
Notes on the History of English Spelling 

Richard L. Venezky 

T o introduce non-specialists in Engl ish linguistics to the di ve rsity and complexity 
of influences which have shaped Modern English spelling, th ree problems in the 
history of English spelling are presented. The first traces the evolution of the hard 
and soft pronunciations of word-initia l c and centers on histori ca l reconstruction 
of proto-Old English forms, Old English, Old French, and Latin sound changes, 
and soft pronunciations of word-initial c and centers on reconstruc tion of pre­
historic Old English forms, Old English, Old French, a nd Latin sound changes, 
and Anglo-Norman scribal practices. The second problem concerns the avoidance 
of sequences of short down strokes (minims) as a motivating fac tor 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 influenc:ed 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 accoun t for how spelling changes were related to 
the broader political, social, and technological milieu from 
which they emerged. For English spelling especia lly these 
concerns a re important, in that unlike other countries where 
strong language acad emies have existed , no single au thority has 
ever been empowered to legislate over our spelling. 

For students and specialists in English ling uistics several 
excellent sources on the history of English spelling are available. 
The most important among these a re the letter entries and 
occasiona l word entry notes on spellings in the Oxford English 
Dictionmy, 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, A History of 
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English SpeLLing ( 1974). But for th e psychologist, graphic artist, or 
educa tor there is no single work which gives a full fl avoring of the 
richness a nd va riation in the history of English spelling without 
a lso giving the full history itself. 

English spelling, more so than that of any other language, 
reflects both the internal and the ex ternal history of the language . 
Spelli ngs such as sure, then, and nation reveal as much about 
sixteenth-century printing conven tions and the classical enthusiasm 
of the R enaissance as they do of palatalization, voicing of initial 
consonants, and French borrowings. T o understand even the most 
regu lar correspondences between spelling and sound in Modern 
English often req uires a ttention to such matters as phonological 
reconstructions from pre-historic Old English ; La tin, and French 
sound changes; the habits of Anglo-Norman scribes; and the 
language a ttitudes of the major cen ters of political power a nd 
scholarship in Anglo Saxon England. 

The notes which follow attempt to sample this diversity by 
presen ting three isolated problems in this history. First is the 
evolu tion of the hard (/k/) and soft (/s/) pronunciations of the 
letter c. This seemingly simple dichotomy of pronunciations derives 
from sound changes in three different languages, changes in 
scriba l practices, and analogical ex tensions of new spellings. 

The second problem, tha t of the role of short downstrokes 
(minims) in certain spelling innovations of the Middle English 
period, requires a ttention to the consistency of scribal practices, as 
well as to sound changes which occurred in th e late Old English 
and early Middle English periods. The las t problem differs 
rad icall y from the first two in its emphasis on the institu tions 
which promulga ted certain spelling changes. 

T ogether these three vignettes cover nearly the full range of 
infl uences which must be examined in a thorough treatment of 
English spelling. By themselves they represent neither a com­
prehensive presentation of the evolu tion of English spelling 
practices nor a totally original contribution to this history. T o the 
contrary , they draw heavily upon the sources cited a bove as well 
as others which are acknowledged throughout. For those whose 
interests go beyond th e 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 relatipnships 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. 

P RoB L EM I : Pronunciations for the Letter c 
The letter c in word initial position has two pronunciations: a 
fricative, /s/, which occurs when c is followed by e, i, or y; and a 
stop, fkf, otherwise. This pattern holds for c in other positions, but 
is complicated by the palatalization of /s/ to fsf 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 fk/, 
but for fcf as well. How these processes interacted to produce the 
existing c pa ttern demonstrates how intentional change (i.e. , 
scribal modifications) can combine with random change (i.e., 
sound change and lexical borrowing) to produce a highly regula r 
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 c repre­
sented two phonemically distinct sounds, fkf 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 
fcf as in church (OE cirice). The evolution of fkf and fcf began in 
prehistoric OE with . the development of allophones for fkf : 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 la tter 
sounds, reconstructed as /i/ and fj / respectively, were either lost or 
changed into fe/ before the historic period of English, so that by 
the time of the first English records the palatal and velar a llo­
phones of fkf had become separate phonemes. 

