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Michaelmas Term 2024
1. Introduction to Historical Linguistics and Middle High German

2. Phonology I

3. Phonology II

4. Morphology I

5. Morphology II

6. Syntax

7. Lexis & Language Contact

8. Verse & Metre



MHG Verbs
Tenses: Present & preterite

Moods: Indicative & subjunctive

Participles: Present & past 

Imperative

Infinitive

Gerund (inflected infinitive)

Strong vs. Weak

Strong: Ablaut for PRET and PST.PTC; PST.PTC with -en

Weak: Dental preterite -te; PST.PTC with -t



MHG Verbs
In addition to the strong & weak verbs, MHG has two additional classes:

‘Preterite-Presents’
• Old preterites/perfects which have taken on present meaning

• Present tense → like the PRET of strong verbs & a new, weak PRET has 
been formed

• 2SG.PRES ends -t or –st & shares vowel of 1/3SG

• weiʒ, touc, gan, kan, darf, tar, sol, mac, muoʒ

Anomalous Verbs:
• tuon ‘do’

• gân/gên ‘go’

• stân/stên ‘stand’

• sîn, wesen ‘be’

• wellen ‘wish’

NB. There were also contracted verbs: 
lân = lâʒen ‘let, leave’, hân = haben 
‘have, hold’

For the conjugated forms of these 
verbs, see Wright ([1888]/1955: §93–
99) or Jones & Jones (2023)



MHG Strong Verbs
Ablaut

Stem vowel alternation which has its origins in PIE

Six classes of true ablaut & an additional class of old reduplicating 
verbs

There are thus seven classes of strong verbs in MHG, which can be 
defined by their patterns of vowel alternation

For strong verbs, we can use four key forms to establish all others:
• PRES

• 1/3SG.PRET

• 1/3PL.PRET

• PST.PTC

e.g. heiʒen (cf. Gothic INF háitan, PRET háiháit) 



MHG Strong Verbs

PRES 1/3SG.PRET 1/3PL.PRET PST.PTC

I î ei, ê i i

II ie ou, ô u o

III i, ë a u u, o

IV ë a â o

V ë a â ë

VI a uo uo a

VII a, â, ei, ou ie ie a, â, ei, ou

II have iu in SG.PRES

III–V with ë in INF have i in SG.PRES 



MHG Strong Verbs
PRES 1/3SG.PRET 1/3PL.PRET PST.PTC

I snîden sneit sniten gesniten

II biegen bouc bugen gebogen

III binden
hëlfen

bant
half

bunden
hulfen

gebunden,
geholfen

IV nëmen nam nâmen genomen

V gëben gap gâben gegëben

VI graben gruop gruoben gegraben

VII bannen bien bienen gebannen

ich biuge

ich binde

ich hilfe

ich nime

ich gibe



MHG Strong Verbs

Wright ([1888]/1955: 42)

Alemannic: 2PL often –ent (also 
3PL.PRET)

MHG 2SG regularly -st

Impact of prosody

2SG originally -s – the -t comes from 
enclitic du, which often reduced and 
‘leant on’ the verb (cf. NHG haste)

e.g. nimistu < nimis=du (dū) 



MHG Weak Verbs
OHG: ended -en (< -jan), -ēn, -ōn

→MHG: all end -en

Can only categorise MHG weak verbs on the behaviour of the preterite

Wright ([1888]/1955)



OHG Weak Verbs
OHG deleted /i, u/ after a heavy syllable (or two light ones) 

High Vowel Deletion: /leːr+ita/ → /leː.ri.ta/ → [leːr.ta] lērta

Led to an alternation in -en verbs between:

• (H) or (LL) stems: 

+ dental preterite suffix with no intervening vowel (e.g. hōrta)

• CVC (light*) stems: 

+ dental preterite with intervening /i/ (e.g. lerita)

The -ēn and -ōn verbs always added -ēta and -ōta

‘Light’ stems because they form light syllables after adding a vowel-initial 
suffix (resulting in resyllabification): leg+ita → le.gi.ta

Compare ‘heavy’ stems (which stay heavy after resyllabification): 

hōr+ita → hō.ri.ta → hōr.ta (High Vowel Deletion)



MHG Weak Verbs
Due to reduction of unstressed syllables, we thus find MHG with a 
split between 

