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T H E DEFINITE ARTICLE IN LIVING YORKSHIRE 
DIALECT 

BY W. E. JONES 

This paper1 summarises the results of my recent investigation 
into the phonetics of the definite article in Yorkshire dialect 
speech. The investigation had two objects: to show on a 
map the areas in which the various types of definite article 
are heard nowadays, and to at tempt to analyse phonetically 
as fully as possible all the observed variations of each type. 
The field-work was done between August 1949 and May 
1950; sixty places were visited,2 and the speech of elderly 
natives phonetically transcribed. 

Although A. J. Ellis in his survey of the country's dialects 
(On Early English Pronunciation V, London 1889) did not 
write a separate chapter on or give any results concerning the 
definite article, he made it clear in his Introductory Matter 
(p 10*) that the careful recording by the field-worker of the 
forms of the definite article was in his opinion most important. 
From his illustrative material — comparative specimens 
(op cit 7*) and dialect tests ( 8*-i6*) — it is possible to extract 
a good deal of information about the article in Yorkshire, and 
by plotting the results on a map (see Map A below) to show the 
area in which each of the types of article is found. 

Ellis's material permits us to talk of three basic types of 
definite article in Yorkshire, viz:— 

Type 1. The article appears as [t] or some modification 
of it before nouns beginning with a consonant 
or a vowel. 

1 I t is based on a dissertation which I presented in 1950 for the degree of M.A. of the 
University of Leeds. This dissertation, entitled 'An Investigation into the Phonetics 
of the Definite Article in Yorkshire' , is in the possession of the Depar tment of English 
Language and Medieval Literature, University of Leeds. I t is a pleasure to acknow­
ledge here t ha t I have made full use of the help and suggestions readily given to me 
by Professor H . Orton and Mr. P. A. D. MacCarthy, both of the University of Leeds. 

- On a motor-cycle which was very kindly placed at my disposal by the University 
of Leeds. 
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Type 2. The article appears as [t] or some modification 
of it before nouns beginning with a consonant, 
and as [6] or some modification of it before 
nouns beginning with a vowel. 

Type 3. The article does not appear at all. 
Reference to Map A will show that the areas are fairly well 
defined. Type 1 is found in the great central plain, and in the 
North East and North West of the county; Type 2 in a strip 
of the county where it borders on Lancashire; and Type 3 in the 
South-East peninsula, usually referred to as Holderness. 

Two points need comment: the results shown for the Wash­
burn River area, and Ellis's sources for his material relating 
to Holderness. I t will be noticed that well inside the Type 1 
region there is a small area where Type 2 is recorded. This 
is the Washburn River area (Map A, No 17). The material 
for this district was given by C. C. Robinson, one of Ellis's 
chief helpers, and Ellis printed the information given by such 
a reliable field-worker in spite of his own doubts about its 
correctness (op cit 497). For information about Holderness, 
Ellis went to the Holderness Glossary of F . Ross, R. Stead and 
T. Holderness (English Dialect Society, London 1877). These 
glossarists insisted that the article did not appear (ibid 5); 
see also John Nicholson, who gives the same information 
in his Folk Speech of East Yorkshire (London 1889), 47. 

The results of my recent transcriptions of Yorkshire dialect 
speech are plotted on Map B, which shows the same general 
picture of the three areas as does Map A. Each of the types 
is confined to a well-defined area; and my recordings show that 
Types 1 and 2 are heard with many variations, which are 
analysed in some detail in this paper. 

Type 1 is recorded in the central plain, the North East, and 
the North West. This area may be called the Central Area. 
I t coincides in general with the Type-i area of Ellis, except 
that the Washburn River area is now recorded as having a 
Type-i article; that is to say, it fits in with its surroundings. 
This differs from the results of Robinson's field-work. Whether 
the new result is due to a change that has taken place during 
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the past sixty years or so, the ' outcrop ' area becoming 
gradually assimilated to the area around i t ; or whether the 
material printed by Ellis (with reservations) did not in fact 
represent the general usage in the area at the time, but only a 
minority usage, it is not possible to decide. In any case 
much more field-work in the area will be necessary before 
the firm statements of Robinson can be discarded altogether. 

