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Quantifying the Consistency of “standard” Old English Spelling 

Standard Old English is a term used by some scholars to refer to the form of English in which 

the majority of texts to survive from late-tenth- and eleventh-century England are recorded. 

For some scholars, the use of the adjective “standard” to describe this variety is 

unproblematic; for others, it is misleading and anachronistic. Where there has been explicit 

consideration of the applicability of the term, the evidence offered has typically been 

impressionistic rather than quantitative. My concern in this paper is not to defend the use of 

this term, but rather to present two large datasets, one of over 19,000 morphemes from 100 

texts, the other of over 91,000 spellings from 941 texts across 198 manuscripts for one 

phonological segment that demonstrate the homogeneity with which the vernacular was 

written over a wide geographical area in late Anglo-Saxon England.  

1. “STANDARD” OLD ENGLISH: PREVIOUS VIEWS 

Foundational to the modern understanding of “standard” Old English is Gneuss (1972). 

Gneuss principally concerned himself with when and where the variety emerged, largely 

taking its existence as a given, but did offer, almost in passing, three arguments for 

considering it a ‘highly developed written standard language’ (1972: 70): first, the ‘relative 

consistency with which its exponents spelled their sounds and inflexional endings’ (1972: 

70); second, its conservatism relative to contemporary spoken Englishes (1972: 70); and, 

finally, its use across dialect boundaries (1972: 63; see also Sisam 1953: 153). 

Gneuss’s use of the label “standard” for this variety has not gone unchallenged. A 

particularly influential, if difficult, critique is offered by Hogg (2006: 399-401). Hogg accepts 

Gneuss’s argument that the variety with which he was concerned originated at the New 

Minster in Winchester, but rejects as unproven his argument that it should be considered a 

standard. He orients his discussion around Ælfrician Old English (by which he seems here to 

mean the language of Ælfric’s works),1 objecting that Ælfric’s language changed over time, 

and that his ‘uses are by no means all adopted by others’ and ‘remained essentially that of the 

religious and scholarly community in which he lived’, thus failing to undergo the final three 

of Haugen (1966)’s stages of the standardisation process: codification, acceptance and 

elaboration. Whatever the merits of these arguments against there being a “standard” Old 

English, Hogg’s introduction of the term ‘Ælfrician Old English’ has proven influential, 

perhaps bolstered by several subsequent studies that have looked in detail at minor variations 

in Ælfric’s own usage and introduced by scribes as his work was transmitted (Gretsch 2003, 

2006; Scragg 2006). Yet, while a recent and judicious review article by Kornexl (2012: 380-

2) gave ‘Standard Old English’ scare quotes, it nonetheless presented as the consensus view 

more or less the position Gneuss had outlined.  

 How far this still represents the consensus view is perhaps questionable in light of two 

recent articles that independently severely qualify, if not reject, the use of the term “standard” 

to refer to this variety. For Beal (2016: 305-7), ‘research on standardization in Old English’ 

had focussed only on a limited set of texts, principally those associated with Æthelwold and 

Ælfric. She argues that though these texts show ‘some evidence for minimal variation of form 

and for some kind of codification and/or imposition of norms’ (2016: 306), there is ‘no 

 
1  A couple of pages earlier (Hogg 2006: 399), the term seems to be used with a wider meaning, as a synonym 

for Late West Saxon.  
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evidence that Ælfric’s West Saxon had been chosen or accepted as a standard beyond the 

religious community that produced these texts’. Thus, ‘while focused varieties had developed 

in specific communities, the process of standardization had barely begun by the end of the 

Old English period’ (2016: 307). 

 A more extensive array of objections is raised in Machan (2016), which addresses 

“standard” Old English alongside six other putative medieval standards - eighth-century 

Mercian; ninth-century early West Saxon; the language used by Orrm, a twelfth-century 

writer of verse sermons in the East Midlands; the so-called ‘AB’ dialect used in some 

manuscripts of the early Middle English works Ancrene Wisse and the Katherine Group; 

‘Type I Central Midland Standard’ which is found in several Wycliffite works in the second 

half of the fourteenth century; and ‘Type IV Central Midland Standard’, associated with the 

Chancery in the fifteenth century. Machan assesses the claims of these varieties to the status 

of standard languages en bloc rather than individually, offering five principal reasons for 

withholding the label. First, he suggests, all seven varieties including “standard” Old English, 

‘allow significantly more morphological and phonological variation than is typically 

acknowledged’ (Machan 2016: 64). Second, the article raises the possibility that literatim 

copying (whereby scribes chose to reproduce the language of the manuscript which was in 

front of them exactly, even if it favoured spellings and forms alien to their own natural usage) 

might overstate the geographical and chronological spread of particular varieties. Third, for 

these varieties, and specifically for ‘Offa’s Mercian or even Æðelwold’s West Saxon’, ‘there 

are significantly fewer texts than the notion of a standard implies’ (Machan 2016: 64). 

Fourth, all seven varieties ‘fail, some spectacularly so’ to achieve several or all of the four 

stages identified as comprising the process of standardisation by Haugen (Machan 2016: 65). 

Finally, the article suggests that focusing – that is, the reduction of linguistic variation by 

language users in their language use – must be seen as a natural linguistic process, an 

inherent part of communication, and thus in no way exceptional (Machan 2016: 67-71). 

 Common to all these studies – Gneuss’s, Hogg’s, Beal’s and Machan’s – is a reliance 

on impressionistic generalisations about the homogeneity of eleventh-century orthography. 