As poin ted out by Penzl (1947), the shift from allophones to 
phonemes for the variants of fkf did not occur with the develop-
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ment of the palata l variant, but with the merging of the umla uted 
back vowels with earlier front vowels, thus a llowing the velar Jk/ 
to contrast with pala tal /k/ before front vowels. Thus, OE cennan 
(beget) had a velar / k/ while cest (chest) had a pa latal Jk/ which 
d eveloped into MnE fcf. According to Vachek (1959), the func­
tional yield for this phonemic opposi tion, particularly in the OE 
dialect which Penzl ( 1947) bases his a rgument on (Early Wes t 
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 c was used in OE for the velar and palatal 
Jkf phonemes, the sound Js/ was spelled a lmost exclusively with 
the letters (e.g. , OE nrys, lys, sinder; MnE mice, lice, cinder).2 The 
letter k, although not unknown to OE scribes, was infrequently 
employed until after the conquest. When it was used, nevertheless, 
it represented the vela r Jk/ phoneme almost without exception.3 

Had the writing of Middle English not been dominated so full y 
by Anglo-Norman scribes and had French and Latin words not 
been imported wholesale into Middle English, the subsequent 
histories of c, k, 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 k for c to represent the vela r Jk/ phoneme 
before front vowel spellings. By this change such OE forms as cent, 
cyng, and seoce were rewritten as kent, kyng, and seoke in Middle 
English . In addition , by at least as early as 1160, ch assumed the 
duties of c when it represented the palatal Jk/ phoneme, which by 
the Middle English period is assumed to have completed its shift 
to fcf ( Mosse, 1952). 

With this realignment, c in native words had only one sound , 
Jkf as in callen (call ) and cole (coal). But in La tin a nd French, a 
sequence of sound changes para lleling those in English for /k/ 
produced a second major pronunciation for c. Late Latin Jk/ before 
Jef ; and Jif; pa latalized, giving Jcf in Italian and Jtsf in French. 

354 Visible Language : X 4 Autumn 1976 



Thus, c in Old French as in Old English represented both a velar 
stop and a phonemically distinct, palatalized or affricated deriva­
tive of this stop.4 By the end of the thirteenth century French (a nd 
Latin) / ts/ was reduced to fsf, thus giving the correspondence c 
- >/sf in a large number of words which were later borrowed into 
English ; e.g., cease, ceiling, cement, cider, circle, civic, cist. By analogy, 
c then replaced certain s spellings in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries in English, e.g., ice, mice, Lice, cinder. T he resulting pattern 
for c pronunciations gives /sf in MnE for c before e, i or y, and /k/ 
otherwise.5 As stated earlier, this pattern is obscured somewhat in 
medial position for those occurrences of fsf which palatalize to 
fsf (e.g., ocean, special). Nevertheless, the basic correspondences for 
care a lmost totally predictable. 

PROBLEM II: The Minim Problem 
According to some writers (e.g., Mosse, 1952) a series of ortho­
graphic changes were instituted in the thirteenth century to make 
handwritten documents easier to read. I n each case the major 
concern was to avoid a sequence of downstrokes or minims, since 
in the carolingia n script which was used at tha t time such suc­
cesions were difficul t to read. A sequence of three downstrokes, for 
example, could be read as in, ni, m, iii, ui, iu, or w . Some of the 
indicated changes such as the use ofy as a variant of i resulted 
from similar Norman practices; others like the inversion of hw 
were devised especially for English . I n the lat ter change a more 
phonologically accurate spelling ( hw) was sacrificed for a more 
legible one (wh). Thus, OE hwaet (what) was respelled whaet in 
Midd le English (ME). 

Several purely graphic changes also occurred at this time and in 
each the avoida nce of minim seq uences was clearly a motivating 
factor. One such change was the addi tion of the dot over the lower 
case i, which according to Pyles ( 1964) developed from a " faint 
sloping line" which ME scribes introduced to distinguish i from 
contiguous m, n, and u, and to distinguish ii from u. 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 

355 Ven<?zky : English Spelling 



represented consonants or vowels. H owever, when u would be 
adjacent tom or n, an exception was mad e for legibility th rough 
the substi tution of v (Pyles, 1964). 

In these changes the d esire to increase legibili ty appears to be 
the major concern . However, the role of legibility in four other 
spelling cha nges requires closer examination. These a re: ( I ) y used 
as a varia nt of i; (2) hw inverted to wh ; (3) o su bstitu ted for u in 
the vicinity of u ( v, w) , m, and n; and ( 4) k replacing c before 
i,e, n, l. 

