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PREFACE

A about the English language — or about any individual lan-
gu is a daring enterprise, for it has as many perceptive critics as
there are fluent readers. The language as a whole belongs to no one,

cryvone owns a pari of it, has an interest in it, and has an opin-
ton about it. Moreover, whenever people begin to talk about their
own language, they all have something to offer — favourite words or
savings, dialect anecdotes and observations, usage likes and dislikes.
Individual linguistic memories, experiences, and abilities enable
cveryone to make a personal contribution to language chat. In a
sense, we are all truly equal when we participare — even though this
democratic vision is disturbed by the widely-shared perception that
some (notably, those who have learned the terminology oflangungc

study) are more equal than others.

The stories of English

That is why the metaphor of ‘the story’ (as in ‘the story of English’)
is somewhat misleading. There is no one ‘story” of English. There are
innumerable individual stories. And even if we look for broad nar-
rative themes, there are several dimensions competing for our atten-
tion. For example, there is the structural story — the way the sounds,
grammar, and vocabulary of the langnage have evolved. There is the
social story — the way the langnage has come to serve a multiplicicy
of functions in society. There is the literary story — the way writers
have evoked the power, range, and beauty of the language to express
new orders of meaning. And there is the chronological story — appar-
ently the most straightforward, though even here it is not possible to
give a simple account, in terms of a beginning, middle, and end.
There is no single beginning to the story of English, but several, with
waves of Anglo-Saxon invaders arriving in various locations, and
laying the foundations of later dialect ditference. There is no single
middle, but several, with the langnage diverging carly on in England
and Scorland, then much later taking different paths in Britain,
North America, and elsewhere. And, as we observe the increasingly
diverse directions in which English is currently moving around the
world, there is certainly no single end.

A traveller’s guide

The biggest problem in compiling this book, accordingly, was what
order to impose upon the mass of material which presents itself for
inclusion. I have started with history, moved on to structure, and
concluded with nse. But it might have been otherwise, and 1 have
written the six parts so that it is possible for readers to begin with any
one of them and move in any direction. The same principle was
applied to the strucrure of each part. While there is a cerrain logic of
exposition in some topics (such as Parr I, the history of English),
there is none in others (such as Part V, the account of major regional
or social varietics). In all cases, therefore, chapters, and sections
within chapters, have been planned as self-contained entities, with
relevant conceprual underpinning provided by the frequent use of
cross-references.

The basic unit of organization in the book is the double-page spread.
Sentences never cross turn-over pages, and the vast majority of
topics are treated within the constraints of a single spread. I have
tried 1o ensure that it will be possible for readers to dip into this book
at any point, and find a coherent treatment of a topic in a single
opening. There is too much in any language for che information to
be assimilated in a continuous reading, and this is especially so in the
case of English, with its lengthy history and vast range of use; and
while some may wish to read this book ‘from left to right’, I suspect
most will prefer to make more leisurely excursions over a period of
time — more a casual stroll than a guided tour. The double-page
spread approach is designed for that kind of traveller. Indeed, the
metaphor of travelling is far more suitable for this book than the
metaphor of story-telling.

Treatment and coverage

I have kept several criteria in mind while writing CEEL (pronounced
‘seal’, as we have come to call it). | have tried to find a balance
between talking about the language and letting the language speak
for itself. Most spreads distinguish between an expository overview
and detailed examples (largely through the typographic convention
of main text vs panels). Then within each spread, I have tried to
provide examples of the wonder which can be found when we begin
to look carefully ac the language. All languages are fascinating,
beautiful, full of surprises, moving, awesome, fun. I hope I have
succeeded in provoking at least one of these responses on every page.
[ would be disappointed if, after any opening, a reader did not feel
to some extent entertained, as well as informed.