(a) OHG -en (< -jan) verbs with (H) or (LL) stems

(b) All other weak verbs

The inflectional endings are otherwise identical

a b

INF -en -en

PRET -te -ete

PST.PTC -t, -et -et



MHG Weak Verbs
Due to reduction of unstressed syllables, we thus find MHG with a 
split between 

(a) OHG -en (< -jan) verbs with (H) or (LL) stems

(b) All other weak verbs

The inflectional endings are otherwise identical

a b

INF -en -en

PRET -te -ete

PST.PTC -t, -et -et

All that remains to be said of (b) is:

• Due to syncope (cf. Phonology II), long (H) stems sometimes drop the medial 
-e-: dankete~dancte

• Contraction often occurs in legen & sagen:

legen~legete/leit~geleget/geleit

sagen~sagete/seit~gesaget/geseit

In the present tense, you also find leist, leit & seist, seit instead of legest, leget 
& sagest, saget



MHG Weak Verbs
Class I are mostly -jan verbs, so show umlaut in the present stem

However, the -j- stem extension never appeared in the PRET

→No umlaut in the PRET 

This was mistakenly identified as a process of Rückumlaut in the 
past and the name has (unfortunately) stuck

If there are double PST.PTC forms (one with -t and one with –et), 
umlaut only appears with the -et ending

 e.g. gekant~gekennet

bon fîz, schier fîz, bêâ fîz,
alsus hat mich genennet
der mich dâ heime erkennet.



MHG Weak Verbs
Most of the variation in the MHG weak verbs has been levelled out 
(e.g. hören~hörte), but you still get it in -enn and -enk stems:

 kennen~kante~gekennet/gekant > kennen~kannte~gekannt

 denken~dâhte~gedâht > denken~dachte~gedacht



OHG Weak Verbs

/leːr-ita/ /hoːr-ita/ /war-ita/ /zal-ita/

High Vowel Deletion leːrta hoːrta — —

Umlaut — — werita zelita

[leːrta] [hoːrta] [werita] [zelita]

lērta hōrta werita zelita

teach-3SG.PRET hear-3SG.PRET protect-3SG.PRET tell-3SG.PRET

*In MHG, hœren still did not umlaut in the preterite 
(hōrte). Modern hörte is the result of analogy.



Class I Weak Verbs (old jan-verbs)

/hoːr-j-en/ /hoːr-ita/ /zal-j-en/ /zal-ita/ /stall-j-en/ /stall-ita/

HVD — hōrta — — — stallta

UML hœːrjen — zeljen zelita stelljen —

CG — — zellen — — —

GD hœːren — — — stellen —

DG — — — — — stalta

h[œ]ren hōrta zellen zelita stellen stalta

hear-INF hear-3SG.PRET tell-INF tell-3SG.PRET place-INF place-3SG.PRET

→ hœren → hôrte → zellen → zelte 
~zalte 

(via analogy) 

→ stellen → stalte



MHG Weak Verbs: Present



MHG Weak Verbs: Preterite



MHG Weak Verbs



Syncretism
Essentially the product of morphological merger

Situation (not process!) where functionally distinct word forms are 
identical in form

 i.e. multiple cells in a paradigm have exactly the same form

This may be the result of historical changes 

Can also describe a situation where there was never any distinction 
in the first place



Syncretism
NHG nominal inflexion is mostly restricted to number marking 
(except for GEN.SG.M/N and DAT.PL)

☞ Can often lead to analogical change



Extreme syncretism: MHG weak verbs
The indicative and subjunctive forms of weak verbs are identical in both the 
present and the preterite tense, as with the -jan verb brennen ‘burn’:

What do we 
find instead 
in NHG?



Analogy
Mathematics: Similarity in proportional relationships, e.g. a is to b as c is to d

Plato: Functional analogy, e.g. a is to b 
as c is to d

 Good makes Knowledge possible in 
the intelligible world just as the Sun 
makes Vision possible in the 
perceptual world

Philosophy: Inferential reasoning from parallel cases

Assumption that if things share similar attributes, their    

         other attributes must also be similar

Natural history: Resemblance of form & function in organs with different 
origins (in different species)

cf. Lahiri (2000) 



Analogy
For early grammarians, analogy referred to regular correspondences 
within paradigms (not sound change)

Words can be classified in terms of similarities/differences in inflexion → 
Regularities = sets of proportions (analogy)

The Neogrammarians are the first to introduce the concept of   
‘false analogy’, accounting for exceptions to sound change. 

