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corpus of language-learning materials published in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Beginning his True Marrowe of the French Tongue (�

�), the soldier-
turned-teacher John Wodroephe explained the importance of a knowledge of French 
pronunciation with a metaphor drawn from the clothworking trade:

Before wee beginne to warpe the Webbe of this thinne and shire peece 
of cloath, I must go about to know if the tooles be oiled, and in good 
order, to the end it may be the easier to weave by the workemen, to wit: 
the french Pronounciation of the letters, comparing them with the 
tooles of a weaver, who can not exercise the same unlesse they bee in 
good order to beginne his webbe.


�e ability to pronounce a foreign language correctly was foundational in learning to 
speak it. As Roger Williams wrote in his Key into the Language of America (�
��), �the 
Life of all Language is in the Pronuntiation.�� Recognizing this, multilingual conver-
sation manuals commonly began with instructions on correct pronunciation, and 
their authors worked to develop textual technologies that could communicate the 
sound of speech to their readers. Teachers and learners alike understood that without 
a grounding in the sound of speech, there could be no progress in the study of a for-
eign language.

Speech is not simply a communicative phenomenon but a sensory one. When 
early modern people spoke to each other, they heard meaning not only in the words 
that were used but also in the sound of those words. �e sound of speech could con-
vey reams of information apart from the words being spoken�from the speaker�s 
national or regional origins, status, and gender to their emotional state and their 
point of view. Work on early modern oralities and oral cultures has expanded in 
recent years.� The histories of early modern Europe are increasingly abuzz with 
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voices. By paying attention to the role played by variables of tone, accent, stress, and 
pronunciation, we can better understand the words uttered by those voices.

How do we begin to access the sound of speech in the past? Almost all of the 
words spoken in the time before audio recording technologies are lost to us. Of the 
vanishingly small number that remain, the documents in which they are preserved�
however colorful�rarely contain the kind of aural, nonverbal information discussed 
here: we may have access to the script, but the performance is lost. �is essay looks to 
a genre of early modern print that was intimately concerned with questions of accent 
and pronunciation. �ese texts are multilingual conversation manuals: the printed 
texts that o�ered dialogues and phrases, usually in parallel columns, for language 
learners.� �ese texts occupied a small but signi�cant niche in the market. Over three 
hundred were printed in the period between ���	 and ����, providing instructions in 
languages from French, Italian, and Dutch to Malay and Narragansett.


�ese books were concerned with the sound of speech for two main reasons. 
First, and fundamentally, correct pronunciation made communication possible. Sec-
ond, the ability to speak with a prestige accent conferred social capital on the speaker. 
�e early modern period witnessed the elaboration of prestige standards in European 
vernaculars and a growing sense that social prestige could be communicated through 
the variety of language one spoke.� �e author of a �

� Spanish-language conversa-
tion manual o�ered the cautionary tale of the duc de Maine and his entourage, who 
had studied Spanish for six months at Paris before departing on embassy, only to �nd 
on their arrival that �in stead of admiring, every one laught at them, hearing their bad 
accent, worse pronunciation, and worst phrase.��

�is essay uses conversation manuals to try to understand the importance of 
accent and pronunciation in the multilingual speechscapes of early modern Europe. 
First, it looks at how these books taught correct pronunciation, considering both the 
methods used by authors to illustrate the sound of speech and the marks made by 
readers who wanted to make the information on the printed page usable in their oral 
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and aural contexts. A printed text, though, was no replacement for a living voice�
a�fact commonly recognized by authors of conversation manuals. So, in the second 
section, this essay turns to the kind of reading demanded by these manuals: one in 
which voices outside the text�whether of teachers or polyglot acquaintances�could 
�activate� the printed material and teach correct speech. Finally, we turn to the teach-
ing of French in Restoration London and a moment when this relationship between 
voices and books led to the elaboration of new approaches to print, prestige, and 
authority.

