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Introduction. The purposes of research.  

 Since the main theoretical postulates of speech act theory were defined by John Austin in 

1962, speech acts have become a very popular field of research for many linguists. One of the 

reasons for that may be due to the fact that speech acts are central to human interaction, they 

occur in every culture and every time period and therefore present a prolific source of material for 

scientific analysis which employs not only purely linguistic approaches but also involves such 

disciplines as pragmatics, sociology and discourse analysis.  

 In this paper I want to carry out a detailed study of one of the most widely spread and 

commonly known type of speech acts – directives. This speech act as defined by Searle (1975) 

presents an attempt by the speaker to get the hearer to do something (Concise encyclopaedia of 

Pragmatics 2009:1004). As the name of the category suggests, directives as a rule involve certain 

manipulation with the addressee of the directive who has to take effort to bring about the desired 

act, and therefore these speech acts are closely connected to the notion of politeness, which often 

serves to diminish the negative impact of directives on the addressee‟s freedom of action. In the 

present paper I try to analyze the nature of the relationship between politeness and directive 

speech acts in historical retrospective by means of a research into epistolary prose belonging to 

the late medieval and early modern period of the English language. 

In subsection 1.1 of this paper I will, first of all, discuss the definition of directive speech 

acts from a theoretical point of view, as well as establish a classification of directives. This will be 

done with the purpose of selecting a suitable sample of manifestations of directives in the 

epistolary prose which will serve as a source of material for further structural, qualitative and 

quantitative analysis in this paper.  

In the next subsection of the paper (1.2) a detailed theoretical study of different structural 

variations of each class of directives will be carried out. I will attempt to justify the allocation of 

individual manifestations of directive speech acts to a certain class supporting my decisions by the 

previous research in this field. Further, in the subsection 1.3 I will recapitulate central theoretical 

studies dedicated to the problem of politeness in human interaction, pointing out specific 

suggestions and ideas which will be further applied in the analysis of the source material in this 

paper. I will discuss the notion of politeness and summarize main strategic choices available to the 

speaker in the situation of potential threat to the addressee‟s face as presented by Brown and 



 8 

Levinson (1987). I will also describe some politeness strategies mentioned by other scientists such 

as mitigation devices and the importance of speech event context (Blum-Kulka 1990), the use of 

honorifics and signs of deference (Fraser 2005, Nevala 2004), etc. 

In section 2 dedicated to methodology and the sources I will review different approaches 

to analysis in the field of historical linguistics and provide a short description of the sources used 

in this paper – the Paston and Stonor family correspondence and the Parsed Corpus of Early 

English Correspondence (the PCEEC). I will also indicate advantages and disadvantages of each 

method of research and try to suggest possible ways of solving their problematic points.  

In the main analytic part of the paper (section 3) I will carry out a detailed analysis of 

directives found in both Paston and Stonor family correspondence and the PCCEC. I will try to 

determine which structural variations of directives were commonly found in the 15
th
 century 

epistolary prose and try to suggest possible explanations of prevalence of certain types of this 

speech act in relation to the theory of politeness. In this part of the paper I will be paying attention 

to the historical and social context of the letters as well as other socio-pragmatic circumstances 

such as family relationships, sex and social status of the writer and the addressee. I will try to 

show that a comprehensive quantitative analysis in such a delicate sphere as human interaction, 

namely, an attempt to quantify and measure politeness, might be treacherous and misleading.  

 Finally, in subsection 3.3, the results of this qualitative analysis will be tested on a more 

voluminous source – the PCEEC – with the aim to map the development of politeness strategies 

associated with directives in the course of the 15
th
 –17

th
 centuries. This will help me to make 

certain conclusions on general tendencies and particular changes that were observed in the 

development of structural classes of directives in diachronic perspective, discover the influences 

of the choice of certain strategies of politeness in directives and reveal the strategies which 

prevailed at a certain time in the history of the English language.  

In the final part of this paper I will summarize the undertaken discussion and research and 

consider possible implications of the results of my analysis. 

As an introduction to this paper I also want to make a few comments on the previous 

research carried out in this field and the main studies used in this paper. One of the most prolific 

linguists in the field of historical pragmatics is undoubtedly Thomas Kohnen, who devoted a large 

part of his research to the study of forms of directives in the Old English period (Kohnen 2008a) 

as well as their development in the later historical periods (Kohnen 2004a, 2008b). He also made 
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an extensive contribution to the methodological and classificational base of the research in this 

field advocating genre-specific corpus-based methods of research as being rather useful in 

diachronic analysis of speech acts (Kohnen 2004b, 2007, 2008b). Another important couple of 

linguists who addressed the problems of directive speech acts analysis were Culpeper and Archer 

(2008), who carried out a detailed analysis of requests found in the Early Modern English plays 

and trial proceedings paying particular attention to the notion of directness of directive speech 

acts. Valuable for diachronic speech act analysis is also the work by Ulrich Busse (2002, 2008) 

who, among other things, carried out a comprehensive study of imperative structures in 

Shakespeare‟s play King Lear. In the present paper I also implemented some of the ideas 

expressed by Shoshanna Blum-Kulka (1989, 1990). However, her theoretical suggestions could 

find only scare application in my study since this linguist was mainly concerned with cross-

cultural speech act analysis. 

As far as methodology of the diachronic analysis is concerned, it was thoroughly discussed 

by Jacobs and Jucker (1995), and further recapitulated and improved in works by Arnovick 

(1999), Taavitsainen and Jucker (2007) and Nevala and Nurmi (2009). 

Theoretical premises for the theory of politeness were mainly taken from the work of 

Brown and Levinson (1987). Taking into consideration wide criticism that their theory received 

among the linguists in the years following its publication, I also consulted studies devoted to the 

analysis of politeness by other authors (Ehlich 1992, Meier 1995, Watts 2003, Fraser 2005) in 

order to make my approach to politeness more comprehensive. Of course, it is important to 

mention that since this paper is concerned with directive speech acts, such studies as Indirect 

Speech Acts by Searle (1975) or Speech Acts by Sadock (2004) and of course Austin‟s How to Do 

Things With Words (1962) were of primary importance to me, since they helped to define basic 

pragmatic concepts used in this paper (e.g., a speech act, a directive, a performative verb, etc.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 10 

 

1. Theoretical background 

1.1. Previous research on directives 

1.1.1. Defining directives 

As I have already mentioned, the study of speech acts is a phenomenon that lies on the 

verge of several scientific disciplines not only of purely linguistic character but also involving 

more general, socio-pragmatic approaches. Due to this fact it is rather problematic to precisely 

define speech acts and their types since too many variables have to be accounted for in the 

definition. In this part of my paper I will try to summarize main theoretical studies devoted to 

speech acts with the aim to come up with a valid definition of directive speech acts, which I can 

further apply in my research, taking into consideration the fact that this analysis presents a 

diachronic study of speech acts.  

John Austin, the pioneer of the speech act theory, established rather strict formal criteria 

for speech acts, which essentially limited speech acts to those formal manifestations carried out 

with the use of performative verbs (Austin 1962:6). According to him a speech act has to contain 

a performative verb in the form of the first person singular, present tense, indicative mood, 

active voice, and be found in the main clause of a sentence. Moreover, according to Austin, in 

order for a speech act to be successful, it has to fulfil the so-called felicity conditions, for 

example, the person who issues a certain speech act, such as, naming a ship or christening a child, 

must be authorised to do this (Concise encyclopaedia of Pragmatics 2009:28). Austin also 

introduced such important notions as locution, illocution and perlocution which present three 

main acts “that are performed when language is put to use” (Sadock 2004:53). Among the three of 

them, illocutionary speech acts are of primary interest to me, because they present the subject 

study of this paper. According to Sadock, who recapitulates Austin‟s work, they are defined as 

“acts done in speaking” (Sadock 2004:53) (hereinafter italics are mine). 

However, Austin‟s theory had certain drawbacks and received extensive criticism by his 

followers. First of all, Austin failed to define what the illocution or the illocutionary force actually 

is, at the same time stressing the condition that the illocutionary speech act must have a 
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“conventional means of manifestation” (Sadock 2004:54). Secondly, this formal conventionality 

limits possible manifestation of speech acts to the ones employed mainly in official ceremonies, 

such as baptising or marrying, and does not account for other more natural occurrences of speech 

acts such as blaming, threatening or requesting. Such natural speech acts do not necessarily have a 

conventional means of manifestation but nevertheless have pragmatic effects similar to those 

produced by formally conventional means (e.g., with the help of performative verbs) (Concise 

encyclopaedia of Pragmatics 2009:1011). 

Another, more comprehensive approach to the speech act theory was presented by 

Austin‟s follower John Searle (1969). He gave more attention to the illocutionary and 

perlocutionary effects of a speech act and, in accordance with these effects, divided speech acts 

into several categories, one of which, directives, presents the subject of my research. According to 

Searle, all speech acts have two essential components: illocutionary force and proposition. The 

illocutionary force is indicated by means of IFID (illocutionary force indicating device), such as 

for example a performative verb, discourse markers, or attitudinal adverbs, etc. Searle stresses the 

importance of IFIDs stating that they “show how the proposition is to be taken, or, to put it 

another way, what illocutionary force the utterance is to have […]” (Searle 1969:30). By stressing 

the importance of the notion of IFID Searle does not discard the felicity conditions postulated by 

Austin, on the contrary, he elaborates them providing other conditions, or rules, which the speaker 

has to abide by in order to produce a felicitous speech act. He calls these conditions constitutive 

speech act rules and claims that keeping to these sets of rules or conventions actually enables 

production of a certain speech act (Searle 1969:37-38). His approach seems to be more inclusive, 

since it allows for a wider formal range of speech acts manifestations and, what is most important, 

it gives an applicable definition of directives which I mentioned in the introduction to this paper.  

In accordance with this definition paradigmatic types of directives alongside of requests also 

include orders, advices, suggestions, commands, and, taking into account marginal cases, even 

permissions (Searle 1979:22). In other words, a wider class of directive speech acts, which present 

the subject of my research, includes a variety of manifestations that differ in form and in the 

strength of the speaker‟s desire to change the state of affairs via the addressee.  

From the formal point of view, directives are poorly definable, that is, there is a range of 

formal manifestations which can hardly be subsumed under one definition. However, in the 
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attempt to establish a border between directives and other speech acts, one can guide oneself by 

the presence of certain formal, semantic and pragmatic features characteristic for directives. A 

comprehensive list of such features is presented in the study of Culpeper and Archer (2008), who 

departed from Searle‟s felicity conditions, elaborating them with further relevant features found in 

other studies devoted to this problem. The list of such features is presented in their study as 

follows
1
: 

Table 1. 

Formal features 

 

1) Particular conventionalised pragmalinguistic strategies (or 

illocutionary force indicating devices (IFIDs)) (Searle 1975; Aijmer 
1996: chapter 4). 

2) A future action is specified in some proposition (cf. Searle 1969) 

Contextual beliefs 

 

1) It is not obvious that the future action will be performed by the 
target in the normal course of events (Searle 1969) 

2) It is not obvious that the target is obliged to perform the future 
action or the source is obliged to ask for the future action to be 

performed in the normal course of events (cf. Searle 1979: 126–130) 

3) The target is able to undertake the future action (Searle 1969). 

4)The target is willing to undertake the future action (Gordon and 
Lakoff 1971) 

5)The source of the speech act wants the target to do the future act 
(Searle 1969; Bach and Harnish 1979: 48) 

6) The target takes the source‟s desire for the future act as the reason 
to act (Bach and Harnish 1979: 48). 

Interpersonal beliefs 

 

1) the future action represents benefit for the source but cost for the 
target (Brown and Levinson 1987; Leech 1983: 104; Goffman 1971: 

145; Edmondson and House 1981: 56) 

2) The source is likely to be of relatively high status (Holtgraves 

1994) 

Outcomes (i.e. 

perlocutionary effects)  

Target performs the action specified in the earlier speech act (Austin 
1962).  

 

                                                             
1
 The studies mentioned in the Table 1 are cited from the paper by Culpeper and Archer (2008).  For more reference 

see Culpeper J., and Archer D., Requests and directness in Early Modern English trial proceedings and play texts. In: 
Speech Acts in the History of English, edited by Jucker A., Taavitsanien I., John Benjamins B.V. ,2008, pp. 45-84 
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Taking these features as guidelines gave me a chance to select appropriate samples of 

directive speech acts from the sources for further analysis. It must be emphasized that in order to 

be considered directive a speech act did not have to possess all of these features at one time. 

However, the application of various combinations of these criteria in the process of selection 

provided stable grounds for putting a border between directives and other types of speech acts 

and, at the same time, put no limitations on the formal manifestation of directives. Moreover, 

when a certain speech act was found in direct contradiction with some of these conventions it 

could not be considered a directive, which is shown in the list of excluded manifestations in Table 

2 found in section 1.1.2.1. This list of the features helped to solve the problem of primary 

selection of directives (that is to say, it helped to put directives in opposition to other types of 

speech acts such as expressives, commissives, etc.) 

In the result of a short theoretical discussion of the problem of speech act definition and, in 

particular, the problem of defining directives, I came to the following conclusions.  A speech act 

is an utterance which carries a certain illocutionary force and by this force it changes the reality in 

the process of speaking (Austin 1962). In dependence on the way in which the reality is changed 

all speech acts can be divided into several categories (Searle 1969) among which directives 

present an attempt by the speaker to get the hearer to do something (Searle 1975). A directive 

speech act in order to be considered as such must possess at least some of the formal, semantic or 

pragmatic features listed in Table 1 of this paper and should not be in contradiction with any of 

them. 

1.1.2. A classification of directive speech acts. 

Having elaborated an applicable definition of directives it is necessary to find out what 

approaches exist to diachronic study of speech acts, and how the problems encountered in 

diachronic analysis are solved by different linguists. Methodological problems associated with the 

diachronic study of directives will be discussed later (section 2), at the present moment I am 

mainly interested in the problem of structural classification of directives. This classification is 

central to my research because it will later allow presenting a quantitative analysis of directives in 

relation to politeness strategies employed in them. I will now discuss several variants of such a 
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classification with the aim to choose the one which answers the purposes of my analysis and suits 

the selection of directives found in the sources of my study.  

I wish to start with the paper by Culpeper and Archer who adopt for the purposes of their 

research the classification presented in the study by Shoshanna Blum-Kulka (1989) (Culpeper and 

Archer 2008). This classification, originally presented by Blum-Kulka in her paper called Playing 

it safe: the role of conventionality in indirectness (1989), is based on the degree of directness of 

directives.
2
 Her classification comprises 3 major groups: direct directives (or impositives), 

conventionally indirect requests and non-conventionally indirect requests (hints). Each of the 

groups has several formal subtypes – the first group contains such subtypes as performatives, 

obligation statements, want statements and mood derivables (imperatives), the second consists of 

suggestory formulae and query preparatory. Interestingly, Culpeper and Archer consider 

imperatives one of the strongest and most straightforward means of putting forward a request 

(bordering on a command or an order) and suggest that in many languages imperatives simply 

serve as a grammaticalised means of expressing a directive (Culpeper and Archer 2008:57).  The 

same idea is expressed by Quirk who argues that typical means of presenting a directive is an 

imperative sentence (Quirk 1985:827). Although, Culpeper and Archer virtually accept Blum-

Kulka‟s classification, they point out some of its problematic parts, such as, for example, the 

problem of classification of let+1/3 person pronoun requests or the troublesome categorization of 

the  want-statements containing such verbs as would, want or desire (Culpeper and Archer 

2008:63-64). I will return to these problems and discuss them in more detail in the following 

chapters of this paper (see subsections 1.2.1.3.; 1.2.2.2.) 

   A similar classification is presented by Busse who studied directives found in 

Shakespeare‟s King Lear (Busse 2008:85-93). His classification is based on illocutionary force 

presented by directives in the discourse. The central place in this categorisation is occupied by 

directives presented with the help of an imperative in a broad understanding of the word 

accounting for the cases of the so-called “optative imperative”, jussive imperative, etc. In his 

                                                             
2
 It must be emphasized that Blum-Kulka’s understanding of directness differs from that of Searle: the latter takes it 

from the semantic (and partially formal) point of view whereas Blum- Kulka understands directness as a pragmatic 
notion. Directness in her understanding is more concerned with the degree of clarity with which the intentions of 
the speaker are conveyed to the addressee, and therefore would better be called explicitness. The problem of 
directness of directive speech acts, however, will be addressed in more detail in one of the following chapters of the 
present paper (section 1.2.3.); therefore, I will not dedicate much attention to it at the present moment. 
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work Busse refers to the English Grammar by Givon (1993), who establishes a scale of least 

manipulative to most manipulative directive speech acts in the Present-Day English. Interestingly, 

this scale resembles in general the scale of directives presented by Blum-Kulka as cited from 

Culpeper and Archer (2008) presented above. In both scales, utterances possessing high 

manipulative force are carried out with the help of a bare imperative. Blum-Kulka calls them 

mood derivable directives, stressing their grammatical function, while Busse emphasizes their 

pragmatic impact on the addressee calling them “imperatives bold on-record”
3
 (Busse 2008:89). 

The least manipulative directives, according to Busse, are presented by conventionally indirect 

requests. In this, his approach differs from that of Blum-Kulka since she goes even further, adding 

the category of hints (i.e. non-conventional indirect requests) to her classification. 

Another linguist who devoted himself to historical studies of speech acts is Thomas 

Kohnen. In his paper called Text types and methodology of diachronic speech act analysis (2007), 

he directly addresses the categorisation problem in historical speech acts analysis. His 

classification of directives, based on Searle‟s theoretical premises, stresses the formal elements of 

directives. Four main groups constitute the core of the categorisation: performatives, imperatives, 

modal expressions and indirect manifestations. The first type corresponds more or less to the 

Austinian classic model of a speech act. The second type encompasses a broad array of imperative 

forms including analytic forms with let and hortative subjunctive. The third group accounts for 

directives manifested by means of various modal expressions including modal verbs, semi-modal 

verbs and other modal expressions, and finally the last group of directives is presented by indirect 

directives in the Searlian understanding of indirectness.  

After comparing the abovementioned classifications I have decided to use the one 

presented by Kohnen. My reasons for doing so are the following: 

1. Kohnen‟s classification is built on the formal structural features of directives, 

which makes his classification more precise and accurate. Whereas both Busse and 

Blum-Kulka built their classification on semantic or pragmatic aspects of directives 

which are rather relative and subjective. Due to this, Blum-Kulka‟s and Busse‟s 

classifications have many boundary cases which are difficult to allocate to a certain 

                                                             
3
 This term refers us to the politeness theory of Brown and Levinson which will be studied later in detail, therefore I 

will not discuss this term in more detail in the present section.  
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class, such as, already mentioned let-requests, want-statements (Culpeper and 

Archer 2008:63-64) or conventionally indirect requests (Busse 2008:94-95). 

2. There is no subcategory of hints found in my study material, neither have I come 

across of requests in the form of questions (both facts might probably be explained 

by the circumstance that it is rather difficult to express a request through a hint or a 

question in a letter with no direct contact with the hearer). This is why several 

categories of Blum-Kulka‟s classification seem to be redundant for the purposes of 

my research and thus render her classification inapplicable to my study material.  

3. Finally, Kohnen‟s classification seems to be the most clear and well-structured one 

among the three reviewed above, which facilitates analysis and quantification of 

different structural types of directives.  

Using Kohnen‟s classification I have arranged the sample of directives found in my study material 

into three main classes. In what follows I will give a short description of classes providing 

examples for each of the classes from my study material:  

 A) Performatives:  

This category mainly comprises sentences built according to the classic Austinian performative 

formula (see page 10 of the section 1.1.1):  

(1) As for tythynges I have none, but I pray you to yef credence to K. the brynger of this: 

and God have you in blessld kepyng.
4
 

(Stonor letters: R. Restwold to Thomas Stonor, 1469) 

In addition to this I also included performatives found in participial clauses like in example (2) 

from the Paston letters:  

(2) Mayster Baly, I recomaunde me on-to yow, praynge yow that ye woll send me be 

Wylliam Kokkys, bere her-of, iiij nobylles in golde… 

(Paston letters: William Paston III to the Bailiff of Mautby, 1487) 

                                                             
4
 Translation of the excerpts into PDE will be provided only in the cases where the spelling and formal aspects of the 

LME and EModE differ from those of PDE to such an extent that they make understanding of these sentences for a 
PDE reader troublesome or even impossible. 
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The reason for inclusion of performatives which deviate from the classic performative formula 

rests in the fact that such a request can be easily re-worded in the present tense indicative – I 

recommend me to you and I pray you that…. The use of performative verb in its participial form 

in the dependent clause may be adduced to the specificity of the source: it might have been done 

for the reason of space-saving in a letter or in an attempt to avoid a cumbersome monotonous 

construction.  

B) Imperatives:  

This group includes directives containing mainly the second person imperative as in the 

example (3):  

(3) Item, brynge me my lettre hom with you and my cosyn Clere is copy of here lettre and 

the copy of the reseyth of Horwelbur. 

(Paston letters: Agnes Paston to John Paston I, 1452) 

Alongside of the second person imperatives I allocated to this category also constructions with the 

1/3 person pronoun + verb let as in (4): 

(4) Neuertheles let him writh to his master ?at whatsumevyr he do herin he shall be truly 

content for his labor and costis… 

PDE translation: Nevertheless, make/ask him (to) write to his master that whatever he does 

herein he will be truly content with his labour and costs… 

(Paston letters: John Paston I to an unindentified person, 1449) 

Such subcategories of imperatives as jussive imperatives, adhortative imperatives, optative and 

adhortative subjunctives included in this class by different scientists (Busse 2008, Kohnen 2007) 

will be discussed in more detail in the section 1.2.2. devoted to the problematic points of this class 

of directives. 

C) Modal expressions: 
5
 

This category is poorly represented in the sources that I have examined. According to 

Kohnen, this category of directives includes modal expressions of obligation, permission or 

possibility (Kohen2007:146). I do not include such items into my research because, first of all, 

modal expressions of permission or possibility do not fulfil some of the requirements for 

                                                             
5
 This category will be omitted from my classification, however, I felt it important to shortly discuss it here and give 

the reasons for its eventual omission from the classification 
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directives presented in Table 1: when somebody gives a permission to carry out an action it does 

not necessarily mean that he or she wants the addressee to carry out the action; in fact, it is rather 

the addressee who wants to carry out the action and asks a permission for that (see also Searle 

1979:22). Possibility, that is epistemic modality, does not depend on the speaker‟s or addressee‟s 

desire at all. As a result, for the reasons of poor representation in the sources and non-conformity 

with the criteria of the directive speech acts listed in Table 1, this category of directives will be 

omitted from my research.  

D) Conventionally indirect requests:  

This category is presented in my study material mainly by directives involving the use of 

the verb please or like and a want-statement containing the verb would. Indirect requests 

according to Kohnen, whose categorisation I accepted, are divided into four main subcategories:  

a) speaker-based declaratives, 

a) hearer-based interrogatives, 

b) hearer-based conditionals and 

c)  other manifestations (Kohnen 2007:149; Kohnen 2002:170, Kohnen 2008b:300).  

Although there are no interrogative directives in my study sample, the first type, involving 

the word please or like can be considered the hearer-based conditional type and the second, with 

the verb would, the speaker-based declarative type. The absence of the interrogative hearer-based 

indirect requests from the sources can be explained by an observation of Kohnen who suggests 

that this type of indirect requests usually requires “an immediate reaction by the hearer” (Kohnen 

2007:150). Naturally, such a reaction is not to be expected in letter correspondence where the 

addressee of the letter is distanced from the speaker. That leaves us with three subcategories 

which are reflected and exemplified in the Table 2: 
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Table 2. 

Type of the 

indirect 

request  

Example Comment 

a) Speaker-

based 
declaratives 

sentences  

(5)Item, I wolde that William 

Barker shulde send me a 

copye of ?e olde trauerse …. 

 

(Paston letters: John Paston I 

to Margaret Paston, 1460)  

Sentences involving the first person pronoun in 

combination with the verb would. It explicitly 
expresses the volition of the speaker and in this 

way emphasizes one of the contextual beliefs 
listed in Table 1(5). 

b) Hearer-based 

conditional 
sentences  

(6)Yf it please 3ow ?at I may 

wete ?e seayson, as my duté i, 

I shalle be redy to awayte vp-
on 3ow… 

(Paston letters: Edmund 
Paston II to Margaret Paston, 

1481)  

(7) Wherfor, syr, like It your 

mastershlp to write unto the 
master of Cobham… 

(Stonor letters:Richard Page to 

Sir William Stonor, 1482) 

In these cases the ability and willingness of the 

hearer to carry out the action is of primary 
concern for the speaker. These constructions 

often involve the verb please or like, in the 
meaning of please. In some cases the 

conditional construction is elliptical lacking the 
conjunction if. However, in accordance with 

Culpeper and Archer, even when presented 
without the conjunction, this construction still 

expressed a strong connotation of 
conditionality, since it was most probably, as 

they suggest, taken over from similar French 
construction “s‟il vous plait”(Culpeper and 

Archer 2008:70). 

a) Other 
manifestation  

 

(8)I beseche your good 

fadyrhod that yt wylle plese 
yov to speke with the Abbot of 

Dorchester …. 
 

(Stonor letters: William Stonor 

to his father Thomas Stonor, 
1474)  

This subcategory is mainly comprised of 
examples where a conventionally indirect 

request is combined with the support move in 
the form of the I pray/I beseech phrase. 

 

1.1.2.1. Exclusions from classification 

In the process of working with the sources I have noticed that not all the cases which 

formally look like a directive (for example, an explicit formula with the performative verb pray), 

actually carry the illocutionary force of a directive. That happens so because such cases contradict 

with some of the constitutive rules for directives presented in the Table 1. Therefore, such cases 

have been excluded from my analysis and, since they are quite manifold, it is essential to present a 

list of such excluded structural variations in the present paper.   
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Table 3. 

 

Inclusion of the structural variants presented in this table in the overall analysis would distort 

the total figures and thus make the reflection of the distribution of various types of directives in 

the study material erroneous.  

Structural 

variations 

Example Comment 

1) Requests to 

a deity  

(9)... but y praye God kepe you 

and all yourys. 

 (Stonor letters: William Swan 
to Th.Stonor, 1474) 

(10)…but Y beseke pe holy gost 

be 3our gyde.  

(Stonor letters: Jane Stonor to 

Thomas Stonor, 1463) 

In these cases we do not know whether the 

target (the addressee) of the directives is 
willing or able to carry out the requested 

action, or, in other words, at least two 
contextual features of directives are not present 

in this request. Moreover, the illocutionary 
force is aimed at somebody who does not 

belong to the material world so there is 
virtually no real possibility of fulfilment of the 

requested action. 

2) Statements, 
announcement

s. 

(11) Plesyth it yow to wet that I 
receyuyd yowyr letter ?at ye sent 

me by Nycolas Colman… 

(Paston letters: Margaret Paston 

to John Paston I, 1460) 

(12) I recummend me to yow 
and prey you to wete ?at… 

 (Paston letters: William Paston 
I to Philip Berney, 1441) 

In these cases the performative formula or a 
form of conventionally indirect request is used 

to give to the addressee a piece of news. Again, 
the first contextual feature from the Table 1 is 

not present here: the target does not have to 
carry out any act because understanding or 

knowing is an involuntary action and the 
request of the speaker to acknowledge 

something is fulfilled by the addressee right in 
the moment of his hearing the news. It is 

therefore obvious that the action would be 
performed by the target in the normal course of 

events. 

3) Formulaic 

courtesy 
expressions 

(13) And thus fare ye well with 

all my hert.. 

(Stonor letters: Richard Page to 

Sir William Stonor, 1478) 

(14) My ryght reverent and 
wurshypfull fadyr, I recomaund 

me unto your good fadyrhod in 
the most umbull vyse that I kan 

or may, mekely besechyng your 

fadyrhod of your dayly 
blessing… 

(Stonor letters: William Stonor 

to Thomas Stonor, 1474) 

These cases cannot be considered directive 

speech acts: they do not refer to a particular 
action which the speaker wants to elicit form 

the addressee; on the contrary, they are used as 
a means of bidding a farewell (at the close of a 

letter) or asking for a blessing, which was 
normally done at the beginning of each letter 

as a way of polite address to a parent. 
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In this part of the section I have presented several possible classifications of directives with 

the aim to choose the one fitting the purposes of my analysis. I adopted the classification by 

Kohnen (2007, 2008) making several amendments to it, namely, the omission of the category of 

directives formed by modal expressions for the reasons of their virtual absence from my study 

material and their non-conformity with some of the contextual features listed in Table 1. I have 

also improved this classification by presenting a list of excluded structural variations which, 

although satisfy the formal requirements of directive speech acts, do not possess the directive 

illocutionary force. In what follows I want to study structural and formal variations of each group 

of this classification of directive in more detail. 

1.2. Structural and formal variations of directives. 

 In this section of my paper I want to study each class of requests separately, exploring 

problematic structural points of each category, with the aim to see how these points were 

addressed by different scientists, what structural variations exist in each class and what 

explanations for these structural variations can be found. In this part of the paper I will not work 

with the sources but only provide theoretical grounds for the qualitative and quantitative analysis 

of my study material that will follow in section 3. 

1.2.1. Performatives. Problematic points. 

 1.2.1.1. Performative verbs. 

In the previous chapter I mentioned that this group is comprised mainly of classic 

examples of speech acts carried out with the help of an explicit performative verb which presents 

the source of the directive illocutionary force in this type of speech acts (examples (1) and (2) on 

p. 16 of the paper). That raises a question of which verbs can be considered performatives. 

Sadock, who reviews Austin‟s theoretical study (1962), mentions that Austin first introduced the 

notion of the performative verb in opposition to the constative verb in 1962 and claimed that the 

former is designed to do something while the latter – merely to say something
6
 (Sadock 2004:54). 

Austin‟s performative formula mentioned on p. 10 of this paper was later accepted and elaborated 

by many other linguists who studied speech acts. However, there were also critical voices in 

respect of this formula. For example, Jenny Thomas refutes Austin‟s performative formula 
                                                             
6
 Taavitsainen and Jucker (2007) present a similar dichotomy of speech act verbs allocating them in two major 

functional groups – the group where these verbs have a performative function and the group where they are found 
in descriptive function in a sentence (for more reference see Taavitsainen and Jucker 2007: 113) 
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hypothesis altogether, listing among the reasons for that the fact that performative verbs can be 

found both in the singular and plural form and can also stand in passive voice; moreover, some 

performative verbs often convey a different speech act from the one they usually name (Thomas 

1995). 

As is apparent from the short discussion of performative verbs above, their definition is 

rather problematic and quite blurred at edges. In my study I have decided to keep to, by and large, 

the classic performative formula (Austin 1962:6), that is, I have chosen to consider as 

performative those verbs which are found in the form of the first person singular present tense 

indicative voice taking into consideration the fact that in letters performative verbs also 

sometimes happen in the participial clauses (see the classification of directives in section 1.1.2. of 

the present paper). 

1.2.1.2. The support move.    

From the structural point of view there is a number of variations in this class of directives, 

some of which are relevant to my analysis and therefore must be mentioned here. One of them is 

discussed in the study of Culpeper and Archer who were dealing with the analysis of directives in 

court trials and dramas. These two linguists ground their analysis on theoretical premises 

developed by Shoshanna Blum-Kulka who presents a structural outline of requests involving such 

parts as head acts, alerters and support moves (Blum-Kulka 1989).
 
They suggest that in court 

trials and dramas which they studied in their paper support moves were presented by performative 

verbs, like pray or prithee, which, having undergone a substantial degree of grammaticalization, 

lost much of their performativity (Culpeper and Archer 2008:79). In other words, they stopped 

being performatives and became support moves, i.e. structural elements of a speech act which, 

according to Blum-Kulka, function as a means of mitigation or aggravation of a directive. 

Culpeper and Archer also mention that support moves – unlike internal head act modifiers – do 

not occur within a head act
7
 and may occupy either an initial or a final position in the speech act 

(Culpeper and Archer 2008:49-50). That is, they suggest that some performatives, in particular the 

phrase I pray, do not necessarily play the performative role in a sentence; sometimes, they can 

only modify the illocutionary force expressed by the main lexical verb in the sentence. That brings 

                                                             
7
 The head act is defined by Blum-Kulka as “the minimal unit which can realize a request” (Blum-Kulka 1989, as cited 

from Culpeper and Archer 2008: 49). 
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us to the question – what form this main lexical verb has to be found in for the sentence to be still 

counted as a speech act. 

Helpful and thought-provoking in this respect happens to be a study by Ulrich Busse, 

another linguist who devoted his study to analysis of directives. One of the structural variations of 

directives which he presents in his paper is an imperative accompanied by a discourse marker 

which, as is shown by his example, happens to be the I pray phrase (Busse 2008:87).  It appears 

that Busse uses this term in relation to the same phrase which is examined in the paper of 

Culpeper and Archer. In the present paper, the term support move, introduced by Blum-Kulka, 

will be used because it expresses the role played by this phrase in a sentence much better than the 

term discourse marker.
8
 Thus, I decided to consider the samples as in (15) and (16) as cases of 

directive speech acts expressed by means of an imperative whose illocutionary force is modified 

by the support move: 

(15) I pray you take heed quat it is and send me word if ye will…”(Paston letters: Margaret 

Paston  to John Paston I, 1449) 

(16) I prey you latt pe pore man no more be so entreati.  (Stonor letters: Humphrey Forester 

to Thomas Stonor, 1478) 

The relevance of the support move to the theory of politeness will be discussed in the section 

3 devoted to the qualitative analysis of the sources.  

