Alfred Charles GIMSON

born 7 June 1917, London

died 22 April 1985, London

A.C.Gimson was a phonetician known throughout the world for his works on
English pronunciation. He became Professor of Phonetics at University College
London in 1966, and from 1971 until his retirement in 1983 was Head of its
Department of Phonetics and Linguistics & & 5.

It was as an undergraduate X 2 % at UCL, where he was to take a First in French,

that Gimson first came into contact with the subject he was to make his o

Professor Daniel Jones, then Head of the Department of Phonetics. But. thi
1939, and before he could fully develop his interest he was called up I

army There he acted as liaison officer, first with the French

Editor of its journal. q \
In the fifties, English phonetics was ; “ . inated by Jones's approach 7 i%.
Valuable in its day, by now it was be dated FEAT 69484 B 4K, B 22 S B

Gimson maintained Jones's emphasis & % %n practical performance ##E (both in

producing and in recogmzrng ~.\. ¢ ds), "- re-in'vigorated #&>% English phonetic

AR American structurali - %3, including the /phoneme/ [allophone &4 % 4K ]

notational distincti

"X %, and by extending &1 Jo'nesian ear-training

ed in 1962, it was immediately accepted as the standard

displacing Jones's own works from this role

as part f the breakfast-time Today programme on the BBC. But it is in the world of
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) that his name is particularly well known. He
made frequent overseas lecture tours at the invitation #+% of the British Council,
Linguaphone, or local universities. His English Pronunciation Practice (1965, with
G.F.Arnold) and A Practical Course of English Pronunciation: a per'ceptual 2449
approach (1975) reflect his concern with the teaching of pronunciation in this context.

Perhaps Gimson's most enduring influence on EFL will be in the matter of
phonetic transcription & 4%. Although Jones had experimented with a number of

different types of transcription ##5 for English (all within an IPA framework 1E28),
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his English Pronouncing Dictionary and other EFL-oriented 5 49 works used a
notation /% in which vowel length was 'symbolized %4E ex'plicitly B #3#b, but
length-related quality differences only implicitly 4% Mu(bead bi:d, bid bid, caught
koit, cot kot). By the sixties this notation had a serious competitor in a system used
Abercrombie and others, in which quality differences were explicitly shown and
length marks not used (bead bid, bid bid, caught kot, cot kot). Gimson succeeded in
achieving a synthesis 474~ of the two types, such that both quantity and quality were
made explicit, even at the price of added redundancy (bead bi:d, bid bid, caught ko:t,
cot kot). He 'popularized 1% /74T this notation first in his Introduction and then,
crucially 3x %492, in the fourteenth edition of Jones's EPD (1977
taken over the editorship in 1964). It has swept the EFL world. ®
In the early 1960's University College London had set .

load was for students who were not registered for
Li'centi-ate:ship A7+ of the College of Speech The;

something of an orphan subject in 1 niversity terms, taught only to occasional students

and post'graduates .; Gimson left the Department of Phonetics and Linguistics
one of the strongest e UCL Arts Faculty 7. K% [%, with a large undergraduate
body.
For s
indeed

lectu ] alays just "A. C. Gimson". His friends and 'colleagues knew him as

Gimson did not like people to call him by his first name:

vy was something of a mystery, since as a writer, broadcaster or

"Gim" /gum/. He died unexpectedly of heart attack shortly after his retirement, by
which time he was President of the International Phonetic Association and not only
the most influential British phonetician but one who was much loved by all his
colleagues and students.
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