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Carole Hough (University of Glasgow) 

Name spellings and identity in Britain: changes through time 

Names have been closely associated with identity throughout recorded history, but the role of 

name spellings in forging and reflecting identity has not remained stable. In early medieval 

Britain, spelling variation operates at the level of the name itself, rather than being linked to 

individual bearers or groups of bearers. The 32 attestations of the name of the seventh-century 

Abbess Æthelthryth of Ely in the PASE database (Æthelthryth 2) have 27 different spellings, 

including inflectional and dialectal forms. Of these, two are also recorded for other women with 

the same name who lived before the tenth century, alongside a further three spellings. 

Similarly for place-names duplicated in different parts of Britain, spelling variants overlap. 

Indeed, comparative evidence in the form of related spellings is often crucial to interpretation. 

On a broader scale, however, spelling patterns reveal influences on community identities. In 

Scotland and Wales, historical spellings of place-names reflect the process of Anglicisation, as 

where Scots Quh- in sixteenth-century spellings of the name of the Whiteadder Water is replaced 

by English Wh- from the seventeenth century onwards (BPNR). 

 Up to the early modern period, a range of name spellings is recorded for individual 

people and places. The baptismal records of early modern Scotland studied by Crook (2016) 

provide many examples, while Padel (1997, 283) highlights the ‘improbably wide’ variety of 

spellings of one man’s surname in fourteenth-century Wales. Names might be mis-spelled by 

outsiders, but William Shakespeare spelled his own surname three different ways in extant 

signatures.  

 Place-name research prioritises local over national sources, but as late as the mid-

nineteenth century, even local sources attest variant spellings. The Ordnance Survey (OS) Name 

Books, compiled in preparation for the OS maps, record ‘Various modes of spelling the same 

name’, with each variant attributed to a named local informant. Just as dictionaries played a part 

in standardising lexical spelling, OS maps helped to standardise the place-name spelling selected. 

 In present-day Britain, name spellings have a link to gender identity through the use of 

alternative forms of names such as Leslie (male) and Lesley (female). They also link with socio-

cultural identity, as reflected in the increasing popularity of Gaelic spellings in Scotland. 

Whereas the Gaelic-derived name Rory is traditionally popular in Scotland, the Gaelic spelling 

Ruairidh has risen in popularity from a single occurrence in 1974 to 63 occurrences in 2020 

(NRS). So too, Gaelic spellings of place-names are being introduced on signage, with the Gaelic 

spelling Ùige appearing alongside the Anglicised form Uig on the Isle of Skye. 

 Most recently, a link with individual identity is evidenced by non-standard spellings of 

traditional personal names. This reflects a current fashion for unusual names. In Scotland in 

2020, about 10% of babies were given a unique name (i.e. a name given to only one baby that 

year), many of which are creative re-spellings of traditional names. Examples include Abbygayle, 

Abigael and Abigayle (for Abigail), Jaacob and Jaycob (for Jacob). 
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Karoline Johansen (University of Stavanger) 

Testamentary collocations: a case study of the diocese of Worcester 

This paper will present preliminary findings of a study of collocations in a sample of 32 wills 

and testaments located in Worcester diocese in the period 1494-1525. This time period is of 

special interest as it is the beginning of written English wills and testaments, a little more than 

100 years after the first English testamentary text (cf. Wright 2015: 44). The sample forms part 

of a corpus of English fifteenth and early sixteenth-century wills and testaments compiled by the 

author as part of a PhD project. 

 Sinclair (1991: 109-111) famously described language as operating both in chunks of 

words and single words. We produce and understand language through the open-choice principle 

and the idiom principle (Sinclair 1991: 109-110). Sometimes we have nearly unlimited 

possibilities to choose the next word, and sometimes, the choice is largely made based on a 

choice already made (cf. Sinclair 1991: 109-110). Collocations are words which recur together. 

They form part of what Sinclair (1991) calls the idiom-principle. What may be described as 

belonging to the idiom-principles may be described as largely pre-made. 

Local documentary texts, or Middle English texts in general, from this time period are often 

claimed to be rather formulaic and on their way to becoming ‘standardized’ (see Stenroos & 

Thengs 2020: 8). This makes the study of collocations of these texts highly relevant and 

interesting. While these texts are formulaic, the amount of variation in them result in a modified 

understanding of formulae (for a thorough account of formulaicness see Wray 2002). Formulae 

are word strings which appear in expected places in a register, where they perform expected 

functions. As these texts develop, collocations may overlap with formulae in these texts, or be 

formulaic language themselves. 

