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Introduction

I have wanted to write a book on English spelling all my life, but the prospect has always scared me. There is simply so much of it. With well over a million words in English, affected in myriad ways by some 1,300 years of history, the task of attempting to find some order in the chaos, as linguists like to do, seemed well nigh impossible. In 2005 I compiled a Pocket Spelling Dictionary for Penguin Books, and that reinforced my feeling about the vast scale of any such enterprise.

What has changed is that sophisticated tools to help carry out this task have now become available. Chief among these is the online Oxford English Dictionary, which makes it possible to see the spelling history of any word at the click of a mouse. And two huge item-by-item surveys have taken place – the first by Edward Carney, published in 1994 as A Survey of English Spelling; the second by Christopher Upward, published in 2011 in association with George Davidson as A History of English Spelling. It was my privilege to edit the latter book as part of the Blackwell/Wiley Language Library, and it was in the course of this exercise that I began to realise that most of the required hard linguistic graft – the collection and arrangement of copious examples, letter by letter, period by period – had been done.

Bridges now need to be built between this solid academic linguistic foundation and the curiosity of the general English-using public, whose common cry in this connection is ‘Why on earth is — spelled like that?’ A huge number of words can fill that blank, and this book deals with quite a few of them. The bridges are especially needed by teachers, who have the unenviable task of introducing their students to the English orthographic world. The student constituency is twofold: children learning to read and write English as a mother-tongue; and the vast number of children and adults who are learning English as a foreign language. The complaint from all of them resounds around the globe: can anything be done to facilitate the task of learning to spell English words? I believe the answer is yes, though a new pedagogy will take a while to implement. The present unsatisfactory teaching situation is the result of several centuries of evolution, and it will take some time to replace this by a more efficient approach based on sound linguistic principles. I make some suggestions about such an approach in the final two chapters of the book.

Nowhere is the old saying ‘I can’t see the wood for the trees’ more applicable than in the case of spelling. We are dealing with thousands of words whose orthographic character has been shaped by sets of factors that often defy generalisation. We search for rules, and just when we think we have found some, we encounter a host of anomalies, variations and exceptions. How, under these circumstances, do we find a road map to take us through the spelling wood?

I believe the best way into the wood is chronological. To understand the complexity of English spelling, we first have to understand when and how the language was originally written down. So our story begins with the Anglo-Saxon monks, using our knowledge of Modern English to give us a sense of the scale of the task they faced (Chapters 2–3). The system they devised was a good one, but it had weaknesses, and these are the source of many modern spelling difficulties (Chapters 4–7). The arrival of the French in 1066 brought a new set of attitudes and practices: a French approach to spelling was grafted onto the Anglo-Saxon system. This, along with the changes that were taking place in the spoken English of the time, brought a radical transformation in English spelling (Chapters 8–15).

The Middle English period, from the 12th to the 15th centuries, is hugely different from its Old English predecessor. Thousands of words entered the English language, especially from French and Latin, and they all had to be spelled. Words began to influence each other in unexpected ways (Chapters 16 and 17). A fundamental change in English pronunciation had to be handled (Chapter 18). And the introduction of printing introduced a new perspective which had both strengths and weaknesses (Chapter 19). By the 16th century, the demand had grown for spelling reform, but this proved difficult to implement (Chapter 20). Writers turned increasingly to the history of words (etymology) as a means of regularising spelling, and although this perspective brought its own complications, an etymological approach does explain a great deal of the irregularity seen in Modern English (Chapters 21–3).

Since the 17th century, people have searched for other ways of coping with the vagaries of English spelling. Some have put their faith in rules (Chapter 24); some in dictionaries (Chapters 25–6); some in publishers’ house styles and printers’ manuals (Chapter 27). But the huge growth of English vocabulary, fuelled especially by the global spread of the language and the arrival of the Internet, has greatly increased the amount of orthographic diversity (Chapters 28–9). Commercial, literary and domestic settings have used spelling variation as a means of expressing their identity (Chapter 30). Further dimensions to the character of English orthography are seen in the idiosyncratic spellings of personal names and place names (Chapter 31), the continuing growth in exotic loanwords (Chapter 32–3), the spelling of interjections (Chapter 34), and the use of abbreviations and symbols (Chapter 35). Only a linguistic perspective, I conclude in Chapters 36 and 37, can bring some degree of order into the resulting chaos, as we look towards the future. And for teachers, I argue in two appendices, this perspective is essential.


1
The nature of the problem

English spelling is difficult, but it is not as chaotic as is often claimed. An explanatory perspective can make the learning of spelling easier.

Why is English spelling so difficult? Why do we have spelling bees and competitions? Why do children spend so much time learning lists of spellings off by heart? Why do so many people feel they are bad at spelling, and worry so much about it? And why are good spellers so proud of their achievement that, when they see a misspelling, they condemn the writer as sloppy, careless, lazy or uneducated?

Spelling is evidently important. Society says so. When people notice spelling mistakes in a newspaper or poster, they react – with emotions ranging from mild amusement to horrified disgust. Publishers employ proofreaders to prevent such things happening. Some employers have told me that if they see a job application with spelling mistakes, it goes into the bin straight away. We are under similar pressures online: to access an Internet address, we have to get the spelling exactly right.

Society expects us to spell perfectly. And yet we are all aware that there are some words in the language that we don’t know how to spell, and have to look them up before we write them. There are no exceptions. Nobody knows how to spell every word in the language. Even the brilliant spellers who win the prizes in spelling bees get some words wrong.

People provide aids to help us achieve that perfection: dictionaries and spelling checkers. But there are problems with both. To look a word up in a dictionary, we have to know how to spell it – which rather defeats the purpose of the exercise. We’ll find it eventually, of course, but it isn’t the most obvious way to deal with the difficulty. And spelling checkers are useful only to a limited extent. They spot spellings that don’t exist; but they won’t highlight a word if it’s misspelled yet does exist. The first two stanzas of an ode to a spelling checker, by Mark Eckman and Jerrold H. Zar, illustrate the problem:

I have a spelling checker,

It came with my PC.

It plane lee marks four my revue

Miss steaks aye can knot sea.

Eye ran this poem threw it,

Your sure reel glad two no.

Its vary polished in it’s weigh.

My checker tolled me sew.

A spelling checker wouldn’t spot anything wrong here.

One day spelling checkers will be more sophisticated, taking the context of the word into account; but for now they can let us down badly. One day there’ll be even better labour-saving spelling devices. We will speak into a machine and it will spell the words out for us, or type them for us. Devices of this kind already exist, using voice-to-text software, but they’re far from perfect. They don’t like broad regional accents. They don’t like fast speakers. They don’t like background noise. They especially don’t like proper names. Eventually these problems will be solved – but not for another generation or so.

So in the short term we need to spell as best we can – and maybe even in the long term. After all, none of these devices will work at all if our computer or phone runs out of power. And if we want to write when we’ve no electronic equipment to hand, the responsibility remains with us.

