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OBITUARY

In Memoriam Noel Osselton (1927–2024)
Ingrid Tieken-Boon van Ostade 

Leiden University Centre for Linguistics

In 1991, we published Language: Usage and Description, a book subtitled “Studies pre
sented to N.E. Osselton on the occasion of his retirement”.1 “We” were Noel’s colleagues 
and former colleagues from the universities of Newcastle upon Tyne in Great Britain and 
Leiden in The Netherlands. At both universities he had consecutively occupied the Chair 
of English Language, first in Leiden for fourteen years from 1969 onwards and sub
sequently in Newcastle, until his retirement eight years later. The biographical note at 
the start of the book, written by John Frankis (Newcastle) and Robin Smith (Leiden), 
ends with the words: “we wish [him] long and fruitful years of retirement”.2 Sadly 
though, this period has now come to an end, as a few months ago a message arrived 
from his daughters that Noel had died peacefully and in their presence on 1 November 
at the great age of 97.

Long and fruitful his retirement has certainly been, as the list of publications com
piled to supplement the inventory in his Festschrift of 1991 demonstrates (see Appen
dix). And to assess the impact of his work I checked references to his publications in 
articles in the two journals in which he published most, English Studies and the Inter
national Journal of Lexicography. References abound in my own work on Late 
Modern English usage, particularly spelling, since halfway through the 1980s Noel 
had developed the important concept of a dual spelling system for eighteenth- 
century English, according to which private spelling differed significantly and system
atically from that found in print since around 1700. The concept is referred to in as 
many as three papers in the proceedings of the 21st International Conference on 
English Historical Linguistics,3 which was held in Leiden in 2021 (online, due to 
the Covid pandemic) and of which Noel had been one of the founding fathers 
during the late 1970s. Most of the references I found in the two journals analysed, 
however, are to Noel’s subsequent lexicographical work, published throughout the 
period of his official retirement from the University of Newcastle. In 2022, for 
instance, Juhani Norri, with as many as 37 hits when I searched the article for “Ossel
ton”, notes that “Osselton’s calls for more consistent terminology in the labelling of 
old words, presented several decades ago, are still valid”.4 And Noel’s work will con
tinue to be cited, as an advance reading of Joan Beal’s revised entry of the 

© 2025 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group   

CONTACT  Ingrid Tieken-Boon van Ostade i.m.tieken@hum.leidenuniv.nl
1Tieken-Boon van Ostade and Frankis, eds., Language.
2Frankis and Smith, “Noel Osselton,” 4.
3Caon et al., Unlocking the History of English.
4Norri, “Temporal Labels and Specifications in Monolingual English Dictionaries,” abstract.
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lexicographer Henry Cockeram (fl. 1623–1658) for the Oxford Dictionary of National 
Biography showed.5

Noel not only continued to attend conferences or be invited to contribute to collec
tions of papers on matters lexicographical as the overview below demonstrates, he also 
regularly reviewed books published in his field. Fifteen years ago he was listed as a 
“top contributor” to the International Journal of Lexicography, occupying fifth place in 
the league table.6 His own dictionary work for the English–Dutch, Dutch–English dic
tionaries originally published by Wolters but “now Koenen” as he informed me in a 
letter, continued until well into the early 2000s. With a reference to Samuel Johnson’s 
famous dictionary of 1755, he continued in the same letter: “Dictionary work is com
monly thought of as drudgey, but I find it distinctly therapeutic: gently constructive, 
you can do it at odd moments whenever you please, forget all about it, and resume 
later exactly as you left off; and (like life) it goes on more or less for ever” (29 January 
2004). For Noel, academic life did go on, though obvioulsy not quite for ever: his last 
published article, in as far as I’ve managed to trace them,7 dates from 2018. He assessed 
book manuscripts for Oxford University Press and continued to offer comments and 
advice on my own work, as he had done in much earlier times as my PhD supervisor. 
New ideas for research or projects he was working on also appear in the letters, such 
as on the Dutch printer and lexicographer “Francois Halma’s [(1653–1722)] highly 
unorthodox use of metalanguage in his French-Dutch dictionary”. As a preliminary 
title for the article he suggested ‘A bilingual dictionary for a bilingual society’. “We’ll 
see,” he added. Another project he mentioned was something he had done “some 
decades ago”, in the course of which he had carried out “a pretty complete survey of 
all the spelling rules set out in English grammars and spelling books in the 16th to the 
18th century, or those I could lay my hands on, anyway”. Such projects and ideas now 
constitute part of his academic legacy.

Following the decease of his much beloved wife Hanneke, with whom he published 
one of his earlier articles in English Studies more than sixty years ago,8 he passed his 
time dining once a week in College, in Durham where he lived (“keeps you in touch 
with University politics”) and doing volunteer work in the botanical garden there. “For 
the rest,” he wrote in his last full letter to me of 9 August 2018, “I give my time to the 
research Library on Palace Green (beside the cathedral) – well stocked with fine seven
teenth and eighteenth-century volumes from the libraries of former (and indecently 
wealthy) bishops of Durham (all the best classical and vernacular dictionaries – could 
be worse!)”. Could be worse, indeed. One can’t help thinking that this must have felt 
like time well and enjoyably spent for this long-lived and continually active scholar. 
“He was a good man,” two former colleagues commented independently of each other 
when I told them that Noel had died. And that is what he was: as a teacher and 
former supervisor, as I gratefully acknowledged when interviewed about my own aca
demic career,9 and as a scholar and friend.

5Beal, “Cockeram, Henry ( fl. 1623–1658).”
6de Schryver, “Bibliometrics in Lexicography.”
7With thanks for further additions to Joan Beal, Carol Percy and Jack Lynch.
8Osselton and Osselton-Bleeker, “The Plural Attributive in Contemporary English.”
9Percy, “Interview with Ingrid Tieken-Boon van Ostade,” passim.
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