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In languages with lexical stress and post-lexical pitch accent, wh-words
(henceforth qwords), typically carry a prenuclear or nuclear pitch accent (e.g.
Haan 2002 for Dutch; Prieto 2004, Henriksen 2014 for Spanish; Arvaniti & Ladd
2009 for Greek). Although Maltese is considered to have both lexical stress and
post-lexical pitch accents, intonation in qword questions has so far defied
straightforward intonational analysis (Vella 2007, 2011). Prior experimental
studies have found a characteristic pitch peak at the beginning of the qword
rather than - as would be the case if there were a regular pitch accent - on the
lexically stressed syllable. The analysis is further complicated by the fact that
when the qword is sentence-initial, the peak co-occurs with the beginning of the
phrase, making it difficult to determine whether the peak is associated to some
aspect of the word itself or to the phrase.

A study on qwords in different phrasal positions provided evidence that it is
the word that is associated to the tone (Grice, Vella & Bruggeman, ms). However,
this was only the case in interrogatives. In declaratives, the qword bore a regular
pitch accent. Similar alternations in the association of tones between word edge
and head can also be found in exclamatives, imperatives and vocatives.

To date, the existence of both of these tonal associations in a single language,
on the same, identical phonological constituent, alternating as a function of
sentence modality, has not been documented, making Maltese prosody seem
typologically rare. Most languages are reported to make use of only one of these
prosodic categories, i.e. of either pitch accents that associate to lexical heads
(most commonly), or of postlexical intonational events that associate to phrasal
domain edges (as in Malay, Korean and Greenlandic - languages that lack lexical
stress altogether, Maskikit-Essed & Gussenhoven 2016; Jun 2005; Arnold 2014,
respectively).

Our current understanding of prosodic typological variation among the

languages of the world does not readily accommodate the results reported here



for Maltese. This suggests that we need to be more flexible in terms of the

prosodic-typological properties languages may exhibit.
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Maltese: FO contours in interrogative (left) Mar jghum ir-Ramla ma’ min minnhom?
‘With which one of them did he go swimming at Ramla?’ and declarative (right) Il-
mistogsija li ghandna bzonn insagsu hija: ma’ min minnhom. The question we need
to ask is: with which one of them.’. Shaded area: complex question word, ma’min
minnhom ‘with which one of them?’ adapted from Grice (to appear)
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