What can we do to make the task of learning to spell easier? My answer is in a word: EXPLAIN it. I believe the first step in solving a problem is to see why the problem exists. If we understand why English spelling is apparently in such a mess, we remove part of the barrier. Explaining why words are spelled the way they are can help us remember them. The stories behind the spellings are often fascinating, and interest adds motivation. I’ve told some of them to young schoolchildren, and their comments warm my linguistic heart. ‘I’ll never forget there’s an h in ghost now,’ said one to me, with a big smile on her face. Yes!

Note I say ‘apparently in such a mess’. English spelling isn’t as bad as most people think it is. They describe it as ‘chaotic’, ‘inconsistent’, ‘irregular’, ‘unpredictable’, ‘unlearnable’. Thomas Sheridan, the 18th-century elocutionist, went so far as to say that the state of our spelling system is worse than ‘the darkest hieroglyphics or most difficult ciphers which the art of man has hitherto invented’. The impression is fuelled by writers who have gone out of their way to draw attention to the irregularities.

A famous example dates from the middle of the 19th century, and came to be associated in the 20th century with George Bernard Shaw: ghoti is said to spell fish, because f is spelled gh as in cough, i is spelled o as in women, and sh is spelled ti as in nation. This is complete naughtiness. The spelling ti is NEVER used with this sound at the end of a word in English, and the spelling gh is NEVER used with this sound at the beginning of a word. But people have been taken in by this sort of nonsense. And the feeling that English spelling is a mess has been reinforced by the clever creations based on irregular forms, such as ‘Though the rough cough and hiccough plough me through, I ought to cross the lough.’ All good fun, but hugely misleading as a summary of the English spelling system. It’s a bit like listing eight accident blackspots in a country, and saying all the roads are like that.

English spelling isn’t as chaotic as Shaw suggests. It isn’t ‘unlearnable’. You, reader, have learned to decode it, otherwise you wouldn’t even be reading this. And there are thousands of English words that you have no trouble spelling at all. So how did you manage it? You probably have a vague memory of spelling tests and lists, but how did you actually get from that stage of early learning to your present level of competence? Somehow, over several years, you worked out the system and took on board the exceptions. You have quite a powerful ‘spelling engine’ in your head, which enables you to see a new word and make a reasonable shot at how to pronounce it (text to speech) and hear a new word and make a reasonable guess about how to write it down (speech to text).

But not all words are easy to say and write. And it takes several years to get to the stage where our spelling engine purrs along nicely. So anything we can do to make learning to spell easier – both for children learning their mother-tongue and foreigners learning English as a foreign language – must be a good thing. Some people think spelling reform is the best way forward. But whether we believe in spelling reform or not, the first step is to understand the present English spelling system. And that’s what this book aims to do. It explains why English spelling has come to be the way it is. It isn’t the whole solution. We still have to work at it, to become a good speller. But it’s half the battle.

And we begin, as all good explanations must, at the beginning.




Pooh and his friends on spelling

[image: image]

Pooh said to Piglet: ‘It’s all right, Piglet. Spelling is easy once you get started.’

Piglet nodded. ‘Getting started is the worst bit.’

…

Christopher Robin jumped onto the tree stump and made an announcement. ‘Friends, the Spelling Bee has been cancelled, because spelling is difficult enough at the best of times, and impossible in the rain.’

(David Benedictus, Return to the Hundred Acre Wood, 2009, Ch. 2, ‘In which Owl does a crossword, and a Spelling Bee is held’)

You can’t help respecting anybody who can spell TUESDAY, even if he doesn’t spell it right; but spelling isn’t everything. There are days when spelling Tuesday simply doesn’t count.

(Rabbit of Owl, in A. A. Milne, The House at Pooh Corner, 1928, Ch. 5)






2
The beginning

The origins of the English writing system lie in the alphabet the Romans used for Latin. The task of adaptation was a priority for the monks in Anglo-Saxon England.

Imagine. You are one of the missionaries arriving in Britain in the 6th century AD. You discover a place largely ruled by Anglo-Saxons, in several kingdoms, speaking dialects of a Germanic language brought from the Continent a century before. Your job is to introduce Christianity into the country. Charters have to be agreed with kings. Letters sent out. Churches established. Local organisers have to be trained. Priests need to compose prayers and homilies in Anglo-Saxon so that ordinary people will understand them. A priority, in short, is to get the language written down.

You look around, and you see a few signs of writing already there. Some are memories of the days when the Romans ruled, centuries before. Inscriptions on old walls, buildings and monuments. A few coins and objects with writing on them. But they are all Latin words and names, not Anglo-Saxon ones. No help there.

You find that some of the Anglo-Saxons do know how to write. The early settlers had brought a runic alphabet with them from Europe, and used the letters to write names or charms on swords, brooches, rings and other objects, as well as on gravestones and buildings. The rune-carvers, or rune-masters, were special people. Runes were mysterious and magical. The very word ‘rune’ means ‘something hidden’ or ‘secret’. Why not use those? Unfortunately, you can’t. As a Christian monk, you have a problem. Runes are too strongly associated with magic, dark forces and the pagan practices you want to eradicate.

The Roman alphabet, on the other hand, has all the right associations for you and your colleagues. It has been used for centuries as a medium of Christian expression. You’ve been reading St Jerome’s Latin Bible as long as you can remember. Several beautiful handwritten forms of Roman letters exist, especially in Ireland. You and all your colleagues know that alphabet well. It’s the obvious choice. All you have to do is write down the sounds of Anglo-Saxon using the Roman letters. You have twenty-three at your disposal: ABCDEFGHIKLMNOPQRSTVXYZ. That should be more than enough, you think.

You quickly realise that you’re wrong. You listen carefully to Anglo-Saxon – or English, as it would later be called – and you hear sounds that don’t exist in Latin. Two sounds especially catch your attention: consonant sounds made by the tongue between the teeth (we’d call them ‘th’ sounds today, as in this and thin). How are you going to write those? There also seem to be far more sounds in this language than in Latin. What on earth are you going to do?

The abbot calls a meeting in the scriptorium, where all manuscript work takes place. ‘We are going to have to adapt the Roman alphabet [he says in Latin] to make it work. Any suggestions?’


3
The size of the problem

The origins of spelling difficulties in English lie in the fact that there are far more sounds in the language than there are letters, as can be seen from a list of the spoken vowels and consonants that have to be written down. Phonetic symbols help to explain problem cases in later chapters.

Old English, the language spoken by the Anglo-Saxons in Britain, is dead and gone. We speak and write Modern English now. But we can get a sense of the scale of the problem facing the monks if we transfer their task to the present day. If we had to write down Modern English in Britain with a different letter for every distinctive sound, just how many letters would we need?

