Sponge

Sponge has a long history, and to record this history requires two-and-a-half pages of the 16th volume (“Soot-Styx”) of the Oxford English Dictionary (2nd edition, 1989).  In the Old English period (up until the year 1100), sponge was often spelled as it is today.  In successive centuries, it has had the following different spellings:  spunge in the 12th century, spounge in the 14th-17th centuries, spoungge and spwnge in the 15th century, spownge in the 15th and 16th centuries, spoung in the 16th century, spoonge in the 16th and 19th centuries, and spundge in the 17th century.  The Old English word, sponge, derives from the Latin word, spongia, which derives from the Greek for sponge.  

Everyone knows what a sponge is—“the soft, light, porous…framework…much used in bathing,…etc.,” but few may know that the earliest available print example listed for this most common definition is from around AD 1000 and comes from the Anglo-Saxon Gospels, from a translation of Matthew 27:48:  “Đa hrædlice arn an heora & genam ane spongean & fylde hig mid ecede” [Then immediately one of them ran & took a sponge & filled it with vinegar].

Other interesting examples abound.  In 1622, poet John Donne wrote in his sermon XVI, at line 159, “Every man is but a spunge, and but a spunge filled with teare.”  Another definition from 1671 has a potential currency in popular culture today.  I wonder if the crabby-patty fry cook and sponge, Sponge Bob Square Pants, could be an allusion to the definition, “a type of something of small value,” quoted as having been used by John Milton in 1671 in Paradise Regained (IV.329):  “collecting toys, And trifles for choice matters, worth a spunge.”  Other definitions include:  “to throw in the sponge,” meaning “to abandon a struggle”; the zoological definition of sponge, “an aquatic marine animal”; its use to signify “an immoderate drinker”; and then the highly specialized one, “a kind of mop or swab for cleansing a cannon-bore after firing.”