Obviously it has all been a personal selection. The hardest part, in
fact, was the choosing. Once I had decided on a topic for a spread, T
would collect marerial relating to it from as many sources as I could
tind. I would write the opening perspective, and then look ac all the
material to find textual and pictorial illustrations. Invariably 1 had
enough material to fill several spreads, and choosing what to put in
and what to leave out was always painful. The moral is plain. There
are several other possible encyclopedic worlds.

Wider horizons

In particular, there has not been space to go into the many applica-
tions of English language studies in proper detail. I touch upon some
of these areas in Part VI, but the aim of that part is not to be com-
prehensive, but simply to illustrate the various directions El};lt
applied language studies can take. There are many other horizons
which can only be approached by using systematic information
about the language, but this book does not try to reach them. How-
ever, in view of its special place in the history of language study, [ do
try to reach ourt in the direction of literature as often as possible, and
itis perhaps worth drawing attention to the way that literary exam-
ples are dispersed throughout the book. I have always been strongly




opposed to the great divide which traditionally separates ‘lang’ and
‘it’. It seemed to me that it would only reinforce that divide if T were
to include a separate chapter called something like ‘literary lan-
guage’, so | have not done so —a position which is discussed towards
the end of Chapter 22. Many pages, accordingly, display a literary
presence — sometimes by way of stylistic comment, often through
extensive quotation.
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1-MODELLING ENGLISH

sential early step in the study of a language is 1o

| it. A ‘model’, in this context, is not a three-
fimensional miniature replica: this book does not
devore s space to techniques of moulding the
Fnglish language in Play-Doh®, Meccano®, or Lego®
lo model the English language is, rather, to provide
an abstract representation of its central characteristics,
so that it becomes easier to see how it is structured

‘lwo models provide this first perspective. The first,
shown below, breaks the structure of English down
into a series of components: and these will be used to
organize the exposition throughout Parts 11 to IV, On
the facing page, there is a model of the uses of English: /d‘("‘“‘{d
and chis will be used as a perspective for Parts [ and V. B F
The omnicurious eve of the English linguist surveys
the whole scene, in ways which are -

and used. examined in Part V1.

Text
A coherent, self-contained unit of discourse. Texts, which may be spoken,
written, or signed, vary greatly in size, from such tiny units as posters, /
captions, and bus tickets, to such large units as novels, sermons, and //
conversations. They provide the frame of reference within which
grammatical, lexical, and other features of English can be /
identified and interpreted.
(See Part V, §19.) /

Sign
A visual language used chiefly by people who are deaf. This |
book refers only to those signing systems which have been )f
devised to represent aspects of English structure, such as its |

spelling, grammar, or vocabulary. (See §23.) | - GRAMMAR ,"'
2 %y I
Graphology . P O(;‘ ..
The writing system of a Ianguag_eA Graphological (or \ 2 \)\o\« SN
orthographic) study has two main aspects: the visual N p? £S S
} . o U s
segments of the written language, which take the form of \ é o
vowels, consonants, punctuation marks, and certain — 5’ (6‘
typographical features; and the various patterns of graphic \ Ny = %2
design, such as spacing and layout, which add structure and \ o (b
meaning to stretches of written text. (See Part IV, §18.) \ f 2
"
5’
Phonology ~
The pronunc- ~— ‘,/' Grammar
iation system of a o — The system of rules
language. Phonological governing the construction
study has two main aspects: Lexicon of sentences. Grammatica!

the sound segments of the
spoken language, which
take the form of vowels
and consonants; and the
various patterns of intona-
tion, rhythm, and tone of
voice, which add structure
and meaning to stretches of
speech. (See Part IV, §17.)

study is usually divided
into two main aspects:
syntax, dealing with the
structure and connection of
sentences; and morphology,
dealing with the structure
and formation of words.
(See Part lil.)

The vocabulary of a lan-
guage. Lexical study is a
wide-ranging domain,
involving such diverse areas
as the sense relationships
between words, the use of
abbreviations, puns, and
euphemisms, and the com-
pilation of dictionaries.
(See Part J1.)

BUT IS IT ART?