The first thing we have to do is establish how many distinctive sounds there are. We do this by finding all the words that change their meaning when just one of their sounds is altered. We might start with pip, and change the first sound. Tip is different from pip. So is sip, and hip, and lip … That gives us a p, t, s, h, l… Then we could change the second sound. Pip is different from pop and pup and peep… That gives us i, o, u, ee… Linguists call these distinctive sounds ‘phonemes’. How many phonemes are there in English? The answer depends on the regional accent we have, but for many people the total is forty-four. That’s the number we hear, for example, in the British accent known as ‘Received Pronunciation’ (RP), widely understood in the UK because it’s used by many presenters on national radio and television. The corresponding accent in the USA is known as General American.

To understand how English spelling works, it’s essential to develop a sense of what sounds have to be written down. So I list below all the phonemes in these two accents, using the system presented by John Wells in his classic study, Accents of English. Don’t pay attention to the spellings at this point. Simply say the words aloud and listen to the sounds that the spellings convey to you. Phoneticians have given each phoneme its own symbol to show that it’s different from the others. And to show that we’re talking about sounds, not letters, these symbols are put in slant brackets.

It’s not important, at this point in the book, to remember all the symbols. But do keep a bookmark on this page, because in order to explain certain spellings I will sometimes have to show the pronunciation of the words, especially in the older period of the language, and that is where you will see these symbols used. For the present, it’s important only to appreciate the number of phonemes there are in English.

There are twenty-four consonant phonemes in both Received Pronunciation and General American.

/p/ as in pin, apple, rip

/b/ as in big, table, rob

/t/ as in top, writer, pot

/d/ as in dog, radar, bed

/k/ as in kin, taking, rock

/g/ as in got, bigger, hug

/f/ as in fat, rifle, off

/v/ as in van, saving, love

/θ/ as in thin, earthly, path

/ð/ as in this, mother, seethe

/s/ as in sit, rustic, pass

/z/ as in zip, buzzer, has

/ʃ/ as in shop, bishop, mash

/Ʒ/ as in gigolo, confusion, mirage

/tʃ/ as in chest, butcher, catch

/[image: image]/ as in jest, badger, lodge

/h/ as in hot, unhand

/m/ as in map, summer, dim

/n/ as in net, deny, win

/ŋ/ as in hanger, sing

/l/ as in lip, police, fool

/r/ as in rip, carrot, and in General American also after a vowel, as in star

/w/ as in well, unwilling

/j/ as in you, beyond

There are up to twenty vowel phonemes in these accents, and the way they are used varies a little between British and American English, though not enough to cause any real problems of intelligibility. We understand each other well enough.

When you see a colon (:) after a symbol, it means that the sound is long, with a single phonetic quality throughout. If there is no colon, the vowel sound is short. When you see a combination of two symbols, it means that the sound is long because it has two distinct phonetic qualities; such sounds are called ‘diphthongs’, and they play a particularly important role in the history of English spelling.

/I/ as in kit, sister, filling

/e/ as in met, dress, spelling

/æ/ as in cat, trap, magnify

/ɒ/ as in lot, got, cloth, gone; in General American, /ɑ/ as in lot, gotten, /ɔ/ as in cloth, gone

/ʌ/ as in cup, strut, buckle

/ʊ/ as in foot, look, put

/ə/ as in the, sofa, profess

/i:/ as in see, fleece, eating

/ɑ:/ as in bath, palm, start; in General American, /æ/ as in bath, /ɑ/ as in palm, /ɑr/ as in start

/u:/ as in soon, goose, tube

/ɔ:/ as in thought, north, force; in General American, /ɔ/ as in thought, /ɔr/ as in north, /or/ as in force

/ɜ:/ as in nurse, bird, sermon; in General American, /ɜr/ as in nurse, bird, sermon

/eI/ as in aim, face, delay

/aI/ as in I, price, deny

/ɔI/ as in oil, choice, boy

/əʊ/ as in oh, goat, below

/ɑʊ/ as in owl, mouth, cow

/Iə/ as in ear, beard, near; in General American, /Ir/ as in ear, beard, near

/ɛə/ as in air, fairy, square; in General American, /ɛr/ as in air, fairy, square

/ʊə/ as in cure, your, fury; in General American, /ʊr/ as in cure, your, fury

Of course, if you don’t speak with either a Received Pronunciation or a General American accent, you may find you have a different number of phonemes. The traditional Cockney accent of London, for example, doesn’t use the two ‘th’ sounds; they use /f/ and /v/ instead. For a Cockney, fin and thin sound the same; so do vat and that. But whichever accent you have – Canadian, Australian, Irish, Indian, Nigerian … – you’ll be using a similar number: forty or so.

To write them all down in a completely regular way, we would need an alphabet of the same size. And that is what we haven’t got. We have an alphabet of only twenty-six letters. How are we going to spell forty+ phonemes with twenty-six letters? That, in a nutshell, is the problem of English spelling.


4
Building the alphabet

Adapting the Latin alphabet to English meant the addition of extra letters. The result was a phonetic system in which every letter was sounded.

The problem was the same in Anglo-Saxon times. The Christian missionaries had an alphabet of twenty-three Roman letters to spell a language that, at the time, had at least thirty-seven phonemes (scholars argue about the exact number). So one of the first things they must have done was look for some extra letters. In particular, how were they going to solve the problem of those ‘th’ sounds? These were really noticeable, as they were used in some very common words, such as this and thing, as well as in the names of men and women, such as Cuthbert and Ethel.

Today, we’d solve the problem by setting up a national committee, or maybe a social networking site, and get a discussion going. In the 600s, monks would have been thinking about the question in monasteries at opposite ends of the country – Canterbury, Winchester, Glastonbury, Jarrow – with no chance of regular joint consultation. There was an urgency to provide written material in English. So it isn’t surprising to find that different monastic communities arrived at different solutions.

There are, after all, several possible ways of solving the ‘th’ problem. A scribe could create a new letter from scratch. He could find a ‘th’ letter from some other writing system. He could use an existing letter in a new way – perhaps spelling the sound as ‘tt’. He could use two (or more) different letters to spell it – ‘th’ or ‘dh’, for instance. He could join two letters together, much as we sometimes see in Modern English encyclopædia. Or he could add an extra mark to a letter (a diacritic, or accent mark), such as we see today in é or ñ.

The earliest manuscripts show that different writers made different choices. Some scribes, especially in the north of England, went for the two-letter solution, using th. Some simply used a d. But before long most seem to have gone down the ‘new letter’ route. Or rather, routes. For two new letters came to be used for ‘th’. One seems to have come from the alphabet already devised for writing Irish. This was a ‘d’ with a thin line through a slanting ascender. In modern typography it’s usually shown as ‘ð’ – and phoneticians use it for one of the ‘th’ sounds, as seen in Chapter 3. Its name in Old English was ðæt (‘that’), but in the 19th century it came to be called ‘eth’.

The other new letter was borrowed from the runic alphabet: a rune called ‘thorn’, perhaps because of its shape – ‘þ’. Whoever first suggested it can’t have been too bothered by the pagan associations of runes. Perhaps by the 7th century the magical associations were no longer being viewed as an issue. Or perhaps the idea was to ‘exorcise’ them by using runic symbols in a Christian context.

