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In his recent monograph on the Structure of English orthography Venezky
points out that the ‘‘graphemic differentiation of homophones was noted
as an essential feature of English orthography as early as the beginning of
seventeenth century”’ (Venezky 1970: 19-21}. Venezky’s reference is to
Alexander Hume’s ‘Of the Orthographie and Congruite of the Britan Tongue’
written about 1617 (Venezky 1970: 122). He goes on to say: “to what extent
conscious efforts have been made to enforce this orthographic function is dif-
ficult to determine” (Venezky 1970: 122). In what follows I have nothing
to say that might push the evidence Venezky has provided for a conscious
effort to differentiate homophones graphemically some decades backward.
T would rather like to point out that the phonological conditions for keeping
homophones graphemically apart were given much earlier. Taking the Middle
English fricative /g/ as an example one can demonstrate that the necessity
to differentiate homophones in English arose with the development of new
diphthongs in Early Middle English out of the sequence “vowel plus fg/”.
A further reason was the loss of the spirant /g in Late Middle English.

In Late Old English and Early Middle English new diphthongs arose
from the sequence of a Jong or short vowel plus semivowel or fricative [g/.
Etymologically LOE /g/ goes back to Common Germanic fx{ in some cases.
We have argued elsewhere that the Germanic fricative /af has to be inter-
preted as underlying fg/ in Late Old English (Erdmann 1971: 3. 21). We will
accept this interpretation for the rest of the paper, which is not decisive
for our conclusions, but which simplifies the ensuing discussion of the prob-
lems involved. To give some examples for the sequence of ‘vowel plus semi-
vowel’ first. The listed forms are underlying or base forms of the various
periods, which are controlled by the derivational rules and were reconstructed
on the evidence of Early Old English material:
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Prc-OF [ddevjana ‘Lo die’”’ > OF [diejan] LOE [dijen/> [dii-enf

Pre-OE [kinja) “clay” > OE [kl&jf > LOLK [klé (Luick 1964: § 278) >
> [kleif

OE jgrowan/ “to grow” = [grou-enf

OFE [flowan! “to flow” = [flov-en/

The newly arising diphthongs are short diphthongs, i. ¢. Iimoric units, ae-
cording to a phonotactic rule of Late Old English and Early Middle English
(Erdmann 1971: 3.24).

To turn to the sequence of “vowel plus fricative {gf”. In Late Old Linglish
the fricative [g/ is substituted by the platal or velar semivowe! f§/ or fuwf
acvording to the quality of the immediately preceding vowel when followed
by a voiced segment, i. e. another vowel or one of the resonants, Congider
the following examples:

013 /segl] “sail” > LOE [segl] = [sejl] > [seil]

OFE [regn/ “rain” > LOX [regn| = [rejn] > [reinf

OF [plegn| “play” > LOE [plege/ = [pleje/ = [plei-ef

OE [fugl{ “fowl” > LOE [fugl/ = [fuwl] > [fuul]

OFE [agninn/ “to own” = LOE [wgnen| = [nunen| > founen/
O (dragin/ “to draw”™ > LOE [desgen/ = jdrowen! = [driru-¢n/

We have described the process as a replacement of fgf by [jf or fw/ (marked
by a double arrow =) for reasons of orthography to be discussed below.
We will take up the fjf — substitution first. Of the three front vowed of Late
Old English, i. e. jI/, j&f and [&/, the sequences of mid front vowel plus 5/
and low front vowel plus fj/ coalesee in Baxl y Middle English giving a diyh-
thong /aeif (Jordan 1968: § 95), e.g.