☞ For the Neogrammarians, it was everything left over after sound 
change and borrowing were excluded

‘Analogy’ is often used to apply to a heterogeneous range of 
processes and can behave far more systematically than is often 
acknowledged



Analogy
Change whereby a similarity in meaning → a similarity in form 
(generally resulting in greater regularity)

Regular sound change (e.g. OSL / diphthongisation) ignores morphology 
→ can introduce irregularity into paradigms

Analogy reinforces regularity / transparency, but is itself irregular 
and sporadic.

☞‘Sturtevant’s Paradox’: Sound change is regular, but creates 
irregularity, whereas analogy is irregular, but creates 
regularity



Sturtevant’s Paradox
INF 3SG.PRET 3PL.PRET PST.PTCP

IE ˈ –s– ˈ –s– –s– ˈ –s– ˈ

PGmc I *fraˈleusan *fraˈlaus *fraluˈsun *fralusaˈnaz

PGmc II (VL) *fraˈleusan *fraˈlaus *fraluˈzun *fraluzaˈnaz

PGmc III (SS) *fraˈleusan *fraˈlaus *fraˈluzun *fraˈluzanaz

WGmc (R) *fraleusan *fraˈlaus *fralurun *fraloran

OHG firliosan firlōs firlurun firloran

MHG verliesen verlôs verlurn verlorn

NHG verlieren verlor verloren verloren

/fərliəɕ̯ən/ /fərloːɕ/ /fərlu(ː)rən/ /fərlo(ː)rən/

→ [fɐˈliːɐn̯] [fɐˈloːɐ]̯ [fɐˈloːɐn̯] [fɐˈloːɐn̯]



Sturtevant’s Paradox
INF 3SG.PRET 3PL.PRET PST.PTCP

IE ˈ –s– ˈ –s– –s– ˈ –s– ˈ

PGmc I *fraˈleusan *fraˈlaus *fraluˈsun *fralusaˈnaz

PGmc II (VL) *fraˈleusan *fraˈlaus *fraluˈzun *fraluzaˈnaz

PGmc III (SS) *fraˈleusan *fraˈlaus *fraˈluzun *fraˈluzanaz

WGmc (R) *fraleusan *fraˈlaus *fralurun *fraloran

OHG firliosan firlōs firlurun firloran

MHG verliesen verlôs verlurn verlorn

NHG verlieren verlor verloren verloren

/fərliəɕ̯ən/ /fərloːɕ/ /fərlu(ː)rən/ /fərlo(ː)rən/

→ [fɐˈliːɐn̯] [fɐˈloːɐ]̯ [fɐˈloːɐn̯] [fɐˈloːɐn̯]

NHG  verlieren ~ verlor
BUT: Verlies, Verlust

cf. NE lose ~ lost
BUT: forlorn, lovelorn



Proportional analogy
Earlier work was based solely on surface forms 

Emphasised almost exclusively forms of proportional change

☞ analogy works through equations based on surface forms 

stone : stone-s :: cow : X; X = cow-s (as opposed to the earlier cow~kine) 

Tag : Tag-e :: Land : X; X = Land-e (as opposed to the earlier lant~lant)

Problem how to constrain such proportional analogy

How do you limit which proportions are established? 

 



Proportional analogy
Earlier work was based solely on surface forms 

Emphasised almost exclusively forms of proportional change

☞ analogy works through equations based on surface forms 

stone : stone-s :: cow : X; X = cow-s (as opposed to the earlier cow~kine) 

Tag : Tag-e :: Land : X; X = Land-e (as opposed to the earlier lant~lant)

Problem how to constrain such proportional analogy

How do you limit which proportions are established? 

 

Ringe & Eska (2013: 152):
[The proportional approach was] always empirically inadequate, because a 
substantial minority of morphological changes cannot be convincingly 
explained by proportions

It can miss important generalisations, e.g. the preservation of central 
contrasts like number in levelling. 