Quantitative studies of “standard” Old English are few, and severely limited in scope. These 

include Eble (1970), which examined the inflection of 23,000 nouns in London, British 

Library, Royal 7 C. xii, a manuscript produced c. 990 and containing Ælfric’s First Series of 

Catholic Homilies with his autograph corrections, and Gretsch (2006), which tracked the 

spelling of 296 noun and 95 adjective inflections across eight late-tenth- and eleventh-century 

manuscripts of one First Series homily. Absent more extensive quantitative studies focusing 

on a much wider range of manuscripts, how much spelling variation eleventh-century 

manuscripts show and over what geographical range that variation is found remain unclear. It 

is that lacuna this paper fills. 

2. DATA SOURCES 

A large-scale quantitative investigation of the homogeneity of English spelling in the long 

eleventh century requires corpora with some level of lemmatisation or part-of-speech tagging. 

This paper uses three: the York-Toronto-Helsinki-Parsed Corpus of Old English Prose and 

the Manchester Eleventh-Century Spellings Database for data on the late Anglo-Saxon period 
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and the Linguistic Atlas of Early Middle English for comparative data for the two centuries 

that followed. 

 The York-Toronto-Helsinki-Parsed Corpus of Old English Prose (YCOE: Taylor et al. 

2003) comprises 100 texts or text samples from the Dictionary of Old English Corpus 

(DOEC: diPaolo Healey 2009), which have been part-of-speech and syntactically tagged. The 

texts included in YCOE range in date from the Laws of Ine, composed in the late seventh 

century but not extant in any manuscript earlier than the second quarter of the tenth century, 

to the first continuation of the Peterborough Chronicle, completed in 1131 and apparently 

written up contemporaneously. While YCOE was designed for syntactical research, its part-

of-speech tagging occasionally distinguishes discrete morphological categories, for example 

verb infinitives, which allows it, by the bye, to be used to measure the regularity with which 

certain grammatical categories were realised morphologically in Old English.2 YCOE may 

somewhat overestimate this regularity, since its texts are based not on manuscripts but 

editions, editors occasionally normalise morphology, and the YCOE texts silently accept 

these normalisations, but the margin of error is likely at most 1%.3  

 The Manchester Eleventh-Century Spellings Database (C11DB: Scragg et al., 2004) 

was designed to provide, among other things, ‘as comprehensive an inventory as possible of 

spelling variants in stressed syllables in eleventh-century English’, with the hope of 

determining ‘what, precisely, the outer reaches of the employment of the late Old English 

written standard were, and how consistently it was adhered to ‘(Scragg 2001: 24). While it 

has been used for a small number of qualitative studies (e. g. Scragg 2009, 2012a), the 

database succumbed to technical issues around 2010 and was for a long time unavailable, a 

great pity given its potential. It comprises a database of the 282 manuscripts and documents 

to survive from the long eleventh century (which it defines as the period from 980 to 1099) 

and the 1883 texts they contain, along with transcriptions of 978 (51.9%) of these texts. 

While these texts are not themselves lemmatised, the Database offers an exhaustive inventory 

of variant spellings, the ‘Word List’, based on manual reading of the transcribed texts by its 

compilers. These variant spellings appear in the Database sorted into numbered ‘Lemma 

Groups’, for instance Lemma Group 30, representing the Old English antecedent of the PDE 

adjective clean, which comprises 59 separate forms of the word, including the simplex clǣne, 

the comparative and superlative forms of this adjective, prefixed forms like unclǣne, suffixed 

forms like clǣnnysse and clǣnlic, and compounds like clǣnheort, which between them offer 

four spellings of the stressed vowel (<æ>, <e>, <a>, and <y>). In practice, these lemma 

groups make it possible to extract all spellings of all words belonging historically to a 

particular etymological category, for instance all Old English words that began with the 

 
2 Unfortunately, since YCOE does not tag number or gender, verb infinitives are perhaps the only discrete 

morphological category that can be accessed directly from the part-of-speech tagging. Other part of speech tags 

correspond less precisely to morphological categories, for instance past participles are tagged, but forms from 

weak (e. g. gehyred, ‘heard’) and strong verbs (e. g. geboren, ‘carried’) are not further distinguished in the 

mark-up (though they could of course be sorted manually).  
3 There are 170,515 words ending <-an> in the DOEC; of these 1,570 (0.92%) are editorial emendations. 

Assuming the rate of editorial emendation among the texts in YCOE mirrors that in the DOEC as a whole, then 

a similar proportion of YCOE infinitive forms ending <-an> are likely to come from emendation. Of course, the 

scribal forms of some of these infinitives may in fact end <-an>, with only a solecism in the spelling of the stem 

necessitating emendation: 0.92% is therefore perhaps an overestimate. 
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cluster hl-, regardless of whether they were realised by a scribe with initial <hl>, <l> or some 

other spelling. The Database also contains extensive metadata, including information about 

the manuscript each text is preserved in, and their dates and places of production, largely 

based on the standard work in the field, Ker (1957). 

 The final resource used in this paper is the Linguistic Atlas of Early Middle English 

(LAEME: Laing et al. 2013), which comprises lexico-grammatically tagged transcriptions of 

texts from manuscripts dating from between 1150 and 1350. All told, LAEME contains 169 

files, comprising the texts contributed by particular scribes to particular manuscripts, or 

samples thereof, localised from Cumberland in the North-West of England to Kent in the 

South-East. Collectively, these comprise approximately three quarters of a million words of 

early Middle English. LAEME’s particular value to this paper lies in its exhaustive tagging, 

which makes it easy to extract all the spellings of words that historically shared a particular 

sound (e. g. words with ǣ1) or all the spellings of the ending of a particular grammatical 

category (e. g. the third person singular of the past tense of Old English class two weak 

verbs). In addition, LAEME’s ‘Index of Sources’ contains very extensive metadata for each 

text, including the date of the manuscript in which it is preserved and a suggested 

localisation. 