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

In Middle English the Anglo-Norman tradi tion brought the 
letter u for high front round ed vowels, which occurred in native 
words in certa in dia lects (up to a bout 1200) and in French loan 
words. T he symboly therefore remained availa ble for breaking up 
seq uences of minims, as claimed by Mosse (1952). As plausible as 
this hypothesis appears, no convincing evid ence has ever been 
adduced in its favor. 

T o the con tra ry, an inspection of the better known Middle 
English tex ts shows a clea r lack of such practice. In the Owl and 
the N ightingale ( c . l 250) and Layamon's Brut ( c. 1250), for example, 
there is no use ofy at a ll, while in Handlyng Synne (c.1 400)y is 
preferred to i in all positions. In King Horn (c.1 260 ?), Ayenbite of 
Inwy t ( 1340) and Sir Gawayn and the Grene K nyght (c. 1380- 1420) 
both i and y are used without a pparent concern for minim 
sequences. 
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whfor 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., ch, 
sh, th, ph, and gh) cannot be answered with the available evidence. 
In early ME and particularly in K entish, hw occurs a longside hu. 
The normal progression to wh passes through a w-spelling, indi­
cating that the cluster fhwj had been leveled, perhaps to /M/ or 
to Jwj . Wh spellings occur as early as the eleventh and twelf'th 
centuries, but do not become established until at least the midd le 
of the thirteenth century (see OED, s.v. wh). IfOE Jhwf remained 
unaltered in ME, the reversal of hw to wh would be unprecedented 
in that it would have reversed the order of pronunciation. The 
most plausible hypothesis is, therefore, that fhwj was leveled to a 
single sound just as initial Jhrf, fhl j, and /hn/ were leveled to f rf, 
/1/, and /n/ respectively in early Middle English. The occasional 
extension of wh in ME to fwf words which were not fhwf forms in 
OE (e.g., wife, wild, willow, win) seems to support a claim for fw j. 
But this leaves unexplained the retention of h in the wh spellings, 
as opposed to a simple deletion such as occurred with the hn, hr, 
and hl spellings. 

If fhwj had merged with fwf, we might expect many Modern 
wh spellings in words which were not historically Jhw f 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 
fhwj . 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 fhwf to a phoneme which contrasted with Middle 
English fwf, that is, /M/. 

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

ofor u 
The strongest evidence for a n overt a ttempt to avoid long 
seq uences 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 ofOE words which had either 
long or short fu/ (spelled u) had been respelled with an o; e.g., 
above, come, honey, love, son, tongue, wolf, wonder. 

The convention of using o for earlier u begins in late La tin and 
is extended first to French and then to English. Anglo-Norma n 
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 too 
was proba bly no t based entirely upon graphic considerations, in 
tha t a number of um and un words escaped permanent alteration ; 
e.g., crumb, dumb, dun, gun, hum, run. M a ny such words did, how­
ever, have alternate o forms which did not survive. 

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

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

Scragg ( 1974, p. 44) doubts that the u-o ch ange 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 a ny more than modern readers do." This argument can 
be objected to on two grounds. First, the average reader in the 
Midd le Ages proba bly 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 h ave aided in segmen ting letters within a word , regard­
less of whether the words were recognized visually or through 
letter-by-letter decoding. 

Ali-in-all, the minim problem as a basis for the o-u cha nge is 
quite plausible, in spite of Scragg's reservation a bout Medieval 
word recognition h a bits. 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 o for u in the 
vicinity of v, u, and w a ppears 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. 

kjor c 
M osse ( 1952, p. 9) claims that "[the letter k] was fairl y regularly 
used before letters like i, e, n, L where c would have produced in the 
writing a succession of downstrokes or 'minims' difficult to 
distinguish. " Of these letters i a nd e represent a special case, in 
that a preceding c might be pronounced either hard or soft (see 
above). Thus, the use of k for an earlier c in these environments 
has a strong phonological basis (e .g. , kind, keep, and kitchen; ME 
kynde, kepe, kuchene; OE cynde, cepan, cycene. 

