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PREFACE

Tms book attempts a voyage of discovery among the letters
of the alphabet. Like islands of an archipelago, the 26 letters
will be visited and explored, one at a time. Each island’s geo-
graphy and local lore will be examined briefly, also its relationship
to other islnds in the navigational stream. Some islands may
prove more lush or lofty than others. But any one will yield sub-
stantial mental nourishment to visitors, along with glorious
vistas onto language, literature, and history of the past 4,000
years.

Where do our letters come from? How did they get their
shapes, their assigned sounds, their sequence, immortalized in our
“Alphabet Song”? Why do we use “Roman” letters for English—
also for Spanish, Czech, Turkish, Swahili, Vietnamese, and many
others—while some languages (Russian, Greek, Arabic, Hindi,
etc.) use different types of letters? What is a letter, exactly? What's
an alphabet? These are among questions to be answered with au-
thority and zest.

And smaller questions, perhaps more intriguing. Why is X the
unknown? What is The Story of O? Where did Irish rock band Uz
get its name? Why does “mother” start with M? What's Q' source



of pride? Which two letters came last to the alphabet? (Answer: J
and V) Why is Z called “zee” in the United States but “zed” in
Britain and other Commonvwealth countries? Which animal did
A originally symbolize? (An ox: the A’ legs were horns, pointing
upward, 3,000 years ago.)

Every letter has its own chapter here. Typically, the chapter
briefly explains the letters origin in ancient Near Eastern alpha-
bets, including the Phoenician alphabet of 1000 B.c. (In this as-
pect, the book has benefited from a spectacular archacological
discovery made public in A.p. 1999 that placed the alphabet’s in-
vention in Egypt, sometime around 2000 5.c.) Each chapter
traces its letter’ history through ancient Greece and Rome, me-
dieval England, and subsequent stages, and discusses the letter’s
noteworthy roles in literature, traditional iconography, modern
marketing and pop culture, and other categories. V for Victory.
Presidential “Dubya” (W). Xbox, X-Files, X-Men.

Each chapter ties, where posibl, o find the ltter’ssingle
chief for modern read 2 as ex-

pressed through speech or visual media. For instance, letter A
means quality. B is forever second best. C is inconsistent in sound:
Tts troubles with commitment stem from an unstable childhood.
OFs shape can be highly inviting. S is the letter of the serpent,
whether for evil or for nature. N needs your nose for pronuncia-
tion. And H, phonetically, barely qualifies as a letter at all

As its title suggests, the book is partly about languages: En-
glish first of all, but also Latin, Greek, ancient Semitic tongues (of
which Hebrew is the closest modern equivalent), medieval and
modern French and other Romance tongues, and German, all
relevant to the story of our 26 letters. While I don't speak every
one of those languages, I have background in a few and have
strived for accuracy in research.

The book uses language topics as the key to explaining the al-
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phabet. Letters are images of language: They were invented, around
2000 B.C., to show tiny sounds of speech. Letters, when combined
correctly, re~create the sounds of words (whether in English, an-
cient Greek, Arabic, Russian, etc). If you take the spoken tongue as
your starting point—any language outside of a test tube was spoken
long before it began to be written—and you picture an alphabet be-
ing fitted to the language, like clothing, amid adjustments, then the
history and meaning of the letters become suddenly clearer.

Some books on the alphabet have viewed the letters primarily
as items of visual design. Visual, indeed handsome, they surely
are. But that approach makes it tough to explain how a letter got
its sound(s), especially regarding irregularities. Why does C go
soft in pronunciation before E, I, or Y2 Why does ] mean the
sound *§” in English but “h” in Spanish and “y" in German?
Such questions are casier to answer if you begin with the lan-
guage sounds, not the written symbols.

Yet this is no textbook. It does not deal exhaustively with the
subject, and I hope it is never boring. Facts are pursued with an
eye toward what is enlightening, surprising, fun. The aim is to in-
form and entertain. I hope to convey how fascinating these 26 lit-
tle shapes can be, how they contain within themselves thousands
of years of culture and history.

The basis for this book was a 26-part weekly series that I wrote
about the letters of the alphabet for the Ortaws Citizen newspaper
(Ottawa, Ontario). The series covered one letter per week, from
January to July 2000.

But the first inspiration dates to 1993, when I was at work on my
one previous book, the Encyclopedia of the Ancient Greek World (Facts
OnFile, 1995). Facing a huge assignment beyond my rudimentary
knowledge, I was anxiously researching the ancient Greeks.
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One topic was the Greek alphabet, including its origin, some-
time around 800 B.C. I had learned in college that the Greeks,
with no writing of their own at the time, acquired their alphabet
by copying it from the Phoenicians (2 Semitic people famed as
seafarers, based in what is now Lebanon). I could have written
those words on an exam—*“the Greeks took their alphabet from
the "—without hat that meant. I had

always imagined some imitation by analogy: that the Greeks, im-
pressed by the Phoenician letters, had gone off and invented two
dozen letters of their own, to be Greek letters

But my studies of 1993 taught me differently. The Greeks had
copied more literally than that. (Pardon the pun.) The Greeks
didn't copy just the idea of the Phoenician alphabet; ey actually
copied the Phoenician letters and started using them to write Greek.

Does it sound trivial? At the time, the realization stunned me.
‘The ancient languages of Greek and Phoenician were as different
as English and Arabic. Greek was (and is) a language of the Indo-
European family; its modern relatives include English, Ger-
man, Spanish, and Russian. The Phoenician tongue, now vanished,
belonged to a separate language group, Semitic, whose major mod-
ern representative is Arabic, although Phoenician itself was prob-
ably closer to Hebrew. Semitic and Indo-European languages
do not sound at all alike; their vocabularies are unrelated.
Andyet. ..

The Phoenician alphabet had 22 letters; the carliest working
Greek alphabet, probably 26. The first 22 letters of the Greek list
were nearly identical to the Phoenician in sequence, shapes,
names, and, usually, sounds (with the exception of five vowel
letters, which the Greeks had invented by reassigning certain
Phoenician letters to symbolize vowel sounds). In later centuries
the Greeks would adjust their alphabet away from the Phoeni-
cian model. But around 800 B.C., it seems the Greeks picked up
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Phoenician letters, made some changes and additions, and began
writing.

What if a bunch of illiterate Anglo-Saxons in A.D. 600 had
gotten their hands on the Arabic alphabet and started using it to
write Old English? Could they have done so? I wondered. Wasn't
that basically what the Greeks did?

There must, I thought, back in 1993, be more to these letters
than I understood. How could Phoenician letters be so adaptable?
Logically, wouldn't most of them be unusable for Greek, since the
two languages were so different?

Eventually I moved on from the ancient Greece book, got a
day job, and turned to a new mental interest: the history of the
alphabet. I had never studied it before, but felt compelled to do so
now. There scemed something fundamental here that I had missed
in my education.

What I found was that alphabets have routinely jumped from
language to language, across all sorts of language barriers, down
through history, thanks to the adaptability of letters generally.
Our Roman alphabet in English is the product of four such leaps:
After being copied from Phoenician letters, the Greek letters
were copied, in turn, by a different people, the Etruscans of Italy
(around 700 5.C.). Etruscan was a tongue as different from Greek
as Greek was from Phoenician, yet the letters adapted easily: They
now became Etruscan letters, for showing Etruscan speech. Then
the Etruscan letters were copied by other Italian peoples, includ-
ing the Romans, whose language, Latin, was totally unlike Etrus-
can. Again the letters had made the jump. As Rome conquered
Italy and lands beyond, the Roman alphabet became the writing
of Roman Europe. Surviving the empire’s collapse (around ..
500), Roman letters were fitted to newer tongues, including
primitive English (around A.0. 600). Today those letters have
grown up to become our own.
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English is by no means the only example. Roman letters to-
day convey the sounds of other tongues that Cicero never heard
of: Polish, Zulu, Azerbaijani, Indonesian, Navajo—and about 100
more, all in daily use. The Cyrillic alphabet works equally well for
Bulgarian and Mongolian as for Russian. Arabic letters, devised
originally to show the Arabic language, provide writing in Iran,
Pakistan, Malaysia, and other places where people don't speak
Arabic. Behind such facts lies the letters’ ability to leap across lan-
guages.

The more I duginto this, the more important it scemed. I was
finally getting the idea that the letters have a kind of genius—a
genius for showing the sounds of speech. Because they denote
the smallest particles of sound (“t,” “p.” “m,” “u”), letters in quan-
tity are beautifully flexible and prcclse. They can be arranged in
endless combinations, as necessary, to capture sounds of words.
This allows the letters to be fitted from one language to another:
You could easily write English phonetically, in the letters of He-
brew or Cyrillic. (Bored office workers at computers do it idly)

“People don't understand this concept,” I recall thinking.
“This isn't being taught at school”

1 had learned a new respect for the alphabet, and from this
point—for it was just a beginning—I proceeded to dip into other
aspects of the story: typography, phonetics, the individual leters”
use in brand names and design, the whole psychological message
of letters in certain presentations. What I uncovered was a trove
of wisdom and lore worth celebrating. And worth sharing.
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THE MODERN WORLD’S MAJOR WRITING SYSTEMS

Name of Script Number of Users Geographic Range
Worldwide
(Primary Language)
Roman alphabet 1.9 billion Americas; Western Europe;

Union; Turkey: Central

and Southern Afica;
Oceania; parts of
Southeast Asia
Chinese script 0.9 billion Chin; Taiwan
Asabic alphabet 291 million Near East; North Africas
Tran; parts of Central and
Southeast Asia
Devanagari script 260 million Much of India
Cyrillc alphaber 252 million Russia; other parts of
Eastern Europe; parts of
Central Asia
Bengali scripe 125 million Northeast India:
Bangladesh
Japanese script i million Japan

About three-guarters of the worlds population live in countries where an alphatbet or
Iohabe iobis

ap

ing levels of leracy around the globe in listing the seven most-used sripts, with ap-

proximate numbers of wes for whom each seript s native and the regions where the

sripts are indigenows. Of the seven, onlythe Chinee and Japancse systems are not al-

sbetic.
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FAMILY TREE OF THE WORLD’S ALPHABETS
Nearly every alphabet, ours included, has been born from a prior alphaber.
The letters have been copied from one language 0 anosher
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their own right, and these new alphabets spawned still newer ones in a sieady progess east
and wes acros the ancient world.

s the chart shows, our Roman alphabes comes from one such line of descens. The
Phoenician alphaber begat the Greek, which begas the Errscan, which begat the Roman.
Originally creted for the writing of ancient Latin, the Roman leers survived the Roman
Empires collapse (4.0, 500) 1o be adaped 10 new European tongues, including primitive
English. Today aspects of these formative stages ive on in our modern leses. Our ABC}

“priorives” Gree
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o;.l,mmm./pb.mmﬂmumwmh ical family: the 35-
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LitrLe LETTERS, Bic IDEA

Ask people to name the most consequential inventions of
world history, and you'll hear a list probably including the
wheel, the telephone, the atomic bomb, the first computing ma-
chine. (Comedian Mel Brooks, in his 1960s audio skit “The Two-
Thousand-Year-Old Man.” chimed the greatest invention was
Saran Wrap) What might be missing from the answers, over-
looked, is the family of little shapes that your eyes are scanning
right now: the letters of the alphabet. For the alphabet was an in-
vention, a spectacularly successful one. Judged on longevity and
extent of modern daily use, it compares with the wheel.

The alphabet was invented in Egypt around 2000 b.C. as a writing
method to show sounds of words. Without doubt, its earliest
readers read aloud, their lips forming the words displayed. (Read-
ing aloud continued to be standard practice throughout ancient
and medieval times.) The alphabet was not the earliest writing:
Egypt, Mesopotamia, and probably China already had nonalpha-
betic systems. But the alphabet was the most efficient writing sys-
tem ever found, before or since. Like the wheel, it changed the
ancient world, and, like the wheel, it is still with us and has never
been superseded.



Today about 4.8 billion people, over three-quarters of hu-
manity, live in countries that use an alphabet or a writing system
modified from an alphabet. About 26 major alphabetic scripts
are in place worldwide. The International Three are the Roman,
Arabic, and Cyrillic alphabets, each serving multiple nations and
Lnguages.

Our own familiar alphabet is the Roman, bequeathed to
Western Europe by the Roman Empire and today the most pop-
ular script on Earth—weighing in at about 100 linguages, 120
countries, and nearly 2 billion users worldwide. The Roman al-
phabet owes its statistical dominance partly to its use by Spanish
(330 million native speakers worldwide), by Portuguese (160 mil-
lion native speakers), and by the languages of Central and South-
ern Aftica (270 million speakers) as well as by English (350 million
native speakers). There are variations of the Roman alphabet
For example, English employs 26 letters; Finnish, 21; Croatian,
30. But at the core are the 23 letters of ancient Rome. (The Ro-
mans lacked J, V, and W)

Amazingly, with the sole exception of Korea’s Hangul script
(invented in isolation in the mid-1400s 4..), all of today’s alpha-
betic scripts have a common origin. All can be traced back
through history to one source: the first Near Eastern alphabet of
2000 B.c. The family ties are direct and actual. Our Roman al-
phabet is a third cousin to the Arabic alphabet, a second cousin to
the Cyrillic alphabet, and a grandchild of the Greek alphabet.
True, different alphabets don't usually look alike (although nearly
half of our capital letters strongly resemble their Greek “grand-
parents”). But alphabets reveal their kinship in general principles
and in their sequences of letter sounds. References to “the alpha-
bet.” in this chapter particularly, are meant to include any work-
ing alphabet, present or past, such as the Phoenician and Aramaic
as well as our own.
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Chinese writing symbols typically epresen one word each. These translase from lef, as
“tea,” ear,” and “midale.” The “midale” symbol, ike othe of the oldest Chinese sym-

bols, comes close o being a picture of what it means.

The remaining one-quarter of Earth’ population, 1.4 billion
people, use nonalphabetic writing. Basically this means China,
including Taiwan, and Japan. The Japanese system comes from an
adaptation of the Chinese that dates back to the 6005 A.D.

What’ the big difference? Why doesn't Chinese writing qual-
ify as an alphabet? In Chinese script, each symbol denotes a whole
word of the Mandarin Chinese language. We call such symbols
“logograms” (from two Greek roots meaning “word letter”). A
Chinese symbol is primarily not phonetic; it does not operate by
conveying sound. Rather, it conveys the idea behind the word. A
few symbols actually show their subject as a stylized picture, like
the third one in the chart. That sort of symbol qualifies both as a
logogram and as a pictograph (meaning “picture writing”).

If we English speakers normally wrote the word “dog” as
2, that would be a pictograph. If we wrote “dog” with an

agreed-on symbol like (), that would be a logogram. But we do
neither. We write “dog” with three symbols, not one, which to-
gether re-create the sound of the word. Each of the symbols (let-
ters) denotes a tiny bit of speech, part of the word’s sound. We
know the symbol-to-sound code because we had to memorize it
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in kindergarten or thereabouts, as the doorway to literacy: “A is
for ‘apple; B is for ‘ball’..

The letter’s sound is the smallest amount possible to isolate,
what linguists call a phoneme. A phoneme is an “atom” of lan-
guage, almost always smaller than a syllable. (At most, a phoneme
is a syllable, as in the long I of “icy” or the English word “a” o
certain other vowel uses.) Our word “pencil” has two syllables
but six phonemes, each neatly displayed by a different letter.

An alphabet is a writing system based on letters, which by
definition symbolize phonemes only. The letters combine to
show words of a particular language, shared between writer and
reader. The alphabet must adequately represent the language by
having enough letters with the right sounds—that is, most of the
sounds essential to the spoken language. Yet the number of letters
needed is surprisingly small: fewer than 30 for most languages
Russia’s Cyrillic alphabet has 33 letters; Iran’s Farsi-language ver-
sion of the Arabic alphabet, 32. While India’s Devanagari script
hits 48, it and related Indian scripts are not purely alphabetic but
also straddle the category of a syllabary (defined below).

Alphabets exploit the fact that human languages tend to use
not many phonemes—only around 20 to 40 per language, typi-
cally. No matter how many tens of thousands of words there are
in a given tongue, the words, once analyzed, yield only a few
dozen basic sounds. These are not, of course, the same 40 from
language to language: Arabic and English share many sounds, yet
Arabic requires certain throat clicks that English speakers cannot
make, never having learned them in the cradle. (By the same to-
ken, for a mean diversion sometime, ask a Parisian to say the En-
glish word “law.” He'll struggle to come out with something like
“loe”) English has a rather high number of phonemes, between
about 44 and 48, depending on regional accent. This abundance
is due pardy to English’s rich heritage, combining Germanic

LANGUAGE VISIBLE



and Franco-Latin influences, from two different language groups.
Nearly half our phonemes are shadings of vowel sounds, such as
the A in “law” that gives Parisians such trouble.

We don't need 44 letters for 44 phonemes, because letters can
do double duty. English spelling assigns several sounds to all vowel
Jetters (go, got, ton, etc.) and finds extra sounds in letter pairings
like OI, CH, and TH.

An alphabet enjoys one huge advantage over any other writ-
ing system: It needs fewer symbols. No other system can get away
with so few. This makes an alphabet easier to learn. Students need
memorize only two dozen or so letters to begin building toward
literacy, which typically takes about another five years of instruc-
tion.

Because the memorization step is simple enough for five- and
six-year-olds, the whole process, with an alphabet, can be com-
pleted before students reach working age. The learning need not
interfere with carning a living. This crucial fact has made the al-
phabet historically the vehicle of mass literacy. With the alpha-
bet’s invention, the farmer, the shopkeeper, the laborer have been
able to read and write—unlike the situation in prealphabetic so-
cieties. The very first alphabet was invented, scholars today be-
lieve, for humble people who were being excluded from the
mysteries of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing.

Compare our 26 letters to the Chinese system, which involves
at least 2,000 symbols for educated daily reading and writing, out
of an inventory of about 60,000 symbols overall. Mass literacy
became possible in China only with the communist state of 1949.
Today Chinese schoolchildren normally take three years longer
than Western children to learn to read and write, with most of
that extra time devoted to mastering the symbols.

Despite the symbolization problem, Chinas writing system
serves that nation’s needs. China has cight regional languages; its
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Simple enough for children to maser. Greek leviersinked onto a papyrus seroll help pro-
vide a literature esson for a boy in ancient Athens, in the remnant of a painted scene
from a ceramic cup, dated bereen 470 and.450 5.C. The lgible words hoi hamera Kleci
elong 10 phrase meaning something ike, “Those whose deedsrime makes famous
perhaps a line of vere

logogram system, while keyed to Mandarin vocabulary, is at least
partly accessible to non-Mandarin-speakers, more so than alpha-
betic rendering would be. Also there is the tone factor. Chinese
tongues like Mandarin and Cantonese contain many homonynis,
distinguished only by being spoken in different tones of voice.
The Mandarin word ma, for instance, could mean “mothe

“horse;” “scold.” “hemp.” or other things, depending on tonal
modulation. In Chinese writing, the various mas simply com-
mand different-looking symbols, whereas alphabetic writing
would have trouble making those words look different from each
other. The inadequacy of an alphabet for Chinese is shown in the
sometimes-confusing Pinyin
words into Roman letters.

em for transliterating Chinese

The need to a

umulate symbols has hampered most nonal-
phabetic systems down through history. In the ancient Near East,
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two major writing forms preceded the alphabet. Both were clabo-
rate, expressive, and confined to specialists. Egyptian hieroglyphics
consisted of pictographs, logograms, and phonetic signs: about 700
picture symbols, written usually in combinations. Mesopotamian
cuneiform, as typified by the Babylonian version, was mainly a
phonetic script of about 600 symbols, half of them used regularly.

Being phonetic, cuneiform reproduced the sounds of words,
like an alphabet. However, cuneiform was a syllabary system—a
category worth glancing at, so as to better appreciate the flexibil-
ity of our letters.

In a syllabary, the symbols denote whole syllables. The word
“pencil” would be two symbols, something like A, with A
meaning the sound “pen” and 4 meaning “sil.” Simple and rea-
sonable so far—but, depending on the sounds of your particular
language, how useful generally would A and 4 be? In English, not
very. Your A could help spell “pig pen” and { could go into
“window sill,” but A and J would spend much of their time out
of use. Meanwhile, other symbols would be needed. As you
would be continually inventing new ones, the list would grow
into the hundreds.

Some modern tongues do fine with scripts that overlap be-
tween an alphabet and syllabary: Hindi or Korean, for example.
But for English, a syllabary would be chaos. How many lame
symbols like A and 4 would we need—two hundred? With our
letters, two symbols like A and B represent nearly § percent of
our alphabet. We get much better use from A and B than we
would from any two syllabary signs.

Because letters work at the phoneme level and are unencum-
bered by any extra baggage of sound, they achieve maximum
efficiency. Our six letters of “pencil” can easily be broken out
and rearranged within countless other words—"lien.” “Nile,"
“stipend.” “clip”—that sound nothing like “pencil” Letters are
the original snap-on tools: They build on each other as necessary,
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50 you actually need fewer items in your toolkit. With 26, we
capture reasonably well the approximately 500,000 words of En-
glish. In fact, we could theoretically drop one or two letters—Q,
for instance—and spell “queen” as “cween” or “kween.”

The genius of the letters is the way they combine simplicity
with precision. Although few in number, they are wonderfully
flexible and versatile as a group. They can be arranged in endless
variations to capture details of sound. Letters fairly cling to the
sounds of words, showing the textures: “All” versus “film,” “as-
cetic” versus “esthetic;” “screndipity,” “pterodactyl,” “Mooselook-
meguntic” Organs of speech could hardly be more exact or
delicate in their sounds than letters in their showing. At least for
most languages

The letters’ precision isn't just a topic for rhapsody. It opens
onto the most important fact about the alphabet, the key to un-
derstanding the background of our 26 letters and much of world
cultural history besides—namely, that letters can jump from lan-
guage to language. Letters are so clever at showing speech that
they need not be confined to any particular tongue but often can
be fitted from one right to another.

Even if the two languages are totally unlike, letters often can
make the transition. Because their core selection of sounds (in-
herited from the alphabet’s earliest stages) is close to being uni-
versal, letters usually can be adapted to a different tongue through
only a few changes: three or four letters revalued to new sounds,
a letter or two invented, unnceded letters discarded. That is why
various modern languages have different numbers of letters for
the same general alphabet.

Letters have leapt from language to language throughout his-
tory. Originally that was how the alphabet spread across the an-
cient world, blossoming among people previouy illiterate: the
Jews, Aramacans, Greeks, Etruscans, Romans, and others. Each
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group spoke a different language. Each acquired its alphabet by
copying someone else’s and then adapting the letters to the new
tongue. When Julius Caesar as a Roman general entered Gaul in
59 8.C., he found the inhabitants writing their Celtic language
with the Greek alphabet, learned during a prior century from
Greek traders at the seaport now called Marseille.

Since the initial spread of literacy, alphabets of the world have
kept jumping around, propelled by conquest, missionary religion,
or cultural politics. In the early 1990s, three former provinces of
the Soviet Union announced they would dump their Cyrillic al-
phabet (imposed by Stalin in 1940) and switch to the Roman.
The newly independent countries of Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan,
and Uzbekistan have not altered their spoken languages, which
are Turkic tongues, related to Turkish. But the governments have
moved to replace Cyrillic street signs, textbooks, tax forms, etc.,
with new ones printed in a modified, 29-letter Roman alphabet.
Elementary schools now teach Roman letters. The massive, dis-
ruptive changeover—inspired by westward trade ambitions and
hatred of the Soviet memory—was declared officially complete
in Azerbaijan, at least, in 2001 The new alphabet is modeled on
that of modern Turkey, which switched from Arabic to Roman
letters in 1928, under the westernizing regime of Kemal Atatiirk.

Prior to 1940, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan used
the Arabic alphabet, until the early Soviets imposed the Roman
one in the 19205. Thus the three regions have seen all three major
alphabets in the last 80 years: Arabic, Cyrillic, and (ewice) Roman.
Although the languages of the three countries are unrelated to
Anabic, Russian, or Latin, each alphabet has taken hold in turn.

Other examples abound. In around 1860, Romania switched
from Cyrillic to Roman, turning westward from czarist Russia’s
sphere. Vietnam had Roman letters imposed by French colonial-
ism in 1910; the change displaced a traditional, Chinese-derived
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script. Today in Ho Chi Minh City, shop signs and newspapers
are in Roman letters and Vietnamese language. Meanwhile, in
neighboring Cambodia, a kindred language is written in an en-
tirely different way, based on an ancient script of India.

We think of the Arabic alphabet as the written form of the
Arabic tongue. Yet Arabic letters have belonged to other lan-
guages, too. Carried outward from Arabia by armies and seafarers
affer the mid-600s A.D., the Arabic alphabet now serves about
nine major tongues linguistically unrelated to Arabic: Berber in
Morocco, Nubian in Sudan, Farsi and Kurdish in Iran, Urdu and
Sindhi in Pakistan, Pashto in Afghanistan, Uighur in China, and
Malay in Malaysia. Malay has traditionally been written in cither
of two alphabets, Arabic or Roman. Roman predominates today,
yet in the capital city, Kuala Lumpur, you can still buy a Malay-
language newspaper printed in Arabic letters, as well as others in
Roman ones.

Malay isn't the only switch-hitter. The African common-
tongue Swahili may be written in Arabic letters or the usual
Roman. The language known as Serbo-Croatian—shared, with
dialectical differences, between Serbia and Croatia—is written in
Cyrillic by Serbs, in Roman by Croats. (The split, a legacy of
rival medieval missionary churches, has surely contributed to
the calamitous distrust between those peoples.) Likewise, India’s
Hindi and Pakistan’s Urdu are fundamentally the same tongue,
only using Devanagari script in India, Arabic letters in Pakistan.
And Yiddish, while not exactly German, is closely akin to it. Yet
Yiddish is written in Hebrew letters, and German in Roman ones.

The “spreadability” of an alphabet means that the future of
our Roman letters looks very bright indeed. In Russia’s Volga Val-
ley, about 440 miles cast of Moscow, the semiautonomous,
Turkic-speaking republic of Tatarstan has announced its intent to
follow Azerbaijan’s example and go Roman. Struggling nations
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elsewhere, particularly in Central and Southeast Asia, may be ex-
pected in coming decades to do likewise, switch to Roman letters
for native tongues, as a bid to tie into global trade and communi-
cation and to better prepare their people to learn English. Tragi-
cally, much that is venerable and spiricually sustaining will be lost.
Yet that seems inevitable in the 215t century we are shaping. And
it is sobering to reflect that our 26 letters wield such power.

To unlock our letters’ mysterics, we begin with the ancient
Phoenicians. The Phoenician alphabet of 1000 5.c. would become
the great-grandmother of our own. About 19 of our letters can be
traced back directly—in their shapes, their alphabetical sequence,
and, for most, their sounds—to Phocnician counterparts. Ours is
not the only descendant. As shown in the “Family Tree of the

Phoenicia, the Near East, and the Eastern Mediterranean, 1000 B.C.
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Wiorlds Alphabets (pages xiv—xv), the Phoenician alphabet has been
the source for nearly every subsequent alphabet, past and present.

The Phoenicians were a dynamic Iron Age people, based in
what is now Lebanon. Today they are remembered as the best sea-
farers of the ancient world. In the 7005 B.c. they spanned the length
of the Mediterranean with a seaborne trade network, exchanging
Tuxury goods from the East for raw materials from the West: Baby-
lonian textiles, Egyptian metalwork, and Phoenician carved ivory
were traded for elephant tusks from North Africa and bars of silver
and tin from Spain. Sustaining the network was a westward string
of some 14 major colonies, plus lesser ones—Phoenician seaports
on foreign soil, serving as ship stations and local trade depots. To-
day a handful of these foundations survive inhabited: The southern
Spanish Atlantic seaport of Cadiz, for example, began its lfe as a
Phoenician colony named Gaddir (“walled place”). But the most
fateful Phoenician colony was Carthage (Kart Hadasht, “new
city”), built soon after 800 B.c. on the Tunisian coast. Carthage
would grow to a great power of the Mediterranean, eventually
dwarfing old Phoenicia in wealth and might, before being chal-
lenged and destroyed (146 5.C.) by the Italian city of Rome.

The Phoenician homeland was not a unified nation but a
grouping of independent port cities, linked by common lan-
guage, religion, self-interest. Three cities were foremost: Byblos,
Sidon, and the island-fortress of Tyre. All three are inhabited to-
day, as Lebanese cities. Lebanon’s capital, Beirut, was likewise
once a Phoenician port.

The Phoenicians were Semites, akin in ethnic group and
language to the ancient Jews. Phoenician speech would have
sounded much like ancient Hebrew. Israel—the Jewish kingdom
of David and Solomon—was Phoenicia’s southern neighbor and
trade partner in the 900s B.c. Unlike the monotheistic Jews, how-
ever, the Phoenicians worshipped several gods, chiefly the pro-
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tective Melkart (“king of the city.” sometimes called by the title
Baal, “lord”) and his consort, the queenly, sexual Astarte.

Sometime before 1000 B.C., the Phoenicians began writing
their language in a 22-letter alphabet. They did not invent this
alphabet but inherited it from prior Semitic tradition. Created
around 2000 B.C. by Semitic speakers, the skill of alphabetic writ-
ing had spread gradually through parts of the Near East, learned
by one group of Semites from another. Some Semitic peoples
may have known of it without using it; non-Semites surely knew
nothing about it.

With the Phoenicians, the Semitic alphabet acquired an inter-
national platform. As part of a bustling, urban society, the alpha-
bet was taught to Phoenician children, used for government and
trade, and carried abroad by merchant fieets. Phoenician writing
would have been eyed enviously by foreign trade partners with no
writing of their own. Eventually some would copy the Phoeni-
cian letters for themselves.

The alphabet was just one of several technologies by which
the Phoenicians prospered. They were masters of improved tech-
niques in shipbuilding and navigation (they are credited with
the discovery and use of Polaris, the North Star), carpentry, metal-
working, and the carliest glass working. Their alphabet surely
abetted their technical skills, while their success and travel served
to publicize their alphabet, whether they wished so or not.

Although the Phoenicians came along nearly 1,000 years after
the alphabet’s invention, their version of the alphabet s the earli-
est that fully rewards modern study. Scholars can analyze and
understand the Phoenician letters, thanks to sufficient archacolo-
gical remains. The prior millennium has left us with less satisfac-
tory material.

About 500 inscriptions survive from Phoenicia after 1000 B.C.,
with over another 6,000 from Carthage and its network after
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EXPERTS IN FOREIGN TRADE

Aboard ships newly beached at a port of Egyps, long-rabed Phoenician merchants
make gestures of obeisance to Egyptian authorises (not shawwn) while white-kiled
Egyptian harbor pilots come ashore. The Phoenician cargo includes jars, tight cen-
e, probably of wine, a drink forcign 1o Egypt. This modern painting depicts an
Egyprian tomb mural from the later second millennism .., found near modern
Luxor and now sadly ruined by moisture.

‘The Phoenicians’ trade network brought them into contact with nations
of the Mediterranean and Near East: Egypr, Assyria, the Jewish kingdom,
the Aramacans of Damascus, the Etruscans of western ltal, the kingdom
of Tartessus in southern Spain, and a marginal but ambitious northeast
Mediterrancan people, the Greeks. Trade prompred the dissemination of
Phoenicias alphabe. By about 900 5.C. the Jews, Aramacans, and other
Near Eastern peoples had copied Phoenician letters for their own use; by
about 800 B.c. the Greeks had done likewise. The Greek adaptation,
specifically, was a crucial step toward the formation of our modern lettrs.

400 B.C. Most are brief: prayers, gravestone epitaphs, statements
of ownership on artifacts, and the like. Usually the writing is

chiseled or scratched into durable material like stone or ce-

ramic—the material being the reason for the writing’s survival.
Phoenician letters, conveying the Phoenician language, can gen-
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The Phoenicians are described with mixed admiration and distrust
in extant Greek and Hebrew literature, such as Homer’ epic poem the
Oy and the iblcal books of Kings and Exekiel. Virues ke cafs

d intrepid f

greed, dishonesty, decadence, and a readiness to mmp forcign women
for the slave trade. Some of this may have been libel, prompred by jeal-
ousy.
Our word “Phoenician” comes from ancient Greek. Phoinikes, “red
people,” was what the Grecks called them, probably in reference to
their copper skin color. Alernatively, the name may refer to the prized
textile dye, ranging in hue from red to dark purple, which was Phoeni-
cids prime luxury product. Extracted from sca mollusks' dead bodies
through a secret process, this uniquely beautiful and expensive purple,
exported in woven clothing and furnishings, became an internacional
status symbol in antiquity,its use confined to the very rich, chiefly roy-
alty. Down through the early 20th century A.0., the color purple was as-
sociated in Europe with kings and emperors.

What the Phocnicians called themsclves we do not know. One pos-
sibility is something like Kananni, *Canaanites,” for the Phoenicians
were descendants of people who in the second millennium b.c. had
inhabitcd the biblical land of Canaan (today covered by Isracl, the
Palestinian Authority, Lebanon, western Jordan, and coastal Syria). Ar-
chacology reveals that some of these Canaanite forcbears were using the
Semitic alphabet by about 1650 B.C., in a version similar to what the
Phoenicians would use.

erally be read with confidence by experts due to the similarity to
Hebrew. Among the inscriptions are schoolroom-type exercises,
including valuable lists of the letters in alphabetical order.

Such survivals are but a tiny remnant of Phoenician writing
that once existed. From Egyptian, Greek, and Roman authors we
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hear of Phoenician or Carthaginian historical annals, business
archives, and volumes of religious lore. Those writings have van-
ished, as they were normally written in ink on perishable mate-
rial like animal hide or papyrus (an ancient reed paper), quick to
decay. Furthermore, Phoenician literature was not copied and
preserved by the Greco-Roman culture that eventually domi-
nated the Mediterranean; in fact, just the opposite: A whole li-
brary of Phoenician-language scrolls went up in flames when the
Romans sacked Carthage, for example.

Phoenician letters, true to the alphabetic principle, symbol-
7Y ete. The letters
were all consonants; there were no vowel letters. Although vowel

ized tiny sounds of speech: “d." “h)" “m,

sounds existed in Phoenician speech, it was not felt necessary to
show them in writing. The absence of vowel letters was a feature
inherited from the traditional Semitic alphabet. Words were writ-
ten in abbreviated form, consonant letters only. (Eventually, bib-
lical Hebrew would use the same technique.)

To a modern English speaker, ths sstm wth n vwl lttrs prbbly
snds crzy. Vowel letters are essential to identify written English
words, especially where a vowel begins the word or is the word.
Try writing “I am an ass” without vowels. More generally, En-

This chart demonstrates how each Phoenician leters name opened with a consonant
sound appropriate to the ltser. The names aleph and ayin began with consonans that
are unknown to English specch and cannot be clearly shown in our splling, Thus those
100 name spellingsare misleading.
Although modern scholars are confident regarding the 22 ancient names themselves
(iee box, page 23, “How We Know the Phoenician Leters Names"), the English transla-
tion remains wncertainfor a feu, such a st and ade. The third letter’ name, gimel,
wsed 10 be translated as “camel”—the crook shape being interpreted as the animals
ke “throwing sick” uid for
P mel is the hard 'g"of “irl”
The ltter name he sound like “hay.” The name lamed is lah-med.
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THE PHOENICIAN ALPHABET OF 1000

Letter Name's Descendant(s)
Shape _ Sound Name  Meaning in Our Alphabet
K breathingsop  alph o A
s bot  house B

1 “ giml  throwingstick  C
PR dalet door D
AW he shout of surprise £

Y W waw peg F.U.eandY
T g e GandZ

8 Het  fence H

® w wheel -

2 wd  amandband 1

v koph  palmolhand K

L lamed  oxgoad L

5 mem. water M

s mn fish N

¥ samck  pillar _

o Py e o

2 pe mouth P

h tsade poprasplants  —

’ doph monkey Q

1 b head R

w in  tooth s

+ N taw mark T



glish and other Indo-European tongues assign strong meanings to
vowel sounds, for instance in distinguishing “pack.” “peck,” “peck.”
“pick,” “pike;" “pock,” and so on.

In Phoenician and other old Semitic languages, not so.
Phoenician vocabulary was more uniformly structured. Com-
pounds aside, Phoenician words tended to have two- or three-
consonant roots, with one consonant almost always first and
another often last. For example, the Phoenicians wrote the word
“king” as letters m-l-k, representing a word sounding something
like melik. Because the vowel sounds were framed between end
consonants, the written form m-l-k was pretty clear.

Moreover, although a few other Phoenician words could be
written as m-l-k, they all necessarily related to kingship or royalty,
for that was the meaning of that root. In writing, context would
help to clarify words’ meanings.

For ease of learning, the Phoenician alphabet had several
built-in memory devices, inherited from Semitic tradition. The
letters in abstract were given a strict sequence, so students would
not forget any—a feature we retain when we teach preschoolers
the “Alphabet Song” The letters had names, as ours do. But their
names made more sense, as being names of familiar objects: ox,
house, throwing stick, hand, water. Every letter’s shape formed a
stylized sketch of the object named: The “ox” was shaped like
two horns; “throwing stick” looked like a boomerang; “water”
was a wavy line. And the cleverest touch: Each letter name began
with a different sound, the sound appropriate to the letter. The
“house” letter, bayt, denoted the sound “b.” (Indeed, it is ances-
tor of our B.) The “hand” letter, kaph, denoted the “k” sound.
(Ditto, it is the K ancestor.) The Phoenician alphabet thus resem-
bled a modern, phonetic, radio-communication alphabet, where
words replace the English letter names according to the same
principle of the first sound: Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, Delta . . .
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The system meant that once a Phoenician child had memo-
rized a list of 22 common nouns, he o she had a handle on each
letter’s sound (it being the same as the name’s opening sound) and
on each letters shape (it being typically a rough sketch of the ob-
ject named). This is the same sign-for-sound code that we learn,
perhaps more laboriously, in kindergarten and first grade.

As mentioned, the Phoenician alphabet contained the seeds of
about 19 of our modern Roman letters. Keeping in mind that
Phocnician letters were also pictures and tended to project left-
ward for right-to-left writing (while ours go the other way), you
can glimpse some of our letters taking form in the Phoenician
list. The sequence of Phoenician letter sounds clearly anticipates
our own: “b” g “d” .. k) UL m) tn” L tq) ) sh)
“t” The Phoenician L letter looks like our L and stands at place
number 12, exactly where L stands today. Other Phoenician letters

'm,

clearly anticipate our Q and T in shape and sound and our E, H, and
O in shape. Our B, D, K, and others are there, too, in their sounds
and general sequence, although with shapes not yet familiar.

Some Phoenician letters sounded far different from ours, as
you might expect. The letter aleph was a breathing stop and ayin a
harsh throat sound; most English speakers would be stumped to
pronounce either. And Phoenician speech obviously used a lot of
sibilance, since its alphabet needed four kinds of S. We retain two
today, our S and Z.

But how did it begin? If Phoenician letters belong to a tradition
by then 1,000 years old, what preceded? Who invented the al-
phabet? The answers take us south from Phoenicia, to Egypt of
the pharaohs.

During the 19705, a world-popular TV series was the BBC’s
Upstairs, Downstairs, about the houschold of a titled family in
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THE MODERN HEBREW ALPHABET

Main
Sound

Name
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guttural “bh"

emphatic “t”

bayt

dalet



THE HEBREW ALPHABET:
ELDEST CHILD OF THE PHOENICIAN

The 22 Hebrew letters were born by being copied from the 22 Phoenician
ones, sometime perhaps around 950 5.c. Today the debr to Phoenicia is
obvious in the moder Hebrew letters' sounds and sequence, although
not their shapes. (As to their names, see box “How We Know the Phoeni-
cian Letters Names,” page 23.)

The copying into Hebrew marked the fist of several times in his-
tory that the Phoenician alphabet would be borrowed by another
people. Because the ancient Hebrew and Phoenician languages were so
similar, Hebrew speakers would have found the Phoenician letters per-
fectly usable for their language. The one wrinkle, according to modern
analysis: Hebrew could have used three more letters, to show certain

ds existing in Hebrew but not Phoenici: three Hebrew letters
probably did double duty as two sounds each.

Hebrew cvidently had no prior writing system; with the adoption
of the Phocnician alphabet, there began the permanent recording of Ju-
daism’s faith and historical sagas, reaching back into the second millen-

nium 5.C. Whatever the antiquity of Jewish tradition, the oldest words
of the Bible (written in Hebrew) date only from the 900s b.c.

OF the modern Hebrew letters, only #het, gof. resh, and shin show
any resemblance in shape to their Phoenician models. Yet originally the

Iphabets looked identical: Hebrew’s alphabe was the Phoenician,

ns like the famous Gezer Calendar (page
22). Later, starting in the 2005 B.C., Hebrew letter shapes would un-
dergo major changes.

The Hebrew and Arabic practice of writing from right o left de-
sives from the Phoenicians.

as revealed by extant inscript
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Phoenician letters, Hebrew language? The Gezer Calendar is a limestone inscription from the
mid- or late 900s .., thought to b the earliestsurvival of written Hebreuw. Discosered in A.D.
1908 at the site of the ancient city of Gezer in what is now southern lsrael, the “calendar” briefly
lits the months of the year by farming duics. It may be a student’s xerci: At the bottom lefe
corner, the writer added certain letters that might spell his name, apparently Abijah.

The lttes of the insription are Phoenician. The language could be Phoenician, too, but
experts beleve it s Hebrew (the two were very similar), parly becase of the archaeology: The
stone tablet seems 1o have come from the time and place of the Jewish kingdom ruled by Solo-
mon. it Hebew the teinsrtion prsere she o Hebrew alphabes, whic had
beer the P The text reads:

“Tivo months of harvest. Tivo months of sowing, Tivo months of late planting. A month of reap-
ing flax. A month of reaping barley. A month of reaping and measuring. Tiwo months of vine
tending. A month of smmer fruir.”
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HOW WE KNOW THE PHOENICIAN LETTERS' NAMES

The 22 Phoenician letter names cited in this book are universally accepted by
scholars, given variations in spelling. However, no source from ancient Phoeni-
cia tells us the names. Instead, we rely on reasonable extrapolation.

‘The 22 Phoenician letter names that we use today are actually the 22 an-
cient Hebrew names, slightly adjusted. An important written source tells us
the ancient Hebrew names, no the Phoenician. The Hebrew versions are as-
sumed to refect closely the Phocnician oncs, from which they came. There
would have been no problem of translation, for example: Names like aleph
and resh would have meant “ox” and “head” in both Hebrew and Phoenician.

The Hebrew names are preserved in one of the most important docu-
ments from antiquity: the Greck translation of the Hebrew Bible, originating
in the Greek-Egyprian city of Alcxandria in the 200s 5.c. Known as the Sep-
tuagint (from the Latin word for “seventy,” on the tradition that 70 scholars
produced it), this Greek Bible would prove essential to Judaism's survival and
the spread of Christianity in the Greco-Roman world. In its book of Lamen-
tations, the Septuagint happens to use Hebrew letter names to order the text’s
verses. The 22 names appear repeatedly, written out in Greek leters.

Edwardian London. The characters fell into two groups: the well-
heeled family and associates, and the socially more humble ser-
vants, “belowstairs.” Each group had its dramas, sometimes
intersecting. The storyline, appealing to democratic tastes, fa-
vored the servants, who included the star character.

The alphabet was an invention “belowstairs.” in a society far
more harshly class-bound than even Edwardian London. Today we
believe—from dramatic archacological evidence, analyzed in 1999—
that the alphabet was invented in Egypt sometime around 2000 B.C.
(See “The Cradle of the Alphabet;” page 29.) The inventors were al-
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most certainly not Egyptians but foreign workers, probably soldiers,
employed by Egypt. They spoke a Semitic language, a Bronze Age
ancestor of Phoenician, Hebrew, and Aramaic; it was a tongue quite
distinct from Egyptian although linguistically related to it.

Extant Egyptian documents from the Middle Kingdom era
(roughly 2000 to 1600 B.C.

often mention foreign labor in Egypt:
mercenary soldiers, miners, stonecutters, and the like, some of
them enslaved war prisoners. Many would have been Semitic
speakers from points east: Sinai, Canaan, the Arabian peninsula.
The Egyptians knew them by the oft-contemptuous name Ami
(Asiatics). A, in Egyptian eyes, were typically desert Bedouin.

As well as being socially marginal, Semites in Egypt were
mostly illiterate. Certain individuals of authority—a mining fore-
man, a military captain—would have mastered a simplified ver-
sion of Egyptian writing, and a tiny few perhaps knew some
Mesopotamian cuneiform, yet as a people they had no writing.
They could, however, study their Egyptian masters’ ways

The official Egyptian writing system was hieroglyphics (sec
box, pages 27-28, “Egyptian Picture Wiiting”). Hieroglyphic
pictures communicated Egyptian words by representing either (1)
the idea behind a word or (2) the consonant sounds of the word
or (3) often both, using multiple pictures. Almost any picture
could be employed in two different ways, although not simultane-
ously: an image of a tree branch might mean “wood” or it might
mean the sounds k-fi- (the consonants of the Egyptian word for
wood). In its phonetic meaning, k-h-r, the branch picture might
help represent entirely different Egyptian words, like “after”
(which was k-h-(, the same consonants) or “strong” (n-k-#-t).

Phonetically, most hieroglyphic pictures denoted three consonant
sounds each. One group of a few dozen denoted two consonants each.
And—most significantly for our present study

there were some 25
pictures denoting one consonant sound each; together, these consti-
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tuted 25 essential consonants of Egyptian speech. Here was an entire
Egyptian “alphaber.” embedded in the massive hieroglyphic system.

Evidently someone among the Semites, a lone genius or a
group, became inspired by this alphabetic principle in Egyptian
writing. A purely alphabetic system was envisioned, to be ad-
justed to Semitic speech. Like the Egyptian counterpart, the Se-
mitic alphabet would show only consonants: To include vowels
would have made the letters too many for casy learning.

Perhaps over a year, perhaps over a generation, the inventors
arrived at a list of essential Semitic consonant sounds that would
need to be symbolized for writing: possibly around 27 (to guess
from later evidence). The list would have differed somewhat from
the 25 Egyptian consonants. To their 27 sounds, the inventors
married 27 letters, which were pictures.

The choice of pictures was natural, because that’s how the Egyp-
tians wrote and because only a picture would possess a name, which
was deemed necessary to prompt the reader as to the letters sound.
How could you remember to say the sound “z" unless you were
looking at a picture of a zebra? So the Bronze Age reasoning ran.

A letter would be an image permanently agreed on, simple
and distinctive in shape, presenting a familiar object whose Se-
mitic name began with the appropriate sound. For visual models,
the inventors could look to the beautiful hieroglyphics abounding
in public places of Egyptian cities and to the simpler symbols of
Egyptian rock-writing practiced in open country. From these
they chose pictures to copy as their letters. The new picture let-
ters were known by their Semitic names, with the Egyptian names
and values discarded

For example: To symbolize the sound “r.” the Semites bor-
rowed an Egyptian hieroglyph of a man’s head in profile. That
symbol in Egyptian could mean the word “head”—or “chief” or
“promote” or “fetter,” in combination with other signs. The two
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OH, YOU DON'T KNOW THE SHAPE I'VE BEEN

From Hicroghyphics to E-mail: The Making of Three of Our Letters

= U VYK
A
®@O o O

The first column shows the Egyptian writing picture from which the leser’s shape was
copied; the second column shows an early form of the leser sself subsequent shapes fol-
low. The Semitic
ploited the name that the image would command in Semitic specch: “hand,”kaph,
Sound *k.” The leters began theilives ascarefl picorial renderings but scadily mor-

their

ancient, 1000 and 2000 B.C.

Egyptian spoken words for “head” were something like fip and
diedje. But the inventors didn't care about all that. They saw the
hieroglyph of the head and called it resh, the Semitic word. Be-
cause the name resh began with the sound “r" and because the

pictorial image was clear and distinceive, they selected that image
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EGYPTIAN PICTURE WRITING

Hieoglyphs paited n a tomb wll a hebe (modern L), inconrl Egrp,

abous 1400 8.C.
palete with two inset pains bowls, atached by a tcond 10 pouchand braes

Writing in Egypt began around 3000 5.C. The official system was hiero-
gyphics (‘sacred carvings"), revered as the gif of the scribe god Toth. Pic-
ures of familiar objects—owl, basket, hand, ox—were used individually
or in combination to convey words in a sentence. Any picture could be
employed cither as (1) a pictograph or logogram or (2) a phonetic symbol.
Asailboat image might mean “boat” o o sail’—or it might simply con-
tribue certain consonant sounds to help spell 2 different word. In hiero-
glyphics, an owl and a recd together meant “there,” not “an owl and a
reed.” Read phonetically; the two pictures approximated the sound of the
Egyptian word for “there.”

Hicroglyphics were works of art, meant for formal presentation.
They were always painted, often onto stone-carved relefs or insets. Nor-
mally they ran from right to left. On walls of buildings and monuments,
they carried public announcements and expressions of eligious faith.

continued
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About 700 hieroglyphic symbols were being used in 2000 B.c. In
addition to knowing the symbols, there was the exacting job of paint-
ing them. Because the system took years to master and constant prac-
tice to retin, its use was confined to a literary elite of priests and
scribes. Even other high-born types, such as landowners, might not
know how to write hicroglyphics.

Less tigorous was the second Egyptian writing system, hieratic.
(The name, which is mislcading, means “priestly,” but other social
classes used it.) Hieratic was a simplified hicroglyphic script, designed
for ink and brush on papyrus or textile: Pictures were converted o styl
ized outlines or strokes, with a far reduced vocabulary. Hieratic writing
inits most basic form was accessible to most of the Egyptian upper and
middle classes: landowners, certain merchants, and military officers.

for the sound. Thus they invented letter R as the sketch of a head
in profile. Future generations of Semitic children would look at
the resh picture and think of sound “r” Today, just erase the sec-
ond leg of our capital R and you'll see not a P really, but the pri-
mordial head and neck in profile.

The carliest alphabetic writing was thus a bunch of pictures.
The oldest surviving Semitic inscriptions, from around 1800 and
1700 B.c., show pictures

a head, a section of fence, a human
stick figure—arrayed in cumbersome rows or columns like crude
hieroglyphics, a whole row spelling out perhaps five words. Yet
they were our letters’ direct ancestors, as this book will trace.

The alphabet was (and is) a gloriously simple system, invented
for the masses. Abruptly, it gave the power to write and read to
“little people;” foreign laborers in mighty Egypt. Any Semitic

et continues on page 41
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THE CRADLE OF THE ALPHABET

How the Search for the World's First Alphabet Has Led to Egypt

Modem exp i Jphabet was invented some d
2000 B.c. by Semites who dwelled as forcigners in pharaoks Egypt the
inventors were inspircd by Egyptian writing systems. The Egyptian con-
nection has been established through two spectacular archacological dis-
coverics, one at the beginning and one at the end of the 20th

Staning i the mid 17003 .., cera European scholasthorised
that Egyptian hic h
Hebrew leters. The decipherment of hicroglyphics in 1823 did not obvi-
ously support the theory,for the two writing systems were shown to work
on different principles. The question remained alive throughout the 19th
century; amid growing awarcness of the place in history of the Phoeni-
cian alphabet: The emergence of Phoenician and Hebrew writing “next
door” to ancient Egypt might not be coincidence, it was argued. But fur-
ther understanding had to wait for methods of modern archacology.

The first breakthrough came in 1905 with the discovery and later

assessment of about 30 inscriptions in a distinctive script that modern
s had never seen. I was pre-Phocnician alphabetic witing, although

knew it at firs. The inscrip ata desert locale in
central-west Sinai called Serabit el-Khadem, now within modern
Egypt. They had been carved into local sandstone and prescrved by the
site’s solitude and absence of destructive vegetation. Their discoverer,

British archacologist William Flinders Petrie, recognized they were
novel and important but had o idea how to read them, and decades
later he would conclude, wrongly; chat they were not alphabetic.

“The writing was pictures: carved sketches, arranged in rough rows
or columns. The pictures ran continuously (no systematic breaks), and
their dircction for reading—lefiward o rightward, up or down—was
unclear. There were about 27 recurring shapes: a ish, a snake, a human
stk figure with arms out, a wavy line, the head of an ox or cow, and

contn
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THE CRADLE OF THE ALPHABET—continued

others. Certain figures resembled Egyptian hieroglyphic pictures, but
the system was not hicroglyphic.

Serabit cl-Khadem was foremost an ancient Egypian site, the
scene of intermittent turquoise mining between about 2200 and
1200 B.c. Here agents of the pharaoh, with armies of underlings, had
torn out the semiprecious stone from under the desert. The miners
probably included non-Egyprians such as Near Easterners, many of
whom would have spoken Semitic dialects. As can be guessed, the writ-
ing would turn out to be theirs.

‘The 30 inscriptions had been left amid @ mass of more conven-
tional Egyptian relics, similarly carved from local sandstone. These in-
cluded figurines, panls of hicroglyphics, and remnants of a temple of
the Egyprian goddess Hathor, patron deity of the miners. It was Egyp-
tian treasures that had drawn Petrie to the site; he did not come look-
ing for the alphabet

‘The writing stood in some relationship to the surrounding Egyp-
tian material. Several of the mysterious inscriptions were scratched
onto stone-carved Egyptian figurines, including a small sphinx. Schol-

ars’ attemprs to date the writing have since relied on (disputed) dating
of the sphinx through arcisic analysis. British Egyptologist Alan Gar-
diner believed it to have been carved around 1800 B.c. Later experts put
the date at 1500 B.C. But today some believe 1750 5.c. looks like a good
guess for the Sinai sphinx and inscriptions.

The symbols remained undeciphered for a decade after Petric’s
published report. Then, in 1916, Gardiner published a brilliant article,
“The Egyptian Origin of the Semitic Alphaber,” which set the stage for
all subsequent study. Gardiner argued that the Sinai writing was alpha-
betic, that the picturcs were individual letters, that cach of them had
been copied from an identifiable Egyprian hieroglyphic picture (with
the Egyptian value disregarded), and that when sounded out correctly,
the picture letters would yield words of ancient Semitic. As proof, Gar-
diner offered his decipherment of a single word.
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‘The inscriptions contained about a dozen examples of four sym-
bols together—"box,” “eye,” “cane,” “cross,” we might call them—ap-
parently d or notion. Th d, amid others,
on the sphinx figurine. By extreme good luck, the sphinx also carried a
hieroglyphic message, scratched into one shoulder, casily translated:
“Beloved of Hathor, lady of the turquoise.” What if the two texts, hi-
croglyphic and mystery script, were the same?

From this assumption, Gardiner idenified “box.” “eye,” “canc,” “cross”
as four leters represcnting the Semitic word baalat, “lady.” The respectful
term baalat was the feminine form of 4aal, “lord,” and could be the tde o

. itic cultures. The sphi

offering, dedicated in two writings “beloved of Hathor” would refer to the
worshipper who had donated the figurine to the goddess’ temple. The
gift was to thank her for help and protection in the mines.

009,

Aboue, th dac, “lady " as i bis el-Khadem
inscriptions. Apparently mean 10 be read from lei 1o ri
ayin, lamed, aw—that is, B, throat sound, L, T: As usual for the early alpha-
bet, the letters show only the word’s consonant
sounds. The gutural ayin has no English-spelling
equivalens and is normally lefi out in translirera-
tion, although linguists might show it with the
symbol * and spell the above word as ba‘alac. The
letters' names mean “house,” “eye,” ‘ox goad,”
“mark.” The same four letters in other Serabit in-
scriptions may have slightly varied shapes, as in the
sketch ac sighe. There the word BLT runs down-
ward, at the bottom right.

continued.
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THE CRADLE OF THE ALPHABET—continued

“The Semites who wrote the Serabit inscriptions were presumably
part of the Egyptian mining operation: laborers, soldiers, concubines,
or similar types. They may have been foremen or others of authoriry,
generally skilled and intelligent. Nevertheless, that such people could
be litcrate, in an cra before mass education, testifies to the accessibility
of alphaberic writing,

Could the Semitic alphabet have been invented at the Sinai mining
e TH e bur . L
slves as being “sccond generation”: The 27 signs, confidently used, seem
developed. The Sinai inscriptions (whether dated at 1750 or 1500 5.C.)
were probably fruit of a Semitic tradition by then a few centuries old.

Since Gardiner's breakthrough, other scholars have announced de-
cipherments of Sinai inscriptions, yet only Gardiner's baalar remains

certain. Although we can interpret nearly every individual picture let-
e, the messages elude us, due to the absence of word breaks and of a
fixed witing dircction: The Semitic right-to-left writing norm would
not take hold until a fuure century; the earliest alphabet writings could
be flowing in any direction, including up or down.

Archacology of the mid-20th century scemed to lead away from
Egypt for the alphabet’s origin, toward the Levant—the eastern
Mediterrancan coast and interior. During the second millennium s.c.,
this had been the biblical land of Canaan. Canaanites were Semitic
speakers whose culture was doomed to wither under invasions by He-
brew tribesmen, seaborne Phi tes, and others during the violent
birth of the Iron Age, soon afier 1200 5.c. Only a northern Canaanite

remnant would survive and ourish: the Phoenicians.

In the Levant, archacologists found two batches of pre-Phoenician
alphabeic witing, The uncarthing in 1929 of the grand Canaanite city
of Ugarit, on the coast of modern Syria, brought to light 1,000 inscrip-
tions in an odd version of the alphabet made up of 30 cunciform
shapes. Dated between about 1350 and 1200 B.c., the relics suggested
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that Mesopotamian influence on the Levant, carlier on, might have
helped prompt the alphabet’ invention.

The second batch of discoveries was to the south, at sites now
within Isracl and Lebanon: some 2 short or broken inscriptions in fa-
miliar lecters,their shapes recalling both the Sinai and Phoenician writ-
ing. The letters had been incised or inked onto houschold objects: a
dagger, arrowheads, pottery (found as fragments). The dagger probably
dates from 1650 b.c. or earlier; other items date variously from the
12005 t0 about 1000 B.c. One incised potsherd may fall within the range
of from around 1200 b.c., carries a lst of
22 letters, the same 22 that would later become the Phocnician alphaber.
Only some differences in leer shapes distinguish these from the Phoeni-
cian versions to come.

The older relics all were found to the south, in southern Israel. This
may indicate that the technology of alphaber-writing spread ..mhwd
up the coast during th ies. The latest-daed i h
from Lebanon, in the north, merge
phaber, both in time and place.

“The findings proved the existence of a Canaanite alphabet, in use
at some places probably by 1700 B.c., which preceded and became the

0 the start of the Phoenician al-

Phoenician alphabe. The Canaanite version was par of the larger Se-
mitic tradition.

Such facts scemed by the 19605 A.D. to point to the very birth of the
alphaber. OF the two carlest groups of Semitic alphaberic remnants,
from Canaan and from Sinai, the Canaanite material scemed to many
scholars to have begun carlier. Since Canaan could claim the carliest ex-
ant letters, and since the early alphabet culminated with Canaanite de-
scendants, the Phocnicians, why not view Canaan as the heart of the
tradition and the likely place of origin?

For the rest of the 20th century, ar least through the year 1999,
books and articles on the early alphabec took their cuc from the
Canaanite evidence. Your local library has a whole shelf of books con-

continued
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THE CRADLE OF THE ALPHABET—continued

wining the theory that the alphabet was invented in the Levant,
around 1700 B.C. Yes, it was inspired pardy by Egyptian hiero-
glyphics (¢he theory allows), but the inventors were looking at im-
ported Egyptian scrolls and artwork. The inventors belonged to 2
sophisticated Canaanite society at a crossroads of trade, linked to
Egypt by sea and to Mesopotamia by caravan routes east. Impressed
with the writing systems of both great cultures, these people culled
what they needed.

That reconstruction now goes into the trash can, due t0 a remark-
able recent archacological find in Egypr.

Like Petrie at Sinai, John Coleman Darnell wasn't looking for the
alphabets he was looking for Egyptian relics. In the carly 1990s, the ad-
venturous young Egyptologist of Yale University (today his title there is
assistant professor) was absorbed in a ficld survey of ancient Egypt's
road system, which had linked the Nile cities by land and given access
0 the castern descrt and the Red Sea. The roads had carried Egyptian
armies, messengers, caravancrs, and other land travelers. To trace the
old roads, Darnell and his wife, Deborah, also an Egyptologist, would
drive and hike through parts of central and southern Egypt, sometimes
camping in the desert, mainly during winter months, when the sun is
less ferocious (although night temperatures can plunge into the teens
Fahrenheit). Much of their work involved recording thousands of
Egyptian inscriptions at hundreds of archacological sites.

By late 1992, the pair had made an important discovery. In central
Egypt, about 30 miles northwest of Luxor (ancient Thebes), amid desert
il semingly in the middle o nowher he Dl b found a -
fecty p road. Part of
ing the royal city of Thebes with Abydos to the norch, the road lay in a
valley alongside cliffs of cream-colored limestone. The valley, largely
uncouched since antiquity, was lttered with ancient remnants—many
lefe as liter, including camel droppings, portery fragments, and bis of
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rope. Along the base of the clffs ran hundreds of Egyptian inscriptions,
carved into the stone by centuries of travelers along the road.

Here was an open-air archacological treasure ground, saved, by its
remoteness, from the antiquitics thieves who are the scourge of Egyp-
tian archacology. (On the other hand, the Darnells realized they were
not the first modern scholars to sce the valley. British archacologists in
1936 had passed through, taken some photographs and notes, and given
the forlorn locale a name, bascd on  nearby place-name: Wadi cl-Hol,
the Valley of Terror)

On isits, John D: ied the messay

along the cliffs, where “blackboard-like sheets of rock” (his phrase) had
invited ancient passersby to carve. The writing looked familiar enough
at first. Darnell recognized much of it as 2 rock-writing style of the an-
cient Egyptian military: It was a mishmash of hicroglyphic and hieratic
symbols, chosen for casy carving, which had reached one typical style
during the Middle Kingdom, around 2000 0 1600 b.c.

During much of this era Egypt was a beleaguered state, pressed by
invaders from the north and south. Around Thebes, the southern cap-
il keep roads clear of bi d desert raiders,
for the sake of royal messengers especially. The roads saw frequent,
camel-borne, military patrols (amply documented by archacology).

With long stretches of desert and countryside on their routes, senior
Egyptian patrol officers had developed a tradition of carving comme-
orative messages into rocks.

Rock-writing was sober business. Our word “graffi
tones of naughtiness, does not do it justice; it was more like a grave-
stone epitaph for someone still alive. The writer gave his name and

" with over-

title and ended usually with reference o a deity, a prayer for aid on
the desert crossing. The inscription was thought of as permanent and
spiritually potent: The writers name would be scen and spoken by
future generations of passersby, a condition good for the soul in
the afterife.

continued
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THE CRADLE OF THE ALPHABET—continued

The myriad carvings at Wadi cl-Hol scemed to Darnel to belong
comfortably to this road-wartior tradition. From specifics in the mes-
sages’ content and writing shapes, and from analysis of material re-
mains around the valley, Darnell and others would eventually choose
an approximate date of 1800 5.c. for peak activity along the road.

It was on his third visit, in 1994, that Darnell noticed two strange
inscriptions. They had been carved into the limestone at shoulder level,
about 20 fet apart: two short, crooked rows of symbols. Surrounding
them were conventional Egyptian inscriptions; all scemed to belong to-
gether. Says Darnell, I saw the method of cutting, the placement on
the rock, and | immediately associated them with the Middle Kingdom

and Egyptian military rock-writing.” Except that the signs themselves
were not readable to Darnell. “Some of them scemed to derive from
Egyptian signs, but they clearly were being used in a way that was not
any Egyptian tradition.”

“The two inscriptions containcd about 16 and 12 signs, including du-
plicates. Fiftcen different signs scemed to be used. Some obviously were
pictures. Darnell could discern an ox head, a human stick figure with
raised arms, wavy vertical lincs, a symmetrical cross. What message they
carried, he couldn't guess. He could, however, guess what kind of writ-
ing they were. “At a glance, they looked similar to the Sinai inscriptions.
So 1 was certain these, too, would turn out to be alphabetic.”

