Notes on the History of English Spelling

Richard L. Venezky

To introduce non-specialists in English linguistics to the diversity and complexity
of influences which have shaped Modern English spelling, three problems in the
history of English spelling are presented. The first traces the evolution of the hard
and soft pronunciations of word-initial ¢ and centers on historical reconstruction
of proto-Old English forms, Old English, Old French, and Latin sound changes,
and soft pronunciations of word-initial ¢ and centers on reconstruction of pre-
historic Old English forms, Old English, Old French, and Latin sound changes,
and Anglo-Norman scribal practices. The second problem concerns the avoidance
of sequences of short down strokes (minims) as a motivating factor in certain

role of the English ‘chancery scribes in reforming English spelling along classical
lines is examined.

A history of English spelling is first a history of those events which
directly influenced the relationship between spelling and sound.
Of these there are three: sound change, lexical borrowing, and
changes in scribal practices. Yet a history of spelling which stops
with these internal influences, while filling, is far from satisfying,
since it fails to account for how spelling changes were related to
the broader political, social, and technological milieu from
which they emerged. For English spelling especially these
concerns are important, in that unlike other countries where
strong language academies have existed, no single authority has
ever been empowered to legislate over our spelling.

For students and specialists in English linguistics several
excellent sources on the history of English spelling are available.
The most important among these are the letter entries and
occasional word entry notes on spellings in the Oxford English
Dictionary, a chapter entitled “*Letters and Sounds: A Brief History
of Writing”" in T. Pyles, The Origins and Development of the English
Language (1964), and a recent book by D. G. Scragg, 4 History of
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English Spelling (1974). But for the psychologist, graphic artist, or
educator there is no single work which gives a full flavoring of the
richness and variation in the history of English spelling without
also giving the full history itself.

English spelling, more so than that of any other language,
reflects both the internal and the external history of the language.
Spellings such as sure, then, and nation reveal as much about
sixteenth-century printing conventions and the classical enthusiasm
of the Renaissance as they do of palatalization, voicing of initial
consonants, and French borrowings. To understand even the most
regular correspondences between spelling and sound in Modern
English often requires attention to such matters as phonological
reconstructions from pre-historic Old English; Latin, and French
sound changes; the habits of Anglo-Norman scribes; and the
language attitudes of the major centers of political power and
scholarship in Anglo Saxon England.

The notes which follow attempt to sample this diversity by
presenting three isolated problems in this history. First is the
evolution of the hard (/k/) and soft (/s/) pronunciations of the
letter ¢. This seemingly simple dichotomy of pronunciations derives
from sound changes in three different languages, changes in
scribal practices, and analogical extensions of new spellings.

The second problem, that of the role of short downstrokes
(minims) in certain spelling innovations of the Middle English
period, requires attention to the consistency of scribal practices, as
well as to sound changes which occurred in the late Old English
and early Middle English periods. The last problem differs
radically from the first two in its emphasis on the institutions
which promulgated certain spelling changes.

Together these three vignettes cover nearly the full range of
influences which must be examined in a thorough treatment of
English spelling. By themselves they represent neither a com-
prehensive presentation of the evolution of English spelling
practices nor a totally original contribution to this history. To the
contrary, they draw heavily upon the sources cited above as well
as others which are acknowledged throughout. For those whose
interests go beyond the notes presented here, both Pyles and
Scragg are recommended ; the former for a brief but comprehen-
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sive treatment of letter-sound relationships from Old to Modern
English, the latter for a more detailed treatment of the spelling
conventions of different periods in the history of the English
language and the institutions which were responsible for the most
important spelling changes.

PROBLEM I: Pronunciations for the Letter ¢

The letter ¢ in word initial position has two pronunciations: a
fricative, /s/, which occurs when ¢ is followed by e, 7, or »; and a
stop, [k/, otherwise. This pattern holds for ¢ in other positions, but
is complicated by the palatalization of /s/ to /§/ in certain phono-
logical environments (e.g., ocean, social, gracious).' Behind the
simplicity and regularity of this pattern, however, is a complicated
mixture of sound changes, lexical borrowings, and changes in
scribal practice which involve not only spellings for s/ and /k/,
but for [¢/ as well. How these processes interacted to produce the
existing ¢ pattern demonstrates how intentional change (i.e.,
scribal medifications) can combine with random change (i.e.,
sound change and lexical borrowing) to produce a highly regular
pattern. In other circumstances, such as with some vowel pro-
nunciations, similar circumstances have yielded less orderly
results.

