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Abstract
The first of two studies in this paper (both using electromagnetic articulography) focused 
on onset clusters in German and French. Less overlap of C1 and C2 was found in plosive-
nasal and plosive-rhotic clusters compared to plosive-laterals. Articulatory modeling was 
used to identify why the preferred coordination patterns are acoustically advantageous, 
and implications for metathesis and other diachronic processes are discussed. The second 
study analyzed the syllabic consonants /l/ and /r/ in Slovak. These consonants did not 
become kinematically more ‘vocalic’ in nuclear compared to marginal position. However, 
nuclear consonants preferred low-overlap coordination with the preceding consonant, 
compared to onset clusters and to vocalic syllables. We suggest that a low overlap setting 
favours the emergence of syllabic consonants.

1. Introduction

We consider two areas in which rhotics have proved fruitful for arriving at a 
better understanding of principles of articulatory coordination in consonant 
sequences. Both studies are based on recently-acquired articulatory (EMA) 
data. For the first area we look at onset clusters consisting of plosive plus lateral, 
nasal or rhotic in German and French. The overall goal is to understand why 
these obstruent-sonorant clusters differ synchronically in their frequency of 
occurrence across languages (and differ in diachronic stability). The second area 
focuses on syllabic consonants (lateral and rhotic) in Slovak, seeking, in a rather 
similar vein, to understand why syllabic consonants are typologically rare, and, 
concomitantly, what factors may favour their emergence when they do occupy a 
prominent position in the sound structure of a language, as is the case in Slovak. 
Since for the syllabic consonants we focus in particular on their coordination 
with adjacent consonants there are substantial superficial similarities in the 
kinds of sounds sequences examined in both parts of the paper. And both parts 
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