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Dental fricatives in Early and Modern English

Dental fricatives were generally abandoned in Germanic languages with the exception of English and
Icelandic. Their elimination started in South German territory in about the 8th century and spread
northwards reaching inland Frisian dialects around the 14th century and more isolated island dialects
between the 16th and 19th centuries (Laker 2014). The long survival of dental fricatives in English has
sometimes been attributed to early Celtic contact (Hickey 2016), but since English (like Icelandic) was
from an early date no longer part of a Continental dialectal chain, and not exposed to the same type of
interdialectal contact, it did not follow the same pattern of change. However, the Medieval Kentish dialect
is sometimes viewed as an exception in this regard (Samuels 1971), so in this presentation this dialect is
subjected to a closer analysis using the LAEME corpus. Other interesting dialectal developments of dental
fricatives are sketched in the presentation, but they appear to have occurred independently in English and

share no causal link with changes in closely related languages on the Continent.
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