This paper presents a pilot study of two selected words. The words ‘church’ and ‘bequeath’ are 

chosen based on their frequency in testamentary texts. Through targeted searches using a 

concordance programme, collocations for these three words will be identified and organized.  

 The paper will attempt to answer these research questions: 
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In what collocations do the words ‘church’ and ‘bequeath’ appear  in the sample of texts? 

Can the collocations be related to the formulaicness of testamentary texts and how are 

they related?  
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Samuli Kaislaniemi (University of Eastern Finland) 

“Copies verbatum” or “letters to the same effect”? Copying spelling and 
sense in the correspondence of an early 17th-century English merchant 

In his diary written 1615-1622, Richard Cocks (1566-1623) uses spellings that reflect the dialect 

of his native Staffordshire (Kusakabe 1955, 1956). This would be unremarkable, but for the fact 

that by 1615, Cocks had spent half his life not only outside his home county, but outside 

England. After finishing an apprenticeship to a clothworker in London, from the early 1600s 

until 1608 he worked in the Basque Country on the Franco-Spanish border. Then, in 1611, he 

was employed by the English East India Company and sent to head the first English trading post 

in Japan (1613-1623) – which is where he wrote his diary (Cocks 1883). These international and 

multilingual surroundings had a clear effect on his vocabulary and word choice (Kaislaniemi 

2017), but whether they had any effect on his spelling remains unknown. 

This paper uses Cocks’s early correspondence, from his time in France and Spain, to take a 

closer look at this question. But rather than ask whether Cocks changed his spelling practices 

over time, the topic is broadened to look at what happened to spelling when texts were copied. 

The first part of the paper gives an overview of Cocks’s spellings, linking them to his West 

Midlands origins. The second part uses this as a baseline to study what has been changed, if 

anything, in copies made by Cocks of letters he had received, and in copies of Cocks’s letters 

made by others. Through small case studies of instances of copying, this paper investigates how 

Cocks and other writers in his correspondence network understood copying, and whether they 

considered spelling to be an essential part of a text and a reflection of the identity of the author. 
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Klaus Johan Myrvoll (University of Stavanger) 

Chosen spellings by Norwegian high-profile individuals in the 19th and 
early 20th centuries 

During the long period with Danish rule (1380–1814), Norway had lost its written language, and 

Danish had taken over as the written standard. This resulted in a “Danization” of indigenous 

Norwegian names, both place-names and personal names, a proses in which the names were 

adapted to established Danish linguistic patterns and spellings. After Norway gained national 

independency in 1814, the debate arose about how this newly won status should be marked 

culturally and linguistically. One of the issues at stake was the question of formation and spelling 

of personal names. In the first decades as an independent nation, the most obvious choice was a 

comparison with the medieval language of Norway, which produced some new, Norse-inspired 

name forms such as Olaf, Halfdan and Fridtjof, unfortunately producing unhistorical 

pronounciations with [f]’s. With the establishment of Ivar Aasen’s Landsmaal in the 1850s, 

based on contemporary Norwegian dialects, his principles of normalization soon gained ground 

in the spelling of personal names. An important asset in this work was his Norsk Navnebog from 

1878, which on the one hand recorded the traditional name inventory and on the other hand 

advocated the use of original Norwegian names and sound spellings thereof. Gradually, people 

adapted to these principles, particularly when naming new-borns, but also by changing their own 

names. One famous example is Ivar Aasen (1813–1896) himself, who was baptized Iver, a name 

form he stopped using early in his career. 

In this paper I will examine the cases in which high-profiles of the Norwegian society in 

the 19th and early 20th centuries changed the spelling or the linguistic form of their names. The 

material will be drawn from the two editions of Norsk biografisk leksikon (1921–83 and 1999–
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2005), whereas primary sources such as church registers and censuses will be used to confirm 

their names’ original form and spellings. The changes will be studied both in terms of what exact 

linguistic elements that are changed, and with regard to the likely motivation of the changes. I 

will also have an eye to what levels or groups of society that are most inclined to change their 

names.   

 

 

 

 

 

Agnete Nesse (University of Bergen) 

Spelling, style and identity. Variation in texts by Norwegians 1700 – 1976. 

