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H i s t o r i c a l  p r e l u d e

w e  can  characterize  WGmc  in  terms  of  structural  innovations  defining  a

n e w  b r a n c h :

( i )  West  Germanic  g e m i n a t i o n .  In  g e n e r a l ,  any  consonant  except  / r /

l e n g t h e n e d  or  doubled  ( s e e  $ 3 . 3  for  discussion  on  this  c o n c e p t )  w h e n

p r e c e d e d  by  a  short  accented  vowel  and  followed  by  a  liquid  or  n a s a l :  O E

s e t t a n  ' s e t ' ,  OS  settian  vs.  Go  s a t j a n ,  Olc  satja  < * / s a t - j a - n /  ( r e c a l l  that  / j /

i s  treated  here  as  a  l i q u i d ) .  Important  as  this  is  from  a  WGmc  p e r s p e c t i v e ,

I  will  postpone  discussion  until  the  next  c h a p t e r ,  as  it  had  profound  e f f e c t s

o n  OE  phonology  and  m o r p h o l o g y ,  and  interacts  with  other  changes  in  a

c o m p l e x  and  interesting  w a y .

( i i )  Loss  of  final  * [ z ] .  This  simple  phonological  change  has  m a j o r

g r a m m a t i c a l  e f f e c t s ,  chiefly  the  loss  of  the  nom  sg  ending  in  many  n o u n

c l a s s e s .  ( T h e  commonest  IE  nom  sg  suffix  was  * / - s / ,  which  >  * [ z ]  b y

V e r n e r ' s  L a w ,  later  / r /  by  Rhotacism  in  N W G m c . )  So  Go  d a g - s  ' d a y ' ,  O l c

d a g - r  vs.  OE  d æ g ,  OHG  t a g ,  etc.  After  this  change  the  n o m / a c c  d i s t i n c t i o n

i s  lost  in  nouns  of  this  t y p e :  Olc  nom  sg  d a g - r  vs.  acc  sg  d a g ,  but  OE  d æ g

f o r  b o t h .  ( F o r  morphological  d e t a i l s ,  see  § 6 . 1 . )

( i i i )  The  split  of  * / e u / .  A  new  diphthong  * / i u /  arose  in  WGmc  in  a

n u m b e r  of  e n v i r o n m e n t s ,  e.g.  when  some  final  * / - o : /  raised  to  * / u : /  a f t e r

* / - e : / ,  as  in  early  OE  hio  ' s h e '  < e a r l i e r  * / x i - u : /  < * / x e : - u /  ( w h e r e  / - u : /  is  a

f e m i n i n e  ending  added  to  certain  stems  ( s e e  Campbell  1 9 5 9 :  $ 1 2 0 ,  3 3 1 . 5

f o r  d i s c u s s i o n ) .

B y  the  time  WGmc  is  established  as  a  distinct  dialect  t y p e ,  i t s

p h o n o l o g i c a l  system  i s :

W G

 ( 2 . 1 3 )  i :  i

I n d o - E u r o p e a n  to  P r o t o - G e r m a n i c  to  West  G e r m a n i c

( b )  The  consonant  s y s t e m :
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( i )  No  voiced  stops  ( p h o n e m i c a l l y ) ,  but  only  f r i c a t i v e s :  t h o u g h

w i t h  stop  allophones  after  n a s a l s .

( i i )  No  p a l a t o - a l v e o l a r  consonants  like  / f /  or  / t f / .

( i i i )  No  phonemic  velar  nasal  / n / .

( i v )  No  phonemic  glottal  fricative  / h / .

M o s t  of  this  changes  during  the  r u n - u p  to  Old  English  p r o p e r ,  or  by  t h e

e a r l i e s t  attested  O E .  Only  the  lack  of  a  phonemic  velar  nasal  and  / h /

r e m a i n  firm  as  properties  of  English  until  much  later  ( s e v e n t e e n t h

c e n t u r y ) .  We  will  explore  most  of  the  changes  in  the  following  c h a p t e r .

u u : p  p : t t : k k :

e
:  e 0 0 : f  f :  0 0 :  s s : x x :

a  a :

ẞ  ẞ :  d d : Y Y :

m m :  n n :

a i  au  iu  e u

!

w w :  r r :  1 1 :  j

T h i s  was  the  basis  for  the  later  evolution  of  Ingvaeonic  and  A n g l o - F r i s i a n ,

a n d  thus  the  foundation  for  OE  p h o n o l o g y .  The  following  general  p o i n t s

a r e  worth  n o t i n g :

( a )  The  vowel  s y s t e m :

( i )  No  low  front  v o w e l s . "

( i i )  Rounding  is  n o n d i s t i n c t i v e .  Front  and  low  back  vowels  a r e

u n r o u n d ,  and  only  nonlow  back  vowels  are  r o u n d e d .

( i i i )  All  diphthongs  end  in  / - i /  or  / - u / .

A t  least  p h o n e m i c a l l y .  It  is  of  course  possible  that  the  low  back  vowels  already  had  f r o n t

a l l o p h o n e s  before  following  " / i ,  j
/  ( a s  was  later  clearly  the  case  after  i - u m l a u t :  $ 3 . 8 ) .  But  t h e r e

a r e  problems  in  dating  this  change  so  early  ( L a s s  1 9 9 2 b ) . F


