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Michaelmas Term
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



Prosodic phonology
• Accounts for the organisation of phonological structures 

above the level of individual sounds (phonemes/segments)

• Hierarchy of constituents (units), each made up of those 
immediately below

• Today, we’ll be worrying about:
• Syllables

• Feet

Constituents form the domains for phonological rules and 
contraints

U
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σ
For approaches to phrasing at lower levels of 
the hierarchy, see Lahiri & Plank (2022)



Constituents
Segments are groups of features

e.g. /i/ << [VOC, SON, VOICE, CONT, COR, HI, ATR]

Syllables are groups of segments
e.g. /ɡɔt/ << /ɡ/, /ɔ/, /t/

Feet are groups of syllables
e.g. (zɪ.tə)F

Prosodic words are groups of feet

e.g. ((ʁɛp)F(ˈtiːl)F)ω



Syllable structure
• Internal (hierarchical structure):

•  Onset consonant (big)

•  Rhyme (big):

•  Vocalic Nucleus (big)

•  Coda consonant (big)

• Not stored: predictable product of the phonological grammar

• Syllables may be light or heavy depending on the structure of the R



Quantity sensitivity in German

Non-branching:
Light (L)

Branching N:
Heavy (H)

Branching R:
Heavy (H)

Branching R & N:
‘Superheavy’ (SH)
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Feet
Just like phoneme inventories, foot structure is language-specific

German feet are left-headed (trochaic)

For our purposes, the following structures are relevant:

Dresher & Lahiri (1991, 2022); Lahiri et al. (1999); Fikkert et al. (2006); Booth & Lahiri (2023)

For more detail, see Booth & Lahiri 
(2023) and references therein



Feet
☞ Crucial for determining stress placement

☞ Changes such as OSL can be seen as prosodic optimisation:

(LL) → (HL)  MHG /ˈspi.lən/ spilen → NHG [ˈʃpiː.lən]

(LH) → (H)(H)  MHG /ˈhe.ring/ herinc → NHG [ˈheː.ʁɪŋ]

cf. Prokosch’s Law—preference for bimoraic stressed syllables in Gmc.

☞ Domain for segmental processes, e.g. High Vowel Deletion

→ Delete a high vowel which forms the weak branch of a F

☞ Crucial for poetry



Verse
Courtly romances/epics

e.g. Parzival

Rhyming couplets

Read aloud & circulated for private reading by 
individuals

Lyric poetry

e.g. Minnelieder

Strophic with strict metre and (complex) 
rhyme schemes 

(often borrowed from OF poetry: contrafacta)

Sung

By end of C13th, there were >40 
German romances based on OF 
sources, especially Chrétien de Troyes



Verse
Heroic epics

e.g. the Nibelungenlied

Strophic (repeats a certain formal unit,

e.g. stanza)

Possibly set to music and sung

Heroic epics, Minnelieder & other vernacular poetry originated before 
the age of chivalry, based on ‘indigenous traditions’.

Romance was shaped by the imitation / adaptation of Old French 
models (Bumke 1991: 88; Rasmussen 2000: 183 f.).



The Viertakter
Four Takte  (‘measures’), preceded by an optional anacrusis (1+ 
unstressed syllables). 

Takte 1–3 = minimal (bimoraic) foot or ‘parasitic’ foot (unstressed L or 
ə syllable obliged to form stressed foot due to poetic metre)

→ Can add an extra L syllable for an ‘expanded’ (disyllabic) foot. 

Takt 4 (the cadence) = unexpanded bimoraic / parasitic foot 

Can be followed by a final L syllable (‘feminine rhyme’)

Cadence contains the rhyming syllables, unless it is a parasitic foot



Uns ist in al ten mæ̂  ren
x     /     x       /   x      /      

Anacrusis Line-Internal Feet Cadence

Line

F FF F

Fmin FminFminw w

         /        

The Viertakter



The Viertakter
Anacrusis (Auftakt) Line-internal feet (Versinneres) Cadence (Kadenz)

