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Heteronyms and polyphones: Categories of
words with multiple phonemic representations
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Heteronyms are words that have two different possible pronunciations that are associated
with two (or more) different meanings. They can be used to investigate psychological
mechanisms in reading and other cognitive processes. A corpus of English heteronyms has been
collected and is tabulated here. In addition, a corpus of English polyphones is tabulated.
These are words with different pronunciations that are not associated with different meanings.

In recent years, corpora of a variety of types of word
with special properties have been reported, for example,
anagrams (Deloche, Debili, & Andreewsky, 1980),
homographs (Cramer, 1970; Perfetti, Lindsey, & Garson,
Note 1), and palindromes and heteropalindromes (Jones,
1980a, 1980b). The present article reports corpora of
two types of word that have more than one phonemic
representation (in standard pronunciation). For hetero-
nyms, the different phonemic representations are
associated with different meanings; for polyphones,
they are associated with the same meaning.

HETERONYMS
An example of a common heteronym is “row,”
which, when pronounced /r°v/, denotes either a line or
the use of an oar, but, when pronounced /rav/, denotes
an argument. It is suggested here that two types of
heteronyms may usefully be distinguished: “strong” and
“weak.”

Strong heteronyms are words such as “row,” whose
different phonemic representations are associated with
unrelated meanings. Weak heteronyms are words whose
different phonemic representations are associated with
meanings that, although different, are not unrelated.
Rather, the different meanings derive from the same
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lexical entry (e.g., “read” is pronounced /ri:d/ and
jred/ in the present and past tenses, respectively).

The present corpus has been compiled in the course
of preparation for an experiment investigating the
influence of syntactic and semantic context on word
recognition (cf. Martin, 1977). The use of heteronyms in
a vocal response task allows assessment of the influence
of such context. Choice of pronunciation should vary
between complete accuracy and a random base level,
depending on the extent to which top-down processing
is occurring. Similarly, Andreewsky, Kossanyi, and
Deloche (1978) investigated reading using French
heteronyms such as “fils,” which means “son” or
“sons” when pronounced /fis/ but “threads” when
pronounced /fil/. Andreewsky, Deloche, and Kossanyi
(1980) discuss further the processing of heteronyms,
but they give only two English examples, “lead” and
“read.” Heteronyms have also recently been used by
Warren, Warren, Green, and Bresnick (1978) to investi-
gate the dynamics of the encoding process.

Tables 1 and 2 show lists of strong and weak hetero-
nyms, respectively. The arrangement is alphabetic within
each table. Also shown for each word are its two dif-
ferent pronunciations. For ease of printing, pronuncia-
tion is as indicated in Webster’s New Collegiate Dic-
tionary (1979), rather than given in international pho-
netic symbols. This dictionary was also referred to in
deciding eligibility for inclusion, for example, on ortho-
graphic questions. Thus, “resume” was included, since
the meaning often indicated by resumé is also listed
without accents, but “pate” was not, since the meaning
indicated by paté is not listed without accents. It may be
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noted also that what may be termed “stress heteronyms”
have not been included. These words have different
meanings associated with different possible patterns of
stress in their pronunciation, but not with differences
in phonemic representation. As examples, “august”
and “incense” denote a month and perfume, respectively,
when stressed on the first syllable but denote dignity
and anger, respectively, when stressed on the second
syllable.

The contents of Tables 1 and 2 were generated
primarily by repeated mental scanning over a lengthy
period. It is hoped that the list of strong heteronyms in
particular is approximately comprehensive. In all, 54

strong and 62 weak heteronyms (and their derivatives)
are listed in the tables.

POLYPHONES

An example of a polyphone, a word with two or
more standard pronunciations that map onto the same
meaning, is “either,” which may be pronounced either
/'aiaa/ or /'i:3%/. Table 3 shows a corpus of such words,
obtained by examination of the entries in the Random
House Dictionary of the English Language (1970),
together with their listed pronunciations.

