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This study examines the development of research on German prosody, based on a database of 
960 sources. First, it highlights the main research focus areas and methodological approaches, 
including models of prosody, corpora, and annotation schemes. Second, it discusses key research
centres and prominent figures across three periods: (a) 1970s–1980s; (b) 1990s; (c) 2000s–
2010s. Driven initially by British studies and by collaboration between academia and industry, 
German prosodic research has consistently been among the most advanced worldwide. Its major 
qualitative shift occurred in the 1990s, when some early research centres declined but many new 
ones emerged, leading to a more diverse field. There has been a transition of focus from the pho-
nology to the phonetics of prosody, subsequently to its functions, and later to an intrinsic and 
variable interaction between functions and forms, along with insights into perception, cognitive 
processing, and acquisition of prosody.
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1. Introduction

Current research on the prosody of German (comprising both the standard language and 
regional varieties) is a broad and vibrant field, among the largest and most advanced in the 
world. Studies on German prosody began early in comparison with those on most other 
languages and have evolved significantly over time, shifting from theoretical and descrip-
tive work to detailed, empirically driven, corpus-based, and cross-linguistic research incor-
porating advanced instrumental and computational methods. In this sense, the develop-
ment may be called exemplary for the evolution of prosodic and, more broadly, phonetic 
and phonological studies, and it has been following closely the general development of 
technology. Various research centres across Germany and internationally, as well as specific 
key individuals, have contributed to this development.

The aim of this overview is to describe the main steps and characteristics of the evo-
lution of studies on German prosody over four decades (1970s–2010s), during which in-
strumental research emerged, grew, and radically transformed speech sciences. The study 
is based on a database of sources collected by the author within the project “Struttura in-
formativa e accento sintattico in tedesco e in italiano: Aspetti teorici e contrastivi, appli-
cazioni didattiche” (Information structure and sentence stress in German and in Italian: 
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Theoretical and contrastive aspects, didactic implementation; 2019–2022) under the su-
pervision of Federica Missaglia, Professor of German Language at the University of Sacred 
Heart in Milan. The sources span a period from the late 1960s to the early 2020s. The 
database contains 960 entries in Zotero, with the earliest sources dating back to 1966 and
the most recent ones to 2021. Over 90% of the entries are accompanied by full texts.

The sources were collected using three distinct methods that complement each other to 
obtain a maximally comprehensive view of the topic:
(1) a literature-based snowball approach: starting from recent articles, books, and confer-

ence presentations at major international phonetic gatherings (such as ICPhS,S Speech 
Prosody, and Interspeech) and checking their references to earlier work;

(2) a figure-based approach, by examining individual web pages of researchers (especially 
key figures in the field) which list their publications;

(3) an institution-based approach, by reviewing the web pages of institutes involved in 
research programmes on German prosody.

Section 2 surveys main research topics and approaches to German prosody over the past 
four decades, including models, corpora, and annotation schemes, as well as principal re-
search fields. Section 3 traces the evolution of prosodic studies on German over three pe-
riods: (a) 1970s–1980s; (b) 1990s; (c) 2000–2010s, with a qualitative shift in the 1990s. 
For each of these periods, I discuss leading research centres (highlighting the shifts in their 
relative significance), key figures, and main research topics. Section 4 concludes the study.

2. Main research fields and approaches to German prosody in the 1970s–2010s

Prosody is generally understood in this study, following Ladd (2008 [1966], 4–5), as the 
“use of suprasegmental phonetic features to convey ‘postlexical’ or sentence-level pragmat-
ic meanings in a linguistically structured way”. However, studies on lexical prosody are also 
included, since they form a significant part of prosodic research on German. Additionally, 
some studies in the database cover features which are ‘suprasegmental’ but ‘sublexical’, such 
as local co-articulations (e.g. Kohler, Niebuhr [2011] on palatality spread) or influences 
of a prosodic context on sounds (e.g. Kohler [1990] on r-vocalisations or Niebuhr et al.
[2011] on the effect of intonation on the acoustic properties of segments). The studies of 
this kind fall outside the main scope of this work and are not discussed below.

In general, across the sources, ‘prosody’ functions as an umbrella term covering diverse 
phenomena, including metrical stress, paralinguistic emphasis, and lexical, syntactic, se-
mantic, or pragmatic salience. The sources frequently examine the interaction of prosody 
with information structure, cognitive processing, and articulatory control. Considerable 
research is dedicated to understanding variation within German and its dialects, as well 
as the challenges encountered by L2 learners. Methodologically, the field has increasingly 
incorporated experimental research, corpus-based analysis, computational modelling, and 
speech technology applications. The approaches and topics that appeared most prominent 
throughout the database are summarised in Sections 2.1–2.3.
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2.1 Models of prosody

As the database shows, the main models applied to prosodic phenomena include both spe-
cific phonological models (KIM, AM phonology, Fujisaki’s model, PaIntE, Articulatory 
Phonology) and general models of human cognition and information processing (exem-
plar theory, dynamic systems, optimisation-based models). A salient general overview of 
the particular intonation models used for German can be found in Reichel (2010).
a. Kiel Intonation Model (KIM) is an early, yet largely impressionistic model, designed

by Klaus Kohler in the 1980s–1990s specifically for German intonation (e.g. Kohler 
1991a; Niebuhr 2005). It lists three holistic intonational contours (with early, middle, 
and late peaks) and seeks to establish their pragmatic meanings in the language.

b. Autosegmental-Metrical (AM) phonology has largely replaced KIM by now. It is cur-
rently the most frequently used framework for analysing and transcribing German in-
tonation and underlies the GToBI annotation scheme (see below). AM represents a 
tonal structure separately from the segmental string and assumes it consisting of a linear 
sequence of local events (lexical or postlexical tones) that associate with prosodic units 
or align with their edges (e.g. Peters 2008). Like KIM, AM models also eventually aim 
to capture distinctive intonation contours, but these contours are composed of small-
er pitch events of different types. Some works discuss controversial issues related to 
AM models, such as whether pitch accents should be represented with leading tones or 
not, how many levels of phrasing are required, and what the status and distribution of 
phrase accents are (Grice et al. 2005). A simplified AM model of German intonation, 
used in GToBI(S) (the Stuttgart system), combines the ToBI labelling conventions and 
the analysis of German intonation from the late 1980s by Féry (1993).

c. Fujisaki’s model of intonation was developed in the late 1970s and 1980s (e.g. Fujisaki 
1983). This is an early quantitative compositional model of intonation, inspired by 
Öhman’s model for Swedish intonation from the 1960s. It represents the F0 contour 
as composed of several hierarchical levels: (a) F0 basic value, (b) phrase component, 
which models slow global utterance-level F0 changes, and (c) accent component, which 
models rapid local changes of F0 on stressed syllables. This model has been applied to 
German at least since the 1990s (e.g. Möbius et al. 1993; Reichel 2010; Leemann et al. 
2014; Mixdorff et al. 2014).