(x) /  x   |    /  x    |    /  x F

Masculine Monosyllabic Single L or H

Masculine Disyllabic Stressed L followed by unstressed syllable

Feminine Stressed H followed by an unstressed syllable

Klingend disyllabic Penultimate foot: single H; final foot: single H or L 
not stressed in speech but hosts a strong metrical 
beat

Klingend trisyllabic Penultimate foot: stressed syllable followed by 
unstressed syllable; final foot: single H or L not 
stressed in speech but hosts a strong metrical beat



Parzival
• Early grail romance (c.1200-

1210), based on Chretien de 
Troyes’s late C12th unfinished 
work Perceval ou le Conte du 
Graal 

• Linguistic evidence, e.g. 
dominant alternating pattern of 
wswswsws and large number of 
heavy and superheavy syllables 
terminating lines, suggests an 
iambic metre may be more 
appropriate than the traditional 
Viertakter.

For the full 
analysis, 
see Booth 
(2023)



Metre
Zonneveld (2000: 34): 

What makes a poem iambic is not so much that it can be recited in 
the usual “thumping” fashion (da-DUM da-DUM da-DUM . . .), but 
rather that it shows a number of formal features which define it as 
such.

These features constitute an ‘abstract pattern that is satisfied by 
particular arrangements of linguistic givens’ (cf. Halle & Keyser 1966: 
191).



• Principle I
Iambic tetrameter verse consists of eight positions to which may be 
appended one final extrametrical syllable, to create a feminine rhyme.

• Principle II
A position is normally occupied by a single syllable, but under certain 
circumstances may be occupied by more than one syllable or none.
• Condition 1. Two vowels, adjacent or separated by a sonorant or /h/, can occupy a 

single metrical position, provided that one is unstressed or weakly stressed.

• Condition 2. An unstressed or weakly stressed monosyllabic word may constitute a 
single metrical position with a preceding syllable.

• Principle III
Stress maxima may only occupy even positions within a verse, but not 
every even position need be so occupied. 

Principles for iambic tetrameter (adapted from 
Halle & Keyser 1966: 197) 





ll. 805,1-24

Ob von Troys meister Cristjân

disem mære hât unreht getân,

daz mac wol zürnen Kyôt,

der uns diu rehten mære enbôt.

endehaft giht der Provenzâl,

wie Herzeloyden kint den grâl

erwarp, als im daz gordent was,

dô in verworhte Anfortas.

von Provenz in tiuschiu lant

diu rehten mære uns sint gesant,

und dirre âventiure endes zil.

niht mêr dâ von nu sprechen wil

ich Wolfram von Eschenbach,

wan als dort der meister sprach.

sîniu kint, sîn hôch geslehte

hân ich iu benennet rehte,

Parzivâls, den ich hân brâht

dar sîn doch sælde het erdâht.

swes lebn sich sô verendet,

daz got niht wirt gepfendet

der sêle durch des lîbes schulde,

und der doch der werlde hulde

behalten kan mit werdekeit,

daz ist ein nütziu arbeit.
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Line-Final Syllables

In trochaic metre, one expects to find lines ending with light or 
schwa syllables dominating the poem:

Dóuble, dóuble tóil and trouble

A bias towards line-final heavy and superheavy syllables is far more 
indicative of iambic metre:

That stráin agáin! it hád a d ƴ𝒚ing fáll

Principle of closure: Poets adhere most strictly to metrical 
principles at the end of a line.



Line-Final Syllables

Final Foot Count Percentage

(H) 1378 64

(Hə) 537 25

(LL) 229 11

(LH) 16 <1



Line-Initial Syllables



Metre



Metre



• Significant dominance of iambic metrical patterns;

• All lines can be accounted for by building iambic feet L → R, 
allowing a final extrametrical schwa syllable, optionally empty 
weak positions and elision;

• Lines may vary in number of feet, but are always iambic;

• ~70% of lines begin with a weak beat; 

• ~70% of lines end on a heavy or superheavy syllable;

• Remaining lines form feminine rhymes, ending exclusively in 
schwa

Summary





470.24 vŏn kăráctĕn éin ĕpítăfúm.

237.22 víer kărrấscĕn múosĕn trágen.

790.02 Cărdĕmó̂m, jĕróffĕl, múscất.

453.25 dér sélbĕ físî̂̆ốn.