Verification was slow and methodical. By now Egyprian authorities
had been informed of Wadi el-Hol, and word was spreading. Amid a
new official presence, involving permissions and paperwork—and oc-
casional looting raids that saw some of the Egyptian carvings torn
wholly from the rock—experts in ancient writing were brought to the
valley o shown photographs of the two inscripions.

The writing indeed proved to be alphabetic. The symbols are leters,
closely related to those of Sinai and Canaan. The two inscriptions cannot
be deciphered confidently, due to the absence of word breaks and our un-
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familiarity with some of the letters. Nobody knows for sure if the writing

ight to left or left o right. H ing the flow isr

to lef, like th itic writi begin with
the word “chief” and the other one may end with the word “god.”

By 1998, Darnell and others had reached a couple of dramatic con-

clusions. First, the two inscriptions are probably the oldest alphabetic

writing yet discovered, certainly the oldest that can be dated confi-

dently: They were carved in about 1800 5.C., give or take a century.
More important, the inscriptions can be viewed as signposts that point
directly back to the alphabec’s invention. On the basis of the Wadi
el-Hol evidence, that invention is now assigned to around 2000 B.C. in
Egypt—about three centuries earlier (and in a different country) than
previously thought. “Finds in Egypt Datc Alphabet in Earlier Era,” an-
nounced the front-page New York Times headline of a November 1999
picce reporting on the work.

The evidence s in the letter shapes, Darell explains. Study has con-
firmed that every letter of the two inscriptions is copied from some preex-
isting symbol in Egyptian rock-writing and/or hicroglyphics. That s where
the inventors and carly users of the alphabet found their letter shapes.

Certain Wadi l-Hol letter shapes suggest a particular moment in
time when that copying occurred. We know enough about Egyptian
rock-writing to track the evolution of its symbols, and several Wadi cl-
Hol letters clearly refiect Egypeian symbol forms of the carly Middle
Kingdom, around 2000 B.c. Yet the Wadi el-Hol date of carving looks
closer 10 1800 5.C. The implication: The Wadi el-Hol writing preserves
letcer shapes bequeathed from the alphabe’s invention, around 2000 b.c.

Most revealing are the M letters. The two inscriptions contain
four specimens of a wavy, vertical line. Without doubr, this is the
ancestor of the wavy-lined Phoenician M letter, named mem (watcr),
and thus is the ancestor of our own M. The Wadi ¢l-Hol M letter
strongly resembles a preexisting, vertical, wavy Egyptian rock-writin
symbol—obviously the source. But the Egyptian symbol was normally

continued (on page 40)
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Inscription 1 (augmented)

The worlds oldest alphabetical wrising yet discovered, the two Wads el-Hol inscrip-
tions are carved roughly into limestone abows 20 feet apart, amid hundreds of other
carvings that are Egyptian nonalphabetic writing. In the photograph of Inscription
2, the large “ghost” figure is actually an ankh symbol belonging to a nearby Egyptian
inseription
The imerpion e ok ik caroon fgurs. Ve xpers ﬁm here the ariist ex-
ABELMR

g ip
at shirdfrom the top and again fartherdown.

Each picure e denred a consonan s, When sounded ou corectly, he
eters would,
even tentatvely Assuming the writing runs righ to lefe (and hat i uncertain), then
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the firt o letters in Inscription 1
would be R-B. Ifthese were meant as
a whole word, it i eb, “Chief " With
the same provies in Inscription 2,
the las rwo lttrs, a boteom L, are
o, pd”

The two words may give us a
guess at both, inscriptions” conten.
The many decipherable ancient
Egyprian rock messages ar Wadi
el-Hol and other road sites follow a
standard formula: The writer iden-
tfis himself by name and idle and.
imvokes a patron deity. The rwo
Wadi l-Hol incriptions may sim-
Ply be alphabeic. versions of an
armyregulation mesage, “name,
rank, and prayer.”

Inscription 2

The name of God. As read from
right to lef, the primordial lters
aleph andlamed spellcl, ‘god,”ap-
parently part of a soldier’s prayer for
safety in the desers. The ladle-like
lamed is the lttr L. The ox-head
aleph is not an E bue rather a
breathing-stop like a tiny cough,
which began the words Semitic pro-
nunciation and which does not
show up in normal English spelling.

We cannot identify the god, but
polyheisic Semitc peaples o later
- ¥ centuries would worship a protective
Inscription 2 (detail) father called Melkart or Baal or
sometimes just EL Meanwhile, an-
other Semitic branch, the Jews, would evolve a fiith in a single God. In Hebrews the
Leters aleph and lamed likewise form the divine name, as contained in the biblical
word Elohim (“God") and in fumiliar names ke Elzabeth and Michael. The Arsbic
word Allah (*God) comes from the same linguitic radicon.

DAVID SACKS 39



40

THE CRADLE OF THE ALPHABET—continued

written horizontally. The Egyptian vertical phase was bricf, around
2000 5.c. So the vertical shape at Wadi cl-Hol betrays the letter’s
approximate dae of birch. Other leter shapes allow similar deduc-
tions.

Who were the inventors? Darnell believes they may have been in
the Egyptian army: Semitic mercenaries or similar, whom the Egyp-
tans would have called Amu (Asiatics). These people were illiterate
originally. But the army that they joined happened to have a vigorous
writing tradition, which inspircd them, it scems, to think of a writing
method for themselves.

Perhaps the inventors were junior officers among the Am, indi-
viduals who had learned some standard Egypian rock-writing and
were able to work from there. Perhaps, Darnell theorizes, they got help
from Egyptian army scribes, who sought to improve the foreigners’ or-
ganization with the gif of iteracy.

As to who might have carved the two Wadi el-Hol inscriptions,
same answer as above. Not the inventors themselves, of course, but
their great-great-grandnephews, serving in Egypt's camel corps. It was
the army that did most of the writing along desert roads.

One last item of information. Quite near to one of the alphabetic
inscripions on the limestone wallis an Egyptian message mentioning
someone named Bebi, titled as “expedition leader of the Am.” This
can't be coincidence, Darnell maintains: The three inscriptions, alpha-
betic and Egyptian, were probably carved at the same time. If Bebi was
an Egyptian, leading a Semite troop on road patrol, then the “chief” of
one alphabetic message could have been one of those Semites, a junior
officer or tribal chiefeain under Bebi's command. A similar person
would have written the other alphabetic message. The two Semitic sol-
diers were using their “native” writing form, different from Egyptian.
Says Darnell, “It certainly looks as though General Bebi wrote his

name, and two of Bebi’s Semites wrote theirs
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speaker with the opportunity could learn 27 pictures and their
names: that, and a few years’ practice, brought literacy.

During the second millennium B.c., the new technology
spread from Egypt along caravan routes northeast and southeast
into the greater Semitic world, to Canaan and the Arabian penin-
sula. It proved as accessible to the poor as to the rich.

In Canaan and Arabia, the original alphabet apparently
evolved into two separate traditions: two different-looking alpha-
bets, adjusted to local speech. In each, the letter shapes morphed
away from cumbersome pictures to stylized images, easier to
write. The number of Canaanite letters dropped to 22, easier to
learn. The Canaanite alphabet passed to the emergent Phoenician
culture at the start of the Iron Age (1200 B.C.). The Arabian
branch today survives only in the traditional script of Ethiopia.

But the secret power of the alphabet—unknown to its inventors,
surely—was that it did not need Semitic speech in order to work.
That fact would emerge in centuries to come. With modest adjust-
ments, the miraculous letters would be fitted to diverse tongues of
Europe, India, and Southeast Asia, and carry literacy around the
globe.

Who today reads hieroglyphics? The upstart notion of the
Amu has triumphed. Their picture letters were destined for bil-
lions of people. Like the wheel or the telephone, the alphabet was
an invention to change the world.
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An alphabet of (fomal) personalices i imagined in D. L. Mayis cartoon “The A-to-Z Line,”
from the British satirical magazine Punch (March 23, 1955). Although modern taste might wish
Jor decper criteia than jus clohing and body types, ths cartoon sill charms, with s 1950s ele-
“gance and clas conscousnes. Punch ceased publication in 2002

And now for the 26 heroes of our story . . .
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The knightly A proclaims “quality assur-
ance,” on a red, white, and blue emblem
of the United States Department of Agri-
culture. Among other dutics, the USDA in-
spects and grades food products meant for
public consumption, using letter rankings
A, B, and C for certain foods, such as poul-
11y, eggs, and dairy. But the A of excellence

is also the USDA’s own symbol.




A, FIRST AND BEST

ssociated with beginnings,
fundamentals, and superior-
ity, the letter A has traveled
first class down through his-
tory. Most modern alphabets
start with A or its near equivalent. It was letter
number 1 for the ancient Greeks (800 5.C) and,
in an earlier form, for the Phoenicians (1000
5.¢). Almost certainly it came first in the carliest
Near Eastern letter lists of 2000 b.c. Being the
doorway to literacy, A has enjoyed the richest
symbolic value of any letter.

The A can symbolize all other letters by it-
self. In advertising and other narrative imagery,
an A shown chalked onto a school blackboard,
or held in the gloved hand of Sesame Street’s Big

Bird, sends a clear message: “Kids are learning




A human form and a designer’s compass and ruler define the ideal proportions o capital A in
10 ink drawings fom the book Champ Fleury (feld of lowers") by visual artist Geofoy Tory
printed in Paris in 1529. A true Renaissance man, Tory was a type designer, painter, engraver,
calligrapher, writer, university teacher of French, scholar of Latin and Greek, bookseller, and
cventually the official printer to King Franois 1. He wrote his book to demonstrate the “proper
and true proportions of the letters” and 1o correct what he saw as imperfect calligraphy by con-
semporaries,including German artist Albrecht Direr. Tory illustrated each lteer’s design on a
grid—reminiscent of ecent proportionalseudies n other subjectsdone by Leonardo da Vinci—
and accompanied his diagrams with a earned, cheerfultet on the lttrs visual, phonetic, and.
literary qualities. Tory shared in an idea of the day that leters, a bearers of language and rea-
son, weresigns fom God. Thus their shapes should reflec a niversal harmony and balane.

the alphabet.” No other letter alone could clearly say this; an E or
K or Z on the blackboard might blur the signal by seeming to
suggest a particular word. “Why E?” the viewer might muse. “For
‘e-business. key to the future? This must be an old ad” But A
timelessly represents the idea of 26 leteers.

It also represents success at school. The use of A, B, C, D, and
F to grade students’ work is documented in the United States
since the late 19¢h century. The system has survived experimental
alternatives and remains nearly universal in American public
schools and widespread in the British Commonwealth and West-
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ern Europe. Excepting F for “failure;” the letters are not initials
but ratings by sequence.

Thus the meaning of A as “first rate” is ingrained in us as chil-
dren, to recur in our adult lives. Like the fair-haired son of a
wealthy family, A emanates quality.

For cxample, in the rating of bonds, stocks, and other credit
obligations, both Standard & Poor’s and Moody’s investors’ services
use a top grade of AAA, for items carrying very liede risk. Invest-
ments rated AAA have the right to be called “gilt edged”” Next
come grades AA and A, then BBB, BB, and B (at Standard &
Poors) or Baa, Ba, and B (at Moody3), and so on to C and, for
some categories, D.

Similarly, the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA), which screens food products meant for public con-
sumption, employs letter grades for many. Chicken carcasses are
judged as quality A, B, C, or ungraded. To get an A, the carcass
must be “normal” in shape, “well fleshed.” and “free or protrud-
ing feathers and hairs,” according to a USDA publication. By the
time we reach C, the chicken might look “abnormal” or “mis-
shapen,” be “poorly fleshed” and have a “scattering of protrud-
ing feathers and hairs” (As if getting shughtered weren't insult
enough.) The point of grading is to provide criteria: Most super-
market suppliers deal only with “A” chickens.

The letter A can signal “top service” in commerce and name
branding. Company names like AAA Heating & Cooling have the
advantage of coming first in the yellow page lstings, as well as being
casily remembered and suggesting “no risk” for the customer. The
American Automobile Association (AAA) sells itself on a promise of
reliability, as does, in its own way, Alcoholics Anonymous (AA).

Our expression “A-1." meaning “first rate” goes back to
British nautical language of the carly 1800s. The maritime insurer
Lloyd’s of London, in registering ships, would use notations A or
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B to rate the condition of ships’ hulls and notations 1 or 2 to rate
ship’s equipment. Only the most shipshape vessel could advertise
as being “A-1 at Lloyds.”

Neat and self-explanatory, “A-1” soon spread to popular use
on both sides of the Atlantic. In print, it shows up with no nau-
tical reference in mid-19th-century journalism and in novels like
Charles Dickens’s The Pickwick Papers (1837). The “A-okay” of
American speech would seem to be formed by analogy, yet it ac-
tually dates from much later, 1961. During the first manned, sub-
orbital NASA spaceflight, a simple “okay” from astronaut Alan
Shepard in radio communication was misheard and misreported
as “A-okay” The phrase caught on because it captured a niche:
The A raised it to the meaning of “excellent,” where “okay”
might mean just “adequate.”

The “Alisty a term favored until recenty in snob-appeal
journalism and advertising, refers to any select group, the créme de
la créme. An A-list tops a B-list and sometimes a C-list. The ter-
minology entered mainstream media in the 1980, inspired by the
“Hollywood A-list”—an unofficial ranking of about 75 movie
stars judged to be currently the most “bankable” (able to attract fi-
nancing for a new film project). Another 100 or so names supply a
Blist, with more names on lists C and D. Based on recent box-
office returns and film-industry opinion, the lists float around in
several versions. The Hollywood Reporter newspaper publishes an
annual “Star Power Survey,” which avoids notations like A and B
but is composed of five list, totaling about 1,000 names. Industry
people often refer to these as the A+, A, B, C, and D lists.

Science, unlike Hollywood, mistrusts value judgments. Here
the letter A may signify not “best” but “first.” Between 1913 and
1916, research chemists mainly at the University of Wisconsin
worked to isolate certain organic compounds deemed essential
for human health. When one and then a second were discovered,
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they were called “fat-soluble A” and “water-soluble B;" later re-
named more spiffily as vitamins A and B. Other vitamin names
followed, including subdivisions of B.

A, of course, a vowel letter. That means it represents certain
sounds from the vocal cords—our word “vowel” coming via me-
dieval French from the Latin adjective vocalis, “using the voice.”
Vowels are spoken without much interference or shaping in the
mouth. Sounds involving blockage or friction are classed as con-
sonants.

Written English has five proper vowel letters, A, E, 1, O, and
U. (Y may substitute for L) Yet spoken English has some 20 shades
of vowel sounds. Accordingly, our vowel letters are kept busy,
each one symbolizing multiple sounds on any written page. Our
letters get some help from rules of spelling, which, for example,
can specify the long A of “rate” versus the short A of “rat”

A has about a dozen possible sounds in English. Here are six:
“Was Allan’s pa all pale?” (Or you may find only five A sounds
there, depending on your regional accent) The first sound in
“Allan” is our usual short A. However, the slightly different short
A of “pa”—what linguists call the low, back vowel—is A% nor-
mal pronunciation in most other European languages and is
thought to have been A’s pronunciation in the ancient European
tongues Greek, Etruscan, and Latin.

This “ah” sound is fundamental to human speech. The mid-
20th-century linguist and alphabet scholar David Diringer calls it
“the purest and simplest vocalic sound, as uttered by opening the
air passage of the throat to its fullest extent. It is regarded as the
most primitive vowel sound and is the first sound uttered by a
baby” How like our A (first class all the way) to bring home a
most essential sound.

Yet it wasn't always so. Three or four thousand years ago, the
first letter didn't say “ah.” Like every other vowel leter in our al-
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phabet, A began life as a consonant, with a different sound. This
isn't a complicated notion: Written letcers are mere convention,
changeable according to need. Today the familiar leter written as

C means sound *j” in Turkish; the letter | means *y” in German
and Swedish. The symbol A could mean “2” or “th” or anything
else, if everyone so agreed. Early in history, something like that
was happening.

The original A is as old as any letter. It makes its entrance in
the earliest alphabetic writing yet discovered: two limestone-
carved inscriptions at Wadi el-Hol in central Egypr, the work of
Semitic speakers, perhaps mercenary soldiers, around 1800 B.C. As
all our original letters were pictures, the A was a picture of an ox
head, vividly rendered. The picture letter was called “ox"—aleph
in ancient Semitic tongues.

The carliest letters were consonants, for writing abbreviated
words. Vowel sounds, although they occurred in Semitic speech,
did not need to be shown in writing. Aleph represented a faint con-
sonantal sound common in Semitic tongues but rare in modern
English, what linguists call a glottal stop. The classic English exam-
ple occurs in London’s Cockney accent, in the swallowing of the
“t” sound of the word “bottle: “bah-owe.” A glottal stop is thus a
catch in the throat, from which a following vowel sound pushes off.

Insofar as cach Semitic letter name began with the very sound
that the letter symbolized, the name algph actually began with a
glottal stop, a bit of throat before the “a” This fact is hard to ren-
der in our own spelling. But some modern scholars print the let-
ter name as “aleph (alternatively "alef or “alep), where the mark " is
an international phonetic symbol for the glottal stop.

We know that aleph was the first letter of the alphabet in at
least 1300 B.C., the approximate date of the oldest Canaanite letter
lists uncovered by modern archacology: Letcer lists from Phoenicia,
a few centuries later, likewise show aleph first. Because letters gen-

LANGUAGE VISIBLE



=Ly

The evolution of the ox. (1) Letter aeph, the %

ax it appears in one of the Wads el-Hol in-

scriptions, from about 1800 5.C. (Photographs of both inscriptions, including a second carved
aleph, are shown on pages 38-39.) Unlikely as it scems, this pctorial image was the earliest form
o our ltter A. Today the horns of the ox remain with us, snnoticed, in the upright les of our
A (2) Alephs shape looks simpler in another early Semitic inscription, carved at Serabit el-
Kbadem in Sinai, perhaps around 1750 .. (3) Tiwo horns are still evident in the Phoenician
aleph of 1000 5.C., but the letter is by now an abstract form, 1o be written in three quick strokes

(4) By the soos ..,

has @ new look, rather more like an ox’ head, 10 be written in perhaps rwo strokes. (Can you

guess where the shape would go nest?)

erally stay in the same order over time except for some very good
reason, modern scholars consider it a sure bet that aleph was the
first letter of the original alphabet of about 2000 B.c.

How and why aleph was chosen for first place, we will never
know: No modern explanation satisfies—especially not references
to the sacredness of the bull in ancient Mediterrancan and Near
Eastern cultures. Some letter had to start off the mnemonic string
of letter names for the student, and “ox” was a clear concept and
image. Because aleph came first for the Bronze Age Semites, the
letter A comes first for us.

Today a letter called aleph or alef remains the first letter of the
Hebrew alphabet. (Ancient Hebrew letters were originally copied
from the Phoenician.) The Hebrew name is still understood to
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mean “ox,” but the glottal stop is gone from the letter’s name and
sound. Modern Hebrew alef carries no sound itself; its job is to
show various vowel sounds according to special marks written
below the letter’s baseline. In shape, a printed Hebrew alef looks
not very Phoenician:
that Hebrew script underwent a major change during its history.
Yet originally, around 950 .C., the aleph of Hebrew and Phoeni-
cian looked identical. The kinship can still be scen in modern
Hebrew’s cursive shape for alef, k., which recalls the Phoenician
letter of 1000 B.c.

. The lack of resemblance is due to the fact

In Jewish lore, Hebrew alef enjoys a philosophical glory
greater even than that of our A. According to mystical writings
such as the medieval European compilation called the Kabbalah
(Hebrew for “tradition”), alef symbolizes the divine energy that
preceded and initiated Creation. This seeding power existed be-
fore any other form could be realized, which is why the opening
word of the Hebrew Bible—bereshith (“in the beginning”)—starts
with the Hebrew alphabet’s second letter, not the first. Corre-
spondingly, alef may represent a person’s readiness to act, while
the second letter, beth or bayt, is imagined as the doer of things
Hebrew alef could also be used to signify numeral 1 and was a
symbol of cosmic unity.

Just as Phoenician aleph was the mother of Hebrew alef; so was
it great-grandmother to our A, by a different line of descent.
Ours s the westward branch of the family, linking three ancient
European peoples: the Greeks, Etruscans, and Romans.

First, the Greeks. Sometime before 800 B.c., with no existing
writing system, they copied and adapted Phoenician letters for
writing Greek. The operation was miraculous in light of how dif-
ferent were the two languages, Greek and Phoenician. The Greeks
made one major adjustment: They created five vowel letters, by
changing the sounds of five Phoenician letters that were other-
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wise superfluous for Greek. One was aleph, representing a subtle,
Semitic throat sound unknown to the Greeks. The adapters kept
the letter at number 1 but reassigned it to the most basic vowel
sound, “ah”

The choice of “ah” was probably prompted by the Phoeni-
cian letter’s name, whose first syllable contained an “ah” sound:
“a-lef: Maybe the Greeks couldn't even hear the Phocnician glot-
tal stop in front and thought the Phoenician letter name began
with “ah”

To Greek ears, all the Phocnician letter names were just for-
eign noises, not names of familiar objects. The Greeks altered the
names to make them casier to say. Aleph became alpha, a name
also meaningless in Greek (beside denoting the letter) but at least
Greek in style.

Today the word alpha lives on prestigiously in scientific and
technical vocabulary and in name branding, usually signifying
something that’s firs, strongest, or best. The “alpha male;” for ex-
ample, is the strongest in a pack of baboons or wolves. Alpha may
represent cosmic first principles, for instance in a well-known
phrase from the biblical book of Revelation (written in Greek
around A.. 100): “I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the
ending, saith the Lord” For its effect, the passage brings together
the names of the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. By
the way, our very word “alphabet” combines the first two Greek
letters’ names, alpha and beta.

Meanwhile, the ancient Greeks were adjusting alpha’s shape.
‘The Phoenician leter that they had borrowed had a shape some-
thing like this: &. However, because the name alpha did not
mean “ox” to Greek speakers, the letter had lost its purpose as a
picture, and within about three generations of acquiring it the
Greeks decided it looked better standing on two feet: fi.

This mature alpha was basically the same as our A. It retained its
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(1) Phoenician aleph of about 800 8.C,in theena when the Greeks were copying Phoenician le-
tersfor themselves. Phoenician writing ran from right to lef thus, he aleph led wit i poin.
(2) Greck alpha, from what s probably the carles extant Greek insciption, of about 740 B.C.
Like the Phoenician aleph that inspired it, this alpha lies o s side. However, the Greeks were
already experimenting, for this etter is a mirror image of alephs It leads with its feet in a line
(Early Greck
writing could run right to lef or lef 1o vight o, in some longer texts both ways, using a ss-
tematic meander called bousiraphedon, ‘s the plow-ox turns.” By abou 500 .. Greek had ser-
ded at lfe 10 right,) (3) Alpha stands upright in an inscrition of abous 720 5.C. and
thenceforth that i the norm. (4) An Eeruscan leter A of about 500 5.C. The Etruscan lestrs
had been copied from the Greck, and they, in turn, would be copied by the early Romars. (5)
Roman A of 4.0. 113, from a famous inscription as the base of Trajan’ Column in Rome. Like
mass of our capisals, A reached its prficted form in Roman marble-carved insriptions of the
Jist century B.C. 10 second century A.D. Roman design refned he leier:shape, widening the
vight-side log and adding strokes (which we cal seif)as thefer. Nearly  centurieslater, early
printers in Venice would copy this and other Roman lettering, to create capital leters of the new
“roman’ typefac.

shape, sound, and first place when the Greek alphabet was copied
by the Etruscans of ltaly, around 700 b.., and when the Etruscan
alphabet was copied by Latin-speaking villagers of Rome, around
600 B.C.

Our name for A comes from the Etruscans: Receiving the
Greek alpha, they simplified the name down to the letter’s sound,
calling it something like “ah.” The Romans did likewise, and
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“ah” remains the letter’s name as pronounced in Latin-derived
modern languages like French and Spanish and in some non-
Latinate European tongues like German and Croatian.

English gets most of its letter names from Old French, im-
ported to England perforce by the Norman invasion of A.p. 1066.
For centuries affer the Battle of Hastings, A's name was probably
pronounced in England as “ah.” But due to fundamental shifts
in English vowel sounds during the 14005 and 15005, the name
altered, eventually rthyming with “pay” (Phonetically, A must be
Canada’s favorite letter—ch?)

During the Roman Empire and early Middle Ages, alterna-
tive shapes for A emerged in ink handwriting styles, due to a nat-
ural leaning toward greater speed and ease. The Roman penned
shape A led to the late-Roman X and eventually to &, which
was the “Carolingian minuscule.” created by churchmen of the
French king Charlemagne around A.p. 800 in their reform of
handwritten shapes. This particular letter shape had a rosy future.
In the 14705, amid the burgeoning of printing in Western Eu-
rope, one school of type designers copied their lowercase letters
from the handwriting tradition that perpetuated the old Carolin-
gian shapes, and so A got finalized in print: a. But other print
styles used a lowercase shape from a different handwriting tradi-
tion: Q.

Both forms endure. Today @ is our model for handwritten
shapes taught in elementary school. In print, it shows up in some
fonts that are sans-serif or italic. The a dominates, however,
as used in ubiquitous roman fonts and in others. Only letters A
and G share this odd distinction of owning two modern print-
lowercase forms. Every other letter has just one, essentially the
same for all typefaces.

Princely as it s, A fails to come first in one category, at least.
For frequency of use in printed English, A ranks third, behind
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the clear front-runner, E, and then T. (Both E and T are helped
by the word “the”) Also, A has acquired one actual discredic
throughout history. In medieval Europe and Puritan England, A
was associated with adultery (Latin: adulterium), generally tried as
a criminal offense. In addition to punishments like flogging, a
convicted spouse might be forced to wear a humiliating badge
showing an A or AD. Such facts form the background for
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel The Scarlet Letter (1850), st in Puri-
tan Boston in the mid-1600s: Protagonist Hester Prynne is con-
victed of adultery and must publicly wear an A of red cloth, sewn
to her tunic breast.

Hester’s tale has touched many hearts, not least that of con
man “Professor” Harold Hill in Meredith Willson's 1957 Broad-
way musical, The Music Man. Stuck in local lowa, Hill sings of his
longing to find a worldly, experienced woman, a “sadder but

wiser girl:

1 flinch, 1 shy when the lass with the delicate air goes by.
L smile, 1 grin when the gal with a touch of sin walks in
I hope, I pray for Hester to win just one more A.

. . The sadder but wiser gir for me!
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PHOENICIAN LETTERS AND THE GREEKS

The Eastern Mediterranean in 800 B.C.

The Greek alphabet may have b Y by Al Mina, o the Sur-

ian coast. In both places, Greeks and Phoenicians lived side by side.

From Phoenicia,the letters of the carly alphabet traveled westward to an-
cient Greece. The Grechs'copying of the Phoenician alphabet, around 800
BC. was to be one of the most consequential events in histor

The Greeks of that era were an ambitious but relatively humble
people, illiterate, disunited. and far junior in wealth and power to Near
Eastern nations like Egypt or the Phoenici

. Greek territory of
the day corresponded loosely to the modern nation of Greece—the
mainland and the Aegean islands—with the addition of some Greek
cities on Cyprus and the west coast of Asia Minor.

Unlike Egyptians or Phoenicians, the Greeks spoke a language of
ly. to which ancient Latin also belonged. Today
some 60 major Indo-European languages exist worldwide, including
French and Spanish (descended from Latin) English, German,
Hindi, Farsi, Russian, Irish, and other tongues of Europe, Central Asia,

the Indo-European fa

continued
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PHOENICIAN LETTERS AND THE GREEKS—continued

and Tndia. Linguists clasify modern Indo-European tongues into cight
subfamilies English belongs to the Germanic subfarsily:

Indo

ample, in variations of verb form to show many possble differences in

uropean languages are capable of wonderful precision. for ex-

tense. Asa rule, Indo-European tongues ely heavily on voweel sounds to

establish word meas

The destiny of the Grecks was to be shapers of the West. Daring the
heyday of the 4008 and 3008 BC. Greek minds would pioncer many of
the civilzing arts that define us today: The Grechs invented democracy:
stage tragedy and comedy, Western philosophy: investigative history-
weiting, biologieal rescarch, and politeal theory. They perfected the
study of geometry, the seulpting (in bronze and marble) of the human
form, and o monumental architecture that we imitate for our court-
houses, muscums, and other venerable public buildings.

Obvioushy their alphabet and literacy were essntial to such achieve-
ments, and their alphabet is purt of ther legucy. The Grechs beducathed
tothe Westan alphabet that hud been adapted to an Indo- European lan-
gunge (Greek) and was therefore a
Specifically. the Greeks had introduced vowel letters —the eduivalents of
E. 1. O, and U—where carlier, Semitic versions of the alphabet
hud contained none. Vowel letters brought the alphabet forsard to a
point where it could be ftted to most other languages, The Greck letters

esible to other European tongues.

our A,

were the necessary buckground to the creation of the ancient Roman let-
ters, which later becarme our own.

All of that lay in the future in 800 BC. Greek genius meanwhile
in religious awerin a wealth of myths and leg-
ends, handed down through oral-poctic tr

trade and seafaring: and in a talent for copyeatting (and often improvi

showed itsell elsewher

e in an enthusiasm for

o) other peoples”skill, As the Greek philosopher Plato would later
Whenever Grechs take anthing from forcigners,they Iy

bring it to n greater perfection.”
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The carly Greeks had opportunity to study the Phoenicians. The
two peoples were trade partners at locales mainly on the Greek side:
Phoenician merchant ships brought Near Eastern lusury goods to ex-
change for Greck raw materials like silver,iron, and slaves (these being
mostly Grecks, enslaved by other Greeks in the internal wars that
blighted their society). Phoenicians sailed to and from ports of mainland
Greece and of islands like Crete and Rhodes. More significantly. Greek
and Phoenician communities coexisted on the south coast of Cyprus and
at an important trading station in the north Levant, now called Al Mina.

Modern study reveals several Greek borrowings from «he Phoeni-

A hem: (1) i d ship desi
cians. 0]

sels: (2) technidues of long-range navigations (3) certain 1 motifs in
artwork, including the Near Eastern tree-of-life design and an imagi
nary, dragonlike beast, the griffin (4) the religious cult of a protective,
sexual goddess whom the Phoenicians called Astarte and whom the
Greeks renamed Aphrodite, along with a belief in her doomed human
consort, known in Greck as Adonis (from the Phoenician Semitic word
adonai, "lord"); and (5) the Phoenician alphabet.

“The oldest surviving Greek alph: scriptions are scratches in ce-
rarmic or stone, dated r...,.. .},m.. 740107001 The it of hes scem

kalphabetic i

eracy. In the inscriptions, the Greek letters display their origins: They
closely resemble Phocnician letter shapes, with many (not all of their
for the Phoenician it th
are now being used to convey the speech sounds of Greek.

Despite the fact that Phoenician and Greek were lay
ferent as Arabic and English, the Greeks evidently had pi
Phocnician letters, made some changes. and started writing, The adap-
tion was possible partly through the Greek genius for tinkering and
partly through the magical fleibility and aptness of the letters them-

Only one mojor change the Greeks made, as mentioned: Out of a
Phocnician alphabet of all consonants, they invented five vowel letters,

continued
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PHOENICIAN LETTERS AND THE GREEKS—continued

h ival four A, E. 1O, U.lnakh i the mature Greek
alphabet would contain seven vowelltters,with long E and long O distn-
guished from short E and O. But in the meantime, ive was the number of
vowel that would reach ltaly and be copied into lalinn alphabets ihe the
Roman. That's why our lphabet has nly five vowel letters todes:

Regarding the details of the transmission from Phocnicians to
G o i o o wher,orwhen et Pl he
merchants, on good ith Greeh A

lnter Greeh legend acknowledged the debt to Phoenici, although dis-
tortedlys Once upon a time (the tale ran), a Phoenician prince named

Cadmus had immigrated to an illiterate Greece and had taught local

people touse Phinikea grammiata, Phocnicion letters”

born, the inventi d Rly through th
small Grzel’( world, along sea routes. Probably by 600 BC. every Greek
had al pper and middle class. The swift ition to literacy,

i Greece still imbued with an oral tradition of myths, meant tht these
could be written down, fresh in memory. Two masterpieces of Western
lierature are amont; the results:the epic pocms Jliad and Odysiey, writ-
ten down around 750 BC. and aseribed to the blind poct Homer, But
& then, which is why today we have

many other tales went into w
record ofa rich Greek mytholots
photograph, by alphabetic literacy

ove Iegends weve eaptured, ss ina
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THE PHOENICIAN ALPHABET THE GREEK ALPHABET
OF 800 B.C. AFTER 800 B.C.
Letter Letter
Shape  Sound Name  Shape  Sound Name
x breabingstop alph A : ahha
3 4 bost B beta
1 -.~ Gl o> gamma
e ks dalet Cere delta
a by he 1 e pailon (“nahed E7)
¥ - o e w wau
I ; rovin 1 W wta
:} khet 8 Ly oa
o tet ® th theta
1 yod ' i iota
¥ koph kappa
’ lamed lambda
¥ samek ki
o ayin o mikeon (Tittle O7)
7 e "
~ e -
M aooh doppa
1 resh rho
- shin sigma.
T oo tou
Four Greek letters added by about 750 BC.
v
* x e ki
x & phT phi
A Tk ki
Lot lteradded by oot 660 BC. ameta (44 O)

The carly Greek alphabet followed the
{(for th ) sounds. Th

Phoenician in its letters’ shapes, sequence,
kst perhaps had 22

ters.ending with the T lette.like the Phoenician. Within the 22.the Greeks reassigned
e e discards Phocnic e unneeded,

reck.
continued
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I this way.the Greeksinvented four vowel leters,the A, E | and O equivlents. The
first om,m was the first eter of the Greck atpl.m alpha.
he G dudi

.Wz U adm them to the end of the leter rou: Fnally they added a 27h letter, o
megaor omega (bie 07 todeote thelong- O surd, The i O leter thece-

(litle O, or e
ally spell . Eventually mc underused wau, san, and qoppa dropped ou, eaving the
mumber o leters t 24.

“The carly Greek alphabet had three lightly differing forms, usedin diffrent re-
o The East Crck varion, odoptd bv l‘vr inflenilcity of Athens round
008 The West Greck varic
Ttalyto b 4,.,,..4".“/." .,/ he Roman al

The three alphabets varied at the end of the leter row, just before omegn. The
chart (page 61) shows the more familiar East Greek ending, with the West Greek alter-

tscatbotom igh—entainingour e e . withis et sund, o
W .

travel

e G I ina
Greeh form. But uh u.,m..m.m..'

(ox."house” throwing stich."etc). the Greek names had o prior meanings in Greek:
They just denoted letters, Today Greek ltter names ive on in our sientific and tech-

The favorites are alpha, beta, gamma, delta, and omega.

One quirk of the (;.-«L alphabet has fascinated scholars. The original Greek
d bing the Phoenician sibilants (e

; ) For thei lter st the Greche ook thesound
of Phoenician tsade bt the shape and seuence position of Phoenician ayin. For their
leter sigma, the Grecks took the sound and name of Phoenician sameh but the shape
and postion o Phocnician shin. Other substitutions ted up the loose ends. Siilants,
with theiroffen-subtl shadings of sound, are notorious tripping points betuween lan-
guages generall: To Greeh ears, Phoenician tsade and zayin probably had the same
sound—but still that doesiexplain why the Greeks combined clents of both for

el scems cve the Greoks were only human.
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Pousertothe peopl. The alphabet,indelveing mass lteracy. ha for ages been a cor-

nerstane o democracy —a relatonship embodied in thes ceramic potsherd. incsed
with Greek letters.fr Athens. th

tacn abut 455 and 40 .. cach sher caris the e o' promisent Atheian
poltician of the era. Clockise from top let Aristeides on o Lysimachos: Themis-
tohles, son of Neokles.of e Phrearroscity ward: Peribles. son of Xanthippos: and Ki

mon. son of Miliades. About half the lttes ook ust lke ours.

These items are votes to have the men banished. Ceramic sherds (ostraka in

Greeh) being the ancient worlds version of serap paper, the four scraps have been used
ball Jled. \ e

cto

whercby the Athenians had the chance annuall to vote o banish any citizen. Os-

ti ok st o rioes ot Reth i vt ks -

guard againstthe rich—speci h

o and ancnd o demecracy. A ostrocim ke A.,./ “.,wm/ condidates:
e ly

Ballots

were collcted in @ nmlrvv”d?w(u/ur\ I a quorum of 6,000 votes was reached. the
man with the most votes had to leave the ity for 10 years. of the four powerful men
h e

named here, only Perikles avoided a “winning”
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Imitating medieval manu-
script illumination, a deco-
yative print B dominates the
opening page of the fumous
1457 Latin Psalter, a collec-
tion of psalms for church

use, printed by Johann Fust

and Peter Schiffer at the

ARG OME o ian ciy of Mains. The
text presents the start of Pralm 1: “Blssed is the man (Beavus
i) that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly....." The let-
ter shapes are based on a traditional German handwriting
style. This was among the first books printed from metal type,
Jillowing Jobann Gutenbergs Bible of about 1455, Fist had
been Gutenberg's investor and had sued and bankrupted him,
cvidently seizing Gutenberg’ letterpress and tools—and probably

Gutenberg’ design for this fine Psalter:




B-LISTED B

elow the best, or second in

sequence: That’s the mes-

sage we get from letter B.

Think of Plan B, the B-

list, B-rated bonds, grade-

B eggs. More so than other leters, B has lived

centuries in the shadow of its exemplary sibling,

A. The whole point of B, in many uses, is that
there exists an “A” version, which is better.

The cloquent term “B-movie” refers to a
Hollywood-type film that’ inferior, with shal-
low plot or characterization and maybe a
cheap production look. B-movies often come
from B-scripts. The B doesn’t stand for a
word (these movies aren’t bombs, necessarily);

it just announces a shortfall. We don't even




have an expression like “A-movie”” The B creates the whole
comparison.

The B-girl appeared in print in the early 19305, not long after
the repeal of Prohibition, and remained familiar uncil at least the
1960s. Here B did stand for a word, “bar.” The girls were young
women, hired by nightclubs and such to sit at the bar and pretend
to be customers. Their job was to enhance the atmosphere and
induce male customers to buy them drinks; the women might be
served glasses of lukewarm tea, disguised as liquor. Again, B
comes off as a bit tacky.

Despite such imperfect impressions, the letter B has done
yeoman service in the alphabet for 4,000 years. It symbolizes a
sound that is basic to human speech, categorized by linguists as
the voiced bilabial stop—in other words, the sound engages the
vocal cords, is formed by two lips, and involves stoppage of air
through the nose. With no tricky use of tongue or teeth, “b” is
relatively easy to say. Babies say it all the time (the thirsty 16-
month-old wants her “bah-bah”), and many of the worlds lan-
guages, past and present, have included it. Our B represents
probably the same sound carried by the analogous letter in Near
Eastern alphabets of 30 or 40 centuries ago.

It is a consonant sound. Therefore, B is a consonant letter, the
first in alphabetical sequence of our 21. If asked at a dinner party to
define the word “consonant,” someone might venture, “Well, T
2 and that actually i the best starting point.
‘Whereas vowels are pronounced from the vocal cords with minimal

know it’s not a vowel .

shaping of expelled breath, consonant sounds are created through
obstruction or channeling of the breath by the lips, teeth, tongue,
throat, or nasal passage, variously combined. Some consonants, like
B, involve the vocal cords; others don't. Some, like R or W, flow the
breath in a way that steers them relatively close to being vowels.
We get the term

“consonant” via medieval French from an
ancient Latin word, consonans, “sounding along with” The idea is
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that while vowel sounds can be pronounced on their own (“Ece!
I owel”), a consonant normally can be pronounced only with a
vowel before or after. Try saying the “b” sound alone and you'll
probably wind up cheating, tacking on a vowel sound: “bih.”
This rule isn't bulletproof. A few consonants can more or less
be alone, parti those witha und

like F or Z. Still, you'll need effort not to relax into “fih” or
“2ub” at the end.

The oldest version of B appears in the carliest-known alpha-
betic inscriptions, discovered at Wadi ¢l-Hol in central Egypt and
dated to 1800 B.c. The letter is a prominent presence in other
Near Eastern alphabetic inscriptions of about 1750 to 1200 B.c.
But the early letter is most familiar to us from its systematic use in
ancient Phoenician writing, affer about 1000 B.C.

‘The Phoenician letter had two traits we recognize easily: It rep-
resented sound “b” and came second in the alphabet. Like every
Phoenician letter, it was named for a familiar object, the object’s

g4

(1) The Egyprian “med sheler” hieroghyph reprsented sound “h" in Egypan picture writing,
around 2000 .C. Thissymbol is belcved to have inspied cerain non-Egyprian Semites, liing in
g 0 s e sty el "y, carying sund " ) e ieolhic
e froma c
Th( ic B:
in their alphabet, which is why B comes second in ours. (3) The Phoenician bayt of 1000 8.C. was
derived fom the Canaanite leter shape bus allowed for simplerstokes of the ink brash or pe. It
Jaced lef, consistens with the right-to-lfedinection of Phoenician writing. (4) Early Greek beca,
about 630 5.C. fucing I in  righ-to-Lef ine of writing, The Greek et a that stag el lghtly
s, from whichit . b searsbfoe:
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name starting with the appropriate sound (an aid to memoriza-
tion). The letter’s name was bayt or beth, “house™ in Phoenician and
other Semitic tongues. In shape, it resembled our figure 9

Between about 1000 and 800 B.C., the Phoenician letters were
copied by other castern Mediterranean peoples, including the Jews
(whose language was very similar to Phoenician) and the Greeks
(whose was not). Today, in the Hebrew alphabet, the second letter
is stil called bayt or bet or, more traditionally, beh. The Hebrew
name means “house” and the letter carries the “b” sound, although
its shape no longer resembles its ancient Phoenician model.

Apart from the letter name, the Hebrew common noun beth
has had a lively history of its own. It contributes to such familiar
place-names as Bethlehem (house of bread), Bethel (house of
God), Bethesda (merciful house), and Bethpage (bet faj, “house of
unripe figs”).

When the ancient Greeks adopted the Phoenician alphabet,
they kept bayt much the same as it had been. The letter remained
at the number-2 place for the Greek alphabet, with the useful
sound “b” However, to the letter’s foreign name the Greeks
added a Greek-style ending, turning the name into beta, pro-
nounced “bay-ta.” Unlike the “house” of Phoenician and He-
brew usage, the name beta had no meaning in Greek beyond
denoting the letter.

Greek beta departed in shape from Phoenician bayt, eventually
looking just like our B; indeed, it is a source of our B. Among sev-
eral alternatives, the shape 8 or B shows up in Greek inscrip-
tions by the 600s B.C. (Mirror imaging occurred because early
Greek writing could run from right to left or left to right, before
setding on the latter, around 500 .C.) The Greeks had given beta
a second loop, at the bottom, probably to distinguish it from the
very similar-looking R letter, written as 9 in Phoenician and in
carly Greek. Today capital B and R still resemble each other in our
own alphabet.
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Above: The'b
Sherd found near Athens, from around 630 8.C. (This beta shape alo appears in the le-
ter chart on page 67.) Crudely scratched into the fired clay the letes run right to e
prting the st o e G aphabes lgha, b, amma, dels,csion. b
! e alph,

an era when writing was ,»,,..,h, piialy powerfil. Below: Leers more ey
carved grace a marble insciption of 334 8.C. from the Greck city o Priene on the cen-

donian conqueror Alexander the Great, who had freed Priene from Persian rule and
g
il 5 & i Athena of the

ity " The leters of *King Alexander” il e top line: BASILEUS ALEXANDROS.
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The word beta as a common noun turns up in ancient Greek
literature, meaning an item second in sequence or value. For ex-
ample, Eratosthenes of Cyrene, director of the famous Library at
the Egyptian-Greek city of Alexandria in the latter 2005 5.C., was

hy her, historian, phil

ascientist,
poet, and literary critic, best recalled today for accurately calcu-

lating the polar circumference of Earth from systematic mea-
surements of shadow angles. He was fondly nicknamed “Beta” by
colleagues, for while he excelled at many studies, he specialized in
none and generally came second in knowledge, behind the resi-
dent expert of each field.

Today the word “beta” lives on, sometimes pronounced “bee-
ta” in scientific and technical vocabulary. It still means “second
place.” usually in context with its brother alpha. The beta version
may be weaker, later, or more refined.

For astronomers, the beta in any constellation is the second-
brightest star there, behind the alpha star. Zoologists say that
wolves, baboons, and other grouping mammals tend to produce
two types of males: leaders and loyal followers. Leader types are
called alpha males; followers are—you guessed . In autumn 1999
the term “beta male” blazed to notoriety in the United States
when the press learned that a campaign adviser to Democratic
vice president and presidential candidate Al Gore was using those
words to refer to Gore’s perceived subservience to President Bill
Clinton. The adviser, an author aptly named Naomi Wolf, urged
Gore to challenge the president on issues and thus appear more
like an alpha male. Gore lost the 2000 election to George W. Bush
(on whom see Chapter W, page 330).

The beta version of a software program is the second pre-
release stage, from which the worst bugs of the cruder “alpha” have
been ironed out. The manufacturer distributes the beta to coop-
erating companies so they may “beta test” it in time to generate
helpful criticisms for the sales version.
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Back in 1931, European chemical research into the body’s cre-
ation of vitamin A from certain foods had focused on the role of
carotene, a hydrocarbon pigment in carrots and other vegetables.
Carotene was found to have at least two components, which scientists

d alph and b - Today by . avail-
able in vitamin pill, is prized and even overrated as a health booster.

But onward from beta. When ancient Greek traders brought
their alphabet to Ttaly in the 7005 B.c., the Etruscan people there
copied the Greek letters for themselves. Beta was adopted into the
Etruscan alphabet and from there into the alphabet of the early
Romans, whose letters would eventually become our own. The
Romans and Etruscans, abridging the Greek name beta, called the
letter something like “bah” or “bay."

Like most of our letters’ names, our name for B entered En-
glish from OId French after the Norman invasion of England in
A.D. 1066. The French evidendly called it “bay” (they still do to-

day), a name derived from French’s parent tongue, the Latin of
ancient Rome.

If you could ask a medieval Parisian to spell the letter’s name,
pronounced “bay.” she would probably reply “B-E"—that is, the

B b

(1) The Roman B of the 2005 b.C. looked just like its Greek and Etruscan forebears. (2) Later
Roman B atained more balance and clegance, as in this example from the inscription on Tra-
Jan's Column, 4.0. 113. This leter has an amply mL:rg«Ilmrv loop 0 “uppore” the upper one,
along with lled. the stem. today in our roman”
opefce and other seifpefces. (3) Ourlrcse b shpe emered around s, she Latin
ink handuwriting style known as semi-uncial. Scribes began omitting B upper loop for the sake
of peed. Just under 1,000 years later, carly European type designers would adapt this raditional
penned shape 1 be their print owercase b
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B’S SECRET ADMIRERS

Phonetically, B has attachments to several other letters. If you try to say the
sound “b” without using your vocal cords, you more or less say “p.” Thus P is
the “unvoiced” counterpart of B. The relationship comes out in a word like
“spin,” rather different-sounding from “pin.”

That B and P should look similar as well as sound similar may not be co-
incidence. Within our alphabet are several informal pairings: letters alike in
both sound and shape. Examples include C and G, M and N, S and Z, and B
and P. Although the stories behind the pairings differ in detai, they typically
begin with two letcers that have related sounds, followed by a gradual change
in shape of at least one of the letters, so that it grows to resemble the other.
Usually this happens during an carly stage of Greek or Roman writing, in the
centuries before Christ.

Such convergence was probably deliberate on the part of the people doing
the writing: Ancient Greeks and Romans may have found that moderate pair-
ings made the letters asier to learn. In the case of B and . the P letter changed
its appearance completely; from about 800 t0 500 B.C., in order to reach its
present resemblance to B.

B also hasa relarionship with M—and not just through the old, polite ini-
tials for “bowel movement.” While the two letters sound different, they usc
much the same specch mechanism, both being voiced bilabials. To discover the
connection, pinch your nostrils and say, “My mommy meets me.” It comes
out a bit ke, “By bobby beets be.” (This shows also that sound “m” relis on
airflow through the nose, while sound “b” relies on blocking it, which you do

letter itself plus a long E. Likewise, a Londoner of Geoffrey
Chaucer’s day (1380) would have said “bay” spelling it “B-E”
So would a modern Frenchwoman, Spaniard, Italian, German,
or Pole. To the cars of all of them, the “ay” sound would mean
long E. We modern English speakers accept the spelling “B
plus long E” yet of course we pronounce it “bee.”

Modern English is the oddball here, due to tidal shifts in our
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without thinking) Similarly, if you'l please let go of your nose now, you'll
have no trouble saying “mmba.” The sound of B launches naurally from M.

The “mb” combination shows up in English in words like “combination”
and “dumbbell.” It oceurs frequently in some of the Bantu languages of Cen-
tral and Southern Africa, contributing, for instance, to place-names like Zim-
babwe, Mombassa, and Mbandaka.

Lasdly, V. Among languages of the Indo-European group, the sound *b” has
2 tendency over centurics to decay, slurring to “v" or one of several other
sounds. This has happened strikingly in Greek. Since about A.D. 400, Greck
words and names that once contained *b” now have *v” in the same place, with
the result that modern beta represents purcly sound v The northern Greek
town name writcen as Bolos is pronounced “Volos,” where Socrates would have
read it as “Bolos.” The ancient word for *king,” fasileus (Featured in the Priene
inscription shown on page 69), survives in modern Greek, only now pro-
nounced as “vassil-effs.” From this pronunciation, used by the medieval Byzan-
tines, came the Russian first name Vassily and similar Eastern European names.

When Old French emerged from Latin in the carly Middle Ages, many
words contained  shurring of what had been Latin sound “b"—with consc-
quences for English aftcr the Norman invasion of England in A.D. 1066. Here

changes can b i lings. The old Re French tav-
erme and English “tavern.” The Roman military slang word for *horse,” caballus,
ieval French cavaland ceval, which English “cavalry,”

“cavalies” “cavalcade;” and moden French cheval (horse) and chevalier (knight,
gentleman). Meanwhile, Spanish, generally less changed from Latin than French
s, holds on to Latin °b” in caballo and caballer.

vowel pronunciations, during the 14005 and 1500s. Amid countless
changes in sounds of English words at that time, B name went
from “bay” to “bee.” For a sense of the old pronunciation, ask an
Irishman to say “B.” and you may hear something like “bay.” It a
name reaching back to the bayr of the Bronze Age Near East.
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GREEKS, ETRUSCANS. AND ROMANS

From Ancient Greece, the Alphabet
Traveled Swiftly West to ltaly

lesers of the b

vamic jug, possbly a cilds possesion, from an Eoruscan tomb at Viterbo, 30 miles
north of Rome, from about 550 8.C. The lettes, 26 in all,continse around the cr-
cumfrens shey wee i i fcs e cly s fed, Copied rgnly o
the West Greek alphaber, the would)

tion for the Roman nlplmba,

Just asthe Phoenician letters could not be confined o the land and language of
Phoenicia so did the newly created Greek lettes soon take hold i  forcign

land: ltaly. During the same era when the Greeks were copying the Phoenician

el —and i the s wpiving vt of aisiion —certain Crec -

itime

a were exploring long: distance trade contacts with peoples of laks
non-Grechs chiefof whom were the Etruscans. The Grecks'goal was the min-
eral wealth of ltay and further West
of bronze, copper, and tin.

cope:silver, iron, and the componenta

Etruscans, s owners or middlemen, could help

provide thes,
Be ong parts of laly's west coust, the
Greck shipping route firt had to reach there, by rounding Siei

foot of ltal. The exploration of the route, around 800 B.C. is prok

e the Etruscans were base

and the
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Italy in 600 b.c.

hough based [ Eirurio th | Etruscans had o southern holdi
Capua, from where they traded with Greek settlers around Cumae. on the Bay of
Naples, from about 77510 475 B.C. In the same era, many non-Etrusean cities of ltaly
were e by Etan veod incluing o ity with o sl doig: R

Thi [the alphabe d from the Greeks to the

Etruscans to the Romans all within about a century. 70010 600 8.C.

called distorted,

monsters and

in the Greek hero Odysseus” legendary voyage among
hes of the western seas in books 9 to 12 of the Odyssey
(seritten down around 750 B.C).

Modern archaeology reveals that Greeks arrived in ltaly in about 775
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5.C. selting up a trade depot at the Bay of Naples, on an ofishore island now
called Ichin. Undoubtedly they did so with Etruscan permission. Later the de-
pot wwould move ashore and become the Italian-Greeh city of Cumae, whose
et sl stand. Later still Greeks from Cumae would establsh a nearby
“New City” (Greeks Neapolis, today the lalian seaport of Naples. In exchange
forrave metal,the Grecks probably offered huvury goods: wine, perfumes, and
metalwork including utensil, jewelry, and weaponry. Greeh setlers and im-

porswnld e profnd el o nd b on v i peopes Re-
il had ol

Sii

where comes from lschia. Archacology has turned up a Greek ceramic cup.,

anth one of our carlet hnown Greek insriptions rom any-

dated to around 725 B.C., with a jovial message scratched into its outer sur-
fuce. Probably relevant to businessmen’s drinking parties where female slaves
entertained, the words read: “I am the cup of Nestor, a joy to drink from.
‘Whoever drinks from this cup, immediately will desire of lovely-garlanded
Aphrodite scize him” The phrase “cup of Nestor” involves a sophisticated
joke: The Nestor of legend was a Greek king, one of the heroes of the Tro-
jan War, who is described in Homer's Tiad as owning a huge goblet of beau-
tifully worked gold. The clay cup of Ischia could hardly compare.

Still, the cup is very valusble to us, for its inscription proves that the
Grecks of Ital ing th k alphabet in the decades be B
No doubt they were observed in this by their illiterate trade

Enthusiasm for Greek goods and culture was to be a defining trait of the

Etruscans. Over time, many Etruscan relgious belef, social custorns, mili-
d architecture would be inspired by Greeh
examples. Modern scholars often reserve the very term “Etruscan” for the

tion that took shape during the Goos n.c. and

tory practices, and styles of

Grechinflueneed
peaked just prior to 5001.C. The earler, lormative stage of the same people is
distinguished as the Villunovan Culture (named for an archaeological site
near Bologna). A rough cutofT betwseen the two is 700 ..

ed by langusge and
culture, cach city typially governed by a hing. Their home region lay be-

The Etruscans were a federation of city-states,

tween the rivers Tiber and Armo—from north of Rome to Florence and
Arezzo on a modern map—and their name survives in the modern regional

names Tuscany and Tascia. Yet Etruscan power ranged far beyond: By 800
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5.C.they held Capua (they may have founded i) far to the south. Capun be-
came their conduit to Greek trade on the Bay of Naples. By 550 5.C. they
had reached northward. also. o the Po Valley and the foothills of the Alps.
A o non-E itis i their domain was a humble Tiber
I lled Roma (Rome). The R ke Latin, a language of the
Indo-European family. related to Greeh and modern English (amont other
tongues) but not to Etruscan. The Romans were not partners in Etruscan
power, although they were deeply influenced by Etruscan civlization. Ac-
cording to later Roman legend, Etruscan hings ruled Rome from about 616
10509 5.., before being ciected by the peaple. The Romans had a grand des-
iy in store. Exentually during the 300 B.C. they would challenge and de-

siroy Etruscan power, subsuming Etruscan culture into their own. By 250
5.C. the Romans would rule Italy.a prelude to greater conduests.

But back to the Etruscans and Greeks. Around 700 B.c.. the Etruscans
began writing their language in letters of the Greek alphabet. The fact s
shov i arhacelogy At et ot tomba of wely Etruscans begin

§ Greck ltt language not Greek. The
writing typicaly appears incised on objects of ceramic or (more often)

metal—n sibver cup, an iron sword blade—thet were entombed with their
owners.

The letter shapes belong to the West Greek style of the Greck alphabet,
the sl i e o Grece at the Bey of Nopls Beyond dsbi thse
Grechs were th habl, dcladly i th
o the Eiruscans.Just a the Greeksof 800 .. had adapted Phocrician let-
ters o the writing of Greeh, so niow did the Etruscans copy Greeh letters
and begi

One artifuct from an Etruscan tomb near Florence. dated to about 660
5.C. tells practiclly the whole tale. It is a carved-ivory miniature writing

using them themaches.

tablet, pechap designed 1o be worn around the neck, on whose frame are in-
cised 26 ltters of the alphabet, running right to lef. They are West Greek
letters but probabl represent the Etruscan alphabet; the two at
that moment i history looked identical

e 26 eters it ot wouldbe the 37t Greh bt omga. Thi
tellsus the E ied the Greek alphabet bef in-
vented. (Back in Greece, howing up in inscripti d
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B.C., which squares with archacological dating of the Etruscan writing
tablet) Omega never would make it into the Etruscan alphabet; in fact, five
of the original 26 Greek-derived letters would later drop out, as represent-
ing sounds unused in Etruscan speech. The Etruscan alphabet would be fi-
nalized (bout 400 B.C.) at 22 letters, including a final, invented letter.
Today we have some 13,000 Etruscan inscriptions, dating down to the

end ofthe It century 1.G. when Etruscan culture finally died out. Preserved
mainly on durable material (o metal. i i
taphs.legal d prayers and other devotions, and ownership decl
tions.

Despite the abundant material —a tribute to Etruscan society’ vior
and aflluence—we can decipher only the shorter,formulaic messages. Why?
Because the language behind the writing remains largely u mystery to us.
The Etruscan language was related to perhaps no other tongue on Earth,
then or since. Unlike Latin and most other ltalian languages of the day.
Etruscan did not belong to the Indo-European fan

ly nor to any other
known family. It has left no modern descendant for us to compare it with. In
the inscriptions, we can read every word's sound yet often don't know what
the words mean. Only 500 have been deduced, mostly kin

dwords o ial obj

terms, office

titles,personal names, “Tam the pitcher (g
of Lemausna”

According to modern analysis, spoken Etruscan sounded nothing like
Greck, the language whose alphsbet it had borrowed. Among; other differ-
47 or g Etruscan
4" and *k” Even odder-
sceming from our viewpoint, Etruscan had no vowel sound “o” and no need
for the Gireeh O letter lthough the Eteuscans kept it in their alphabet for a

ences, Etruscan had rio voiced stops: no sounds

apeech had only their wnviced counterparts, “p."

couple of centuries. At the same time, Etruscan employed three shades of
sound “k. sbout four shades of %" and a particalar “I” sound. which were
inndeduntely represented in the Greek alphabet. Still. the Etruscans were
able to fit the Greek leters to their language by reassigning a few letters’
sounds. Here ngain, credit must be given to the adaptability of the letters.
Arriving in 7005.G.1 o the threshold of two centuries of Etruscan great-
e, the alphabet surely boosted Etruscan achievements, abetting commu-

nication, organization, artistic expression, and so on. Like the Greeks before
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Lot NNl

The boining of our Roman alphabet can b hesecrudele hed.
icuin h R d “am the urnof Trta Ven-

T Mo e s th Ihough obl:

From lefit right,without word breaks, the Latin words ofthe top lin can beread clarly:

eco urna tita uendias mamar—. (The tuv letters resembling ¥ are realy U the two re-

sembling P are R) The word eco would come to be speled ego in classical Latin, while

urna speaks for tell

them,the E ickly became a i ety in which the merch

cluss (among others) could write. Merchants, specifcally. traveling and
needing friends, might teach the trick to foreigners. Wht happened next:
At least seven different non-Etruscan peoples of Ttaly began writing with

Etruscan leters.

In the archacology of Rome and vicini
Etruscan: Greek-derived Etruscan letters, with the Etruscan language be-
hind them. But ot archacological levels around 620 8.c.. something remark-

the oldest inscriptions are pure

able happens. In two inscriptions from separate sites, the Etruscan letters
now form words of Latin, the language of Rome. (See illustration above)
The Romans had copied. or were in the process of copying, Etruscan letters
for themselves.

Roman writing for the next 350 years. to about 250 B.C., is represented
by 650 surviving inscriptions. Unfortunately for us, they include no letter
lists to show the whole alphabet. Still, schol h
the emergence of u truly Roman alphabet of 21 letters.

For writing the sounds of Latin (much different from Etruscan), the
Romans gradually made changes to the Eteuscan letters. They dropped
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three received letters as unneededs they resusctated the old Greek ltters for
the "0 *b” and “d” sounds and they reasigned a couple of ltters to new
sounds, ereating our F and G. Also, between 600 and 250 .. about a third
of the Roman lettersaltered shape, leaving behind their original West Greek
forms for a different look, more familiar to us todas.

In the 21 Roman leters of 250 5.C. the fiv letters absent (per our 26)
were ], V. W, Y, and Z. Their sounds were either unknown to ancient Latin
or already covered by existing Roman letters.

Equipped with its alphabet and other resources, the Roman Republic of
250 5., stood asa new world power. Rome had by then subducd Etruscans,

Grecks,and other peoples oflaly, unifying the peninsula under Roman rule.
Now the Romans looked abroad. In coming centuries they would conduer
and annex nations around the Mediterrancan—Carthage, Macedon, and
others—and the rugged tribes of Western Europe. To these places, in the
wake of Roman legions,the Roman alphabet would go.

Our Roman alphabet takes shape in thes three columns of letter shapes. The carly

Eircan lhabet retaied all 26 eccived Grck s incling fue tht the
One G d d: Leter num-

L" s mloliing Greeksund 4w beame .mm —thes pling thethid

W leterin the E (The

distnguished three ‘L'W.J, i speech,) This Etruscan quirk lives on in our

dant C-K-Q combination today. Etruscan also recognized about four shades of

sound, incuding s” and “hs.”distributed amon four lttes. Etruscan writing could

vun cther lef o right o right tolf, but the ltter direction was favored and s re-

Pected i the chart, (Lette shapes would fae the apposite way for e to right)

“The carly Roman alphabet coped the Greeh.Ex hiled

ing e Ex / R led.

ann.()wr
toright h d e letersh hed
1o forms more familiar oday, /\mundzwm 45« Romans re-created the "-sound.
leter that the oo o remoed but ht Romansl s sy frshw-
oman G was inserted
ter .Am »..,a,,ma.u,wﬂmm for Latin

at number 7to n‘v’nn an
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ETRUSCAN ALPHABET  ROMAN ALPHABET  ROMAN ALPHABET

OF 650 B.C. OF 550 nC. OF 250 B.C.
Letter Letter Letter Letter Letter
Shape  Sound Shape Shape  Sound
A o A A
s s .
> > <
< >
5 . €
T : s
» hs . "
. 4 - - -
1 specialized k" (2) 3
4 e l L
. i N ~
@ - -
- o
~ = -
¢ a
o N
Jors s
.

ol
Bh - - -
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Letter C's intriguing shape—an incomplete circle, suggest-

ing attraction or advancement—has for many decades
been employed in advertising and marketing. The Coca-
Cola logo of 1886 (shown here, slightly different from the
modern design) imitates a person's elegant signature, thus
conveying quality and trustworthiness. To some, the two
sinuous capital C's suggest images of an outstretched arm
and a smile (although there is no evidence that was the

Sfounders' intent).




C OF TROUBLES

ritics have chafed at C¥ incon-
stancy. As used in English, the
letter has sounds that are too

diverse. Not always pro-

nounced as it turns into

the sound “s” before E, I, or Y, according to an
ironclad rule of our spelling. Thus we have hard
C and soft C. The discrepancy appears all over
the printed page and in many individual words,
like “discrepancy””

Elsewhere, C joins with H to signify a new
sound (say “cheese”) or not (say “chorus”). C also
has a fondness for the sound “sh;” which it occa-
sionally takes in partnership with E or I (ocean,
ghacier) or with H in postmedieval word borrow-
ings from French, such as “champagne,” “chic.”

and “machine” (a word originating in ancient




Greek, bequeathed to French via Latin, but appearing in English
not until the 15005). As a fifth possibility, C may be silent: muscle,
indict.

To have more than one sound is in itself no sin for a letter in
English. Our vowels run long and short, with extra shades of pro-
nunciation besides. Our consonant letters, more confined in
interpretation, include a few that carry two or so main sounds, for
instance, G (green giant) or X (Xerox). The letter S pushes the
envelope with three frequent sounds (hiss, his, sure), however, as
a mitigating factor, all three are sibilants, phonetically akin.