For c before L, no k/-spellings have survived into MnE, and only 
a few can be found in earlier periods judging from OED d ata. For 
the OE spelling en-, kn- is the regular M E form by the middle of 
the thirteenth century, but the number of words in this category is 
exceedingly small. This leaves as evidence the c environments in 
which k was not substituted, and in particular those which had a 
curved letter after c. But in this class, which includes such basic 
terms as cow and care, k spellings appeared occasiona lly from the 
middle of the thirteenth until the first quarter of the fourteenth 
century. In short , although words like knight a nd knave were 
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respelled with a k even though either c or k 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 foro in the vicinity of u, v, and w, and 
for c before initial n, but even these are not without question. The 
most plausible hypothesis is the one advanced by Vachek ( 1959) ; 
that is, tha t different scribal practices co-existed and that only the 
Anglo-Norman scribes made a strong effort to avoid minim 
sequences. 

PRo B L EM 1 I I : The bifluence 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 
M achiavelli and T asso, 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, a ll were affected. Mannerism and anti-Man­
nerism, the R eformation and the Counter-reforma tion, Humanism, 
and the reform of Greek and La tin pronunciation, all reflected 
the view that the noblest study of mankind was man. The 
R enaissance 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 la rgely d epended on the patronage of the monasteries 
for their chances of promotion, education made little impression 
on society at la rge .... The expansion of Elizabethan England . . . 
was due to the immense extension of lay initiative and effort in 
every departmen t of nationa l life; and not least in the sphere of 
education and the schools" (Leach, 19 15, pp. 33 1£). 
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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.6 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 accepted 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 
a lso 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 pronuncia tion 
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 sand x. According to Dobson ( 1958, II , 
p. 929) "The English pronunciation of Latin ... must ... have 
used [ z] for Latin intervocalic s; ... 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 Jsf where we would expect fzf . 

Both of these pronunciation reforms a re 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 c for s, and ch for c (see above); ph 
for J in pheasant, philosophy, and physics; t for cor s before ion ( cf. ME 
nacion); dg for cch, ck for cc (kk), and dg for gg.8 In some cases, silent 
letters became pronounced, like the b in subject ( cf. ME suget), the 
c in perfect ( cf. ME perfit), and initial h in hermit and hostage (neither 
had initial Jhf 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 cen tury, but the majority became established in the first 
twenty to thirty years of the sixteenth century. How could so many 
spellings be overha uled so rapidly, especially without any recog­
nized authority for such a lterations? 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 a t W estminster 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 
governmen t, including the recording of acts and ordinances and 
the keeping of financial records. 

The king's proclamations and other officia l documents were 
written by the royal scribes a nd distributed to the major towns 
where scriveners and their apprentices made further copies. Until 
about 1430 these documen ts were written in Latin or French, but 
with the restora tion 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
~emination system, the royal scribes in the chancery were in a 
position to mold the course not on I y of spelling, but of vocabula ry, 
syntax, and usage as well. The documents they produced , 
especially towards the end of the fifteenth cen tury, demonstra te 
that they made full use of their power. " Sta rting with the docu­
ments of H enry VIII [1 509-1547], the royal government exhibits 
an astonishing facility in its command of language .. .. T he 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 li tera ture" (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 tha t 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 no t until about the middle of the six­
teenth century. From the inauguration of printing in England in 
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14 76 until a t 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 p rin ters, in particu­
la r Wynkyn de Worde and Richard Pynson , were not English by 
birth and a ll three were, in the words of Scragg ( 1974, p. 67) 
" outside the ma instream scriba l tradition." 

Thus when classical learning was the vogue, the royal scribes 
were a ble to promulgate an extensive overhauling of English 
spellings based on La tin and G reek mod els. 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. 