d. The Parameterised Intonation Events (PaIntE) model is one of the latest additions to
the models of German prosody. This model assumes that only the F0 contour near so-
called intonation events contributes to the intonational meaning of an utterance, while 
the stretches in between these events arise from interpolation (Schweitzer et al. 2022). 
The model was initially developed for F0 modelling in text-to-speech (TTS) synthesis 
(Möhler, Conkie 1998). Unlike the AM phonology, it uses continuous parameters to 
represent intonational events.

e. Exemplar theory was put forward by Janet Pierrehumbert (e.g. 2001). Applied to the 
prosodic domain, the theory suggests that prominence categories (like pitch-accented 
and unaccented syllables) correspond to clusters of similar exemplars in a perceptu-
al space. Exemplar-based models have been applied to intonation at the University of 
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Stuttgart, as seen in the Context Sequence model of how phonetic knowledge guides 
speech production (Wade et al. 2010) and the Multi-Level Exemplar model, which 
links phenomena across phonetic and syntactic strata (Walsh et al. 2010). In particular, 
clustering in phonetic space is used to infer phonological categories, to model acquisi-
tion (Schweitzer 2019), and to examine pitch-accent variability (Walsh et al. 2008) and 
phonetic adaptation (Lewandowski et al. 2014).

f. Articulatory Phonology / Task Dynamics (AP/TD) sees speech activity as a sequence 
of coordinated (coupled) articulatory gestures which gradually activate and deactivate 
(e.g. Byrd, Saltzman 2003; Saltzman et al. 2008). The model was initially developed 
to account for relatively local prosodic events, up to the level of syllables (Iskarous, 
Pouplier 2022), but is now being expanded in application to higher prosodic domains. 
In studies on German, prosody is viewed as a sequence of ‘opening-closing’ gestures 
(Kohler, Niebuhr 2011), including modifications in both the laryngeal and supra-la-
ryngeal domains (Roessig, Mücke 2019).

g. The dynamic systems approach is viewed in some works on German prosody not only 
from a narrow articulatory perspective, as in (f ), but also from a general perspective of 
human cognition (in the spirit of Port 2006). For example, a dynamic model that re-
lies on the modulation of an attractor landscape aims to capture the typically observed 
non-biunique correspondence between intonational contours and pragmatic meanings 
(Roessig et al. 2018; Roessig 2021).

h. Optimisation-based models are rooted in the well-known economy principle (Zipf 
1949; Martinet 1955): a balance between two opposed forces in human communica-
tion. On one side, humans aim to minimise the effort involved in language production; 
on the other side, sufficient intelligibility must be ensured for successful communica-
tion, which, in turn, requires effort. For example, some timing patterns (lengthening 
and reduction) in German are explained using the economy principle models (Wind-
mann 2016).

2.2 Methodology (including corpora and annotation schemes)

Many prosodic studies on German employ well-established methods of phonetic and oth-
er experimental research. They examine production, including traditional acoustic analysis 
of various prosodic parameters (F0, duration, intensity, and spectrum) and, in more recent 
works, also articulatory analysis (e.g. EMA, EPG, and lip data, as seen in Roessig, Mücke 
2019). Recent years have seen a significant rise in perception studies, including subjective 
ratings, discrimination, identification, rhythm visualisation, as well as eye-tracking (e.g. 
Braun et al. 2005; Zahner 2019) and brain imaging techniques (e.g. EEG and fMRI in Liem 
2013). The integration of different prosodic channels, the interplay between categorical and 
continuous aspects, and the interaction between linguistic and paralinguistic cues, such as 
gestures (‘multimodality’; e.g. Wagner et al. 2014), are now frequent research themes.

Modern research also utilises speech technology applications, such as text-to-speech 
(TTS) synthesis, including prosody generation (e.g. Windmann et al. 2011) and the 
synthesis of disfluencies (e.g. Kohler 2008; Trouvain, Möbius 2018). Tools for automat-



 Development of Studies on German Prosody (1970s–2010s) 33

ic speech recognition (ASR) and for automatic prominence detection and annotation 
are also being developed (cf. p. 34), as well as computer-assisted pronunciation training 
(CAPT; e.g. Jenne et al. 2019).

Large speech databases are nowadays essential for studying phonetic and phonological 
regularities in languages and dialects, as well as across different speaking styles. In particular, 
German standard and dialectal speech corpora often mentioned in the database include:
a. Kiel Corpus of Read and Spontaneous Speech: a large early corpus of German read and 

(relatively controlled) spontaneous speech, orthographically, segmentally, and prosod-
ically annotated, which was compiled by Klaus Kohler in the 1990s based on Phon-
Dat90/PhonDat92 and Verbmobil databases (e.g. Kohler et al. 1995; Peters 2005);l

b. Kiel Corpora of “Speech & Emotion”: relatively recent Kiel corpora of more realistic 
everyday speech, which include emphatic and expressive speech (KIESEL), emotion-
al speech (KASPAR), turn-taking behaviour in dialogues (Linden-straße corpus), and 
speech in adverse conditions/noise (SPID) (Niebuhr et al. 2015);

c. BonnTempo: a corpus for exploring speech rhythm and rate, which comprises Czech, 
English, French, German, and Italian (Dellwo et al. 2004; Dellwo 2010);

d. Temporal Voice Idiosyncrasy (TEVOID-Corpus): a similar project aimed to study 
how the temporal features of human speech contribute to speaker individuality (Dell-
wo et al. 2012);

e. Active Listening Corpus (ALICO): a multimodal dataset of spontaneous dyadic con-
versations in German with diverse speech and gestural annotations of both dialogue 
partners (Buschmeier et al. 2014; Malisz et al. 2016);

f. German Conversations (GECO): a database of spontaneous dialogues designed for 
investigating phonetic convergence and other aspects of interlocutors’ behaviour in 
German (Schweitzer et al. 2014);

g. German Radio Interviews (GRAIN): an annotated corpus of radio interviews (Sch-
weitzer et al. 2018);

h. KIDS Corpus: a corpus of prosodically annotated infant-directed German speech 
(Zahner et al. 2016);

i. GRASS (Graz corpus of Read and Spontaneous Speech): a database of Austrian Ger-
man with both read and conversational speech (Schuppler et al. 2017).

