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0. Introduction

Was there really a phonological rule of High Vowel Deletion (henceforth HVD) in Old English? It has to be acknowledged that it is somewhat late in the day to be asking that question. Furthermore, the answer to the question seems entirely obvious, namely, that of course there was such a rule. How else, for example, can we account for the variation in the nominative-accusative plural of Old English neuter nouns such as sipu ‘ships’ but word ‘words’, except by assuming that there was a phonological rule which deleted a word-final ‑u after a heavy syllable, as in word < *wordu?

And, of course, the evidence is much more extensive than this single type suggests. Final ‑i is equally lost in various parts of the paradigm of original i‑stem nouns such as flæs ‘flesh’, final ‑u is lost in the nominative singular of a heavy-stemmed feminine noun such as lr ‘learning’, and parallel loss occurs in the fem.nom.sg. and neut.nom.pl. of strong adjectives such as blind ‘blind’. Nor is HVD restricted to positions after a heavy monosyllabic stem. Much of the interest in this phenomenon which has been aroused over the past two decades is due to the apparently odd environment in which the deletion occurs, that is to say, and to use without prejudice the traditional terminology, either after one heavy syllable or two light syllables. Thus we find werod ‘troops’, not **werodu. However, if the first syllable of the stem is heavy, as in nom.sg. hafod ‘head’, then, in forms where the inflexion is a closed syllable, the medial vowel is lost due to HVD after a heavy syllable, e.g. hafdes gen.sg. But where the inflexion consists only of ‑u, as in the nom.acc.pl., then the medial vowel is retained, although the final vowel is sometimes lost, hence hafudu, hafud ‘heads’, or, with original medial ‑i‑, wolcenu, wolcen ‘clouds’. It is also possible to find forms where neither ‑u‑ is lost, e.g. hafudu. At least, that is the situation in The Vespasian Psalter, probably the most usual source of evidence for the discussions which have taken place. On the other hand, in West Saxon the preferred form of the nom.acc.pl. is hafdu. I shall return to this variation and the issues which it raises at several points below.

It should be quite clear from the above that it is impossible to account adequately for the morphophonology of Old English nouns and adjectives (see §2 for the situation regarding verbs) without invoking some variant of HVD. Given the title of this paper, therefore, I ought now to make it quite clear what the focus of this paper is intended to be. Here the negative element is perhaps the easier to define. The primary focus of attention in discussions of HVD over the past two decades has been the proper formulation of rules and/or constraints which can account for the rather wide variety of Old English forms which appear to be the result of HVD. This discussion started, perhaps, with Kiparsky and O’Neil (1976) and continues up to at least Idsardi (1994), as far as published papers are concerned, and other papers will no doubt soon see the light of day. One reason for supposing that the discussion is not concluded is that it is quite clear that none of the published analyses provide a watertight solution, and certainly none of them has received an unquestioning welcome. But a more important reason in the present context is that, as far as I can tell, many of the points that I want to make are largely analysis-independent.

This is not to say that any criticisms which I may make of a particular analysis are necessarily valid for all existing analyses. But my intention is not to criticise — or favour — any particular analysis, but rather to suggest that there is a substantial set of problematic issues associated with all accounts of HVD, and that that set of issues has been largely ignored or marginalised. And, I want to argue, it turns out that they are critical to a proper understanding of the relevant phenomenon. Not, I hasten to add, that I have any immediate solutions to these issues. In those terms, the conclusion of this paper should prove singularly unhelpful. The best that I can hope to offer is some suggestions about the kinds of criteria which a new account of HVD must satisfy.

Rather than making an attempt to provide a new account of HVD which might be more acceptable than those offered so far, what I want to do here is to consider a number of problems regarding HVD which have been, to a greater or lesser extent, ignored in the search for a viable statement of the environment in which HVD is supposed to have occurred. For, what I want to argue is that, right from its apparent inception as a phonological rule in the grammar of Old English, HVD had properties which are characteristic of highly marked rules. This markedness of HVD, I shall also argue, has clearly visible consequences in the morphophonological history of Old English.

Amongst the issues which I want to discuss are the following: (1) the opacity of HVD; (2) systematic morphologisation; (3) dialectal variation; (4) apparent deletion of non-high vowels; (5) incompatible derivations. In this discussion I shall sometimes distinguish between HVD in final open syllables, i.e. the type of HVD found in word < *wordu ‘words’, and HVD in medial open syllables, i.e. the type of HVD found hafdes < *hafudes ‘head’ gen.sg. I shall refer to both by their traditional names, that is, respectively, apocope and syncope. I could say that this is merely a matter of convenience, something which may make the following discussion easier to follow, but that would be being economical with the truth, and perhaps that is true. However, it may be that the collapse of apocope and syncope into a single rule could be an error. However, I am content with the claim that at present nothing of substance hangs upon this issue, which remains to be resolved.