Table 1
Strong Heteronyms
Pronunciations Pronunciations

Word and Meanings Derivatives Word and Meanings Derivatives
Ate at (food) Crave grav (tomb) Graves

‘at-8 (folly) grav (accent)
Bass bas (fish) Hinder "hin-der (impede)

bas (music) 'hin-dar (behind)
Bow bat (gesture) Bowed, Bowing, Inter Vint-a (among)

bo (weapon) Bows in-'tar (bury)
Buffet Vbaf-at (strike) Buffets Invalid Vin-ve-lad (patient)

ba-fa (meal) in-'val-ad (erronecus)
Collect ko-'1lekt (gather) Collects Job jab (work)

Ykal-ikt (prayer) j3b (Bible)
Conjure 'kdn-jor (magic) Conjured, Conjures, Lead 1ed (advance) Leading, Leads

kan-'jGer (entreat) Conjuring led (metal)

Lower ‘lo-ar (beneath) lLowered, Lowering,

Denier di-'ni-ar (opponent) Deniers 'lat-er (frown) Lowers

dan-'ya (measure)
Desert 'dez-art (place) Deserts Minute '‘min-ot (time

di-‘zart (reward) mi-"nytit (small)
Do du (act) Mow no (cut) Mows

do (music) mau (stack)
Does daz (acts) Natal 'nat-21 (birth)

d5z (animals) na-'tal (Africa)
Dove dav (pipeon) Nice nis (pleasant)

dov (plunged) nés (France)
Entrance ! en-trans (door) Entrances Pasty 'pas-te (pie)

in-'trans (delight) ‘pa-ste (pale)
6ill jil (measure) Gills Pension ! pen-chen (payment) Pensions

gil (fish)

‘pats-yo" (hotel)



HETERONYMS AND POLYPHONES 301

Table 1 Continued

Pronunciations Pronunciations
Word and Meanings Derivatives Word and Meanings Derivatives
Placer 'pla-sor (arranger) Slough slal (despair) Sloughed, Sloughs
'plas-ar (mining) slaf (skin)
Polish 'pal-ish (smooth) Sow sau (pig) Sows
1po-1ish (nation) so (propagate)
Present ‘prez-ant (gift) Presents Swinger ’Swiﬂ-er (lively) Swingers
pri-!zent (introduce) 'swin-jor (superlative)
Putter Ipat-ar (golf) Putters Supply so-!pli (provide)
Yput-ar (mover) 'sap-le (fluently)
Raven 'ra-van (bird) Ravens Tang tan (taste)
'rav-an (devour) tég (dynasty)
Reading 'réd—iﬂ (vision) Tangier 'tan-é—ar (tastier)
'red-iﬂ (town) tan- 'jir (Morocco)
Resume ri-'zum (return) Resumes Tarry ltar-g (delay)
!rez-8-ma (summary) ltar-e (sticky)
Row ral (quarrel) Rowed, Rower, Tear tiar (drop) Tears
ro (boat) Rowers, Rowing, tar (rip)
Rows Tier tiar (layer) Tiers
Salamis se-'1am-ez (sausages) '¢T-ar (fastener)
sal-a-mas (Greece) Ton ten (weight) Tons
Sewer !sti-ar (drain) Sewers to" (fashion)
'so-ar (stitcher) Tower "tau-ar (building) Towers
Shower 'shat-ar (rain) Showers t3-ar (hauler)
'shG-ar (exhibitor) Vice vis (corruption)
Singer ‘sin—ar (songster) Singers 1¥1-s8 (succeeding)
'sin-jor (burner) Wind wind (air) Winded, Winds,
Skied sked (traveled) wind (loop) Windy
sk1d (threw) Wound wind (hurt)
Slaver 's1a-var (person) Slavers waund (looped)

Pslav-ar (drool)

Table 2
Weak Heteronyms

Pronunciations Pronunciations
Word and Meanings Derivatives Word and Mcanings Derivatives
Abuse 3 -'byiis (noun) Abuses Barrape Tbar-1j (river barrier) Barrages

a -'byuz (verb) bo-'raj (artillery barrier)
Aged 3jd (participle) Bases ‘ba-sez (plural, base)