Type 2 is heard in what we may call the South-West Area. 
The border between this and the Central Area runs North and 
East of Slaidburn (30), Bolton-by-Bowland (34), Gisburn (35), 
Earby (36), Cowling (37), Hebden Bridge (51), Halifax (52), 
Huddersfield (53), Holmfirth (55), and Dunford Bridge (57); 
and South and West of Long Preston (28), Gargrave (27), 
Keighley (38), Shelf (50), Denby (56), Penistone (58), and 
Sheffield (59). (A tentative boundary-line is drawn as Line 
S on Map B. Contour maps show nothing that bears any 
relation to this border, and I am not able at the moment to 
offer any opinion about the reason for its lying where it does.) 
I t has been known for some time that a type of definite article 
different from that heard in most of the county is heard in the 
Huddersfield district — see for instance A. Easther's Glossary 
of the Dialect of Almondbury and Huddersfield (English 
Dialect Society, London 1883), 134 — but apart from the 
information which it is possible to extract from Ellis's work, 
as far as I know no writer on dialect has attempted to define 
the extent of the area in which this type is heard. For more 
recent comment, see W. E. Haigh's The Dialect of the 
Huddersfield District (London 1928), 128, and J. A. Sheard, 
' Some Recent Research in West Riding Dialects ' in the 
Transactions of the Yorkshire Dialect Society v n , Part XLV 
(1946), 25.* Until a survey of the definite article in Lancashire 
is available it is not possible to discuss how far this type in 
Yorkshire is the result of Lancashire influence. 

3 Easther states that the article is (f) or (th) indiscriminately. He also thinks it 
occasionally falls out altogether, but will not commit himself. Haigh writes: ' Both 
forms [f, th'] are used indifferently in this dialect before consonants, but before 
vowels (th') is usual.' Sheard writes:'. . . . at present [1946] the Halifax-Hudders-
field area is the boundary in the East of the [9] form, and places further East have 
the " suspended t".' 
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Type 3, in which there is no definite article at all, is found in 
Holderness. My recordings confirm very definitely the state­
ments of the glossarists of this area, to which I have already 
referred. Ellis drew as the boundary of this area the railway-
line route from Hull to Bridlington (shown on Map A; and 
see op cit 501), but it seems more reasonable to take as the 
boundary for this dialectal feature the curve of the high ground 
of the Wolds. This is shown as Line H on Map B. The thesis 
that the Wolds form the boundary between the Central Area 
and Holderness is supported by the fact that at Market 
Weighton (Map B, No 41), where there is a break in the line 
of the Wolds, both Type 1 and Type 2 are heard. (See also 
Ellis's material for Sutton, near Hull — Map A, No 28; op cit 
522-3 — where it is possible another such ' corridor ' may 
exist.) 

I t is convenient to discuss the phonetic analysis of the 
various kinds of definite article under four headings: (I) the 
article in the Central and South-West Areas when it appears 
before a noun beginning with a consonant; (II) the article 
in the Central Area before a noun beginning with a vowel; 
(III) the article in the South-West Area before a noun beginning 
with a vowel; (IV) the article in Holderness. Under each 
heading the article will be considered (A) when it occurs 
initially in a breath-group, and (B) when it occurs medially 
in a breath-group. 
I. CENTRAL AND SOUTH-WEST A R E A S : THE ARTICLE 

FOLLOWED BY A CONSONANT. 

A. Initially. The presence of a definite article initially 
in a breath-group, before a noun beginning with a consonant, 
is not (in my opinion) aurally detectable with any certainty. 
The difference between the dialect pronunciations of ' the 
brooks are full ' and ' brooks are full ' probably lies in the 
presence of a glottal closure before the [b] in the first sentence. 
This might cause some difference in the amount of breath force 
used in the explosion of the [b]; but I believe that, in general, 
listeners rely on the context to tell them whether or not an 
article is present. For any dependable information, some 
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instrumental means of examination will be necessary; such a 
technique is mentioned below. The problem is one that must 
therefore be shelved for the present. 

