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PHONETICS AND PHONOLOGY: SOUNDS IN EARLY MODERN AND PRESENT DAY ENGLISH

Phonetics is the study of the sounds of speech – how we produce speech, how we perceive speech, and what characterises each particular sound. One branch of phonetics is articulatory phonetics, which deals with the production of speech sounds. When we talk about speech sounds, we are referring to the individual sounds which make up words.  A simple word like bat, for example, is made up of three distinct sounds: /b, æ, t/. (Symbols representing speech sounds are separated by commas and enclosed in slant brackets (forward slashes) before and after each word.)

Closely related to phonetics is phonology. Whereas phonetics deals with the physical production and perception of speech, phonology is more concerned with sound systems and patterns. In this class we shall move through phonetics proper in order to identify aspects of the system of speech sounds – or phonemes – which characterise English – both Present Day English and Early Modern English. In doing this we shall touch upon related topics such as the way in which these speech sounds combine to form syllables and words.

Speech is important not only because it provides us with an instant and versatile means of communication, but also because human language materialises first and foremost as speech, rather than writing. This is why no study of English language would be complete without including phonetics and phonology.

Linguistic studies of the English language tend to select one particular variety of English to refer to when looking at lexical and grammatical frameworks. The selected variety is Standard British English. This is chosen because it has common currency: even if people don’t speak Standard English, they will almost certainly write it sometimes and they will be familiar with it as a national dialect used, for example, in newspapers, in official documents, and in much public broadcasting.

When linguists look at phonological frameworks of English, they also tend to select a variety of English. Standard English is a dialect: in other words, a variety characterised by certain lexical and grammatical features. All speakers of English have a dialect, be it Standard English or some other variety. Similarly, all speakers have an accent, that is, certain characteristics of pronunciation. But selecting a representative accent for a study of the phonology of English is not straightforward. Speakers of Standard English don’t all speak the same accent.  Linguists have traditionally selected an accent known as Received Pronunciation (RP) to represent British English. There are varieties of RP, such as conservative RP spoken by the aristocracy, but we shall use mainstream RP, which is the variety spoken by many national newsreaders and well-known media and public figures (mainstream RP is sometimes called ‘BBC English’). However, relatively few people in Britain have an RP accent (3–5% is the usual estimate). However, RP is perceived as representative of English because it’s the accent taught to many foreign learners and is the pronunciation given in dictionaries (sometimes alongside General American). While RP has the advantage of not being associated with any specific geographical region of Britain, it is associated with social and educational privilege.  Our next class will consider some variations in accent in Present Day English.

An important consideration is that the phonetic chart is RP. This sets out the symbols for the sounds of vowels and consonants (i.e., phonemes) in words in Present Day English. Listen to the first of the two videos on the module page on Moodle, ‘Sounds of English vowels and consonants with phonetic symbols’. Then listen to the second video, ‘Phonetic Chart Explained’, by the English Language Club.

The phonetic chart is set out on the next page in two tables, the first containing vowels, the second consonants. Beneath this is a table of symbols for additional sounds found in non-RP and in Early Modern English.






PHONETIC SYMBOLS

SOUNDS FOUND IN RECEIVED PRONUNCIATION (RP) IN PRESENT DAY ENGLISH

	i:
READ
SEA
ME
	I
SIT
HIT
RABBIT
	υ
BOOK
GOOD
SHOULD
	u:
TOO
DO
SPOON
	Iэ
HERE
DEAR
	eI
DAY
LAY
FACE
	

	e
MEN
BET
MANY
	э
AMERICA
ABOUT
TEACHER
	Յ:
WORD
BIRD
EARN
	Ⴢ:
SORT
SAW
SHORE
	υэ
TOUR
SURE
POOR
	ჂI
BOY
CHOICE
	Эυ
GO
THROW
NO

	æ
CAT
ATTACK
	A
BUT
SHUT
LOVE
	ձ:
PART
CAR
HEART
	D
HOT
WHAT
	eэ
WEAR
FAIR
	ձI
MY
CRY
LIE
	aυ
HOW
FOUL



	p
PIG
PET
	b
BED
BOY
	t
TIME
TELL
	D
DO
DAD
	tʃ
CHURCH
CHILD
NATURE
	dპ
JUDGE
JAIL
AGE
	k
KILO
KEY
CAR
	g
GO
GET

	f
FIVE
FATHER
	v
VERY
VOTE
	θ
THINK
ATHENS
	ð
THE
THIS
RATHER
	s
SIX
SIT
	z
ZOO
ZIP
RISE
	ʃ
SHORT
SHEEP
RATIO
	პ
CASUAL
PLEASURE

	m
MILK
MUSIC

	n
NO
NOW
	ŋ
SING
LONG
	h
HELLO
HOPE
	l
LIVE
LOVE
	r
READ
RIGHT
	w
WINDOW
WAR
SQUARE
	j
YES
YET




ADDITIONAL SOUNDS FOUND IN NON-RP AND EARLY MODERN ENGLISH (EME)

