are

entering or already have entered the supine (that corresponds to the past participle of other

Germanic languages); these forms are underlined in Figure 7. It is very striking that all these

short verbs belong to the ablaut classes 5 to 7 and 1 (äIi). Exactly these ablaut classes have

identical vowels in the fust and in the fourth ablaut form. This possibly furthered the

formation of weak past participles, because already before the ablaut vowel was the same;

altogether this led to more shortness without needing to lose distinctions.
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As in Swiss German, stem consonants disappeared in Swedish which normally are kept

Swedish irregularly lost

consonant:

-r-

-r-
-v-

-v-

-v-

-o-b

-g-D

(-r-)

Many short verbs in Swedish (and Norwegian) tend to grammaticalizations as well. Except

ha'to have' and va(ra) 'to be', fä'to get, to be allowed' must be particularly noticed as an

expression of modality. Bli got the meaning of 'to become', but also serves to periphrase the

passive voice. The very interesting grammaticalization phenomena can't be treated here in
detail; it is however obvious that the very common, unspecific meanings of short verbs lead

to further desemantization, grammaticalization and auxiliarization.

4.2 Icelandic and Faroese

Icelandic evinces a minimum of frequent short verbs and contrasu clearly with the continen-

tal Scandinavian languages. The three verbs sjd, fii and s/rf developed - as in the other
languages as well - by the regular loss of intervocalic -h-. Only sjö contains a small pecular-

ity: it.underwent breaking and shift of accent by regular phonological processes.

Faroese shows even extremer conditions. It abolished all short verbs which all got the

regular infinitive ending -a: stg§a (with sharpening) 'to sen' , föa'to get', slön'tobeat' , söa
'to sow', tvda'to wash' usw.

5. Paucity versus abundance of short verbs

It is questionable why some languages develop many short verbs - as in Swiss German,

Frisian, Swedish, and Norwegian - and others don't - as with NHG, Icelandic, and Faroese.

t
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NHG had good conditions to form them because they were very common in MHG, but in

contrast with Swiss German NHG in most of the cases recreated new long forms.

The key to this problem is the morphological complexity of a language. Swiss German

altogether has fewer strong verbs than does NHG, und by the abolishing of the preterite it

lost the second ablaut form (which always showed a different vowel than was present in the

present stem). Furthermore, it simplified the inflection by adopting uniform plural endings.

Possibly, therefore, Swiss German can afford more morphological irregularity than NHG in

developing a special verb class, the short verbs.

A similar situation holds for the North Germanic languages. The continental Scandinavian

languages do not have a synthetic subjunctive and - even more important - no differentiated

personal endings. On the other hand, these languages developed a maximum of short verbs.

Icelandic as an extremly conservative language is characterized by two synthetic subjunctives

and full personal inflection. In addition, it displays an extremely high degree of allomorphy

and irregularity. It perhaps therefore lacks irregular short verbs. Similar conservatism holds

for NHG that has full personal inflection, two synthetic subjunctives, three ablaut grades

(present, preterite, past participle) and in total 41 ablaut classes (Kern/Zutt 1977).

There can be further factors like different standardizations in the different languages, but

they can't be very influential, because Faroese gave up all short verbs without undergoing

radical standardization.

6. The conflict between shortness and differentiation

The common fate of short verbs is that they always are treated at the very end of chapters

and books or that they disappear in footnotes. This shadowy existence isn't justified at all,

because short verbs show the principles of the morphological organization of our languages.

After all, all short verbs belong to the most frequently used verbs.

In the Germanic languages the short verbs comprise small classes, compared to the strong

or even the weak verbs. The modal verbs form a small class too, but they are semantically

connected. This doesn't hold for short verbs; they share at most a very oommon, unspecific

meaning but, on the other hand, have a very high degree of token frequency. High frequen-

cy is also the cause of their shortness and of their irregularities. Works on language eco-

nomy (Ronneberger-Sibold 1980, Werner 1987 and 1989, Fenk-Oczlon 1990 and 1991,

Bybee 1985) have showed that there are many short, condensed forms in high frequent

domains of a language. At the same time these conditions lead to a high degree of ir-
regularity or to distinctions which can be stored in the brain as a whole and need not be put

together by rules. Only less frequent words (like, for example, weak verbs) follow the

second principle. With high frequency irregularities, even including suppletion, are of high

functional use and are not only 'tolerated'. This explains that allomorphy is not only

conserved but also nsought', as demonstrated by the short verbs. Perhaps the best example

is the second most frequent verb 'to have' that originally belonged to the regular weak verbs
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but left this class and acquired shortness and many distinctions through different irregular

developments - and all this within a rather short time: In NHG and Swedish 'have' mixed

its short and long forms into one paradigm, and in Swiss German it adopted umlaus that

usually only modal and strong verbs show. The extremely high frequency of 'to have' is

connected with the rise of the periphrastic present and past perfect.