1.2.1.3. Hedged performatives.  

Another structural variation of performative directives relevant to my study is presented by 

speech acts where performative verbs are immediately preceded by a modal auxiliary which 

seems to modify or hedge the illocutionary force of the directive as in the following example: 

(16) Syr, if I take thys jurney to Caleys I moste beseche yow to forbere hym lenger… 

(Paston letters: Margery Paston to John Paston III, 1478)  

                                                             
8  Discourse markers, as defined in Concise encyclopedia of Pragmatics (2009: 191), “tend not to have a specific 
semantic meaning, and contribute to scaffold the pragmatic coherence of interaction” or, in other words, they are 
used to link separate thoughts or ideas in a text. Support moves, however, stand in the sentence to mitigate or 
aggravate the impact of a particular speech act. That is exactly the role which the phrase I pray plays in combination 
with the imperative.  
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This phenomenon is labelled hedged performative by Fraser who argues that the insertion 

of a modal or a semi-modal verb in front of a performative verb changes the meaning of a speech 

act in such a way that such sentences do not only perform the speech act but also express the 

attitude of the speaker to the performed action (Fraser 1975:187). He goes on to suggest that in 

case of hedged performatives the hearer “receives the performative force not directly from the 

literal meaning of the sentence but through an interpretation of the speaker‟s intent in uttering the 

sentence” (Fraser 1975:195). One of the impacts of such hedging may be its serving as a means of 

downplaying or, vice versa, stressing the role of the speaker who issues the directive. Through 

modifying the performative by means of a modal verb which has a specific semantic connotation, 

the speaker distances himself, as it were, from the directive bringing in a certain attitudinal 

evaluation to the action that he intends to elicit from the hearer. 

1.2.1.4. The verb will in the role of a semi-performative verb.  

Another problematic area is presented by samples where the position of the performative 

verb is occupied by the verb will as in the following example: 

(17) I woll that the payment thefor be respitet at this time… 

(Stonor letters: Sir R.Hacourt to William Stonor, 1474) 

On the one hand, such requests bear a certain resemblance with polite indirect requests of 

the Present-Day English such as I would like to ask… etc; on the other hand, there is a distinctive 

formal similarity with the performative speech act (namely, the fact that the verb will stands in the 

1
st
 person singular present tense active voice). Kohnen calls such examples “pragmatic false 

friends”, implying that some verbs or structures used to play a different semantic role in text in the 

history of English though formally they often remain preserved till the present day almost 

unchanged (Kohnen 2004:239). He further argues that the verb will, in particular, used to be a 

performative verb meaning “to order, command” in the earlier periods of the English language 

history. Therefore, according to him, samples containing the phrase I will should be interpreted as 

direct performative speech acts of a very strong request bordering on order, rather than indirect 

polite requests (Kohnen 2004:239). A similar account can be taken from the Oxford English 

Dictionary which states that when followed by an object clause, this verb has the meaning of 

desire or wish and that it can sometimes imply also the meaning to „intend, purpose‟ something to 
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happen or to be done.
9
 The idea of taking the verb will as a performative verb appears to be rather 

sound; nonetheless, in my research I have come across I would as a variant of this expression 

much more frequently than the I will performative phrase. Such a variation poses a few questions: 

is it a change of tense or a change of mood? Can this variation still be considered a direct 

performative speech act or should it be referred to some other category, that of modal expressions, 

for example, or that of indirect polite requests?  

As for the first question, the possibility of change of tense is eliminated because if the 

semi-performative verb will is put in the past tense, the sentence can be no longer considered a 

directive speech act, since it has to refer to future event. So, it has to be a change of the mood, and 

the most probable mood in this case is subjunctive, which is used to express a wish about the 

future state of affairs. This generally corresponds to the idea suggested by Culpeper and Archer, 

who label such construction a want statement expressing the desire of the speaker to bring about 

some action. They list it as one of the strategies of expressing an impositive alongside with bare 

imperatives and performatives (Culpeper and Archer 2008:71). In my opinion, however, this 

construction should be referred to the category of indirect requests: it expresses not an order or an 

urging demand, but merely a wish of the speaker about the future state of affairs. This formula 

lacks the authoritarian shade of directives expressed by means of imperatives; it rather resembles 

polite suggestions expressed with the help of the verb please which belong to the category of 

indirect requests.  

In the section 1.2.1 I have discussed central structural variations of performative class of 

directives, namely, grammaticalisation of performatives which entails in the emerging of the 

support move formed by the phrase I pray, hedged performatives and samples with the semi-

performative verb will. All of these variations will be relevant to the further qualitative analysis of 

the sources in association with the strategies of politeness as they modify the illocutionary force 

of the directives in certain ways and thus change the degree of imposition presented by directives.  

1.2.1. Imperatives. Problematic points. 

As is mentioned in the classification of directives in section 1.1.2 of the present paper, this 

second major group of directives consists of different imperative structures involving both bare 

second person imperative and periphrastic first and third person imperatives. This class also 

                                                             
9
 OED on-line, the entry for verb will

1  
meaning B,1. 
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includes imperative directives accompanied by the support move in the form of a semi-

grammaticalised I pray phrase. 

This paragraph is devoted to the discussion of the grammatical category of imperatives and 

its paradigmatic variations which will help us to better arrange the samples allocated to this class.   

1.2.2.1. The boundaries of the class of imperatives.  

The boundaries of this category are rather blurred and depend on the approach of a 

particular linguist. Thus, for example, Kohnen includes in this class – along with the bare 2
nd

 

person imperatives – the so-called hortative subjunctive (Kohnen 2007:144). In my study, 

however, I have not come across of such cases (probably due to the fact that by the 15
th
 century 

hortative subjunctive was already extinct, as is suggested by Kohnen himself in the same study). 

Ulrich Busse also includes in this class three categories which do not involve a canonical form of 

imperative, but still semantically belong to the same province: the so-called adhortative 

imperative,  jussive imperative and optative subjunctive (Busse 2008: 87). Adhortative and jussive 

imperatives are both expressed by means of the verb let and will be discussed in the following 

subsection. The optative subjunctive subclass, as Busse suggests, is represented by subjunctives 

used to express “a wish or a desire of the speaker which can be fulfilled” (Busse 2008:87). The 

same idea is supported by Fischer who suggests that one of the modalities usually expressed by 

modal verbs or subjunctives in Old English was deontic modality which was directly connected 

with issuing the directives and concerned with “speaker‟s wishes and intentions in relation to the 

addressee, thus involving such notions as permission and obligation” (Fischer &van der Wurff 

2006: 143). Optative subjunctive, however, was virtually absent from my study material, therefore 

it was not included in the classification.  

Yet, an interesting structural variation of the 2
nd

 person imperatives, which I want to give 

some consideration here, is the explicit use of the pronoun denoting the addressee of the directive 

– the pronoun you. Again, interpretations of its explicit use side by side with the imperative vary 

considerably with different linguists. Thus, Levinson and Brown argue that the explicit use of you 

pronoun as a component of imperative makes even these very straightforward and potentially face 

threatening directives “aggressively rude” (Brown and Levinson 1987:190). On the other hand, 

Busse, referring to the work by Brown and Gilman, mentions that they consider imperatives 

accompanied by the 2
nd

 person pronoun to be more polite as opposed to bare imperatives. At the 
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same time, Busse points out the fact that the linguists have not come to a definitive conclusion 

about which form should be considered neutral: the one with or without the pronoun (Busse 

2008:92). Quirk presents an array of various interpretations of use of the 2
nd

 person pronoun in 

this case in dependence on the degree of phrasal stress put on the pronoun and its implied role as a 

vocative pronoun or as the subject of the imperative. He argues that only in cases when you is 

used as a vocative pronoun it sounds impolite; otherwise, an explicit use of the 2
nd

 person pronoun 

merely makes the directive in question more persuasive or insisting (Quirk 1985:828).  As is 

apparent from the listed approaches, the use of the pronoun you alongside with the imperative in a 

directive signals some change in the degree of its impact on the hearer. Moreover, it is rather 

difficult sometimes, and especially in written text, to decide what particular role the pronoun plays 

in the sentence and, consequently, what influence on the general politeness level of the message it 

has. I would like to return to this observation later on and consider how it is reflected in the 

samples from my sources (subsection 3.1.2.1). 

1.2.2.2. Constructions with let – a periphrastic imperative or a lexical verb? 

Constructions involving the verb let can either be found in combination with the first 

person pronoun singular or plural or the third person pronoun singular or plural. These four 

structural variations present a source of disagreement among the linguists as to which class of 

directives they should be allocated to. In order to facilitate the understanding of the problem, I 

will present different approaches to the let-constructions in the following Table 4. 

Table 4. 

Type of let - 

construction 

Reference in the previous research In this paper 

1.Let+1
st
 person 

singular.  

e.g.: Let me see 

what you have. 

 

1. Culpeper and Archer (2008) call it a suggestory formula and put 

this type into the category of conventionally indirect requests 
(Culpeper and Archer 2008: 64).  

2. Kohnen (2004a) considers let in such a construction to be full 

lexical verb in the form of imperative. 

3. Kohnen (2004b) refers this construction to conventionally 

polite indirect requests. He claims that by using this construction 

“the speaker, instead of issuing a straightforward directive 
performative, asks permission for doing so” (Kohnen 2004b: 245). 

Imperative 

directives: let 
mainly in the 

role of a full 

lexical verb.  
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2.Let+1
st
 person 

plural. 

 e.g.: Let us play 
golf! 

1. Kohnen (2007) – a periphrastic imperative belonging to the 

class of imperative directives (Kohnen 2007:144). 

2. Busse (2008) – an adhortative imperative which belongs to the 

class of imperative directives (Busse 2008: 87) 

Absent from the 

study material 

 

3.     Let+3
d
 

person 
singular/plural.  

e.g.: Let 
him/them  see 

what you have 
there. 

 

Busse (2008)  – a jussive imperative which belongs to the 

category of imperative requests (Busse 2008: 87)  

 

 

Imperative 

directives: let 

mainly in the 
role of the full 

lexical verb.  

 

As a commentary to Table 4 I want to explain several terms mentioned earlier in 

connection to imperatives. Thus, adhortative imperatives are, in fact, commands addressed to both 

the hearer and the speaker (formally containing the 1
st
 person plural pronoun as the subject of an 

imperative or a periphrastic imperative with let). As is suggested by Kohnen, who also included 

this type of imperatives in his classification, the 1
st
 person plural adhortative imperatives may be 

interpreted as a politeness device in the way that it addresses the interests of the hearer by means 

of establishing a common ground with him or her (and thus alleviating the impact of the 

illocutionary force) (Kohnen 2007:151). Kohnen also noticed that periphrastic constructions with 

let+ the 1
st
 person plural pronoun were a development of the later periods in the history of English 

and that they appeared “during the second half of the fourteenth century, slowly replacing the 

inverted pattern with the hortative subjunctive” (Kohnen 2007:145). The jussive imperative, in its 

turn, is a command addressed to the 3
rd

 person, that is, excluding the hearer and the speaker. This 

type of let construction was the most frequent one in my sources. 

The main reason for the divide between the let+1
st
 person and let+3

rd
 person subtypes of 

this construction, as it appears to me, lies in the fact that the let+1
st
 person singular phrases are 

semantically rather different from bare imperatives addressed to the second person or 

constructions with the let+3
rd

 person pronoun. Let‟s compare three sentences (1), (2) and (3):  

1. Let me see what you are holding in your hand. 

2. Let me show you what is in my hand. 

3. Let him show you what is in his hand. 
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Apparently, the 3 sentences are built on the same syntactic pattern but nevertheless there is 

a great degree of semantic difference in them. Thus, the first sentence sounds like a request for a 

favour because the performance of the action depends on the hearer‟s intention to show or not to 

show the object. The sentence can be paraphrased by “can you…?” question.  

If we have a look at the second sentence, however, we can see that it is somewhat different 

from the first sentence – the person who is about to perform the action is not the hearer but the 

speaker. So the speaker does not ask for a favour but for a permission to do something: it involves 

intention of the speaker to perform the action and the hearer has only to agree or disagree with 

this. Culpeper and Archer call these constructions “suggestory formula”, referring to the study by 

Karin Aijmer, who argued that this kind of structure can be considered a “permission request”, as 

it can also be paraphrased by a “can I…?” question (Culpeper and Archer 2008:64). A similar 

thought is expressed by Kohnen (2004b). 

 Apparently, the first and the second sentences are very similar to each other, the only 

difference being the speaker/hearer perspective; both of the sentences can be paraphrased with a 

“can I/you…?” question, and thus both of them can be called “suggestory formula”. Their 

inclusion in the class of indirect requests is therefore not unreasonable; nevertheless, taking into 

consideration the fact that such samples are very few in my sources I decided to put them in the 

category of imperative directives on the basis of their formal structure.  

The third sentence, though, seems to be completely different from the first and the second 

ones. Here, neither the speaker‟s nor the hearer‟s intention for action is involved. The speaker 

wants to get a third person to carry out an action, and, at the same time the illocutionary force is 

addressed to the hearer, because he or she is the recipient of the directive. We cannot paraphrase 

this request by a “can I/you…?” question but rather by a declarative sentence: “I request/ order/ 

command/ want/ that he show you/ me…”. In a certain sense, it is a reported imperative – the 

hearer plays the role of a mediator of the directive aimed at a third party.  

 Very thought-provoking in this respect is Kohnen‟s suggestion about the lexicality of the 

verb let in such constructions. He argued that not all of the phrases with let+1
st
 person singular 

used in the late Middle English and Early Modern English can be considered periphrastic 

imperatives and that in the majority of these constructions the verb let assumes the role of a full 
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lexical verb carrying the sense of “allow” or “cause” which turns such constructions into indirect 

directives depending on the verb which follows the let construction (Kohnen 2004a:160-165).  

If we treat the verb let in the above examples (1), (2) and (3) as a full lexical verb and put 

the verb to allow instead of it, it will change the semantic structure of the sentences quite 

drastically. In the first two cases, it will put the addressee of a request in a position of relative 

authority and the paraphrase of the first two sentences will start with “may I...?” question. In the 

third example, such a replacement of the verbs will entail in a rather interesting change in the 

structure of power relations: 

(4) Allow/cause him show you what is in his hand.  

In this case, the use of the imperative form of the verb by the speaker shows that he or she has 

relative authority over the hearer and is able to confront him/ her with a potentially face-

threatening situation; at the same time, the hearer has a certain authority over the third party 

because he/she has the power to allow or disallow this third party to perform a certain action.  

As far as my study is concerned, categorisation in it is based on formalistic approach; 

therefore, I refer the let-requests to the category of imperatives directives, and not conventionally 

indirect requests, especially, when the verb let is taken as a full lexical verb. They seem to present 

a rather face-threatening strategy and are mostly used by a superior speaker in relation to an 

inferior hearer as has also been demonstrated Culpeper and Archer in the study of court trials 

(Culpeper and Archer 2008:66).  

In the section 1.2.2. I have presented a theoretical analysis of the class of imperative 

directives determining such paradigmatic variants as bare imperatives, imperatives with explicit 

use of the subject (the second person pronoun), adhortative and jussive construction involving the 

verb let.  I have found out that explicit use of the pronoun you with the imperative influences the 

degree of its impositiveness and, in this way, the level of politeness of the directive speech act. I 

have also demonstrated that if the verb let in the let+1/3 person constructions is taken as a full 

lexical verb it changes the power structure in the relationship between the speaker and the 

addressee and therefore presents an interesting point for further analysis of politeness strategies in 

my study material.  

1.2.3. Indirect requests.  

This is the most variable and, therefore, the most poorly definable category of directives. 

As stated in the survey on speech acts and events by George Yule, an indirect speech act involves 
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“an indirect relationship between a structure and a function” (Yule 1996:55). In other words, as he 

explains further, when a declarative sentence is used to make a statement it can be considered a 

direct speech act, but when one uses it (or an interrogative sentence) to make a request it can be 

considered an indirect speech act.  Such a definition, based on the theoretical approach of Searle, 

is very problematic, since there is still a discernible disagreement among different linguists as to 

what is to be included in this category. In my opinion, this variety of approaches can be accounted 

for by the fact that different linguists explore indirectness on different levels of discourse: 

semantic (or illocutionary), pragmatic (or perlocutionary), and formal. Undoubtedly, the three 

layers are quite interdependent, and it is due to the fact that indirectness can be perceived on each 

level separately from the other two makes this category so confusing.  

Searle, the founder of the theory of indirect speech acts, defines them as “cases in which 

one illocutionary force is performed indirectly by way of performing another” (Searle 1979:31). 

This definition is primarily based on the illocutionary level, or in other words it involves the 

hearer‟s ability to interpret the speaker‟s utterance as a directive on the semantic level and 

recognise the illocutionary force encoded in it. Searle argues that this ability of the hearer to 

interpret an indirectly conveyed speech act correctly is conditioned by the fact that the speaker 

and the hearer share “mutual background information, both linguistic and non-linguistic” provided 

that the hearer observes Grice‟s conversational maxims (Searle 1979:35). Although his notion of 

indirectness takes into consideration the fact that formally indirect directives can be presented as 

statements or questions, their formal structure is not the main criterion of indirectness for Searle. 

On the other hand, Culpeper and Archer take over the notion of indirectness from Blum-

Kulka whose understanding of directness is based primarily on the effects of a directive on the 

hearer, or, in other words, on the how obvious the intention of the speaker is to the addressee of a 

speech act (Culpeper and Archer 2008:56). These effects range from an explicit imposition on the 

hearer to a mild hint, where the explicit imposition leaves the least space for the hearer to comply 

with the request, while the hint, vice versa, leaves a possibility of a failure to interpret it as a 

directive on the part of the hearer and thus to avoid the performance of the requested action. 

Culpeper and Archer themselves point out that Blum-Kulka‟s understanding of indirectness 

differs considerably from Searle‟s approach and that it seems to refer “to the explicitness with 

which the illocutionary point is signalled by the utterance” (Culpeper and Archer 2008:56).  
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There is still another approach, based on the formal structure of a speech act. Thus Bach 

and Harnish consider indirect even those directive speech acts that are carried out with the help of 

a performative verb. They argue that “a performative sentence when used performativelly is used 

directly as a statement, and indirectly, to perform a further speech act of the type named by a 

performative verb” (Bach and Harnish 1992:98). Thus, in their understanding, a sentence I ask 

you to do this, for example, will be considered a direct statement and an indirect request, carried 

out by means of a statement. They further suggest that the performative formula is just another 

formal variety, which has become “standardized for specific indirect uses” (Bach and Harnish 

1992:99).  

Finally, Kohnen, whose categorisation of speech acts I adopted in this paper, does not 

define indirect requests at all, merely dividing the category into 4 subgroups mentioned on pp. 18-

19 of this paper in the section devoted to the classification of directives (see also Kohnen 

2007:149; Kohnen 2008:300). This division of the category of indirect requests functions on two 

levels, that of semantics and of form. Semantically, according to Kohnen, indirect speech acts 

question or assert one of the preparatory or sincerity conditions, which is a part of the definition of 

indirectness as presented by Searle (Searle 1979: 31). Formally, this categorisation accounts for 

the perspective of the speaker and the hearer and also for the type of the sentence in which the 

request is found. It is not concerned with the degree of explicitness with which the speech act is 

presented, but still it inherently accounts for the fact that this category presents the smallest degree 

of threat to the hearer‟s freedom of action. 

Some other approaches, like that of Ulrich Busse, for example, deal with the notion of the 

speaker- or hearer-based perspective of a directive too, but fail to include both types in the 

category of indirect directives. Busse comes to a conclusion that only those directives which are 

hearer-oriented, that is those which question or assert the ability of the hearer to carry out the 

action, can be considered truly indirect requests (Busse 2008:96). This means that the speaker-

oriented polite directives are totally excluded from this category in Busse‟s classification. This 

decision is explained by the fact that though  the degree of deference and politeness shown by 

them might be much greater than in the case of bare imperative directives, nonetheless, speaker-

oriented directives explicitly express speaker‟s volition, which puts them formally closer to 

imperatives than to conventionally indirect hearer-based requests. 
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 As I mentioned above, I have accepted Kohnen‟s approach to indirectness and the types of 

indirect requests, because it seems to be most reasonable and fitting in the framework of my study 

which will be demonstrated in the exemplified qualitative analysis of the sources in the section 3. 

 In this chapter, I have carried out an analysis of theoretical premises for each class of 

directives found in my sources and discussed problematic points associated with each structural 

category of directives. In the following chapter I would like to discuss the approaches to the 

notion of politeness and try to correlate the structural classification of directives with a scale of 

politeness.  

1.3. Directives and the theory of politeness. 

1.3.1. Different approaches to politeness. 

It is not by chance that in the study devoted to directives politeness theory is of such 

relevance to us. Directives function as a means of manipulation with the hearer, in other words, 

they inherently infringe on the freedom of a person in the way that they aim to elicit some action 

from the hearer, which he does not necessarily want to do and which does not necessarily bring 

profit to him. Such infringement on personal freedom was called by Brown and Levinson a threat 

to negative face of the hearer, where the negative face represents “the desire to be unimpeded in 

one‟s actions” (Brown and Levinson 1987:13). Apparently, one of the functions of politeness is 

preventing such a face-threatening situation from happening, or at least mitigating the face-threat 

to the hearer. 

This observation poses a number of questions: what elements constitute politeness? What 

are the main criteria by which to measure politeness and what are the main strategies which 

establish politeness? What are the criteria for judging whether this or that directive is polite or 

not? 

One of the most popular and most well known theoretical studies on politeness have been 

carried out by Brown and Levinson who, departing from an earlier study by Goffman (1955), 

argue that politeness can be either negative or positive. The former is concerned with the 

addressee‟s positive face or, in other words, “his desire that his wants should be thought of as 

desirable” and the latter attends to the hearer‟s negative face or, as put by Brown and Levinson, 



 34 

“his want to have his freedom of action” (Brown and Levinson 1987:101, 129). They proceed to 

claim that the main strategic choice of the speaker when he intends to issue a potentially face-

threatening act is to either go on record, that is, present the speech act in such a way that it will 

not be possible for the hearer to misinterpret it, or to go off record, or, in other words, present a 

speech act in an indirect, suggestive way, leaving the hearer pragmatic space for not interpreting 

the intended speech act (e.g., a request) as such and thus avoiding the situation of being 

confronted with the obligation to carry it out. The weightiness of a face-threatening act, which is 

issued by means of one of these strategies, is measured, as they suggest, as a sum of three main 

factors: 1) ranking of imposition presented by a directive, 2) relative power between the hearer 

and the speaker, and 3) social distance between them (Brown and Levinson 1987:15). The choice 

of a particular strategy, according to Brown and Levinson, is also influenced by Grice‟s 

conversational maxims (Grice 1989). Some of these maxims (namely, the maxim of manner) 

clashes with the desire of the speaker to maintain the hearer‟s and his own face. In accordance 

with the maxim of manner, when issuing a directive the speaker will try to convey his message to 

the hearer as precisely and clearly as possible, that is, in a direct indiscreet manner. On the other 

hand, he might want to save the hearer from a potential threat to his or her negative face and thus 

attempt to present a directive in a more tentative and less direct way. This clash results in either an 

employment of some of the mitigation devices aimed at playing down the impact of the directive 

by the speaker, or in choosing some indirect form of presenting a directive which serves as a 

“hedge on illocutionary force” (Brown and Levinson 1997:130-131). 

All in all, Brown and Levinson come up with 5 alternative ways of dealing with a face-

threatening act (or FTA), which are as follows:  

1) bold on-record  FTA (in case of directives, it would be a directive containing a bare 

imperative, for example),  

2)  on-record FTA  - redress by means of positive politeness strategies (e.g.: directives 

introduced by a in-group identity marker, intensification of the interest to the hearer, or 

claiming common ground with the hearer, etc.), 

3) on-record FTA  - redress by means of negative politeness strategies (conventional 

indirectness, hedging, giving deference to the hearer, or minimizing the impact of the 

imposition on him, etc.), 
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4) off-record FTA ( e.g., a hint) 

5) non-performance of a FTA (Brown and Levinson 1987: 60). 

It must be stressed that their approach is mainly concerned with specific linguistic 

strategies which can be implemented in a discourse in order to “do politeness”, or be used as 

“accelerators” or “brakes” in the development of social relationships (Brown and Levinson 

1987:22). Individual linguistic strategies of negative and positive politeness, which will present 

interest in the framework of this paper, will be mentioned in connection to particular directives in 

the qualitative study of the sources and discussed later (section 3) in more detail.  

Some other linguists, like Richard J. Watts, for example, assume a more philosophical 

attitude to the problem of politeness and stress the difference between politeness as an abstract 

concept and politeness as linguistic behaviour. Watts argues that politeness as a way of linguistic 

behaviour is highly dependable on social context in which it occurs, constituting three possible 

linguistic situations which he labels respectively: politic behaviour, politeness, and impoliteness. 

Interestingly, the notion of politic behaviour is not explicitly mentioned in the Brown and 

Levinson‟s theory; though it is very important for the study of politeness since it presents a certain 

neutral point on the scale from politeness to impoliteness. Politic behaviour, in Watts‟ 

understanding, is a non-salient “linguistic behaviour which is perceived to be appropriate to the 

social constraints of the on-going interaction” (Watts 2003:19). In other words, this suggestion 

makes the notion of politeness highly relative, dependable on where and when certain linguistic 

strategies are used. He further argues that such words as please or thank you can be regarded as 

ritualised conventional non-salient phrases and do not have to be the signals of polite behaviour.  

He goes on to state that it is virtually impossible to assess the degree of linguistic politeness of a 

phrase taken out of the context or real conversation, and thus to establish a universal theory of 

politeness valid cross-culturally and diachronically (Watts 2003:23). He therefore criticizes the 

Brown and Levinson‟s theory of politeness for being too “theoretical”, that is, too idealized, taken 

out of real life conversational situation, and also for being too centred on the concept of the 

speaker, not taking into account the reaction of the hearer, by which discourse politeness level can 
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also be judged (Watts 2003:85).
10

 Another critical remark that Watts makes in relation to the 

Brown and Levinson‟s theory of politeness is excessive rationality of the idealized speaker: the 

binary choices presented in their theory, he argues, do not encompass all the possible variations of 

politeness which happen in real life. All in all, he claims that the Brown and Levinson‟s politeness 

theory can better be termed as a theory of facework strategies, and not of politeness strategies as 

such, though these two notions often overlap (Watts 2003:93). 

 Similarly to Watts, Konrad Ehlich perceives politeness in a somewhat philosophical 

understanding of the matter, claiming that when some behaviour is termed polite it can mean 

either “the specific status of socially developed regularities of action” (or in other words, 

institutionalized politeness which is different for each culture and each time period) or “going 

beyond that which is socially required within the framework of these regularities” (Ehlich 

1992:74). As it appears, his first interpretation of politeness is similar to Watts‟ term politic 

behaviour while the second one presents politeness proper, that is, an extra effort of the speaker 

taken to avoid a face-threatening situation or at least mitigate its impact. Ehlich also argues that 

politeness is not inherent to the action (e.g., a speech act), in fact, it can be judged only after the 

action is completed on the basis of pragmatic effect it had on the hearer (Ehlich 1992:76).  

However, Ehlich also claims that politeness of the first kind, that is, some culturally and 

historically determined standard, is latently present in the action of the speaker in the form of his 

anticipation of the judgement by the hearer (or a third party). That means, that politeness is a 

highly social concept, it cannot exist on its own and cannot be understood without its broader 

context (Ehlich 1992:78-79). Ehlich also makes an important observation that this standard (or 

politic behaviour, as Watts calls it) takes long time to develop historically (Ehlich 1992:106) and 

that it differs at each particular stage of development of the society and language, which should be 

taken into consideration when working with diachronic forms of discourse.  In other words, 

something that may seem impolite to a present-day discourse participant, who has accumulated a 

different, historically and systematically more developed standard of polite behaviour, might have 

sounded absolutely normal, or even polite, to people who lived in an earlier historical period.  

                                                             
10

 Interestingly, Meier in his paper devoted to the discussion of the Brown and Levinson’s theory of politeness 
criticizes their work for being centered on the concept of the hearer. He argues that the hearer is their central 
figure, “the object of both FTAs and politeness strategies. The Speaker is virtually ignored.” (Meier 1993: 383) 
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 Yet another interesting critical approach to the Brown and Levinson‟s theory is presented 

by Shoshanna Blum-Kulka, who studied politeness strategies in family discourse (Blum-Kulka 

1990: 259-288). Not unlike Watts, she argues that while analyzing politeness one should pay more 

attention to the usually overlooked and underestimated concept of a speech event in which a 

certain speech act occurs. Namely, she studied politeness strategies occurring in conversation 

between children and parents at a dinner table in families of various cultural backgrounds and 

found out that, first of all, in a given speech situation the notion of directness of a speech act and 

its politeness do not correlate, contrary to what Brown and Levinson suggest. She argues that even 

direct speech acts, that is, those which explicitly name the act, as for example performative verbs 

or imperatives, accompanied by some mitigating device, are perceived as polite or at least as 

neutral in a family conversation. It must be noted that Blum-Kulka‟s notion of mitigation overlaps 

with certain strategies of positive politeness as presented by Brown and Levinson (namely, using 

in-group identity markers, claiming common ground with the hearer, reasoning a speech act to the 

hearer, etc.). At the same time, she stresses the fact that mitigation can occur both in direct and 

indirect speech acts and it “appeals differently to negative and positive face-needs” (Blum-Kulka 

1990: 267). What is important is that in family discourse, as she claims, it is not only and not that 

much indirectness that helps to establish politeness but it is precisely the system of verbal and 

non-verbal mitigation which plays an equal if not more important role in increasing the politeness 

level of a discourse. At the same time, her experiment proved that non-conventionally indirect 

politeness strategies (e.g., hints, understatements, etc.) are not judged as the most polite in the 

framework of family discourse (Blum-Kulka 1990: 269).  

Another thought-provoking critical remark regarding the Brown and Levinson‟s politeness 

theory has been made by Fraser who warns against the possibility of conflating of the notions of 

politeness and deference (Fraser 2005:68-70). He argues that the use of honorifics as a display of 

deference should not be automatically considered a politeness strategy, as it is sometimes done by 

Brown and Levinson. Honorifics may accompany some linguistic politeness strategy, and in this 

way deference may overlap with the notion of politeness. Nevertheless, honorifics may sometimes 

be used in combination with intentionally impolite utterances as a means of, for example, irony, or 

as a way of showing a flagrant disrespect to a person.  
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All in all, most of the principal critical approaches to Brown and Levinson‟s theory of 

politeness were neatly summarized in an article by Meier (Meier, 1995). He sums up previous 

study on politeness based on the theory of Brown and Levinson and points out that the two 

linguists rather poorly discern the categories of positive and negative politeness, mixing 

behavioural and linguistic strategies, which makes these categories rather inappropriate for 

quantitative research. Meier notices that although this drawback of their theory was admitted 

already by Brown and Levinson themselves, it was overlooked by many linguists who based their 

analysis on Brown and Levinson‟s theory of politeness (Meier 1995:385). Another critical point 

(mentioned already in Blum-Kulka‟s article (1990)) is the correlation between indirectness and 

politeness. Similarly to Blum-Kulka, Meier does not accept the direct dependence between those 

two notions as suggested by Brown and Levinson, finding support for such a rejection in the work 

of several other linguists (Blum-Kulka 1987, 1989; Wierzbicka 1991). Meier advocates the idea 

that in studies of politeness it is not directness (or indirectness) that should be an issue, but “social 

interpretation of a particular linguistic behaviour within a particular speech community.” (Meier 

1995:387).   

Undoubtedly, all of these critical points, which have been recapitulated in this chapter, are 

very valuable and thought-provoking for redefining the theory of politeness. In the framework of 

this study, though, I have chosen to stick, in general, to the theory of politeness as presented by 

Brown and Levinson (1987), taking into consideration particular critical comments. I will 

summarize the results of the above discussion in several points: 

1. It must be remembered that politeness as a concept can have two possible 

interpretations:  

a. neutral politeness – or politic behaviour as termed by Watts, that is, a set of 

culturally given and situationally appropriate forms, which sound neutral or 

normal in given circumstances and context. 

b. politeness proper – or extra effort of the speaker to maintain facework in 

particular situation. 

2. Since politeness is highly social concept which develops in time, historical notions of 

politeness (if any knowledge on this is available) must be taken into account when 

analyzing historical discourse samples (Ehlich 1992). 
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3. The notions of directness and politeness associated with directives do not necessarily 

correlate automatically, vice versa, sometimes a more direct or explicit means of 

directive manifestation may sound more polite than an off-record hint or implication 

(see also Blum-Kulka 1990). This implies that an eventual possibility of establishing a 

hierarchy of politeness and correlating it with the classification of directives is 

questionable. Brown and Levinson‟s attempt to measure politeness by the formula for   

weightiness of FTA (see p. 33 of this paper) received criticism for being 

incomprehensive (Fraser 2005:78-80). However, problems of quantification of 

politeness were suggested by Brown and Levinson themselves who claimed that 

“politeness is implicated by the semantic structure of the whole utterance, and not 

communicated by „markers‟ or „mitigators‟ in a simple signalling fashion which can    

be quantified” (Brown&Levinson 1987:22).  

4. Politeness is a highly context and situation dependable notion: the claim of universality 

of politeness strategies lacks factual evidence and is confronted by some linguists 

(Watts 2003, Meier 1995). The importance of the context in the interpretation of  a 

certain politeness strategy was acknowledged also by Brown and Levinson who claim 

“that „on record‟ and „off record‟ are categories that do not coincide precisely with 

categories of linguistic forms, but only with linguistic forms in context” (Brown and 

Levinson 1987:134).  In the material of my study, it has not always been possible to 

account for all contextual or situational variables, since not always they were available. 