C' problem is that its three main sounds are so unlike each
other—the stop “k,” the sibilant “s" and the affricate “ch,”
formed with letter H—as to scem arbitrary: What exactly is this
letter about? Making matters worse for C is the notorious turf
war, with letters K and Q laying claim to what is supposedly C's
principal sound. K has contested C in dictionary spellings like
“disk” versus “disc” and British “kerb” versus American “curb,”
also in deliberate, name-brand misspellings like “Kool-Aid.”
Sometimes K even has to rescue C, as in the change from “traf-

fic” to “trafficking,” where C would otherwise go soft before
“ing" Q proves itself as good a worker as C, for instance in the
homonyms “queue” and “cue” or in the English-language title of
Islam’s holy book, which since the 1700s has evolved from
“Coran” to “Koran” to the now-favored “Qu'ran.” The wasteful
overlap of C, K, and Q dates back to the ancient Greco-Roman
world, as explained below.

In an alphabet that is otherwise understaffed, needing a few
more letters, C's position looks embarrassing. You get the impres-
sion of a difficult personality, left over from prior management,
occupying a big-title job of patchy duties, jealously on guard
against her colleagues. Sure, she still looks great, especially when
she wears serifs, and in some of her work you glimpse glories of
ancient Rome, in words like “capitol,” “fiscal,” and “concord."
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But does that justify her salary? Letter C ranks around 13th in fre-
quency of use in English-language print, appearing more often
than half the other letters, including K and Q, yet only in the soft
“ch” sound does C contribute anything unique to spoken En-
glish. In all its other sounds, C is redundant with other letters.

No wonder that purists have taken aim at C. Spelling reform-
ers through the ages have wished to reduce Cs role in English or
even erase it from the alphabet. Comparison has been made with
spellings in German, Swedish, and other northern European
tongues, which greatly favor plain K over C. In German, C is re-
served for letter combinations—CH, pronounced gutturally in
Nacht (night) or as “k” in Wachs (wax), and SCH, pronounced as
“sh” in words like schwartz (black)—and for non-German terms
like “CD-ROM” or “Enrico Caruso.” For most “k” sounds, Ger-
man uses spellings like Kontaki, Ko, Reaktion, and, of course,
Kapital, all of which could be English words, too.

As early as 1551, changes of this kind were being urged in En-
gland by scholar John Hart in an carnest treatise, The Opening of the
Unreasonable Writing of Our Inglish Toung. During an era when En-
glish vowel pronunciations were actually shifting and when spelling
was not yet strictly uniform, Hart sought to make spellings more
reliable phonetically. Although his specific suggestions would wind
up mostly in history’s wastebasket, his general criticisms, such as
that spellings of his day often used too many letters for the sounds,
did influence subsequent generations of dictionary writers.

To clean up the mess of C, K, and Q, Hart said, elevate K:
Keep symbol C only to mean sound *“ch” (thus spelling “latch” as
“latc”) but elsewhere replace C with K or S and replace Q with
K. “So should we need no g or ¢in the sound of k"

Other thinkers have simply complained. John Baret (or Bar-
rett) was a pioneering English lexicographer whose 1580 master-
piece, a revision of a prior work, bore the memorable title An
Alvearie, or Quadruple Dictionarie Containing Foure Sundric Tungues:
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Namelie, English, Latine, Greeke, and French, Newlie Enriched with
Varictie of Wordes, Phrases, Proverbs, and Divers Lightsome Observa-
tions of Grammar. (An alvearic is a beehive or any partitioned con-
tainer.) Of all his verbal enthusiasm, Baret could spare lttle for C:
“This leter troubleth me worst of all, and maketh me wonder
how it got this third place of honour. .. . If C were a proper let-
ter, then art and reason would it should have his proper sound,
and ever to keep the same uniformally in speaking, not wavering
like Proteus or Chamaclion.” Since it functions only by trespassing
on the sounds of K and S (Baret concludes), the C is “no letter
atall?

Ditto from Ben Jonson. The English playwright-poet-scholar,
best recalled for his stage comedy Volpone (1606), wrote a hand-
book titled The English Grammar, published posthumously in
1640. In an otherwise innocent section that introduces the indi-
vidual “letters and their powers.” Jonson indulges himself against
C: “Aletter which our fore-fathers might very well have spar'd in
our tongue. But since it hath obtained place, both in our writing
and language, we are not now to quarrell orthographie or cus-
tome, but to note the powers”” Mee-ow!

Another in the fray was Benjamin Franklin, whose boundless
imagination embraced science, mechanical invention, journalism,
and nation building. In 1768 the 62-year-old Franklin wrote a
proposal for spelling reform. The essence was to discard letters C,
J, W, and Y and reassign their values to other letters and to new
symbols (including similar-looking symbols for sounds “ch” and
" insofar as those two sounds are related); also, vowels would be
shown more phonetically. Living in London at the time, Franklin
sent his proposal to a young female friend there, Polly Stevenson
She replied in a letter, written in experimental Franklinese and
incidentally revealing her high-toned accent, that she could “si
meni inkanviiniensis” in the scheme,
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The letter C’ struggle with identity and commitment stems
from an unstable childhood. We turn, for insight on these for-
mative years, to C's favorite sibling, G. No two letters of the al-
phabet are closer than C and G, fraternal twins in shape and
sound. Settle your tongue and make the sound “k;” which shoves
air along the rear roof of your mouth (the velum, or soft palate).
Leave your tongue in place but this time start from your vocal
cords: g Thus C (or K) is the unvoiced velar stop: G is the
voiced velar stop. The kinship can be heard in the word “scorn,”
which would be pronounced much the same if spelled “sgorn."
(Another example: On your next memo to your boss, try writing
across the top “As we disgust.’)

G is our key to understanding C’ psychology. The two letters
grew up inscparable, in tumultuous households. Today G shares
some of C’s symptoms, turning soft tself before E, I, or Y.

Back in 1000 5.C., the third letter of the Phoenician alphabet
was the G letter. It came after B and before D. It was called gimel
(with a hard “g” sound, as in “girl"). The opening sound of the
name was the letter’s sound, too, as always in the Phoenician al-
phabet. The gimel had been inherited from a Near Eastern alpha-
betic tradition stretching back to 2000 5.c. No letter like C yet
existed. For sound “k;” the Phoenicians had two letters, differing
slightly in pronunciation, the ancestors of our K and Q. For “s”
sounds, they had several forms of .

When the Greeks copied and adapted the Phoenician letters,
around 800 B.C., they kept gimel at number 3, with sound “g.” but
altered the name to make it more Greek: gamma. Today gamma
lives on as the third letter of the modern Greek alphabet. Simi-
larly, in modern Hebrew, the third letter is the G, called ginmel.

The ancient Greek alphabet began with letters equivalent to
A, B, G, D, E. Farther down the row came letters equivalent to K,
Q,and . Still no letter C.
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Complications arose after Greek merchants brought their writ-
ing to the western shores of central ltaly during the 7005 5.

There the Greeks' trade partners were the powerful Etruscans, who
would eventually copy the Greek alphabet for their own writing.
The Etruscans spoke a linguage very unlike Greek—indeed,
unlike most European tongues then or since. Among other pecu-
liarities, Etruscan evidendy had no sound “g” The Etruscan
speech sound nearest to “g”
Therefore, gamma, the third letter of the Greek alphabet, would

was the unvoiced counterpart, “k”

be a letcer the Etruscans didn't particularly need.

Extant Etruscan letter lists from the 600s 5.c. show that the
Etruscans had dutifully copied gamma in place, to be their letter
number 3. Other inscriptions clearly show the letter being used to
mean the sound “k” What the Etruscans had done was to change
the letter’s agreed-on sound, from “g” to “k" Fair enough. How-
ever, letters K and Q also appear regularly in Etruscan inscriptions
to mean k"

Why did the Etruscans need three separate letters to show the
“K” sound? Apparently there were small differences of pronunci-
ation. Etruscan writing used the gamma letter frequently. It was al-
ways sounded as “k.” never s

Meanwhile, the letter acquired a standardized shape. Three or
four different shapes show up in early Etruscan writing, reflecting
various styles of early Greek gamma. The form that soon pre-
dominated was a stubby crescent, copied from the crescent gamma
favored at certain Greck cities of Italy and Sicily. This Etruscan
crescent, meaning the sound “k,” marks the beginning of our C.

The Etruscans dropped the irrelevant name gamma, instead
calling the letter something like “kay” (Their K they called some-
thing like “ka") If asked to spell out the letter name pronounced
as “kay,” an ancient Etruscan would probably have replied “C-E."
that is, the leteer itself, plus long E. Today, over 25 centuries later,
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that spelling, but not the pronunciation, supplies our own name
for the letter: “ce” or “cee”

Around 600 B.c. Etruscan letters started being written by
Latin speakers in the region of the village of Rome. Latin being
a language totally unlike Etruscan, the Romans must have had a
low opinion of the Etruscan arrangement for velar stops: three
letters for “k” and none for “g” The Romans eventually con-
cocted their own G letter (which is our G today), and they sim-
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plified the Etruscan “k” letters by heavily favoring C in their
spelling. Q became restricted to one particular use. K was virtu-
ally ignored, although kept in the Roman alphabet.

The Roman Empire, from the mid-1st century b.c. onward,
saw letter C's heyday. This was the ubiquitous C of classical Latin,
enshrined in names like Cicero, Cacsar, Seneca, the Colosseum,
the god Cupid. Latin writing, like Etruscan, used only hard C.
Sounds of “s” were written with S. Thus the Latin word for
storeroom, cella, was pronounced “kella”” The name Cicero was
really “Kick-ero” Cacsar was “Kye-sar"—incidentally the origin
of the German imperial tile, kaiser.

The emergence of a soft C was a linguistic sea change (pardon
the pun) of the later Roman Empire. Modern scholars have
traced how the Latin C gradually became slurred in certain uses,
as spoken by everyday people of Roman Europe: Before an E, I,
or Y—which are “front vowels.” pushing the tongue forward—
the C began to be pronounced “ch.” The Latin word processio (ad-
vance, ‘was as ] kess-io™
but by A.. 400 had turned to “pro-chess-io.” After Rome’s fall in
around A.D. 500, the slurred C became part of the Romance lan-

in 100 B.C.

guages (ltalian, French, Spanish, Portuguese, Romanian, to name
the main ones) which arose from dying Latin. In that era, pro-
nunciations were changing faster than old Latin spellings, bound
by tradition. Therefore, the letter C entered the Middle Ages
with two normal pronunciations: “k” and “ch.” In modern Ital-
ian, soft C is still “ch” In other Romance tongues, the sound
gradually decayed to “s."

Soft C entered medieval English from French. The Norman
invasion of England in A.D. 1066 forcibly imported Norman
French vocabulary and spelling rules, which mixed with Old En-
glish to create the rich compound known as Middle English,
starting around 1150. Among many other effects, Middle English
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spellings became riddled with soft C5. A medieval French word
like procession, pronounced as “pro-sess-i-un,” would become the
source of a modern word in English as well as in French.

The pattern is stll apparent. Today the vast majority of our

reconcile,” “grace”—en-
tered the English language from Norman French, having come
previously from Latin. Words that were formed more recently,
like “bicycle” or “cybernetics.” usually follow the older rules.
Our variable C can require fancy footwork in spelling. Refer-
ence has been made here already to formations like “picnicking”
where K is added to keep the second C hard. Conversely, soft
C must hold on to its E, as in the change from “trace” to “trace-

soft C words—like “cellar,” “citizen,”

able;” where modern spelling rules would otherwise want the
E out. Which is why we have a movable feast but a peaceable
kingdom.
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The solid and steadfst nature of letter D
is captured in this illustration from a chil-
dren's book, published in Paris in 1844
The books title translates as Wonderful
Stories—Tales from every land, collected

and arranged by P. Christian.




DEPENDABLE D

own 40 centuries or so,
across many languages, this
F letter has stood loyally at

place number 4 in the al-

phabet, carrying sound “d"
Constancy and pl:mnesx are its virtues. Long be-
fore the birth of English, the D already stood for
“door.”

Like B and G, D represents a voiced stop. To
say “d.” you place your tongue tip at the roof of
your mouth, just behind the teeth, and push off,
sounding from your vocal cords. Try it again
with no vocal cords, and you'll say “t” Thus T is
the “unvoiced” counterpart of D.

The “stop” of a voiced or unvoiced stop
refers to your nasal airway. You close your nose

from the inside cach time you say “d” (or “t"




“b)” “py “g” or “k”). Yet not one person in 10,000 could be
aware of doing this, unless they happen to have read about it.

That we pronounce such sounds automatically, blind to the
mechanics, is part of the miracle of how our brains learn lan-
guage while we are babies. In the company of family and care-
givers who systematically produce certain speech sounds—often
exaggeratedly when speaking to a baby—the child by about five
months is learning to recognize these and is preparing to imitate
them; the process involves a subconscious level of brain-mouth
coordination, so the child won't forever have to think about each
sound each time. The child learns to imitate perfectly the sounds
she hears (certain pronunciations, like “shoe” versus “s00.” may
take till age four or five), but she is restricted in this certainty to
those language sounds around the cradle. The sounds of Japanese,
for example, are not those of Hindi, despite an overlap.

Your first year or two of life represent your golden chance to
become bilingual, while your brain is malleable that way. Given
the environment, you could grow up learning Hindi and Japa-
nese, no problem—to say nothing of Spanish and English, rela-
tively similar to cach other, which is the most usual North
American bilingual pairing. Afier about age two, if you learn a
new language, you will probably fiil to imitate perfectly those
sounds you are not used to: Your brain is by then shutting down
that department. You will speak the new tongue probably in a
foreign accent, however slight. While it s true that certain Ger-
man or Dutch speakers can learn perfect English in high school,
this is because the sounds they heard in the cradle are close
enough to English to narrow the gap. (Yet still, some German
speakers have thick accents in English, including trouble with
“w” and “th.")

The sounds of D, B, and G are learned carly in English.
Among the most usual talk sounds from a seven-month-old in an
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English-language environment are “ba,” “da.” “ga" “ka)" “ma;
and “pa;” of which the first three begin with a voiced stop. So it
may be hard for us to imagine a language that’s missing voiced
stops. Yet such tongues exist—for instance, Mandarin Chinese. In
Mandarin, the closest sounds to “b” “d;” and “g” are the un-

voiced counterparts, “p.” “t;” and k" The name of China’ cap-
ital city, nowadays conventionally transliterated as Beijing, is really
pronounced more like “Peijink” A Mandarin speaker learning
English may pronounce “dog” as something like “toc.” (Yet bilin-
gually raised Chinese Americans have no trouble: Their brains
mastered both languages’ sounds in babyhood.)

Modern scholars believe that the ancient Etruscans of Ttaly,
bearers of the alphabet after about 700 .C., had no voiced stops.
Etruscan babies didn't say “ba.” “da.” “ga”—or, if they did once,
they quickly forgot how, because no nearby adults were using
those sounds. Instead, the babies said “pa;’ “ta” “ka” The
Etruscan substitution of “k” for “g” specifically, has relevance for
the birth of our letter C.

But back to D. In the Phoenician alphabet of 1000 5.C., the
second, third, and fourth letters were the three voiced stops:
sounds “b}” “g” and “d” in that order, sensibly grouped together.
The D letter, at place number 4, was named dalet or daleth (door);
as always in the Phoenician system, the sound of the letter was also
the opening sound of the letter’s name. Today the Hebrew D let-
ter, at number 4, is still called dalet, understood as meaning “door.”

The Phoenician leter looked like a blunt triangle lying on
one side: &, a shape not particularly suggesting a door. In fact, of
all Phoenician letter shapes, dalet is the most disappointing as a
picture. Those accomplished people couldn't draw a better door?

A halfway explanation may exist. A few of the earliest alpha-
betical inscriptions, from Serabit el-Khadem in Sinai (perhaps
1750 8.C.), include a striking-looking letter that is a picture of a
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A fish shape, possbly a primitive form of leter D, stands out among picture leters

k. Kb 8.C.The

mesage in shis early alphabetic writing elues s But see, next 0 the fishs il four let-
. lady"

fish. Some experts interpret the fish as a primitive D letter, in
which case it could have been named dag (Semitic for “fish”),
thus fitting the ancient requirement of first sound of name equals
sound of letter. Seven hundred years later, that the fish picture
should be by then reduced and stylized to the Phoenician side-
ways triangle seems reasonable, even likely. So the Phoenician
dalet shape could theoretically be the remnant of the earlier fish
letter. Yet the Phoenician letter’s documented name was “door,”
not “fish”” How the substitution might have occurred, in the
Near East around 1600 B.C., is a question tentatively answered in
Chapter N, pages 238-45.

When the Greeks adapted the Phoenician letters sometime
prior to 800 B.C., they ushered dalet right into their alphabet, at
spot number 4, to mean sound “d.” The Greeks made only two
small changes. They adjusted the letter’s foreign name to be more
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Tivo ancient Greek styls of delta

Greek in form: delta (a name that at that moment meant nothing
in Greek aside from denoting the new leter). And they straight-
ened up the letter’s shape somewhat. Extant Greek inscriptions
show two alternative shapes for carly delfa. One was a half-moon
outline that would be the source for our modern D. The other was
an isosceles triangle, which would later become the prevalent
Greek delta shape, in the writing style of the influential ancient
ity of Athens. Modern Greeks capital delfa is an isosceles triangle.

In time, the ancient Greek word delta took on a second mean-
ing: a triangle or something triangle shaped, whether in geome-
try, carpentry, land survey, or other pursuits. By the mid-400s b.C.
the Greeks were using this word to describe northern Egypt’s re-
gion of fertile alluvium, formed by the Nile Rivers outlets di-
verging toward the Mediterrancan Sea. On a modern map, the
Nile Delta appears as a solid triangle, tip pointing southward. The
ancient Greeks, with no aerial photography, must have named it
from the ground: Passing what is now Cairo on their way up the
Nile, Greek mercenary soldiers and other visitors could look back
from some vantage point (the top of a pyramid?) and see a vast
triangle tip of green farmland, fanning north to the horizon,
contrasted with the desert alongside. They called it the delta. To-
day the word lives in our Mississippi Delta and similar uses.
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D IS FOR DUTY

The useful, inoffensive D bears at least one unhappy association. Dur-
ing the American Civil War (1861 to 1865), the Union Army customar-
ily punished an atcempred deserter by branding a letter D on the man's
cheek, hip, or buttock. Regulations specified the letter be one and a half
inches all. This grim punishment supplies a pivotal episode in Simon
Winchester's biogeaphy, The Profesior and the Madman (1997), about
lexicographer William Minor.

Like other Greek letter names, “delta” has gone into modern
technical vocabulary. In math, “delta” represents the increment of
change in a series. In science, more true to its Greek etymology,
“delta” means something triangular (deltoid muscles) or some-
thing fourth in sequence.

To astronomers, the delta is the fourth star of any constella-
tion, in decreasing order of power, after the alpha, beta, and
gamma stars. There is delta of Orion, delta of Cepheus, etc. Delta
of Venus, a 19505 pornographic fiction collection by French-
American author Anais Nin, cleverly combines in s title the as-
tronomical phrasing with the meaning of delta as a triangle.

Delta is a surprisingly popular brand name among many kinds
of products: Delta Faucets, Delta Machinery, Delta Dental Plans.
Delta Airlines refers to the Gulf of Mexico region, but in Maine
or Nevada you might find Delta Landscaping or Delta Taxi Ser-
vice, with no geographical reference. The Greek name sounds like
quality (if you overlook the potential meaning of “fourth best in
town”), and it offers a visual opportunity to business owners—
namely, to signpost a triangle, with its message of expert work-
manship and fair dealing. The Washington State-based Delta
Society, which promotes the use of pets and therapy animals for
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human health, chose its name for the sake of a triangle logo, to sym-
bolize the linking of pets, pet owners, and medical people.

Delta may owe some of its current popularity to the Delta
Force, a US. Army antiterrorist commando unit, formed in 1977
and glamorized in computer games and movies. Delta Force’s
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THE PHONETIC ALPHABET

Our name for D represents the most common form of English-language letter
name, which is the ltter itself followed by a long-E sound, usually spelled as
~ce. American English has nine “ec” names: B, C, D, G, BT, V, Z, and (with
1o initial sound) E. British and Commontwealth usage recognizes cight, the Z
being called “zed.”

Such letter names, and others, are notoriously difficult to distinguish in
A spoken “dee” over the air can
s.” thus jumbling information

vocal ransmissions like telephone and radio.

sound just like “tee” or “vee,” or an “ff” like
such as map coordinates. To counter the problem, European and American

milicary and transporcation authorities had by the 1940s developed various
phonetic alphabets for radio and telephone conversation, in which letter
names were teplaced by words that began with the letter in question: “Charlie”
‘meant C, “Dog” meant D, and so on. Significantly, this modern expedient re-
creates an aspect of the carliest Bronze Age alphabet: the use of familiar words
o help represent the leters, by virtue of the words' opening sounds. (See pages
18, 25-26.)

Here are the two official phonetic alphabers that have been used in Amer-
ican military and civil-aviation radio talk. The second version replaced the first
as being casicr for foreign-language speakers.

‘The current version, containing our old friends alpha and delia, saw use
during the Vietnam War (1964 to 1975) and has become associated with that
monstrous tragedy through TV news clips, witten memoirs, and Hollywood

official title is First Special Forces Operational Detachment, Delti—
which means just that it was designated originally as unit number 4
in a larger Special Forces structure. But today the name “Delta,” by
association, takes on possible meanings of “toughest” or “elite”
When the Etruscans copied the Greek alphabet for their own
use, around 700 B.C., they preserved (at first) all the Greek letters in
order, even those unneeded for Etruscan speech, like beta and delta.
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Durixe WorLp War II
AND AFTERMATH

From 1956 T0 Topay

Abel
Baker
Charlie
Dog
Easy
Fox
George
Howe
Tem
Jig
King
Love
Mike

November
Oscar
Papa
Queen
Roger

Alpha November
Bravo Oscar
Chatic  Papa
Dela Quebec
Echo Romeo
Foxtrot Sierra
Golf Tango
Hotel Uniform
India Victor
Juliee Whiskey
Kilo Xeray
Lima Yankee
Mike Zulu

flms. The communisc-partisan Vietcong, the main adversaries of American
troops, were known by the inicials VC and the cll words “Victor
Charlie,” thus prompting their loveless American nickname, “Charlic.” And in
radio communication regarding combat casualties, U.S. soldiers wounded in
action (WIA) were reported through the inappropriately beauiful and evoca-
tive words “Whiskey India Alpha.”

Grecks in Italy were using a half-moon-shape delta, which now be-
came the Etruscan alphabet’s letter number 4. Soon the Etruscan al-
phabet had been copied by a neighboring Italian people, the
Romans (600 5..). The Romans spoke Latin, a language that used
voiced stops and needed letters for them. The half-moon D, at
place number 4, became a Roman letter, later passing into alpha-
bets of Western Europe after the Roman Empire’s fall (a.0. 500).
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Our letter name “dee” comes from ancient Rome. Unlike the
Greeks, the Romans used mainly one-syllable letter names that
simply demonstrated the sounds: D was called da or de (pro-
nounced “day”). Bequeathed from Latin to the Romance lan-
guages, the letter's name in medieval French was “day”™—it remains
50 in modern French—and as “day” was imported to England with
the Norman invasion of A.. 1066. The great English vowel shift of
the 14005 and 1500s, affecting many English word pronunciations,
turned the name into “dee” Stil, from dalet to “dee;” with a small
shift in shape, down 4,000 years, across six or seven languages, is
change modest enough. Steady at the tiller, that's our faithful D.

+
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ROMAN EMPIRE. ROMAN LETTERS

The Empire in A.D. 113

Umler the emperor Tm,‘m., the Roman Empire reached its greatest gxﬁn(. From
fthe Nil, i Jab

s mloding the Medi Acvoerth he Roman alphab
e primarly o uiin he Ltin o ke Ly Roman authorities every-
in Goul e Frnc),

I reentuclly Decte (st ll s i Ty, Ty peorle

countries speok Romance Iawuom derm Latin.

The Roman alphabet blossomed to maturity in the heyday of the
Roman Empire. Under efficient, benevolent emperors like Trajan
(ruled A.. 98 to 117) and Hadrian (a.0. 117 to 138), Rome securely
held a vast domain and thrived on the taxes of subject peoples: the
alphabet, meanwhile, had progressed to a stage where we today can

casily recognize it as our own. Empire and alphabet are embodied

together in the remarkable monument of Trajan’s Column, com-
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The most beautiful lettering in the world is offen said to be found in this marble-
inscription of A.D. 113, which survives, although do he large pedestal

of Trajan Column in Rome. The column also survives, marble plated and 1rs et
tall; in ancient times, it formed the centerpiece of Trajans Forum (marketplace). @
baildis ided b Th “h

specifically demonstrated the height of a previously existing corner of the Quirinal
Hill that Trajans engincers had to dig away to ereate his forum. The inseription
records the finished column being “dedicated” to the emperor: Across the top line runs
the ﬁ,mm ../nml phrase a/ ‘Roman legislation, S:n:ms Populusque Romanus
“and’): “The Senate
and People of Rome Jedmtul [this column] to the emperor Trajan’—his various
titles follow—"to make knoun how high was the hill terrain removed fo these great
public works,” that is. the forum buildings. Notice the V shape of the U letters and the
1for ] i the name TRAIANO (line 3). The ancient Romans had no letterJsits mod-
ern use in ancient Roman words is a later convention.

pleted in A.0. 113 and still standing in the middle of the city of
Rome: The column displays marble-carved scenes of Roman mili-
tary conduest along with, on a plaque at its buse, the perfected ex-
pression of Roman carved capitals. (See the two photographs here.)

Aside from Latin, for which it had been created, the Roman al-
phabet of the empire was sometimes used to write certain Celtic and
Germanic tongues on the western frontier. But most of the Euro-
pean languages destined for Roman letters had not yet been born.
Romance languages like French and Portuguese were as yet nothing
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On a pontoon bridge of boass, standard-bearers of Roman legions lead the army
north across the Dantibe River into territory of the warlike Dacians, in a marble-
carved scene from Trajans; Column. The column, completed in A.D. 113 and dedi-

narmating
the emperor's conguest of Dacia (the Translyvania plateau of southern Romania) in
AD. 101 10 106, Afierward repopulated with Roman setters, Dacia would remain a
Romanized enclave of Eastern Eurape, as maintained today in the country’ name,
Romania, and its Romance language, writen with Roman leses. Romania's neigh-
bors Serbia, Bulgaria, and Ukraine, meanwhile, we yrllc

DAVID SACKS

105



106

more than regional dialects of spoken Latin. Old English was cen-
turies in the luture, prefigured only in a Germanic dialect of certain
wild tribes living at that time in north Germany.

From 21 letters, the Roman alphabet had by A.p. 100 grown to
23+ Two new letters were welcomed officially, after perhaps 200
years of being used informally in Roman writing. Like most new-
comer letters anywhere, the two were placed at the end of the letter
row: our Y and Z.

They were borrowed from the Athenian Greek alphabet of the
day, where they were, respectively, the 20th and 6th letters in order:
the vowel upsilon and consonant zeta. Upsilon, written in Greck as
Y, represented a narrowed “u” sound: “ew” or “ih.” Zeta, written as
Z, took sound “z” (having slurred from the “dz” of Iron Age Greek).
The Romans wanted the two letters for help specifically in translit-
erating Greck words into Roman writing.

Why did the Romans care? Because for centuries, even while
Greece had been subdued by Roman armies, Greek culture and
technology had been potent forees in Roman life. Greek loan words
had been moving into Latin as the necessary vocabulary for whole
fields of knowledge—medicine, architecture, theater, astronomy,
and others—that the Grecks were masters of and the Romans as yet
were not. Greck terms like symphonia (symphony) or zoidiakos (z0-
diac) involved language sounds that Latin lacked, and lacked letters
for. To avoid the tedious expedient of switching to Greck to write
problem words, Latin needed those two Greek letters at least. Latin
had its own letter U, but Greek upsilon’s sound fell somewhere be-
tween Latin's U and |, and apparently the Latin U was felt inade-
duate for showing the Greck sound.

The new Roman Y and Z were never written for native Latin
words, apparently, only for Greek and other foreign noises. The Ro-
man Y was always a vowel. Our English use of Y as a consonant
(ves), as well as a vowel (fly), is unusual. Although French and Span-
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The 23 Roman ltters of the empire.as carve i stone. In various ink styls, they
taok modifed shapes, but based on thes. There was no minuscule or lowercase
form in Roman writings cvery letter was a captal.

ish occasionally use Y as a consonant, too, most modern languages
see Y foremost as a vowel.

The sounds of Roman letters generally were similar, not identi-
cal, ifi detailed in chapt the relevant let-
ters. As for the letters’ shapes, they speak to us, down 2,000 years:

They could simply be our own letters.

The reason for this is that Roman letters were preserved in
stone. A thousand years after Rome's fall, early European printers
would copy the beautiful. revered shapes in designing capital letters
for the first “roman” typefaces (‘roman’ for being first designed in
Renaissance Rome, and “roman” as opposed to type shapes by
Gutenberg and others that imitated German medieval handwrit-
ing). Two printers associated with early roman type were Nicolas
Jenson, around 1470, and Aldus Manutius, around 1495, both
based in Italy. Their work, in turn, would serve as models for type-
faces like Garamond, Bodor
come to define newspaper and book print.

. and Times New Roman, which have

The classic look of ancient Roman lettering emerged in carved
inscriptions of the late 1st century B.C. and reached finest form in the
era of the Trajan Inscription. The designs involved two abiding
technidues by Roman stonemasons. First, certain parts of each letter
were subtly widened—one leg of the A, two opposite sections of the
O—in contrast to others. This gave the shape a sense of perspective
and gracelul solidity. The second technique was to add small finish-
ing strokes (we call them serifs) at the letters’ end points: Clear ex-
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amples include letters E. G, H, S, and T. Serifs first appear in
Greek letter carvings: the carliest known example may be the “King
Alexander” inscription of 334 B.C., shown here on page 69. The Ro-
‘mans copied the idea and enlarged it, to good effect.

Of course, most Roman letters of A.D. 100 would have been
written in ink, not stone. But as in any study of the ancient world,
we are frustrated by the near-total disappearance of Roman ink
writing, normally penned onto perishable material: papyrus or ani-
‘mal skin (of which the most refined versions were vellum and parch-
ment). Only the sands of Egypt and a few other protective

OCVILSQVEM

Ink letters from a Latin manuscript in the “rustic” hand.uriting style. probably from
the 5005 A.D. (a late example). Done with much rotation of a broad-nib pen. the care-
| h e

environments have yielded Roman ink samples on papyrus, parch-
ment, or wood—or (at the Roman city of Pompeii, buried in vol-
canic ash in August A.D. 79) Roman messages painted onto building
walls: sce page 313.

“Tivo distinctive handwriting styles of the empire are known to-
day as old Roman cursive and rustic capitals. The first was a seript

for minor documents and everyday use, evidently penned duickly

(cursive means “running”) and often nearly illegible as compared
with Trajan’s Inscription. More formal and painstaking was the
misleadingly named rustic, used for important documents and liter-

ary manuseripts.
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Sometime around A.D. 300, there emerged a distinctive new
Latin handwriting styl
explained on pages 142-43. in a section on medieval writing) Arriv-
ing in the late afternoon of the Roman Empire, uncial writing
would survive Rome's fall and disintegration (500). to be the first
important pen style of the Middle Ages. Less mum ve of carved let-
ters and dapted to swift but legibl ial would
point the way to subsequent ink styl |cs of the Middle Ageu—sfty]es

which we today call uncial. (The name is

appropriate to a new order, including new languages of Europe.
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The crooked E. Days
before the beleaguered
Enron Corporation filed
Sfor bankruptcy and laid

off 4:500 workers in De-

cember 2001, a man car-
ried belongings from the energy giant’s Houston headquarters,
bebind the five-foot-tall, stainless-steel Enron logo. The rade-
marked, tilted E was meant to symbolize ascent and power
(particularly electricity, Enron's main product). But when the
biggest-ever American bankruptcy was followed by accusations
of stupendons fraud the unlucky logo became a media symbol
for corporate greed and dishonesty, and acquired the nickname
“the crooked E.” This headquarters sculpture hus since been re-
moved for auction; a similar E, from another Enron building,

fetched $14,000 at auction in September 2002

A handsome E in the medieval ink style known as late unical

looks right at home amid modern typeface (opposite page).




CAN’T SPELL ENGLISH
wiTHOUT E

asily the most-often-used

letter in English-language

print, E out-distances run-

ners-up T, A, and I by ratios

of 10 to 7.7, to 7.28, and to
704, respectively, according to one  analysis.
That's quite a long lead. E’s fairly pepper our
printed pages—just look here and there—and one
reason is in the many shades of vowel sounds
that E can represent: about 15 sounds in all. For
example, E takes a different sound in each of the
following words: be, mere, red, alert, sadden,
new, sew, latte, and (with a partner vowel) great,
heart, and height. In an alphabet that is under-
staffed with vowel letters, E does the job of two,
at least. As our most visible worker, it enjoys

a certain symbolic value: Where letter A might




embody the whole alphabet, E could be said to represent our En-
glish vowels or even English itself.

Add to this dominance a more recent coup by E, or rather e,
in symbolizing the digital communication revolution. In 1982,
little e, for “clectronic,” went into the new word *“e-mail"—and
today we can’t live without it. Well beyond company and product
names like ¢Bay (online auctions), eToys (toy sales), eDecor
(home furnishings), eTravel (travel information), and e Café, we
think nothing of seeing coinages like e-commerce, e-solutions,
eStuff, e-tiling, and (following the dot-com bust) e-bankruptcy.
English will never be the same.

Also au courant is “E” meaning “ecstasy,” as in methylenedi-

the euph d ducing
drug of choice for misguided young people at raves.

E is Everywhere. Unfortunately, amid its honors, E could be
said to cheat a bit. Unlike other letters in our spelling, E regularly
gets to show up and say nothing: It has an important silent role,
which adds greatly to its number of appearances. By a uniquely
English spelling rule (carefully taught to us in grade school), an E

at the end of a word, following a consonant preceded by a vowel,
i always a mute E; its job is to signal that the other vowel is long.
Thus: “fate” versus “fat,” “wine” versus “win.” Only in foreign
word borrowings (café) s the rule ignored.

How did English acquire a silent E? Some words from OId En-
glish, like “name;” carry an E that was always there and was at one
time pronounced. However, more often a silent final E has been
added to the word in the last three hundred years. It s a convention,
adevice, that English lexicographers and teachers agreed on by the
late 16005, to help relieve what was then the chaos of English
spelling. People began writing and teaching according to the new.
rule. Thus the traditional English word wif with a long-I sound, re-
ceived an added E to become “wife.” with no change in pronunci-
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ation. The choice of E for silent duty, versus another letter, was
prompted probably by the example of “name” and similar words.

The final-E rule is a clever way by which we compensate for
our Roman alphabet’s shortcoming in vowel letters. Many lan-
guages that use a Roman alphabet (English certainly) would have
been grateful for a couple more letters, to help distinguish long
vowels from short. The Greek alphabet, for example, includes
two letters that mean O, one long and one short, and two that
mean E, long and short. In English, we have had to get there by
developing a coded E.

One carly prophet of final-E spelling was the Elizabethan
grammarian and teacher Richard Mulcaster. Although reputed to
have been the model for the farcical pedant Holofernes in Shake-
speare’s comedy Love’s Labour’ Lost (circa 1590), Mulcaster himself
seems to cast a warmer glow. An advocate of liberal education and
a true fan of the English language, he was headmaster of Lon-
don’s Merchant Taylors School, where his students included the
future poet Edmund Spenser and playwright Thomas Kyd. In an
era when some thinkers wanted to solve English spelling incon-
sistencies through complete overhaul, Mulcaster argued to keep
traditional spellings but tinker to make them work. Accordingly,
in 1582, he published a combination grammar book, teacher’s
manual, and 8,000-word spelling dictionary, titled The First Part of
the Elementaric which entreateth chefelie of the right writing of our En-
glish tung. (An “elementary” was a primer) In the book, dis-
cussing the letters individually, Mulcaster praises E for its many
sounds, qualifying it for multitasking in an improved English
spelling: “a letter of marvelous use in the writing of our tung.
And therefore it seemeth to be recommended unto us speciallic
above any other letter”” One hundred years after his time, many
of Mulcasters spelling suggestions would be adopted, including
the use of a final E.
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Linguists classify vowels by the tongue position involved in their
pronunciation. E’s main sounds in English, the long E of “beet” and
the short E of “bet.” belong to the category of “front vowels;” so
named because they push the tongue forward. Other front vowels
include our long-A sound, as in “day™—a sound we might also find
sometimes in E, typically in words borrowed from continental lan-
guages, for example, “café” or “ballet” (fom French) or “latte”
(from Italian).

This “café” E is the normal long E of continental Europe.
When a Spaniard, Dutchman, or any other continental European
thinks of long E, he hears the sound “ay” (as in “café"). Our En-
glish long E—*ee”—would to continental European ears be the
sound of long . Insofar as the names of Roman alphabet vowels
are generally the naked sound of the long letter, the name “ee”
belongs to the letter I, by the continental standard. E's name in
modern French, German, and others is “ay” (Short E, mean-
while, has no such identity problems but is pronounced much the
same in English and continental tongues.)

The continental practice here is the proper and traditional one,
reaching back to the ancient European languages of Greek,
Etruscan, and Latin. English is the odd man out, due to the Great
Vowel Shift, a vast and mysterious change in the English pronunci-
ation of long A, E, I, 0, and U, and OW, culminating in the 1500s.
Prior to the Shift, Middle English was pronouncing long E as “ay”

Like all of our vowel letters, E began its life as a letter show-
ing a consonant sound, in the Near Eastern alphabets of the sec-
ond millennium s.c. This original or ancestral E was called he
(pronounced “hey”), and it carried the “h” sound exemplified in
the opening of its name.

As mentioned in prior chapters, every letter name of the early
alphabet was a common noun in the users’ Semitic language:
house, hand, water, and so on. Every letter’s shape was a rough
picture of the object named. What the he meant—and this is no
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kidding—was “Hey!” The letter’s name indicated a shout of sur-
prise. And the letter’ shape illustrated it strikingly.

The carliest surviving example of a written he appears in the
oldest known alphabetic writing, carved into limestone in central
Egypt in about 1800 b.C. The letter shape is a human stick figure,
half crouching, perhaps leaping upward, arms raised at the elbows.
The person is probably meant to be shouting in surprise, in an an-
cient Semitic expression that by coincidence resembles our “Hey!”

‘The vivid stick person fe also shows up in the next-oldest ex-
tant batch of alphabetic writing, in rock carvings at west-central

The leter he, carved into a limestone rock fce ar Wads el-Hol in central Egypr, part of
4 (et undeciphered) mesage lefe by a Semitic-language speater, around 1800 8.C. The
stick figures posture is probably one of surprise. Denoting an *h" sound, the he is one of
1o sick figures among the carly leter shapes.
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Sinai, from perhaps 1750 B.C. In the plaque sketched on page 31 a
e can be seen among the letter shapes, fifth from the bottom in
the far right-hand column.

But evidently the stick figure proved too exacting for conven-
ient writing as a letter, and the shape became reduced to an
abstract form by the next era of the alphabet: namely, the Phoeni-
cian alphabet of 1000 B.c. The Phoenician he shows up as the
fifth letter in alphabetical order, the future place of our E. The
Phoenician he's shape, no longer human, looks like, well, a back-
ward E, with a short til: 3 The letter still took the consonant
sound “h.”

The biggest change came when the Greeks copied and ad-
justed the Phoenician letters for the writing of Greek, around
800 .c. Choosing a handful of Phoenician letters whose conso-
nantal sounds were unneeded for Greek, the Greeks reassigned
these to be vowels. One letter affected was e, which now became
the Greek E vowel. No doubt the choice of he for E was
prompted by the Phoenician letter name, pronounced “hey” or
“hay” The vowel sound in “hey” was the sound the Greeks
wanted for their long E.

At first, the Greek letter stood for both long and short E.
Later the letter would be specialized as short E only, and another
Greck letter, named efa, would be developed for long E. At some
point in the process, the former he letter received the Greek name
¢ psilon (or epsilon), “naked E

During the time while there was still only one Greek E letter,
the Greek alphabet reached the shores of western ltaly, where it
was copied by the Etruscans (around 700 5.C.). The Greek E letter
now became an Etruscan letter: The Etruscans kept it as letter
number 5, gave it the name ay, and recognized it as meaning the
sounds “ay” (long) and “eh” (short). These aspects of E remain ab-
solutely the same today among continental European languages.

E passed to the Romans in about 600 b.C., when Etruscan let-
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ters were copied for writing Latin. Here the letter shape gradually
reached a form exactly like our capital E. This E, called by the
name ay, was bequeathed to newer European languages after the
£all of Rome (A.D. 500). Meanwhile, in the ink handwriting of
Late antiquity and the carly Middle Ages, there emerged a second
shape for E, condensed for casy penmanship: €. This shape would
much later, around 1465, inspire carly European printers in de-
signing their lowercase ¢.

Like X and a couple of other letters, E serves an important
role as a symbol in math and science. The E of Albert Einstein’s
famous equation E = me? is an abbreviation for “energy.” while m
is the “mass” of the object in question and ¢ (for Latin celeritas,
“speed”) means the speed of light in a vacuum. In mathematics,
lowercase ¢ denotes a numerical constant, equal to about 2.71828,
vital to the study of logarithms; the e commemorates the great
Swiss mathematician Leonhard Euler, who first derived the num-
ber, in 1748.

The “ee” of English long E is one of three vowel sounds
identified by researchers as typically the earliest sounds of infant
speech the world over. The other two are “ah” and 00" As the
three are universal to human speech, any infant will hear them in
the cradle, and because they are easy to articulate—vowels in gen-
eral requiring no tricky use of the tongue or throat—a baby
might here find her first success in imitating adult speech. Basi-
cally, the child just pushes the simple sound through her open
throat, perhaps as early as age two months. From that stage, she
typically will advance to floating a consonant in front of the
vowel, forming “coo” or “yee” or something similar.

This phenomenon of the first sounds did not escape the no-
tice of people in prescientific eras. In Elizabethan England, there
existed a belief that female babies, particularly, were apt to begin
speaking with the sound “ee”—in deference to their first fore-
runner, Eve.
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Here is the order of the 26 letters in their frequency of use in
printed English, according to three different surveys:

Dictonary of Prase and  Codes and Ciphers by World Book
Fableby Ebencaer C.  Frank Higenbotam, 1973 Enyclapedia, 2002
Brewer, 1870
E E E
T T T
A A A
1 o o
s N N
o 1 R
N s 1
H R s
R H H
D L D
L D L
u c u
c u c
M 3 M
E F ¥
w M G
Y w Y
3 ¥ 3
G B w
B G B
v v v
K K K
] Q S
Q X J
X J Q
z z z
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No apologies are offered in the trademark of
F Company Design, a Minneapolis graphic
design firm, memorably named for  its
founder and owner, Jobn R. Falker. The E
in austere Futura typeface, seems to mean
business, while the background dot could

embody the whole science of graphic design.




F 1S FOR—FORGET IT

orever saddled with an ob-

scenity, the letter F can

seem vulgar or comical just

by itself. Adding to Fs tacky

aura is our second f-word,

“failure;” which in the late 19th century sug-

gested E not E, as a pupil’s flunking grade, below

D. Of the alphabet’ other letters, only P can even
approach the stigma of being

At one time, F was handled carefully in the

media—a loaded symbol, a walking punch line.

The tide of the comedy-western TV series

F-Tioop seemed positively daring in 1965, which

was the same year that Neil Simon’s stage com-

edy The Odd Couple opened on Broadway. The

Odd Couple juxtaposes the fastidious Felix Ungar

with the tougher, slobbier Oscar Madison as re-




n2

luctant Manhattan apartment mates; the playwright’s choice of
Felixc’s name is rewarded in a scene where Oscar complains angrily
about an innocent housckeeping note that Felix has left him. “I
told you a hundred times,” Oscar snarls, “I can't stand little notes on
my pillow. “We're all out of corn flakes. EUZ . .. It took me three
hours to figure out that EU. was Felix Ungar.”

Such coy treatment scems quaint nowadays, when clothing
companies named Fuct and f.cuk. (French Connection, UK.)
push the envelope for the youth markets attention in ways that
many of us find demoralizing,

The F-word’s ugliness and impact benefit from its sizzling,
opening sound. The F belongs to a category of consonants called
fricatives, which involve breath expelled through some constric-
tion of the mouth. Fricatives in English include the letter V; the
sound “th,” and, by some reckonings, a subcategory known as
sibilants—the hissing sounds of S, Z, and “sh.”

Exemplified in the very name “fricative” (from Latin fricare,
“to rub}” related to the word “friction”), the F sound results from
air pushed through the barrier of the front teeth and lower lip. If
you start saying a continuous . then switch to a vibration of your
lip and vocal cords, you'll be saying V. Thus E with no vocal
cords, is the unvoiced labio-dental fricative (“labio-dental” refer-
ring to the lip and teeth), while V is its voiced counterpart.

In running air over the lower lip, F and V' resemble another let-
ter, not a fricative: W. The kinship can be heard, for example, in the
imperfect English of certain native speakers of German or Slavic
tongues, who may substitute the sound “f” or “v" for the (to them)
more difficult “w;” saying “fich” for “which” or “faht” for “what"

F's crude sound attracted comment long before English was
born. The ancient Roman statesman Cicero called it the “un-
sweetest” (insuavissima) sound in Latin, in a book on oratory writ-
tenin 55 5.C. The Roman grammarian Quintilian, in his book on
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oratory, around A.D. 90, demeaned F as “harsh and unpleasant . . .
asound scarcely human or even vocal.” The letter's hiss seemed to
him to belong outside the organs of speech.

Ironically, this sound that has been Fs ball and chain isn't even
the sound that F started out with, historically. Back in about
700 B.C., the symbol F denoted not “f” but the kindred sound
“w” Only later was F reassigned to become the unlucky fricative.
Here is how it happened:

F is our alphabet’s sixth letter. In the Phoenician alphabet of
1000 B.C., the sixth letter was called waw: The name meant “peg”
in the Phoenicians’ Semitic tongue, and the written letter looked
like a Y-shaped peg or bracket: Y. (Through a different line of
descent, the waw would also supply our letter Y.) Waw took the
“w” sound, demonstrated in the name’s opening sound. As for
the sound “f}” the Phoenicians didn't use it in their language and
so had no letter for it.

When the Greeks copied and adapted the Phoenician alphabet
in about 800 B.., they kept the letter at place number 6 and sound
“w?” but for a new look they slapped the pronged head down to the
side,as 4 or 7 or R. (Like other carly Greek letter shapes, this one
could project lefiward for right-to-left writing or rightward for
lefi-to-right writing.)

Why change the shape? The Greeks seem to have been influ-
enced partly by the shape of their alphabet’s preceding letter, ep-
silon: 3. They wanted the two to look similar, apparently. Since
epislon was the ancestor of our E, the resemblance in shape be-
tween E and F continues to this day.

The Greek F-shape letter eventually had two names. At first
called wan (pronounced “wow;” slightly different from  the
Phoenician name), it was by about 00 B.C. also known as
digamma, “double gamma” Gamma being the Greek G letter with
a shape like 1, the name digamma referred to the shape of two
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gammas, piggybacked. By any name, the letter still denoted the
sound “w.” Although Greek speech did have a sound somewhat
similar to “£)” that was covered by another letter, called phi,

After the Greek alphabet reached the shores of Italy in the
7005 B.C., the wau or digamma was copied into the Etruscan al-
phabet to be letter number 6, symbolizing “w” Here it enjoyed a
long and happy life, serving as the Etruscan W for seven cen-
turies, until Etruscan culture and language finally evaporated
amid the dominance of Rome.

Greek wau-digamma, meanwhile, fared less well at home. Even-
tually it dropped out of the Greek alphabet as being inessential for
writing that language. Ancient Greek simply didn't need a “w" let-
ter the way that Etruscan did or English would, and this fact grad-
ually came out in the wash. Along with san and goppa, two other
superfluous Phoenician-derived Greek letters, digamma would not
be included in the classical Athenian alphabet of 400 B.c. nor in the
modern Greek alphabet, descendant of the Athenian.

Thus far historically, we've seen the F-shape letter to mean
the sound “w?” The switch from “w"” to “f” came with the Ro-
mans, who copied the Etruscan alphabet shortly before 600 B.c.
The Romans made adjustments on letter number 6: They as-
signed the “w” sound to their letter U as a secondary job, and,
thus enabled, they gave the F-shape letter a brand-new sound—
the strong Latin fricative not adequately represented among the
Etruscan letters, the sound “f”

So finally, F for “£” Roman F thrived in its new job, symbol-
izing a Latin sound that was frequent and fundamental (the disdain
of intellectuals like Cicero and Quintilian notwithstanding). F
occurred often at the start of Latin words; most of the respectable
F-words in a modern English dictionary derive from Latin: fam-
ily, faun, feast, fracture, future, and so on.

With its dash of harshness, Roman F even served the poets.
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Easily read from right to lf, these Ex b
ot Prance, 20 mils et of o fom abou 650 .c—spell oue :b( word Wetusia,

and the ¥ shape is a U. Modern scholars recogize the root word as an Etruscan e
name and the “ia” as a posesive ending; thus the meaning is: I belong to Wetus.” In-
sriguingly, the name Wetus seems 1o correspond 10 a later-known Roman name, spelled
Vetus and meaning “old.”

One phrase of the Roman poet Ennius (about 200 b.C.), describ-
ing woodsmen chopping frees, is recalled for its zesty ono-
matopoeia: fiaxinus frangitur (meaning: the ash tree is felled and
sectioned). And Vergil, in his epic poem, the Aeneid (about 20
5.C.), imagining a mythic embodiment of violence or evil, calls it
Furor impius, “godless Frenzy"—the F sound contributing to a
sense of menace.

Afier Rome’s fall (around A.D. 500), its alphabet lived on; the
letters were fit to the writing of other European tongues, includ-
ing Old English (sbout 600). There being as yet no letter V in the
European Roman alphabet, the Old English F did double duty,
representing the “f of “fallow” and the “v” of “love™—a word
originally written as lufi and pronounced probably as “luv-uh"

Meanwhile, the Romance languages were writing the sound
“v” with the letter U, a practice that would eventually give rise to
avariant U, the letter V. Starting in the late Middle Ages, V would
oust F from many English word spellings where the sound was
“v Still, the Old English F-for-"v" survives in a few of our
words today, notably “of.”
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Like Latin, Old English was fond of “” as a word’s opening
sound (example: fond). This English quality mirrors an ancient
development of the Germanic branch of the Indo-European lan-
guage family, in which an initial “p” sound in prehistoric Indo-
European became an “f” in primitive English. The development
can be glimpsed by comparing certain native English words with
corresponding words in other old Indo-European tongues, dis-
tantly related to English. Our word “father,” for example, con-
nects back to ancient words including Greek pater, Latin pater
(with its descendants, such as Spanish padre and French pére), and
the Sanskrit root pitar-. Our “fire” corresponds to Greek pur and
Czech py#. And our “foot” represents the Indo-European root
pod- or ped-, which steps out in the vocabularies of Greek (root
pod-), Latin (root ped-), Sanskrit (padas, “foot”), Lithuanian (péda,
“footstep”), and other Indo-European languages.

With F we reach our first example, in alphabetical order, of a
minority letter name. As mentioned in the D chapter, the most
common formula for English names of consonants is: The leter’s
sound plus long E equals the name. Eight consonants (or seven, if
you call Z “zed”) have “~ee” names of this kind, the others being B,
C,D, G, P, T, and V. The F is the earliest sign of the alphabet’s Op-
position Party, wherein consonants are named with a prefixed vowel
sound, usually short E. The others here are L, M, N, R, S, and X

Why an Opposition Party? Why don't E L, M, and the rest
stick to the main pattern, with names like fee, lee, and mee? The
first thing to say is that all these letter names entered medieval En-
glish from OId French after the Norman Conquest of England in
AD. 1066. Old French, in its turn, had received its letter names
mostly from late Latin. So our focus shifts back to the Roman
Empire, around A.D. 300. What was up then with the names of F;
L M, N,R,S, and X?

Significantly, the X aside, these letters all represent continuous
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sounds. You can make one long noise of E L, M, N, R, or S un-
til your breath runs out. Two other ancient Roman consonants
were continuous, H and Z, and H we can add to the above-
mentioned letters. But Z stands apart because Roman Z had a
special, imported Greek name, zeta. (As for our modern alpha-
bet’s other continuous consonants, namely J, V, W, and Y, the first
three were unknown to the ancient Romans and their Y was
purely a vowel, not a consonant.)

From scant references in writings of ancient grammarians, it
looks as if F, H, L, M, N, R, and S all underwent a name change
during the Roman Empire, at least in common parlance. Each
received in its name an initial vowel sound, where none had ex-
isted before. The purpose, apparently, was to create a buffer that
would demonstrate more clearly the letter’s sound in its name. For
instance, Roman F probably started out, around 600 5.C., being
called something like fe (“fay”). But by the early centuries A.p.
the name had changed, through a vowel prefix, to something like
effe (“ef-fay”)—retained today as the modern Spanish name for F.
The new Latin name better exemplified the “F"" sound, for clar-
ity among the letter names.

Ditto for other letters of the group. The benefit can be heard
in Ls change from “lay” to “ellay” in R’ change from “ray” to
“erray” and in the clearer contrast between “emmay” and “ennay”
(M and N). Such names, delivered from late Latin to early French,
passed to medieval English, with slight modifications through the
centuries.

X, the maverick here, apparently never changed it name: It
was called ks from the start, as inherited by the Romans from the
Etruscans, around 600 B.c. Perhaps its name served as a model for
the eventual renaming of F and its fellows.

For obvious reasons, F has never been a favorite of English-
language product marketing. Today its use belongs mainly to a
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spirit of youth or rules-breaking, as in F-Group (software) and
F Club (University of Florida sports fans). One place where F has
found steady work is in science and technology: F can be Fahren-
heit, fluorine, farad or faraday (measurement units of electricity,
named for 19th century British physicist Michael Faraday), or fre-
quency (as in FM, “frequency modulation,” a method of radio
broadcasting).

The lurid-sounding “f-number” of photography simply
involves the ratio between a camera’ focal point and its lens di-
ameter (f for “focus”). Hence the “f stops™ of a camera’s iris ad-
justment. Hence, too, the reassuring name of Nikon’s popular
series-F camera, introduced in 1959.

But probably Fs most familiar job has been in designating
“fighter” aircraft—as opposed to “B” bombers or “C” cargo
planes—of English-speaking armed forces, a usage that goes back
to World War I and to Britain’ Bristol F2 Fighter and Sopwith
E1 Camel, biplanes mounted with machine guns. Today the F's
proliferate overhead, in the names of such daunting American su-
personic war birds as the F-16 Fighting Falcon, the F-18 Hornet,
the F-22 Raptor, and the F-117 “Stealth” Nighthawk. Is it em-
barrassing to fly around in an “E"? Most fighter pilots would
probably say they don't give a darn.
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(1) Ancient Phoenician waw, the “peg,” of 1000 5.C. Number 6 in the Phoenician
alphabe, thi eter took the “w” sound, exemplified i the star o s name. (2) A Greek
wau, later alio known as digamma, from a lefiward-running inscription of about
700 8.C. The Greeks had altered the leters shape but had kepe it at alphabetic
place number 6, with the sound “w.” (3) The Etruscan letter—this one from the
Wetus inscription of about 650 5.C., shown on page 125—imitated the Greek version in
shape. alphabeic placemens, and “w” sound Like the Grek, the Estruscan letter could
Jac cither Lef orright, depending on the direction of the ret. (4) This Roman F from
« carved inseiption of the 2003 .. shows several changes. The shape, now more even,
Jaces ightuard, for normalized Latin lfi-to-right writing, and the tip of the horizan-
tal bars have small srifs (finishing sirokes). hallmarks of masure Roman lesering. But
the most important change: Roman F took the sound %" not “u.” (s) Roman F from the
marble-carved Trajan Inscription, 4.0. 113. This handsome shape would become the
model for our modern capital E. particularly in “roman” typefces. Aspecs of the leter’s
desgn, such as s serifs and its setting of the crossbar slightly above the midpoint, re-
main essential 10 roman print F's today. (6) An inked F in the late-Roman uncial pen
styl, from a Latin maniscrips of aly. mid-4o0s 4.0. The shape recals the old carved.
capital, ye, with its reduced tap bar, it alo starts to antiipate & modern print lower-
case f(7) The look of our lowercase femerges in the semi-uncial pen syl, his speci-
men from a Latin mantseript of the 5003 4.0, from southern ltaly. Reducing the letter
10 1wo quick pen strokes, the »

rradition (about 1470) i ype desgns of early Euro-
pean printers.
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Capital G in the medieval ink style known
as black letter or Gothic. Flourishing in
Northern Europe during the 12005 through
14005 4.0, this handuwriting reflected the
look of spires, pointed arches, and vertical
struts in certain church archisecture of
the day—an architecture likewise known as
Gothic. The adjective Gothic originally
meant “German” but today has come 1o
include, internationally, a dark kind of
teen music, computer fantasy, and personal

grooming.




GORGE-0Us G

lory. Grandeur. Glamour.
Ghoul. Slag. The visceral G
sound seems to reach for
extremes. How fitting that
it gongs twice in “gargan-
tuan” but stays silent in “gnat” Equally at home
with the good and the ugly, G thinks big, has
gusto.

With G, we revisit the honest category of
voiced stops. B and D are the two other English
voiced stops, and the trio’s general phonetics
have been mentioned in the chapters on B and
D. The hard “g” sound of G is the voiced velar
stop—"voiced” designating the vocal cords and
“velar” the roof of the mouth. Hard “g" be-
longs also to the loose category called “gut-

turals,” or throat sounds.




Our English adjective “guttural” comes via medieval French
from an ancient Latin noun guttus, “throat” Two related roots in
Latin and Greek, gurg- and garg-, have bequeathed to us words like
“gorge;” “regurgitate;” “gargle.” and “gargoyle” (a sculpture that typ-
ically spouts drainage water from its throat). That such roots should
showease the throaty “g” sound—along with another throaty letter,
R—scems beyond coincidence: Thousands of years before the al-
phabet came along, prehistoric Indo-European tongues were form-
ing “throat” words partly around the appropriate sound “g”"

Or compare with this primordial layer the modern appeal of
Kellogg’s-cereal character Tony the Tiger and his full-throated
description of Frosted Flakes as “G-r-r-eat!” The G and R go to-
gether as naturally as, well, sugar and cornflakes.

G is a more complex letter than its straightforward fellows B
and D. Its hearty “¢” sound may cloak a frail and inconsistent na-
ture. G actually has five possible pronunciations, including a silent
one, all demonstrated in the Prohibition-esque phrase “mighty
rough garage gin.”

The soft G of “gin,” with the same sound as our J, is Gs al-
ternative personality. By a rule of English spelling, G takes this
pronunciation on most (ot all) occasions when it falls before the
vowels E, I, or Y. In flipping between hard and soft sounds, G of
course resembles one other English letter: C. The C turns to *s”
before E, I, or Y.

This odd mannerism, unique to G and C, is a legacy of their
teenage years spent in medieval France. Soft G and soft C came to
English from Old French, brought with French vocabulary and
spelling rules after the Norman Conquest of England in A.. 1066

Relevant to this historical background, the soft G of modern
English occurs mainly in words derived from medieval French:

gentry, pageant, giant, and engine, among hundreds of examples. It
is also found in Latin or Greck borrowings as traditionally angli-
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cized: genius, gymnasium. But G may stay hard where the English
word comes from a different language, including Old English,
whence our “get” “give” “girl," and “gelding” Other hard-G
source languages include biblical Hebrew (Gideon, Gethsemane),
Japanese (ginkgo tree), and Malay (gecko lizard).

In a few French words borrowed by English since the Middle
Ages, the soft G retains a distinctly French pronunciation, sounding
more like “shj” than *j." Thus: corsage, garage, rouge, and luge.

Letters G and C share more than just a tendency to go soft. In
an alphabet where certain letters are informally paired—includ-
ing B and P, M and N, and S and Z—the closest two are G and
C. They look similar; they sound similar (the kinship may be
heard, for example, in the word “scold;” closer to “gold” than
“cold”); and their histories are deeply entwined . .. although not
in the healthiest way.

Oversimplifying somewhat, we can say that C stole G iden-
tity: G was the alphabet’s original letter number 3, centuries be-
fore C existed. Then, a change: G disappeared and C became
letter number 3—similar to G yet lacking its voice. Where had
the real G gone? Not dead, but banished from the developing al-
phabet, G wandered four and a half centuries in limbo, until, its
services being at last missed and appreciated, it was recalled to the
letter row, to spot number 7 (ousting another letter). There G
abides today, staring with who-knows-what emotions at the back
of C, four places ahead.

G goes back to the carliest Semitic alphabets, as exemplified
by the Phoenician alphabet of 1000 b.c. The Phoenician letters 2,
3. and 4 were the three voiced stops, the equivalents of our B, G,
and D. The G letter was called gimel, the “throwing stick.” the
hard “g” of gimel being also the letter's sound. Today gimel remains
the third letter of the Hebrew alphabet.

In the Greek alphabet, copied from the Phoenician in about
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800 B.C., ginel became the Greek gamma, still a hard “g.” still at place
number 3. Today gamma remains the modern Greek third letter.

The misfortunes of this early G began around 700 b.., when
the Etruscans of Ttaly borrowed the Greek letters for their own
use. As detailed in the letter C chapter, the Etruscans, with no
voiced stops in their language (and thus with no need of a G let-
ter), reassigned the third letter from the sound “g” to “k” termi-
nating gamma and creating C in its place.

It was this G-less Etruscan alphabet that the Romans inher-
ited for the writing of Latin in around 600 .. Unlike Etruscan,
Latin was a tongue of the Indo-European family. Related to
Greek and (distantly) to modern English, Latin included the fa-
miliar Indo-European sound “g” But Latin spoken “g” had no
letter to represent it in the received alphabet.

Without doubt, the carly Romans had contact with Greek
traders and Greek writing in Ttaly, and they must have known that
such a thing as a G letter existed, at place number 3 in the Greek
alphabet. For several centuries the Romans used their letter C to
mean cither the sound “k” or the sound “g” according to con-
text. This expedient would survive in one corner of later Latin
writing: in the use of C to abbreviate the Roman male given
name Gaius (not “Caius”) and the use of Cn to abbreviate the
name Gnaeus. Still, the double use of C was evidendy felt to be
inadequate, and a change was coming,

Among the letters bequeathed from the Greeks to the Etrus-
cans to the Romans, the letter at place number 7 was proving su-
perfluous for writing Latin. With the shape L, this letter denoted
the sound “z,” a sound employed by Greek and Etruscan yet not,
as it happened, by Latin. The Greek letter was called zeta (pro-
nounced “zayta”) and the Etruscan one probably ze (“zay”).
Through a dramatic detour encompassing several centuries, zefa
would crop up eventually as our letter Z—though not, obviously,
as our letter number 7.
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Landing in the Roman alphabet of 600 .c., Etruscan ze de-
noted a sound that the Romans couldn’t even articulate. If the
Romans used it at all it was as  second leteer for the sound s”
(their principal *s” letter being S). Thus the Roman seventh let-
ter languished, a mere duplicate S.

Sometime around 250 5.C., Roman minds got the idea to
connect this dud letter with the needed sound that was missing
from the Roman alphabet, the sound “g” Roman  tradition
would ascribe the breakthrough to one Spunus Carvilius Ruga, a
freed slave who supposedly opened Rome’ first school of gram-
mar. Letter number 7 was reassigned to mean the sound “g” and
was renamed as something like ge (“gay”). The name ge would be
the direct ancestor of our modern English name for G.

‘The Romans quickly gave ge a new look. The inconvenient T
shape (too similar to the | of the letter I) was changed, through
stages, to a modified C shape: G . So G was born.