By the time of the earliest English writings the letter ¢ repre-
sented two phonemically distinct sounds, [k/ as in present day king
and a phonemically distinct palatalized form before most occur-
rences of front vowels. This latter sound has evolved into modern
/€] as in church (OE cirice). The evolution of [k/ and /¢/ began in
prehistoric OE with the development of allophones for k/: a
palatal form before front vowels and a velar form otherwise. After
this change, a process now called i-umlauting led to the change of
back vowels to front vowels when the former were followed by a
high front vowel or glide in the following syllable. These latter
sounds, reconstructed as /if and [j/ respectively, were either lost or
changed into [e/ before the historic period of English, so that by
the time of the first English records the palatal and velar allo-
phones of [k/ had become separate phonemes.

As pointed out by Penzl (1947), the shift from allophones to
phonemes for the variants of /k/ did not occur with the develop-
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ment of the palatal variant, but with the merging of the umlauted
back vowels with earlier front vowels, thus allowing the velar /k/
to contrast with palatal [k/ before front vowels. Thus, OFE cennan
(beget) had a velar [k/ while cest (chest) had a palatal /k/ which
developed into MnE /¢/. According to Vachek (1959), the func-
tional yield for this phonemic opposition, particularly in the OE
dialect which Penzl (1947) bases his argument on (Early West
Saxon) was quite low. However, with late Old English and early
Middle English sound shifts, and with a heavy importation of loan
words into Middle and early Modern English, the functional load
for this contrast increased markedly.

At the same time that ¢ was used in OE for the velar and palatal
[k/ phonemes, the sound /s/ was spelled almost exclusively with
the letter s (e.g., OE mys, lys, sinder; MnE mice, lice, cinder).? The
letter £, although not unknown to OE scribes, was infrequently
employed until after the conquest. When it was used, nevertheless,
it represented the velar [k/ phoneme almost without exception.®

Had the writing of Middle English not been dominated so fully
by Anglo-Norman scribes and had French and Latin words not
been imported wholesale into Middle English, the subsequent
histories of ¢, £, and s might have been no more than a continua-
tion of the OE practices. But the Norman Conquest brought not
only a new view of how native words should be written, but an
influx of French and Latin words of such magnitude that many of
their spellings became the dominant models for English.

One of the earliest spelling changes made by Anglo-Norman
scribes was to substitute £ for ¢ to represent the velar [k/ phoneme
before front vowel spellings. By this change such OE forms as cent,
cyng, and seace were rewritten as kent, kyng, and seoke in Middle
English. In addition, by at least as early as 1160, ¢k assumed the
duties of ¢ when it represented the palatal [k/ phoneme, which by
the Middle English period is assumed to have completed its shift
to /¢/ (Mossé, 1952).

With this realignment, ¢ in native words had only one sound,
{k/ as in callen (call) and cole (coal). But in Latin and French, a
sequence of sound changes paralleling those in English for [k/
produced a second major pronunciation for ¢. Late Latin [k/ before
[e/; and [if; palatalized, giving /¢/ in Italian and /ts/ in French.
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Thus, ¢ in Old French as in Old English represented both a velar
stop and a phonemically distinct, palatalized or affricated deriva-
tive of this stop.* By the end of the thirteenth century French (and
Latin) /ts/ was reduced to [s/, thus giving the correspondence ¢
—/s/ in a large number of words which were later borrowed into
English; e.g., cease, ceiling, cement, cider, circle, civic, cist. By analogy,
¢ then replaced certain s spellings in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries in English, e.g., ice, mice, lice, cinder. The resulting pattern
for ¢ pronunciations gives [s/ in MnE for ¢ before ¢, 7 or y, and [k/
otherwise.®> As stated earlier, this pattern is obscured somewhat in
medial position for those occurrences of [s/ which palatalize to

/s] (e.g., ocean, special). Nevertheless, the basic correspondences for
¢ are almost totally predictable.

