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This book makes use of digital corpora to give in-depth details of the history and
development of the spelling of Latin. It focusses on sub-elite texts in the Roman
empire and reveals that sophisticated education in this area was not restricted to
those at the top of society. Nicholas Zair studies the history of particular ortho-
graphic features and traces their usage in a range of texts which give insight into
everyday writers of Latin, including scribes and soldiers at Vindolanda, slaves at
Pompeii, members of the Praetorian Guard and writers of curse tablets. In doing
so, he problematises the use of ‘old-fashioned’ spelling in dating inscriptions,
provides important new information on sound change in Latin and shows how
much can be gained from a detailed sociolinguistic analysis of ancient texts.
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Don’t write naughty words on walls if you can’t spell.

Tom Lehrer, ‘Be prepared’
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

This book uses the standard conventions of epigraphy, phonology
and phonetics, and Indo-European linguistics. Unfortunately,
these to some extent overlap so that the same symbols may be
used for more than one purpose; in other cases the ‘same’ element
may be represented in more than one way. I draw attention to this
here, in the hope of avoiding confusion for the reader: which
convention applies should in every case be clear from context.
Where inscriptional forms are being represented, [ ] surround

missing letters, { } surround letters engraved in error, < > surround
letters supplied by the editors to replace those omitted or engraved
in error, and ( ) enclose the expansion of an abbreviation.
In quoted editions of literary texts, [ ] surround parts of the text

that should be removed and < > a portion of text supplied by the
editor.
When individual graphemes are being discussed, they are

enclosed within < > (graphemes from the Latin alphabet are not
italicised when between angled brackets); on the rare occasions
when the actual symbol used for the grapheme is being discussed,
this is not enclosed within angled brackets.
Phonemes and sequences of phonemes are enclosedwithin / / and

phones within [ ] (phonetic transcription is as broad as possible).
Phonemes and phones are represented according to the conventions
of the IPA alphabet, as laid out in the IPA Handbook (The
International Phonetic Association 1999). Reconstructed forms are
preceded by an asterisk *,1 and use the standard orthography of
historical linguistic and Indo-Europeanist literature. There are three
discrepancies between the two that I ûag up here. The ûrst is that the
labiovelar and palatal approximants (glides) written /w/ and /j/ ([w]
and [j]) respectively in the IPA are written *-u/ - and *-i/- in

1 And a form which should not be reconstructed is preceded by ×.
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reconstructions; as the second element of tautosyllabic diphthongs,
these are written /u/ and /i/ in phonemic/phonetic representation
(e.g. /ai/ [ai]), but as *-u/ - and *-i/- in reconstructions (e.g. *-ai/-).
The second is that the vowels of the Latin phoneme system that
derive from Proto-Indo-European *e and *o are represented as /[/
and /V/ respectively. The third is that long vowels in Latin words and
reconstructions are marked by use of a macron, thus: nMtum; in the
IPA they are marked by use of the symbol Ò, thus: /nVÒtum/. I mark
long (and, where occasionally relevant, short) vowels in Latin
words when I am referring to that word as a lexeme; long vowels
are not marked when quoting actual forms found in inscriptions or
other texts, nor when I am using a Latin word borrowed into
English.
Given that much of this book is devoted to counting particular

spelling features, I have preferred to use numerals rather than
words even in running text, since this makes it easier to quickly
identify the key information in the text.

Note on the Text
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