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Based on the ar,cle:

Honkapohja, Alpo and Imogen Marcus (2024) ‘The long history of 
shortening: a diachronic analysis of abbreviaEon pracEces from the fiGeenth 
to the twenty-first century’, English Language and Linguis.cs, 28(1), pp. 43–
71. 

- Working hypothesis: AbbreviaEon is present in wriQen texts from any 
period 
- Aim: to provide a descripEve account of its developments, using a unified 
typology and corpora from the late Middle Ages to PDE

- Today’s talk: focus on abbreviaEons tagged as LaEn or French in our 
corpora



Abbreviations in writing guides

• Stylis'c recommenda'ons (see e.g. Williams 1981; Lang 2019)
Tätä nykyä kirjoitetussa kielessä käytetään yhä enemmän lyhenteitä. Niitä 
ovat erilaiset kirjainyhdistelmät, lyhennetyt sanat ja sanojen sijasta 
käyte4ävät symbolit. Monet tutut lyhenteet ovat käteviä ja tarpeellisiakin, 
mu8a outojen ja liian monien lyhenteiden käy8ö on häiritsevää. Kirjoi8ajan 
olisikin ajateltava lukijaa, jonka pitää ymmärtää lyhenne (Nurmi 2004: 
Kirjoi8ajan ABC).
[These days in wri-en language, various kinds of abbrevia7ons are
increasingly common. They include various combina5ons of le7ers, 
abbreviated words and symbols used instead of words. Many familiar
abbrevia5ons are useful and even necessary, but using too many abbrevia5ons
is distrac5ng. The writer should think about the reader, who has to understand
the abbrevia5on]

Eesti Rakenduslingvistika Kevadkonverents 2024



Abbreviations in lexicology

• Some abbrevia'on types are listed as ‘minor word forma'on 
processes’ (e.g. Plag 2003, Stockwell & Minkova 2003, Bassac 2004, 
Bauer 2022, Lieber 2022).
• Acronyms (read as a word): NATO
• Ini5liams (read le7er by le7er): CEO
• Clippings:

• Aeroplane > plane
• Refridgirator > fridge
• Expanded form no longer transparent:

• Omnibus > bus, perambulator > pram
• Spoken language:

• Laboratory > lab, bicycle > bike
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Abbrevia,ons in Computer-Mediated 
Communica,on (CMC)

• The ‘first wave’ of CMC research 
highlighted abbrevia'ons 
(Androutsopoulos 2006: 420)
• ‘Netspeak’ (Crystal 2001: 17)
• ‘Common features of digital 

wri5ng’ (Danet 2001: 17):
• AbbreviaDons
• EmoDcons
• Non-standard spellings

• The first wave of CMC studies 
has later faced cri'cism
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• A school essay allegedly wri0en 
exclusively in SMS abbrevia8ons by a 
student (2003) – hoax?



However, if we turn back the clock some 
centuries…
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CCAA (Germania Inferior), I.Köln 249

© RGM Köln, Foto: Kresimir Matijevic

Imp(erator) Nero Caesar Augustus / divi Claudi f(ilius) 
Germanici Caesaris / n(epos) Tib(eri) Caesaris Aug(usti) 
pron(epos) divi Aug(usti) abn(epos) / pontif(ex) max(imus) 
trib(unicia) pot(estate) XII imp(erator) X co(n)s(ul) IIII 
p(ater) p(atriae) / P(ublio) Sulpicio Scribonio Rufo leg(ato) 
Aug(usti) pro pr(aetore) / leg(io) XV Primig(enia).

With thanks to Prof. Dr. Marie=e Horster (University of 
Mainz) for the slide



A Puzzle from 1796

To the Penetrating Genius’s of Oxford, 
Cambridge, Eaton, Westminster, and the 
Learned Society of Antiquarians. This 
Curious Inscription is humbly Dedicated: 

BENE. 
T. H. TH. ISST.   
onere. pos. et.  
H. Claud. cos. TER. TRIP 
E. SELLERO

5
F. IMP.   
I.N. GT. onas. DO   
TH. HI.   
S.C.  
ON. SOR 

10
T. I. A. N. E. 

With thanks to Prof. John Bodel (Brown 
University, NY) for the slides



A Puzzle from 1796

To the Penetrating Genius’s of Oxford, 
Cambridge, Eaton, Westminster, and the 
Learned Society of Antiquarians. This 
Curious Inscription is humbly Dedicated: 

BENE. 
T. H. TH. ISST.   
onere. pos. et.  
H. Claud. cos. TER. TRIP 
E. SELLERO

5
F. IMP.   
I.N. GT. onas. DO   
TH. HI.   
S.C.  
ON. SOR 

10
T. I. A. N. E. 

(“Beneath this stone reposeth Claud. 
Coster, tripe seller of Impington, as doth 
his consort Jane”).