'a-jed (adjective) 'ba-sez (plural, basis)
Alternate ol-tar-nat (adjective) Blessed blest (participle)

Yo1-ter-nat (verd) "bles-ad (adjective)
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Table 2 Continued

Pronunciations Pronunciations
Word and Meanings Derivatives Word and Meanings Derivatives
Close klos (adjective) Dictate 'dik-tat (noun) Dictates
kloz (verd) 'dik-"tat (verd)
Combine 'kam-bin (noun) Combines Diffuse dif-'yis (adjective)
kem-'bin (verb) dif—lfﬁz (verb)
Commune 'k3m-ytn (noun) Communes Duplicate 'da-pli—kat (noun) Duplicates
ko -myun (verb) ‘du-pli-Kat (verb)
Compact 'kam-pakt (noun) Compacts Excise 'ek-siz (noun) Excises
kom- 'pakt (verb) ik-'sTz (verb)
Compound kanm-'palmd (noun) Compounds £xcuse ik-"'skyus (noun) Excuses
kam-'patnd (verb) ik-'skyuz (verb)
Compress ‘kdm-pres (noun) Compresses Extract ek-strakt (noun) Extracts
kom-!pres (verb) ik-'strakt (verb)
Concert s rt (noun) Concerts Frequent 'fre-kwent (adjective)
ken-'sart (verb) fre-'kwent (verb)
Conduct lKan-dokt (noun) Conducts Gallant go-'lant (noun)
kan-'dakt (verb) lgal-ant (adjective)
Conscript ! Kan-skript (noun) Conscripts Incorporate in-'kor-pa-rat (adjective)
kan—'skript (verb) in-lkér-pa—rzt (verb)
Conserve IKinosory (noun) Conserves Intimate 'int-a-mat (verb) Intimates
kan-'sarv (verb) 'int-a mat (noun)
Console 'in-sol (noun) Consoles Learned larnd (participle) Unlearned
Kon-'§51 (verb) l1arnt (participle)
Consort VKin-sort (noun) Consorts Y1 8r-ned (adjective)
on-'sort (verb) Lineage '1in-8-ij (family line) Lineages
Content ! Kan-tent (noun) Contents 41%-nij (written line)
kan-'tent (verb) Live 1Iv (adjective) Lives
Contest kan-test (noun) Contests 1iv (verb)
kon-'test (verb) Magdalen ‘mag-da-lan (noun)
Contract Yan-trakt (noun) Contracts ‘mod-1an (adjective)
ken-'trakt (verb) Moderate 'mad-s-rat (noun) Moderates
Converse ken-'vars (verb) ‘mid-a-r3t (verb)
Vian-vars (noun) Object '4b-jikt (noun) Objects
Convert 'Kan-vart (noun) Converts ab-'jekt (verd)
kan-lvart (verb) Predicate Vpred-i-kst (noun) Predicates
Convict 'Kan-vikt (noun) Convicts ! pred-a-kat (verb)
kon-'vike (verd) Proceeds pro-sedz (noun)
Crooked 'krikt (participle) pro-'sads (verd)
'krik-2d (adjective) Process Vpras-es (change) Processes,
Decoy lde-koi (noun) Decoys pro-lses (walk) Processing,

di-'koi (verbd)