Finally, before we turn to a consideration of the problems I have listed above, it should be noted that during the course of this paper, and particularly in §1, I shall briefly consider a radically different, constraints-based, approach to HVD within the framework of Optimality Theory. But I wish to emphasise that that discussion does not in itself purport to offer an alternative explanation of the phenomena under discussion, which in any case would be outside the limits of this paper. Rather, the optimality account presented below is initially confined to the sole purpose of illuminating some of the difficulties which face a rules-based account. In the conclusion to this paper I shall, however, present some issues which may suggest that a constraints-type analysis may be the most fruitful avenue to pursue in search of a viable alternative to the present types of analysis.
1. The opacity of HVD

One of the most striking features of HVD in Old English is that it is obviously opaque, specifically in that there are a great many surface outputs which meet the structural description for the operation of HVD. Of particular interest here are forms such as WS hafdu ‘heads’. Under one interpretation of the change, where /u/ deletes after a heavy syllable, the result of HVD upon an underlying form such as /hæAfudu/ will be /hæAæfdu/.
 This latter form, of course, shows ‑u in the canonical environment for HVD, namely in final position immediately after a heavy syllable.

It is, of course, well known that opaque rules do exist in synchronic grammars. Therefore it is equally clear that there can be no absolute restriction on their occurrence. Thus the above demonstration does not disprove the existence of HVD. However, I assume that it would be generally agreed that opaque rules do constitute a subset of the larger set of marked phonological events. And so, at best, HVD deletion, to the extent that it is opaque, must be considered to belong to the set of marked rules.

Clearly, a possible response to this is “so what?”. More illuminating might be a response along the lines that such a rule, by virtue of its opacity, implies that the associated underlying representations are more likely to be subject to some kind of morphological reanalysis. This is exactly the approach taken by Kiparsky and O’Neil (1976). Indeed they suggest the following principle (1976: 550):

Underlying representations supported by alternations governed by opaque rules are less well entrenched than underlying representations supported by alternations governed by transparent rules

A not dissimilar approach is taken by Dresher and Lahiri (1991: 279-83). We might therefore expect, as Kiparsky and O’Neil argue, that in the course of time HVD would be morphologised. As these authors state, the situation is more complex than that, but I see no reason to doubt the general line of argument. Indeed, I shall argue later in this paper that many of the later modifications of HVD may well be, at least in part, a consequence of this opacity.

Yet that does not seem to me to be the full story in this particular case. For the opacity of HVD is much more serious than the above discussion might suggest. The real difficulty with HVD is fairly straightforward. If HVD is opaque to the extent that the rule is of the form A  B / C and surface outputs show A in the environment C, what must not be overlooked is that in this case most surface examples of A in the environment C occur precisely as the result of the application of the rule A  B / C. To take our representative instance, HVD is rendered opaque by an example such as hafdu, where ‑u occurs after a heavy syllable as the result of HVD operating on underlying /hæAfudu/ and thereby deleting ‑u‑ after a heavy syllable. Aside from technical issues such as how the principles of rule application might be formulated in order to prevent the unwanted re-application of HVD which would give surface **hafd, the question has to be asked about whether such a manoeuvre could ever be legitimate.

Might it not be preferable to claim that, where a proposed rule is opaque because it is of the form A  B / C and itself produces an output of the form A / C, rather than excluding re-application of the rule, we should instead exclude the rule itself by means of a general principle, such as that no rule may have the form A  B / C if the result of that rule is that A re-occurs in the environment C? And since even that stipulation might reasonably be regarded as an ad hoc, unprincipled restriction on the properties of rules, we might simply be left with the observation that such a rule would be even more highly marked than other instances of opacity, with whatever consequences that might be held to bring, see further §6.

If we accept, at least for the present, that the opacity of HVD, if it is indeed of the type described immediately above, is such as to sit uncomfortably within a rules-based account, then it is of some interest to consider briefly what might be the situation within an Optimality Theory account of HVD.
 There is a quite obvious reason for making such a comparison. The type of opacity which we have been discussing here is embedded with a rule-based derivational theory: opacity is determined by the interaction of rules and derivations. Therefore, since Optimality Theory offers a constraint-based non-derivational account of phonology, there must be at least a prima facie supposition that it will of necessity produce an account which is radically different from that offered within a rule-based theory, for opacity can no longer be defined in the same way. As Kager (1997: 497) says:

… one cannot, and should not, directly transfer the conceptual categories of rule-based theory into OT. As I have shown, ‘surface opacity with respect to metrical structure’ is not a categorical problem for a constraint-based theory which views the surface form as the primary level at which generalizations interact.

Let us now turn to a ‘bare-bones’ OT account of HVD. For the sake of comparison at least, it is necessary in this account to mimic as closely possible the kind of rule-based account outlined above, rather than attempt to provide a totally different account which might or might not lead to a more satisfactory account of the relevant phenomena. That is to say, it is useful to determine whether or not, and under what conditions, it is possible to replicate within OT the type of analysis which is normally presented within a rule-based account. If nothing else, this will allow an initial comparison of the issues to be undertaken.