l��Pronunciation in Print
Language-teaching texts were not produced for silent readers: they anticipated a kind 
of �noisy reading.�� �ey provided language to be used in oral contexts. �e reader of 
J. G. van Heldoren�s English and Nether-dutch Dictionary (�
��) could avail of a col-
lection of bilingual interjections and ejaculations. Van Heldoren helpfully explained 
that the English �Oh, oh!� could be rendered in Dutch as �og, og!�; �Ah, ah, alas� as 
�Agh, agh, helaas,� �Oh me� as �ogh my,� and �Woo, O God!� as �Wee, o Godt!� �e 
English reader in need of a translation of �Ha, ha, ha, he� into Dutch would have 
found it: �Ha, ha, ha, he.��	 One sixteenth-century Italian grammar taught readers 
to make the sounds �[o]f intreating or deprecation, as eh, deh, di gratia I pray you. 
Of laughing to scorne, as ghieu, ghieu, vah, lima lima, pih�; a seventeenth-century 
counterpart included �Ah, ah, h [sic]� (�ha, ha, ha�), �Eh� for �how,� �Fuí, fuí� for ��e, 
�e,� among other interjections used to express �sorrow or joy, admiration or disdain, 
provocation or intreaty, as occasion serves.��� �e inclusion of these non- or quasi-
verbal sounds reminds us that authors of conversation manuals wanted their readers 
to be able to speak, not just read or write.

Almost every manual published in this period (along with many grammars 
and dictionaries)�o�ered some instructions on correct pronunciation of the language 
to be learned. Alongside explicit pronunciation instructions, authors attempted to 
develop textual technologies that would aid readers in speaking the words of the text 
aloud. Imitating or superseding these authors� devices, individual readers modi�ed 
their books to optimize them for speech. It was common for authors of conversation 
manuals and grammars to walk their readers through the letters of the alphabet in a 
foreign language, giving instructions on the pronunciation of each. �ey described 
the sounds of letters either by analogy with English counterparts (or, indeed, with 
words in Latin or Greek, or in other vernaculars), or sometimes more opaquely, as 
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when Scipione Lentulo wrote in his Italian grammar that �O and E are pronounced 
somtymes more darkely, and sometymes more clearly.��
 Adjectives like �clear� and 
�dark,� or �open� and �closed,� were likely of limited use without a teacher or a native 
speaker to explain their signi�cance. Readers could supplement the aids provided in 
the text. Writing in a copy of Paul Festeau�s French Grammar (the third edition, pub-
lished in �
��), one reader made handwritten notes inside the cover on the pronuncia-
tion of diphthongs, writing for instance that ̆  �is pronounced like a single e as ̆ nØe 
˘neas, read EnØe� (�g. �). �ey also heavily annotated the material on pronunciation 
that opened the book, marking particular words and phrases, and adding explana-
tory notes: next to Festeau�s �(Au) is pronounced like (o) long, as Là�haut, above. say 
La hô,� this reader has written �or ow.� They underlined particular words used as 
examples, and expanded on Festeau�s explanations, adding an example (�in benŁ�) 
above Festeau�s instruction that ��e Ø Masculine is pronounced as the Latin e.� �e 
reader also made notes in their own terms next to Festeau�s rules: �long,� �open,� 
�broad,� �is not pronounced� (�g. 
).

Some authors preferred physiological instructions to teaching pronunciation 
by analogy. Guillaume Ledoyen de la Pichonnaye, in his Playne Treatise to Learne in 
a Short Space the French Tongue (���
), wrote that �A, Is pronounced playnely of the 
Frenche men, opening a little more the mouth than Englishmen doe,� predating John 
Milton�s theories on the di�erent sounds of European languages (broadly, that south-
ern Europeans opened their mouths more widely than their northern counterparts 
because their climate and air were warmer) by almost seventy years.�� In his quadri-
lingual Campo di Fior (����), Claudius Hollyband dramatized the process of learning 
one�s letters in a foreign language, with a student asking their teacher �[h]owe these 
letters shalbe named by me,� and the teacher urging them to �[m]arke diligently how 
I move my mouth,� and to �[l]ooke well what gesture I make with my mouth.��� In the 
absence of a teacher�s physical presence, Hollyband could o�er instructions on how 
the learner should move their mouth: in one of his Italian�English manuals, he gave 
instructions on the pronunciation of gl in Italian:

You shall not pronounce �gliuolo, meglio, & such like, as the �rst sillable 
of glistering in english: but melting, l, in your mouth, you must pro-
nounce it with the  at of your tongue, touching smothly the roofe of the 
mouth: thus: melio, �liolo: sound such as your Scalion, Scolion, collier, 
and such like.��
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