Presumably the new letter shape’s resemblance to C was delib-
erate on the Romans part. Some kind of attraction was at work:
Since C was close in sound to G and had doubled as the G letter in

I CC

(1) Derived from the Greek leter 2cta, the Etruscan leter mumber 7 denoted the sound ="
Around 600 5.. it went into the newborn Roman alphabet s a leter not acrually needed for
writing Latin. (2) Around 250 B.C., the Romans reassigned the letter to a sound they did need
i ' "and by b to el amae e e 9 byabos 0.,

‘Roman
and C was presumably deliberate, an aid to memorizing the new leter
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the old days, the Romans evidently felt that their newly created G
would be easier to learn and remember if it resembled C in shape.

For centuries Roman G remained a simple letter. The classi-
cal Latin of Cicero or Seneca knew only a hard G, regardless of
what letter followed. In the Latin word gemma (jewel), G was
pronounced as in our word “gum.” Ditto for the poet whose
family name was Vergilius (Wer-gill-ius) but whom we call Vergil
or Virgil (Vur-jil). Ditto, too, for such recognizable Latin words as
religio, generosus, generalis, and vestigium: All had hard G. Classical
Latin carried no sound *§” and no letter for it; our letter J is
postmedieval. Today the existence of soft G in countless English
words derived from Latin—religion, generous, general, vestige—
is due mainly to the intervention of medieval French.

Soft G arose in the spoken Latin of the later Roman Empire.
Starting around A.D. 150, G began to be slurred when it fell be-
fore E, I, or Y (which are “front vowels,” sharing certain aspects
of pronunciation). Modern scholars trace this slurring partly
through analysis of variant manuscript spellings: A Latin word
like gemma apparently passed through a stage of being spoken as
“dyemma” before reaching “jemma” by the time of the empire’s
collapse (around A.D. 500).

Thereafter, soft G was borne along as regional Latin dialects
evolved into early versions of the medieval Romance languages.
Today soft G is a prominent Romance feature: It is still pro-
nounced as *§” in modern Italian, while in French and Por-
tuguese it has slurred further, to something like “shi.” and in
Spanish to a guttural “h.”

Our English soft G is a medieval French import, a legacy of
the Norman invasion of England in 1066, as mentioned. It so
happens that our *§" pronunciation, similar to Italian’, preserves
the sound of medieval French soft G more faithfully than does
the modern French pronunciation (as in “rouge”). The medieval
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French *j” settled down permanently in Middle English, around
1300, whereas in France it continued slurring, to “shj.”

By bad luck, the vicissitudes of soft G have affected the letter’s
very name. Our name for G goes back to the Latin name pro-
nounced as “gay” and spelled as ge: that is, the letter itself plus a
long E, with the ancient Latin values for the G and E. This name
“gay” would have slurred to “jay” by the era of early French, and
s “jay,” arriving in England with the Norman Conquest, became
the name in Middle English, as well as in French.

“Jay” would have offered no confission with the letter ], for two
reasons: (1) The J did not begin to appear systematically in English
writing until the 16005, and (2) J carly name in English was “jye”

From medieval “jay.” the path forks toward both the modern
English and French names for G. In France, the "
ened to “shj.” producing the modern French name, “shjay” still
spelled as ge. In England, conversely, the “j” sound stayed put but
the attached vowel sound changed: Amid the great English vowel
shift of the 1400s to 1500s, long E went from “ay” to “ee.” bring-
ing us to G’ modern English name, “jee” The one item of con-

sound soft-

tinuity has been the name’s spelling: G plus long E, through
differing pronunciations, in ancient Latin, medieval French, and
modern English (albeit for clarity we might prefer two E': “gee").

While the modern French name for G is “shjay.” the name for
J is pronounced “shice” Thus, in French, J” for G name and
“G” for J%, a detail that has irked students on both sides who are
learning the other tongue.

The irregular GH spelling of “sigh)” “night)” “tight"
“cnough,” “slough,” and others commemorates medieval pro-
nunciations of certain English words. Medieval “night,” for ex-
ample, was probably pronounced as something like “neehke”
comparable with modern German nicht or Scots-dialect icht—
as in the classic Lowland phrase, “'Tis a bra’ [brave], bricht,
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moon-licht nicht, ta-nicht”” While the GH spelling was fairly ac-
curate for that breathy, guttural sound, such English pronuncia-
tions would change by the Middle Ages’ end, leaving the GH
spelling behind. Today, in words like “tough” versus “light,” GH
is both inaccurate and inconsistent.

This GH has distressed purists, including the Irish playwright,
philosopher, and 1925 Nobel laureate, George Bernard Shaw.
Among his many studies, Shaw—probably best remembered to-
day for his 1913 play Pygmalion (basis for the 1956 musical My Fair
Lady), featuring the brilliant phonetics expert Henry Higgins—
was a lifelong advocate of English spelling reform. On his death
in 1950, Shaw left a bequest of prize money for a contest to cre-
ate an improved alphabet for English spelling: The competition,
held in 1958, produced a winning alphabet of 48 new “letters,”
each symbolizing one sound exactly. During his lifetime, Shaw
was fond of English spelling ies by ob-
serving that the word “fish” could logically be spelled as ghoti—
that i, the “gh” of “rough” the “0” of “women,” and the “t” of

“nation.”

G enjoys a modest 21st-century prominence in brand names
and international relations, often as an abbreviation for “global”
or “group’” The title “G-7." for “group of seven,” denotes those
nations with the biggest industrialized economies: Canada,
France, Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the
United States. For “G-8"—as in the 2001 Genoa G-8 conference
disrupted by mass protests—add Russia.

As used in lowercase, g represents a unit of gravity, a factor in
high speeds of spacecraft and supersonic aircraft. A G-suit may be
worn by pilots and astronauts to help them withstand multiple g'.

In “G-man,” a term reminiscent of 19305 gangster movies, G
stands for “government” and refers to the FBI and similar federal
law enforcement agencies. The expression is said to have been
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coined by real-life Public Enemy Number 1 “Machine Gun” Kelly
athis arrest in 1033: “G-men, don't shoot!” Some criminals may be
carrying 100 G (100 grand, $100,000) when the G-men pick
them up.

The G spot—a small region of female sexual sensitivity, dis-
tinct from the clitoris and located somewhere along the vaginas
front wall—is named for German gynecologist Ernst Grafenberg,
who announced its existence in writings of 1950. Since then,
generations of husbands and boyfriends have failed to find it.

The G-string of the vaudeville stage was a cunningly skimpy
and sometimes spangled loincloth worn by strippers or dancers,
typically female. While G-strings themselves live on in modern
performance and photography, the name’s origin has been for-
gotten. The G perhaps stood for “genital,” but even more tanta-
lizing than that line of thought are the earliest journalistic
references to a “gee-string” or “G-string.” which all come from
the American West, starting in the 18705, and concern the attire
of various male American Indian groups. “Some of the boys
wore only ‘G-strings’ (as, for some reason, the breech-clout is
commonly called on the prairie),” runs a December 1891 Harper’s
Magazine passage. So maybe the G commemorates some relevant
word, sounding like “jee.” of a Plains Indian language.

Johann Sebastian Bach presumably had other things in mind
when, in about 1723, he wrote his “Air on a G String” (actually
so named by a later arranger). Part of a larger piece for string
quartet, the “Air” includes a violin solo that fits entirely on the G
string, the lowest of the violin’ four strings.

Since the 19th century, a few thinkers have held the letters’
shapes to be subconscious expressions of a collective human
mind. According to this (unconvincing) line of thought, the
shapes evolved over centuries due to guiding human principles
rather than to mere convenience in scribbling. In a far-out 1961
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1 2 3 4 5

(1) Carved Roman capital G from the Trajan Inscription, A.D. 113. This perfected Roman shape
would become the model for all print capital Gs. (2) An inked G in the uncial handuwriting
style, from a Latin manuscript of the mid-q00s B.C. Uncials were basically capital shapes
adapted 10 pen sirokes. Like the capital, the wncial lettr sat atop the texti baseline. (3) The
beautifil Carolingian minsscule ik lettr, from a Latin document written in England i 4..
1018, The G the both inshape
and. in venturing below the buseline. (4) Lowercase g in Garamond typeface, a traditional
French design originating inthe 1500 Like all ‘voman’ ypefaces, Garamond employs owercase

2 in Futura pe-
Jace—the 1028 ks differen from the & of ro-
man typefces lke Garamond. The G form shows up in many (not all) sans-serif and italic
pefaces. Only our G and A have this quirk of possesing wo different lowercase print shapes,
derived from separate medieval-handuwriing traditions.

book titled Sign and Design: The Psychogenetic Source of the Alphabet,
mystical British scholar Alfred Kallir explained the alphabet as a
sexual picture code, a “magic chain of procreative symbols des-
tined to safeguard the survival of the race” of humankind. The
shape of A, for example, sticking into the air and associated his-
torically with the ox’s horns, is a cinch to symbolize the erect
male member. The curve of D is the full womb of a pregnant
lady. And G turns out to be a most explicit letter, showing the act
itself, with a female circle and male crossbar. Watch for it on
Sesame Street!
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THE ALPHABET IN THE MIDDLE AGES

Afier the Roman Empire’s Collapse, Roman Letters Survived and
Evolved, Fitted to New European Languages, Including English

Pen and ink. St. Gregory the
Great. pope from AD. 590 to 604
and a shaper of the mediceal
church, receivesditation ror the
Holy Spiritas a dove i this beau-
tiful French carved-ivory plague
from the late 8o0s. Gregory was
remembered for reforming the Ro-
man Catholic mass—whence our
term “Gregorian chant”—and the
scene shows him composing the
masss new Latin text (a section of
which appears on Gregorys ivory
book page. readable with a magni-
fuing glass). The three scribes
symbolzethe church organization
that would copy and distribute the
master words throughout Chris-
tian Western Europe. Among the
scene details note the writing

materials: the scribe’ ink horn, the

pens that are not quill but ollow
hment sheets hound ol

’ Lhone or h the book fo.

edge, versus a scroll of papyrus or leather. as i carler times. (Parchment was process-
J animal shin, typically sh . finer th Jard leather) Daring the

Jien / likdle Ages the church hept alve the leacy of clasical
Roman ke d, b ofs thors like Vergil and Ci-
North-

llas of church fath helped R

ern European tongues,aichas German and English.
continued
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THE ALPHABET IN THE MIDDLE AGES —continued

macedons

xxXXxn
NxXxm
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. e
Crpers cURAMTENPTIITAS XN Lxsv usue
AONECUNIUMANNLIN ONRII
QuIperst \S.\\‘Lll\cl’\c\\r‘roK(\N\t TSLE
quoacs CUSETINCHAKIASCTUN CXOue
Qecimgunuocaturancelaspropheraue
KUNTSACCKOTIO QEINCTUSENTIES S0
AQICTUSUIR
’L uoo\unml RANN QS OENolnTIoNISTEM
j"lAlTﬂ.o)\Nnoé)«tJ rrrexpletusdo’
MESTICUSTESTINCSTIAChARIAS prophera
SECUNDOANNODINRIITANICCENS' o—‘?
|Y7N|]‘OT¢N\ o UENONMISERE DERIS
hierusalearvere Lnn\nmuoxqu\ O¢s
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‘Shapes of things to come. This Latin manuscript page of about A.D. 450,in the uncial
P he earl letter sh dinspive Eu-

ropean printers owercase forms in the lte 14006, @ thousand years in the fture.
‘Among thecmerging shapes o be found here ar: a.d. b m g and u. Penned i laly,
the manuscipt i transltion and contination o a Greck work of about 325 the
World History by thebishop and schlar Euscbiusof Cacsarea, The pate text con
cerns the reign of the famous ancient Persian king Darius (the "DARII”of the second
fullline and elseuhere).

Inthe R habets handurit im
portant he carved capitalsof mperial Rome. Derived from o Greek hand-
pire. I
was a quich but legible pen style for the yielding surface of parchment, partcularly

writing style, Latin uncial arose around A.D. 300, during the late Roman
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parchment sheaved in the new fa;l.mdkmmoftlne&»ﬁ ’El;‘;nf“rcmnﬁm

were bound before th shown in the “St. Gregory
seene, e 142) Uncial looked difforent from, and reguired diffe
itions than, the tuo older styles of R Lhands he “square”and
“rastic”capital. These took carefl. sl " 1, h
1. leather,laid flat on a hard surface. Uncial i

Jern book materials and. ductive work standards
Uncial became the premier Latin book hand of late antiquity ("book” as opposed to
the daily “business™ hand). It survived the empires collapse, around A.D. 500, being
he R dtural ele d by the R Gnl.al;rChmhandn
I i

e et Lot bk b hecarly Ml
he production of Bibles and Christian rel today.uncial-stgle lt-
s con b o nur oot bl acuncin ‘md«ml tradltion” Uncials are
ol

Thenmms ol ivnschelarh T etingfroma L
St. Jerome to litterae unciales. “inch-high letters™ (about 400). Compared

Innition comtl o 1os all
uch as N. O. S, or T while others look developed. such as the
A DLE o . Retondlomsallncil dereto b thecoptaleadopted

Aletter shape like & was thought ofas D. )

l.,..md Letesin those daye . il o Jmpe in any tet. Not il he oo

Older Roman I oh as rustic capitals, had emploged leter shapes of uni-
form height, Uncial s thefrst book hand 1o ralarly break uniformity. with about
ine letter shapes th ded cither above or below the others: D, H, K. and L were
the “ascenders”and E G. P.Q. and Y, the ‘descenders.” Nowadays those letters, plus «
four Joth Jors and descende n o Sl th

I ingach ithale larger (see the big Eand

Qon th page. opposite) was thef d our modern, two-tiered
xyﬂzmulu:inﬂanupper\mr’dlerlnhu'nu-v\lmv

o Lotin hond emideopread binees had todo b
il v fr e st and vk uriin i e o o he
decorative “artf I (now calld

found o certain voe in monusr l.m.;m. and ornate o Imm. unml.».;
semi-uncialwere both displaced by the highlyleible and casily pened Carolingian
minuscule, sponsored by the Fench king Charlemae.

continued
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THE ALPHABET IN THE MIDDLE AGES —continued

“The millennium from A, 500 t0 1500—the “middle” age, bridging the end
of antiduity and the birth of modern Europe—saw our Roman alphabet
throwugh most of s final growth. At the era’ outst,the alphubet comprised
23 letters for writing Latin. By 1500, the same alphabet had been fitted to
about 30 different Western and Central European languages: its

letters

could now number 24 or more, according to the tongue being represent
and the whole category of European “writing’” had been revalutionized b
practical printing method imvented by Johann Gutenberg in Germany
around 1452

One lunguage that began being penned in Roman letters during the
carly Middle Ages was Old English. By the vear 1500, English had
been enriched and developed through mixture with medieval French, and it
stood within a few generations of it finest cxpression. in the stage plays of
William Shakesp d 1600) and the King J dation of the
Bible 1611).

Such vast developments can be but shetched here. The milestones of
the Middle Ages in regard to the alphabet ares

© The collapse of the Roman Empire. By the 4005, the authority of the
Roman emperor and government was crumbling amid invasions of Ger-
tell. The empirc's

Rome's last em-

manic tribes, not only in the provinces but in Ital
nally dated to AD. 476. the year in w

end is trac
perar was deposed by a mutincer. Yet in ways the empire lingered: The
ed to be used

by rulers ot the eastern capital, Constantinoples and aspects of Roman

ity of Rome was not destroyech the title “emperor” co

ived on, particulurly in the villa organisation of the countryside.
Latin in various dialects remained Europe’s major spoken tongue west of
the Rhine River,and Latin supplied the
gunge of the Roman Catholic Church. Latin wi
man alphabet, was preserved by church-ongoniaed education, primarily
the monasti schools (particularly o the Benedictine order) and the epis-

rative lan-

ous and admin;

ing, in the 23-letter Ro-
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copal schools, ofien urban, which were associated with  bishop (Latin:
episcops) and his cathedral and which might admit well-heeled lay stu-
dents as well as intending clergymen.

A new map of Europe. The western Empire broke into multiple
Kingdoms, ruled typically by Germanic newcomers. Afier 450, most of
Roman Britain [ell to scaborne invaders from northern Germany:
Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, who would create on the sland a new “Angle-
Jand” Much of Italy was held in the 500 by a Germanic people called
Lombards (whence the modern name Lombards: the region of Milan).
And a swathe of territory from the Elbe River to the Pyrences was won
by an agéressive, resourceful tribe called the Franks—whose name lives
on in the modern name of France, in the western German city’s name
Frankfurt (the Franks ford” on the iver Mai
(oriinally denoting Frankish citisenship rights).

) in our noun “franchise™

our adjective “frank™

(citinens may speak frechy), in our verb “to frank” (t0 rubber-stamp, usu-
ally with postage value). and in the Italian word for postage stamp. far-
cabol. The posal relsences commenoratc an cea when o Frankish
noblenan’s v seal I

ery along the roads. The greatest Frankish king would be Charlemagne,
or Charles the Great, reigning from 768 to 814.

 The birth of the Romance languages. Modern Europe has five major
langunges that derive diectly from Latins they are, from west to enst,
Portugucse, Spanish, French, ltalan, and Romanian. (The adjective
“Romance”coming to Englh from Ol Fench. e i hi o, o

! Romans) By the middl o the Roman Empire,
150, certain changes were under way in the common people’s
spohen Latin. Alter the empire’s collaps, the changes accelerated alon;
Western Europe became  patehwork of Latin dialects, many

local line

more than five. Of these, a certain few, belonging to important cities like
Paris or Castile, were able to spread at the expense of others. through
continued
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THE ALPHABET IN THE MIDDLE AGES — continued

centuries of nation building. Today a few minor Roman languages survive
alongside the five major ones, such as Catalan in the Barcelona region or
Rhaeto-Romance in the southeastern Swiss Alps.

Regarding the mechanics of the Latin-to-Romance transformation,

suffce it to say that the changes encompassed language structure, pro-

nunciation, and vocabulary, with differences from one Romance tongue

to another, Latin's expressive but complex system of noun, adjective, or
he endings sould ch ding to the words”
use in a sentence) became vastly simplifids the new langunges confined
word-end changes mainly to verbs and relied more on word order and
dedicated prepositions, Thus,inthe Latin phrase “mother of God,” mater
Dei, the preposition “of” is indicated by the specific form Dei (versus Dess,
Do, ete).while modeen lalian or Spanish shorws the preposition asa words
madre di Dio, madre de Dios.
Much of modern Romance vocabulary has shifted in pronunciation

from Latin yet remains recognizably Latin at core. Thus the Latin word

rota (wheel) h Ided Romanian roata, Italian ruota, Portuguese roda,
Spanish rueds, and French roue (from Old French ruede) as well s En-
elnh borrowings lihe “rotate.” The Latin verh “to slecp.” dormire, hos be-

come ltalian dormire, Romanian dormi, and Portuguese, Spanish, and
French dormir.

The modern Romance language closest to classical Latin i gram-
mar s probably Romanian, while laliun tends to be the closest in writ-

ten vocabulary. The tongue that has evolved furthest from Latin is

French,its development duc partly to an early introduction of Germanic
phonctics from Frankish invaders and partly to medieval Frances dy-
namic role as  center of commerce and leasning, open to outside influ-

ences. French is of particular interest as being the single other language

most relevant to the history of English

The carliest stage of French, to about A, 1300, is known as Old
French. The emergence of Old French as a tongue distinet from Latin is
traditionally dated to 82, This misleadingly ate and precine date reflcts
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the earli itten do possess in a langunge that can be called
French, not Latin—in fact, it is our earliest document for any Romance
tongues carly Italian and Spanish are ot dmmenltd el u., 9008,
The French item ds

Frankish territories (they were brothers, Charles the Bald and Louis the
German). Known as the Oath of Strasbourg, after the eastern French
vhere it was ratified, the treaty is preserved within the Latin writ-
ings of a contemporary Frankish The treaty was a public dec-
laration to be understood by both rulers’ armies, and so it is bilingual, in
French and Gzrmm\ (l)emg of, gre.« nlu- too, for German studies). The
French fa ! in transition be-

e

st

tween ancient Latin and modern French. The opening words are: Pro
Deo amur et pro christian poblo et nostro commun salvament, d'st di in
avant (For the love of God and for the safety of the Christian people and
our community. from this day forth).
Although written in the traditional 23 Roman letters, this language is
10 longer Latin but rather something new: looking at first glance like
Spanish. Not only have most of the words changed from their Latin coun-
terparts, but the pronunciation of certain letters themselves has changed.
pointing the way to modern pronunciations of French and English. For ex-
ample, a sound *v.” the voiced [ricative, which the ancient Romans never
koew in Latin spech, i pmb,m\ the sound l...\g ed in the words
d Vithir ies of the Strash Outh, Old
s would be foreibly imported to England
building blocks of modern English.

French words and proune

(see below)., where they

 New and important lester shapes. As part of wider educational and
administrative reforms, the Frankish king Charlemagne in about

a
e kgl he it s headed b the sl Alin ms-
ter of Charl hool ot the Frankish capital of Aachen (now

continued
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THE ALPHABET IN THE MIDDLE AGES —continued

in western Germany). Probably by selecting and refining one of the better
semi-uncial scripts then in existence, Alcuin created the new official hand.
known to modern scholars as Carolingian minuscule—"Carolingian” being

Jjective relating to Charlemagne and “minuscule” traditionally mean-

ing “smaller” or “lesser.” The new script was smaller than other business
hands, yet more legible, and smaller also than book hands like uncials or
sdunre capitals, It was leser insofar as n business hand naturally fell below
uncials and other book hands in the hierarchy of seripts.

OFall Charlemagne’s civilizing achievements, Carolingian minuscale
has arguably been the most permanent, for it has supplicd the lowercase
letter shapes that we use today. Where uncial had introduced about seven
modified letter shapes and semi-uncial about seven more, the Carolingian
script drew on this tradition and perfected it. giving to almost all the letters
ive, legible shapes destined for

During the 8005, Charlemagne's new script proved highly successful

on its own merits. Economical of space and materi was pleasant to
write—most of its letters could be inked in one continuous pen motion—
and to read, with enough dignity to recommend it also as a book hand.
Soon it had supplanted uncial as the main Latin book hand of Western
Europe. (Our earliest extant book in German, a rhyming translation
of the Gospels from around 865, happens to be penned in Carolingian
letters)

Carolingian seript fell asi

its turn, for newer styles during the
10008 and 1100s. But dramatically, it was redis dinold ipts

during the carly 14008 in Italy and then inspired a whole new Italian
handwriting style, called the humanist school. which emerged about 30
years before Gutenbergs printing press. In the late 14605, carly printers
in ltaly chose humanist letter shapes as models for the first lowercase
type designs of the newly ereated “roman” print.

Thus was Carolingian minuscule resurrected to become the prime

book hand peak) of the print era. The old I hap
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daiy four books, new d magazines. A Carolingian-
style mamuscript page i llustrted and discussed just ahead, on page 156.

© The birth of English. Between about AD. 450 and 500, Germanic
peoples called Angles, Saxons. and Jutes invaded Roman Britain and
captured most of the territory south of the Firth of Forth, leaving only
some defended enclaves in the mountainous west. The invaders spoke a
Germanic language. distantly related to modern Dutch, German. and
Danish. among other tongues. Dating from the moment the Angles and
the others set foot on British soil, their tongue becomes known for his-
torical purposes as Old English. It can be imagined as the “German
grandfather” of modern English.

Whereas the Germanic Franks who invaded Roman Gaul (modern
France) in the 500s AD. became assimilated and adopted the deleated
inhabitants’ Latin dialect (the future language French), this was not so
for the Anglo-Saxons: their newcomer language became that of En-
gland. One reason for th
evacuntion of the Roman British population after defeat: They sailed to
Gaul or withdrew into th plands k as Wales, where
their Celtic element is today preserved in the traditional Welsh lan-

stic takeover was the overwhelming

guage. sill the frs tongue spoken in many homes and public places of
North Wales.

The Anglo-Suxons—or English, as we may now also call them—
may have brought along their ovwn alphabets the runes of old Northern
Europe. Not necessarily magical or evil (despite trestment in modern

; ).tk ised about 24 letters. heyed
to the sounds of Germanic speech and shaped angolarly for casy carving
into wood (the “serap paper” of forested Europe).

ach letter was a
“runc"—a Germanic word interpreted by modern scholars as meaning

cither “secret” or “scratchings.” It s theorized that runic script may have
been born from an adaption of the Etruscan alphabet by an Alpine
people around 300 B.C. Runes scem to have been used for commerce, cor-

continued
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THE ALPHABET IN THE MIDDLE AGES —continued

respondence, and occasional magic. much like other carly alphabets. For
moder sl ll e wriing s b st the pr
of wood. Abou 5,000 inscrptions survve, mainly

nd s dedhrions smtehed oty et i, J.«ine between

from about AD. 100 to 1600, The majority come from Swedens 1000 from
Norwssabout 700 from Denmarksand 1 by from Germans th
Bt b and o Angl-Smon Englard b contbuted 70
Alongside the Anglo-Saxon runic alphabet —and soon overshadow-
ing it—was the Anglo-Suson Roman alphabet, beginning around AD.
600. Although Roman letters had been used by the Roman British in-

habitants. the Anglo-Suon conguerors seem to have learned their

ABC's only with the arrival of Christian missionaries from the conti-
nent. (The Anglo-Sasons in England originally were pagans) This car-
liest Roman alphabet of England had about 27 letters, including four or
five supplemental signs for certain English speech sounds beyond the
scope of traditional Roman letters. Two of the extra letters were runes:
One was called thorn, denoting the English sound “th.” and the other
was wyn, for the sound *w” (there being as yet no W in the Roman al-
phabet). Thus thorn and wyn showed up in both the runic and the Roman
alphabets of Old English: and they would become entwined
ries of other letters, such as Y and W.

in the histo-

The oldest extant English writing comes from around the year Goor
a few biblical passages in Roman letters, translated at that time from
Letin. There fllow some religious and legal writings and poctey of the
lute 600 The lower o OId Engli

Beowulf (meaning “Bear” the hero's name), was evidently written down

literature, the 3,182-line epic poem

in around 725—although the story i et in the carly 5003 and our single
dates from about 1000,
an Conduest of 1066 chanied forever England's s

extant manu

The N
and language
Normans and their descendants held wealth and power while being: far

England received a French-speaking Norman ruling dasm
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outnumbered by the Anglo-Saxons, who supplied the peasantry: labor-
ers.and some of the middle class. Old English did not die under such cir-
cumstances. nor did it continue unchanged. It gradually mixed with
auspects of Norman French to become. starting in the 11008, u substan-
tially new tongue, which we call Middle English. This was the language
of the London poet Geoffrey Chaucer (around 1380). Middle English
would evolve into Modern Engl
ning in 1500 and reaching maturity in about 1660.

Middle English combined English and French vocabulary and En-
glish and French specch sounds: French spelling rules and French letter
values dominated. as used by Norman clergy and teachers in England.
Not only the words but the very letters of English underwent change.

moving in a direction that we would call more modern.

. generally dated by scholars as begin-

For instance, the rune wyn disappeared from England's Roman al-
phabet by about 1300, dislodged by the Norman letter W. And the Old
English letter U, freduently written and v
be replaced in some spellings by the more Norman-looking O or OU—
w0 that Old English suni (pronounced “sun-uh) became Middle
sone and then “son.” while #us (*hoos”) became ous and then
“house” Yet Old English sunewas I alone, to eventually yield “sun
Meanwhile, Norman French had introduced into English u few
sounds that were unknown to the original Anglo-Saxons. These in-
cluded certain French shadings of vowel sounds (the A and O gained in
pertoire, for example) and the Romance sound j” (usin English Jolly™
rrnm Old French jolif; meaning “lively” or “pretty”). Middle English
5 he I 1 1) or G (soft). but in a fu-
would inspire o brand-new letter of the alphabet, J.
J. another new letter would emerge: V. Together ] and V. ar-
riving after W, would provide the final letters by which the 23-letter al-

pronounced, came to

phabet of ancient Rome grew into our aven 26 letters. The W entered our
alphubet during the late 1500, but for J and V' full recognition would
wait until mid-1gth century.

continued
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THE ALPHABET IN THE MIDDLE AGES —continued

Modern English contains, in theory, some 500,000 words. of which
in modern print. While the
50,000 include borrovwings from many tongues—Japanese, iddish, an-

about 50,000 appear at least period

cient Greek, and others—the two biggest components are Old English
and Ol French,at about equal size. During the Middle Ages, the voeab-
ulary of early English roughly doubled through French admixture, from
about 12,000 to 24,000 words at that time. Most o our modern words of
Latin origin were delivered through medieval French, although a few
(momentum, apperatus) represent lter borrowings for scentific or other
sechnieal vocabulary.

(A Tootnote:
words are not “pure” English but were borrowed from Ol Norse into
Old English, around AD. 800 t0 1000, amid Viking settlement and trade

hin the Old English category here, a minority of

in England. This Scandinevian group includes many of our own *ok”
words, like “shill” “shin.” and “bush.")

A comparison of French- versus English-derived words offes insight
on the social seting of Middle English. As the Scottish novelst Sir Wal-
ter Scott observed in Juanboe (819).ivestock ofen hav
the hoof as being tended by English peasantry. but French names on the
table, as being eaten by Norman lords. Thus English “sheep.” “eows.”
ance slaughtered and coohed, became French “mut-
ton” “beel” “veal” and *pork” Robert Claiborne ives other examples in
bisbook Our Marslows Nasie Tngue 19%) Anil-Swons v

tagen’” Normans lived i “mansions.” “manors.” “castles” Anglo-Susons

E nglish names on

“ealves.” and “swin

“eot-

harcsropped on o “eroft” Normans oned o . whose filds they
might e for“ent” Angl-Susons didthe “work” Normans tok the

t “labor” in “appropriate” “pursuits” libe

With some exceptions, Old English words tend to supply our vocab-
ulary for necessities and other busies of experience, while French-derived

words may reflect activities that are more intellectual, leisurely. special -
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iaed. orhucrative. Old English gives us: heaven. hell, s carth, life death,
love, hate,
band.
president, legislature, congress, constitution, and parliament. The baker
and shepherd are Englishs the banker and doctor are French. The supe-
riority of French cooking i acknowledged in words Itk boil, broi

grill. roast, toast, sauce, dinner. and table (while “cuisine™ and “men:

ht. food, sleep, summer, winter, mother, father, hus-

and home, among many others. French gives us. for examples

are
postmedieval borrowings).

Some French words in English have the same meanings as certain
Old English words: linguists call such pairings “doublets.” It has long
been observed that the French word in a doublet operates usually at a
more detached or abstract level than the Old English one. Compare the
following pairs, Old English first: freed id liberty. | d affecti
hatred and enmity. friendship and amity, truth and veracity. lying and
and (as above) work and labor. The English word may be
better suited to physical conditions (“deep water”). the French one to a

mend:

mental climate ("a profound essay’). With its more personal or visceral
effect, Old English has been preferred statstially in English poctry
and oratory. For instance, in Britsh admiral Horatio Nelson's prebatle
message of 1805, “England expectsthat every man will do his duty:” the only

French word is “expects”™
Doublets contribute to one of the gretest strengths of English:its
richness (o French word) or wealth (an English word) of vocabulary:
it it choice among o that precit at difleent v, Englis of-
pture shadings of meaning. And it can vary its word use

to.avoid repetition.

The two different roots of English aflect its specch sounds and let-

ters. too. Uniducly. our tongue combines factors of both major Western

European language groups: the Germanic and Romance. A Germanic
tongue. English nevertheless employs certain Romance-derived sounds
Tike %" which no Germanie language shares. (Most Germans might at
first have trouble saying English “Germany:” tending instead toward

continued
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THE ALPHABET IN THE MIDDLE AGES —continued

“Chermany.”) Or there is the issue of letter K versus C. German and Qm-.,
dinavian spell ly prefer th Jicuted K and they downplay

1 Romance spelinga st the apporite Th C prnides French or lalinn

with most of whats mecded. and K is nearly superfluous, being used mainly
for Toreign-borrowed words. But English Aises both camps, We fivor
speling with C and we usea soft C before letters E. 1 or Y, s taught to us
by medieval French. Yet we depend. too, on K. for,unlike French, we have
many words where a k" sound precedes E I, or Y—hennel, kin, picky—

and K is the only way to sho t.

o The spread of prinsing. The invention of a practical method of
printing, by the goldsmith Johann Gutenberg of Mains, in Germany:
around AD. 1452, is u landmark of world history. Alon with the capture
of Constantinople by the Ottoman Turks in 1453 the Gutenberg break-
through is normally used by historians to mark the end of the Middle
Ages and the beginning of the mature Renaissance or the modern era.
The topic of carly printing is addressed in a historical section on pages

179-83.

T English can be traced b bloody welter of an October

affernoon in A.D. 1066 on the southern coast of England. At the Battle of Hastings.
about 30 miles cast of Brighton, a French-speaking invasion force of perhaps 5,000 men
led by Duke William of Normandy defeated 7,000 English defenders under Englands
King Harold and won /m William 1A»I nlish throne. twer 1Iu mz,, major battle of

From the en-
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suint misture of two socitis, Norman French and Anglo-Saxom a transformed na-
tion and language woukd emere.

e e fomous Bageus Topestra, Norman hnights o horschack
bear down on the Engli shield wall o the batlestart. The English although disad.-
vantaged in equipment and general readines. would loe the day only offr figned

g o induscd ther to break ranbsancl be e to ambuch, and

King Harold had been killed in the melee.
The teetr—tshniclly ot tapesir. s te s are e .
; il o Tthe bt and b el b
housed at Ba E th Fr No Jn a linen band
fotlont, d oot e deoie the iveiont, back '

main events primarily the battlesthe boders.top and bottor, contain decoratve or
vlenetl neos and o o e sl Lo . I the
. b ol

1A:|—::~::\/,L|l he final words of

shich in transl Id be the last o e “Duke Will b
ih  prude battle against the English.
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A charming, ornate capital H opens
the book of Exodus in the Grandval

Bible. See sidebar, pages 158-59.




SLIGHTLY ANEMIC H

ow narrowly H qualifies as a
letter! H, our cighth leteer, is
our “least” letter, too. Its prob-

lem is its sound.

All other letters represent
sounds created by expelled breath interacting with
clements like the vocal cords, throat, tongue, teeth,
o lips. Think of the sounds of A, K, or M. The H
can lay claim to the expelling-of-breath part but
nothing clse; uniquely, its sound involves no other
pronunciation.

Due to its weak phonetics, H has a history
of fading out of words in English and other lan-
guages over time. And H has been the subject of
humiliating debates by grammarians down the
centuries, as to whether o not it even belongs in
the alphabet. Although we classify H as a con-




A PECKING ORDER OF SCRIPTS

A charming, orate capital H opens the book of Exodus in the medicval, handwrit-
ten Latin Bible known as the Grandval Bible (after a Swiss abbey to which it once
belonged). Penned sometime around A.D. 840 at the abbey of St. Martin at Tours,
in west-central France, and now housed in London’s British Library, this treasured
manuscript is a prime example of Carolingian minuscule, Western Europe’s fore-
‘most Latin handwriting style between about A.D. 800 and 1050. Carolingian mi-

dunder sh king Charl d it was destined, ina
future century, to help inspire our modern print lowercase letcer shapes. (See also
pages 147-49 and 179-83.)

Notall of the page is in Carolingian style; rather, it presents a hicrarchy of
scripts. The three-word headline—*“Here begins the book of Exodus”™—is in
traditional Roman square capitals, imitating the look of ancient Roman letters
carved in stone. Below that and following the initial H, Verse 1 of Chapter 1
appears in the uncial pen style (on which sce pages 142-43).

The opening words are Haec sunt nomina filiorum Israhel qui ingressi sunt
in Acgyptum, “These ate the names of the sons of Isracl who entered Egypt.”
(In medieval Latin writing, a final letcer M could be signified by a bar over the
preceding vowel.) The word snahel contains an uncial H, looking different
from the square-capital opening H. The uncial h shape represents the earliest
step toward our modern lowercase h.

Below the brief uncial passage, the text switches to Carolingian minuscules
for Verse 2 and following, The lettering is wonderfully clear, although tiny in
size (economical of space and materials). Note the difference between certain
Carolingian and uncial letter shapes, such as B, G, and N, with the Carolingian
shapes gencrally closer to modern lowercase print. (One exception s the long-

sonant, it could alternatively be treated as something that’s not a
letter: an “aspirate;” or phonetic breathing.

Nor is H’s marginal status helped by its oddball name. Why
aitch? Most letters of English are named for their sounds; a con-
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style Carolingian S, which ingly fshape.) Note, too, the sys-
temaric use of a dot and space to end a sentence, with an enlarged leteer begin-
ning the first word of the next sentence.

“The enlarged letters fallino three catcgories. Most are Carolingian mi-
nuscules “writ large’—the same lettering as the other text, penned slightly big-
ger. However, a sizable minority (the second category) are uncial leers, stuck
among the minuscules. And a couple (the third category) are square capitals.
In Bibles of this era,  single square capital was normally written as the inicial
letter of the first word of each new biblical chaprer: Inded, the words “chap-
ter” and “capital” are related. Similarly, an uncial leter was used for the start of
cach new biblical verse, within a chaper.

Thus, here, Verse 2 of Chapter 1 (just under the big H) opens with an un-
cial R for Ruben—different-looking from the Carolingi le £ of
Issachar, four words later. Over to the right and up, at the right-hand column,
a large capital E stands out to announce the first word of Chapter 2: Egresus.
Dircctly two lines below; there s an uncial E, marking Verse 2 of Chapter 2.
“The uncial E looks different from both the square capital and the Carolingian
e shapes nearby.

“The three levels of hierarchy are reflected in the letters sizes. Uncials are
bigger than Carolingian letters. Bigger yet are the square capitals, of which the
biggest of all is the book’s opening letter—an H, in this case.

We sce in such hierarchy the beginning of our modern treatment of ext:
Each letter i thought of as commanding more than one shape and/or size, to
be used variously on a page, according to certain rules. Modern print uses
mainly two categories: upper- and lowercase. The large Carolingian or uncial
letter that begins sentences in the Grandval Bible has given way o the upper-
case letter tha opens our modern sentences.

sonants name typically involves the sound itself plus a vowel
sound: bee, jay, en, ar. Logically, H should be called “hee” or
“hay” Instead, the name aitch doesn’t even have the sound

Only one or two other letter names lack the relevant sounds: W’
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name is at least visually descriptive and Y’s name, while missing
the consonantal “y." does capture the letter’s vowel sound, “i.”
What's the point of H’ name?

First, the question of classification. Around A.b. 500, in the
‘majestic city of Constantinople, the authoritative Latin grammar-
ian Priscian judged H to be not a true letter. In the opus titled
Principles of Grammar, drawing on the accumulated Latin scholar-
ship of prior centuries, Priscian defined H as merely a symbol
that announces a breathy pronunciation for the letter next to it,
either before or after, in word spellings. Priscian (and his sources)
had cottoned on the H' most intriguing trait: H seems to be as
much about the sound alongside it as about its own sound.

All consonants rely to some extent on the letter next door.
Consonants typically display their sound against a vowel. The
sound of T, for example, is indistinct by itself, but it rings clearly
when put next to a vowel or an agreeable consonant (as in the
words “put next to”). H is the most extreme case: It is virtually
inaudible alone. To be heard, H needs the A of “hat” or the E of
“adhere” or the W-E of “when” (a word that in OId English
was written and pronounced as huenne, showing more clearly the
H? function; most modern English WH- words originally were
spelled HW-).

Yet in “hat” or “adhere” or “where;” you could say the H is
only coloring the pronunciation of the other letter, giving it
some breath. By that notion, H wouldn't have to be treated as a
letter itself. In an alphabet slightly different from ours, H could
perfectly well be shown as an accent mark, over the other letter.

Take the word “hill.” We might find no disadvantage in turn-
ing the H into an accent, to go over the I We'd still pronounce
the word as “hill” but spell it as something like “{11.” Similarly, the
word “rehab” could be “redb,” with an accented A. And “when”
could be “fen” or “wén.”
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‘That's pretty much how modern Greek does it. Greek writing
denotes the sound “h” not as a letter but an accent mark, placed
atop or alongside another letter that is to be pronounced
breathily. The accent is routinely used, even in Greek words that
English trandliterates with the letter H, such as “Heracles” or
“Rhodes”” The Greek lettering of such words has no H letter,
just the accent mark.

Once upon a time, ancient Greek did have a letter H, which
became the grandparent of our H. But the ancient Greeks even-
tually saw they could economize by dropping that sound from
their letter list and reassigning the symbol H to a different sound.

Not surprisingly, H's inferior status among the Romans and
Greeks served to shape the thinking of later centuries, particu-
larly among European enthusiasts of Greek and Latin. One such
was the French Renaissance scholar and type designer Geofroy
Tory (introduced on page 46 here). In his wonderful 1529 book
on the alphabet, Champ Fleury, Tory deals gendly but firmly with
H: “The aspirate is not a letter; nonetheless, it is by poetic license
given place as a letter”

That sentiment was stll current 200 years later, at least for
old-fashioned thinkers like Michael Maittaire, an English scholar
of Greek and Latin who wrote a 1712 English Grammar. R emark-
ably, Maittaire does not include H among the other letters dis-
cussed in his introductory chapter; instead, he delegates H alone
to a later chapter. As he explains loftily, “H is not properly a Let-
ter; and its use will be taught among those marks which belong
to Syllables”

Still, H has had its defenders. One was English playwright-
poet-scholar Ben Jonson (heard from already on page 86 here).
Jonson’s 1640 English Grammar treats H evenhandedly. On one
hand, Jonson ducks the issue of whether H is a letter or not: In
his introductory run-through of the leters, Jonson does not dis-
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cuss H at its alphabetical place but holds it til the very end, after
Z, thus acknowledging a question or problem about H. Yet what
he has to say is supportive: By any name, H is essential for our
proper pronunciation of other letters—all the vowels and some of
the consonants.

“H, whether it be a letter or no, hath been examined by the
ancients, and by some of the Greek party too much condemned,
and thrown out of the alphabet as an aspirate merely. . . . But, be
ita letter or spirit, we have great use of it in our tongue, both be-
fore and after vowels. And though I dare not say she is (as I have
heard one call her) the ‘Queen-mother of Consonants. yet she is
the life and quickening of ¢, g, p, s, t, w, or also r when derived
from the aspirate Greek rh.”

Jonson here refers to H’s role in seven pairings with other
consonants—CH, GH, PH, SH, TH, WH, and RH—occurring
mostly in words derived from OId English, otherwise from an-
cient Greek, for instance: cheat, sigh, telephone, shape, that,
what, and rhapsody. These seven pairings have varied and com-
plex histories; in olden days, the “h” sound was more in evidence
among them generally than today. Regarding our modern En-
glish pronunciations, we can say that the H enriches the accom-
panying consonant (what, thapsody), falls silent with it (sigh), or
combines with it to create a new sound entirely (enough, cheat,
telephone, shape, that).

Ideally, a sound like “sh” would have its own, single letter. (It
does in Hebrew, for example, while “ch” has its own letter in
Russian)) However, a reliance on two-letter combinations like
SH, CH, or Ol is an essential trait of written English, one way by
which English is able to “save” on letters. Even with 26 letcers,
our alphabet is thinly stretched to cover the large number of En-
glish speech sounds.

Thanks to such letter pairings, H ranks high in rate of use, be-
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ing about our ninfi-most-often-used letter in English print,
somewhere around R and just above D. Yet in an analysis of spo-
ken English, the sound “h” ranks low, accounting for less than 1.5
percent of English speech sounds. Clearly H sees most of its ac-
tion in written letter pairings.

H wasn't always so complicated. In the Phoenician alphabet of
1000 B.C., the eighth letter had a guttural sound like the German
“ch” in “Bach” As with all Phoenician letters, the sound was
demonstrated in the start of the letter’s name. The letter was
called khet (pronounced something like “kate” with a breathy,
juicy K). The name perhaps meant “fence” in the Phoenicians
Semitic tongue.

Meanwhile the Phoenician speech sound “h” was covered by
a different letter, named he (pronounced “hay”), at alphabetic
place number 5. Today he has become our letter E, still the fifth
letter, while khet has supplied our H, still the eighth letter.

When the Greeks copied the Phoenician alphabet around
800 B.C.. both e and ket became Greek letters, with modifica-
tions. The Greeks transformed the subtle he into their vowel E,
called epsilon. Then, to supply the “h” sound, the Greeks turned
to the Phoenician cighth letter, khet, whose sound was at least
similar to “h” The Greeks reassigned khiet to the sound “h.” and
they altered the foreign name to a more Greck-sounding name.
The ancient Greek letter is traditionally called eta (pronounce
“cight-a"), yet undoubtedly its very earliest name was feta (“hate-
"), demonstrating the “h” sound. Either name was meaningless
in Greek, aside from denoting the letter. In shape, the early Greek
letter looked just like Phoenician khet.

This Greek hieta, meaning the sound “h.” at alphabetic place
number 8, would reach Ttaly in the 7005 B.C., destined for the
alphabets of the Etruscans and Romans. Meanwhile, changes
would occur in a distant branch of Greek writing, among
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“East Greeks” of the Asia Minor west coast: Here the heta
would be reassigned as a vowel letter, efa, denoting the
Greek long E. Gradually the East Greek alphabet, with its vowel
eta, would become general throughout Greece, after being
adopted by the dynamic cultural city of Athens in about 400 B.C.
Greek dialects that employed an “h” sound would then show
such through an accent mark. This system has been inherited
by modern Greek.

The West Greek “h” letter of the 700s B.c. took the shape 5.
Reaching Italy, it was copied into the Etruscan alphabet, still at
place number 8. The Etruscan letter, in turn, was copied into the
newborn Roman alphabet around 600 B.c. Over time—and
probably in imitation of a development being observed in the
Greek alphabet, in the shape of the letter eta—the Roman letter
shape shed its horizontal bars top and bottom, to look like H. The

BB HH

(1) Phoenician khes, the “fonce," from an inscription of about 1000 b.C. The eighth leter of the
Phoenician alphaber, khet took a hard oh" sound, as announced in the start of its name. The
letter shape may have suggested a section of fencing, as for livestock: rw poles with cords strung
betueen. (2) By goo b.C., Phoenician khec’s shape had grown simpler. (3) Early Greek heta or
cta, from an inseription of about 725 B.C. As part of the Greeks copying of the Phoenician al-
phabet around 800 b.C., this letter kept the baxy shape and number-8 place of the Phoenician
Khet but 100k a new sound: *h." (4) Athenian Greek ea of abous 400 .C. In the “clssical”
Greck alphabet as written by the philosopher Plato and others, exa looked like our H but was
sounded as a vowel, the Greek long E (pronounced like our long A). Three such eta vowels can
e seen, for example,in the marble-carved “King Alesander” inseiption of 34 1.C.. on page 69
In modern Greek, et taes @ vowel sound rather like “e.”
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Romans called their letter something like fa (please don't laugh)
and made good use of it.

The Romans’ Latin language contained a fair percentage of
words beginning with the sound “h.” But in addition, the Ro-
mans began the practice of inserting H as a symbol for “thicken-
ing” the letter alongside; they did this specifically in transiterating
Greek loan words into Latin—a consideration of increasing im-
portance in the centuries leading up to the time of Christ, when
Greek technology and cultural ideas were shaping Roman society.

Certain Greek letter sounds had no Latin equivalent. For
four such Greek letters, the Romans felt they could approximate
the Greck sound by writing the nearest-cquivalent Latin letter
with an H following, symbolizing a throatier or breathier pro-
nunciation. Thus the Greck letter ki, sounding like a breathy K
or C, came to be written in Latin not as a C alone but as C plus
H. That was the birth of our hard CH (chrome, chronic, psy-
chic), which in modern English almost always occurs in words
from ancient Greek.

Similarly, the Romans used T plus H to approximate the
Greek letter theta, which carried a sound (foreign to Latin)
demonstrated in the start of the letter name. The Greek letter o
in certain breathy uses came to be written as a Roman RH. And
the Greek letter phi became PH. Today in “Philip,” “photo,” or
“Anglophile;” the Greco-Latin PH is pronounced just like E but
in ancient times this must not have been the case, otherwise the
uilitarian Romans would have written it as . a letter they pos-
sessed. Rather, the sound of Greck phi fell between P and F com-
bining P puff and Fs hiss, in a way now lost to us.

Equipped with these four equivalents of Greek letters, a Ro-
man gentleman of Cicero’s day could attend a lecture on phil-
asophia or a contest in rhetorice, see a performance at the dheatrum,
walk out and admire some architectura, or partake of any of a hun-
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dred other Greek-d d activities (and d d write

about it in Latin.

Fast forward to about A.D. 1200. In Norman-ruled England,
Norman-cthnic clergy and teachers, faced with the task of
transliterating native English words into purely Roman letters,
would borrow the old Roman H trick. They added H to another
letter in word spellings, to signal a “thickening” of sound.

Traditional Anglo-Saxon writing employed about four special
letters, beyond the received Roman letters, for showing certain
sounds of English. Norman authorities, working to discourage
and eradicate those English letters, relied heavily on H in substi-
tutions. Thus the abundant English sound “th” (as in “thus.”
“the)” etc.), previously written often as a single English letter
called thorn, came to be represented by the two letters TH, ex-
actly as in a Greek-to-Latin situation in ancient Rome.

Similarly, the breathy English “g” or “y" sound (once de-
noted by the English letter yogh) came to be spelled as GH,
instead. However, it was GH’ bad luck to be left behind by
subsequent, general changes in English pronunciation. Originally,
in words like “sight” “although.” “cough.’ or “enough” the
Norman GH-spelling mirrored the medieval pronunciations. Yet
these pronunciations later changed, variously, and today the
whole family of English GH words is notoriously unphonetic in
spelling—to the frustration of purists like Irish author George
Bernard Shaw (see page 138).

Our other written H combinations, SH, WH, and soft CH,
were likewise created in the Middle Ages. Soft CH (cheese, latch)
symbolizes an Old English sound originally written as a variant
form of C. Norman authorities threw in an H, to bring the En-
glish spelling into line with French spelling, as in French dhar
(cart). This Norman CH was destined, in both English and
French, to admit confusion between the soft CH (cheer) and
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the hard CH of words with Greco-Roman backgrounds (choir,
chorus).

The ambiguous CH is among the most irksome features of
English spelling. For example, how do you pronounce the acro-
nautical term “Mach number”? (Hint: A hard question.)

Probably H's most distinctive trait is a tendency to fade from pro-
nunciation, particularly at the start of words. This has happened
dramatically in Romance languages: Once abundant in early
Latin, the sound “h” has fairly drained away from Latin’ descen-
dant tongues. In modern Spanish and French, H is an empty shell,
still written in words like honor and honneur, but never pro-
nounced—although an “h” sound (as we would call it) has
emerged in the Spanish pronunciation of J and soft G. Italian
spelling omits H entirely (foreign terms excepted), hence Italian
words like orribile, onore, and erdico. One hallmark of a French or
Italian accent in English is the omission of the sound “h” or dif-
ficulty pronouncing it.

Evidendy, such opening “h” sounds evaporated long before
the Romance tongues were even born, amid general shifts in the
spoken Latin of common folk under the later Roman Empire.
Modern scholars, by studying variant word spelling in inscrip-
tions, have traced the dropping of “h” back before A.D. 200.

English has experienced loss of opening “h” to a lesser and
greater degree—lesser in official pronunciations and spellings,
and greater in everyday speech. An “h” at the start of words was
a strong clement of Old English. Today the Old English legacy
survives in countless words like “happy.” “heart,” and “hearth,”
where H is permanently at “home.” Among words of Franco-
Latin origin, however, English has inherited a sometimes-weaker
H. All of our official silent-initial-H words come via medieval
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French: heir, honest, honor, hour, and (in the United States) herb
and homage.

During one medieval era, initial H was actually dropped from
Old French spellings, a trend affecting Norman-ruled England,
too, where French words were being spoken and written. Although
the Hs generally were put back later, a handful of modern English
word spellings are still missing their original opening H. These in-
clude “able” (derived ultimately from Latin habils), “ostler.” mean-
ing a stableman (from the “hosteler” or host at a hostel or hotel),
and “arbor,” meaning a kind of garden, derived from Old French
herbier (and not from Latin arbor, meaning “trec”).

In spoken English, meanwhile, H has suffered rather more
hits. For example, many of us speak naturally of “an historian
who has written a history book.” pronouncing the H of “his-
tory” but not “historian”” We do so because we unconsciously
feel doubt about the “stopping power” of an H at the head of a
syllable that's not accented (as in “historian”): We tend to think of
that H as not there, and the question is tested if the H-word is
preceded by a vowel like the article “a.” In print, the correct form
is “a historian.”

Certain American regional accents tend to swallow an initial
H, especially in words of the H-plus-long-U-plus-M variety: hu-
man, humid, humor. A New York City-area accent can reduce “I
saw him” to “T soaw’m.” or “I said to her” to “I sed doer.”

Of course, spoken English’s best-known loss of initial H oc-
curs in the London working-class accent traditionally called
“Cockney,” associated with the city’s East End. As documented in
print by British writers starting with elocutionist John Walker
(1791)—and as embodied for most Americans in the Eliza Doolit-
tle character of George Bernard Shaws 1913 stage comedy-satire,
Pygmalion, and its musical adaption of stage (1956) and screen
(1964), My Fair Lady—the dropping of an initial H (*’cllo”) was
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the most striking aspect of the Cockney accent as opposed to that
of a middle-class Londoner. Also, certain Cockneys were heard to
overcompensate by placing H in front of vowels where it didn't
belong. An anonymously written piece of about 1900 has the let-
ter H complining to the Cockneys that it has been banished
“from "ouse, from "ome, from "ope, from "eaven; and placed by
your most learned society in Hexile, Hanguish, and Hanxiety.”

In class-bound Britain of the 19th and 20th centuries, the
spoken H provided a small indicator of larger social divides. How
you used H in your specch was a sign of which side of the rail-
road tracks you belonged to. As the unabridged 1933 Oxford En-
glish Dictionary explains under its “H” heading: “In recent times,
the correct treatment of initial h in speech has come to be re-
garded as a kind of shibboleth of social position.” (For the term
“shibboleth,” meaning “password,” see page 293 here)

Consequently, there arose a British adjective “H-less” or
“aitchless,” referring condescendingly to a labor-class Londoner or
one of labor-class background, regardless of income. A published
letter to the London Times of March 1894 sniffs at the political
activism of a wife who “brings *h-less’ Socialists as guests to her
husbands house” And a picce in the London lawyer's Temple Bar
Magazine of July 1893 contains the memorable phrase, “Millionaire
cheesemongers who dwell i-less in the feudal castles of the poor.”

Shaw’s Pygmalion concerns a scheme to remake the “gutter-
snipe” Cockney flower vendor Eliza into a refined lady and pass
her off in polite society s a duchess, by first tutoring her to speak
upper—class style—a process requiring much work on her H. In
the 1038 Pygmalion movie version (although not in Shaw’s origi-
nal script), Eliza must repeatedly and laboriously practice to pro-
nounce the sentence “In Hampshire, Hereford, and Hartford,
hurricanes hardly ever happen” A similar detail appears in My
Fair Lady.
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(1) Early Roman H, fiom a carved insciption of about 500 8.C. As capied from the Greeks by
the Erruscans (700 5.C.) and from the Eeruscans by the Romans (600 5.C.), this leier stood at
place number 8 and took the sound “h." (2) By the late 2001 8.C., Roman H had shed its hori-
contal bars op and botsom. In shape, sound, and alphaberical place, this Roman leterwas now
our H. (3) Roman carved H from the 1005 4.0. This shape enjoys the pleasing efcts of serifi

(W) 4n

wncial H from a Latin Gospel, the 700,

that of the capita,jus shorn of s upper right bar, et e uncal alo ooks abead 10 our lower-
case h. (5) A Carolingian minuscule b, from the first half of the So0s, clearly anticipates our
lowercase form.

Outside of this lively literary corner, H scems to have had lit-
de impact on modern culture, perhaps due to its being claimed by
the hemorrhoid medicine Preparation H (a product name always
good for a laugh in teen-movie dialogue and similar). On chem-
istry’s elemental chart, H stands for hydrogen: You can remember
that easily, if troublingly. through the existence of an H-bomb.

As to H’ peculiar name. Like most letters, H takes its English
name from the medieval French version, introduced to England
after the Norman Conquest of A.D. 1066 The Old French name
was hache or ache—written both ways but in either case pro-
nounced as something like “ah-cheh,” with a soft “ch” sound.
Today that old pronunciation and the spelling ache survive in H’s
name in Spanish.
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Where did Old French “ah-cheh” come from? One modern
theory claims that since the minuscule h looked like an upside-
down hatchet, it was called in French the “hatchet” (hache,
pronounced in olden days as “ah-cheh”). Yet a more plausible
explanation traces the French name back to some name for H in
late Latin, a name spoken in common parlance but nowhere
recorded in writing.

As mentioned, Hs official carly Latin name was probably ha.
By the early centuries A.D., however, that name probably shifted
unofficially to something like ahha—a process described on page
127. Later still, the Latin name may have reached the form accha
(“ah-cha”). In Old French of the 800s A.D., it emerged as adhe
(“ah-cheh”). Arriving in England after the Norman Conquest,
the name became anglicized to the pronunciation “aitch.”
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The shape of little i is charmingly incorpo-
rated in a French engraved scene, one of an

alphabetical series, of 1865.




INDEFATIGABLE [

magine the I as a pillar, supporting its
substantial share of English in writing
and print. Now count the I in the
preceding sentence (12 in 16 words)
and you'll see what I mean—and what
I can do, and how busy I may be, no, not me, I'm
referring to I ... Ah, skip it.

One of our five main vowel letters, I is by
some counts the fourth-most-often used letter
in English print, below E, T, and A. (Other
counts put it sixth, below O and N also; all
three letters hover in the same range.) I's strong
showing is duc partly to its place in the verb “is”
and in the “-ing” ending of English participles
and gerunds. Also, the I shows up frequendy in

combinations with other vowels, especially E.




The pronunciation of I and E together is notoriously varied, as
in the words: varied, sieve, dried, friend, rein, receive, height. By
itself, 1 has two main English sounds, short and long, as in “tin
mine.”

While short T s pronounced much the same from language to
language, our English long I is a maverick: Long I means some-
thing different in English from what it means in any other Euro-
pean tongue. Spanish, German, or Czech, for instance, would
pronounce long I as thyming with “sea” (as in Spanish si), not
with “sigh.” While such languages may contain the vowel sound
of “sigh,” they don't spell it as “I" but usually as “EI" combined
Example: German drei (pronounced “dry”), meaning “three.”

The “ee” pronunciation of long I is the original and proper
one, dating back to the ancient European tongues of Greek,
Etruscan, and Roman. English stands apart, due to the mysterious
vowel-pronunciation shift in England during the 14005 and
15005 A.D. Prior to that time, the medieval English long I was ev-
idently pronounced closer to “ee” as preserved in English place-
names like Lincoln. Likewise, the medieval English name for
I—derived from Old French and imitative of the vowel’s long

sound—was more like “ee” than “eye” In modern French, the
name is still pronounced “ee.”

This continental “ee”-for-I has snuck into modern English in
words borrowed mainly from Italian or French since the Middle
Ages: pizza, piano, clique, liaison, to name a few; also ski (Nor-
wegian) and Fiona (Gaelic). Among I's other variant sounds are the
interesting effects in front of R. In words like “fir” and “nadir,”
the short T reduces to an indistinct vowel sound, a schwa; yet long
Ibefore R will stretch dramatically to almost two vowel sounds:
“hire” and “fire” thyme with “liar” In certain positions before

"

another he I may take the
sound “y?” about which more will be said in the next chapter.

But probably I's most distinctive feature is visual: the starkness
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of its shape. It is the skinniest and simplest of our letters. Tradi-
tionally, capital I has been essential to type designers, as the start-
ing point for the creation of a typeface. The designers I supplies
the typeface’s basic straight line, to be incorporated into most
other letters: A, B, N, etc. As none less than German master artist
Albrecht Diirer wrote, in a 1535 treatise on letter design: “Almost
all the other letters are formed affer this leter, although always
something has to be added to it or taken away”

The I being all straight, some designers recognize a second es-
sential type-design letter—that one that’s all curved, O. “Given an
O and an T of any alphabet, we can make a very good guess at the
forms of the other letters.” the famous British designer Edward
Johnston obscrves in his book Writing and Hluminating, and Letter-
ing (1906).

Lowercase i is the alphabet’s smallest letter. In legibility, this cre-
ates a potential shortcoming (pardon the pun) that has affected i's
fortunes through the centurics. For example, the medieval i origi-
nally had no dot but acquired one because the letter as a hatless
stroke was hard to distinguish on a crowded page of handwriting.
By about A.. 1000 the custom had arisen of perhaps topping the
minuscule leter with a slanted mark, at the writer’s discretion: .
With the spread of printing in the late 14005, the stroke was gener-
ally reduced to an economical dot in many typefaces, although the
stroke still shows up today in cursive-print wedding invitations and
similar. The i's dot, meanwhile, has become proverbial for any small
detail, in our expression “to dot the i’ and cross the ts"

Another way in which medieval writers solved the “i-legibility”
problem was to substitute a minuscule letter y, as it was casier to
read. Thus, “his” might be spelled as “hys,” for example. This ex-
pedient led to the increased popularity of letter Y and to its rise
asa challenger to I in medieval and Renaissance English spellings
(about which, more in Chapter Y).

Uppercase I, too, can be a headache, at least for modern graphic
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designers. For instance, at the New York City-based magazine Van-
ity Fair in the mid-1980s, editors were requested not to allow the
text of their finalized articles to begin with any word opening with
the letter 1. The reason: An opening letter in the magazine would
normally be rendered as a drop capital, and a capital I in the sans-
serif fonts favored at Vanity Fair would look like: I. That shape,
stuck in the upper left margin of a text page, was not easily recog-
nizable as a letter of the alphabet but seemed rather to be a design
ornament. Hence the editorial embargo against a starting I.

More recently, the letter has turned some of its shortfalls into
gains. Today little i, meaning “computer connection,” his joined
e, X, and a handful of other letters as a brand mark of the digital
revolution. In 1998 Apple Computer introduced its sleek iMac
model. The “i” signified Internet, for which the iMac was specif-
ically designed, but the real message was in the styling—the way
the i stood stuck against the M, announcing some special feature
within a superb organic composition. The name sent the message
of “high tech and groovy”—and iMitation began immediately.
Today brand names like iVillage, iHome, iTime, iPower, iPlane,
and dozens more all promise to harness the power of computer
search or remote control for your convenience.

Unlike most letter shapes through history, I' shape, from its ear-
liest stages, grew less distinctive, not more so. In around 1000 B.C.,
the tenth sign of the Phoenician alphabet was called yod. Like all
Phoenician letters, it was a consonant whose sound was demon-

strated in the opening sound of its name: “y” in this case. The
name yod meant “arm and hand” in ancient Semitic speech, and
the letter’s shape, a bit like a Z with crossbar, did suggest a jointed
elbow-wrist-hand extension.

By about the mid-000s 5.c., Phoenician yod had been copied
into the newly created Hebrew alphabet, for the writing of that
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Ajot of ayod. Like our I, to which it s relted, the Hebrew leter yod
i the smallest in that alphabet.

language. Today the tenth Hebrew letter is still called yod and
takes the sound “y” But the letter shape has changed considerably,
shrinking to a mere pen stroke—so that yod, for its part, is the
smallest of today’s Hebrew letters.

When the Greeks took their turn copying the Phoenician let-
ters, around 800 B.C., they reassigned a handful of Phoenician let-
ters to be the vowel letters needed for the writing of Greek.
Presumably because yods “y” sound naturally suggested the vowel
sound “i)” the Greeks made yod their I vowel. The Greek letter’s
sound was “i” short and “ee” long.

Having no tie to a Phoenician word for “arm and hand.” the
Greeks altered the name to iote—more Greck-sounding although
otherwise meaningless in Greek. They soon straightened the let-
ter’s shape to an austere vertical stroke, probably in order to dis-
tinguish iofa from their S letter, sigma, which was a zigzag.

Greek letters of the day had only one shape, no minuscule ver-
sus majuscule. But the iota stroke was simple enough to suggest a
metaphor, and eventually the word iofa took on a second meaning
in Greek—anything small in size or, particularly, the least clement
in a bigger group. Our familiar phrase “not one ota” comes from
Greek, specifically from the biblical book of Matthew (5:18),
written in Greek in the 15t century A.D. In the King James Bible
of 1611, the word iota i translated as “jot.” Our word “jot” derives
from Greek iota, with the same metaphorical meaning.