 A full consideration of “standard” Old English would of course need to examine the 

orthographical realisation of multiple segments. This paper, as proof of concept, investigates 

two: the ending of the infinitive and the Old English diphthongs ea, ēa. The choice of one 

morphological feature and one phonological feature is motivated by the recent consensus that 

the homogeneity of “standard” Old English resides primarily ‘in the graphemic representation 

of stressed vowels and morphosyntax’ (Kornexl 2012: 381). The choice of which 

morphological and which phonological features to investigate was driven in part by practical 

considerations – as mentioned above, verb infinitives are the only morphosyntactic category 

isolated directly by YCOE’s part-of-speech tagging, while the availability of a prior study of 

the early Middle English spellings by Lass & Laing (2012) made studying ea, ēa 

considerably easier than eo, ēo – and in part by theoretical ones.4 To consider how far the 

variety had supraregional currency, it was necessary to choose a feature that was, at least in 

part, realised differently in different dialects. In order to see if eleventh-century spelling was 

conservative, it was necessary to choose segments in which change was underway in 

contemporary speech, since consistent spelling of a particular feature might result not from 

convention but from multiple scribes accurately transcribing a sound they all pronounced 

essentially the same.5 Verb infinitives and ea, ēa were good choices since in the eleventh 

century, according to the grammars, the former were weakening from /-an/ to /-ən/ or /-ə/ and 

the latter were monophthongising to /æ, æ:/, later /a, ɛ:/. 

 
4 The fact that verb infinitive endings are the only morphemes isolable from YCOE’s part-of-speech mark-up is 

unfortunate, given that it appears that grammatical category played a role in the speed with which reduction 

occurred (see, for instance, Marckwardt 1949: 84-8, who shows that the ending of the infinitive was affected 

later than those of the preterite subjunctive and preterite indicative). 
5 It is worth noting, however, that even ‘accurately transcribing’ the same sound – that is, transcribing it in a 

principled manner – requires some degree of agreement about the appropriate conventions for mapping speech 

to writing, and thus some degree of ‘standardisation’. 
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3. THE SPELLING OF MORPHEMES: VERB INFINITIVES 

In Old English, the infinitives of verbs (except those of contracted verbs like flēon, ‘to flee’ 

and the irregular verbs dōn, ‘to do’, gān, ‘to go’ and bēon, ‘to be’) are typically spelled <-

an>, reflecting Proto Germanic *-aną. However, at some point in the Old English period, the 

grammars tell us that vowels in unstressed syllables began to weaken and final /n/ was 

sometimes lost, so that eventually infinitival -an, past third person plural -on and past and 

present subjunctive plural -en fell together, putatively in /-ən/ or /-ə/. Hogg (1992: §6.62) 

finds spellings suggestive of this reduction of variety in unstressed vowels as early as the 

late-ninth-century Old English Orosius, comments that tenth-century texts from Northumbria 

and Mercia contain spellings indicative of the merger of /a/ and /e/ in inflexional endings, and 

finds the merger ‘fully exemplified’ in the eleventh century. Campbell (1959: §379) suggests 

the unstressed vowels had ‘largely coalesced’ by this time. Jordan (1974: §134) states 

‘s[c]hwa e entered into Northumbrian in the 10th cent., into Southumbrian in the 11th, for all 

old back vowels’, while Minkova (2014: §6.5.4) avers that ‘there is ample evidence that the 

contrasts in unstressed final syllables were obscured’ from the ninth century ‘and definitely 

by the end of the OE period’. The regularity or irregularity with which these endings were 

spelled in the long eleventh century may therefore speak to the extent to which there existed a 

conservative written variety of Old English which required or encouraged the consistent 

spelling of particular morphemes, regardless of how they were pronounced. 

 Our data for tracking the spelling of verb endings in Old English comes from YCOE, 

which yields a dataset of 19,315 infinitives.6 Of these, 18,563 (96.1%) end <-an> [Appendix: 

Table 1]. Nine other spellings occur, most frequently <-en> (2.2%) and <-on> (1.5%). This 

data bears comparison to two earlier, smaller studies. Malone (1930) found five non-<-an> 

spellings for infinitives in the four major Old English poetic codices (cp. Marckwardt 1949: 

87), though absent a count of <-an> spellings, it is difficult to evaluate the significance of 

these five forms. In Gretsch’s study (2006: 170), she found only one non-<-an> spelling 

across the eight eleventh-century manuscripts she examined of a homily containing nineteen 

infinitives of uncontracted verbs, a rate of 99.3% <-an>. 