Therefore, in the framework of this study I will be primarily concerned with linguistic 

strategies of politeness employed in the studied epistolary prose samples, taking 

contextual and situational variables into account whenever they are available. In a 

qualitative corpus analysis such variables will have to be disregarded completely.  

5. It is not only negative politeness strategies that should be given consideration when 

analysing discourse, positive politeness should also be given attention. As Blum-Kulka 

claims when potentially face-threatening direct forms of directives are accompanied by 

some positive politeness markers, they may show not impoliteness but “a positive 

mode of deference” (Blum-Kulka 1990:268). 
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6. Also, manifestations of deference and the level of politeness of directives do not 

necessarily conflate. I will try to analyze this relationship on samples from my study 

material (see chapter 3.2. of the present paper). 

In this section I have presented a short theoretical discussion on the problem of politeness 

and certain strategies associated with it. I have accepted Brown and Levinson‟s theory of 

politeness listing 6 major critical comments made in its respect by different linguists that I shall 

keep in mind when analyzing the study material. I will also account for questionability of an 

applicable hierarchy of politeness but will accept Brown and Levinson‟s strategic choices 

presented on p. 34 of this paper. I will mainly deal with three of them, namely: going on-record 

without face redress, giving preference to some positive or negative politeness strategy, or maybe 

employing elements of both negative and positive face-work in one utterance.   

The next chapter will be devoted to problems of methodology in diachronic speech acts 

analysis, it will also comprise a short description of the sources of study material.  

2. Methodology and sources. Problems of diachronic analysis of speech acts. 

2.1. Methodology and its problematic points. 

Historical pragmatics is a relatively young discipline – the majority of important studies in 

this field had not appeared till the late 20th century. Naturally, a new discipline called for 

establishment of new methods of research. The two main overlapping approaches which have 

been set up in this field reflect two different ways of looking at the problem: analyzing synchronic 

state of affairs at a certain historical period or probing into the diachronic development of this 

state of affairs in time. This divide in historical pragmatics was first pointed out by Jacobs and 

Jucker who spoke about pragmaphilology and diachronic pragmatics in 1995 (Concise 

encyclopaedia of Pragmatics 2009:326; Palander-Collin, Nevala and Nurmi 2009:7; Arnovick 

1999:1). In accordance to them, the first approach mainly studies “pragmatic aspects of historical 

texts in their socio-cultural context of communication” (Concise encyclopaedia of Pragmatics 

2009:326). The other approach is concerned with linguistic analysis in diachronic perspective as it 

“studies the historical development of pragmatic elements, such as discourse markers or speech 

acts, or it studies the pragmatic causes of language change” (Concise encyclopaedia of 

Pragmatics 2009:326).  
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In the present paper, I have managed to employ both approaches: on the one hand, I will 

devote the first part of my research to a detailed synchronic qualitative analysis of structural 

variations of directives and politeness strategies associated with them in the correspondence 

written in the 15
th
 century (the Paston and Stonor family letters). In this part of my work I will be 

paying attention to socio-cultural contextual factors whenever it is possible, taking into account 

the notions of politeness, courtesy, and appropriate behaviour valid for that historical period. In 

the other, less extensive part of this paper, I will try to carry out an analysis of a diachronic 

development of politeness strategies associated with directives and their structural variations in 

the course of the15
th
-17

th
 centuries. This part of the paper will be based on the work with the 

Parsed Corpus of Early English Correspondence (PCEEC) and the results of the synchronic 

qualitative analysis from the first part of the paper which will help me to determine the central 

manifestations of each category of directives and better understand certain politeness strategies 

connected to them. 

 Parallel to the two different approaches to historical pragmatics, there exist two different 

methodological bases: function-to-form mapping and form-to-function mapping (Concise 

encyclopaedia 2009: 326, Arnovick 1999:11, Kohnen 2007:145).  The first method was applied in 

the work of Kohnen (2007, 2008), Busse (2008), Culpeper and Archer (2008), etc. Kohnen, for 

example, in his paper devoted to the problems of methodology in diachronic speech acts analysis 

(2007) mentions once again the difficulty of finding appropriate search criteria for a specific 

speech act, stressing the impossibility of completing the inventory of all known representations of 

a particular speech act in the given period of time. This problem, he claims, emerges due to the 

existence of the so-called “hidden manifestations” of speech acts, which are impossible to track 

by means of any automatic search methods.  Kohnen claims that speech acts are “virtually 

irretrievable in a systematic, let alone automatic way” (Kohnen 2007:139). As a solution to this 

problem he chooses a time-consuming microanalysis, that is, a “by hand” method of finding all 

possible manifestations of a certain speech act. Thus, the function-to-form method appears to be 

more comprehensive because it allows encompassing a wide range of speech act manifestations. 

However, it does not allow working with extensive voluminous sources. Therefore, as 

Taavitsainen and Jucker mention, this method is most often implemented in the frames of small 

corpora or limited literary sources (Taavitsainen and Jucker 2007:10).  
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On the contrary, the other method of form-to-function mapping enables researchers to 

encompass a wide scale of material for both synchronic and diachronic analysis. However, it does 

not give them a chance to find all the possible manifestations of a given phenomenon in the 

chosen source. Such a method was implemented by Taavitsainen and Jucker in their study of 

speech act verbs (2007). They chose to proceed from the form, that is, a speech act verb as the 

most probable formal element of a speech act manifestation, to its function – a speech act. The 

cornerstone problem of this approach rests in the relativity and subjectivity of the criteria of 

automatic selection of samples from the study material, which entails in the relativity and 

incomprehensiveness of the analysis carried out on the basis of such a sample. Thus, Taavitsainen 

and Jucker, even though they chose speech act verbs, or IFID (see p. 11 of this paper) as a 

selection criterion in their research, they themselves criticize this choice stating the following: “… 

most of these devices [IFID] are very problematic and can at best be suggestive but not indicative 

of a specific speech act. Speech acts realisations may be very different in various contexts.” And 

further they mention:  “Many speech acts, perhaps most, are not realised with an explicit speech 

act verb” (Taavitsainen and Jucker 2007:109,110).
 
These linguists themselves acknowledge that 

this methodological approach excludes manifold manifestations of speech acts from their analysis, 

simply because they do not contain a performative verb.  

 In the present paper I will make use of both methodologies. First of all, using the 

function-to-form method I will look up all the possible manifestations of directives in accordance 

with the criteria I set up in the chapter 1.1.2 in the late medieval English family correspondence 

(the Paston and Stonor family letters). Next I will make use of the form-to-function method 

applying it to the Parsed Corpus of Early English Correspondence. That is, I will take the most 

frequent and most representative manifestations for each category of directives found in the 

course of the qualitative analysis of the sources and use them as search criteria for the work with 

the PCEEC. This will allow me to track the development of each group of directives in the course 

of several centuries (the 15
th
-17

th
 centuries). 

 2.2. A short description of the sources.  

 The sources for the first part of my analysis are represented by the collection of letters of 

two English families: the Stonor family and the Paston family, who lived in the 15
th

 and 16
th
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centuries. Both families belonged to the middle and upper middle class of landowners, both 

owned estates in the country (the Stonors owned the estate called Stonora Lege, while Caister 

Castle  belonged to the Pastons at a certain period in the history; apart from that the Pastons “built 

up substantial landholding in and around Paston” (BBC history page). Both collections of family 

correspondence comprise letters written by several generations of the family, in other words, by 

people of different age, sex and family relations. The scope of themes reflected in the letters 

ranges from official letters to the King and Lord Chancellor to intimate affectionate letters 

between husband and wife, or mother and son.  

Both collections are extensive in size amounting to over 400 items each, and since it was 

not possible to encompass the entire collections of letters of both families in the framework of 

„by-hand‟ selection, I decided to limit the source texts to 100 letters by each family which yielded 

at least one (or more) case of directive (or, in the language of corpus linguistics – token texts). 

This made a bulk of approximately 200 token texts with approximately 460 occurrences of 

directives in them. The letters at that were selected in such a way that they included authors of 

both sexes, various generations and of various family relations covering the span of time from 

approximately 1425 to 1490. Both collections of letters contain short information about the 

authors and addressees of the letters. As I will show in the chapter 3 of this paper devoted to the 

qualitative analysis of the sources, this information has been very helpful in my analysis, as it 

provided me with some contextual knowledge and facilitated thus the process of explanation of 

politeness strategies employed in the directives in my study material. 

   As far as corpus search is concerned, my purpose there is determining a general tendency 

which revealed itself in respect of structural variations of directives and politeness strategies 

associated with them in the course of 15
th

-17
th
 centuries which are represented in the corpus. For 

these purposes I will take the results of the qualitative synchronic research and use them as a basis 

for further diachronic research into the material presented by the PCEEC, which consists of 

almost 5 000 letters and covers the time span from 1350 to 1710.  

The corpus is divided into 5 periods each of which covers approximately 70 years and 

comprises a different number of letters. The latter fact presents the first problem for my analysis 

since it makes a balanced comparison of different periods impossible. In order to solve this 

problem, I have decided to limit the results of search in each period to approximately 200 token 
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texts. Then I will still have to select the manifestations of directives from the results of automatic 

search „by hand‟ since there are manifold cases of the excluded manifestations which are 

mentioned in Table 2 of the present paper. These cases can be detected only manually since they 

are excluded on semantic and pragmatic basis which is impossible to account for in automatic 

corpus selection. This methodological problem of corpus-based research was also mentioned by 

Kohnen who claimed that “each individual item which we assume to be a manifestation of a 

directive speech act requires a careful consideration if we want to avoid pragmatic false friends” 

(Kohnen 2004b: 240). In the resulting manual selection of the manifestations of each studied type 

of directives the number of token texts which contained true directives differs each time but it 

never exceeds 200. 

Another problem rests in the fact that the „by-hand‟ selection of directives carried out in 

the process of work with the Paston and Stonor letters have yielded manifold structural variations 

for each category of directives mentioned in this study. Moreover, each of these structural 

variations has a huge number of spelling variations: to check all of them in the corpus would be 

impossible in the framework of this paper. Therefore, I have determined the most frequent and 

most typical structural manifestations of each class of directives, on the basis of qualitative 

analysis of the Paston and Stonor family letters, in order to use them as search words in the work 

with the PCEEC. 

Yet, there is still one important point I want to mention with regard to the time periods 

embraced by the PCEEC. As I already mentioned, the span of time covered by the corpus 

represents more than two centuries – from 1350 to 1700, and since my study is primarily 

concerned with Late Medieval and Early Modern directives, I have decided to leave out the first 

period represented in the PCEEC covering the years from 1350 to 1420, as it is does not, in fact, 

belong to the late Medieval English. Moreover, in the end of the 14
th
 century the spelling 

variations were even greater than in the Paston and Stonor family letters, which renders automatic 

search in this period even more troublesome. Therefore the periods that I encompass in my 

diachronic analysis are the following:  

1) M4: 1420-1499;    2) E1: 1500-1569;    3) E2: 1570-1639;   4)E3: 1640-1710. 

Tracking the development of directives by means of the PCEEC in the 15
th
-17

th
 centuries 

will give me a chance to make certain conclusions as to what role was played by politeness 
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associated with issuing directives in the Late Medieval and Early Modern English, what factors 

influenced the choice of certain strategies and which strategies prevailed in each period under 

scrutiny. 

In the section 2, devoted to methodology of historical pragmatics, I have presented 

methods used in this field available to the present-day researcher; I have also mentioned some 

problems connected to them and the ways of their handling. In addition, I have explained my 

reasons for choosing a certain method at each stage of my analysis and provided a short 

description of the sources of material for this study and the strategies of working with them.  

.3.  Structural and semantic analysis of directive in the sources . 

In this chapter using as a basis the theoretical premises presented in section 1 and the 

methodological base discussed in section 2 I will try to carry out a qualitative analysis of the 

samples (section 3.1), shortly address the problem of correlation between politeness strategies and 

signs of deference (section 3.2), and in the last part of the chapter (section 3.3) I will present a 

rough mapping of proportions of different structural variations of directives with respect to 

politeness strategies involved in them in the time span of the 15
th
-17

th
 centuries. 

 

3.1. Analysis of politeness strategies employed in directives in the Paston 

and Stonor family correspondence – a qualitative study. 

The following chart reflects the proportions of various types of directives found in the 

letters of both families dated from 1425 to 1490. The Stonors‟ letters are represented by columns 

of the light blue colour and those of the Pastons‟ – by the violet colour columns. The first two 

columns reflect the proportion of performative requests in the studied letters, the second two – 

show the number of imperative directives in them; finally, the last two – indicate the proportion of 

indirect forms of directives found in the sources. 
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Figure 1 

. 

 

 As we can see from Figure 1, the two types of directives that are most commonly found in the 

sources are performative and imperative requests: when we add up all the manifestations found in 

both Paston and Stonor family letters for each category, we will see that performative and 

imperative directives take up each about 40% of all manifestations of the directives. Interestingly, 

the number of imperative requests in the Paston family letters is much higher than in those by the 

Stonors, whereas the difference in the occurrences of performative requests in both 

correspondence sets is much smaller. One of the possible explanations of such a disproportion 

might be found in the fact that among the Stonor family letters I have come across of a great 

number of letters addressed to people who did not belong to the circle of closest family relatives, 

whereas the Paston family letters were more often addressed to the members of the internal family 

circle. Since the social distances inside the family are smaller, the effects of this rather impositive 

form of directive on the addressees might have been at least partially counterweighed by the 

effects of social proximity of the participants (see also Blum-Kulka 1990). In other words, a larger 

quantity of imperative requests, issued by the Pastons, does not have to mean that this family was 

more impolite, it rather seem to indicate that their letters were more personal.  

If we look at the third category of directives, we will see that conventionally indirect 

requests of both types are not numerous in either collection of letters. They present only 17% of 

all the manifestations found in the Paston and Stonor letters. This scarcity of manifestations of 

conventionally indirect requests is, in fact, in agreement with Kohnen‟s supposition that this 

category of directives is a late development in the history of English and was not yet numerous in 

the Middle Ages (Kohnen 2008b:27).  

Marginal cases as well as manifestations of directives carried out with the help of modal 

verbs or a content clause containing subjunctive, which are hard to allocate to any of the above 
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mentioned categories, are very few in the studied letters and therefore they are not reflected in the 

present chart. Their influence on the general analysis in the framework of this paper can by no 

means be considered significant. 

Now I want to take a closer look at each category in turn. Using the theoretical premises 

discussed in the first part of the paper, I will study how these premises are reflected in the sources 

and what connection to politeness theory can be observed in each category of directives. 

3.1.1. Performative requests. 

As we can see from Figure 2 below (where the first pair of columns reflects the share of 

participial performatives, the second pair indicates the number of classic performatives and the 

last one represents the amount of hedged performatives in the letters), the tendency for using a 

classic performative formula without a hedge or any other modifications can be traced in both 

correspondence sets:  

Figure 2. 

   In both piles of letters in this category there has been observed a clear preference for the 

two verbs that most often occupy the position of a performative verb in the sentence: pray and 

beseech
11

. Less frequently I have come across such verbs as require, desire, want, advise, etc. 

This small array of performative verbs reflects a scale of urgency which is conveyed by a 

directive and the degree of impact it has on the addressee‟s negative face: directives with 

performative verbs thus range from a mere suggestion expressed by means of such verbs as advise 

or want to a very pressing request bordering on order which is made using the verb require. The 

                                                             
11

 I am going to use modern spelling of the words in my analysis in order to facilitate reading and comprehension. 
Moreover, variety and instability of spelling system at that time renders it impossible to present all the ways in 
which these (and other) words were spelled. 
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most frequent and the most neutral among them appears to be the performative pray, which is 

used in the majority of cases.  

Although from the formal point of view in the majority of samples all these verbs can be 

qualified as directives, in cases when they are followed by an imperative they have a different 

structural role, i.e. they act as support moves (see discussion of the support move in section 

1.2.1.2 of the present paper).  An example of such sentence can be (18):   

(18) I pray yov sende me word where hit be your will or noo. 

(Stonor letters: John Frende of Ermington to Thomas Stonor, 1462) 

The fact that the I pray phrase can be moved in the sentence and sometimes it is found at the 

end of a sentence as in (19):  

(19) Recomande me to myn suster Margeth and myn cosyn Elyzabet Clyre, I pray Yow. 

   (Paston letters: William Paston I to John Paston I, 1454)  

also speaks in favour of the idea that in such cases this originally performative phrase does not 

have its primary function of serving as a source of the illocutionary force and becomes a 

grammatical means of indicating a request.  At the same time, the omission of the I pray phrase 

from a sentence where semantic verb stands in the form of infinitive leaves the sentence without a 

finite verb and takes away the grounds to consider the sentence a speech act at all. For example:  

(20)  I shall beseche yow to speke to hym in what maner of weys:…  

(Stonor letters: Edmund Stonor to William Stonor, 1475) 

In this sentence, the fact that the verb beseech is modified by a modal verb also confirms 

the hypothesis that here beseech is a fully-fledged performative verb carrying the illocutionary 

force of the sentence. 

 Quite interesting in this respect are sentences where the I pray/beseech phrase is followed 

by a that-clause, as in (21): 

(21) I pre yow pat ye wyl were pe reyng wyth pe emage of Seynt Margrete pat I sent 

yow for a rememrav[n]se tyl ye come hom… 

PDE translation:  I ask you to wear the ring with the image of Saint Margaret that I sent you for  

remembrance until the time you come home…  
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(Paston letters: Margaret Paston to John Paston I, 1441).  

On the one hand, in this case the role of the I pray phrase is quite clear – it obviously has to be 

a performative verb which introduces the proposition expressed by a that-clause. It looks like a 

classic example of the so-called explicit performative act (Yule 1996:51-52). However, there are 

examples in the letters where the I pray part is omitted altogether and the directive is presented by 

a bare that-clause, as in (5): 

(22) Item, that it lyke yow to speke to James Gressham that in any wyse he puruey hym 

mony to save me harmelez here thys terme ageyn Ser Thomas Mongomery.  

PDE translation: Also, if you would like to speak to James Gresham and say to him that in any 

case he should provide himself with money to save me from Sir Thomas Mongomery this time. 

(Paston letters: John Paston II to Margaret Paston, 1469).  

Here, that-clause itself contains a polite indirect request, which makes it look like a 

separate speech act presented by a content clause. Taking in the context of the letter,  this sentence 

is preceded by several similar requests with the I pray phrase in the role of an explicit 

performative and therefore the absence of I pray in this last sentence might be possibly taken as 

an omission of a coordinate performative from a sequence of repetitive manifestations. 

Nevertheless, there are other examples of directives expressed in a similar way as in (23): 

(23) First, that Richard Calle fynde the meane that a distresse may be taken of such 

bestes as occupie the ground at Stratton, and that cleyme and contynuan[[s]] be made of 

my possession in any wise and that thei be not suffrid to occupie withowt thei compoune 

with me. 

PDE translation: First of all, let/make Richard Call find the means to take control over the beasts 

that occupy the grounds of Stratton, and the means to claim and retain my possessions in any way 

and the way to tell them that they will not be left to occupy the place longer without my consent. 

(Paston letters: John Paston I to Margaret Paston, 1461) 

In this sentence, the main verb in the that-clauses stands in the subjunctive mood, which can 

have an array of meanings from a wish or a suggestion to a command or an order; at the same 

time, in the context of the letter there are no preceding speech acts found in a similar form. This 

spurs a suggestion that there is a possibility that a content that-clause containing a subjunctive 
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might have been used as yet another form of a directive speech act. It is possible that such a 

manifestation emerged by way of dropping the explicit performative part containing the I pray 

phrase, which by that time (the middle of the 15
th 

century) was on the way to a full 

grammaticalisation. However, for the lack of evidence and statistic data
12

 it would be too daring 

and premature to claim the existence of a new formal type of directives, carried out by means of a 

that clause containing either subjunctive or an indirect request, with certainty. Neither have I 

come across of such a structural type of directives in the studies devoted to diachronic analysis in 

the framework of corpus-based research. Therefore, I decided to treat such samples as 

manifestations of the elliptical performative formula and put them in the group of marginal 

manifestations of performatives. 

Although the number of I pray phrases used as support moves is still relatively small in both 

collections of letters as opposed to the number of cases where this phrase plays the role of a 

performative (see Figure 3 below), in total the support moves are already quite numerous 

(especially in the Paston family correspondence due to a more frequent use of imperatives which 

they usually accompany). This suggests the fact that grammaticalisation of this phrase was already 

rather extensive at that time. 

 It is hard to judge what role was played by the support move in terms of politeness. On the 

one hand, it adds a shade of urgency or a pressing note to a directive, as if doubling the 

illocutionary force of an imperative; serving, at the same time, as a formal means of signalling 

that a request is being made. On the other hand, the support move anticipates the illocutionary 

force of an imperative and in this way attends to the needs of the addressee‟s positive face, 

preventing him from taking an additional effort of interpreting the speaker‟s intended meaning 

(i.e.: the request). Indeed, some linguists (e.g. Busse 2002:28) suggest that the verb pray in the 

role of a support move presents an explicit means of polite requests, on a par with the word 

please. In example (24) the support move stresses one of the felicity conditions, namely, the 

desire of the speaker for the action to be performed: 

                                                             
12

 In the Stonor letters I have come across a single manifestation of this type, in the Paston letters such cases were 
very few, namely, 2 in the 100 studied letters. When I tested this phrase on the corpus material, I also found out 
that its occurrences were very scarce: in the whole corpus that is like you/lyke you occurred only 7 times, of which 
one occurrence was already mentioned in connection with the Paston letters; that it please you, as a separate 
directive, yielded only two hits. Therefore any definite conclusions in this respect are not possible due insufficient 
statistical data. 
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(24) I pray you do your deveyre here-in as ye wull my comfort and welefare and your 

wurchep, for diuerse causes which ye shall vnderstand afterward. 

PDE translation: I beg you, do your duty here as you will for my comfort and welfare and your 

worship, for diverse reasons which you will understand afterwards. 

(Paston letters: Margaret Paston to John Paston II, 1469) 

Here it seems to aggravate the impact of the imposition, increasing in this way the threat to the 

addressee‟s negative face: the speaker unambiguously presents his intentions, which does not 

leave the addressee with sufficient space for retreat or refusal to perform the desired act. But this 

phrase also explicitly reminds the addressee of the fact that he or she probably enjoys a greater 

relative power or higher social position, since the speaker felt the need to curb the impact of a 

bare infinitive by the preparatory, signalling phrase I pray. 

In Figure 3 I want to present a correlation of the manifestations where I pray is used as a 

performative phrase( the first pair of bars) and where it is used as a support move (the other pair 

of bars): 

Figure 3. 

 

In general, the impact of support move on the overall level of politeness of a given speech 

act can hardly be quantified. However, as can be deduced from Figure 3, in the Paston and Stonor 

family letters this phrase acts as a performative in 68% of all cases; in 32% of the cases it 

functions as a support move. In other words, one third of all formally performative manifestations 

represents in fact a grammaticalised means of signalling a directive. This marks a general 

tendency of gradual transition from the explicit performative formula to simplified shorter 

expressions with imperative structures, which were in their turn probably losing much of their 
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aggressiveness to the hearer‟s negative face and were thus becoming a standard means of 

expressing directives (so widely spread in the Present-Day English).  

3.1.1.1. Hedged performatives. 

As far as hedged performatives are concerned, their number is small in both 

correspondence sets in relation to the total number of performative requests. Thus, only 13 

performative verbs out of almost 200 performatives requests are hedged by some modal verb. The 

most common modals preceding a performative verb are will (would), shall or must, the cases 

with must being, perhaps, the most interesting ones.  

As suggested by Fraser, when this modal is put as a hedge it serves as a means of 

“relieving the speaker from the consequences of what he is obliged to ask” (Fraser 1975:196). In 

other words, the verb must gives an impression that the speaker is issuing a directive not because 

of his own intention but because of some external obligations put on him. This might be 

considered one of the strategies of negatives politeness, which is mentioned by Brown and 

Levinson, as, according to them, hedges “in one way or another[…] indicate  something about the 

speaker‟s commitment towards what he is saying, and in so doing modify the illocutionary force” 

(Brown& Levinson 1987: 147).  

If we consider the example (25) from the Stonor correspondence, we can see that the 

decrease of the impact of illocutionary force on the addressee conveyed by the modal verb gives 

him more pragmatic space to decline the request without troubling the positive face of the 

speaker, since the latter is felt to be not the originator of the directive but its mere „reporter‟, who 

is, as it were, forced to issue a directive by external circumstances: 

(25) And perfore I moste beseche your ladyshipe to send me [your avyse [?] ] how I 

shall be demeyned in such thynges as schall belonge unto my Cossen Kateryn, and how I 

shall provyde ffor them.  

PDE translation: And therefore I must beseech your ladyship to send me  [your advice] on how I 

shall be endowed in such things which belong to my Cousin Catherine, and how I shall provide for 

them. 

(Stonor letters: Thomas Betson to Elizabeth Stonor, 1478)  
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The speaker in this letter arguably finds himself in a rather helpless position: without the 

advice from the hearer he is unable to proceed. Putting a hedge on the directive he tries to stress 

the helplessness of his situation, his eagerness to ask for the advice. By doing so, he partially takes 

off the responsibility for issuing the directive and thus alleviates its imposition on the addressee. 

Thus hedging turns this directive into a very mild request, almost a begging.  

Quite different is the situation with the verb will/would used as a hedge: the verb will 

makes the respective speech act which it hedges even more pressing, as it puts a stress on one of 

the felicity conditions, namely, the volition of the speaker, whereas would adds a shade of 

indirectness or conditionality to a speech act. The latter seems to be used by people who find 

themselves in close relationships, as, for example, in a very intimate letter written by Elizabeth 

Stonor to her cousin William Stonor (26) and (27): 

(26) Wherfore I wolde praye you, gentyll Cosyn, that pe wolde come hedyr, and yif hit 

wolde plese you so to doo, &c. 

(Stonor letters: Elizabeth Stonor to William Stonor, 1476)  

(27) Gentyll Cosyn, yif hit plese you to sende hem up with such horsis as hit lykith you 

to send for me, I wolde hertly pray you, ffor the poxe ben past out of this Countre and 

Cyte as fer as I understonde, blessyd be God. 

PDE translation: I would ask you, Gentle Cousin, please, send them up with such horses as you 

want to send for me, for the pox has gone away from this country and the city, as far as I 

understand, blessed be God.  

(Stonor letters: Elizabeth Stonor to William Stonor, 1476) 

The overall friendly, even pleading tone of the letter suggests that the use of the auxiliary 

would in the role of a hedge verb shifts an otherwise rather direct and potentially face-threatening 

performative speech act closer to the category of milder requests, and in this way, reveals a face-

saving strategy. This observation can be supported by the idea expressed by Kohnen in relation to 

the verbs will and would found in speaker-based directives: “…the large majority of the items 

containing will are used to issue strict orders and commands. On the other hand, the large majority 
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of items containing would, desire or wish must be seen as more or less polite requests”(Kohnen 

2002:168).  

Indeed, when will is used as a hedge it produces a detrimental effect on the addressee‟s 

negative face. In accordance to the OED this verb is used for denoting an expression (usually 

authoritative) of a wish or intention. In Old English this verb together with shall used to play the 

role of a deontic modal verb, and in the Middle English period, though it started to assume the 

role of an auxiliary of periphrastic future tense, its deontic modality was still discernible. 

Therefore, for example, it was more often than shall used with first person pronouns expressing 

the volition of the subject; shall, vice versa, was more often found with 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 person 

subjects, as an expression of external obligation (Fischer&van der Wurff 2006:133). In the 

following example (28), the request cannot, by any means, be interpreted as a mere suggestion or 

a wish: it is a clear manifestation of a pressing and urging directive strengthened by means of 

stressing the volition of the speaker who explicitly states that he wants the action to be carried out: 

(28) Wherefor now y wolle desyre and pray your good Mais[tyr]shippe to be the bettyr 

Maistyr to hym for my sake and prayer. 

 (Stonor letters: Walter Herne to Sir William Stonor, 1478) 

 In some cases hedging (or a similar process) appeared in the propositional content of a 

speech act. In (29), for example, although the illocutionary force of the performative verb remains 

unchanged, the modal verb would in the dependent clause modifies the verb, which denotes the 

desired action, and makes it sound less urging, as if taking into consideration the wish of the 

hearer to carry out the action:  

(29) Als I beseche 3ow, 3if 3e mow na3t tary, pat 3e wolde speke with John Martyn pat 

he my3t be mene betwene my lord of Caunterbery and 3ow….  

PDE translation:  Also I beg you, if you will not tarry, to speak, please, with John Martin that he 

might be an intermediary between my lord of Canterbury and you….  

(Stonor letters: John Hamme to Thomas Stonor, 1425) 

All in all, as is apparent from the above analysis, hedged performatives can either serve as 

a means of negative politeness or, vice versa, as a means of increasing an impact of the directive 

on the hearer, that is, as certain intensifiers of the directive illocutionary force. Nevertheless, due 



 55 

to their relatively small numbers in comparison to the number of explicit performatives, it does 

not appear sensible to make any conclusions about the influence of this type of performative on 

politeness strategies associated with directives in general. 

1.2.1.4. „Official‟ requests. 

There is still one rather interesting formal variation of performatives which seems to be an 

utterly official and rigid directive speech act, but, at the same time, it presents less imposition on 

the addressee than even a speech act with the classic performative formula would do. The 

examples (13) – (15) are used to give evidence to this suggestion:  

(30) Besechethe lowly and mekely unto youre gracious Maistership yo pore bedemen 

and tenauntes orr youre lordeship off Dudcote  

PDE translation: We, your poor petitioners, who pray for your welfare, and tenants of your 

lordship of Dudcote meekly and humbly beg your gracious Mastership….  

(Stonor letters: a Petition of the parishioners of Dudcot to Thomas Stonor, 1465) 

(31) Besecheth mekely John Paston that…… 

 (Paston letters: John Paston I, Petition to the Chancellor, 1450) 

(32) To the Kyng oure Souerayn Lord, and to the right wyse and discrete lordis 

assemblyd in this present Parlement Besechith mekly your homble liege man John 

Paston that…. 

PDE translation: Of the King and our Sovereign Lord, and to the righteous wise  and discreet lords 

who are assembled in the present Parliament, your humble servant John Paston meekly pleads 

that…. 

(Paston letters: John Paston I, petition to King Henry VI, before 1449) 

This form of request was found exclusively in official letters to a superior authority. In 

these texts the speaker seems to distance himself from the request, while he at the same time 

explicitly puts an emphasis on his inferiority: the verb is put in the third person singular and 

accompanied by adjuncts meekly, humbly or lowly, all of which show the lower position of the 

speaker in relation to the addressee. This can be taken as a negative politeness strategy, namely, 
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showing deference to the hearer. As Brown and Levinson put it, one of the ways in which the 

speaker can show deference is to “humble and abase himself” in order to convey that the hearer is 

of a higher social status than the speaker.  They mention further that “deference serves to defuse 

potential face-threatening acts by indicating that the addressee‟s rights to relative immunity from 

imposition are recognized” (Brown and Levinson 1987:178). Indeed, in this case the decision to 

carry out the requested action fully depends on the addressee and the speaker stresses, as it were, 

the fact that he has no right whatsoever to ask for what he pleads. The inverted word order and the 

similarity of the phrases used by different people in different letters speaks in favour of the fact 

that this was an established official form of request used in writing of an elevated style, and not an 

idiosyncratic structural variation. The overall number of such requests is very small (not more 

than 3 in the Paston letters and 2 in the Stonor letters) and therefore this type was not given a 

special place in my classification of directives.  

3.1.2. Imperatives  

A study of structural variations of imperatives discussed in section 1.2.2 reveals a close 

connection of this type of directives with politeness and certain strategies of facework, which I 

want to discuss in this section. The distribution of different types of imperatives studied in 

sections 1.2.2.1 and 1.2.2.2 of the present paper is presented in Figure 4. There the first pair of 

columns reflects the respective levels of occurrences of imperatives in the 2
nd

 person accompanied 

by a support move in the Stonor and Paston letters; the second pair indicates the ratio of bare 2
nd

 

person imperatives, whereas the third one shows the quantity of let-constructions accompanied by 

a support move, and the last one indicates the proportion of bare let-constructions.  

Figure 4. 
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As we can see from Figure 4, the difference in quantity of manifestations of  the 2
nd

 person 

imperatives type is striking in the two families: bare 2
nd

 person imperative in the Paston family 

carries the bulk of the directive speech acts (even in comparison with the performatives), 

seconded only by the imperative in the second person with the support move. An attempt to 

explain such a prevalence of the imperatives in the Paston family letters was made in the 

discussion on the p. 56 of this paper, which suggested that higher number of imperatives may be 

accounted for by a higher degree of intimateness and privacy of the Pastons‟ correspondence. 

What interests us now is the linguistic and social context of imperative request manifestations 

found in the letters, as it might help to determine the degree of politeness conveyed by this type of 

directives. 

  A closer study of the Paston letters has revealed an interesting tendency in relation to the 

employment of imperatives in requests. It appears that bare imperatives are often clustered in one 

letter, as, for example, a letter from Margaret Paston to her eldest son John Paston II, where bare 

imperative directives occurs 10 times, while both imperative with a support move and a directive 

formed by a modal verb – only once each. This letter was written in 1469, the year in which rather 

important events in the life of the family took place. As the BBC history page renders: 

“In 1469, as warfare ripped the land, the Duke of Norfolk took advantage of this new 

'tempus werre' (time of war) to try and seize Caister, besieging it with 3,000 men. The urgent 

letters which passed between Margaret and her two sons at this time provide graphic testimony to 

the violence of the attempt, and her impatience with John the Elder's lackadaisical attitude. We 

are left in no doubt as to whom she blames for the loss of the castle.” 

