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The Overview of the Danish sound system is work in progress, but |
hope that it may nevertheless be useful in the theoretical under-
standing of the Danish sound system and in the practical acquisi-
tion of the pronunciation of Danish.

“Danish” in this overview means Modern Standard Copenhagen
Danish spoken distinctly by young people (appr. 30 years old). The
overview is based on Grgnnum 2005 and Basbgll 2005, but differs
in several respects from the systems given in those publications.

In the overview Danish is referred to at two levels:

The pHONETIC level: the pronunciation of Danish speech sounds
and words is presented in square brackets, e.g. ['sbyoy?].

The ORTHOGRAPHIC level: the written representation of Danish
speech sounds and words is presented in italics, e.g. sprog.

All the example words and sentences given here are available as
audio files at sproghistorie.dk/lydsystem/, where a Danish version of
the overview is also available.
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VOWELS

Danish has a rich vowel system with several distinct vowel quali-
ties, most of which have both short and long counterparts. In
stressed syllables we find the following SHORT VOWEL QUALITIES:

[a] ['tsag]  tak

Distribution of short stressed vowels

unrounded rounded
[l ['mid]  mit [yl  [nyd] oyt
o | [e] ['med] midt [2] ['mgd] madt
§ [€] ['med] meet [,e]  ['scem?] som
T @l sew] sav [€] [dscg]  drov
[a] ['mad] mat
[u] ['mud] mut
o [o] ['fod?] fod
_c;é [o] ['2sd] ost
[o] ['ts00] tov
[A] ['tsad] tot

« short [] is found only before [87] and [©?], where [a] is not found

« short [p] is found only before [w], where [A] is not found

- short [&] is found only after [6], where [@] is not found, and before

[e], where [ce] is not found
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In stressed syllables we find the following LONG VOWEL QUALI-
TIES:

unrounded rounded
[iz]  ['mila]  mile [y:] ['sy:la] syle
‘g [ex] ['me:ls] mele [2:] ['s@:1a] sple
& | [ez] ['me:l] meele [oe:] ['hoe:na]  hene
[:] ['mee:la] male [E:] ['gE:e] gare
[uz] ['mu:zla]  mule
[o:] ['mo:la]  mole
= [2:] ['ma:la]  madle
3 [b:] ['b:na] orne

[A:] ['haxt] hgje

[a:] ['kha:bs] karpe

Distribution of long stressed vowels

long [@:] is found only before [e], where [ce:] is not found
long [A:] is found only before [1], where [p:] is not found

Distribution of short and long vowels
In some positions vowel quantity is distinctive:

before obstruents, nasals and laterals both short and long vowels
are found, e.g. ['phage 'pha:ge 'cefe 'sce:fe 'mena 'me:na 'lega 'le:ga]
pakker, parker; affer, surfer; minde, mene; legge (vb. inf.), lzgge (sb.
pl.)

In other positions vowel quantity is predictable, i.e. non-distinctive:

before another vowel, a stressed vowel is always long, e.g. ['la:I
llezws 'phize 'y:0] leje, leve, piger, yde

before a word-final semivowel, before a semivowel with stgd and
before a semivowel followed by a consonant (including semivow-
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els), a vowel is always short, e.g. ['ha] 'hay 'da)? 'kPue® 'baj’e 'lyd%e
'kayss 'uena] hej, hav (sb. sg.), dej, kur, bajer, lyder, rejse, urne

- before a semivowel followed by a vowel, a vowel is usually half-
long, e.g. ['la-1e 'y-Be] lejer, yder, but the quantity may vary

Vowel chart

This chart shows the position of the Danish stressed vowels rela-
tive to each other according to place of articulation (adapted from
Basbgll 2005: 48):
iy u
egd

£

Unstressed vowels

The following short vowels are never found under stress:

vocoid contoid

(11 [laz]  leje [m] ['labm] lappen
[0] [le:v] leve [n] ['khadn] katten
[e] ['phize] piger [n] ['tsagn] takken
[s] ['fada] fatte [T T['syql] cykel
[0] ['fadd] fattet

The unstressed vowels [I & ] are phonetically close to the stressed
vowels [e o A].
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CONSONANTS

The Danish consonant system is relatively simple compared to
those of other languages. Consonants are always short except in
compounds of the type ['hussal’] hussalg.

For the OBSTRUENTS (comprising stops, fricatives and affri-
cates) it is characteristic that the only difference between [ph ts kh]
and [b d g] is that the former stops are aspirated (or affricate) while
the latter are unaspirated. Both the [ph ts kh] and the [b d g] series
are unvoiced and lenis.