 To analyse how stable the spelling of the infinitive remained over time, we need 

metadata. YCOE provides this for only three-fifths of its contents, assigning these texts two 

dates in century bands, following the Helsinki Corpus (Rissanen et al. 1991): one their 

putative date of composition and the other the date of the manuscript from which they were 

edited. Here, we use manuscript date rather than composition date to place texts in time and 

refine and augment the YCOE metadata with the date assigned to the manuscript underlying 

each text by Ker (1957).7 Using manuscript date is in part a methodological necessity (since 

secure composition dates are not available for many texts) and in part a principled assumption 

that scribes copying Old English texts on balance tended towards updating the language of 

their exemplars rather than faithfully reproducing them (compare Orton 2000; Wallis 2013: 

 
6 YCOE contains 20,598 forms with the part-of-speech tag VB. Manually removing from these the 1,946 

contracted and irregular verbs, as well as one miscoded past participle (geneadad), leaves 18,651 infinitives. To 

these must be added 664 infinitives of modals (MD), auxiliaries (AX) and habban (HV), though not of course 

those tagged BE since bēon is irregular. 
7 This augmented metadata can be found in the Appendix as Table 2. Texts based on multiple manuscripts (in 

text-critical terms, those in which an editor has produced a text ‘eclectically’) are given the designation 

‘various’, which removes 4,068 (21.1%) of the datapoints from further consideration. 
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§7.2; Neidorf 2017: ch. 4) and is a decision the Helsinki compilers in fact advocate with 

regard to their corpus (Kytö 1996: §3.3.4.5).8 

 Ker (1957)’s palaeographical datings in effect divide each century into four twenty-

five year subperiods, and sorted according to these, the dataset from YCOE offers at least 300 

datapoints for every subperiod from the end of the ninth century to the middle of the twelfth, 

with the exception of the years between 1087 and 1113 (‘s. xi/xii’) [Appendix Table 3].9 It 

shows that the infinitive was spelled <-an> with 97.5% or more consistency from 975 to 

1075, dipping to 95.4% around 1100, 77.1% around 1125, 63.0% around 1150 and 58.7% 

around 1175. This accords well with the findings of Marckwardt (1949: 87) who surveyed 

fifteen texts from the long eleventh century, finding 1458 instances of <-an> and 35 instances 

of <-en>, noting only in his latest texts, taken from Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 

303, copied in the first half of the twelfth century, was ‘the proportion of levelled forms even 

calculable’, where it amounted to ‘about ten percent’.10 

 A comparative dataset of 14,583 infinitives for the early Middle English period can be 

assembled from LAEME.11 These offer over twenty different spellings for the inflection with 

<-en> (or <-enn>) and <e> most common, occurring 43.7% and 39.6% of the time 

respectively, and <-an> found in just 1.7% of the forms [Appendix Tables 4, 5]. Plotting 

these forms by manuscript date using LAEME’s metadata on the same chart as the YCOE 

data allows us to track the spelling of the infinitive over a period of over 500 years:12   

 
8 As noted above, one of Machan’s arguments against calling any medieval variety a standard is that the 

opposite strategy, literatim copying, might make certain varieties appear to have been actively practised over a 

wider geographical area and period than they were in fact in actual use (Machan 2016: 64). This is difficult to 

disprove (and equally prove), but to see the homogeneity of eleventh-century English spelling as largely the 

product of literatim copying requires positing that almost all surviving Old English texts and documents were 

either composed in the West Saxon dialect area or transmitted via it, which is implausible, given the 

demonstrable involvement of centres like Christ Church Canterbury and Worcester in the production of books 

and documents in the eleventh century. 
9 See Ker (1957: xx). I treat his ‘s. x/xi’ as corresponding to 987-1013, his ‘s. xiex’ to 1013-1038, his ‘s. ximed’ to 

1038-1063, and his ‘s. xi2’ to 1063-1087. It should be noted that Ker also employs other dating formulae (e. g. 

‘s. xiex’ for the end of the eleventh century) as well as ranges (e. g. ‘s. x/xi-xi1’). For the purpose of the graphs 

that follow, Ker’s palaeographical dating windows are converted to anno domini dates by assigning each to the 

year that was the midpoint of that window (for instance, ‘s. ximed’ to 1050). In some cases, different 

palaeographical dates (e. g. ‘s. ximed-xi2’ and ‘s. xi3/4’) lead to the same anno domini date (in this case, 1063); in 

these cases I have combined the data with the different datings. 
10 He does not mention if he found any other spellings for the infinitive inflection (e. g. <-on>), which makes 

calculating a rate for <-an> spellings risky. 
11 This comprises all infinitive inflections (which are given the grammel $/vi), excluding (to make the dataset as 

closely parallel to that from YCOE as possible) all French-type verbs (tagged F, Fier, Fir), all infinitives 

following a to-marker which would correspond to the OE inflected infinitive (tagged -m) and all contracted 

verbs (not tagged as such, but manually removed with the aid of LAEME’s lexical tagging). 
12 LAEME dates are given in quarter-century windows, with an asterisk used to indicate a text that goes back to 

a pre-Conquest original. We extend the assumption that the language of a manuscript is more likely to represent 

the language of its scribe than the language of the author(s) of the texts it contains to LAEME, ignoring the 

asterisk and aggregating the data from manuscripts dated C13a1 and *C13a1 together. 
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Overall, then, the data shows an exceptional consistency and stability in the spelling of the 

infinitive inflection as <-an> between 850 and 1100, even though the grammarians tell us the 

inflection was phonetically /-ə(n)/ by the end of this period, if not earlier. The spelling 

becomes vanishingly rare after 1225.13 Such a summary however understates the rapidity 

with which praxis changed, with <-an> spellings found 63.0% of the time in 1150, but only 

6.5% in 1163. But from 975 to 1100, <-an> was used with great consistency, on average 

98.2% of the time. 