Analogical levelling
Increases paradigmatic uniformity                                                              
by reducing the number of a form’s allomorphs (i.e. eradicating 
alternations)

Same meaning / function → same form

In Class II verbs, the stem vowel of the 3PL.PRES.INDIC has been 
levelled out to the SG.PRES forms

e.g. MHG ich biuge, er biuget, wir biegen, sie biegent 

   > ich biege, er biegt, wir biegen, sie biegen



Analogical levelling
Increases paradigmatic uniformity                                                              
by reducing the number of a form’s allomorphs (i.e. eradicating 
alternations)

Same meaning / function → same form

In Class II verbs, the stem vowel of the 3PL.PRES.INDIC has been 
levelled out to the SG.PRES forms

e.g. MHG ich biuge, er biuget, wir biegen, sie biegent 

   > ich biege, er biegt, wir biegen, sie biegen
*Note the levelling of the PST.PTCP’s stem vowel to the PRET forms (after OSL): 

/ɡəbɔɡən/ > /ɡəboːɡən/



Analogical levelling
Similarly, for Class III (with /ɛ/ in the infinitive), Class IV & Class V, 
the stem vowel of the indicative 1SG.PRES form has changed in 
analogy to the stem vowel of the infinitive and PL.PRES forms, e.g. 
nemen (NHG nehmen):



Analogical levelling
Note also that MHG often had a length alternation between the 
vowel of the 1/3SG.PRET and PL.PRET forms (inherited, not OSL). 

In NHG, this has been levelled out in favour of the plural’s Vː 

/nam~naːmen/ > /naːm~naːmen/

The long /eː/ of the INF and PL.PRES (which spread to the 1SG.PRES) 
is the result of OSL, however: /nɛ.mən/ > /neː.mən/. 



OSL



Analogical extension
Extends an existing alternation to new contexts (forms which did 
not previously undergo the alternation)

e.g. extension of umlaut to forms with no alternation historically: OHG 
topf~topfe ‘pot.SG~PL’ > NHG Topf~Töpfe 

Campbell (2013: 95)
From the point of view of the speaker, analogical levelling and extension 
may not be different, since in both the speaker is making different patterns 
in the language more like other patterns that exist in the language.



Analogical extension: UML
Two stages:

OHG: Large class of neuter nouns with no overt marking in the 
plural (due to high vowel deletion) 

(i) HVD and UML became opaque and unrecoverable (due to 
reduction of unstressed syllables) → must have been a strong 
drive to mark the PL overtly

(ii) These words were analogically shifted into another class of a-
stem nouns which did overtly mark the PL

Grammatical gender was crucial in the choice of class

e.g. houbit~houbit, wort~wort 
(NHG Haupt, Wort) 



Analogical extension: UML
English: Gender distinctions were lost, so there was no problem 
shifting them to the large class of masculine a-stems → -as PL suffix 
generalised (e.g. NE heads, words)

Gender irrelevant  ➔ Same declension class

German: Gender still central, so they were shifted to the minor class of 
neuter os-/es-stem nouns which did overtly mark the plural → - ̈er 
generalised

Gender >> declension class ➔ Same gender, change class

cf. Lahiri & Dresher (1984)



Analogical extension: UML
These nouns inserted OHG -ir (< PGmc. -iz) between the stem and PL 
affix, triggering UML, e.g. lamb~lembir > NHG Lamm~Lämmer 

☞ Find NHG PL forms with umlaut where none existed in OHG: 

 e.g. Haupt~Häupter, Wort~Wörter

☞ Small class of words with two (semantically or functionally distinct) 
plurals:   one with umlaut and one without: e.g. Worte~Wörter and 
Lande~Länder



Summary
Today’s phonology is often tomorrow’s morphology

We have seen regular sound changes or once transparent 
phonological rules leave their mark on inflexional morphology 

Diachronically, these processes (often interacting) can affect 
morphological paradigms and cause opacity

e.g. vowel reduction threatening case/gender/number distinctions

Such situations are unstable 



Summary
Speakers have several options:

Reanalysis of underlying forms

 e.g. /tur-i/ [tʏri] > /tur-i/ [tʏrə] > /tyrə/ [tʏrə] > /tyːr/ [tyːɐ]̯ (‘door’)

Morphologisation of phonological rules e.g. umlaut as a plural marker

Analogy: 

 Levelling   e.g. -en plural; stem umlaut into the PRET of 
    ‘Rückumlaut’ weak verbs 

 Declension/gender shifts e.g. site M > F; strong > weak verbs

 Loss of declension classes e.g. weak F nouns

 Extension   e.g. lamp~lembir pattern extends to words 
    like wort~wörter
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