Figure 8: Token frequencies and the consequences to the verb system

long expression
-+ Difficulty of performance

homogenous paradigms

regularity, derivation
(few variants)
-+ Ease of competence
--> Impediment on perception

high type frequency

-, large classes

short expression
-+ Ease of performance

heterogenous paradigms

irregularity, suppletion

(many variants)
+ Difficulty of competence

+ Ease of perception

low t),pe frequency
-'' small classes

WEAK VERBS STRONG VERBS SHORT VERBS

(MODAL VERBS)

Norweg. gi, Fris. jaan,

Luxemb. gin)

OHG haben

OId Norse gera

In Figure 8 the short verbs appear at the right side of the scale. Nearly all short verbs derive

from strong verbs of different ablaut classes; this means that they already had a certain

amount of distinctions. They became short verbs only by phonological reductions, and

sometimes by further differentiation (shown by 'to give' in Figure 7). The OHG weak verb

habEn and Old Norse gera had to go the longest way in order to reach shortness and

distinctions, as in Swiss German fta, NHG haben and Swedish göra.

44



I think it is worth examining the short verbs. By comparing different Germanic languages

we discover that nearly all Germanic languages developed short verbs and that they occur

extremely frequently. Short verbs form a small class, but they resist elimination. On the

contrary, they are very stable, and in some languages their group becomes larger.

Furthermore, the comparison showed that certain verbs attract irregularities and even sup-

pletion, and at the same time they are very short. In order to maintain their forms different,

irregularities are allowed to play an important role,.because they become functional. There-

fore, irregularities cannot be viewed as 'linguistic accidents" that must be removed by

analogical change.

Bibliography

All6n, Sture (1972): Tiotusen i topp. Ordfrekvenser i tidningstext. Stockholm.

Bammesberger, Alfred (1986): Der Aufbau des germanischen Verbalsystems. Heidelberg.

Bergman, Gösta (1991): Kortfattad svensk spräkhistoria. Third edition. Stockholm.

Bjones, Jon/Dalene, Halvor (1986): Nynorsk Ordliste for alle. Oslo.

Bossard, Hans (1962): Zuger Mundartbuch. Grammatik und Wörterverzeichnisse. Zijrich.
Bruch, Robert (1973): Luxemburger Grammatik in volkstümlichem Abriß. Third edition.

Luxembourg.

Bleiker, Jürg (1969): Zur Morphologie und Sprachgeographie der Verben haben, sein, tun

im Schweizerdeutschen. Frauenfeld.

Braune, Wilhelm (1987): Althochdeutsche Grammatik. 14trr edition. Tübingen.

Bybee, Joan L. (1985): Morphology. A study of the relation between meaning and form.

Amsterdam.

Christophory, Jul (1973): Sot et op lätzebuergesch. Guide bilingue de Conversation luxem-

bourgoise. Luxembourg.

Donaldson, B.C. (1981): Dutch reference grammar. The Hague.

Eisma, Dick (1989): Tiidwurden. Ljouwert.

Fenk-Oczlon, Gertraud (1990): Ökonomieprinzipien in Kognition und Kommunikation. In:

Borezky, Norbert et al. (ed.): Spielarten der Natürlichkeit - Spielarten der Ökono-

mie. Beiträge zum 5. Essener Kolloquium über 'Grammatikalisierung: Natürlichkeit

und Systemökonomie'. Bochum, 37-51.

Fenk-Oczlon, Gertraud (1991): Frequenz und Kognition - Frequenz und Markiertheit. In:

Folia Linguistica 25, 361-394.

Harnisch, Rüdiger (199a): Allomorphische Variation und kognitive Kosten. Evidenz aus dem

Ortsdialekt von Ludwigsstadt in Oberfranken. In: Viereck, Wolfgang (ed.): Ver-

handlungen des Internationalen Dialektologenkongresses Bamberg 1990, Band 3.

ZDl-Beiheft 7 6, 283-296.

45



Heggstad, Kolbjorn (1982): Norsk frekvensordbok. De 10.000 vanligste ord fra norske

aviser. Bergen/Oslo/Tromss.

Hodler, Werner (1969): Berndeutsche Syntax. Bern.

Jörg, Christine (1989): Isländische Konjugationstabellen. Hamburg.

Jörgensen, Tams (1981): Snaak friisk! Interfriisk leksikon Deutsch, Dansk, Fering (Öom-

rang), Sölring, Halunder, Frysk, English. Bräist.

