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Abstract 

This paper discusses the challenges faced when documenting Neapolitan, a Romance language 

spoken in Southern and Central Italy, and proposes a model for efficiently and coherently 

transcribing spontaneous speech and elicited sentences, in particular solving the problem of 

centralized vowels. Given its status, Neapolitan is not used in official settings, which contributes to 

the difficulty in finding a common ground on how it is/should be written. Most native speakers of 

Neapolitan do not adopt a coherent spelling, leading to the appearance of several writings, which 

oftentimes conform phonetically to the Neapolitan dialect spoken in the speakers’ area of origin. 

This paper aims at contributing with a reference system upon which Neapolitan language 

documentation can be carried out in the framework of annotated linguistic repositories such as 

Universal Dependencies (Nivre et al., 2016). 

1 Introduction 

The term Neapolitan [ISO 639-3: nap] indicates the various dialects of the language known as Napoletano-

Calabrese (Ethnologue, 2021), also defined as Continental Southern Italian by Glottolog (Nordhoff and 

Hammarström, 2011), and called napulitano [napuliˈtɑːnə] by its native speakers. In the strict sense, the 

term is used to indicate the dialect of Napoletano-Calabrese namely spoken in the Southern Italian city of 

Naples, the cultural and political center of the Kingdom of Naples, which existed between the 13th and the 

19th century. For its historical significance, the dialect spoken in Naples is often considered the correct way 

of speaking and writing in Neapolitan. Despite purists defending the literary Neapolitan orthography (which 

I will henceforth call classical Neapolitan, clN), essentially based on the work of literary authors from the 

past century (such as Eduardo de Filippo, Salvatore di Giacomo or Ferdinando Russo to name a few) and 

perceived as prestigious, no real standardization of this language has ever occurred. Neapolitan rather 

remains, to a large extent, a “vigorously spoken” (Ryan, 2018) language. The literary language is gradually 

losing importance, especially because of an increase in the general level of education of the Southern Italian 

population, resulting in italianization (Cerruti, 2016: 66); in addition, many native speakers may perceive 

classical Neapolitan as unnatural and, sometimes, pretentious. 

This does not, however, mean that nowadays the Neapolitan language is only spoken. On the contrary, 

the internet has contributed to the revitalization of written Neapolitan: in social media, different alternative 

spellings of Neapolitan words have spread, contributing to the richness and vitality of this language, and 

often shedding light on each dialect’s phonological system. This large amount of internet folklore (Blank, 

2009; Tangherlini, 2018; Kibby, 2005) is already helping to preserve Neapolitan as a dynamic linguistic 

entity: written sources of spontaneous internet texts can help linguists understand the sociolinguistic 

situation of Southern Italy in more detail, especially because of phonological variation (Eisenstein, 2013). 

On the other hand, this very variation, alongside the absence of a codified standard, makes it difficult for 



linguists to find a coherent way to transcribe Neapolitan spontaneous speech in research and in language 

repositories such as Universal Dependencies (Nivre et al., 2016). 

2 The sociolinguistic background 

The sociolinguistic situation in Italy is of outmost complexity. As maintained by Parry (2009: 329), “an oral 

Italian standard is a myth”, and it is crucial to make a distinction between oral and written Italian. Spoken 

Italian is usually influenced, at least to an extent, by dialectal variation and quite distinguishable regional 

features, especially regarding pronunciation (see also Crocco, 2017). In formal situations and in writing, 

Italian is the only socially accepted variety (Cerruti, 2016: 64), with regional languages maintaining a lower 

status and being used in informal contexts: for this reason, regional languages are often inappropriately 

referred to as dialects, both by speakers and linguists. In everyday conversation, code-switching and code-

mixing often occur, and the Italian ‘high’ standard is used fluidly alongside regional languages. Because of 

this and given the fundamentally structural differences between the two linguistic systems, Berruto (1987) 

talks about dilalia rather than diglossia, which would exclude the literary standard from everyday settings. 