/ Just occasionally, someone
tries to visualize language
in a way which goes
beyond the purely
diagrammatic. This print

part of their degree. They
were asked to attend
lectures from different

was made by art students as

asymmetries well represent
the irregularities and

erratic research paths whic
areso much apartof 7
English language study.
(Equally, of course, they
could represent the
structural disorganization

of the lecturer.)

university courses, and then
present an abstract design
which reflected their
perception of the topic. As
may perhaps be
immediately obvious, this
design is the result of their
attending a lecture on the
structuie of the English
language, given by the
present author. The design’s




WHY JANUS?

The Roman god, Janus,
here seen on a Roman coin
in his usual representation
with a double-faced head.
Aspirit associated with
doorways and archways,
looking backwards as well

as forwards, he is also
often regarded as the god
of beginnings. The month
of January is named after
him.

His location on this
opening spread has,
however, a further signifi-
cance. The two facets of

on these pages - of
structure and use — have
traditionally been studied
independently of each
other (§14). A major theme
of the present book is

to assert their inter-
dependence. What are
English structures for, if not

we understand the uses

of English, without investi-
gating their structure?
Structure and use are two
sides of the same coin,
Roman or otherwise, and
this principle is reflected in
the organization of the
present book (see Preface).

language study represented  to be used? And how can

Social variation
Society affects a

language, in the sense
that any important

aspect of social structure
and function is likely to
have a distinctive
linguistic counterpart.
People belong to different
social classes, perform
different social roles, and
carry on different occupations.

Their use of language is

affected by their sex, age,

ethnic group, and educational f
background. English is being
increasingly affected by all these
factors, because its developing

role as a world language is bring-

ing it more and more into contact
with new cultures and social (
systems. (See Part V, §21.) \

SOCIAL
JARIATION

Personal variation

People affect a language, in the sense
that an individual’s conscious or uncon-
scious choices and preferences can result

in a distinctive or even unique style, Such

variations in self-expression are most notice-

able in those areas of language use where

great care is being taken, such as in literature and
humour. But the uniqueness of individuals, arising out

Temporal variation

Time affects a language, both in the long term and short
term, giving rise to several highly distinctive processes

and varieties.

Long term: English has changed throughout the centuries,

as can be seen from such clearly distinguishable linguistic
periods as Old English, Middle English, and Elizabethan
PORAL VARIA 7-/ English. Language change is an inevitable and continu-
(?, aM SHO 04/ ing process, whose study is chiefly carried on by
6’\2 Rr » philologists and historical linguists. (See Part 1)
OV\ 6;? Short term: English changes within the history of
™ Y a single person. This is most noticeable while
children are acquiring their mother tongue,
but it is also seen when people learn a for-
eign language, develop their style as adult
speakers or writers, and, sometimes, find
< that their linguistic abilities are lost or
P m seriously impaired through injury or dis-
= G)_ ease. Psycholinguists study language
>0 learning and loss, as do several other pro-
d= fessionals, notably speech therapists and
g I—E language teachers. (See Part VI, §23.)
Regional variation
Geography affects language, both within a
/ country and between countries, giving rise
to regional accents and dialects, and to the
/ pidgins and creoles which emerged around
the world whenever English first came into con-
y o tact with other languages. Intranational regional

o

5,?5 T\ varieties have been observed within English from
ONA L VAR\P\ its earliest days, as seen in such labels as 'Northern’,
‘London’, and ‘Scottish'. international varieties are more
—_— recent in origin, as seen in such labels as ‘American’,
‘Australian’, and ‘Indian’. Regional language variation is

of differences in their memory, personality, intelligence,
social background, and personal experience, makes distinc-
tiveness of style inevitable in everyone. (See Part V, §22.)

studied by sociolinguists, geographical linguists, dialectolo-
gists, and others, the actual designation depending on the

focus and emphasis of the study. (See §7 and Part V, §20.)

WHY STUDY THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE?