Single sources mention more specialised types of speech databases, including learner cor-
pora and corpora of endangered German varieties, for example:
j. Learning Prosody corpus (LeaP): a bilingual English and German phonetic learner cor-

pus (mutual L2 speech) (Gut 2007);
k. French-German bilingual phonetic learner corpus (IFCASL): a bilingual French and 

German corpus containing both L2 and L1 data on each language, built within a proj-
ect on individualised feedback in computer-assisted spoken language learning (Trou-
vain et al. 2016);

l. Corpus for spoken Lower Sorbian (GENIE): a corpus of recordings which document 
threatened Lower Sorbian varieties (Barry et al. 2009).
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Annotation schemes are essential for rendering prosodic data retrievable and analysable. 
They are often based on a specific phonological model of intonation (see Section 2.1), 
although some schemes, for example DIMA, aim to be as ‘universal’ and ‘phonetic’ (i.e. 
agnostic of the prosodic phonology of a language) as possible. Annotation systems can 
be divided into ‘perceptual’ (impressionistic) and automatic. In particular, the following 
‘perceptual’ labelling schemes used in the transcription of German prosody are attested in 
the data:
a. PROLAB (Prosodic Labelling): an early annotation system developed by Kohler on 

the basis of the KIM model (Kohler et al. 1997);
b. GToBI (German Tones and Break Indices, as used in Cologne) / GToBI(S) (a simpli-

fied system, as used in Stuttgart): currently a consensus transcription system for Stan-
dard German intonation based on AM phonological models (Mayer 1995a; Baumann 
et al. 2001);

c. GAT and GAT 2 (Gesprächsanalytisches Transkriptionssystem): a multilayer interac-
tional speech annotation system developed by German conversation analysts in 1998, 
which also includes an adaptation of Jefferson-style transcription (used in conversa-
tional analysis) to represent prosody in talk-in-interaction (Selting et al. 2009);

d. RefLex (REFerential and LEXical givenness): a two-dimensional annotation scheme 
for coding information status, which distinguishes referential and lexical levels (Bau-
mann, Riester 2012);

e. DIMA (Deutsche Intonation: Modellierung und Annotation): the latest of the ‘percep-
tual’ labelling systems for German intonation and more surface-oriented than GToBI, 
which makes it more suitable for uncanonical variants of German speech, such as dia-
lects or L2 speech. This system recognises the compositional nature of intonation, rep-
resenting it as three distinct layers: phrase boundaries, tones, and prominences (Kügler 
et al. 2019).

Alongside the ‘perceptual’ systems surveyed above, there is also considerable interest in 
automatic annotation and detection tools aimed at reducing the time and cost of manual 
labelling. The two main approaches evident from the database are described below.
a. The first approach, previously applied to English and Italian, develops an algorithm 

for automatic prosody detection based on acoustic information only (its result is then 
further compared with impressionistic prosodic labelling). The algorithm relies on 
Kohler’s model of German intonation, represents prominence as a continuous rather 
than a categorical variable, and is based on acoustic parameters such as syllable nucle-
us duration, spectral emphasis, pitch movements, and intensity (Tamburini, Wagner 
2007). Further studies on prosody generation for speech synthesis data use this algo-
rithm for automatic syllable prominence annotation (Windmann et al. 2010). Newer 
similar work on prominence annotation employs more features (see 96 F0, intensity, 
and durational cues analysed with random forests in Linke et al. 2020). Some other 
studies use acoustic information (F0 reset, duration of a pause after a word, of syllable 
nucleus, and of onset-nucleus-to-onset-nucleus) also for prosodic boundary detection 
(Schuppler, Ludusan 2020).
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b. The second approach involves machine prediction of manually labelled pitch accents 
with the use of different parameters, including the F0 contour parametrised with the 
PaIntE model of intonation, durations, (labelled) lexical stress, word boundaries, pauses, 
orthographic information, and part of speech and the derived parameters (Schweitzer, 
Möbius 2009). This speech representation system originates from the University of 
Edinburgh speech synthesis project “Festival”, and the machine learning classifiers are 
part of the WEKA software (developed in the USA). An automatic prosodic alignment 
tool has also been developed based on similar principles (Braunschweiler 2003). This 
approach differs from the previous one in that it requires a corpus of manually annotat-
ed prosodic information for machine learning.

2.3 Specific prosodic phenomena as objects of study

This section summarises the prosodic phenomena most frequently mentioned in the da-
tabase, along with some key findings about them. The main objects of study include core 
prosodic features (stress and prominence, intonation, rhythm and timing), their interac-
tion with information structure, regional prosodic variation. Given the specific focus of 
this project, my database also contains a lot of information on L2 speech – especially on 
the German-Italian pair.
a. Stress and prominence are two frequently discussed concepts, which partially over-

lap (see Ladd, Arvaniti 2023). In research on German prosody, the more traditional 
notion of ‘stress’ is frequently applied in more structure-oriented studies, especially 
when discussing lexical stress (e.g. Wagner 2002; Alber 2020). Conversely, the term 
‘prominence’ often encompasses several levels of the prosodic hierarchy, including 
post-lexical prosody (e.g. Wagner et al. 2015; Cangemi, Baumann 2020), and tends 
to be more perceptually oriented (Arnold et al. 2011). Overall, the term ‘prominence’ 
is now used more frequently than ‘stress’ in the studies on German prosody. Research 
on prominence investigates both production and perception, covering both phonet-
ic and phonological aspects. Notably, some perceptual studies support both quanti-
ty-sensitive and quantity-insensitive approaches to German lexical stress (Riedl et al. 
2014). Additionally, word prominence ratings show stronger correlations with acoustic 
measures than syllable prominence ratings do (Arnold et al. 2012). F0 and duration 
are commonly cited as primary cues of prominence in German, but F0 may be more 
influential than duration in determining prominence perception in German (Niebuhr, 
Winkler 2017). Some studies, however, conclude that no general hierarchy with a fixed 
ranking of these cues exists, as the specific prosodic context influences their relative 
importance (e.g. Niebuhr 2008; Kohler 2012). The impact of lexical, morphological, 
syntactic, and semantic factors on German prominence is also examined (Samlowski 
et al. 2012). Generally, the overall level of prominence reflects the overall degree of 
pragmatic emphasis, while relative differences in prominence can distinguish types of 
structural intonational accents (Wagner, Portele 1999).

b. Rhythm and timing are objects of vast research exploring the temporal organisation of 
speech (e.g. Wagner 2008), in particular the alternation between more and less prom-



36 Natalia Kuznetsova

inent fragments rendering more and less important information (see also Section 2.1 
(h) on optimisation-based models). Many works focus on acoustic measurements of 
the durational characteristics of segments and intervals, and this research area partial-
ly overlaps with studies on stress and prominence (e.g. Windmann 2016). Research 
on rhythm and timing, however, also encompasses studies on boundary phenomena, 
speech rate, disfluencies, and connected speech phenomena (e.g. Peters et al. 2005; 
Dellwo, Wagner 2003; Betz et al. 2015; Kohler 2001a). Two German corpora, Bonn-
Tempo and TEVOID, have been specifically designed to study rhythm and timing (see 
Section 2.2).

