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"Ye Olde VCR Shoppe"


Listen carefully today, and I will tell you how you can become rich and famous -- well, relatively, anyway -- just by knowing how the true pronunciation of a phrase is often something different from wht most people expect. I'll use as an example what most people would say as "Ye Old Coffee Shop,"or even better "Ye Olde VCR Shoppe"

The VCR part doesn't seem quite right on technical grounds alone, and in one sense the phrase is ancient. It first comes into our spelling in the Old English period, let's say the 7th century. By that time the Germanic ancestors of the present day English had lived in the island of Britain for a couple of centuries.

They were pagans. When Christianity began to spread among the Angles and the Saxons, so did literacy, and so also efforts to write down their sagas and songs, by borrowing the Latin alphabet from continental missionaries. But some English sounds, such as the one we now represent by 'th,' did not exist on the Latin alphabet. So the scribes borrowed letters.

One such character was borrowed from the runic alphabet. (Side note: The runic letters were developed by Germanic tribes while they were still on the continent of Europe and were probably based on early versions of the Latin alphabet. Runes are an interesting topic all by themselves; they were used for all sorts of purposes, including magical incantations; but that's a topic for another day.) The runic letter called thorn looks sort of like a combination of a lowercase p and b -- a circle with both an up and a down stroke on the left.

In the print era several centuries later the thorn did not, quite, go away., English printers kept a version of the thorn, but its use was gradually restricted to special words and characters. By that time the thorn had come to so closely resemble a capital Y, so it was distinguished by the presence of superscripts, or letters written above the normal position. So a 'Y' with a normal sized 'e' was just the familiar plural of second-person 'thou' and was pronounced 'YE'. But a 'Y' with a small 'e' written above was understood to use the old thorn and was pronounced simply 'the'; a 'Y' with a superscript 't' was pronounced, simply, 'that.'

By the 20th century, these symbols were essentially forgotten and the thorn was mistaken by most readers for a Y and became pronounced accordingly. So the historically correct pronunciation, therefore, of "Ye Olde VCR Shop" is really just "The Olde VCR Shop," no matter what it looks like. It has nothing to do with the pronoun Ye as in "Ye watchers and ye holy ones."

So here's where the fame and fortune I mentioned come in. If you play your cards right by knowing stuff like this, perhaps you can make some money on bar bets.

Hey, I said it was a long shot.

For WMUB, I'm Cleve Callison.

SUGGESTED TEASE:

"Coming up...what's wrong with saying 'YE Olde VCR Shop'?"

SEGMENT INTRO:

"Have you ever wondered why some old-fashioned store names have a YE instead of THE -- as in Ye Old Coffee Shop? In today's installment of  Words and Meanings, General Manager Cleve Callison explains that it really shouldn't be pronounced that way at all."

incue:

"Listen carefully...

outcue:
"...for WMUB, I'm Cleve Callison."

SEGMENT OUTRO:

"Commentator Cleve Callison is General Manager of WMUB Public Radio, a word lover who himself is trying to be as picturesque as possible. If you'd like some further explorations into Words and Meanings, go to the WMUB home page at wmub-dot-org."
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