PROBLEM 11: The Minim Problem

According to some writers (e.g., Mossé, 1952) a series of ortho-
graphic changes were instituted in the thirteenth century to make
handwritten documents easier to read. In each case the major
concern was to avoid a sequence of downstrokes or minims, since
in the carolingian script which was used at that time such suc-
cesions were difficult to read. A sequence of three downstrokes, for
example, could be read as in, nz, m, 21, ui, iu, or w. Some of the
indicated changes such as the use of y as a variant of 7 resulted
from similar Norman practices; others like the inversion of fw
were devised especially for English. In the latter change a more
phonologically accurate spelling (hw) was sacrificed for a more
legible one (wh). Thus, OE hwaet (what) was respelled whael in
Middle English (ME).

Several purely graphic changes also occurred at this time and in
each the avoidance of minim sequences was clearly a motivating
factor. One such change was the addition of the dot over the lower
case 7, which according to Pyles (1964) developed from a “‘faint
sloping line”” which ME scribes introduced to distinguish 7 from
contiguous m, n, and u, and to distinguish 2z from «. A second change
involved the distribution of the curved and angular forms of u
(u and v) which were used in OE and ME indiscriminately for
both consonant and vowel values. Middle English scribes tended
to use v initially and u elsewhere, regardless of whether they
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represented consonants or vowels. However, when « would be
adjacent to m or n, an exception was made for legibility through
the substitution of v (Pyles, 1964).

In these changes the desire to increase legibility appears to be
the major concern. However, the role of legibility in four other
spelling changes requires closer examination. These are: (1) y used
as a variant of ¢; (2) hw inverted to wh; (3) o substituted for « in
the vicinity of u (v, w), m, and n; and (4) k replacing ¢ before
L, el

y as a vartant of 1

In early OE the graph 7 represented both long and short forms of
a high front unrounded vowel, while y represented phonemically
distinct high front rounded vowels (long and short). By late OFE,
at least in the dominant OE dialect, unrounding merged these
four vowels into two high front unrounded vowels: a long one and
a phonemically distinct short one. Both 7 and y were used in late
West Saxon for these vowels and while some scribes preferred one
symbol over the other, others used both of them seemingly without
discrimination.

In Middle English the Anglo-Norman tradition brought the
letter « for high front rounded vowels, which occurred in native
words in certain dialects (up to about 1200) and in French loan
words. The symbol y therefore remained available for breaking up
sequences of minims, as claimed by Mossé (1952). As plausible as
this hypothesis appears, no convincing evidence has ever been
adduced in its favor.

To the contrary, an inspection of the better known Middle
English texts shows a clear lack of such practice. In the Ow! and
the Nightingale (c.1250) and Layamon’s Brut (c.1250), for example,
there is no use of y at all, while in Handlyng Synne (c.1400) y is
preferred to ¢ in all positions. In King Horn (c.12607), Ayenbite of
Inwyt (1340) and Sir Gawayn and the Grene Knyght (c.1380-1420)
both ¢ and y are used without apparent concern for minim
sequences.
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wh_for hw

Whether the conversion of OE hw to ME wh was due more to the
minim problem or to analogy with the other h-diagraphs (viz., ¢k,
sh, th, ph, and gh) cannot be answered with the available evidence.
In early ME and particularly in Kentish, hw occurs alongside Au.
The normal progression to wh passes through a w-spelling, indi-
cating that the cluster /hw/ had been leveled, perhaps to /m/ or

to /w/. Wh spellings occur as early as the eleventh and twelfth
centuries, but do not become established until at least the middle
of the thirteenth century (see OED, s.v. wh). If OE [hw/ remained
unaltered in ME, the reversal of 4w to wh would be unprecedented
in that it would have reversed the order of pronunciation. The
most plausible hypothesis is, therefore, that /hw/ was leveled to a
single sound just as initial /hr/, /hl/, and /hn/ were leveled to /r/,
1/, and /n/ respectively in early Middle English. The occasional
extension of w# in ME to /w/ words which were not /hw/ forms in
OE (e.g., wife, wild, willow, win) seems to support a claim for /w/.
But this leaves unexplained the retention of / in the wk spellings,
as opposed to a simple deletion such as occurred with the &n, Ar,
and Al spellings.