I. I n genera l, fsf palatalizes to fS! before a high front vowel or glide, but only 
when the primary word stress falls on the immediately preceding vowel. T he fsf 
which palatalizes is generally spelled c (ocean, social) or t (nation , rational). T his 
la tter spelling is a Renaissance replacement for a n earlier cor s. 
2. However, fsf in the cluster fksf was usually spelled with the letter x while / ts/ 
iu Biblica l na mes and occasional English words was spelled with the letter z 
(Campbell, 1959) . 
3. The Runic alphabet differentiated the velar and palatal variants of /k/; but 
OE scribes fa iled to adopt simi la r mechanisms. 
4. T he use of c for the cluster ftsf occurs in a few Middle English words but was 
not widely used (Mosse, 1952). 
5. ell is assumed to be a spelling unit separate from c. 
6. The Ormulum, a Northeast Midla nds 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 spell ing system. 
7. th was used in the earliest English texts before thorn a nd eth were introduced. 
T hereafter it appeared occasiona ll y in words of Greek derivation. 
8. In some instances the change began at an earlier date but was not widely 
accepted until the R enaissance. 
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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 I 778 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 
H artford in 1783 under the cumbrous title The First Grammatical Institute 
qf 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 combina tion 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 
Antiqua rian Society) are from the introduction to a 1789 edition of the 
speller and reflect the state of the art in phonology a t the end of the 18th 
century. Webster held that the letter h had no sound, but acknowledged 
tha t o thers classed it among the gutteral letters. W, as in will, he classed 
as a vow~l , 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 varia tions 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. ) 

Ali-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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~,llfj 1" f' th~C~' le:.ters, th: founds may be prolonged a~ pleafur~-; fm , t'li ~ ,·. they are therefore .fimple lqunds or vowel~. '.. .' · L . 
Uf• Jt/~ .. ' The letters i and)' are either vowcis, dipthongs or con-

i
•!! ~ · · lona_n~s. ·'They a:-e b~~~ c~!raae~s ~or the fame founds, 
lf · .• ~!; . ; 1n different words and udferent Gtuauoos. in the •.vord3 
~ht 1 ' rt, .. /' die, dify, they are the fame dipthong ; we begin tfle found: 
~ I ~ l • · ':vith,_nearly the fame polition of the organs._as we do broad 
~ .~a, tbough.l,lot_quite the fame; but nol being abl.e to.con-
t'> 1 . • tinue that found, we run into t, and. there clofe the found. fl f: . ' Two differen~ pnfttions of the organs are.r~quire~; confe- · 

~
h • : queotly two dtfferent founds are formed, wh1ch bemg dofe-. 

.' ~~ - ly united in prohunciation, an: deno:t1inatcd a dipilzong.*: ·· 
.. : ·~: 1 _. In. lhe word~f!gltt, pit, glory, '£gyp~, .i and. y are vowels. 
If.!/. , ~ · The- found of·1 m.jit,ht, would run mto e, and fo form .a. 

~
fl:rf f. dipthong, if it were not prevented by the following con-
!1~ [ .!!· r fon2nt. . But the fhort foun~·of i and y, as in pit, glory, is 

~ { ~ ~- always a limple found. . , ·. : ,. 

f 
't t ~~ t . which is formed by a conta.Et of the tongue and upper 
::'I~! r. · ~ . , .part or the mouth, .and cert:linly' dererv.es a place. am on~ 
,. l. f[ , the confonants. . , 

:H • t:l · : ' U is a vowel or a.Clipthong. ·· I ts' Ihort founp .. ,' as 1n· the ~ 
r. . J.ltl 0 - w ord tun, is" vowel; its long found in tr-..t tll is a vowe_l:; r ,. v L~·. 0 ~ its long found when. it doles a lylla~le, jiS in dut, is a dip­
l . : t~l [ ' , ,thong, compofed of :ts firoplc found m-trut:i, and the found 
·.~ti':i'f '·' .ofo.o • . Ina.fewwords_ita~_l'wersth~~urpofe_ofthe con-· 
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~· ~ i·'.'~l: · of a -in haiL, which. is blled broau a, is a di!linB: vowel; 
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. . , oi p\R-o'N u 'N-C I A T:i !o'N. ;_~;5 
~~' ·~ ; r~> -~ "" I ••••. r. · ,. · : · 
r~,l"'! .. B ha.s1one ·mvanablc found, as ·m bzrd; before · t ' -and 
. ...~term' ids »lcnt,'as' in doubt, iiurn'b; as alfo in fubtlt. 
~ "/Cbeforea, n,u, found~iike' k;bcforec,~i,y;iike .f . 

' ~-\~¥;:,. • .. J ... ca · ce ci 1 'CO 'cu cy. ',' -:- ·~' :·1 

<ITms; _lt.. ·• · ka fc. !i ko ku fy. ··' · :·· · . .... 
· :'!IL is ufelefs '-'•hen followid by A 1n' the 'fame fylhible, as . 

