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DAVID CRYSTAL

8.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter identifies a different focus from the earlier chapters that deal
with phonological change. The aim of historical phonology is to describe and
explain the way a language’s sound system has developed over time. The
notion of reconstructed or original pronunciation (OP) has arisen because of
the interest in this process that has come from people who are not themselves
phonologists. Indeed, they may know little or nothing about phonology as
a branch of linguistics. They simply want to know how people from earlier
ages sounded when they spoke, and they assume that academic linguists -
and especially phoneticians and phonologists — can help. This interest can
come as something of a surprise to academic researchers. While those
studying the history of pronunciation find their field fascinating and challen-
ging, and consider their research to be an important contribution to our
understanding of language as a whole, none I think ever thought that it was
going to have practical applications! I can find no record of the term applied
historical phonology before I started using it in 2004. _
Thus OP (the abbreviation now widely used in this field) is a branch of
applied linguistics, and as such takes its aims, methods and validation from
that domain. My definition (in Crystal 1980, and without change in subse-
quent editions) is ‘a branch of linguistics where the primary concern is the
application of linguistic theories, methods, and findings to the elucidation of
language problems which have arisen in other areas of experience’.
Elucidation is a cautious word, falling short of solution, which is what applied
linguists ultimately hope to achieve, and indeed there have been many
solutions found as experience has grown in such fields as English language
teaching and speech pathology. But when a new area of application arises, it
is as well to be cautious. The reconstruction of the way people spoke in
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earlier periods at present can only be an exploration of possibilities and
likelihoods, and models of OP in applied contexts will certainly need revision
as time goes by.

The nature of the task varies depending on the period being explored,
reflecting the nature of the available evidence (see Lass 2006, Mugglestone
2006 and, for Early Modern English, Dobson 1968). For Old English, this is
almost entirely based on spellings, informed by correspondences with Latin
and other languages, and supplemented by structural features in the poetry
(such as alliteration) and occasional rhetorical observations from the writers
of the time. Doubled letters in the spelling are a clear indication of a contrast
in consonant length, as in stellan ‘leap’ vs. stelan ‘steal’. For Middle English,
thyme (such as Chaucer’s was and glass in the Prologue to The Canterbury
Tales, line 151) forms a major part of the reasoning, along with a huge growth
in the amount of orthographic and dialect data arising from the great increase
in manuscripts. For Early Modern English, not only are there more publica-
tions available (such as in thyming poetry), we see the emergence of serious
descriptions of English, many of which were written because of the sixteenth-
century concern for spelling reform, and thus of especial relevance to
historical phonology. Richard Mulcaster, for example, clearly describes the
pronunciation of t in such words as action: it ‘soundeth like the full s’
(Mulcaster 1582: 122).

The period also sees the arrival of the first dictionaries, though these are of
limited use. Some are sporadic in their observations about English because
their focus is on a foreign language, such as John Palsgrave’s L’éclaircissement
de la langue frangaise (1530). Others are word lists, such as Peter Levins’s
Manipulus Vocabulorum (1570), the first rhyming dictionary, where it is
unclear whether a particular grouping is based on spelling resemblances
rather than sound. Dictionaries in the seventeenth century begin to be
more systematic, and during the cighteenth century works such as John
Walker's Critical Pronouncing Dictionary (1791) become a major source of
information, especially about social variation and the changes taking place in
pronunciation at the time, though entries have to be cautiously interpreted
because many writers had strongly prescriptive or purist views. All periods, of
course, are informed by our general understanding of the nature of phonetic
and phonological change, as part of the evolution of historical linguistics.