Processed,
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Pronunciations Pronunciations
Word and Meanings Derivatives Word and Meanings Derivatives
Processer, Reject 're-jekt (noun) Rejects
Processers ri- 'jekt (verb)
Produce 'prad-ts (noun) Saturate )sach-a-rat (adjective)
pre-'dus (verb) !sach-a-rat (verb)
Project 'praj-ekt (noun) Projects Second 'sek-ond (adjective)
pro- 'jekt (verb) si-' kand (verbd)
Ragged ragd (participle) Separate ! sep-a-rot (adjective)
)rag-ad (adjective) 'sep-a-rat (verb)
Read red (verb) Subject ! sab-jikt (noun) Subjects
red (participle) sab-'jekt (verb)
Rebel ‘reb-a1 (noun) Rebels Subordinate 'sa-' bord-°n-at (noun) Subordinates
ri 'bel (verb) 'sa-'bord-on-at (verb)
Record ! rek-ard (noun) Records Syndicate 'sin-di-kat (noun) Syndicates
ri-' kord (verb) Isin-da-kat (verb)
Refuse I ref-yus (noun) Triplicate 'trip-li-kat (noun) Triplicates
ri-! fytz (verb) trip-1a-kat (verb)
Regress 'ré-gres (noun) Regresses Use yus (noun) Uses
ri-‘pres (verb) y'Liz (verd)
Table 3
Polyphones
Word Pronunciations Word Pronunciations
Absorb ab sory , ab zbrd Cretin kret' °n, kTé tin
Abstract al strakt, ab strake' Defect de' fekt, di fekt®
Address o dres', ad' res Defile di £11', g4&* 11
Adore s dor' , o aor' Detail di tal , d&' tal, di tal
Adult 5 dult', ad' ult Deviate de' ve ar', da ve it
Bachelor bac\_?}l 8 lar, ba(\:'h' lar Either %' ther, 1' thor
Ballet ba 1a', bal! 3 Elite i 1et, 3 ret
Banshee ban' S\Jé‘, ban 815\ Empoverish em pov' or ish, em povI rish
Baptize bap tiz', bap' tTz Encore ang' kor, afy kdr, in kor
Barricade bar' 8 kid, bar a kaa' Endive en' div, an' dev
Basalt ba s81t', bas' Blt, va' sbit Endurance en ddor' ans, on dyodr ans
Basket bas' Kir, ba' skit Ethos ' thes, exh os
Bassinet bas' @net , bas a met' Etiquette et’ @ kit, et' o ket
Because bi koz! , bi kuz' Evacuee i vak' yo-o‘ e , i vak yoo o
Broach brg@, br%cvh Excess ik ses y ek’ ses,
Burro bﬁr‘ %, véor' G, bur' o Exile ep' 211, ek’ sit
Bursar vir' ser, bur' sar Exit ep' zit, ek' sit,
Concrete kon' krat, kony krat, kon kret' Expert ek spurt, ik spurt',
Credo k&' ag, ka5 Exponent ik spo' neit, ek spo’ nant
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Table 3 Continued

Word Pronunciations Word Pronunciations
Export ik sport' , ik sport’, ek sport, ek’ spgrt Homologise h mol' & 3z, ho mol' © iz
Fecund fe' kund, fe kand, Hoof hGof,, hoof

Ferment far' ment, for ment' Horrible hor' @ bal, hor' 8 bal
Forbid far bid', for t)idl Hostile hosl £, hos' til

Force fors, fors Hour our, ou'

Fore for, for Hover hw' or, hov| or

Foreign £f6r' in, for' in Humid hyos' mid, y5o mid
Forge f5rj, forj Humor hy6-0| mor, y(')—(')‘ mor
Forked forkt, £6r' kid Hysteria hi ster @ o, hi ster' § o
Forth f5rth, férth Ideal 1 a8 a1, T gt
Fortitude f8r' ti tood, £ér' tydod Identify T den' taff, i der ts 1
Forworn f&¢r worn' , £br worn' Illustrate i1' 5 strat , i lus' trac
Foster £&' star, fos' tar Impact im’ pakt, im pakt'

Four for, £br Import im p6'rt‘ , im' pdrt

Frog frog, freg Impress im pres', im pres

From frum, from Increase in kr8s', in' kres
Frosting £ stiny, fros' ting Indent in dent', in' dent
Furile fydor d, £yad' til Indifference in dif' ar ans, in dif' rans
Callery gal' » 1é, gal\ re Inert in 4rt' , i nfrt’

Gape e3p, gap Infantile in' fen til', in' fon til
Garage . t@\, ga raj' Ingrain in gr5n| , in' gran
Gazebo 8o se b5, g2 25 v Inland in’ Iand, in' land'
Gelatin jel' @ tin, jel' 3 ten Innate inat, in' &t

