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Abstract:

Sibilants in eatly French prove exceptional in numerous regards, not only in their distinct
diachronic trajectory and clustering possibilities with respect to other obstruents, but
more notably in their unique ability to occupy positions unavailable to most other
segments in consonant groups at the edge of words, in word-initial and word-final
consonant sequences. In this presentation, building upon Montafio's (2024) analysis of
word-medial OF coda /s/ deletion as a syllable-contact effect and incorporating Jacobs'
(1994) and Rainsford's (2020) more general characterization of Old French (OF) word-
final consonant sequences as the onsets of empty-headed syllables, I propose a coherent
account of the deletion or maintenance of post-nuclear /s/ in eatly French diachrony,
offering an explanation for similarities and contrasts in outcomes between word-medial
contexts and those at word edges, especially at the word-final edge but also drawing
connections to the unique properties of word-initial /sC/ clusters at the opposite
leftmost word edge. Beyond word-medial contexts where /s/ deletes in heterosyllabic
clusters (e.g. 11-12th century #sle [iz.1o] > [i:.19] 'island', blasmer [blaz.mer] > [bla:.met]
'blame-inf, and by 13th century feste [fes.to] > [fe:.to] 'party' [Pope 1952]), /s/ also
deletes in certain word-final sequences, namely, cluster-initially (gosz > glu:]t 'taste' [Pope
1952]) but not cluster-finally (cors 'body-nom.sg' [Jacobs 1994]), cluster-internally (detuerst
'twist-3rd.sg.past’) or as a singleton coda (pais [paj.is] land' [Rainsford 2020]). The locus
of /s/ deletion strongly aligns with certain word-final consonant sequences that include
the onset of an empty-headed syllable, as proposed by Jacobs (1994) and Rainsford
(2020), and this is congruent with Montafio's (2024) syllable-contact account: the
deletion ot survival of /s/ in word-final syllables depends on if it precedes the onset of
an empty-headed syllable, as per Jacobs and Rainsford, thus making it a natural outcome
if such clusters actually represent coda-onset syllable-contact sequences like those found
word-medially. This characterization furthermore offers an explanation for why word-



final singleton /s/ does not delete in the word-level phonology during OF (though it
does variably in the phrase-level phonology before consonant-initial words, the seeds of
the modern-day French liaison process incipient in late OF, compatible with my
analysis), given it holds no syllable-contact relation with a following consonant at that
level of representation, reinforcing the syllable contact account. Finally, I draw links
between the status of /s/ in word-final clusters to other notable properties of eatly
French, including the diachronic evolution of prothesis of word-initial /sC/ clusters as
well as interactions with schwa in word-final syllables, underscoring important dynamics
of the evolving word- and phrase-level phonological tiers in early French.
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