B. Medially, (a) When the following consonant is a 
plosive, the definite article is perceptible aurally as a suspension 
of breath (and therefore voice). I t is this suspension that 
led Ellis to describe the article in these areas as a suspended t 
(op cit 317), since very often the approach to the suspension 
is a clearly heard [t]-closure. (The use of the word suspension 
in descriptions of this kind of article is not without dangers, 
for it is possible for suspension to occur in a breath-group 
not containing the article, as in the RS pronunciations [hsetpin] 
'hatpin', [topdog] ' top dog', [blsekkset] 'black cat', and so on.)4 

In addition, it seems to me highly probable that a glottal 
closure is made along with the oral closure. I have come to 
this opinion after examining myself as I pronounce phrases 
containing the article in my own native dialect.5 I t is not 
possible of course to detect this closure aurally, since it takes 
place in conjunction.with an oral closure; some instrumental 
method is needed. Neither feeling the throat with the fingers, 
nor laryngoscopy,6 nor electromyography7 are of use; possibly 
the only solution lies in the use of a Cine-X-ray technique 
like the one recently developed in the U.S.A.8 There is 
no such equipment yet available (1950) in England, and 
so there is no immediate possibility of having the problem 
clarified. In my transcriptions, however, I put in the symbol 
for the glottal closure ([?]) where I think it occurs during 
definite-article suspension, 

* I have, however, used the term ' suspension ' throughout this paper with reference 
to the characteristic ' suspension of breath ' . I t is a t best a makeshift te rm; bu t I 
do no t feel qualified to suggest any other unti l I can add ins t rumental investigation 
to m y own observations. The absence of such investigation, which has so far been 
impossible, makes this paper incomplete as a discussion of the whole problem. 

5 Of the Doncaster area (North Midland). I t is perhaps worth mention tha t in all 
the relevant literature, including dialect poetry, word lists, studies of part icular 
dialects, and so on, I have seen only one reference to this glottalisation apar t from 
a note oi my own in Transactions of the Yorkshire Dialect Society v m , Par t XLIX (1949). 
This is the reference made by J . R. Fir th in his ' Sounds and Prosodies', Transaction", 
of the Philological Society (1948), r44. 

6 Fo r a description of this technique, see Lancet n (1944), 651. 
7 See P. B a u w e n s , ' Electromyography' , Proc. Roy. Soc. Med. (1948), 291 f. 
8 See Radiology 51.5, Nov. rg48, and 52.5, May ^ 4 9 . 
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I have recorded three varieties of this suspended article: 

i. Suspension with a [t]-closure. This is very common: 

[in? 'kuntri]9 in the country [undef'blagkit] under the blanket 

[t9?'dua] to the door [wi?'bias] with the beasts 

ii. Suspension with 'anticipatory' closure. Instead of an 
approach to [t], there is an approach direct to the position 
required for the consonant following the article. This 
variation is also very common: 

[wi? 'ki:] with the key [onta?'plarjk] onto the plank 

[ta^'pigz] to the pigs [ku?'bi:f] cut the beef 

iii. Suspension by [?] alone. This is much rarer: 
[a'so:?'geim] I saw the game 

(b) When the consonant is a non-plosive, there may or 
may not be suspension, and the following variations are to be 
noted: 

i. Suspension with a [t]-closure. This is very common: 

[wij'jurjis'sun] with the youngest son 

[i?'mo:nin] in the morning [inf'rurm] in the room 

[in?'wat9] in the water 

ii. Suspension with 'anticipatory' closure. This, too, 
is fairly common: 

[wi^'misis] with the missus [ont9?'mat] onto the mat 

[ont9?imidin] onto the midden 

But note that it occurs only when the following consonant is 
[m]. When it is [n], the approach is to [t] (homorganic), and 

9 Whenever there appears a plosive over a glottal closure in the following tran­
scriptions, it is to be interpreted as meaning that the oral closure follows the glottal; 
and when the consonant above the [ ?] differs from the consonant that immediately 
follows, it is to be interpreted as meaning that the change of position of the organs 
of articulation to the position required for such a following consonant takes place 
(silently) while the glottal closure is held. 
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such an example as the following might be listed here or in 
(b, i) above: 

