
Old and Middle English phonology and meter 
(a preliminary outline, January 2018) 

This five-session series will present an overview of the main segmental and prosodic 
features of earlier stages of the language with emphasis on the ways in which such features 
relate to the phonological structure of Present-Day English and to the form and evolution of 
early English verse. Previous familiarity with the sound structure, prosody, and metrical 
tradition of earlier English will not be assumed. The goal will be to help students achieve a 
level of analytical competence in phonology, prosody, and metrics that would allow 
informed judgments about the texts’ pronunciation, structure, and creativity.  

Class time will be split evenly between description of the various phonological and 
metrical features of Old and Middle English (my job) and discussion and analysis of the 
phonological and/or metrical structure of selected poetic passages (your job). I invite 
students to contact me in advance with questions and suggestions on topics of particular 
interest to them. Some non-binding discussion topics are listed at the end of the day-by-day 
outline. Such topics and questions will be covered by individual presentations or posters – 
your 10 minutes in the sun, addressing any aspect of Old and Middle English sound structure 
or verse.  

Day-by-day schedule (preliminary) 
 Old and Middle English Phonology and Meter 

1 • The sound-spelling correspondences in Old English: inheritance, innovation, unsolved 
problems regarding the consonant system. 

Suggested readings: (to be added) 

2 • The sound-spelling correspondences in Middle English: inheritance, innovation, unsolved 
problems regarding the consonant system. 

Suggested readings: (to be added) 

3 • The vowels of Old English: inheritance, innovation, unsolved problems. Prosodic issues: 
syllable structure and stress. 

Suggested readings: (to be added)  

4 • The vowels of Middle English: inheritance, innovation, unsolved problems. Prosodic 
issues: syllable structure and stress. 

Suggested readings: (to be added)  

5 • An introduction to Old and Middle English alliterative versification. New patterns of 
versification in Middle English  

Suggested readings: (to be added)  

 Some suggestions for poster and/or class presentation topics: 
Provide a phonetic transcription (IPA) of (e.g.) Metrical Charm 8: For a Swarm of Bees 
The ups and downs of alliteration as a poetic device  
The use of alliteration and/or rhyme in OE hortatory prose  
The principle of resolution in verse -- your own examples from (eg.) Beowulf 99-114 
Early rhyme: rules and deviations 
Translating verse: fidelity to metrical form as a translator’s problem  
Provide a phonetic transcription (IPA) of (e.g.) The Knight’s Tale 1595-1616 
Any topic of your choice addressing phonological analysis and scansion in OE or ME 

Study material 
Baker, Peter. Introduction to Old English. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. (Same as the text for OE Syntax; 

any edition). Beware: Kindle edition elicits negative comments from users. 
Minkova, D. (2014) An Online Companion to A Historical Phonology of English. EUP/OUP. 

http://www.euppublishing.com/userimages/ContentEditor/1384874552253/Historical%20Phono
logy%20of%20English%20-%20online%20companion.pdf 

Fulk, Robert (2012) An Introduction to Middle English: Grammar and Texts. Broadview Press 

http://www.euppublishing.com/userimages/ContentEditor/1384874552253/Historical%20Phonology%20of%20English%20-%20online%20companion.pdf
http://www.euppublishing.com/userimages/ContentEditor/1384874552253/Historical%20Phonology%20of%20English%20-%20online%20companion.pdf