The following obstruents are found in Danish:

syllable-initial | syllable-final
[p"] | ['phas]  pas
[ts] | ['tsag] tak
§ [kh] | ['khad] kat
% | [b] |['bas] bas | ['lab]  lap
[d] |['das] das | ['sad] sat
[g] |['gas] gas | ['tsag] tak
w | [f1 | ['fad] fat | ['Iof] luf
% [s] |['sad] sat | ['phas] pas
§ [c] |['cad] siat | ['hag]  hash
“ |[h] | [hag]  hak
& [te] | ['tean’s] tjans
® | [de] |['decas]  jazz |['badc] badge
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The SONORANTS are divided into approximants, semivowels, na-
sals and laterals. Nasals and laterals behave similarly in many re-

spects.

syllable-initial | syllable-final
% [j1 | [al Jja
a | [v] |['vad] vat
& [¥] |['sad] rat
o (1] ['hail  hej
2 | [v] ['hag]  hav
£ | le) ['mog]  mor
2 18] ['mad] mad
= [m] |['mad] mat | ['ham] ham
é [n] |['nad] nat |['man] man
Sl | |[Iba]  bon
€101 |Mad]  Jladt [tal] tal

After [ph ts kh f] we find unvoiced [J; gll, eg ['phlad 'khgad 'khlo:la]
pjat, krat, kjole; unvoiced [|] is also found after [s], e.g. ['sleg] slik.
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ST@D

Danish stad, written [?], consists of irregularities in the vibrations of
the vocal chords, typically realised as creaky voice, but frequently
as a full glottal closure, especially in careful speech. Occasionally
an echo vowel is found after the stgd, e.g. ['se:’e] se. Stad is usually
regarded a suprasegmental feature, not a segment.

The following structures may or may not have stgd; in these
structures sted is distinctive, although it is largely predictable on
the basis of the morphological structure of the word:

a long vowel, e.g. ['hu=’s 'viz’se] hus, viser (vb. prs.) (cf., without sted,
e.g. ['vizse] viser (sb.))

a short vowel plus a sonorant, i.e. a semivowel (e.g. ['da)’ 'ba)’e] dej,
bajer), a nasal (e.g. ['ham® 'kham®e] ham (sb.), kammer (sb.)) or a lat-
eral (e.g. ['hal® 'bal’e] hal, baller (pl. of bal)) (cf., without sted, ['dal
'vaje 'ham 'kame 'tsal 'bale] dig, vejer, ham (pron.), kammer (vb.), tal
(sb.), baller (pl. of balle))

The phonetic requirement for stgd is referred to as “sted base”.

Stad is excluded in syllables without stgd base, i.e. syllables con-
taining a short vowel not followed by sonorant, e.g. ['khad 'phas]
kat, pas.

ST@D



STRESS

Danish stress, written ['], is primarily characterised by a change in
pitch. In modern standard Copenhagen Danish the pitch rises from
the stressed syllable to the following syllable. Thus in a word like
['sbizsa] spise the first syllable has lower pitch than the second.

At the sentence level a verb is often unstressed if it forms a syn-
tactic unity with a following element. This phenomenon is referred
to as enhedstryk or “unit stress”. The most important cases of unit
stress are the following:

verb + object without determiner (always unit stress): 'Pia laeser
avis (cf. with determiner: 'Pia 'lzeser en a'vis), 'Niels passer 'bgrn (cf.
with determiner: 'Niels 'passer 'barnene), 'Pia spiller 'skak

verb + “actual subject” der without determiner (always unit stress):
der mangler 'vand

verb + prepositional phrase or adverb (unit stress in fixed expres-
sions): 'Pia harer 'efter, 'Niels falder i 'sgvn, 'Pia gdr i 'vandet (cf.
'barnet 'leger i 'vandet)

verb + predicative (always unit stress): 'Niels er 'treet, 'Pia malede
lhuset 'rodt

auxiliary verb + main verb (always unit stress): 'Pia har 'set 'Niels,
'Niels skal 'sove

Several consecutive verbs may be subject to unit stress, e.g. 'Pia har
kunnet sta pa 'vandski.

When the verb is unstressed both quantity and stgd disappear,
e.g. ['piza lese a'viz’s] 'Pia laeser a'vis (cf. ['piza 'le’se en alvi:’s] 'Pia
leeser en a'vis); ['nels go 'jem?] 'Niels gdr 'hjem (cf. ['nels 'gp=* p>
'gae:dn] 'Niels 'gdr pd 'gaden).

Quantifiers except numerals are also unstressed, e.g. et glas
lvand, et ton 'stdl.