Writing is most often a social practice. Both competent and not so competent writers take part in 

developing texts, genres, orthography and other aspects of writing. Some writers make rules for 

writing. Their motivation has, through the times, been ideological, political or educational. Most 

people do not make rules, but follow them – with or with out being aware that they do so, with or 

without success. This chapter will focus on the latter group, those who wrote, not on those who 

were responsible for the more or less explicit rules. Central questions will be how writers 

through time have interpreted the act of writing, especially when it comes to the fundamental 

part of writing – transforming sound into letters.  

The data for this article have been collected from texts by Norwegian writers from the 

18th – 20th centuries. Norway is a good location to look for orthographic variation – even today.  

The country's central place in the Scandinavian dialect continuum, and the political and cultural 

unions with Denmark and Sweden has lead orthographic features to be salient political signals. 

The chapter starts with with a brief overview of the orthographic variation in Norwegian, and 

how historical linguistic research has dealt with this variation. Then follows three case studies. 

The first looks at spelling in a group of letters from the 18th century, the second looks at the 

spelling in autograph albums from the 19th and 20th centuries, and the third looks at strategies in 

choosing which words and which spelling should be used for a certain concept in the Bible of 

same period. 
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Gølin K. Nilsen 

From attempt to success: the development of orthographic proficiency and 
noun complexity amongst learners of Norwegian as a second language 

In this paper I will investigate the following research questions: 1) How do learners of 

Norwegian as a second language (NSL-learners) develop orthographic proficiency across the 

levels of the Common European Framework of Reference for languages (CEFR) and 2) How do 

NSL-learners create compound nouns as a part of their written productive proficiency across the 

CEFR-levels?  

 The paper will study the development of orthographic proficiency in comparison to 

communicative language use as well as in comparison to morphological complexity, through the 

looking glass “noun phrases”. I suggest avoiding the term “error” in favor of the term “attempt”, 

to emphasize a usage-based approach to language learning, also underlining the learner’s agency 

when producing written texts. The study will aim to show how in the levels A1 and A2 (and to a 

certain amount also B1) orthographic challenges tend to be a bigger obstacle than morphological 

complexity, at least when it comes to the noun phrase. As to the second research question, I will 

follow the development of how learners go about making compound nouns in their written 

production. The system for making compound words in Norwegian is quite intricate, and it 

differs profoundly from how compound words are both constitutionalized and conceptualized in 

many of the mother tongues of NFL-learners. Furthermore, there is a close connection between 

the constitution of the noun phrase in Norwegian and the system for making compound words. 

Therefore, it is interesting to follow the development of alignment of these two linguistic 

constructions. Going from attempt to success in constructing compound words, also demands an 

advanced orthographic proficiency, and therefore it will be of interest to see if there is a 

correlation between general orthographic control and specific control with compound words.   

 

 

 

 

 

Johannes Bjarni Sigtryggsson (Árni Magnússon Institute / University of Iceland) 

Eggert Ólafsson’s archaic spelling of Icelandic in early writings 

Eggert Ólafsson (1726–1768) was one of the main Enlightenment figures in eighteenth century 

Iceland. He wrote an influential spelling manual (Réttritabókin 1762), that was not published but 

transcribed by many. 

  In this article I will look at Eggert Ólafsson’s early publications, e.g., Islandia 

expergefacta (1749) and Nokkrar hughreystilegar harmatölur (1755), that had a highly archaic 

spelling influenced by the spelling of medieval Old Norse manuscripts and look at how his 

spelling gradually got more modernized and more in tune with the common spelling in Iceland in 

the eighteenth century. I also look at Eggert’s influence on the spelling of other learned men of 

the period, e.g., Gunnar Pálsson (1714–1791). 
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Kenneth Solberg-Harestad (University of Stavanger) 

Expression of identity through spelling before and after the standardisation 
of English: from William Dunthorn (d. 1490) to John Milton (1608-1674) 

Scripts or orthographies, despite being the fundamental ‘nuts-and-bolts of writing’, have for the 

most part been neglected in scholarly work taking a social primary point of view in linguistic 

affairs (Sebba 2012: 1), and the limited body of work carried out in this vein has almost 

exclusively dealt with contemporary or relatively recent historical language use. This paper 

investigates the potentials of orthography to express (social) identity or (social) style before and 

after standardisation, or a high degree of linguistic prefabrication, has been imposed on a written 

language – with special reference to the history of English.  

‘Identity’ as used in the present paper is understood according to the following two 

complementary views: (i) The identities-in-interaction approach, where an individual’s identity 

is seen as being situationally forged and maintained through interaction (see Auer 2007: 4–9; cf. 

also Antaki & Widdicombe 1998: 2); and, (ii) Zimmerman’s (1998: 90–91) concept of 

transportable identities, wherein identity often transcends the immediate situational realm by 

‘travel[ling] with individuals across situations’. ‘Style’ is here understood as constellations of 

linguistic features which together, as a whole (and not through any individual feature per se), 

establish particular meanings (and thus potentially also identities) (see Auer 2007: 11–15 and the 

references cited there). 

