GENED 1183 Middle English Pronunciation and Orthography

Middle English Pronunciation
The Middle English period extended from roughly the time of the Norman conquest (1066) until about 1500. Soon after the conquest, French largely displaced English as the language of the upper classes and of most literature. By the fourteenth century English regained the much of the prominence it had enjoyed before the Norman conquest. It was once again the language of the royal court and of the new literature produced by Chaucer and his contemporaries. During the intervening centuries the language changed in significant ways.
The main difference between the phonology of Middle English and Old English is the pronunciation of the vowels, which continued the phonemic distinction between long and short, and developed more vowels, illustrated in the chart below. Most are familiar from Present Day English, but Middle English short a was more like the vowel in a South Boston pronunciation of “park your car in Harvard Yard.” On the other hand, Middle English long vowels are different from our modern forms. The consonants remained generally the same, including the Old English practice of pronouncing both elements of consonant combinations (such as [kn] in "knight" or [wr] in "write") that were later simplified ([n] and [r]). 

The Vowels of 14th Century England (London)

	
	Front
	Central
	Back

	
	
	
	

	High
	[i:] myne, sight 
	 
	[u:] hous

	Near-High
	[ɪ] his, in
	 
	[ʊ] sonne, corage

	High-Mid
	[e:] me, meet, mete
	 
	[o:] boot, stoon

	Mid
	[ɛ:] begge, rede
[ɛ] wende, every 
	
	 

	Low-Mid
	 
	  
	[ɔ:] lof, ok
[ɔ] holt, on

	Near-Low
	
	
	

	Low
	 
	[a] march, palmer
	[ɑ:] mate





Review: Write in the IPA character for each of the phonemes described below. The chart above will help you.
A. Long High-Mid Back Vowel ___________
B. Short Mid Front Vowel __________
C. Short Low-Mid Back Vowel _____
D. Long High-Mid Front Vowel __________
E. Short Near-High Back Vowel __________
F. Long High Front Vowel __________

Spelling and Pronunciation of Consonants 
(Note that <t> indicates the spelling while [t] indicates the phoneme’s sound.)
Examples are drawn from the Babel passage below
For <y>
<y> no longer used as the high rounded vowel in Old English, so the letter serves as a vowel, equivalent to <i> as in dyuydid ‘divided’, and sometimes as the consonant [y]

For <ȝ>
<ȝ> called yogh is a new letter form, adapted from an earlier shape of the letter <g> used in Old English manuscripts; it is used for the fricatives [x] and [ç] (myȝte) and the palatal [y] (neiȝbore).

For <c>
<c> along with <k> and <q> are used for the velar stop [k]; <c> can also be used for [s] especially in French borrowings like citee, place, face; note the variant spellings in the last line of the Babel passage: sesyden and cessiden.

For <w>
<w> replaces the Old English runic wynn

For <v> and <u>
<v> now appears as a separate letter form from <u>, from which it was derived, but each can be used both as a vowel (vpon) and a consonant (dyuydid ‘divided’).  Note that <u> appears where Old English would have <f> (heuene vs. OE heofon).

For <z>
<z> is available for the voiced sound [z].

For [dʒ]
<j> or <g> used for the sound [dʒ], regiouns

For consonant combinations, the spelling differs but the pronunciation does not
	ME spelling
	Pronounced
	OE

	<sh>, shulden
	[ʃ]
	scoldon

	<sch>, scheende
	[ʃ]
	scendan

	<ch>, children
	[tʃ]
	cildru

	<tch>, stretche
	[tʃ]
	streccan

	<wh>, whan
	[hw]
	hwonne

	<th>, erthe, cometh
	[ð] or [θ]
	eorðe, cumeð




Other observations

· OE thorn <þ> was still available, but not eth <ð>
· thorn <þ> and <th> could be used for either the voiced or unvoiced sounds
· <dg> edge appears for OE <cg>
· The spelling wh usually corresponds to a [hw] pronunciation.
· In words like know, knave, gnaw, and gnof, the initial stop is pronounced.