Chastly gast' 18, pist' 1% Insert in sort', in' sirt

Glass glas, glis Inside in sid', in' sid

Gone en, gon Interest in' tar ist, in' trist
Gook gook, gook Inverse in Vars', in' viirs
Government guv' ern mont, guvl ar ment Invite in vit' , int vIt

Grant grant, grant lrony 1' s w€, 1' ar ne

Grasp grasp, grasp Isolate ¥ ss 13t , 1' so lit
Guillotine gil o ten', g-él s ten Ttalic i tal’ ik, T tal' ik
Half haf, haf Ivory T v t&, 1' vie

Harass har' s, he ras’ Juvenile i& v nil, joo ve nil
Hashish ha@' ésh, has@" ish Kaput Ka p&‘c')t‘. Ka po—ot'

Have hav, hav Ketchup ke@‘ 3p, kagg‘ ap

Hello he 16 , hel' & Lava 13" va, lav' o

Herbal hir' bel, ar' bel Lengthen 1ef3K thm, le then
Hickory hik' @ re, hik' re Lever tevt or, 18" var
Hilarious hi Tar' & os, b 1ar & os Library 1T brer @, 11" brd
History his' tes re, his tre Locate 13" kat, lo kat’

Hoarse hdrs, hors Luxury 1uk' sho rE, lug zho re
Homestead hon' sted, hom'stid Mandate man' dit, man' dit
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Word Pronunciations Word Pronunciations
Mask mask, mask Juorum kwor! am, kwor' am
Master mas! ter, ma' stor Rabies r3’ vaz, ra' be &z
Mature mo toor', mo choor” Rampage ram' p3j, ram paj’

‘time riim, mem Real re' 1, rel

Miniature min' @ @ gher, min' s char Rebound ri bound!, %' bound
Mobile mo' bol, mo! bel Recall ri K31 , r&' k31
Modulate mof' a 13¢', nod* vo 15 Recluse rek' 160s, ri kldes’
Mystery mis' te re, mis tcE Recollect re! ka lekt' , rek 3 lekt'
Narrate nat' rit, na Gl Redirect ! @ rekt', re df rekt
Nauseous not S\k_}as, S zZ® as Redress re! dres, ri dres’
Negate ni g”a'tl , n&' gac Refund ri fund!, r&! fund
Neither we' ther, il ther Regenerate ri jen! a rat, ri jen! or it
New 35, nyss Regime o @Fm', ra leEm’
Obligate ot 1o gat', ob' 1s git Relapse ri laps', 1@’ laps
Octave ok tiv, ok' tav Relay re' 13, ri 13’

Offense s fens', of' ens Release re 18s, ri 18s'
Opetative o @ ra' tiv, op' er s tiv Repress r& pres', ri pres'
Opiate o' pé it, © pe at Research ri sfren?, 18! stren
Opposite op' & zit, op' & sit Retail re! tal, re ral'

Orange or' inj, or' inj Retina ret' 5 ns, ret' na
Outlet out' ter, out' lit Revenue rev' an ydo', rev' o noo
Padre pa' dra, pa dré Reverend rev' ar and, rev' rand
Parlay par' 18, par 13" Robust S bust', r6' bust

Parol po rol, par“ o1 Rodeo o' ded , o di' 5
Participle par' ti sip’ o1, par ti sa pal Romance ¥ mans', ro' mans
Pastel pa stel', pas' tel Roof roof, réof

Pecan pi kan , pe’ kan Root réot, rdbr

Penalize pen' @ 1iz, pen' s 1iZ’ Rotate ro’ tit, ro tat'
Percentile par sen' til, por sen’ til Route root, rout

Pervert por virt!, pur' vert Rubble rub’ a1, roo bal
Phonetics fa net iks, fo net' iks Schedule skej' ool, skej'do al
Pianist pe'a nist, pe an' ist Scrouge skrouj, skréoj