It is argued that the transition from the highly variable orthographic situation in Middle 

English to the highly fixed orthography of Modern English not only fundamentally changed the 

ability of orthography to perform as a vehicle for expression of identity, but that it also 

fundamentally changed the relationship between orthography and language users in the 

construction of their identities. The association between the orthographic invariance or 

uniformity of a standard on the one hand and the notion of ‘correctness’ on the other, in what 

Milroy (2001: 530) has called ‘standard language cultures’, leaves us with the following 

paradox: While a medieval scribe – simply through using established conventions of the time 

(which allowed for great variation) in his everyday writing – would (knowingly or unknowingly) 

express a profoundly recognisable (linguistic) identity through the use of particular constellations 

of forms (or styles) which contrasted with the constellations used by others, being able to 

produce a similarly ‘recognisable’ identity in a modern standard language culture (which allows 

for very little variation) requires an abrupt, almost ‘revolutionary’, break away from any 

established orthographic conventions in order to forge or shape it, through expanding what Sebba 

(2012: 5) refers to as the (orthographic) zone of social meaning (acknowledging that the potential 

for meaningful variation is not limitless) by opening up an ‘unregulated orthographic space’ (see 

ibid.).  

Finally, it is argued that (language) ideology becomes proportionately more and more 

central to expressions of identity through orthography as the conventional prefabrication 

associated with a standard increases, particularly in the event of widely available and public 

writing, in order to overcome the ‘social cost’ of ‘incorrectly’ deviating from the expected 

orthographic conventions in order to achieve what Sebba (2007: 374) has called ‘the desired 

effect of non-standardness’ in identity building through writing. It has been shown by Heffernan 

et al. (2010) that ideology may overpower orthographic tradition under certain conditions even 
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when adhering to established conventions or standards when variation (here between British and 

American spelling) is an accepted possibility. 
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Merja Stenroos (University of Stavanger) 

Traditional spelling as identity marking in the history of English 

This paper will problematize the concepts of archaism and conservatism in historical spelling, 

and in particular enquire into their identity-making role in the history of the English writing 

system. Present-day English spelling is well known for its conservative character: it may be said 

to prioritize historical information at the expense of sound-spelling correspondences. It is 

generally expected that the spelling patterns of earlier historical periods were more directly 

related to patterns of speech: in the absence of standardized spelling, it is easy to assume that 

writers ‘wrote as they spoke’.  

 However, virtually all spelling is based on convention: competent readers recognize 

visual patterns with no necessary consideration of the spoken form. It is this conventionality that 

makes possible the development of spelling as an autonomous system, unchecked by sound 

changes, resulting in ‘deep’ orthographies such as that of English. Such orthographies, while 

often perceived as cumbersome and difficult to learn, may have strong social and identify-

marking functions precisely because of their complexity and their links to tradition. 

 Traditional spellings no longer in general use may be referred to as ‘archaic’ or 

‘archaistic’ depending on their perceived intention and ‘genuineness’. Such labels are generally 
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based on a comparison with some ‘mainstream’ contemporary spelling practice: present-day 

English spelling can therefore be described as conservative but not as archaic. The labels may be 

problematic when applied to earlier historical periods, both since standard models may have been 

lacking and because the surviving materials available for comparison may be insufficient.  

 This paper will (re)consider a group of historical examples, including the thirteenth-

century scribe known as the Tremulous Hand of Worcester, as well as fifteenth- and sixteenth-

century English documentary materials. The following questions will be addressed: a) to what 

extent do the terms ‘archaic’, ‘archaistic’ and ‘conservative’ make sense when we are dealing 

with historical materials, and b) is it possible to relate particular kinds of traditional spelling to 

identity marking in historical texts? The study combines Venezky’s concept of spelling units 

(Venezky 1999) with the idea of ‘litteral substitution sets’ introduced by Laing (1999; cf also 

Laing and Lass 2003) in order to assess spelling patterns both in terms of their historical 

associations and their relationship to the spoken mode.  
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Kjetil V Thengs (University of Stavanger)  

Linguistic identity in late medieval Oxford churchwardens’ accounts 

This paper presents an investigation into the language of 85 Oxford churchwardens’ accounts, all 

written wholly or partly in English, dating from 1424 to 1525. The accounts relate to the 

churches of St Michael at the North Gate and St Peter in the East, and form part of the Corpus of 

Middle English Local Documents (MELD). Churchwardens' accounts are among the earliest 

administrative documents systematically written in English; the present collection contains 

English texts from 1424 onwards, and comparable collections from London, Salisbury, St Albans 

and Bishop's Stortford show a similar date pattern. The vocabulary of accounts is admittedly 

somewhat limited; however, in choosing frequently occurring salient orthographical and 

morphological features there is plenty of material in the accounts to merit a linguistic case study.  