 (BBC History: http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/middle_ages/pastonletters_01.shtml#four). 

This displeasure of Margaret Paston with her son can be read between the lines in the above 

mentioned letter to John Paston II: the general style of the letter and, to a great extent, the choice 

of imperative forms for directives testify to this fact. Whatever displeasure her son might cause to 

her, however, she was far from being impolite. First of all, in the framework of Brown and 

Levinson‟s theory of politeness the weightiness of this FTA should not be so great: the mother 

and the son were on intimate terms and the relative power of the mother is obvious in relation to 

her son. Therefore, these two variables counterweigh a rather highly ranked imposition presented 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/middle_ages/pastonletters_01.shtml#four
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by an imperative. This partly explains why Margaret Paston was so eagerly using bare imperatives 

in her letter without an attempt of mitigation or redress. Secondly, frequent imperatives in her 

letter might be explained by the suggestion expressed by Blum-Kulka (1990) in her article on 

parental politeness strategies which I mentioned earlier (she suggests that in family discourse 

indirect means of expression a directive are inappropriate and uncommon, while more explicit 

means, e.g., an imperative, seem absolutely fitting and neutral in terms of politeness, see pp. 36-

37 of the present paper). In the context of the speech event – the scolding of a disobedient son – 

the frequent use of imperatives is merited by the seriousness of the situation to which the letter 

refers. Consequently, frequent imperative directives might be explained as a means of urging and 

persuasion and not as a display of rudeness or impoliteness on the part of the mother. As it comes 

out, it is possible to interpret this letter as a manifestation of what Watts calls politic behaviour: 

the use of certain linguistic forms of directives in keeping with the situation, which makes 

otherwise rather rude and face-threatening forms of request sound perfectly normal and suitable in 

the given context.  

There is, however, another potential explanation of the frequent use of imperatives. When 

considered in the context of a specific letter, such directives may be interpreted as expression of 

advice, or a suggestion, in other words, as directives aimed at carrying out an action profitable for 

the hearer, and not (only) for the speaker. If we take an illustrative example (33) from the above-

mentioned letter by Margaret Paston to her disobedient son John Paston II, we can see the 

following: 

(33) Be ware be that, and lete slauth nomore take you in such diffaught. Thynk of 

after-clappes and haue prevysion in all your werk, and ye shall do the better. 

PDE translation: Be aware of that, and let sloth no more bring you in such want. Think of the 

aftermath and have provision in all your work, and you shall do better.   

(Paston letters: Margaret Paston to John Paston II, 1469) 

This directive is issued with an intention to bring about the state of affairs which will be for the 

benefit of the addressee – it is nothing but a piece of advice by a wise mother to her rather 

unreasonable son. Busse mentions this type of imperative usage in his work emphasizing that: “It 

follows then, that sentences that are imperative in form, […] but which tell somebody to do 

something for their own good are not impolite at all” (Busse 2008:90-91). The same idea is 



 59 

expressed by Holtgraves, who says that when there is no need for overt politeness due to the fact 

that the directive actually gives benefit to the addressee of the action, frequent use of imperative is 

justified (Holtgraves 2005:2034). In fact, such sentences may be interpreted as vehicles of 

positive politeness strategy, that is, as a way of attending to the hearer‟s interests and needs. If this 

is correct, it once more supports the supposition that it is not possible to assess politeness barely 

on linguistic grounds – each case has to be studied separately with regard to the context and the 

circumstances in which it is issued.  

3.1.2.1. Imperative with explicit 2
nd

 person subject pronoun. 

Another structural variation that was mentioned in the theoretical analysis of directives is 

the explicit use of the subject of the imperative in imperative constructions (see section 1.2.2.1 of 

this paper). As mentioned previously, imperatives are sometimes used with the second person 

pronoun – the addressee of the directive. Moreover, there is a number of examples of imperative 

directives where pronoun you is found exactly at the intersection of the support move and the 

imperative, which might present a confusing point as to how this pronoun should be interpreted: 

the object of the I pray phrase or the subject of the imperative: 

(34) I pray 3ou beware in qhat felaschep 3e ryd qhan 3e com homward, for ?er gon 

many fals shrewys and thevys in ?e contry.  

PDE translation:  I ask you beware in what fellowship you ride when you come home, for there are 

many false wicked men and thieves in the country. 

(Paston letters: Margaret Paston to John Paston I, 1449) 

Having compared similar uses of the support move in other examples, I am inclined to think that 

the pronoun you belongs to the support move rather than to the imperative. This is evident from 

the example (35):   

(35) …and ?er-for I pray 3ou hertly beware hw 3e walk ?ere and haue a gode 

felaschep wyth 3ou qhan 3e xul walk owt3 

(Paston letters: Margaret Paston to John Paston I, 1449) 

 the boundary between the support move and the imperative is clearly marked by the inserted 

adjunct heartily, which hedges the speech act. In addition, there are some examples where the 
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pronoun ye belonging to the imperative is used alongside with a support move containing the 

same pronoun (in the objective case): 

(36) I preye yow hertily laboure ye so to my lord Chaunceller that owther he wole 

graunte me my desire or ellis that he wole denye it…. 

(Paston letters: John Paston I to James Gresham, 1450). 

As we can see, the second pronoun you in (36) is used in the subject case, which once more 

proves that it belongs to the imperative; and the first you is used in the objective case, so it 

functions as an object of the verb pray. An explicit use of the addressee alongside with an 

imperative in this case adds to the message a certain undertone of urgency, which is even further 

intensified by the support move. The addressee of this letter is James Gresham – the family 

lawyer employed by the Pastons for several generations (Colin 2000:119). His relation to the 

family gives us grounds to assume that the addressee and the speaker were on rather close terms, 

which in fact might have allowed the speaker to issue a rather urging and potentially face-

threatening directive which contained the imperative even further intensified by an explicit use of 

the pronoun and, at the same time, mitigated by the adjunct heartily in the support move. The 

weightiness of the speech act is thus balanced by the closeness of relationships between the 

speaker and the addressee. The mitigating hedge in the form of the adjunct heartily also plays in 

important role in attending the addressee‟s positive face needs. For these reasons, the explicit use 

of the second person pronoun in this particular case cannot be considered impolite or rude; on the 

contrary, it merely manifests the urging nature of the directive, not the writer‟s intention to hurt 

the feelings of the hearer.  

3.1.2.2. „Let‟ constructions.  

This group of imperatives has been given special attention in the theoretical part of the 

present paper (section 1.2.2.2.). Generally, both the 1
st
-person and 3

rd
-person let-constructions are 

present in my study material, but the structures employing the 1
st
-person are found in a very few 

examples and only in singular (so that they cannot actually be called adhortatives). On the other 

hand, the use of the 3
rd

-person imperative is much more pervading and extensive in the letters in 

my sample. I believe this can be explained by the fact that it is almost impossible to refer a 
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directive to both the speaker and the hearer simultaneously in letters – due to the immediate 

physical absence of the addressee. Even Kohnen himself suggests that such type of imperatives is 

typical mostly of religious instruction where a direct contact between the speaker and the hearers 

is presumed (Kohnen 2008:40). A similar reasoning may be applied in relation to the virtual 

absence of the so-called “suggestory” formula (a periphrastic construction with let and the 1
st
-

person singular pronoun, see Table 4) from the epistolary prose that I studied: a suggestion mostly 

calls for an instantaneous approval or a rejection and it mostly happens in the situation of an 

immediate contact between the speaker and the hearer, which is not possible in letter-writing.  

As far as let + the 3
rd

 person pronoun construction is concerned,  my analysis confirms 

Kohnen‟s finding about the lexicality of the verb let (see p. 29 of this paper) in relation to the 

studied sources. As is apparent from the examples (37) – (39), this interpretation of the verb let is 

very probable in many cases in both collections of letters:  

(37) [[Le]]t hym let his master know ?at my lord of Wynchester and Danyell ow 

godwill to ?e part that he shall labor fore… 

(Paston letters: John Paston I to an unidentified person in London, 1449) 

(38) Recomaund me to my cosyn William Whyte, and prey hym to gyf yow his help in 

this; and lete hym be prevy to ?is letter, and lete hym w[[ete]] ?at my cosyn his suster 

hath childe a doughter” 

(Paston letters: James Paston I to James Gesham, 1450) 

(39) And let them cum with William that I wroote ffor, and they shull have her clothe of 

blak to make hem gounys with…..Let William cum in all hast. 

(Stonor letters: Thomas Stonor to Jane Stonor, 1468) 

Indeed, in all the above examples the verb let is very likely to be interpreted as a full-lexical 

verb and replaced with the verbs cause/allow in imperative.  In the first example, there is even a 

double let construction where the first let most probably means cause/make and the second – 

represents allow/make possible, in which case the whole phrase appears to be a rather strong and 

daring form of a directive where the speaker apparently enjoys a rather high degree of relative 

power over the hearer. Taking into consideration this supposition and the fact that the ranking of 

imposition presented by the direct unmitigated imperative is rather high, such a request becomes 

quite threatening to the addressee‟s negative face. It is important to mention that in most cases 
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such grammatical constructions a found in letters addressed either to family members or to close 

friends (the directive (39) is, for example, addressed to the already mentioned James Gresham, the 

Paston family lawyer). On the contrary, it has never been found in the directives addressed to 

people of a higher social status, like the king or other nobility representatives. It is possible to 

assume, on these grounds, that a rather high degree of imposition, which this directive puts on the 

addressee, is probably recognized by the speaker/writer. Consequently, this quite strong and, to 

some extent, rather daring request has been mostly addressed to close people, and in these cases, 

similarly to the directives with the bare imperative, the threat to the negative face of the addressee 

and the shade of impoliteness is neutralized by the closeness of relationships between the 

participants, which entails in the perfect appropriateness of such mode of directness for the 

purposes of the situation (see Blum-Kulka 1990). 

3.1.3. Indirect requests 

 In this section I will analyze how conventionally indirect requests manifest themselves in 

the research material from the Paston and Stonor family letters. In Figure 5 below the first pair of 

columns reflects the number of hearer-oriented conditional type of indirect requests, the second 

represents the ratio of speaker-oriented declarative requests, and the last pair of columns stands 

for both types of indirect request accompanied by a support move. 

Figure 5. 

  

As is reflected in Figure 5, the quantity of the speaker- and the hearer-oriented requests 

vary with each family: the hearer-oriented conditional requests comprising the word please or like 

in a conditional sentence are found in almost the same quantity in both families, whereas 
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Paston family letters. This disproportion can hardly be attributed to some strategic behaviour of 

writers in terms of politeness; it is more likely due to idiosyncratic stylistic preferences or to some 

regional linguistic choices in the Paston family, which exceed the bounds of this paper. At the 

same time, the observation that the hearer-oriented requests are presented in roughly the same 

quantity in the letters of both families speaks in favour of the idea that this type of indirect 

requests was more popular and better established in the Late Medieval English than the speaker-

oriented type.  

3.1.3.1.  Hearer-based conditional requests. 

This type of indirect requests can be exemplified by the sentence (40): 

(40) My goode brother, yef it please yowe ferthermore to remembre of pe letter my lord 

wrote unto yowe. 

 (Stonor letters: Humphrey Forster to Thomas Stonor, 1466) 

In some cases the pronouns and the conjunction were altogether abandoned, leaving only the word 

please in the requests. This might signalize the first stages of an on-going semantic shift of the 

verb please, which was losing its original meaning „to satisfy‟ and gradually becoming a mere 

grammaticalised means of signalling a polite directive speech act. In other words, these are the 

first signs of its transition to the class of adverbs a member of which it became, according to the 

OED, only in the late 18
th
 century

13
. An example of such omission of the conjunction is presented 

in (41): 

(41) Plese yow to comen with him of this mater, but let him not wete of pe mater atwix 

my modir and hi. 

PDE translation: Please, talk to him about this matter, but do not let him know about the matter 

between my mother and them. 

 (Paston letters: John Paston I to an unidentified person in London, 1449) 

In a study devoted to indirect speech acts John Searle mentions that when the word please 

is added to a sentence “it explicitly and literary marks the primary illocutionary point of the 

utterance as directive” (Searle 1975:40). This quotation is, nevertheless, more valid as of the 

                                                             
13

 OED online, entry for please adv, date chart. 
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present-day situation, but in the 15
th
 century the picture was not quite the same. This verb was not 

yet used merely as a conventional politeness marker, but as a fully-fledged lexical verb denoting 

the concern of the speaker for the addressee‟s interests.  

Cynthia Allen devoted one of her studies to the functional analysis of the verb please in 

Shakespeare‟s plays. She claims that objectless constructions with this verb (e.g., do as you 

please) have several semantic connotations relevant to their politeness level. One such 

connotation is of particular interest to us: “The essence of the UNPROP
14

 construction (whether 

with please or any other verb) is to say that whether something happens or not will depend on the 

Experiencer‟s attitude to the event. The construction is, in fact, saying that the Experiencer is in 

control of things” (Allen 1995:284). This statement serves as a proof for the hypothesis that a 

request presented by means of the construction please it you + verb can be characterised as a very 

polite hearer-oriented directive which gives the hearer a share of control over the situation and 

provides him with abundant pragmatic space for rejecting the request. This idea is further 

supported by the observation that this type of indirect requests is found mainly in conditional 

clauses. This in fact suggests that the request of the speaker can by carried out on condition of the 

addressee‟s favourable attitude to the act. It is obvious that in such a situation we are dealing with 

a case of negative politeness strategy, which rests in choosing not to coerce the hearer to do the 

action. As Brown and Levinson put it: “…don‟t assume the hearer is willing to do the act” (Brown 

and Levinson 1987:172). The speaker intentionally places the willingness of the hearer to carry 

out an act as a condition of the speech act fulfilment. This suggestion is backed up by Allen who 

goes on to say that the use of please constructions especially in commands or contradictions to 

superiors can be ascribed to the desire to mitigate the effects of such a speech act: “…the use of 

please makes a contradiction less blunt by expressing a concern for the addressee‟s reaction“ 

(Allen 1995:289). Such arguments bring us to the conclusion that the use of please is not a display 

of merely neutral politic behaviour but a manifestation of special concern for the negative face of 

the addressee. It is a manifestation of the intention of the speaker to take extra effort to preserve 

the addressee‟s negative face and, in doing so, to do politeness work. Such an intention is clearly 

apparent from the following letter (42) by John Paston I addressed to the King Henry VI: 

                                                             
14

 Allen gives the label UNPROP construction to such grammatical structures where the verb has only one valence, 
that is, it has only subject and lacks the object, or its proposition. (e.g.: go there, if you please) 
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(42) Please it your Hynesse, consideryng that if this gret insurreccyon, ryottis, and 

wrongis, and dayly continuans ther-of, so heynosly don a-geyn your crowne, dignity, and 

peas shuld not be your hye myght be duly punysshid, it shall gefe grett boldnesse to them 

and alle oder mysdoeres to make congregacyouns and conuenticles riottously. 

PDE translation: Will it please your Highness to hear that, if this great insurrection, riots and 

wrongs continuing every day, and heinously directed against your crown, dignity and peace, if 

they should not be duly punished, it will give great boldness to them and all other misdoers, who 

want to make congregations and convents riotous. 

(Paston letters: John Paston I, petition to King Henry VI, before 1449) 

This request is presented on the verge of off-record, in other words, the request is so 

discreet, that it is hardly perceptible. Such a request can be placed somewhere on the line between 

a conditionally polite request and a hint. Indeed, the speaker in (42) intentionally wants to 

maintain the addressee‟s freedom from imposition. This particular choice of the form of a 

directive in this case is most probably accounted for by the higher social status of the King, his 

greater relative power, and a considerable distance between the writer and the speaker (they were 

no relatives or the like). Obviously, the writer was aware of the factors that influenced his choice 

of the politeness strategy; therefore, there is little doubt about the fact that the notion of politeness 

as a sociolinguistic phenomenon was already well-established in the late 15
th
 century. This 

actually signified a change in the state of affairs in relation to politeness, since it contradicts the 

observation of Kohnen about politeness strategies in the Anglo-Saxon England who suggests that 

at that time (that is, the times of the Old English: the 5
th

 – 12
th
 centuries) the speakers were not 

restricted by the notion of politeness (or at least aware of only positive politeness strategies) when 

issuing requests (Kohnen 2008a:41-42). 

3.1.3.2. Speaker-based declarative requests. 

The other type of conventionally indirect requests, that is, requests oriented on the speaker, 

is comprised of declarative sentences, which stress the speaker‟s desire for the action to be carried 

out. They are mainly represented by the phrase I would such as in the examples (43) and (44): 

(43) I wold this mater sped the betyre be-cause my lady sp[[a]]ke so feythefully to me 

therin, and that mevyth me to wryte to yow this long symple lettyre of myn jntent.  
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PDE translation: I would like to speed the matter because my lady spoke so sincerely to me about 

this affair, and that moves me to write to you this long simple letter of my own intent. 

(Paston letters: John Paston I to Richard Southwell, draft 1452)  

(44) Item, I wolde that William Barker shulde send me a copye of ?e olde trauerse of 

Tychewell and Beyton… 

(Paston letters: John Paston I to Margaret Paston, 1460) 

Though these sentences look similar to impositive directives presented by means of the 

performative formula, they produce a rather different effect on the addressee. Issuing such a 

request, the speaker, in the first place, explicitly expresses his wish to bring about the action and 

only in the second place, and assuming that the speaker knows that the addressee is capable or in 

power of carrying out the desired action, he conveys to the addressee the implication that it is him, 

the addressee of the directive, who is to perform the action. This technique might be considered a 

strategy of negative politeness because it does not impose the performance of the action on the 

addressee, but merely suggests that the action described in the proposition is desirable to the 

speaker. Nevertheless, this speaker-oriented request appears to be more pressing in comparison to 

the hearer-oriented requests: the verb should found in most cases in the proposition of this 

directive adds a connotation of strong advice expressed by means of subjunctive mood.  

The last structural variation of indirect requests I want to mention in this study presents a 

rather confusing case: it is the combination of a performative formula and a polite indirect request. 

Although it has scored only a few occurrences in the body of 200 family letters, it is an interesting 

variety of directives which serves as another piece of evidence for the suggestion that in the 15
th

 

century the phrase I pray/beseech you was well on its way towards becoming a grammatical 

fossilized formula, which was used to signal a request. The letter by Margery Paston to her 

brother John Paston III yields us, for example, the following sentence (45): 

(45) Ser, I prey you if ye tary longe at London ?at it wil plese [you] to send for me, for 

I thynke longe sen I lay in your armes… 

PDE translation: Sir, I ask you if you stay long in London, please, send for me, for I think it has 

been a long time since I lay in your arms… 

(Paston letters: Margery Paston to John Paston III, 1481) 
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Or in one of the Stonor letters we find (46): 

(46)  I beseche your good fadyrhod that yt wylle plese yov to speke with the Abbot of 

Dorchester that I may have suche fe as Marmyun had with hym with every thyng 

acordyng as he had…. 

(Stonor letters: William Stonor to Thomas Stonor, 1474) 

In both (45) and (46) the phrase with a performative verb does not apparently serve its primary 

purpose, because the directive speech act is actually made by means of a conventionally indirect 

request found in the dependent clause. This combination of two forms of a directive speech act 

resembles the combination of a support move and an imperative analyzed above (see section 

1.2.1.1). In (45) and (46) the I pray/beseech phrase acts in the role of a support move, which 

emphasizes one of the felicity conditions of the speech act, namely, as in the case with 

imperatives, it is used here to explicitly state  the speaker‟s desire  for the speech act to be carried 

out. Interestingly, Thomas Holtgraves argues that the emphasis put on the speaker‟s desire for the 

performance of the requested action can be interpreted as a tentative request, a begging in fact: 

“…to beg is to request something of the hearer with the expression of a very strong speaker desire 

(sincerity condition) and with a relatively humble mode of achievement.”(Holtgraves 2005:2030) 

As a result, in the case of (45) and (46), the request may be considered a very mild begging: it is a 

directive which simultaneously stresses the speaker‟s desire of the performance of the action and 

expresses concern for the addressee‟s willingness to carry out this action. In this way, such a 

directive attends both to the needs of the negative face of the addressee and the positive face of 

the speaker. 

To sum up, in the section 3.1 I have carried out a qualitative analysis of the three main 

structural types of directives, that is of performative directives, imperative directives and indirect 

forms of request. I have explored their paradigmatic variations and tried to correlate them with 

certain strategies of politeness on the sample of the Paston and Stonor family letters. In the result 

of this analysis I have made the following findings: 

1. In the 15
th

 century more direct means of expressing a request, such as the 

performative formula or the imperative were used by the writers more frequently that 

indirect forms of request. Nevertheless, these direct forms were often modified by either a 

support move or a hedge. The support move, on the one hand, explicitly signalled a 
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request, and on the other hand, curbed the impositive force of a directive. A modal hedge, 

on the contrary, helped to disguise the speaker as a mere „reporter‟ of the request and thus 

weakened the emphasis on the volition of the speaker giving, in this way, the addressee a 

possibility not to comply with the directive. 

2. The use of direct forms did not necessarily imply impoliteness of the writers taken 

in the context of the 15
th
 century culture. On the contrary, in many cases (as in the letter 

studied on pp. 57 – 58) their use was merited by the closeness of the relationships between 

the participants and therefore was quite neutral in terms of politeness. Moreover, when 

taken in the semantic and pragmatic context of a particular letter, it often presented a 

positive politeness strategy in a way that direct forms of request were used to issue an 

urging advice for the benefit of the addressee. 

3. Finally, an explicitly negative politeness strategy – the hearer-oriented conditional 

request – has not shown a high profile in the studied letters. However, even in the 15
th

 

century it was a powerful means of investing the addressee with control over the situation 

and was mostly implemented in the letters addressed to a socially superior addressee. This 

suggests that the writers‟ might have been aware of the threat presented by a directive to 

the addressee‟s negative face and therefore were intentionally taking an additional effort in 

politeness work by choosing an explicitly polite form of request in certain situations. 

 

In the following chapter I want to consider how the forms of directives were correlated with 

the forms of showing deference to the addressee. 

 

3.2. Addresses and forms of showing deference in the Paston and Stonor 

letters. 

Another point connected to the politeness theory that I wish to mention in this paper is 

concerned with the use of honorifics and in-group forms of address in combination with certain 

forms of directives. Addresses or signs of deference are usually found at the beginning of a 

sentence or, in other words, they might be considered alerters in accordance with Blum-Kulka‟s 

structural categorisation of directives (Blum-Kulka 1989, see also 1.2.1.2. on p. 22 of this paper). 

And as such, the address provides some information about the first two variables of Brown and 
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Levinson‟s formula for the FTA weightiness (the distance between the speaker and the hearer 

and the relative power of the speaker). This in its turn means, that the address can provide some 

information on how the directive, which follows it, is to be interpreted in terms of its politeness 

level. A very thought-provoking in this respect happens to be a rather extensive study by Minna 

Nevala devoted to the use of addresses in the Early Modern English correspondence. She states: 

“Address forms can be seen as factors that may implicate both positive and negative politeness: 

positive forms include proper names and nicknames, kinship terms, endearments, etc., negative 

terms include honorifics and titles. Adjectives within address forms can also function as either 

positive or negative politeness indicators” (Nevala 2004:116). In other words, all forms of 

addresses can be roughly divided in two groups: those forms which are employed to increase the 

distance between the participants – manifestations of deference, and those forms which are used 

to narrow this distance – various informal names, affectionate pet names and other similar 

expressions.  What interests me most in my research is how these addresses are related to the 

forms of directives employed in the same sentence.  

Thus, in the Stonor family letters, the address Syr, often modified by some kind of endearing 

adjectives, has often been used along with directives containing performative verb issued to a 

close relative who has a greater relative power: frequently I have come across of the sentences as 

in (47) and (48), addressed from wife to husband:  

(47) …perffore, gentyli Syr, I praye you pat ye ffayll nat to send me myn horsse on 

Settyrday next.  

(Stonor letters: Elizabeth Stonor to William Stonor, 1478) 

(48) …..And goode Syr, as ffor my nawne [gowne that I] wrothe unto you off, I pray you 

that I mythe have hyt as sone as ye may. 

(Stonor letters: Elizabeth Stonor to William Stonor, 1476) 

 This in fact means that the wife acknowledges the relative power of the husband and 

therefore chooses to employ a negative politeness strategy for an address, showing deference to 

him. At the same time, she uses quite a neutral, by no means excessively polite, strategy for the 

request itself presenting it with the performative formula, and not some kind of indirect request. 

Peculiar also is the use of affectionate pronouns in a rather formal address – the words like good 

or gentyle counterweigh the effects of quite a cold and official title Sir. 
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In a situation where a bigger social distance between the participants and a greater relative 

power of the addressee are observed, the implementation of more specific and elaborated forms of 

showing deference is preferred. Such addresses not only explicitly mention the title of the 

addressee, but also invest the addressee with various positive characteristics expressed by 

adjectives modifying address. Such forms of address as noble grace or gracious lordship have 

been most often employed in combination with a form of indirect request and addressed to a 

distant person, who usually did not belong to the family circle. The example (49) is found in the 

letter addressed to William Stonor by his servant, the administrator of the Horton estate at that 

time, Richard Page, who asked his master to pass on his commendations to the wife of William 

Stonor: 

(49) Plese it your mastership this rude byll may recommaunde me to her good 

ladyship. 

 (Stonor letters: Richard Page to Sir William Stonor, 1482) 

Other examples – (50) and (51) – are found in a letter to the King or the Lord Chancellor: 

(50) Please it therefor youre moost noble and habundaunt grace to graunte unto him 

youre graciouse letters patentez in due fourme to be made after the tenoure folowyng  

(Stonor letters: Petition from William Stonor to Edward IV, 1465) 

(51) …please it your reuerent fadirhood and gracioux lordship, these premisses 

considered, to graunte on-to your seid besecher, for his feffees by hym to be named … 

(Paston letters: John Paston I, Petition to the Lord Chancellor, 1450) 

In (49) the deference is shown not only by means of the address but also by means of self-

reference – the author of the letter calls his writing “a rude byll”, in order to artificially diminish 

his self-esteem and thus increase the distance between him and the addressee. A similar 

phenomenon is observed in (51), where the writer of the letter explicitly calls himself a 

“beseecher”, thus downplaying his social status in this speech event. As is suggested by Nevala, 

who quotes from Whigham, “…the formulaic specification of relative rank forces the superior to 

become aware of his/her status, which in turn makes it easier for the inferior to get what he/she 

wants…” (Whigham 1981:874, as cited from Nevala 2004:125). This may serve as a proof of the 

writers‟ awareness of the benefits which employment of negative politeness strategies brings to 
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them. Such awareness entails in intentional use of the signs of deference as a means of achieving 

their end, i.e., the performance of the act. 

At the same time, addresses employing some strategy of positive politeness are quite 

numerous as well. The most frequent address form employed in the framework of positive 

politeness strategy is Cosyn, and, as Nevala suggests, this kinship term was used in relation to not 

only blood cousins, but also to any close relative, e.g., a husband, a brother, etc. (Nevala 

2004:89), as in (52): 

(52) Gentyll Cossen, I praye you to bryng with you the ij baysons and hewers off silver, 

the silver Candelstikes and the monstrans, and the letill silver bayson to set it in. 

(Stonor letters: Elizabeth Stonor, to her husband William Stonor, 1476) 

In the Paston family correspondence sample, the situation with addresses is much the same 

with the only difference that addresses and titles have been generally met less frequently in the 

proximity of manifestations of directives (as we can see from Table 5). The following table 

roughly reflects the quantitative picture of the relations between positively or negatively oriented 

forms of address and different types of directives:  

Table 5. 

Politeness strategy 

 

Type of directive 

Negative politeness  

(titles, official address) 

Positive politeness (endearments, 

names, nicknames, relationship 

terms, etc). 

1. Performative Stonor family – 20 

Paston family – 12 

Stonor family –18 

Paston family – 2 

2. Imperative  Stonor family – 4 

Paston family – 3 

Stonor family – 2 

Paston family – 2 

3. Conventionally indirect request Stonor family –10 

Paston family – 6 

Stonor family – 4 

Paston family – 1 

Total numbers Stonor family – 34 

Paston family – 21 

Stonor family – 24 

Paston family – 5 
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In general, as is reflected in Table 5, addresses employed as a means of showing deference 

and thus increasing the social distance between the participants of a speech act occur more often 

in both family correspondence sets than positively oriented addresses. Most of the negative 

politeness addresses are used alongside performative directives. It must be emphasized once 

again, that signs of deference to the addressee, that is vehicles of negative politeness, have often 

been accompanied by prolific manifestations of artificial self-humiliation and self-abasement. 

Such manifestations are mostly found in letters addressed to representatives of higher circles of 

nobility in combination with some form of indirect request (as in example 50).  

Positive politeness addresses have been generally less frequently employed in combination 

with any class of directives. Exceptional in this respect are the Stonor family letters, where terms 

of kinship are used almost as often as honorifics with performatives, which might be accounted 

for by stronger family ties in this family.  

It seems that positive politeness is mostly promoted by the forms of directives rather than by 

addresses. Indeed, imperatives directives, which themselves can be considered a strategy of 

positive politeness (as suggested in 3.1.2), are accompanied by any form of address in a very few 

cases (only 5 cases in the Paston family letters and 6 in the Stonor family letters). The address 

which has been most often found in proximity of imperative directives is a rather neutral and 

official title Sir. 

 These suggestions can be summarized by stating that signs of deference used in combination 

with directives presented a useful and rather popular means of negative politeness for the 15
th
 

century speakers: by explicitly showing respect to the addressee the speaker was distancing 

himself from the addressee and thus giving him abundant pragmatic space. On the contrary, 

positively oriented addresses did not enjoy such popularity among the speakers. Positive 

politeness was often latently present in directives themselves and it did not call for intensification 

by means of positively oriented address. 
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3.3.  Comparative diachronic analysis of the main strategies of directives. The 

results of corpus research. 

At this point, it would be interesting to look at the distribution of various manifestations of 

directives in different periods of the 15
th
-17

th
 centuries reflected in the material presented by the 

PCEEC. The corpus research in this paper is based on the results of a qualitative analysis of the 

Paston and Stonor family correspondence sample. It will be carried out in order to, first of all, test 

the results of the qualitative analysis on a more voluminous source of material, and, secondly, to 

trace the development of individual forms of directives and strategies of politeness associated 

with them in the two centuries that followed the period when the Paston and the Stonor family 

letters were written. At this stage, I will be more concerned with a quantitative presentation of the 

results of research and will be disregarding the contextual and socio-pragmatic circumstances of 

manifestations of the directives.  

The chart presented in Figure 6, which reflects the general situation, is divided in 5 

clusters: the first cluster of columns shows the quantity of different types of directives in the 

Paston and Stonor family letters together (the deep-blue colour is used to show performative 

directives, the light-blue colour stands for imperative directives and the violet colour marks 

conventionally indirect requests). The remaining four clusters reflect the situation in each period 

under scrutiny (mentioned in section 2.2 of this paper and covering the span from the beginning of 

the 15
th
 century to the end of the 17

th
 century). 

Figure 6. 

 

The Figure 6 reveals the following situation: there is a clear prevalence of imperative 

directives (both 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 person) in all the periods represented in the corpus.  Moreover, the 

number of imperative directives increases in each period under study with a slight decrease at the 
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end of 17
th
 century. Such a prevalence of imperative structures in directives throughout the 

investigated period is in agreement with the results of Kohnen‟s study (2008b), who also claims 

that his corpus-based research of correspondence written in the course of 15
th
-20

th
 centuries has  

shown a clear preference for the second person imperative directives in letters (Kohnen 

2008b:303). A similar observation has been made by Culpeper and Archer, who noticed a 

considerable increase in the use of imperative requests in the Early Modern English trials and 

plays as well (Culpeper and Archer 2008:78). The small decrease in quantity in the 17
th
 century 

might be possibly explained by the smaller quantity of letters encompassed in this last period by 

the corpus (E3): although I have tried to solve the problem of unbalanced representation of each 

period by limiting the number of token texts to 200 in each search, the primary scope of letters in 

which the automatic search has been undertaken is still larger in the previous periods; therefore, 

the number of potential directive manifestations remains higher.  

At the same time, we can also observe a discernible decrease in the number of 

performative requests: this observation is also in conformity with the results of Kohnen‟s study 

who noticed the decrease of this structure in the course of the 16
th

 and 17
th
 centuries, which as he 

claims, was the last century when performative requests were found in the correspondence that he 

studied (Kohnen 2008b:303). In my study, the number of performative directives found in the 

Paston and Stonor family letters is relatively similar to the number of performative requests found 

in the M4 period in PCEEC (these two periods roughly correspond in time)
15

. In the 16
th
 and the 

beginning of the 17
th
 century the quantity of performatives was on a slight decrease accompanied 

by a simultaneous increase in the number of imperatives and conventionally indirect requests. The 

latter category has the smallest relative quantity in all studied periods, which is partly explained 

by the fact that this is the worst searchable type of directive. Another, and the main reason for its 

low profile can be ascribed to a generally smaller degree of popularity of explicitly polite types of 

requests in medieval and Early Modern English (see also Kohnen 2008b). 