3 Neapolitan in social media 

The situation of Neapolitan is indeed similar to the one described above. From what I have observed, 

Neapolitan is being massively used in social media, where it tends to conform to the following 

characteristics: I. it is mainly used in informal contexts and often restricted to humorous content (such as 

internet memes; see Miltner, 2018); II. favors dilalia, mixing with Italian just like in natural face-to-face 

conversational settings; III. does not conform to a specific written standard, allowing different alternative 

spellings to arise. These claims are, however, based on a preliminary qualitative description, and would 

benefit from a more thorough quantitative corpus analysis that considers variables such as age, gender, 

location, type of content, and educational attainment (less educated speakers might use Neapolitan also in 

situations where Italian would be required, or might alternatively use hypercorrected Italian constructions). 

 Another similar example is the analysis carried out by Jørgensen et al. (2015) about how African 

American Vernacular English (AAVE) is written in social media and the challenges arising. However, their 

case study is different in that it deals with diglossia, since speakers do not use Standard American English, 

but instead adopt a specific dialect of it, which has unique characteristics especially on the phonetic level. 

Moreover, AAVE is entirely based on its standard counterpart, so the more phonetic spelling (e.g. dat 

instead of that) can nonetheless be traced back to standardized dialects of English. This is not the case with 

Neapolitan. 

 Having developed from a different branch of Romance, Neapolitan has evolved parallelly to Italian, and 

not as a dialect of it (Ledgeway, 2009: 5–13; Ryan, 2018). For this reason, more phonetic transcriptions of 

Neapolitan cannot be traced back to their Italian counterparts, but rather compared to their old literary form, 

which does not have a proper standardization. Although lacking quantitative evidence, Maturi (2009) 

perfectly summarizes the technical differences between the literary, phonological Neapolitan orthography 

and the popular one, largely based on inconsistent phonetic spellings. 

4 Language policy 

At this point, the standardization of a new literary standard for Neapolitan seems unlikely to happen for 

essentially two reasons. First, the education system in Italy works fully and exclusively in Italian (and, in 

rare cases, in other major European languages, like the German schools in Rome, Milan and Genova): 

regional languages and dialects are not even taught as L2 and are certainly not used officially as languages 

of instruction. Second, Neapolitan is still perceived as ‘low’, and the italianization process is at its peak: 

native speakers of Neapolitan increasingly advocate for writing in ‘clean’ Italian, perceived as the ‘useful’ 

language. Although many southerners take pride in their Neapolitan origins and language, a number of them 

still sees the emerging of their identity as wrong in certain contexts, and the use of Neapolitan as impolite 



or generally avoidable with strangers. The culture of the parlare bene (It. ‘to speak well/correctly’, in other 

words ‘to speak in Italian’) is still unfortunately widespread as the correct way to raise children. 

 Writing Neapolitan in the classical way means complying with a literary pseudo-standard which does 

not benefit from political status and is obviously difficult for native speakers to accept today. Revitalizing 

the written Neapolitan language in everyday usage should not mean introducing a prescriptive orthographic 

model and expecting its success, like purists tend to do, but rather letting the language live through the 

people who use it regularly and according to their own native speaker intuition. But what about transcribing 

spontaneous speech and elicited utterances? In the next part, I will provide some essential guidelines that 

linguists can use for these purposes. The guidelines are not intended to be an attempt to standardize 

Neapolitan, but rather to respect the phonetic characteristics of the major Neapolitan dialects, without 

having to compromise on intelligibility. 

5 Transcribing Neapolitan 

The transcription should be as transparent as possible. This means that it should respect dialectal variation 

without undermining the very essence of the language. It is also clear, for the reasons discussed above, that 

conforming too strictly to classical Neapolitan would reduce every dialect to a single standard that often 

does not mirror reality. Maturi (2009) will be used as a reference point in that it lists all the major problems 

of this task. Particular attention will be given to the ones that have phonological implication. It should be 

noted that, even though the list of problems encountered is not extensive, the primary principle one should 

follow is that of variation: in case a word allows for more than one spelling, the researcher should use one 

that mirrors the speaker’s dialectal background as transparently as possible. Examples of this purely 

phonetic problem are given in 5.4, 5.5 and 5.6. 