Pistachio pi Sta§§| F35', pi sfa' she ' Segregate seg' ra gat , seg m git
Placate pl3' kat, plak' 3t Servile sur' vil, sur' vil
Postulate posI cho lat , pos' cha lat Several sev' ar 1, sev' ral
Precedence pres' i dems, pri sed ams Slavery s13 va ré, sliv re
Prelude pre' 1584, pra’ 160d Slippery slip' » re, slip' ré
Pretense pri tens', pré tens Snook sngok, snobk

Primary pr’f' mer €, pri’ ma re Sophisticate sa fis' to kit, sa fis' ta Kat
Profane pro £in', prd fan' Sour sour, sou' ar

Protest prG' test, pre test' Sovereign sov' rin, sov' ar in
Protocol pro' to k81, pr3' t@ kol Species spe' shez, spe ' séz
Nuadruplet kwo drup' lit, kwo ardd’ ptit Sporadic spo rad' ik, spe rad ik
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Table 3 Continued

Word Pronunciations Word Pronunciations
Status sta’ tas, stat os Tryst trist, trist
Stereo ster' & , ster' @& Tube téob, tyéob
Stirrup stir' sp, stir' op Tulip 160" 1ip, tydo' 1ip
Stupid stdo' pid, stydo pid Tunic t60' nik, tyse' nik
Suffice so fis', so fT2' Turbine vor! bin, tur’ bin
Suggest sog jest', so jest' Turquoise tar' koiz, tur' kwoiz
Suite swst, soot Tutor 60 taer, tyod ter
Sunday sunt d8, sun' d¥ Ueh ookhy, ukh, 80153
Superb A pl'}rb' , ® pﬁrb Unison yo_o' ni sdn, y(‘)‘o' ni zan
Superior ® p'é-rl 3 or, s per’ or Unnatural un nag_l)' ar al, un na(\:l)' ral
Surplus sir! plus, sir plas Update up dat', up' dic
Surrogate S\’;tl E g.-'it N s:\rrl 2 git Upland UP‘ Iond, up' Land
Survey sor va', sur' vi Uplift up Lift', up' lift
Suspect 53 spekt' , sus' pekt Upright uP: ric , up rit!
Syndrome sin' drom, sin dlm Uproot up r&ot’, up robt'
Syringe ® rinj', sir! inj Upset up set', up' set
Syrup cir! ap, sir' ap Usual ydo' zhdo a1, yé’ol zhwal
- A - Ay
Taboo ts boo', ta boo' Usurp yoo surp , yoo zurp
Tabulate tab' » 1at’, tab' @ 1it Vacation va K3’ ghen, Ve i@’ ghen
Tactile rak! til, tak' €l Vaceine vak sén', vak sin
Tattoo ta téo', ta tood Vacuum vak' y3o om, vak ygom
Taunt tont, tant Valet val' it, val' 3
Tedious te' dé os, te' jos Vanilla va nil' s, ve nel o
Temperament tem' por » mont, tem' pro ment Vegetable vej' to 1, vej' i ts o1
Temperate tem' per it, tem' prit Versatile var' s til, vor' se til
Temperature tem' par o cher, tem' pra char Version vir! zben, var' shen
The tha, the Veteran vet' ar an, ve' tren
Together too geth' ar, ta geth' or Virile vir' e, vir 11
Tomato to ma' to, to ma' to Volume vol ydom, vol yom
Transact tran sakt' , tran zakt| Walnut wsll nut, w?;l' nat
Transfer trans fur', trans' far Water wo! tor, wot! @
Translate trans 1at' , tranz' 1at Whale hwal, wal
Traveler Trav'® lsr, trav' lar Wheat hwet, wet
Tremor trem' ar, tre' mor While hwil, wil
Trespass tres' pas, tres' pas White nwit, wit
Trial eri’ o1, tril Woozy wio' 28, wooz ©
Tribunal tri bydoen' °1, tri byo'onl 9 Yesterday yed tor de, yes teor dEI
Trough trof, troth Yolk yok, yolk
Trousseau tréo' sé, tréo so’' Yourself yo\ér self' , yor self’
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