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F. Plank, Linguistic Analysis of Verbal Art       revised May 2016 
 
 
COCKNEY RHYMING SLANG 
 
 
Cockney Rhyming Slang is a form of English:  its lexicon and grammar are wholly 
English.  Originally, this was English as spoken in East London;  but Rhyming Slang 
has spread beyond London’s East End, in fact beyond London and as far as Australia 
and the US and who knows where else.  However, everywhere it is a form of the 
ordinary language of the Rhymers – a form that, in principle, everybody can master who 
can speak English. 
 
What is special about it, linguistically speaking, is that certain (English) expressions are 
replaced by certain other expressions, equally English.  These replacements are not 
random, but follow certain linguistic principles, to be outlined in the following.  These 
principles are peculiar, insofar as they enable everybody to speak Rhyming Slang, 
while to understand it you need some special initiation. 
 
 
Replacee 
 
►  The replaced expressions (let’s call them “replacees”) are words.  Nothing less, 
nothing more.  Not morphemes or phrases or clauses or syllables or sound segments, but 
words.  Wordforms occurring in syntactic constructions, to be precise.  (Wordforms are 
the actual inflectional forms realising a lexeme, as lexical units are called.) 
 
►  Not all kinds of words are subject to replacement, but only lexical (or content) 
words are:  in particular nouns, verbs, and adjectives-used-predicatively, i.e., words 
for referring and predicating.  Nouns are by far the most frequent replacees.  
  
Words for modifying reference or predication, namely adjectives-used-attributively and 
adverbs, don’t seem to be replaced.   
 
Grammatical (or function) words – definite or indefinite articles or other determiners, 
pronouns, prepositions, auxiliaries, coordinating/subordinating conjunctions, etc. – are 
never replaced. 
 
►  Not all lexical words are replaced in any given Rhyming Slang text/discourse:  
perhaps the majority of nouns, verbs, and adjectives of ordinary English remain – 
always or sometimes – unreplaced.   
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Find out for yourselves, from the Cockney Rhyming Slang sources available, whether 
there are preferred domains for word replacement.  Nouns for certain kinds of 
people?  for the everyday local environment?  for certain body parts?  taboo words or 
words for other sensitive subjects (such as sex, money, or football)?  words of key 
communicative significance?  words of particular salience in a given context?   
 
 
Replacer 
 
►  The replacing expressions (“replacers”) must rhyme with the replacees:  this is a 
crucial requirement that defines Rhyming Slang.  Two expressions (end-)rhyme if they 
are phonologically (near-)identical counting from the last main-stressed syllable and not 
including the onset of that last main-stressed syllable.  Remember from introductory 
phonology (and consult authoritative textbooks if you don’t):  a syllable consists of an 
onset and a rhyme, with the rhyme in turn consisting of a nucleus and a coda.  The 
phonologist’s RHYME thus is precisely what matters for the poet’s rhyming as well as 
for practitioners of Rhyming Slang.  
 

Thus, slang /"slœN/ rhymes with gang /"gœN/, rhyming /"raI.mIN/ rhymes with 
climbing /"klaI.mIN/, Cockney /"kÅk.ni/ rhymes with knock-knee /"nÅk.ni/, 
hippopotamus /ÆhI.p´."pÅ.t´.m´s/ rhymes with dichotomous /daI."kÅ.t´.m´s/ 
(somebody rather desperately once near-rhymed it with bottomless 
/"bÅ.t´m.l´s/), miss you /"mIs.jU/ (which is two words, with main stress on the 
first and with the second often not in its full tonic form /"ju…//) rhymes with 
tissue /"tIs.ju…/ (alternative pronunciation /"tIS.ju…/, in which case the rhyme 
wouldn’t be perfect).  

  
There are rare instances of replacements which don’t rhyme;  for example, Lend me a 
Pavarotti is Cockney Rhyming Slang for Lend me a tenner.  The connection here is 
homonymic and semantic:  the replacee, numeral-derived noun tenn-er, is homonymous 
with the noun tenor, and the best-known tenor at the time of this coinage must have 
been Luciano Pavarotti, whose surname thus provides the replacer. 
 