If /hw/ had merged with /w/, we might expect many Modern
wh spellings in words which were not historically /hw/ forms.
However, except for whelk (OE weoloc) no such forms exist now,
even though as noted above, occasional wh spellings did occur in
Middle English in words which did not originally begin with
[hw/. Furthermore, as noted by Scragg (1974), no old English
wh-word which has survived into Modern English is spelled other
than with wh. These facts strongly support a shift from the Old
English cluster /hw/ to a phoneme which contrasted with Middle
English /w/, that is, [m/.

It doesn’t seem unreasonable to speculate, given the circum-
stances just stated, that Middle English scribes found 4w no longer
acceptable for the single sound /M/, but resisted employing w for
both this sound and /w/. Wk would have been a logical substitute,
based on analogy with the other consonant plus 4 spellings which
they had introduced or reintroduced, especially since these latter
spellings also represented single sounds, or in the case of /¢/, a
complex sound that evolved from a single sound. The desire to
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avoid minim sequences may have been an additional factor in the
adoption of wh, but there is little support for the minim problem
as the sole justification for an Aw to wh shift.

0 for u

The strongest evidence for an overt attempt to avoid long
sequences of minims appears to be found in the substitution of o
for u in the vicinity of m, n, u, v, or w. By the middle of the
thirteenth century a number of OE words which had either
long or short /u/ (spelled #) had been respelled with an o; e.g.,
above, come, honey, love, son, tongue, wolf, wonder.

The convention of using o for earlier « begins in late Latin and
is extended first to French and then to English. Anglo-Norman
scribes, in contrast to their Old English counterparts, did not adopt
distinct scripts for the languages they wrote (Scragg, 1974).
Nevertheless, as Craigie (1942 points out, the change of u to o
was probably not based entirely upon graphic considerations, in
that a number of um and un words escaped permanent alteration;
e.g., crumb, dumb, dun, gun, hum, run. Many such words did, how-
ever, have alternate o forms which did not survive.

Vachek also points out a second cause for variation between
u and o, the graphical differentiation of homophones. For example,
the native English and the Anglo-Normans. “Traditional scribal
practice of English rendered such /u/-phoneme by the letter u,
while the Anglo-Norman usage, guided by purely technical con-
siderations of graphical clearness, regularly availed itself of the
grapheme ¢ in such situations.”

Vachek goes on to point out that a second cause for variation
between u and o, the graphical differentiation of homophones.
Modern English sun and son both derive from identical OE noun
stems, which were spelled sun in OE. However, since the fourteenth
century, the current spelling distinction has been maintained.

Scragg (1974, p. 44) doubts that the u-0 change was motivated
by legibility, but bases his argument upon the assumption that
“it is unlikely that English readers of the Middle Ages read letter
by letter any more than modern readers do.” This argument can
be objected to on two grounds. First, the average reader in the
Middle Ages probably read considerably less than the average
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modern reader and may therefore have relied on different reading
strategies, of which letter-by-letter reading is a likely candidate.
Second, the word recognition strategies of experienced readers,
while not letter-by-letter in the sense implied by Scragg, still
require visual resolution of individual letters (Massaro, 1975). Any
graphical device which broke up sequences of minims would
therefore have aided in segmenting letters within a word, regard-
less of whether the words were recognized visually or through
letter-by-letter decoding.

All-in-all, the minim problem as a basis for the o-u change is
quite plausible, in spite of Scragg’s reservation about Medieval
word recognition habits. Yet, when viewed in light of the spelling
changes themselves, as reflected in the orthography of representa-
tive Middle English manuscripts, the case for overt scribal inter-
ference is not totally convincing. The substitution of ¢ for « in the
vicinity of v, u, and w appears to be more consistent than in the
vicinity of m and n. But in all of these cases, other considerations
can not be entirely eliminated.

k for ¢
Mossé (1952, p. 9) claims that ““[the letter £] was fairly regularly
used before letters like ¢, ¢, n, { where ¢ would have produced in the
writing a succession of downstrokes or ‘minims’ difficult to
distinguish.” Of these letters  and ¢ represent a special case, in
that a preceding ¢ might be pronounced either hard or soft (see
above). Thus, the use of £ for an earlier ¢ in these environments
has a strong phonological basis (e.g., kind, keep, and kitchen; ME
kynde, kepe, kuchene; OL cynde, cepan, cycene.

