THE COCKNEY DIALECT

INTRODUCTION

The term Cockney has its origins in medieval folklore. Cocaigne was an imaginary town
where all the houses were made of cake and the streets were paved with gold. For the
English rural peasantry, London became identified with mythical Cocaigne, and
Londoners known as Cockneys. The name stuck. So we see that, in earliest times, all
Londoners, rich and poor, were Cockneys. In fact, Cockney was born of the Kentish
tongue, to which we owe our earliest English literature.

Now, however, Cockney must be described as the working-class dialect of London and-

its environs. At the beginning of the 21* céntury, that distinction began to break down as
Estuary English began to be the label that linguists gave to the hybrid dialect blending the
old Cockney sound with the once-dominant Received Pronunciation (RP). What I will
outline here is the classical Cockney needed for the truly workmg class” characters of so
much of English drama.

Countless plays, from Shakespeare to contemporary : literature, portray Cockney
characters, and an English-speaking actor cannot go far-in his career Wlthout belng called
upon to use the dialect. '

An Internet search for “Cockney rhymmg slang” will also turn up some- 1nterest1ng
Websites devoted to this fascinating aspect of Cockney d1alect

St. Paul’s Cathedral lies in the area of London most closely associated with the Cockney dialect.
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The Cockney Dialect

CD TRACK 1
SIGNATURE SOUNDS
1. In the face lexical set, the [ax1] diphthong must be used, perhaps with some
nasality.

EXAMPLES: train, late, came, face, maintain, able, stay, Seamus, skein,
traitor :

2. In the goose set, the Cockney employs a neutral onset, giving a distinct
diphthong, but with the nucleus of the vowel lacking the /ip-rounding associated

with this set in most dialects. We could designate the diphthong [au].

WXAMPLES: who, cool, choose, boot, food, moving, beautiful, duel, few |

joS

In the goat set, also lacking any lip-rounding, the starting point is an open, front
- yowel in the region of [a]. It glides toward [u] but falls short, only achieving the

neutral [o] or perhaps a little closer and more back. The diphthong produced is
[48] perhaps with some nasality. '

7A[ EXAMPLES: show, road, hose, clothes, go, boat, slope, hopeless, owner, moan

4, Inthese words, the price set, you might think of adding some slight lip-rounding
S : to RP [a1] rather than changing the tongue positions. We might write this vowel
as [a1] showing the /ip- roundmg

“ EXAMPLES: I, cry, ﬂlght sptke, tlmetable, vitality, child, dtamonds, Simon,
i height

5. Like #3, this diphthong of the mouth set seems to be heading toward [u] but stops
| short at the neutral or schwa [o], producing [e]. In some speakers and in some
contexts, this vowel is simply a long [&: 1 ].

EXAMPLES: town, brown, about, stout, joust, powder, clouds, proud
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'Like #2, the fleece set involves the neutral onset, producing a kind of diphthong.
The second stage is not as fense as cardinal 1 [1]. So a rather lax glide is the

result — [6I]

‘EXAMPLES: eat, bleed, feelings, ceiling, achieve, reason, Peter, pizza J

Cockney is an r-less, non-rhotic dialect. The vowels followed by /#/ are not
colored by it. So we hear [3:] as in burn, [a:] as in barn, [01] as in born, [8] as
in sister. The /#/is also silent in those diphthongs and triphthongs followed by
/v/. such as hire, where, beer, Sflower, etc. '

EXAMPLES: bird, bored, bard, butter, spare, spire, fear, blower, pliers,
employer, hour

In) the thought set, the Cockney speakér uses the same vowel as the RP speaker, a
long, rounded, mid-open back vowel [0:]. This vowel is as much as twice as
long as the one used by most American speakers, for example, so tl}e’actornshould
be encouraged to give it plenty of length; it’s hard to overdo it, either in lip-
rounding ot duration. ' '

- rEXAMPLES: awful, daughter, awkward, caught, Laura, call, small, water — - J

In the lot set, the vowel is again the same as ybu learned for RP, the open,
rounded back vowel [D]. '

ﬁ*]XAMPLES: dog, obvious, knowledge, collar, along, want, fox, taco | J

Again, in common with RP, the bath set is the most conspicuous of all the
signature sounds. This lexical set is perhaps the most famous, but it has its
difficulties. The North American actor, for one, is in genuine doubt about

pronouncing fancy, for example. Should it be [feens i]or [fansi]? It may be
helpful to suggest that if the word in question, pass, for example, can be '
pronounced long without sounding odd — [pe: 1 1s] — then the Cockney vowel to
be used is [a]; but if the word, cat for example, sounds odd pronounced long —
[kee: : :t]—then the American or Canadian actor should stick with []. When in

doubt, consult a pronunciation dictionary of British English, check with an RP or
Cockney speaker, or check the lexical set lists included in this material.
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The Cockney Dialect

EXAMPLES: pass, past, dance, chants, ask, answer, laughter, bath, can’t,
plaza, master, half :

It is bewildering, though, to find out that RP and Cockney speakers say can
[ken], but can’t [kant]. Also: chat, fancy, matter, flag, sabotage, rabbit,
malady, castigate, lamp, bag, chastise, parrot, rapid, rack, saffron, maverick, etc.

