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Closing suffixes are suffixes that ‘close’ the word for the addition of further suffixes (cf. 
Szymanek 2000; Aronoff & Fuhrhop 2002). An example of a closing suffix is the German 
Movierung1 suffix -in after which no further derivational suffixes can be attached (1). Thus far, 
closing suffixes have been established in German and English, but since these two languages 
significantly differ in morphological organization, the conclusions drawn are somewhat 
fragmentary.  

The proposed paper extends the idea of closing suffixation to two Slavic languages - 
Bulgarian (Bg.) and Russian (R). With respect to morphology, Slavic languages are much closer 
to German than to English and so the Bulgarian as well as Russian Movierung suffixes, like the 
German Movierung suffix -in, are closing, (3b), (5b) and (5e) below. (Note that there is a 
typological distinction between English (without productive Movierung) and 
German/Bulgarian/Russian and English Movierung suffixes are not closing, cf. Hay & Plag 
2004). Each of the two Slavic languages, however, has a set of Movierung suffixes, some of 
which are homophonous with derivational suffixes, see (2a) and (2b). The proposed paper 
employs such examples to decode the nature of closing suffixation, i.e. to establish whether 
restrictions on suffix combinations due to closing suffixes are phonologically or semantically 
driven. Since we see words as constructions of the type X + Y (cf. Croft 2001) where X is a base 
and Y is a suffix, we will also be able to conclude whether derived words are semantically or 
formally constructed.  

Intuitively, one expects both -k- suffixes in (2a) and both -nic- suffixes in (2b) to behave 
the same morphologically, which is true for inflection (snimka and profesorka in Bulgarian 
belong to the same inflection class, as do prepodavatel’nica and mel’nica in Russian). However, 
if addition of derivational material is concerned, only the first -k- / -nic-, those in profesorka and 
prepodavatel’nica are closing, whereas the second ones, those in snimka and mel’nica allow 
further suffixation. For example, snimka can be diminutivized (3a) but profesorka cannot (3b), 
although there is a diminutive from profesor (3c). (Note that diminutivization in Russian is less 
productive than in Bulgarian and Russian examples parallel to (3c) sometimes lack, as is the case 
with prepodavatel’).2 Since diminutivization in Bulgarian is extremely productive (even 
diminutives can be diminutivized ((4a) and (4b)), the non-existence of (3b) couldn’t be due to 
insufficient productivity of diminutivization. Moreover, from Bg. snimka and profesor / R. 
prepodavatel’ and mel’nica, but not from profesorka and prepodavatel’nica, adjectives can be 
derived, (5a) through (5f). (The very few instances that seem to behave in an exceptional manner 
(e.g. Bg. princes-k-a ‘1. little princess & 2. little warm sandwich’) will also be discussed.) Thus 
the only possible explanation of the non-existence of derivations (3b), (5b) and (5e) is that they 
are blocked for semantic reasons, i.e. semantics appears more important than phonology, which 
means that derivational morphology constructs new words following semantic rules. Put 
differently, derived words are semantic constructions.  
 
 
Examples 

(1) Lehrer ‘teacher’  Lehrerin ‘female teacher’        (German) 

                                                
1 Due to space limitations, the German term ‘Movierung’ is preferred to the English ‘derivation of females from 
males’. 
2 In the Russian National Corpus, there is only one single occurrence of a diminutive from professor (cf. (3c) and 
(4b)) – профессорок. Google could find 25 pages in Russian where профессорок is used, as well as seven with 
профессорик. (Search results from 12.07.07) 



Lehrerin  *Lehrerin-chen ‘little female teacher’  
vs. Lehrer  Lehrer-chen ‚little teacher’  

(If Lehrerin is used as a first constituent of a compound or before the suffixoids -shaft and 
-tum, a linking element ‘reopens’ it, thus Lehrerinn-en-zimmer ‘a room for female 
teachers’, Lehrerinn-en-schaft and Lehrerinn-en-tum, cf. Aronoff & Fuhrhop 2002)   
 
(2a)  profesor ‘professor’  profesor-k-a ‘female professor’                      (Bg.) 

snim-am ‘to take a picture’  snim-k-a ‘a photograph’ 
 (2b) prepodavatel’ ‘professor’  prepodavatel’-nic-a ‘female professor’         (R.) 
  mel-it’ ‘to mill’  mel’-nic-a ‘a mill’ 
 

(3a)   snim-k-a  snim-č-ic-a                (Bg.) 
(3b)  profesor-k-a  *profesor-č-ic-a 
(3c)  profesor  profesor-če 

 
(4a)  snimčica  (cf. 3a)  snimčič-ic-a               (Bg.)

 (4b) profesorče (cf. 3c)  profesorč-ence 
 
 

(5a)  snim-k-a  snimk-ov                  (Bg.)  
 (5b) professor-k-a  ø 
 (5c)  profesor  profesor-ski   
 (5d) mel’-nic-a  mel’nič-nyj                 (R.) 
 (5e) prepodavatel’-nic-a  ø 
 (5f) prepodavatel’  prepodavatel’-skij 
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