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1 Introduction

Norwegian is a North Germanic language spoken mainly in Norway, although it’s also spo-

ken in other countries such as Denmark, Sweden, and Germany. Norwegian has two official

literary varieties: Nynorsk (“new Norwegian”) and Bokm̊al (“book language”). The emer-

gence of these two varieties was during Norway’s separation from Denmark in 1814. This

paper will be focusing on both varieties of Norwegian, however, as they are mutually intelli-

gible with only slight variations. Importantly, both varieties share the same consonants and

vowels. [Omn]

In this paper, I will provide a phonetic analysis of Norwegian. In Sections 2 and 3, I

will outline the consonant and vowel inventories (respectively) of Norwegian and discuss the

distribution of sounds and how they vary from those of English. In Section 4, I will give

an analysis of the syllable structure of Norwegian words. In Section 5, I will discuss some

allophonic rules that the phonemes of Norwegian undergo, and in Section 6, I will outline

the stress patterns and prosody rules observed in Norwegian utterances.

2 Consonant Inventory

In comparison to English, the consonant inventory of Norwegian varies to a significant de-

gree. Specifically, there are some sounds in English which are absent in Norwegian (notably

the interdental fricatives /T/ and /D/, the labio-velar approximant /w/, the voiced fricatives
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/v/ and /z/, and the palatoalveolar affricates /Ù/ and /Ã/), and there are several sounds in

Norwegian that don’t exist in English (notably the labiodental approximant /V/, the alveo-

lar trill /r/, the retroflex stops /ú/ and /ã/, the retroflex fricative /ù/, the retroflex lateral

approximant /í/, the retroflex nasal /ï/, and the palatal fricative /ç/). [Lea] Noteworthy

is the lack of affricate consonants entirely in Norwegian. A full IPA consonant chart for

Norwegian is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Norwegian consonant chart (IPA)

* According to some sources, the alveolar trill /r/ is actually an alveolar tap /R/. [Lan]

2.1 Minimal pairs

To illustrate that these consonants are indeed separate phonemes and thus contrastive, I

provide a few minimal (and near-minimal) pairs in 1. [Rhi], [101]

(1) a. sjelen /Seíen/ ‘soul’ (n.)

kjelen /çeíen/ ‘boiler’ (n.)

b. skjære /Sære/ ‘cut’ (v.)

kjære /çære/ ‘dear’ (adj.)

c. gjenta /gjenta/ ‘repeat’ (v.)

jenta /jenta/ ‘girl’ (n.)

d. det /de/ ‘the’ (art.)

let /íet/ ‘look’ (v.)

e. kan /kan/ ‘can’ (v.)

ran /ran/ ‘robbery’ (n.)
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3 Vowel Inventory

The monophthong vowels of Norwegian do overlap a bit with those of English, but not unlike

the consonant inventory, there are some vowels which exist only in Norwegian, and some

which exist only in English. Specifically, both the high and the mid front rounded vowels

/y/ and /ø/ and the high central rounded vowel /0/ are only present in Norwegian. A full

IPA monophthong vowel chart for Norwegian is shown in Figure 2. [Lan]

Figure 2: Norwegian monophthong chart (IPA)

/æ/ is phonemic in Norwegian, but it also acts as an allophone of /e/, in the environment

of “preceding /r/”. [@] is not phonemic, and considered an allophone of /e/. [Lan]

Norwegian also uses five diphthong vowels, some of which are (almost) present in En-

glish. Several different sources list the Norwegian diphthong inventory differently, but the

most consistent inventory is the following: /ei/, /oi/, /ai/, /øy/, and /a0/. [Lan] While

the first three are very close to English /eI/, /OI/, and /aI/ respectively, a native English

speaker could benefit from some example words which contain vowels resembling (but not

identical to) the last two diphthongs. The vowel in the word ‘gooey’ is close to /øy/, and

the vowel in the word ‘mouse’ is close to /a0/.
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A vowel chart illustrating the path of the vowel quality change for the Norwegian diph-

thongs is shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Norwegian diphthong path chart (IPA)

3.1 Minimal pairs

To illustrate that these vowels are indeed separate phonemes and thus contrastive, I provide

a few minimal pairs in 2. [Rhi], [101]

(2) a. l̊aven /íoven/ ‘barn’ (n.)

loven /íuven/ ‘law’ (n.)

b. vi /vi/ ‘we’ (pro.)

ve /ve/ ‘woe’ (n.)

c. gjøre /gjør@/ ‘do’ (v.)

gjare /gjar@/ ‘make’ (v.)

d. nei /nai/ ‘no’ (n.)

nøy /nøy/ ‘settle’ (v.)

e. sa /sa/ ‘so’ (adv.)

sau /sa0/ ‘sheep’ (n.)
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4 Syllable Structure

The syllable structure of Norwegian is fairly unrestrictive, and allows for a wide range of

allowed configurations of consonant clusters in both onset and coda. Both complex onsets

and complex codas are allowed, but onsets are codas aren’t always present. Specifically, the

constraints allow for a syllable structure as bare as a lone V in the nucleus, or one as rich

as a V padded by clusters of as many as three consonants (CCC) in both onset and coda.

All allowed structures, according to sources which list them explicitly, are listed in 3. [Lan]

Notably, however, in my research I wasn’t able to find a word or syllable which follows

the CCCVCCC structure (the maximal example being CCVCCC /bíomst/ listed in 5c).

Possibly, the fact that Norwegian is an agglutinative language (which allows for morphemes

to be “stuck on” to each other quite freely to construct new words) might be the reason for

CCCVCCC being an acceptable syllable structure, although it doesn’t seem to show up in

more frequently used words.