[9?'nek] at the neck 

iii. Suspension by [?] alone. This is rare: 
[wi?1 jug is'las] with the youngest lass 

iv. Without suspension, [t] affixed to the consonant. 
This is fairly common: 

[wit'wind] with the wind [int'leg] in the leg 

[int'watg] in the water [int'laibri] in the library 

v. Without suspension, with sustained fricative. Not 
very common: 

[Sats'stuf] that 's the stuff ! [snif 'vika] sniff the vicar 

I I . CENTRAL A R E A : THE ARTICLE FOLLOWED BY A VOWEL. 

A. Initially. Article heard as [t] or [?], as in: 

['takslz'bent] the axle's bent 

['?oliz kumin on] the holly's coming on 

B. Medially. 
i. Without suspension, aspirated [f] prefixed to vowel. 

Not very common: 
[fet/'t'osaz] fetch the horses 

[wi't'egkup] with the egg-cup 

ii. Without suspension, unaspirated [t] prefixed to vowel. 
This is very common: 

[gatfe'tegz] gather the eggs [on'ta:nis] on the harness 

[i'to :kestra] in the orchestra [so:'to:d'man] saw the old man 

iii. Without suspension, voiced [d] prefixed to vowel. 
Quite often heard, especially after in and into: 

[i 'dafta'num] in the afternoon [inta'ded3] into the hedge 
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iv. Suspension, [?t] followed by vowel. This is not 
common: 

[on?'til] on the hill [si:?'tos9z] see the horses 

v. [t ?] followed by vowel. This is very common: 

[selt1 Pod'paint] sell the odd pint [ont'Ped] on the head 

[afuat'Paksidant] before the accident 
[brirjt'Para] bring the harrow 

vi. [?t] followed by vowel. This is rare: 

[bai?'t9rinz] buy the herrings 

vii. [?] followed by vowel. This, too, is rare: 

[fet/ '?uni aut] fetch the honey out 

[i put '?at on] he put the hat on 

I I I . SOUTH-WEST A R E A : THE ARTICLE FOLLOWED BY A 

VOWEL. 

A. Initially. Article heard as [9] or [?], as in: 

['6u83z iz 'wet] the others is wet 

['Pansaz 'jes] the answer's yes 

B. Medially. 
i. Without suspension, [9] prefixed to vowel 

quite common: 

[pu?'bu9dz i'9oil] put the boards in the (door) hole 

the door) 

[i' 9elb9] in the elbow 

ii. Without suspension, [t9] prefixed to vowel. This is 
very common: 

[it'9end] in the end [wit'9am9] with the hammer 

[in 'frunt 9t'9uS9] in front of the other 

This is 

(i e shut 
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iii. Suspension, [?6] followed by vowel. This is quite 
common: 

[in?'0i:st] in the East [in?'0ei ka:t] in the hay-cart 

[wi?'8os3z] with the horses 

iv. [t6?] followed by vowel. This is not very common: 

[int0'?o:t/9d] in the orchard [intO'Pali] in the alley 

v. [?9] followed by vowel. This too is very rare: 

[i?w3?'0aidroub] it was the Hydro 

I V . HOLDERNESS: THE ARTICLE FOLLOWED BY VOWEL OR 

CONSONANT. 

In all cases, article omitted: 

['enz in 'sait] the end's in sight [in 'aus] in the house 

[in 'end] in the end [far 'a:mi] for the army 

['khar 3 'road] clear of the road [on 'botam] on the bottom 

['guin ta 'laitaus] going to the lighthouse 

There is still much that can and should be done. The results 
which are summarised and briefly illustrated in this paper 
show clearly that the three types of article are still heard in our 
day as they were in Ellis's. More field-work in the neighbour­
hood of the two suggested boundary lines S and H will help to 
fix their position more exactly; and when suitable equipment 
is available, the problem of glottal activity can be properly 
investigated. 

SCHOOL OF ORIENTAL AND AFRICAN STUDIES, 
UNIVERSITY OF LONDON. 