Summary of previous research
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Abbrevia5ons are considered to be a minor phenomenon in lexicology 
and general linguis5cs.

There is a belief that their use has increased in recent decades.

Abbrevia5ons are studied in CMC, classical philology and also medieval 
studies, but interac5on between these disciplines is limited.



Research ques,ons:

I How frequent is abbreviation in each historical period?

II What forms of abbreviation are used in each period, and how 

common are they? 

III What kind of lexemes get abbreviated in different periods? 
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Definition of 
abbreviation:
‘All strategies that result in lexical forms that 
are made up by fewer characters than the 
full form of a word or a combination of 
words’ (Bieswanger 2013: 474). 

Implications:
The full form is in use.

Bus < omnibus = no longer an 
abbreviation 

The abbreviated form is shorter than 
the full form. 

We include spellings that reflect 
speech (‘tis, can’t). 
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An omnibus in London, 1895



Methodology

• A quanEtaEve analysis of abbreviaEon frequency in four periods in the 
History of English:
• Twenty-first century, WhatsApp messages in Scotland and England, 2017-2018 
• Late Modern English, ca. 1700-1945
• Early Modern English, ca. 1500-1700 
• Middle English, ca. 1066-1500

• CollecEng a dataset of abbreviated spellings in each sub-corpus and 
annotaEng them: 
• For ABBREVIATION FORM (e.g. brevigraph, contrac8on, clipping, superscript), 
• and LEXEME CATEGORY (e.g. name, 8tle, func8on word, expression of 8me). 

• Exploratory quanEtaEve analyses, including descripEve staEsEcs 
(specifically log likelihood tests) 
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The corpus data
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Examples from the corpora

(1) WhatsApp message (18/02/2018, 11:59)

Sorry I've not been in touch, I've been doing teaching 

etc in a day so far so quite pushed for time when in 

Bris! I'll be around on Weds too later.

(2) A letter by Ernest Dowson (1889)

Thanks for yours. Also for Chap […] Your letter

depressed me - but I will try & live till next week. 

Satdy I go to a matinée of Minnie T.
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Examples

(3) A letter by Daniel Fleming (1660)

Our adversary Studholme was apprehended yesterday 

by Sr William Carleton at ye house of one Sturdy a 

Quaker there is a dangerous accusation put in against 

him, as to ye life of his Matywhere I found Dr

Carleton his Maties chaplaine, &c 

(4) A receipt (1462)

þe Fryday next be for þe fest of Seynt Clem̄t þe yer- of 

kynꝰ Edward þe ıııȷ þe íȷ · ys resseyvyd by þe handꝭ of 

Stepħ.
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The annotation framework:
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Form: categories Examples 

A acronyms/initialisms = words abbreviated to a single letter Lol, omg, pm, p.s., v (‘very’)

B clippings = words abbreviated by leaving the ending out Dec, Thurs, tho, darl, st

C contractions = words abbreviated by leaving out letters in 
the middle

mdear, bday, tmrw, e-mail 

D informal spellings/elisions = using a non-standard spelling 
that is shorter than the standard form – sometimes (but not 
necessarily) indicating unstressed syllables and assimilation in 
spoken language

wanna, gonna, ‘n (meet’n eat), hows (for ‘how is’), defo

E letter/number homophones b4, cu

F logograms or symbols that replace an entire word @ & x £

G brevigraphs/symbols that replace a syllable or a few letters Xmas, bestꝭ (‘beasts’), souꝰaın, Nouemƀ

H superscript letters wt, mtie, 

(Not a single token found!)
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The Results
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Overall frequency
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Abbrevia?on forms
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Abbrevia,on forms (without brevigraphs)

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

Acronyms and initialisms Superscripts Elisions

Chart Title

ME EModE LModE 21st c.

