
associations. Both words have been
replaced by single [person] in the
official wording of recent Marriage
and Civil Partnership Acts.

spiral. The verb has inflected
forms spiralled, spiralling in BrE, but
often spiraled, spiraling in AmE.

spirit. The verb has inflected
forms spirited, spiriting.

spiritual, spirituous. The two
words now have distinct meanings,
spiritual being the general word re-
lating to the spirit or soul, and
spirituous referring to distilled alco-
holic drinks. In older writing up to
the end of the 19c spirituous is
sometimes found as a synonym
of spiritual.

spirt see spurt.

spit verb. The form for the regular
past tense and past participle in
BrE is spat, but in AmE either spat
or spit is used: I was so mad I could
have spit—New Yorker, 1989.

spitting image, meaning ‘an
exact double’, is an established
phrase, although it is in origin a
misunderstanding of spit and image
(spit and picture also occurred),
which was itself an extension of

the early 19c phrase the (very) spit of.
A transitional form spitten image is
first recorded in 1910. The older
forms are also occasionally found:
Look at this, Father, appeared last
Friday on Sister Philomena, the very
spit and image of the nail marks in the
palms of our Blessed Lord—Hilary
Mantel, 1989.

spiv, a 20c British colloquial ex-
pression for ‘a man characterized
by flashy dress, who makes a living
by illicit or unscrupulous dealings’,
emulates the American genius for
inventing short words (e.g. blurb,
stunt) whose sound is curiously sui-
ted to their meaning. Spiv may be
connected with the late 19c slang
words spiffed ‘smartly dressed’ and
spiffy ‘smart, spruce’. See also chav.

splendour is spelt -our in BrE and
splendor in AmE.

split infinitive. 1 A split infini-
tive occurs when a word (usually
an adverb) or phrase comes be-
tween the particle to and the verb
of a so-called to-infinitive (to really
love / to really and truly love). No
other grammatical issue has so
divided English speakers since the
split infinitive was declared to be
a solecism in the 19c: raise the
subject of English usage in any

word comment
................................................................................................................................

unwieldy not -wieldly

veterinary not vetinary

weird -ei- not -ie-

wholly preferred to wholely

withhold two hs

yield -ie- not -ei-
................................................................................................................................
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conversation today and it is sure to
be mentioned. The term itself is
first recorded as recently as the
1890s, although the controversy is
somewhat older and the practice
very much so. Examples occur in
Middle English (though only twice
in Chaucer) but it went out of
fashion from the 16c to the end of
the 18c, and no examples have
been found in Shakespeare (unless
we count Sonnet 142: Root pity in
thy heart, that when it grows, Thy pity
may deserve to pitied be). During the
19c it came back into favour, with
examples to be found in Fanny
Burney, Mark Twain, Thomas
Hardy, and most famously in a
poem of Byron: To sit on rocks to
muse o’er flood and fell, To slowly
trace the forest’s shady scene—
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, 1812.

2 Now, at the start of a new cen-
tury the split infinitive is widely
held to be an error on the grounds
that the particle to and its verb be-
long together. The basis for this
belief is highly questionable, be-
cause other separations occur, for
example between a verb and its
auxiliary verb (I have never said so /
We would always ask you first). An
altogether more compelling argu-
ment for avoiding split infinitives
is that they can jar and sound ugly.
This argument makes the issue one
of style rather than grammar, and
is especially valid when the adverb
can be placed naturally in another
position or when the split is a
lengthy one: We talked about how
everything was going to suddenly
change—Nigel Williams, 1985 (de-
fensible on grounds of emphasis,
perhaps, but the normal order is
We talked about how everything was
suddenly going to change) / You two
shared a curious dry ability to without
actually saying anything make me feel
dirty—Philip Roth, 1987 (split here

for effect) / Lectures . . . were intro-
duced in the Middle Ages only be-
cause it was not possible to affordably
type lecture notes for students—
Independent, 2006 (better to put the
adverb at the end of the phrase: not
possible to type lecture notes afford-
ably for students).