[LOTS fwejf “way”]  jwei/ > EME jwaeif

[LOE [lejde/ “1ai’]  [leide/ > EME flacide/

|LOE [dajf “‘day”]  [daif > EME /daei/

[LOE jmaj/ “may”] fmat] > EME }inaetf

As is apparent from Modern English spellings like {way, laid, day, may)
the substituted /gf is nowhere spelled {gh) in voiced environment after an orig-
inal front vowel. The vocalized [jf is represented graphemically as {y) or (i)
according to the following segment: in case of a following consonant the graph-
eme (i) is used, otherwise we find the spelling {y>. These rules will have
to be refined, which is not the topic of the present paper. Marked deviations
from the cited graphemic pattern oceur only in cases of homophones, ¢. g.
{way) vs, (weigh). Both forms read fwej/ vs. jwejenf in Late Old English,
The two forms LOE fwej/ and jwejen| coalesce in Late Middle English with
the loss of [-nf and unstressed fef. Since that fime the phonological conditions
for differentiating the homophones graphemically are given. The grapheme
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chosen to differentiate the Late Middle English homophone (waei/ was ob-
viously influenced by the noun {weight) “weight”, which preserved the graph-
emic reflex {gh) of the fricative [g/ in voiceless environment to be dis-
cussed later on. The seemingly irregular {weigh> “to weigh” therefore results
from graphemic differentiation of the homophone fwaes/, which arose in Late
Middle English. Another striking pattern can be found for the high front
vowel [i/. Consider Modern English spellings like {dry) “dry”, {rye) “rye”,
(sty) “sty’”’, which read [drije/, frijef and [stije/ in Late Old English. The forms
are contracted to [drii-ef, frii-e/ and [siii-ef iIn Middle English and lose their
unstressed vowel around 1400 (Horn 1954: § 305). Graphemically the bimoric
unit /#4/ is either represented as (y) or as {(ye). If the (y (e)) is preceded
by more than one grapheme, the unit [ii/ is represented as {y), e. g. {dry),
{sty>, v8. {rye>. Let us look at the following Modern English forms:

{die> “to die” ve. {dye) “to dye”
¢hie> “to lie” (2) va. {lye) “lye™
{tie> “to tie” vs. {tye) “‘tye”

The Late Old English forms can be reconstructed as?

[d%jen/ vs. /déjen|

flejen| vs. flejef

[téjen| v, fiéjef
The sequence [ej/ is shortened to /i4/ in Middle English like /ow/ results in the
bimoric unit fuw/ (Erdmann 1971: 3.23). The first pair coalesces with the
shortening of diphthongs to bimoric units in (Early) Middle English, i.e.
fdit-en]. The two remaining pairs become identical with the loss of [-n/, i.e.
Ji-e! and f[#i-e]. Since that time the phonological conditions for differen-
tiating the homophones graphically are given. Concerning the graphemic
representation we can take {y(e)) to be the unmarked grapheme as opposed
to (i¢) as the marked graphemic sequence for the Late Middle English bi-
moric unit fii/. This oppogition is not used in the case of (fly) ‘fly’ (2) because
of etymological reasons. In the case of {shy), {sly>, (eye> we find the un-
marked graphemic representation. The only exception to this pattern is Mod-
ern HEnglish (island), an erudite spelling of the 16th century. Mod E (hie)
‘b0 hasten’ looks irregular. It should be spelled {*hye) according to what
we have said so far. Mod E (hie) is probably the only surviving member
of an original opposition, which can be found in Middle English, i.e. /hije/
‘mind’ vs. fAfje(n)/ ‘to hasten’ shows up as [hit-(e)f vs. [hii-(e)/ after contrac-
tion. Mod E (sigh) should likewise be spelled (*sye). As in the case of weigh
the Modern English spelling {sigh) is influenced by a form of the paradigm
in voiceless environment, e.g. by the weak preterite [sigle/ ‘sighed’, which

1 These Late Old English forms postulated in the derivational history of the items
in question should not be confused with attested forms.
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is regularly spelled (sighte). Modern E (sigh} is a back-formation of the
weak preterite form.

The cases considered so far make the Modern English spelling look much
less chaotie than it appears to be. The Late Old. English fricative /g/ which
is substituted by a semivowel according to the quality of the il:nmcdiately
ixreceding vowel when followed by & voiced segment shows a definite pat1.;-ern.
We have to distinguish between marked and unmarked representations.
The Middle English bimoric unit &/ is spelled {y(e)>. In cases ?f llomr?—
phones arising in Middle English it is opposed to the grapheme (ie).. This
pattern is skewed by 1) erudite spellings like Modern B (istand}, 2) etymolog-
ical considerations, e.g. Mod X <{fly>, 3) morphalogical factors, e.g. Mod‘E
{weigh)> and (sigh} and 4) by thc extinction of memberz? of 01"_1g111al pairs
of opposition, which look irregunlar from the Modern English point of view,
e.g. Mod E ¢(hie), -