In Figure 7 I want to show how the situation develops inside the two major groups of 

directives: imperative and performative manifestations. As I mentioned in the previous sections 

                                                             
15

 The quantitative similarity of the results of research carried out in accordance with two different methodological 
approaches – a function-to-form ‘by hand’ mapping and a form-to-function automatized mapping – in fact suggests 
the soundness and validity of both methodological approaches. Regardless of the fact that each method has its 
drawbacks, both of them can be safely employed in historical pragmatic research. 
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(see 1.2.1.2., 3.1.1), the performative phrase I pray in the 15
th
 century, that is, the period to which 

the Paston and Stonor letters belong, was on its way towards becoming a fossilized grammatical 

expression which played the role of a support move in directives. In fact, as is visible from Figure 

7 below, this tendency was developing further in the centuries that followed.  

Figure 7. 

.  

In Figure 7 I present a picture of proportionate distribution of cases where the I pray phrase 

plays the role of a performative (bars of the deep-blue colour) and where it is simply a support 

move (bars of the violet colour). In order to make the comparison more comprehensive I have also 

included in the chart presentation the cases of bare imperatives (bars of the light-blue colour) and 

imperatives used with a support move (bars of the white colour). If we look at the chart in Figure 

7, we can observe a visible decrease of the cases where the I pray phrase plays the performative 

role, and, at the same time, a simultaneous discernible increase in the number of cases where the I 

pray phrase act as a support move.
16

 This tendency clearly reveals itself when the first and the 

second bars in each period reflected in the chart are compared. This supports the supposition made 

earlier (see 1.2.1.2., 3.1.1) that the popularity of the performative formula in directives was 

gradually diminishing during the 15
th
 and especially the 16

th
 centuries and that such performative 

structures, in particular the phrase I pray, were undergoing the process of grammaticalization. 

Moreover, as can be judged from the samples yielded by the corpus search, in the last studied 

period (E3) the phrase I pray you, used as a support move, more often occurred without its 

pronominal components. In other words, it was gradually becoming a fully grammaticalised 

particle pray which served to explicitly signal a directive, carried out with the help of an 

                                                             
16

 The difference between the second and the fourth column which reflects factually the same phenomenon (that is the 

phrase I pray used as support move with a directive presented with the help of imperative) is accounted for by the 
difference of the search criteria. In the first case, I was looking for the phrase I pray and then manually allocating to it 

a support move function or a performative one, and in the second case I was looking for imperatives, and then 

manually selecting those imperatives among them which were accompanied by the support move.  
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imperative, and simultaneously,  as suggested by Culpeper and Archer “to remind the interlocutor 

of his or her relative social position or power” (2008:78). The omission of pronominal 

components of the support move may also be interpreted as an increase in popularity of negative 

politeness, namely, one of its strategies – impersonalization (Brown and Levinson 1987:190). 

Brown and Levinson claim that impersonalization functions as a means of showing “that the agent 

of the FTA was other than the speaker or at least possibly not the speaker alone.” This strategy 

“results in a variety of ways of avoiding the pronouns „I‟ and „you‟…” (1987:190).  Indeed, as 

suggested by Culpeper and Archer, since “impersonal constructions built distance” the omission 

of pronouns from the support move can be compared to the Present-Day English use of 

conventionally indirect interrogative directives. Both techniques reveal themselves through 

ascribing autonomy to the addressees and “giving them the opportunity not to comply with the 

request” (Culpeper and Archer 2008:77).  

 If we compare the third and the fourth columns in each period, we can see that imperatives in 

the course of the centuries are less frequently met with support moves: in M4 (the 15
th
 century) in 

32% of cases imperatives are accompanied by the support move, while in E1, E2 (the 16
th
 – mid-

17
th

 centuries) this number drops to 20%. In the E3 period (the other half of the 17
th
 century) it 

slightly increases and reaches 25%. Culpeper and Archer, who also noticed this phenomenon, 

tried to explain it by the following supposition: “The relatively well-defined and widely known 

status hierarchies of Early Modern England could account for why support moves are not 

frequent, even in the context of direct and explicit requests. Participants could have assumed 

certain rights to make a request and thus did not undertake politeness work to redress 

infringements of social norms” (Culpeper and Archer 2008:74). Moreover, if we consider 

imperatives from the point of view of positive politeness, they might be thought of as a means of 

narrowing the distance between participants, since they present a rather considerable degree of 

imposition, and therefore, normally assume a certain familiarity between the participants. And as 

suggested by Culpeper and Archer, the Early Modern English society oriented to “a positive 

politeness culture” where distance between people was not appreciated (Culpeper and Archer 

2008:77). This, in fact, only proves Ehlich‟s suggestion that politeness is a time- and place-

specific notion (see discussion on p. 36). In other words, this might mean that the Late Medieval 
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and Early Modern English society simply had a different standard of politeness in which positive 

politeness was more appreciated than negative. 

Figure 8 reflects the situation with the development of indirect types of requests. It maps the 

distribution of the two main types of indirect requests studied in this paper – hearer- and speaker-

oriented requests: 

Figure 8. 

 

As we can see, the results of the „by-hand‟ selection of requests from the Paston and Stonor 

family letters are quantitatively comparable with the results from the same time period which 

were yielded by the automatic research method (compare the pair of columns called M4 and the 

Paston and Stonor pair of columns). We can also observe a dramatic increase in the number of 

indirect requests in the beginning of the 16
th
 century which is to be ascribed mainly to the hearer-

oriented conditional type of indirect request involving the word please. Moreover, the word 

please was gradually assuming the exclusive role in the manifestations of this type of indirect 

requests, pushing out the word like in the similar function: if in the M4 period (15
th
 century) the 

number of hearer-oriented type of requests presented with the help of the verb like instead of 

please amounts to 48 found in 33 hit texts, in the E2 and E3 periods (the 17
th
 century) their 

number decreases to 4 in 4 hit texts and 0, respectively. The word please was thus clearly 

becoming the only conventional means of the hearer-oriented type of request in the Early Modern 

English. Similarly to the I pray you phrase, it launched its way to the conversion into a different 

grammatical class (see p. 63 of the present paper). This process with the verb please was also 

noticed by Busse (2002:24-25), who consulted the OED and several other linguists interested in 

the history of English directives. Thus, in the E3 period (the end of the 17
th 

century) we can find 

examples where the word please is already apparently redundant in the syntactic structure of the 

sentence, though it plays a very important role on the pragmatic level of the utterance, acting as a 
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discourse marker, i.e., as an explicit signal of a directive speech act. In some cases it appears by 

the side of an imperative as in the following example (53): 

(53)  In ye interim till I doe, please accept of it in this comon &amp; ordinary way…  

(a letter by Joseph Williamson, 1677) 

In other cases it stood by the side of a performative verb, as in (54) below:  

(54) Sir, my wife desires you please, at yor arrivall at Ven , to buy for her a foiled stone 

of the measure I conseave was given by her sisters to Brother Andrew at Leigh… 

(a letter by Richard Haddock, 1657) 

Please in the role of a discourse marker is not used only to signal a directive speech act, but, it is 

also employed to show that the speaker is concerned about the hearer‟s negative face. In this 

function, it remains an important means of negative politeness.  

It should also be mentioned that in the course of the 17
th
 century (periods E2 and E3, 

respectively) there emerged the objectless construction with the verb please mentioned in the 

study of Allen (2005). It usually appears in a dependent clause in the corpus material, as in (55) 

and (56): 

(55) You may, if you please, direct them to my wife, as a person whose name will not so 

probably tempt the opening. 

(Duppa family, 1651) 

(56) If you please, I will wait on you tomorrow morning for what you shall please to 

send into the Country.  

(a letter by John Pepys, 1676) 

Such a construction invests the hearer with control over the situation and the choice to comply 

with the request goes completely to his or her hands (see also Allen 2005:275-309, as well as 

section 3.1.3.1 of this paper). 

On the other hand, the speaker-oriented requests were also undergoing changes. As can be 

seen from Figure 7, similarly to the hearer-oriented request, their number was gradually 

increasing, though at a lower rate in the EModE period. Thus, for example, from 55 hits of would 

found in 34 texts in the M4 period (15
th

 century) only 7 are true requests. At the same time, in E3 

(in the end of 17
th
 century) out of 244 solutions found in 179 texts, already 54 occurrences found 
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in 45 letters are true requests. At that, the overall number of letters in the latter period is only 20% 

more than in the former.   

Moreover, in the course of E2 and E3 periods this type of request was gradually assuming a 

different form. Thus, in the 15
th
 century it was more often than not followed by a proposition 

containing a subjunctive form of the main lexical verb, creating a certain type of the formula: I 

would you should (verb). Contrary to that, in the 16
th
 and 17

th
 centuries, it more often occurred in 

the formula I would have you (verb), as in example (57): 

(57) I would have you send this inclosed letter as soune as you can to Sr Gilles Bray, 

but by a safe hand.  

(Harley letters, 1639) 

 From the pragmatic point of view, this phrase sounds more authoritarian and strict and maybe 

it shows less respect to the hearer‟s negative face, since it does not merely give advice to the 

hearer but it also uses, as it were, the hearer as an instrument of the action. Formally though, this 

phrase looks much more like the present-day I would rather you (verb) phrase – a set expression, 

nowadays used to show speaker‟s desire for a preferred course of action for the hearer. This 

similarity with the modern phrase, which in the Present-Day English is used as a very mild means 

of suggestion, speaks in favour of the fact that even in the 16
th
 and 17

th
 centuries speaker-oriented 

requests showed a considerable degree of politeness and expressed the concern of the speaker for 

saving the negative face of the hearer. This suggestion can be supported by Thomas Kohnen who 

states the following: “… the speaker-based and the hearer-based directives develop as strategies 

of negative politeness, i.e. as strategies showing the consideration for the addressee‟s freedom of 

action and freedom from imposition…” (Kohnen 2002:174). 

On the whole, the attempt to track the development of certain structures of directive speech 

acts in the 15
th
-17

th
 centuries carried out in this section of the paper has revealed the following 

major tendencies in this period:  

1) In the centuries following the time when the bulk of the Paston and Stonor family letters 

were written there was a discernible tendency of simplification of requests which revealed 

itself in: 

a. The demise of performative structures and a gradual fossilization and 

grammaticalisation of the central performative pray, which in the run of the period 

under scrutiny gradually lost its pronominal components and became either a mere 
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signaling means of request or, in many situations, an instrument of politeness 

adding a semantic shade of begging to the directive. 

b. The rise of imperative directives which were more often than not used without a 

support move. From the formal point of view, such directive might be considered a 

rather direct type of speech act threatening the addressee‟s freedom of action. 

However, in the context of the 15
th

 -17
th
 century notions of politeness this directive 

structure can be interpreted as a manifestation of politic behavior. In other words, 

such directives were either neutral in terms of politeness or, especially when they 

were modified by some mitigation strategies (e.g., addresses, a support move), they 

might be considered to represent strategies of positive politeness. 

2) There was a gradual increase in the use of the hearer-oriented type of indirect requests. 

This was accompanied by the grammaticalisation of the verb please and a simplification of 

the whole phrase, which was often presented in its objectless variation. In fact, as Kohnen 

claims, the 16
th
 and 17

th
 centuries were the formative years of indirect requests. The rise of 

these indirect manifestations may be linked to a more general change in the realisation of 

directives, involving a weakening of the position of the authoritative addressor and a 

growing consideration for the needs of the addressee (Kohnen 2002:174). 

3) The verb please was assuming an exclusive role in the production of indirect requests: the 

structures with the verb like almost disappeared in the course of the 16
th
 and 17

th
 centuries. 

Although the speaker-oriented requests employing the verb would were on the increase in 

numbers, they did not present a strong competition to the hearer-oriented type. This is 

further supported by Busse‟s assumption that in Present-Day English the hearer-oriented 

types of request are more productive than the speaker-oriented ones (Busse 2002:31). 

Moreover, the latter type of indirect requests was gradually changing into a Present-Day 

English set phrase, used as a polite suggestion to the addressee as to a preferred course of 

action. 
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Conclusions 

 In this paper I have carried out a synchronic and diachronic analysis of the structural 

variations of directive speech acts in relation to politeness strategies involved in them. In my 

research I have employed both function-to-form and form-to-function methods of linguistic 

mapping, or, in other words, I combined a careful manual selection of samples from a limited 

study material (the collection of the Paston and Stonor family letters) and an automatic corpus-

based research carried out on the material presented by the PCEEC. The work with the Paston and 

Stonor family letters was mainly devoted to the synchronic qualitative analysis of directives, 

whereas the corpus-based research was concerned with the quantitative presentation of the 

development of certain directive strategies throughout the 15
th
-17

th
 centuries. In both synchronic 

and diachronic analysis I have tried to correlate different structural classes of directives with 

politeness strategies mentioned in the theory of politeness as postulated by Brown and Levinson 

(1987). When making judgements on the level of politeness of particular directive structures I also 

paid attention to the contextual and situational appropriateness of certain forms of directives in 

each particular case (Watts 2003), their conformity with the temporal variations in the standard of 

politeness (Ehlich 1992), and mitigation strategies involved in them ( Blum-Kulka 1990). At the 

same time, I was careful not to make a direct correlation between the degree of directness of 

requests and their politeness level (Meier 1995). 

Both methodological approaches used in the research have turned out to be quite useful. 

Moreover, the comparable quantitative results for the similar periods in the PCEEC and the 

Paston and Stonor family correspondence confirm the validity of both methods of research. My 

personal inclination remains with the method of manual selection of samples in the study material 

and a consequent function-to-form linguistic mapping, as I consider this method more accurate 

and comprehensive, especially in the case of such a highly pragmatic phenomenon as directive 

speech acts. 

The results of my quantitative and qualitative research generally support the findings of the 

previous research in the field of diachronic speech act analysis. Thus, similarly to Kohnen (2008b) 

and Culpeper and Archer (2008) I have also discovered a perceptible prevalence of imperative 

directives as well as the demise of occurrences of performative directives in the time span under 
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scrutiny. Further, in conformity with the findings of Blum-Kulka (1990) I have discovered that 

explicit directives (e.g. imperative directives) were commonly met in communication between the 

members of internal family circle and in this context they were not considered impolite or rude. 

On the contrary, they can be considered a means of showing “positive deference” as suggested by 

Blum-Kulka (1990). My diachronic study of directive strategies has also shown the growing 

prevalence of the hearer-oriented type of indirect request, which supports the findings of Busse‟s 

study (2002) who noticed the productivity of such type of directives in the Present-Day English. 

 The results of the qualitative research in the presented paper have revealed no clear 

preference for either positive or negative politeness in directives in the 15
th
 century. This 

historical period of the English language might be perceived as a transitional period between the 

Anglo-Saxon world “beyond politeness” (Kohnen 2008a) to the Early Modern and Present-Day 

world of negative politeness. On the one hand, according to the results of my research in the 

period under scrutiny there was still an extensive implementation of imperative requests in the 

English correspondence. This tendency only strengthened in the following centuries investigated 

in the corpus study in the PCEEC. In the context of the Early Modern culture, still oriented on 

positive politeness, such formally direct manifestations of request could be regarded as outplays 

of politic behaviour influenced by the standards of politeness at that time. Moreover, directness of 

the forms of requests was counterweighed by an extensive use of the support move which curbed 

the illocutionary force of imperatives. This role of the support move is also suggested by Busse 

(2002) who observes that such phrases could be considered discourse markers serving as a means 

of polite presentation of request on the same level as the word please. As for performatives, a 

strong means of downplaying the impact of imposition presented by such directives was, of 

course, a hedge in the form of a modal verb. As the research has shown when the verb would or 

must preceded the performative phrase in a sentence it turned the directive into a meek begging. 

Though, as it was also discovered, such performatives were small in numbers in the period under 

study and did not dramatically influence a general situation with politeness at that time. 

 On the other hand, my diachronic study of directives has revealed the gradual demise of the 

performative directives. The I pray phrase was losing its performativity, showing clear signs of 

transformation in a support move. The downfall of performatives suggested the general decrease 

of such forms of directives that emphasized the volition of the speaker. The same tendency could 

be observed in indirect requests among which the hearer-oriented type enjoyed greater popularity 
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with the speakers of the Early Modern English than the speaker-oriented type. This observation 

signified a tendency to the growing employment of negative politeness strategies in directives, 

and by that, an increasing concern for the addressee‟s freedom from imposition. 

 With regard to the distribution of deferential addresses (i.e. means of negative politeness) and 

in-group identity markers (i.e. means of positive politeness) in connection to directives the 

findings of my research have shown that signs of deference were employed by the speakers more 

frequently than pet names and other signs of affection in the 15
th
 century correspondence. 

Moreover, deferential addresses were often used in combination with outplays of artificial self-

humiliation of the speaker in the letters addressed to socially superior addressees. Signs of 

positive politeness in addresses were not so popular with the speakers. This suggested a certain 

superfluity of such addresses perceived by the speakers in the positive politeness culture of the 

Early Modern English where distance between the participants was narrowed already by an 

extensive employment of explicit forms of directives. 

 In all, one important conclusion has emerged from my diachronic study of directives: the 

choice of particular forms of directives and addresses in dependence on the situation and the 

intended addressee testify to a 15
th

-17
th
 century speaker‟s awareness of the benefits that politeness 

might bring in the framework of social interaction. Therefore, as results of the present diachronic 

research have shown, the speakers were increasingly often choosing to take an extra effort and go 

beyond the standard politic behaviour. The notion of negative politeness was taking its grounds 

and revealed its growth in the increasing preference of the hearer-oriented forms of request 

towards the end of the period under scrutiny. Tendency towards negative politeness also revealed 

itself in the gradual impersonalization and grammaticalisation of performative constructions and 

their virtual abandonment in the 18
th

 century. That, in fact, meant a growing interest for the 

hearer‟s interests and decrease of the emphasis on one of the felicity conditions, that is, the 

volition of the speaker. The diachronic analysis has also reflected that the formal manifestations 

of directives were gradually diminishing in theirs variety, while assuming their present-day forms.  
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SHRNUTÍ 

Mluvní akty představují všudypřítomný prvek mezilidské komunikace: vyskytují se v 

různých zemích a různých dobách. Proto mluvní akty nabízejí rozsáhlý zdroj pro vědecké bádání, 

které spojuje rovnou několik disciplin – především, lingvistiku, pragmatiku, ale i sociální vědy. 

Tato diplomová práce je věnována zkoumání jednoho z ústředních mluvních aktů – direktivního 

mluvního aktu, který zahrnuje rozsáhlou paradigmatickou škálu výskytů od pobídky a návrhu přes 

prosbu a žádost až k přísnému nařízení. Jak plyne již z názvu tohoto mluvního aktu, direktiva jsou 

často spojena s nějakým omezením svobody jednání adresáta, na něhož jsou vztahována, a proto 

těsně souvisí s různými zdvořilostními strategiemi, jejichž funkcí je zmírnění nebo neutralizace 

negativního dopadu nařízení na adresátovu svobodu jednání. Cílem tohoto bádání bylo odhalit 

vztah mezi formálními variantami direktivního mluvního aktu a strategiemi zdvořilosti v nich 

použitými. Výzkumním materiálem pro účely analýzy v této práci posloužila pozdně středověká a 

raně novověká anglická epistolární próza čerpná jednak ze sbírek dopisů rodin Pastonů a Stonorů, 

jednak z korpusu rané anglické korespondence. Bádání v této práci bylo pojato jak z hlediska 

synchronního, tedy předpokládajícího podrobnou deskriptivní analýzu tohoto jevu ve spojitostí se 

zdvořilostními strategiemi v něm použitými ve zvoleném období (15. století), tak i z hlediska 

diachronního, tedy zahrnujícího zkoumání vývoje určitých strukturálních variací direktivního 

mluvního aktu v průběhu několika staletí (15.-17. století). 

První a nejdůležitější otázka tohoto bádání spočívala ve vytvoření definice direktivního 

mluvního aktu za účelem jejího následného použití v procesu výběru vhodného pro cíle zkoumání 

textového vzorku. Ve výsledku rekapitulace a porovnání několika vědeckých prácí, věnovaných 

této problematice, např., díla Johna Austina  Jak dělat věci se slovy (1962), či Searlove 

monografie  Speech Acts: en essay in the philosophy of language (1969), byla formulována 

následující definice. Direktivní mluvní akt představuje pokus ze strany mluvčího přimět adresáta 

k vykonání činu, specifikovaného v propozičním obsahu mluvního aktu. Ilokuční síla direktivního 

mluvního aktu (tj. výpovědní síla, která v podstatě mění okolní svět pomocí slov (Austin 1962)) je 

určována tzv.  indikátory ilokuční síly, které slouží k signalizaci způsobu, jakým má být propozice 

brána ilokučně (k indikátorům patří např. performativní sloveso, slovosled, slovesný tvar či 

způsob (imperativ)). Dále platí, že k tomu, abychom mohli považovat nějaký potenciálně 

direktivní mluvní akt za úspěšný, musí odpovídat určitým souborům pravidel sémantického, 

pragmatického a formálního rázu. Tato pravidla, neboli charakteristické vlastnosti direktivního 

mluvního aktu, vymezují direktiva oproti jiným druhům mluvních aktů (např. expresiva, 
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komisiva, asertiva aj.) a představují nezbytný základ jejich tvorby a existence. Souhrn takových 

charakteristických rysů direktiv je podrobně popsán v článku Culpepera a Archerové , který je 

věnován zkoumání direktiv v rané moderní angličtině (Culpeper and Archer 2008).  

Dalším úkolem této práce bylo vytvoření klasifikace direktiv, která by pak mohla být 

použita pro účely kvantitativní a kvalitativní analýzy. Ve výsledku srovnání a rozboru několika 

existujících klasifikaci založených na různých principech byla zvolena a následně upravena 

klasifikace předložená Thomasem Kohnenem (2007, 2008), která zahrnuje následující typy 

direktiv: 

1) Performativní direktivní mluvní akty – direktiva tvořená pomocí klasické definice 

performativnosti Johna Austina. Taková direktiva obsahují performativní sloveso ve 

formě přítomného času, oznamovacího způsobu, jednotného čísla, činného rodu a 

stojící v hlavní větě. V této práci se do této kategorie počítala také performativní 

slovesa ve formě participia stojící v některých vedlejších větách. 

2) Imperativní direktiva – neboli direktiva tvořená pomocí rozkazovacího způsobu sloves 

ve 2. osobě anebo tvořená opisným způsobem s použitím slovesa let (v 1.a 3. osobě) 

3) Nepřímé direktivní mluvní akty – nepřímá direktiva tvořená pomocí různých 

konvenčních prostředků (např., slovesa please, would), která zdůrazňují buďto vůli 

mluvčího k provedení činu ( nepřímá direktiva orientovaná na mluvčího) anebo kladou 

důraz na schopnost a ochotu adresáta tento čin vykonat (nepřímá direktiva orientovaná 

na adresáta). 

Z této klasifikace byly následně vyřazeny případy, ve kterých formální podoba mluvního 

aktu skrývala obsahově nevhodné případy, které neodpovídaly některým pravidlům tvoření 

direktiv, a proto neměly direktivní ilokuční sílu (např. prosby k Bohu a jiným božským bytostem, 

fráze pro loučení, a jiné). 

Dalším krokem v rámci této práce byla podrobná teoretická analýza jednotlivých druhů 

direktiv definovaných ve výše uvedené klasifikaci. V průběhu této analýzy byly rekapitulovány 

výsledky dosavadního výzkumu v této oblasti, čerpané z díla Thomasa Kohnena (2004, 2007, 

2008), Culpepera a Archerové (2008), Busse (2008), Blum-Kulky (1989, 1990) aj.  

Ve třídě performativních direktiv byly vyčleněny některé formální variace jako například 

hedged performatives. Taková slovesa (hedging verbs) modifikovala ilokuční sílu direktiva buďto 
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směrem nahoru (tedy sloužila jako prostředek zesilování a stupňování výpovědní síly direktiv) 

anebo směrem dolů (tedy vystupovala jakožto prostředek zmírnění dopadu ilokuční síly direktiv 

na svobodu jednání adresáta. Kromě toho v důsledku výzkumu v ramci této práce se zjistilo, že již 

v 15. století performativa, zejména slovesa prey  a beseech, podlehla rozsáhlé gramatikalizaci, tj. 

tato slovesa postupně ztrácela svou ilokuční sílu a přeměňovala se v strukturální složku mluvního 

aktu sloužící k modifikaci ilokuční síly vyjádřené pomocí imperativu. Pro pojmenování této 

strukturální jednotky byl zvolen termín the support move.
17

 Dále bylo podrobně prozkoumáno 

sloveso will, které ve středověké a raně moderní angličtině stálo na pomezí performativních a 

lexikálně neutrálních sloves. Po zvážení názorů a úvah různých lingvistů a ověření těchto názorů 

na vzorku studijního materiálu bylo rozhodnuto přijmout stanovisko Thomasa Kohnena, který 

považuje toto sloveso za semi-performativní a tvrdí, že direktivní akty tvořené jeho pomocí měly 

ve středověké a raně moderní angličtině charakter přísných nařízení, nikoliv nepřímých žádostí. 

Na rozdíl od slovesa will se direktiva tvořená pomocí slovesa would – jakožto formální 

paradigmatické varianty slovesa will – počítaly mezi žádosti zdvořilé a nepřímé zaměřené na 

zdůraznění vůle mluvčího k vykonání činu. 

Při analýze imperativních direktiv byla věnována pozornost zkoumání vlivu explicitního 

vyjádření subjektu imperativu pomocí zájmena 2. osoby na ilokuční sílu imperativu. Bylo 

zjištěno, že tento vliv se liší v závislosti na tom, jakou roli hraje toto zájmeno ve větě a jaký větný 

důraz se na něj klade. Kromě toho bylo prodiskutováno třídění imperativ na několik podskupin, a 

to skupiny adhortativních imperativ, jejichž subjektem je 1.osoba množného čísla, skupiny 

jussivních imperativ, tedy imperativ směřovaných na 3.osobu jednotného či množného čísla, a 

skupiny imperativ se subjektem v 1. osobě jednotného čísla nazývaných suggestory formulae. 

Direktiva v těchto třech podskupinách se tvořila s použitím slovesa let, které, podle názoru 

Thomase Kohenena (2004b), vystupovalo ve středověké a raně moderní angličtině v těchto 

gramatických konstrukcích nejčastěji v roli imperativu plnovýznamového slovesa, nikoliv v roli 

pomocného slovesa opisného imperativu. Takový přístup zásadním způsobem mění rozložení 

relativní moci mezi účastníky mluvního aktu a dovoluje proto počítat direktiva tvořená s použitím 

různých gramatických konstrukcí se slovesem let (zejména se subjektem v 3. osobě jednotného a 

množného čísla) za poměrně přísné a naléhavé žádosti.  

                                                             
17

 Pro učely tohoto shrnutí bude dále v textu použit můj volný překlad tohoto pojmu „podpůrný tah“. 
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Ve skupině direktiv nepřímých byl především analyzován pojem nepřímosti, který je 

různými lingvisty chápán v různých rovinách, tj. v rovině pragmatické, zabývající se dopadem 

direktiva na adresáta a explicitnosti direktiva (Blum-Kulka 1989), rovině sémantické, spojené se 

schopností adresáta sémanticky správně interpretovat poslání mluvčího (Searle 1979) a rovině 

formální, zabývající se přímostí vztahu mezi formou a obsahem určitých mluvních aktů (Bach a 

Harnish 1992). V této souvislosti bylo zvoleno pojetí nepřímosti direktiv v podání Thomase 

Kohnena, který  vcelku přistupuje na Searlovu definici nepřímosti, ale zároveň zohledňuje 

všechny výše uvedené roviny a na tomto základě dělí nepřímá direktiva do několika podskupin. 

Pro účely této práce byly použity jen tři z nich, a to nepřímá kondicionální direktiva orientovaná 

na adresáta, nepřímá deklarativní direktiva orientovaná na mluvčího a malá skupinka nepřímých 

direktiv doprovázených „podpůrným tahem“. 

Dalším nezbytným krokem v rámci přípravy teoretické báze pro účely následé analýzy 

byla rekapitulace a diskuze o zdvořilosti a jejím vztahu k direktivnímu mluvnímu aktu. V kapitole 

věnované této problematice (kapitola 1.3. této práce) se pojednává o různých přístupech ke 

konceptu zdvořilosti a strategiím používaným mluvčím se záměrem zvýšit stupeň zdvořilosti 

určité výpovědi. Za ústřední teoretické dílo věnované tématu zdvořilosti v rámci této práce byla 

zvolena monografie Levinsona a Brownové (1987). V souladu s jejich teorií bývá zdvořilost 

dvojího druhu, a to tzv. zdvořilost negativní, tj. zaměřená na zachování negativní tváře adresáta, a 

tzv. zdvořilost pozitivní, tj. zdvořilost zaměřená na adresátovu pozitivní tvář a chápaná jako snaha 

o spojení s adresátem prostřednictvím sbližování zájmů adresáta a mluvčího. Tváři negativní zde 

rozumíme přání osobnosti nebýt omezena ve svém jednání, zatimco tváři pozitivní se rozumí 

přání, aby její zájmy byly co nejvíce žádoucími pro účastníky komunikace. Na základě těchto 

pojmů stanovili tito lingvisté pět základních strategií jednání mluvčího v situaci potenciálního 

ohrožení tváře účastníků mluvního aktu: 1) přímé explicitní vyjádření neboli technika komunikace 

bold on-record; 2) použití prostředků pozitivní zdvořilosti, tedy komunikace s důrazem na 

společné zájmy mluvčího a adresáta; 3) použití prostředk negativní zdvořilosti, tedy komunikace 

se snahou co nejmíň ohrozit svobodu jednání adresáta; 4) komunikace off record – neboli použití 

diskrétního, neexplicitního způsobu vyjádření žádosti, např. ve formě nepřímé narážky; a 5) volba 

nekonání mluvního aktu ohrožujícího tvář jednoho z účastníků komunikace. Těchto pět 

zdvořilostních strategií podle Levinsona a Brownové má univerzální použití a jsou používány 

idealizovaným mluvčím, schopným na základě logického uvažování zvolit v určité situaci 

nejvhodnější. Tato teorie, ač velice důsledná a propracovaná, se setkala s výraznou kritikou jiných 
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lingvistů (Watts 2003, Meier 1995, Blum-Kulka 1990). Tyto kritické poznámky mohou být 

stručně shrnuty do několika bodů: 

1. Zdvořilost a její strategie nemají podle některých lingvistů (Watts, Ehlich) univerzální 

charakter. Jsou dány historickými a sociálními okolnostmi, a kromě toho jsou závislé 

na určitém standardu zdvořilosti, existujícím v dané kultuře v daný čas. Proto při 

posuzování stupně zdvořilosti určité vypovědí je třeba brát ohled na to kdo je mluvčí, 

komu je výpověď adresovaná, v jaké situaci je použita (pojem speech event), k jaké 

historické době a k jaké kultuře patří. 

2. Nelze provádět přímou paralelu mezi explicitností čí přímostí vyjádření direktiva a 

stupněm jeho zdvořilosti. Vztah mezi zdvořilostí a explicitností je mnohem složitější: 

v některých situacích, třeba v rozhovoru mezi členy rodiny, bývá i hodně explicitní 

vyjádření bývá pojato jako zdvořilé (nebo alespoň jako neutrální) a vhodné pro 

komunikativní účely dané situace. Tomuto zdvořilostně neutrálnímu lingvistickému 

chování se říká politic behaviour (tento termín je převzat z díla Wattse 

Politeness(2003)). 

Poté, co byl vytvořen jakýsi teoretický základ pro analýzu studijního materiálu, bylo 

zapotřebí zvolit metodologický postup bádání. V rámci této práce bylo použito oboů 

metodologických přístupů historické pragmatiky, a to jednak lingvistického mapování od funkce 

k formě, jednak naopak, mapování od formy k funkci. V rámci této práce  se v prvním případě 

jednalo o vymezení funkce direktivního mluvního aktu a následné vyhledání všech možných 

forem jejího výskytu v 200 dopisů z kolekce korespondence rodin Pastonů a Stonorů. V druhém 

případě se jednalo o zvolení několika ústředních a nejrozšířenějších formálních podob direktiv na 

základě práce s dopisy rodin Pastonů a Stonorů jakožto representativních forem této funkce a 

následné prozkoumání vývoje direktivního mluvního aktu v průběhu 15.-17. století na materiálu 

korpusu rané anglické korespondence (the Parsed Corpus of Early Engish Correspondence). 

Synchronní kvalitativní analýza byla tedy provedena na vzorku skládajícím se z výběru cca 200 

dopisů z kolekce dopisů rodin Pastonů a Stonorů, ve kterých se objevil aspoň jeden případ 

direktivního mluvního aktu, a diachronní kvantitativní analýza byla provedena na materiálu 

z korpusu rané anglické korespondence (the PCEEC). 

Synchronní analýza studijního materiálu spočívala hlavně ve zkoumání vztahu mezi 

zdvořilostními strategiemi a strukturálními variantami direktiv v dopisech pocházejících 



 92 

z 15.století. Průběh a výsledky tyto analýzy byly znázorněny pomoci grafů, které odrážejí poměr 

výskytů té či jiné kategorie direktiv. Zjistilo se, že direktiva tvořena pomocí rozkazovacího 

slovesného způsobu a performativní direktiva mají stejný podíl v celkovém počtu nalezených 

výskytů direktiv v dopisech Stonorů a Pastonů a dohromady tvoří 80% případů. V případě 

imperativních direktiv šlo převážně o imperativy ve 2. osobě jednotného a množného čísla, a 

v řadách performativních sloves se nejčastěji vyskytovala slovesa pray a beseech. U těchto 

performativních sloves byl vypozorován pokročilý stupeň gramatikalizace: v 32% případů fráze I 

pray vystupovala v roli „podpůrného tahu“ a ve zbytku případů hrála  roli performativního 

direktiva. „Podpůrný tah“ různě ovlivňoval ilokuční sílu imperativu, kterému ve větách většinou 

předcházel. Na jedné straně se dá říci, že zesiloval ilokuci, protože explicitně dával důraz na vůli 

mluvčího k vykonání činu, a tak nechával adresátovi méně prostoru pro odmítnutí žádosti. Na 

druhé straně, nnna základě studií některých lingvistů (Holtgraves 2005, Culpeper and Archer 

2008), mohlo být explicitní vyjádření přání mluvčího spojené s poměrně skromnými prostředky 

vyjádření samotného direktiva mohlo být interpretováno jako ponížená prosba, bezmála  žebrání, 

protože připomínalo adresátovi jeho čí její sociální postavení nebo relativní moc.  