For ¢ before /, no kl-spellings have survived into MnE, and only
a few can be found in earlier periods judging from OED data. For
the OE spelling ¢n-, kn- is the regular ME form by the middle of
the thirteenth century, but the number of words in this category is
exceedingly small. This leaves as evidence the ¢ environments in
which £ was not substituted, and in particular those which had a
curved letter after ¢. But in this class, which includes such basic
terms as cow and care, k spellings appeared occasionally from the
middle of the thirteenth until the first quarter of the fourteenth
century. In short, although words like knight and knave were
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respelled with a £ even though either ¢ or £ would suffice, they are
hardly sufficient evidence for invoking the minim problem as a
basis for the change.

In summary, it is difficult to establish the minim problem as
the basis for any of the four changes introduced above. The
strongest cases can be made for o in the vicinity of u, v, and w, and
for ¢ before initial n, but even these are not without question. The
most plausible hypothesis is the one advanced by Vachek (1959);
that is, that different scribal practices co-existed and that only the
Anglo-Norman scribes made a strong effort to avoid minim
sequences.

PROBLEM 111: The Influence of the Chancery Scribes

The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries mark the peak of the Renais-
sance and the beginning of the modern period. It was the time of
Machiavelli and Tasso, of Leonardo, Michelangelo, and Raphael,
of Luther and Calvin, of Rabelais and Montaigne, and of
Erasmus. The study of man flourished, the classics were revived
and education became a property of the middle class. Few, if any
areas of human interest escaped renovation—art, religion, litera-
ture, education, all were affected. Mannerism and anti-Man-
nerism, the Reformation and the Counter-reformation, Humanism,
and the reform of Greek and Latin pronunciation, all reflected
the view that the noblest study of mankind was man. The
Renaissance brought, along with an awakening nationalistic spirit,
a new concern for education. For centuries education had been an
ecclesiastical concern, open primarily to those entering religious
orders. But now, for the first time in England, control of learning
was placed in secular hands, and education soon became an
essential concern of the intellectually liberated middle class. “So
long as the monasteries furnished a safe and easy refuge from the
struggle of existence, and monasticism forced celibacy on church-
men, who largely depended on the patronage of the monasteries
for their chances of promotion, education made little impression
on society at large. . . . The expansion of Elizabethan England . . .
was due to the immense extension of lay initiative and effort in
every department of national life; and not least in the sphere of
education and the schools™ (Leach, 1915, pp. 331f).
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With the Renaissance came also a renewed interest in the
English language. The first English grammars, the first English
readers, and the first spelling reform tracts for English all appeared
in the course of the sixteenth century. Interest in the orthography
reached a new height, and while John Hart was arguing for
reform in the direction of phonetic spelling, the remainder of the
populace quietly aceepted reforms based upon etymology and
morphology.

The flavor of the Renaissance is evident in the restoration of
Latin spellings in hundreds of English words, but other influences
were also present. Printing was an established force by the middle
of the sixteenth century and the more consistent orthographic
conventions of the early printers gained acceptance. The runic
thorn (), for example, was not present in the Roman type stocks
of the first printers of English, and therefore was replaced by th.7
Caxton’s gh- in ghost and ghastly (but not in guest and geese) and an
increased use of z were adopted also and became permanent
fixtures in the orthography. In addition, the mass production of
books brought about a subtle change in the function of orthog-
raphy. With limited production of handwritten documents,
writing was intended in most instances for reading aloud. But with
the rise of printing, the written appearance of words gained in
importance. The graphic differentiation of homonyms and the
graphic identity of allomorphs became essential. Such factors were
also influential in French orthography, according to Pope (1934,
p. 282): ““The works written in the vernacular in the older period
has been destined to be sung or read aloud, but the great mass of
legal documents were composed to be read, and thus spelling came
to be regarded more and more as a matter for the eye, a tendency
that was increased when printing multiplied the number of
readers. It became therefore more and more usual to use spelling
both to distinguish homonyms and to link together related words
wherever possible.”