	Υ
A monophthong used in EME where RP has [A]. For an audio example, listen to the pronunciation of blood and lovers in the Romeo and Juliet passage in Part One of the Assignment Task.

	ε:
A monophthong, as in the French word même. There is an audio example at:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Open-mid_front_unrounded_vowel


	e:
A monophthong, as in German word sehen. Audio recording at:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Close-mid_front_unrounded_vowel


	o:
As in the German word Sohn, and in the French chose. Audio recording at:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Close-mid_back_rounded_vowel


	эI
A diphthong, as a West Country British speaker would say the word line.


	Я
A pronunciation of pre-consonantal or word-final [r] in rhotic versions of English. As in American or West Country British were.

	hw
As in Scottish and American when. Audio recording at:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiceless_labial%E2%80%93velar_fricative



We need to approach the question of how words were pronounced more than 400 years ago with caution. Pronunciation varies in Present Day English; so it was in Shakespeare’s day too, and it would be foolish to lay down strict ‘laws’ about how words were pronounced. In addition, in Shakespeare’s time there did not exist any strong sense of a ‘Received Pronunciation’. In the huge social mix of sixteenth-century London, there was likely a variety of pronunciation.

Studying historical pronunciation causes more people to ask ‘why bother?’ than the historical study of other aspects of language. But there are reasons. One is that if we are to appreciate ‘the melody of Shakespeare’s verse’, knowing about pronunciation will be useful. Secondly, there may be times when editorial decisions about how a word should be spelt, or which of two possible words in right in a given context, will be helped by information about pronunciation. The third reason is in order to appreciate examples of word play, which we studied in the class on rhetoric in Early Modern English. Many puns depend on words being pronounced in the same (or very similar) ways. These are called homophones. Examples of homophonic pairs in RP are bold and bowled, morning and mourning, soul and sole. At the beginning of Julius Caesar, a citizen is stopped in the street and asked what his job is. ‘A trade, sir, that I hope I may use with a safe conscience’, he replies, ‘which is, indeed, sir, a mender of bad soles’ (I.i.14). His answer hints that he may be a churchman (‘mending’ souls), while in fact he is a cobbler (mending soles). Because pronunciation changes over time as well as across geographical regions, it is not surprising that some words which were homophones in Shakespeare’s day, are today pronounced differently. In other words, they could be puns then, but are not now. 

In 2005, London’s Globe theatre performed Shakespeare’s tragedy Troilus and Cressida in original pronunciation. The actors were taught by the linguist David Crystal. In a programme for NPR, the American radio journalist Robert Siegel interviewed one of the actors, Peter Forbes. You can listen to the interview via the following link. A transcript is provided below. https://www.npr.org/transcripts/4761275 

ROBERT SIEGEL, host: To bay or not to bay sounds like a choice for a moonstruck wolf. Instead we learn that's how Hamlet would have begun his soliloquy in OP, the original pronunciation. Of course, to an actor in the original production of "Hamlet" it was just English as it sounded 400 years ago. And we really don't know for sure what his accent sounded like. But London's Globe Theatre is now rehearsing Shakespeare's "Troilus and Cressida" in OP. By assuming that rhyming couplets that don't anymore must have rhymed in Shakespeare's day, the linguist David Crystal has reconstructed the accent of the Elizabethan stage and taught it to the actors. For example, Peter Forbes, who will play Pandarus in the production, which opens in late August and who demonstrated some original pronunciation today.

Mr. PETER FORBES (Actor): The prologue from "Troilus and Cressida," as the play starts, in normal English would go something like this: `In Troy there lies the scene. From isles of Greece, the princes orgulous, their high bloods chaffed have to the Port of Athens sent their ships fraught with the ministers and instruments of cruel war.'

And in OP, it goes, `In Troy, there lies the sand. From isles of Greece (pronounced Grace), the princes orgulous, their high bloods chaffed have to the Port of Athens sent their ships fraught with the ministers and instruments of cruel war (pronounced wahr).' So it's a much earthier, meatier kind of sound.