Let us next take up the graphemic represent-a-tionuof LOE /gf in voiceless
environment following a front vowel, i.e. fi/, [¢/ and f&/. In Late Old English
short fe/ was raised to [i/ beforc the checked fricative /g/. Consider the fol-
lowing correspondences,

LOE /knigt] ‘kuight’ = Mod E (knight)

LOE [figt] “fight’ == Mod Ii {fight}
LOE [fligt] ‘fiight” = Mod It {flight)
LOE jrigt/ vight’ = Med 1 (right)

In contrast to the palatal variant of T.OE Jgf in voiced environment which is
not represented graphemieally but for the reasons mentioned above the same
variant before a voieeless segment is written (gh) in Modern English, This
stromgly suggests that [g/ before w voiceless obstruent was not. substituted
by a semivowel, but remained a spirant till Late Middle Enghsl'l. ']',‘he de-
velopment seems to have been the intrusion of a palatal or velar glide in .Lat-e
Old English or Early Middle English, which was subsequently phonemicized :

(Vachek 1965: 3-13)

LOE fenigt/ (—[knijx’t]) == [kngjgt/

LOE jfigt|  (-[fjxt]) > [fijgtf

LOE [figt)  (-{fixt]y = [flijgtf

LOE jrigtf (-frijxt]) = [rijgtf
The phonemicized glide [-j-/ was vocalized and.contracted with the immediate-
ly preceding vowel to form a bimoric unit, i.e, ¢/ in our case:

LOE Jknijgt/ > ME [kniigt/
LOE [fijgtf > ME [fiigt]
LOE [flijgtf > ME [fliig]
LOE jrijgtf > ME [riig]
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‘The bimoric unit f#4/ is represented by <i) in Modern English, the following
spirant [gf by {gh>.

To recapitulate the graphemic prineiples applied so far; the graphemic
representation of the palatal variant of LOE /g is regulated by distributijon.
Before a voiced segment, i.e. a vowel or one of the resonants, the frieative laf
was replaced by [j/ which vocalized and rontracted with the preceding vocalic
nnit. The same applied to the palatal variant of {g/ n tinal position which was
relaced by [jf in Early Old English, since it did not participate in the general
devoicing of voiced obstruents found otherwise {(Brunner 1965: §214). Before
a voiceless obstruent the palatal variant of fgf was not substituted by f4f, but
remaied a spirant since Late Middle English. There developed a semivowel
before it which vocalized and contracted with the preceding vocalic nuelsus.
The fricative [gf was represented by (gh in this environment. The mentioned
principle of graphemic representation of the palatal variant of LOE /g led
to a further specification in the case of homophones. For the palatal variant
of voiced [g/ we cited the graphemic opposition <ied vs. {y{e)>, which is
overlaid by other criteria in some tases. Similar graphemic oppositions can be
found with the voiceless palatal variant. i -

A first pattern emerged within forms that contained LOE g/ before a
voieeless obstruent following o front vowel. Tts graphemic reflexes are found in
two drregulu spellings of _etymologically related lexemes, ie. <high) vs.
Cheight), (sly) ve, (sleightd. The corresponding Late Old English forms

Xeard?

LOE jhég/ (=[h&jx]) > [héjg]

LOE [hégpe] ‘height’ (->[h&jx’pe]} > {Réjgpef

- OK Jslege/ “sly> > LOE [siéjef
LOE [slégpe| ‘sleight’ (—[sl&jx’pe]) > [sléigpef

According to the mentioned phonotactic rule of the newly arising diphthong
LOE (gj/ is shortened to ME /ii/

/héjgl > ME jhiig/ — [hix’}
{héjgbe] > ME [hiigpe] — Thixpe]
[sléjgpe] > ME [slitgbe/ — [slix’pe]

In the case of ME jhiigpe/ and ME {slitgbe] the dental spivant [p/f of the nom-
inal suffix is replaced by jt/. Obviously a process of dissimilation between
neighbouring spirants, ie. /—g4+p—/ > {—g-+t—]. Unstressed final f¢/ drops
in Late Middle English. The two nouns LME /Aiigt/ and LME [slizgt] should

* The arrow () marks a phonetic realization rule, the angle (>>) stands for a sound-
shift. Since only phonemes change, the realizational rule is put in parentheses to in-
dicate that the sound-shift under consideration can be characterized as a phonemization
of allophanes,

4 Siudia Anglica
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be represented graphemically as {*hight) and (*slight}. The Modern English
spelling, however, is (height) and (sleight). The reason for this irregularity
again is the rise of homophones in Middle English.