3 On the other hand, the split
infinitive avoided, usually by put-
ting the adverb before or after the
entire to-infinitive, can lead to re-
sults that are just as unnatural,
often stylistically poor, and in
some cases ambiguous or mislead-
ing: Rhys considers it unwise to at-
tempt radically to alter taxes on large
cars, as proposed by Labour—Autocar
and Motor, 1990 / It should be the
Government’s task quietly to advo-
cate such a comprehensive strategy
with our American allies—Times,
1998 / I know too that repeatedly to
drink and drive is a profound and
serious matter—Independent, 2007.
In these examples the natural pos-
ition of the adverbs radically, quietly,
and repeatedly is after the word to,
and in the first case the important
connection between radically and
the verb it qualifies (alter) is com-
promised; in the second, there is a
similar effect with quietly and advo-
cate; and in the third, the sensible
alternative is to recast the sentence
and avoid the problem altogether
(I know too that repeated drink-driv-
ing is a profound and serious matter).
In some cases, the adverb becomes
attached to the wrong verb: It was
in Paris that the wartime alliance
began finally to break up—television
broadcast, 1998. It is arguable in
these cases that the adverb, or ad-
verb phrase, has a stronger claim to
association with the verb than does
the purely functional particle to. In
writing it is often possible to re-
phrase so as to avoid the hazard
altogether (as above), but in speech
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a sentence once begun has to be
finished, and sometimes an infini-
tive is better split either because
the rhythm of the sentence
demands it or because ambiguity
might otherwise result.

4 When an adverb, especially an
intensifying adverb such as actually,
even, ever, further, just, quite, really,
belongs with a verb that happens
to be an infinitive, it is usually bet-
ter (and sometimes necessary) to
place it between to and the verb: I
want to really study, I want to be a
scholar—Iris Murdoch, 1987 / In face
of all this Patrick managed to quite
like him—Kingsley Amis, 1988. In
some cases, an adverbial phrase is
also inseparable from its verb: It
allowed Fernanda Herford to slightly
more than double her money—Julian
Barnes, 1993 (where slightly more
than double is in effect a verb
phrase).

5 recommendation. The split in-
finitive, though recent as an object
of disapproval in the broader
context of the history of English,
has sufficient weight of opinion
against it to recommend avoi-
dance when possible, and espe-
cially when it is stylistically
awkward. But it is neither a
major error nor a grammatical
blunder, and it is acceptable and
at times necessary when consider-
ations of rhythm and clarity call
for it.

spoiled, spoilt. In BrE the nor-
mal form for the past tense and
past participle is spoilt, although
spoiled is also used and is the dom-
inant form in AmE. As an adjective
in attributive position (i.e. before a
noun, as in a spoilt child) spoilt is
always used in BrE and sometimes
in AmE.

spokesperson see -person.

sponge has derivative forms
spongeable (with e), but spong-
ing (preferable to spongeing) and
spongy.

spontaneity. spon-t@-nay-i-ti has
largely superseded the traditional
pronunciation spon-t@-nee-i-ti.

Spoonerism. The Revd W. A.
Spooner (1844–1930), Dean and
Warden of New College, Oxford,
has given his name to this most
endearing form of linguistic
error involving the transposition
of letters, although those com-
monly attributed to him are likely
to be spurious, e.g. a well-boiled
icicle (for a well-oiled bicycle) and a
half-warmed fish (for a half-formed
wish).

spoonful has the plural form
spoonfuls.

spouse is a convenient gender-
neutral term, less formal in tone
than it once was, for a married
man in relation to his wife and a
married woman in relation to her
husband.

spring verb. The past tense is
sprang or occasionally (especially in
AmE) sprung. The past participle is
sprung.

spry. The inflected forms and
derivatives are spryer, spryest; spryly,
spryness.

spurt is the dominant spelling for
the noun and verb to do with
gushing and sudden increase of
effort, not the archaic form spirt.

squalor is spelt -or in both BrE and
AmE.

stadium. The plural forms are
stadia (with reference to the
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