Because it’s fascinating

Itis remarkable how often the language turns
up as a topic of interest in daily conversation —
whether it is a question about accents and
dialects, acomment about usage and standards,
or simply curiosity about a word's origins and
history.

Because it's important

The dominant role of English as a world
language forces it upon our attention in a way
that no language has ever done before. As
English becomes the chief means of
communication between nations, it is crucial to
ensure that it is taught accurately and
efficiently, and to study changes in its structure
and use.

Because it’s useful

Getting the language right is a major issue in
almost every corner of society. No one wants to
be accused of ambiguity and obscurity, or find
themselves talking or writing at cross-purposes.
The more we know about the language the more
chance we shall have of success, whether we are
advertisers, politicians, priests, journalists,
doctors, lawyers —or just ordinary people at
home, trying to understand and be understood.

Because it's fun

One of the most popular leisure pursuits is to
play with the English language - with its words,
sounds, spellings, and structures. Crosswords,
Scrabble® media word shows, and many other
quizzes and guessing games keep millions
happily occupied every day, teasing their
linguistic brain centres and sending them
running to their dictionaries.

Because it's beautiful

Each language has its unique beauty and power,
as seen to best effect in the works of its great
orators and writers. We can see the 1,000-year-
old history of English writing only through the
glass of language, and anything we learn about
English as a language can serve to increase our
appreciation of its oratory and literature.

Because it’s there

English, more than any other language, has
attracted the interest of professional linguists. It
has been analysed in dozens of different ways,
as part of the linguist’s aim of devising a theory
about the nature of language in general. The
study of the English language, in this way,
becomes a branch of linguistics - English
linguistics.
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PART 1

The history of English

The history of English is a fascinating field of study in its own right,
but it also provides a valuable perspective for the contemporary study
of the language, and thus makes an appropriate opening section for
this book. The historical account promotes a sense of identity and
continuity, and enables us to find coherence in many of the fluctua-
tions and contflicts of present-day English language use. Above all, it
satisfies the deep-rooted sense of curiosity we have about our lin-
guistic heritage. People like to be aware of their linguistic roots.

We begin as close to the beginning as we can get, using the sum-
mary accounts of early chronicles to determine the language’s conti-
nental origins (§2). The Anglo-Saxon corpus of poerry and prose,
dating from around the 7th century, provides the first opportunity to
examine the linguistic evidence. §3 outlines the characteristics of Old
English texts, and gives a brief account of the sounds, spellings,
grammar, and vocabulary which they display. A similar account is
given of the Middle English period (§4), beginning with the effects
on the language of the French invasion and concluding with a dis-
cussion of the origins of Standard English. At all points, special atten-
tion is paid to the historical and cultural setting ro which texts relate,
and to the character of the leading literary works, such as Beown/fand
The Canterbury Tales.

The Early Modern English period (§5) begins with the English of

Caxton and the Renaissance, continues with that of Shakespeare and

A map of Anglo-Saxon England taken from Edmund Gibson's 1692 edition
of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. The Latin caption (top left) explains that
the map shows the places mentioned in the Chronicle and in Old English
literature.

the King James Bible, and ends with the landmark publication of
Johnson’s Dictionary. A recurring theme is the exrent and variety of
language change during this period. The next section, on Modern
English (§6), follows the course of further language change, exam-
ines the narure of early grammars, traces the development of new
varieties and actitudes in America, and finds in literature, especially
in the novel, an invaluable linguistic mirror. Several present-day
usage controversies turn out to have their origins during this period.
By the end of §6, we are within living memory.

The final section (§7) looks at what has happened to the English
language in the present century, and in particular at its increasing
presence worldwide. The approach is again historical, tracing the
way English has travelled to the United States, Canada, Africa, Aus-
tralia, South and South-East Asia, and several other parts of the
globe. The section reviews the concept of World English, examines
the statistics of usage, and discusses the problems of intelligibility
and identity which arise when a language achieves such widespread
use. The notion of Standard English, seen from both national and
international perspectives, turns out to be of special importance.
Parc [ then concludes with some thoughts about the future of the
language, and about the relationships which have grown up (some-
times amicable, sometimes antagonistic) between English and other
languages.