More vowels
· Doubled vowels like in citee can be used to indicate length
· <ou> and <ow> may indicate a long [u] like in down, doun and towr (neither one a diphthong yet)
· <ai, ay, ei, ey> like in cley, thei, ateyne, seiden are used for [æɪ]

For [v], [z], and [ð]
The sounds [v], [z], and [ð] (eth) now appear at the beginning of a word because of borrowing (e.g. vice, zeal) or voicing due to lack of stress (e.g. the, they).



SAMPLE TEXT: THE TOWER OF BABEL
Genesis Chap. 11
Wycliffite Bible, Genesis Chap. XI.

John Wyclif was a highly educated priest who received a doctorate from Oxford in 1372.  As his career advanced he grew increasingly unhappy with the ecclesiastical abuses he perceived, called for reform, and was rebuked by his superiors in 1382. About 1378 he began work on his translation of the Bible, which became, with the help of his followers after his death in 1384, the first complete Bible in English.  The excerpt from the book of Genesis below gives parallel passages from two versions, one completed shortly before Wyclif’s death and the other about a decade later.


early version c. 1382	later version c. 1395

1 	Forsothe the erthe was of oo lip, and of the same wordis. 
1  Forsothe the lond was of o langage, and of the same speche.

2 	And whan men shulden go fro the est, 
2 	And whanne thei ȝeden forth fro the eest,
	
	thei founden a feeld in the lond of Sennaer, and thei dwelleden in it.
	thei fonden a feeld in the lond of Sennaar, and dwelliden ther ynne.

3 	And the tother seide to his nei ȝbore, Cometh, and make we tile stoons,
3 	And oon seide to his nei ȝbore, Come ȝe, and make we tiel stonys,
	
	and sethe we hem with fier; and thei hadden tiles for stoons,
	and bake we tho with fier; and thei hadden tiel for stonus,

	and towȝ cley for syment.
	and pitche for morter;


4 	And thei seiden, Cometh, and make we to vs a citee and a towr,
4 	and seiden, Come ȝe, and make we to vs a citee and tour,

	whos heiȝt fulli ateyne vnto heuene;
	whos hiȝnesse stretche til to heuene;

	and halow we oure name, or we ben dyuydid into alle londis.
	and make we solempne oure name bifor that we be departid in to alle londis.

5 	The Lord forsothe descendide, that he myȝte se the citee and the towre,
5 	Forsothe the Lord cam down to se the citee and tour,

	the which the children of Adam bildeden;
	which the sones of Adam bildiden.

6 	and seide, Se! the puple is oon, and oo lippe is to alle,
6 	And he seide, Lo! the puple is oon, and o langage is to alle,

	and this thei han bigunnen to make, ne thei wolen leeue of fro her thenkyngis,
	and thei han bigunne to make this, nethir thei schulen ceesse of her thouȝtis,

	to the tyme that thei han fulfillid hem in dede;
	til thei fillen tho in werk;

7 	thanne come ȝe, descende we, and confounde we there the tung of hem,
7	therfor come ȝe, go we doun, 7 and scheende we there the tunge of hem,

	that noon here the vois of his nei ȝbore.
	that ech man here not the voys of his neiȝbore.

8 	And so the Lord deuydide hem fro that place into alle londis;
8 	And so the Lord departide hem fro that place in to alle londis;

	and thei sesyden to bilde the citee.
	and thei cessiden to bielde a cytee.

9 	And therfor was callid the name of it Babel,
9	 And therfor the name therof was clepid Babel,

	for there was confoundid the lippe of al the erthe;
	for the langage of al erthe was confoundide there;

	and fro thens the Lord disparpoilide hem vpon the face of alle regiouns. 
	and fro thennus the Lord scaterede hem on the face of alle cuntrees. 


