Old English Stressed Vowel Middle English Modern English
Change
hzpen hepen heathen
craft craft craft
fyr fir fir
healf half half
deop dep deep
stan ston stone
stéap stepe steep
cyssan kisse kisse
seofon seven seven
gleo gle glee
dal del deal
hal hol whole

The above sound changes are changes of vowel quality. There were also changes of vowel quantity (length)

with far-reaching consequences.

1. Lengthening in late OE before the consonant clusters Id, mb, nd. OE c¢ild /t[ild/ > ME child /t[i:1d/.

Lengthening did not occur before three consonants, e.g. children /t[ildran/.

2. Shortening in early ME.

a. Before double consonants and consonant clusters, except those that caused lengthening; e.g. OE
cepte /ke:pta/ ‘he kept’ > ME kepte /kepto/.
b. In the first syllable of trisyllabic words. Thus OE hali3des /ha:lijdzj/ ‘holiday’ > ME halidai

/ha:lidei/.

Lengthening of a, e, and o in open syllables in disyllabic words. (Open syllables end in a vowel. In
disyllabic words a single consonant between the vowels goes with the second syllable and leaves the first
syllable open; two or more consonants make the syllable closed.) Thus OE nama /nama/ ‘name’ > ME

name /na:ma/.



The effect of lengthening can be seen in MnE words such as hate with a ‘silent -¢, which in ME was

pronounced /3/, in contrast with words without the historically open syllable, such as hat.

Exercise

In each pair of words below, the stressed vowel in one word changed in quantity between OE and ME, the
other did not. The phonetic transcription for the ME is provided. Give a phonetic transcription for the early
OE and the MnE words and indicate the change, if any, in the quantity of the vowel in ME by writing the
appropriate number from the description above in the blank. Since MnE vowel length is determined by the

following consonant you do not need to mark vowel length in the MnE column.

Early Old English Middle English Change in Modern English
Quantity
1. a peoft /eea:ft/ peft /ecft/ 2 theft /ecft/
b. peof /eea:f/ pef /eet/ - thief /eif/
2. a. nosu nose /no:zs/ nose
b. nospirl nospirl /noserrl/ nostril
3. a. cépte kepte /kepta/ kept
b. cepan kepen /ke:pan/ keep
4. a. behindan behinde /bshi:nds/ behind
b. hindrian hindre /hindar/ hinder
5. a lafde lafte /lafts/ left
b. l&fan lgven /le:ven/ leave
6. a. bledde bledde /bledds/ bled
b. bledan blede /ble:ds/ bleed
7. a. late late /la:ts/ late
b. letera latere /latars/ latter
8. a hund hound /hu:nd/ hound

b. hundred hundred /hundrad/ hundred



Consonants

The following changes occurred between OE and ME.

Old English Middle English

hlud /hlu:d/ ‘loud’ lud /lu:d/

hl&ne /hlz:na/ ‘lean’ leane /hla:na/

hnecca /hnekka/ ‘neck’ necke /neka/

hnutu /hnutu/ ‘nut’ nute /nuts/

hring /hring/ ‘ring’ ring /ring/

hrof /hro:f/ ‘roof rof /ro:f/

swétan /swe:tan/ ‘sweet’ (weak) swete /swe:ta/

rihtli¢ /rixtlitf/ ‘rightly’ rightly /rixtli/

anli¢ /a:nlitf/ ‘only’ onli />:nli/

swuster /swustar/ ‘sister’ suster /sustar/

feder /fadar/ ‘father’ vader /vadar/ (South of the Thames)
self /self/ ‘self zelf /zelf/ (South of the Thames)
Exercise

Give a phonetic transcription of the ME sounds in the examples below.

Old English Middle English
/hl, hn, hr/ >
/n/ after unstressed vowel >
/tf/ after unstressed vowel >
/w/ after consonant and before back vowel >

Initial /f, s/ (South of the Thames) >





