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The rules for long s
Andrew West

Abstract

This article describes the rules for the long s () in Eng-
lish, French, Italian, and Spanish. It appeared first on-
line in the BabelStone blog in 2006, with subsequent up-
dates.

The online PDF contains links to facsimile scans of
many of the cited books, many of which are accessible
via Google Book.

1 Introduction

In a post in my blog about the grand old trade of basket-
making I included several extracts from some 18th cen-
tury books, in which I preserved the long s ({) as used
in the original printed texts. This got me thinking about
when to use long s and when not. Like most readers
of this blog I realised that long s was used initially and
medially, whereas short s was used finally (mirroring
Greek practice with regards to final lowercase sigma ¢
and non-final lowercase sigma o), although there were,
I thought, some exceptions. But what exactly were the
rules?

Turning first to my 1785 copy of Thomas Dyche’s
bestselling A Guide to the English Tongue (first pub-
lished in 1709, or 1707 according to some, and reprinted
innumerable times over the century) for some help from
a contemporary grammarian, I was confounded by his
advice that:

The long f muft never be ufed at the End of a Word,

nor immediately after the short s.

Well, I already knew that long s was never used at
the end of a word, but why warn against using long s
after short s when short s should only occur at the end
of a word?

The 1756 edition of Nathan Bailey’s An Universal
Etymological English Dictionary also gives some advice
on the use of long s (although this advice does not seem
to appear in the 1737 or 1753 editions):

A long f muft never be placed at the end of a word,

as maintainf , nor a thort s in the middle of a word, as

conspires.

Similarly vague advice is given in James Barclay’s
A Complete and Universal English Dictionary (London,
1792):

All the fmall Confonants retain their form, the long {
and the fhort s only excepted. The former is for the
moft part made ufe of at the beginning, and in the
middle of words ; and the laft only at their termina-
tions .

Editor’s note: Werner Lemberg transformed the original blog post
(with minor modifications) into this paper.
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124 " Tue' BLIND BEGGAR

. Bessy.

Think on the fituation I am in ¢ think on my
father. Can I leave him, blind and helplefs, to
ftruggle with infirmity and want, when it is in my
power to make his old age comfortable and happy ?

S ON G

The faithful flork bebold,
A duteous wing prepare,
Iv’s fire, grown weak and old,
To feed with conflant care.
Should I my father leave,
Grown old, and weak, and blind ;
To think on florks, would grieve '
And fhame my wweaker mind.

Figure 1: The Blind Beggar of Bethnal Green in Robert
Dodsley’s Trifles (London, 1745). In roman typefaces f

and { are very similar but are easily distinguished by the
horizontal bar, which goes all the way through the vertical
stem of the letter ‘f” but only extends to the left of the
vertical stem of the long s; and in italic typefaces long s

is even more clearly distinguished from the letter ‘f” as it
usually has no horizontal bar at all.

I felt sure that John Smith’s compendious Printer’s
Grammar (London, 1787) would enumerate the rules for
the letter s’, but I was disappointed to find that although
it gives the rules for R Rotunda, the rules for long s are
not given, save for one obscure rule (see ‘Short st lig-
ature after g’ below) which does not seem to be much
used in practice.

So, all in all, none of these contemporary sources
are much help with the finer details of how to use
long s. The Internet turns up a couple of useful docu-
ments: Instructions for the proper setting of Blackletter
Typefaces discusses the rules for German Fraktur type-
setting; whilst 18th Century Ligatures and Fonts by
David Manthey specifically discusses 18th century Eng-
lish typographic practice. According to Manthey long s
is not used at the end of the word or before an apo-
strophe, before or after the letter ‘f’, or before the letters
‘b’ and ‘k’, although he notes that some books do use a
long s before the letter k. This is clearly not the entire
story, because long s does commonly occur before both
‘b’ and k’ in 18th century books on my bookshelves,
including, for example, Thomas Dyche’s Guide to the
English Tongue.

To get the bottom of this I have enlisted the help of
Google Book Search (see ‘Note on methodology’ at the
end of this article) to empirically check what the usage
rules for long s and short s were in printed books from
the 16th through 18th centuries. It transpires that the
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rules are quite complicated, with various exceptions,
and vary subtly from country to country as well as over
time. I have summarised below my current understand-
ing of the rules as used in roman and italic typography
in various different countries, and as I do more research
I will expand the rules to cover other countries. At
present I do not cover the rules for the use of long s in
blackletter or fraktur typography, but plan to do so in
the future.