Meanwhile, in ancient Italy, the Greek alphabet was copied by
the Etruscans (700 B.C) and the Etruscan one was copied and
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{:) Phoenician yod, whose name meant “arm and hand” (800 b.C.). Like all Phaenician leters,

53 he s name. (2) The early
Gk e s example from an inscription of about 740 b.C—loosely imitated the yod s
shape. The Greekshad copid iova from the Phoenician leer but had rasigned i 10 be the
vowel I. (3) By about 725 B.C. iota line.

jgma. (9 Srf
o o s o capital I, from Trajan' Inscription .,ﬂ . 15 1 bl o -

sions,
lersshape column in she il 10 avoid e lsion of uling reated by  pefictly saight
serical bar. ) A inked i e Carlingan sl sy, o it of the
go0s. our low-

ercasei. (6)A Inaly early 15005
The seribes accentlike jot would later be finalized as P’n printer’ dot

adapted by the Romans (600 b..). The I-stroke entered the Ro-
man alphabet as the ninth letter, where it remains for us today.
The Romans called it something like “ee” and employed it as
both short “i” and long “ee” After Rome’s fall (a.D. 500), this
Roman I passed into the alphabets of new European tongues like
French, Spanish, and, eventually, English.

“I" meaning “me” emerged in English in the 1400s, from an
Old English pronoun ic, related to the modern German pronoun
ich (meaning “I"). This English pronoun “I"—gradually shifting
in pronunciation from “ee” to our long-I sound—could be writ-
ten as “i,” “y” or “Y." With the spread of printing in the 15005, it
setdled down as “1”

\
e
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LETTERS IN TYPE

Among Other Vast Effects, the Advent of Printing
Would Finalize Our Alphabet

It looks like print, but look

oratio&operatioadte femper atain, This page of handurit-
INCIPIAT: KPErTeCePTAfiMAT (on Latin, from a prayer book
i Ak b s ko Novlen
i de AD. 1477, s a superb example
P““ NCCCUS M ) manis crip. Aside fom
juiorum domimnans e dues i and the Tong" s

tor d ir

¥
¥ a the beginning and middle of
e O R L) e by et

Pﬂ‘tﬁlmm “r'P'“‘"k'ﬂt too different from those in this
pro 2 .
qullms effundereprecesder m;mﬂmw
cremmus: quofuel prefens ol syt of enlghien-
fecalumadhuctnarneretis  ment, indading o reverence for
net:vel furarum tamexutos  "on-Christian ancient Greco-

Roman literature, evident in

corpore fufceprezmrerceden 0 U0
Hurmonisthandoriting emert-
he carly 14000 marvied togethr tuo diffrent p
hapen of ancient R A i
g o s of e do o the sl e shpes o he Carinion

leofth Envsconsd by hemsnist schoks

et (On Crlinin minsede e ues 1749 533 Hamnit i
ohe

more boosely, an Carolingin & he o musch ke our up-
per- and lowercase ltterstoday.

With the advent ofprint the humanist shapes would be copiedinto the carliest
tupefaces of the stle called “roman.” which todey supply our favored typefces for
books, newspapers, and magazines.

continued

DAVID SACKS

179



LETTERS IN TYPE — continued

The invention of a practical means of printing, in Germany in the mid-
14008 AD. changsed the world. By allowing for uick and reltively cheap

duction of writi I

dleracy on -
rable with the original spread of the alphabet in the second and fist

A print shap scene, from an engraving by one . van Velde, in a Dutch book of 1623.
The three workers, in chronolagical order o the printing proces, are the typeseter,
seated at ight; the inker, at lf; and the pressman, center. The typectte s arnang-
ing metal blocks of type on a composing board, having selected them from the com-
partmentalized trays as his right. His arrangement creates (in mirror image) the
words ofa page 10 be printed. He works from a model page, handuwritten or printed,
bing on his desk. Meanwhile, the pressman is lowering a long sheet of paper onto
perhaps two sections ofprepared type. The type has been locked into a frame, face-up,
on the printing presss “bed” (lower surface) and has been swabbed with ink. Next
the paper wil be clamped evenly against the inked tpe by the descending “platen”
(upper surfuce) of the press. The printed sheet will be replaced by a clean sheet, and
50 0m, perhaps hundreds of times. Later the same sheet will be printed on the other
side, and the later still i will be woven into the prodiced book, providing two rwo-
sided pages.
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millennium B.C. Thanks to printing, whole segments of socity below the
wealthy classes gained a chance to own or borrow books. In 1400 a single
handwri 2 book migh vork by o serh

in 1500 a printing press could run off 500 copies in a week, with a com-
mensurate difference in retail price.

Not just books were involved. Printing brought the true beginning
of journalism, advertising, and public notification. In 1776, for example.
the Declaration of Independence was handwritten but then printed for
distribution through the thirteen colonies, to be read aloud and posted
in town squares. By empowering the middle classes, printing con-
tributed to huge social changes in early modern Europe. of which the
Protestant Reformation (15005) was but the first.

One of printing’s strongest effects was on individual languages.
Like television, but less so. print worked toward homogenizing a lan-
gunge, by strengthening the influence of commercial centers like Paris,
London, Cologne, Rome. and Venice. Through print, the vocabulary
and usage of Parisian French or London English began to bear more
heavily on other dialects. England's first printer, Willinm Caxton, set up
shop in London (1476) because that was where the business was. But the
London market determined much of Caxton’s choices and treatment of
books: The English language in a Caxton book would need to be an En-
glish that London could understand. Thus, London English circulated
in books through the country. We hear of one incident, around 1395,
when Caston's t,mm. b .,,,n....a an older Engluh book, having

Jited the language ith 1 hehe
might have changed fuey to “two,” wend to “go.” and s0 on. u..ngal ke
those in print hustened the development of a standard English. Gradu-
ally regional dialects were leveled, much as regional accents have been
leveled by the effects of radio and TV since the 1920s.

“The mechanics and early history of printing can be dealt with only

briefly here. The general notion of printing onto paper is much older

continued
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LETTERS IN TYPE—continued

than Johann Gutenberg. For centuries prior to 1400, China and Korea
had been printing text from inked blocks of wood, the carved wood sur-
face being perh: i Similarly, E ince th
early 14005 were printing illustrations from woodblocks or engraved
‘metal sheets. (Today we still calla reproduced image a “print.) But there
was no versatile way to print text. For this, some kind of movable lettering
would be needed.

The theoretical solution—obvious probably to many at the time—
wasto create individual letters on little blocks. (The letter would be pre-

sented as n mirror image in relief) You would need many letter blocks,
0 as not to run out of any letter in preparing multiple pages at once. For
durability and precision, the blocks would have to be metal, not wood.
There were four challenges: (1) to find the right metal to combine
toughness with malleability for casting; (2) to find a casting method to
‘make all the letter blocks exactly the same size: (3) to find a nonsmear
inks and (4) to find a way to press the tnked lattars evealy to the paper.
These problems were solved in about 1450 by a middle-age gold-
8 Mains, ‘in western Germangs Johann -Genafleisch,called
Gutenberg (good mountain) from the name of his wealthy family's es-

tate. The metal he chose was an alloy of lead, tin, and antimony: and his
pressing method, as the world knows today, was a wooden machine, a
screws=operated prece, irspiéed no; dowbt by the grops presmesof ihie
Rhincland vineyards near Mainz.

Details of Gutenberg’s life and work remain murky. After printing
amasterpiece —his Latin Bible of about 1455, of which 47 copies survive
today—Gutenberg lost his press shop in u luswsuit brought by his in-
vestor, Johann Fust. Fust, probably using Gutenberg's equipment and
plans, so0n produced one of the mest besuttfal books ever, the Mainz
Psalter, illustrated here on page 64.

Meanwhile, Gutenbergs equipment and process were copied by

other metalsmiths, who became Europe's first generation of printers.
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Within 15 years of Gutenberg's Bibl.
Strashourg, Cologne, Basel, Rome, Venice, and Paris.

“The move to Italy had great consequences for the alphabet, for in
Italy the market demanded different letter shapes from those of German
print (shich were based on German medieval handwriting). Italian
readers wanted letter shapes like those of the lovely humanist handwriting
of Rome and Florence. (See page 179) Humanist shapes thus got finalized
in print, in typefaces known as roman and (a slanted, thinner varient)
talic—the names reflecting their 15th-century Italian origins and their
partial legacy from ancient Rome. The perfection of carly roman type was
achieved in about 1470 by a French printer, Nicolas Jenson, working in
Venice. Today roman shapes are what most people think of as our letters.

The arrival of print finalized the alphabet in other ways, too. The
little i now got its dots the use in England of Old English letters
yogh and thorn became greatly reduced, as these shapes did not exist
in continental-made letter casts; and so on. Most important, print
mechanics demanded that letter shapes be uniform in size and consis-
tent in style within a typeface. Variant or fancy letter shapes had to be

used sparingly. for an obvious reason: Letters now came from labori-
ol prodhiced metal Gasts, nok froan the tip of e
The new value on consistency helped call into question certain il-
defined uses of letter shapes. For example, the shapes ] and I were being
wedi th 1 sound i
(which in English was "), and similarly, shapes U and V were used in-
terchangeably for a vowel or a consonant, “u” or v In the hands of
prnier nr the 500 and 1600n, shapes J and V gradully b an-
ds. Later ] and V would off
join the llp‘ubd as our final two additions, letters 25 and 26.
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This elegant ] was penned by the famous
American type designer Frederic W, Goudy
(1865-1947), based on ornamental forms
Sfound in European manuscripts of the
12005 4.0, Our ] shape originated in me-
dieval handwriting styles, as a hook-tailed

version of the letter .




THE BIRTH OF
A LETTER

ust as flowing water follows gravity,
letters follow language. Their job is
to show sounds of speech. If sounds
change, so will letters, in some way,
eventually.

If a language evolves new sounds, its alphabet
has to catch up, probably by adding sounds to ex-
isting letters or (a step further) by inventing a
brand-new letter or two.

Such is the story of J, our 1oth letter in al-
phabetical order but historically one of two last
letters (with V) to join the Roman alphabet. An-
cient Romans of A.D. 100 had 23 leters only: no
1.V, or W. Ancient Latin had no sound *j;” hence
1o letter for it. The “j” sound arose later in Eu-
ropean speech, amid tidal shiffs that transformed

Latin into the medieval Romance tongues.
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Even after the sound became common, the letter was slow to
emerge. Not until the 15005 A.D., amid the standardizing effect of
printing, did ] start to appear systematically in spellings of French
and other European languages.

In English spellings, ] had arrived by 1640. Nevertheless, over
the next 200 years, | was not recognized universally as a separate
letter but (for reasons explained below) was viewed by some as a
variant of letter I. Only in the mid-1gth century, under influence
of new dictionaries by Noah Webster (1828) and others, did ] and
V gain full acceptance and follow W into our alphabet.

J was born from I, the preceding letter in alphabetical order.
The pregnancy and birth labor took 1,000 years, from about 500
to 1500, the entire Middle Ages. Prior to that, the affair began in
language, in spoken and written Latin of the Roman Empire.

With no sound *j;” the closest that ancient Latin came in
sound was the consonant *y”” This sound was written with letter
1 Latin I could thus be mhcx a vowel or a consonant. Compari-
son may be made with our English Y, which is a vowel in words
like “fly” and “cycle” but a consonant in “yes” and “canyon”—
and practiced readers have no trouble distinguishing the two
roles. If Y precedes a vowel letter, Y is probably a consonant,
sounded as “y” Latin I worked much the same.

Latin consonant I occurred only in front of a vowel letter,
usually A or U, as in the word iam (now), pronounced “yahm” or
pethaps “iy-yahm.” Even in front of a vowel, the letter I might
not always be a consonant. A Roman name like Claudia treated I
as a vowel, forming a separate syllable: “Cloud-i-ah.”

The name Claudia shows how consonantal I could be consid-
ered a natural facet of vowel L. Say the name carefully and you'll

hear a faint “y,” riding uninvited between the I and A: Cloud-i-

(y)ah. Thats Secause wowel | can rete s y” sound in front of a
following vowel. You hear it in English: triad, 1 am, lazier, lion.




No doubt this factor recommended the letter I to the carliest Ro-
man adapters of the alphabet, circa 600 5.c., for part-time work
as a consonant symbol. The Greek and Etuscan writing systems,
models to the Roman, were already employing their letter I that
way.

Many modern uses of English ] go back to Latin consonantal
L. The Roman gods whom we call Jupiter, Juno, and Janus actu-
ally had Latin names Iuppiter, Tuno, and lanus (pronounced
“Yupp-piter.” “Yoono.” “Yahnus”). Janus was patron god of the
doorway (ianua), connected also to the Roman word for door-
keeper, ianitor, whence ou janitor. The Roman calendar opened
with the month of anuarius, January.

Julius Caesar was actually named Tulius (Yoolius). The em-
peror Trajan was Traianus (Trah-yahn-us). In Rome, if you caused
someone an iniuria (injury), you might be hauled before the
indices (judges) in a court of iusttia (justice). There youd swear
innocence by the emperor’s maiestas (majesty) and you'd call wit-
nesses: your coniunx (spouse) and your brother, the one who's i-
nior (younger). Whatever future claim the letter ] might have on
these words in English, they began in Latin with rather different
sounds and spellings.

Nor did the sound “j” sneak in under letter G. Latin G wasal-
ways hard, no matter what letter followed. A Roman jewel was a
gemma, the G pronounced as in English “gum.”

But changes in spoken Latin were under way during the cen-
turies prior to the Roman Empire’s collapse in around A.p. 500,
and they accelerated after. As Latin broke into regional dialects
that grew into French and other Romance tongues, pronuncia-
tions shifted beneath traditional Latin spellings that were slower to
change. Modern scholars trace pronunciation shifts by analyzing
variant spellings in late Latin writings and general spellings in
early Romance writings, such as the Old French Strasbourg Oath

DAVID SACKS



188

The consonantal I of ancient Roman writing is dramatically recalled in the crucifision
story. in the detail of the lttered plague that Roman offcials posted on the cros—here
included in a Lamentation-scene woodeus by German artist Albrecht Direr (about
1496).Jesus during his ifetime probably bore the Hebrew name Yeshua (Joshua), which
the Romans pronounced as *Vay-sus” and. transliterated as Tesus. Jesus’ ethnic group
Yehudien (Jews), a Latin as daci, pronounced
“Veuud-cye-ce.” At Jesus exccution, the Roman leters INRI formed the initials of a sar-
castic Latin tide: Tesus Nazarenus Rex Tudacorum, “esus of Nazareth, King of the
Jeus.”
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of 842. (See page 147.) Studies show how the “y” sound of con-
sonantal I slurred gradually to new sounds, involving a more re-
laxed tongue position.

In medieval Spanish, the new sound was “h” In medieval
French, ltalian, and Portuguese, the consonant reached a sound very
like our J. For example, ancient Latin’s word for justice, iustiia (yus-
tih-ti-a) turns up in early Spanish writing as iustiia, pronounced
something like “hoos-tee-sce-a.” The same Latin root produces Old
French iustie, pronounced something like “joos-tee-sch.”

These changes affected the sense of letter 1. No longer were
its vowel and consonant sounds logically linked, as in ancient
Rome. Now they were two unrelated sounds. Letter I had be-
come really two sounds sharing one written shape: a first step
toward its eventual split into a second shape.

Developments in Old French would prove highly relevant to
the story of English after 1066, when the Norman invasion of
England brought Norman French vocabulary and spelling rules
(and much else, besides) to the Anglo-Saxons. Old English appar-
ently had no native sound *§.” That sound now entered the En-
glish stream as a French borrowing.

As mentioned, Old French *j” was pronounced like our
modern English J—in fact, more like ours than like modern
French J, which is pronounced like the S in English “measure.”
Modern English preserves the Old French sound, while in France
itself the sound continued changing, growing smoother through
the Middle Ages.

Like other of our consonant sounds, *j” is phonetically more
complex than we might think. You place your tongue behind
your upper teeth, as if about to say “d” or “t.” but then you blow
forward, buzzing, as with a fricative like “sh” or “£" The process
has saddled sound *j” with the ponderous title of voiced palatal-
alveolar affricate—in which “palatal-alveolar” refers to your start-
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ing tongue position and “voiced” to your use of your vocal cords,
while “affficate” denotes a consonant sound that ends in a frica-
tive release, a tightly channeled expulsion of air. English uses only
two afficates: “j" and “ch” The two are closcly akin phoneti-
cally, “ch” being the unvoiced counterpart of *4.”

Many modern languages lack the sound “j” just as ancient
Latin and Old English did. German and the Scandinavian tongues

have no “4." When speakers of these languages are learning En-

glish, they may substitute the sound “y” for “j"—hence expres-
sions like “Yimpin® Yimminny” from jovial Swedish-immigrant
characters in 19405 and *s0s Hollywood films.

In Geoffrey Chaucer’s England, around 1380, sound “j” oc-
curred all over Middle English, in words borrowed from French,
derived mainly from Latin. Two different letters represented the
sound: consonantal I, as in Middle English maiestie (majesty) and
iustice (justice), and soft G, as in “gem” and “Geoffrey” The use
of these letters, like the sound “j” itself, was a French feature that
had passed to English. The sound as yet had no letter of its own.

But it needed one. Europe’s spoken languages were settling
down as written forms in their own right, alongside literary
Latin, and the part-time use of letter I had come to scem inade-
quate for the frequent sound *§" in English and French or “h” in
Spanish. The need was felt for a new letter, to symbolize more
authoritatively the new sounds.

Meanwhile, there existed in European writing a variant shape
for minuscule letter i. Scribes working within certain handwrit-
ing traditions—typically in medieval Latin, for religious or legal
documents—had for centuries been drawing an clongated i, with
a tail hanging below the baseline. The tail might point straight
down or hook leftward (the preferred form over time). If the
handwriting style normally capped the i with a dot or stroke, then
the tailed i would likewise be capped: j
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JAUST)

The Latin word iusti, “ighteons men, s framed in s i leters with tails, in the uncial
pen style,from a Praler of the 400s .0. The tailed leter shape of this era was am embel-
lishment only, with no meaning for promunciation. A thousand years would pass before
the ] form came to be reserved for a certain sound—although not the same sound—in
Spanish, French, English, German, and other European tongues.

The tiled form originally meant nothing for pronunciation:
The tail was purely visual, an ornament to distinguish litcle i on a
crowded page of handwriting. Like any other i of the era, the
form j could be cither vowel or consonant. Often it was chosen
to begin or end a word. The Latin word fili (sons) might be writ-
ten as filij, the word iusti (righteous men) as justj. But most hand-
writing traditions avoided the tailed form in a capital position,
such as the start of a proper name or of a book chapter, where a
capital I form would be used instead.

Sm_ﬂm\clu.x

A tailed minuscule ; begins the Latin phrase ignis in aqua (fire in water), from the cel-
ebrated Grandual Bible, written in France around A.D. 84o. (See pages 158-59 for a de-
scription of this Bible, a splendid specimen of Carolingian minsscules) The words are
Sfrom the Apocryphal book of The Wisdom of Solomon (19:19).
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What happened next, starting by 1500, was that the variant
letter shape and the variant letter sound gravitated toward cach
other. Gradually the j became reserved exclusively for the conso-
nantal sound “j” in French and English (or “h” in Spanish), even
though that wasn't the shape’s original meaning.

The marriage was prompted by printing’ spread through
Western Europe, after about 1470. In general, the mechanics of
print ordained that letter shapes be clearly distinguished and lim-
ited in number. A printer’s box could hold only so many letter
blocks, which were small metal casts. Where once a variant letter
shape had seemed a token of a penman’s skill it now became im-
practical. If the shape j were to be included as a letter block, it
would need a specific job—an assignment that cried out to be
matched with the consonantal T sound.

The earliest fixed use of j was in Spain. Here, soon after print-
ing’s arrival in the 14705, we find the shape j for the consonant
and the shape i for the vowel, in all lowercase uses in the Spanish
language. A capital shape J followed, appearing in Spanish print
before 1600. Thus, with no change of pronunciation, the holy
name Lesus (“Hay-soos” in Spanish) came to be spelled as Jesus.
The word iusticia (hoos-tee-see-a) became justicia. Modern Span-
ish still uses J to mean the sound “h,” Spanish H being silent.

Publication in Spain helped promote ] for other languages. In
German lands, where consonantal I took the native sound “y’
that I eventually became replaced by J in spellings. Thus, German
J got the job that in England had already been assigned, for other
reasons, to letter Y. German J stll denotes sound “y”: Swiss psy-
chologist Carl Jung stays “young” forever.

In France, where consonantal I meant the “shj” sound, this
sound was now pursued by letter shape J. The J began to replace
consonantal I in French print and handwriting after about 1570.
With no pronunciation change, French iustice became justice;
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maiesté became majesté; and the French name lules, derived from
imperial Roman lulius, was now spelled Jules.

Italian, meanwhile, rejected ] after carly experimentation and
instead denoted the sound *j” with a soft G—either G in front of
the old I when followed by A or U, or G instead of I before other
vowels. Today, among Italian words starting with the sound 5,
Jesus is Gésu, justice is giustizia, and Julius is Giulio (fom which
the surname Giuliani derives). Italian uses leter J only for foreign
words already in print, like “jazz””

In England, the changeover from I to ] was guided pardly by
examples of similar French words, like “justice” Still, the English
transition was slow and irregular, taking from about 1580 to the
1630s. The two printed masterpieces of the age, the King James
Bible (1611) and the First Folio collection of Shakespeare’s plays
(1623), use L in the old way and don't use J—except that the Fo-
io does have J capitals in the table of contents and other second-
ary text, a sign apparently of the publishers’ ambivalence about .
Other English print of the time might show the consonant as I
for capitals but j for lowercase. And there was flux between J and
soft G, in spellings like maiestie, magestie, and majesty, all for the
same word.

Even after ] became standard to English-language print, many
people considered it a facet of letter I and not a letter unto itself.
(Similar controversy attended V in relation to its mother letter,
U) The English alphabet of about 1640 had 24 letters. Scholars
debated for generations afterward whether ] and V should be ad-
mitted officially as two letters more, to stand next to their respec-
tive vowel letters in alphabetical order. London schoolmaster
Thomas Dyche’s grammar book, A Guide to the English Tongue
(1707), lists 26 letters, but Samuel Johnson’s monumental Ditio-
nary of the English Language (1755) stands fast at 24, handling J as a
variant of I and V as a variant of U.
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Thelifeanddeath of Kinglohn.

Attus Primus, Scena Prima.
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h- E the ] (a the continent,

afier al) s lfe a mark on the First Fliocollcton of Shakespearcs plays, published in
London in 1623, seven years afier his death. Letter ] never appears in the main text,
which usesold-fushioned 1 and i. Above: On the opening page of the tragedy King John,
“Jobn” and “majesty” are “lobn” and “Maiesty” Yet ] does appear in italicized secondary
text such as page headlines—but only in capitalform, not lowercase, and never in Shake-

Johnson uses ] and V in spellings throughout his dictionary—
including the J to spell his own last name—but in editorial com-
ments he rejects the reform of actually placing them in the
alphabet. He gives neither J nor V a dictionary heading; his head-
ings run “H, I, K, L" and T, U, W, X" Words beginning with
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spearcstage directions, even though ialiized. Notice King John versus lames Gueney
(above, top). Even the headlines can be inconsistens, as in Julie versus Tuliet on the
Romeo and Julict pages (center and bottom). Apparently the publichers wanied the
Bard's own words kepe clean of newfingled ], which they wed inconsiseently otherwis.
Bu within a generation fierthe Falio, the ] would be standard to Englichspelling, in
place of consonantal I

J are distributed under heading “I.” and ditto for V and “U?’
Johnson’s first entry under heading “1”
lowed immediately by entries for “Jabber” and “Jabberer.” which
are followed eventually by “Jackal,” “Jam,” “Tambick.” “Jangle,”
“Ibis)” “Iee;” “Idiot;” “Jealous.”

is the pronoun “I;” fol-

DAVID SACKS

195



1) g

4

(1) Letter I of late Roman handwriting in ink, about A.0. 450, in the uncial style. (2) Tailed i
from the Grandual Bible, written in about 840, in the Carolingian minuscule syle. Althorugh
the tiled i meant nothing special for pronunciation, the shape would later be chosen by Euro-
pean printers 1 help create our ltte ] (3) A lowercase French print  of about 1615 shows the
Dype designer’s debt 10 a radition that included the Carolingian inked shape. (1) Uppercase ]
in the popular Helvetica typefice, designed in Switzerland in the late 19505 to mirror the en-
thusiasm of the Jet Age. With its extended hook, the leter seems to balance pleasingly on its
bostom.

196

The authority exerted by Johnson’s dictionary helped to delay
Jand Vs official arrival by at least 75 years. Their wait ended only
afier another landmark publication: An American Dictionary of the
English Language by Connecticut educator Noah Webster (1828)
Webster, who took a questioning attitude generally toward British
spellings and usage, treated J and V as full-fledged letters and
thereby, through the influence his work was to have, delivered a
26-letter alphabet to the young United States. Holdouts remained
in Britain, where Charles Richardson’s New Dictionary of the En-
glish Language (1836) omitted J and V. But by midcentury, accept-
ance was complete.

J has a secret to divulge now: Its name didn't always rhyme
with K. As natural as the “jay, kay” jingle may seem in recitation,
J's name originally rhymed with 1, prior to the late 19th century.
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That's logical in light of J's origin: It was “the j-1” Eventually,
however, J's name became attracted to K's through the stronger
appeal of the long-A rhyme. In Scotland and some other parts of
Britain, the name “jye” stayed in common parlance until about
the 1950s.

The name “jye” must have come to English from medieval
French, as did most of our letter names. The modern French
name for J, hjee, represents a from me-
dieval “jye”

J's names in other tongues reflect the letter’s diverse use. In
Spanish, where ] takes sound “h;” the letter is called “hota)”
spelled jota, a name that means the “h-sound iota” (iota being let-
ter I: see the preceding chapter). In German, where ] takes sound

“y” its name is “yot,” spelled jor, meaning the “y-sound fota.”

J's distinctive shape has contributed little to English vocabu-
lary, due no doubt to competition from the word “hook” We
have a J-curve and J-bend and thats about all, mainstream-wise.
The *J” fountain pen mentioned in some-2oth century American
writing did not involve a hooked shape; the model J was simply an
inexpensive but well-regarded product of the Esterbrook pen
company, from 1948 to 1955. The J specific meaning (if any) re-
mains obscure. The oddly pleasant term “jaywalk.” first docu-
mented in American print journalism in 1917, uses “jay” in a very
old sense of “simpleton,” a meaning inspired by a garrulous, in-
trusive kind of bird.

Most of our leters take their shapes from ancient Roman
capitals carved in stone, but ] is one of a very few to have emerged
in lowercase, via medieval penmanship. Uppercase ] is basically a
European printers’ invention of the 1500s; there were no ancient
models to work from. Consequently, capital J has been dises-
teemed by some. The alphabet scholar David Diringer calls it “in-
ferior in design to other letters, lacking the balance, boldness, and
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dignity of the classical Roman monumental letters.” Yet for many
of us, ] large or small has a jolly shape that sweetly evokes fishing
and Victorian field hockey.

e
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MAN OF LETTERS

English poet,journalist, and scholar Samuel Johnson (t709-84)—shours here in an
i ‘ s

son. Johnson's vast learning and mercurial wit went 10 produce, i 1755 the best dic-
tionary the English language had yetseen. His 40,000-entry Dictionary of the En-
glish Language combines lcliness and remarkable precision i ts prose, and s the
carlest English dictionary to include lerary quotations ilustrating word use. The
work made Johnson fomous though not rich.

The dictionary presents a conservative 18th-century alphabet o 2¢ leters, in
which  and V are use in spelling but are denied places inthe ltter rous Intead. is
treated as a variant ofleter I, and V as avariant of U.Johnson chose this nterpreta

del d hol thetime. His

tion
decision would, through his posthumous influence, serve to delay ] and V's inal ad-
mission to the alphabet until the mid-19th century.
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K is for Komunismus? The K becomes
symbol of industry and perhaps repression
in a 1980s image by Caech graphic designer
Oldrich Posmurny, from the final years
of that nation's communist regime. Among
English-speaking readers, too, in the 20th
century, the K might have a sinister look,
suggesting the foreign languages and total-
itarian regimes of Eastern Europe and

Germany.




K AND 1TS
KOMPETITORS

indred in sound to both

C and Q the good-

hearted K has to fight

for its market share of

English spelling. This

book’s chapter on letter C has already men-

tioned the rivalry of C, K, and Q, a rivalry

unique in scope within our alphabet. Generally,

our letters are too few: We could use more, to

represent sounds like “sh” “th.” or the schwa

vowel (as in “mental”). Yet we extravagandly al-

locate three letters for one sound, the unvoiced
velar stop, “k."

The big loser in the three-way turf war is Q.

nearly the least-used letter in English print. K

fares badly too, standing at about number 22 or

21 in frequency of use, fourth or fifth to last
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C stands at around number 13. From K's viewpoint, C hogs the
limelight and quite undeservingly—for C is far less consistent in
sound than K (or Q). The C turns to “s” before E, I, or Y, while
K is always “k”

Indeed, K saves C’s skin in some spellings, as in the change
from “panic” to “panicky” or “shellac” to “shellacking,” where K
s inserted to denote the “k” sound that could never be shown
with the word ending “-cy” or “~cing”

Since K is more dependable than C, why, logically should we
use C for “k” at all? Why not substitute K? We could spell “con-
tract” as “kontrakt” and “convector” as “konvektor” (German
does). And jettison Q while we're at it: God save the Kween.

Recommendations like these have been put forward by
thinkers through the ages who have sought to simplify English
spelling by making it more purely phonetic. K is a traditional
darling of spelling reform, an ugly duckling turned swan to re-
place the problematic C and moribund Q. From the writings of
Englishman John Hart in the mid-16th century through the
British-American New Spelling movement of the 2oth, K has
been advocated as the one symbol for the one sound. New
Spelling, for example, writes “queen,” “collide,” “discover.” and
“kick” as “kween,” “kolyd” “diskuver;” and “kik.”

In real-life spellings, K is vastly favored over C among North-
ern European languages and those of Eastern Europe that use the
Roman alphabet, including German, Dutch, Swedish, Czech,
and Hungarian. Hence, German words like Katalog, Dokument,
kompak, effektiv, Nomenklatur, and Kommandotruppe. In German,
you might meet a dekadenter Theaterkritiker. Or a Musiker in a
strange Kostiim. The German affection for K is exemplified in the
proverb of a bygone era that said a married woman’s domain is
exclusively the four K's: Kinder, Kirche, Kiiche, Kleider—children,
church, kitchen, and clothing.
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German C, meanwhile, is the lesser letter, relegated to letter
combinations like the soft SCH of deutsch (the German word for
“German”) or the hard CH of Sachs (a surname referring to Sax-
ony, often anglicized by r9th-century emigrants as “Sacks”). Sim-
ilarly, in Czech, in Croatian (a language that calls itself Hrvatska),
and in several other Eastern European tongues, C mainly helps
convey “s” and soft “ch” sounds; the “k” sound belongs almost
exclusively to K. Only in a few foreign words like “California”
does C show up alone to mean “k.”

Regarding the odd rivalry of C, K, and Q history is to blame.
Chapter C has sketched already how the Etruscans of ancient ltaly,
to meet peculiarities of their language, maintained three different
letters for the “k” sound. These were the ancestors of our C, K,
and Q. and, after being copied into the alphabet of the ancient
Romans—who didn't need three any more than we do but
who nevertheless preserved them—the C, K, and Q were be-
queathed to alphabets of medieval European languages, including
English.

However, the full story begins earlier, in Egypt of 2000 .C.
Among Egyptian hicroglyphic symbols was the stylized picture of
an outstretched hand. For Egyptian writing, the hand might con-
tribute to various meanings in combination with other pictures,
but alone it meant the word “hand.” Alternatively, the hand pic-
ture could denote the sound “d;” for it was one of about 25 hi-
eroglyphs that Egyptians employed at times as alphabetic letters.
The symbols “d” sound corresponded to the opening sound of
the Egyptian word drt, “hand”

Around 2000 B.C., certain Semitic foreigners in Egypt, prob-
ably soldiers or laborers, invented the worlds first alphabet: per-
haps 27 letters, keyed to Semitic language sounds. As described in
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the introductory chapter, pages 19-28, the earliest Semitic letters
were pictures—a human head, an ox’s head, a throwing stick, an
eye—all copicd from Egyptian hieroglyphic pictures, but with the
Egyptian pictures’ names and meanings discarded. Undoubtedly,
the whole Semitic alphabetic concept was prompted by the ex-
ample of Egyptian picture writing, particularly those 25 pictures
that doubled as Egyptian letters, showing tiny speech sounds.

Simple and distinctive, the Egyptian hand symbol was a likely
choice to be copied into the new Semitic system. The Semites
created their own “hand” letter: a picture of an upright hand,
called by the Semitic name kaph, “palm of the hand,” and signi-
fying the “k” sound that began the name. This kaph was the di-
rect ancestor of our K. Today the fingers of the carly letter shape
survive, distortedly, in the diverging strokes of our shape K.

As usual for the early Semitic letters, kaph is better known
to us from a later stage of its use, the Phoenician alphabet of
about 1000 .. Under the Phoenicians, the letter shape changed
t0 a rather abstract hand, easier to write as a letter. The earliest
Phoenician kaph showed three fingers converging; later the Phoe-
nician shape evolved to something like a backward K.

Kaph came 11th in the Phoenician alphabet, just as K comes
11th in ours. Following kaph in sequence were the L, M, and N
Phoenician leters, at places 12, 13, and 14, where our L, M, and
N fall today—a reminder of how much of the Phoenician alpha-
bet st lives with us.

The Phoenicians had two letters for the “k” sound: kaph and
qoph, the ancestor of Q. The point of the distinction was that the
Phoenicians and other Semites pronounced their “k” in two
slightly different ways, involving slightly different tongue posi-
tions. Thus, each “k” sound had its own letter for writing. No
doubt valuable for the Phoenicians, this distinction between K
and Q would prove basically uscless for the Indo-European-
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speaking peoples who were destined to inherit the alphabet: that
is, the Greeks, Romans, French, English, and others. They all
would pronounce only one “k” sound. As for the letter C, it was
never part of the Phoenician alphabet but would be invented
later.

Around 800 B.C., kaph and goph passed to the newborn alpha-
bet of the Greeks, who renamed them kappa and qoppa. Today
goppa has long since dropped from Greek as superfluous. But
kappa remains as the Greek K, the 1oth letter of that alphabet.

In modern English, kappa plays a modest role in scientific ter-
minology (representing something roth in sequence, for example)
and among USS. college fraternity names, also in the names of
academic societies like Kappa Mu Epsilon and Phi Beta Kappa.
Kappa Mu is the national college mathematics honor society: The
three Greek letters abbreviate the core words of the fellowship’s

(1) Egyprian hand hieroglyph, 2000 8.C. This writing symbol apparently inspired Semitic for-
cigners in Egypt to invent a “hand” lerter fo their formative alphabe. (2) The Semitic leser
Kaph, meaning ‘palm of the hand, from inscriptions carved in central-uest Sinai, about 1750
B.C. Not resembling the Egyptian model but nevertheless pmn,m, 4 hand, the kaph repre-
sented the K" its mame. B.C This threefin-
gered”shape rook dtime in writing. (4) ph. about 800 B.C. The shape
now suggests three fingers on @ wrist extension. The leser shape projects efward, as wsed in
rightio i Phocnican wrisin. ) Early Grck kappa.fom a right o imcipion o
about 740 B.C. i the kappa less resembles a ha

Greek name did not mean “hand” and indeed had ro Greek meaning aside from the leser.
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Greek motto, translatable as “Learn to appreciate the beauty of
mathematics.” The three letters of Phi Beta Kappa represent the
words of its Greek motto: Philosophia biou kubernetes (Love of wis-
dom s the helmsman of life).

By 700 B.C., kappa, qoppa, and the other Greek letters were
being adopted by the Etruscans, who soon created their letter C
out of the Greek gamma, at place number 3; the C became the
third Etruscan “k” letter. Like the Phoenicians but more so, the
Etruscans pronounced C, K, and Q slightly differendy from each
other: Each was used only with certain following vowels. The
distinction can be glimpsed in the spellings of the three letter
names. The Etruscans probably called their C by the name “kay”
(spelled C-E); their K they called “ka” (K-A); their Q was “koo”
Q-L)

The Romans, who spoke Latin, a tongue far different from
Etruscan, copied the Etruscan alphabet in about 600 m.c. In-
cluded in the package were the Three Stooges—er, rather, the
three “k” letters: C, K, and Q, highly redundant for Roman lan-
guage needs. Eventually the Romans imposed order. They made
C their prime “k” letter and relegated Q to a specialty use: always
alongside U to denote the Latin sound “kw.” as in quantum (how
much).

K drew the short straw of the arrangement: It came to be al-
most entirely neglected by the Romans. By about 300 B.C. it was
used only for a handful of Latin words where it had taken hold
prior to the primacy of C. One such K-word was the name of
Romes detested enemy city of North Africa, often written in
Latin as Carthago (Carthage) but sometimes as Karthago. The
unusual K must have looked extra creepy to Roman eyes.

Even with the influx to Roman society of Greck technical
and cultural vocabulary in the centuries after 300 B.C., the Ro-
man K was not called up, as logically it might have been, to
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transliterate the kappa letters of Greek loan words. Instead, the
honor went to the Roman C (pronounced always as hard C, in
that era). For instance, the mythical witch whom the Greeks
called Kirke (hawk lady) became the Circe of Roman poets, stll
pronounced as in Greek (kir-kay) but with C’ instead of K. The
large, copper-rich, Greek-occupicd, castern Mediterranean is-
land known in Greek as Kupros came to be spelled in Latin as
Cyprus, yet (again) pronounced much as in Greek—a pronunci-
ation that has created our English word “copper.” the Cypriot
metal. Similarly, Greek names and words like Arkadia, Perikles,
komma, krokos, kolossos, and basilike were transliterated to Latin as
Arcadia, Pericles, comma, crocus, colossus, and basilica. The
Romans were damned if theyd use their letter K for any such
words; they just preferred C.

In modern English, the Roman C for Greek kappa can be
found in hundreds of Greek-derived words, whether related to
ancient Greece or to modern technology (microscope, cinema).
The earliest layer of Greek-derived words to reach English did so
in latinized form, during the Middle Ages, delivered mainly via
Old French. Subsequent borrowings from Greek into English,
during the 16th through 2oth centuries, stuck to the prior rule of
using latinized spellings: C for kappa, Y for the Greek U letter, and
50 on. Thus, English “acanthus” not “akanthos.” and “cybernet-
ics.” not “kubernetics” or “kubernetiks.” Only in very recent bor-
rowings like “kudos” (from Greek kudos, “praise, glory”) have
kappa and other Greek letters been more accurately represented.

Miraculously, Roman K survived more than 1,000 years,
roughly 600 B.C. to A.D. 500, in its shunned position as the least-
used letter of Latin writing. That it didn't just fall out of the let-
ter row is surprising, a tribute to the strength of tradition. But K's
day would come later, after Rome’s fall (500) and the emergence
of new European nations at the start of the Middle Ages. In that
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era, mainly through church missionaries, the alphabet of old
Rome came to be fit to newer languages, like English, German,
Norse, and Polish. These tongues would need a K for their writ-
ing, in ways that old Latin didn'.

By the Middle Ages’ start, C was  problematic letter (and re-
mains so today). As used in Church Latin and the nascent Ro-
mance tongues, C before the vowels E, I, or Y was customarily
pronounced as soft: either as “ch” or “s.” The spelling rule re-
flected vast changes that had occurred in the pronunciation of
late Latin over prior centurics. A changeable C was fine for a
Latin-derived language like Spanish, which shared in the condi-
tions that had created the spelling rule. But not so a Northern Eu-
ropean tongue like English or German, with non-Latin origins
and its own pronunciation patterns. A German root like ken,
meaning “to know!” needed to show a “k” sound before the
vowel E: How clse to write it but with K? A spelling with C,
“cen)” would invite the misreading “sen.” Accordingly, when carly
German began to be written in Roman letters, just before 800,
scribes and teachers seized on the uncomplicated K. Neighboring
tongues like Danish and Czech followed suit.

Today K and C rule different sectors of the map of Europe.
The “K languages.” favoring K over C in word spellings, lic
mainly in the north and cast, as mentioned: They include the
Germanic and some of the Slavic tongues, also Finnish and Hun-
garian (which together belong to a third linguage family). C's
province lies generally farther south: Spanish, Portuguese, French,
Italian, and, in the cast, Romanian. These languages rely almost
exclusively on the old Latin C and use K almost never, typically
only for foreign borrowings. Among a handful of French
K-words, for example, the most mainstream one is képi, denoting
the round, flat-topped, visored French military and police cap.
The word comes from Swiss German kappe, “cap.”
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English, as often, straddles both traditions, Germanic and Ro-
mance, and combines their elements. We use K to supplement the
preferred C in our spellings, at a ratio of about one to five. Our
unusual custom of using both to this degree stems from the cen-
turies after the Norman Conquest of England in 1066. Amid the
burgeoning vocabulary of Middle English, generated from a mix
of Old English and Old French, Norman scribes and authorities
in England favored Norman French-style spellings with C, which

worked fine for appropriate-sounding words like “cat” “cease,”

R
English pronunciations that didn't work for C, pronunciations
with a “k” sound before an E, I, or Y, as in “king”" “Kent"

“speaker]

‘cow;” and “cut.” But, as in German, the scribes also faced

rocky” How to spell those? Answer: what you've just
seen, K. A phrase like “mackerel cakes and kegs of cider” suggests
how English spelling developed K to hold the hard sound amid E,
LorY.

Simplicity of use may be the reason why K became favored
over C in transliterating foreign words that have flooded into En-
glish since the 1600, often as by-products of British colonialism.
These aren't just words like “ketchup” and “kiosk.” with prob-
lematic vowels, but also: kangaroo, koala, karma, karate, kung fu,
karaoke, kow-tow, kumquat, skunk, polka, mazurka, and many
others that could have taken a C.

K-words arose even where older English words had used C.
The title of Islam’s holy book, meaning “recitation” in Arabic
and originally transliterated as Coran, became Koran in the late
17005 (now often Qur'an). In North America, the one-paddle,
sealskin boat of the Inuit entered 18th-century English as “kayak™
despite what might have been a precedent for C: “canoe” (from a
Spanish transliteration of a Caribbean native word in the 15005).

Sharing a sound with two other letters, K routinely gets used
nowadays in the sort of deliberate, eye-catching misspellings that

DAVID SACKS



WHY WE SAY “0OKAY”

Asan accessory to many deliberate misspellings in English, K may be partly rc-
sponsible for the creation of our most American expression, “okay.” Printed as
“O.K.” the term is first documented in a Boston newspaper article of March
1839. According to the current Osford English Dictionary, the best-documented
theory is that “0.K.” began as abbreviaring the jocularly incorrect written no-
ation “orl korrect” (“all correct”). Other theorics—that “O.K.” was the pho-
netic rendering of a word from the Choctaw language or from a West African
tongue of Southern slaves—lack support, the dictionary says. Regardless,
“OK." became the 1840 presidential campaign slogan of incumbent Martin
Van Buren, nicknamed “Old Kinderhook” after his birthplace of Kinderhook,
New York. Van Buren gor K.O.'ed in the election, losing to William Henry
Harrison, but meanwhile he had helped to popularize “O.K.”

marketing people love. Consider: Kool cigarettes, Kool-Aid fruit
drink, Krispy Kreme doughnuts, Kwik Sew patterns, Kidz Kor-
ner website, Klean-Strip paint removers, Kwest management
consultants (not to be confused with Quwest long-distance
provider), Kandy Korn, Krazy Kat (George Herriman’s affronting
newspaper cartoon series of 1915 to 1944), and the Pontiac Aztek
sports utility vehicle, to name a few. Although visually a bit
clunky, the K spelling can suggest a hip, subversive style, too kool
for skool.

A more sinister misspelling has been “Amerika,” from 19605
political protest banners and graffiti in the United States and else-
where. The word—which is the German rendering of “Amer-
ica” and the title of a novel written around 1912 by Franz Kafka
(an author with political rep ccinctly
evoked the totalitarian nightmares of Nazism and communist
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Eastern Europe, applying them to American foreign policy and
law enforcement. So Richard Firmage observes in his book The
Alphabet Abecedarium.

K was Kafka’s own initial, of course, and that of his most fa-
mous protagonist, Joseph K... of the novel The Trial (1925). Kafka
viewed his personal letter with typical pride and confidence. As
he wrote in his diary: *1 find the letter K offensive, almost nause-
ating”

Today K’s menacing aspect lives on in the Ku Klux Klan.
Formed in the American South after the Civil War, and now
more diverse geographically while demographically much more
of a fringe group, the KKK pursues white supremacy and the ter-
rorizing of people of color and other minorities. The name de-
rives perhaps from the Greek word kuklos, “circle.” plus “clan.”
Alternatively, ku-klux was said to imitate the sound of a pistol
hammer being cocked.

Elsewhere, K is a benign initial. From Greek khilioi, it can
mean a thousand of something, as in “She earns a hundred K" A
10K race is 10 kilometers, about six miles. K represents the ele-
ment potassium, from the medieval Latin word for potassium,
kalium, related to the Arabic-derived word “alkali Kellogg’s
Special K breakfast cereal is named simply for the Kellogg Com-
pany. K2, the worlds second-highest mountain, on the China—
Pakistan border, is so called from having been the second peak
surveyed in the Karakoram Range. But a police dog K-9 unit is
just a pun, a phonetic rendering of “canine.”

The US. servicemen’s K rations of World War Il were named
for Ancel Benjamin Keys, the scientist who developed them.
These lightweight, compactly packaged, no-cook emergency
meals, officially called “Field Rations, Type K. were a small tri-
umph of American technology, superior in nutrition and con-
venience to anything available to other combatants. Introduced in
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(1) Roman K from a right-to-Lefi inscription of about 500 .. The Roman shape had
been copied closely from the Etruscan K, which had been copied from the Greek:
(2) Masure Roman K from the 1005 4.0, Nearly 13 centuries later, in raly, this shape
would be copied as the capital K of early printen roman typefces. (3) An inked k in
the handuriting style called Carolingian minuscule, from a German-language manu-
sript of about 865 be Middle Ages, the K, forthe

Roman lttes 10 non-Romance tongues like English and German. (4) A debt to the
Roman past i evident in Baskerville OId Face, a typeface based on Englishman Jobn
Baskeruill’: clasic design of about 1763.

1942, the K’ quickly displaced the inferior C rations of that
day—K versus C again—although an improved C version would
make a strong comeback in the postwar armed forces. (The C of
“Field Rations, Type C" was not an initial but an ordinal, mean-
ing “number 3 in development.”)

Speaking of the 19405 ... “The K is a mysteriously titled
poem by American writer Charles Olson, penned in 1945, a few
months before the end of World War I1. In “The K,” the 34-year-
old Olson announces his decision to be a career poet, not a
bureaucrat, having recently quit his job at the Office of War In-
formation. Perhaps alluding to the Allies pressing toward victory
after carlier years of disaster and frustration, the poet describes
himself in terms of sexual arousal or rearousal, climbing forward
from a trough of failure or exhaustion:
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Take, then, my answer:
there is a tide in a man

moves him to his moon and,
though it drop him back

he works through ebb to mount
the run again and swell

to be tumescent I . . .

The verses continue, yet the poem’ title may perhaps here be
explained. The K would be that “tumescent I” In other words,
the K, symbolizing Olson, is a stick man, with two legs and an
erection, moving forward. To judge from the K’ proportions—
it a capital K, no less, not even a lowercase k—we can safely call
poet Olson an optimist.
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A curious drawing from Champ Fleury—the 1529 book
about the letters by French type designer and calligrapher
Geofroy Tory—presents Ls shape in cosmic or mystical terms.
Tory claims (apparently seriously) that the ancient Romans
desigued the ideal L through reference to the shadow cast by a
buman body shortly afier the autumn equinos, in late Sep-
tembers when the sun is in the
zodiacal sign of Libra, the
balance scale. Libra, as well
as being the emblem of bal-

ance and harmony, possesses

the right initial. Tory here il-
Iustrates the design concept, with the man’s shadow (lower
right) supplying the guideline for the letter’s foot bar. The ti-
tes in French, from lei, translate as “grand deference” and

“the long letter,” that is, the L. Tory—who would become the

cial printer to King Frangois I through the credit of having
written Champ. Fleury—normally employed letter-design

methods that were more scientific.




THE LURE OF L

ateral emission of breath,
that’s the secret to L. Ls
sound comes from using

your vocal cords while you

& push air past the sides of
your tongue as it partly blocks your mouth with
its tip at the palate. (Seem complicated? We do it
countless times a day without thinking) If you
sound a continuous L, then drop your tongue
free and slightly purse your lips, the L turns
to R. The two consonants in English make up a
small category called “liquids"—meaning con-
sonants that can be sounded continuously and
with minimum friction in the mouth but that
are distinct from our semivowels, W and Y.

L and R’s kinship is demonstrated in Jap-
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anese pronunciations of English. As has been much observed,
Japanese speakers, without practice, cannot say the sound of L, a
sound absent in their tongue. Instead, they naturally substitute R.

The expression “No problem” becomes “No probrem.” “Flying”
becomes “frying”

The sounds of L and R are considered among the loveliest of
human speech. The expression “cellar door”—which has gained
recent attention due to its mention in the teen film Donnie Darko
(2001)—is said to possess a combination of sounds particularly
sweet to the ear; of its five consonant sounds, three are liquids.
Admiration for “cellar door” goes back at least to 1963, to an es-
say titled “English and Welsh” by medieval languages scholar and
Lord of the Rings author J. R. R. Tolkien. “Most English-speaking
people” Tolkien writes, “will admit that cellar door is ‘beautiful;
especially if dissociated from its sense and spelling. More beauti-
ful than, say, sky, and far more beautiful than beautifl.” Tolkien
explains that for him, as an Oxford undergraduate in 1911, the
study of medieval Welsh offered a whole language ful of cellar
doors

For pure ability to soothe, the letter L probably tops all other
English consonants, edging out another contender, M. The Ls
calming effect is heard in “lull,” “lullaby.” “lollipop;” “lotus land,”
and “la-la land"—the latter two sometimes referring to fanciful
atmospheres of the Pacific Northwest and southern California,
respectively. Even the term “loss leader” (as in a sales item) may
suggest some mildly narcotic effect.

Lk delicate sound has been appreciated and exploited by
wordsmiths through the centuries. Ben Jonson, in his 1640 English
Grammar, said of L that It melteth in the sounding, and is there-
fore called a liquid” In many languages’ poetry, L has conveyed
softness, calm, flux, childishness, slipperiness, departure, or grad-
ual release or surrender, including sexual. Remarkably, most of
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these nuances are honestly advertised in the title of Vladimir
Nabokovs sensationalist 1955 novel, Lolita, about a go-year-old
man in love with a girl of 12.

L helps to paint a picture of biblical Eden in John Milton’s
Paradise Lost (1667)—

Hill, dale, and shady woods, and sunny plains,
And liguid lapse of murmuring streans. . . .

—and of evening’s fall in Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written in a
Country Churchyard” (1750):

The urfew tolls the knell of parting day,
The lowing herd wind slowly o’er the lea

Let’s not forget the opening line of a well-known Latin poem,
written in about A.D. 130 by the Roman emperor Hadrian, re-
flecting sadly on the soul’s light from the body at death: Animula
vagula blandula (Gentle little soul sent wandering . ..), in which
the L seem fairly to slip from your grasp. One hopes the emperor
produced his ghost poem without benefit of a ghostwriter.

L history flows smoothly, too. Two letters that are probably
primitive L% appear scparately in the world’ oldest known alpha-
betic writing, the stone-carved inscriptions at Wadi el-Hol in
central Egypt, from about 1800 B.C. One of the letters seems to
be part of the written ancient Semitic word l, meaning “god”
(see the photograph on page 39). However, as with other letters,
our best information on the early L comes from a later stage of
the ancient Semitic alphabet, namely, the Phoenician alphabet of
1000 B.C.

The Phoenician letter had a crowbar shape and was called
lamed, pronounced “lah-med.” meaning “ox goad.” (A goad was
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a strong stick, typically with a crook handle, for poking livestock
in herding) Lamed took the “I" sound that began its name. It
came 12th in the Phoenician alphabet, the same position our L
holds today.

When the Greeks copied the Phoenician letters around
800 B.C., they made lamed their own L letter, at alphabetic place
number 12. As with all Phoenician letters, the Greeks adjusted
lamed’s name to make it more Greek-sounding. They called their
letter lambda. The meaning “ox goad” had vanished in transition;
the name lambda had no meaning in Greek aside from signifying
the letter.

The Greeks also made one change to the letter’s shape: They
reversed it, so it faced the opposite direction from the Phoenician

RVARENEE

(1) Semitic leterfrom the W b B On
Lettr shapes, we belive hisleseris L in s calist nown form. (2) The same leter, 1,000 years
on: Phoenician lamed, the ‘s goad,” fom an inseiption of abos 800 5.C. Lamed came 12th
in the Phoenician alphabet and denoted the “1” sound that began its name. The lette shapes
ook probably represents the crook of the goad, which would hang on the herdman' arm. As
s in riht o Dhoicin uiing, e amed pois “achuurd” o e e /vrred
ingit Lambda from a right-to-lei bout 725 B.C. The

the opposite way, toward the end of the word or line. Our modern L maintains the radition, lhr
only difference being that we write exclusively fom lef o vight. (4) The early Roman L—this
example from vight-to-lefé writing of about 500 b.C.—closely imitated the Etruscan L letter
which closely imitased the Greek. (5) Roman L of the late 2005 b.C. had reached she right-
angled shape fumiliar 10 us. Alo, Roman wriing had by then seded at e to right
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LAMBDA SOCIETY

AL

Greek lambda, the L letter, in capital and lowercase forms in modern Greek. Both come
Jfrom letter shapesof elasical Ashenian writing of about 400 ..

Like delta, eta, and other Greek letters, lambda continued evolving in shape
within the Greek alphabet, after being handed off to the Etruscans of Ialy for
their alphabe in about 700 B.C. Within Greek writing tradition, ambda's
shape eventually stood up on two legs (abore, lef). Issill possible to see in it
the basic aspects of our own L shape.

“This mature lambda would have adventures of its own. For reasons ob-
scure, the lowercase form ) became the carly 20th century’s scientific symbol
for any kind of wavelength, oftcn used in regard to shortwave radio. With this
background, insbout 1970 bocame a symbol o oy ld:nmyfrhe connec-
tion being that, in th -

ignaling; individ Idlok foroxherson the
same wavelengeh. Today, although the concealment issuc is in many locales
obsolete, lambda and h remain emblems of gay pride. For example, on a col-
lege campus, the name Lamba Society can mean only a homosexual interest
group. The U.S. national lesbian sorority is called Lambda Delta Lambda; the
national gay fraternity is Delta Lambda Phi.

version. Where Phoenician lamed had pointed its foot or handle
toward the preceding letter in the writing, Greek lambda pointed
the other way, toward the letter that followed. The change
brought lambda into line with most other asymmetrical early
Greek letters, whose bars and projections pointed in the direction
of the writing flow, not against it. Early Greek writing itself could
run cither right to left or left to right; therefore lambda might face
cither way, but according to the direction of the flow.
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(1) Imperial Roman L of the 1005 A.0. Enhanced by handsome serifs and sapering. this shape
would become the general model for our modern print capital. () nk L in the so-called rus-
tic Latin handwriting style, from a manuscript probably of the 5005 4.D. Very similar to the rus-
tic I shape, the L was distinguished only by a lightly larger “foot.” (3) Ink I in the Carolingian
minuscule syle, from a Latin religious text fiom southern England, abos 970. This pleasanly
legible leter was distnet from the Carolingian i shape, being both taller and marked by it
Jfoot. () Our lowercase L shape emerges in the minsscule leter of the Ialian Renaissance hu-
‘manist handiarising style—this example from a Latin manuscript of about 1540, from Rome.
Based on Carolingian minsscules of centurics prior, humanist leter shapes provided the models
Jorlowercase leters o the carliest oman typeices, around 1470. ~ (5) The humanist shape lives
on in the print | of today’ Garamond type, based on type designs of the 15005

Lambda with other Greek letters was carried in Greek trading
ships to western Italy (7005 5.C), where the letter was quickly
copied into the Etruscan alphabet. The Etruscan L letter, in turn,
was copied into the newborn Roman alphabet (600 .¢.). The Ro-
mans modified the letter’s shape further and bequeathed it to us.

Visually the L has won less applause than phonetically. Capital
L looks fine, but lowercase | has the distinction of being our least-
recognizable letter form of all 52, as analyses of modern reading
tests have shown. When separated from the contexts of familiar
word spellings, the | invites confusion with capital I or numeral 1.
On manual typewriters—the laptops of yesteryear—the lower-
case 1 doubled as the numeral 1.
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The lowercase 1 also demonstrates the superior legibility of
serif typefaces (which employ letter shapes with tiny finishing
strokes, based on ancient Roman models; the typeface on this page
is such a one). Tests show that serif lettering can be read more
quickly and at smaller sizes than sans serif (the type style that
. Such advantages are embodied in the lowercase I,
which offers three litle nibs to catch the reader’s eye for recogni-
tion, versus the starkness of s sans-serif counterpart: |. This | for

sans-serif lowercase | is very nearly the same shape as the sans-serif
uppercase I. The word “III” at the start of a sentence—no joy to
read even in serifi—would in sans-serif type look like Il a figure
that might be a Roman numeral 3 o three sans-serif lowercase Is.
Such ambiguity is perhaps the low point of modern mainstream
typography. It’s Enough to Make You Ill

Imperfections like these will slow a reader down, but they are
not fatal, for one important reason: As aduls, we don't read by
letter; we read by word. Our eyes sweep along the page, instantly
recognizing the word shapes and taking meaning from them, with
little thought to individual letters. The optimum word shapes for
this purpose are lowercase—preferably in serif type around one
sixth of an inch tall. On the other hand, text printed in all capi-
tals deprives us of familiar word shapes and makes for slower read-
ing. Mention that to your office mate who likes to send out
all-capital “URGENT"” memos.

Like other letters, lowercase | does its bit by contributing gen-
erally to the familiar word shapes in our texts. In that sense, its
shortcomings in shape are more theoretical than practical. By
standing in place in our word spellings, it earns its pay.

Not surprisingly, the indistinct lowercase 1 shape came very
late to the alphabet: It was the last to arrive. All our lowercase let-
ter shapes were created as forms in ink, amid handwriting styles
of late antiquity and the Middle Ages. The shapes of d or h, for
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example, emerged in the uncial pen style probably in the 3005 A.D.
But the shape of lowercase | became finalized in ink only in the
1400s, in the humanist pen style of Ttaly. (Some letters never de-
veloped a different lowercase form, such as O and X.)

The 12th letter of our alphabet, L ranks about 11¢h place
among the letters in frequency of use in printed English—slightly
above U and either below or above D A silent L before a conso-
nant in words like “could” and “walk” commemorates a sound
once pronounced in Old English, according to scholars. This
slow vanishing act can be glimpsed in “palm,” a word listed in
modern dictionaries as having two possible pronunciations: with-
out the L sound or with it.

In print, an “ell” may be a building’ extension, at a right an-
gle to the main structure, so that the whole thing would resemble
an L from a birds-eye view. Or an “ell” can be a right-angled
pipe. But in Shakespeare and other earlier English writers, an
“ell”—unrelated to the letter shape—might mean a measure of
length, about 45 inches, dating back to an Old English word, eln.
An “el” with one L is short for “clevated subway line” as in Man-
hattan’s old Third Avenue El, dismantled in 1955

One L, the title of Scott Turow’s 1977 memoir of his first year
at Harvard Law School, refers simply to the first-year student,
designated as “One L" versus “Two” or “Three L In mea-
surements, L may abbreviate “length.” “longitude,” and (in low-
ercase only) “latitude” Surprisingly. the Roman numeral L,
meaning 50, does not abbreviate a word (the Latin for 5o was
quinguaginta) but rather is thought to commemorate a primitive
Roman symbol, a numeral, that became standardized as the letter
L shape. The same holds true for the puzzling Roman V for s, X
for 10, and D for 500, none of which stands for a Latin word.
However, M for 1,000 did abbreviate the Latin word mille, while
C for 100 evidently began as an abstract symbol that over time be-
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came “attracted” to the appropriate letter shape for abbreviating
the Latin centum. Meanwhile, Roman I for 1 and Il for 2 speak for
themselves. Roman IV means “1 less than 5 And as we all know
by now, Roman Ill means “4lI” (just joking).

The traditional symbol £ for British pound sterling is an L in
the medieval black letter ink style. It stands for Latin fibra, the old
Roman pound weight, also commemorated in our abbreviation
Ib. (Libra could otherwise mean “balance scale” as immortalized
in the name of the constellation Libra; see page 214.) In England
by about A.D. 1280, the word meant a pound weight of silver, the
standard large monetary unit, equivalent to 240 silver pennies
(ater, copper ones, eventually devalued and refigured at 100 per
pound). If Britain should ever move to join the euro currency
system, the £ will sadly lapse—slipping, lost, while the bell tolls
farewell. And so farewell to L.

R
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ONE L OR TWO?

The Creation of American Spelling

Winston Churchill once defined the Briish and Americans as two peoples
scparated by a common language. Not just in accent and vocabulary but
in spelling too, is this rue.

Like the spelling of *honor” versus “honour” and “defense” versus
“defence,” the use of one L versus two in certain positions in words is a
sure sign of American English. Classic examples include American
“traveled,” “jewelry,” “counselor,” and “woolen” versus British and Com-
monwealth “travelled” “jewellery,” “counsellor,” and “woollen.” Yet
American spelling may sometimes take two Ls, not only in obvious
cases like “hall” but in “controlled,”
“impel”), and elsewhere.

Most of our speclﬁca.l.ly Amerian spelng rles come from Noah
Webster, the Cor hose mag-
num opus was his 1828 American Dictionary of the English Language,
granddaddy of all “Webster” dictionaries today. Webster’ two-volume,
70,000-entry tome became the authority for 19th-century American vo-
cabulary and spelling, and set American English on a confident course

‘impelled” (from “control” and

avay from British usage.

An American patriot, Webster had interrupted his undergraduate
study at Yale to serve bricfly in the American Revolution, and he
personally knew George Washington, Benjamin Franklin, and, on
unfriendly terms, Thomas Jefferson. Webster envisioned a distinctly
American language, to help unite the new nation and make it indepen-
dent of Britain's printing presses and other cultural influences.

is
American language he sought to engineer, personally, through his writ-
ings and lectures.

Ata time when English-language spellings were scill fuid, Webster
compiled his

ictionary with an eye toward establishing consistent
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spelling rules that would ereate differences berween American and
British English. The British authority of the day was Samucl Johnson's
1755 dictionary (on which see page 193). Many of Webster' spellings
differ from Johnson'.

Some Webster spellings can chim to be more authentic than the
British ones: Websters “color” and “favor” (versus “colour” and
“favour”) return the words to their original Latin spellings, with no in-
tervening influence of medieval French. Other Webster spellings could
fall back on the claim of being, in the 18205, the existing, prevalent
Americanisms, like “racket” for British “racquet” and “jail” for “gaol.”
But other of his choices look more willful—like “mold™ instead of
British “mould,” from an OId English word—and scem prompted by
his ulterior motive, to separate American from British. And a few 1828
‘Wiebsterisms were so eccentric, such as “aker” for “acre” and medieval-
style “tung” for “tongue,” that the American public rejected them, and
they disappeared from subsequent dictionary editions.

Wiebster would generally, where feasible, choose the shorter form
of  word for American English, thus “program” not “programme,”
“plow” not “plough,” “ax” not “axe.” A favorite targer of his was the
double consonant, to be condensed to one consonant: from British
“waggon” to American “wagon,” for instance. Consonant doubling of-
ten occurred where a word, ending in one consonant, became a deriva-
tive form, as in the British change from “focus” to “focussed.”