Let us firstly assume that in OE had the foot is a moraic trochee, see, for example, Hayes (1995: 118), Hutton (1998). Then, if we take an input form /hæAfudu/ = *hafudu ‘heads’ this will have the structure:


(1)
 *



(*  )



()     

         ([hæA] fu du

Leaving aside, as irrelevant to the issue at hand, the role of higher ranking constraints such as FtBin, four constraints seem to be critical. The first of these is Parse-, i.e all syllables must be parsed by feet. The other two constraints are subvarieties of Max, which states that every segment in the input has a correspondent in the output. Max-mid low requires input-output correspondence for non-high vowels, whilst Max-high requires input-output correspondence for non-low vowels. Finally, there is a constraint forbidding superheavy rhymes, i.e., *VVCC. Since unparsed final ‑a is freely found, e.g. hafda ‘head’, gen.pl., it is quite clear that Max-mid low is higher ranked than Parse-. On the other hand, HVD can be restated as due to Max-high being lower ranked than Parse-, for the latter is the constraint which will forbid unfooted high vowels whilst the former requires input-output correspondence for high vowels Thus we find the following constraint ranking:


*VVCC, Max-mid-low » Parse- » Max-high

The following tableau results

	(2) /hæAfudu/
	*VVCC
	Max-mid-low
	Parse-
	Max-high

	(hæA).fu.du
	
	
	**!
	

	 (hæAf).du
	
	
	*
	*

	 (hæA).fud
	
	
	*
	*

	(hæAfd)
	*!
	
	
	*


As can be seen from (2), the above constraint ranking predicts, other things being equal, that there should be free variation between hafdu and hafud. As far as I am aware, there is, within the parameters that we have imposed, no other potential constraint which would create a preference for one form over the other.

Interestingly, this comparison does reveal a contrast between a rule-based account and a constraint-based account. In the former, as we have seen, the single form hafdu is predicted as grammatical (provided that no additional information, such as morphological structure, is used). That a single form should be generated is, of course, expected, and more forms could only be generated if a rule were made optional, as in Dresher’s account of the variation between hafod and hafodu in the Vespasian Psalter. On the other hand, the optimality tableau in (2) shows, again provided that no additional information of a morphological character is introduced, free variation between hafdu and hafud (for the variant OE form hafod, see footnote 6, below).

It is important to stress at this point that the presence or absence of any of the above forms in any one or more Old English dialects is not relevant, except to the extent that all the forms are genuinely attested. Furthermore, the purpose of the comparison is as restricted as its results, and hence the conclusions that we can draw are equally restricted. In particular, it would be improper to conclude, as I have been at pains to emphasise above, that the above discussion somehow implies that a constraint-based approach is more — or less — adequate than a rule-based approach. Rather, all that we can conclude is that, given equivalent sets of rules and constraints, the two types of approach make critically different predictions about the grammatical status of the set of linguistic forms under consideration. I have to confess that I am not sure what the exact meaning of “equivalent” is in this context. But the important point is that the set of rules and the set of constraints and the set of relative orderings of each were together intended to have the same effect, i.e., that all that was left as a distinction were the different sets of theoretical principles.

There may, however, be one conclusion to be drawn. Where this rather odd subtype of opacity occurs, a standard rule-based approach has little to offer other than classifying the rule as opaque. This has important predictive power, especially in terms of the rule being susceptible to morphologisation. On the other hand, the OT account suggests that absolute free variation will occur. If it were possible to claim that a consequence of this would be that one form would be preferred over another on other grounds, for example, morphological ones, this might well be a significant advantage for the optimality account. This is an issue to which we shall return in our conclusion.

But whatever the case may be, the one clear conclusion to be drawn is rather more theory-independent, namely that HVD (or some equivalent thereof) is highly marked, even in its historically earliest form. One might therefore attempt an alternative analysis which dispenses with HVD (or its constraints-based equivalent). For example, consider the possibility that HVD might actually be two separate rules, one of syncope, which deletes medial vowel high vowels after a heavy syllable or its equivalent, and one of apocope, which deletes final high vowels in the same environment. This is the position held in many non-generative accounts of the phenomena, see Hogg (1992: §§6.18ff.) 

Consider then a putative underlying form such as /hæAfudu/. If syncope precedes apocope, then syncope will feed apocope and the surface output will be **hafd; if apocope precedes syncope, then apocope will fail to apply (at least under most such interpretations of HVD) and then syncope will apply, giving the correct surface output hafdu. Thus extrinsic rule ordering of syncope before apocope will produce the desired results, without resort to a stipulation that HVD must not re-apply. Obviously, the rule of apocope, however it is stated, will be opaque under this type of analysis, but the opacity will not be the result of the application of apocope itself and may therefore be theoretically more acceptable. Various questions arise here, such as whether the postulation of two separate but very similar rules is an artificial procedure, or whether an analysis which avoids opacity caused by the output of a rule being identical to the environment in which the rule operates is preferable on a priori grounds to an analysis which does not avoid such opacity. It is also possible, at least in principle, to conceive of an optimality tableau in which constraints were so ranked as to mimic separate rules of syncope and apocope, and therefore this issue may well be theory-neutral.

For the moment, I want to leave the question of opacity and its impact on the plausibility or otherwise of a synchronic rule of HVD at this point, or, rather, at this question mark. For me, at least, this does not in itself resolve the issue of the acceptability of proposing such a rule, or even of how to choose between competing analyses, but rather it is one factor which has to be taken into account when making a more final decision. Let us, instead, turn to the next issue.