c. Intonation is also a large area in German prosodic research. Studies examine intonation 
patterns in both standard and dialectal varieties of German. This includes analysing 
pitch events, such as pitch accent shape and height, and their synchronisation with seg-
mental strings (timing). The pitch events include those observed in the nuclei (pitch 
accents marking prominence) and at the boundaries of prosodic domains (boundary 
tones marking phrasing). Nowadays, intonation is often studied not only in affirma-
tive sentences but also in other types of utterances, particularly in questions. Studies 
investigate how different intonational accent types mark different information states, 
pragmatic and attitudinal functions, turn-taking, and emotional states. There is a gen-
eral link between focus/new information and accentuation, as well as between back-
ground/given information and de-accentuation, but the relationship is complex and 
involves gradient distinctions (Röhr 2009). Additionally, rising accents are perceived 
as more prominent, while falling accents as less so (Baumann, Röhr 2015).

d. Regional variation has become an expanding area of research in German prosody. There
are both single-variety and comparative studies. Examples in the database include works 
on Swiss German dialects (e.g. Barker 2002; Leemann et al. 2012), Austrian German 
(e.g. Moosmüller et al. 2017), Swabian and Upper Saxon (e.g. Kügler 2005), comparisons 
between different regional varieties (Auer et al. 2000; Ulbrich 2005; Mücke et al. 2009; 
Baumann, Rathcke 2013). Additionally, a significant body of studies is dedicated to 
non-standard High German varieties (e.g. tonal Franconian dialects; Gussenhoven, Pe-
ters 2004; 2019; Kehrein 2017) and Low German varieties (e.g. North Low Saxon with 
rare ternary length; Prehn 2012). Some works with a broader focus position Standard 
German within an array of different Germanic varieties (Alber 2020; Köhnlein 2020).

e. L2 speech studies in the database focus on the German–Italian pair, due to the specific 
nature of the project (see also the contributions by Missaglia and Damiazzi in this issue), 
but also include examples of other pairs. German-Italian contrastive prosodic research 
systematically started from around the 2000s (e.g. Missaglia 2005; Marotta 2008). The 
sources primarily include studies on rhythm (e.g. Russo, Barry 2008; Schmid, Dellwo 
2012; Missaglia 2018) and intonation (e.g. D’Imperio et al. 2010; Gabriel, Lleó 2011; 
Niemann et al. 2011; Pellegrino et al. 2017; Dehé et al. 2022). Other languages of pro-
sodic comparison with German mentioned in the database include French, Spanish, 
Romanian, English, Dutch, Bulgarian, Russian, Czech, Polish, Slovenian, Hungarian, 
Hindi, Chinese, Japanese, and Vietnamese.
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3. Main periods in the studies on German prosody1

Research on German prosody has undergone several major evolutionary stages. Sec-
tions 3.1–3.3 summarise the main phases of this development observed in the data: the 
1970s–1980s, the 1990s, and the 2000s–2010s.

3.1 1970–1980s: the beginning of instrumental research on German prosody

The database contains only a few sources on German prosody dating before the 1970s. 
These works mostly represent rule-based impressionistic approaches to German intona-
tion (Bierwisch 1966; Kiparsky 1966; Isačenko, Schädlich 1970). A comprehensive ear-
ly work by the Russian linguist Solomon Kacnel’son tackles the comparative accentology 
of Germanic languages (Kacnel’son 1966). A body of similar descriptive studies from the 
1970s and 1980s is dedicated to the phonology of lexical stress in German (Wurzel 1970; 
1980; Benware 1980; Giegerich 1985) and to intonation (e.g. Lieb 1980).

Studies on regional High and Low German varieties with different prosodic systems, 
as compared to Standard German, also mention observations on these varieties from older 
works (late 19th – early 20th century). For example, Kohler (2001b), who analyses over-
length in Low German, cites Otto Bremer (1927), August Leskien and Karl Brugmann 
(1882), Theodor Rabeler (1911), Rudolf Ferdinand Willy Stammerjohann (1913), and 
Gesinus Gerhardus Kloeke (1913). Kügler (2005), who discusses differences between 
Southern and Northern German intonation, mentions the “Deutsche Phonetik” (1893) 
by Otto Bremer and works by Eduard Sievers (1912) (see full references to these older 
sources in the works by Kohler and Kügler cited).

Systematic experimental studies of German postlexical prosody began in the 1970s and 
were primarily linked to the figure of Klaus J. Kohler. Kohler earned his PhD in phonetics 
in 1964 from the University of Edinburgh and worked at the Institute of Communication 
Research and Phonetics at the University of Bonn. He was appointed in 1971 to lead the 
Institute of Phonetics and Digital Speech Processing at the University of Kiel (IDPS Kiel; 
cf. “A Brief History of the IPDS”). In 1973, Kohler established the AIPUK series (Arbeit-
sberichte des Instituts für Phonetik und digitale Sprachverarbeitung der Universität Kiel; 
active until 2005), in which numerous early prosodic studies on German were published. 
The main topics of prosodic research at that time included intonation and its pragmatic 
functions, speech rate, and lexical stress. In particular, Kohler and his group developed the 
intonation model KIM and the labelling system PROLAB to annotate prosodic data (see 
Section 2.2). KIM was also implemented in the first TTS system for German speech syn-
thesis RULSYS/INFOVOX, created in contact with Stockholm partners (Kohler 1991b).

Early phonetic research on German prosody in another centre, the Institute of Phonet-
ics and Communication Research at the University of Bonn, comprised works on pitch 
determination (Hess 1983) and micro-prosody (Möbius et al. 1987). Bernd Möbius, a no-

1 Section 3 is based on both the sources from my database and the project pages and CVs of researchers found 
on the websites of the institutions they have been affiliated with, as well as in some other sources.
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table figure in the field of German prosodic studies from early on, obtained both his MA 
(in 1985) and his PhD (in 1992, on a quantitative model of German intonation) in Bonn.

3.2 1990s: the outburst of prosodic studies on German

This decade marked a qualitative and quantitative breakthrough in prosodic studies on 
German, including the diversification of research groups, topics, and methodologies. The 
Kiel Spontaneous Speech Corpus (see Section 2.2) was published in the 1990s2.

At that time, around 30 academic and industrial partners participated in the Verbmobil
project for the development of automatic translation for German-English business dia-
logues (1993–2000). This collaboration involved the analysis and synthesis of sponta-
neous speech prosody (Wahlster 1993; Kohler et al. 1995). IDPS Kiel was also part of the 
EU project “Phrase Level Phonology” (1994–1996), which compared several European 
languages (see “A Brief History of the IPDS”).

The GToBI and GToBI(S) annotation schemes for intonation (see Section 2.1) were 
developed during that period, and the interaction of prosody with syntax and information 
structure became a key theme. The first comprehensive prosodic comparison between re-
gional varieties of German was also carried out at that time (Auer et al. 2000).

