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1. Introduction

Romani is a language of Indo-Iranian origin, traditionally classified as Central Indo-
Aryan. It is spoken by the Romani people (a.k.a. “Gypsies”), who are of South Asian
descent but live primarily in Europe and the Americas. The Romani people are dispersed
throughout these continents and have lived there for hundreds of years, so there are many
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dialects of Romani, especially in Europe. Previous work on Romani historical linguistics,
e.g. Turner (1926), has paid little attention to the variation in Romani dialects. However,
we certainly cannot reconstruct Romani’s South Asian ancestor without knowing how
these dialects split up, so we need to gradually reconstruct back from as many varieties as
possible. Furthermore, dialect variation can account for what may initially appear to be
regular sound changes shared with the Indo-Iranian languages of South Asia. At the same
time, there are also situations where dialect variation complicates what we know about
Romani.

2. Dialect variation in Romani

Romani can be broadly classified into three dialect groups (Matras, 2000), which
appear to have been the result of three separate migrations into Europe from present-day
Turkey. The three dialect groups are Northern (a.k.a. Stratum I), Balkan (Stratum II), and
Vlax (Stratum III). Northern Romani includes most varieties of Romani; one example of a
Northern Romani variety is Welsh Romani, spoken in Wales. This stratum may represent
the earliest migration out of Turkey. A second migration is represented by the Balkan
varieties, spoken throughout the Balkans and including Gurbeti, which is spoken from
Bosnia and Herzegovina to Bulgaria. Vlax Romani or Stratum III is the result of a
migration at approximately the time of the Ottoman invasion of Europe; this stratum
apparently broke up only after a period of common development in Romania. Examples
include the Kalderash variety of Romania, which is now spoken elsewhere in Europe and
the Americas as well, and the Macvano variety, originally spoken in Serbia but now
almost exclusively spoken in the Americas. In addition, a European language may be
combined with a Romani lexicon. For example, Fennoromani is essentially Finnish with a
large, though limited, Romani vocabulary.

The variation between these dialects is very often due to substantial contact with local
varieties of European languages. Some of the variation is fairly straightforward and can
arise as a result of either independent development or language contact. For example,
palatalization before a high front vowel is very common in Romani (Matras, 2000). While
the second person masculine singular possessive pronoun (i.e. ‘your (masc. sg.)’) in most
varieties is tiro, it is ¢iro in some varieties and kiro in others. This seems to be the result of
an independent development, but palatalization can also occur as a result of language
contact. Fennoromani shows palatalization of velars, e.g. cher ‘house’ < kher (cf. kher in
other varieties of Romani such as Kalderash) due to influence from Swedish, which has
the same process. One other example of straightforward variation due to language contact
is the adoption of the voiceless lateral fricative and devoiced alveolar trill from Welsh into
Welsh Romani.
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There are other cases where dialect variation complicates the historical picture. In
some of these cases, language contact and dialect variation can cause changes to appear
more regular than they really are. In others, the source of the dialect variation may be
difficult to find or explain, although it is likely that language contact played an important
role.

3. How dialect variation explains some apparent sound changes

There are some sound changes that may at first glance seem to occur regularly in
Romani. It is claimed that some of these are even shared with Dardic languages. In fact, it
is more likely in these cases that this is the result of dialect variation rather than regular
phonological change. Four examples are discussed below.

One sound change that Turner (1926) proposed that Romani shared with three Indo-
Iranian languages of South Asia (Kashmiri, Sindhi, and Lahnda) was as follows: Word-
medial r preceded or followed by a consonant was metathesized to the position after the
first consonant of the word, provided that this first consonant was dental (or perhaps
labial). For example, Sanskrit *tarsdyati ‘he/she/it fears’ > Romani trasel. However,
metathesis is very common in the languages of the world, and usually it occurs only
sporadically, not as the result of a regular sound change. The same seems to be true in
Romani; there are other words where metathesis occurs sporadically, and there seem to be
exceptions to this rule, e.g. Sanskrit zardati ‘splits open, sets free, hurts, kills’ > Welsh
Romani fardel ‘drags’ without the expected metathesis (Turner, 2006). Thus, metathesis is
most likely subject to dialect variation in Romani.