2 Rules for long s in English

The following rules for the use of long s and short s are
applicable to books in English, Welsh and other lan-
guages published in England, Wales, Scotland, Ireland
and other English-speaking countries during the 17th
and 18th centuries.

« short s is used at the end of a word (e.g. his, com-
plains, succefs)

« short s is used before an apostrophe (e.g. clos’d,
us’d)

« short s is used before the letter ‘f” (e.g. fatisfaction,
misfortune, transfufe, transfix, transfer, succefsful)

« short s is used after the letter ’f’ (e.g. offset), al-
though not if the word is hyphenated (e.g. off-fet)

« short s is used before the letter ‘b’ in books pub-
lished during the 17th century and the first half
of the 18th century (e.g. husband, Shaftsbury), but
long sis used in books published during the second
half of the 18th century (e.g. hufband, Shaftfbury)

« short s is used before the letter ‘k’ in books pub-
lished during the 17th century and the first half of
the 18th century (e.g. skin, ask, risk, masked), but

long sis used in books published during the second
half of the 18th century (e.g. fkin, afk, rifk, mafked)

« Compound words with the first element ending in
double s and the second element beginning with s
are normally and correctly written with a divid-
ing hyphen (e.g. Crofs-ftitch," Crofs-ftaff*), but very
occasionally may be written as a single word, in
which case the middle letter ‘s’ is written short (e.g.
Crofsftitch,® crofsftaff*).

« long s is used initially and medially except for the
exceptions noted above (e.g. fong, ufe, prefs, fubfti-
tute)

« long s is used before a hyphen at a line break (e.g.
necef-fary, pleaf-ed), even when it would normally
be a short s (e.g. Shaftf-bury and huf-band in a

! A Critical Enquiry into the Present State of Surgery (1754), p. 286.

* Epitome of the Art of Navigation (1770), p. 262.

* The Spectator, No. 377 (13th May 1712), in Harrison’s British
Classicks (1786), p. 760.

* The new and complete dictionary of the English language (1795),
entry for Jacobstaff.
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book where Shaftsbury and husband are normal),
although exceptions do occur (e.g. Mans-field)

« short s is used before a hyphen in compound words
with the first element ending in the letter ‘s’ (e.g.
crofs-piece, crofs-examination, Prefs-work, bird’s-
neft)

« long s is maintained in abbreviations such as f. for
[fubftantive, and Genef. for Genefis (this rule means
that it is practically impossible to implement fully
correct automatic contextual substitution of long s
at the font level)

Usage in 16th and early 17th century books may
be somewhat different — see ‘Rules for long s in early
printed books’ below for details.

3 Rules for long s in French

The rules for the use of long s in books published in
France and other French-speaking countries during the
17th and 18th centuries are much the same as those used
in English typography, but with some significant differ-
ences, notably that short s was used before the letter ‘h’.

« short sisused at the end of a word (e.g. ils, hommes)

« short s is used before an apostrophe (e.g. s’il and
seft)

« short s is used before the letter ‘f” (e.g. fatisfaction,
toutesfois)

« short s is used before the letter ‘b’ (e.g. presbyter)

o short s is used before the letter ‘h’ (e.g. déshabiller,
déshonnéte)

« long s is used initially and medially except for the
exceptions noted above (e.g. fans, eft, fubftituer)

« long s is normally used before a hyphen at a line
break (e.g. lef-quels, paf-fer, déf-honneur), although
I have seen some books where short s is used (e.g.
les-quels, pas-fer, dés-honneur)

« short s is normally used before a hyphen in com-
pound words (e.g. tres-bien), although I have seen
long s used in 16th century French books (e.g. tref-
bien)

« long s is maintained in abbreviations such as Genef.
for Genefis

4 Rules for long s in Italian
The rules for the use of long s in books published in Italy
seem to be basically the same as those used in French
typography:
« short s is used at the end of a word
« short s is used before an apostrophe (e.g. s’infor-
maffero, fufs’egli)
« short s is used before an accented vowel (e.g. pafso,
ricuso, si, si, cosi), but not an unaccented letter (e.g.

pafjo, fi)
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« short s is used before the letter ‘f” (e.g. foddisfare,
Joddisfazione, trasfigurazione, sfogo, sfarzo)

« short s is used before the letter ‘b’ (e.g. sbaglio,
sbagliato)

« long s is used initially and medially except for the
exceptions noted above

« long s is used before a hyphen in both hyphenated
words and at a line break (e.g. reftaj-fero)

The most interesting peculiarity of Italian practice
is the use of short s before an accented vowel, which is
a typographic feature that I have not noticed in French
books.