IDPS at Kiel, in general, and Kohler in particular, remained very active in prosodic 
studies throughout the entire 1990s. Among the students who pursued MA degrees in Kiel 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s3, the following currently productive researchers in the
prosody of German and other languages can be identified: Oliver Niebuhr (from 2015, an 
associate professor at the University of Southern Denmark in Sønderborg), Tamara Rath-
cke (formerly Khromovskikh; from 2020, a professor in Konstanz), Gilbert Ambrazaitis 
(currently a lecturer at Linnaeus University in Sweden).

The Institute for Phonetics and Speech Communication (IMS) at Ludwig Maximil-
ian University of Munich (LMU Munich) also began researching prosody as early as the 
1990s. In particular, Florian Schiel, who obtained his doctoral degree from the Techni-
cal University of Munich in 1993 on automatic speaker adaptation in ASR, was mainly 
affiliated with IMS Munich from 1993, taking leading roles in large speech technology 
projects, including Verbmobil. Hartmut R. Pfitzinger, the last director of IDPS Kiel (seell
Section 3.3), completed his undergraduate studies in Kiel (1989–1992) and in Munich 
(1992–1995), and earned his PhD also from Munich (2001).

Other centres studying German prosody also started gaining prominence in the 1990s. 
One of these was Saarland University in Saarbrücken. William J. Barry, an Irish scholar 
educated by Kohler in Kiel, chaired phonetics in Saarbrücken from 1992 to 2008, and a 
Dutch scholar, Jaques Koreman, was a lecturer in phonetics there between 1993 and 2006 
(later moving to Norway). Barry was also the editor-in-chief of Phonus (Research Reports 
of the Institute of Phonetics at Saarland University; from 1995), where many reports on 

2 Some other annotated spontaneous speech corpora also appeared in the 1990s, most notably the Bavarian 
Archive for Speech Signals at LMU Munich. However the Kiel corpus was apparently the only one specifically 
targeting the annotation of prosody.
3 See https://www.ipds.uni-kiel.de/forschung/magister.en.html (last accessed March 30, 2026).
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prosody were published, including the first outlines of GToBI (e.g. Grice, Benzmüller 
1995). Prosodic research at Saarland University covered, most notably, topics related to 
intonation (prosody of information structure, dialogue prosody, L2 prosody), rhythm, au-
tomatic speech analysis and synthesis.

Researchers in German prosody affiliated with or having graduated from Saarland Uni-
versity at different times include a range of prominent figures, such as Jürgen Trouvain and 
Bistra Andreeva (both associated with Saarland throughout their whole academic career, 
starting from the 1990s–2000s), Bernd Möbius (joined in 2010), Martine Grice (earned 
her PhD in London in 1992 and her habilitation at Saarland between 1999 and 2003 be-
fore moving to Cologne in 2004), Stefan Baumann (received his PhD on the intonation of 
givenness in 2006 from Saarland and also moved to Cologne in 2004), and Bettina Braun 
(completed her MA in 2001 and her PhD in 2004 at Saarland before moving to the Uni-
versity of Konstanz in 2009).

Among other prominent early centres of prosodic research on German was the Univer-
sity of Bielefeld. It had the UK phonetician Dafydd Gibbon, who had studied phonetics at 
the King’s College of the University of London, initially as a guest professor (1978–1979) 
and later as a full professor (1981–2009). He specialised in computational linguistics and 
applied phonetics, with a particular focus on intonation and rhythm. Among other roles, 
Gibbon was one of the two MA supervisors of Petra Wagner, the current professor of pho-
netics in Bielefeld and an eminent figure in German prosody research, especially in rhythm 
and multimodal prosody. While in Bielefeld, after completing her MA, Wagner also con-
tributed to work on intonation as part of Verbmobil from 1998 to 2001 (e.g. Wolters, Wag-l
ner 1998; Wagner 1999).

Margret Selting, known for her early studies on intonation (e.g. Couper-Kuhlen, Selt-
ing 1996; Auer et al. 2000), also earned her MA and, in 1985, her PhD from Bielefeld. She 
worked as a professor at the University of Oldenburg (1985–1994) and later has been a 
professor at the University of Potsdam. Peter Eisenberg, the author of early structuralist 
works on syllabic structure and lexical stress in German (e.g. Ramers, Wiese 1991; Eisen-
berg et al. 1992; Eisenberg, Butt 1996), was also a professor in Potsdam from 1993 to 2005.

Under the supervision of Selting in Potsdam (alongside Peter Auer), Jörg Peters partic-
ipated in the comparative project on the intonation of regional German varieties (e.g. Pe-
ters 1999; Auer et al. 2000), and later became an expert in this field (see also Section 3.3). 
Within the same project, under the supervision of Peter Auer, Peter Gilles, who obtained 
a PhD from Heidelberg University in 1998, was a postdoctoral researcher specialising in 
regional German intonation at the University of Freiburg (e.g. Gilles, Peters 2004). Since 
2006, Gilles has been affiliated with the University of Luxembourg.

A particular centre is the University of Konstanz, where early prosodic research was as-
sociated with the figure of Arnim von Stechow, a specialist in semantics and syntax. He was 
a professor at Konstanz (1972–1992) and at the University of Tübingen (1992–1997). 
Under his supervision, Susanne Uhmann, who studied the phonology and phonetics of fo-
cus, earned a PhD in 1988 at Konstanz (e.g. von Stechow, Uhmann 1984; Uhmann 1991). 
Since 1995, she has been a professor at the University of Wuppertal.
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Uhmann, among many others, was one of the authors of the GAT 2 annotation system 
for conversational analysis (Selting et al. 2009). Between 1984 and 1988, both Uhmann 
and Caroline Féry were part of the ‘Konstanz Intonation Project’ led by von Stechow. Féry’s 
PhD on German intonation was defended in Konstanz in 1989 as part of this project (Féry 
1993, vii). Later, she worked alongside von Stechow in Tübingen (1990–1999), where she 
also defended a habilitation thesis on the syllable and metrical structure of German (Féry 
1995). Féry then continued her work in Potsdam and Frankfurt (see Section 3.3).

Importantly, Féry’s (1993) analysis of intonation, linked with the ToBI labelling princi-
ples by Jörg Mayer (1995), laid a basis for the GToBI(S) transcription system used in Stutt-
gart (see Section 2.1). Mayer was a research associate at the Institute for Natural Language 
Processing (IMS), University of Stuttgart, from 1994 to 2003, and returned there later 
(see Section 3.3). The chair of experimental phonetics at IMS Stuttgart between 1993 and 
2017 was held by Polish linguist Grzegorz Dogil, who earned his habilitation from the 
University of Bielefeld in 1985 (also see Section 3.3).

In addition to the above, at least four more figures who conducted (mainly phono-
logical) research on German prosody in the late 1980s and 1990s can be mentioned. The 
first is Theo Venneman, a professor at the University of Munich from 1974 to 2005. He 
primarily worked in the field of historical linguistics, but, having earned a PhD in German 
phonology from UC Los Angeles in 1968, produced early descriptions of syllable structure 
and stress in German (most notably, Vennemann 1992 on stress rules).