Eth and thorn both came to be widely used, and quickly replaced the early spellings of th and d. They are one of the most distinctive features of Anglo-Saxon writing. By the 8th century, they seem to be used interchangeably. The same word is spelled with thorn in one manuscript and with eth in another – þing and ðing for ‘thing’, for example – and sometimes both spellings occur in the same manuscript. There are so few surviving Anglo-Saxon manuscripts from the early period that it’s difficult to know what factors governed the choice. Perhaps the two letters reflected a scribe’s attempt to show they had different sounds in his accent (as with the phonetic distinction shown in Chapter 3). Perhaps the choice of letter was a matter of personal taste – a writer liking the look of one more than the other. Perhaps it was the fashion to use just one of the letters in a scriptorium. Perhaps a scribe found one of the letters easier to write. Perhaps he liked variation for its own sake (there being no notion of ‘correct’ spelling in those days). Or perhaps he didn’t even notice that he was varying the spelling, any more than today people don’t notice they write an ‘s’ in different ways in informal ‘joined-up’ (cursive) writing. Whatever the reasons, there was a huge amount of variation, and usage changed over time. Up to around the reign of King Alfred, in the 9th century, eth was the dominant form; then thorn came to be increasingly used, especially at the beginnings of words.

The monks also seem to have had a problem over how to write down the sound of /w/, as in we. This sound had once been used in Latin, spelled with a V, but by the 7th century this letter was being pronounced with a /v/ sound. That didn’t seem to bother some scribes, especially in the north of England, who began spelling the English /w/ with a u – the form of V used as a small letter in cursive writing. Others must have found this to be confusing, because they opted for a uu (‘double u’) instead. But most scribes, especially in the south of England, can’t have been convinced by either of these choices, because we soon find them going down a different path – using a new letter, taken (once again) from the runic alphabet. They chose the rune named ‘wyn’, meaning ‘joy’ – p – and this became the commonest usage throughout the Anglo-Saxon period. (It died out in the 13th century, when the ‘double u’, now joined together as a single letter w, became the norm.)

The monks must also have puzzled over the sound of the vowel they heard in such words as man and at. It wasn’t quite like the Latin sound spelled with an a, which was lower and further back in the mouth. In fact, it sounded almost like the /e/ of a word like set. A sound halfway between a and e? Why not write it with both letters, then? And this is what we find, in the early manuscripts: ae. By the end of the 8th century, scribes had joined the letters together as æ. Modern scholars, needing a name for this new letter, and trying to capture the spirit of the time, looked to the runic alphabet, where the /a/ sound was represented by a rune called ‘ash’. So they called it that.

At that point, the monks must have felt that these four additions were all they needed, because they stayed with this alphabet of twenty-seven letters:

a, æ, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, k, l, m, n, o, p, q, r, s, t, þ, ð, u, p, x, y, z

However, they made very little use of four of them. Early manuscripts show occasional instances of q (followed by u), but these were soon replaced by cw. There are hardly any instances of k and z. And x appears in just a few words, such as axe and oxa (‘ox’). The main difference between Old and Modern English alphabets is the absence of j and v, which didn’t arrive until the Middle Ages, as we shall see.

Several of the Anglo-Saxon letters were written in unfamiliar ways, to modern eyes, showing the influence of the Irish way of writing known to the early missionaries. The letter s, for example, was usually elongated, rather like ʃ. And the letter g was written with a distinctive Ʒ shape, which, centuries later, in the Middle English period, needed its own name, and came to be called ‘yogh’. This is an important point, as it explains some later developments in spelling. More on it in due course.

Although well short of the total number of phonemes in Old English, this alphabet was plainly enough for the monks to write down what they were hearing. And that’s what they did. The evidence is in the variant spellings which reflect the pronunciation of different dialects. Remember that there was no notion of ‘correct’ or ‘standard’ spelling at the outset. So, if people in the north of England said the word for ‘land’ with rounded lips, so that it sounded like ‘lond’, then it would be spelled that way, with an o. A much more standard form of spelling did eventually emerge, but not until the later part of the Old English period.

On the whole, the monks did a good job when they wrote English down for the first time. Adapting the Latin alphabet to English worked well enough. And they thought in a phonetic way. Every letter was pronounced: there were no ‘silent’ letters. The word for ‘know’ was spelled cnawan, and that initial c was sounded. So was the w of writan (silent today in write), the g of gnæt (silent today in gnat), and many more. It sounds like an ideal system. But the monks weren’t linguists, and their system had weaknesses. Some were serious, and would keep spelling enthusiasts and reformers preoccupied for the next thousand years. Coughs and hiccoughs? The problem starts here.




Letter origins

A,a

A has been the first letter of the alphabet for the whole of its history. Originally a consonant, aleph (meaning ‘ox’), in the Semitic alphabet, it became the vowel alpha in Greek. The lower-case ‘open a’ is a development of the capital letter, with the addition of a left-facing loop at the top and a lowering of the cross-bar. The lower-case ‘closed a’ is an italic development from the medieval period.

B,b

B has been the second letter of the alphabet since Semitic times, a consonant whose name was beth (meaning ‘house’). It emerged in the later Greek alphabet as a capital letter with a shape close to its modern form. The lower-case letter developed from a later style of handwriting consisting of simple rounded letter shapes.

C,c

C has been the third letter of the alphabet since Semitic times, developing its right-facing curve in the Latin alphabet. The lower-case letter is simply a smaller form of the capital. Neither has changed much in shape in the past 2,000 years.

D,d

The fourth letter of the alphabet since Semitic times, D derives from Greek delta, Δ. A right-rounded shape appeared in Latin, and this came into English. The lower-case letter is a development of the capital, written rapidly to produce a form with a lengthened upper stroke and a reduced, left-rounded lower element.

E,e

E was a consonant symbol in the Semitic alphabet, but was used as a vowel in Greek, one of its shapes emerging in Latin and eventually in English as the capital letter. The lower-case letter developed as a smaller, rounded variant of the capital in a cursive style of handwriting.

F,f

F, along with U, V and W, comes from a single symbol used in the North Semitic alphabet. This gave rise to two letters in early Greek, one of which was adopted by the Etruscans and Romans. The elongated lower-case form arose later, when scribes began to run letters together in handwriting.

G,g

G is found first in the 4th century BC, in a revised version of the Latin alphabet. Previous alphabets had used the C symbol for the g sound (as in god), and the new symbol was a simple adaptation of that, adding a small cross-bar. The lower-case form went through a complex set of changes to produce the modern symbols – the g with a closed lower element, as usually seen in print, and the ‘open g’ of handwriting.

H,h

H was originally a Semitic letter which came into Latin via Greek and Etruscan to represent the /h/ sound. The lower-case rounded form arose with the development of handwriting.