The strong reduplicating verh OE /hntwn] “be called” shows preterite forms
‘which are spelled (heht) or <het) (Brunner 1965 § 394). The spelling <het>
is regularly interpreted as /hét/. The development to ENE jhadt/ ‘is called’
requires a Late Old English form [higt/ underlying graphemic ¢heht) with the
raising of fef to fif before a checked spirant as in the case of LOE [knigt/ and
LOE jflig/.

Mod E <slight) goes back to LOE {sligt{ developing regularly

LOE /sligt/ “slight” {->[slijx't]) >
fslijgt] > ME [sliigt/ — [slix't]

The two pairs, i.e. EME /héighe/ heightvs. /hiigt/ ‘is called’ and EME [sliigpe/
“sleight” vs. [sliigt] “slight’, coalesced in Late Middle English when final fe/
dropped and the dental spirant /p/ was replaced by the corresponding ob-
struent. Since that time the phbnological conditions for differentiating the
homophones graphemically are given:

LME [hiigt/ “height* < height >
LME Jhiigt] “is called® < hight >

LME [sliigt] ‘sleight’ <sleight >
LME /slitgt] “slight® << slight >

Again the graphemic representation of ME J2t] can be split into an unmarked
{<i}) and a marked member ({ei}).

Looking back at the cases discussed so far we can summarize as follows:
LOE /g when following a front vowel is replaced by the corresponding somi-
vowel [j/ before a voiced segment, ie. a vowel or one of the resonants. In
Middle English the semivowel is vocalized and contracts with thoe preceding
vocalic unit. ME /iz/ is represented graphemically as <y {¢)) in non-contrasting
forms, in contrasting forms it is spelled <iey. The Late Old English spirant fg/
is not replaced by /jf before a voiceless segment when following a front vowel,
It develops a semivowel [j/ in this context which is subsequently likewisc
voealized and contracts with the preceding vowel to form a bimoric unit.
ME /[ii/ is represented by <i} in non-contrastive forms, by {ei) in contrasting
forms, i.e. in homophones developing in Middle English. LOE [g/ is spolled
{gh) before a voiceless obstruent.

A second graphemic pattern developed with the loss of LME {g/ in voiceless
environment (Vachek 1964: 7 - 109). Consider the following examples:

LOE [rigtf ‘right’ > [rijgt/ >
ME [riigt{ > LME [riit/
ME [riite] “ritc” LME > [rigt/
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LOE juwrigt] “wright” > jwrijgle]
ME fwriigte/ > LME [(w)riit/
ME juriten/ "to write> > LME Jhwyriit]

After the loss of final /-n/ and /e/ and the disappearcnce of proconsonantal /gf
we get homophonous forms of the two pairs in Late Middle English. In spelling
we get the unmarked graphemic sequence (igh) for underlying {iég/ and the
discontinuous representation (i...e) for bagic fiig/.

For the sequence of “back vowel plus jg/* in voiced and voiceless we find
identical principles of graphemic representation. Between two voiced segments
the velar variant of LOE /g is replaced by the semivowel jw]:

LOE fluge/ ‘law’ = [lnwe/ > ME [inu-e/

LOE fboge/ “bow’ = jbowe/ > ME jbou-ef

LOE [fugl] *fowl’ = [fuwl/ > ME [fuul/
The substituted /g/ is not represented graphemically. The graphemes of Mod-
ern English mirror the newly arising bimoric units, i.e. Jaw), <bow), {fowl).
Before a voiceless segment we predict a representation of /g/ and the preceding
bimoric unit. Let us firet consider the fricative {g/ before a following voiceless
obetruent:

LOE [fogt] “fought” > [fowgt] > ME [fnugt)