In some Italian books I have occasionally seen
double s before the letter ‘i’ written as long s followed
by short s (e.g. utilifsima,” but on the same page as
compreffioni, proffima, etc.). And in some 16th century
Italian books double s before the letter ‘i’ may be written
as a short s followed by a long s. See ‘Rules for long s in
early printed books’ below for details.

5 Rules for long s in Spanish

It has been a little more difficult to ascertain the rules
for long s in books published in Spain as Google Book
Search does not return many 18th century Spanish
books (and even fewer Portuguese books), but I have
tried to determine the basic rules from the following
three books :

« Estragos de la Luxuria (Barcelona, 1736), see fig-
ure 2

« Autos sacramentales alegoricos, y historiales del
Phenix de los Poetas el Espanol (Madrid, 1760)

« Memorias de las reynas catholicas (Madrid, 1770)

From these three books it appears that the rules for
Spanish books are similar to those for French books, but
with the important difference that (in both roman and
italic type) the sequence fs (not a ligature) is used before
the letter ‘I’, whereas the sequence fJ is used before all
other letters (e.g. illuftrifsimos but confeffores):

In summary, the rules for Spanish books are:

« short s is used at the end of a word

« short s may be used before an accented vowel (e.g.
si, si, sé, sé, Apoftasia, Apoftasia, abraso, pafso), but
not an unaccented letter (e.g. fi, fe, pafjo)

« short s is used before the letter ‘f* (e.g. transfor-
mandofe, transfigura, fatisfaccion)

« short s is used before the letter ‘b’ (e.g. presbytero)

« short s is used before the letter ‘h’ (e.g. deshoneflos,
deshoneftidad)

« short s is used after a long s and before the let-
ter 1’ (e.g. illuftrifsimo, pafsion, confefsion, pofsible),

* Opere di Ambrogio Bertrandi (1787), p. 77.
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Defro, que efte pequefio Libro, firva
tambien para el defvelo, y cuydado de
los Padres de Familia ;de los Ayos , y
Maeftros de fus hijos ; de los Sefores
(?onfeﬂ‘ores; de los Miniftros de Jufti-
cia; y de los Iuftrifsimos Se iores Obif-
Pos.y Prelados;afin de que cada uno
trabaje , en lo que refpe&ivamente le
toca ; para ‘que sfte -Vicio Capital , y
peftilente , no fe defafuere mas;y fe
quiten los efcandolos , que deftruyend
losPueblos Ghriftianas, - ¥ ©

Figure 2: Estragos de la Luxuria (Barcelona, 1736).

but double long s is used before any letter other
than the letter 1’ (e.g. excefjo, comiffario, necefjaria,
pajfa)

« long s is used initially and medially except for the
exceptions noted above

« long s is used before a hyphen in both hyphenated
words and at a line break, even when it would nor-
mally be a short s (e.g. tranf-formados, copiofif-fimo)

As with Italian books, Spanish books usually use
a short s before an accented vowel, although from the
three books that I have examined closely it is not quite
clear what the exact rule is. For example, Memorias
de las reynas catholicas consistently uses short s before
an accented letter ‘I’ (e.g. si), but consistently uses a
long s before an accented letter ‘o’ (e.g. paffd, cafo, pre-
cifo, Cafole); whereas Estragos de la Luxuria uses short s
before both an accented letter ‘i’ (e.g. si) and an accented
letter ‘o’ (e.g. abrasd, pafso).

6 Rules for long s in other languages

Other languages may use rules different from those
used in English and French typography. For example,
my only early Dutch book, Simon Stevin’s Het Bur-
gerlyk Leven [Vita Politica] (Amsterdam, 1684) follows
the German practice of using short s medially at the end
of the elements of a compound word (e.g. misverftants,
Rechtsgeleerden, wisconftige, Straatsburg, Godsdienften,
misgaan, boosheyt, dusdonig and misbruyk).