I,i

I was a consonant in the Semitic alphabet, represented a vowel in Greek, and came into Latin with both vowel and consonant values. The lower-case letter is a smaller form of the capital. The dot was originally a small diacritic, similar to an acute accent, added in early Middle English to distinguish the stroke of an i from the otherwise identical strokes of adjacent letters (m, n, u).

J,j

The history of this letter in English dates only from the medieval period. Originally a graphic variant of i (a lengthened form with a bottom left-facing curve), it gradually came to replace i whenever that letter represented a consonant, as in jewel. The lower-case distinction did not become standard until the mid-17th century, and there was uncertainty about the upper-case distinction even as late as the early 19th century.

K,k

K was a Semitic letter which came into Latin via Greek and Etruscan. It was little used in Latin (which preferred C and Q), and it is uncommon in Old English. The lower-case form arose in handwriting through a simple extension of the upright stroke above the line.

L,l

L was a symbol in the Semitic alphabet, and developed via Greek, Etruscan and Latin into the modern capital form, with a horizontal line replacing an earlier oblique. The lower-case letter arose in handwriting, when scribes joined L to adjacent letters by using an upper loop and turning the horizontal stroke into a curve. These linking features were omitted in the printed form.

M,m

M has come from a Semitic letter via the Greek, Etruscan and Latin alphabets (where it sometimes had four vertical strokes) into Old English. The lower-case letter appeared in a rounded form in handwriting.

N,n

N achieved its present-day shape in the Latin alphabet after a history of various angular forms. The rounded lower-case letter resulted from scribal handwriting practice. It appears in Old English, and has been used with very little change in form since.

O,o

O represented a consonant in the Semitic alphabet, and was used by the Greeks for both a short and a long vowel, these later being distinguished as two symbols, omicron (‘little o’, for the short sound) and omega (‘big o’, for the long sound). The Romans adopted omicron, giving it both short and long values, and these values were also assigned to the letter when it was used in Old English. The lower-case letter is a smaller form of the capital.

P,p

P was a Semitic letter which came into Greek, Etruscan and Latin in a variety of forms. It eventually standardised with a rounded upper element. The lower-case letter is a smaller version of the capital, with the additional distinction that the vertical stroke falls below the line of writing.

Q,q

The location of the distinctive stroke has varied greatly from the Semitic alphabet through Greek and Etruscan to Latin, until a curved ‘tail’ at the bottom and to the right of the O became the standard form. The letter was dropped in Classical Greek, but retained in Etruscan as the representation of /k/ before a u vowel, and this practice was taken over in Latin. The lower-case letter developed in scribal writing as a smaller version of the capital, with the tail lengthened below the line and moved to the right, to facilitate rapid script.

R,r

R appeared in the Semitic alphabet in a variety of forms, and was taken into Greek with a single descending stroke. A version with an additional short ‘tail’ became the basis of the Latin form, with the tail lengthened to avoid confusion with P. The lower-case form arose as a simplified character in handwriting, with the curve and tail smoothed into a single wavy horizontal stroke.

S,s

The Semitic and Greek alphabets had a variety of symbols for s-like (sibilant) sounds, one of which – a rounded form – was taken over by the Etruscans and Romans and eventually entered Old English, usually written in an elongated way. The lower-case letter is simply a smaller version of the capital, though a form resembling an f (but without the cross-bar) came to be used in handwriting in the 17th century, and is found in print until the early 19th century.

T,t

T was used in the Semitic alphabet, came into Latin via Greek and Etruscan, and entered Old English. The handwritten form was a smaller and rounded version of the capital, with a right-curved base. The vertical stroke later became lengthened above the horizontal, forming a cross-bar, in order to distinguish the handwritten t from c.

U,u

The ancestor of U is to be found in the Semitic alphabet, eventually emerging in Latin as a V used for both consonant and vowel. The lower-case letter developed as a smaller and rounded form in handwriting. In Middle English, both v and u appear variously as consonant and vowel, v often being found at the beginning of a word and u in the middle. This eventually led to v being reserved for the consonant and u for the vowel, though it was not until the late 17th century that this distinction became standard.

V,v

The history of this letter is the same as for U. Once a systematic distinction had emerged between the two letters, a larger version of u became standard as a capital, and a small version of V became standard as a lower-case form.

W,w

This letter was introduced by Norman scribes in the 11th century as a means of representing the sound /w/, replacing the runic letter which had been used in Old English. Although its shape is a ligature of two vs, its name is ‘double u’, reflecting the state of affairs in Middle English when v and u were interchangeable. The lower-case letter is a smaller version of the capital.

X,x

X emerged in the Greek alphabet, derived from an earlier Semitic sibilant letter. It came into Latin with the value of /ks/, and was used in Old English typically as a variant spelling of cs. The lower-case letter is a smaller version of the capital.

Y,y

Y is a Greek adaptation of a Semitic symbol. In Roman times, it was borrowed to help transcribe Greek loanwords into Latin. The rounded lower-case letter developed as part of handwriting, enabling scribes to write it in a single movement, The trunk of the letter was placed below the line, and moved to the right to enable a smoother link to be made with the following letter.

Z,z

Z appeared in the Semitic and Greek alphabets, and although it was not needed for Latin, the Romans later borrowed the symbol to help transcribe Greek loanwords, making it the last item in their alphabet. The lower-case form is a smaller version of the capital.
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The basic weaknesses

The Old English alphabet had several weaknesses: some letters had more than one sound, and some sounds were shown by more than one letter. These problem cases are the source of several later spelling difficulties.

In an ideal phonetic alphabet, each letter has just one sound, and vice versa. But ten of the letters in the Anglo-Saxon alphabet weren’t like that. Three of the problem cases were consonants.

The letter h was used to spell the breathed sound at the beginning of a word, as in hand (‘hand’), which was pronounced much as it is today. It was also used to spell a friction sound at the back of the mouth, in such words as miht (‘might’). We can hear that sound today in the way Scottish people pronounce the last sound in loch, and it can even be heard occasionally in other accents, such as when people make a noise of disgust, like yuck, but stretch the final sound.

The letter c was also used to spell two different sounds. Both of them are still in use today: the hard, plosive /k/ sound in cold, and the softer /tʃ/ sound in child. Today the spelling shows the difference, but in Old English the initial consonant letter was the same for both: cald (‘cold’) and cild (‘child’). The choice often depended on the phonetic quality of the adjacent vowel sound, but the situation could still be confusing. The word for ‘king’, cyning, began with a /k/, as in the modern word, whereas the word for ‘cheese’, cyse, began with a /tʃ/. It was even worse with a word like spræc, which could be pronounced in two different ways: when it was the past tense of the verb sprecan (‘speak’) it had a /k/; when it was the noun meaning ‘speech’, it had a /tʃ/. How would an Anglo-Saxon reader know which sound to use? Some scribes must have realised there was a problem, because they experimented with various alternative spellings, such as by spelling cyning with a k – kyning. But the situation remained very uncertain. (Even today, we can find variation with this letter: is it disc or disk?)

