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The historical realisation of English /r/ is debatable, with evidence from Germanic suggesting a trill realisation, but other evidence from Old English suggesting non-trill realisations. Dialectal evidence from the modern period presents a whole range of rhotic realisations: apical and uvular trills, taps, and approximants.The research presented here takes a closer acoustic look at synchronic variability in trill production across a range of languages represented in the IPA Handbook. It is found that trills are actually very rare realisations, even in relatively formal speech, and that ‘trills’ in individual languages are realised across just the spectrum seen across English dialects. The implications of these observations are that Old English was as much a ‘trill’ language as any other, and that modern dialectal realisations have been selectively drawn from what was once a ‘pool of synchronic variation’ rather than going through a series of ‘leniting’ stages.