Identifying word stress

cf. Hayes (1995); Fikkert (2000); Booth (2023a)
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Complex native words

☞ If a word contains a 2nd foot, this can attract secondary stress if 
branching (Superheavy/ HL)

70.05   wæ̂̆re cho ́mn̂̆ vón dĕr héidĕnschàft.

70.06   dĕs twánch sĭ grózĕr líebĕ cráft.

215.09 dĕr sélbĕn ságĕ ez si mĭr léit.

215.10 v̂̆nt bríng ĭr dinĕ síchĕrhèit.

348.07   Sĭne knáppĕn fv́rstĕn kíndĕlìn.

348.08   ăl wéinĕnde tátĕn chla ́gĕn scín.
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Final branching feet: Loans
LHL

HHL

HHL
HHL

HHL

LHL > HSH

H́H́L
XH́L

Never *X́HL



Stress

Complex words are initially borrowed as simplex (Lahiri & Fikkert, 1999), 
but certain derivational affixes were soon decomposed in German, i.e. 
-ieren & -ei (NOT borrowed as suffixes)

-ieren appears to have come from multiple sources, including agentive -ier 

 -ier + -en INF suffix

Quickly reanalysed as a verbalising suffix reflecting foreign origin

Formed their own foot. 

Enabled loans to retain right-edge stress

Didn’t happen in English: móven > move (vs. MHG môvíeren)



Stress

(σ́)(σ̀) could easily become (σ̀)(σ́) under the influence of loans, 
especially overlong suffixes which attract stress.

Romance loans in German came to threaten native stress 
parameters, beginning a gradual shift to right-edge stress.

The non-initial stress pattern, once established, could be extended, 
setting the stage for another wave of borrowing in the early modern 
period. 

By the C17th, stress-attracting suffixes were firmly established and 
Romance loans with final -VːC regularly bore stress.



C16th–C17th Grammars

Laurentius Albertus (1573)

IIII.

Disyllables commonly acute [accent] the first, as manen monere, ſolches hoc, den 
willen uoluntatem. Diphthongs of the second syllable sometimes draw an acute 
to themselves, as allein solus […]

V.

Trisyllables acute the antepenultimate, as Fischhamen, hamus, Engellandt 

IX.

Pilgrims [loans] follow their origin and nature, for we say die Cautél / der Notári 
/ and not Cáutel / Nótari



C16th–C17th Grammars

Johannes Clajus (1578):

Disyllables have the accent on the first, as: Leben / Vivere, Geben / Dare, 
Schreiben / Scribere, Lieben / Amare, Lesen / legere, Gehen / Ire, Stehen / Stare, 
Sehen / Videre &c. Excepted are those […] derived from the Greeks or Latins, 
such as: Prophet / Planet / Natur / Figur.

Trisyllables have an accent on the antepenultimate, whatever the last and 
penultimate, as: Heiligen / Sanctificare, Zucͤhtigen / Castigare, Antworten / 
Respondere, Lebendig / Vivus. […] Those derived from the Greeks and Latins 
have the accent on the last, as: Die Facultet Universitet / Lection / Nation / 
Creatur etc.
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C17th Rhyming Dictionary

Johann Huͤbner (1578):

Unlike earlier ‘reverse dictionaries’, e.g. Erasmus 
Alberus’s Novum Dictionarii Genus, Hubͤner groups 
words according to their rhyme (and thus the final 
stressed foot), e.g. 

• -Achtet

• -Ei ey eu

• -Ob

Quantity is also differentiated, e.g.

• Ot /oːt/, e.g. Boot and –ott /ot/, e.g. Gott

C17th Rhyming Dictionary



The shift of stress from the initial syllable (OHG) to the end of the 
word (NHG) began in MHG

Most notably in OF loans ending in -ieren and -îe 

(NHG -ieren [-iːʁən, -iːɐn̯] & -ei [-aɪ]̯)

(cf. Vennemann 1995; Booth & Lahiri 2023)

Although the number of loans decreased, the volume (active for 
some three centuries) and the impact of the stressed suffixes (which 
did endure) seem to have had a lasting structural effect on the 
prosodic system 

 

Consequences
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