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In the fifteenth century Korean had six simple vowels, which were arranged by King Sejong's linguists in a beautiful layout according to their positions of articulation:
ㅏ (/a/, bottom of the mouth), ㅓ (/ʌ/
, between bottom and back), ㅗ (/o/, back), ㅜ (/u/, between back and top), ㅡ (/ɯ/
, top), and ㅣ (/i/, front). In a table:
	ㅏ
/a/
	ㅓ
/ʌ/
	ㅗ
/o/
	ㅜ
/u/
	ㅡ
/ɯ/
	ㅣ
/i/


The first five could be followed directly by the sixth, forming diphthongs:
	ㅏㅣ
/ai/
	ㅓㅣ
/ʌi/
	ㅗㅣ
/oi/
	ㅜㅣ
/ui/
	ㅡㅣ
/ɯi/
	


Even at that time this following “i” had already reduced to a /ĭ/ (a semi-vowel, as the “y”in “yes”), and combined characters were constructed for the five vowel combinations:

	ㅐ
/aĭ/
	ㅔ
/ʌĭ/
	ㅚ
/oĭ/
	ㅟ
/uĭ/
	ㅢ
/ɯĭ/
	


As happens in many languages, the /ĭ/ following a vowel moved that vowel more to the front of the mouth, giving it a so-called “umlaut”. This effect was restricted to those vowels that could be moved forward, /a/, /ʌ/, /o/, and /u/:

	ㅐ
ä = /ɛ/
	ㅔ
ʌ-umlaut=/e/
	ㅚ
/ö/
	ㅟ
/ü/
	ㅢ
/ɯĭ/
	


where the “ä” (/ɛ/)is pronounced as the “a” in “man”; the “e” as the “e” in “men”; the “ö” as in German “Grösse” (= size); and the “ü” as in German “Grüsse” (= greetings).

These 11 vowels can still be heard from many speakers, but a new pronunciation has developped, which is characterized by a shift of stress to the tail end of the vowel. This affects in particular /ö/, /ü/, and /ɯĭ/. First /ö/ goes to /ɥö/
 through a shift of stress, and then to /ɥe/, through unrounding of the /ö/ to /e/, as happens in many languages. Likewise, /ü / goes to /ɥü /, and then to /ɥi/, through unrounding of the /ü/ to /i/. Shifting the stress to the end turns /ɯĭ/ into /ɰi/
.

In some regions an even more modern pronunciation developed: the /ɛ/ and /e/ merged into an in-between vowel, here denoted by /ė/, and the /ɥ/ is replaced by /w/.

Below is a table of the 11 vowels, each with Hangul character, traditional phonetic representation, two modern pronunciations, and Revised Romanization:
	ㅏ
/a/

/a/

a
	ㅓ
/ʌ/

/ɔ/

eo
	ㅗ
/o/

/o/

o
	ㅜ
/u/

/u/

u
	ㅡ
/ɯ/

/ɯ/

eu
	ㅣ
/i/

/i/

i

	ㅐ
/ɛ/

/ɛ/,/ė/

ae
	ㅔ
/e/

/e/,/ė/
e
	ㅚ
/ö/

/ɥe/,/wė/

oe
	ㅟ
/ü/

/ɥi/,/wi/

wi
	ㅢ
/ɯĭ/

/ɰi /
ui
	


Six out of these can be preceded by anㅣ(which does not modify the vowel); thisㅣis written as an additional stroke, in the same direction as the existing one:
	ㅑ
/ya/

/ya/

ya
	ㅕ
/yʌ/

/yɔ/

yeo
	ㅛ
/yo/

/yo/

yo
	ㅠ
/yu/

/yu/

yu
	
	

	ㅒ
/yɛ/

/yɛ/,/yė/

yae
	ㅖ
/ye/

/ye/,/yė/
ye
	
	
	
	


Two of them, the ones based on ㅏ,  can be preceded by an ㅗ, which shows up in the combined character:
	ㅘ
/wa/

/wa/

wa
	
	
	
	
	

	ㅙ
/wɛ/

/wɛ//wė/

wae
	
	
	
	
	


And two of them, the ones based on ㅓ,  can be preceded by an ㅜ, which also shows up in the combined character:
	
	ㅝ
/wʌ/

/wɔ/

wo
	
	
	
	

