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Phonological information is of two kinds, melodic and prosodic. Melodic information 

refers to the qualitative properties of sounds that give them their contrastive function. 

Meanwhile, prosodic information refers to the way melodic information is organised into larger 

structures such as syllables, feet and words; it helps determine what makes a possible 

phonological string. The distinction between melody and prosody is a fundamental one, 

reflected directly in phonological representations: melodic and prosodic structure occupy 

separate parts of the representation, and each uses its own units—elements in melody, prosodic 

constituents (nucleus, syllable…) in prosody. With a split between melody and prosody, the 

phonology can access each one independently of the other. 

 But while it is useful to treat melody and prosody as independent entities, there is also 

a need to integrate them, as they regularly interact in phonological processes and distributional 

patterns. This paper describes an approach to melody-prosody integration where the elements 

of melodic structure also function as prosodic constituents, replacing the familiar prosodic units 

onset, nucleus, syllable, foot and word. At the melodic level the resonance elements |A|, |I|, |U| 

concatenate recursively via head-dependent relations to express vowel contrasts. Melodic 

heads also project upwards to higher (prosodic) levels where they continue to form head-

dependency structures; these define domains of increasing size corresponding to syllable, foot, 

word, etc. By removing conventional prosodic labelling from representations, we are left with 

a single set of units (elements) which refer to phonological structure as a whole. 

Melodic heads, which also function as organizing categories, are chosen from the set 

{|A|, |I|, |U|} on a language-specific basis (Nasukawa 2016). A head element by itself has the 

characteristics of an ‘empty nucleus’, which is either silent or pronounced as a default vowel. 

For English the head element is |A|, realized as [ə] in the relevant contexts. And if a language 

has a default vowel other than [ə], then |I| or |U| will be the structural head. A bare head element 

creates an acoustic baseline onto which other melodic properties are superimposed.  

 

(1)   [ə] (English) |A|'   [ɨ] (Cilungu) |I|' [ɯ] (Japanese)  |U|'      

     |    |      |   

   |A|   |I|    |U| 

 

In melody, heads support dependent elements at various levels of embedding; the 

resulting structures are interpreted as segmental strings ranging from single vowels to whole 

words. Contrary to expectations, dependents make a bigger contribution to phonetic realization 

than heads do, i.e. heads have a prosodic role—they project upwards and they also support 

dependent structure—while dependents function as contrastive melodic units (Nasukawa & 

Backley 2015). The figures in (2) show the salience of dependents (circled), and also show how 

interpreting an element compound is determined not only by the elements present but also by 

the head-dependency relations between them, i.e. their relative position in the vertical structure. 

            

(2) [a]   [e]           [æ]~[ɛ]   [ö] (e.g. Turkish)  

 |A|"   |A|"   |A|"    |I|" 

  |     |     |     | 

|A|'   |A|'   |A|'    |I|' 

  |     |     |     | 

|A| |A|  |A| |A|  |I| |A|   |I| |I| 

     |    |     | 

  |I| |A|  |A| |I|   |A| |I| 

           | 

        |U| |A| 



 

Consonant structures are similar to vowel structures in most respects, i.e. 

(i) element concatenation is always asymmetric (based on head-dependent relations) 

and it always introduces another level of embedding, 

(ii) structure-building operates recursively, 

(iii) in principle, there is no limit to the number of levels of embedding that a structure 

may have, although an expression is never more complex than it needs to be. 

However, consonants differ from vowels by choosing their head element from the set {|H|, |Ɂ|}.  

In a CV-sized structure such as [kʰi] (below), the C expression is a dependent of the V 

expression. Note that the realization of this structure as CV (rather than as *VC) is not explicitly 

encoded in the representation. Following Precedence-free Phonology (Nasukawa 2014, 2015, 

2016, 2017; Nasukawa & Backley 2017, to appear), it is assumed that speakers will, as much 

as possible, realize all the elements in a structure simultaneously. However, if the structure 

contains a physiological incompatibility which prevents a simultaneous realization, then the 

outcome is a ‘staggered’ or linearly ordered realization. In [kʰi] this incompatibility comes from 

the concatenation of a resonant structure (the |A|-headed V domain) and an obstruent structure 

(the |H|-headed C domain), in which case speakers follow a general principle of interpretation 

which requires a dependent to be realized before its head (Nasukawa and Backley, to appear).  

 

 

ki [kʰi]    V-domain  |A| 

         | [i] 

      |I| |A|  (‘dip’) 

       | 

  C-domain  |H| |I|   (obstruency) 

       | 

    |U| |H|    (velar resonance) 

      |  [kʰ] 

   |Ɂ| |U|     (occlusion) 

    | 

  |H| |Ɂ|      (aspiration) 

 

Using an integrated melody-prosody model of element structure, further issues are addressed 

including the analysis of segmental weakening and the inability of L to act as a melodic head.  
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