STRESS



SPECIAL PROBLEMS FOR NON-NATIVE SPEAKERS

The articulation of certain sounds presents special difficulties for
non-native speakers. The degree and character of the difficulties
obviously depend on the speaker’s first language, but special atten-
tion should be paid to the following sounds:

unrounded front vowels: [i e € & a]

rounded front vowels: [y @ ce &]

the semivowel [8] and the vowel [3], e.g. ['mad 'ma:8] mad, meget
the approximant [¥] and its unvoiced variant [g], e.g. ['sad 'tssad]
rat, traet

the affricate alveolar stop [t5], e.g. ['tsag 'tskagtse] tak, traktor

the unvoiced pronunciation of [b d g], including the unvoiced
pronunciation of the sequences [sb sd sg] (not [zb zd zg]), e.g.
['tsie’sda] tirsdag

the articulation of [h] (not [x]), e.g. ['ha]] hej

the pronunciation of [n] (not [ng]), e.g. ['fane] fanger

sted, e.g. ['mae:’le] maler (vb. prs.) vs. ['mae:le] maler (sb. sg.);
['man’] mand vs. ['man] man

unit stress, e.g. 'Pia kan spille 'skak

SPECIAL PROBLEMS
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DISTINCT AND NORMAL SPEECH

The basis of this overview is distinctly spoken Danish. Some points
where normal speech may deviate from distinct speech are the fol-
lowing:

« after a stressed vowel, a nasal or lateral + [2] becomes syllabic and
the [a] is lost, e.g. ['fans 'kPo:na] fange, kone > ['fan 'kho:n] (cf., af-
ter a consonant or an unstressed vowel, e.g. ['vesna 'e:bla 'le:ona]
visne, able, levende)

« two identical consecutive vowels are contracted, e.g. ['landd 'lenee]
landede, lzengere > ['land 'lene]

- after vowel + obstruent, [a] is lost, e.g. ['ae:ba 'lezsa 'labs 'lesa] abe,
lese, lappe, laesse > ['ae:b 'le:s 'lab 'les]

DISTINCT AND NORMAL SPEECH



Distinct speech

[en 'dee:’ ble 'so:’In A 'ven’n u'e:’nizi 'am® 'vem da va 'sdaegasd //
'ne:d p"> Yjo:’en 'sa:? di en 'man? da va pho 'vaj’ 'gem’m en 'sgoy?
/1 'ven’n 'sze:ze tse 'so:’In // kha du 'se:” 'den’ 'man® da 'go:? 'deg’
'ne:d p"o 'sgowva:’in // la as prscew 'ksafde pho 'ham // 'den® da kha
> 'fkagn 'a ham a dn 'sdaegasda // "2t 'khe) / 'sva:dd 'so:’In / 'du
'sda:de // 'sa be'ggn’ds 'ven’n A 'ble:sa A 'sdb:ma // 'sdo:e 'tskee:’e
velddd am'khul® // 'dy:’ens i 'sgp:’un sggds ly:? i deezes 'hu:le a
Isgju:’l // 'mans 'fu:lokae:de ble blesd 'ned” a 'ven’n / men 'man’n
/ da 'sled 'egas fa'sdod? a de va 'ham da va 'p:sae:? tse 'sdo:mvee:’ed
/ tsag 'feagn 'tsed am'ksan? sa A 'sdsad’ sa 'fsam’ sa 'gad han nu
'khuna]

Normal speech

[en 'dae:’ ble 'so:’In A 'ven’n u'ez’nizi 'Am® 'vem da va 'sdaegasd //
'nezd pho 'jo:’en 'so? di en 'man® da va p"> 'vai’ 'gem’m en 'sgoyy?
/1 'ven’n 'sae:ze tse 'so:’In // kha du 'se:’ 'den’ 'man’® da 'go:? 'deg’
'ne:d pho 'sgpyva:’in // la as phsceu 'ksafde pho ham // 'den? da
kha f> 'fsagn 'a ham a dn 'sdaegasds // 'y 'khe) / 'sva:d 'so:’In /
'du 'sda:de // 'sa be'ggn’d 'ven’n A 'ble:s A 'sdo:m // 'sdo:e 'tskae:’e
veldd am'khul? /7 'dy:"ena i 'sgo:’vin sggd ly:* i daes 'hu:le A 'sgju:’l
// 'man 'fu:|see:de ble blesd 'ned” a 'ven’n / men 'man’n / da 'sled
leg fA'sdod’ a de va 'ham da va 'p:sa:? tse 'sdo:mvae:’ed / tssag
'fsagn 'tsed am'ksan? sa A 'sdsad’ sa 'fsam? sa 'gad han nu 'khun]

Orthography

En dag blev solen og vinden uenige om hvem der var steerkest.
Nede pa jorden sa de en mand der var pa vej gennem en skov. Vin-
den sagde til Solen: »Kan du se den mand der gar dernede pa sk-
ovvejen? Lad os prgve kraefter pa ham. Den der kan fa frakken af
ham, er den staerkeste.« - »Okay,« svarede Solen, »Du starter.« Sa
begyndte Vinden at blaese og storme. Store traeer veeltede omkuld.
Dyrene i skoven sggte ly i deres huler og skjul. Mange fuglereder
blev blaest ned af vinden, men manden, der slet ikke forstod at det
var ham der var arsag til stormvejret, trak frakken taet omkring sig
og stred sig frem sa godt han nu kunne.

EXAMPLE TEXT

mn
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