►  While replacees are single words (wordforms), replacers always consist of two (or 
very rarely more) syntactic (or sometimes also morphological) parts in well-formed 
grammatical constructions.  These can be conjuncts of a coordinative construction 
(e.g., Adam and Eve, replacing believe), a premodifier and a noun (e.g., mince pies, 
replacing eyes), a genitival determiner and a noun (pig’s ear, replacing beer), a noun 
and a prepositional phrase as a postmodifier (e.g., loaf of bread, replacing head), an 
auxiliary, an aspectual, and a main verb (e.g., can’t keep still, replacing treadmill, a first 
name and a surname or two other name components (e.g., Britney Spears, replacing 
beers;  Richard the Third, replacing turd or bird), a compound (however opaque, e.g., 
pine-apple, replacing chapel).  (Philharmonic is a replacer for gin and tonic:  although 
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consisting of two conjuncts, the replacee arguably forms a unit;  and arguably phil-
harmonic is morphologically complex.)   
 
This requirement of bipartiteness vastly multiplies the possible choices of replacers.  
For example, as replacers of turd we could choose Richard the Third, or George the 
Third, or Henry the Third, or Elizabeth the Third, or Ethelbert the Third, or twenty-third 
etc. etc., while the number of single words rhyming with turd is far more limited.  
(Look up a rhyming dictionary or a reverse dictionary of English to get an idea of how 
hard it is to be a rhymer.) 
 
►  Normally replacees and their replacers are of the same syntactic category:  nouns 
are replaced by nouns, verbs by verbs, adjectives by adjectives.  However, it is also 
possible for verbs or adjectives to be replaced by nominal expressions (e.g., Adam and 
Eve replacing believe, Mum and Dad replacing mad);  replacements the other way 
round are far rarer (e.g., thick and thin, adjectives, replacing skin, a noun).  Presumably 
this reflects the asymmetric possibility in English of using just about every noun as a 
verb, whereas derivation the other way round is far less productive.  (Check up on 
CONVERSION, a.k.a. ZERO-DERIVATION.)   
 
►  Whether they are of the same or different category from the replacee, the replacers 
must take the inflected forms appropriate in the syntactic contexts where they occur.   
For example:  infinitive/basic form in Would you believe it! ⇒	Would you Adam and 
Eve it!, no problem;  past tense in He’s so daft he believed it! ⇒	... he Adam and Eved 
it!;  comparative in He’s madder than I thought ⇒	He’s Mum and Dadder than I 
thought. 
 
►  The two(-or-more)-part replacers can be simplified by omitting the second part 
(or indeed all parts but the first).  For example:  How’s the wife ⇒ How’s the trouble 
and strife? → How’s the trouble? 
 
After such reductions, the remainder of the replacer must still be able to syntactically 
behave and inflect like the replacee.  For instance, Hampstead Heath is the replacer of 
teeth, which is a noun whose plural is expressed through an alternation of the stem 
vowel (tooth – teeth), and this stem vowel is mimicked by Heath, even though /i/ here is 
not a marker of plural (heath pluralises regularly:  heath-/s/);  but after its omission only 
Hampstead remains, and it is then pluralised regularly, giving my Hampsteads for my 
teeth.   
 
Whether straightforward or involving any patch-ups, such reductions affect precisely 
that part of replacers that rhymes with the replacee, thus ostensibly defeating the very 
purpose of Rhyming Slang.  After all, it was crucially the rhyme which supplied the link 
from replacer to replacee.  
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►  Replacers are expressions whose meanings are not unfamiliar – rather on the 
contrary, they often are names of celebrities, hence can be assumed to be culturally 
salient.  However, given the meanings of the replacees, they are typically rather 
unexpected:  usually there are no semantic connections between replacee and replacer.  
(Well, wife and trouble and strife could be construed as related, with a hint of 
suggestiveness;  ditto for crowded space replacing suitcase, give and take replacing 
cake, merry-go-round replacing pound [sterling], etc.)  Forging such surprising and 
perhaps subtly suggestive connections requires imagination and indeed wit, apart from 
the verbal skill required for rhyming.  
 
Rhyming Slang replacements can go through several cycles.  The best-known example 
is arse/ass, which gets replaced by rhyming bottle and glass, which is reduced to bottle, 
which is then replaced by rhyming Aris-totle, which gets reduced to Aris. 
 