The letter g was a particular problem as it was used to spell three different sounds. When it was followed by a consonant, as in gnæt (‘gnat’), it had the hard, plosive /g/ sound of Modern English go. The same sound was heard if it was followed by a vowel made at the back of the mouth – a, o, or u, as in such words as gar (‘spear’), godspell (‘gospel’) and guma (‘man’). But if the following vowel was at the front of the mouth – i, e, æ, or y – then it was pronounced with a vowel-like /j/ sound, as in Modern English yes. So, gif (‘if’) was pronounced /jif/ and gear (‘year’) was pronounced with the consonant sound we still use today. And that’s not all. When the g appeared after a back vowel, or between two back vowels, it had a third pronunciation – one which doesn’t occur in Modern English, but which can be heard in Modern German in such words as sagen (‘to say’). The closest we get to it in English today is in the sound at the end of loch, but with the vocal cords buzzing. So, when we see fugol (‘fowl’), we need to know that the first syllable was not like Modern English fug, with a hard g, but a more relaxed, longer sound.

In these three cases, h, c and g, we see a consonant letter having more than one sound. This is a clear departure from the phonetic principle. And there were two cases of the opposite happening: a single consonant sound being written with more than one letter. Listen to the sound that occurs at the end of words like hedge: /[image: image]/ in the list shown in Chapter 3. Scribes didn’t know what to do about this. Some wrote it with a g – yet another sound for that letter! Some doubled it – gg. But most opted for a sequence of two letters, c and g. In which order? Usually cg; sometimes gc. So we find hecg, secgan (‘say’) and so on.

And listen to the sound that occurs at the beginning of such words as ship and shove: /ʃ/ in the list in Chapter 3. This they wrote with a combination of s + c, as in scip (‘ship’) and scufan (‘shove’). But there was an additional problem with this spelling. The same pairing of s + c was also used to spell the sequence of sounds /s/ + /k/, as in scolu ‘school’ and Scotland. How should sc be sounded – as /ʃ/ or as /sk/? This would cause a lot of head-scratching in later years.

So, to sum up the consonant situation: three letters, h, c and g, were being used to spell a total of seven sounds. And two letter-pairs, cg and sc, were being used to spell one sound each. Moreover, sc was being used to spell two different sound sequences. None of this was good. It was a weakness, storing up trouble for later on, as pronunciation changed and new spelling fashions emerged.

An even greater weakness affected the vowels. There were seven vowel letters in Old English – the five we know today as a, e, i, o and u, plus ash (æ) and y. This last one is still used as a vowel letter: we see it in my and rhyme, for example. In Old English, it represented a rounded sound at the front of the mouth – like the vowel sound in French tu (‘you’) or the way some Scottish people pronounce the vowel in words like look. Now, if each of these letters had represented just one sound, there would have been no problem. But each had two: a short sound and a long sound. The word for ‘god’ was spelled god, with a short sound, just as it has today; however, the word for ‘good’ was also spelled god, with a long sound (/go:d/) – much as if we were saying ‘goad’ now. Similarly, the word for ‘hare’ was spelled hara, with a short sound, similar to hat today; but the same spelling was used for hara with a long sound /a:/ (‘hahra’), meaning ‘hoary’. Similar things happened with the other vowels. We have a vestige of this problem still. How do we know that hypocrite has a short y sound and hypodermic has a long one? Only by knowing the words. The two values of the letter y remain a challenge.

The diphthongs – sounds containing two vowel qualities – presented a similar problem. It’s actually very difficult to work out what these sounds were like in Old English, and exactly how many there were. But the scribes definitely used sequences of two vowel letters – most often e + a and e + o, sometimes i + e and others. We find many words spelled in this way, such as healf (‘half’) and heorte (‘heart’). They must have had a distinctive force, as otherwise there would have been all kinds of misunderstanding. If we do the substitution exercise of Chapter 3, we find Old English had beod (‘table’) as well as bed (‘bed’) and bod (‘command’). We find leaf (‘leaf’) as well as lef (‘weak’) and laf (‘remainder’). Some of these words had a short sound for the first part of the diphthong and some had a long one. The length could change the meaning: sceat (/ʃɛət/), with a short first sound, meant ‘property’; with a long first sound (/ʃɛ:ət/), it meant ‘region’. This length difference no longer exists today, but we can get some idea of it if we take the modern word there, which contains a similar diphthong, and say it in a very abrupt, clipped tone of voice, and then in a very slow, sympathising way (There, there!).

How to tell the difference between a short and a long vowel or diphthong when reading aloud? That must have been a real problem for the monks, if they were reading an unfamiliar text to a congregation. They had to get the pronunciation right. The obvious way to show the difference would be to mark the length on the vowel itself, perhaps by doubling (such as aa) or by using a diacritic (such as à). Several languages (such as Dutch) show vowel length by doubling: a vs. aa, e vs. ee and so on. And if, today, we wanted to show a really long sound in English, that’s how we’d do it: argh, aargh, aaargh – the more disgusted we feel, the more as we use (Chapter 34). It feels like a natural way of representing the length of a sound, and some Anglo-Saxon scribes did actually experiment with double letters. In an early glossary, we find the word for the weapon ‘pike’ spelled piic (/pi:k/) and the word for ‘mouse’ spelled muus (/mu:s/) But this way of spelling never caught on at the time. These words eventually came to be spelled pic and mus. Today, of course, we use doubling a lot to show a long vowel sound, as in feet and fool; but we still don’t feel entirely comfortable with it, for we don’t use it with all the vowels – no aa, ii or uu, apart from in a few very exotic words (such as aardvarks, shiitake mushrooms and muumuu dresses). Far more common is to use a combination of two different vowel letters to show a long vowel sound, as in sea, lie, hoe, great and so on. We’ll look at these in Chapter 6.

Some scribes experimented with diacritics too, marking a long vowel with an accent, such as mús (‘mouse’) and hús (‘house’), but this strategy never caught on either. Perhaps this was because marks over a letter were already being used with different functions. They sometimes showed that a word had been abbreviated – for example, dryhten (‘lord’) might be written [image: image]. And sometimes marks showed the way the voice should rise or fall when reading aloud, a bit like the way we use a question-mark today. But whatever the reason, the scribes didn’t go down the diacritic road to solve their vowel length problem.

Despite the best of intentions, the monks devised an alphabet with real weaknesses. Ten of the twenty-seven letters were not being used in a straightforwardly phonetic way – the seven vowels and three of the consonants. It probably wasn’t a great problem for them. The total number of words in Old English was relatively small (c. 50,000), and the range of subject-matter was relatively limited, compared to today. In cases like the two meanings of sceat, mentioned above, the context would probably have made it clear which sense was intended. This is, after all, what we do today with such pairs of words as lead (‘to conduct’) and lead (‘a mineral’) or minute (‘unit of time’) and minute (‘very small’). It’s rare to be confused. And if, when reading a text, a monk was momentarily stumped by a spelling, he always had the option of ‘marking up’ his text in some way, as a reminder.