SIEGEL: Now you run the risk in doing this of--instead of playing to a house that's catching 85 percent to 90 percent of what they're hearing in typical Shakespearean English...

Mr. FORBES: Yeah.

SIEGEL: ...catching only 60 or 70 percent of what they--if it's too exotic.

Mr. FORBES: That is true, but there are all sorts of things that become much clearer. Certain words that in modern English sort of half rhyme or don't rhyme will suddenly start to rhyme in the original pronunciation, and hopefully the audience will enjoy that. Certainly last year they tried this with a couple of performances of "Romeo and Juliet," and Professor David Crystal, who's our expert in all this, talked to some of the audience, including some inner-city schoolkids, and said, you know, `What do think of it?' And they said, `Oh, it's wicked. It's fantastic. It's great.' And he said, `Why?' And they said, `Because they're talking like us.' And, in fact, they weren't talking like them, but at least--what they meant was they weren't talking posh.

SIEGEL: Well, I'd like to read from a list of some words that Professor David Crystal has taught all of you how to pronounce.

Mr. FORBES: Yes.

SIEGEL: And I'm going to--I'll read the words that we would naturally say them and...

Mr. FORBES: Yeah.

SIEGEL: ...tell us how we would have heard them in Shakespeare's day.

Mr. FORBES: OK, I'll do my best.

SIEGEL: For example, another.

Mr. FORBES: Another (pronounced a-NOH-thur).

SIEGEL: Another (pronounced a-NOH-thur).

Mr. FORBES: Another (pronounced a-NOH-thur).

SIEGEL: Fellow.

Mr. FORBES: Fella.

SIEGEL: Fella, which we still would hear nowadays.

Mr. FORBES: Yeah, in normal colloquial speech we would--we probably wouldn't pronounce the fellow. We'd just say fella.

SIEGEL: Flower.

Mr. FORBES: Flower (pronounced floor).

SIEGEL: Flower (pronounced floor)?

Mr. FORBES: Flower (pronounced floor).

SIEGEL: And haste, as in haste makes waste.

Mr. FORBES: Haste makes waste (pronounced hast macks wast).

SIEGEL: Haste makes waste (pronounced hast macks wast)?

Mr. FORBES: Yeah, so haste (pronounced hast) rhymes with tossed, and there's also another one which is the word `feast' that comes up a lot in Shakespeare. Feast becomes fest, and so it rhymes with guest. So you'd be a guest at a fest.

SIEGEL: And it's fest or famine.

Mr. FORBES: Fest or famine, yes.

SIEGEL: Well, why don't share with us another line from "Troilus and Cressida" before you go. Tell us something--give us a speech here that you've been working on and that...

Mr. FORBES: OK. In the first scene of the play, the character that I play, Pandarus, is trying to bring Troilus and Cressida together. He says, `Well, she looked yesternight fairer than e'er I saw her look or any woman else. And her hair were not somewhat darker than heavens well, go to, there were no more comparison between the woman. But for my part she is my kinswoman. I would not, as they term it, praise her, but I would somebody had heard her talk yesterday as I did'--and so he goes on.

SIEGEL: I thought you were going to break into `argh, me maties' there for a moment and talk like a pirate for a second there.

Mr. FORBES: Well, I'm sure, you know, that that sort of stereotypical pirate speak comes really from this sort of time as well, you know, when the privateers were sailing the high seas. And, of course, when the Pilgrim fathers came to America they would have spoken this kind of English.

SIEGEL: Well, Peter Forbes, thank you very much for talking with us.

Mr. FORBES: Thank you very much, indeed, Robert.

SIEGEL: And especially for talking with us in Elizabethan English, which is a rare moment on the program.

Mr. FORBES: Well, thank you very much. It's been a pleasure to talk to you.

SIEGEL: Peter Forbes will appear in "Troilus and Cressida" at the Globe Theatre in London in August. The play will be presented in OP, the original pronunciation.

You're listening to ALL THINGS CONSIDERED from NPR News.

Copyright © 2005 NPR.


Assignment Task
Part One of two parts:      

Listen to the Prologue of Romeo and Juliet in Elizabethan (Early Modern English) pronunciation via the link below. Pronunciation varied in Shakespeare’s day, so some words may be pronounced differently here than in other attempts to reproduce original pronunciation. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FVD98d9GPa8
As you listen to the recording, follow the text below:

Chorus:		Two households both alike in dignity
	(In fair Verona, where we lay our scene)
	From ancient grudge break to new mutiny,
	Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.
	From forth the fatal loins of these two foes	5
	A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life,
	Whose misadventur’d piteous overthrows
	Doth with their death bury their parents’ strife.
	The fearful passage of their death-mark’d love
	And the continuance of their parents’ rage,	10
	Which, but their children’s end, nought could remove,
	Is now the two hours’ traffic of our stage;
	The which, if you with patient ears attend,
	What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.