Second, Richard Wiese, who was involved in early research on German lexical proso-
dy (e.g. Ramers, Wiese 1991; Kehrein, Wiese 1998), obtained his PhD from Bielefeld in
1983, served as an acting professor of phonetics at IMS Stuttgart during 1989–1990, and
was a professor at the University of Marburg from 1996.

Third, outside Germany, Birgit Alber defended her PhD thesis on the metrical system 
of loanwords in German at the University of Padova in 1997 (Alber 1997; see also 1998). 
Alber is a professor at the Free University of Bozen-Bolzano in Italy and remains active in 
prosodic research on German and other Germanic languages (e.g. Alber 2020).

Fourth, Esther Grabe defended a PhD thesis on the comparative intonational phonol-
ogy of English and German in 1998 at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics in 
Nijmegen, the Netherlands, under the supervision of Carlos Gussenhoven and Anne Cut-
ler (see Grabe 1998).

For the 1990s, we observe a simultaneous increase in prosodic studies across various 
centres in Germany and some abroad, as well as initial collaborations between these centres. 
In particular, many centres worked together within the Verbmobil consortium. For example, l
the summary of GToBI for Verbmobil (Reyelt et al. 1996) was co-authored by Matthias l
Reyelt (Braunschweig University of Technology), Martine Grice, Ralf Benzmüller (Univer-
sity of Saarland), Jörg Mayer (University of Stuttgart), and Anton Batliner (LMU Munich).

Comparative research on intonation applied to multilingual TTS synthesis (including 
German, Italian, English, French, Spanish, Russian, Romanian, and Japanese) was repre-
sented in that decade by the joint Bell Labs project hosted in Murray Hill, USA (e.g. Möbi-
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us et al. 1997; Sproat 1998). Only a few studies specifically comparing German and Italian 
prosody are documented in the database for the 1990s (Grice et al. 1995; Missaglia 1999).

3.3 2000s–2010s: further spread and diversification of German prosodic studies

Research on German prosody from the 2000s saw a significant expansion and diversifica-
tion of topics, nevertheless following the general trends initiated in the 1990s. Research 
became highly specialised and interdisciplinary, with collaborations increasingly strength-
ened. Developments in speech technology, especially automatic speech recognition and 
synthesis, annotation, machine learning, and statistical tools have progressed further. More 
cognitive and neurophysiological methods (e.g. eye-tracking, EEG, fMRI) have been 
applied to understand prosody processing. The acquisition of prosody by children also 
emerged as a topic of interest.

Prosody, including intonation and rhythm, has been increasingly studied as a multidi-
mensional phenomenon: compositional, gradual, dynamic, with inherent variability (indi-
vidual, social, dialectal), interacting with other linguistic levels and with paralinguistic fea-
tures. Information structure (focus/new versus topic/givenness) has become a key theme, 
with extensive research linking prosody to pragmatic meanings. Prominence has emerged 
as an overarching concept, examined from multiple perspectives (functional, physical, cog-
nitive) and across different signal domains (acoustic, articulatory, gestural). The complexi-
ty of speech timing and rhythm has been addressed using optimisation-based and AP/TD 
models (cf. Section 2.1).

The early 2000s witnessed another large consortium between academia and industry, 
SmartKom (1999–2003; 12 partners), with the goal of developing a speech synthesis
module that produces naturally sounding German speech (Wahlster 2006). SmartKom
was led by Wolfgang Wahlster, the Director of the German Research Centre for Artificial 
Intelligence (DFKI GmbH), who had previously been one of the leaders of Verbmobil. ll
The universities involved in SmartKom included LMU Munich, IMS Stuttgart, and Fried-
rich-Alexander-Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg (FAU Nürnberg), and the development of 
the prosody module was a specific task for IMS Stuttgart (see below).

With an increase in speech corpora since the previous period, research has delved deep-
er into spontaneous speech and dialogue dynamics (turn-taking, laughter, hesitation and 
other disfluencies, speaker-listener convergence) and language acquisition. In addition to 
traditional prosodic cues (F0, duration, intensity), voice quality has also begun to be stud-
ied (e.g. hoarseness in certain types of speech). Alongside conventional acoustic methods, 
there has also been a rise in articulatory research. An increasing variety of speech genres have 
been addressed: infant-directed speech, charismatic and hate speech, political and health 
discourse. The regional diversity of German varieties under prosodic investigation has ex-
panded further, including studies on Swabian German, Upper Saxon German, Tyrolean 
German, North Frisian, Lower Sorbian, Austrian German, and Swiss German. Additional-
ly, there has been notable growth in L2 and other contrastive prosody research on German.

Starting from the 2000s, the centre of gravity has partially shifted among research cen-
tres. Some researchers from the earlier period remained active and have become prominent 
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team leaders in their respective centres. Those include, for example, Bernd Möbius (who 
was affiliated with IMS Stuttgart from 1999 to 2011 and with Saarland University from 
2010), Oliver Niebuhr (initially at IDPS Kiel, then at the University of Southern Den-
mark from 2015), Bettina Braun (first at Saarland University, then at the University of 
Konstanz from 2009), and Petra Wagner (at the University of Bielefeld).

Möbius continued to be active in the field of text-to-speech synthesis (TTS). Niebuhr’s 
work on German prosody further developed around the production and perception of in-
tonational pitch accents, the prosody of various social and communicative functions (e.g. 
charisma, hate speech, attitudes), and articulatory research. Braun investigated informa-
tion structure and pitch accents, as well as prosody perception by adults and infants (in-
cluding the use of eye-tracking and ERP). Notably, the KIDS Corpus of infant-directed 
speech (see Section 2.2) was created by Braun’s group. Braun and Niebuhr co-supervised a 
PhD thesis by Jana Neitsch on the prosody of rhetorical questions in German at the Uni-
versity of Konstanz (Neitsch 2019). Also, Katharina Zahner obtained her PhD on the per-
ception of pitch accent types by German infants and adults at the University of Konstanz 
under the supervision of Braun (Zahner 2019). Since 2021, she has been a junior professor 
of phonetics at the University of Trier.

Petra Wagner and her group focused on multimodal prosody, speech rhythm, and speech 
synthesis. Wagner supervised Barbara Samlowski’s work on coarticulation in syllables (Sam-
lowski 2016) and prosody-gesture links (e.g. Wagner et al. 2019), Andreas Windmann’s 
research on prosody generation and modelling suprasegmental speech timing (Windmann 
et al. 2010; 2011; Windmann 2016), Simon Betz’s studies on hesitations and speech dis-
fluencies (e.g. Betz et al. 2015; PhD 2020), and post-doctoral work by Zofia Malisz (cur-
rently at the Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm) on active listening and rhythm 
modelling (e.g. Buschmeier et al. 2011; Malisz et al. 2012). Wagner’s team also developed 
the multimodal corpus ALICO (see Section 2.2). Valentina Schettino, now a researcher at 
the Università degli Studi di Salerno, was part of Wagner’s group during 2014–2015, and in 
2018 she defended a thesis titled “Prosodic prominence: Rhythmic patterns across German
L1 and Italian L2” at the Università degli Studi di Napoli “L’Orientale”.