, . ~njlick. It is alv.t;:\}S hard like· ,_in' lhe end of w-ords, as ih 
:J-.~b!ic; pronoti~ced ~li.r.k, ~ • It1ou_ftds li~~e jh in tl)~ te'nni..: 
• nat1qns'u ous,cuuis1 nal; -as In cetaczoliS, gr.tUzou.s, (dttal, pro­

nounced cctajhiiJ, grajlws-,fofnal.. It' is fome'times'filent;a'~ 
·in indiEl. . · · - -. . ~ '· ·# 

· ' · D has always the fame found, as in rod. It is.fo~iiincs-
• f\Jent/<~sin 'ltcr.likerd•ir.f. · • '' •· • ;, 

- '•' . F'has ';,1\vays its OWn· foi.iiitJ, i'si1n 'We;;'· excc!jt·,-ln' tllc: 
:"\t:nrd ·OJ, v.\licrc it-fou'nds like o, of/. ' ' . · <1· 

~· · ' 'G-' nas tWo 'founds; ·one; 'as.in 'go; rlie other tik.ej, as 
· in gaztlt. It has its 6rfr·or .hard found~befori: ~. o, u; in 
' O'gcheral its ' fecorid ~bi--foft fou'n'd tr.:fore c' ap.d .Y ; and is 
' either hard o r foft before i. "'Sec table 3.5· · · · · 

. :> ' 'J,t is4 \feri fn!qu7'ntly .filent!•· 1·1t, i:iefo_rc in, as in r'{Jhlct~>z ; 
• .• ~·::n)';lbd'Jrc )1, as -in '('gn '; a~ly/ befordz, as 4•JigiJJ. ; 'ex-

. ccpt when gil found llkef, as m lat!gh: '· • '- ·. ' 
· 11 is a •rnatk bf '{hong b"real)Jing, but ·is 'filcnt in luir, 

'· J.our, lzonc./f, lionour, and theirder:ivati\•es: · ~· , 
·. · J is' th~ mar'~:bf a compound fol..n1d, which' i~ ah\Ta}•s the 
"fimc; vit,"th;lt of 'tl.ih or foft ~ ... , as in joy; It i's .!nevet'fi-
ttc~nt'. : .. " ' ' · · ·" · . ... . " . -~~ · ~ , · ,. .i• -

• K has but one fo\ln'd;as in- ~ug: • Wh<:n it p(cC:cdes ' ,/, 
·it is'~h\:ays 'filen't, ~s .;ti'know ·; ·and~rh'en"'-united: with ·c, at 
•i!ie'c;nd'ofpwords, c::it'her c or'k is=_ruper.fhibus, a~ ii(ftit.h.' 

,-~. 1 . has''o'ne found ·only; .asinla'mc, ahd it is forrietimes 
. - -ment, as rn fah!ien, walk • . .••. ·. ~t· ;.-. : .. · . t . 
: , M has bur one found, a! in man, and is hc\·cr f.-1cnt .... 

: ~ N js alfo unifoim in its found; · But is .al ways'filent <:.f-: 
' tcr·nz, in the fame fyllablc, as iii 'll)•'nin. . · , .. •. 

_ · P h~s but one uniform found, as in pit '; and is filei1 t 
•. bel\~I!CD ;n and [I ilS l,D (On[f:ll!ft,fUi'np!ucif: I •. ' '· 

.::-'· ~~·Q ha's the pow~r of It, and Js alwa)•s follo\\red by u. · Tn _, , . 
--~~feme ,.;oius of' French origina!)t 'ierminatcs the ·fyllablc, ~ i 

l- as, ~n Pi'fiu~, oblUjiir:, buriifqut, wnerc ' 1!·, ·a\=e"·not' fotndcd. I 
ltls-pe,·erlilcrit. ',;; ·>;· ·•' '' • 

•·· , R ' lm always thc'fume found, ~s 'in'b\:lr'rd, ·and,'is· ri·e~r. 
filcn:. · 

_, . ' 

.. 
; 

' 
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m~,~-r~<~~ r, .. , ' 'l· 16 ,. As EASY STANDARD 
lt :1 r· · : . 
•b , ~i ~ '

1 
( S has four founds; that a>f foftc, as in .fo; of~. ,a' in 

ftJi ' r. , ' . rifl; of jh, as in miflion; of zh, as in oJ~r, bra(!C. But 
1~Jk ti l;< ~~ ' ' , '_ thefe ~ounds c"an hardly be r~uccd. to general rule~. It _1s 

1 
1· )l .. 