4. THE SPELLING OF PHONEMES: OLD ENGLISH EA, ĒA 

The variety that has been described as “standard” Old English makes frequent use of two 

digraph spellings, <ea> and <eo>. These are generally taken to represent the diphthongs /æɑ, 

æ:ɑ/ and /eo, e:o/, respectively (Hogg 1992: §§2.22, 2.29).14 In the eleventh century, 

according to the handbooks, these diphthongs monophthongised. Thus for Campbell (1959: 

§329) monophthongisation is one of ‘the great changes of the eleventh century’, while Hogg 

(1992: §5.210) dates it ‘towards the end of the OE period’, which for him occurred around 

 
13 The spike in the first half of the thirteenth century reflects the frequent usage of <-an> by several scribes, such 

as Hand A of the Lambeth Homilies and the Tremulous Hand of Worcester, relying on Old English exemplars at 

a time when their contemporaries, not copying Old English texts, used <-an> extremely rarely. If Hand A of the 

Lambeth Homilies is excluded, the percentage of tokens with <-an> from the first quarter of the thirteenth 

century (C13a1) is 0.9% across 1586 tokens from eleven text languages. Similarly, if the work of the Tremulous 

Hand is excluded, the percentage of tokens with <-an> from the first half of the thirteenth century (C13a) is 

0.0% across 66 tokens from three text languages. 
14 Some scholars have however claimed that some <ea, eo> spellings, particularly where these stand for 

etymologically short vowels, do not represent diphthongs but monophthongs, with the second vowel symbol 

comprising the digraph acting as a diacritic (for an elegant overview of the debate, see Hogg 1992a: §§2.19-37). 

Since this paper is primarily interested in the stability of orthographic representations, not the sounds those 

representations denote, the interpretation of the spellings in these contexts as representing monophthongs or 

diphthongs is of limited significance. 
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1125 (1992: §1.1). Jordan puts the change even earlier, around 1000 (1974: §58). The extent 

to which texts from the long eleventh century preserve <ea> (and indeed <eo>, though this is 

not analysed here) may therefore be a good index of the regularity and conservatism of Old 

English orthography. Moreover, because these <ea> spellings occur in a variety of 

phonological contexts, in some of which /æɑ, æ:ɑ/ appeared only through dialectally-

restricted sound change, analysing the spellings offers the scope to track the diffusion of 

written forms across isoglosses that divided the spoken English of different speech 

communities. 

Our data regarding the use of <ea> spellings in the long eleventh century comes from 

C11DB. Using the Word List, we can recover all of the variant spellings in the Database 

which include the digraph <ea>, a total of 4,579 spellings. As I explained in the description 

of C11DB above, all spellings in the Word List are assigned to a Lemma Group, so that the 

matches leahter, leahtra and several others belong to Lemma Group 836.  The 4,579 distinct 

<ea> spellings belong to 521 Lemma Groups; of these, 67 were discounted as unsuited to 

providing accurate data without extensive further sorting.15 The remaining 454 Lemma 

Groups were tagged according to whether the lexeme would be expected to contain /æa, æ:a/ 

in late West Saxon, based on the headword forms given in Clark Hall’s Concise Anglo-Saxon 

Dictionary (1960). This resulted in a list of 321 Lemma Groups containing <ea> spellings 

where these are expected to occur and 133 Lemma Groups where they are not. Next, we 

recovered all occurrences of each spelling in each of the 321 Lemma Groups where <ea> 

spellings occur ‘correctly’ (the 133 groups where they occur ‘incorrectly’ – putatively as 

back spellings – must be left for consideration in a separate paper). Thus with Lemma Group 

836, we searched for all occurrences of the 35 different spellings it contains, which include 

<ea> spellings like leahter and leahtra, but also <æ> spellings like læhtre, <e> spellings like 

lehtreð, <eo> spellings like leohtras and <y> spellings like lyttre. For this group, that process 

yields 574 tokens. Repeating this process for each of the 321 Lemma Groups yields a dataset 

of 91,439 tokens, of which 88,234 (96.5%) are spelled <ea>, with <e> found 2.0% of the 

time and a penumbra of sixteen other spellings accounting for the remaining occurrences 

[Appendix: Table 6]. Using the C11DB metadata to sort these by the palaeographical date of 

the manuscripts in which they occur shows that the use of <ea> in these words remained 

steadily above 95% from the late tenth to the late eleventh century [Appendix: Table 7].16 

Individual scribes rarely use <ea> in these words less than 80% of the time, so that of 573 

 
15 The reasons for their unsuitability are various: in many the <ea> spelling that prompted the match occurred in 

a compound inventoried in a Lemma Group primarily devoted to a different lexeme (e. g. elebeamas in Lemma 

Group 404, which is devoted to ele, ‘oil’). Also excluded were any Lemma Groups devoted to nouns that 

typically show morphophonemic variation in their paradigms (e. g. geata, ‘gates’ from Lemma Group 3115), as 

were some which contained etymologically-related forms where we would expect different vowels, e. g. Lemma 

Group 3471 with the noun stēam and the verb stīeman. Finally, there was a small number of groups containing 

just one or two forms, evidently errors on the part of the medieval scribe or the modern transcriber (e. g. Lemma 

Group 3352 with sceapað apparently for sceawað), mistakenly given their own group and not assigned to the 

group containing other spellings of the form. These too were excluded. 
16 958 of the 978 texts in the Database are associated with one or more scribes; discounting the 35 of these texts 

associated with multiple scribes, we are left with 923 texts that can securely be assigned a date. These contain 

74,500 tokens. 2,515 datapoints assigned a date before the late tenth century are a surprising feature of a 

database of eleventh century spellings; all in fact are from eleventh-century manuscripts, but assigned erroneous 

metadata in C11DB. These are not plotted in Figure 2 below.  
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scribal texts in C11DB that offer 30 or more datapoints, only two use <ea> less than 70% of 

the time, and only eight less than 80% of the time. 