2- THE ORIGINS OF ENGLISH

“To Actius, thrice consul, the groans of the Britons.”
Thus, according 1o the Anglo-Saxon historian, the
Venerable Bede, began the letter written 1o the Roman
consul by some of the Celtic people who had survived
the ferocious invasions of the Scots and Picts in the
v decades of the 5th century. “T'he barbarians drive
us to the sea. The sea drives us back towards the bar-

[

bartans. Between them we are exposed to two sorts of
deach: we are either slain or drowned.”

Ihe plea fell on deaf ears. Although the Romans
had sent assistance in the past, they were now fully
occupied by their own wars with Bledla and Attila,

kings of the Huns. The attacks from the north con-
tinued, and the British were forced to look elsewhere
for help. Bede gives a succinet and sober account of

what then took place.
T'hey consulted what was to be done, and where they should

seek assistance to prevent or repel the cruel and frequent
incursions of the northern nations; and they all agreed with

their King Vortigern to call over to their aid, from parts
heyond the sea, the Saxon nation...

In the year of onr Lord 449... the nation of the Angles,
or Saxons, being invited by the aforesaid king, arrived in
Britain with three long ships, and had a place assigned them
to reside in by the same king, in the castern part of the island,
that they might thus appear to be fighting tor their conntry,
whilst their real intentions were to enslave it. Accordingly
they engaged with the enemy, who were come from the
north to give battle, and obtained the victory: which, being
known at home in their own country, as also the fertility of
the country, and the cowardice of the Britons, a more con-
siderable fleet was quickly sent over, bringing a still grearer
number of men, which, being added to the former, made up
an invincible army. ..

Bede describes the invaders as belonging to the three
most powerful nations of Germany — the Saxons, the
Angles, and the Jutes. The first group 1o arrive came
from Jutland, in the northern part of modern Den-
mark, and were led, according to the chroniclers, by
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The homelands of the
Germanic invaders, according
to Bede, and the direction of
their invasions. Little is
known about the exact loca-
tions of the tribes. The Jutes
may have had settlements
further south, and links with
the Frisians to the west. The
Angles may have lived fur-
ther into Germany. The lin-
guistic differences between
these groups, likewise, are
matters for speculation. The
various dialects of Old
English (p. 28) plainly relate
to the areas in which the
invaders settled, but there
are too few texts to make
serious comparison possible.

English is a member of the
western branch of the .
Germanic family of lan-
guages. It is closest in struc-
ture to Frisian - though
hardly anything is known
about the ancient Frisians
and their role in the invasions
of Britain. Germanic is a
branch of the Indo-European
language family.




IHE ORIGINS OF ENGLISH

two Jutish brothers, Hengist and Horsa. They landed
at Ebbstlect in the Isle of Thanet, and settled in the
areas now known as Keng, the Isle of Wight, and parts
of Hampshire. The Angles came from the south of the
Danish peninsula, and entered Britain much later,
along the eastern coast, setting in parts of Mercia,
Northumbria (the land to the north of the Humber,
where in 547 they established a kingdom), and what
is now East Anglia. The Saxons came from an area fur-

ther south and west, along the coast of the North Sea,

and from 477 setcled in various parts of southern and

south-castern Britain. The chroniclers talk about

groups of East, West, and South Saxons — distinctions
which are reflected in the later names of Essex, Wessex,
and Sussex

x. The name Middlesex suggests that there
were Middle Saxons too. Bede's acconnt takes up the
Stﬂr‘\'l

In a short time, swarms of the aforesaid nations came over
the island, and they began to increase so much that they
became terrible to the natives themselves who had invited
them. Then, having on a sudden entered into league with the
Picts, whom they had by this time expelled by the force of
their arms, they began 1o wrn their weapons against their
confederates.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (sce p.15), compiled over
a century later than Bede under Alfred the Great, gives
a grim catalogue of disasters for the Britons.