Another sound change that Zoller (2001) suggests Romani shares with Dardic
languages is what he calls “metathesis of aspiration.” He says that in these languages,
when an aspirated stop occurs word-medially, the aspiration moves to the first consonant.
For example, the Sanskrit word for ‘armpit’ is kdksa, and the equivalent in Romani that he
lists khak. Again, though, metathesis is often a sporadic change, and there are varieties of
Romani that have kakh for ‘armpit’ as well.

One other apparent sound change that e.g. Matras (2000) has pointed out is that kh
often changes to x word-initially in Romani, e.g. Sanskrit khda ‘dati ‘he/she/it chews, bites,
eats’ > Romani xal ‘he/she/it eats’. No one has explained why this change may have taken
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place, although Romani could have adopted this sound from Iranian languages. This
change, too, happens only sporadically in some varieties of Romani. Bosnian Gurbeti has
khus- and xus-, which both mean ‘to whistle’ (Boretzky and Igla, 1994), so kh > x / #_ is
certainly not a regular change that occurs in all dialects of Romani.

Finally, in the Romani words jekh ‘one’ and nakh ‘nose’, the final stop is aspirated
even though it was unaspirated in Sanskrit, as it still is in most Indo-Aryan languages (cf.
Hindi/Urdu ek ‘one’ and nak ‘nose’). In Kashmiri, though, voiceless stops are frequently
aspirated word-finally, so the Kashmiri words [ak"] ‘one’ and [na:xk"] ‘nose’ both have
aspiration just like their Romani equivalents. At first glance, this may suggest that Romani
and Kashmiri both share word-final aspiration, but in fact, aspirated stops also occur
sporadically in Romani. The word for ‘nobody’ in most varieties of Romani is konik, but
Kalderash and Gurbeti have both konik and khonik (Boretzky and Igla, 1994). This is
probably due to contact with European languages, which mostly do not contrast aspirated
and unaspirated stops. The sporadic occurrence of aspirated stops may also explain why
metathesis of aspiration seems to occur in Romani.

Thus, metathesis of r and of aspiration, word-initial kh > x, and word-final aspiration
are all more easily explained as the result of dialect variation and sporadic sound changes,
even though they may appear to be regular sound changes. In fact, some may appear to
suggest a connection to specific Indo-Iranian languages of South Asia, but they may be
more easily explained as the result of independent innovation and contact with European
languages. Unfortunately, in other situations, dialect variation is more difficult to explain.

4. Problematic dialect variation

So far, we have seen that dialect variation can be unproblematic for historical
linguistics and that it can offer a different analysis of some apparent sound changes in
Romani. There are also cases where dialect variation is problematic for historical
linguistics and cannot be explained easily. One problematic case is that different varieties
of Romani have different sets of rhotics, and explaining the origin of these rhotics is
difficult. Another case, to be discussed later, is that Macvano Vlax has two very distinctive
affricates that require a historical explanation.

Some varieties of Romani have two rhotics, and others have only one. Those varieties
that have two rhotics do not all have the same sounds (Matras, 2000). In some varieties,
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one rhotic is an alveolar tap (sometimes phonetically realized as a trill by some speakers),
and the other is a voiced uvular fricative or trill. We may represent the alveolar tap
graphemically as r and the uvular rhotic as rr, because in other varieties, these rhotics
(especially rr) may correspond to different sounds, and this allows us to conveniently
indicate which sounds in one dialect correspond to which in another. In some other
varieties, r is an alveolar tap, while rr is an alveolar trill. In Bulgarian Gurbeti, r is again
an alveolar tap, but surprisingly enough, rr is a retroflex lateral approximant. The origin of
these rhotics is unclear and subject to debate. Many believe that rr comes from retroflex
stops in Indo-Iranian words, but Hancock (2006) points out that this does not explain why
rr sometimes occurs in loanwords. In addition, there are words that have r corresponding
to retroflex stops in their Indo-Iranian cognates. Surrounding varieties of European
languages seem to play a role here; in particular, nonstandard varieties of Romanian help
to explain why varieties in Romania have a uvular rhotic, and some varieties of other
European languages may also help to explain the presence of a retroflex lateral. Standard
Romanian supposedly has only one rhotic, which is an alveolar trill. However,
nonstandard varieties of Romanian have a uvular rhotic contrasting with an alveolar one,
like some varieties of Romani (Bardu, 2007). Even some speakers of Standard Romanian
use a uvular rhotic instead of an alveolar trill. Similarly, descriptions of phonetic
inventories in European languages do not usually include a retroflex lateral. Yet
Moosmiiller (2010), for instance, reports that Viennese German does have a retroflex
lateral as an allophone of /I/. Thus, perhaps the retroflex lateral is not extremely rare in
Europe and may have been acquired due to contact with European languages, rather than
preserved from India (where many languages have a retroflex lateral approximant).