Decision-making is now more robust (and more complex) than it used to
be, thanks largely to the increased availability of data as a result of computa-
tional advances in the later decades of the twentieth century, and ongoing.
Spellings used by authors from a period are more accessible in searchable
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corpora, such as Early English Books Online (EEBO), and reinforced by the lists
of spelling variants made by lexicographers, notably in the online Oxford
English Dictionary. The same point applies to the study of potential rhymes:
online search in resources such as EEBO now permits readier compilation,
and it is much easier to bring together the views of different writers, where
these exist —a particularly valuable source of information during and after the
sixteenth century. Increasingly significant is the impact of sociolinguistics and
pragmatics, the former drawing attention to the social and regional diversity
present in a period, the latter taking into account the attitudes and back-
grounds of individual authors and speakers, and the nature of the audiences
for whom they wrote. It is now clear, from sociolinguistic studies of present-
day language variation, that change does not take place at a uniform rate:
different ages, genders, and social groups adopt a feature at different times,
and words displaying that feature accept the change at different times.
A pragmatic perspective can be used to identify factors in the background
of writers, such as the orthoepists of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
that would lead them to favour some pronunciations at the expense of others.
A literary example is the character of Holofernes in Love’s Labours Lost, who
pedantically insists on pronouncing every letter in a word (such as the b in
debt), and criticises those who leave them out. While this is clearly a satirical
portrait, and commentators have speculated about the identity of the real-
world personality that Shakespeare may have had in mind (Richard
Mulcaster, perhaps — see the entry in Dobson and Wells 2015: 168), the
character implies a recognition of the existence of an attitude to pronunci-
ation that must be taken into account when reading contemporary
descriptions.

Some kinds of potential evidence are less affected by computational and
statistical advances, and remain subjective, such as the use of puns, where the
decision as to whether a pun is justified is more a matter for literary critics than
for linguists. Shakespeare studies in particular have been exercised by different
opinions as to how far puns can be used to warrant a phonological decision,
such as Cercignani’s (1981) criticism of Kokeritz (1953) for including examples
that some would consider dubious. But subjectivity also affects decisions about
thymes. If two lines happen to end with the same sounds, this does not
necessarily mean they count as a rhyme. It is not always obvious whether
a rhyme is present, especially when there are sequences of lines in blank verse
or prose, as in King John (4.2.53-54), where Pembroke requests the freeing of
Arthur ‘whose restraint / Doth move the murmuring lips of discontent / To
break into this dangerous argument’. There are no other rhyming candidates in
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the rest of his speech, and Cercignani’s principle (1981: 9-10) has to apply: ‘an
obvious prerequisite to the discussion of any rhyme from a phonological point
of view is that two or more words are so manifestly intended to rhyme
together as to justify their claim to the name of rhyme’. Caution has to be
exercised even in cases where the verse is clearly rhyming, for the rhyme
pattern may be unclear, and some of the words in the sequence may have
alternative values. An example is the Fool's playfulness in King Lear (1.4.314),
where we find several variables in the sequence caught her / daughter /
slaughter / halter / after, depending on whether we treat the ghs as silent or
/f/, retain /1/ in halter, and omit /f/ in after (as in colloquial present-day
a’ternoon) as well as a decision to be made about the various<a>-vowel values.

Testing hypotheses about frequency and consistency of use - to establish
patterns and preferences in such areas as spelling and punctuation — has been
facilitated by the use of search routines in several websites, such as
Shakespeare’s Words (Crystal and Crystal 2002), though results always have
to be treated with caution, as they reflect the choice of text that editors have
made. For example, in the First Folio we find murder and its derivative forms
spelled as murder (eighty-four times) and as murther (175 times), so if an
analysis used an edition that consistentised on murder, it would miss the
point that a fricative consonant was an option —and a similar omission would
occur if the editorial decision went in the other direction. A particularly
common issue arises over hyphenation, which can alter our perception of
whether a sequence of words is a compound or not, with implications for the
way the sequence should be stressed. For example, in Antony and Cleopatra
(2.7.2), we hear the First Servant say ‘Some o’ their plants are ill-rooted
already’, in which ill-rooted (meaning “unstable’, ‘likely to fall down’) is taken
as an adjectival compound, which would motivate a single primary stress; but
in the First Folio there is no hyphen, which suggests a rendition in which ill
and rooted are given equal stresses.

8.2 CONSTITUENCIES OF INTEREST

The operative word in my definition of applied linguistics is, of course,
problem, and this is always initially specified by the non-linguist. What is
interesting, in relation to the current topic, is that the nature of the problem
varies, depending on which period of English we are dealing with, and the
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