But this situation could last only as long as the Anglo-Saxons continued to pronounce their words in the same way. And pronunciation never stands still. Over the next four centuries, major changes took place in the way English spoken vowels and consonants worked. Spelling had to adapt, if it was going to keep up with these changes.




Hope for us all

[image: image]

School reports of the winner of the 1953 Nobel Prize for Literature, at the end of his first school term in 1882, when he was eight:

Writing and spelling: Writing good but so slow – spelling weak.

In the summer term:

Writing good but so terribly slow – spelling as bad as it well could be.

But by 1884:

Writing and spelling: Both much improved.

(From Randolph S. Churchill, Youth: Winston S. Churchill, 1874–1900, 1966, p.50–52.)






6
Keeping things long

Because English is a language where words often depend on the length of a vowel sound for their identity, one of the most urgent tasks facing the early writers was to show the difference between a short and a long vowel in the spelling. Various strategies were available to show the long vowels.

The Anglo-Saxon era in English history came to an end with the Norman invasion of 1066. Old English continued to be written until around 1150, but slowly evolved a new linguistic identity, known as Middle English. It is a development characterised by major changes in grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation and spelling. Thousands of new words entered the language from French and Latin. By the end of the Middle English period (c.1450) the size of the English lexicon would have doubled to around 100,000 items. The pressure on the scribes was greater than it had ever been before. Each of these new words had to be spelled.

The vowel length problem must have been an early priority, and there seemed to be two basic ways of solving it. The scribes could do something to show that a vowel was long – or they could do something to show that it was short. In the end, they did both, and we continue to use their two strategies today. The ‘long vowel’ solution was to add a ‘silent’ e: hop is short, and hope is long. The ‘short vowel’ solution was to double the next consonant: hopping has a short vowel sound, and hoping has a long one.

Sound out the difference between hop and hope, hopping and hoping, sit and site, sitting and siting. In each case, the silent letter e is the clue that the preceding vowel sound is long, and the double consonant letter is the clue that the preceding vowel sound is short. These are two of the basic principles of English spelling. It’s the automatic way in which a modern speller would interpret an unfamiliar word. If I invent a word for a new kind of activity, and spell it snopping, you would say it with a short sound, and know that it comes from to snop. But if I spell it snoping, you’d say it with a long sound, and know that it comes from to snope. You’d also know that people who snope are called snopers, whereas those who snop are called snoppers.

Why couldn’t the first Anglo-Saxon monks have used these strategies as a way of solving their problems? Because every letter was pronounced in Old English. If there was a vowel letter at the end of a word, it would be sounded: hete (‘hate’) was pronounced /hetə/ – ‘het-uh’. So it couldn’t be used as a ‘silent’ letter. And the same point applied to consonant doubling. If a consonant was doubled it would sound twice as long: biddan (‘to pray’) had a much longer ‘d’ than bidan (‘to wait’). (It’s a bit like what happens in Modern English when we say nightie, with a single /t/, and night-time, with a lengthened /t:/.) But if all vowel and consonant letters are being pronounced, then they can’t be used as a technique to sort out spelling problems.

This situation altered as the Old English period came to an end. There were many subsequent changes in pronunciation. One of them was that the inflections of Old English – the word-endings which showed how words related to each other in a sentence – gradually died out, so that the -e letter in words like hete was no longer pronounced. Another was that people stopped pronouncing long consonants. Once this happened, the scribes must have realised that they could put the ‘extra’ letters to good use. So they started using e to show that the preceding vowel sound was long, as in hope, and a two-consonant spelling to show that the preceding vowel sound was short, as in hopping. In some cases they found that they didn’t even have to change the spellings. If there already was an e, as in hate, they simply kept it. And a word like Old English biddan (‘ask’), with a short vowel sound and a long consonant sound, slipped naturally into Middle English bidden, with a short vowel sound and a short consonant sound. However, there were also many cases where the spelling continued to be variable or unclear, so something more systematic needed to be done. The story of Modern English spelling really starts here.

How to show a long vowel? The scribes were faced with the same problem we have today when we hear an unfamiliar word for the first time and have to write it down. How would you write this made-up word, here shown in phonetic transcription: /fu:p/? There are several possibilities, such as foop, foup and fupe. All three methods do the job: double the letter; combine two letters; add a silent e. And from the 12th century, it’s clear that scribes used them all. We find moon spelled as moon, moun and mone; name as naam, naym and name; queen as queen, quean and quene. Some spellings used two of the methods at the same time: we find moone and moune, naame and nayme, queene and quiene.

It’s not possible to predict which method would eventually be used for a particular word. A lot must have depended on the other words that scribes brought to mind when they were thinking about what to do. For example, hearing the word for a new type of fish in the 15th century, they might have spelled its name in several ways, such as hake, heak, haak and haik. We actually do find haake among the first recorded attempts to write the word down. But the rhyme with such words as bake, make, take and sake must have been influential, as soon hake was the only spelling in use.

We continue to think in this way today. In deciding how to write /fu:p/ we mentally compare it with other words we know, such as coop, soup and dupe. Of course, these days we would simply look an unknown word up in a dictionary, and hope to find it there. That’s one of the main uses people make of their dictionaries: to check on spelling. But in the 12th century there were no English dictionaries and the first attempts to compile spelling lists didn’t appear until 400 years later. The scribes were on their own.

Thanks to the changes in pronunciation between Old and Middle English, the ‘silent’ e was emerging as the favourite way of marking a long vowel. We see it now, especially when there is a preceding a or i: for example in name, tale, gate, safe, page, base … side, wife, like, mile, time, mice … But there are examples of a silent e showing length in relation to all the vowel letters: these, theme, scene, swede, glebe … rode, yoke, hole, home, nose … rude, lute, duke, rule, June.

However, a ‘silent’ e strategy couldn’t solve all instances of long vowels. It couldn’t be used if there was no final consonant, for a start. How to write words like tree? And it evidently didn’t apply to all words, for today we have queen not quene. As those examples illustrate, the French scribes evidently favoured a second way of marking length: doubling – at least for some vowels. Old English scribes hadn’t liked double letters, as we saw in Chapter 5, but their French counterparts were clearly very happy to use ee and we see it now in many words, such as tree, queen, seek, thee, sleep, seed and sweet.

They avoided doubling for i and u, because ii and uu spellings would be very difficult to read (as we’ll see in Chapter 15). And aa never survived, probably because the ‘silent’ e spelling had more quickly established itself as the norm, as in name, tale, etc. There are examples of aa spellings for several of these words in early Middle English, but they soon died out. Today such spellings are rare, seen in just a few loanwords where the spelling reflects a long vowel in the source language, as in aardvark, bazaar and naan (bread).