2. Systematic morphologisation

Most recent studies of HVD have, either explicitly or implicitly, restricted themselves to a discussion of HVD with respect to nouns and adjectives and, sometimes, weak verbs. However, as far as I know, only two important studies have discussed the status of HVD with respect to strong verbs. There is more than one reason for this, for example the fact that the relevant phenomenon occurs mainly in Anglian dialects (although it is partially present in early Kentish). But the critical reason, a cynic might suggest, is because the evidence is somewhat embarrassing. Whilst strong verbs with a light stem, as in classes IV-VI, e.g. faran, show the expected Anglian 1st sg. pr.ind. form with inflexional ‑u, e.g. Ps(A) fearu ‘I go’, the strong verbs of classes I-III, which have a heavy stem, equally show ‑u, e.g. bdu ‘I wait’, although the predicted application of HVD would, after a heavy syllable, produce the unattested type **bd.

Of the studies which we must note here, only one gives a purely phonologically based explanation of this apparent failure of HVD, namely Keyser & O’Neil (1985: 134-5). Their suggestion is that the underlying shape of the 1st sg. inflexion is /o/ rather than /u/, which will therefore escape HVD, after which it may be raised to /u/. There are many objections to this analysis. Firstly, it creates another means whereby HVD is opaque. Secondly, it necessitates the postulation of three underlying unstressed vowels, where on the surface there are never more than two. Thirdly, the arguments which they use to justify underlying /o/ in these cases could equally well be posited for the medial vowel of West Saxon hafdu, which it would then be impossible to delete. Fourthly, they use evidence from Northumbrian of the end of the tenth century to account for phenomena in Mercian in the middle of the ninth, thus confusing both geography and chronology. More simply, Keyser & O’Neil fail to note the massive amount of evidence to show that [u] and [o] are, in traditional terms, allophones of the same phoneme, and that this accounts for the spelling variations which they have observed.

The other account we have to consider is that of Dresher (1978: 198), who notes the unpredicted occurrence of ‑u in strong verb inflexion, and concludes that “we must stipulate that the pres.ind. 1s suffix u is not susceptible to VD”. I am quite certain that Dresher is correct in this conclusion, and my quarrel with him is rather that he does not consider what the implications of such a stipulation might be for the status of HVD.

In order to see what these implications are, we need to step back slightly from the particularities of the rule in question, and ask ourselves how phonological and morphological changes come to be incorporated within the grammar of a language. The usual kind of model, whether generative or non-generative, supposes that low-level phonetic variation becomes encoded or phonologised, so that synchronically the variation becomes rule governed. Such a rule has the shape of A  B / C           D where A, B, C and D are all phonological elements (or null). Such a rule may eventually become morphologised, either as a morphologically conditioned phonological rule, or, see Anderson (1992), as a purely morphological rule.

For our present purposes, however, the exact details of morphologisation are not terribly relevant. What is relevant, and important, is that this kind of view, even if it is modified to incorporate such concepts as lexical diffusion of sound change, does not appear to allow the introduction of morphological change unmediated by an earlier, purely phonological change. Now if we assume that such a view is correct, then we have to suppose that HVD is in origin a purely phonological rule, and that only at some later stage does it undergo some degree of morphologisation. This morphologisation process would result, in this particular instance, in the 1st sg. pres. ind. inflexion ‑u being prevented from undergoing HVD. This is the stage which Dresher (1978) describes.

However, if at one time HVD was purely phonological and if, furthermore, HVD is a sound change which occurred not long before the time of earliest texts such as the Vespasian Psalter, which is a reasonable assumption given that HVD must have occurred later than i‑umlaut, see, for example, Hogg (1992: §§6.22-23), then it might be expected that the morphologisation process would have left behind some relics of the earlier phonological status. But that does not happen at all. All the evidence we have, therefore, is that HVD first comes into the language as a morphologically based, rather than purely phonological, rule. It is almost certainly worth noting here that within Optimality Theory there is nothing to prevent morphological constraints being ranked higher than purely phonological ones at all times, see for example the discussion of correspondence theory in Kager (forthcoming) and the discussion in the conclusion to this paper.

It is particularly interesting to note that there is comparative evidence which tends to confirm that this morphologisation of HVD must have occurred in the earliest stages of the process and with significant regularity. This evidence is from Old Saxon, where HVD has many of the same phonological properties as in Old English, see, for example, Holthausen (1921: §§137ff., §153). But, in Old Saxon, as in Old English, the verbal paradigm shows consistent retention of ‑u in 1sg.pr.ind., e.g. bindu ‘I bind’.
 Such morphological equivalence suggests that there was a common element of instability in the operation of HVD in the two languages.
 Whatever the reason for this, it is a further demonstration of the marked nature of HVD as a phonological rule. Again, this is a matter to which we shall address ourselves in the conclusion.
3. Dialectal variation

Although some writers on the topic of HVD have paid attention to the question of dialectal diversity, this has not always been so, not even in some recent contributions, such as Idsardi (1994). And, for historical reasons, most attention has been paid to the phenomenon in the Vespasian Psalter dialect, presumably under the influence of Dresher (1978). The concentration on the Vespasian Psalter dialect is, in a very real sense, unobjectionable. Nevertheless, there is a real issue here, that a frequent consequence of that concentration has been a failure to place the phenomena in that one dialect in the wider context of Old English dialect variation generally.