Contrarily, IDPS Kiel lost its prominence when Kohler retired in 2005 and was defini-
tively closed in 2011 due to organisational issues; consequently, some researchers relocated 
from Kiel to other centres. For instance, Jörg Peters, who studied the prosody of regional 
German varieties, including the Franconian tonal accents of Cologne (Gussenhoven, Peters 
2004), was affiliated with Kiel between 2006 and 2009 but became a professor at the Univer-
sity of Oldenburg in 2007. Similarly, as mentioned, Niebuhr moved from Kiel to Denmark.

The last two directors of IDPS Kiel were Jonathan Harrington, who earned his PhD 
from the University of Cambridge in 1986 and chaired IDPS from 2002 to 2006, and 
Hartmut R. Pfitzinger, who held the position between 2007 and 2011. As IDPS Kiel de-
clined, both became affiliated with LMU Munich. Harrington became the chair of the In-
stitute of Phonetics at LMU Munich in 2006, while Pfitzinger later founded the ‘Pfitzing-
er Voice Design’ company in Kiel / Lübeck.
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While at LMU Munich, both researchers participated in supervising Tamara Rathcke’s 
PhD on the comparative prosody of German and Russian (Rathcke 2009; as mentioned, 
she was also previously affiliated with IDPS Kiel). They also supervised Uwe Reichel’s MA
(2002) and PhD (2010) on intonation modelling (see Reichel 2010). Reichel later worked 
for audEERING GmbH, the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, and LMU Munich. Addi-HH
tionally, Harrington and Pfitzinger advised Maria Paola Bissiri, who defended a PhD thesis 
on computer-assisted learning of German prosody for Italian-speaking learners under joint 
supervision by Hans G. Tillmann (LMU Munich) and Livia Tonelli (Università di Sassari) 
(Bissiri 2008). She is now a professor of German at the Università degli Studi dell’Insubria.

IMS Stuttgart, where Grzegorz Dogil was the chair of phonetics until 2017 (see Section 
3.2), remained a major research centre for German prosodic studies. Dogil’s group partic-
ipated in the SmartKom project (1999–2003; see above) and was specifically responsible 
for multimodal speech synthesis, including the development of naturally sounding proso-
dy (e.g. Schweitzer et al. 2006). After SmartKom, Dogil founded a Collaborative Research 
Centre CRC 732 “Incremental Specification in Context,” funded by DfG (2006–2018).

The projects within  CRC 732 responsible for intonation belonged to Area A. Project 
A3 focused on the incremental specification of speech at the acoustic, phonetic, and pro-
sodic levels. The project involved, among others, Dogil himself and Bernd Möbius, who, 
before ultimately joining Saarland University, worked during 1999–2011 with Dogil.

Project A4 focused on exemplar-based speech representations including prosody mod-
elling (see Section 2.1). It involved work by Antje Schweitzer, who previously was part of 
SmartKom and earned her PhD on prosody in Stuttgart under Möbius’s supervision (Sch-
weitzer 2010). Schweitzer developed exemplar-based models of speech production applied 
to prosody, perceptually motivated prosodic parameters, and tools for automatic prosodic 
annotation. She also worked on multimodal speech synthesis and phonetic convergence 
in spontaneous German conversations, including the creation of the GECO database (see 
Section 2.2).

Some research within Area A was dedicated to information structure and prosody 
(A1, A6), leading to frequent collaboration with the CRC in Cologne (especially between 
Arndt Riester and Stefan Baumann; see below). Researchers in this field contributed to the 
development of the RefLex annotation scheme for information status (Baumann, Riester 
2012) and compiled the GRAIN corpus of radio interviews (K. Schweitzer et al. 2018); 
see Section 2.2.

Finally, the head of group A7, which dealt with contrastive prosodic research including 
the German-English pair, was Sabine Zerbian. She is now a professor of English phonology 
in Stuttgart but also continues research on German prosody (e.g. Schubö, Zerbian 2023).

Additionally, Jörg Mayer, who initiated the Stuttgart version of GToBI (see Sections 3.1 
and 3.2), returned to the University of Stuttgart in 2012 after working in Potsdam and Bonn.

A research centre that has become a major hub for prosodic studies on German from 
the 2000s is the University of Cologne, where Martine Grice and Stefan Baumann moved 
from the Saarland University in 2004. Grice received several consecutive research grants 
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from DfG, Volkswagenstiftung, and other funding bodies, and most of her projects involvedgg
prosodic studies, with German as one of the primary focus languages.

Since 2017, Grice and Baumann have been among the leaders of prosodic studies with-
in the Collaborative Research Centre (CRC 1252) “Prominence in Language”. The CRC 
comprises over 60 researchers analysing prominence from the perspectives of prosody, 
morphosyntax, and discourse studies. In particular, prosodic research (Area A) tackles the
prosodic marking of information status and, more broadly, discourse organisation, prosody 
in clinical disorders, as well as perceptual and paralinguistic correlates of prosody. Another 
researcher affiliated with the University of Cologne from the early 2000s, who is now also 
a leader in Area A, is Doris Mücke. She completed her PhD (2003) and habilitation (2018) 
in Cologne; her habilitation thesis discusses the dynamic modelling of articulation and 
prosodic structure (Mücke 2018).

A researcher in German prosody affiliated with CRC 1252 starting from 2025 is Chris-
tiane Ulbrich. In 2004, she defended her PhD on a comparison of the prosody of German 
in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland (Ulbrich 2005) at Martin-Luther-Universität Hal-
le-Wittenberg, supervised by Ursula Hirschfeld, an expert in contrastive German-Span-
ish phonology, and by Kai Alter from Newcastle University in the UK. Before moving 
to Cologne, Ulbrich received habilitation from Marburg in 2017 and was affiliated with 
Konstanz from 2020 to 2022.

Younger researchers currently working on German prosody at CRC 1252 include 
Christine Röhr (see her 2009 thesis on prosody and information structure), Simon Roes-
sig, who is exploring categoriality and continuity in prosodic prominence (PhD in 2020), 
and Simon Wehrle, studying intonation in autism (PhD in 2022). Most theses on prosody 
prepared at the CRC 1252 are being published in the series “Studies in laboratory phonol-
ogy” (Language Science Press), edited by Grice and colleagues.

In addition to Munich, Stuttgart, and Cologne, several other centres have been actively 
conducting research on German prosody starting from the 2000s and 2010s. The first two 
represent German universities, while the others are placed outside Germany.