The accounts of St Michael’s span more than a century, which makes them ideal for a 

diachronic study of the development of Oxford English in the late Middle Ages, while the 

accounts of St Peter’s, spanning from 1484-1524, form the basis for a synchronic comparison 
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with the accounts within the same date range from St Michael’s. The account collections from 

the two neighbouring churches show very different patterns in their linguistic forms, and the aim 

of the present study is to link the use of these variant forms to linguistic identities, both in terms 

of individual scribes, but also for the churces as a whole.  

The accounts of St Michael’s church were edited by the reverend Salter in 1933, whose 

edition is used as a reference in the MED. To my knowledge, the collection from St Peter’s 

church has not been edited. However, following the transcription policy of MEST to stay as 

close to the manuscript reality as possible, all the texts included in this study have been 

transcribed from and proofread against manuscript facsimiles; no editions have been used for this 

purpose.  
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Oliver M. Traxel (University of Stavanger) 

The spelling of conlangs: fictional languages and their orthographic 
representation 

In both novels and films/TV series we occasionally encounter languages that have never existed 

in the real world: they were created for a fictional context and therefore belong to the field of 

artistic languages or “artlangs”, a subcategory of constructed languages or “conlangs” (Peterson 

2015: 18–21). Such fictional languages can be found in various genres, in particular fantasy or 

science fiction, but they may also occur in historical settings that employ pseudo-archaic forms 

for atmospheric reasons. 

 Strictly speaking, conlangs only count as such if they represent a fully functional 

linguistic system (Peterson 2015: 18). However, there are also examples where only a few 

constructed words or phrases are incorporated into an otherwise natural language context. In 

such cases the creator did not elaborate these further into a proper conlang. Generally, all 

languages – including constructed ones – have rules with respect to various linguistic categories, 

e.g. morphology, syntax and orthography. In order to make any language visually accessible it 

needs to be represented in an orthographic form that is familiar to the reader. For example, 

Russian or Japanese names may be transferred into Latin script so that they can be read by 

Western speakers. Similarly, fictional alien or fantastic languages such as Klingon or Elvish 

http://quod.lib.umich.edu/m/med/
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(Wahlgren 2021) may have their own writing systems – or none at all – and therefore require a 

familiar script so that they can at least be read by the audience even if they are not understood. 

On the other hand, English-based fictional languages, such as the “Shadow Tongue” of The 

Wake (Kingsnorth 2014) or “Riddleyspeak” in Riddley Walker (Hoban 1980), have individually 

designed spelling systems that deviate from regular orthography. 

 This paper shows how various types of fictional languages have been orthographically 

represented. It discusses the strategies and difficulties of expressing these in Latin script for an 

English-speaking audience. The discussion will focus on example cases from both a priori 

languages and a posteriori languages that are based either on English or on other actual 

languages. 
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Gaby Waxenberger (Ludwig Maximilian University, Munich) 

Graphemics reveals identity: the runic inscription on the Ruthwell Cross 

The Old English Runes Corpus is relatively small in comparison to the non-runic texts in Old 

English. Nevertheless, the runic inscriptions come from a period (mainly from the 8th and 9th 

cent.) and from parts of England (mainly Northumbria and Mercia) from which there is a lack of 

early texts. For this reason, runic texts are extremely valuable because they grant us an insight 

into early Old English in general and into dialects in particular that are hardly attested in the non-

runic manuscript tradition at that period.  

The inscription (the Good Friday Poem) on the Ruthwell Cross is outstanding in various 

ways. It is the longest inscription in the OERC. It is written in the early Northumbrian dialect 

and more importantly it testifies to a special graphemic use of some runes. In addition, it also 

shows new runes. Last but not least, it seems that these new runes were used only by rune 

carvers/designers in the west of Northumbria; this fact may allow the conclusion that there must 

have been a leading runic centre there. 

 

 

 

 