I don’t want to pursue this issue immediately, but I do want to emphasise its importance. At various points in this paper I refer to dialectal variations in the implementation of HVD, and to specific dialect forms, such as, but not only, the well-known variation of VP hafod ~ hafodu vs. WS hafdu. Now what must not be ignored is that there are serious questions of ontology which arise from these dialect issues. All of these can be found within a single question, namely, what do we mean by the term “the grammar of Old English”? In other words, is a rule such as HVD intended to be dialect-specific, or pan-dialectal? If it is the latter, then how do we cope with inter-dialectal contradictions, such as the contrast between VP and WS mentioned above. If it is the former, what means, if any, should we have for explaining relationships of, for example, comprehensibility, between dialects, or the emergence of different rules, or different variations of a single rule, according to dialect? I should point out here that I am using dialect in a slightly odd sense, for I intend it to cover diachronic as well as synchronic variation. That is to say, the dialect of Ælfric’s Homilies differs from that of the Vespasian Psalter both in dialect geography and in real time. These are genuine issues, and therefore, when, for example, Idsardi (1994: 528) cites on the same page sealfode, which can be nothing other than a West Saxon form, and mone, which must equally be an Anglian form, and the point is not so much that he is being careless, but that it obscures the critical ontological issues.

One familiar example of such obscuration may be taken from the optimality tableau presented in (2) above. That tableau suggested that hafdu and hafud were in free variation. Now whilst this may be a very broadly accurate characterisation of inter-dialectal variation in Old English, it is patently not true of any one given dialectal variety of Old English. For example, if we consider the Vespasian Psalter dialect, there are no examples in that dialect of hafdu, whilst in West Saxon texts hafdu dominates overwhelmingly (aside from a variation discussed in §4) and the forms hafod, hafodu are so rare as to make their status as normal West Saxon forms suspicious.
 At the very least these latter two forms are far too rare in West Saxon to be allowable as evidence of free variation. Since apparent free variation between dialects is not free variation at all, but, rather, dialect differentiation, this shows that, contrary to the initial impression given by an overall view of Old English dialects, free variation of the type suggested by (2) simply did not occur.

4. Apparent deletion of non-high vowels

The problem which I want to raise in this part of the paper has already been discussed by me elsewhere (Hogg, 1997), and therefore I shall be as brief as possible. The problem arises in one Old English dialect which has sometimes been ignored in recent studies, namely the Late West Saxon dialect associated with the texts of Ælfric. It could be argued that this renders the present argument irrelevant, because the texts concerned are too late to be of relevance to the question of the synchronic status of HVD, which had been fully morphologised by then. However, that is not obviously so, for a number of reasons. Firstly, Late West Saxon is the dialect of the overwhelming majority, perhaps 80-90%, of the Old English material available to us, including, at least in a modified form, most of the poetry. Secondly, the texts are contemporaneous with, or not significantly later than, Northumbrian material and some Mercian material which is regularly considered. Thirdly, the term “Late” is somewhat misleading, since it is not primarily a chronological term, see Hogg (1992: §1.10) and references therein. And fourthly, and perhaps most interestingly in the present context, the Ælfrician texts are remarkably conservative in, for example, their spelling of unstressed vowels and inflexions, generally being at least as conservative as the Early West Saxon, Alfredian, texts, which are often considered.

Assuming, therefore, that the characteristics of LWS are relevant to the current discussion, what is the problem which arises? The first, and essential, point to make is that HVD operates in a quite predictable fashion over a large group of words. Thus the plural of word is word, the plural of werod is werod, and so on. Similarly, plural forms such as hafdu ‘heads’ or wtu ‘punishments’ are frequent. In other words, the situation appears to be exactly as expected, at least in comparison with other West Saxon texts such as those associated with Alfred.

Yet the problem is easily stated. For although the inflexional forms appear to be predictably distributed in line with HVD as it operates generally in West Saxon, so that zero-inflexion is found after one heavy syllable or two light syllables, when the inflexion is retained, it does not always have the shape ‑u. There is an alternative form of the inflexion, namely ‑a. Furthermore, this form is probably slightly more frequent than ‑u. For example in Ælfrician texts hafda occurs as nom.acc.pl. 6 times, whilst hafdu occurs 4 times. Monosyllabic stems, such as sipa ~ sipu ‘ships’, show precisely the same variation.

It does not appear to be possible to provide a phonological explanation for this variation, although that may be the force of the comments in Campbell (1959: §377). The first reason for denying that the change is phonological is that it is found only with the nom.acc.pl. inflexion. Thus in a feminine noun such as ifu ‘gift’, the nom.sg. is always of that shape, and is never, as far as I can tell, replaced by ifa. The second reason is connected with the explanation offered by Campbell, namely, that the back vowels have fallen together and that therefore ‑u and ‑a would be interchangeable. Leaving aside the more complex question of whether or to what extent unstressed back vowels had fallen together by the time of Ælfric, it has to be noted that the reverse replacement of ‑a by ‑u, which under the circumstances of the two vowels falling together would have been not only possible but indeed probable, giving inverted spellings in for example, the gen.pl. hafda as **hafdu, does not occur. It seems far more likely that we are dealing with a morphological replacement here, as is hinted at by Pope (1967-8: 183).