Now, whether you cycle once or repeatedly, it is child’s play to “translate” anything you 
might want to say from ordinary English into Rhyming Slang English:  just follow the 
rules, as given above.  In principle anybody will be able to do it;  but perhaps some will 
be better at it, being more imaginative at finding funny (full and reduced) replacers.  
 
The challenge is to understand Rhyming Slang English, to re-translate it back into 
ordinary English.  Mastering these principles for replacements as such is no guarantee 
against failure of comprehension.  Why not?  Because the relationships between 
replacees and replacers are not one-to-one.  One replacee can in principle have more 
than one replacer, as long as they rhyme with and are morphosyntactically well-formed 
and equivalent to the replacee;  for instance, beers can be replaced by pig’s ears, 
Britney Spears, oh dears, etc. etc.  And the other way round too:  one replacer can in 
principle correspond to more than one replacee, subject to rhyme and morphosyntactic 
equivalence;  for instance, Gregory Peck can replace cheque, neck, deck, heck, etc. etc.   
And with the rhyming part of the replacer omitted, no real clue remains as to the crucial 
phonological trait singling out replacee candidates.   
 
Unless they are initiated – i.e., unless they have specifically learned what can replace 
what, within the confines of the general replacement principles – hearers cannot 
reliably infer from the replacer what precisely it replaces.  What are the difficulties 
they encounter in the process?   
 
First, they have to recognise that a part of an utterance is a replacer in the first place.  
Only nominal, verbal, and predicative-adjectival parts are suspects.  And being 
semantically incongruous will also alert hearers that something out of the ordinary is 
going on.  (For example, a literal interpretation of Would you Adam and Eve it! makes 
no sense, apart from also being syntactically dubious.  Same, with replacer reductions, 
for The trouble fell down the apples.)   
 



 5 

Second, once they have recognised a replacer, the only two clues as to the identity of 
the replacee are (i) that it is a single word, (ii) that it is morphosyntactically equivalent 
to the replacer, and (iii) that it rhymes with the replacer.  Which will not usually be 
enough to narrow down the options to just one replacee, even if rhyme partners are not 
countless.  (How many rhymes are there for hippopotamus – in case you want to do a 
Rhyming Slang replacement?)  If the second, rhyming part of the replacer is omitted, 
the uninitiated hearer will have practically no chance to undo a replacement and 
correctly re-translate an utterance into ordinary English. 
 
Which is precisely the point of Rhyming Slang.  It is an ARGOT (originally a French 
term, sometimes translated as ‘slang’ or ‘cant’ in English):  a language or variety of a 
language devised for private communication within social subgroups, a secret language 
that outsiders, even ones sharing a public language or dialect, will not be able to use and 
understand.  (Mother-in-law languages or some kinds of verbal play serve a similar 
function.)  In the case of Cockney Rhyming Slang, subgroup socialisation implies the 
learning not only of the technique of replacement, but of individual replacements and 
their possible abbreviations, one by one.    
 
It is for this reason that many replacements appear to be relatively constant across 
Rhyming Slang speakers and over time.  For example, wife is regularly replaced by 
trouble and strife, rather than alternately by any one of a whole range of options, such 
as fork and knife, still life, Kingdom of Fife, and sickle and scythe (pronounced /saIf/ 
rather than /saIT/ in East London).  Historical innovations are possible, but seem to be 
rare.  While there is always room for a funny novel replacer, as long as it is within the 
confines of the general replacement principles, as it were the grammar of Rhyming 
Slang, and as long as it gives the hearer a fair chance of inferring the replacee, real 
insiders will be expected to also master the lexicon of Rhyming Slang, the many 
constant replacee-replacer correspondences.     
 
 
NB:  This is only a bare sketch of the linguistics of Cockney Rhyming Slang.  Consult 
the scholarly sources given in the Reading List for details and background (and possibly 
corrections).  Also, see and listen to the films and clips that show Rhyming Slang in 
action.  Ronnie Barker’s Rhyming Slang Sermon is a good one to start:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ij5mw_eqKuc 
 
 
Thought for the Day   
There are argot versions of German, too, but not, so far as I know, of the Rhyming 
Slang variety.  Is English better suited than German to such an argot transformation?  
Does English have more rhymes than German?  Does German have something English 
is lacking which might be in the way?     