457 -In this year Hengesr and Asc fought against the Britons
at a place which is called Crecganford [Crayford, Kent] and

A page from one of the manuscripts of Bede’s £cclesiastical
History. The language is Latin.
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The remarkably preserved
body of a man, found in a
peat bog in Denmark. Over
500 such remains have been
found throughout northern
Europe, many in the area
formerly occupied by the
Germanic tribes. The person
has been murdered, possibly
as a sacrificial victim to the
Earth goddess. The Roman
historian Tacitus wrote of the
tribes in his Germania, and at
one point mentions a group
of tribes including the
Eudoses and the Anglii:
‘These tribes are protected by
forests and rivers, nor is there
anything noteworthy about
them individually, except
that they worship in common
Nerthus, or Mother Earth,
and conceive her as
intervening in human affairs,

there slew four thousand men; and the Britons then forsook

Kent and fled to London in great terror.

465 -In this year Hengest and Asc foughr against the Welsh
near Wippedesfleor and there slew twelve Welsh nobles; and
one of the thanes, whose name was Wipped, was slain there.

473 -In this year Hengest and Aesc fought against the Welsh
and caprured innumerable spoils, and the Welsh tled from
the English as one flies from fire.

The fighting went on for several decades, buc the
imposition of Anglo-Saxon power was never in doubt.
Over a period of about a hundred years, further bands
of immigrants continued to arrive, and Anglo-Saxon
settlements spread to all areas apart from the highlands

of the west and north. By the end of the 5th century,
the foundation was established for the emergence of
the English language.
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With scant respect for priorities, the Germanic
invaders called the native Celts wealas (‘foreigners’),
from which the name Welsh is derived. The Celts
©

alled the invaders ‘Saxons’, regardless of their tribe,

and this practice was followed by the early Latin writ-
ers. By the end of the 6th century, however, the term
Angli (Angles’) was in use — as early as 601, a king of
Kent, ZArthelbert, is called rex Anglorum (‘King of the
Angles’) — and during the 7th century Angli or Anglia
(for the country) became the usual Latin names. Old
English Engle derives from this usage, and the name of
the language found in Old English texts is from the

outset referred to as Englisc (the se spelling represent-

ing the sound 54). References to the name of the coun-

wry as Englaland (‘land of the Angles’), from which

came England, do not appear until ¢. 1000.

and riding in procession
through the cities of men.’
(Trans. M. Hutton, 1914.)

The Northumbrian monk,
Bede, or Baeda, known as the
Venerable Bede. Born at
Monkton on Tyne in c. 673,
he was taken at the age of 7
to the new monastery at
Wearmouth, moving in 682
to the sister monastery at
Jarrow, where he worked as
a writer and teacher. He died
in 735, and was buried at
Jarrow. His masterpiece, the
Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis
Anglorum (‘Ecclesiastical His-
tory of the English Nation’),
was begun in his later years,
and finished in 731. Its focus
is the growth of Christianity
in England, but its scope is
much wider, and it is recog-
nized as the most valuable
source we have for early
English history. Written in
Latin, an Old English transla-
tion was made in the reign
of Alfred the Great.




3-OLD ENGLISH

THE EARLY PERIOD

Betore the Anglo-Saxon invasions (32), the language
or languages) spoken by the native inhabitants of the
British Iskes belonged to the Celtic family, introduced
by a people who had come to the islands around the
middle of the first millennium BC. Many of these set-
tlers were, in turn, eventually subjugated by the
Romans, who arrived in 43 BC. But by 410 the Roman
armies had gone, withdrawn to help defend their
Empire in Furope. After a millennium of settlement
. and half a millennium by speak-

ers of Latin, what effect did this have on the language

by speakers of Celt

spoken by the arriving Anglo-Saxons?