Classical influences worked on both ends of the spelling-sound
relationship. On the one hand, reforms in Latin pronunciation
occasionally led to reforms in the pronunciation of English words
borrowed from Latin, without a corresponding change in the
orthography. On the other hand, orthographic changes were made
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to display classical origins, usually without changes in the pro-
nunciation. The pronunciation reform came primarily in the
relationships based on s and x. According to Dobson (1958, II,

p.- 929) “The English pronunciation of Latin . . . must . . . have
used [z] for Latin intervocalic s5; . . . but the ‘reformed’ pronuncia-
tion of the sixteenth century substituted [s] for [z] in the pro-
nunciation of Latin s. . . .”” Thus, for example, asylum and desolate
have s corresponding to [s/ where we would expect /z/.

Both of these pronunciation reforms are unusual in that they
represent sound change by fiat. Latin, however, was the basis of all
school curricula in England. Students were weaned on Lily’s
Carmen Monitorium, cut their baby teeth on Aesop and Terence,
and reached maturity on Lily’s Grammar. Latin was also used in
religious and legal proceedings. It seems natural, therefore, that
changes in the pronunciation of Latin would be extended im-
mediately to cognate forms in English. Why more Latin influence
is not present or why under similar conditions other languages
were not altered in a similar way cannot be answered. We know
only that the sound changes appeared to be derived from similar
changes in Latin pronunciations and that Latin was a thriving
concern at the time.

The spelling reform was restricted mostly to changes that helped
reflect the classical origins of certain words. The most important
of these involved the addition of letters, e.g., b in debt, doubt,
subtle, and subject (cf. ME dette, dout, sutle, suget) ; h in heritage,
hostage, hour, myrrh, and rhyme (cf. ME eritage, ostage, ore; OE myrra,
rim) ; and such substitutions as ¢ for s, and ¢4 for ¢ (see above); ph
for fin pheasant, philosophy, and physics; ¢ for ¢ or s before ion (cf. ME
nacion) ; dg for cch, ck for cc (kk), and dg for gg.® In some cases, silent
letters became pronounced, like the & in subject (cf. ME suget), the
¢ in perfect (cf. ME perfit), and initial 4 in hermit and hostage (neither
had initial /h/ in Latin or French). In other cases, however, the
spelling change had no influence on pronunciation.

Some of these changes occurred in the last quarter of the
fifteenth century, but the majority became established in the first
twenty to thirty years of the sixteenth century. How could so many
spellings be overhauled so rapidly, especially without any recog-
nized authority for such alterations? Who decided what the spel-
lings were to be and how were the decisions disseminated?
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The answers to these questions are found in the office of the
English chancery at Westminster which was, next to Parliament,
the highest court of judicature in England. According to
Marckwardt (1975, p. xiv) “Standard English had its origin in the
kind of language employed in the courts of law and the govern-
ment offices of Westminster.” From the tenth century on, the
chancery (or secretariat) was responsible for the daily affairs of
government, including the recording of acts and ordinances and
the keeping of financial records.

The king’s proclamations and other official documents were
written by the royal scribes and distributed to the major towns
where scriveners and their apprentices made further copies. Until
about 1430 these documents were written in Latin or French, but
with the restoration of English as an official language early in the
fifteenth century, the movement toward a standard English
orthography began. “Not until a body of professional scribes with
a close common bond appeared in London was a uniform orthog-
raphy established there, and such a body was not supplied until
the scribes of the royal chancery adopted English as their usual
written medium” (Scragg, 1974, p. 34).

With the renewed emphasis on English and a nation-wide dis-
semination system, the royal scribes in the chancery were in a
position to mold the course not only of spelling, but of vocabulary,
syntax, and usage as well. The documents they produced,
especially towards the end of the fifteenth century, demonstrate
that they made full use of their power. “Starting with the docu-
ments of Henry VIII [1509-1547], the royal government exhibits
an astonishing facility in its command of language. . . . The best of
them have a felicitous Shakespearean ring, and in fact this excel-
lence of language appears in sixteenth-century political documents
before it is found in belletristic literature” (Cantor, 1972, pp. 296f).