5.1 Centralized final vowels and unstressed word-internal vowels 

In classical Neapolitan, word-final vowels, called by Maturi (2009) ‘etymological’, essentially determine 

the grammatical gender of the noun or adjective or the person in verbal conjugation, and often coincide with 

their Italian counterparts, e.g. chillo that.M, chella that.F, ghiamme go.we ‘we go/let’s go’, core heart.M, and 

so on. This does not mirror the spoken language at all, where final vowels are basically always reduced to 

a schwa (except for Noun-Phrase internal liaison, see 5.2). To conform to this phonetic tendency, a solution 

could be that of omitting the final vowels, since it is after all also very common in contemporary spellings 

on social network. The aforementioned words become then chill that.M, chell that.F, ghiamm/jamm go.we 

‘we go/let’s go’, cor heart.M. It is worth noting that, like in many other words, in chill and chell gender is 

marked by the word-internal vowel already, and that the final schwa is not always compulsory: [kilː] and 

[kilːə] are both acceptable. For ambiguous cases like bbell [bːɛlːə] beautiful.M/F ‘beautiful’, information 

about the grammatical gender can be understood by looking at the context, just like in spontaneous speech. 

This solution is, however, not optimal, because semantical information is lost. 

 A better solution, and one that I hereby choose to adopt, is that of using a breve diacritic to indicate 

centralized vowels. This is used for example in Romanian, where the grapheme /ă/ indicates a schwa. The 

aforementioned words become hence chillŏ that.M, chellă that.F, ghiammĕ/jammĕ go.we ‘we go/let’s go’, 

corĕ heart.M.  

 Final vowels should be maintained in writing especially because of words containing, in word-final 

position, ambiguous graphemes like /g/, representing both [g] and [d͡ʒ], or /c/, representing both [k] and [t͡ ʃ]. 

Example: raggiă [rad͡ʒːə] ‘rage’; cacciă [kat͡ ʃːə] ‘hunt’. This is also a way to efficiently distinguish their 

counterparts traditionally spelled with /e/, (ar)raggĕ and caccĕ, which indicate the singular persons of the 

verbs arraggiassĕ ‘to get angry/to rage’ and caccià ‘to hunt’. 

 The breve diacritic can be also used for unstressed sounds represented by word-internal /e/ graphemes, 

like in pĕcché [pəˈkːe] ‘why/because’ or vĕdé/vĕré [vəˈɾe] ‘to see’. 



5.2 Noun-Phrase internal liaison 

Inside a NP, linking vowels are usually pronounced in Neapolitan. A NP made up of the adjective 

bbellŏ/bbellă ‘beautiful’ and uaglionĕ/uaglionă ‘boy’/’girl’ can be written like bbellu uaglionĕ ‘handsome 

boy’ or bbella uaglionă ‘beautiful girl’. Note that uaglionĕ comes from the clN versions guaglione ‘boy’, 

where the word-initial consonant has been deleted because usually not pronounced and the final vowel is 

reduced (although some speakers tend to mark the final reduced vowel for female, in which case the 

grapheme /a/ should be written). In the examples above, the final non-reduced vowel of the adjective is 

reinstituted by liaison. Because it is not stressed, the clN masculine vowel [o] in bbellŏ [bːɛlːə] ‘beautiful’ 

rises to [u]. In unstressed position, Neapolitan allows only for [a], [u], [i] and [ə] (Maturi 2009). 