Rhotics are a well-known problem in the historical linguistics of Romani. Another
problem that has received less attention is specific to one dialect; this problem is affricates
in some varieties of Romani, especially Mac¢vano Vlax. Some varieties of Romani have

three affricates: ¢ [tf], ¢h [tf"], and dZ [d3]; these are probably the original pronunciation
preserved from India, since most Indo-Iranian languages have these same three affricates.
However, in some other varieties, such as Kalderash, ¢% is pronounced [s], and d7 is [z]. In
Macvano Vlax, these are sequences of a retroflex stop followed by [r], i.e. ¢h [tr] and dZ
[dr] (Hancock, 1995). Perhaps the following chain of sound changes took place in all of
these varieties of Romani: [t{"], [d3] > [ts], [dz] > [ts], [dz]. That is to say, the aspiration

from [t{"] was lost and the fricative portion made retroflex in both affricates, and then the

stop portion of each affricate assimilated to the place of articulation of the fricative portion.

After this, [ts], [dz] > [tr], [dr] in Ma¢vano Vlax and to [s], [z] in Kalderash and some
other varieties of Romani. In this case, too, the retroflex sounds may have come from
contact with European languages rather than from Indian languages. Retroflex fricatives
occur in Polish, for example, and retroflex stops certainly occur in Swedish, so it is
possible that nonstandard varieties of other European languages also have these retroflex
sounds.
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In both of these cases, dialect variation poses a problem for historical linguistics. If
different varieties of Romani have different rhotics, then there is a problem of figuring out
whether there was originally one rhotic that split in some varieties (and evolved differently
in different regions), or whether there were originally two that merged in the other
varieties. This problem remains unsolved. Similarly, there is a problem of figuring out
how affricates evolved in some varieties of Romani that do not have what are believed to
have been the original affricates. In the case of these affricates, we can at least propose a
set of sound changes that may have led to the variation that we see today. Substantial
contact with European languages and nonstandard varieties of those languages seems to
have played a role in the development of the sounds we see in modern varieties of Romani,
and the development of uvular rhotics and retroflex sounds may well be a result of this
heavy contact.

There is one more problem for Romani historical linguistics, having to do with the
classification of Romani into three strata. The idea that the Romani people entered Europe
in at least three separate migrations from Turkey suggests that each stratum represents a
different stage of one variety spoken in Turkey. It is possible that the historical picture is
even more complicated than this (perhaps there were already several varieties were spoken
in Turkey). Nevertheless, this implies that a full understanding of Romani dialect variation
(from a diachronic perspective) requires a reconstruction of at least one variety of Romani
spoken in Turkey. If all three strata are descended from one variety spoken in Turkey, then
each stratum represents a different stage in the evolution of that variety, so it is necessary
to understand how that variety evolved over time.

5. Conclusion

It is impossible to reconstruct the ancestor(s) of Romani without taking dialect
variation into account, despite the lack of attention paid to this dialect variation in the
context of Romani historical linguistics. Sometimes this variation is unproblematic, but at
other times, it is difficult to account for and needs further research in order to be explained.
What appears at first to be a regular sound change may turn out to be a change that
happens idiosyncratically only in some varieties of Romani. Very often, this variation is
due to long periods of contact with varieties (not necessarily standard varieties) of
European languages.
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