Také se ukázalo, že přestože imperativní direktiva, hojně používaná v dopisech obou 

rodin, jsou počítaná za docela explicitní a přímý způsob vyjádření prosby, nesvědčí o absenci 

zdvořilosti v 15. století, čili nevypovídají o hrubém, neslušném jazykovém chování mluvčích, 

nýbrž představují jistou strategii pozitivní zdvořilosti. Pro takové tvrzení je několik důvodů: 

zaprvé, imperativní direktiva se nejčastěji používala v dopisech adresovaných rodinným 

příslušníkům, takže přemíra zdvořilosti a jemnější, nepřímé žádosti by byly za těchto okolností 

nepatřičné (viz Blum-Kulka 1990); zadruhé, anglická kultura 15.století byla více orientována na 

pozitivní zdvořilost, a proto byly strategie sbližující mluvčího a adresáta (v tomto případě o 

takovém sblížení vypovídá již samotná indiskrétní forma direktiva) v té době více populární a 

mohly být hodnoceny přinejmenším jako zdvořilostně neutrální lingvistické chování. Důležitou 

roli v odůvodnění zdvořilostní neutrálnosti imperativních direktiv hraje i ten fakt, že tato direktiva 

byla často používaná ve větách, které představovaly jistou radu, nikoliv příkaz, tj. byly zaměřeny 

na prospěch adresáta, a proto vůbec nemohly být interpretovány jako projevy lingvistické 

nezdvořilosti.  

Co se týče gramatických konstrukcí se slovesem let, bylo zjištěno, že – v souladu s 

Kohnenovým předpokladem o roli tohoto slovesa ve středověké a raně moderní angličtině 

(Kohnen 2004b) – může let být ve většině případů považováno za plnovýznamové sloveso 
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v imperativu, nikoliv opisný imperativ. V důsledku takové interpretace významu slovesa nabývají 

let direktiva vytvořená s jeho pomoci docela naléhavého charakteru, ale – podobně jako u  

direktiv s použitím imperativu ve 2. osobě – mají neutrální zdvořilostní povahu, pokud jsou 

používány v komunikaci mezi blízkými rodinnými příslušníky. 

Na rozdíl od imperativních a performativních direktiv neukázala nepřímá direktiva tak 

hojný výskyt: jen 17% ze všech případů direktivních mluvních aktů nalezených v 

prozkoumaných dopisech Pastonů a Stonorů bylo tvořeno nepřímým způsobem. Nepřímá 

direktiva zaměřená na adresáta, tedy direktiva obsahující sloveso please, měla téměř stejné 

zastoupení v dopisech obou rodin, což svědčí o jisté míře konvenčnosti tohoto nepřímého způsobu 

vyjádření žádosti již v 15.století. Nepřímá direktiva zaměřená na adresáta představují jednu 

z nejúčinnějších strategií negativní zdvořilosti, jelikož kladou důraz na schopnost a ochotu 

adresáta žádaný čin vykonat, a tím umožňují zachování negativní tváře adresáta. Taková direktiva 

se používala většinou v dopisech adresovaných lidem vyššího sociálního postavení, nebo lidem, 

kteří měli nad mluvčím nějakou moc, jako např. králové, kancléři aj. Toto použití nepřímých 

direktiv svědčí o tom, že již v 15. století si mluvčí byl vědom faktorů, které ovlivňovaly volbu té 

či oné zdvořilostní strategie. Z toho plyne i povědomí mluvčího o tom, že obezřetné zacházení s 

adresátovou svobodou jednání prostřednictvím použití strategií negativní zdvořilosti v direktivech 

může mít příznivý vliv na vykonání požadovaného činu, protože taková direktiva adresáta přímo 

nenutí k činu, a zároveň vykazují péči o adresátovu negativní tvář ze strany mluvčího. 

Kvantitativní diachronní analýza provedená na materiálu z korpusu rané anglické 

korespondence ukázala, že během 16.-17. století zdvořilostní trendy, které se začaly projevovat 

v 15. století, se rozvíjely dál. Tak pokračovala i gramatikalizace performativních sloves, která 

vedla k tomu, že na konci 17. století počet případů, ve kterých performativní sloveso pray hrálo 

roli „podpůrného tahu“. byl 4,5krát větší než počet případů, ve kterých toto sloveso hrálo 

performativní roli. Zároveň v průběhu těchto staletí trvale rostl počet výskytů imperativních 

direktiv, která při tom byla stále častěji používána bez „podpůrného tahu“. Toto nasvědčovalo o 

stálé popularitě zdvořilostně pozitivně orientované kultury v raně moderní angličtině. Kromě toho 

tento trend vypovídal o postupném zjednodušování formální podoby direktivního mluvního aktu a 

upevňování pozice imperativu jakožto běžného prostředku sdělení žádosti, často používaného i 

v dnešní angličtině. 
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Co se týče nepřímých forem vyjádření žádosti, jejich počet během 15.-17.staletí stále rostl a v 

půlce 17. století již dosáhl dvojnásobku svého výskytu v dopisech rodin Pastonů a Stonorů. 

Korpusová studie ukázala větší popularitu nepřímých direktiv zaměřených na adresáta. Kromě 

toho se sloveso please, podobně jako performativní slovesa, také postupně gramatikalizovalo, 

tedy spíše přecházelo do jiné slovnědruhové kategorie – do kategorie příslovce. Stále častěji se tak 

používalo bez zájmenných komponentů a na konci 17. století již vystupovalo v roli „discourse 

marker“, sloužícího jako konvenční prostředek signalizace zdvořilého direktivního mluvního 

aktu. 

Na závěr je třeba říci, že výsledky této práce celkem odpovídaly  dosavadním zjištěním v 

oblasti diachronních studií direktivních mluvních aktů. Pozdně středověká a raně moderní 

anglická direktiva se nacházela v jakémsi přechodném stavu mezi staroanglickým světem, ve 

kterém mluvčí nebyli omezeni pojmem zdvořilosti skoro vůbec, a moderním světem 

orientovaným na kulturu negativní zdvořilosti, ve které se propaguje dodržování distance mezi 

účastníky diskurzu a neomezování jejich svobody jednání. V době, která byla objektem výzkumu 

v této práci, se ještě hojně užívaly strategie pozitivní zdvořilosti ( imperativní prostředky, 

„podpůrný tah“), a zároveň se začínal projevovat postupný přechod k prostředkům negativní 

zdvořilosti. Ten se projevoval v impersonalizaci a postupném odumírání performativních 

konstrukci, jokož i stále klesající popularitě zdůrazňování vůle mluvčího k vykonání činu. Kromě 

toho se negativní zdvořilost projevovala v růstu počtu nepřímých direktiv orientovaných na 

adresáta a stálém upevňování pozice slovesa please jako explicitního zdvořilostního „discourse 

marker”. 
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The Paston letters and papers. 

Table 1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The type of directive The number of occurrences  

1. Performative directives:  

a) Participial performatives 13 

b) Classic performatives 64 

c) Hedged performatives 2 

2. Imperative directives:  

a) Support move + imperative in 
the 2

nd
 person  

65 

b) Bare imperative in the 2
nd

 

person 

76 

c) Support move + construction 

with let  

8 

d) Construction with let without a 
support move 

20 

3. Indirect requests:  

a) Hearer-oriented conditional 
sentences 

20 

b) Speaker-oriented declarative 

sentences 

33 

c) Support move + an indirect 

request 

3 

4. Marginal cases (modals, that-

clause, reported requests) 

 

a) Requests with modals 4 

b) That- clause 2 

c) Reported requests  17 

Total number of directives (excluding 

the marginal cases) 

294 
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The Paston letters and papers. Exerpts. 

Wiliam Paston I. 

1.Letter 2, to an unindentified lawyer, 1425 

My wille is ye haue юe chief gouernaunce of юis matier and юat юis article be counseill; wher-vpo[[n]] I 

prey yow hertily to be saddely auysed in юese matieres and, as nede is, so to gouerne hem by yowr 

wysdam юat юe seyd Prioures estat and honestй, and myn also, to yowr worshepe be saued. 

2. Letter 3, probably to John Urryl, 1425 

Wher-vp in the seyd Prioures name and in myn owyn also I prey yow hertily to sette al these matieres in 

continuaunce vn-to yowr comyng in-to Ingeland….  

And if this continuance be refused I prey yow with al my power that of yowr wysdom and good 

discrecion ye wille in юe seyd Prioures name and myn defenden юe seyd sutes, and alle other юat юe seyd 

John sueth a-geyn юe seyd Priour and me, in yowr best maner, and to be of owr counseill in юese matieres 

3. Letter 4, to William Worstede, John Longham and Piers Shelton, 1426 

I prey the Holy Trinité, lord of yowr cherche and of alle юe werl d, delyuere me of my iij aduersaries, 

of юis cursed bysshop for Bromholm, Aslak for Sprouston, and Julian Herberd for Thornham. 

…which jnstrument and bille I send yow a-geyn by юe berare of this, which I prey yow to kepe as pryuй 

as ye may. I haue preyed my maister Hamond to write yow tydyngges and smale lesynges among. 

Yowr man, W. Paston 

4. Letter 6, to the vicar of the abbot of Cluny1430. 

Wher-vp-on I prey yow wyt al my herte, and as I euere may do yow seruice, юat it lyke to yowr grace to 

graunte of yowr charité by yowre worthy lettres to юe Priour of Thetford in Norffolk, of юe seyde ordre of 

Clunye, autoritй and powere as yowr ministre and deputй…. 

…, and al yowr seid lettres to delyuere to my clerk, to wham I prey yow to gyve feith and credence 

touchant юis matier, and to delyuere hym in alle юe hast resonable. 

5. Letter 10, to Phillip Berney, 1441 

Ryght wurshefull ser, I recummend me to yow prey you to wete юat ye and oder arn enfeoffed in the 

maner of Estbecham to myn oeps; and thervpon I haue in yowre name and otherys take an accion a-yens 

John Maryete of Crowmer, wherfore I prey you that 3e make no releasse therof to no man til I speke 

wyth 

Agnes Paston 

6. Letter 13, to William Paston I, 1440 

pe parson of Stocton toold me yif ye wolde byin here a goune, here moder wolde yeue ther-to a godely 

furre. юe goune nedyth for to be had, and of coloure it wolde be a godely blew or ellys a bryghte 

sanggueyn. I prey yow do byen for me ij pypys of gold. 

7. Letter 18. To her son John Paston 1449 

I prey 3ow fore-3ette no3th to brynge me my mony fro Horwelbery as 3e com fro London, 
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8. Letter 19, to her son John Paston, 1449 

Yor sustere recomaundyt hyr to yow, and thankyt yow hertyly that ye wyll remembyre hyr and lete hyr 

haue knowleche there-of; and preyt yow that ye wyll do your deuere to bryng it to a good conclusyon. 

And as fore the oblygacyon of the person of Marlynferthe, wheche I sent yow by John Newman, I prey 

yow lete it be suyd 

9. Letter 20, to John Paston, 1450 

I prey yow grete well your brethyrne, and sey hem that I send hem Goddys blyssyn and myn 

10. Letter 25. to John Paston, 1452. 

Item, as for Horwelbury I sende you a bille of all the reseytes syn the deth of youre fadere, and a copy 

wrete on the bak how youre fader lete it to ferme to the seide Gurnay. I wulde ye shulde write Gurnay 

and charge him to mete wyth you fro London warde 

wherfore I preye you, as ye will haue my loue and my blissyng, юat ye will helpe and do youre deuer 

that sumthyng were purchased for youre ij bretheren 

Item, brynge me my lettre hom with you and my cosyn Clere is copy of here lettre and the copy of the 

reseyth of Horwelbury. And recomaunde me to Lomnour, and tell him his best be-loued fareth well, 

but sche is not yet come to Norwich, for thei deye yet, but not so sore as thei dede 

11. Letter 26, to John Paston, 1453 

I pray for-3et yt not as 3e com homward, and speke sadly for j nothyr fermour. 

Myn cosyn Clere preyt you that 3e lete no man se here letter wheche is in-selyd vndyr my selle 

I prey you that 3e wyl pay youre brothyr William for iiij vnce and j half of sylke as he payd, wheche he 

send me by William Tauyrnere, and bryng wyt you j quarter of j vnce evyn leke of the same that I sende 

you closyd in thys letter. And sey youre brothyr William that hese hors hath j farseyn and grete rennyng 

sorys in hese leggis 

John Paston I (the son of Agnes Paston) 

12. Letter 35, to John Dame, 1444 

I prey help they may enseale; but begyn at thise fyrst and theene send tor the toder. I wold we hade vj 

sealles yf it myght easly be. Ser, Jamys Gressham told me that 3e thynk the bergeyn were not certen but yf 

it wer put in certeyn what the dettes be that shuld be content 

13. Letter 36, to the King Henry VI, 1449 

To the Kyng oure Souerayn Lord, and to the right wyse and discrete lordis assemblyd in this present 

Parlement Besechith mekly your homble liege man John Paston that, where he and oder enfeffed to his 

vse haue be pecybily poscessyd of the maner of Gresham within the counté of Norffolk xx yere and more 

til the xvij day of Februarij the yere of your nobill regne xxvj, that Robert Hungerford, knyght, the Lord 

Molyns, entred in-to the seyd maner.  

Please it your Hynesse, consideryng that if this gret insurreccyon, ryottis, and wrongis, and dayly 

continuans ther-of, so heynosly don a-geyn your crowne, dignit?, and peas shuld not be your hye myght 
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be duly punysshid, it shall gefe grett boldnesse to them and alle oder mysdoeres to make 

congregacyouns and conuenticles riottously. 

14.Letter 37, to an unindentified person in London, 1449 

Ser, I pray yow þat ye will send sum chyld to my lord of Bukingham place 

Plese yow to comen with him of þis mater, but let him not wete of þe mater atwix my modir and him, 

but desir him to wryth to his master to lett þis if it may be; or ell to se þe best wey þat he haue not his 

intent, and to comon with þ[e] proktor of þe Whith Freris at Rome to he[l]p forth 

 For þe freris here haue laborid to my modir and praiid her to help to lette his on-trewe intent, and haue 

wrete to her proketor befor þis 

But tell þe prior no word þat I know [[þer]]of, but let him wete if he will wryth to his proktor odir men 

shall help forth. 

Neuertheles let him writh to his master þat whatsumevyr he do herin he shall be truly content for his 

labor and costis 

[[Le]]t hym let his master know þat my lord of Wynchester and Danyell ow godwill to þe part that he 

shall labor fore 

I pray yow red it ouer, and spede yow homward.   

Bry[n]g þis letter hom with yow, &c 

15.Letter 38, Petition to the Chancellor 1450. very official   

Besecheth mekely John Paston that 

…please it your reuerent fadirhood and gracioux lordship, these premisses considered, to graunte on-

to your seid besecher, for his feffees by hym to be named, a special assise ayenst þe seid Lord Molens, 

Alianore, and John Heidon 

16. Letter 39, To James Gresham,1450 

I prey yow laboure forth to haue answer of my bille for myn especial assise…. 

Yet that not withstondyng, laboure ye forth for me, f[[or]] in a general oyer and termyner a supersedeas 

may dassh al, and so shall not in a special 

I preye yow hertily laboure ye so to my lord Chaunceller that owther he wole graunte me my desire or 

ellis that he wole denye it;and lete me haue answer from yow in wrytyng how ye spede 

Recomaund me to my cosyn William Whyte, and prey hym to gyf yow his help in this; and lete hym be 

prevy to þis letter, and lete hym w[[ete]] þat my cosyn his suster hath childe a doughter 

17. Letter 41, to Petition to the Chancellor,1452 

Please it yowre gode grace, thes premysses considered, not to suffre the seid Cherche to haue no 

pardon of the comune grace graunted be the Kyng, owre souerayn lord, vn Gode Fryday last past vn-to the 

tyme that he hath fownde sufficient suert? of wel namyd persones of the seid shire of his gode beryng, and 

to direct a comyssion vn-to such notabill persones in the seid shire as please you, to take and examyn 

the seid Rogere Cherche 
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18. Letter 42, To sheriff of Norfolk, 1452 

prayi[n]g yow, as we trust þat ye tender þe welfare of þis shyre and of the gentilmen þerin, þat ye well let 

owr seyd lord haue know[ing] of owre intent, and after to send vs ansewere whedir it plese his Hynes we 

shuld com to his presens and at what plase, or to send owr compley[n]t to him, trosti[n]g to his god 

lords[h]ep of remedi in þis mater 

19. Letter 43, the draft of the letter to sheriff of Norfolk, 1452 

….besechyng your gode maystershep that ye wull lete my lord haue knowlech of my compleynt, and 

that ye wull tender the gode spede of the entent of the letteris wretyn to you fro jentilmen of this shire, 

prayng you that ye woll yeve credens to the berere here-of, be his gode mayster in cas any man make 

any qwarell to hym. 

20.Letter 44, the draft of the letter to sheriff of Norfolk,1452 

   Ryth worchepfull ser and cosyn, I recummand me to yow [and] pray yow þat ye will in mi behal[[f]] 

inform my lord of þe deme[n]i[n]g of Charlis Nowell to me ward, withow[t] occ[a]ciun gef on mi part, as 

þe berer her[of] shal rem[em]bre yo[w]. 

21. Letter 45, to Richard Southwell, draft 1452. 

I wold þis mater sped the betyre be-cause my lady sp[[a]]ke so feythefully to me therin, and that mevyth 

me to wryte to yow this long symple lettyre of myn jntent. 

…Osbern Mondeford wol do in the mater all that ever he can or may to help to punish þe doer, and desirith 

to know þe grownd of þat tale, of wheche I pray send me word, and what ye will ellis.] 

22. Letter 47, to John Norwode, not before 1453 

And than be this rekenyng he shuld be xiij s. iiij d. a-fore hand, which I wuld ye shuld gadere vp in this 

newe werk as wele as ye myght, for I am be-hold to do hym but litill favour.  

Item, be ware þer leve no firsis in þe deke þat ye repare, and þat þe wode be mad of fagot and leyd vp 

forthwith as it is fellid for taking away. I wold ye were her on Satirday at euy[n] thow ye red ageyn on 

Moneday 

23. Letter 49. To the earl of Oxford, 1454 

Right wurchepfull and my right especiall lord, I recomaund me to yowre gode lordshep, besechyng youre 

lordshep that ye take not to displesauns thow I write you as I here say 

24. Letter 52, to James Gloys, draft 1455. 

As for that ye desyre þat I shuld send yow word what ye shuld sey in this mater, I pray yow to in this 

and all oþer lyke ask þe seyeris if þei will abyd be þer langage 

25. Letter 53, To Sir John Fastolf, 1457 

Ser, please your maistershyp that som seruaunt of youres may survey my stabler yn my close at 

Maltby 

26.Letter 55, to Maragret Paston, 1460 

I recomaunde me to you, ….preyng you þat ye wole do them spede them in þat matier…. 
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Item, I wolde that William Barker shulde send me a copye of þe olde trauerse of Tychewell and 

Beyton…And lete Richard Kalle spede hym hidderward, and come by Snaylwel and take suyche mony 

as may be getyn there; and þat he suffre not þe mony þat þe tenauntes owe to come in þe fermours handes. 

Item, þat he come by Cambrigge and bryng with hym Maister Brakkel?s licence from þe prouynciall of 

þe Grey Freres. I prey you recomaunde me to my modir 

27. Letter 56, To Margaret Paston, 1461 

I recomaunde me vnto you, letyng you witte that your vnkyll John Berney is deed, whoos soule God haue 

mercy; desyryng you to sende for Thomas Holler and enquere of hym… 

Wherfor I wolde ye schulde not lete hym wete of his dissese vnto the tyme that ye had enquered of the 

seide Thomas Holler of all suche maters as be a-bovyn wreten. 

Thomas Holler woll telle you justely the trouthe, as I suppose; and desyre hym on my behalfe that he doo 

soo. 

And telle Thomas Holler that I and he be executours named. And therfore lete hym take heede that the 
goodes be kept saffe, and that no body knowe wher it shall lie but ye and Thomas Holler 

and so I wol that ye be prevy to the same for casualt? of deethe, and ye too schalbe his executours for me 

as longe as ye doo trewly, as I trowe verely ye woll. 

Yowre Jon Paston I requer yow be of god cumffoort and be not heuy if ye wil do owth for me 

28. Letter 58,to Margaret Paston, 1461 

To my cosyn Margaret Paston, I recomaund me to yow, letyng yow wete þat the vndershreve doughtyth 
hym of John Berney; wherfore I pray yow bryng hem to-gedyr and set hem acord if ye can 

And yf he woll not, lete hym verely vndyrstonde þat he shall be compellyd to fynd hym suert? of the pes 

Also telle the seyd Berney þat the shreve ys in a dought whedyr he shall make a newe eleccion of 

knyghtes of the shyre be-cause of hym and Grey 

29. Letter 59, to Margaret Paston, 1461 

 First, that Richard Calle fynde the meane that a distresse may be taken of such bestes as occupie the 

ground at Stratton, and that cleyme and contynuan[[s]] be made of my possession in any wise and that 

thei be not suffrid to occupie with-owt thei compoune with me 

Bidde her loke hem vp and take hem yow.  

Item, as for the seyd distreynyng at Stratton, I wold that Dawbeney and Thomas Bon shuld knowe the 
closes and the ground, that thei myght attende ther-to that Richard were not lettyd of other occupacions; 

and I wold this were  do as sone as is possibill or I come home. 

Also if ye can be any craft get a copy of the bille that Ser Miles Stapilton hath of the corte rolles of 

Gemyngham, that ye fayle not but assay and do yowre devyr, for that shuld preve some men shamefully 

fals. 

I wold he shuld assay, or ellys parauenture Skypwith or ellys Master Sloley,  
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Item, I wold the prestis of Caster wer content for Midsomer term…..I wold a new dede and letter of 

atorn[?] were mad owth theroff be tho feffees of þe same land to Thome Grene 

I wold haue þe seyd dedis leyd in a box, both old and new 

Margaret Paston (wife of John Paton I) 

30. Letter 125, to John Paston I, 1441 

I pre yow, yf it be not bowt, þat ye wyl wechesaf to by it and send yt hom as sone as ye may, for I haue 

no govne to werre þis wyntyr but my blake and my grene a Lyere 

I pre yow, yf ye dor tak yt vppe-on yow, þat ye wyl weche-safe to do mak yt a-yens ye come hom; 

I pre yow þat ye wyl were þe reyng wyth þe emage of Seynt Margrete þat I sent yow for a 

rememrav[n]se tyl ye come hom 

31.Letter 126, to John Paston, 1441  

I pray yow hertely þat [ye] wol wochesaf to sende me a letter as hastely as 3e may, yf wrytyn be non 

dysesse to yow, and þat ye wollen wochesaf to sende me worde quowe your sor dott. 

I pray yow, yf your sor be hol and so þat 3e may indure to ryde, wan my fader com to London þat 3e 

wol askyn leve and com hom wan þe hors xul be sentte hom a-3eyn; for I hope 3e xulde be kepte as 

tenderly herre as 3e ben at London. 

My modyr gretit 3ow wel and sendyt 3ow Goddys blyssyng and here, and sche prayith 3ow, and I pray 

3ow also, þat 3e be wel dyetyd of mete and dryngke, for þat is þe grettest helpe þat 3e may haue now to 

your helthe ward 

32.Letter 127, to John Paston, 1444. 

I pray yow þat ye wylle weche-saue to beyn for me swech lacys os I send yow exsaunpyll of in þ[i]s 

letter, and j pesse of blac lacys. As for cappys þat ye sent me for þe chylderyn, þey be to lytyl for hem. I 

pray yow bey hem feynere cappys and largere þan þo were. Also I pray yow þat ye wille wech-saue 

to recomaunde me to myn fadyr and myn modyr, and tellyth herre þat alle herre chyldyrryn ben in gode 

hele, blyssyd be Godd 

33. Letter 128, to John Paston, 1448 

And þan I prayd here þat sche wuld vwche-save nowth to labowre a3ens 3w jn þis matere tyl 3e kom 

hom 

þan I prayd here a3yn þat sche wuld teryn tyl 3e kom hom, 

I pray 3w þat 3e wyl vwche-save to send me wurd hw 3e spede in 3wr mater twchyng Gressam, and hw 

Danyel js jn grace 

I pray 3w þat I may ben recommaw[n]dyd to my lord Danyel 

34. Letter 129, to John Paston, 1448 
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 I  pray 3w be ware hw 3e walkyn jf he be þere, for he js ful cursyd-hertyd and lwmysch…..I pray 3w 

hertyly þat 3e late not Jamys kom hom a3en in non wyse tyl 3e kom home, for myn hertys ese…..I pray 

3w hertyly here* masse and oþer servys þat 3e arn bwn to here wyth a devwt hert 

35.Letter 130, to John Paston I, 1448 

Ryt wurchipful hwsbond, I recomawnd me to 3u and prey 3w to gete som crosse bowis, and wyndacis to 

bynd þem wyth, and quarell, for 3wr hwsis here ben so low þat þere may non man schete owt wyth no 

long bowe þow we hadde neuer so moche nede. 

And also I wold 3e xuld gete ij or iij schort pelle-axis to kepe wyth doris, and als many jakkys and 3e 

may 

I pray 3w þat 3e wyl vowche-save to don bye for me j li. of almandis and j li. of sugyre, 

36. Letter 131, to John Paston, 1448 

and þer-for I pray 3ou hertly beware hw 3e walk þere and haue a gode felaschep wyth 3ou qhan 3e xul 

walk owt3. 

I pray 3ou hertyly þat 3e wil send me wurd how 3e don and how 3e spede in 3owr materis, for be my 

trowth I kan not ben wel att ese in my hert, ner not xal ben, tyl I here tydyngys hw 3e don 

37. Letter 132, to John Paston, 1449 

I pray 3ou þat þe caws of my komyng away may ben kownsell tyl I speke wyth 3ou, for þei þat lete me 

haue warnyng þer-of wold not for no good þat it were diskuryd. 

I pray 3ou send me word be þe brynger of þis how 3e wil þat I be demenyd 

I pray 3ou hertyly, at þe reverens of God, be ware of þe Lord Moleynys and his men, þow þei speke 

neuer so fayr to 3ou trost hem not, ne ete not nere drynk wyth hem, for þei ben so fals it is not for to trost 

in hem. And also I pray 3ou be ware qhat 3e eten ar drynk wyth any othere felaschep, for þe pepyll is 

ful on-trosty. I pray 3ou hertylye þat 3e wil vowche-save to send me word how 3e don and how 3e 

speden in 3owr materis be þe brynger of this 

Qhere-for i pray 3ou, and he bothyn, þat 3e wil purvay a remedy for hym, þat he may gon at large, 

Watkyn Schipdam recommawndyth hym to 3ou, and prayt 3ou þat 3e woll speke to Sere Jon Fastolf for 

þe harneys þat 3e hadden of hym, and tellyn hym how it is þat som þer-of is gon, and speke to hym þat þei 

þat arn bownd þer-for nere þei þat delyueryd it ben no hurt 

I pray 3ou take heed qhat it is and send me word if 3e wil þat I purway all 3owr leuer?s of þe same 

38. Letter 133, to John Paston, 1449  

My moder prayith 3ou þat 3e wil send my broþer Willyam to Kawmbrege a nomynale and a bok of 

sofystr? of my broþer Emundys, 

39. Letter 134, to JohnPaston, 1449 

I prey 3ou if 3e haue any old gownys for lynyngys and old schetys and old schertis þat may non lengere 

se[r]ven 3ou, I prey 3ou send hem hom in hast, for I must okupye seche thyngys in hast 
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I pray 3ou beware in qhat felaschep 3e ryd qhan 3e com homward, for þer gon many fals shrewys and 

thevys in þe contr? 

40. Letter 200, to John Paston II, 1469  

I grete you wele and send you Goddes blyssyng and myn, desiryng you to recomaund me to my 

brothere William and to comune wyth hym and your councell in such materes as I wright to you 

And though ye shuld kepe it here-aftere pesibilly, ye shuld lese the ferme of this yere, for thei may not 

pay you but if thei may occupie there londes 

Therfore purvey an redy remedye, or ell ye lese the tenauntes hertes and ye gretly hurt… 

Therfore, for Goddes love, se that thei ben holpyn, and desire my brothere William to geve you good 

councell here-in. 

….therfore be right ware that ye bynde not your-self ner make non ensuraunce till ye be suere of a 

pesibill possession of your londe, for oftyn tyme rape rueth, and whan a man hath mad such a comenaunte 

he must kepit, he may not chese; there[fore] be not to hasty till your londe be clere. And labore hastly a 

remedy for thes premysses,…. 

I pray you remembre a kerchye of cremyll for your suster Anne. Remembre to labore sume remedy for 

your faderes will whill my lord of Caunterbury lyvyth, for he is an old man and he is now frendly to 

you… 

There-fore purvey hastly and wyssely þerfore whill he levyth, and do not, as ye dede whill my lord of 

York was chancellor, make delays; 

Be ware be that, and lete slauth nomore take you in such diffaught. Thynk of after-clappes and haue 

prevysion in all your werk, and ye shall do the better. 

41. Letter 201, to John Paston II, 1469 

Send me word what it cost you and I shall send you money there-fore. […] Send me word if ye haue it, 

for I marveyll ye sent me non answere there-of be Juddy. 

Also I wuld þat ye shuld not be to hasty to be maried till ye were more suere of your lyvelode, for ye 

must remembre what charge ye shall haue, and if ye haue not to mayntene it, it wull be a gret rebuke; and 

therfore labour that ye may haue releses of the lordes and be in more suert? of your lond or than ye be 

maried. 

Hast you to spede your materes as spedily as ye can, that ye may haue lesse felesship at Cayster 

Also I wuld ye shuld purvey for your suster to be wyth my lady of Oxford or wyth my lady of Bedford 

or in summe othere wurchepfull place 

I pray you do your deveyre here-in as ye wull my comfort and welefare and your wurchep, for diuerse 

causes which ye shall vnderstand afterward, &c 

Send me word as hastly as ye may after the begynnyng of the terme how ye haue sped in all your 

materes, for I shall thynk right long till I here summe good tidynges. 

Item, I pray you recomaund me to the good mayster that ye gaffe to the chapell of Cayster, and thank 

hym for the gret cost that he dede on me at Norwich 
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 I pray yow fore-gete not to send me a kersche of cremelle fore nekkerchys fore yowr syster Anne, for 

I am schente of þe good lady þat sche is wyth be-cawse sche hathe non, and I can non gette in alle thys 

towne. 

42. Letter 202, to John Paston II, 1469 

Of all þes premysses send word how ye wull be demened be as good advyse as ye can gete, and make 

no lengere delay; for thei must nedes haue hasty socour that be in the place, for thei be sore hurt and haue 

non help. 

And if thei haue hasty help it shall be the grettest wurchep þat euer ye had, and if þei be not holpen it shall 

be to you a gret diswurchep, and loke neuer to haue favour of your neybores and frendes but if this spede 

wele. þer-fore prend it in your mend and purvey þer-fore in hast, how so euer ye do. 

43. Letter 203, to John Paston II, 1469 

I pray 3ow and requere 3ow þat 3e take yt not pensyly, fore I wot wele yt gothe ryth nere 3owr hart, 

and so doth yt to myn and to othere;  

I pray 3ow, fore myn hard ys hese, be 3e of a good cownfort in alle thynggys. 

44. Letter 204, to John Paston II, 1469. 

There-fore, as ye wull haue my blyssyng, I charge you and require you þat ye se your brothere be holpyn 

in hast. 

And if ye thynk, as I can suppose, that the Duke of Norffolk wull not aggr? to this be-cause he graunted 

this a-forn and thei in the place wuld not accept it, than I wuld the seid massangere shuld wyth the seid 

letteres bryng fro the seid lord of Clarence, or ell my lord Archebusshop, to my lord of Oxenford othere 

letteres to rescuse them forth-wyth 

Spare not this to be don in hast if ye wull haue there lyves and be sett by in Norffolk, though ye shuld 

leys the best maner of all for the rescuse. I had lever ye lost þe lyffelode than there lyfes. 

Ye must gete a massangere of the lordes or summe othere notabill man to bryng thes letteres. 

Do your devour now, and lete me send yow nomore massangeres for this materes; but send me be the 

berere here-of more certeyn comfort than ye haue do be all othere that I haue sent be-fore. In any wyse, 

lete the letteres þat shall come to þe Erle of Oxenford comyn wyth the letteres that shall comyn to þe 

Duke of Norffolk, 

45. Letter 205, to John Paston II, 1469. 

Remembyre 3ow 3e haue had ij gret lossys wyth-yne thys towylemonthe, of hym and of Ser Thomas. 

I woold 3e xuld [send] 3owr brothere woord, and sum othere þat 3e truste, to see to 3owr owyn lyuelod, 

to sette yt in a rule and to gader there-of þat may be had in haste, 

Remembyre þat 3owr lyuelod may be set in soche a rule þat 3e may knowe how yttys and wat is 

owy[[ng]] to 3ow, fore be my feythe I haue holppyn as mysche as I may, and more, sauyng my-sylfe. And 

therefore take hede ere yt be weers. 