1
• • filent m ijle, ijland. Its vanous found;; may be found m 

f! ~lfi ·•, , the 26th and 28th tables. • . 'I · 

~~ ~~,;_ ... T has irs. own propel.' found, as in tu.rn, at the beginning 
. { • , I ·, • of ":'~nd~ ar.d_ en~ of. j fyllabl~s. It has. the four.~ offo in all 
) , ·. - termmat.tons m l1011 and ti.ai; as nalton, nup~'-'ll;. except 
~~ •. 11 · ,when preceded by a tor x , whco it fouRds like ch, as m 
f!• ~ ~~ ( . ']Utjlio11, '11;ixion. · •• · 
U:, •·, t · : V has alway~ ~e fame found, as in voice, arid is neve; 

~h~~ t I ~ - ~ fil~\as two compouncffou~ds, viz·, thofe of k1 and gz. 

~-~~ 'l ' 'When followed by an accented fyllable b::g:nning with a 
[ · ; I :-~ vowel; it has the found of gz, a~ in e.xiJ., txampk. See 

1t . ·::; . 1• ~able 39~. In almo!l ~very other !ituation, it h~ the found 
~( ', lj I r ,' ' Of .lr, as lD VC.X,. !X<rCift1 CXCUljJa/t. 

Qp~; W• t;. ", ln the lJt~ginning of fome Greek. names, it founds likez, 
~M . ,-,;· ~- :"' as, Xerxu, Xmocratu, .J[cnophon. · • • 
F.i 1 -~~;.ft:·, , Z has two founds; Hs propel' found, as m ztel; and 
1\i "l 11~r. ·· ·~ ')hat of .z: ~, asio a.:url. Its. place is commonly ufurped by 

'! ''"r· .. < s, 3!: in ru!;'J.vm, rta)on. ' ~ ·! 
~~ ~~ • < I ' ' l ~! ';~ _· ' .. - • Simpk 'Con.fonant~ t~.o.rkd with double ~ttm.. . 

. • ~.II ~! ' . Th h;~s two founds, afptrated :~nd vocal. Afpll'ated m 
· ;~l.~. Jc • think, bath. Vocal in thou, tJ...at. For the·diflerent founds 

' :~ ·11iF· '·,, of th, fee the 12th and 311d table~, where the words, are 
t\~i·~~~l · collefledand the founds difiinguilhed. , . ,' 
.: \~tr -;,'. ,• " ,Sh has but one found, as in jha!L, and is never filen~ 

1 " -1.·' ~t . .:; ~uti~ found is ~xprdf~ by fever~ I other char:frers ,; by c, . 
• ! ·', ~ · '.' 1 t>m facta!; by t, m malton; by s, 10 pa.!Jion. The} rench 
~~ \· f: · • I. ch~as preci~ely the fame found asjh m Englilh, as in ,i,.a. 
i" , ~t • . · chm~, cf.cr;alz!r. . . • , . · 
!~ (·'If The ~o~nd of .s in diffu,fon, occajion, &c. which is t~e 
~~~ ; , •; 1 i · 'French J• 15 befi reprefentcd by zli • . · For the words 10 

~
':H 1 I j I. . which this found occurs, fee tJble 28. · 
~J.; .~ ' Ng form a fimple found, which :ll the end o f words is 11 '~: · al~vays uniform, as in jing, flrong. ' 'Vhen the word ends 

' · ,' in e, the .f! is foft !ike.j, as in 7angt. 'Vhen a fyllable t :; 
•1 :-1 t added, the fon.nd of ng Hows into the next fyllable ; as in 

~lli 1 ' ~1 ·: ~- hang, han&~· Except lon/5, flrong, young, the dr.:rivatives 
Citl !! 1 I of wl1ich are pronounced, llrong-g~r, young-8cr. . Bcfid::s 
!li . · F, ~. I thefe we r..:we fever\'1 combin:!tio::t~ of codonar!tS: but one 
~I .-".~ t 

·• t I • .. l _ ~ 

~~~~~\It 
'J!;~l·~----.......___-~·· 



·· . · ~;. ~ ·Ui"~J~-i ~ -
,,t; .,.~, <v1•. 