7 Rules for long s in early printed books

In 16th century and early 17th century books printed
in roman or italic typefaces (as opposed to blackletter)
the rules for the use of long s may be slightly different
to those enumerated above. For example, in italic text
it was common to use a ligature of long s and short s
(B) for double-s, whereas a double long s ligature was
normally used in roman text. This can be seen in fig-
ure 3 which shows an extract from an English pamphlet
published in 1586, which has the words witnefe, affur-
ing, thankfulnefle, goodnefle and bleflings. But in that
part of the same pamphlet that is set in roman typeface
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2 yog & Joht trustic andwelbeloned, wee
72 greeteyonwell. Being ginen rovn-
A derstand hor greatly onr good and
& mroff loning Subiedts of thar Citie
didveigyce ar the apprebéfiof cer-
D ) taipe dewilifh and wicked minded
N fubiects of ours, that through the
= E7SN great andfingular goodnes of God
hane bene deteited to hane mofl vickedly andvnnaturally
confpired,not onely the taking away of onr owne life butal-
Joto hane fEirredup (as mwf as inthem lay) agenerallre-
bellion throughout our whole Realme s :we conlde notbut
byonrowne letterswitneffevnteyon thegreat amié{iﬂgu—
lar consentment e veceincdupon the knowledge thereof,
affuring you , thatwe did-tzat}fmmﬁ reioyce at the efeape
of the intended attempt againit onrowne perfon,asto fee
the great 1gy onr most louing Subiects tooke at tbeapprt-
henfion of the contrinersthereof, which,tomake their loue
more apparant ,they haue (asweare 1o our great comport
informed) omitted nooutwarde [bewe,that by any exter-
uall acte might witnefle tothe werldthe inwarde lowe and
duerifullaffection they beare towardvs. _Andaswe bave
asgreat carfe with allthankfilneffe to acknowledge Gods
great goodnefie towardvs , throughthe infinite blefings
belayeth upon vs s many asener Pringe had  yea rather,
s ener Creature bad : yet doewe not for anyworldlyblef
fing receined from bii dinine Maiestie, fogreatly acknow-
A ledge

Figure 3: The True Copie of a Letter from the Qveenes
Maiestie (London, 1586), p. A.ii.

Now forafmuch as Gods bleflings wonderfully
abound, and one ioye comes vponanother,lez vs
not be vnthankefull to God, butacknowledge his
goodneflz, and attribute the fame  ( as i deede
we ought) to the fincere Religion of Aimightie
God,moft godly eftablithed by the Quecnes moft

excellent

Figure 4: The True Copie of a Letter from the Qveenes
Maiestie (London, 1586), p. A.iv.

the words ‘bleflings’ and ‘goodnefle’ are written with a
double long s ligature, as shown in figure 4.

Figure 5 shows a French book published in 1615
which has ConfefSions in italic type, but ‘confeflion’ in
roman type.

This ligature is still occasionally met with in a
word-final position in italic text late into the 17th cen-
tury, for example in this page from Hooke’s Micro-
graphia (figure 6), which has this example of the word
Addref3, although unligatured long s and short s are used
elsewhere at the end of a word (e.g. fmalnefs) as well
as occasionally in the middle of a word (e.g. afsifted,
alongside affiftances) in italic text.

Another peculiarity that is seen in some 16th cen-
tury Italian books is the use of short s before long s me-
dially before the letter ‘i’, but double long s before any
other letter; see figure 7.
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Pour les Confefsions,

Cleft affaire eft de tres grande impostance.
Car pour y auoir des pechez referuez aux fu-
peticurs , quelques vns de la Compagnie de-
meurent ¢ing & fix ans en peché mortel, com-
mettans mille {acrileges, fans ofer {e confefler
aufupericur & confefleur ordinaire , i caufe

ucle fupericur n’endonnelapermiflion, ou
silladonne ceft auec grande difficulté 8 a-
ucc tant de {ortes de demandes & queftions,
quele feau dela confeflion court fortune d’e-
ftre manifefté.

Figure 5: Advis de ce qu’il y a a réformer en la
Compagnie des Jésuites (1615), p. 13.

170 THE

Eter my Addref to our Great Founder and Pa-
sron, T.could not but think my felf oblig'd,
in confideration of thofe many Ingagements

. you have laid upon me , to offer thefe my

- poor Labours 10 rthis cMOST “ ILLUL

STRIOUS ASSEMBLY, YOU have: been

Figure 6: Micrographia (London, 1665), p. 13.

