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THE MIDDLE AGE
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with its own peculiarities of sound and its own systems for representing
sounds in writing. The East Midland dialect—the dialect of London and of
Chaucer, which is the ancestor of our own standard speech—differs greatly
from the dialect spoken in the west of England (the original dialect of Piers
Plowman), from that of the northwest (Sir Gawain and the Green Knight),
and from that of the north (The Second Shepherds' Play). In this book, the
long texts composed in the more difficult dialects have been translated or
modernized, and those that—like Chaucer, Gower, Everyman, and the
lyrics—appear in the original, have been respelled in a way that is designed
to aid the reader. The remarks that follow apply chiefly to Chaucer's East
Midland English, although certain non-Midland dialectal variations are
noted if they occur in some of the other selections.

1. The Sounds of Middle English: General Rules

The following general analysis of the sounds of Middle English will enable
the reader who does not have time for detailed study to read Middle English
aloud and preserve some of its most essential characteristics, without, how-
ever, worrying too much about details. The next section, “Detailed Analysis,”
is designed for the reader who wishes to go more deeply into the pronuncia-
tion of Middle English. The best way to absorb the sound of Middle English
pronunciation is to listen to it; the NAEL Archive offers recordings of selec-
tions as an aid to this end.

Middle English differs from Modern English in three principal respects:
(1) the pronunciation of the long vowels a, e, i (ory), 0, and u (spelled ow, ow);
(2) the fact that Middle English final ¢ is often sounded; and (3) the fact that
all Middle English consonants are sounded.

1. LONG VOWELS

Middle English vowels are long when they are doubled (aa, ee, 00) or when
they are terminal (he, to, holy); a, e, and o are long when followed by a single
consonant plus a vowel (nane, mete, note). Middle English vowels are short
when they are followed by two consonants.

Long a is sounded like the a in Modern English “father”: maken, madd.

Long e may be sounded like the a in Modern English “name” (ignoring
the distinction between the close and open vowel): be, sweete.

Long i (or y) is sounded like the i in Modern English “machine”: lif, whit;
myn, holy.

Long o may be sounded like the 0 in Modern English “note” (again ignor-
ing the distinction between the close and open vowel): do, soone.

Long u (spelled ou, ow) is sounded like the 0o in Modern English “goose:
hous, flowr.

Note that in general Middle English long vowels are pronounced like
long vowels in modern European languages other than English. Short vow-
els and diphthongs, however, may be pronounced as in Modern English,

2. FINAL E

In Middle English syllabic verse, final e is sounded, like the
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3. CONSONANTS

Middle English consonants are pronounced separately in 4, o
tions—gnat: g-nat; knave: k-nave; write: w-rite; folk: fol-k. | Ombing,

e S i D 4 Simp
system of pronunciation the combination gh as in night or thougl may by

treated as if it were silent.
11, The Sounds of Middle English: Detailed Analysis

1. SIMPLE VOWELS

Sound Pronunciation Example
long a (spelled a, aa) a in “father” maken, maad
shorta oin “hot” cappe
long e close (spelled ¢, ee) ain “name” Be cwesls
long e open (spelled e, ee) e in “there” mete, heeth
short e ein “set” setten

final e ain “sofa” large

long i (spelled i, y) iin “machine”  lif, myn
short i iin “wit” wit

long o close (spelled 0,00) 0 in “note” do, soone
long 0 open (spelled o, 00) oa in “broad” 0, goon
short o oin “oft” pot

long u when spelledou,ow 00 in “goose” hous, flowr
long u when spelled u win “pure” vertu

short u (spelled u, 0) w in “full” ful, love

Doubled vowels and terminal vowels are always long, whereas single vowels

before two consonants other than th and ch are always short. The vowels a,

e, and o are long before a single consonant followed by a vowel: name, seké

(sick), haly. In general, words that have descended into Modern English

reflect their original Middle English quantity: liven (to live), but lif (life).
The close and open sounds of long e and long 0 may often be identified by

the Modern English spellings of the words in which they appear. Original

long close e is generally represented in Modern English by ee: “sweet,” “knee,”

“teeth,” and “see” have close ¢ in Middle English, but so does “be”; original

long open e is generally represented in Modern English

“heath,” “sea,” “great,” and “breath” have open e in

larly, original long close o is now generally

“good,” but also *do” and “t0”; original long open o i

is |
: “coat,” “boat,” and “moan,” but also “go,” “bone,” “f
ﬁﬂy(;nzmmwohw&mM' ik

sounds.

The nonphonetic Middle English s
served in a number of Modern English
but in others u has been restored: “sun”