First, Caroline Féry, who was part of the prosodic research teams in Konstanz and 
Tübingen in the 1990s, moved to Potsdam between 1999 and 2010. From 2010 to 2019, 
she served as a professor of phonology at the University of Frankfurt. Her student, Frank 
Kügler, earned a PhD on the intonational patterns of Swabian and Upper Saxon from the 
University of Potsdam (Kügler 2005). After Féry’s retirement, Kügler succeeded her as a 
professor at the University of Frankfurt and remains actively engaged in prosody research 
(including that of German, with a focus on contrastive studies and multimodal prosody). 
He was the leading figure in the development of the DIMA annotation system for German 
intonation (Kügler et al. 2019; see Section 2.2), which is also intended for non-standard 
German varieties.

Another new centre is the Graz University of Technology in Austria (TU Graz). In 
particular, Barbara Schuppler, who defended a PhD thesis on the automatic analysis of 
acoustic reduction in spontaneous speech at Radboud University Nijmegen (Schuppler 
2011), became a junior professor in Graz in 2012. She has been conducting quantitative
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research on prosodic variation in conversational speech, with applications in speech tech-
nology, education, and healthcare. Her group also created the GRASS corpus of Austrian 
German speech (see Section 2.2) and has been working towards the automatic annotation 
of prominence in Austrian German (Linke et al. 2020) and the development of an annota-
tion system for communicative functions in ASR (Schuppler, Kelterer 2021).

In Switzerland, the leading prosodic research centre, headed by Stephan Schmid, is at 
the University of Zurich. Schmid has held the chair of the phonological laboratory since 
1995, primarily conducting research on Italian and Swiss German, including contrastive 
studies between German and Italian. His individual work primarily focuses on segmental 
phonetics and phonology, while his prosodic research is usually collaborative, most nota-
bly with Volker Dellwo and Adrian Leemann (e.g. Leemann et al. 2012). Dellwo complet-
ed his dissertation on compiling a speech tempo corpus of five languages (see BonnTem-
po corpus in Section 2.2) at the University of Bonn, under Wolfgang Hess’s supervision 
(Dellwo 2010), and became a professor of phonetics in Zurich in 2010. While in Zurich, 
he compiled the TEVOID-Corpus, dedicated to the study of speech rhythm (see Section 
2.2). Adrian Leemann defended his PhD thesis in 2009 at the University of Bern on Swiss 
German intonation patterns (see Leemann 2012). He received his habilitation in 2017 at 
Zurich and has been a professor of sociolinguistics at the University of Bern since 2019.

Furthermore, my database includes data on individual researchers of German prosody, 
particularly of German dialectal varieties, in the USA. Notable figures include Geoffrey Bark-
er, who defended a thesis on the intonational patterns of Tyrolean German (Barker 2002), 
and Björn Köhlein, now a professor at Ohio State University, who has studied Germanic 
tonal accent languages, including (Low German) Franconian tones (e.g. Köhnlein 2020).

4. Conclusion

Since its inception, research on German prosody has consistently been at the forefront of sci-
ence. Among the historical main reasons for this is that early experimental studies in German 
prosody embraced innovative trends in phonetic research from the very start, including:
(a) integration of fundamental science with technology and industry, such as in large con-

sortia involving various stakeholders like Verbmobil, ll SmartKom, or collaborations with 
Bell Labs;

(b) reliance on extensive corpora of natural speech rather than just on laboratory experiments;
(c) studying not only speech production but also listener perception of synthesised data;
(d) examining both structural phonological aspects and detailed phonetic features of prosody;
(e) prioritising the communication function as central to human language.
The final factor contributed to the early development of studies not only on the structure 
of intonational phonology as an abstract system but also on various pragmatic functions 
related to intonation, such as speakers’ attitudes, phrasing in dialogues, prosodic continu-
ity, and the structure of the preceding context for perceiving messages in real speech situa-
tions (Kohler 2003, 5). In addition to production, the perception of prosody has also been 
studied from a very early stage (e.g. Hoequist, Kohler 1986; Kohler 1987). An influence 
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of British phonetic research on the initial rise of prosodic studies can be traced, as Kohler 
earned his PhD from Edinburgh, and Gibbon was a UK phonetician with a degree from 
the University of London.

Since the 1990s, there has been a noticeable shift and diversification among various 
research centres and different methodologies. While IPDS Kiel dominated early instru-
mental research on German prosody in the 1990s, the field diversified considerably across 
centres from the 2000s onwards, with each centre developing its own expertise. Most cen-
tres are based in Germany, but there are individual centres or researchers in Switzerland, 
Austria, Luxembourg, and in non-German-speaking countries such as Italy, the Nether-
lands, Denmark, Sweden, and the USA.

Earlier prosodic research centres in Germany, which had been active before the 2000s, 
include Bonn, Munich, Bielefeld, Saarbrücken, Stuttgart, Konstanz, Potsdam, and to some 
extent Tübingen, Oldenburg, Freiburg, Wuppertal, Braunschweig, and Marburg. From the 
2000s, Kiel and Bonn diminished in importance for the study of German prosody. Some 
centres remained stable (e.g. Bielefeld, Stuttgart, Saarbrücken, Konstanz, Munich), and new 
centres emerged. Among the newer centres, the most prominent are Cologne and Frank-
furt, along with centres in Zurich (Switzerland), Graz (Austria), and Sønderborg (Den-
mark). Other recent centres, including the very newest, are Luxembourg, Trier, and Bern.

Collaborations have evolved from mainly institution-specific efforts in the earliest pe-
riod to wide-ranging national and then international networks in later periods, driven by 
large-scale projects, shared methodological interests (such as corpus development, pros-
ody annotation, TTS, and the automatisation of analysis), the increasing complexity of 
research questions, and the growing interdisciplinarity of prosody research, including mul-
timodal prosody and neurophysiological studies.

To summarise, the overall trend over the years has been a shift from describing the 
major phonological types of prosody (initially lexical, slightly later post-lexical), to their 
detailed phonetic forms (initially acoustic, later articulatory) and possible functions, and 
subsequently towards an intrinsic and variable interplay between functions and forms, as 
well as towards understanding the perception, cognitive processing, and acquisition of 
prosody. Dialectal prosody, being often perceptually very different from that of Standard 
German, has intrigued researchers from very early on (at least from the late 19th century), 
while contrastive prosodic studies emerged only much later (around the 2000s).

In general, the shift in instrumental prosodic studies is clear, moving from basic acous-
tic measurement to functional explanation, from controlled lab speech to natural interac-
tion, from production to perception, from manual to more automatised annotation and 
analysis, and from standard varieties to a broader range of dialects and speaking styles. 
Research on German prosody increasingly relies on larger datasets, more advanced analysis 
tools, and interdisciplinary approaches, resulting in larger collaborations.
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