Webster decreed an American spelling rule that a final consonant
in an unaccented syllable would ot be doubled in derivarives, usually.
Thus “focused” (one S) was to be the American form. This rule
knocked the second L out of many prominent words, of which the
American versions became “traveler,” “channeled,” “marvelous,” “du-
elist,” and so on, where British spelling would keep two Ls. But Web-
ster did allow consonant doubling in accented syllables, which is why
we have “appalling,” “distiler,” “beginning,” and others today.
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An. a brillians Noah Webster (1;
1843)—here in a painting of about 1796 by James Sharples—worked 6o years to help
forge a distinetly American language. He was the son of a West Hartford, Connecticut,
Jarmer who, 10 send the boy 10 Yale, morsgaged and then lost he fumily furm. But Noah,
who became a schoolieacher and lawper, would achieve Iiflong income at age 35, with
his American Spelling Book (1783). Publihed s the Revolutionary War was ending, the
“Blue-backed Speller” answered he need of American schools and the public or an au-

guide from Britain, and the spectacu-

Larly. It went through some 400 printings during Webster’s lifétime and became a
cornerstone of gth-century American schooling.

Ironically, Webster would later reject and change many of the spelings in his speller
Soon affer its publication, he was seized with the vision of reforming American spelling,
thereby 1o contribute to American unity and identity. A distinctly American spelling,
e g, ool encure Americ publiing (e imporing Briiss boks and
printer’s plates) and Americas sub-
servience 1o Britain. ‘A national language s band of ational union, " he wrote, “Every
engine should be employed to render the peaple of this country national .. . and 1o in-
spire them with the pride of national character.”

Where the 1783 speler had systematized the Brish-receied forms, Webster now set

out 0 create a purely American system. He started by writing A Compendious Dictio-
nary of the English Language (1306). Although laer duwarfed in importance by his -
mous American Dictionary, is calier work introduced spelling innovations and was
possbly the first English dictionary anywhere to observe a 26-leter alphaber: That is, it
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treated ] and V as sovercign leters, the 25th and 26th pm lexicographers, particularly

mxm]ann:mAnnxlbrm‘xmmnu:flﬂdU (See pages 193-98.)
ican Dictionary of the
English L ), he was 70. For it he bout 22 years in

Pplus : Com-
prebensios and. wp 10 dite, 3 inaavasioe i speling she dicionary suppled the
uthorsatveefence so ibee Amiriin Engl from Briss dicionarcs s old

ive, and 1 home 1o finance a sec-
ond edition (1841), which was umznﬁtl When Webster died in 1843, his family sold
the book rights 10 brothers George and Charles Merriam, of Springfield, Massachusetts,
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... the last time she saw them, they were trying to put
the Dormouse into the teapot.” The final words of the
“Mad Tea-Party” chapter of Lewis Carroll’s Alice's Ad-
ventures in Wonderland are illustrated in one of the clas-
sic Jobn Tenniel pen-and-ink drawings that accompanied
the original edition of 1865. Assisting the Dormouse here
are the March Hare and Mad Hatter. Is it our imagina-
tion, or does the position of the three characters suggest the
shape of an Mz As well as having a prominent place in the
chupter title and two characters' names, M receives a mys-

terious mention in the chapter’s dialogue.




PRIMORDIAL M

a-ma-ma-ma-ma. How
many parents remem-
ber that sound of baby
talk? Numerous stud-
ies confirm that ma is
among the earliest rudimentary speech noises
made by infants the world over. Like B and P
(which also have a place in baby vocabulary), the
M belongs to the category of consonants known
as labials, from the Latin word for “lip.” Formed
at the lips, with no tricky use of the tongue and
no need of teeth, the three labial sounds are sim-
ple enough to be spoken by infants as young as
age two or three months. By contrast, sounds
like “j" “v" or “sh” may not emerge consis-
tently until much later, for while a child learns to

recognize many adult-language sounds during
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her first six months, she can manage at the start to imitate only a
few. (See below)

When a baby says ma-na, that doesn't have to mean “mother.”
It may be prattle or it may mean something in the child’ personal
language: This writer had a year-old daughter who would say ma-
I'm hungry” (Her mother meanwhile

ma-ma to communicate,
was called da, and [ was da, too.) Yet because of its powerful kiddy
connection, the syllable ma or similar has denoted “mother” in
diverse languages through the centurics. That s to say, the ma-na-
ma of infant speech has imposed itself—partly through s pleas-
ant association—on adult speech around the world.

THE BABY LANGUAGE OF GROWN-UPS

Aspects of World Languages May Be Colored by Baby Talk

Babies in their first year of life learn to speak—first in baby talk, then with
the rudiments of a genuine vocabulary—by imitating the speech sounds
they hear around them. (Often these sounds are addressed to the baby in
an exaggerated, singsong form—*How did you slcceep?’—which appar-
ently helps the child to learn.) But some scholars have long theorized that
language in the nursery is pardy a two-way street and that cercain family-
related words of English and other tongues were formed originally, per-
haps prehistorically, in imitation of baby talk. Such words are casy for
babies to pronounce, perhaps at parcntal prompting—*Say dada’—and
50 the words retain a secure place i the language.

What are these words? While they vary from language to language,
in English they would be some of the “ba,” “da,” “ma,” and “pa” words.

The earlist speech sounds out of an infanc’s mouth, sometimes as
carly as the second month of life, might typically be pure vowels: The
sounds “ah,” “ce,” and “oo” are said to predominate among babies
7" the earliest and most frequent. The infanc’s next

the world over, with
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Just look at the “mother” words in a handful of languages that
have nothing to do with each other, that are linguistically and ge-
ographically separate. There’s Mandarin Chinese ma, Hindi maa,
Vietnamese me, Malay emak, Hawaiian makuahine, Swahili mama,
Finnish emo, Hebrew ema, Basque ama, and Quechua (aboriginal
Peruvian tongue) ma—all of which would scem a re(majrkable
coincidence, were there not a suspected common cause.

Of the above-mentioned languages, Hindi belongs to the
large Indo-European language family, which includes English.
Within the Indo-European group, ma meaning “mother” is per-
vasive. Modern scholarship has long theorized that the original

step, usually begun before four months of age, is to float a consonant
sound in front of the vowel: ma-ma-ma ot similar, the sound of pure baby
wlk.

But no every consonant is within the baby’ reach: Certain pro-
nunciations like “sh” or “j” may take years to master, even for a child
who perfectly understands them. In English, as in many other tongues,
the carliest consonant sounds to be uttered consistenly might belong
o the labial, alveolar, or velar categories—*b," *m,” “p," “d,” " “g.”
or “k"—floated on vowels like “ah” and “00.”

Here some linguists find the ultimate origins of such adult English
words as “mama,” “papa,” “daddy.” and (in Ireland) “da.” Our word
“baby” derives officially from medicval French bébé; probably from late
Latin baba. But where did Latin haba come from? Surely from an imi-
tation of baby talk. Meanwhile, similar-sounding words in other lan-
guages have their own family connections. A baba in Russian is a
grandmother; in Swahili, a father. A father in Arabic is b, not so
different-sounding from haba. And in the language of the Eastern Eu-
ropean republic of Georgia, a father is our old fiend mama ... while a
mother s deda.
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Indo-European tongue of around 4000 B.c. had a word for
“mother” that was something like mater (mah-tair). From this root
come similar “mother” words in dozens of Indo-European de-
scendant languages through the ages—including English, with its
word “mother.”

Compare, for example, ancient Sanskrit maty, ancient Greek
meter (may-tair), modern Farsi madar, Irish mdthair, Russian mat
(mat-eh), Polish matka, Czech matka, Dutch moeder, Danish
moder, and ancient Latin mater (mah-tair). From the Latin are de-
rived such modern Romance words as Spanish madre, Portuguese
mac, and French mére as well as the English adjective “maternal””
Our word “mother” comes from Old English modor, related to
the above-mentioned Dutch and Danish words and to German
mutter (moo-tair). The German version may perhaps bear on a quip
by the 19205 and '30s American author and Algonquin Round
Table wit Dorothy Parker: “A girl% best friend is her mutter.”

The origin of the Indo-European word mater may lie in the
related Indo-European word mamma, meaning a mothers breast.
Where that word came from, we can guess—prehistoric Indo-
European babies who said ma-ma-ma-ma, perhaps meaning
“mother” or even “I'm hungry” From this root word mamma
come similar words for “breast” in Greek, Russian, Lithuanian,
Irish, Welsh, and other Indo-European tongues. But the most in-
fluential derivative has been the ancient Latin mamma (again,
meaning a mother’s breast), which supplies our words “mam-
mary” and “mammal” A mammal is an animal of the class that
suckles.

You have to marvel at the strength of the association of ma with
mother. True, all of the Indo-European “mother” words come
from the same root, which might suggest they're bound to sound
similar; yet most words don't remain so much alike, from one Indo-
European tongue to another, down the millennia. Words for “wa-
ter” or “home” today tend to differ among Hindi, Greek, German,
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Spanish, etc. Words for “mother” by contrast, have stayed in line
with the sound ma or mat and have even spawned duplicates like
French maman or English “mommy” “mamma,” and “ma”—
words that obviously are based on baby talk.

The letter M, thus representing a primordial sound of human
speech, has been a member of the alphabet fom the start. Letters
believed to be M’ appear as vertical wavy lines in the worlds old-
est extant alphabetic writing, the two rock-carved Semitic-
language inscriptions at Wadi el-Hol in central Egypt, from about
1800 B.C. Scholars think this letter was called mem, meaning *wa-
ter” in the users’ Semitic tongue, and that it took the “m” sound
with which its name began. Like all carly letters, mem was also a
picture, the wavy lines clearly suggesting water. The styling of the
letter shape as vertical, rather than horizontal, is an unlikely choice
that offers a clue to the date of the first Semitic alphabet’s inven-
tion: See pages 36-40. Today, nearly 4,000 years later, the waves
of the original mem survive in the zigzags of our capital M.

The Phoenicians, heirs to the ancient Semitic alphabet, had
a mem that was more condensed in shape (1000 B.c.). Extant
Phoenician letter lists show mem as their alphabet’s 13th letter, just
as M remains our 13th letter today.

Inscriptions from later dates show the Phoenician mem shift-
ing in shape: The waves now run horizontally, the letter more re-
sembling our modern M but standing on one long, vertical “leg”
Probably the change helped give mem a more distinctive look.

Sometime shortly before 800 B.c., the Phoenician letters were
copied by the Greeks. Mem, representing a sound just as basic to
the Greek language as to the Phoenician, was ushered into the
newly made Greek alphabet, keeping its zigzag shape, “m”
sound, and 13th alphabetical place, but now with a Greek-styled
name: mu. As with all carly Greek letter names, the name mu
meant nothing in Greek, aside from signifying the letter. The
“water” reference was left behind in the Semitic alphabets.
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Carried to Italy in Greek merchant ships in the 700s B.C., mu
and the other Greek letters were soon copied by the Etruscans
(700 B.C) and, from the Etruscan alphabet, were copied by the
Romans (600 b.c.). Under the Romans, the zigzag letter eventu-
ally settled down onto two even legs: our familiar M shape. In this
form, it was bequeathed to Buropean writing after Rome’s fall
(a.D. 500).

The letter’s name during the late Roman Empire was proba-
bly something like “emmay.” much the same as in modern Span-
ish. In passing from late Latin to Old French to medieval English

??“M

(1) Egyprian hieroglyh depicting water, 2000 .. In Egyptian picture writing, it meant the
word “water”or the sound
sures. Normally drawn horizontally the water symbol instead appeared vertically during one
Egyptian era, avound 2000 5.C. At that time, Semitic foreigners in Egypt copied the symbol 1o
supply the letter M for their newly created alphabet. We belive the inventors called sheir leter
mem, meaning “water” in the Semitic tongue. (2) A mem from the Semitic insciptions at
Wadi el-Hol, the worlds oldest known alphabeic writing, from about 1800 8.C. While imitat-

Egypian b she mem had its own, w: It denoted
the “m” sound that began its name. (3) Phoenician mem of about 1000 8.C. The compact, curly
Shape slighly resembles our sript m lying on is side. The name mem was sill understood as
meaning “water” (4) Another Phoenician mem, of about 800 8.C. The Phoenicians had by
notw changed the letter shape, to make it simpler and more disincive. (5) Greek M lete, the
s, from an inscription of about 725 .C. M copied the Phoenician e in shape, sound, al-
phaberic place, and name.
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M&M

The candies called M&M’s—chocolate pellers in thin sugar shells—are
named for their inventor, Forrest Mars (around 1940), and for the Mars
candy company that he founded. A phonetic respelling gives us “Eminem,”
name of the controversial white rap star who was born as Marshall Mathers.
‘While the name obviously refers to the rappers childhood initials, it may also
betoken a sincere belicf by him that essentially,like the cands; he is brown (in
other words, Black) on the inside.

(with the Norman Conquest of England in 1066) and thence into
modern English, “emmay” became shortened to “em.”

Our lowercase m derives simply from the letter’ rounded
shape in the late Roman pen style known as uncial, emerging
around 300. During the Middle Ages, this m shape contributed to
a religious idea that God has written the human name upon our
face: The nose, eyebrows, and cheekbones form an m, and the
eyes form two letters o within the m. Our face is thus readable as
“omo” or Latin homo, “human being."

As mentioned, M belongs phonetically to the category called
“labials.” But, like most consonants, it falls also into some second
category. M’ other classification s as a “nasal”—to pronounce M,
you send air up into your nasal cavity from the inside and use your
nose as a sound box. (In English, M and N are the only two nasals.)

M3 flowing sound has been attractive to the poets. John Mil-
ton’s phrase, quoted back on page 217, “liquid lapse of murmur-
ing streams” relies cqually on M and L for effect. A more
sonorous M contributes to the famous opening words of Vergil’s
epic poem in Latin, the Aencid, concerning the adventures and
battles of the hero Aencas, legendary founder of the Roman
race: Arma virumque cano . . . (I sing of war and the man).
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(@) Early Roman M, from about 520 5.c. The ltter shape had. been copied from the Erruscan
version, which had been copied from the Greek. (2) Roman M from the famous Trajan In-
sription of 4. 113. This mature shape would become the model for the capital M of the ro-
e oy pin, around 147 ) Ik M fom a Ltin mamsrit i he il

capital to aas-
ieiopnshe il apeabo antcpass s modenoverse . Al it and . s
European

first millennisom A.D. (4) An m in the Carolingian minuscule pen syle, from a Latin manu-
seript from southern England, around 97s5. Derived from the uncial, the Carolingian shape
would later hel to inspire early printers lowercase m shapes,

Vergils M conveys danger and grandeur. Elsewhere, M has
conveyed danger and mystery, perhaps duc to the word “mystery”
No movie title is more grabbing than Dial M for Murder, Alfred
Hitchcock’s 1954 classic thriller about a husband's plot to kil his
innocent wife. Sue Grafton’ alphabetically titled detective novels
have contributed not only M Is for Malice (1996) but also their
heroine’s name Kinsey Millhone. The evil antagonist in J. R. R
Tolkien's Lord of the Rings fantasy trilogy (1954-ss) inhabits a dark
realm of power called Mordor—a word that, not coincidentally,
means “murder” in Old English.

Arthur Conan Doyle, in his Sherlock Holmes tale “The Ad-
venture of the Empty House” (1903), characterizes M as the let-
ter of villains. Holmes, hot on the trail of murder and perfidy,
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sits in his study with the loyal Dr. Watson and consults a self-
compiled “index of biographies.” a catalog of bad guys. Chief
among the indexed M’s is Holmess nemesis, evil genius Professor
James Moriarity. But tonight’ antagonist is someone else, “the sec-
ond most dangerous man in London.” Watson narrates how Holmes

turned over the pages lazily, leaning back in his chair and
blowing great clouds of smoke from his cigar.

“My collection of M is a fine one,” said he. “Moriarity
himself is enough to make any letter illustrious, and here is
Morgan the poisoner, and Merridew of abominable memory, and
Mathews, who knocked out my lefi canine in the waiting-room
at Charing Cross, and finally, here is our friend of tonight.”

He handed over the book, and I'read . . .

Ah, but enough said.

In the 19505 and "60s, long before anyone had thought up the
parodistic Austin Powers, the fictional British super-spy James
Bond was the hero of lan Fleming’s novels of intrigue and ad-
venture. Bond has a crusty boss known only as M, although some-
where identified as one Sir Miles Messervey. The usc of the initial
creates cloak-and-dagger secrecy and a hint of ennobling sym-
bolism: Motherland? Mission? Mankind?

But the most enigmatic M in literature appears toward the
end of the “Mad Tea-Party” chapter in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Ad-
ventures in Wonderland, where the yawning Dormouse tries to tell
a goofy tale about three litdle sisters learning to draw. * ‘And they
drew all manner of things—everything that begins with an M—'

*“Why with an M2’ said Alice.

*“Why not?" said the March Hare.

“Alice was silent”
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Letter N gets the imperial treatment on -

the bottle-neck label of Newman's Own gN}

salad dressing, a line created and owned ¥

by movie star Paul Newman. The let-
ter is framed by two olive branches,
appropriate o salad ofl, yet refer-
ring, 100, to the ceremonial gar-
lands worn by rulers—also by
victorious athletes, honored poets,
actors, etc.—in ancient Greece and Rome. Fitted to the
person's head, a garland consisted of leaves of laurel or oak
or of other trees or plants (olive, myrtle, celery, ivy) sacred
1o the gods. The Newman N seems deliberately to recall
Napoleon  Bonaparte, Emperor of France (i804-15),
whose court imagery included paintings and relief carv-
ings showing a large N bordered with a Caesar-like gar-
land.




NASAL N

oses are needed for pro-
nouncing the N. To prove
the point, say that phrase
while plugging your nose
with your fingertips. You'll
hear something halfway to “Dozes are deeded
for prodowsing. .. *

Like M, the N is classified as a “nasal” a
consonant pronounced through the nose. M’s
nasal component is demonstrated in an experi-
ment mentioned back on page 72: Plug your
nose for “My mommy meets me;” and it comes
out a bit like “By bobby beets be.”

N and M are the only nasals in English. To
say N or M, you actually drop your uvula to
divert airflow up into your nasal cavity from

the inside, so that your nose acts as a sound box.




240

You may do this hundreds of times a day, without ever thinking of
it It one of the tricks your brain learned while you were an in-
fant in the cradle, preparing to imitate the speech sounds you
heard around you.

The “m” sound is formed at the lips, so simple that four-
month-old babies can say it. “N.,” more complex, sets the tongue
against the palate. The tongue position for N is surprisingly close
to that for L, yet N's sound is far more like Ms, due to the nose
factor.

Since ancient Rome, scholars have noticed how certain letters
in the alphabet seem to pair off, resembling cach other in shape,
name, and/or sound. Such pairs today include C and G, B and P,
and S and Z. Typically, these couplings can be traced as develop-
ments within the ancient Greek and Roman alphabets; they scem
to reflect a human need for association (visual or verbal) as an aid
for memorizing a list like the alphabet.

Two letters could hardly be closer than N and M, fraternal
twins in shape, name, sound, and positioning. Together they form
our alphabet’s center, with 12 letters on cither side. The resem-
blance in shape is noteworthy: Basically, N is a three-quarters M,

The P “water”and fih,” the and N,
Sfrom an inscripsion of about 1000 8.
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and the two letters have had this sort of visual kinship since at
least ancient Phoenician times, 3,000 years ago.

Most of N life has been lived in relation to M. As the prior
chapter recounts, the 13th letter of the Phoenician alphabet of
1000 B.C. was the wavy-lined mem, ancestor of our M. The name
mem meant “water.” The Phoenicians’ 14th letter was their N,
called nun, meaning “fish.” Yet the shape of nun was a serpentine
undulation, not at all suggesting a fish, aside from an ecl.

Modern scholarship has determined that N was invented (by
Semitic soldiers or laborers in Egypt) through copying of an
Egyptian hieroglyphic picture of a snake. The shape of the Se-
mitic N looked like a snake. (See page 243.) The attested letter
name “fish” therefore becomes problematic.

In ancient Semitic language, one word for snake was nahash,
which began with the sound “n” By the rules of ancient Semitic
letter names, this would have been a perfect name for a snaky-
looking letter that took the “n” sound. So why didn't the early al-
phabet users just call their wiggly N letter by the name “snake”?

The answer may be: They did. They did perhaps call the let-
ter nahash at the start, around 2000 o 1900 B.C., but later the
name got changed—for the sake of M. Pethaps, in the centuries
affer 1900 .

a need was felt to bring the letters M (“water”)
and N (“snake”) more into line with each other, on account of
their unique nasal factor. The two letters had been placed to-
gether in sequence probably at the alphabet’ invention; now they
would develop even closer associations. In these centuries, the N
letter grew more to look like the M letter. And if N's name had
been “snake” (as is theorized), then it now changed to “fish,” to
better fit mem’s “water.” The purpose of such associations would
have been to supply a memory aid for Semitic children learning
the alphabet: In the letters’ sequence, “fish” would follow “wa-
ter” the two letters looking and sounding rather similar.
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SOMETHING FISHY IN THE EARLY ALPHABET

The Phoenician lester dalet, meaning “door,” about oo 5.C.

Not much of a daor: Was he lser shape at one time a fish?

If the Semitic N letter did undergo a name change from nahash (snake)
to nun (fish) during the second millennium B.C., tha fact might shed

light on another mystery of the early alphabet—namely, why the Se-
mitic D letter, named “door,” had such an undoorlike shape. As theo-

rized back on page 95, the Semitic D letter might have started out being
named dag (another Semitic word for *fish"), around 2000 B.c. But the
letter’s documented name, in the late first millennium 5.C., is daler
“door.” Possibly the D letter lost the name “fish” when the N letter took
the name “fish,” perhaps around 1600 B.C. The alphabers users didn't
want two “fish” leter names, even though the exact words differed.

When the Greeks copied the Phoenician alphabet, around
800 B.C., they maintained the close relationship between N and
M. Phoenician nun became a Greek letter called nu, taking the
sound “n;” while Phoenician mem became Greek mu, with the
sound “m.” Although the Semitic-language “water-fish” connec-
tion was necessarily lost on Greek ears, the Greeks forged their
own link between the two letters by giving them rhyming names.
(Greek mu seems to have been named for nu; otherwise, why not
just convert the Phoenician letter-name mem simply to a Greek
form like mema?) And so ancient Greek children, learning their
alphabet, had the advantage of an associative jingle between the
M and N letter names

After the Greek letters reached Italy in the 7005 b.c., the use-
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(0) Egyptian snake hieroglyph, 2000 b.C. As used in Egyprian writing, this pcture meant the
word “abra” or i ther meanings i arious contexs. T make figure would be copied by
Semites (for its look, ot its meanin wppl pi of

alphaber. 5C, inwest-
ern Sinai. It ook the sound . ” Logically Semitic wers would have called this lste nahash,
“make,” yet puzzlingly its only documented name, from a later century. i nun, Fish.”
(5) Phocnican nn, she 14 eier of the Phocnician alphabes. abous 1000 5.. Decended di-
rectly from 7 nun took the ins it name. Here he let-
e s s b 1 bl s N—she e s0 e o consde sht s cample s
leftward, in right-to-lefi writing. Today N remains mumber 14 in our own alphabet.
() Phoenician nun from an inscription on the island of Gyprus, about 800 5.C. This was
roughly the time and place at which the Phocnician alphabet would be copied by the Grecks.
&) Early Greek N lma from a right-to-lefi m;mpnwl of about 740 B.C. Called nu, the Greek

in name, posion.

ful mu and nu passed into the Etruscan alphabet and thence into
the Roman. In Etruscan and in early Latin, the two letters were
perhaps called me (“may”) and ne (“nay”). By the late Roman
Empire, their names in everyday Latin were probably being pro-
nounced as “emmay” and “ennay”—the forerunners of their
modern English names. (For the Romans’ naming of liquid and
fricative consonants generally, sce pages 126-27.)

In modern English, the humble-sceming N is a surprisingly
high performer: It is among our most frequently used letcers in
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print, placing about fifth or sixth, after E, T, A, and O or L. Be-
ing a common sound in words from OId English, N benefits par-
ticularly from its standard use in our verb forms (seeing, seen) and
asa euphonic buffer alongside A, as in “an ostrich” or “anaerobic.”

Also, uses like “and,” “not,” and

Because it abbreviates the Latin word for “number” (nmes),
the symbol n in mathematics traditionally means a number that'
indefinite, that could be any number: 0 X n = 0. We employ this

AW NN

(1) An early Etruscan N lester, about 660 .C. It completely imitated the Greek mu in
shape, sound, and alphatberic sequence. This leter faces lefrward, in a right-t-lef in-
scription. (2) An carly Roman N, also ficing lefiward, from an inscription of about
520 8.C. The Roman leter had been copied from the Erruscan bu soon grew simpler in
shape. (3) Roman N from the marble-carved Trajan Inscription, A.D. 113. As used
in mature Latin lefi-to-vight writing, the letter was essentially our capital N. (4) N in
the uncial handuriting style, from a Latin Pualter of the 400s A.D. It was basically the
Roman capital shape adapted to pen and ink. (5) The shape of our lowercase n was one
of the aspart
of the Carolingian minuscule syle. This example comes from a Lasin legal document
from England, dated 1018, Although the old N shape had been both disincrive and sim-
Pl (6wo reasons fir is longevity), the Carolingian form required only two pen strokes,
ot shree. Unfrtunately,is pleasan shape did allow possible confusion with minsscule
h, m, or r. Today, in many peoples handuwriting, even with print-shape letters, the n re-
mains hard to distinguish.
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in common parlance when we speak of something “to the n®
degree”

N: A Romantic Mystery is an enjoyable 1997 detective novel by
an Affican American author, Louis Edwards, set in New Orleans.
The title plays intelligently on our ugliest N-word as well as on
“noir” (as in film noir) and “new.” “Make it new;” says a well-
known verse and a book title (1934) from American poet Ezra
Pound. To make it new, let’s now move on
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The letter O inviting shape is well served
in this illustration from an 1845 fiction col-
lection by French author Honoré de Balzac,
titled Petty Annoyances of Married Life,

published in Paris.




THE STORY OF O

Jerusalem. O Canada. Oh,

say, can you see? O for a

Muse of fire. For centuries,

the robust O has conveyed

emotion and demanded at-
tention in verse and oratory. It is perhaps our
most expressive letter, and one of our hardest
working. While all five of our full-time vowels
are essential for writing English, O ranks near
the top, as a letter heavily relied on and indi-
vidually esteemed.

Among O feature points are: (1) its many
shades of pronunciation in English; (2) s uses as
a word unto itself, and (3) its beautiful written
form—a circle, a ring, intriguing and satisfying to
the eye. O is the only letter whose name creates its

shape, however imperfectly, on the speaker’s lips.




According to certain analyses of English-language print, O av-
erages fourth plac in frequency of use, below the letters E, T, and
A. A disadvantaged world without O is amusingly imagined in
James Thurber’s 1957 children’ book, The Wonderful O, about pi-
rates who land on an island called Ooroo and, offended at the
inhabitants’ lack of treasure to steal, tyrannically expunge their pa-
tron letter. “And so the locksmith became a Icksmith, and the
bootmaker a btmaker . .. Books were bks and Robinhood was
Rbinhd.” The island language and society are shaken—"A swain
who praised his sweetheart’s thrat, and said she sang like a chir of
riles or a chrus of vices, was slapped”—until, finally, good prevails.

Theoretically, our alphabet could use a few more vowel let-
ters, to better show shades of sound. This need is clear with O.
The Oxford English Dictionary lists seven possible O sounds, as in:
no, got, glory, north, do, son, and word; plus others in combina-
tion with a second letter: boy, now, good, fool, favor, and (de-
pending on where you live) cough.

Vowels carry most of a speaker’ regional accent. O is partic-
ularly impressionable this way. To an outsider, an Ulsterman’s
“now” sounds like “nye.” an Ontarian’ “about” like “abewt,’
an Australian’s “notes” like “nayts.” a New Yorker’s “dog” like
“doawg.” There’s also George Bernard Shaw’ unforgettable pho-
netic rendering of the word “don'” as pronounced, circa 1900,
by a London Cockney: “daownt.”

O many pronunciations hark back to our languages devel-
opment in medieval England after the Norman Conquest of
A.D. 1066, when new vowel sounds arose from the brew of Old
English and Norman French. Adding to O’ duties at the time was
a Norman preference for spelling with O in place of U, 50 as to
give written English a more Norman French look (although not
necessarily with any change in pronunciation). Among many ex-
amples, Old English sum eventually became “some” (while Old
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French summe, a different word, supplied our “sum”). Old En-
glish sunu (pronounced “sun-uh”) got changed to sone (stll “sun-
uh”), later shortening to “son.” And Old English lufir (“luv-uh”)
eventually made “love.”

To understand the medieval Norman thinking here, compare
the spellings of two modern words—our “bun” and modern
French bonne (a form of the adjective “good”), pronounced ex-
actly the same. Such overlaps in sound provided a rationale for
substituting O for U in many (not all) medieval English spellings.

“This Frenchified O has contributed to one of the most confus-
ing aspects of English spelling, namely, our regular use of O or U
for several of the same vowel sounds. The classic example is son/
sun, yet theres also loot/lute, cost/caustic, and word/curd/bird/
herd—all multiplied by hundreds or thousands of occurrences. O’
dilettantism here has troubled many thinkers, including the English
educator Richard Mulcaster, whose 1582 grammar book, The First
Part of the Elementarie, contained the first-ever English spelling dic-
tionary. “O s a letter of great uncertainty in our tongue;” Mul-
caster notes, for “it soundeth as much upon the v, which is his
cousin, as upon the o, which is his natural.”

Strictly speaking, O’ proper English sounds are the short O of
“bob” and long O of “bone.” Linguists call these the low, back
vowel and high-mid, back vowel, respectively, in reference to the
tongue’s position in each case. The short O of “son.” meanwhile,
is the low, front vowel, a sound equally belonging to U.

Our interjection *O” (always capitalized) is a variant of “oh,”
normally reserved for expressing a wish or calling on some con-
cept or ideal entity, not a real person.

Shakespeare was perhaps overfond of it: O curse of mar-
riage” (Othello); “O brave new world” (The Tempest); “O that this
100 t00 solid flesh would mele” (Hamler). The word entered me-
dieval English in literary imitation of an interjection “O” that
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existed in ancient Greek and Latin writings. (The Romans had
copied it from the Greeks.)

Prior to Shakespeare, probably the best-known O of Western
literature occurs in a famous speech by the Roman statesman Ci-
cero, delivered to a packed Senate chamber in November 63 B.c.,
for the purpose of exposing a plot, by a senator then present, to
overthrow the republic, murder Cicero, and seize supreme power.
The bad guy’s name was Catiline, and Cicero’s specch, one of four
in the course of several days, is sometimes called the First Caili-
narian. Among its opening words s a deathless phras of controlled
outrage: O tempora, O mores . .. (O the times, O the customs.)

The one other famous O of Western lit belongs to Shakespeare,
although in use not an interjection but a description. The martial
history play Henry I/ which premiered in London’s Globe theater
in spring or summer 1599, features an opening specch, addressed to
the audience by a narrator character named Prologue. He begins
with the words “O for a Muse of fire,” but that actually isn't the
point right now; Prologue then urges the audience to use their
imaginations to fill out the on-stage scenes of royal courts, army
campaigns, and the famous Batde of Agincourt (1415). Referring
to the theater building around the stage, Prologue asks thetorically:

. Can this cackpit hold

The vasty fields of France? Or may we cram
Within this wooden O the very casques [helmets]
That did affight the air at Agincourt?

Among its other virtues, the passage supplies modern scholars
with evidence (more recenty corroborated by archacology) that the
Globe Theatre was an “O;” that is, it was shaped like a short stack of
doughnuts. The center, open to the air, was pardy the stage plat-
form, pary ground seating for some of the audience; around the
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center, the tall wooden structure held galleries of seats and (behind
the stage) the stage house. The whole “wooden O” business is well
handled visually in the opening sequence of Laurence Oliviers 1944
Henry V' film version. Today an O-like replica of Shakespearc’s
Globe stands in south London, 500 yards from the original site.

The story of O's distinctive shape begins in ancient Egypt, with
the painted image of a human eye. An eye was one of the sym-
bols of Egyptian hicroglyphic writing. There were several varia-
tions, the simplest being a long, horizontal oval with an interior
circle. This hieroglyph denoted the word “eye” or other words
relating to vision, and might have other meanings besides.

Around 2000 B.c. Semitic soldiers or workers in Egypt in-
vented the worlds first alphabet by copying about 27 hieroglyphic
pictures and giving them the meanings of tiny speech sounds.
‘The distinctive eye symbol became one such letter: The Semites
apparently called it ayin, meaning “eye” in their language.

Like all ancient Semitic letters, ayin was a consonant: It took
a guttural sound,  harsh throat catch, used in Semitic speech and
existing today in spoken Arabic. The sound actually occurred at
the start of the name ayin, but this fact is awkward to show in En-
glish transliteration (we have no letter for it) and is usually omit-
ted from our spelling of the name.

Over the next millennium in the Near East, 2000 to 1000 B.C.,
the ayin's shape simplified: from an oval eye to a circle with a cen-
tral dot, then to a circle merely. In the Phoenician alphabet of
1000 B.C., ayin stood as the 16th letter. In shape, it was a simple
circle, basically the same as our O.

When the Greeks copied the Phoenician alphabet sometime
around 800 B.C., they had no need of the ayin’s guttural sound,
foreign to their speech. As with certain other extraneous Phoeni-
cian letters, the Greeks held on to ayin in regard to its shape and

DAVID SACKS



alphabetic place, but they reassigned it to one of the vowel sounds
(which were not shown in Phoenician writing but which Greek
writing needed to show 50 as to be comprehensible). The circu-

lar ayin received the Greek vowel sound “o.” Just possibly, this
marriage of shape O and sound “o”
shape, which suggested the shape of a speaker’s mouth saying “0.”

Representing both long- and short-O sounds, the Greek letter

was prompted by the letter’s

stayed at place number 16 in the alphabet. For its first 150 years or
so, the letter was called probably just o.

Around 660 B.C., Greek writing invented a second O letter, to
specialize as the long-O sound; its shape was an O “broken open”
at the bottom: Q. Placing the newcomer at the very end of their
letter row, the Greeks called it o mega or omega, meaning “big O."
Their 16th letter, now confined to the short-O sound, became
known as o mikron, “litdle O (In English, the name is usually
spelled omicron.)

Today omicron and omega live on in the modern Greek alpha-
bet. Both names have also gone into English-language marketing
and name-branding, but of the two, omega thrives especially. With
its elegant shape and its suggestion of “the last word” or “ultimate
craftsmanship,” omega has been put to work representing a line of
expensive Swiss watches, as well as camping gear, nutritional sup-
plements, and paintbrushes.

The other O. Being the las letter invensed by the ancient Greeks, omega
(meaning “big O) stood at the very end of the Greek alphatber. I place as
the 7" Rev-
clation, in a phrase cted back on page 53, T am Alpha and Omega, the be-
ginning and the ending, saith the Lord.” Since the days of the Roman
Empire, the paired Greek letters alpha and omega, A €2, have composed
« Chrissian religious symbol.
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) ie 2000 8.C. I hieroghyphic

e orother pos : Memorable in appearance, Semitic
invention of an alphabeic picture leter, with a Semitic name and a new; phonetic meaning.
(2) The Semitic ltte ayin, the “ge.” from a sandstone-carved inscripion at Serabis l-Rhadem
in western Sinai, from perhaps 1750 8.C. One of our oldest extant examples of ayin, this leteer
clearly shous s debt 10 the Egyprian hicroghph. Ayin
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eration. (3) i et

the Phoenicians, bu the shape had by now been reduced 10 a cirele with no iris. Ayin was the

Phoenician alphabet 161h leter. () Greek leter O, later 10 be known as o mikron (lile O),

foman is 725 B.C. Albhoug) i
b

b N .

sound "o

Meanwhile, in the 7005 .C., before omega was born, the Greek
alphabet had reached Italy, with only one O letter. The Etruscans
of Italy copied this alphabet to create their own (700 .C). The
Etruscan letters, in turn, were copied and adapted by the Romans
(600 B.C. and following). The single O, representing both long
and short sounds, became a Roman letter and eventually was be-
queathed to us. Today, O is our 1sth letter. Like most vowels, it
takes its English name from its basic long sound.

O's simple, pleasing shape has barely changed in 3,000 years,
since the early Phoenicians. During the century before Christ,
the Romans, in monumental inscriptions carved in stone, found
ways to subtly taper and widen parts of the letter, giving it a
suave, ribbonlike look that we often use today. During the Mid-
dle Ages, certain handwriting styles made O more square or dia-
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mond shaped or (for a fancy initial capital) gave it ornamental
crossbars. But these variations didn't stick. No alternative could
improve on the beauty and convenience of a plain circle, and so
the old Roman capital shape remained basically unchanged in
medieval ink styles like uncial (from about .. 300) and Carolin-
gian (fom about 800). No abbreviated shapes were explored to
eventually supply a model for early printers’ lowercase letters; in-
stead, capital O supplied the lowercase shape. Today, C, S, V. W,
X, and Z share with O this distinction of having closely the same
shape for upper- and lowercase in most typefaces.

O resembles our zero symbol, 0, but that’s by chance. The
zero, as first written in Hindu and Arab lands during the early
Middle Ages, was a tiny circle or dot, smaller than other numer-
als and used for holding place in computation. A larger zero
emerged in European handwriting by about 1400, through the
custom of keeping characters at roughly equal size; this letter-size
zero became a print form by the late 1400s. In modern typefaces,
zero’s sign tends to be more clongated than O.

With its inviting visual associations—doorway, porthole, of-
fered lips, push button—O has enjoyed a prime place in product
names, signposting, and the like. At the “Tunnel of Love” amuse-
ment park rides of the 19205 to 19605, you might be conveyed
into the dark interior through the huge letter O of “Love.” The
celebrated early 1980s Manhattan restaurant Odeon (familiar from
the cover painting and storyline of Jay McInerney’s 1983 novel,
Bright Lights, Big City) surely owed some success to the look of its
name on its Art Deco neon sign, with two beckoning O'. Other
examples include the appliances Veg-O-Matic (“It sices, it
dices”) and Ice-O-Matic, with names that verbally mimic the
word “automatic” but visually use O to suggest push-button case.

By far the best example of a recent commercial O is in the re-
markably successful women’ lifestyle magazine copublished by
TV talk-show personality Oprah Winfrey. Officially tided O, The
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OFFERED For SALE
by the

Rutherfurd Heights Association
RUTHERFURD PARK
LA

By its placement and design, the O of “Offered” seems 10 invite a bid, or at least a look,

in this sales poster from an 1870 American collection, Copley's Plain & Ornamental

Standard Alphabets. Note the different type syles: the traditional roman” letering
“Rutherfiurd Heighes Association”and the carly sansserif forms of "Offered for Sale.”

Oprah Magazine, but more casually known as “O magazine” or
“Oprahs magazine;” this monthly has hit a steady paid circulation
of nearly 2.3 million since its launch in the year 2000. Without
doubt, one small ingredient of its appeal has been its O—that is,
its clever name and logo, drawn from Oprah’s fortuitous initial but
defily handled, visually, by the magazine’s designers. The cover
logo is a large, white O, in the classic but emphatic Bodoni type-
face (see page 256), set against a solid rectangle of color, the color
changing each month. Dignified yet friendly—like Oprah’s image,
which appears in a different photo on every cover—the O seems
to invite the reader through a portal of (self) discovery.

Which brings us to the hidden source of O’ commercial
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(1) Roman capital O from the fumous Trajan Insription, 4.0. 113. Experdy carved in marble,
the O shapes of Imperial Roman lesering achieved a lovely, ribhonlite ook, with tapering at
1o an b, hichwauld st he sandadfrll moders i prin ' (3) A inked O
from a Latin 4008 AD.
carved capital, but theseribes broad-nib pen allows less subtlety. (3) A complerely ribhonlike
effct s achicved in the “rorunda” ink syl in a Latin mansscript of abous i500, from north
Italy. Rotunda was an ornate hand of rounded shapes (as its name sugeess), popular in Iraly
Jfrom about 1200 to 1500, (4) A print uppercase O in Caslon Old Syle brings the Roman a-
Caslon s o based on a 1734 de-
sign by the pioncering London typefounder William Caslon. (s) Meanwhile, a Bodoni O
recalls the bulges of medicval ink shapes. Bodoni is a still-popular typeface based on designs of
abowt 1791 by a clebrated Parma-based printer, Giambarsista Bodoni

strength: its subliminal vaginal reference. Oprah’s O appears to
send at least a “women’s own” message. Further along in this di-
rection is the unabashed title of the women's how-to book The
Big O, subtitled Orgasms: How to Have Them, Give Them, and Keep
Them Coming, by sex educator Lou Paget (2001). The lettering on
the book cover features a big O that—but you get the idea.

O likes male attention, too, of course. This writer won't soon
forget the T-shirt message “Dyn-O-Mite,” associated usually with
expensive denim shorts and cork-heeled sandals, as worn by
young women during Manhattan summers of the 1970s and early
*80s. For me, the lettering could have said “tOrment.”

The mother of such sexual O% is the 1954 French porno-
graphic fantasy novel The Story of O, by Pauline Réage. With a de-
spairing view of female destiny, the story follows a young female
Parisian fashion photographer known only as O, who cooperates
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in being systematically degraded by her boyfriend and others. Her
name is meant to illustrate a woman’s sexuality, a slave’s fetter,
and, finally, a worthless zero. The novel, once respected as a kind
of feminist wake-up call, is now more often seen as exploitative
trash. Yet we stll talk about it.

The Story of O has a theme of male-to-female sadism, which
today colors the letter O, at least potentially. In certain circles, O
can be a coded symbol for bondage, fetishism, and similar dark
preoccupations. Among several examples is a German magazine
named O, subtitled (in translation) The Art, the Fashion, the Fan-
tasy. Distributed also in the United States, this O magazine focuses
on fashion aspects—leather garments, high-heeled boots—of
what might be called the fetish or bondage scene.

What makes German O noteworthy is that (at this writing) it
is on a deliberate collision course with the ocean liner of Oprah’s
O. The German businessman who publishes the fetishist O has
sued the corporate publishers of Oprahs magazine for trademark
infringement, on the grounds that through prior publication he
owns the USS. trademark for a magazine named O. When first
filed in 2001, the lawsuit inspired a tickled-pink New York Times
editorial titled “Legally, the Alphabet Isn't as Simple as A, B and
C? Its opening words: “Who owns the letters of the alphabet?”

German O's lawsuit has since received a tentative spanking
from a Manhattan USS. District Court judge, who in 2002 denied
a motion for a preliminary injunction (namely, Oprah’s O to sus-
pend publication for the cases duration). The judge ruled that the
two magazines are dissimilar enough to avoid consumer confu-
sion. But a preliminary ruling is not a final verdict, and a court-
room showdown is promised for sometime in 2003.

in written O be-
neath the * signature have meant hugs, the
X5 of kisses. Taking a cue from this charming custom, let’s now.
say 000 and go.
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RIS Considered among the most beautifil of

oiiatisimme il decorated leters of medicval mau-
seripts, an_initial P begins the Latin
word plures, “many people,” on a page
Sfrom the fumous Lindifarne Gospels
written probably in about A.D. 695. The
B colored in amber and light green in the

e original, incorporates the head of a
BB dbagon and of a seagull s well as whorl

motifs of traditional Northern European art (familiar also from ex-

tant jewelry, stone carving, etc.). The page presents the beginning of
St. Jerome's preface 10 the four biblical Gospels—that is, Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John—uwhich follow in the manuscript. Above the
P aline of text addresses ‘imy most blesed Pope (papa).”

The Lindisfurne Gospels were produced at the monastery of
Lindisfarne, on a small island near the northeast English coast. Al-

though itis iginal composition—the text i St. Jerome's L

version of the Gospels, from around A.D. 400—the manuscript’s gor-
geous painted “illuminations” make it a treasure of medieval British
art. The handhwriting style is called insular majuscule, the term “in-
sular” a reference to the monastic writing traditions of the British
and Irish islands. The talented scribe and painter was probably a
monk named Eadvith, who later became Bishop of Lindicfarne.




PUFF DADDY P

ushing off from the lips, P exempli-
fies the category of consonants
known as stops. Stops make sound
by expulsion of breath, during
which the nasal passage is momen-
tarily stopped from within; they in-
© clude also B, D, G, K (with C and
Q) and T. Stops are known also as plosives, a
word (related to “explosion”) that is built on the
forthright sound of P. Come to think of it,
“stop” s half built on P, too.

One other stop consonant makes a sound
through the lips: B. The two letters are closely
related, nearly alter egos, not just in manner of
pronunciation but also in shape and name. They
form one of those intriguing letter pairs of
our alphabet, such as C and G or M and




N. The kinship of P and B was summed up back in 1580 by the
early English lexicographer John Baret (see pages 85-86), in his
dictionary titled the Alvearie: “This letter p seemeth by both his
name and form to be of kind to b, and as it were a b turned up-
side down.”

As Barets wording suggests, P comes across as the relation-
ships junior partner—the following or besotted one, living in
awe of the somewhat better established B and trying at times to
imitate him. Their main difference in sound is the vocal cords: B
engages the vocal cords while P does not, therefore requiring a
more effortful, audible puff of breath. Yet in some words, P may
be heard to blur into B: for example, in “spill" which sounds
closer to “bill” than to “pill” Or in “napkin,” pronounced as
“nabkin” in most North American accents.

Of course, P mimics B in shape, too. We can phrase it that way
because that’s how it happened: Inscriptions from the early cen-
turies of the ancient Roman alphabet, around 600 to 200 B.C..
show the Roman letter P gradually morphing in shape to reach its
present form, presumably in order to resemble the existing shape
of B. The purpose behind the change seems to have been memo-
rization: The Romans apparently found the two letters easier to
Learn and remember if they looked alike on top of sounding alike.

P and B belong also to a second category of consonants, whose
third member is M. Formed at the lips, they are the “labials” (from
the Latin word for “lip”). Labials are easy to pronounce, as needing
no fancy tongue work. They seem to have played a role in most hu-
man languages, and they are often among the earliest speech sounds
from an infant’s mouth: “Pa-pa-pa. Ma-ma-ma. Ba-ba-ba."

The baby connection of P, M, and B has been explored here
in Chapter M. As mentioned, P contributes to a number of baby-
related words in different adult languages; the common element
may be an adult imitation of child speech. The most obvious such
English word is “papa,” with its abbreviated form “pa” and vari-
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ants “pop” and “poppy” and alternative spelling “poppa” While
these five words derive officially from Latin pater (father), they have
thrived and multiplied by their aptness of sound: They mimic baby
talk. Among other examples are “papoose” (from the North Amer-
ican Algonquian tongue, meaning a young child or a knapsack-
style basket for carrying same), “pap” (meaning the female nipple,
from Old Norse into medieval English), “pap” (meaning mushy
food for babies, from a Latin word), and “pope” (a title that passed
into late Latin as papa, from the Greek papas, “father” or “daddy”).

P in English is basically a solid fellow with very few variant
sounds, aside from the occasional yearning to be B. In words like
“tempt,” “redemption,” and “Simpson” P has an interesting half
pronunciation, made possible by the preceding, similarly labial M:
‘The P can slide quickly between M and the following letter. Else-
where, P has gone to silence, as in “raspberry” or in our many
words with Greek roots wherein the P was pronounced by the
ancients: psychic, psalm, pneumatic, etc. And as every schoolboy
knows, there can be a silent P in swimming.

Our 16th letter, P descends straightforwardly from the 17th
Letter of the ancient Near Eastern alphabet. The worlds oldest
known alphabetic inscriptions, at Wadi ¢l-Hol in central Egypt,
contain examples of a large letter, shaped somewhat like a thick V
or downward-pointing chevron, that experts believe is the early
P. The letter’s name was pe, pronounced “pay.” meaning “mouth”
in the ancient Semitic language; the V shape was a kind of smile
or expression to characterize the mouth. The pe took the “p”
sound that began its name.

But the carly P is better known to us from a later stage of Se-
mitic writing, namely, the Phoenician alphabet of 1000 .c. The
Phoenician 17¢h letter was the pe, still understood as meaning
“mouth” and still taking the “p” sound, but by now its shape had
changed. The mouth figure had shrunk to a mere corner of its
former self: It now looked like a candy cane, with its crook, at
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top, facing lefward. Although the Phocnician letter shape in no
way resembled a mouth anymore, it did suggest the beginning of
what we would call a backward P. (As used in right-to-left writ-
ing, Phoenician letters tended to project leftward, “backward,”
whereas ours project rightward in lefi-to-right flow.)

When the Greeks adopted the Phoenician alphabet in around
800 B.C., they copied pe closely: The letter’s shape, sound, and
alphabetic place remained the same in the newborn Greek alphabet,
while the letter’s Greck name was tweaked to “pee”—pronounced
just like our letter name butspelled pi. The “mouth” connection was
by now completely lost: As with all other Greek letters, the name pi
meant nothing in Greek aside from signifying the letter.

During the 7005 B.C., the canc-shape pi traveled with other
Greek letters in Greek merchant ships to Italy, where it was copied
into the newborn alphabet of the Etruscans and thence, around
600 B.C., into that of the Romans. At this point, as with other
early Greek letters, the road forks: The Greek-derived P letter
would evolve in shape within the Roman alphabet, but so would
pi evolve in shape within the Greek alphabet, “back home.” By the
3008 B.C., most Grecks were writing pi s a two-legged double-T
figure, perhaps familiar to us from geometry class.

Today pi, pronounced as “pie” and shown as T, represents
probably the most famous ratio in mathematics, namely that of a
circle’s circumference to its diameter—the number of times the
diameter would fit atop the circle’s circumference. This ratio 7 is
usually approximated at 3.14 but is in fact an irrational number
that begins as 3.1415926535 and has been calculated to more than
1.24 trillion decimal places (by Tokyo computer scientists in 2002),
with no end in sight. The 7 owns a place in several well-known
equations, the best-remembered being A = 1, or, the area of a
circle equals T times the square of the circle’s radius.

The use of Greek letter pi in this way dates from .. 1706,
when Welsh mathematician William Jones published a book that
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Shall we call thee “pie” or “pee’? Here is the modern Greek letter pi in upper- and lowercase, as
drivd fom e acint i aphet of s 40 .. Taing the 3" ound the Greck

leter s P The ancient

s modern Grecks do. Vet the rules n/l»xbﬂ.waan—wlbmb] we pronounce foreign words' vow-
el as if they were Englsh—require this Letters English name to be “pie,” with an Englich long-I
sound.

included 7 as the symbol for the circumference-to-diameter ratio
(the ratio itself being long known from prior mathematics and
variously shown). Jones’s choice of pi was due to it being the first
letter of the ancient Greek word periphereia, *circumference.” In
keeping with traditional scientific nofation, he used the lowercase
letter shape: . And by the rules of anglicization, the Greek letter
name in English was pronounced “pic.” Jones’s symbol caught the
fancy of other mathematicians of the day, and it stuck.

Largely through pis mathematical association, the letter’s
shape and name have enjoyed a philosophical prestige in some
treatments, as a sort of key to the universe. In the 1999 indepen-
dent film titled 1, a brilliant mathematician s on the verge of de-
coding human destiny and the stock market, while Yann Martels
2001 novel, Life of Pi, winner of Britain’ prestigious Booker
Prize, follows 16-year-old Pi Patel, born in India, who gains wis-
dom through loss and fantastical adventure.

Meanwhile, back in the ancient Roman alphabet, the cane-
shape P letter gradually transformed into the capital shape we
know today. As mentioned, the change may have involved an “at-
traction” to the existing shape of the letter B: The two letters, so
similar in sound, thus became paired for easier memorization.
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By coincidence, the Roman letter name apparently echoed
the ancient Phoenician one: “pay” The Romans would have
spelled it P-E, with the long E in Roman pronunciation. This
was the name bequeathed to Europe’s Romance languages after
Rome’ fall (.D. 500), and today the letter name remains near to
“pay” spelled P-E, in French and Spanish. Passing to medieval
English from Old French after the Norman Conquest of England
in 1066, the name “pay” eventually changed its vowel sound,
amid the general English vowel shift culminating in the 1500s.
Today we maintain the spelling of the letter’s name as P-E, but
we pronounce it “pee.”

P has the odd distinction of being the third-most-often-used
opening letter in English vocabulary. (Think: Peter Piper picked a
peck of etc.) Letter S starts off the most English words, with C in

J771F

4 5

(1) Early Semitic letter, probably the pe, meaning “mouth,” from the Wad el-Hol inscriptions
of about 1800 .C. Carved perhaps 200 years afier the alphabet’s invention, this leeer shows its
original aspect as a (primitive) picture of a persons moth. (2) Phoenician pe, the “mouth,”
about 1000 B.C. The lestr ook te " sound thas began its name. The wristen shape, by now re-
duced to the extreme right-hand edge of the older shape, no longer looked like a mosh bus like
a cane. The leter projected lefiward, for Phoenician right-to-lei writing. Porenially confs-
ingly, pe looked like an upsde-down version of another Phoenician leter,the L lete, lamed.
(3) The carly Greek pi—this one from a right-t-let insciption of about 740 5.C.—closely im-
tated the Phocnician leter in shape, sound, name, and alphabetic position. () Early Roman
. from a vight-to-lef inscription of about 520 b.C. The shape was again changing. (s) The Ro-
man P of about 200 .. had reached more or lss s modern shape. I fuced rightuward in ma-
rure Roman lei-to-right writing.
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second place. Surprisingly, these three initial letters together ac-
count for one-third of all words in the dictionary. That i, a third
of English words begin with an S, C, or P.

Yet, according to scholarly analysis, P was used only rarely as
2 beginning letter in words of Old English, during the carly Mid-
dle Ages. Its proliferation since those days betokens how much
our language has grown and changed, with the influx of Latin-
derived French vocabulary after the Norman Conquest of 1066
and of Greek- and Latin-derived technical vocabulary in the 19th
and 20th centuries. (So please remember your debt, next time
you hold the parasol for a photographer at a pork parade.) Among
other elements in this invasion of P-words, there has been the
continually expanding number of our words with the Latin pre-
fixes pre- (as in “prefix”), post-, per-, and pro-, and the Greek pre-
fixes para-, peri-, and pro-.

Parly due to its regrettable association in English, P hasn't had
much of a cultural life of its own. Unlike its neighbor O, the P
will probably never give its name to a wildly successful, main-
stream, English-language magazine. There are, however, P maga-
zines published in Flemish, Turkish, and other tongues: The
Flemish contender—a kind of Belgian Maxim, for young adult
males—uses P benigaly to stand for “panorama.”

P as an abbreviation means “phosphorus” in chemistry and
“softly” in musical notation, from the Italian word piano (softly).
Our piano instrument was originally, in around 1770, called a
“pianoforte;” from piano ¢ forte, “softly and loudly” (describing
the gradation of tone available, in contrast with the monotoned
harpsichord).

The PX, a kind of general store found on U.S. military bases,
is named as an abbreviation of “post exchange”” Rather different
is the superimposed P-and-X symbol that appears on church
stained glass, certain priests’ robes, and other Roman Catholic
and Episcopalian settings. Contrary to what is sometimes thought,
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this PX does not stand for the Latin word pax (peace)—nor are
the letters even P and X. Known as the Cross of Constantine, the
two letters are Greek: a khi (the X shape, sounded as “kh”) and a
tho (the P shape, which is the Greek R), these being the first two,
lLetters of Christos, Christ.

Our expression “to mind your p’s and " —meaning to be
careful in your behavior and observe all etiquette—harks back to
the printers trade of the 15th to the early 2oth century. Metal let-
ter blocks, bearing letter shapes in relief, were stored in two dif-
ferent cases: “upper case” for capitals, “lower case” for minuscules.
Once removed from their case, the blocks with the lowercase
shapes could be hard to identify and to distinguish from cach
other, especially for the similar-looking b, d, p, and q—and the
more 5o since the blocks’ letter shapes were mirror-image ver-
sions of the actual print shapes. In setting the type and in (finally)
replacing the blocks in their case, printers had to pay attention lest
they confuse p with d, or g with b, or p with g.

The P was briefly explored by American humorist author
James Thurber (1894-1961), whose many works include the chil-
dren’s book The Wonderful O, cited in the prior chapter. Plagued
by ailments and eventually blindness, Thurber died at age 66 from
complications following a stroke. A few months before that, he

The Cross of Constantine, namee for the Roman emperor who,

having comverted 1o Christianicy declared it a state religion in
4.D. 324. The symbol comprises two Greek lesters, a khi and
tho, shaped like X and P They are the first tuwo leters of the
Greek itle Chistos, “anointed one,” which provides the name
Christ,
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P p P Perpetua
2 3 4

(1) Roman capital P from the marble-carved Trajan Inscription, A.D. 113. This letter shape

would become the model for capital P o all modern roman typefces, although the charming

manneriom of the incomplete loop would prove impractical for early print. (3) Inked P in the

uncial handuriting syle, from a Latin biblical manuscript of the 6oos 4.0, While closely imi-
R ed

with the of its bar, modern (3) P in the semi-
wncial ink style from a Latin manuseript of the so0s, from southern lraly. This P—a “descen-
der”like the uncial shape—seems more clarly t0 ook ahead to our modern lowercase shape.
(4) The influence of the past is apparent in the leter shapes of Perpetua, a roman typefce cre-
ated by eminent British type designer Eric Gill in about 1928.

published his last book while alive, the collection Lanterns and
Lances (1961), including an essay on insomnia, “The Watchers of
the Night” Poignantly, the cheerful essay betrays a physical dis-
comfort and restlessness that, unknown to the author, would cul-
minate soon in his death. Thurber describes how, awake in bed at
3 AM., he counts sheep by thinking about the alphabet and one
letter especially. “The letter ‘P, that broad, provocative expanse
between ‘O’ and ‘Q,’ is one of the most ambivalent of all the
owenty-six, for in it on finds pleasure and pain, peace and pan-
demonium, prosperity and poverty, power and pusillanimity.
In the end, Thurber finds, the mental exercise keeps him awake:

““P; the purloining letter, the stealer of sleep, is as hard to throw
off as any addiction.”
Yet, pulling free of P, we now pass on
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Wheels within wheels.

In an illustration from

bis 1529 book about the

letters, Champ Fleury,

French type  designer

Geofpoy Tory demon-
N | | strates on a grid the

proper proportions of his

elegant, long-tailed Q. The small crosses indicate the
center points of the compass strokes needed to plot the
shape. The tail is Qs most distinctive feature and
traditionally an object of pleasure and fustidiousness

among calligraphers and type designers.




THE QUALITY OF Q

WERTY. Recognize that?
Not a character’s name
from a P G. Wodchouse
novel nor the name of next
Christmas’ ~ buyer-frenzy
rs, QWERTY appears on a
typist’s keyboard. It spells out the first six letters,
left to right, in the top row of the letter keys.

Qs extreme lefi-hand perch reflects a quirky
fact about typing: Originally the keyboard was
designed to slow the typist down. Letter-wise, our
familiar keyboard is basically unchanged from
the earliest specimens of the 18705, exemplified
in the 1874 Remington manual typewriter, the
first commercially successful one. This keyboard
deliberately forces the typist’s fingers to stretch
to find the likely letter combinations of English.
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The purpose in 1874 was to help prevent jamming. The
manual-typewriter key, when tapped, would operate a long, thin
“typebar.” which swung up to punch its letterform through an
inked ribbon onto paper. Under a skilled typist fingers, the type-
bars rose and fell in chattering profusion. But the bars of the early
machines were apt to jam if the typist went too fast, or if two
neighboring keys were touched at nearly the same time. There-
fore, on the keyboard, many of the frequent letter combinations of
English have their keys separated, particularly by left side versus
right, 50 as to be under different hands to the typist. The Q key is
safely distant from the key of Qs constant companion—the letter
U. In English, we almost never write Q without writing U next to
it; thus, Q is a left-hand key while U is a right-hand one. And al-
though technology has since banished the jamming problem, the
keyboard design is too deeply entrenched ever to change.

The Q is a modern success story. Previously marginalized and
disesteemed, it has, since about the 1980s, enjoyed a happy rever-
sal of fortune. Today Q is the darling of certain interest groups
and marketing circles, emblazoned on our signposting and brand
names

But in the old days, to start with, Q seemed exotic, foreign,
potentially strange or embarrassing. This was due first of all to its
low rate of use. Q is nearly the least-often-used letter of English
print, falling second, third, o fourth to last, according to different
surveys. (Z comes last by most counts: See the chart on page 118.)
This low ranking results from Qs wasteful rivalry with C and K,
as described in those letters’ chapters: Al three take the sound “k;”
but there simply aren't enough “k” sounds to go around.

In English spelling, C gets favored; K finishes a distant sccond;
and Q specializes. Almost always, Q appears before a U and a sec-
ond vowel, with the QU- usually taking the sound “kw.” as in

“quail,” “quest.” “equilibrium.” Otherwise, in words derived rel-
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atively recently from French, QU- may take a simple “k” sound:
mannequin, antique, and the British cheque and queue.

Q% probl specialized rol lematic because we
don't need it: We could easily drop Q from the alphabet and spell
“quail” as “kwail” or “liquor” as “licor"—has carned the wrath
of thinkers through the ages. Back in about A.D. 9o, the Roman
grammarian Quintilian dismissed Q as “redundant [Latin: super-
vacual except for the purpose of attaching vowels to itself” And
the English playwright and scholar Ben Jonson, in his 1640 En-
glish Grammar, points out distastefully that our use of Q in English
spelling was imposed by a French-language invasion (the Norman
conquest of 1066) and that previously Old English had gotten by
fine with no Q: “The English-Saxons knew not this halting Q,
with her waiting woman « after her”

Adding to Q' marginality, traditionally, has been its fancy
shape, its lip-pursing name, and the fact that Q tended to stand
for things considered mysterious or dicey. Q abbreviates the word
“query” meaning “question mark”—as in “Q fever,” so named
because its origin puzzled doctors in the 1930, and “Q-ships.”
which were World War I British warships disguised as helpless
freighters, to lure German U-boats. (There’s U following Q
again.) And Q meant “queer,” in senses both of “odd” and “ho-
mosexual.” Such associations might be played for laughs on the
1930s vaudeville stage or in film comedies through the 1960s: A
male character with middle initial Q was probably meant to sig-
nal “uh-oh” to the audience.

Caspar Milquetoast was a meek, submissive character, featured
in a New York Herald Tribune comic strip of 1924 to 1953 by
Harold Tucker Webster. The faux French name Milquetoast
(which has since gone into common parlance to mean any timid
soul) came from the mainstream word “milktoast,” describing a
dish traditionally served to invalids and babies. Although with no
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obvious sexual reference, the Q in his name helped to set Caspar
apart: He was different from you and me—supposedly.

Today, however, the stigma of Q is a thing of the past. As our
era has grown suspicious of uniformity—remember those Apple
“Think Different” ads of the late 1990s—Q%s offbeat aura has
gained in appeal among marketing and advertising minds. Like
X, Z, and a few other letters, Q is now exploited for its very rar-
ity and eye-catching power; today Q is “quantum” “quasar”
“quark,” “quick.” and, yes, “queer;” only now as a proud badge of
identity. In mainstream brand names, Q seems to promise a rules-
breaking technological genius, or a cool alternative, or science fic-
tion become reality. Witness, for instance, names like Q-Media
software, Qg website engineering, Qsound electronics, QLogic
computer hardware, Q hard drives, the digital Q Phone, the
British pop-music magazine Q, the rapper Q-Tip, the Infiniti
Qa5 and other Qs of the Infiniti auto line. And les not forget the

misspelled Quwest C ications, fourth largest of

USS. long-distance carriers, now mired in financial and legal woes.
Clearing the path for such Q of the 215t century was none

Joun Q. PusLic

In the term “John Q. Public,” documented in the United States since the
19305, the Q s unexpected, puzzling. Instead of the marginal Q, we geta Q
that supposedly embraces everyone. Yet even here Q is probably negative,
contributing to a likely tone of disdain: John Q. Public is someone unimpres-
sive, the frequent dupe of the politicians and the rich. The 2002 movie John
Q. stars Denzel Washington as an angry, financially struggling factory worker
who lacks sufficient health insurance to provide a needed organ transplant for

his young son.
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other than Bill Gates (and company), with release of Microsofts
influential QBasic computer program back in 1986. The Q (for
“quick”) had been kicking around computer jargon for perhaps a
decade, but at that point it seems truly to have spread its wings,
language-wise, in programming and marketing circles.