Eesti Rakenduslingvistika Kevadkonverents 2024



Some results: 

• Abbreviation forms change considerably:
• Brevigraphs (handwritten manuscript abbreviations) are overwhelmingly 

popular in the ME data and still in use in EModE

• Superscripts become the most popular type in EModE
• Acronyms and Initialisms become increasingly frequent towards LModE and 

21st c. English
• The biggest increase in the 21st century happens with elisions and informal 

spellings

Eesti Rakenduslingvistika Kevadkonverents 2024

every videlicet



SMS

• (1) WhatsApp message (18/02/2018, 11:59) Sorry I've not been in 
touch, I've been doing teaching etc in a day so far so quite pushed for 
'me when in Bris! I'll be around on Weds too later.
• Out of 786 elisions only 34 were informal spellings:
• (21) wanna (3), fabbo (1), Hx ‘5ckets’, 

(1), deffo (5), probs (1), ya (3), cos (3), dunno (1), gonna (3), okay (4), sayin (1),
camp n furnace (3), nite (1), okies (1), soz ‘sorry’ (1), ta ‘thanks’ (1), u (1)

ICEHL 21 



Mul,lingualism
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Latin and French abbreviations per corpora, 
normalised by 1000
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What this includes: Latin

• ME: &c ’etc’, it(em) ‘[also]’, Md ‘me(morandum)’, ꝓpa ‘propia’, ꝑ ‘per 
[through]’, Roƀt ’Robertus’, k ‘kalendas’, h ‘Henricus, Henrici’

• EModE: &c ’etc, vizt~ ‘videlicet’, Anno dni~ ‘Anno domini’, Oxon~ 
‘Oxoniae [Oxford, of Oxford]’

• LModE: i.e.; c.; PS; &c, etc (both spellings found)

• PDE: a.m., p.m., etc., p.s.
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Discourse and metadiscourse
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Date and time
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What this includes: French

• ME: Restus, toles

• EModE: - 

• LModE: C’est (1), l'oeuvre (1)… both in correspondence of Ernest 
Dowson

• PDE: CDG (2) ‘Charles de Gaulle’ [Airport code]
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Results

• Latin is commonly in all periods in a discursive/metadiscursive 
function
• Some expressions of time are also in Latin
• The number of Latin abbreviations is higher in the Middle English period and 

decreases over time
• Discourse organising abbreviations can also become fossilised and 

formulaic, staying in use for centuries:
• etc., P.S. (also a.m. and p.m.)
• A later example is ok (in our data: ok, k, okies, okay)

• French usage in the present corpora was very sporadic
• RSVP ‘recipe s’il vous placet’ was not found in the present data
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Bonus slides
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Acronyms and ini,alisms can be produc,ve
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29/03/2017, 15:01 - Conversadon partner V: Hey everyone, 
how are you all? Was wondering if anyone fancies joining me at 
Camp & Furnace on Friday for 'Guilty Pleasures' - a night of 
unadulterated 80s & 90s music... I bought 2 dckets but 
potendal date can't make it  ... so ... there's a dcket waidng for 
someone... it's 10pm undl 3am ... 

04/04/2017, 16:01 - Conversation partner V: So ... after last 
Friday's fiasco (I got the date wrong) who fancies joining me for 
a night of dancing to 80s/90s/00s pop music at Camp  & 
Furnace this Friday, 10pm?

01/04/2017, 11:16 - Conversation partner V: Glad it went well. 
My night was a disaster... was Boston Pool with work mates and 
1 of them volunteered to join me at C&F... got there 11pm.  
Found out Guilty Pleasures is NEXT Friday! How did I read 
about it on FB, buy 2 tickets and not notice? Can you imagine if 
I'd taken a date Jeez!





Continuity III: Nomina Sacra

A Christian amulet, late 3rd/early 4th century
(P.Oxy. 76.5073)

The scribal prac-ce of abbrevia-ng ‘sacred names’ using Greek le:ers 



The Book of Kells,
Trinity College Library, Dublin,
MS A. I. 

c. 800 



On Xp̄es mæsse uhtan (c. 1100, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ann. 1021)

From X'temmas next following. (1551. OED, E. Lodge)