	
	ㅞ
/we/

/we/,/wė/
we
	
	
	
	


These four tables are combined into one on the next page. It shows that the three characters pronounced as /wė/ by many people from the Seoul area, ㅚ, ㅙ, and ㅞ, actually have very different origins. The first comes from adding an umlautingㅣto an ㅗ; the second comes from prefixing an ㅐwith its related ㅗ; and the third comes from prefixing an ㅔwith its related ㅜ. These differences are still reflected in the Revised Romanization, “oe”, “wae”, and “we”.
That ㅚ and ㅟ have a different origin than  ㅘ, ㅙ ,ㅝ, ㅞ is reflected by the fact that there are verbs with stems ending in  ㅚ and ㅟ, but not in  ㅘ, ㅙ ,ㅝ, ㅞ.
The summarizing table on the next page does not represent the dictionary order of the vowels, unfortunately. Dictionary order upholds the original order of the six simple vowels, as can be seen in the table below. Each vowel is the beginning of a row that holds its derivatives: first those derived by ㅏorㅓ, next those from ㅐ,ㅔ, then those from an umlauting ㅣ, and finally those from a prefixed ㅣ:
	
	ㅏ,ㅓ
	ㅐ,ㅔ
	ㅣ
	prefix ㅣ

	ㅏ
	
	
	ㅐ
	ㅑ
	ㅒ

	ㅓ
	
	
	ㅔ
	ㅕ
	ㅖ

	ㅗ
	ㅘ
	ㅙ
	ㅚ
	ㅛ
	

	ㅜ
	ㅝ
	ㅞ
	ㅟ
	ㅠ
	

	ㅡ
	
	
	ㅢ
	

	ㅣ
	
	
	
	


For convenience here are the vowels in linear South Korean dictionary order:

	ㅏ
	ㅐ
	ㅑ
	ㅒ
	ㅓ
	ㅔ
	ㅕ
	ㅖ
	ㅗ
	ㅘ
	ㅙ
	ㅚ
	ㅛ
	ㅜ
	ㅝ
	ㅞ
	ㅟ
	ㅠ
	ㅡ
	ㅢ
	ㅣ


North Korea uses a different order, which still upholds the original order of the six simple vowels, but inserts the combined vowels in different places.

Table of the 21 Korean vowels
with their Hangul character, phonetic representation, two modern pronunciations,

and Revised Romanization
	
	simple
	ㅏ
/a/

/a/

a
	ㅓ
/ʌ/

/ɔ/

eo
	ㅗ
/o/

/o/

o
	ㅜ
/u/

/u/

u
	ㅡ
/ɯ/

/ɯ/

eu
	ㅣ
/i/

/i/

i

	
	umlauted

by ㅣ
	ㅐ
/ɛ/

/ɛ/,/ė/

ae
	ㅔ
/e/

/e/,/ė/
e
	ㅚ
/ö/

/ɥe/,/wė/

oe
	ㅟ
/ü/

/ɥi/,/wi/

wi
	ㅢ
/ɯĭ/

/ɰi 
ui
	

	ㅣ prefix
	simple
	ㅑ
/ya/

/ya/

ya
	ㅕ
/yʌ/

/yɔ/

yeo
	ㅛ
/yo/

/yo/

yo
	ㅠ
/yu/

/yu/

yu
	
	

	
	umlauted


	ㅒ
/yɛ/

/yɛ/,/yė/

yae
	ㅖ
/ye/

/ye/,/yė/
ye
	
	
	
	

	ㅗ prefix
	simple
	ㅘ
/wa/

/wa/

wa
	
	
	
	
	

	
	umlauted


	ㅙ
/wɛ/

/wɛ/,/wė/

wae
	
	
	
	
	

	ㅜ prefix
	simple
	
	ㅝ
/wʌ/

/wɔ/

wo
	
	
	
	

	
	umlauted


	
	ㅞ
/we/

/we/,/wė/
we
	
	
	
	


�	 /ʌ/ is the phonetic notation for the “u” sound in the English “but”.


�	 /ɯ/ is the phonetic notation for a sound midway between the “oo” of “book” and the “ea” of “beak”.


�	 /ɥ/ is the phonetic notation for a very short (semi-vowel)  /ü/.


�	 /ɰ/ is the phonetic notation for a very short (semi-vowel) /ɯ/