Meanwhile, Q for “queer.” meaning “homosexual,” has passed
from an offensive or underground symbol of the early 20th cen-
tury to an open emblem of gay interest groups and identity. “Se-
ries Qs the gay and lesbian studies book series published by
Duke University in North Carolina. Other such Q% include the
Wisconsin gay theater group StageQ and websites with names like
Planet Q, QWorld, Q-Fish, Q-online, and Q-mmunity.

Q has almost always been a dark horse, running from behind.
The Phoenician alphabet of 1000 b.c. had two K letters: kaph,
ancestor of our K, and goph, ancestor of Q. The reason for two
Phoenician letters was their subtle difference in pronunciation: In
Phoenician speech, qoph represented a sound where the tongue
touched a different part of the roof of the mouth than for kaph.
The name qoph probably meant “monkey”; the letter shape was
perhaps a stylized form of a monkey face and tail: P

Quph was the 19th Phoenician letter. Today the Hebrew al-
phabet has a 19th letter called qof, which takes a sound like “q.”
The Hebrew letter shape still somewhat resembles its Phoenician
forebear of 3,000 years ago. Meanwhile, the 215t letter of the Ara-
bic alphabet is called gafand takes a similar sound.

The ancient Greeks, sometime around 800 b.c., copied goph
into their alphabet, modifying the name to a more Greek-style
qoppa. (Phoenician kaph, meanwhile, became the Greek letter
kappa) Unlike the Phoenician language, Greek had no subtle
distinction between “q” and “k” sounds and didn't need two
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Kindred in sound and in lineage: the Hebrew leter qof and the Arabic qaf. While not
similar in shape, they both derie from the ancient Phoenician Q leter. Both these mod-
ern Semitic Q letters are distinct from the K letters of their respective alphabets, as send-

i In Arabic, for example, qalb
means "heare” while alb, pronownced slightly differently, means “dog.”

such letters. Eventually qoppa would drop out of Greek—but
meanwhile it had reached Ttaly in Greek trading ships. There it
was copied from the Greek into the Etruscan alphabet (700 5.C.)
and from the Etruscan into the Roman alphabet (600 5.C.).
The Etruscans called their letter qu, pronounced more or less as
“koo,” from which the letter’s modern name in English and other
tongues derives.

Like the Phoenicians, the Etruscans observed a difference in
pronunciation between K and Q. But like the Greeks, the Ro-
mans didn’r. The order-loving Romans wound up with three let-
ters for the “k” sound—C, K, and Q—two of which they
basically did not need. To fix the mess, they relied on C, ignored
K, and confined Q to one use only: to help capture the abundant
Latin consonantal sound “kw."

Thus, for “kw.” the Romans wrote the letters QU-. The Q
meant the “k” part and the U in that position meant “w." Because
“kw” could be pronounced only before a vowel, the letters QU-
were written only before a vowel. The U had many uses in Latin
aside from accompanying Q, but the Q had no other role: It was
written only before U and a second vowel.

Among hundreds of such Latin words were squalor (squalor),
aequali (equal), eloguens (eloquent), and quingue (five), all of which
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have since contributed to English words. The Latin spelling QU-
can be contrasted with the CU- of Latin words like aufus (culti-
vation) and porcus (pig), where the sound was a simple “kuh” or

The Latin QU for “kw” was bequeathed to Romance lan-
‘guages such as French after Rome’s fall (A.b. 500). Meanwhile, on
the isle of Britain, the Anglo-Saxons were writing Old English
with a modified Roman alphabet that omitted the letter Q. The
Anglo-Saxons didn't need it, as Ben Jonson points out above
(page 271). They were happy to write “queen” as aven and *quick”
as avic. But that changed with the Norman Conquest of England
in 1066: Not only did the invaders bring hundreds of Norman
French words with QU- spellings (quart, quest, require, etc.), but

P T Q

(1) The Phoenician Q lster, called qoph the “monkey” from an insciption of about 50 5.
This lestr shape—swhich probably evoled from a more ictorial ersion of a monkey fuce and
” o Qoghs

e
the Phocnician K lete, called kaph. (2) Greek qoppa from an inscripion from the isand of
Thera, around 65 5.C. Although copicd from qoph. the Greek lete took a slightly different
shape, 10 avoid confsion with another Greek leter, phi. (Phi had ot been copied from a

i
() Roman Q from an inscrition of about 520 8.C. The Roman leter was copied from an

acircle and a vail.

Eirscan leter, which had been copied from the Greek. The Eiruscans and Romans kept three

lettrs for the " sound—C, K. and Q—which we inherit in our modern Roman alphabet.
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Norman scribes in England began spelling native English words
with a French-style QU-, as well. So aven became “queen” and
avic became “quick” Q, or rather QU-, had arrived in English.

Only in recent decades has English Q occasionally gone out
without “her waiting woman” (Ben Jonson again). Most dictio-
naries now use Q without U to trandliterate a few familiar foreign
words and names, usually from Arabic, Hebrew, or Chinese. Ex-
amples include the Arabian sheikdom of Qatar, the collected He-
brew mystical writings called the Qabbala (variant of Kabbalah),
and the ancient Chinese dynasty called Qin (variant of Ch'in).
The change to Q for Arabic and Hebrew represents an attempt to
render more loyally the Q letter of Arabic or Hebrew, that is, the
gaf or qof. In prior generations, qaf or qof was routinely transliter-
ated as a K, in order to spare English-speaking readers the effron-
tery of a U-less Q. In the case of Chinese, the newer use of Q
reflects the Pinyin system, universally accepted since 1979 for
trandliterating Chinese into Roman letters.

Nowadays, one word with a U-less Q has burned itself into
the consciousness of most people around the world, if they read
Roman letters: gaeda. The international religious terrorist group
called Al Qaeda, meaning “The Foundation” in Arabic, was re-
sponsible for the horrific attacks of September 11, 2001.

Qs most distinctive visual feature is its tail, an item ap-
proached seriously in calligraphy and type design. Some type-
faces, aiming at clegance, make the tail extra long—a look that
American type designer D. B. Updike deplores in his influential
1922 book, Printing Types. Yet British type designer Edward John-
ston, in his classic 1906 work titled Writing and Huminating, and
Lettering, sees nothing wrong with a long tail, provided it has “a
slight double curve to take off its stiffness.”

Q has found a modest niche in modern literature. The Star Trek
sci-fi novel series includes a recurring character named Q, a pow-
erful being “from another continuum” who sometimes threatens,
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sometimes aids our heroes of the starship Enterprise. Qs name plays
on the scientific term “quantum” (fom Latin quantum, “how
much”), which denotes a quantity of energy in certain propor-
tions and which is the basis for a whole theory of physics. Go, Q!

Fans of lan Fleming’s James Bond novels and their movie ver-
sions know Q as the code name of Major Boothroyd, Bonds
equipment officer, who usually appears near the tales beginning
t0 brief the superspy on the miraculous or fiendish devices being
issued for his mission. The deadpan Q has a comic effect, both as
a foil for Bond’s playfulness and as a lower-rank duplicate of the
other letter in Bonds life—his serious-toned boss, code-named
M. Why the code name Q? Author Fleming, writing in the 19505
t0 "60s, probably thought it was good for a laugh.

Q. 99 Qq

1 2 3 4

@) Romn Q fom she Tran lscripton, .. 115. This handiome lersakes a pominent

line, in the Ro Popul Romanus,
e ¢St and ol of Rme.” arved R e sope ke i would e te «pk
. . the long tail woul
uawu,nm () Theinked Q of uncial anduriing s cxampl ram o Ltin biblcel
manuscript of the Goos—clearly anticipates owr modern lowercase print q shape. In the uncial
style, which developed around 300, scibes wrote the tail s a down-stroke from the crcle side,
ot bottom, which saved time by allowing the pen 1o stay alvays on the surface. (3) A slghtly
cleaner look than the wncials ditinguishes the Carolingian minuscule leter. This one comes
Jfrom an English do (4) Upper- ions in Goudy Old Style ype-
face, created in 1916 by Americ W, Goudy
the past, but on their own terms.
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The letter's shape is cleverly and even plau-
sibly captured in this 1836 print, part of a
Sfanciful alphabet of human figures, pub-

lished in Paris.




OUR ARRESTING R

RUCN an1 ¥z Fowym? Ur IR 2
@ 2 Translation: Are you seeing an eye
doctor? If not, why not? Your eyes are too dear
to waste.

“This rebus has been brought to you by R, the
18th letter of the alphabet (and the first letter of
“rebus”). A rebus—as almost everyone & L —is
a word puzzle in which pictures or symbols serve
as phonetic substitutes for the sounds of certain
words or syllables. Pronounced REE-bus in En-
glish, the name comes from the Latin phrase rebus
ton verbis, “by means of objects, not words.” Re-
buses can be surprisingly fun, combining brain-
teaser challenge with humorous wordplay. R is a
favorite rebus tool, since its name approximates

the words “are” and (cheating a bit) “our””
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Rs name displays well the letter’s remarkable sound, a sound
created by vibration of the palate, throat, and tongue, with the
tongue approaching the palate. If you begin making the R sound,
then lift your tongue tip to your palate, you'll find you've
switched to L. Phonetically, L is Rs sister; the two letters consti-
tute the small category of consonants called “liquids.” (See page
215) Rs open tongue position allows for more throat than L, and
throatiness is R's hallmark.

R’ growling sound (demonstrated in the word “growl”)
has inevitably been associated with dogs. Geofroy Tory observes in
his 1529 book on the alphabet, Champ Fleury: “When dogs are an-
gry. before they begin to bite each other, contracting their throats
and grinding their teeth, they seem to be saying R.” As Tory him-
self mentions, the dog reference dates back at least to ancient
Rome: The poet Persius, in the mid-Ist century A.D., called R
the “dog letter,” canina littera. Likewise, in his 1640 English Gram-
mar, Ben Jonson (who certainly had read Persius and probably
Tory) described R as “the dog’ letter.” Yet this highly accom-
plished and intriguing letter is by no means itself a dog.

Phonetically, the two liquids, R and L, are known to have an
effect on a vowel sound that precedes them in a word: The R or L
draws out the vowel’s pronunciation, usually making it stronger.
Listen carefully to “AL” “pole” “pure;” “fire,” versus words where
the same vowels have no L or R following: an, poke, duke, fine.
(St the trick may not work if the L or R itself is followed by a
vowel sound: The A sound of “carol” falls short of “carnal”)

Pronunciation-wise, R ranges widely. The sound represented
by the symbol R means different things to various speakers, not
only from language to language but within English itself.

Parisian French pronounces R as a demure gargle along the
throat and palate—a sound whose exact pronunciation is nigh on
impossible for most English speakers. (Can you say regarder? We
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want to begin the R at the tongue tip and bring in the throat af-
terward.) In Croatian, a written R may include a vowel sound;
thus the city name Trieste is spelled as Tis, for example. In Span-
ish and Italian, the R s trilled; you say it by vibrating the tongue
tip against the palate: misericondia. Scottish R is trilled, too, pro-
viding the famous Scots burr.

Ask an Englishman of a certain social class to say “earl” and
you'll hear “euhl” the R flattened into a brief tightening of the
throat, very unlike the carnest R of a North American or Irish-
man. Or maybe not: People of Brooklyn or Queens might di-
minish R to the point of omitting it in some words. Meet ja’ at
Toidy-toid Street at iree o'clock.

Together, the Brooklyn accent and the cited British accent
point to a more general principle—namely, R is known to slip
away from some forms of spoken English. The root cause is that
R takes effort to say: It has a relatively demanding pronunciation,
requiring a stiff tongue tip. Witness the speech of young children,
or of adults with impediments, who may replace R with the
more easily formed W, “Pesky wabbit!” declares Elmer Fudd, per-
petually frustrated enemy of Warner cartoon hero Bugs Bunny.
And this writer recalls playing Three Little Pigs with a three-year-
old daughter who, when threatencd with destruction of her last
piggy house, would reply glecfully, “No! It stwong of bwicks!”

Studies of the Brooklyn-type accent show that R is pro-
nounced properly before vowels but is dropped often at the ends
of words—whence the cry “Bech heeh!” from vendors who car-
ried tll, foam-brimmed paper cups on sided trays through the
stands of Yankee Stadium in the 1960s—and is especially prone
to be dropped before a D, L, N, or TH. Those consonants send
the tongue tip to a position rather different from the R position;
thus they render the R inconvenient as a preliminary. Why say
“weird” when “weeyd” is more restful to the tongue? (Not that
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it a conscious personal choice, of course; rather, the group ac-
cent develops along lines of convenience.) The human wish to
conserve tongue energy lies behind many changes to spoken lan-
guages through the ages, including the kinds of slurring that
helped to transform late Latin into Europe’s Romance tongues,
around 200 to 800 A.D.

Far from New York City; you can find the dropped R (minus
the Brooklyn vowels) in Boston. Palk yuh cah in Hahvahd Yahd—
and it'l get towed away by the police! Linguists go o far as to di-
vide all English-language pronunciation into two accent groups:

Hail 0 the chif: Carved in limestone, thee two primitive Semitic leters are part o the
world'soldest known alphabetic writing. lefi in the Egyptian deser in about 1800 B.C.,
perhaps 200 years afier the st alphabet’ imvention. (See pages 38-39,) The two leters
occupy the far right-hand side of one insciption and would be the opening letes f the
writing runs from right to lef. (Weve not sure i does.) The lester here at right, resem-
bling a cartoon head in profile, i thought 1o be an early form of R. The igure-9 letter s
identified as an early B. (See pages 67-68.) From right 10 lf, e two would spell R-B,
that s, the Semitic word reb, “chif." Perhaps denoting a tribal leader or army captain,
“chief* would seem 10 b the ie of the man who carved the inscription; the full mesiage
(probably never 10 be deciphered by us) may say something like *Chief so-and-s0 wrote
this" The ancient Semitic word reb connecs linguitically to the Hebrew- English word
abbi.”
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rhotic and nonrhotic. (The adjective “rhotic,” from rho, the name
of the ancient Greek R letter, is just a fancy word meaning “of
R or, in this case, “using R.”)

Rhotic speakers pronounce the R as written; nonrhotic ones
drop R or diminish it in certain positions in words. Nonrhotic lo-
cal accents occur in the American South, the mid-Adantic states,
and New England (but not the Midwest or West), also in Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, South Africa, much of the Caribbean, much
of England, and Wales (but not Scotland)

The divide between rhotic and nonrhotic can be social as well
as geographic. Linguistic surveys of the greater New York City
area confirm that nonrhotic speakers tend to come from longtime
local families of traditionally lower income, as compared with
thotic speakers. In the greater London area, just the opposite:
Nonrhoticism is a part of ideal British speech—"euhl” for “earl”—
and signifies education and higher income.

The history of R is among the most grati

g of any letter’'s. R
appears in the oldest known alphabetic writing: the two rock-
carved Semitic inscriptions at Wadi ¢l-Hol in central Egypt, from
about 1800 b.c. The inscriptions contain perhaps three examples
of a letter shape that could be a human head in profile. Modern
experts, drawing on information from later stages of the alphabet,
identify this as the carly Semitic R leter, called resh (probably
pronounced “raysh”). The name meant “head” in ancient Semitic
tongues. The resh signified the *

" sound that began its name.

Other head-shape letcers, presumably resh, show up in the
rock-carved Semitic writing of western Sinai, dating perhaps from
1750 B.C. But as is usual for the carly letters, the resh’s uses and
qualities are best known to us from a later stage of the ancient Se-
mitic alphabet, namely, the Phoenician alphabet of 1000 b.c.
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The Phoenician resh was the 20th letter in sequence. Much
like our own R, it fell afier the Q letter and before the letters de-
noting “sh” and T. The Phoenician name still meant “head” but
the Phoenician letter was a greatly simplifed shape, a kind of 9,
facing lefi for right-to-left writing.

This stylized form was still enough to suggest a person’s head
(and neck) in profile, thereby fulfilling the pictorial role of an
carly Semitic letter: The reader saw the shape and thought,
“Head, resh, the 't’ sound.” The letter shape projected lefiward, in
keeping with the right-to-left direction of Phoenician writing.
Despite first appearance, this Phoenician shape would not supply
our letter P but rather our letter resembling P: the R

Today a letter called resh endures as number 20 in the Hebrew
alphabet. Copied originally from the Phoenician letter, probably
soon after 1000 B.C., the Hebrew resh sell represents the “r” sound
and its name is still understood to mean “head.” The Hebrew let-
ter’s shape, while much changed since the Iron Age, stil slightly
resembles its Phoenician model

Similarly, the Semitic word resh lives on, with slight alter-
ations, in the Hebrew and Arabic languages—for example, in
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The Hebrew letertesh. I shape sl recalls aspects of the ancient Phoenician letr from
which it was copied,
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the name of the aurumnal Jewish New Year holy day, Rosh
Hashanah, “head of the year,” and in Arabic place-names like
Ras al Khaimah (“headland of the tent”), one of the United Arab
Emirate states.

When the ancient Greeks copied the Phoenician letters
around 800 B.C., they basically kept the resk’s sound, shape, and
number-20 place in the alphabet, while modifying the name so as
to sound more Greek: rho. Unlike the Phoenician “head)” the
name rho meant nothing in Greek aside from the letcer.

Greek pronunciation gave o a small breathy element—as
shown in the fact that eventually the Romans, when transliterat-

)9 9p

1) The Semisic e res.she e fom e Wds -Holcarved iscripions o bt 300
RC. Theresh ok the 7 e

sirely different name and meaning from the Semitic lttr). (3) A tesh from the inscriptions at
Srbi Khado in conra e S, o perag 750 5. Gompred it shecarr -
ershape,
receptive sandstone, versus the ougher limestone at Wadi el-Hol (3) The Phoenician nsh of
bt 10 . shows drsic ecin in shap et il  ead i prof. Alpoug i
to-lei writing, i

R (4) The early Greek R letter, tho—this example from a right-to-lefi inscription of about
725 .C—duplicated the Phoenician leter in shape, sound, and alphabec place. (5) Modern
Greek tho, facing rightward, looks like our leteer P but takesthe sound " This symbol is alio
the R letter in the Greek-derived Cyrllic alphabet of modern Russia, Serbia, Bulgaria, Uhkraine,
Kazakbstan, the Mongolian republic

and other nations.
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ing Greek into Latin, would render the rho as two Roman leters:
R + H. Today this Roman RH combination, representing the
ancient Greek rho, is found in such Greek-derived English words
as “rhetoric,” “rhinoceros,” and “thythm,” as well as in our spell-
ing of the Greek letter’s name itself, rho.

Like other Greek letters, rho could face in either direction in
carly Greek writing—9 or P—insofar as the writing might run
in either direction. By about 500 5.c., as the Greek system settled
at left to right, rho normally faced rightward. The neady carved
tho of Greek marble inscriptions of the 4005 and 3005 b.. looks
exactly like our letter P Meanwhile (as the prior chapter de-
scribes) the ancient Greek letter pi for the sound “p.” developed
a different shape.

R diagonal leg or tail, which distinguishes the letter in ap-
pearance from our P, was introduced in ancient Rome, after the
Greek alphabet had passed to the Etruscans of Italy (700 5.C.) and
the Etruscan one to the Romans (600 b.c.). In extant Roman in-
scriptions, R identifying tail first appears as a stub ending in
midair, then as a stroke to the bascline: R.

Our lowercase r shape grew out of the semi-uncial handwrit-
ing style of the carly Middle Ages. To save time, scribes began
abbreviating the right-hand part of the leteer. Instead of the half-
loop and tail, they drew just one, slightly curled stroke from the
vertical bar: r. Adopted by the influential Carolingian minuscule
style of about A.p. 800, this pleasant litele shape was then copied
by the humanist handwriting school of Ttaly in the carly 1400s.
From there, the r was taken up by early printers in Italy, who
copied humanist letter shapes in designing lowercase letters of
type (around 1470).

Most of our consonants’ names in English have two elements:
(1) the sound of the letter itself, floated on (2) a vowel sound. For

example, “dec;” “jay” “que.” Chapter F; pages 120-29, describes
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how seven of our consonant names acquired an initial vowel
rather than a following one—not “dee” but “eff”” The seven are
EL M, N, R, S, and X. Their names all begin with a short-E
sound except for R, the name “ar” being the only English letter
name with a short-A sound. R’ name may have developed that
way because the A sound displays the R sound better than E does.

R’s name in the spoken Latin of the Roman Empire’s com-
mon folk, around A.D. 300, was probably “erray” (perhaps spelled
erre), similar to the modern Spanish name. Descending to early
French and imported to England with the Norman Conquest of
1066, the letter name in medieval French and English reached a

9PRR n

1) The crly Eacan Rt e o rigt-of incripin of ot 660 .c—sinply

inshape, sound, The Eiruscan letter,in turn, wou
be mpm! 1o provide sh calist Roman R. (3) Roman R ofthe 2005 B c The b shape faces
rightward (Roman having by then setted in that he beginning

of R distinctive tail. The Romans added the tail to distinguish R /mm their letter P (3) Ma-
ture Roman R from the Trajan Inscription, A.D. 113. This form would become the model for our
modern print capitals. (4) The inked R of the uncial handuriting style—this example from a
Latin biblical text of the 600s—closely imitated the old Roman capital. (5) Our lowercase r
Shape emerged in the semi-uncial handuriting style, an early medicval Latin “business hand”
Jor which scribescreated certain abbreviated lser forms 10 save ime and effors. This example
comes from a manuscript of the s00s, from France.
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form something like “air” R’s name still sounds close to “air” in
modern French and in certain regional dialects of England.

In modern emblems, R may stand for Latin rex or regina,
“king” or “queen,” as in the monogram ER (not the TV show
but “Elizabeth Regina”). The mechanical R2D2, one of the
more endearing characters from the epic Star Wars film series,
has a name (never explained) that suggests “robot design num-
ber 2" According to Hollywood legend, the name was inspired
by a film-editing term meaning “reel number 2, dialogue
number 2.

Our Rx prescription symbol, familiar from druggists’ sign-
posting, commemorates a word from medieval Latin: the imper-
ative verb recipe (pronounced “re-SIP-ch”), meaning “take.” This
was the official first word of a doctor’s prescription written in
Latin (as they generally were, until the early 20th century, in
Western Europe and the Americas). The x represents what was
once a fancy crossbar, inked onto the R's tail as an identifying sign
at the prescription’s start.

Leaving R, let’s recall one of our earliest health writers, the
Elizabethan English physician William Butler. In his eating guide
Dyet's Dry Dinner (1599), Butler fashioned the proverbial advice
that "It is unseasonable and unwholesome in all months that have
not an rin their name to eat an oyster.”
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The shape and sound of S ave put to their
natural use—rather excitingly—in an il-
Iustrated alphabet in the 1844 childrens

book Wonderful Stories.




UNIVERSAL S

erpent’ letter. So Ben Jonson calls it

in his English Grammar (1640), and

1o one has trouble guessing which

letter he means. For centuries, in

language, poetry, and art, S’ sinu-
ous shape and hissing sound have conjured up a
certain kind of reptile.

Take for example a memorable scene in
Hell, near the end of John Milton’s epic poem
Paradise Lost (1667), where the Devil gets his
comeuppance from God for having ruined the
Garden of Eden. Listen to the sounds as Satan
and his army are metamorphosed, unwillingly,

into giant snakes:
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On all sides, from innumerable tongues

A dismal universal hiss, the sound

Of public scom . .../ Now were all transform'd

Alike, to Serpents . . ./ Dreadful was the din

Of hissing through the Hall, thick swarming now

With complicated monsters, head and tail . . . (Book 10)

S is the primary sibilant in English, a sibilant being a hissing or
hushing sound or a symbol representing same. Other sibilants are
SH-, Z. and soft C. For English spellings, S does most of the
work—although in words like “nose” and “pies,” it could be said
to be hogging Z’ job.

Among the 26 letters, S ranks about number 8 in frequency of
use in printed English. And it ranks number 1 as an initial letter.
More of our words start with letter S than with any other—one
reason being that S encompasses all of our “sh” words, too, as En-
glish (unlike some tongues) has no separate “sh” leter.

Sibilants as a category, from language to language, tend to con-
tain many possible shades of pronunciation. English § has about
four sounds. The two main ones occur in the word “season”—the
sharp, front-of-mouth “s” and the fatter “2” Say them and you'll
notice that the second S engages the vocal cords while the first
does not. The “2” sound often occurs when S falls between two
vowels (“lose”) or at a word’s end after a vowel (“sales”).

Otherwise, S may sometimes be sounded “sh” on its own, as
in “sure” and “mansion.” Or it can sound like French J, as in “fu-
sion” and “closure.” Or S may be mute: island.

Sibilants are known to travel badly: Their subtle sounds may
get mispronounced or misinterpreted from one linguage to an-
other. Spanish or Italian speakers, for example, often have trouble
pronouncing S at the start of English words and so insert an initial
vowel as a buffer: “ch-song,” “ch-slice.” (Fitting the humor of a
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bygone era, this trait was a hallmark of the Italian character played

by Chico Marx in Marx Brothers films of the 1930s and "40s.)
Similarly, “sh” can be impossible to pronounce for those not

used to it. English-speaking children up through age three or four

generally substitute “s” for “sh,” saying “sooz” for “shoes” and
“sy” for “shy.” until they grow into more perfect speech. The bib-
lical book of Judges relates the harrowing tale of the shibboleth:
a password involving a sibilant, used to distinguish friend from foe
in civil war. Two tribes of Israel, the Ephraimites and Gileadites,
became enemies and fought a battle in which the Ephraimite in-
vaders were beaten, far from home. The victorious Gileadites
seized the Jordan River ford to block the homeward route of
Ephraimite survivors. When any unknown man reached the road-
block, he was ordered to say the password, shibboleth (meaning
“ear of wheat”)—the point being that a native Gileadite would
know how to say the “sh.” but an Ephraimite, speaking just a dif-
ferent dialect of Hebrew, would not. “He said Sibboleth: for he
could not frame to pronounce it right. Then they took him and
slew him, at the passages of Jordan.” The Ephraimites lost 42,000
men in all, according to the Bible.

Shape-wise, S has been sinuous from the start. The primitive
Semitic language inscriptions at Serabit el-Khadem in Sinai, from
perhaps 1750 B.C., include examples of a letter shaped like a
curlicue W: C~. Modern experts believe the shape probably
represented the picture of an archer’s bow: a “composite bow"
from two joined animal horns, such as commonly used in the an-
cient Near East. What exactly the letter’s name and sound were,
at this formative stage, remains unclear to us.

As usual in the study of the early Semitic alphabet, clearer in-
formation comes from a later stage, namely, the Phoenician alpha-
bet of about 1000 B.. We know the Phoenicians had four sibilant
letters, named zayin, samek, tsade, and shin. Because the sound rep-
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resented by a Phoenician letter was always demonstrated in the
opening sound of the letter’s name, the four names give an idea of
the letters’ different sounds. Samek was the basic s Zayin and
tsade took sounds 2" and “ts” respectively. And shin was “sh.”

By coincidence, shin was shaped almost exactly like our W.
Modern experts see in the W shape the stylized development of
the earlier letter shaped like an archer’s bow. Reasonable enough:
The bow shape had been simplified to a mere zigzag. However, the
Phoenician name shi is understood by scholars to mean “tooth,”
not “bow.” Yet the letter’s W shape looked not much like a tooth
(although perhaps like two upper shark teeth). For whatever murky
reason, the original letter’s name had changed, to “tooth.”

Shin came 215t in the Phoenician alphabet. Today, in the He-
brew alphabet (copied originally from the Phoenician soon after
1000 B.C), the 215t Hebrew letter is still called shin, meaning
“tooth.” Hebrew shin takes the sound “sh;” and, unlike most He-
brew letters, it still resembles its Phocnician forcbear in shape.

As mentioned, the plin “s” sound belonged to a different
Phoenician letter, named samek (meaning “pillar”). Logically, samek
should have become the ancestor of our S. But events would take
a different turn, due to the Greeks inadvertently throwing a mon-
key wrench into the works.

The Greeks spoke a language totally unlike Phoenician, in-
cluding differences in sounds. We have already scen how sibilants
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The Hebrew leter shin, atlef,stilllooks rather ike the Phoenician shin of 1000 5.C.
tight, from which i derive
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can have tough times crossing language borders. When the Greeks
came along and copied the Phoenician alphabet sometime around
800 .C., they chose one letter to be their “s” sound . . . yet they
got the written symbols mixed up.

What the Greeks needed simply to do was to copy the
Phoenician letter samek’s symbol and sound. Instead, they copied
the symbol for shin and kept it at shin's place, number 21 in the al-
phabet, yet they gave this new Greek letter the plain *s”
samek, and they called it “samek”—that is, they called it sigma,
which is the Greek styling of the Phoenician name.

sound of

On one hand, it didn’t matter: Letters are just agreed-on sym-
bols, and Greek writing got an S letter as needed, so who cares?
On the other hand, the “sigma” error was part of a larger foul-up
in the transmission of the alphabet from Phoenician to Greek, a
foul-up involving all four Phoenician sibilants, zayin, samek, tsade,
and shin. (We'll skip the other details here.) The issue has fasci-
nated some scholars, as possibly offering clues about the creation
of the Greek alphabet.

The scholarly consensus is that it isn't the type of mistake a
group of scribes would make over a generation’s time; it’s a mis-
take an individual person would make in an afternoon. It supports
(albeit slenderly) a scholarly theory that the Greek alphabet was
devised by an individual, one whose name has been lost to his-
tory, without doubt a Greck, demonstrably a genius. Situated pre-
sumably at one of the east Mediterranean seaports where Greek
and Phoenician traders coexisted, probably working from a writ-
ten Phoenician letter list, probably with guidance from Phoeni-
cians, this person copied and adapted Phoenician letters as tools
for Greek use—however, making minor errors in translating the
Phoenician sibilants.

Quickly, Greek sigma changed its appearance. The Greeks for
some reason preferred to tilt the W shape on its side and allow it to
zigzag up into the air. The sigma produced several variant shapes,
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including one resembling an elongated Z:  or S, depending on
the direction of the writing. This design passed to the Etruscans
(700 5.c.) and Romans (600 5..) of Italy. The Romans eventually
rounded out the shape, making our familiar S, and bequeathed it to
Western European alphabets of the early Middle Ages.

Between the 3005 and 800s A.p. in European handwriting,
most letters spawned newer shapes for casier penmanship. Al-

S

i 5 6

(1) The “archer’s bow” lette of ancient Semitic writing, around 1750 5.C. In shape, at leas, this
was the earliest ancetor of our S. (2) Phoenician shin, from an inscription of abou 800 5.C.

Although heir to the bow leter shape, shin in name meant “tooth.” It took thesound “h" thas
Uegan e name. 3) Grok g fom a g inmsrpion of e Gos .. The s and
sound had chaned from the Phoenician ersion: The Gree L denasd the sound ' ot
Thissigma was shaped much ke our Z in facing backuard, toward the previous letters
in the flow of writing, not abead like our S. (Modern Greck sigma has yet a different shape.)
(4) Early Roman S, from a lefi-to-right inscription of about 500 5.¢. The Roman letser shape
Jaced abead, the opposise dircsion rom the Greck (5) Roman S from the fmons Tajan -

seiption, A.D. 113. The mature Ro
ishingsrokes (irifi)ax both eds. Pesrved i carved stone,this shape would providethe model
Jor the uppercase  of the first roman typefces of about 1470. (6) Miniscule s in the humanist
handuriting syl of Renaissance Il fom a Latin book written at Napls in 1477, This lidle
5 copied by printers for their lowercase type, would eventually prevail over a ival lowercase
shape: the flike “long”s.
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PLEASANT
Concgi:gl&mm'
Loues labors loft.
Mol tigne

Nowiy coreed el sogmencd
e tgor

The cover of the 1598 quarto edition of Shakespeare Love's Labour's Lost (as thetile is
normally spelled today). The lettering shows both forms of lowercase s as printed in
Shakespeares England: There is our familiar s shape but alio the Flike “long” 5, which
was not to be used at the end of a word.

though no one knew it at the time, some of these shapes would
Later supply the models for early printers’ lowercase type. S devel-
oped fwo handwritten shapes: the “short” s, basically our modern
lowercase letter, and the “long” s, shaped rather like an £. Long s,
easy to write, was by custom used at the start or middle of a word,
never at the end.

With the spread of printing in the second half of the 14005,
the long s became one of the printer’s lowercase letters (along
with the short s). This £-like s continued to appear in English-lan-
ng right through the 17005, before

guage print and handwr
falling out of vogue. It stil is used occasionally in German print,
where certain medieval typefaces remain popular.
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The S of evil. Distinguished by his twin-S collar emblem, a captured German S offcer
is searched by an American milisary policeman (MP) in a photograph by Robert Capa
Jor Life magazine, somewhere in Normand June or July 1944, soon afer D-day dur-
ing World War I1. The blandly named Schutzstaffel (defense squadyon) had been cre-
ated by Hiler in 1925 as his personal bodyguard and later enlarged as a Nazi loyalist
army oussde the regular German army. Feared and despised by the Nazis victims, the
black-uwniformed SS ran concentration camps and provided combas wniss; this officer
may be from the 2nd SS Panzer “Das Reich” Division, which had recently mascacred 642
French villagers near Limoges in reprisal for French Resstance action
The Schutastaffcl  zigaag S shapes resembled lightning bolis and the carved. S of
Germany' medieval runic alphabe, thus evoking power, atavism, and patriorism. In the
19705, he jagged double-S would be adopted—in atrocious taste—as part of the name
logo of the heavy-metal rock band Kis.
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S is onc of a handful of letters—like A, O, V, and Z—that in-
vite philosophical or spiritual interpretation. S’ hissing sound
need not always be bad: In Jewish mystical tradition, the Hebrew
sibilant shin was equated by sound with the element of fire and
was exalted as one of three “mother” letters. (The other two were
the A and M equivalents.) With our Roman S, there is also the
evocative shape: Being nearly an infinity symbol, S can imply
timeless continuity. O it could be a link in a chain or (as we've
scen) a serpent, whether an evil one or the nutritive, encompass-
ing. mother-of-waters type found in some mythologies.

On the dark side of S traditionally are its ties to sin and Satan.
Alo, in the past 70 years, another evil association: the Nazi
Schutzstaffel (defense squadron) that was Hitler’s private army of
terror and genocide—the infamous SS.

Yet % happier cosmic aspect has had its advocates, too, in-
cluding Irish author James Joyce in his epic novel Ulysses (1922),
a work that aims at universal significance. Based loosely on the
ancient Greek epic poem the Odyssey (about the wanderings of
the hero named Odysseus or Ulysses), Ulysses follows a main
character and several lesser ones on perambulations though Dublin
during a single day and night in June 1904. Not only does the
book’ title contain three S, but the text begins and ends with an
S—that is, with words containing S. The multiple % perhaps sig-

+ (1) the links of a chain, connecting us all but also limiting us
to our mortality; (2) the image of meandering, relevant to the
story; and (3) the infinity symbol and the continuing cycles of life
and human history. From the novel’s opening words, printed with
a drop-capital S (“Stately, plump Buck Mulligan came from the
stairhead . . "), we proceed through 750-plus pages, 18 hours of
story line, and countless incidents and themes, to end on the fa-
mously affirmative note of Molly Bloom’s reverie, *. . . yes and
his heart was going like mad and yes I said yes I will Yes.”
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A detail from German artist Albrecht
Diirer’s woodcut of the Lamentation
(about 1496), which is shown on page 185.
In the scene, women mourn the dead
Christ, taken down from the cross. Me-
dieval and Renaissance artists often pic-
tured the cross in the form of a capital T,
and the letter T might be associated with
the crucifixion, in senses of both tragedy

and triumph.




T pPARTY

“9o0.69 e sign of the cros. The
mark of Cain. The final
letter of the Hebrew al-
phabet. The image of con-
tainment or suppression.
The pmﬁ]c of a spike or nail. Associations like
these have given T a sometimes sinister or daunt-
ing air through the centuries.

In ancient times, the Greek T and Roman T
each looked like our capital letter. To literate
people of the Greco-Roman world, the shape
‘might suggest the idea of crucifixion, a standard
method of death penalty in that day. Early
Christian mystics considered T a reminder of
Christ’s suffering on the cross. Pagan thinkers
made a similar connection, although without

necessary reference to Jesus.
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The pagan Greek author Lucian, in a witty essay written
around A.. 100, titled “Consonants at Court.” imagines a lawsuit
between two rival letters: the Greek S letter, named sigma, and
the T letter, tau. Speaking before the judges, S denounces T as an
agent of dictators and repression: “They say it was T's shape that
tyrants copied when first they set up the cross to crucify men.
This vile device is called stauros, and it gets its vile name from fau.”

Tll-omened though it may be, T is fundamental to English
language and spelling. Surprisingly, it is our second-most-often-
used letter in print, after E. (The letter A finishes a close third) A
frequent sound in words from OId English, T occurs more often
at the middle or end of our words than at the beginning, which
explains why the “T" section of your dictionary isn't especially
thick.

T’ strong showing on the printed page owes more than a lit-
tle to the word “the” and to the family of TH words generally
(there, other, cloth). In English, TH amounts virtually to a sepa-
rate letter of the alphabet, with its own sound and history, apart
from T. (See “Tales of TH,” pages 308-9.)

Ts snare-drum sound has benefited poetry. For example, the
English soldier-poet Wilfred Owen—who served two gruesome.
years on the front line in World War 1, to be killed while helping
to lead an attack one week before the Armistice—cmployed T to
memorable onomatopoetic effect, along with other letters, both
consonants and vowels, in his 1917 “Anthem for Doomed
Youth.” The poem reflects on the horror and insane waste of that
particular war:

What passing-bell for these who dic as cattle?
Only the monstrous anger of the guns.

Only the stuttering rifles’ rapid rattle

Can patter out their hasty orisons
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Phonetically, T is the brother of D. In English, both letters
create sound through a spurt of breath around the tongue tip set
against the sockets of the upper front teeth. D engages the vocal
cords while T does not. Thus, T is an unvoiced stop; D is the
voiced counterpart. Yet the T can sound mighty similar to D in
certain uses at the middle of a word, at least in American accens.
Many a country-western song thymes “saddle” with “catdle;” and
we all know what happened when the cow tried to jump over the
barbed-wire fence: udder disaster.

The midword position s a vulnerable one for T generally. There,
historically, the letter has been known to soften, not just to the un-
official American “d” but to other sounds or even to silence. The
Cockney swallowing of the middle T in the word “botde”—
yielding the pronunciation “bah-owe”—has been mentioned
back on page so. Other examples of softened T, in mainstream
English worldwide, include “nation,” “creature;” and “listen.”

In “listen” or “castle;” the T was at one time pronounced. But
the “nation” category represents the biggest use of alternative T.
In hundreds of words where T precedes the letter I plus a second
vowel, T has acquired the sound “sh™: inertia, patience, facetious,
and so on.

Most such words come from Latin; the “sh” commemorates a
slurring of T in those positions in spoken Latin of the late Ro-
man Empire. A Latin word like natio (meaning “a race of people”),
originally pronounced “nah-tio.” came to sound more like “nah-
shio” in common folks Latin, but with no change in spelling.
Likewise, the word gratia (favor, pardon, charm) went from “grah-
tia” to “grah-shia”

After Rome’s fall (a.0. 500), this secondary pronunciation of
T became part of Europe’s emerging Romance languages, where
it gradually slurred further, to the sound s
fected a change in spelling and sometimes not. Modern Spanish

Sometimes it ef-
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acknowledges reality with spellings like nacién (pronounced “nah-
see-on”) and gracia (“grah-sia”). The soft C in those words re-
places the T that once stood there. In modern Italian, the old T
has turned to Z: nazione, grazia.

Medieval French, meanwhile, apparently recognized two lev-
els of decayed T. Where the T had slurred completely to *s;” the
spelling changed to C, as in medieval French grace (pronounced
something like “grahss”). But where T had stuck at “sh,” it re-
mained spelled as T: nation (“nah-shee-on”). Such French spellings
and pronunciations were imported to medieval England after
the Norman Conquest of 1066. Today, medieval French’s “nah-
shee-on™ has become our “nation.”

The best-known story of T’ pronunciation involves the British
countess and society wit Margot Asquith (1864-1945), wife of
Herbert Asquith, who was Britain’s prime minister from 1908 to
1916 and who became the first Earl of Oxford. Legend places this
razor-minded, aging, titled lady at a 1030s dinner party that in-
cluded blond American screen siren and bad girl Jean Harlow.
(The connection isn't impossible, as the Asquiths’ son was the
movie director Anthony Asquith.) Jean Harlow, recognizing her,
asked loudly, “Say, aren't you Margot Asquith?”—but mispro-
nouncing the name as “Mar-got.” To which her ladyship replied,
“Oh, no, dear, the T is silent, as in Harlow:”

The T enters history in the oldest alphabetic writing yet known:
the limestone-carved inscriptions at Wadi el-Hol, from about
1800 B.c. Although the two messages in ancient Semitic language
may never be satisfactorily deciphered, one of them clearly shows
two examples of a primeval letter T (photograph on page 39, in-
scription number 2). However, the letter’s propertics are better
known to us from a later stage of the carly Semitic alphabet,
namely the Phoenician alphabet of about 1000 b.c.
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Phoenician T was the last letter of that alphabet, number 22.
Called by the Semitic name fau, it took the “t” sound that began
its name. The word faw meant “mark.” probably as in an agricul-
tural identifying sign, like a cattle brand or the dye mark that
modern Near Eastern shepherds daub on their sheep. Taw's shape
was usually cruciform, either perfectly even, like a plus sign, or
favored lengthwise, like a church cross. Alternatively, in some in-
scriptions, faw looks like an X. There being no other X-shaped
Phoenician letter, the variation didn't matter.

Today, taw survives as fay; the 22nd and last letter of the He-
brew alphabet. It still takes the “t” sound and its name is still un-
derstood in Hebrew to mean “mark.” although its modern shape
looks nothing like the Phoenician letter. According to legend,
this branding, final letter, fay, was the “mark” mentioned in the
biblical book of Genesis as being placed by God upon Cain, after
Cain murdered his brother, Abel

When the Greeks copied the Phoenician letters around 800 B.C.,
faw was ushered right into the newborn Greek alphabet as letter
number 22, with the sound “t” and the Greck name fau (probably
thyming with “cow”). Tan wasn't the last letter of the Greek al-
phabet, for the Greeks invented new letters to follow, starting with
their letter U. (Today U still follows T in our own alphabet.)

One small change the Greeks made: From the earliest extant
Greek inscriptions, carved in stone or ceramic, the fau shows a T
shape, not a cross shape. A very few carly examples where the ver-
tical stroke does pierce the crossbar seem to represent manual er-
ror, a slip of the carver’s hand, not a variant letter form. Because
the Greek alphabet also contained an X-shaped leter, the Greeks
evidently took care to cap their T, to help keep the two letter
shapes distinct. In Western tradition, T's shape would remain ex-
clusively capped for 2,000 years, roughly 800 B.C. to A.D. 1200.

From the Greek alphabet, the simple, handy T letter was ap-
propriated into the Etruscan alphabet (700 5.c.) and thence into
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the Roman (600 v.c.). The Romans called it something like e
(pronounced “tay”). That name, eventually reaching English via
medieval French, would yield our modern “tee” through a shift
in English vowel pronunciations culminating in the 15005 A..
The story parallels that of BY name and others (see pages 71-72).
Modern French seill calls T the “tay”

Most of our lowercase shapes—a, b, d, ¢, £, g b, i, m, n, p, g,
*, u, and y—were born as ink shapes in European handwriting
between about A.D. 300 and 800. The impetus for creating such
minuscule forms was ease and speed in penmanship. Yet a few of
the simpler-shaped letters, like O and X, never produced a mi-
nuscule, as not needing one: They were already perfectly simple
to write. For centurics, T remained in this category, taking the
shape T in all handwriting styles.

Not until about 1200 did our familiar ¢ shape emerge, in the
Northern European pen stylé known as black letter. The t shape’s
advantage in penmanship was minor: It offered a slightly casier

T 11

Letter T's simple shape has weathered the censuries with lisle change. (1) Perhaps 200 years afier
the alphabets invention, this T letter was part of a message (probably never to be deciphered by
) carved by a Semitic-language speaker in desert rock in central Egypt, about 1800 5.C.
(2) Phoenician taw, the ‘mark,” from an inscription in southeastern Cyprus, about 800 b.C. Taw
took the tradition,
this leter shape i hardly diffeent from is forerunner of 1,000 years before. (3) Greck tau, from
perhaps the carlist extant Greek insciption, abous 740 b.C. Although it copied the Phoenician
etter in sound, name, and alphabetic place, the Greeks had adjusted ts shape, making it into a
capped T s0.as to beser distinguish it from an X-shaped Greek leter. (1) Early Roman T, from
an inscription of about 520 .C. The leter imitated its Etruscan and Greek forebears.
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© Roma ol T fom e fmos Tm/‘n Inscription, A.. 113. The leter' anserelins have

bars at midpoint, 10

mast b«uuﬁd Roman Ienevxluprx 1ok T in the Carolingian minsscule handuriting syle,

finalized o ab.d e andsoon Yo
the Carolingian T remained a capped figure. (3) Our lowercase shape finally emerges in the
Norchern Eurapean “black lster” handuriting syle of about 1200, Imitated in ltalian hand-
writing syls of about 1420, this shape would be adopted by printers in laly around 1470 t0 be

their lowercase 1

crossbar for the scribe, with less aiming of the pen. Of the mi-
nuscule shapes that we inherit, the ¢ is probably the second to
youngest. Only the letter L would be later in spawning a minuscule,
around 1400. Prior to t, the latest born was probably the litdle n,
coming from the Carolingian minuscule pen style around 80o.

Tronically—although no one could have known so in 1200—
the new, minuscule t simply re-created the cruciform shape of
the carliest T letter, the Bronze Age Semitic fau:

Due mainly to its shape, T contributes modestly to English vo-
cabulary: for example, golf tee, curling tec, engineer’s T-square.
Every plumber’ truck carries a certain pipe section called a “tee” or
T-fitting. The term “Toshire;” which does indeed refer to the leteer
shape (although it seems a stretch), dates back to the standard-issue
cotton undergarment of US. servicemen in World War II. Our tea
beverage, however, gets its name from Mandarin Chinese ch'a.

Something of a mystery is posed by the old expression “fits to
aT"as in “Those eyeglass frames fit her to a T First documented
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TALES OF TH

Despite appearances in spelling, the sound of TH—as in “Think thin,
father™—can be fairly distinct from that of T. In words like “father,”
where it engages the vocal cords, TH steers closer to D than to T.

The symbol TH in English acrually embraces two (very similar)
sounds: the voiced dental fricative, s in “then,” “father,” and “mother.”
and the unvoiced version of same, as in “thin,” “faith,” and “moth.”
(For “fricative” defined, see page 122.) Our TH words come primarily
from Old English and sccondarily from ancient Greek. (The Greek
words typically have been conveyed via ancient Latin and medicval
French. Example: theater.)

Theoretically, our “th” sounds as a group deserve a single letter of
their own. Such symbols have existed in the Greek and OId English al-
phabers, but not in the Roman. As described on pages 165-66, the T-H
combination was an attempt—frst in ancient Rome, then in medieval
England—to symbolize a sound for which no Roman ltter existed.

b6 p3

The extra lesters of OId English. English writing of the early Midale Agesincluded
a least four letes that were not part of the Roman alphabet. These were four
Anglo-Saxon signs, which supplemented the trditional Roman leters, 1o capture
Old English sound: not otheruise covered. The signs' names, from lefs, were chorn,
cth, wyn, and yogh. Wyn denoted the sound s,” in days before W was invented,
and yogh meant a breathy sound hovering between " and g.” Further informa-
sion about eyn and yogh appears on pages 333 and 35456,

Thorn and exh both denored Englsh " sounds. Sericly, thorn was means
Jor unvoiced pronunciations (‘thin," “thank’) and exh for iced ones (‘then,”
“than’) Yet extant mansseript show the two symbol being used ofien inconsistenly
with thorn preferred. Thorn had been borrowed from the old runic alphabet of
Northern Euape (e pags 14950, bus s an Angl-Sson imveriion I
Shape, eth look D with a crossbar resemblance
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was no doubt intended: The “d” sound was similar to cth’s voiced “th.” (Compare
“den” and “then.”)

The s of the Anglo-Saxon leters wuldgmdwllymunjrntb(Namun
Conguestof England.in .0. 1066. The. rman-
educated clergy and teacher, who m‘bl 1 o it Bngl « mure pwpo
Franco-Roman form. Draswing on the ancient example of the Romans transltera-
tion of the Greek “th” sound, Norman authorities began writing TH in place of
thorn and eth.

Ech would disappear by about 1300, replaced by TH in Englih spellng.
Thorn, while largely dilodged by TH, would hang on in a fow wses in England
righ into the 19th century: See pages 356-57.

in English print in 1693, the phrase could be a play on the spelling
F-I-T or a reference to mechanical drawing with a T-square.
Richard A. Firmage, in his enjoyable book The Alphabet Abecedar-
ium (1993), theorizes that the meaning lies in the printer’ and cal-
ligrapher’s use of letter T, which can have various crossbar widths,
to fit into or fill out a line of lettering. But the Oxford English Dic-
tionary finds significance in a phrase “fits to a tittle” first docu-
mented in 1607, nearly a century earlier than “fits to a T

A titdle (from Latin fitulus, “sign”) is a dot, a tiny amount. It
was also, in some medieval English traditions, the name of the fi-
nal character of the alphabet as learned at school. After X, Y, Z,
the child would write two more symbols to be memorized: &
and =, the first one representing the word ef (meaning “and” in
Latin) and the second representing the word est (“is” in Latin).
The latter symbol was called “titdle.” After tittle, the child might
write “amen”” Reciting his ABC’ aloud, the student would fin-
ish with ks, wye, zed, et titdle, amen.”

So “fits t0 a tittle)” meaning to the smallest and last detail,
could have been the original expression. But when tittles fell out
of schoolroom use at the end of the Middle Ages, the phrasing
evolved to “to a T To which we can say, “et, tittle, amen.”
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U for us all. The lester U seems mystically

present in the vibrant pose of Bono Vox of
the Irish rock band Uz, at the start of Uz's
bistoric 1997 charity concert in Sarajevo, in
Bosnia-Herzegovina. As a healing celebra-
tion afier the end of Bosnia's brutal ethnic
war, the rock event was Sarajevo’s biggess
ever, attended by 50,000 young people from
across the former Yugoslavia and Central
Europe. (For the meaning of U’s name, see

page 519.)




MAKING SENSE OF U

ter confusion may result from
the story of letter U, unless a
few quirky facts can first be
ironed out. So please lets ap-
proach it as a parable, “U and
Her Family”

U, our fifth vowel, has two daughters: the
consonants V and W, which follow U in alpha-
betical order. V and W were born gradually from
U, during the European Middle Ages and Re-
naissance. Before that, in ancient Roman times,
U was alone. She had no children (the Roman
alphabet going: T, U, X, Y, Z) and was com-
pelled to do some of their current work herself.
Ancient Roman U could represent cither the fa-
miliar “u” sound or, when placed before a

vowel, the sound “w"




Today this Roman U for “w” lives on in English, wherever U
falls between Q and a vowel: quart, quest, require. (One of the
few exceptions is “queue.”) Also, occasionally where U falls be-
tween S and a vowel or between G and a vowel: suave, persuade,
sanguine, language. Most such words originate in Latin as deliv-
ered to English by medieval French, yet a few (queen, quick)
come from Old English itself, their modern spellings having fol-
lowed the Franco-Latin way.

Like many mothers of grown children, U looked rather dif-
ferent in days before the kids came along. Back when Julius Cac-
sar or Marcus Aurelius ruled Rome, U's shape was sharper, more
svelte. In fact, U looked exactly like her future daughter V (with-
out Vs sound). Thus, in Roman stone-carved inscriptions, the
above-mentioned emperors’ names would appear as IVLIVS
CAESAR and MARCVS AVRELIVS.

There have been other letters in U’ life. The letter Y, specif-
ically vowel Y, is U’ half-brother: They both come from the an-
cient Greek U letter. But the letter with the oldest and decpest
involvement with U, believe it or not, is E

Fand U? It sounds like a gag. F and U are signal letters of the
worst vulgarism in English: The two letters clinch secretly,
shamefully, in the muddy storage barn of every adult English
speaker’s mind. Yet it seems they share an honorable connection,
to0. Both U and F emerged from the sclffame letter of the ancient
Phoenician alphabet sometime around 800 .C., when the Grecks
copied and adapted Phoenician letters. From a single Phoenician
letter, the Greeks differentiated two letters for themselves, one a
consonant, one a vowel, which grew eventually to be our F and
U, So they are cousins, whether immoral together or not.

To this day, a family resemblance exists among the sounds of
E V. and W in English. F and V, classed together as fricatives, are
pronounced very similarly. And the “f” may substitute for “w”
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(or “v” for “w”) in the mouths of foreign speakers learning
English, who find “w” difficult. Germans and certain Eastern
Europeans, for example, might say “fhat” for “what;” “fich” for
“which."

Keeping in mind this extended family, we can start to make
sense of U. The tale begins with wauw; the sixth letter of the an-
cient Phoenician alphabet. As explained in the F chapter, the
name waw meant “peg” and the letter had a peglike Y shape. It
took the sound “w;” demonstrated in the start of its name.

All of our vowel letters were born from the ancient Greeks.
Prior chapters of this book have detailed how the Greeks created
A, E, I, and O from a Phoenician alphabet of all consonants:
Selecting a few Phoenician letters whose sounds were unneeded
for Greek, the Greeks changed those letters’ meanings to vowel
sounds. For their letter U, they copied and altered Phoenician
waw. Their choice of waw surely was prompted by a slight simi-
larity between the sounds “w” and “u."

But one complication: The waw had already been copied
once by the Greeks, to supply their letter number 6, which took
a“w” sound. This Greck letter became the ancestor of our F (our
sixth leteer today). For letter U, the Greeks evidently copied
Phoenician waw a second time, putting the resultant letter at the
end of their alphabet, which was still in a formative stage. (Also,
they doctored the shape of their “w” leter, so it wouldn't look
like the U.) At that moment in history, Greek U was the last let-
ter of the Greek alphabet, number 23, coming after Greek letter
T, number 22. Later the Greeks invented four more letters, plac-
ing them after U in alphabetical order. All of which explains why,
some 27 centuries later, in our own alphabet, letter U follows T,
toward the end.

Greek U was called u psilon (pronounced “ew-psil-on”), mean-
ing “naked U.” The name basically presented the letter’s sound.
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(Today upsilon as one word is the preferred form.) Greek U was
pronounced probably like German i a narrowed sound, ap-
proaching “ew” or even “ih.”

In shape, upsilon looked like the Y figure of Phoenician wau:
Centuries later, by another route, the Y shape would also supply
our letter Y.

By 700 B.c., Greek U had been copied into the Etruscan al-
phabet of Italy. From there it was copied, before 600 5.C., into the
Roman alphabet, for Latin speakers around the village of Rome.
Probably following Etruscan usage, the Romans called the letter
(00", Latin U evidently sounded flatter than the Greek, more
like our English vowel. Latin employed a long-U sound, pro-
nounced perhaps as in “rude.” and a short-U sound, as in “put”

U could sound mournful or primordial to the Romans, par-
ticularly in verse and oratory. There was a Latin imitative verb
meaning “to howl.” ululare (“00-loo-lah-reh”), which the poet
Vergil favored and which has since supplied English “ululate.”
And the U’ carry what is probably the single finest line by the
Roman poet Horace, around 15 b.c.. musing on the brevity of
human happiness and achievement: Pulvis et umbra sumus (“pul-
wis et um-brah soomus”). We are but dust and shadow (Ode 4.7).

Officially, Roman U took the shape V, derived from the Y-
minus-the-stem shape favored by the Etruscans. The shape V.
would remain letter U’ principal form for 1,000 years, about
500 B.C. t0 A.D. 500, and a contender for 12 centuries after that.

V-shaped U' parade across imperial Roman inscriptions like
that from Trajan's Column (illustrated on page 104), and they ap-
pear in various ancient Roman ink styles. An irregular tendency
toward a more rounded U can be scen in surviving scraps of Latin
graffiti and other informal writing as early as the first century B.c.

This isn't surprising, for although the V form is far casier to carve,
the U form is easier to write quickly in ink, and more so on a
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Letter U takes a V shape, but not always pefecly in this Roman clctioneering message,
paintbrished onto a wall at Pompei and preserved for centuries under the voleanic ash
tha coured e in .0 7. Allhe s sl (omasanivrs) e people

Marcus Holconis Pis sensibilty the poster
Shotucases the man fumily name, putting it at 1 in the biggest lters.

yielding surface like papyrus or vellum. In everyday Roman writ-
ing, shape V probably often came out looking like U.

Rounded U first appears systematically in the late Roman
pen style known as uncial, which emerged around A.p. 300. Un-
cial being an adaption of Roman capitals to pen strokes, rounded
forms were naturally preferred. The U shape became standard in
certain (not all) handwriting traditions of the early Middle Ages,
including the influential Carolingian minuscule style, developed
around 80o. For capital positions, such as headings or the begin-
ning of a sentence, the shape V remained the favorite, although
Anglo-Saxon Latin writing did develop a capital U. Several me-
dieval styles used capital V alongside minuscule u. For penning
Latin documents, such variations seemed trivial.

But not trivial outside of Latin, in the emerging languages
and literatures of Western Europe. Here the contest between shapes
V and U was forced to conclusion. Within medieval French, Ital-
ian, and English there existed a relatively new consonant sound,
“” (about which more will be said in the next chapter). It was a
sound in search of a letter. Medieval English or French speakers

the sound “v" as a cx of let-
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ter U, and they wrote “v" with the same letter shapes as for “u."
So the shapes V and U were being used interchangeably for sounds

v and “u”

The inadequacy of this method—two sounds, two symbols,
yet not coordinated—was felt in Middle English in the 13005 and
1400s. An attempt at order came in a tendency to write V at the
start of a word and U elsewhere, regardless of sound. Such man-
useript spellings include vder and vpon along with vain and vice,
sane and euer along with aure and fill. The custom continued in
England after printing’ arrival (1476) for another two centuries.
Among many examples, the earliest print versions of Shakespeare’s
plays (around 1600) show spellings like lowe and knave, vndo and
vnison throughout.

What happened finally in prin: the two sounds and two sym-
bols squared off. Sound v was given to type-form V; and “u”
got U, babe. (Theoretically it could have gone the other way, with
vowel “u” receiving the symbol V. The factors that recommended
sign V for sound “v" will be examined in the next chapter.)

This ordering of U and V began in the mid-1500s, among
Ttalian printers. Not until about 1700 did the custom become
general to English print. Meanwhile in England and Germany,
another language sound, “w." had acquired its own letter: the
“double U” Thus were born W and V, the two daughters of U.

U s refieshingly uncomplicated in sound. Its main English
pronunciations are two, short and long, as in “mud rules” Tech-
nically, long U is the high, back vowel and short U the low, front
vowel (referring to the tongue’s position in each casc). Both these
tongue positions occur also for certain pronunciations of O, as in
the homonyms “loot” and “lute” “son” and “sun’ Typically,

when U and O overlap in sound, O is poaching on U’ territory.
The “00” sound of long U is distinguished as one of three
vowel sounds—the other two being “ah” and “e¢”—that are gen-
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The letter U and her young family are much in evidence on the apening page of Shake-
spearci Hamlet, in the London second-quarto edition of 1604, cornected and reprinted
from the inaccurate 1603 first quarto. Although the sounds “u” and “v" were both used in
Shakespeares English, thy are not distinguished in shape here: Ether sound can appear
s the shape wor shape v in lowercase text, with v reserved for the start of words (vnfolde,
wpon) and u employed elewhere (your, live, much, riualls). The lever W is printed usu-
ally as we would recognize i, except in the drap capival of he firs line—where its bro-
ken shape probably stems from the printer having no newfingled W leters in so large a
Jfont, hence two V's were used. The VV reminds us of W's name, the “double U” (o, in
French, “double V7).
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(1) Phoenician leser waw the peg,” 1000 1.C. It came sixth in the alphabet and took the sound
" (2) Greek wpsilon, about 700 5.C. It imitated the Phoenician shape but took the vowel
sound "4 and stood 23rd in the carly Greek alphabe. (3) A stemlessshape for U was fivored in
Euruscan writing by about 500 5.C. The Etruscan ltter had been copied fom the Greek and.
would in turn be copied for the Roman alphabe. () Roman carved U from she Trajan Inscrip-
tion, A.D. 113. As with other letter shapes, the Romans conveyed both slidity and reinement by
widening one arm of the leter and adding seif. Inspoken Latin, this letter was pronounced as
“Uor beforea vowel, s " (5) Rounded U in the uncial handrising style from a Latin man-
wcriptof the Goos For the next millennisim, this shape coexisted with shape V. both meaning the
Ltter U. In thelatter 14005, rounded ink shapes would inspire carly type designers in creating the
look of thei w () Adebt 1o he cvident in the U of the
classic Centaur typeface, designed by American Bruce Rogersin 1914.

erally considered the carliest sounds of infant speech, emerging
sometimes by the second month of life. Baby talk at subsequent
stages involves the child floating casily pronounced consonants,
like “g” or “m,” in front of these vowels.

With its evocative shape and name, U has made contribution
to English vocabulary. A U-turn is faster and more hazardous than
a K-turn, and engineers or scientists might use a U-frame, U-
tube, or U-section. U meaning “you” is a favorite in rebuses like
the old print ad “Recboks let U B U” or the message on the let-
ter board outside the church: “Ch_ _ch: Whats missing?”
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The stellar Irish rock band Uz chose its punning name partly
in reference to an Irish federal unemployment-insurance form
called a U-2, evocative of the world the boys came from, circa
1978. (The band UB4o is similarly named, from British unem-
ployment paperwork.) A very different U-2 is the high-flying
USS. Air Force spy jet, named for the deliberately vague category
“uility” This once-secret aircraft embarrassingly became a house-
hold word in 1960 affer the Soviet Union shot one down, captur-
ing ts pilot; a more recent U-2 design has provided reconnaissance
over Saddam Husscin’s Traq. The dreaded German U-boats of
two world wars were submarines, named simply from German
Untersecboot, “undersea boat.”

U shares with letters C and O the oddly pleasing effect of a
neatly curved shape. U suggests a horseshoe or magnet: strong,
potent, made of iron. The nuance has been exploited in advertis-
ing and other print—not least in official emblems of, and other
reference to, the United States. After the disastrous terrorist at-
tacks of September 11, 2001, among the most poignant and en-
couraging responses was a simple slogan, appearing in bus shelters,
shop windows, and elsewhere, featuring a confident capital U:
“United We Stand.”
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History’s famous V. British
prime. minister Winston
Churchill gives the “V for
Victory” hand sign to a
London crowd in June
1943, during World War
11, Conceived by Churchill
in summer 1941 10 help

boost British morale afier

Britain's darkest war year, the V sign proved hugely popular
in armies and homelands of the Commontwealth and, even-
tually, the United States, a symbol of defiance against Nazi
Germany and Imperial Japan. Churchill had initiated the
sign as a knuckles-outward gesture but had reversed it to
thumb-outward afier learning that the other one already
had the vulgar meaning of “Up yours.” Without a doubt,

that continued nuance helped the V sign’s popularity.




THE BIRTH OF V-NESS

ictory at sea. Venus in furs.
Venture capital. Verizon and
Viacom. The letter V can add
zest and drama to words it in-
habiits. Its compelling shape
and zippy sound imply purpose, immersion,
advancement. V could be a searchlight, a spear
point, a drill bit, a praying gesture, a ship’s cut-
water, or geese winging in a formation 80 mil-
lion years old.