LAEME again provides a comparative dataset for the early Middle English period, 

this time comprising 29,199 spellings.17 Among these, <ea> occurs only 11.8% of the time, 

alongside 32 other spellings, of which the most frequent are <a> (55.0%), <e> (20.8%) and 

<o> (5.2%) [Appendix: Tables 8, 9]. Plotting these by manuscript date with the data from 

C11DB shows how the spelling of this segment changed between the late tenth and the mid 

fourteenth century: 

     
The figures for the twelfth-century manuscripts in LAEME – 0.9% for those dated to the third 

quarter of the twelfth century and 11.6% for those dated to the final quarter – are strikingly 

lower than the figures for the eleventh century in C11DB, which were without exception over 

95%.18 This is a massive difference, indicative of either sudden dramatic sound change in the 

early twelfth century or a significant change in how closely the conventions for writing 

English reflected the spoken language. 

 The metadata provided by C11DB also associates a proportion of the scribal texts it 

contains with particular writing centres, opening a possibility not readily available with the 

 
17 Of singular assistance here are the appendices of Lass & Laing (2012), which systematically list inter alia, all 

LAEME lexels containing historical ea, ēa that are spelled <ea> on at least one occasion in LAEME. 

Aggregating the lexels (and associated grammels for words like $sell/v which only have /æɑ/ in certain 

grammatical forms) itemised in their lists of ‘“ea” for historical ea’, ‘“ea” for historical alC’ and ‘“ea” for 

historical ēa’ (Lass & Laing 2012: 97-99, 100-101, 107-111) yields a list of 381 search terms corresponding to 

words that would have had ea, ēa in Old English, which between them occur 29,199 times in LAEME. 
18 It will be noticed that the percentage of <ea> spellings actually rises in the thirteenth century. Rather than 

seeing the twelfth-century texts as aberrant, and the thirteenth-century texts as reflecting the true (slightly 

higher) use of <ea> spellings, it is preferable to accept Lass & Laing’s suggestion (2012: 94) that ‘after the 

monophthongisation, [the spelling] ‘ea’ was freed for redeployment’ and began to be used to indicate [ɛ]. In 

other words, the raised thirteenth-century figures represent a new vogue for using <ea> with a new significance. 
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YCOE data for the spelling of the infinitive morpheme by allowing us to see how 

consistently <ea> spellings were used in different regions [Appendix: Table 10].19 It reveals 

that <ea> is used with very high frequency in writing centres located in Wessex like 

Sherborne (97.9% of 280 spellings) and New Minster, Winchester (95.9% of 1,476 

spellings). But it is used with similarly high frequency at writing centres located in other 

dialect regions, for instance Bury St Edmunds in East Anglia (98.1% of 1,771 spellings), 

Christ Church Canterbury in Kent (95.0% of 2,039 spellings), Worcester in Mercia (97.9% of 

7,835 spellings) and York in the North (95.4% of 173 spellings). The predominance of <ea> 

is clearly not just a phenomenon restricted to Winchester or Wessex. 

In some of these places, the balance of probability is that the predominance of <ea> 

reflected not the local spoken dialect but the adoption of a learned orthography. In certain 

phonological contexts, it is possible to demonstrate this directly. One relevant environment is 

broken ea before ld. The reason for choosing ea in this particular environment is that, while 

most Old English ea and ēa, regardless how they originated, merged during the transition into 

Middle English with the sounds that were the input to the original sound change, ea in this 

environment did not. Typically, broken ea monophthongised to /æ/ which developed with 

other /æ/ to /a/ so that it was indistinguishable from the unbroken /æ/ which had (after the 

failure of breaking) retracted to /a/ or (if first fronting had failed) remained /a/ all along. Its 

long equivalent, ēa, typically monophthongised to /æ:/ which developed with other /æ:/ to 

/ɛ:/, indistinguishable from unbroken ǣ, which also developed to /ɛ:/. However, since the 

cluster /ld/ caused lengthening, broken ea and unbroken æ developed separately in this 

specific environment. Here, broken ea lengthened and developed with ēa to /ɛ:/, typically 

spelled <e>; unbroken æ retracted to a and lengthened to ā, rounding to /ɔ:/ south of the 

Humber, where it was spelled <o>, and remaining as /a:/, spelled <a>, north of the Humber. 

These developments make it possible to use Middle English evidence to draw an approximate 

isogloss for the original limits of breaking in spoken Old English. 

 This isogloss has already been drawn by a number of philologists (e. g. Ekwall 1917: 

32-5; Kristensson 1967-2001) and the 2780 tokens of the 33 relevant lexels in our LAEME 

data allow us to draw it for ourselves (compare Stenbrenden 2016: §2.5.5 and see also 

Studer-Joho 2014: 43). There is universal agreement that breaking took place before ld in all 

counties south of a line from the Thames Estuary to the Bristol Channel, and failed to do so 

in Staffordshire, Leicestershire and Norfolk and all counties north of them. The correctness of 

this consensus is confirmed by the LAEME data. The situation in the counties in between is 

less clear-cut, but both Suffolk and Worcestershire seem to have been transitional zones 

(Ekwall 1917: 32-4; Sundby 1963: 170-1; Kristensson 1987: 119 and 1995: 162; Stenbrenden 

2016: 55).20 While there are only 1,987 spellings for broken ea before ld in the C11DB that 

are localised to a particular centre and there is almost no evidence from houses in non-

breaking areas like Durham (one <ea> spelling) and York (five <ea> spellings, two <a> 

 
19 338 of the stints are thus associated, between them encompassing 21,047 datapoints. The number of stints is 

low because of the difficulty of confidently localising manuscripts in this period. 
20 Suffolk is represented in LAEME by Hand B of the Trinity Homilies (Cambridge, Trinity College, MS B. 14. 