Select either lines 1–8 or 5–12 and transcribe them phonetically. To write your phonetic transcription, use the phonetic symbols for sounds found in RP in Present Day English and the additional sounds found in non-RP and in Early Modern English. These can be found on pages 3–4 of this handout. When you write your transcription, separate sounds or phonemes within a word using a comma and space and separate words using forward slashes:
blood    =    /b, l, Υ, d/

The following paragraphs may help you with this exercise. First, we will consider consonants and then vowels.

One of the first things listeners to original pronunciation of Early Modern English notice is the pronunciation of the sound [r].  This is always a problematic but an interesting sound in English. It is one that can be pronounced in a variety of ways. There is even a word – ‘rhotacism’, which the Oxford English Dictionary defines as the ‘unusual pronunciation or pronounced production’ of [r]. In RP today the letter is sometimes pronounced and sometimes not. Where it occurs at the beginning of a word (word-initially) or before a vowel, it is pronounced, as in run, recent, enrol, acronym, arrive. But it is not pronounced at the end of a word (word-finally), or in the middle of a word (word-medially) before a consonant. So, it is not pronounced in teacher, arm, cart, fair and fewer. Languages or dialects which do not pronounce the ‘r’ before a consonant or in word-final position are called non-rhotic. But examples of rhotic versions of English are American and Scots, and here the ‘r’ is pronounced almost wherever it is written. Another such language is Early Modern English.

But how is it pronounced? A phonetician would describe the sound as a post-alveolar fricative. The tip of the tongue comes quite close to the back (the ‘post’ part of the description) of the teeth ridge (sometimes called the alveolum) and the sound is caused by the friction of breath between the two (a fricative). But there are many variations. Some [r] sounds are ‘trilled’, and effect achieved by vibrating the tip of the tongue. Others are called ‘retroflex’, meaning that the tip of the tongue is slightly bent backwards. If you pronounce the word bird as an American might, or as someone from the British West Country in England (the accent of Devon or Somerset for example), you may be able to experience what a retroflex [r] feels like to make. The impression that original pronunciation Early Modern English sounds like West Country British has a lot to do with when and how the ‘r’s are pronounced, with a hint of retroflexion given to them.

The playwright and poet Ben Jonson, a contemporary of Shakespeare, wrote a book entitled English Grammar, in which he describes the ‘r’ as the ‘dog’s letter’ because it sounds like a growl. Indeed, in Romeo and Juliet (II.iv.2014) the Nurse (talking about the first letter of Romeo’s name) calls it ‘the dog’s name’. Jonson provides a detailed description of how to make the sound, with ‘the tongue striking the inner palate, with a trembling about the teeth. It is sounded firme in the beginning of words, and more liquid in the middle, and ends; as in rare and riper’. From this description, it sounds as if initial [r] may have been a little trilled. Jonson’s description distinguishes initial [r] from the medial and word-final versions, but it does not distinguish between word-medial pre-vocalic ‘r’, which we pronounce today in RP, and word-medial preconsonantal ‘r’, which we do not.

In RP, [h] is frequently dropped when in an unstressed position, so a sentence like Hand him his hat is likely to be pronounced as if it were Hand im iz hat where the initial ‘h’ of the unstressed words him and his is dropped. But in Early Modern English, it was common for it to be omitted at the beginning of a stressed syllable, which is not normal today. For some people today, ‘dropping your aitches’ (saying ’ouse instead of house, for example) is considered a mark of lack of education. But this view only began in the nineteenth century, and in Shakespeare’s day there was no such derogatory association. Although the ‘h’s in the word ‘households’ are pronounced in the recording for Part One of the Assignment, it is equally possible that they may have been dropped. Notice how, in the recording, the ‘h’ in ‘whose’ is pronounced though rather lightly. 

The pronunciation of ‘wh’, when it comes at the beginning of a word, is interesting. In RP, initial ‘wh’ in words like what and which (but not who and whose) is pronounced [w]. In Early Modern English it was pronounced [hw]. There are examples of [hw] pronunciations in the Romeo and Juliet passage. Some modern versions of English (like Scottish) still maintain the [hw] pronunciation for words like what and where.

