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English Department
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Chapter Three: English Long Vowels, Diphthongs and Triphthongs

· In this chapter we look at other types of English vowel sound. The first to be introduced here are the five long vowels; these are the vowels which tend to be longer than the short vowels in similar contexts. 
· To remind you that these vowels tend to be longer, the symbols consist of one vowel symbol plus a length mark made of two dots  We will now look at each of these long vowels individually
· The five long vowels are different from the six short vowels described in Chapter 2, not only in length but also in quality. 
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2 DIPHTHONGS
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Centring Diphthongs:
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Closing Diphthongs:
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	Towards            u
	Towards      i
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Triphthongs
The most complex English sounds of the vowel type are the triphthongs. They can be rather difficult to pronounce, and very difficult to recognise. A triphthong is a glide from one vowel to another and then to a third, all produced rapidly and without interruption.
[image: ]
Examples:
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BBC pronunciation has a large number of diphthongs - sounds which consist of a movement or glide from
one vowel to another. A vowel which remains constant and does not glide is called a pure vowel.
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In terms of length, diphthongs are similar to the long vowels described above. Perhaps the most important
thing to remember about all the diphthongs is that the first part is much longer and stronger than the
second part; for example, most of the diphthong ar (as in the words 'eye', 'I') consists of the a vowel, and
only in about the last quarter of the diphthong does the glide to I become noticeable. As the glide to 1
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Fig. 8 Centring diphthongs
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159 (example words: 'beard’, 'weird', 'fierce’

ed (example words: 'aired’, 'cairn’, 'scarce’)

uo (example words: 'moored', 'tour', 'lure’)
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The closing diphthongs have the characteristic that they all end with a
glide towards a closer vowel.
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au (example words: 'load', 'home"', 'most')
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au (example words: 'loud’, 'gown', 'house’
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e1 (example words: 'paid’, 'pain’, 'face')

a1 (example words: 'tide', 'time', 'nice')

a1 (example words: 'void', 'loin’, 'voice')
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Fig.9 Closing diphthongs
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The triphthongs can be looked on as being composed of the five closing diphthongs described in the last
section, with O added on the end. Thus we get:

er + a=ermd U + o =oud

ar + o =are auv + o =ave

o1 + 9=0Id




image14.png
ero 'layer', 'player’ 9uo 'lower', 'mower'
aro 'liar', 'fire' aua "power’, 'hour’
o10 'loyal', 'royal'
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O Paper [peipal];

O Sail [seil];

O Radio [reidiau];
OJames [d3eimz];
ORailway [reilwei];
OStation [steiln];
CONewspaper [nju:speipa]
Odate [deit].
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0 Mouse
O mice

O thousand
O cows

O trousers

[flavaz];
[maus],
[mais],
[Bauznd];
[kauz],
[trauzaz].
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kip
baut
kap
dsit
bark
kaeb
geit
kead
tatd

bad
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dak
koup
dog
kavad
berk
tard
biod
put
bag
daot
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Fig.6 English long vowels
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(example words: 'beat', 'mean’, 'peace’) This vowel is nearer to cardinal vowel no. \ [i] (i.e. it is
closer and more front) than is the short vowel of 'bid", 'pin, 'fish' described in Chapter Y. Although
the tongue shape is not much different from cardinal vowel no. ), the lips are only slightly spread
and this results in a rather different vowel quality.

: (example words: 'bird!, 'fern, 'purse’) This is a mid-central vowel which is used in most English
accents as a hesitation sound (written 'er'), but which many learners find difficult to copy. The lip
position is neutral.

: (example words: 'card’, 'half, 'pass') This is an open vowel in the region of cardinal vowel no. ©
[a]. but ot as back as this. The lip position is neutral.
: (example words: 'board!, 'torn', 'horse') The tongue height for this vowel is between cardinal vowel

no. % [9] and no. ¥ [o], and closer to the latter. This vowel is almost fully back and has quite
strong lip-rounding.

: (example words: 'food!, 'soon', 'loose’) The nearest cardinal vowel to this is no. A [u], but BBC u:
is much less back and less close, while the lips are only moderately rounded.




