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GEMINATION, LENITION, AND VOWEL

LENGTHENING

ON THE HISTORY OF QUANTITY IN GERMANIC

The processes of gemination, lenition, and vowel lengthening are central to

the study of phonology, as they reveal much about the treatment of quantity in

a given language. Using data from older language stages, modern dialects and

standard languages, this study examines the interdependence of vowel and

consonant quantity in the history of the Germanic branch of Indo-European.

Kurt Goblirsch focusses on the various geminations in Old Germanic lan-

guages (West Germanic gemination, glide strengthening, and expressive

gemination), open syllable lengthening in German, Dutch, Frisian, English,

and Scandinavian languages, and the major lenitions in High German, Low

German, and Danish, as well as minor lenitions in Bavarian, Franconian, and

Frisian dialects. All of these changes are related to the development of the

Germanic languages from distinctive segmental length to complementary

length to syllable cut. The discussion challenges traditional theoretical

assumptions about quantity change in Germanic languages to argue for a

new account whereby gemination, lenition and vowel lengthening are

interrelated.

Kurt Goblirsch is Professor of German and Linguistics at the University of

South Carolina. He is the author of Consonant Strength in Upper German
Dialects (1994), Lautverschiebungen in den germanischen Sprachen (2005),

and is co-editor of the journal NOWELE.
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Preface

I began work on the present book during my graduate school years, writing first

a seminar paper on the Binnendeutsche Konsonantenschwächung (High

German lenition) and then my dissertation on “Consonant Strength and

Quantity in Upper German Dialects” under the direction of Anatoly

Liberman at the University of Minnesota. At that time, I became acquainted

with works on general phonetics by Eduard Sievers, Otto Jespersen, Eugen

Dieth, and Eli Fischer-Jørgensen, which deal with the questions of consonant

strength, quantity, and syllable cut. I also read numerous dialect descriptions

and comparative studies of Upper German dialects, such as those by Leo Jutz,

Eberhard Kranzmayer, and Eugen Gabriel. Upper German was an excellent

place to begin studying this complex of features, due to the abundant attestation

of a variety of conditions there. Perhaps the most important work written on

lenition, Beiträge zur Geschichte des deutschen Konsonantismus (1933) by

Primus Lessiak, played an important role in my early thinking about consonant

lenition. Although I ended up disagreeing with Lessiak on important points and

my ideas on lenition have changed since those days, it is hard for me to imagine

that I would have come to this point without his monumental work on the High

German lenition and the High German Shift.

After spending about ten years working on the related topic of consonant

shifts in the Germanic languages and learning more about lenition from my

research on Low German, Danish, and Frisian, I have returned to more general

questions of quantity and consonant strength. The result is the present mono-

graph, which ties together the history of vowel and consonant quantity in

Germanic. Although I was not the first to notice the connection between the

two, I have brought this line of reasoning to its logical conclusion, using the

interrelationship of vowel and consonant length in accented syllables to make

broader conclusions about the history of quantity in Germanic. I hope that my

ideas will find favor with other researchers, or at least lead to further discussion

of a complex of problems that are in many ways central to the evolution of

Germanic.

xiii

www.cambridge.org/9781107034501
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-03450-1 — Gemination, Lenition, and Vowel Lengthening
Volume 157
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Upon completion of this work, there are several people whom I would like to

thank. First, I would like to thank Anatoly Liberman for his friendship,

encouragement, and willingness to talk about many things over the years.

Next, I would like thank Hans Frede Nielsen, the cofounder and managing

editor of the journalNOWELE, for his interest in my work since the publication

of my dissertation almost twenty-five years ago. Thank you also to Stephen

Laker and Robert Mailhammer for discussing issues related to quantity and

consonant strength with me on several occasions. Thanks to Helen Barton, the

acquisitions editor in Linguistics at Cambridge University Press, for her

patience and support during the writing of this book. Thank you to Bill

Fairchild and Henning Liese for their help with all things related to computers.

Thank you to Scott Brewer for his help with the preparation of the manuscript

for publication. Thanks to Phil Payne at Linguist’s Software for providing the

fonts for the special characters used in this book. They are LaserIPA in Unicode

for phonetic transcriptions and EuroSlavic in Unicode for orthographic

symbols. Finally, I would especially like to say thanks to my children,

Paul and Anna, for inspiring me over the past twelve years.

Portions of the research for this book were conducted with support from the

following entities: the Germanic Philology Program at the University of

Minnesota; Louisiana State University; the Department of Languages,

Literatures, and Cultures and the Linguistics Program at the University of

South Carolina; the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD); the

Swedish Institute; and the National Endowment for the Humanities.
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