For an /I/ which terminates a syllable following a vowel or another consonant, the
Cockney speaker’s tongue tip does not contact the alveolar ridge (the bump
behind the top teeth) so an //is not produced. Instead, a very lip-rounded mid-
close back vowel [y] is formed. If, however, if the /I/ is immediately followed by

another vowel, a true /I/ is formed; we might call this a linking /I /.

EXAMPLES: always, call, pill, feel, elbow, kneel, William, million,smell,
cattle, brittle, call, middle, offal, official; BUT feelings, fellow, shallow,

" Balham, collect, police, smell it, call off, brittle old bones

“ - /

When a voiced /th/ is final in.a sYllablé or word, the Cockney dialect uses
[v]. But when that sound starts a syllable, the Cockney speaker uses [8] or
[d] — a dentalized /d/. '

EXAMPLES either, mother, wzth slither, feather, breathe, other, bothersome,

without; BUT though thee, although, this, that

The vozceless /th/, on the other hand, i ;s sounded in Cockney as [f ] no matter
where in the word it occurs.

_EXAMPLES: things, nothing, three, thirty, birthday, pathway, breath,

" through, throughout, south, southeast, southwest

In common with many vernacular English dialects, Cbckﬁeys treat unstressed
/ing/ endings in polysyllabic words as [Tn]. Nouns like king, rung, song, and the
like are unaffected.

EXAMPLES: feeling, stopping, bothering, shattering, bartering, talking,
stirring

This is the most famous of all Cockney sounds, easiest to imitate and also easiest
to misuse. It concerns the way in which the Cockney speaker deals with the letter




The Cockney Dialect

/t/ in certain contexts. A glottal stop or shock [2] is what is used in this position.
Let us define the context in which this happens. If /#/is final in word or syllable,
then we use the [2]; when it initiates a syllable, then we use [t].

EXAMPLES: better, lot of, shatter, attitude, Milton, motive, thirty, eating,
writer; BUT timetable, perturbed, return, Thames, stupid, attitude

A subtle and difficult concept is the glottal reinforcement of [p] and [K]. Listen
to how the glottal does not replace the consonant but “coexists™ with it,
reinforcing it and robbing it of its aspiration and its usual mode of release.

EXAMPLES: shocking, supper, Jack the Ripper, factor:v worker, whipper-
snapper

Another problematic signature sound — the elided /4/. /i/is never sounded as
phonetic [h]. But the question of when the staccato glottal stop [2] is substituted

is the vexing question. As you may glean from my demonstration of the
examples, if the /4/is preceded by silence, then the glottal is sounded If not, then

the Cockney speaker uses no glottal.

EXAMPLES: home, handsome, hearken, who, whose, happiness; BUT my
home, we re handsome, please hearken, says who, behmd :

If /t/ ends one word and /A/ begins the next, then‘ of course, the final /#/ is

' glottalized, but the glottal replaces /t/ not /.

l EXAMPLES: White House, right home, meet Harry, got hedvy : |

In phrases like a hamster, the indefinite article a is changed to an when the /A/ is
dropped.

_ LEXAMPLES: a horrible house, a heavy heart, a hillside, a hospital J

‘The Linking /v/. 1 include in this one signature sound both the treatment of /r/
when it terminates one word then followed by a vowel, as in her eyes and here
are; and the so-called intrusive /r/, where many Cockney and RP speakers intrude

a [1] sound even when there is no /#/in the spelling.