LOE drigpe] ‘drought” > [drawg e/ > ME /druugpe/

LOE jhingtr| ‘laughter’ > [kl wgtr/ > ME [(B)lwugtr/
An exception to the preconsenantal representation is LOE ftrugt/ ‘trout’
which is spelled without (g%} in Middle English obviously in analogy to Old
French (truite, troite) (Brunner 1960: 389). The velar variant of LOE laf
which is written (gk) before a voiceless segment like the palatal variant of
LOE /g/ is not prenounced in Modern English with two exceptions. Besides the
listed laughter we find Mod E (draught, draft>. The allograph {f) is found
since the 16th century to differentiate the polysemous lexical item ME (drougt]
in Early New English (Brunner 1960: 389). In final position the Late Old
English fricative g/ is likewise represented graphemically by {gh):

LOE jtog] ‘tough’ > ftowg/ > ME jtuug/
LOE /riig/ ‘rough’ > [riwg/ > ME [ruug/
LOE ftrog] ‘trough’ > ftrowg/ > ME [iroug/
The final spirant /g/ is pronounced /f/ in Modern English. Along with the re-

placement of LOE fg/ by /f | there was a shortening of the preceding bimoric
unit, i.e. the second mora dropped

ME jtuug/ > LME ftuf/
ME jruug/ > LME jruf
ME jtroug/ > LME [trof

P
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There ave, however, two groups of exceptions. The fivst comprises the two
forms {though) and (through)

EME /pog] ‘though® > [powg] > ME [pougf

BME [purg] “through® > [puwrgl > ME [ bruug!

Both forms replace LOE [gf by [f] thereby shortening tho preceding bimoric
unit

ME [poug] > LME [pof]

ME [pruug] > LME |[pruf]

ME jeroug/ > LME [iroff
There are, however, two groups of exceptions., The fivst comprises the two
forms (though) and {through)

EME /pog] “though® > [powg/ > ME [poug/
EME [purg] ‘through® > [puwrg/ > MK [brung]

Both forms replace LOE [gf by [f/ thereby shortening the preceding bimorie
unit

ML /poug/ > LME [poff

ME [pruug]/ > LME /[pruf/

The postulated forms fpoff and [pruff are attested in Early New English and
can be found in various Modern Engligh dialects (Brunner 1960: 390). The
Modern English pronunciations |dou] and [Oru:] show = loss of their final
spivant. The preceding bimoric unit is retained

ME jdoug/ > LME [dou/
ME [pruug] > LML [pruu/

Whereas LME /dou/ develops regularly to Mod E [dou], the LME [pruuf must
tiave escaped the Great Vowel Shift, The loss of final [gf in these two forms is
probably due to matters of prosody.

The other group comprises nouns like Mod B (bough, plough;dough. In
Tate Old English these words read. [bog/, [plog] and [dagf. 1 we apply the rules
mentioned above, i.e. replacement of final fgf by [f{ and concomitant shorten-
ing of the preceding bimoric unit, the three Late Old English forms should
be pronourced in Modern English as #[h af], *pafl, and *[dof]. The three
nouns in cuestion, however, are pronounced in [bau, |plau], {dou]. These
Modern English pronunciations point to Mid dleEnglish forms where the fric-
ative fg/ stood between two voiced segments. Consider the singular and pharal
paradigm of [bdg/ in Late Old Knglish or Early Middle English

BG PI.
[hogl Jboges]
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fbioges| [bage/
[boge| [bogenf

The Mc:dern Englisl% pronunciation {of bough, plough, dough® derives from
ermsmth LpE fgf in intervocalic position. We mark this environment by
a dash following the spirant, ¢.g. {bog-/, [plog-|, |dhg-{. The prejunctural position
nob marked by a special sign, e.g. [bog/, [plog/, [dng].
The Late Old English spirant [g/ is substituted by the i
! s COTY: -
mivowel fwf in voiced environment: . R