Now if that is so, if ‑a is becoming the dominant nom.acc.pl. inflexion of nouns such as sip and hafod, gradually replacing the historical ‑u, then it becomes difficult to maintain the position that a nom.acc.pl. such as werod is derived from an underlying form of the type /werodu/ by a synchronic rule of HVD. There is at least as good an argument (by which I mean a rather poor argument) for assuming, as the type weroda, sipa becomes dominant, that the underlying forms would be /weroda/, etc. But if that is the shape of the underlying form, then the surface output cannot be derived by HVD, since /a/ is, obviously, not a high vowel. And in any case, the gen.pl. weroda must have as its underlying form /weroda/ without any apocope, an absolutely clear demonstration that nom.acc.pl. werod can not in this context be derived by a phonological variant of HVD. Exactly the same issues confront an optimality approach, where a reranking of Max-mid-low and Parse- would be equally impossible. From this it follows that in LWS the existence of inflexional zero or inflexional ‑u/‑a must be assigned lexically rather than phonologically. Such an analysis suggests that HVD has been, or is being, lost from the synchronic grammar of Late West Saxon. Once more, we shall return to this issue in our conclusion.

5. Incompatible derivations

One of the most well-known and difficult, and hence interesting, features of HVD is that there are several competing forms occurring in the same dialect which appear to be underivable, or derivable only with difficulty, if their underlying forms are identical or, in the case of different lexical items, directly parallel. The best known of such cases is the alternation in the Vespasian Psalter between nom.acc.pl. hafud and hafudu.

Amongst the earlier attempts to handle this alternation, Dresher (1978: 152-3) argues that HVD applies irregularly. This appears, at least at first sight, to be observationally adequate, but it can scarcely be argued to have any further explanatory power. Keyser & O’Neil (1985: 139-40; 144-5) offer a very different solution. In order to derive hafod they invoke a rule of Trisyllabic Shortening, which shortens a long vowel (or diphthong) before two unstressed vowels. Whilst Trisyllabic Shortening may be a possibility in some stages of English, the change is generally recognised to be not earlier than the eleventh century and at odds with the metrical evidence from Old English poetry. Thus the rule appears to be an ad hoc manoeuvre to produce the correct outputs. In order to derive hafodu, Keyser & O’Neil assume “a split in the Vespasian Psalter between two dialects”, which seems odd, if not impossible, and certainly meaningless, given that there is a single scribe responsible for the only text. In the alleged second dialect Keyser & O’Neil replace Trisyllabic Shortening “ with the ( ad hoc rule which places stress ( on the syllable immediately preceding the final ‑u in substantival forms”. Not only is the rule ad hoc, and directly contrastive with Trisyllabic Shortening, it is wholly unsupported by any Old English evidence, and denied by later developments following the loss of medial [v].

More recently, Idsardi (1994: 529) has suggested that in forms such as /miklu/ and /hæAfudu/ there is an initial empty consonant cluster position before final ‑u and that the variation in surface forms may be due to the acceptability of stranding an empty consonant. Idsardi’s proposal is essentially a reworking of Dresher’s (1978) suggestion that the inflexion is lexically specified so that it is attached to stems by a word boundary. To the extent that Idsardi’s solution essentially replaces Dresher’s morphophonological account by a quasi-phonological diacritic, that solution is quite unacceptable.

Dresher’s solution enables one to draw a quick sigh of relief, because it enables one equally to account for the presence of inflexional ‑u in the weak verb hru ‘I praise’, as Dresher (1978: 144-5) himself notes. The question must then arise as to why the same solution is not applied to strong verbs, which would be a further generalisation, see §2 above. But other questions also have to be considered. Firstly, what kind of process permits the introduction of this special morphological boundary in an environment which can only be specified in phonological terms, namely word-final unstressed ‑u? Secondly, if the environment is specified phonologically, it can be applied successfully only to those nouns with a disyllabic stem, but it must be applicable to any verb, regardless of stem structure. It cannot be applied to monosyllabic nouns such as word, where ‑u is regularly deleted. In terms of Lexical Phonology, HVD would be operating not with respect to boundary markers, but on different cycles, and there seems to be no motivation available to substantiate such a claim.

What I should like to suggest goes beyond the argument that all these phonologically-based analyses are unacceptable in their own terms. Rather, I want to suggest that such a concentration on phonological issues obscures the real problem. Keyser & O’Neil’s analysis simply declares the existence of two dialects without any attention to what this might correspond to in the real world (which in fact would appear to nothing at all). Idsardi converts Dresher’s morphophonological solution into an empty phonological constituent. Surely, however, Dresher’s perception that there is a morphological issue here is correct. The translation of that into phonological language prevents us from asking the serious morphological question.