 Liaison does not, however, occur in all NPs. While reduplication of adjectives/adverbs allows for its 

appearance in certain cases, like chianu chianŏ ‘slowly and carefully’ (lit. ‘slow slow’), in some dialects it 

does not for some other ones, as in the phrasal construction bbuonŏ bbuonŏ ‘even if’ (lit. ‘good good’ or 

‘well well’). 

5.3 Word-initial gemination 

Gemination is very common in word-initial position and should be maintained whenever possible. It is often 

the case of intrinsically long consonants (Maturi 2009), which sometimes even distinguish minimal pairs, 

e.g. ca (/că) ‘which, that’ vs ccà ‘here’ (another contributor to this minimal pair is the fact that ca is never 

stressed, and hence its vowel is often also reduced to a schwa). Maturi (ibid.) also reminds that voiced 

bilabial plosives and voiced postalveolar affricates are always geminate regardless of where they occur, e.g. 

bbruttŏ ‘ugly’, riebbĕtŏ ‘debt’ (cf. clN debbeto), ggiallŏ ‘yellow’ or raggionĕ ‘reason’. 

 Gemination can also be syntactic. For example, the consonant at the beginning of the word votă ‘time’ 

(as in ‘one time’) becomes geminated in expressions like cierti vvotĕ or ‘e vvotĕ (It. alle volte) ‘sometimes’. 

Maturi (ibid.) reminds that, sometimes, syntagmatic gemination even distinguishes minimal pairs, e.g. ‘e 

figliĕ vs ‘e ffigliĕ (‘the sons’ vs ‘the daughters’). 

5.4 Elision 

Elision is usually indicated by an apostrophe. In Neapolitan, examples are definite articles ‘o, ‘a, ‘e (from 

lo, la, le), as in ‘o ppanĕ ‘the bread’, ‘a casă ‘the house’, ‘e ccriaturĕ ‘the children’ and their correspondent 

preclitic direct objects, as in ‘o ssacciŏ ‘I know that’.  

5.5 Vowel alternations and diphthongization 

A perfect example of Neapolitan dialectal variation is vowel alternation. Compared to the Naples area, in 

some other provinces of Campania semi-closed back and front vowels often rise, and the researcher should 

take this into account when documenting the language. Examples: ‘o canĕ vs ‘u canĕ ‘the dog’, ‘e ffemmĕnĕ 

vs ‘i ffemmĕnĕ ‘the women’, d’’o/r’’o vs d’’u/r’’u ‘of the.M’. 

 Diphthongization should also be taken into account, as in some areas of the Casertan and Neapolitan 

hinterland it is common to hear siĕ [siə] instead of sì [si] ‘yes’. 

5.6 Consonant alternations 

While in clN the grapheme /d/ is used to represent both [d] and [ɾ], in many dialects rhotacism is more 

present than in others, as well as betacism ([v] turns into [b]) and gammacism ([j] turns into [g]). These 

features should be maintained in writing, again for preserving dialectal variety. Examples: vĕdé/vĕré ‘to 

see’, vevĕrĕ/bevĕrĕ ‘to drink’, jí/ghí ‘to go’. 

 More examples of consonant alternations: dĕ/rĕ ‘of’, quacchĕ/cocchĕ ‘some’, dormĕ/rormĕ ‘sleep.3SG’, 

durmì/rummì/dormĕ ‘to sleep’.  



6 Conclusion 

This paper shows the challenges encountered in transcribing Neapolitan and suggests a model to follow to 

carry out language documentation in a way that is consistent in its phonology and allows, at the same time, 

to observe single speakers’ characteristics. Neapolitan is not standardized, and the present work is not an 

attempt to standardization. However, it contains one important contribution, which has been previously 

ignored mainly because of the italianization of Neapolitan orthography and pertains to reduced vowels. The 

reduced vowel [ə], which in clN is represented by the allographs /a/, /o/ and /e/, is here rendered with 

respectively /ă/, /ŏ/ and /ĕ/, all featuring a brevis diacritic, in an attempt to both maintain their phonological 

asset and indicate their common qualitative feature. 
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