Celtic borrowings

There is, surprisingly, very litdde Celtic influence — or
perhaps it is not so surprising, given the savage way in
which the Celtic communities were destroyed or
pushed back into the areas we now know as Cornwall,
Wales, Cumbria, and the Scottish borders. Some Celts
(or Romano-Celts) doubtless remained in the east and
south, perhaps as slaves, perhaps intermarrying, but
their identity would after a few generations have been
lost within Anglo-Saxon society. Whatever we might
expect from such a period of cultural conract, the
Celiic language of Roman Britain influenced Old
English hardly at all.

Only a handful of Celtic words were borrowed at the
time, and a few have survived into modern English,
sometimes in regional dialect use: crag, cumb ‘deep
valley', binn ‘bin’, carr ‘rock’, dunn “grey, dun’, brock
‘badger’, and rorr‘peak’. Others include bannoc ‘piece’,
rice ‘rule’, gafeluc ‘small spear’, bratr ‘cloak’, lub ‘lake’,
dry ‘sorcerer’, and clucge ‘bell’. A few Celtic words of
this period ultimately come from Latin, brought in by
the Irish missionaries: these include assen ‘ass’, ancor
‘hermit’, ster ‘history’, and possibly cross. Bur there
cannot be more than two dozen loan words in all. And
there are even very few Celtic-based place names
(p. 141) in what is now southern and eastern England.
They indude such river names as 7hames, Avon ‘river,
Don, Exe, Usk, and Wye. Town names include Dover
‘water, Fecles ‘church’, Bray “hill’, London (a tribal
name), Aent (meaning unknown), and the use of czer
‘fortified place’ (as in Carlisle) and pen *head, top, hill’
(as in Pendle).

Latin loans
Latin has been a major influence on English through-
outits history (pp. 24,48, 60,§9), and there is evidence

of its role from the earliest moments of contact. The
]{1)]]‘(1“ .ll‘nl)' (“‘(l merc I];”l[\ gJ\'C Nnew nanies to Il'l'(lﬂ‘\'
local objects and experiences, and introduced several
fresh concepts. About half of the new words were to do
with plants, animals, food and drink. and houschold
items: Old English pzse ‘pea’, plante ‘plant’, win‘wine’,
cyse ‘cheese’, carte “cat’, cetel ‘keule’, disc ‘dish’, candel
‘candle’. Other important clusters of words related to
clothing (belt bell’, cemes ‘shict’, sutere ‘shoemaker’),
buildings and setdements (zgle ‘tile’, weall “wall’,
ceaster'city’, stret ‘road’), military and legal institutions
(wic ‘camp’, dibt ‘saying', scrifan ‘decrec’), commerce
(mangian‘trade’, ceapian'buy’, pund ‘pound’), and reli-
gion (masse Mass', munuc‘monk’, mynster' minster’).
Whether the Latin words were already used by the
Anglo-Saxon tribes on the continent of Europe, or
were introduced from within Britain, is not always
clear (though a detailed analysis of the sound changes
they display can help, p. 19), but the rotal number of
Latin words present in English at the very beginning
of the Anglo-Saxon period is not large — less than 200.
Although Vulgar Latin (the variety of spoken Latin
used throughout the Empire) must have continued in
use — at Jeast, as an official language — for some years
after the Roman army left, for some reason it did not
take root in Britain as it had so readily done in Conti-
nental Europe. Some commentators see in this the
first sign of an Anglo-Saxon monolingual mentality.

ANGLO-SAXON OR
OLD ENGLISH?