62), which has 40 (<ea> x 11, plus <e> x 29) spellings suggestive of breaking and 42 (<a> x 16, <o> x 26) not. 

Worcestershire is represented by seventeen separate texts, with 87 (15.2%) of 672 relevant spellings suggestive 

of breaking, and 484 (72.0%) not (the remaining 101 spellings are miscellaneous). 
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spellings), in the transitional zones <ea> is used with great regularity at both Worcester 

(95.8% of 495 spellings) and Bury (98.1% of 108 spellings) even though the dialects spoken 

locally are unlikely to have had breaking this consistently [Appendix: Table 11]. 

 Between the late tenth and late eleventh centuries, therefore, scribes spelled the 

diphthongs ea, ēa with the digraph <ea> 96.5% of the time, despite the consensus that these 

phonemes had monophthongised by the end of the eleventh century if not earlier. They did so 

across the four main dialect areas and, in the case of the breaking of ea before ld, with a 

frequency with which it is demonstrably unlikely to have occurred in the local speech.  

5. DISCUSSION 

The preceding sections have presented two large datasets, one of 19,315 infinitives from 100 

texts, the other of 91,439 spellings for one phoneme from 941 texts preserved across 198 

manuscripts, and demonstrated the great consistency of their spelling of the relevant 

segments, 96.1% in the case of the infinitives and 96.5% in the case of the diphthong. They 

also showed that this consistency is found throughout the long eleventh century, declining 

only (and then rapidly) in the twelfth century. The digraph <ea> was used with this 

homogeneity by a very large number of scribes writing across sixteen centres located across 

the four main dialect areas. It is therefore clear we are dealing with a supraregional 

phenomenon, not one restricted to houses associated with Æthelwold or Ælfric.21 

 One possible explanation for so many scribes writing so consistently across a wide 

geographical area is that eleventh-century spoken English was exceptionally homogenous. 

However, such homogeneity is implausible in any natural language, and especially so here, 

where early Middle English’s orthographic diversity suggests that the spoken English of the 

immediately ensuing period was by no means uniform. A considerably more likely 

explanation for the homogeneity of eleventh-century English spelling is that scribes, though 

speaking differently, wrote English according to well-established norms, which were (or 

became) conservative relative to contemporary spoken English and were used 

supraregionally, across dialect boundaries. 

 Another strand of argument against the existence of  “standard” Old English has been 

that whatever regularity the surviving manuscripts show can be explained via unexceptional 

linguistic processes like convergence and focussing (Machan 2016: 67-71, and more 

generally, Devitt 1989: esp. 1-4 and Stein 1994: esp. 3, 12-13).22 It is unclear if these 

processes are believed to have taken place primarily in spoken language or written language. 

Relevant factors to their putative occurrence in speech are the population of England, which 

is estimated as 2.5 million people for the late eleventh century (Hinton 2013) and the expense 

and difficulty of long-distance travel, necessary for levelling processes like koineization. The 

range of scribes whose writing practices would have had to be affected by these processes is 

also challenging for such a theory. Some 250 manuscripts and documents survive from 

eleventh-century England, written across at least 30 centres by perhaps 1,000 different scribes 

 
21 In the four major collections of Ælfric’s Homilies in YCOE, 98.5% of infinitives are spelled -an. For 

comparison, the figure for the eleventh century as a whole is 98.1%. The spelling of his texts is more regular, 

therefore, but not particularly so. 
22 Stein (1994: 3) describes the variety with which we have been concerned as ‘a local norm with supra-local 

prestige’, belonging to a class of ‘“localized” or “regional” norm standards’ (1994: 2) which he sees as distinct 

from standard languages proper. 
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(Ker 1957: lix-lx; Scragg 2012b: esp. xxii). If the loss rate of 25% per century calculated by 

Buringh (2011: 192-5, 227-30) for eleventh-century Latin manuscripts applies also to 

vernacular manuscripts, that period may have seen the production of 3,750 Old English 

manuscripts, containing over 67 million words, written by (if one can scale them up by the 

same factor) more than 13,000 scribes. There is no particular reason to think these scribes did 

not spell with the same consistency as those whose work survives. How the homogeneity we 

have demonstrated in surviving manuscripts, and the range of manuscripts over which it 

might once have been found, might have emerged via natural linguistic processes remains to 

be explained.  