infinitamente .. Al che havendo poi anuertito infinitifapienti del mondo,&
conofcendo ueramente, quantafiala grandezza, & tutilira di quefta faculed
diuina, inuaghiti dalla amenitd, & dolcezza fuia,{i pofero a contemplare con
continyo ftudia ognibella ;& neceflaria parte di quella; & quella fperial-
mente che narra, & infegnala faculta marauigliofa delle piante. Del che ce
ne fanno amplisfima fede Pittagora, Ariftotele, Theophratto, Democrito,
Zoroaftre , Xenophonte, Amphiloco, Atheneo , Hipparco, Ariftomacho,
Philifthene, Apollodoro, Asiftandro, Bione, Agathocle, Diodoro, Dio-
cle, Epigene, Euagora, Praffagora , Erafiftrato , Metrodoro , Hicefio,
Pamphilo,Mantia, Herophilo, Hippocrate, Crateua, Diofcoride fra tutti gli
aleri celeberrimo, Galeno, Plinio, & altri infiniti antichi, i nomide iquali
perbreuitd erapaffo. Imperoche coftoroaccefi dalla giocondira, nobiltd
& grandezza di quefta utilisfima {cienza, dallardore di giouare alla pofte-
ritauniuerfale , & dal difio acquiftarfi nna fama perpetua , & immortale,
nonfifgomentanodi porre la propria itain molti, & warij pericoli, men-
tre che facendo fmifurati pelegrinaggi, & nanigando lunghisfimi mari,face
uano ogni eftrema fatica, & diligenza di. poter confeguire Ia uera , & legiti
ma cognitione de i femplici, & di farfi anchoresfi ritrouatori-dimolti per
auanti non conofciuti. Chefenza dubbio fia uero,che lafcienza, & facultd
delle piante, & parimente il ritrouarne di nuoue , oltre allurilicd, & piacer
grande, che e ne prende'animo, apportino lodi immortali, & perpetua fa
ma,lo conobbero nonfolamente tuti i primi fapienti del mondo, diligen-
tisimi inueftigatori delle cofe;ma anchora molti magnanimi,& potentiffi
mi Re di Corona. percioche marauigliandofi -della chiarezza del nome di

Figure 7: I Discorsi di M. Pietro And. Matthioli (Venice,
1563). Note the words amplisfima, utilisfima, longhisfimi,
diligentisfimi, etc., but potentiffi-mi at the end of the second
to last line; cf. neceffaria, Praffagora, trapafjo.


http://diglib.hab.de/wdb.php?dir=drucke/38-2-phys-2f
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METOPOSCOPIA
SEV PROSOPOMANTIA
B cbmplétisﬁma & hactenus dcﬁdcransﬁma : cum
GENT UM & pluribus Iconibus feu CAPITL
BUS ifluffrata; memorabili & memoriali n}cthodé
artificiofisfimé anno1659.elaborata:ex omnibus qui
ferm¢ in cruditorum confpectum veniunt, Autori-
‘bus conflata: innumeris noviter Inventis, Apoph-
. thegmatibus & Axiomatibus conftipatas OPELLA

lc@u jucundisfima & frudtu utilisfima: cum
) 'copiosé verum-& verborum

Figure 8: Title page to Metoposcopia (Leipzig, 1661). Note
the words completisfima, defideratisfima, artificiofisfimé,
Jjucundisfima, utilisfima.

This typographic feature can also be seen in some
later books (as shown in figure 8), though I am not yet
sure how widespread it was.

8 Short s before and after f

In 17th and 18th century English and French typography
the main exceptions to the rule that short s is not used
at the start of a word or in the middle of a word is that
short s is used next to a letter ‘f” instead of the expected
long s (so misfortune and offset, but never miffortune or
offfet). The reason for this must be related to the fact
that the two letters f and f are extremely similar, al-
though as the combination of the two letters does not
cause any more confusion to the reader than any other
combination of long s and another letter (the combina-
tions fI and I are far more confusable) it does not really
explain why long s should be avoided before or after a
letter ‘f”, other than perhaps for aesthetic reasons. In all
probability the rule is inherited from blackletter usage,
as is evidenced by the 1604 pamphlet shown in figure 9
about a mermaid that was sighted in Wales, which has
fatisfaction.

Whatever the reasons, this is an absolute rule, and
Google Book Search only finds a handful of exceptions
from the 17th and 18th century, most probably typo-
graphical errors (or in the case of the Swedish-English
dictionary due to unfamiliarity with English rules):

« miffortune in Anglorum Speculum (London, 1684)
[but misfortune elsewhere]

« fatiffie and fatiffied in The Decisions of the Lords
of Council and Session (Edinburgh, 1698)

« miffortune in The annals of the Church (London,
1712) [but misfortune elsewhere]

« miffortune in An Historical Essay Upon the Loyalty
of Presbyterians (1713) [but misfortune elsewhere]

« fatiffaction in An Enquiry Into the Time of the
Coming of the Messiah (London, 1751) [but on the
same page as fatisfied]

« miffortune in Svenskt och engelskt lexicon (1788)

51

Figure 9: 1604 pamphlet about a mermaid.

Similarly, Google Book Search finds 628 French
books published between 1700 and 1799 with fatisfac-
tion but only two books with fatiffaction.