That leaves oo. Words spelled with ee are nice and regular today: seek rhymes with meek, see with fee and so on. No exceptions. But words with oo are quite the opposite: boot does not rhyme with foot, in most accents; good does not rhyme with blood. So what has happened here? In Old English, these words all had long vowels: foot was pronounced ‘foht’ /fo:t/, good was ‘gohd’ /go:d/, and blood was ‘blohd’ /blo:d/. What happened is that in some cases the long vowel remained (which is why we have moon, school, food, etc.), and in some cases it shortened – in the south of England becoming look, good, wool, foot, etc. The vowel stayed with lip-rounding in these instances. In the case of blood and flood, the long vowel shortened and the lip-rounding disappeared too. But in all cases the oo spelling remained, so that now these spellings reflect a pronunciation of a thousand years ago.

The rider ‘in the south of England’ is important. In several modern accents, such as in the north of England and in Scotland, the long-vowel pronunciation of words like look and good is still to be heard. In such places boot does rhyme with foot, and sometimes regional spelling draws attention to the difference, as with Scottish guid instead of good.

So now we have two ways of marking a long vowel: ‘silent’ e and doubling. We might think that ought to be enough. But neither of these strategies handled a third type of problem, which had arisen because of the way pronunciation had changed between Old and Middle English. And this has left us with one of the biggest spelling pains of today: see and sea, piece and peace. Why are these different?

The short answer is that these pairs once had different pronunciations. The vowel in piece sounded like a long version of the vowel we hear in the Received Pronunciation of Modern English pay. It is made with the front of the tongue quite high in the mouth: /pe:s/. The vowel in peace sounded like a long version of the vowel we hear in pair. It is made with the tongue lower and the mouth more open: /pɛ:s/. We can feel and hear the difference if we say pay and pair quickly in sequence. Piece and peace wouldn’t be confused in speech, of course, but in writing there was a problem. One scribe might think the best way of writing the ‘piece’ word was peece; another might think that the best way of writing the ‘peace’ word was peece. Or they might both be written as pese, or peyse, or some other form. All these spellings have been recorded. There was therefore a real need to distinguish the two words.

The scribes hit on an ingenious solution. They sensed that the vowel in piece was close to other vowels made high in the front of the mouth, which were often spelled with a letter i. We hear this /i:/ quality today spelled as i in such words as police and intrigue. So, some scribes took the ‘peece’ spelling and put an i in front of the e: piece. Similarly, they sensed that the vowel of peace was close to other vowels made low in the front of the mouth, which were often spelled with a letter a, as in man. So, they took the ‘peece’ spelling and replaced the second e with an a: peace. Job done. And the idea caught on. It wasn’t necessary to change both words, of course. Just changing one of them would make the difference nicely – which is why we find such pairs as see and sea, meet and meat or reed and read.

The three strategies were able to cope with virtually all the cases of long vowels that the scribes encountered. But inevitably, the system had to be tweaked, to keep pace with changes in the language. For example, the adverb too (as in We went there too) had developed out of the preposition to in Anglo-Saxon times, and was originally spelled in the same way – to. But this was confusing: to much charity could be read as ‘to much charity’ or ‘too much charity’. And so the practice grew in the 16th century of spelling the adverb with a double vowel.

This well reflected the stress pattern of the two words: to is usually unstressed; too is stressed. And the feeling that doubled vowels reflected a stressed syllable, whereas a single vowel reflected an unstressed syllable, accounts for some other spelling practices of the time. Me, for instance, is sometimes stressed (as in Give it to me) and sometimes unstressed (as in Give me a chance). So we find it spelled both as mee and me. Sometimes we even see both in the same sentence, such as in this line from the King James Bible (Ruth 1:20): Call me not Naomi; call mee Mara. The version with a double letter eventually died out. People must have tired of writing two letters when one would do, in such a frequently used word.

A few other common words received the same treatment, and explain some of the anomalies we notice today. Do also has both a stressed and an unstressed form (I do hope so, Do I know you? ), and doo, doe and do are all found until do prevails in the 16th century. So has a long vowel, so we might expect it to be spelled soo. It did have this spelling for a while, but the shorter form came out on top. Frequency is inevitably a factor when it comes to spelling. People are always ready to find ways of shortening the most frequently used words – a process we still see in operation today in abbreviations such as c (‘see’) and u (‘you’) in text-messaging.

The also has two forms (unstressed in That’s the one, and stressed, in its sense of pre-eminent, in  That’s the textbook to use ), and we do find the spelling thee in Middle English alongside the. But the frequent use of the pronoun thee (‘you’) made it unlikely that the doubled form would last, and the quickly became the norm. It’s quite common to see an unusual spelling arise because of the need to keep a later arrival in the language distinct from an earlier one, especially if the earlier usage is frequent. Toe was spelled both too and toe in Middle English, but the greater presence of too would have motivated the use of the toe spelling for the foot appendage. Stake was established in its modern spelling by the 14th century, so when the strip of meat arrived in the 15th, it needed a different spelling. We see writers experimenting with steike, steyke, styke, steke and steake, until eventually steak prevailed – a surprising result, given that the ea spelling was much more often used to represent the /i:/ sound, as in speak. The only -eak word which rhymes with steak is break.

There are many other examples of a word coming to be spelled in a particular way because of the existence of a prior word with which it might be confused. We’ll see another example, cloze, in Chapter 14, and many instances when we discuss brand-names in Chapter 30. Grammar can be a factor too. The verb curse was spelled curs in Old English and kept that spelling in Middle English. Then, in the 14th century, along comes cur (‘dog’), spelled curre but also cur. Once again, the shorter form was preferred. But when this word came to be used in the plural – quite a common occurrence, when servants or soldiers were being harangued (you curs!) – there was a clash. The solution was to add an e to make curse – something that would be needed anyway when the word was in the plural (curses).

How to spell long vowels is half of the story of vowel length. The other half is to see how the scribes coped with the short vowels. That story takes longer to tell.




More than letters

One day Polynesia and I were talking in the library. This was a fine long room with a grand mantelpiece and the walls were covered from the ceiling to the floor with shelves full of books: books of stories, books on gardening, books about medicine, books of travel; these I loved – and especially the Doctor’s great atlas with all its maps of the different countries of the world.

This afternoon Polynesia was showing me the books about animals which John Dolittle had written himself.

‘My!’ I said, ‘what a lot of books the Doctor has – all the way around the room! Goodness! I wish I could read! It must be tremendously interesting. Can you read, Polynesia?’

‘Only a little,’ said she. ‘Be careful how you turn those pages – don’t tear them. No, I really don’t get time enough for reading – much. That letter there is a K and this is a B.’

‘What does this word under the picture mean?’ I asked.

‘Let me see,’ she said, and started spelling it out. ‘B-A-B-O-O-N – that’s monkey. Reading isn’t nearly as hard as it looks, once you know the letters.’

(Hugh Lofting, ‘My schoolmaster, Polynesia’, from The Voyages of Dr Dolittle, 1922, Ch. 11)
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