A traditional approach seems to me to be of rather more interest, even if it too is eventually unable to provide a solution. Such an approach would claim that of the two forms hafod and hafodu, only one can be purely phonological. The other must be the result of some analogical process. As Campbell (1959: §574.4) says, “analogy often occurs”. In itself such a statement is obviously unsatisfactory, but it can be turned into a more interesting question: what kind of analogical process might have occurred? In my view, at least, the answer to this question is exceptionally revealing, the answer being “none”. Let me explain why I believe this to be so.

Assume that either of the available forms could be the phonologically expected output. If the expected output were hafod, then what process could account for the appearance of hafodu? I would want to argue that in order for analogy to occur, there has to be a reasonable proportional formula which might be applied. In this example, the only reasonable formula would be based on the behaviour of other disyllabic nouns. But those nouns regularly show Ø‑inflexion, e.g. werod. Unless we were prepared to extend our concept of a reasonable proportional formula to monosyllabic short-stemmed nouns like sip, for which there can be no justification, no such formula seems applicable to this hypothesised analogy.

If the expected output were hafodu, then it obviously follows that a suitable proportional analogy is easily found, namely a noun such as werod. But there is a second condition which it seems appropriate to impose upon such analogical change, namely that it should increase morphological transparency or permit distinctions between crucial morphosyntactic categories. But the assumed analogical form hafod has the clear disadvantage that the nom.acc.sg. and nom.acc.pl. forms will now be identical. We can therefore argue that the proportional analogy will not take place because the result is disadvantageous from a critical morphological point of view.

A reasonable conclusion, therefore, is that the traditional concept of analogy is no better than any generative account at explaining what is going on here. But this discussion has at least one positive feature. For it demonstrates that analogy can be controlled and defined, that it is not a merely ad hoc process to be used whenever all the available phonological accounts are implausible. It is only by denying a plausible analogical account that we remain able to use analogical accounts in other contexts where the kind of constraints I have mentioned are not violated. There is a further conclusion to be drawn too, which is that analogical changes serve to increase morphological transparency. As we shall see in the conclusion to this paper, to which we now turn, is may be crucial to a further understanding of the processes involved in HVD.

6. Conclusion

Let us review the situation. It is universally agreed that unstressed final high vowels were lost in Old English after a heavy syllable or two light syllables. In other words, it is accepted that there was some process which had both diachronic and synchronic consequences and which had a phonological basis. This is not a trivial claim, even if it is demonstrably insufficient. But from then on, matters get more difficult.

Firstly, there are phonological difficulties. The opacity of HVD (§1) may not be fatal, it is at least significant. Secondly, there are problems of morphology, both in terms of clear signs of morphologisation (§2) and variation in the form of the relevant inflexion (§4). Thirdly, there is the question of how to deal with dialect variation (§3). Fourthly, there is the inadequacy of analogical explanations (§5) for interaction of dialect variation and morphologisation.

What, then, is to be done? There is no space in this paper to offer any more than some suggestions towards an alternative approach, but it may be possible to make those suggestions. If we consider the variety of difficulties summarised in the preceding paragraph, then, I would suggest, two dominant issues emerge. These are: (i) morphologisation; (ii) dialect variation. The question of opacity, which is where we started, seems to me to be a red herring. It should not be seen as the problem itself, but, rather, as a symptom of the problem. That, of course, does not lessen its imoprtance, at least as a diagnostic.

What I should like to suggest is that the core issues are in area of morphology. In particular here, it seems to me that the evidence of Old Saxon is of special interest. As noted at the end of §2, Old Saxon shares the phenomenon of HVD with Old English. Thus in Old Saxon in neuter plural nouns we can find exact parallels to cases in Old English, hence OSax fatu ‘vessels’ ~ word ‘words’ watar ‘waters. It must be noted that in the treatment of polysyllabic forms there are several differences between Old Saxon and Old English, but these are not presently relevant. A particularly important point is that in the strong verb system of Old Saxon the 1st.sg. ending is regularly -u even after a heavy syllable. Thus we find examples of the type bindu ‘I bind’, just as in Old English.

Holthausen (1921 §402) gives an explanation echoed by other writers, whether talking of either Old Saxon or Old English: “Die langsilbigen starken Verba und ja‑Stämme sollten nach §153 ihre Endung verlieren, haben sie aber nach dem Vorbild der kurzsilbigen wiederhergestellt.” But, as pointed out in §2, there is no evidence to support the view that restoration of ‑u was the result of analogy. The argument is, as far as I can tell, theoretical. That is to say, it relies on the assumption that if HVD was a phonological change which therefore proceeds in a proper neogrammarian manner. However plausible that may be, there is an alternative possibility.

We might suggest that HVD was from the outset morphologically restricted, better, perhaps, constrained from operating over verbal stems. In essence, this is the position held by Dresher (1978). The question which can only be asked in this present context is whether or not it is possible to construct an OT account which not only avoids the difficulties of an analysis in terms of Lexical Phonology, but which is also well-motivated in terms of the procedures permitted in terms of OT itself.