. L·:'.' :,1·· 
' ~ F 1 •. I ·~ • 

.;R a··_ ,.. ... u·~ N,.. c 1.A· T i'o N~> ~' t·: ,, .. · · 
s: l' . I"'T_ t: .~1\'l, 

~f~Nc.h i' pton~unccd; tbcfcMt.ShtJidan callsdigrap!u, ' .T>--
• ._~ •' ~ ' ··- • I )' ·~ I J, ' ~ . ' 1 ~ "' Gtnrl«.. l:.nlUCf:. ~ • ,. ._ ~ .' \' ~H~ '' ' . "' l ¢ .. 

, S: bi:(ore a, 11, a., and r, an:: pronounced !Jke ft; az, ~- ;.- ~~. 
j::Ir,.f.tfi 'f. ~~!Jt()r, I nM(c; bcfotc '•• i, j·, like fi~p:e "' • Y: ft: 
c.r foTt c ;.~j.:cr:.t,f,cnu,.fr..ytk•. .. , · .. ~ " 1 • ,. , !.Y 

&bc:fO!c: the fcvc:nl vcwcls ~rc· thus pronunced: ' .· , " ": •,, 
[c.a fee fci fco feu fey . · r ~ '' ··.• ~ l l~1 

t \• \ ~. .t I • r. 
· •. 'Jl;:l fe fi fko · fku fy • ' ·r ·. · • · • ·:· • '' ' 

Ci tn 'lYOTch ori~nally En(;li fit found like t.fh, as in CMTI~ \,~"':~ 
In -wordsdc:ri\·~ from the -Greek and Hebrew, and ,m .•.. ~' :.:. 

ttchnic-.tl Cc:'m$0 lil..e}.; as. clumu, .Alr.Uhifrd«lr. ,• ·, :~.-.. .'.;~_;, 
..:n \rot-2-s <leri,•cci of the French, generally .fo,'~s in ! '.l.- . 

~~'-(':'• JllUttaunC'Cd.fo!'uq(ry. See ~be 33dM1nd 340 _.ta~let . -;i ~ ": 
G~o round like f, ;IS In loug,lt; or are filenl, as m ligld. ,ri '~. 

1'bi5 :ule ~d:nits of 119 exc.cptioo·. ', , ' ·. ; • 
P), have io\'ariably the found. of\ fi unlefs . :in Step ken/. ·· ~ 

where the; found is to at of V- >'" 
1

. • ·• .. . ' 

N. fi. The Cot."Tlds of the vowels dig"taplJS,; fuch a s C4'f 

a, &.c. an .hardly be n::dueed to gener·~l ruJes; and it is 
r.nhec umxcdfary in' tlus work, OJSmof¥1-,~orCls where they' . 
occur ue co~lrEled into the.. proper ta'b!b,. whhe ·their 
fouroda arc dilli~fhcd:. ~ .•• l,. ·~ ,.; 

1
' , ~ .. ' , ' • . '/ 

R. u L .. E ~ i s 'I • .r \ ; 
J ~ • f' .• ' 

I()r.plaei.ttt l/ie Mrl11t in r.:ords rf fiMmfilla.blu>'llu;n·OX(, ana( , 
,. - -· ·f w promtuncing, certain. l!r.11ituz~i!Jn.r. ' ·· • · \, 

Accent is a · firer~ of voice o~ fome word or lc'ttet or' a. · 
word, that dillinguifhes it from others. If .it falls ·on a~ 
\'Owd, ia.rencl<:rs 1t long,41s in glory· ; li_f it falls 9n a con~ · .. ;·. 
fonan~1 tlie"flr<:ceding \'O\o;oel is fhort,as· in'kabil.. ~.' .• 
· Simple drR:yll:rbles·are generally accetrted on the frll;:~ 

fyllable: .But there are many.e:<ce~;tioits . Ural are not rc- · , ' 
ducible to rules. · ' · • , ' • · 
' In thefoUowing cat4logu~, the nouns are ~cccnted on·· 

the fir!t; anci ~he \oerbs on t}i'c lafl:'fyllabls. . : ··~ 

· · .!1?&:ms. 1-'trbs. · ' 
A'n' an ah'llrach , t.'· 'r.o -abfiract' 

'·· '· :- '<tccent' 
: 

1
, . • ~ · - · affix' 

, ,' ·~ .ecernent~' 
·• More accurately f!'(llcdftw. 
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