While the consistency with which the segments this paper has studied are spelled is 

striking, it is equally important to remember that this consistency is not absolute. The inverse 

of 96% homogeneity is 4% variation. And this moreover is 4% variation in the spelling of 

individual segments, so that, assuming a similar level of consistency in the spelling of all 

segments in Old English, a word comprising four segments like healf, ‘half’, might be spelled 

one way and one way only just 84.9% of the time. In fact, not all segments show as much as 

4% variation, so that the simplex healf and compounds of which it is part are spelled <healf> 

on 634 of the 668 (94.9%) of the occasions they occur in C11DB. There are five <h->less 

spellings (e. g. ealfan) and nine forms with <u> rather than <f> for the medial consonant (e. 

g. healues). The stressed vowel is overwhelmingly <ea>, but <a> on fifteen occasions, and 

<æ> and <e> three times each. A major outstanding question is whether the variation 

eleventh-century scribes did allow is random or structured; in other words, whether particular 

variants can be shown to be concentrated in particular centres of textual production. Several 

patterns apparent in the data for ea, ēa as a whole suggest it may be at least in part structured: 

<ea> is used most consistently in the highest frequency words and least consistently in the 

lowest frequency words, and with different levels of consistency in different phonetic 

environments [Appendix: Tables 12, 13]    

 As the variation in the spelling of healf makes clear, users of “standard” Old English 

did not spell with the same consistency as users of modern standard languages, a disparity 

that might be felt sufficient to deny the term “standard” to the variety of Old English with 

which we have been concerned. Yet, as Haugen (1966: 927) recognised, modern standard 

languages rely on modern developments like ‘the invention of printing, the rise of industry, 

and the spread of popular education’. One might reasonably wonder how much homogeneity 

any medieval variety could achieve absent these technologies; certainly the spelling of 

contemporary Latin manuscripts is not absolutely uniform, though the orthographical 

normalisations habitually employed by their modern editors make estimating how much 

variation was normal very difficult. Given this, scholars who study standardisation should be 

encouraged to consider a much wider range of language varieties from a much longer period 

and to consider how linguistic norms might emerge in pre-modern as well as modern 

societies. Another case-study they might consider is Classical Latin from the late Republican 

period on, which has also been referred to as a standardised or standard language (Clackson 

2011: 236-7, 242-3). The orthographical homogeneity traced in eleventh-century England 

traced in this paper requires explanation, and historical linguists and those who work on 

standardisation are best placed to offer it. 
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6. CONCLUSION 

This paper has examined the spelling of only two segments, one morpheme and one 

phoneme. Before definitive conclusions can be drawn about the diffusion of “standard” Old 

English and the consistency with which it was written, significantly more segments will need 

to be analysed. For phonemes, C11DB can readily provide that data. Morphemes will be 

trickier, given YCOE’s part-of-speech tagging was not intended to isolate morphological 

categories, but there are other morphosyntactic features it might be used to investigate, if one 

is prepared to overlook certain, probably minor, kinds of variation. For instance, it is possible 

to extract the endings of almost seven thousand adjectives in the dative or instrumental that 

are immediately preceded by the definite article, a context where we would expect the weak 

declension of the adjective. Of these, 97.4% are spelled <-an> or <-um>, the ‘correct’ 

endings.23 

The regularity this paper has traced in the spelling of the two segments it has 

examined is however striking and vindicates Gneuss’s impression that the vast majority of 

eleventh-century manuscripts share an overarching consistency in their spelling. Confining 

this consistency to texts associated with Æthelwold or Ælfric and Winchester, as some recent 

sceptical accounts have done, is misleading. Such consistency, moreover, requires 

explanation. It is too stable over time, too regular across different regions and found in the 

work of too many scribes to be attributed merely to ordinary linguistic processes, as Machan 

(2016: 67-71) seems to suggest it might. Whether this consistency legitimises labelling the 

language found in these manuscripts as a “standard” is likely to remain contentious, but 

consideration of the term’s appositeness can now rest on a firmer empirical basis. 

 Numerous questions remain about the variety’s emergence, maintenance and eventual 

collapse (cp. Gretsch 2001: 69; Gretsch 2003: 40). Gneuss (1972) famously argued for its 

origin at Winchester, largely on the basis of his sense that it and so-called ‘Winchester 

Words’ – a set of stable translation equivalents for Latin words in particular religious 

semantic fields used at Winchester and by Winchester-trained scholars – were parts of the 

same phenomenon. But the data presented above shows that the language used by scribes 

working in Winchester was no more standardised than scribes working in other centres, and 

that seeing it as the epicentre of standardisation may be misleading. When “standard” Old 

English emerged is also an open question, with the data presented above from YCOE on the 

stability of the spelling of the infinitive inflection throughout the tenth century casting at least 

some doubt that it was a product of the Benedictine Reform of the 960s, as Gneuss and others 

have argued. How “standard” Old English emerged is an even more significant question. It 

seems doubtful if it was imposed in a top-down manner. Monastic education and scribal 

training must have played a major role in its maintenance through the eleventh century, 

though there is almost no direct evidence of what form these took. There is also a major need 

for further research on when and how the variety collapsed. Because of the potential of 

answers to these questions to reformulate our understanding of major linguistic concepts like 

 
23 The YCOE tagging does not however mark number, so some of the <-an> endings may occur in adjectives 

modifying plural nouns. Taking this kind of levelling into account would probably require inspection of all the 

6,925 forms. 
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standard languages and standardisation, they are moreover questions with a relevance beyond 

the field of medieval English historical linguistics. 

 This paper has provided evidence for the overarching homogeneity with which Old 

English was written at different centres across the country in the eleventh century. It has done 

so using what are – for the field – enormous datasets. Much as the analysis of these showed 

the overarching homogeneity of eleventh-century spelling practices, it also shown there is 

some variation. Recovering these patterns of variation by using the methods advanced in this 

paper, which we might call either ‘corpus grammar’ or ‘quantitative philology’, will advance 

our knowledge of Old English, Middle English, and premodern linguistic sociology.  

 