Some of these associations appear in
Thomas Pynchon’s novel I/, published in 1961,
about two characters’ time-chase from the 1950s
to the 19105 in quest of a mysterious lady known
as V. Throughout, the shadowy V. supplies a
distant goalpost of enlightenment, until she

is imperfectly revealed to symbolize both




the 20th century (French: vingtiéme siécle) and human sexuality:
letter V as the goddess Venus or a pair of legs.

V and J share the distinction of being the youngest letters in
English: Both were fully accepted into our alphabet only in the
mid-1gth century. Prior to that, although V and ] were appearing
systematically in print by year 1700, they were considered by
some people to be consonantal variants of U and I, respectively—
that is, variants of the vowels they now follow in letter order.

V was born from U (so was W), while ] was born from 1. The
histories of V and ] run parallel. Both letters emerged as latter-day
responses to vast European language changes that began before
the Roman Empire collapsed (a.D. 500) and accelerated after.
From the decay of spoken Latin came medieval Romance tongues
like French and Spanish, containing new sounds not necessarily
represented in the old Roman alphabet. Such sounds eventually
demanded their own letters.

But back in A.D. 100 or so, the Romans were doing just fine
with 23 letters. That was all they needed for the writing of Latin
words, plus a bunch of cultural-type words borrowed from Greek
The three letters absent were J, W, and V.

Here the reader may pause: No ancient Roman V2 Wasn't
Venus a Roman goddess? Wasn't there an Italian volcano called
Vesuvius, a Roman emperor named Vespasian? Didn't Julius Cac-
sar send home a postbattle message, “Ven, vidi, vici” (I came, 1
saw, I conquered)? So how no Roman V?

The answer is that the Roman letter in those examples was
never V. It was U, only written as V and pronounced as “w."

According to modern analysis, spoken ancient Latin had no
sound “v” The closest was sound “f;" written as . But Latin did
have “w"” sounds, ofien beginning a syllable. Cacsar’s boast would
have been spoken as “Way-nee, wee-dee, wee-kee.” Venus’s name
was really pronounced “Way-nus.” A new country house was a villa
nova, “willa no-wa.” In a line of verse by the Roman poct Horace,
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quoted in the preceding chapter (page 314)—Pulvis et umbra sumus
(We are but dust and shadow)—the Latin word for “dust” was pro-
nounced “pul-wis;” sounding a bt like ashes on the wind.

To represent their “w” sound, the Romans used the letter U
as a consonant. That was U’s second job. lts main job was as a
vowel. It was a vowel when placed before a consonant letter or at
a word’s end, in Latin words like murus (wall) and manu (by hand).
But before a vowel letter, Roman U was recognized as consonant
“w” The word guerus (oak tree), pronounced “kwair-cus.”
demonstrates both uses: U first as a consonant, then as a vowel.

The leteer at the front of Latin words Venus and villa was the
consonantal U. In Venus, the first and fourth letters look different
only due to modern printing convention. Ancient Romans
would have written Venvs o, in informal style, Uenus. The shapes
V and U were considered in those days to be the same leter, the
letter U—a point explained in the preceding chapter. The
spelling Uenus would show us modern readers that U was being
used twice, in different ways, as in the word quercus. Compare our
word “yearly,” which begins with a Y consonant and ends with
Y vowel, yet offers no confission. The context tells us which Y
its.

Latin consonantal U had logic behind it. The logic came from
the vowel U, which tends naturally to create the sound “w” in
front of another vowel. You hear this phenomenon in English
words like “nuance;” “fluent.” “suing” Most two-sound vowel
combinations generate cither a “w” (example: co-op) or a “y"
(Fiona). The U being strong on “w;” it must have seemed a natu-
ral choice to the Roman adapters of the alphabet, circa 600 5.,
to symbolize their sound “w” The situation mirrors that of Ro-
man letter I, which also had a second job, as a consonant repre-
senting sound “y"

Consonantal

is sill at work in modern Romance languages,
in words like Spanish agua (water), pronounced “ah-gwa,” and
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French huit (eight), “hweet.” It occupies one whole corner of En-
glish vocabulary, in uses after letter Q. Q hardly ever appears in
English without being followed by two vowels, the first of which
is U, almost always sounded as “w"—quart, question, inquire. En-
glish consonantal U occurs also after G or S, in a handful of words
from Latin, French, or Spanish, like “anguish.” “iguana,” “suite,”
and “suede” (from Suéde, the French word for Sweden, whereby
the English “Swed-" corresponds to the French “Sued-")

Notice that these uses involve U near the middle of a syllable,
sheltering in the lee of Q. S, or G. That’ the typical position
where U for “w” has survived since ancient Rome. Yet in a dif-
ferent position, at the front of a syllable, it has been weathered and
changed by time. In countless Latin words like victoria (“victory”),
caverna (“cavern”), or pulvis (“dust”), consonantal U subsequently
slurred from sound “w” to sound *v."

Lets follow the sound through a millennium or so. By
A.D. 300, spoken Latin of the Roman Empire had begun shifting
to new pronunciations, particularly of certain consonants—a de-
velopment mentioned throughout this book. First, Roman “w”
in many words slipped toward sound “b,” allowing a more relaxed
position of the lips, yet with no change in traditional Latin
spellings. A new country house, still written as villa nova or uilla
noua, was pronounced “billa no-ba,” not “willa no-wa” anymore.

Modern Spanish, a language generally close to ancient Latin,
reains this early evolutionary stage. In most regional accents of
Spain and Latin America, letter V is routinely pronounced the
same as B. Spanish villa (meaning “town”) is pronounced “billa”;
victoria s “bictoria”; caverna, “caberna.”

Outside of old Spain—as the Roman Empire crumbled and
spoken Latin broke into regional dialects that grew into medieval
Romance tongues—the consonantal U slurred further, from “b”
to “v" The fledgling languages French and Italian reached this
second stage by about A.p. 900. A medieval Parisian would say
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ville or caverne with a sound we would call a V. (Compare with this
the medieval French slurring of letter B itsel: page 73.)

Next stop: England. According to modern scholarship, the
OId English of 1000 already had its own “v” sound, courtesy of
prior development in the Germanic language family. The Old
English sound survives today as the V in “love.” “drive” (as in
herding), “even” and other words dating back to the Anglo-
Saxons. The Old English alphabet—with no legacy of Latin con-
sonantal U—denoted the sound “v" with the letter E Archaic
“love,” pronounced “luv-uh,” was written lufi. That was Fs sec-
ond job, for it also represented the sound “£"

Sounds “f” and “v” are as close as two consonants can be.
Classed together as dento-labial fricatives, they both involve air
being pushed through the barrier of your front teeth against your
lower lip. The main difference is that “v" engages the vocal cords
while “f does not. To write the letter F for both sounds was ad-
equate for Old English. Yet that usage would soon be hosed away
in history.

The Norman Conquest of 1066 brought French vocabulary
and spelling rules to England. By 1300 medieval English had been
enlarged with thousands of Norman French words, many incorpo-
rating the sound v —for instance, cavem, vicorie, and village. The
written symbol for French *“v” being V or U, this system was im-
posed on native English words, also, eventually producing modern
spellings like “love™ and “drive.” If you could ask an educated Lon-
doner of 1400 to name the first letter of “victorie” or the third let-
ter of “love;” she would say it was U, used as a consonant.

The letter-U chapter here has sketched the somewhat tedious
issue of shape V versus shape U in medieval writing. Both shapes
occurred interchangeably to mean the letter U, including conso-
nantal U. A written U could signify sound “u” or “v"—and ditto
a written V could signify either. Shape V' was the prevalent capi-
tal form; shape U often appeared in minuscule styles.
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A step toward order had come by 1400, with the practice of
writing V at the start of a word and U at other positions, regard-
Jess of sound. The custom was observed in Italy, France, and En-
gland for writing those countries’ languages. Late medieval English
manuscripts show spellings like ypon and vse, vile and victorie, lowe
and euer, and rule and fiuge, a practice maintained after printing’s
artival in England (1476) and reflected in such print documents as
the original King James Bible (1611) and the Shakespeare First Fo-
lio collection (1623).

Two symbols, two sounds. By about 1650, a need was felt to
bring sounds v
one symbol, U or V. But which to which? Conceivably, the sound

v could have gone o the shape U. Here the path had been

and “u” into line, obviously by giving cach to

cleared by certain printers in Italy and France, who in the latter
15005 had begun to print “v” as V exclusively. The choice had
been prompted by the prior stage of usage, where shape V. had
normally appeared at the start of a word, regardless of sound. By
nature of the Italian and French tongues, the V shape in that po-
sition had captured the sound “v” far more often than “u,” and so
the association arose. By 1700 it was standard in English, too.

The new letter’s sound helped supply its name. English “vee”
comes from the letter’s French name, vé. Theoretically, the letter
could have been called “voo,” meaning “the v-sound U;” yet this
nowhere happened.

Like its fellow latecomer J, the V had to wait about another
150 years before being finally accepted as a letter of our alphabet.
Until around 1840, some scholars (not all) treated V as a variant of
U and J as a variant of I, thereby recognizing only 24 letters. A
26-letter alphabet, with ] and V, appeared in London schoolmas-
ter Thomas Dyche’s Guide to the English Tongue of 1707 (yet notice
the interesting letter order in his chart, page 328). But Samuel
Johnson’s landmark 1755 English dictionary held the line at 24
letters, thus delaying J and V's official arrival by at least 75 years.
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(0) The ancient Roman U of stone-carved inscriptions has supplied the shape for our modern
print V. (2) From a Latin manuscript of laly of the early 11005 4.0, this inked lete, begin-
ning the word Veni (imperatie: *Come”), anticipates not only our modern wse of shape V for
the consonan sound " but alio the slant of our modern italic typefuce. (3) Lowercase ialic
print . designed in France around 1615 by Jean Jannon.. (4) The uppercase iealic V from Jan-
non same series has no such rounded loak but more resembles his roman V. shown here (5) in
lowercase. Designslike Jannon's would inspire subsequens srif ypefuces, and today mast follow

this biform treatment of ealic V.

Although Johnson uses V and ] in spellings throughout, he ex-
cludes them from the letter list. His dictionary headings run “H,
1.K” and “T, U, W" The “U” heading presents all words starting
with U or V in one alphabetical sequence. Johnson’s first U entry
is “V" meaning the Roman numeral for s, followed immediately
by “Vacancy” and “Vacant.” then eventually by “Vagrancy,” “Val-
ley,” and “Vat.” Afier the Va-’s finish, we come to “Ubiquity” and
“Udder.” then eventually “Veal” and “Ugly.” Significantly, John-
son prefaces an editorial note regretting that “the old custom”
prevents him from treating U and V separately as they deserve.

J and V were still being excluded from the British alphabet as
late as 1836, in Charles Richardson’s New Dictionary of the English
Language. Yet a milestone had been reached in Noah Webster's
American Dictionary of the English Language (1828), which presents a
26-letter alphabet, including ] and V.

V contributes modestly to our vocabulary. The V-8 car engine,
available since the 1915 Cadillac, was named for its two rows of
four cylinders, each row standing at an angle, forming a V in pro-
file. The V-chip is a TV-reception scrambler, named originally for
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Not as a printer’s error, letter V precedes U in the alphabet of Thomas Dyches A Guide
o the English Tongue, published in London in 1707. Among the carliest scholars 10
sreas V and ] s sovereign leters, Dyche wrote at a time when their place in alphabetical
sequence was wnclear, beyond the fact that V' sood in relationship 1o U.and ] o I. The
logic in putting V fist i that, if you treat V and U as equivalent and start listing all
Veswords and U-wwords togesher, the Veavords kick in frt alphabetically: Words like “va-
cate” and “va” atsach the V 1o an A, while U must wait for B in order to form an En-
lish word, “ubiquitous.” So V beats U to the punch. Dyches lster I precedes ] becase I
itslfis an English word, the pronoun *1," which comes bfore the A astachments of jab-
ber,” Jack,erc. Eventually a wish for consistency would push both newcomers, ] and V.
10 the rear oftheir respective mother vouls
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A reired Sir Winston (with his wif, Clemenine) jubilantly exchanges V signs with well-wish-
erssometime in the early 19605, no long before his death in 1965, Afir the war, the V remained

Churchills personal signature i politcs and other public appearances. For the lst two decades

of his Ife, he routinely met demands by news photographers and supporiersto “give us a V.

“viewer” when first issued in the mid-1990s yet now more often
thought of as meaning “violence”

But the most famous V' of all has been Winston Churchill’ *V
for Victory” hand sign, symbol of British defiance and resolve dur-
ing World War I1. C
speech in Parliament in July 1941, just when events had begun to
suggest that Hitler might not win after all. (Ironically, Hitler later
launched his own Vs against England: the V-1 and V-2 flying
bombs, named from German Vérgeltungsu

urchill launched the V sign in a now-famous

“retaliation weapon.”)

Churchills V was powerful propaganda—yet perhaps not so
powerful as claimed by mystical British scholar Alfred Kallir, who
theorized that the whole Allied war effort was being boosted by
cosmic energy, channeled down through the letter’s shape, imita-
tive of a praying person’s hands. It was, as Kallir touchingly as-
serted in a postwar booklet, The Victory of |
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This W has legs. Republican presidential candi-
date George Walker Bush makes bis three-
Sfingered Wesign to supporters in Tampa, Florida,
in November 2000, days before the election. Refer-
ring to the middle initial that distinguishes Bush
from i futher, President George Herbert Walker
Bush—and modeled on Winston Churchill’s “V
Jfor Victory” (see page 320)—the W sign perhaps
helped “Dubya’ to bis narrow victory over De-

mocrat Al Gore.




USErUL W

idest of all our letters
in standard typefaces,
W is more than just
an M turned upside-
down. While M stands
securely on two vertical legs, W's arms typically
angle outward, commemorating W’s carly days
as two linked V forms.

W symbolizes a sound that reaches back to
the ancient Germanic roots of English. Techni-
cally, it is the voiced bilabial semivowel—one of
two consonants (the other being Y) that sound
through your open throat in much the same way
as a vowel does. The term “voiced bilabial,” as
we all know by now, just means that W uses

your vocal cords and both lips.




Fairly dwarfing the M in wideh, W surely has iss own shape in the celebrated 1927 sans-serif
Dypeface called Gill Sans, designed by Englishman Eric Gill Not al designs so strongly distin-
guish the two lesers

With no subtle tongue positioning, “w” is one of the easier let-
ter sounds for English speakers to say. Babies can say it (“wa-wa”),
and many children and some adults may substitute it for the more
complex “r” sound, as in “Wudolph the wed-nosed weindech.”

W has a most interesting history. The 23rd letter of our al-
phabet, it was chronologically the 24th to join our English al-
phabet, somewhat ahcad of rear-runners ] and V. The W was
invented during the first millennium A.D. to answer a specific
need of language. It exemplifies how letters can be created to ac-
commodate speech.

As mentioned elsewhere, the ancient Roman alphabet had
only 23 letters: no W, V; or . Those three came into general use
during the Middle Ages or Renaissance, abetted after the mid-
1400s by the printing press. V and W were born as variants of U
and now follow their mother in alphabetical order. Today U is
commemorated in the name of W, the “double U."

During ancient Roman times, U did the job of our W, Prior
chapters have detailed how Roman writing used U to show both
the vowel sound “u” and the consonant sound “w” The Latin word
equus (horse) demonstrates the “w” sound in its first U, while the
second U takes the familiar “u” This U with two hats was feasible
because the Latin “w"” sound occurred only before a vowel; thus, a

U written before a vowel would almost always be consonantal.
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But then spoken Latin gradually lost much of its “w” sound
as pronunciations slurred, over centuries. According to modern
analysis, by A.D. 300 Latin “w"” had disappeared from the heads of
syllables, replaced by the sound “b.” Following the Roman Em-
pire’s fall in about 500, the *b” slurred to “v” in early medieval
French and ltalian (tongues derived from Latin). Eventually these
changes militated the invention of the letter V.

The Latin “w” sound survived mainly in uses in midsyllable,
such as after the letter Q. Here it continued to be shown by the
letter U, as in our words “quantum” or “frequent.”

So: Sound “w” disappeared from much of late Latin, and letter
U came to symbolize what remained of it. Neat, simple, and yet .. .

Life and language being sometimes complicated, the Latin
sound “w” occasionally did hang on at the front of a syllable,
where by the rules it should have turned to “b” instead. This hap-
pened in a few deeply ingrained uses, like place-names. Modern
epigraphists (scholars who study old writing) find relevant evi-
dence in place-name spellings in extant inscriptions and manu-
seripts. For example, the eastern-Italian mountain region that the
Romans called Seuo (“Seh-wo”) apparendly retained its “w’
sound during the empire’s final centuries, never slurring to “Seh-
bo” as logically it might have. As carly as A.D. 150, the name’s

spelling begins to change in extant inscriptions, from Seuo to
Seuuo—a doubling of the U. This seems to be ancient writers’
way of showing an abiding “w” sound.

Such evidence suggests that a doubled U was an informal de-
vice used by Latin writing of the later Roman Empire to repre-
sent the old “w” sound that survived (although rarely) at the head
of a syllable in spoken Latin. This double U was destined, more
than 1,000 years on, to become standardized as W.

Meanwhile, outside of Latin and carly medieval Romance
tongues, the sound “w” thrived in the Germanic language family
of Northern Europe. The Anglo-Saxons who invaded England
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from northern Germany (latter 400s A.0.) said “w” all the time:
Think of “Wotan,” “wassail,” “weapons.” “witches" “woods,"
and “swine,” and you've covered most of their hobbies. On the
continent, German sounds of “w” show up, represented by
Latin-style double U', in the earliest known book in German, a
thyming translation of the Gospels written at Weissburg, in Al-
sace, in around 865. (During a later era, in northern German, at
Least, the “w” sound would shift generally to V")

Germanic “w” was native also to the Vikings who sailed from
Denmark and Norway to plunder and capture parts of northern
France, northern England, and clsewhere, starting around 80o.
By 1000, in Viking-occupied Normandy in France, the infusion
of Scandinavian vocabulary had created Norman French words
that used “w” while Parisian French did not. Particularly, Nor-

man “w” might occur as an opening sound in place of main-
stream French g

For example, the medieval Norman French word for a docu-
ment granting authority or security was warant (ancestor of our
“warrant”). This was a variant of the French word guarant (as in
“guarantee”). Similarly, a Norman French border castle might
have a wardein named William, carning a wage and ready for warre,
whereas on the royal French side the same thing would be guarden
Guillaume with his gage, ready for guerre.

Thus possessed of this un-French sound “w;” the medieval
Normans needed a way to show it in writing. Their solution: the
double U of late Latin and of German writings.

The English meantime had their own way of doing things (no
surprise). The citizens of Anglo-Saxon England used a Roman
alphabet that omitted J, Q, V, and the irregular double U. Yet in
order to accommodate Old English language sounds, the Anglo-
Saxons had supplemented their alphabet with four non-Roman
letters, two of them invented in England and two borrowed from
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The Anglo-Saxon lster called wyn (or wen), representing the Old English
sound . Wyn would disappear from English writing by about 1300, dis-
placed by the Norman double U.

northern European tradition. (See “Tales of TH,” pages 308-9.)
One such letter, called wyn or wen, looked like a second P but de-
noted the sound "“w.”

Medieval England was destined to be a fertile breeding ground
of the letter W. In 1066 the most famous William of Normandy,
Duke William the Conqueror, landed an army in southeastern
England, defeated an English army, and grabbed the English
throne. The Norman occupation changed everything, including,
gradually, the speaking and writing of English. Among other de-
velopments, English wyn eventually disappeared, pushed out by
Norman double U.

Like its sibling V. but to a less extreme degree, the double U
spent a few centuries being viewed as a variant of letter U rather
than a letter on its own. Its cause was helped by printing’s arrival
in England (1476): The double-U shape was necessarily included
with other metal letter blocks for printing English, and so its sta-
tus as a separate letter became secure.

During the 1500s, W started to be admitted to the letter list,
as taught to English children at school. It was inserted into the or-
der next to its mother, U, either before or after. Richard Mul-
caster puts W directly after U in his landmark English grammar
book, The First Part of the Elementarie (1582), yet the “double-u,”
spelled out, comes before U in a 1597 written recitation of the al-
phabet set to music by English composer Thomas Morley. These
are two of W earliest appearances in the English alphabet list.

The shape of English W emerged during the centuries 1100 to
1500. The rounded double-U shape of late Roman script was the
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common handwritten form in days before printing. (Today it is
preserved in our lowercase script w) But with the advent of print,
type designers in England eventually produced a double-V shape,
in reference to the V-shaped U of ancient Roman stone inscrip-
tions. Some carly typefaces showed the two constituent Vs as
slightly separated: VV. More often, they touched or overlapped: W.

In Germany, a print W had been used since the 14705, with a
shape based on traditional German handwriting: 0. Today W/
represents mainly the German sound “v."
man since the Middle Ages. Many modern German uses of W for
“v” correspond to English W for “w” in related words, for ex-
ample: Wasser (“vahsser”), “water”; wunderbar (“vuhnderbar”),
“wondetful”; Wilhelm (*Vilhelm”), “William”

The W fared less well in southern Europe. The sound “w”
having largely departed from late Latin, the Romance languages
of 1600 were in no desperate need of a new letter in this category.
The legacy of ancient consonantal U sufficed to cover surviving

due to changes in Ger-

“w” sounds, as in Italian Guido or Spanish iguana. To this day, W
s not properly a letter of the Italian or Spanish alphabets, al-
though it is employed to render foreign words already in print.

French, likewise, was very reluctant over W. French got along
fine with consonantal U to show “w” as in the word suave (which
English shares). To show an initial “w;" French employed the combi-
nation OU-, as in oui, meaning “yes.” or ouest, pronounced “west.”
meaning “west.” Not until the late 19th century was W accepted
into the French alphabet, the last to arrive. Previously the alphabet of
Victor Hugo and other French authors had 25 letters, no W.

In keeping with this tardy recognition, the French name for
the letter describes the print shape—double vé (double vee)—
whereas the English name describes the earlier, handwritten
shape. It is the only instance of an English letter name inspiring a
French one, rather than vice versa. Today French W remains rarely
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used, except for forcign-derived names and English-borrowed

words, in which it tends to be pronounced “v;” as in wagon-lit
(railroad sleeper car).

Certain English words like “answer” and “two™ hold a silent
W that was at one time pronounced—a fact hinted at in the re-
lated words “swear” and “twain." In an anxious line from Shake-
speare’s 1607 tragedy Antony and Cleopatra, “Our Ttaly shines o’er
with civil swords,” the word “swords” would have been spoken
much like “wars.” which is the context’s meaning.

The letter combination WH-, occurring mostly in words of
native English origin (white whale), usually commemorates the
medieval English spelling HW-, which was pronounced just as
“hw” By 1300 the two letters were being transposed in English
writing, partly to look more Norman and genteel. Today the H
has fallen silent in almost all such words. Yet a very few, for com-
plex reasons, gradually saw their W fall silent: whom, whole. The
situation would be trivial except that it prompted a memorable
comment from Samuel Johnson in his 1755 dictionary: “In whore
only, and sometimes in wholesome, wh is sounded like a simple h.”

V.uuVV W

wa Roman U, 4. 13. i be read
ascither " or “ws” i context. (2) The double U, here in Carolingian minsscules of the So0s
denoted the sound “w” in the writing of late Latin, carly medicval German, and Norman
French. (3) Combining both clements of the past is the broken W from the opening page of the
Hamlexscond-quartoedision of 604 hown i fill n page 317). By thas date, Englsh W was

(4) Theleter’s his is ac-
lnowledged in the Times New Roman font, created in 1932 for the London Times newspaper
and now one o the worlds most widespread typefces.
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ONS UNDER 17 N

Forbidding X. Notations like this one be-
gan appearing on movie posters and other
advertising in 1968, after the American
Motion Picture Association of America in-
troduced audience-velated ratings. The X
stood for “extreme,” which was the category

including pornography—but not only. One

ated film, Midnight Cowboy (1969),
about a young Texan's misadventures in
New York City, went on to win three Os-
cars, including Best Picture. The “X” cate-
gory has since been renamed as the

less-notorious-seeming “NC-17" (meaning

“no children, 17 or under, admitted”).




LIVING WITH YOUR X

enophobia means “fear of for-

eigners” and no word better

displays the alien and forbid-

ding spirit that once belonged

to X. True, the letter has mel-

lowed in the last 12 years or so. But in olden

days—before there were X-Files, X Games, or

the Xbox—the X was an outsider, slightly sinis-
ter, sparingly used.

Thirty years ago X stood mainly for a movie
off-limits to kids or for the “poison” warning
on a product label. If X marked the spot on a
treasure map, you could bet it was someplace re-
mote and dangerous. Remote if fabulous was
Xanadu, capital of Kubla Khan in Samuel Col-
eridge’s poem of 1798. The X-Men of 1960s

Marvel comic books were mutant superheroes:
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good guys but, well, mutants. Even the gas called xenon (abbrevi-
ated as Xe on the elemental chart) was never exactly the substance

next door. Indeed, the name “xenon” means “foreign thing” in
Greek, carrying the same word root as in “xenophobia.”

Some of X's mystery comes from its low rate of use: In printed
English it ranks second or third to last, above Z and (in some sur-
veys) Q ot J. As an initial letter, X ranks dead last: I¢s the one that
appears least at the start of English words.

Yet more important to X’s mystique is its traditional job
denoting an unknown or unrevealed mathematical quantity: “If

X = X + 3, what is X?” (Answer: 1.5

This use of X was introduced in 1637 by none less than
French philosopher-mathematician-scientist René Descartes in
his treatise La Géoméiric. Descartes assigned letters X, Y, and Z to
symbolize any three unknowns in a geometric equation, but he
favored X (see “Why Isn't Z the Unknown?,” page 314). The as-
sociation struck: Down later centuries of math and science, X
came to be used almost as a question mark.

In 1895, when German physicist Wilhelm Konrad Réntgen
discovered a strange new radiation, he called it the X-ray because
he didn't know what it contained. A similar scientific fog cn-
shrouds such 1950s and "60s sci-fi movie duds as The X from Outer
Space, Strange World of Planet X, and X—The Unknoun

In fiction and even journalism well into the 20th century, the
letter X might be published in place of someone’s name, to pre-
serve anonymity and guard against libel lawsuits, a custom re-
flected in the title of a silly 1938 Laurence Olivier and Merle
Oberon movie, The Divorce of Lady X. Similarly, in 1952, Ameri-
can Black Liberation advocate Malcolm Little, to commemorate
his forgotten Aftican lineage, changed his name to Malcolm X
And who above age 40 could forget the disesteemed “Brand X,”
the name used in certain 19605 TV commercials to cloak the
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identity of the competitor’ product being shown as inferior to
Lestoil floor cleaner or Brillo scouring pads?

I X had any place in genuine product names of those days, it
was for something dangerous or racy—perhaps literally so. The
USS. X-1 aireraft (X for “experimental”) was the first o break the
sound barrier, in October 1947, with a young Chuck Yeager pi-
loting. The next year a British motor company launched the first
Jaguar sports car, the XK 120, in which X stood for “experimen-
tal engine” K for “rth in development.” and 120 for the top
speed in miles per hour.

In 1968 the Motion Picture Association of America intro-
duced lettered ratings to alert moviegoers to levels of sex, profan-
ity, and violence in new releases. At the adult-content end of the
spectrum, R stood for “restricted” and X for “extreme”—the
category including pornography. Practically overnight, X took on
a new association in the American mind: dirty, explicit sex.

Thus, by the end of the 19605, X could mean either “mys-
tery” “danger.” or “sex"—a memorable combination. X was the
Unknown, the Sinister, the Extreme. Subsequent decades have
seen the letter’s public relations improve dramatically. But first,
some background.

X comes to us from the ancient Roman alphabet. Originally
it was the last of 21 Roman letters, but by about A.D. 100 it had
been joined by two added rear-runners: Y and Z. Roman X rep-
resented the “ks” sound in Latin words like rex (king) or exit (he
goes out); its name was formed by prefixing a vowel to the sound:
cks or ex.

The Romans had acquired the letter, and probably its name,
t00, in copying the Etruscan alphabet, around 600 B.. Previously
the Etruscan letters had been copied from the Greek: Etruscan X
had come from the letter ksi of the West Greek alphabet, used by
Greek settlers at the Bay of Naples. West Greek ksi carried the
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X simple, distinctive shape has changed litle over the millennia. (i) Letter ks of the Wt
Sreck bout 700 .. Co be ks
this Greek he Calphaber cks,orX. (2) The
clegant X of Roman carved inscriptions, around 4.0, 113, had one bar slightly widened. The ler-
tersymbolized a “ls” sound that occurred at the middle or end of Latin words (5) An inked X
in Goos. A [ for the pen,
) An X in the 1935 ypefuce call o more
50 than you might expec.

sound “ks;” fell near the end of the alphabet, and took the shape
X. Scholars theorize that the Etruscans changed the name to eks
to better demonstrate the letter’s sound in their language, because
while Greek ksi might often begin a Greek word or syllable, the
Etruscan “ks” sound came never at the beginning of a syllable but
only at the end, with a vowel preceding. Much the same rule has
held for Latin and for English (sce below).

Passing to the Roman alphabets of medieval European lan-
guages afier Rome’s fall (A.D. 500), X became an English letter. Its
“ks” sound occurred at the middle or end of Old English words,
not at the beginning. Today the Anglo-Saxon sound is retained in

old words like “Saxon,” “ox,” and “mix.” while words delivered
through Norman French may have a softer X (luxury, anxious) or
not (tax, execute). At the start of a word, X takes yet a softer
sound: “z,” as in “xylophone.”

Most modern English words starting with X derive from an-
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cient Greek: xylophone (wooden voice), xanthine (yellow),
xiphoid (sword-shaped). The name X princess of

comic books and TV—means “foreign lady” The name Xerox
takes off from Greek xeros (dry), as in xerography, a dry
copying method perfected in the late 19505 to improve on
mimeographing.

In such X-words, our X represents what in the original Greck
was that letter ksi, sounded as “ks.” Greck xeros was actually pro-
nounced “ksehr-os.” The Athenian author-soldier-genteman
Xenophon would have called himself “Ksehnophon.” His name
meant “foreign voice.” and too foreign indeed for the start of an
English word was that Greek “ks," which has softened systemati-
cally to “z” in English borrowings. But only where it falls as the
first letter. In other placements, in countless Greek-derived En-
glish words, letter X still carries its authentic Greek sound: exo-
dus, lexicon, oxygen

Since the carly 19905, X has come roaring into the main-
stream, to the extent that it is one of the defining letters of the
new millennium. Like Q, ¢, and i, the X has been drafted for

page 61

The “ther” Greek X. n the Christian symbol known s

/?\ the Cross of Constantine (whose meaning i explained on
e page 266), the X shape belongs to a Greek letter called Khi,
B |' taking the sound “kb.” Our X, meanwhile, comes from the

| M Greek lestr sy with the sound “ks.” Confisingly. his

14 symbol X was shared, with 1o different meanings, be-
H tween two versions of the early Greek alphaber: the East
.E and West Greek. Our alphabet descends from the West
) Greek version, while the East Greek eventually became of-
kwrrm"':mz Jical for ancient and modern Greece. See the chart on
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WHY ISN'T Z THE UNKNOWN?

According to legend, a 7th-century printer’s problem helped X to land its
major job symbolizing something unknown. For the many equations in
his now-famous 1637 mathematical work La Géométrie, René Descartes
chose leters A, B, and C to represent any three constants and X, Y, and Z
10 represent any three unknown quantities. He intended that Z be the first
unknown (corresponding to A), with Y second and X third.

But the story goes thar the printer, while typeserting the manu-
scripr, found himself repeatedly running shorc of letter blocks for Y and
Z, due in part to Descartes’ many equations calling for these letters.
However, the printer still had plenty of X', a letter that in French-
language print is used far less than Y or Z.

So the printer wrote to Descartes, asking whether it made any dif-
ference which of the three, Z, Y, or X, appeared in equarions of one or
two unknowns—and might X be the preferred leteer for printing pur-
poses? The great man replied that this was acceptable. And that is why
the Géométrie tends to favor X as the letter of an unknown quantity, es-
pecially in the second half of the treatise.

marketing and advertising; it now signifies something like “com-
puter magic and control” or “cutting edge” Witness such soft-
ware company names as X-Collaboration, Xpoint Technologies,
and Xvision Eclipse, not to mention X-Ceptor biorescarch and
Germany’s X-Filme production company (Run, Lola, Run). Mi-
crosoft’s Xbox video game console actually carries an X across its
top: a plastic repoussé shape that seems to hold it all in there. In
its look and name, the Xbox promises fun and control, across the
board, for the whole family.

Brand names like these—which in part exploit X rarity in
normal English—would have looked really odd 30 or 35 years
ago. In 1972, when the X-rated film Deep Throat was out, a prod-
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French philosapher-mathematician-scienist René Descares (1596-1650) in an en-
rerait by

- Frans Hals.

Jor his philosophical statement °I think. therefore I am” (meaning, perhaps: “To
doubt is to approach reality’),
Descartes changed his contempo-
raries way of seeing the world and
anticipated an ena of science and
reason. In his most important
mathematical work, La Géomézrie
(1637), he pioneered the use of alge-
bra for solving geometric problems.
Here the words around the picture
frame include his titles: “knight,
lord of Perron” (a fumily estate ear
Poitiers). Presumably it is just coin-
cidence that the armorial badge at
bottom center shows an X shape.

uct name like “X Box” would have seemed laughably obscene.
Today corporate choice of trademark X belongs to a new climate,
in which the letter has been rehabilitated.

How s0? One groundbreaking change in this direction was
the 1991 fiction best-seller Generation X: Tales for an Acclerated
Culture by Douglas Coupland. Published during a recession, the
book addressed the diminished expectations of American post—
Baby Boomers, born between about 1965 and 197s; its title
played on the Brand X of 1960s TV. Soon the media were refer-
ring to 20-somethings of the early "gos as “X-ers.” (By the late
*90s we had

t00.)
Computer jargon had changed, too, by the early ‘90s. The de-
velopment of the X Window System for graphics display (1986)
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was followed by the popular QuarkXPress software program
(1987) and the arrival of mature desktop publishing. Soon capital
X began to imply “page-layout software” in brand names. Today
we have Xpert Tools, Punch XT, Xdream, and HexWeb XT,
all software “Xtensions” of basic Quark programs. In addition,
there’s the whole Window “X Server” software category: Se-
cureX, X-ThinPro, WinaXe, and so on.

Then came The X-Files. Debuting in 1993 and titled for the
traditional X of mystery, this Fox TV hit series—about two
good-looking FBI agents pursuing evidence of an alien-planct
conspiracy to take over the world—helped to normalize X and
give it associations of thrills and pleasure for millions of the
show’s fans. By the time the series folded in 2002, X had reached
legitimacy. It wasn't just for porn anymore,

The custom of writing X for kisses in signing off a letter
dates from the Middle Ages, when much of Europe’s population
remained illiterate. On legal documents, in lieu of a signature, a
person might write an X or the sign of the cross. The signatory
would then kiss the X, to promisc to stick to the agreement. Over
later centuries, the written X came to mean not the signature but
the kiss.
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A Roman capital ¥ symbolizes
our moral choice in our con-
duct of life, in an ink drawing

from Geoffay Tory's 1529 trea-

tise on the letters, Champ
Fleury. The broad and casy road of vice delivers vio-
lence, punishment (scourging rods, a penal yoke),
and Hell, while virtues narrow road brings honor
and office: a laurel wreath, a scepter, a crown. Asso-
ciated with a legend about the young Hercules, in
which the future hero had to choose bis lifés direc-
tion, the fork of a road was a popular symbol in Re-

naissance writing and art.




THE WHEREFORE OF Y

ou were born with your legs
apart. They'll send you to the
grave in a Yshaped coffin”
This farcical rebuke goes to the
imperious hypocrite Mrs. Pren-
tice from her equally reprehensible husband in
English playwright Joe Orton’s subversive 1969
comedy, Wit the Butler Sau:

The letter Y’ forked shape has inspired
thinkers throughout history—although usually
in terms less sensational than Joe Orton's. The
16th-century French type designer and scholar
Geoftoy Tory found in Y the symbolized choice
between vice and virtue (see facing illustration).
The French author Victor Hugo, in his 1839
Tiavel Notebooks, rhapsodized thus: “Have you ever

noticed that the letter Y is a picturesque letter




open to countless different interpretations? A tree is in the
shape of a Y; the fork of two roads forms a Y; two rivers flow
together in a Y the head of a donkey or that of an ox is in the
shape of a Y the stem of a glass is Y-shaped; a lily on its stalk is a
Y; a man who prays to the heavens raises his arms in the shape
of aY”

Y is the only letter commonly used as both vowel and conso-
nant in English. As a vowel, it overlaps with letter I, often pro-
nounced like short or long I (myth, fly), although sometimes like
long E (messy) and occasionally as a schwa (myrtle, satyr). In
“say” and “boy.” vowel Y forms a single sound with the preced-
ing vowel, similar to the double-vowel combinations in “paid.”
“void.” and many other words.

Asa consonant, Y in English has one sound: the “y” of youth
and yearning. Technically known as the palatal semivowel or
voiced palatal spirant, it is pronounced with the tongue poised
below the palate and with the vocal cords engaged. The title
“semivowel,” shared in English phonetics only by W, means that
the letter’s pronunciation approaches a vowel sound in the way it
uses throat and vocal cords.

The symbol Y has never had a monopoly on representing the
spoken sound
OId English, the sound has been to a lot of places where written
Y hasn't gone. For example, modern German and Czech write
“y" as the letter J: German “year” is Jah, pronounced “yahr” An-
cient Latin had a common “y” sound, which it wrote as a conso-

¥ Native to Indo-European languages including

nantal I (see Chapter J, pages 184-99).
Even English at one time had no consonant Y. For the first
600 years of English writing, fom the 6005 A.D. onward, the
sound “y” was shown with a symbol called a yogh, one of four
Old English letters not from the Roman alphabet. Only after
1200 did letter Y start to take over in representing the sound “y"
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Thus Y can be thought of as two different letters, vowel and
consonant. They look identical but have distinct personalities,
and the vowel is the elder by more than 2,000 years.

Lets tackle vowel Y first. As mentioned several times already
in these pages, the ancient Greeks had a vowel letter called up-
silon, which took a narrowed “u” sound and looked just like our
Y shape. Like other letters of the early Greek alphabet, upsilon was
copied into the Etruscan alphabet (700 5.c.) and thence into the
Roman alphabet (600 B.C.) as the letter U. Thus upsilon is the
grandmother of our U.

But unlike most letters, upsilon gave birth a second time into
the family of Latin and English. Around .. 100, some 700 years
after the Roman alphabet had been created, the Romans added
two more letters, which are our Y and Z. The two were copied
directly from the Athenian Greek alphabet of the day. Z was the
Greek consonant eta; Y was the vowel upsilon (again). The Ro-
mans imported them expressly for help in transliterating Greek
words into Latin, a need created by the influx of Greek technical
and cultural vocabulary into Roman science and society during
the prior centuries. The Romans called their Y letter upsilon, and
with it they were beter able to write such useful Greek terms as
Symphonia, symmetria, and stylus.

The point of creating a Roman Y was that Greek upsilon
sounded different from Roman U and thus properly needed its
own Greek symbol for Latin spellings. To Roman ears, Greek up-
silon probably sounded halfivay between “u” and “i." Therefore,
Roman Y probably sounded rather like

Evidence suggests that by the late Roman Empire (A.D. 300),
Roman Y was being pronounced the same as Roman 1. The sit-
uation is commemorated imperfectly in the modern French and
Spanish names for Y: i grec and i griega, “Greek 1"

Whereas ancient Roman Y was confined to words borrowed
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from Greek, Y in the early Middle Ages, a.D. 500 to 1000, began
to spread to other words in written Latin, French, English.

Scribes would often substitute Y for I as a way to break up a row
of pen strokes that otherwise would be difficult to read. For in-
stance, the Latin word for “impassable.” written as inuiuns in me-
dieval script, would be a bunch of short strokes; by spelling it
ynyum, the writer made it more legible.

Medieval Y was often dotted, suggesting a form of I. Likewise
Y's peculiar English name “wye”—dating from the Middle Ages
and never adequately explained—seems to relate to letter I

Partly for legibility but partly through appeal of its handsome
shape, Y enjoyed a heyday in English spelling between about 1250
and 1600. Extant writings show Y instead of I all over the place,
even in uses like “hys” that would not have been hard to read
with an L.

The spread of printing in Britain in the 15005 removed the
legibility issue and had a standardizing effect that gradually re-
turned many word spellings to 1. Today the old Y versus I rivalry
can still be glimpsed in such alternative spellings as flyer/flier,
cyper/cipher, and tyre/tire.

Yet the medieval Y fad did leave one large legacy: Y's plum
job representing any final *i” sound in English. Today we use a
“_y” suffix that encompasses four diverse categories: (1) adjectival
forms of Old English words (stony, mighty, my); (2) nouns from
Greek, Latin, or Old French that originally had endings like -ia,
~ium, or -ie (empathy, remedy, tally); (3) other anglicizations
(Henry, from French Henri); and (4) certain diminutives (Jimmy,
kitty, dummy).

Elsewhere Y still docs the work the Romans hired it for—
transliterating Greek wpsilon in countless Greek loan words like
“system;” “phylum,” “hypodermic”” A word like “sympathy”
shows two different layers of Y use: After the ancient Greco-
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Latin upsilon of sympatheia, there comes the handy anglicizing -y
suffix of medieval English.

Today Y is treated purely as a vowel in many languages of
northern and eastern Europe, such as German, Swedish, Polish,
and Czech. While these tongues include a frequent sound “y"
it, as mentioned already, with the letter J. (As to the

they either omit it in speech or they show it with a
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variant letter G.) In German, Y appears mainly in Greek-derived
words like Psychologie and symbolisch, where it represents the orig-
inal Greek upsilon. In fact, Y's name in German is iipsilon.

Now, as to Y the consonant. This aspect of Y—one of the most
characteristic English spelling traits, in which the English uses the
letter differently from many other European tongues—goes back
to medieval French. Emerging from late Latin at the start of the
Middle Ages, French inherited the Roman alphabet of 23 letters,
including a vowel Y (as in medieval French symphonie) and an T
that could be cither a vowel or a consonant (as in iustice, pro-
nounced “joos-tee-sch”). But French writing began to use Y
more often than Latin had, substituting it for I as a vowel or a
consonant. Gradually Y came to denote the French consonantal
sound “y" particularly at the start of a syllable, in medieval
spellings like yeulx (eyes) and ioyeulx (joyous). Spanish, too, devel-
oped this use of Y, although Italian did not.

Like all French spelling rules of the day, the Y consonant was
forcibly imported to England with the Norman Conquest of
A.D. 1066. Here Y found fertile soil. For whereas the consonantal
sound “y" was a minor part of spoken French, it occurred far
more frequently in the northern European tongue of Old En-
glish. The Y had suddenly gotten a big promotion, much like its
sibling W, for the same reasons.

Let’s have a quick look at England before the Normans came.
Mention has been made, at the start of the chapter, of the Old En-
glish leter yogh, which was a squiggle shape resembling a modern
lowercase script Z. The Anglo-Saxons wrote yogh for their preva-
lent sound “y"—a sound found today in such grand old words as
“Yule” “yoke.” and “yeoman.” Theoretically, Old English could
have chosen to represent the sound with a Roman consonantal I,
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but the I was evidently seen as inadequate, due to s indistinct
shape and its existing job as a vowel. So an Englishwoman of
A.D. 1000 would have written the word “Yule” as something like

3o, that first symbol being the yogh, denoting “y” (In other

uses, yogh might represent a sound closer to our “g”)

But yogh was targeted for redundancy after the Norman Con-
quest brought a new, French-speaking ruling class to England.
Norman French used Y, not yogh. Under pressure from Norman
clergy who sought to bring English writing into line with Nor-
became standard gradually for English, as well.
By the late 1400s, the useful yogh was history, at least in England.

man, the Y for *y

However, it survived farther afield, in writing in Scotland.
With the arrival of Scottish printing in 1508, yogh even got into
print. It was not given its own metal letter block but was assigned
to the Roman letter closest to its shape: the Z. Thus, in Scottish
print until the 17005, a letter Z might mean either “z” or “y” (or
sometimes “g") in sound: the word “year.” pronounced normally,
might appear printed as zer

The Scottish Z variant became extinct, yet a remnant can be
found today. The Scottish surnames MacKenzie and Menzies,
among others, carry a Z that at one time represented a Gaclic

3 b

n(m;\ end horn, mprsentin he sunds " and % repecively,wee e Angl-
;. (There were
ﬁ;w in all: See page 308.) Amid the emergence a/....,zm. English, both yogh and thorn
would be rplaced, sometimes by the print lester Y.
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1 2 3 4

(1) The ancient Greek vowel upsilon became the ancestor of our U and, centuries later, of our Y.
Taday ¥ lopally kecps upsilon’: shape. (2) Roman inscriptional ¥ of about A.D. 100. Capied
from upsilon, the Roman letter was called upsilon and took a vowel sound between U and I.
(3) An inked wncial Y of the Goos retains aspectsof the Roman capital, while reducing the mum-
er of pen surokes 10 1o, The shape of the wncial Y anicipates the modern lowercase shape.
(4) Lowercasey in Baskerville Old Face, & modern version of Englishman John Baskeroilles de-
sign of about 1765.
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sound of “g"—a fact not understood in England and eventually
forgotten in Scotland.

Not so different from the fate of yogh was that of another Old
English letter, thorn, denoting the plentiful English sound “th.”
Thorn, too, came under pressure in Norman England to get lost,
and by the 1400s it was giving way to the letter combination TH
in many spellings. Yet thorn would hold on for centuries more—
the longest-lived of Old English letters—as a convenient abbrevi-
them,” “there;” and “that,” especially

ation in words like “the]
in informal writing.
Handwritten thorn had by the 14005 grown to resemble the
Roman letter Y. With the advent of English printing (1476), thorn
remained popular enough to be represented in print. The job of
impersonating thorn on a typeset page was given to the Roman
letter that thom most resembled: Y. Therefore, the word “the.”
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4 Z chorn, as opposed 1o ¥,
north ol z b
brviaion and spacesaverin word ke Yo (lnes, 7,99 and " (line ), thorn

personal handiuriting into the 1800s.

printed with a thorn, would look like ye, or ¥ in a headline. The
word “that” would look like yar. Such words would be pro-
nounced exactly as we pronounce them—the,” “that"—but
with slightly different symbolization.

The Y thom remained in English print and signposting through
the 17005 and in personal handwriting into the 1800s. Today it is
recalled, although not usually understood, in such quaint archaisms
as the signpost “Ye Olde English Pub”
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Three medieval ink styles of the letter Z, as
penned by American type designer Frederic

W, Goudy.




EXZOTIC Z

eroing in on the end of the al-

phabet, lets pause to salute one

indispensable letter: U (yes,

you). Your time and compan-

ionship, on this voyage of dis-

covery, are much appreciated. For me, this book

has been a chance to share a personal fascination

and to promote respect for those miraculous lit-

tle shapes that show language; along the way, I've

learned much about things I never understood

before. Here’s hoping that readers, likewise, have

gained something in enjoyment and knowledge.
Now at journey’s end, I thank U.

The last letter of our Roman alphabet is Z,

a consonant that can seem racy and elusive or

just plain disadvantaged. The potential indignity
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of being the alphabet’s caboose is compounded by one real weak-
ness: Z is, on average, the least-used letter in printed English. Of
the 26 letters, Z finishes last in rhis race, too, behind Q and X. For
every 1,000 appearances by E (our most-used letter), Q appears
about 50 times, X 44, and Z a measly 22.

No wonder Z has been called superfluous, mere excess bag-
gage. In Shakespeare’s King Lear (A.0. 1605), the irascible Earl of
Kent insults the fatuous courtier Oswald, calling him by the British
name for Z: “Thou whoreson zed, thou unnecessary letter!”

till, don't cry for Z, Venezuela. For not only has Z benefited
from the romance of being rare and elusive, but also, in the past
decade, Z has exploded in print: The Z now shower down on
us in company names like Z-Com (communications) and Capital
Z (investments), signpostings like Kidz Korner, and movie titles
like eXistenZ.

First, the old spelling issue. For centuries, letter § has been rob-
bing Z of jobs. Phonetically Z and S are cousins. Both are sibilants,
the category of hissing and hushing, and they take similar tongue
positions. But where Z vibrates the tongues blade section, S vi-
brates the tip, and Z engages the vocal cords, which S does not.

Soothing and intriguing, the “z” sound suggests sleep, bees,
or high-flying prop planes. It is distinct from “s.” Yet in countless
English words like “rose;” “raise;” and “ties,” sound “z" has been
awarded to letter S, O our words spelled with Z, a fair percentage
seem to have been given the letter only because an S spelling would
have duplicated an existing word: thus, “doze” instead of “dose™
and “prize” instead of “prise” (but back to S for “surprise”). As
English grammarian Richard Mulcaster observed in 1582, “Z is a
consonant much heard amongst us, and seldom seen.”

Why the bar against Z? One reason: Amid the fluid spellings
of the Middle Ages (500 to 1500), scribes preferred S for its ease
and legibility; Z was harder to handwrite clearly, as still today.
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The problem could have been fixed amid the spread of printing
(late 14005), but in England a deeper prejudice remained: Z just
looked too foreign. Being rarely used in Latin or Old English, Z
was associated in English minds with French and ancient Greek,
and it became reserved mainly for borrowed words: Amazon and
zodiac (from Greek), azimuth and zenith (from Arabic).

Z never had such popularity problems as a youngster. Back in
1000 B.c., the seventh letter of the Phoenician alphabet was
zayin, which took a “z” sound, as demonstrated in the opening
sound of its name. The name probably meant “ax” The letter
looked like our capital I, which might suggest a pole-ax if some-
one could just erase that bottom crossbar.

Copied into the Greek alphabet around 800 B.c., the letter
was renamed zeta—evidently in confissed reference to a different
Phoenician sibilant letter, called tsade. (See pages 16-17 and 20.)
The zeta—the name meant nothing in Greek aside from the let-
ter—began its e as an I shape but morphed gradually to the fa-
miliar Z shape. It represented the common Greek sound “dz.”

However, ncither “dz” nor “2” was a sound used in the Latin
language of the Romans of Ialy. Afier the alphabet was copied
from the Greeks to the Etruscans and from the Etruscans to the
Romans (by 600 5.c.), zeta dropped out of Roman use. The Ro-
man alphabet of 250 B.C. had 21 letters, ending in X, with no zefa.

Then, around A.D. 100, a change: To help transliterate the
Greek loan words that were flooding into Roman scientific and
cultural vocabulary at that time, the Romans selected two Greek
letters and added them to the end of their own alphabet: upsilon
and zeta, or Y and Z. The two newcomers were never written for
Latin but only for foreign-borrowed words, mainly Greek. As
Greek zeta had by now shifted to the sound “z” that was the new
Roman letter’s sound, too. The Romans called Z by its Greek
name, zefa.
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Here Z languished—the underused tail end of Roman let-
ters—until the early Middle Ages, when the emergence of Ro-
mance languages invited the use of Z for the sounds “ts” or “tz."
common in Old French and Italian. Z spread modestly through
medieval French-language spelling circles, both in France and in
Norman England; in both countries, Zs sound slurred eventually

o

to our “2.” Zs rival for this sound was the letter S—a rivalry still
seen in such alternative spellings as British “analyse” and Ameri-
can “analyze.” By 1600, S was the clear winner and Z was rare in
printed English.

For centurics after, Z retained an aura of foreignness or mys-
tery: Zanzibar, Zoroastrianism, Nebuchadnezzar. If creative me-
dia minds chose a Z-word, it usually was for that effect. On 19205
and "305 movie screens and on 1950s TV, the hero Zorro's name
seemed almost as exotic as his Z-slash calling card. The Houston
rock group ZZ Top (formed in 1970, still going strong) were in-
novators, and the beloved “Z” consumer sports car line from
Datsun (now Nissan), launched in 1970 and recently reintro-
duced, was meant to seem as racy as its letter. Meanwhile, direc-
tor Costa-Gavras’s 1969 political film, Z—named factually from
a lefi-wing symbol of defiance in contemporary, authoritarian
Greece—spoke of government conspiracy and the end of free-
dom. Z was a place you didn't casually go.

But that was then. Today Z is visible everywhere, borne on a
recent tide of advertising and marketing that exploits certain let-
ters as visual hoods, often in oddball phonetic spellings. Favorites
are X, Q. K, and Z—normally rare letters, with strong sounds. Z,
once so alien or extreme seeming, now signifies “hip” or “techno
fun” or “ultimate service” in countless brand names

The names form two categories. Where Z provides a flamboy-
ant misspelling, as in the movie title Antz (1998) or Fox TVs Girlz
Channel and Boyz Channel, the product is generally aimed at
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The ltter Z, slashed with a sword point into fabric Sfictional hero

lar novels Wal Disney TV series. In-

troduced in a 1919 novel by American writer Johnston McCulley Zorro ('fox” in Span-

) i mperions caked, masked i who cprts aainst injusice and  crps

Spanish C: 18204

d =

into the mans clothing or nearby furnishings. Only a trused, few lnow that Zorro i the

alter-cgo of a seemingly frivolous local gentleman. Zorro reached the siler screen in the

1920 Douglas Fairbanks slent film The Mark of Zorro, but the classc treatment was
perhaps the 12-part 1937 movie-house srial, Zorto Rides Again.

teens or preteens. Kids recognize the Z spelling as a signal to them,
inviting their trust. To this category also belong Racerz snack
chips, the coyly named Dragon Ball Zanimated TV series, and such
abundant signposting as Whizz-Kidz (website) and “Kidz' Dentist.”

Where Z stands alone, the appeal is meant as more adult:
Z-Tel (telecommunications), Z-World (computer hardware),
Z-Corp (printers), Z-Tech (electronics), Z-Team (video produc-
tion), Z-man (audio), Z Systems (ditto), Z Spot (tattoo parlor),
Z magazine, Rachel Z (jazz pianist), and so on. So much so on, in
fact, that Z now seems in danger of becoming a cliché.

Much of Z's momentum may derive from the 1991 hit film
Boyz N the Hood, set in the Los Angeles ghetto of Watts. The ti-
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(1) Phoenician tayin, the “a,” about 1000 .C. One of four Phoenician sibilant letes, zayin
came seventh in the alphabet and ook the sound *z." (2) Greek zeta of he 7005 .. Tt dpli-
cated zayin's shape and alphabetic place, and 100k asimilar sound. (3) Greek zeca had mor-
phed 10 a shape more familiar to us by about 400 8.C.~ (4) Roman Z, the 23rd and last ancient
Roman lester, about 4.0. 120. The Romans had copied Greek vcxa into their alphabet for help in
sransliterating Greck loan words and had pus the new letterat the end o the letter rows, where
it remains for us today.
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tle popularized the kind of misspellings long used as a password of
American Black hip-hop culture. Like backward baseball caps and
baggy pants, the emblem was then copied into the North Amer-
ican teen mainstream. Yet the hip-hop tradition lives on in such
rapper names as Ghetto Twiinz, Youngbloodz, and Jay-Z

No aspect of Z s more intriguing than the puzzle of its name:
“zed” in Britain, Canada, and other Commonwealth nations,
“zee” in the United States. The American version follows the
normal system for naming a consonant in English: Take the let-
ter’s sound and add a long vowel, typically E, as in our names for
B, T, or V. But the British version is more in line with the letter’s
ancient and medieval names.

As mentioned, the Romans called it zeta (pronounced
“zayta”). The name passed to Romance languages of the early
Middle Ages, and in modern Italian it is still zeta, in Spanish zeta
or zeda, The Old French name evolved to ~éde, with a shortened
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form, 2é. These are the grandfathers of the two modern English-
language names.

Most of our letter names come from medicval French, brought
to England with the Norman Conquest of A.p. 1066. It was not
2 neat process: Medieval and Renaissance English had a surpris-
ing number of variant letter names, based on local dialect and so-
cial class in an age before mass communication. Z’s official name
in England was “zed,” yet variants—zad, zard, izzard, izard, uz-
zard, and ezod, as well as zee—crop up in extant British writings
into the 19th century.

The izzard, ezod types seem to represent a separate puzzle.
Samuel Johnson, in his 1755 English dictionary, explains them as
decayed forms of an carlier name for Z: “S hard” (pronounced
“ess hard”). Other scholars theorize they come from the French
words et zéde (“and Z”), which is how a medieval Norman En-
glish schoolboy might have ended his alphabet recitation.

But as to zee versus zed. Apparently both names came to
America with locally drawn groups who emigrated from England
to build the earliest settlements in Virginia and Massachusetts, in
the 1600s. Both names endured in the young United States. As
late as 1882, a certain journalistic item noted that the name of Z
“in New England is always zee; in the South it is zed.” Mean-
while an influential New Englander had been advocating “zee.”
Lexicographer Noah Webster, from Connecticut, sought gener-
ally to disassociate American English from British. In his 1828
American Dictionary of the English Language, destined to set the stan-
dard for American usage, Webster says absolutely of the letter's
name, “It is pronounced zce.”

+*
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SAYING OUR FAREWELLZ

To the 19th-century French novelist-poet-playwright Victor Hugo
goes the privilege of the lust word. The author of The Hunchback of
Notre-Dame (1831) and Les Misérables (1862) was an ardent admirer of
the 25 letters—no French W in those days—as being images of lan-
guage, ci
Travel Notebooks (1839). he interprets the alphabet mystically, musing
on the sig
(quoted here already on pages 349-s50). he proccedsthrough ll the -
o t always in faithful order. With apol | itted W, here
is Vietor Hugo:

tion, and principles even more profound. In his memoir

feance of cach letter, Beginning with comments on Y

Human socity. the world. and the whole of mankind is to be found in
the alphabet. F astronomy, philosoph. all the
their true,albeit imperceptible. beginnings theres and so it must be. The

alphabet isa wellpring.
Ais the roof, the gable with its crossbar, the archs or it is the
grecting of two friends who embrace and shake hands D is the backs
Bis DD upon D. the back on the back, the hump: C is the crescent,
the moon: E is the foundations, the pllar, the console, and the archi-
trave, the whole of architecture in a single Ltters F is the gallows.
the gibbet, furcus G i the French horn: H is the fogade of  bulding
with its two towers; | is @ war machine launching its projectlr | is
the plowshare and the horn of plntys K isthe andle of reflection equal
to the angle of incidence, one of the heys to geometrys L s the log and
the foots M is a mountain or a camp where the tents are pitched in
pais; Nis a gateclosed by a diagonal bar: O s the suns Pis the porter
standing with a burden on his back: Q is the rump and the tail: R
represents rest, the porter leaning on his stick: § i the snake: T the
hammers U the urn, V the vase (hence the two are ofen confused): |
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have already discussed Y: X is crossed swords. combat—Who will be
the vitor? We do not hnow—so the mysics adopted X as the sign of
light-

desting. and algebraists choe it to represent the unbnoun:
ning.it s God.

. god.” From habet writing,
arvads bl central Egype, about 1800 5.
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137-38, 162-63, 16567, 202,
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pronunciations of, 157, 160, 16770
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Haniet (Shakespere). 249, 317
Hangul script, 2
HarlowJean 304
Hart, John, 85, 20
Hawihorne, Nathaniel, 56
He, 11416, 15, 119, 163
Hebrew alphabet, 16

ind, 5i-s52

letters and sounds, 20
Qand, 273, 274, 276
R and, 284-85, 28

Helvetica typeface, 196

Henry V (Shakespeare), 250-s1

Heta, 163-64, 164

Hieratic writing system, 28
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Hitcheock, Alfred, 236
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Homer, 15, 75,76
Horace, 314,
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visual distinctiveness, 174-76
¥ and, 175, 352,
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Rebuses, 279
Resh, 28385, 284, 285
Reynolds, Joshua, »
Riio, 165, 285-86, 2
Richarbon, Charls 196, 327
Rogers, Bruce, 318
Roman alphabet, xi-xil, 2, 79, 104,
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M and, 234, 236
in Middle Ages, 144
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Nand, 243, 244
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Oand, 253, 256
P and, 260, 262-64, 261, 267
Qand, 27475, 275, 277
R and, 285-86, 287
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Uand, 311, 312, 314-15, 315,
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Y and, 351-52, 356
Z and, 361, 364
See also Latin language
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Zand, 3
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discovery of, 20-32
Eand, 115-16
K and, 26, 2034, 205
Nand, 26, 241, 243
Oand, 26, 251, 253
Roand, 283, 285
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.69. 248

Shepard, Alan, 45
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Shin, 203-95. 204, 296, 209
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Spanish language
Band, 73
Jand. 192, 197

Tand, 303-4
Vand, 32
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Spelling reform, 85-86, 202
Spenser, Edmund, 113
Spurius Carvilius Ruga, 135
S (Schutzstafel) 295, 209
Stalin, Joseph, 9
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Stevenson, Polly, 86
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history of, 3047
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pronunciations of, 3024
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302, 308, 3089
Taw, 305, 306
Ty 305
Taw 305, 306, 307
Tempest, The (Shakespeare). 249
Tenniel, John, 228
Theta, 165
Thom, 308-9, 355, 356~57. 357
‘Thurber, James, 248, 266-67
Times New Roman typeface, 337
Titde, 3090
Tolkien, J. R.R., 216, 236
Tory, Geoftoy. 46, 161, 214, 265,
280, 348, 349
Trajan’s Column, 103-4, 104, 105
mell\mlmla (Hugo). 349-s0.

T T (o, 21
Taade, 361

T-shirt, 307

Torow, Seot 222
Typing. 269-70

U, 310-19, 310, 315, 317, 318
sonantal U, 322-26
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history of, 313-16
Oand, 249
pronunciations of, 316, 318
Qand, 270-71, 274-76
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Woand, 311-13, 316, 332-33
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UB4o (rock band), 319

Ululate, 31
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Grandval Bible, 156, 15859
Hand, 170

history of, 14243

Jand, 191, 196

Mand, 235, 236

Nand, 244

O and, 254, 256

U-2 (spy jet). 319

Vi 151, 320-20, 320, 327, 320
Band, 73
English language’s acceptance
Of, 19396, 199, 326-27

317, 322726, 328
V. (Pynchon), 321-22
Van Buren, Martin, 210
Vinity Fair magazine, 176
Velar stops, 87, 131, 201
Velde, . van, 180
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Vergil, 125, 136, 235, 314

“V for Victory” hand sign, 320,

320, 329

Vidory of  The (Kallir), 329
ictnam

Vitamins A and B, 48-49

Voiced bilabial semivowel, 331

Voiced stops, 131

Vowelletters, 16, 15, 49, 113
invention of, 5253, 38, $9-60,

6162
Vox, Bono, 10

W 3037, 330, 32 34527
1232

2
pronunciations of, 331-32
shape of, 335-3¢
silent role, 337
Uand, 311713, 316, 333-33
‘WH combination, 33;

‘Wadi el-Hol inscriptions, 3839,

367

Aand, 50, 51
67

discovery and deciphering of,
o

Eand, 115, 115, 119
Land, 217, 218

T and, 304, 306
Walker, John, 168
‘Washington, Denzel, 272
“Watchers of the Night, The”
(Thurber), 267
Wauw, 123, 129, 31
Webier Horld Tockr, an
Webster, Noah, 186, 196, 22425,
226-27, 327, 365
1, 335, 335. See also Wyn
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Willson, Meredith, 56
Winchester, Simon, 98
Winfrey, Oprah, 254-56
Wolf, Naomi, 70
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26667 pronunciations of, 350
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(Joh symbolic meanings, 348, 349-50
Wiyn, 308, 335, 335 and, 312
Yeager, Chuck, 341
Yiddish language, 10
X, 84, 127, nx ‘6, 17’ 342,33 Yod, 176-77, 177, 178
history of, 3. Yogh, 308, 350, 354=56, 355
integuent e n Engiuh 340
popularity since 1990, 34346

a5 signature or kiss, 346 2,106, 35865, 5t 365, 304
symbolic meanings, 338, history of, 361
33941, 344 infrequent use in Englm 36061
Xbox (videogame console), 344 name for, 364-65
Xenophon, 343 ‘popularity today. 360, 362-64
X-Files, The (TV series), 346 romncition of, 360
San
xymbollc mesning, 362
Y. 1067, 186, 348-57, 348, 353, Z (ilm), 3
355, 356, 357 Zayin, 361, m
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