EXAMPLES: here is, there are, her eyes, fear of death; AND idea of it, Shah
of Persia, Spanish Armada only, Maria adores, law and order
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CD TRACK 2

ADDITIONAL FEATURES

a. -ile endings. The Cockney speaker, like the RP speaker, invariably pronounces
this suffix as [aT 1(aIU)] in contrast to many American speakers for example,
who pronounce it [1]. This signature sound applies to such words as: mobzle
fertile, futile, tactile, and the like.

b. ~tory, -tary, -bury, and similar endings. Cockney speakers are aligned with RP
speakers in these kinds of suffixes, which should be spoken as single syllables for
the most part: secretary, laboratory, dzctzonary, obligatory, monetary, raspberry.

c. In many dialects of English, the /#/ in the following list colors the vowel and
seems to be part of it. Cockneys, like RP speakers, treat the /r/ as a consonant that
initiates the following syllable. Thus a word like Aurry is a definite two-syllable
word in Cockney [2age1] -as opposed to [h3i], arguably a one-syllable
pronunciation, You must use the unrounded, mid-open back vowel [A] as in RP
muich for these words: hurry, worry, courage, Durham, borough, furrow, burrow
burro.

d. In a similar Veln the /r/ in the words of this list also seems to initiate the following.
syllable rather than coloring the vowel that precedes it. Most American actors,
for example, will also have to open the vowel to [&] and avoid the [£] — the

dominant pronunciation in North America: Harry, marry, Paris, carriage, arrow,
Marilyn, Carolyn, parapet.

e. Many polysyllabic words in Cockney are in llne W1th RP in their own dlstlnctwe
stress pattern, certainly different from American English stress pattern. For
example: - DE-tail, cigar-ETTE, alu-MIN-ium, (note the distinctive spelling too),
tele-VIS-ion, maga-ZINE, BER-nard.

CD TRACK 3

RHYTHM STRESS INTONATION TONE

All dialects and accents have characteristic acoustic patterning and tonal qualities. Often
a successful imitation depends as much on capturing the intonation, thythm, and tone of a
dialect as on capturing the phonemic features.

However, one can describe these features only in terms relative to other dialects. Any
blanket description is difficult if not impossible. Depending on your dialect, you will
have to make different accommodations to “capture” these features.

Listen to the rhythm and tone in which I speak the sentences and monologues, and try to

hear how they differ from your own dialect. I daresay you will hear some nasality. You
" might feel a certain laxness in consonant formation too. Despite the use of the glottal
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stop, the dialect is decidedly easy going and the effect is legato rather than the staccato

that many beginners produce.

Tower Bridge is another landmark in the area of London known for the Coékney dialect.

'CD TRACK 4

SIGNATURE SOUNDS IN SENTENCE CONTEXT

1. You may change trains at Bayswater.
2. Who’s used my new blue suit?
3. Joe knows he’s got to row the boat slow.
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The Cockney Dialect
4.  Isn’t Clive’s white tie nice?
5. About now the crowd runs all round the town.
J 6. Steve leaves beans on his clean, cream jeans.

7. I started thirty-four hired cars Thursday inorning.

8. Paul is akaard when talking while walking.

9. They stopped a lot of nonsense at a college in Wisconsin.
10.  He laughed as he danced with his aunt in pajamas.
11.  Bill’s pal Phil still feels ill.

12.  Those other brothers then were breathing.

13. 1 fhought about thirty-three thistles.

~ 14,  He’s thinking about rﬂoving into buying and selling.

15.  Alotof betterrwvrviters print a lot of little words.
16.  Harry’s hurt his hand helping with the harvest.
17.  Diana isn’t here aﬁy more jn our evéryday thoughts, but the idea of her is.

r

 CD TRACK 5

REAL-LIFE DIALECT SPEAKERS ON IDEA .

Now it’s time to listen to recordings of authentic speakers of this dialect, which you can
access from the IDEA! Website.. This is an essential part of your dialect study. Listen to
all the examples of this dialect you can find, on IDEA, and elsewhere.

England 427 is a fairly mild accent. Yourmay notice that the subject (a classic Cockney,
in that he was “born within the sound of Bow bells” — the bells of the church at Bow), in

Co "The IDEA recordings are in two parts: extemporaneous speech and the reading of a text. Notice the
o differences between these two activities. Most of the IDEA speakers read Comma Gets A Cure, a
diagnostic passage for accent study specially composed using the J.C. Wells lexical sets that you are now
familiar with, © 2000, Douglas N. Honorof, Jill McCullough, and Barbara Somerville. The text of the
S passage is in Section I, and on the Website (www.dialectsarchive.com).
* I recorded this interview myself during a dialect-gathering field trip.
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speaking formally under the conditions of recording, was improving his speech. Both
before and after the recording, his speech was more-relaxed and he dropped /A/ and
glottalized /#/ quite liberally. This code switching is a familiar aspect of dialect work.
You will, nevertheless, hear in his speech examples of all the features of the dialect I
have listed. Notice the following:

. Signature Sound #2 in goose, two yeafs [geus, teu jiez].
e SS#3in owner [5na]. .
o SS#4 in eighty-five, right side [atti farv 1%az? sazd].
o SS#6 in degree, Portuguese [dTgaVel, pot} ougeiz].
o SS#7intire, career [taTe, kea"Is].
o SS#8in taught, also [tot, ousés].
e SS#9 injob, Comma [dzob, koms].
o SS#10 in bath, after, last [baf, afte, last].
o SS#11 in millionaire, world war, fields, three children
[mrujenee, waud' wo, fivdz, 6a%ei firudaVen].
o SS#12 in with her palm, bathe, either, mother_' '
[wIv 3 pam, barv, ive, mave]. e
e SS#13 in thought, ether, bath, authority [fot, ife, baf, ofpa¥rtei].
o SS#14 in living, morning, liking [lzvin, monrn, lazkin].
e SS#15 (subject careful with his /t/), but sife of the, get a teaching job
[saz? ov Jo, gel o teitlin dzob].

o SS#16 (also careful with /h/), but Well here’s, trap her [sz.lr ez, tuaVzp 3].

Please also notice this subject’s labialized /r/, sometimes called a weak /r/;
[ta¥ep, o' foa¥rtei]. This feature is encountered too frequently in London to be
thought of as a personal speech defect. It is common enough to count as a variant
signature sound of the dialect.

CD TRACK 6
COORDINATION EXERCISES
(The numbers under the text refer to the signature sounds needed.)
1. It’s always nice to frolic and play on Hampstead Heath on Thursday.
$111 4 9 19 16 16613 9 137 1

1ts.oywiiz ngys to fiolk m  plar on @mstid  orf o f3zdar
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The underground’s crowded and filthy on a Saturday night.
6 75 5 111369 15 1 4 15

dor andogreindz  kre:idid n  fiyfor pn o se?odir nap?

The other holiday we had in Spain was better than the one in France.
12612717169 1 616 1 5 12 12 10

dor avernliddr  wor &d m spain woz be?e don do wan my fiants

We never seem to go to films nowadays; always working.
6 71 6 3 15 1 8111 71514

WoI neve sorm to gas to fiymz nzediiz oywiiz wsk 2

I was brought up in Wandsworth; he’s Battersea born and bred.
4 8 15 9 713166 157 6 7

a1 woz bo? - Ap im wonzwsf P01z ba?oser bon m bied”

My brother’s buying his own house in Harrow, north of the river.
4 127 - 4 1416 3 165 6 3 713 7

mar biavez. barn 1z #@Bne@s m A8  nof o donve

It’s his Little girl Tracy’s third birthday on Saturday and they’re having a party.
16 1511 711 16 137 713 1 9 157 1 1716 14 7156

its - 1z ity gsy tidfsorz f3id bafdal on se?oddf onecr®vin o paiRer

It’s nice to have a helping hand when the going gets hard. -
4 216 16 11 1416 3 14 16 7

Its ndis toy v oneypmeend wen do gadm gets a:d

I grew up with the Beatles and the Stones — real old-timer.
4 2 2 12 61511 3 6 311 4 7

a1 groy Ap” wiv do bor?yz on do stdonz  so1l 83yd tdime

Mother likes to have a few nice flowers around the house.
127 4 216 2 4 5 7 5 165

mAvo larks toy @&v o fjoy ndjs fl&z oifm i &:s
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CD TRACK 7

MONOLOGUE ONE

From Pygmalion by George Bernard Shaw. Alfred P. Doolittle, philosopher and
dustman, has paid a call on Professor Henry Higgins and Colonel Pickering. Higgins has

just taken Alfie’s daughter, Eliza, into his house in order to win a bet with Pickering that
hé can pass her off as a duchess at a garden party with only six weeks’ speech training.
Alfie sees a little something in it for himself. .

DOOLITTLE

What am I, governors both? I ask you, what am I? I'm one of the undeserving poor: that’s
915 4 7 313 410 2 915 4 4 12 6 7 14 7 12

wp? @m a1 gavnoz  baGf ar aisk joy wo? m g1 gim wAn o dei Andizsvim po: deets

what I am. Think of what that means to a man. It means that he’s up agen middle class '
9154 13 91512 6 2 15 6 121516 1110

wDp? ar em figk o wp? de? meinz toy o maen 1? meinz de? siz Ap agen midu klais

morality all the time. If there’s anything going, and I put in for a bit of it, it’s always the
15681112 4 127 13 14 3 14 4715 17 15 15 811 1 12