And I scharge 3ow be ware þat 3e sette no lond to morgage, fore yf any auyse 3ow there-to they arn not 

3owr frenddys. Be ware be tymes [be] myn a-vyse, &c. 
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46. Letter 206, to John Paston III, 1470 

There-fore I pray you comune wyth my cosyn Clere at London and wete how he is disposyd to here 

ward, and send me word, for I shall be fayn to send for here and wyth me she shall but lese here tyme; 

Remembre what labour I had wyth your suster. þerfore do your parte to help here forth that may be to 

your wurchep and myn. 

Item, remembre the bill þat I spake to you of to gete of your brothere of such money as he hath 

receyvid of me sith your faderes disseas 

Se your vnkyll Mautby if ye may, and send me summe tydynges as sone as ye may. 

47. Letter 207, to John Paston II, 1470 

If ye were thus agreed and woll haue the reparacion examined, ye may send word; but I wold ye shuld 

purvey for your-self as hastely as ye may and come home and take heed to your owne, and to myn therto, 

otherwise thanne ye haue do bifore this, 

I wold ye shuld assay whedir it be more profitable for yow to serve me thanne for to serve such 

masters as ye haue servid afore this, and that ye fynde moost profitable theraftir do in tyme to come. 

48. Letter 208, to John Paston II, 1470 

þer-fore, for Goddes sake, take hede hereto and be ware from hens forth, for I haue deliuered and sent 

you bothyn my parte, the dedes and yowres, and not restreyned nowthere for my-self nere the dede. 

Telle 3owr brothere þat the mony is not 3et cownyd þat I xuld send hym fore the sarsenet and damaske 

þat I spake to hym foore. 

Late 3owr brothere see thys letter. 

49. Letter 210, to John Paston II, 1470 

At the reuerence of God, gete you a licens of my lord of Caunterbery, in dischargyng of my conscyens 

and yowres, 

I wuld ye were ware of large yeftes and rewardes gevyng, as othere folkes avyse you to do; 

I wuld not in no wyse ye shuld put your-self in no daungere to hym but as litill as ye may; for if ye do it 
shall be right wele remembred you here-after. And be ware how ye ben bownd in any obligacion to any 

creature but if it be leyd in endifferent handes and trosty for yowre part; and remembre to gete the 
obligacion þat ye mad to the Duchesse of Suffolk, for though it be in my lord Chauncelleres hande it is 

iopartows be-cause of perell of deth. 

Item, vnderstand wele the poyntes that ben in my cosyn Arblasteres lettere that arn wretyn in yowre, and 

purvey redily there-fore for your owyn a-vayll.  

Item, send me home answeres of suche materes as arn now sent you bothen [by] mowth and wrytyng at 

this tyme as hastly as ye can, or ell it shall hurt you more than ye or I can yet vnderstonde. 

Item, spare of the xl li. asmych as ye may, that ye may parfourme vp the mony that the Duchesse of 

Suffolk shuld haue in cas that it may not be gadered of the lyvelode. Send home Wykes a sone as ye can, 

and how ye wull þat I do in your materes and lyvelode at home. 

50. Letter 212, to John Paton III, 1471 



 107 

At þe reuerens of God, avyse hym 3et to be ware of hys expencys and gydyng, þat yt be no schame to vus 

alle. 

Item, I woold 3e schuld remembyre 3owr brothere of Pekerenggys matere, if he cum not hom hastely, 

þat 3e and Townesend and Lumnore may examynyt and sette yt thorow. 

Late yt be remembyrd, and ellys owr enmyes wyl rejoysyt and there wyl no wurshup be there-in at long 

way. 

Edmond Paston II 

51. Letter 394, to John Paston III, 1471  

   Tho my rytgh wurshfull brothere John Paston, jn hast.  

   Rytgh wurshupful brothere, I recummawnd me to 3ow, prayeng 3ow hartely þat 3e wyl remembyre 
soche maters as I wryth to 3ow. I send 3ow now be the brynggare here-of mony, wyche mony I prey 3ow 

þat [3e] be-stowe yt as I wryth to 3ow. I wend a don yt my-sylf, but consyderyng costys and othere dyuers 
thynggys I maynot bryng yt abowthe; where-fore I pray 3ow hartely to take þe labore vp-on 3ow, and I 

trust to deservyt. I pray 3ow be-stow thys mony thus: to Crystofyre Hanyngton v s.; to þe Prynspall of 

Stapyl In v s. in parte of payment; also, I pray 3ow to bye me iij 3erddys of porpyl schamlet, price þe 3erd 
iiij s.; a bonet of depe murry, pryce ij s. iiij d.; an hose clothe of 3elow carsey of an ellyn, I trow yt wyl 

cost ij s.; a gyrdyl of plunkket ryban, price vj d.; iiij lacys of sylke, ij of on colore and ij of an othere, price 

viij d.; iij doseyn poynttys, wythe, red, and 3elow, price vj d.; iij peyere of pateyns -- I pray 3ow late 
Wylliam Mylsant purvey fore þem. I was wonte to pay but ij d. ob. fore a payere, but I pray 3ow late them 

not be left behynd þow I pay more. They must be lowe pateyns; late them be long j-now and brod vp-on þe 
hele. Among alle othere I pray 3ow recummawnd me to Masteres Elyzabet Hygouns. I may sey pouerté 

partys feleschepe; yf þat I had ben so well purveyde as I wend, I trowst to have ben wyth 3ow here thys. 

Also I pray 3ow recummawnd me to my brothere Ser John. I fere lesse he wyl take a dysplesure wyth me 
þat I send hym no mony; I pray 3ow excuse me as wel as 3e can. I trust to send hym sum a-bowth 

Candylmesse. I had a promyse of Masteres Elyzabet of a typet of welve[[t]], but and I myth haue a hatlase 

I woold thynk me well. I pray 3ow sey thus myche on 3our owyn hed, and yf 3e can not spede of þe 
hatlase I pray 3ow bye me on of xij d. ore xvj d. Also, ser, I send Parkare hys mony be the brynggare hare-

of, and I haue desyered hym to lend me a gown of puke, and I haue send hym a typet of welvet to boredyre 
yt [[rown]]d a-bowthe; and I pray 3ow be at schesyng there-of. And yf þat he wyl not, be Cryst 

calkestokke on hys hed! þat is schoryle in Englyshe; yt is a terme new browthe vp wyth my marschandys 

of Norwyche. Ser, John Pamppyng recummawnd hym to 3ow, and pray 3ow þat 3e wyl remembyre hys 
harnes, and yf þat 3e can get þe mony he pray 3ow to delyuer Parkare x s. þat he howyth hym. Also, ser, 

my modyre gretys 3ow wel and send 3ow Goddys blyssyng and heres, and prays 3ow þat 3e wyl bye here 
a runlet of malmesey owthe of þe galey; and yf 3e haue no mony sche byd þat 3e schuld borow of my 

brothere Ser John ore of sum othere frend of 3owers, and send h[[e]]re woord as hastely as þe haue yt and 

sche schale send þow mony. And yf þat 3e send yt home sche byd þat yt schuld be woond in a canmasse 
fore brochyng of þe caryars, fore sche sethe þat sche hath knowyn men serued soo be-fore. Also I pray 

þow, yf 3e speke wyth Master Rogere, tell hym þat yf he cum in-to thys cuntré thys Crystem[a]s he schal 

haue hys x s., and yf þat he cum not I schal send yt hym be xij day at þe fardest. I pray 3ow hartely 
remembyre my gere, and þat 3e wyl desyere Wylliam Mylsant on my behalue to purvey fore þe caryage in 

as hasty wyse as yt can. Also I pray 3ow þat þe weluet þat levyt of my typet may be send hom a-geyn, fore 
I woold strype a dobelet there-wyth. As fore Masteres Blakeny, I trow sche be in 3our quarters. I woold I 

had þe same entyrepryce vp-on hyre þat John Bramppton of Atylborowe had vp-on Mastere Bryston. Alle 

þe coorte recummawnddys hem to 3ow. I pray 3ow, and 3e can get me any profytabyl servyce, a-saye. My 
brothere Ser John was meved of my 

hawnt Ponynggys to haue ben wyth here. I woold haue rytgh an hesy seruyse tyl I were owthe of detys. 

God haue 3ow in hys kepyng. Wretyn at Norwyche þe Munday nex be-fore Sen Edmond þe Kyng. 
Edmond Paston 

52. Letter 395, to John Paston III, 1472 
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Where-fore I requere 3ow, yf þat yt plese 3ow to haue hym, þat 3e wylle be þe better master to hym fore 
my sake, fore I am he þat js as sory to departe from hym as any man on lyue from hys seruant. 

53. Letter 398, to William Paston III, 1472  

Thus lete me haue knowlache of 3our mynde as shortly as 3e can, and whan 3e shall movn be in this 
cuntr? 

54. Letter 399, to Margaret Paston, 1481. 

And it plese 3ow to be so good and kynde modyre to forgeue me and also my wyffe of owur leude 

offence þat we haue not don owur dut?, whyche was to haue seyn and ave waytyd vp-on 3ow ore now 

My huswyffe trustythe to ley to 3ow here huswyferey fore here excuse, wyche I muste beseche 3ow not 
to accepte; 

Yf it please 3ow þat I may wete þe seayson, as my dut? is I shalle be redy to awayte vp-on 3ow 

Plese it 3ow þat þe brynggare here-of cam to me fore x s. viij d. whyche I shuld ow hys fadyre 

Plese it 3ow to delyuer Kateryn v s. wyche I send 3ow in this bylle 

55. Letter 401, claim for allowances, draft 1489. 

Edmund Paston, receyvour of the Scalys landes, askyth to be allowed of xij li. xij s. viij d. 

Walter Paston 

 

56. Letter 402, to Margaret Paston,1489  

Rytgh reverent and worchypfull moder, I recomavnd me on-to yowre good moderchypp, besechyng yow to 

geve me yowre dayly benedyiccyon, desyeryng hartyly to heere of yowre prosperyt? 

And there-fore I besech yow to send me mony by Syre Richard Cotman, brynger of thys letter, ore ellys 

by the next masenger that yow kan have to me.  

I besech yow that he that I sent by thys letter to yow may have good schere yf he bryng yt hym-selfe, as 

he telth me that he woll, fore he ys a good lover of myn 

57.Letter 403, to John Paston II, 1479 

And, Syr, I besech yow to send me word what answer ye have of þe Buschopp of Wynchester for that 

mater whyche ye spak to hym of for me whan I was wyth yow at London 

Also I pray yow send me word what ys do wyth þe hors I left at Totnam, and whyder þe man be content 

that I had yt of or nat 

William Paston III 

58.Letter 406, to John Paston III, 1478 

…my creansyr Mayster Thomas hertely recomaundyd hym to yow, and he praythe yow to send hym sum 

mony for my comons…. 
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Also I beseche yow to sende me a hose clothe, on for þe halydays of sum colore and a-nothyr for þe 

workyng days, how corse so euer it be it makyth no matyr. 

59. Letter 408, to Edmond Paston II,1480 

Also I beseche yow to recomaunde me hertely to my sustyr your wyff 

60. Letter 409, to John Paston III, 1487 

And where as 3e reqwere to haue it grauntyd wyth-owt fyne or fee, I wold 3e had it wyth the payment of 

þe fyne or fee, for it schall nott coste past xx s. or iiij nobyls more than þe offerd to þe secretory 

And if it plese yow to inquere of hyr, hyr modyrs name is Mestres Alborow. 

61.Letter 410, to bailiff of Mautby,1487 

Mayster Baly, I recomaunde me on-to yow, praynge yow that ye woll sende me be Wylliam Kokkys, 

berer her-of, iiij nobylles in golde putt in to the same boxe that thys byll is in as thow it were euydens, 

…I wollde 3e schulde kepe it tyll I come my-selfe. And if Bayard be on-solde I pray yow late hym be 

made fatte ageyns the Kynge come in-to the contr?, 

62.Letter 411, to John Paston III, 1488 

wherfor he prayd me that if I knew ony man comynge towerdys Norwhyche and I wolde wrythe on-to 

yow  

63. Letter 413, to John Paston III, 1489 

And where as ye desyre that I schulde sende yow worde of suche tydyng as Phylyp Lewes and 

Wyndesor bryngythe fro the corte, they be come thens bothe 

Ther was Syr Wylliam Say, but Clopton wolde not it schulde be knowen of non other but yourselfe 

So I wolde not ye schulde be to ferre vndyr them. Wherfor I thynke best that ye puruey yow so as and ye 

schulde goo forthe yor-selfe, for I can perseue non othyr wyse. 

Not wythstandynge all thys my lorde wyllyd that ye shulde come to hym to Cambryge on Tuesday at 

nyght. 

64. Letter  414,  to John Paston III, 1490  

Syr, I am as yet no bettyr horsyd than I was whan I was wythe yow, nor I wote not where to haue none, for 

hors flesche is of suche a price here that my purce is schante able to bye on hors; wherfor I beseche yow to 

herkyn for some in yowre contr?. 

Syr, my cosyn John Heydon woll geue me hys entrest in that hors if the Abot haue bowght hym, and so ye 

may lete þe Abot haue knowlege; and if he haue not bowght hym, I beseche yow sende to see hym, for I 

wote not how to do wyth-owt yowre help aswell in horsyng of me as in other thyngys. 

Syr, if I take thys jurney to Caleys I moste beseche yow to forbere hym lenger, and jf I goo not to 

Caleys, thow I be lothe to forbere hym yet I schall brynge hym wyth me schortly in-to Norfolke, ye to haue 

hym if ye lyste, 
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Margery Paston 

65.Letter 415,to John Paston III, 1477 

And I besech 3owe þat this bill be not seyn of non erthely creature safe only 3our-selfe, 

66. Letter 417, to John Paston III, 1477 

My Lady Calthorp desireth me to write to yow to haue ende, for he intendes largely to haue a peace 

wyth you, as he seth, but truste hym not to moche for he is not goode. 

Ser, I prey you if ye tary longe at London þat it wil plese [you] to send for me, for I thynke longe sen I 

lay in your armes 

67. Letter 419, to John Paston, III, 1486 

Syr, I prey you sende me the gowild that I spak to you of be the nexst man that comythe to norwytche. 

68. Letter 420, to John Paston 1489,  

My lord wold 3e schuld not trobyll yowre-self no more wyth-all be-cawse he thynkyth þat þe propyrt? is 
not in hym 

Also my broder Wyllyam seyth þat my lord wyllyd yow þat 3e schuld send þe retorne of þe comyscion as 
hastyly as 3e can, 

William Paston I 

69. Letter 81, to John Paston 1, 1452 

And if it leke 3owre good brodohod to remembre þe letter þat I sent to 3ow of þe noyse þat was telde of 

3ow. 

Were-fore thys jentylman Rycheforthe taket grete thowt, and pray me to wrythe to 3ow þat ye wulde 
sese 3owre suthe tylle þe tyme þat 3e wulde asyne þat I mythe speke wythe 3ow, 

70. Letter 83, to John Paston I, 1454 

He wulde haue 3ow at Mawdeby dwellyng. 

Recomande me to myn suster Margeth [and] myn cosyn Elyzabet Clyre, I pray 3ow 

71.Letter 84, to John Paston I, 1454 

I pray recomand me to myn suster and to myn cosyn Clere 

72. Letter 85, to Margaret Paston, 1458 

And I pray as sone as 3e receyuyth, send it [money] heder be some trusty man,…I pray 3ow do 3owre 
parthe to kall there-on. 

I wothe ryth well 3ow[r] good labore may do moche; and send me word how 3e here as hastely as 3e may 

Item, [i] send 3ow a letter directyd to Wollysby. I pray 3ow lethe it be delyuered hym as hastely as 3e 

may, 
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73. Letter 86, to John Paston I, 1459 

 Myn lord Chancelere wold þat myn master schulld be beryed wurchyply, and c mark almes done fore 

hym 

74. Letter 88, to John Paston I, 1460 

Lethe us haue a letter be that we come a-3en, and that will [be] v days fore he is at Leyseter 

75. Letter 89, to John Paston, 1460 

I pray send to myn broder Clement fermore of Somerton fore mony fore myn broder Clement for to 

haue sent to hym to Lundon……Item, I prayd þe parson to wrythe a letter in his name to myn suster 

Ponynggys 

Item, remembre to make þe parson to make an jnstrument up-on his sayyng; 

Lethe hym tell 3ow qwat it was, for he will speke wyth 3ow to-morow 

76. Letter 90, to John Paston 1461 

We pray you that this tydyngys my moder may knowe. 

77. Letter 91, to John Paston I, 1461 

….were-fore I pray 3ow, and as I haue a-fore þis tyme desiryd 3ow þe same, that suche materis as hathe 

be comunyd now lathe be-twyx myn moder, 3ow, and hym may take some good conclucyon be-twyx 

owre-selff here at hom. 

78. Letter 92, to John Paston II 1461, 

Item, take hed to gete suyrt?s for þe pore men þat come up, and þat þey may be sent hom a-3en forthe-

wyth wyth-owt taryyng; and take auyse so þat þe proses may so go forthe þat þey may be qwett at þe 
nexst assysys. Take auyse off Townysend. As for 3Eluerton, fynd þe menys þat he speke nat wyth myn 

lord till we come. 

Item, send a letter to Rychard Kall and to Ser Jamys Gloys to come up to London in any wyse, for there 

is no man can do in dyuers materys þat they can do jn answeryng suche mater as 3Eluerton wyll ley a-3ens 

3ow; 

Item, wrythe a letter to myn suster for þe c mark for myn Lady Soffolk, for we haue no uerry dyrect 

answer off her weder sche wyll send it ar nat 

Item, speke to 3owr atorney in þe Kyngys Benche þat he take hed to all maner jndytamentys, both old 
and new, and to all oder materys þat hangyng there 

Item, do Pampyng comyn wyth owr sperituall concell suche mater as nedyn there, and haue newe wretyn 
þe attestacion þat lakkyn 

Wrythe a letter to myn nevew Jon 3onger to come up to preue þe wyll. Speke wyth Ser Gilberd 

Debenham qwill he is in cownt to leue uper Cotton 

And jn trowth Ser Jamys and Call meche spokyn to þe tenantys in myn lordys name, fore 3Eluerton 

thynkyt þat he may now breke þe tret?; qwer-for take auyse here-in off Master Tresham and off Master 
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Staueley, and jnfurme myn lord how myn broder qwas all-way in possescion till he was put owt for þe 
mater off bondage. 

Labor þis in all hast possible. I pray yow send me an answere of all such thynges as requirith an 

answere in this contr?, for Arblaster purposith to be wyth yow on Sonday sevenyght, and I purpose to be 
wyth yow ij dayes afore 

79. Letter 93, to Margaret Paston, 1469 

Sende your avise to my nevewe Sir John by the next messynger. 

Item, I pray you remembre the obligacion that Wix hath, and that I may haue my money of the parsone 

of Maudeby. 

80. Letter 96, to John Paston II, 1474 

I pray you ... þat there was none obstacle ner lettinge þat ye found in me to ... saue me harmeles at 

whiche tyme it was thought aswel 

81. Letter 100, to Nicholas Goldwell,1479  

amyttans, where-fore, sere, I desyre 3ow to be þe mene to myn lord that the seyd clerke may haue in 
premys þat þat þe lawe requyrith. 

82. Letter 101, to William Pope, 1478 

Where-fore I pray you that ye wille warne all the tenontys to kepe here day att Paston, for þe court 
schall be ther suyrly on Friday next comyng,  

And I pray you that ye wyll warne all the tenontys of Bakton to-morow opynly in þe chyrch of þe seyd 

court to be kept on Friday next comyng 

83. Letter 105, to Thomas Lynsted, 1479 

þerfor I pray 3ew fynd 3e þe menys þat þe 3ong spryng may be sauevyd and þe wood fensyd, and 
inquere ho broke þe jatys, and also late me be answeryd both for þe hold payment and þe new off wood 

sale 

84. Letter 106, to Harry Waryns, draft 1479 

And as for the tenauntez of Knapton, I vnderstand by youre writing that they take non oder consideracion 

to myn sendyng but that I call so fast on my fee, for cawse þei thynke that I am aferd lest I shuld haue it no 

longere; and as for that I pray 3ow tell them for there vngentilnes I woll haue myn fee off them and in 
þat maner and in non oder place 

And as for the money þat þey offyre to pay at the fest of Advincula Sancti Petri, receyue je yt off them 
and I shall assign one to receyve it a3en of yow. 

yff he be on departid , than send me both þe jnden-ture to London be some massenger 

Call on þe Prior off Bromholm for þe xxx comb malt þat 3e toke hym 

85.Letter 108, to Rihard Roos, draft 1479. 
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I pray you to sende me aunswer by the brynger herof, for my lor[[des seruaunte and I purp]]ose to take 
our journey from hens on Monday in the mornyng 

Also, ser, if so b[[e þat William Bar]]ker of Bloofeld be with you I wolde fayn speke with hym, wherfor I 

besiech you þat ye wil sende h... he shal not tary. 

Also, ser, I wolde pray you to convey me a lettre to Thomas Bettes of Ermyngham 

86. Letter 109, to Richard Roos, 1479 

And, syr, he prayd me to wryte to 3ew, and to meve 3ew to send to them to a-poynt a day to here þe 

mater, 

As 3e wolle do here-inne send me knowlache be þe brynger here-of. Syr, I pray 3ew send me knowlach 
yf William Barkare be com do hym com to me to Norwich on Munday 

John Paston II, 

87. Letter 231, to John Paston I, 1461 

I beseche yowe not to be dysplesyd wyth it, fore I kowd make non othyre cheysaunce but I schuld a 

boruyd it of a strange man, sum of my felawys, 

88. Letter 232, to John Paston, 1462 

In esspeciall, I besyche you that I may be sure where to haue mony somwhat be-fore Estern, other of 

you or by myn vncle Clement when nede ys 

89. Letter 233, to John Paston I, 1462 

I kepe yowre said men wyth me, besechyng you ye takyt to non dysplesour of ther taryng wyth me. 

90. Letter 234, to John  Paston I, 1464 

Mut it plese yowre faderhod to remembre and concydre the peyn and heuynesse þat it hathe ben to me 

syn yowre departyng owt of thys contr?, here abydyng tyl the tyme it please yow to schewe me grace, and 
tyl the tyme that by reporte my demenyng be to yowre plesyng; besechyng yow to concydre þat I may 

not nere haue noo mene to seke to yow as I awght to do sauyng vndre thys forme, whych I besech yow 

be not take to no dysplesure. 

Wherfor I beseche yow of yowre faderly pyti to tendre þe more thys symple wryghtyng 

91. Letter 235, to John Paston, 1465. 

…whyche cawsyth me to wryght to yow ageyn jn thys wyse; besechyng yow, if it plese yow þat the seyd 
Syr Thomas Lyndys schal be of yowre promotyng jn þe wyse above wretyn, þat then it lyke yow þat I 

may haue answere by the berere herof, whych schal tary at London a day or ij and not passyng 

92. Letter 238, to John Paston III, 1465. 

….othere iij be named Peryn Sale, John Chapman, Robert Jakys son; sauyng þat as yit they haue non 

herneyse comyn, but when it komyth it schall be sent to yow. And in the meane whyle I pray yow and 
Dawbeney to puruey them some. Also a cople of beddys they most nedys hue, whyche I pray yow by 

the help of my modre to puruey for them tyl þat I com home to yow. 
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Lete hym send me worde in hast, and I wyll releve hym to my powere, and ore longe to I hope to be wyth 
yow 

Also I pray yow to sende me my flowre be þe nexte massangere þat comyth. 

Also þe obligacion of the Bisshop of Norwychys oblygacion, I neuer sye it þat I remembre, wherfore I 
wolde and prey my modre to loke it vp. Also as fore the byble þat the master hath, I wend the vttermest 

pryse had not passyd v mark, and so I trowe he wyl geue it. Wet, I pray yow. 

 93. Letter 239, to John Paston III, 1469 

 Wherfore I thynke he most take possession, and that is the cawse of hys comyng; wherfore I pray yow 

make hym good chere. 

94. Letter 240, to John Paston III, 1469 

Iff my modre be at Caster, as ther schall be no dowt fore the kepyng of þe place whyl the Kynge is in that 

contr?, than I may haue the most parte at Caster; and whethere ye woll offre yowre-selfe to wayte vppon 
my lorde of Norfolk ore not, I wolde ye dyd þat best were to do. 

I pray yow sende me worde and yow[r] advyse be Juddy of what men and what horse I cowde be 
purueyd of if so be þat I most nedys kome 

I haue wret to myn oncle þat my moodre kan tell hym more than I haue wret to hym. Late Sorell be well 

kepte 

95. Letter 241, to Walter Writle, 1469 

Master Wryttyll, I recomande me to yow, besechyng yow hertely,as myn holl trust is in yow, that ye 

doo yowre devoyre to contynew trews tyll Friday ore Saterday in the mornyng, 

96. Letter 242, to Walter Writle, 1469 

Please you to remembere that seyd youre credens affore the lordys was ryght large 

that ye haue euydent knowlych by my seyd brothere hym-self thereof,i wold praye yow to se hym and 

them in suert? of there lyffys, what so euer shold fall of the lyfflode. 

and as ye thynk best acordyng to such mennys desyre as haue entretyd you therin, and for my moyst 
avayle, I pray you, ser, soo doo, and I shall se vn-to youre besynes and labour that ye shall haue cause to 

do for me in tyme comyng and as the bryngere herof shall tell you 

97. Letter 243, to Margaret Paston, 1469 

wherffore I beseche yow to sende me comfort what money ye coude fynde the menys to get ore 

cheuysche vppon suert? sufficient ere vppon lyfflod to be jnmorgage ere yit solde, 

Wherfore I beseche yow to sende me worde wat mony and men ye thynke þat I am lyke to get in that 

contr?, fore the hasty purchace of mony and men schall be the getyng and rescu of it, and the sauevacion of 

most mennys lyffys, iff we take þat weye 

98. Letter 244, to John Paston II, 1469 

Also, I lete yow wete þat I am in moche more comffort of yow þan I maye wryght, and they þat be abowt 

yow haue cawse to be more ferde than ye haue; and also beware of spendyng of yowre stuffe of 
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qwarellys, powdre, and stone, so that iff they assawt yow ere we come that ye haue stuffe to dyffende 
yow of on, 

99.Letter 245, to Margaret Paston, 1469 

Ryght worchypffull moodre, I comand me to yow and beseche yow of yowre blyssyng, and God thanke 
yow fore yowre tendrenesse and helpe bothe to me, my brothre, and servantys; besechyng yow to sende 

me worde what is yowre plesure and advyse how that ye thynke were best to do wyth my servantys 
there wyth yow 

I praye yow late it be lokyd vppe be tymes. I deme it is amonge hys gere at Norwyche. 

Item, that it lyke yow to speke to James Gressham that in any wyse he puruey hym mony to save me 
harmelez here thys terme ageyn Ser Thomas Mongomery. 

I woll not yit speke of it, ner i praye yow doo not. Also I beseche yow sende me worde of the delyng of 

my sustre Margery and Rycharde Calle. I wolde nat þat they were maryed of a whyle, iff it maye be, fore 
dyuers concideracions. 

100. Letter 248, to John  Paston III, 1470 

I praye yow iff ye haue any leysere to make bothe rekenyngys in on, and that I maye undrestande what I 

owe in yowre conceyte in Norffolk, and what is owyng me.  

Item, I prey yow sende me the wryghtyng be-twen Townesende and me by the next massanger 

Item, I haue not all the crosse bowez; I lak the tylere fore the mydell bowe, jtem a wyndase fore the bowe 

that was broken, and the Normandy byll. I praye yow sende them me in hast, fore I mervaylle that they 

come natt wyth þe othere gere. 

Item, I praye yow sende hydder a bowe þat wasse Dawbeneys, wyth a crokyd horn, how so euer ye doo 

fore Tom Stompys 

Item, I praye yow speke wyth Harcort off the Abbeye fore a lytell clokke whyche I sent hym by James 

Gressham to amend, and þat ye woll get it off hym, and it be redy, and sende it me; 

 

Item, I preye yow remembre the oblygacion that Dawbeney, God haue hys sowle, hadde off James 

Gresham how he was bonde to me in c mark. 

Item, I praye yow to comon wyth myn oncle Wylliam and to haue a byll off hym what þat is betwen 

hym and me, and what I owe hym and vppon what pledgys, and to tell hym that thoys pledgys þat he 

thynkythe lest worthe þat he woll sende me worde, þat they may be fyrst pledgyd owt, for I may not well 

all at onez. But I preye yow sende me worde off hys dysposycion heryn, and also whethere he be off the 

same dysposicion in my grantdamez londe as he was at hys last beyng here, at whyche tyme he tolde me 

þat he scholde and wolde haue suche lond as I loked afftre, rehersyng moreouyre that myn oncle Clement 

had laboryd the same 

Item, I praye yow to speke wyth the chancelere Doctour Pykenam so that I may haue the mony that was 

oweng me for Syr Thomas Lyndys, wheroff I toke a byll to Syr W. Marrys. It is a-bowt the some off v 

m[a]rke. 
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Item, I praye yow schewe ore rede to my moodre suche thyngez as ye thynke is fore here to knowe, 

afftre yowre dyscression, and to late hyre vndrestonde off the article off the tret? betwen Syre Wylliam 

Yeluerton and me. 

I praye yow euyre haue an eyghe to Caster to knowe the rewle there, and sende me worde; and 

whyther my wyse lorde and my lady be yit as sottyt vppon it as they were, and whether my seyd lorde 

resortythe thyddre as offte as he dyd or nott, and off the dysposycion off the contr?. 
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The Stonor letters and papers. 

Table 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The type of directive The number of occurrences  

1. Performative directives:  

a) Participial performatives 16 

b) Classic performatives 82 

c) Hedged performatives 11 

2. Imperative directives:  

a) Support move + imperative in 
the 2

nd
 person  

14 

b) Bare imperative in the 2
nd

 
person 

3 

c) Support move + construction 

with let  

5 

d) Construction with let without a 

support move 

5 

3. Indirect requests:  

a) Hearer-oriented conditional 

sentences 

21 

b) Speaker-oriented declarative 
sentences 

3 

c) Support move + an indirect 

request 

6 

4. Marginal cases (modals, that-

clause, reported requests) 

 

a) Requests with modals 2 

b) That- clause 1 

c) Reported requests  8 

Total number of directives (excluding 

the marginal cases) 

166 
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The Stonor Letters and Papers. Excerpts. 

1. Letter 44, J. Hurlegh to Thomas Stonor, 1424 

 Also I send 3ow a copie of pe letters of Institucion and lnduccion at pe kynges. presentacion &c, praying  

hertely pat 3e will vouchesave to konnen with 3ore counseill: for I suppose pai be now at more laiser pen 

at London. 

And perfore truly, syr, I wold the poure parson hade resonable reparacion after pe juggement, and pe 

avantage of pe obligacion stonde in governance of 3ow and 3ore frendes &c. I pray 3ow lette all be seen 

with gode avys  (wisdom, prudence, forthought ), as my holly trust is in 3ow. 

And I beseche 3ow seend me som wurd be pe brynger of 3ore will and avys. 

2. Letter 46, Thomas Stonor to Sir John Fortescue, 1424 

Furpurmore I send yow be the berer of pys letter endenturys betwene yowre sone Rychard and my feffeys, 

pe wyehe ben made be avyse and asent of yowre son Jon: prayinge yow that ye delyver nat the party of 

pe same endenturys enselyd be my feffeys into the tyme that yowre sone Rychard have enselyd hys party 

of the same endenturys: 

And as towchyng the warde of Wytburyes heyr, and of pe londys, the wyche longen to me, I pray yow 

that ye soo see perto that my ryth be saved, that I and my frendus sehull have yow thonke therfore. 

3. Letter 49, John Hamme to Thomas Stonor, 1425 

 beseche 3ow pat 3e wille penke on my lord of Caunterbery, for me feryp sore of hym. Als I beseche 3ow, 

3if 3e mow( may) na3t tary(tarry, - delay, put off), pat 3e wolde speke with John Martyn pat he my3t be 

mene (mediator, O. Fr, Moyen) betwene my lord of Caunterbery and 3ow pat it my3t be concevyd forp in 

pe best maner for 3our profyt and worshyp. A]so I beseche 3ow pat 3e willyn speke to John Martyn as 

towchyng pe mater of Chertone pat he wolde tak? non distresse, and pat it myth be conceyved in leyser 

(leisure) unto pe tyme pat 3e and John Martyn mowe speke to-kedyr ( very unusual, together) ate 3our 

bothe esemen ( at ease). Also I wold fayn wete ( weet, to know of smth) what 3e wyllyn do with 

Mannemede, for it must be ordeynyd for for 3our owne profyt. Also I beseche 3ow with alle herte pat 3e 

willen leve word atte 3our ynne( home, house) of alle pese materys I wrete in a scrowe (note, writings): 

and I sshal sende pedir a Saterday next comyng. I beseche 3ow pat 3e wil tary( tarry, - delay, put off) pe 

lenger for pese maters aforeseyd. And sshal helpe to bere sum of pe costes. Almythy God have 3ow ever 

his kepyng body and soule. 