Pending a thorough analysis of the spellings in royal documents
of this period—which remains to be done—it seems justified to
claim that the chancery scribes were the agents of orthographic
change from the end of the fifteenth century until at least a century
later. Printing probably played a role in consolidating what
changes were made, but not until about the middle of the six-
teenth century. From the inauguration of printing in England in
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1476 until at least the 1530’s, printers showed little interest in
consistent orthography. Caxton, for example, spells the town
where he spent the major part of his life before returning to
England in at least six different ways: brugges, bruges, brudgys,
Brugis, bruggis, brudgis. The other early English printers, in particu-
lar Wynkyn de Worde and Richard Pynson, were not English by
birth and all three were, in the words of Scragg (1974, p. 67)
“outside the mainstream scribal tradition.”

Thus when classical learning was the vogue, the royal scribes
were able to promulgate an extensive overhauling of English
spellings based on Latin and Greek models. Who the particular
scribes were who led this movement and how well trained they
were in the classical languages remains to be discovered. Perhaps
the answers to these questions still lie within the royal archives.

1. In general, [s/ palatalizes to s/ before a high front vowel or glide, but only
when the primary word stress falls on the immediately preceding vowel. The /s/
which palatalizes is generally spelled ¢ (‘oeean, social) or { (nalion, rational). This
latter spelling is a Renaissance replacement for an earlier ¢ or s.

2. However, [s/ in the cluster [ks/ was usually spelled with the letter x while /ts/
in Biblical names and occasional English words was spelled with the letter 2
(Campbell, 1959).

3. The Runic alphabet differentiated the velar and palatal variants of [k/; but
OE scribes failed to adopt similar mechanisms.

4. The use of ¢ for the cluster /ts/ occurs in a few Middle English words but was
not widely used (Mossé, 1952).

5. chis assumed to be a spelling unit separate from c.

6. The Ormulum, a Northeast Midlands religious text written about 1200,
contains the earliest example of a reformed spelling system for English. No
information has survived, however, about the author (other than his name) or
about the motivation for the spelling system.

7. th was used in the earliest English texts before thorn and eth were introduced.
Thereafter it appeared occasionally in words of Greek derivation.

8. In some instances the change began at an earlier date but was not widely
accepted until the Renaissance.
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Noah Webster’s blue-back speller was the most popular spelling book in
American educational history, and even rivals the Dick and Jane readers
in influence on the teaching of reading. Noah Webster graduated from
Yale in 1778 and began teaching school shortly thereafter in Orange
County, New York. Due to the War, textbooks from England were
scarce, so Webster compiled his own spelling book, which was printed in
Hartford in 1783 under the cumbrous title The First Grammatical Institute
of the English Language. A grammar and reader were issued soon after.

By the time of Webster’s death in 1842, the title had been changed, first
to The American Spelling-book and then to The Elementary Spelling-book—and
over 24 million copies of the text had been sold.

Due either to the popularity of Webster’s text, or the spirit of the
times, or some combination thereof, spelling had assumed by the
beginning of the 19th century a major role in the elementary school
curriculum. Daily and weekly spelling matches were common, as were
awards for the top spellers. By the time of the Civil War, however, the
Webster speller had fallen from favor, and in time spelling itself began a
slow decline in curricular popularity from which it has never recovered.

The pages reprinted here (through the courtesy of the American
Antiquarian Society) are from the introduction to a 1789 edition of the
speller and reflect the state of the art in phonology at the end of the 18th
century. Webster held that the letter 4 had no sound, but acknowledged
that others classed it among the gutteral letters. W, as in will, he classed
as a vowel, forming a diphthong with the succeeding vowel sound. But
Webster was not ‘“‘strenuous in this opinion,” as he states in a footnote on
page 12, and conceded that w might in fact be a consonant. (Note also
the variations in spelling for diphthong. These may be due to Webster, but
are more likely attributable to Isaiah Thomas and Ebenezer T. Andrews,
the printers of this edition.)

All-in-all, Webster’s orthography was a reasonable pedagogical
description, and his speller succeeded both in elevating spelling in the
school curriculum and in providing his sole support through its royalties
for the 20 years during which he wrote The American Dictionary of the
English Language.

Richard L. Venezky
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