9 Short s before b and k

As a general rule English books published in the 17th
century and the first half of the 18th century have a
short s before the letters ‘b’ and Kk’ (so husband and ask),
whereas books published during the second half of the
18th century have a long s (so hufband and afk). This is
not a hard and fast rule, as it is possible to find examples
of books from the 17th and early 18th century that show
hufband and afk, but they are few and far between. For
example, whereas Google Book Search finds 138 books
published between 1600 and 1720 with husband, Google
Book Search only finds nine genuine books from this
period that have hufband (excluding false positives and
hyphenated huf-band), and in almost all cases hufband
is not used exclusively :

« The Dutch Courtezan (London, 1605) [mostly hus-
band but a couple of instances of hufband]

o The breast-plate of faith and love (London, 1651)
[mostly husband but one instance of hufband]

« Tryon’s Letters, Domestick and Foreign, to Several
Persons of Quality (London, 1700)

« The Present State of Trinity College in Cambridge
(London, 1710) [mostly husband but one instance
of hufband]

« Dialogue between Timothy and Philatheus (Lon-
don, 1711) [one instance each of husband and huf-
band]

« The Universal Library; Or, Compleat Summary of
Science (1712) [two instances of hufband]

« The Works of Petronius Arbiter (London, 1714)
[mixture of both husband and hufband)

o Letters Writ by a Turkish Spy (London, 1718)
[mostly husband but a couple of instances of hujf-
band)]

« An Historical Essay Concerning Witchcraft (Lon-
don, 1718) [mostly husband but one instance of huf-
band)]

Likewise, it is possible to find books from the late
18th century that use long s but show husband and ask,
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1640-1649 6 0 4 0 1 0
1650-1659 12 3 12 1 1 0
1660-1669 4 1 10 2 1 0
1670-1679 5 110 1 0 1
1680-1689 12 0 22 0 3 0
1690-1699 4 0 5 0 2 0
1700-1709 39 1 54 0 3 0
1710-1719 42 8 74 7 8 2
1720-1729 49 8 78 11 7 1
1730-1739 53 25 87 36 13 1
1740-1749 44 46 50 66 11 0
1750-1759 37 168 43 201 12 2
1760-1769 36 286 30 307 11 2
1770-1779 22 320 21 342 26 5
1780-1789 27 337 21 368 37 1
1790-1799 65 404 71 464 21 1

Table 1: Change of spellings.
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Figure 10: husband vs. hufband 1640-1799.

but these are relatively few in number. For example,
whereas Google Book Search finds 444 books published
between 1760 and 1780 that have hufband, it only finds
60 that have husband (excluding false positives on HUS-
BAND).

The results of Google Book Search searches on the
two spellings of husband and ask (as well as presbyter(e)
in French books) from 1640 to 1799 are shown in table 1
in ten-year segments (matches for HUSBAND and ASK
have been discounted, but otherwise figures have not
been adjusted for false positives such as huf-band).

The change in the usage of short s to long s before
‘b’ and ‘k’ appears even more dramatic if these figures
are plotted on a graph, as displayed in figures 10 and 11.

But for French books, no change in rule occurred
in the middle of the century, and short s continued to be
used in front of the letter ‘b’ throughout the 18th cen-
tury, as can be seen from the distribution of the words
presbyter(e) and prefbyter(e) in figure 12.
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Figure 11: ask vs. afk 1640-1799.
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Figure 12: presbyter(e) vs. prefbyter(e) 1700-1799.

So why then did the change in rule for ‘s’ before ‘b’
and ‘k’ happen in England during the 1740s and 1750s?
According to John Smith’s Printer’s Grammar, p. 45, the
Dutch type that was most commonly used in England
before the advent of the home-grown typefaces of Wil-
liam Caslon did not have ‘fb’ or ‘{k’ ligatures, and that it
was Caslon who first cast ‘b’ and ‘{k’ ligatures. So with
the growth in popularity of Caslon’s typefaces ligatured
‘fb” and ‘fk’ took the place of ‘sb’ and ‘sk’ — but further
research is required to confirm to this hypothesis.

As to why this rule (as well as the French rule of
short s before ‘h’) developed in the first place, I suspect
that it goes back to blackletter usage, but that is some-
thing for future investigation (all I can say at present is
that Caxton’s Chaucer (1476, 1483) seems to use long s
before the letters ‘f’, ‘b’ and ‘k’). It is perhaps signific-
ant that the letters ‘b’, ‘’k’ and ‘h’ all have the same initial
vertical stroke, but quite what the significance of this is
I am not sure.