moizli?ei ol o tarm 1f deoz enrfin  ga0m on g1 pu? my foro b1? av 17 175 ouwalz do

same story: “You're undeserving; so you can’t have it.” But my needs is as great as the
1 6 7 17 7 143 2 101516 15 15 4 6 115 12

simm stordi  jor Andizsivin 30 jey kam? ®v1? ba? ma1 neidz 1z oz giar? oz do

most deserving widow’s that ever got money out of six different charities in one week
3 7 14 3 1215 7 915 6 515 15 15 6

mids dizsvin widoz ofeve  gp? manai z:? o siks diffon? tfeen?oiz im wam woik

for the death of the same husband. I don’t need less than a deserving man: I need more. I
712 13 12 1 16 43 6 12 7 14 4 6 7 4

fodo def o do samm azbond gr d&Gn? noid les don o dizaivin maen a1 noid mo: a1

don’t eat less hearty than him; and I drink a lot more. I want a bit of amusement, cause
315615 167156 12 16 4 915 7 4 915 15 2 15 9

d&0n? oi? les a:?si don mm on a1 dxipk o Ip? mo: a1 won? o bi? av emjeyzmen? koz
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I’'m a thinking man. I want cheerfulness and a song and a band when I feel low. Well,
4 13 14 4 915 7 11 9 4 611 3 1

arm o figkm men g1 won? tfrofunos on o spgon o band wen g1 foiv 180 weu

they charge me just the same for everything as they charge the deserving. Will you take
121 7 2 1 17 613 21 7 12 7 14 121

dir tfa:d3 moi dzas do saim for evisifiy ez a1 tfadz do dizsivin wiv joy taik

advantage of a man’s nature to do him out of the price of his own daughter what he’s
1015 17 216 515 12 4 16 3 8 157 915166

odvamn?1dz ov o menz niitfo to doy 1m a:? o do prés ov 1z 40n doi?e  wo? oiz

brought up and fed and clothed by the sweat of his brow until she’s growed big enough to
312 412 s 16 5 i1 6

blo:? Ap o) fed 1 klaGvd bar do swe? ov 1z bieo ntiv foiz glaud big mAf to

be interesting to you two gentlemen? Is five pounds unreasonable? I put it to you; and I
6 14 T2 2 151 4 s 6 114 1515 2 4

~ bei mtrostm to  joy toy d3en?umon 1z farv peinz Anseiznebu a1 pu? 1?2 to joy on ar

leave it to you.
6 152 2

loiv 1? toy jou

It’s often said that to be a true Cockney, one must be born within the sound of the
“Bow Bells” of St. Mary-Le-Bow Church in the City of London. (photo by Cameron Meier)
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CD TRACK 8

MONOLOGUE TWO

 Also from Pygmalion. Eliza Doolittle, the most famous Cockney character in all of

. dramatic literature, is talking to her teacher, phonetician Professor Henry Higgins, who
'.has just taken her into his house in order to win a bet that he can pass her off as a duchess
at a garden party with only six weeks’ speech training.

ELIZA
. _You don’t call the like of them my fr1ends now, I should hope. They’ve took it
23 15811 415 12 4 5 4 3 121 .15
~ joy dasdn? koy do lark” 2o dem mar fienz nee: WaI fud asp’ darv  tuk 12

. out of me often enough with their ridicule when they had the chance; and now I mean to :
515 69 \ 1212 7 211 12 116 10 54 6 -

@2 omor pfn maf wiv deo ndikjoyy wen dat a@d dotfants  on nae: §1 morn to

- get a bit of my own back. But if I'm to have fashionable clothes, I’ll wait. Ishould like
15 15 6 3 15 15 4 216 11 312 411 1154 . 415

ge? o bi? o mor Fom beek” ba? 1f Fm touwzev feefnoby klasvz awy wat? ar fud laik”

to have some. Mrs. Pearce says you re gomg to give me some to wear in bed at night
216 7 3 14 6 . o i1 15 415

toywaev sam MISIZ pISS S€30 gi3n to gib” mo1 sam to weellmbed a2 naI?

' dlfferent to what I wear in the daytime; but it do seem a waste of money when you could
15 - 9154 17 1 4 1515 2 6 1 ,

difren? to  wo? a1t wetnn do dantgim ba? 1?2 doy soim o wiist o manst wen joy kug'

get somethmg to shew (sic). Besides, [ never could fancy changing into cold things on a

15 13 _ 4 4 7 6 1 14 15 31113 9
‘ge? samfigk” to fé@ bisardz 31 neve kub® feensor tfaindzm m?e kadyd finz on o
winter night.

157 4 15
win?o nai?
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