
A Corpus of Changes: towards a thematic taxonomy 
 

Rhona Alcorn 
Institute for Historical Dialectology 

University of Edinburgh 
 
 
The ‘standard handbooks’ (e.g. Luick 1914/40, Wright & Wright 1925, Campbell 
1959, Brunner 1963, Jordan 1968, Hogg 1992) are our major sources of information 
about phonological changes in the history of early English. But the way information is 
presented in these works makes many historical research questions nearly 
unanswerable in detail — especially if one is interested in a particular type of change. 
For instance, we all know that loss or neutralisation of post-tonic vowels is a major 
feature of the history of English (not to mention earlier Germanic). However, as the 
handbooks lack adequate (or any) subject indices, there is no way to access such 
topics other than reading through the sources and noting unconnected instances when 
they occur. 

This paper considers how A Corpus of Narrative Etymologies (CoNE) and its 
associated Corpus of Changes (CC) will help remedy this situation. (See the related 
paper by Margaret Laing and Roger Lass: A Corpus of Narrative Etymologies: 
towards a typology of change.) I begin by showing how the structure of these corpora 
allows all examples of any given change (or any given set of changes) documented in 
CC to be extracted from CoNE. I then illustrate how (examples of) particular types of 
change can be identified: (i) by the thematic orientation of many of the CC's 
individual changes, e.g. Weak Vowel Neutralisation, Cluster Assimilation; (ii) by 
key-word searches within the description of individual changes, e.g. for terms such as 
‘unstressed’, ‘initial’, ‘assimiliation’ etc; and (iii) by key-word searches within the 
names of changes, e.g. to find all those relating to atonic vowel deletion, such as 
Affixal Syncope (e.g. eME angels ‘angels’ < angelas), Medial Syncope (e.g. OE 
betre ‘better’ < betera), High Vowel Deletion (e.g. OE hand ‘hand’ < PrOE *hand-u) 
and Weak Final Vowel Deletion (e.g. eME har ‘hare’ < hara). 
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