10 Short s before h

French and English typographic practice differs in one
important respect: French (and also Spanish) typo-
graphy uses a short s before the letter ‘h’, whereas
English typography uses a long s.

For example, Google Book Search finds 86 books
with déshabiller or its various grammatical forms (dés-
habillé, déshabillée, déshabille, déshabilles, déshabillez


http://prodigi.bl.uk/treasures/caxton/search.asp
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or déshabillent) during the period 1700-1799, but only
a single book that uses long s: défhabillé occurs three
times in Appel a I'impartiale postérité, par la citoyenne
Roland (Paris, 1795).

On the other hand, for the period 1640-1799 Google
Books finds 54 books with dishonour and 196 books with
difhonour, but closer inspection shows that almost every
single example of dishonour in pre-1790 books is in fact
difhonour or DISHONOUR in the actual text. Similar res-
ults were obtained when comparing the occurrences of
worship and worfhip. Thus it seems that short s was not
used before the letter ‘h’ in English typography.

11 Short st ligature after g

According to John Smith’s The Printer’s Grammar, first
published in 1755, there is a particular rule for italic text
only: that a short st-ligature is used after the letter ‘g’
in place of a long st-ligature (p. 23-24):

In the mean time, and as I have before declared ;

Italic difcovers a particular delicacy, and thews a ma-

thematical judgement in the Letter-cutter, to keep the

Slopings of that tender-faced Letter within fuch de-

grees as are required for each Body, and as do not de-

triment its individuals. But this precaution is not
always ufed ; for we may obferve that in fome Italics
the lower-cafe g will not admit another g to ftand

after it, without putting a Hair-fpace between them,

to prevent their prefling againft each other : neither

will it give way to f and the ligature f?; and therefore

a round st is caft to fome Italic Founts, to be ufed

after the letter g ; but where the round st is wanting

an st in two pieces might be ufed without difcredit to

the work, rather than to fuffer the long f? to caufe a

gap between the g and the faid ligature .

However, I have thus far been unable to find any
examples of this rule in practice. For example, Google
Book Search finds several examples of Kingfton in italic
type, but no examples of Kingston in books that use a
long s:

« An Universal, Historical, Geographical, Chronolo-

gical and Poetical Dictionary (London, 1703)

« Athene Britannicee, or, A Critical History of the

Oxford and Cambrige Writers and Writings (Lon-

don, 1716), p. 322

« The History of England (London, 1722), p. 78

« Scanderbeg: Or, Love and Liberty (London, 1747),
p- 92

« An Introduction to the Italian Language (London,
1778), p. 109

« A Collection of Treaties (London, 1790), p. 288

12 The demise of the long s

Long s was used in the vast majority of books published
in English during the 17th and 18th centuries, but sud-
denly and dramatically falls out of fashion at the end
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ADVERTISEMENT

To raise the Art of Printing in this country
from the neglected state in which it had long
been suffered to continue, and to remove the
opprobrium which had but too justly been at-
tached to the late productions of the English
press, much has been done within the last few
years; and the warm emulation which has dis-
covered itsellamongst the Printersof the present
day, as well in the remote parts of the kingdom
asinthe metropolis, has been highly patronized
by the public in general. The present volume,
in addition to the Suakseeare, the Mivton,
and many other valuable works of elegance,
which have already been given to the world,
through the medium of the Shakspeare Press,

are particularly meant to combine the various

Figure 13: William Martin’s f-free typeface.

of the 18th century, reflecting the widespread adoption
of new, modern typefaces based on those developed
by Bodoni and Didot during the 1790s. In England
this movement was spearheaded by the printer William
Bulmer, who set the benchmark for the new typograph-
ical style with his 1791 edition of The Dramatic Works
of Shakspeare, printed using a typeface cut by William
Martin. The f-free typeface used by Bulmer can be seen
in the Advertisement to his 1795 edition of Poems by
Goldsmith and Parnell (figure 13).

Although throughout most of the 1790s the vast
majority of English books continued to use long s, dur-
ing the last two or three years of the century books
printed using modern typefaces started to become wide-
spread, and in 1801 short s books overtook long s books.
The rise of short s and decline of long s, as measured
by the occurrences of the word those compared with
thofe in Google Book Search, is charted in table 2 and
figure 14.