We will now turn our attention from consonants to vowels. In Early Modern English, some sounds which are today diphthongs were then ‘pure’ vowels (also called monophthongs). Despite this general tendency, Early Modern English was far from being diphthong-free. One notable case of a monophthong now (in RP in Present Day English) having been a diphthong in Early Modern English is the RP sound [I] (as in sit, hit, rabbit) which in Early Modern English was sometimes pronounced as the diphthong [эI]. There are plenty of occurrences of this diphthong in the Romeo and Juliet Prologue in Part One of the Assignment Task, though only two or three where in RP we would find the monophthong [I] – at the end of the words ‘dignity’, ‘mutiny’, and perhaps also ‘bury’.

One way in which we can gain evidence about Early Modern English pronunciation is by looking at rhymes. Here are three lines from Shakespeare’s Sonnet 62. They include a rhyme which is relevant because it involves the word remedy which in RP at least is pronounced with the same (word-final) vowel as in dignity, mutiny, and bury:

Sin of self-love possesseth all mine eye,
And all my soul, and all my every part;
And for this sin there is no remedy

If we first assume that the word eye was pronounced as it is today (with the diphthong [ձI]), the suggestion is that the final sound in remedy was also a diphthong in Early Modern English. And if remedy finishes with a diphthong, then so too perhaps do dignity, mutiny, and bury, which is what we have just said about these words in the Romeo and Juliet Prologue. But which diphthong? The RP diphthong which makes up the word eye is [ձI]. So, if eye and remedy are to rhyme, we would expect the final diphthong of remedy to be [ձI] also, giving the pronunciation [remэdձI]. So too, one might expect, in dignity, mutiny, and bury. But these words have the diphthong [эI] instead. This suggests that today’s RP diphthong [ձI] was pronounced as [эI] in Early Modern English. The evidence of rhyme in poetry in Early Modern English plays a part in this argument, relating to words (eye and remedy) which do not rhyme today.

Homophones, like rhymes, can also provide valuable information about pronunciation, including in the case of diphthongs. In 1687 (a little after Shakespeare’s time), the educationalist Christopher Cooper wrote a book entitled The English Teacher, which contains a useful list of homophones. Two from his list are line and loin. Homophones mean possible puns, and so it is in the Romeo and Juliet Prologue line: ‘From forth the fatal loins of these two foes’. Since lines and loins were pronounced in the same way, this could be referring to loins in the meaning which the word carries today, or it might refer to lines, meaning ‘ancestry’. However, the diphthong in the middle of the word loins is not [ჂI] as it is today, nor is it [ձI] as in lines. It is the same diphthong found in dignity, mutiny, and bury: [эI].


Assignment Task
Part Two of two parts:      

The following are some examples of puns in Early Modern English which involve pronunciation points. Questions are asked about each.

(a) Ache as a noun could apparently be pronounced with the ‘ch’ sound as in the RP Rachel; the phonetic symbol for this sound is [tʃ]. In battle, Antony notices that his follower Scarus is bleeding. The latter says he had a T-shaped wound. Explain the pun in the second line:

I had a wound her that was like a T,
But now ’tis made an H
(Antony and Cleopatra IV.vii.7)

(b) Harden was a coarse fabric, used to make cheap clothing. Arriving in the Forest of Arden, Touchstone, dressed (in disguise) as a peasant, says:

I, now am I in Arden, the more fool I
(As You Like It II.iv.13)

What pronunciation point covered in this class makes this pun possible?

(c) In Twelfth Night (II.v.2), a practical joke is being played and Fabian, a member of Olivia’s household, does not want to lose a moment (a ‘scruple’) of the fun (‘sport’). To appreciate the pun you need to know that bile was said to cause melancholy.

… if I lose a scruple of this sport,
Let me be boil’d to death with melancholy.

Explain the pronunciation basis of the pun (this will involve looking back in the notes above to where pronunciation of RP [ჂI] and [ձI] were discussed).

(d) There are two puns in this passage. One is based on the two meanings of the word medlar, which was a fruit, but also a prostitute. The other revolves round the word eat, where the vowel was pronounced [e:]. The second word involved in the pun would be pronounced without its initial ‘h’. What is it?

Appemantus: 	There’s a medlar for thee, eat it.
Timon: 	On what I hate, I feed not.
Appemantus: 	Do’st hate a Medlar?
Timon: 	Ay, though it look like thee.
(Timon of Athens IV.iii.307)
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