LOE /bog-/ = fhow-|
LOE [plog-| = [plow-/
LOE [dwug-| = [daw-|

The'voca}izatim;. of fw] and the subsequent shortening of the preceding bi-
moric unit entailing the raising of ¢/ and [/ to high )
i e [éf 6] igh vowels leads to the fol-

foow-/ > ME fbua-f

jp{_ﬁﬁn/ > ME /pluu-/

{dnw-/ > ME [dou-f

Theil: graphemic representation should be *<¢bow), {plow> and *{dow> re-
spectively. The graphemic variant {plow) of (plough) is attested as a spellin
of American English. In the case of (*how we would get a merger with LOZE}
fbiigen| to bow” in Late Middle English. The spelling variant of the prejunc-
tural form /bog/ was therefore used to differentiate the arising hémopllmnes
graphemically, i.e. {bough) vs. ¢bow). The same applies to ME"/da'u-/ In
Early New English the development of LOE Jdng-{ and kd?é/ ‘doe” would h.:we
coalesced. The spelling kept the homophones apart by using the prejunctural
form of LOE [dig/ for its graphemic representation.

On the whole we find a conscious effort to differentiate the homophones
graphemically in Early New English, which arose in Late Middle English times
In the case of {plough, plow}, where there is no merger with any other form.
we get the intervocalic and prejunctural spellings as free graphemic va-riant-é’
which have been coded differently in British and American English. '

_The!re are some other forms, which illustrate the point made above. LOE
[klig] ‘gorge” devclops into LME [kluf/, the intervocalic form LOE [Elig-f
leads to ME [kluu-/. In American English we get the variant pronunciation
[}(lz\ f] and [klau] both spelled {clough). The same holds true for ME Jsuugf
soft -s.ound’, which becomes fsuff in Late Middle English, whereas the inter-
vocalic form ME {suugf reads [suu-{ in Late Middle English. American Engiish
has.the two pronunciations [saf] and [sau]; the spelling, however, retains the
prejunctural form fsuugf to keep it apart from LOE /suge/ “sow’ ;.e. {sough
vs. (sow). There is finally the Old English noun [slog/ *soft Im;,lddy piece of
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ground”, Tt develops regularly in its intervocalic form into LME [she-f, the
prejunctural form should read jstuf/. In Early Middle English we find a noun
[stiig] ‘outer skin shed by reptiles’. Tts intervocalie and prejunctural forms
Bkewise vead TLME fsluu-{ and fshef/. In Modern English both nouns are
spelled <slough). Concerning the pronunciation the onc has generalized the
intervoealie form, ie. [slau] ‘bog’, the other has coded the prejunctural form,
i 1aaf] skin’. One can ask why the spelling did not follow the pattern of
utilizing the graphemic differentiation of the two environments, c.g. {(¥*slow)
“bog” vs. ¢slough ‘skin’. The reason is obvious. Instead of homophones we
would have received homographs. OE [slhw/! slow” would have been likewise
regiresented by ¢slow). It is to be noticed that there exists a spelling variant
¢slow) “marshy, yeedy pool” in the U. 8. and Canada.

To summarize the foregoing discussion we can say that the graphemic
representation of ME [g/ in Modern English shows a conscious effort to distin-
guish the voiced and the voiceless environment of the spirant on the one hand,
and to prohibit homographs with forms which show no variation of intervoealic
and prejunciural forms in their paradigm on the other hand, The palatal and
velar variant of ME jg/ between two voiced segments is not represented graph-
emically up to the differentiation of homophones in some, ¢.g. {way)y vi,
(weighd. Between two voiceless seginents the Middle English spivant [gf is
spelled ¢gh> with one exception, i.e. {trout). This consistent graphemic dif-
ferentiation points to a different development of LOE Ig/ in voiced and voiceless
environment, which is supported by independent phonolngical reasons as
pointed out above. The representation of ME [g/ and its preceding bimorie
unit can be distinguished as marked vs. unmarked. This can clearly be shown
for the sequence jidg/, which is represented as (ighy in its unmarked and as
Ceighd in ity marked form, e.g. in cases of homophones like (height) vs.
¢highty and (sleight) vs. {slight). This principle has not been used in the
case of ME juug/, which is spelled as {ough) throughout. A consistent graphe.
mic representation of ME g/ would have had to pay attention to the cnviron-
ment of the spirant and to the immediately preceding vocalic nucleus. This ha-
been done fairly consistently for the sequence [V Vg/ when followed by a voices
less obstruent. In final position the graphemic representation has been haphaz-
ard, and that is where we find the difficulties of relating sound and spelling-
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