Kern, Peter I Zutt, Herta (L977): Geschichte des deutschen Flexionssystems. Tübingen.
Kress, Bruno (1982): Isländische Grammatik. München.

ll)tscher, Andreas (1983): Schweizerdeutsch. Geschichte, Dialekte, Gebrauch. Frauen-

feld/Stuttgart.

Ltitscher, Andreas (1993): Zur Genese der Verbverdoppelung bei gaa, choo, laa, aafaa
("gehen", "kommen", "lassen", "anfangen") im Schweizerdeutschen. In: Abraham,
Werner/Bayer, Josef (ed.): Dialeklsyntax. Opladen, 180-200.

Maticzak, Witold (1987): Frequenzbedingter unregelmäßiger I-autwandel in den germani-

schen Sprachen. Warschau.

Markey, Thomas (1981): Frisian. The Hague/Paris/New York.
Marti, Werner (1985) : Berndeutsch-Grammatik. Bern.

Mausser, Otto (1933): Mittelhochdeutsche Grammatik auf vergleichender Grundlage. Mün-
chen.

Meijering, H.D. (1990): Die altfriesischen monosyllabischen Infinitive auf -n und die

Giederung des Altfriesischen. In: Bremmer, Rolf et al. (ed.): Aspects of Old Frisian
Philology. Amsterdam:

Nas, Olav (1965): Norsk grarnmatikk. Oslo.

Nübling, Damaris (1995): Die Kurzverben im Schweizerdeutschen. In der Kürze liegt die

Würze oder Im Spannungsfeld zwischen Reduktion und Differenzierung. In: I-dffler,
Heinrich (ed. ) : Alemannische Dialektforschung. Bilanz und Perspektiven. Tübingen/

Basel, L65-179.

Östman, Carin (1991): Om kortformer i nysvenskt skriftsprak. In: Malmgren, Sven-Göran/

Ralph, Bo (ed.): Studier i svensk spräürhistoria 2. Göteborg.

Paul, Hermann (1989): Mittelhochdeutsche Grammatik. 23. edition. Tübingen.
Prokosch, Ernst (1938): A Comparative Germanic Grammar. Baltimore.

Ronneberger-Sibold, Elke (1980): Sprachvenvendung - Sprachsystem. Ökonomie und

Wandel. Tübingen.

Ronneberger-Sibold, Elke (1988): Entstehung von Suppletion und Nattirliche Morphologie.

In: Zeitschrift für Phonetik, Sprachwissenschaft und Kommunikationsforschung 4,

453-462.

Ronneberger-Sibold, Elke (1990): The Genesis of Suppletion through Morphological Chan-

ge. In: Bahner, Werner et al. (ed.): Proceedings of the 14th International Congress

of Linguistics. Berlin, August 10-15, 1987, Vol. I,628-631.
Ruoff, Arno (1990): Häufigkeitswörterbuch gesprochener Sprache. Tübingen.

46



Saxer, A. (1952): Das Vordringen der umlautenden Plurale bei den Kurzverben in der

Nordostschw eiz. Ziirrich.

SDS : Sprachatlas der deutschen Schweiz. Edited by Rudolf Hotzenköcherle et al. Vol. III:
Formengeographie. Bern 1975.

Seebold, Elmar (1970): Vergleichendes und etymologisches Wörterbuch der germanischen

starken Verben. The Hague/Paris.

Steller, Walther (1928): Abriß der altfriesischen Grammatik. Halle/Saale.

Suter, Rudolf (1992): Baseldeutsch-Grammatik. Third edition. Basel.

Tiersma, P.M. (1985): Frisian reference grammar. Dordrecht.

Viberg, Ake et al. (1987): Svensk grammatik pä tyska. Stocktrolm.

Weber, Albert (1987): Zürichdeutsche Grammatik. Third edition. Zürich.
Werner, Otmar (1987a): The aim of morphological change is a good mixture - not a uniform

language type. In: Ramat, Anna Giacalone et al. (ed.): Papers from the 7ü Inter-
national Conference on Historical Linguistics. Amsterdam, 591-606.

Werner, Ounar (1987b): Nattirlichkeit und Nutzen morphologischer Irregularität. In: Boretz-

§, Norbert et al. (ed.): Beiträge,zum 3. Essener Kolloquium über Sprachwandel und

seine bestimmenden Faktoren. Bochum, 289-3t6.
Werner, Otmar (1989): Sprachökonomie und Nattirlichkeit im Bereich der Morphologie. In:

Zeitschrift ftir Phonetik, Sprachwissenschaft und Kommunikationsforschung 42, 127-

147.

Wess6n, Elias (1962): Svensk spräürhistoria. 7tt edition. Stocltrotn.
Zipf , George (1936): The psycho-biology of language. An introductiotr to dynamic philolo-

gy. [ondon.

47


