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… for the structure of diphthongs. 
Vowel length in German has been extensively studied in synchronic as well as in 

diachronic perspectives (cf. Becker(2) (1996: 3-21); Hall (2002: 377-420); Paul (1884: 101-
134); Ramers (1992: 246-283); Reis (1974); Ritzert (1898: 131-222); Schmeller (1835); 
Seidelmann (1999: 129-146); Seiler (2005: 103-129); Wiese (1986: 1-15) among others). In 
all the synchronic studies about New High German (NHG), diphthongs are implicitely 
assigned the same status as long monophthongs, and their peculiarities are not even 
acknowledged or discussed. In Standard German, diphthongs are special, and ought not to be 
dealt with as simple long monophthongs are. 

Diphthongs are able to occur in all contexts, whereas long monophthongs are confined to 
certain environments: 

 

 contrary to long monophhongs, diphthongs can appear in unstressed environments –
 e.g. Efeu "ivy", Ameise "ant"; 

 contrary to long monophthongs, diphthongs developed between Middle High German 
(MHG) and NHG in all contexts, i.e. before voiced and voiceless consonants, in open as 
well as in closed "syllables" – e.g. MHG rûnzen > NHG raunzen "(to) nudge"; 

 furthermore, MHG diphthongs, some of which even became monophthongs between 
MHG and NHG, have remained long in all contexts – e.g. MHG zierde vs. dâhte > NHG 
Z[i:]rde "ornament" vs. d[a]chte "thought"; 

 finally, diachronically, raising and falling diphthongs have been treated alike. 
 

In sum, contrary to long monophthongs, diphthongs do not need any special condition 
(stress, structure etc, i.e. external support) to exist: they are independent†. Therefore, 
diphthongs and long monophthongs have to be allotted two different structures, in order to be 
structurally distinguishable from long monophthongs, but also in order to be stay structurally 
different from hiatuses. 

Several properties of diphthongs, monophthongs and hiatuses will be compared, and a 
structure will be proposed for diphthongs, in order to account for the unique behaviour of 
(German) diphthongs, as well as for their melodic evolution between MHG and NHG. 

The analysis is based on the study of an electronic panchronic database containing about 
16 000 German monomorphemes. The data were taken from several dictionaries: Duden 
(Maurer, Mitter & Mülner (1996-2000)) for the NHG entries, etymological (Auberle & Klosa 
(2001); Grimm & Grimm (2007); Kluge (2002); Pfeifer (2003)) and synchronic MHG 
dictionaries (Lexer (2007); Müller & Zarncke (2007)) for older information. 
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