If an OT account is to be possible, then, there are major issues to be considered. Thus the perhaps dubious status of output-output correspondence and sympathy theory need to be addressed, see here Orgun (1996), Kiparsky (1998, this volume) for a critical view of sympathy theory. Equally, it may be necessary to evaluate the type of LEVEL constraint advocated by Raffelsiefen (this volume) and whether such a constraint is either required or even compatible with an interleaved lexical phonology. As I understand Raffelsiefen’s account, it appears to a variation of output-output correspondence, and hence incompatible with an interleaved approach. What the conclusions, it will be clear that the “bare bones” analysis of HVD given in §1 above is quite inadequate.

Some the issues which arise in this context are discussed more fully in Bermúdez-Otero and Hogg (forthcoming), which is an attempt to reconsider the evidence for HVD in Late (Ælfrician) West Saxon with a view to presenting an interleaved OT account which also assesses the possible diachronic history of HVD and its eventual loss. Nevertheless, some problems certainly remain, whether or not that account is plausible. Thus, for example, in Early as well as Late West Saxon, there is variation between ‑u and ‑a and it is quite clear, as we argued in §4, that this cannot readily be accounted for within the phonology and that it is probable that here we are dealing with a distinct and purely morphological issue
It seems appropriate to end here. For what I want to stress is that I am doing neither of two things. Firstly, I am not trying to mount a destructive attack on a variety of generative analyses of HVD. Most of the issues which I have discussed are equally difficult for traditional approaches, some more so, some less so, that is all. And secondly, I am not trying to provide any solutions, for the issues which surround HVD are as puzzling to me as to anyone. I do not claim to have provided any answers.

All that I am trying to do is point out some serious difficulties which surround HVD, difficulties which have sometimes been ignored, and sometimes confronted. But whichever is the case, these difficulties have persisted. Essentially, as we have seen, they revolve around the three issues of opacity, morphologisation and dialect variation.

Furthermore, I hope that it has been demonstrated that the difficulties discussed above are remarkably theory-neutral, in that they apply not merely to traditional neogrammarian-type approaches and standard generative approaches, but also to the very different view of phonology pertaining within optimality theory. Quite what this means for the future of HVD, I do not know. For the fundamental paradox remains, that HVD, or, more probably, some variant thereof, remains an essential part of the grammar of Old English. How to retain that essential and abide by general theoretical principles is a question that at the moment remains unsolved. Nor is this merely an issue for the student of Old English, for HVD is one of the major phonological events underpinning the arguments for the existence of the Germanic foot advocated by Dresher and Lahiri (1991). What are the consequences for the Germanic foot if HVD never occurred, and how does this affect our understanding of foot typology, in which the Germanic foot is normally considered a marked type, see Hayes (1995)?

More generally still, and with reference to the primary concern of this volume, the one thing that emerges from the present discussion is that HVD is a highly marked phonological rule, both by virtue of its opaque interaction with itself and because of the rapidity with which it seems to have been morphologised. If this is true and if HVD ever existed, then we have to ask ourselves whether or not any consequences at all follow from the existence of highly marked processes. If no consequences follow and HVD is treated with no more suspicion than any other phonological rule, we might then have to ask ourselves, in the spirit of Lass (1980), whether the concept of a marked rule or process has any meaning at all.
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� I am grateful for their comments to Aditi Lahiri, Elan Dresher, Paul Kiparsky, Renate Raffelsiefen, Tomas Riad and the other participants at the Maurach conference, which have helped to make this a better (or at least less bad) paper than it originally was. I am especially grateful to Ricardo Bermúdez-Otero for his help and advice in the revision of this paper and for helping me towards a better understanding of OT.


� This would, for example, be the type of derivation envisaged in Dresher’s rule of Vowel Deletion (Dresher, 1978: 140). Dresher assumes that in the Vespasian Psalter dialect final /u/ is, in essence, morphologically marked as extrametrical, thereby rendering the rule inapplicable in this context. Keyser & O’Neil’s (1985: 139) rules also predict hafdu, but have further, and here irrelevant, complexities. See, however, §5 for further discussion.


� Particularly relevant here is Kager’s (1997) discussion of opacity and OT. Although the examples he discusses are not identical to the case here in terms of opacity, the fact that rules of syncope and apocope and their equivalent constraints are crucial issues in that paper make it particularly relevant to the present discussion. Kager (forthcoming) offers further discussion which is extremely relevant to the present issue, but it is beyond the limits of this present paper to consider the kind of approach presented there. It is perhaps sufficient to note that in this second paper by Kager an appeal to morphological structures and relationships is critical. We shall see further below that HVD is indeed heavily influenced by the morphological system.


� Holthausen (1921: §153, Anm. 1-2) cites more extensive preservation of �u and, conversely, loss of �u after light syllables. These types are scarcely relevant to the present issue.


� Unfortunately there is no evidence from Old Frisian which would demonstrate the same phenomenon there, since in Old Frisian the historical inflexion was replaced by �e, an interesting parallel in itself, this time with the West Saxon dialect of Old English.


� Medial �o� is due to lowering of the unstressed vowel and is not relevant to the issue at hand, for details see Hogg (1992: §§6.55ff.).


� The situation in other varieties of Old English is similar to that in West Saxon.
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