Final -e with help from Chaucer
In Middle English texts the use of a final -e can seem whimsical. In Chaucer's language, the inflectional endings (-e, -ed, -en, -es) were pronounced in almost all cases. In Modern English the final -e has become the "silent e" (thus Modern English "tale" has but one syllable, whereas in Chaucer's English tale usually had two syllables). The inflectional endings once widely used in Old English were disappearing in Chaucer's own time, and his language may have sounded a bit old-fashioned to some younger speakers of English in late fourteenth-century London.
The rhythm of Chaucer's verse is dependent on this final -e. In the Canterbury Tales Chaucer customarily writes a five-stress, ten-syllable line, alternating unstressed and stressed syllables (what would later be called iambic pentameter):
The dróghte of Márch hath pérced tó the róte. 
The word perced must have two syllables (rather than the one it has in modern "pierced"). Note that the final -e on droghte is not pronounced; this is because a vowel follows. Final -e is not pronounced when the following word begins with a vowel (or often h- and w-). The final -e on rote at the end of the line is pronounced but not counted as metrical (that is, stands aside from the ten syllables ordinarily required).
It is as important to omit the final -e when a vowel, h-, or w- follows as it is to pronounce it in other contexts:
Why artow angry with my tale now?
       (MilPro (1).3157)
Telle of a somonour swich a tale or two
      (WBPro (3).842)
In the first example, tale has two syllables; in the second a vowel follows tale and the -e is elided. This may seem complicated, but it is not; if you read the text aloud your ear will soon become accustomed to the rhythms of Chaucer's verse, and observing these rules becomes almost automatic.
Likewise the meter is ruined if one fails to pronounce the inflectional endings (-ed, -en, and -es):
But if I telle tales two or thre
       (WBPro III.846)
Save unto yow thus muche I tellen shal
       (ShipT VII.169)
Ye sholde han warned me, er I had gon,
      (ShipT VII.388)
As mentioned earlier, your ear will soon become your best guide to pronunciation. In the meantime, follow the rule that final -e is always pronounced unless a vowel (or h- or w-) follows, and inflectional e in -ed, -es, -en is always pronounced.
Words of three syllables and more are frequently shortened in pronunciation, as often happens in modern English. We almost never pronounce the word "every" with three full syllables (we say "evry"). Chaucer did the same:
Inspíred háth in évery hólt and héeth 
Chaucer, like any poet, uses the meter as a norm against which variations can play. The first line of the General Prologue reverses the stress pattern in the first two words:
Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote
The metrical stress falls on Whan, which begins a trochaic movement across the whole line, so that the final -e on roote is necessary to the meter, even though a final -e at the end of a line is usually not counted. These and other such variations are common in Chaucer, and they keep the lines from degenerating into complete regularity.
With all this in mind, read the following lines in Middle English. Those final e's that are to be pronounced are underlined; those that are to be omitted are enclosed in parentheses, as are vowels that should be slurred in words of more than two syllables. The final -e's in lines 7-8 and 15-16 are marked for omission, but they may be pronounced (especially if one is reading very slowly).
1         Whán that Áprill wíth his shóures sóote
2         The dróght(e) of Márch hath pérced tó the róote,
3         And báthed év(e)ry véyn(e) in swích licóur
4         Of whích vertú engéndred ís the flóur;
5         Whan Zéphirús éek wíth his swéete bréeth
6         Inspíred háth in év(e)ry hólt and héeth
7         The téndre cróppes, ánd the yónge sónn(e)
8         Hath ín the Rám his hálf cours yrónn(e),
9         And smále fów(e)les máken mélodýe,
10       That slépen ál the nýght with ópen ýe
11       (So príketh hem Natúr(e) in hír coráges),
12       Thanne lóngen fólk to góon on pílgrimáges,
13       And pálm(e)res fór to séken stráunge stróndes,
14       To férne hálwes, kówth(e) in sóndry lóndes;
15       And spéciallý from évery shíres énd(e)
16       Of Éngelónd to Cáunterb(u)rý they wénd(e),
17       The hóoly blísful mártir fór to séke,
18       That hém háth hólpen whán that théy were séeke.
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