4. Letter 53, Alys, Lady Sudeley to Thomas Stonor, 1431 
 

…where as y of singler trust in you have berore this enfeffed ( to invest with a fief, to give land for a fee) 

you with other in my Maners, londes and  tenements withyn dyvers shires, wole( unstressed well) and 

hertely prey you, for gret consideracions and causes touching my worship and gret profyt, that ye seale 

the deedes, made yn youre name and other, of the seid Maners to suche persons as be named in the same, 

wheche seid deedes the berer or this shall shewe unto you, as my full trust ys and hathe be unto you, like as 

the berer hereof shall enfourme you: to whom y prey you geve credence. 

5. Letter 58, Thomas Whitborn to Thomas Stonor, 1450 

Rygth reverent and wurschypfull Mayster, I recommende me unto 3ow: besekyng 3ow to have worde 

whan I schall enter into 3our mylI at Cuxham: for my syster wyll nat lete me to goo to halfe parte of 3oure 
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myll at Watlyngton no lengger: wherefore y pray 3ow to have worde and that I my3th enter at 

Cristemasse nexte comyng… 

6. Letter 60, John Elmes to Thomas Stonor, 1457 

And syr, I beseke yow to be my goode Malster: for be my trouth I nevir dede any thynge in the mater 

syne I was with Maister Fowler and suche promys as I have made onto yow and to Maister Fowler' y shall 

trewly kepe hyt.  

7. Letter 63, John Frende of Ermington, Boucher to Thomas Stonor, 1462 

Right worshipfull maister, I comaunde me unto yov: praying yov to sende me word by your letter where 

ye wil come in to Devenshire to abide other no &c: 

…Item, I do yov to wete that my maister Drayton hath sende me word that I schulde fylle a grete parte of 

the Southwode: I pray yov sende me word where hit be your will or noo. 

8. Letter 64,  John Frende of Ermington, Boucher to Thomas Stonor, 1462 

J F. was in service of Thomas Stonor, and Th. Stonor was in a great raw with a certain Fortescue. J.F. was 

in fear of his life for this reason, because the men of Fortescue were fallowing him. 

Wherefore I pray yov that ye see a meane that I may be in ese: for hit is worse than ever hit was: for ye 

have seid many tymes that ye wold come thether, and dwell ther: and that thay putteth in uterance daiy that 

we schalbe undowe, for ye nel never come to helpe us. Also I pray yov that my maister Drayton may se 

this letter, (!!!! Interesting construction, because in the modern language My Master would be an object of 

the infenitive construction, and here in it a subject) and be enformyd thereof. And also I pray yov to take 

hede above, and make gode wacche for Thomas Baron. 

Also but ye come and defende me, I wille do the service no lengher, for I may not ne dernot. 

 It is not a request, but an interesting construction of conditional sentence –ultimating utterance. 

9. Letter 67, From Thomas Hampton to Thomas Stonor, 1462 
 

S[yr, sehe recomaunds] her to yow, s[pec]yally praying yow to do your tender dyligens as unto the 

parson of Sylverton for pe hafyng of p[rofe ... ].  

Gode syr, I pray yow remembre Mowne in your comyng homward pat he woll be my gode Cosyn, per 

ys non oper mene ( mediator) but pe Kyng wull haf mony me semyth by Fowler. 

10. Letter 69, Sir Thomas Mull to Thomas Stonor, 1462 

Sir, I avise you that in al hast possible ye dispose you to London, bryngyng with you Thomas Hampde 

ye 

Cosyn, as ye woll his welfar and moo&c. 

11. Letter 70, Jane Stonor to Thomoas Stonor, 1463 

 Plesyth 3ow to wete pat upon Wednesday last passyd my cousin Langrorth ys sone browthe 3ow a privy 

sele 

 Y pesyryd of hym to have kept ytt stylle, for 3e were not at home , butt he wold nott so doo, but 

counsellyd me to sendyd 3ow in all hast. 
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12.Letter 74, a petition of the parishioners of Didcot to Thomas Stonor, 1465 

Besechethe lowly and mekely unto youre gracious Maistership yo pore bedemen and tenauntes orr youre 

lordeship off Dudcote, 

Wherfore we wyll beseche your maysterschip to have knowleche how… 

13.Letter 75, Thomas and Margery Hampden to Thomas Stonor,1465 

Ryght worchepefull cossyn, Y recommand me unto yow: and y pray yow, asse y may do any theyng to 

yowr plessur, that 3e wolle grant me the nexte avoydanys that ffallethe yow or any benyffys off yowrys 

that us off valew off xx. Ii., or 3effe hyt be better then xx markes.  

Y beseche yow thys sympyll byll (a written document) may recommand me unto my cossyn your 

wyffe.  

Cossyne, I recomaund me untoo yow, and I beche yow of yowre gode cossyne hode yn pe performyng off 

my husbondes dessyr  

14. Letter 78 , a petition from Thomas Stonor to Edward IV, 1465. 

 
Please it therefor youre moost noble and habundaunt grace to graunte unto him youre graciouse letters 

patentez in due fourme to be made after the tenoure folowyng. 

 

15. Letter 80, John Frende vs. Richard Fortescue,1466 
 
Wherfore, plese it your good lordeship gracyusly to concydre the pre misses and ther uppon to graunte a 

writte sub pena to be directed to the seid Richard Fortescue, 

16. Letter 81, John Yeme to Thomas Stonor,1466 

Wa1ter Frende recomandes hym to yower good maisterchyppe and he wolle pray yowe to send him 

worde  wher to Mylle of Ermyngton schall be y-koweryn with stone or strawe and wher he schall ordeyne 

any haye ayenst yower comyng. 

17. Letter 83, R Medford to Th. Stonor, 1466. 

Syr, y sende yow a capias pat Langford delyvered me, as y rode homeward, which y coude nat serve for 

lac of tyme, praying yowe to put hym yn to pe bondell amonges Berk.writtes. 
 

…Besekyng yowe to send forthe pes writtes to London, pat they may be in court on Wennesday erly, 

and pat ye sende summe man to 
 

18.Letter 87, Humphrey Forster to Thomas Stonor, 1466 
 

Ryght worshyprull and my goode kynde brother, in my most feytherull wyse I recommaunde me to yowe: 

and liketh yow to be remembrid to commune with the Eschetour or Bokyngham shire ror the wrytte or 

dlem c1ausil exlremwn or my brother Saquevile, 

… My goode brother, yef it please yowe ferthermore to remembre of pe letter my lord wrote unto yowe, 

…. I pray you to put hym in knowlache, and to understonde of hym whether my wrytyng be come to 

hym or no, and to move hym by your wysdom after my lordes wrytig, as ye understonde hym. And so I 

pray yow to sende me worde in wrytyng, … 

19. Letter 89 , Thomas Roke to Thomas Stonor,1467 
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… I beseche you as for my Nowntes( very strange way of writing aunt!!!!!) surte and myn ( wish, desire), 

ye wyll comyn hyt with sum leryd body for thc surtc of us both acordyng to his wyll. 

… I wold pray yow, yf ye come in to the Contre, that ye woll se my pore howse for yowr logyng; 

20. Letter 91, Thomas Stonor to Jane Stonor. 1468 
 

And I pray yow that William is chyld may cum with hym, and a amblyng hors for me in hand led….And 

let them cum with William that I wroote ffor, and they shull have her clothe of blak to make hem gounys 

with…..Let William cum in all hast. 

21. Letter 92, John Crocker to Thomas Stonor,1468 
 

The cause that y write unto you at this tyme ys to pray you for to do for me in pat I woll desyre you as 

ever ye will that y shall do for you. 

22. Letter 94, Richard Quatermayns to Thomas Stonor and Humphrey Forster, 1468 

And they prayd and desyred me to write unto yow to attende ther the same day, and I graunt them that I 

so wold doo: that moveth me to write to yow at this tyme, prayng you that ye write to me of youre 

commynge, yea or nay, that I may sende them worde &c. 

23. Letter 97, Th.Stonor to William Stonor, 1469 

And I wulle that ye bespeke for a gentylman of my lord Archebyhsshopis of York a doseyn Brode 

arovys of Kyng, ffletcher: let them be wele fedyrd  etc…. 

24.Letter 100,  Thomas Mull  to Th.Stonor, 1469 

Wherfor I praye and beseche you, as my servis may and shalbe redy to you at al tymes, that I may have 

my mone her uppon Tewesday next: commyng: 

25. Letter 102,  R Restwold to Th.Stonor, 1470 

As for tythynges I have none, but I pray you to yef credence to K. the brynger of this: and God have you 

in blessld kepyng. Wretyn in hast at Lee. I pray you commaunde me to my Cosyn your wyffe &c. 

26. Letter 103, Thomas Pratt to Thomas Stonor, 1470 

…wherefor I beseche 3ow as my trust ys unto 3owr gode maysterchep, that 3e wull sende me xx.s be my 

sone 

27.Letter 106, Jane Stonor to Thomas Stonor,1470 
….bot and ye have not granttyde, I beseke yow to aschusyt and to contend your litylle abyddynge at 

home, and allso the joberde of yowr chelder and of all your howys at your hasty goyng in to Devenseheyr: 

Ples yt yow to be remembyrde apon geneiayn, ruberbe, bays, eappys, pouttys, eheverellaseys, a nounce 

of flayt selke, lasses,tryaeyl. 

[Now farewelle' goode syr, and Gode 3eve yow goode nyghte and brynge yow well home and in schorte 

tyme.] 

28.Letter 107, Oliver Wittonstall to Thomas Stonor, before 1470 

Please you to remembre the pointement by you and me, that ys to sey we seholde me to g[eder] at 

Henley the first Thorsday in clene lenton, 
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29.Letter 110, Sir Richard Harcourt to Thomas Stonor, 1470 

Never pe lesse, ffader, I prey 3ow that 3e wyl atte pe day of mariage to ley downe upon pe boke xl. s. 

and I schal content 3ow ageyne. 

30.Letter 113, Wadehill to Thomas Stonor,1471 

….my lord, and my lady his Moder also, have commaunded me to wryte unto you pat pey bothe hertily 

desire and prey you, yef ye may in eny wyse or your goyng to London, ye wole take pe laboure as to 

come hider to speke with my seid Lord and lady for diverse grete matters and causes pat ey wolde speke 

unto you of. 

And yef ye may not come hider, pan pat ye wole find pe meane to my lord Chaunceler as to excuse my 

lord of his comyng not to London at pis time, 

31.Letter 115, Humphrey Forester to Thomas Stonor, 1471 

I prey you latt pe pore man no more be so entretid. 

32. Letter 118, Willaim Stonor to his father, 1471 

where for I beseche yowur fadyrhode that the pryst may abbesente hym that he be not a-tachytt, and  
that sum odyr pryst may sey servys for a sesun. 

 

…..plesyth yowur good fadyrhod to wytt that Barentyne complaynyd to my lord….. 

 

33. Letter 119, E.Langford to Stonor,1472 

 Syr, I pray you that it may pleas you to write or send to your tenaun afore rehersid in suche wise that 

they delyver my servaunt his corn. 

34.Letter 124, Thomas Mull to Thomas Stonor,1472 

I beseche yow, fadyr, that Barrey may be with me here alle thys halydayys, 

35.Letter 125, Katherne Arundel to Thomas Stonor,1473 

…..of the whlche I pray you, Cosyn, to speke to my cosyn Syr Richard Harecourte and Edward 

Grymston that betweene you to sealle hym a dede that WIlham Menwynnek other Richard Reynolds shall 

brynge you of the said Maners terme or his lyve 

36. Letter 126, Thomas Mattew to Thomas Stonor,1473 

Also John ry3t promysyd me that he wolde bere thys letter: y pray 'you that 3e sende wrytyng by hym 

after youre intent how all mateys schalbe doo by youre avyce. 

37. Letter 127, William Stonor to Thomas Stonor, 1473 

And I beseehe your good fadyrhod not to be dysplesyd with me for Feyrmers mater, for I never medyld 

odyrwise but to Id Sawnder,  

38. Letter 129, a bailiff to his master, 1473 

Y pray your gode masterschip pat y may be kept harmles ayenst pe same Nicholas pat he distrayne me 

nat for pis money pat y dylyvered: 

39. Letter 132, Thomas Talyour to Thomas Stonor, 1474  
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Besekyng yow as I schall be your pore Bedman to have 3evyn me lysens to have goyn hom tu my 
cuntre to have spokyn with my ffader.  

  

40. Letter 133, Jefferay Doyle to John Hankoke, 1474 
  

Werffor y pray you to be at the lyvery or the state pat chall be delyverede to hym by the vertwe or the 
letteres or attornaye that y sende to you. 

 

41.Letter 134,  N. Palmer to Thomas Hampton, 1474  
  

And per ffor y pray how pat (3e) woll be her in all hast possybyll, ffor but 3e com now y can not have 

my evydens at the begynnyng off the next terme, 
  

And I pray 3ow that 3e send a letter to master Stonner that he com in all hast by pe berrer her off. 

  

42. Letter 135,  William Harleston to Thomas Stonor, 1474 
 
….wherfor y besech yow, good brothyr, that ye will delyver the seld mony unto my neve Sulyard now 

at this t 

….and perfor I besech yow fayll me nat now, as ye wyll have eny good turne of me anothyr day. 
 

43. Letter 136, William Stonor to his father Thomas Stonor, 1474 
  

 I beseche your good fadyrhod that yt wylle plese yov to speke with the Abbot of Dorchester that I 

may have suche fe as Marmyun had with hym with every thyng acordyng as he had…. 

  
And I beseche your fadyrhod to wryte for me to the pryor or Wychyswyde for such fe as he had there: 

  
And I mekely beseche your fadyrhod to wryte to the pryor of Byssam 

 

 44. Letter 141, Walter Elmes to William Stonor, 1474 

My rygth wurshupfull Cosyn, I recommaund me unto yow with alI my herte: plesyth hit yow to 

undyrstond that I have spokyn with my cosyn Cottlsmore,….. 

…..If hit plese yow to name M. Harcort: 

45. Letter 145, Sir R.Hacourt to William Stonor, 1474 

Cosyn Stonor, I recommaund me unto you: and for asmoch as ye have wreton unto me desiring me to 

yeve     you ij dayes of payment for the C. Ii. which ye owne me, I marvell gretly that ye woll soe 

desire…wherfore I pray you to make purveanee or I. Ii. at this time, for I may no lenger forbere:…. and 

as for the oder I. li., I woll that the payment 

thefor be respitet at this time: ….. 

46. Letter 148, Alice, duchess of Suffolk,  to Thomas Stonor, 1475 

Right trusty and entierly beloved ffrende we grete you well, desiryng and praying yow, all excuses layde 

apart, that incontinent ( immediatly, at once) this lettur seyne ye come to us to Ewelme for certayne 

gretc causcs. 

47. Letter 153, Thomas Stonor ( the younger) to William Stonor, 1475 

….. to here of your wellfare, and of my suster your wyffe also, to whom I pray 

you pat I may be recommendet to:/…. 
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48. Letter 155,  Edmund Stonor to William Stonor, 1475 

But, syr, yff hyt wold plesse yow to speke with Perkyns and awys whethyr he wull geve hys dowttyr hys 

part or Snowys well at Borowyscot to her and to her eyrys…. 

and in that that he seyth pat he cowd aveyll me in my lond so grett money by yer, I shall beseche yow to 

speke to hym in what maner of weys: and y beseche yow to be my good Brothyr in any weys, as I have 

fownd yow herafore tymes. 

49. Letter 156, Edmund Stonor to William Stonor,1475 

But I beseche yow brothyr latt not yowr carpenter know pat I send yow thys now. 

….and yff hytt wold plesse yow to [send] word to John or to me whedyr ye wold have hytt dobyli dydge or 

senkyll 

50. Letter 158,  Jane Stonor to her son William Stonor,1476 

Whererore I pray you to do aftyr hys desyre yn supportyng your ryght 

51.Letter 168, Elizabeth Stonor to William Stonor, 1476 

gentill Cossen, I undyrstond pl my dou3ther Kateryn is craysed and hath a desese on hir neke: I marvell 

what it shuld be: yff it wold lyke you, I praye you hartely to suffer hir to come to London to me to the 

intent she may be holpyn peroff 

Gentyll Cossen, I praye you to bryng with you the ij baysons and hewers off silver, the silver 

Candelstikes and the monstrans, and the letill silver bayson to set it in. 

52. Letter 169, Elizabeth Stonor to William Stonor, 1476 

Wherfore I wolde praye you, gentyll Cosyn, that pe wolde come hedyr, and yif hit wolde plese you so to 

doo, &c. (NOT a request!) And yif that hit lyke you not so to doo, Gentill Cosyn, lettith me have hedyr 

some horsis I pray you, and that I may come to you, ffor in good faith I can fynde hit in my herte to put 

my self in jubardy there as ye be 

Gentyll Cosyn, yif hit plese you to sende hem up with such horsis as hit lykith you  to send for me, I 

wolde hertly pray you, ffor the poxe ben past out of this Countre and Cyte as fer as I understonde, blessyd 

be God. 

Gentyll Cosyn, I pray you hertly that I may have a redy worde from you on Saterday at nyght at pe 

ferthest; 

53. Letter 172, Elizabeth Stonor to william Stonor,1476 

And Sire, I wold pray you whenne Davy Wrixame commyth to you owght off Cottyswold, that ye 

wold send hyme hyddcr that he myght wryght to my sonne howe he have done in the contre. And good 

Sire, I pray you that my blewe gowne of damaske may be sent to me ageyne alhalowne day, and my 

cofferse and my dowter Caterynes, that I spake to you ffore. 

Sir, I pray you send me no more ryngis with stonys: ffore the ryng that you sent me be Herye Blakhall, 

the stone is ffallyn owght be the way and loste: wherffore I ame sory. 

Forder, syr, I pray you that ye wolde woche-saffe ffore to sen John Mathew unto Hendelay.  
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…..And goode Syr, as ffor my nawne [gowne that I] wrothe unto you off, I pray you that I mythe have 

hyt as sone as ye may. 

54. Letter 173,  Elizabeth Stonor to William Stonor, 1476 

I pray you grete wel my broder Thomas Stonor from me desiring you to saye to heme that  marvyll 

gretly what ,oveth heme to saye schoyche langege by me as he doethe 

But truly yet I wolde pray yow that ye wolde spede yow hedyr als sone as ye can 

55. Letter 177,  Thomas Ramsey to William Stonor, 1477 

Cosyn, I pray yow to send me the x. Ii. I spake to yow for: and here I send my writing, 

56. Letter 181, Sir Richard Graystoke to William Stonor, 147? 

I sent yow not long agoo by my chaplan writyng in pe wyche I desyrede youe to contente me of pe 

money pe wyche ye or your deputtes au to pay to pc heyrres of John Blakhall as yc dyde to hym: 

…Perfor I pray yow withowt any delay of or fenyng after concience doo:…. 

…bot I pray yow remembre pis monay wych is dew for pis 3eyre passed and over hallso 

…I pray yow let me have no mor coste in sendyng heyr for, nor my servant no more labor 

57.  Letter 183, John Croke to Will Stonor, 1477 

wherfore it is nessessary for you pat y have all your copyes   to scho unto the Steward as it is in dede 

elles it wyll be your hurt &c. Syr, y wyll awyse you as schortly as you kan to send to my broder Stoker 

and. to my fader that they may labour for your fyne to make It as ease as It wyll be, and to pay it 

58.Letter 184,  Adam Byrde to Will Stonor, 1477 

…wherfore I beseche you hertely, as ever I may do for your maysterschyp, pat my obligacion mey be safe 

59.Letter 185, Thomas Betson to Elizabeth Stonor,1477 

Whereffore, good madame, I beseche you to remembre myn obligacion, the which ye have off myn, and 

lett it be broken and sent me hiddyr to London by the next that comethe. 

60. Letter 186, Margery Hampden to William Stonor, 1478 

Worchypfull Cossyne, I recomaund me unto yow, and I pray yow hartely, cossyne, to come heder thys 

nyte or to-morow by tymesse 

61.Letter 190, Thomas Hampden to Will Stonor, 1478 

Ry3the worchypeffull cossyn, Y recomaund me unto you: prayng yow that hyt lyke yow to come to 

London and speke wyth me and wyth my syster: 

62.Letter 192, H. Makney to Sir William Stonor, 1479 
 

pen I praede here name pe persons whiche [she would] have bownde: 

Also y pray youe remembre pat pe Stuard and John Mathewe my3te be with me on Moneday nexte 

63. Letter 197, Humphrey Forster to sir William Stonor, 1477  



 126 

wherfor I beseche you to have consideracion to alle the premysses, and pat ye lyke to take surete for pe 

pore man pat he may goo at large. And also pat ye lyke to wryte a letter to Herry Doget to deliver hym. 

64. Letter 198, R. Lavynder to sir William Stonor, 1477 

I pray yowr mastreshyppe to remembre me of my hawke by yow to me now of late promysid, for the 

which y send to yow accordyng to yowr will my servant yn this behalfe, a prest, to whom y pray you to 

delyver the seide byrd: 

65.  Letter 199, Sir John Weston to Sir Will Stonor, 1477 

I ther for hertely dissyr and pray yow to kaul the partes afor yow and my said Solucitor and assay yf ye 

and he kan mak a convenient end bytwyxt tham 

66. Letter 204,  Elizabeth Stonor to Will Stonor, 1478 

and I pray you that ye wylle sende me som off your sarvantys and myne to wayte upone me, ffor now I 

ame rycht bare off sarvantys, and that ye know well.  

Syr, I pray you that I may be recomaundehyde unto my masterys your moder, and unto all goode 

frendys 

67. Letter 206, Walter Herne to Sir Will Stonor, 1479 

Wherefor now y wolle desyre and pray your good Mais[tyr]shippe to be the bettyr Maistyr to hym for 

my sake and prayer. 

68. Letter 208, dame Elizabeth Stonor to Sir W. Stonor, 1478 

And I praye you hartely gentiII [l]offyngc husbond to be mery and take in conscyte with you in your 

... case with [go]des grace It shalI as lyghtly p[ass] as it come and trewly 

69. Letter 211, Thomas Betson to Dame Lexiabeth Stonor, 1478 

and I thannke pe good lord hartely had a ffull fare passege, and the bettyr I know well it was throw your 

good prayers, off the which, iff y durst be so bold, I wille beseche your ladyshipe off 

countenewance….(hedged) 

And good madame, I beseche your good ladyshipe to remembre my Cossen Katteryn of all such 

matters as I spake unto your ladyshipe off at many dyverse tymes, as ye know: 

And I beseche your ladyshipe to recommaund me unto my mayster your husbaund. 

70. Letter 212, Thomas Betson to sir William Stonor, 1478 

I beseche the good lord to be my spede and helpe me in all my warkes. 

And, syr, 1 beseche you pat .this symple writynge may have me recommendid unto my lady your wlffe. 

And also, syr, I beseche you to be my good mayster and ffeylhffull loffer, as ever here to ffore to my 

knowlege 1 have ffoundyn you. 

71. Letter 213, Godard Oxbridge to William Stonor, 1479 

And Sir, I beseche your maistershipe to delyver to John Burton the moneye the whyche is dewe to me 

by your maistershepe: 
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I promyssyd to pay ther, as I borowid it lenge or thys tyme: wherfore I beseche your maistershype to 

remember me as sone as it shalle please you. And I beseche your maistershipe to take no gret 

displesure in me of my neclygens that I have not wryttyn to your maistershype befo thys tyme: 

72. Letter 215, Walter herne to Sir W. Stonor, 1478 

Wherefor I hertyly desire and praie your Maystyrshepe that my tenaunt Shepewesshe may be sufferyde 

in reste and peas to occupy my p[lace] acordyng to the covenaunt that I have made 

And yiff hyt Iykyde your [good] maystyrshepe, I praie you to yeve credence to your servaunt Moryce 

Estcourt, the berer hereoff. 

73. Letter 216, Thomas  Betson to El.Stonor, 1478 

Good madame, I besech you to be off good chere, and I praye God comfforte you and send you vertuous 

helth. And also I besech you to remembre my Cossen Kateryn. 

74. Letter 217, Thomas Betson to El. Stonor,1478 

And perfore I moste beseche your ladyshipe to send me [your avyse [?] ] how I shall be demeyned in 

such thynges as schall belonge unto my Cossen Kateryn, and how I shall provyde ffor them: 

75. Letter 218, Thomas Betson to William Stonor, 1479 

…perffore Sir, I besech you now to helpe me and to be my good mayster and exscuse me, per as your 

maystershipe shall thynnke best 

76. Letter 220, Richard Page to Sir William Stonor, 1478 

I recommaunde me to youre good mastership in my best maner: besechyng of you this pore byll may 

recommaunde me to my synguler good lady, my lady your wif, as your servaunt and hirres. 

I remit the delyng with the delyveraunce hereof to your discreson: but y wold not ye confessid your self to 

thaym that ye have mys don in that case: but honestly take a promys of thaym [that], thay shall not dele 

so herafter, and for this thay have don thay may be indited, and let thaym have deliveraunce of thaire 

cornys. 

77. Letter 222, by Thomas Henham to Sir William Stonor,1478 

 AII so, Syr, I beseke your maysterschype pat ye wylle remember your brede baker at London, ffor he 

callys apone me daylle ffor monay, the wyche some hys xxxv. s. and iiij d. 

78. Letter 224, Thomas Betson to Dame Elizabeth Stonor, 1478 

Good Madam, by the next at comes lett hir have all hir clothes, she hath nede unto them, and that 

knowith owre lord, 

Jentil Madam, I beseche you that I may be recomaundid unto my cossen, your dou3hter Kateryn, and 

our lord be with you both 

Wherffore, good Madam, I beseche you to speke unto my mayster, to the intent I myght have the money 

here as shortely as can be. I muste pay to John Tate vj li. for pe felles that I have shippid now 

79. Letter 225, Thomas Henham to Dame Elizabeth Stonor, 1478 
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AII so, lady, I beseke your goode ladyschype that I mythe have cnowlage whedir that ye wolIede have 

hany bere or hale, that I schulde take in ayenst your comyng home unto London. 

80. Letter 226, Elizabeth Stonor to William Stonor, 1478 

Also I pray yow to send me a answere of the mater that I wrote to yow for the Lumbarde. And yef hyt 

myght plese yow to take the labur to ryde ovyr, then ye may answere to the mater yowre selfe, whyche will 

be to me grete hartes ese and plesure: 

81. Letter 229, Elizabeth Stonor to William Stonor, 1478 

and perffore, gen tyli Syr, I praye you pat ye ffayll nat to send me myn horsse on Settyrday next. And 

also I praye you to remembre the matter I spake to you off at your departynge: ffor with owte that, I 

can nat with your worshipe and myn depart London: 

And also I praye you to remembre my sonne Betson: ffor he hath mych a doo with money now, and he 

trustith veraly to your promesse: 

….and perffore, good syr, remembre myn horsse on Setterday with owte ffawte. 

82. Letter 299, John Shynner to Sir William Stonor, 1481 

werefor I beseche yowr maysterchep to wrythe onto Syr Wiliam Sandys as for myne a skese, and to 

speke to Jaye at Londun, wen ye methe with hym, as my treste ys on yowr Maysterchep, 

83. Letter 300, John Shynner to Sir William Stonor, 1481 

Ry3th reverent and worcheppell Mayster, I recommende me on to yowr Maysterehepp allso hertely as I 

ean and may: prayeng yowr Maysterchepp to gete me a subpena for John Rowse, apon pat he was 

ynfefyet yn treste to follfyll my fader ys wyll 

and yef ye be scherve I beseche yow that John Tollocke may be creyer of pe schere, and he shall plese 

yow also largely as heny hoder sehall, pe weche John Tolocke ys my soster sone.  

84.Letter 301, John Shynner to Sir William Stonor, 1481 

Also, I wolde ye wolde to sewe to be scherve of owr scher, for me semyt hyt wolde be presentabell and 

to gethe a quayntans, love, and drede withyn pis seher, and rememberyt how mene worehepfull men have 

be schervys of pat scher 

And yef yowr Maysterehep have hyt I wolde beseche yow to have a offyce as for a kynnysman of myne 

to be cryer of pe scher &e. 

85. Letter 302, Peter Caversham, abbot, to Sir William Stonor, 1480-81 

Worsypull Syr, y recomend me unto yowe, and y pray yowe y my3t byn recomendyd to my lady yowr 

wyfe as a contreyman nowe of hurs nat to her kowyng, 

…and in specyall such a sympull writer as y am &c: prayng yowe, as my synguler trust is in yowe, and in 

tyme schert I schull reward yowe, pat such commynantes as y made with yowe of pe ferme of Crendon 

mY3t byn performyd:…….. prayng of your gentyllnes to take none displesur thoy y trobull hym 

acordyng to pe lawe; 

As my trust, send me word howe pat pe wyll deale on pis mater, for in gode soth saffe for yower sake he 

schuld havyn kowyng perof ar pis 
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86. Letter 304, Henry Makney to Sir William Stonor, 1482 

wherfore the seid Clerke besechithe your gode Maistershippe to lete make a cerche if per be any 

accion conceveide ayenste hyme by Hardgrave, and pat he mY3te have a supersedeas fro the Chancery, 

87. Letter 309, Richard Page to Sir William Stonor,1482 

Syr, y am desyrid to write to your mastership for your old servant and my felow James Boteller, that 

it wold lyke yow to put suche attemtes and matters as is ayenst hym, and som direccion so that he by the 

mene of yowr mastership may leve in quiete and rest 

88. Letter  310, Richard Page to Sir William Stonor, 1482 

Plese it your mastership this rude byll may recommaunde me to her good ladyshlp. 

89. Letter 312, Simon Stallworth to Sir William Stonor, 1482 

I beseke ye also pat I may have your mynd and speke with Christofore Holand and [sic] Thame on 

Thorsday: for pen I must send to my lord of theys thynges and other, howe pat I doo in thys countre and in 

theys maters. 

90. Letter 351, Sir William Stonor to John Arbey, 1482 

Abrey, I pray yov se the demys content; also Belle of Schyrbumhath byn with me, and Jon Baker: so I 

hollde me content to reseyve ix markes of Baker for Belle for the tyth of soche as he nov oft to paye  

At Stonore, the Thursday nexte a fore Whytsunday, N° xxijo.. 

Wyllm. Stonore, K. 

91. Letter 321, Richard Page to Sir William Stonor, 1482 

wherfor, syr, like It your mastershlp to write un.to the master of Cobham, whos name is Doctor 

Underwode, to put in to the same Chaunterie Syr Robert Tybe, whiche is an honest prest and good, and a 

clene levyng man: 

As for newes, the brynger can informe your mastership, to whom like it you to geve credens. 

92. Letter 239, by the King Edward IV,1479  

and therfor[ we, The king] desire you that for divers special causes ye in noc wise ameove the said 

William, but suffre him to enjoye and occupie the said offices  accordyng to our said letters, 

And over that, if the same our graunt shall not unto him be suffisant in that behalve, we eftsones desir and 

pray you that undre your seale autentique, if itt shall be requisite necessary, ye do make unto him of 

your graunte in due fourme letters not to his prejudice accordyng to theffect, 

93. Letter 240, Henry Gorton to Sir William Stonor, 1479 

I pray you of your masterhode to seynd me worde yff ye may be ther or nott: for my lorde of Salesbury 

wylbe as att thys hymself. Plesyt you to send me worde by the brynger of this byll, and uppon Satyrday 

at Wynsore I shall lett theym understond how your masterschyp his dysposed by godes grace, 

95. Letter 242, Sir Edmond Rede to Sir W. Stonor, 1479 
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Wherefore, Cosyn, Y praye yow to shewe me yowre gudde will in thys seyde maters, and demesne me 

in them as ye wulde be demesned yowre selfe in case semblable, 

96. Letter 243, Richard Duke of Gloster to W. Stonor, 1479 

We grete you wele, and desire and hertely pray you, that incontynent after the sight herof it woll like 

you at this our instaunce to cause to come afore you William Idley and Ehzabeth, his Suster, and 

demaund them the cause why they content and pay not to our right welbeloved servaunt, Anne Idley, 

Maistres of our Nurcery, her annuitee of v. marcs, graunted for terme of her lyff of the Manor of Drayton, 

and advise them, as they woll avoid our grevouse displeasure, to see her aswele perof yerely contented as 

of pat she is behinde unpaied of the sam 

97. Letter 246, the Chamberer of St Albans Abbey to Sir William Stonor, 1479 

Fforsomoch as it so is and that Chune hath no manner strength nor intrest in the same house but as it is 

abovesaid, and that Blakmere is possessid lawfully according to the Custome of the maner by strength of 

his copy, beseche you to be good maister unto Blakmere in his right, whom yf y canne entrete by desire 

to graunt it over unto Chune I will be glad to do your plesyr theryn and in any thinges ellis that I may do of 

right for you or any of yours. Besechyng you to yefe no ffavour unto Chune in this behalfe for what 

sermyse soever he make to you in that mat 

98. Letter 247, Richard Page to Sir W. Stonor, 1479  

Syr, if it wold plese your mastership to write a letter to the master of Cobham that it were your plesyr, 

he shold succede syr William in your Chaunterie, it wold be to the grete comfort of all the gentelmen in 

thes parties; and over that ye shall have the dayly praier of a good prest, 

I pray your mastership to tendre this mater the rather at this my pore instance. I thank your mastershlp 

for my buk. 

Plese it yow to send me oon litel Word here. 

99. Letter 249, Rychard Bryan to Sir William Stonor, 1479 

And as touching the bille that ye have of his awne hande or the sume or iiijxx. Ii., I praie you send it me 

by the bringer or this letter; and as for my lady money which ye geve by instruccion shulde be iiijxx. li., 

I pray you shewe it me by writing how that I may appose it ferther, 

100. Letter 250, Rychard Bryan to Sir William Stonor, 1479 

And if your mastershipe will any oper thing operwyse than I can remembre, write unto me and I shalle put 

me in devore to execute it acording to your plesour by the grace of God. 