The death knell for long s was finally sounded on
September 10th 1803 when, with no announcement or
any of the fuss that accompanied the typographic re-
form of October 3rd 1932 (see the articles in the issues of
Sept. 26th and 27th 1932), The Times newspaper quietly
switched to a modern typeface with no long s or old-
fashioned ligatures, as shown in figure 16 (this was one
of several reforms instituted by John Walter the Second,
who became joint proprietor and exclusive manager of
The Times at the beginning of 1803).
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Table 2: those vs

] ey
1780 2 140 1 126
1781 0 114 3 170
1782 0 112 4 161
1783 0 98 1 139
1784 3 131 8 230
1785 3 85 3 185
1786 5 132 20 180
1787 4 167 42 182
1788 4 174 59 194
1789 2 131 24 155
1790 7 191 58 124
1791 3 141 55 83
1792 9 192 80 130
1793 38 206 16 14
1794 46 292 8 14
1795 16 251 18 8
1796 44 199 51 16
1797 62 165 88 15
1798 57 152 97 12
1799 105 151 48 7
1800 108 224 86 6
1801 198 181 134 17
1802 210 202 154 4
1803 240 164 183 11
1804 336 118 131 8
1805 294 151 143 6
1806 328 130 173 9
1807 361 136 123 8
1808 418 54 166 2
1809 406 74 162 3
1810 492 66 223 4
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Figure 15: il est vs. il eft 1780-1810.
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By the second half of the 19th century long s had
entirely died out, except for the occasional deliberate
antiquarian usage (for example, my 1894 edition of Cor-
idon’s Song and Other Verses uses long s exclusively in
a medial position, with short s in both initial and final
positions).

As might be expected, the demise of long s in
France seems to have occurred a little earlier than in
England. Based on the following Google Book Search
data for il est and il eft, it seems that short s started
to gain popularity from the mid 1780s, and long s had
been almost completely displaced by 1793, as shown in
table 2 and figure 15 (many of the post-1792 examples
of long s are from books published outside France).

13 Note on methodology

The statistics given here are based on the results re-
turned from searches of Google Book Search (filter-
ing on the appropriate language and ‘Full view only’),
which allows me to distinguish between words with
long s and words with short s only because the OCR
software used by Google Book Search normally recog-
nises long s as the letter ’f’, and so, for example, I can
find instances of hufband by searching for ‘hufband’.
However, for a number of reasons the results obtained
are not 100% accurate.

Firstly, the search engine does not allow case-
sensitive searches, so whereas searching for ‘hufband’
only matches instances of hufband, searching for ‘hus-
band’ matches instances of both husband and HUSBAND,
which skews the results in favour of short s.

Secondly, hyphenated words at a line break may
match with the corresponding unhyphenated word, so
searching for ‘hufband’ may match instances of hujf-
band, which is not relevant as long s is expected be-
fore a hyphen (Google Book Search shows 583 matches
for huf-band, but only 3 for hus-band for the period
1700—-1799).

Thirdly, long s is sometimes recognised by the OCR
software as a short s, especially when typeset in italics.

Fourthly, the publication date given by Google
Book Search for some books is wrong (for various reas-
ons which I need not go into here), which I often found
was the explanation for an isolated unexpected result.

Fifthly, when Google Book Search returns more
than a page’s worth of results, the number of results
may go down significantly by the time you get to the
last page.

Finally, and to me this is most perplexing, Google
Book Search searches in March 2008 gave me over twice
as many matches than in May 2008 using the same
search criteria, so, for example, I got 438 matches for
‘husband’ and 956 matches for ‘hufband’ for the period
1790-1799 in March, but only 187 and 441 matches re-
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Figure 16: The Times Issues 5810 & 5811 (September 9th and 10th 1803). Compare the words
Jfubferibed/subscribed and Tuefday/ Tuesday in the first paragraph.

spectively for the same search when redone in May 14 And finally ...

(nevertheless, the figures for March and May showed ¢ you have managed to gt this far, you may well be
exactly tbe same trends for husband Versus hufband). interested in my brief, illustrated history of the long s
For consistency, the figures shown for husbar.ld/ huf- (The Long and the Short of the Letter S), which to most
band’ and ‘ask/afk are thos§ that I'obtam.ed in Ma,y people’s surprise starts in Roman times.

2008. (I may try redoing this experiment in a year’s And if the rules of long s are not enough for you,
Flme — providing Google B_OOk Searcb does not improve try out my Rules for R Rotunda (a post that I think needs
its OCR software to recognise long s in pre-19th century (. Lovicion when T have the time).

books —and see if the trends for husband versus huf-

band and ask versus afk are roughly the same or not.) o Andrew West
babelstone (at) gmail dot com
http://www.babelstone.co.uk/
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