(3) V

CV

VC

CCV

VCC

CCCV

VCCC

CVC

CCVC

CCCVC

CVCC

CVCCC

CCVCC

CCCVCC

CCVCCC

CCCVCCC

A few examples of three-consonant onset clusters are shown in 4, and examples of three-

consonant coda clusters are shown in 5. [Lan]

(4) a. spr̊ak /sprok/ ‘language’ (n.)

b. strøm /strøm/ ‘current’ (n.)

c. skrue /skr0@/ ‘screw’ (n.)
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(5) a. hatsk /hatsk/ ‘hateful’ (adj.)

b. vekst /vekst/ ‘growth’ (n.)

c. blomst /bíomst/ ‘flower’ (n.)

In Figure 4, I provide a syllable structure tree for example 5c /bíomst/. This word

follows the CCVCCC structure.

Figure 4: Syllable structure tree for /bíomst/

The constraints which govern the particular consonants which are allowed in onset and

coda seem to be quite similar to those of English. For example, Norwegian has a word angst

/aNst/ ‘anxiety’ (n.), which has a CCC coda /Nst/. This sequence is acceptable in codas,

but doesn’t appear in onsets — just like English. Similarly, the word valp /vaíp/ ‘puppy’

(n.) has a CC coda /íp/. This sequence is acceptable in codas, but doesn’t appear in onsets

(like /lp/ in English).

5 Allophonic Rules

5.1 Palatalization of alveolar consonants

The alveolar consonants in Norwegian, namely /t/, /d/, /n/, /s/, and /ë/, are known to

undergo palatalization in stressed syllables, or even in both stressed and unstressed syllables

in some dialects. [Wik] The phoneme to allophone conversions for this palatalization are

outlined in 6. While I was unable to find an example of this process in my research, the
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assumption is that when the alveolar consonant is at the beginning of the onset of a stressed

syllable, palatalization occurs, like in the hypothetical example in 7.

(6) /t/ → [c]

/d/ → [Í]

/n/ → [ñ]

/s/ → [ç]

/ë/ → [L]

(7) tomt ‘empty’ (adj.)

/tomt/ → [comt] (palatalization of /t/)

5.2 Reduction of /e/ → /@/

As I briefly mentioned in Section 3, [@] is not phonemic in Norwegian. Instead, it acts as

an allophone of /e/. Based on a few examples I’ve seen during my research, like the one in

8, the process seems to be “/e/ becomes /@/ in unstressed syllables.” In this example, the

word-final /e/ is unstressed, and thus its reduction to /@/ is licensed.

(8) skrue ‘screw’ (n.)

/"skr0e/ → ["skr0@] (reduction of /e/)

5.3 /e/-lowering

The vowel /æ/, while phonemic in Norwegian, is also seen as an allophone of /e/ in the

environment of “preceding /r/”. [Lan] An example of this process is shown in 9. [101]

(9) er ‘is’ (v.)

/er/ → [ær] (lowering of /e/)

6 Stress and Prosody

6.1 Word-level stress

As a general rule, word-level stress in Norwegian most of the time falls on the first syllable

of a word, if the word is polysyllabic. This is shown in the examples in 10. [Boj]
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(10) a. sola /"suía/ ‘sun’ (n.)

b. skrue /"skr0@/ ‘screw’ (n.)

An exception to this rule is the prefixation of some words of Norwegian, for example, in

be- and for- prefixation (among others). In these cases, the prefix signals stress to occur on

the second syllable. Some examples of this process are shown in 11. [Boj]

(11) a. betaling /b@"taíiN/ ‘payment’ (n.)

b. foreldre /fø"reídr@/ ‘parents’ (n.)

Another exception to the general rule is in the case of foreign loanwords, for which the

stress is placed on the ultimate or penultimate syllable, depending on the number of syllables

in the word. Examples of this process are shown in 12. [Boj]

(12) a. sjokolade /Soko"íad@/ ‘chocolate’ (n.)

b. mineral /min@"raë/ ‘mineral’ (n.)

6.2 Phrasal stress

Although there are likely exceptions to this general pattern, in my research, I found that

phrasal stress is assigned similarly to that of English — that is, the right-most content

word is assigned the strongest phrasal stress, and a general pattern of alternation between

the remaining words is followed for phrasal stress assignment. Importantly, function words

are not candidates for phrasal stress, such as in the example in 13, taken from [Boj]. The

function words are italicized, and stress has been assigned to the remaining words. Inter-

estingly, the Norwegian and English word order (at least for this particular sentence) and

stress assignment under my analysis are identical, possibly suggesting a correlation between

word order and phrasal stress assignment.

(13) Jeg ĺıker å práte med Óla og Kİari.

‘I ĺıke to tálk with Óla and Kİari.’
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7 Conclusion

In this paper, I discussed the phonetic inventory of Norwegian, including consonants and

vowels, and at times drew parallels to English when applicable. I also discussed the phonetic

rules which govern how certain sounds are realized in speech.

Based on my analyses, I believe that a hypothetical Norwegian learner would be well-

equipped to learn English, and vice versa. In particular, while the consonant inventory of

English and Norwegian vary significantly, there exist very few foreign manners and places

of articulation in the overlap between both languages. For example, the only manner of

articulation which would be foreign and thus difficult to a Norwegian speaker learning

English would be affricates, and the only place of articulation which would be foreign and

thus difficult to an English speaker learning Norwegian would be palatal (ignoring English

/j/).

The same goes for the vowels present in only one of the two languages. Vowels exist

in both languages at each point in the vowel space, using a vowel chart as reference. A

good understanding of the vowel space, tenseness, and lip rounding is all that’s required

to learn these foreign vowels. For these reasons, and given the fact that there are several

other similarities between both languages, I feel that the only barrier to learning the foreign

sounds would be the time required to practice producing these new sounds.
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