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Consonant Length Variations in Kalmyk 

 
1. Introduction 

 

In this report, I looked at consonant length in the Kalmyk language. I choose to look at 

two different types of consonants: Intervocalic consonants and consonants with voicing 

contrast. I also looked at how the sentence structure and consonant placement affected 

their length. I executed an experiment with the help of our language consultant, 

Andrey Boskhomdzhiev, and measured the results. 

 

2. Experiment 

 

In my experiment, I was testing the hypothesis that in the Kalmyk language, voiced 

consonants are measurably shorter than those consonants that are voiceless. To test this 

hypothesis, I used eight sets of minimal pairs. Each minimal pair was then set in the 

following phrase, ‘“___” ɛs gidʒanaβ, “___” ginaβ’, which roughly translates into “I 

didn’t say ___, I said ___”. Each minimal pair was then put into this phrase, and then the 

order of each pair was reversed so that there was a total of sixteen phrases. I wanted to 

look at how the placement of the consonant in a word would affect the length of that 

consonant. Having two phrases where each word in the minimal pair is placed in the first 

or second spot (respectively) allowed me to study the length of the consonant under 

certain conditions. 

 

There are a couple of factors that can change the length of each consonant, namely: 

• The location of the word in the phrase 

• The location of the consonant in the word 

When the consonant is the first sound you hear in the phrase, the closure at the beginning 

of the consonant may become lost as there is no way to measure when it has started. 



However, when the word is second in the phrase, it is easier to measure because the 

closure can be seen on a formant between words in the absence of sound. 

The location within the word is also very important. The consonant can be affected by the 

closure as previously mentioned, but it can also be affected by the preceding and 

following vowels. 

I used Praat to take my measurements. I took four different recordings at varying speeds 

and then selected the one that I thought best fit what I needed. Once recorded, I marked 

the boundaries of the consonant that I wished to measure and ran a script to pull out all of 

the necessary data. 

3. Minimal Pairs 

 

I used eight different sets of minimal pairs in my experiment. Of these eight, there were 

six sets of intervocalic pairs used. The first four pairs were intervocalic T ~ D, while the 

last two pairs were intervocalic K ~ G: 

• /øtər/ - “quickly”  

/ødər/ - “day” 

• /atə/ - “male camel”  

/adə/ - “crazy” 

• /utə/ - “long” 

/udə/ - “reigns (of bridle)” 

• /ikə/ - “big” 

/igə/ - “spindle” 

• /økə/ - “fat”  

/øgə/ - “give (it)!” 

• /sakəl/ - “vow” 

/sagəl/ - “cautious” 

The last two pairs that I used both contained voicing contrast in their onset. These pairs 

are: 

• /tɛrə/ - “that one”  

/dɛrə/ - “above” 

• /padərχə/ - “to blow up”  

/badərχə/ - “to bloom” 

 

4. Results 

After analyzing the results, it would appear that the hypothesis was plausible and that the 

results received were as expected. When measured, in twelve of the sixteen sentences, the 



voiceless consonant appeared to be longer than the voiced consonant. These are not 

perfect measurements as certain variables could have affected the length measured. 

The overall average length of the voiceless consonants was 0.1639 seconds, while the 

average length of the voiceless consonants was 0.1183 seconds. When looking at the data 

in most instances, the voiceless /k/ was measured to be longer than voiced /g/, and the 

voiceless /t/ was measured to be longer than voiced /d/. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, my hypothesis that the voiced consonants would be shorter than the 

voiceless consonants, was deemed plausible. With a larger sample to study and more 

time, it could be understood as to why there were a few strays that did not match the rest 

of the data, but it otherwise seemed conclusive. I would like to thank 

Andrey Boskhomdzhiev for working with our class, and our professor Seth  Cable as well 

as they both patient and helped to give us a better understanding of a language that is not 

well known. I would also like to thank Professor John Kingston for his help throughout 

the project. 

 