The name Anglo-Saxon came
toreferin the 16th century to
all aspects of the early period
- people, culture, and lang-
uage. It is still the usual way
of talking about the people
and the cultural history; but
since the 19th century, when
the history of languages
came to be studied in detail,
Old English has been the pre-
ferred name for the lang-
uage. This name emphasizes
the continuing development
of English, from Anglo-Saxon
times through "Middle
English to the present day,
and itisthe usage of the pre-
sent book (abbreviated OE).
Some authors, nonetheless,
still use the term Anglo-
Saxon for the language, the
choice of this name reflecting
their view that the nature of
the language in this early
period is very different from
what is later to be found
under the heading of English.

A reconstruction of Anglo-
Saxon huts at West Stow,
Suffolk. Each hut is some
15-20 feet (5-6 m) in length.
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3 - OLD ENGLISH

RUNES

Old English was first written
in the runic alphabet. This
alphabet was used in north-
ern Europe - in Scandinavia,
present-day Germany, and
the British Isles —and it has
been preserved in about
4,000 inscriptions and a few
manuscripts. It dates from
around the 3rd century Ap.
No one knows exactly where
the alphabet came from, but
it seems to be a develop-
ment of one of the alpha-
bets of southern Europe,
probably the Roman, which
runes resemble closely.

The common runic alpha-
bet found throughout the
area consisted of 24 letters.

It can be written horizon-
tally in either direction. Each
letter had a name, and the
alphabet as a whole was
called by the name of its first
six letters, the futhorc (in

the same way as the word
alphabet comes from Greek
alpha + beta). The version
found in Britain used extra
letters to cope with the

range of sounds found in

Old English; in
its most devel-
oped form, in
9th-century
Northumbria, it

Runé

THE OLD
ENGLISH RUNIC
ALPHABET

This list gives the
names of the symbols
in Old English, and
their meanings (where
these are known). It
does not give the
many variant shapes
which can be found in
the different inscrip-
tions. The symbols con-
sist mainly of intersect-
ing straight lines, show-
ing their purpose for
engraving on stone,
wood, metal, or bone.
Manuscript uses of runes
do exist in a few early
poems (notably in four
passages where the name
of Cynewulf is repre-
sented), and in the solu-
tions to some of the riddles
in the Exeter Book (p. 12),
and are in.evidence until
the 11th century, especially
in the north, but there are
very few of them.
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consisted of 31 symbols.
The inscriptions in Old
English are found on
weapons, jewellery, monu-
ments, and other artefacts,
and date largely from the
Sth or 6th centuries Ao, the
earliest (at Caistor-by-Nor-
wich) possibly being late
4th century. They often say
simply who made or owned
the object. Most of the
large rune stones say little
more than ‘X raised this
stone in memory of Y’, and
often the message is
unclear.

The meaning of rune
What rune (OE run) means
is debatable. There is a
long-standing tradition
which attributes to it such
senses as ‘whisper’, 'mys-
tery’, and ‘secret’, suggest-
ing that the symbols were
originally used for magical
or mystical rituals. Such
associations were certainly
present in the way the
pagan Vikings (and possibly
the Continental Germans)
used the corresponding

Name

feoh
ar
porn
os
rad
cen
giefu
wyn
heeg!
nied
is
gear
eoh
peov
eolh
sigel
i/t
beorc
eoh
man
fagu
ing
epel
dag

gar
calc

word, but there is no evi-
dence that they were pre-
sent in Old English. Current
research suggests that the
word run had been thor-
oughly assimilated into
Anglo-Saxon Christianity,
and meant simply ‘sharing
of knowledge or thoughts'.
Any extension to the world
of magic and superstition is
not part of the native tradi-
tion. Modern English rune is
not even a survival of the
Old English word, but a
later borrowing from Norse
via Latin.

For the modern, magical
sense of rune we are there-
fore indebted to the Scandi-
navian and not the Anglo-
Saxon tradition. It is this
sense which surfaced in the
19th century in a variety of
esoteric publications, and
which lives on in the popu-
lar and fantastic imagina-

tion of the 20th, perhaps
most famously in the writ-
ing of Tolkien (p.185).
(After C. E. Fell, 1991.)

Meaning (where known)

cattle, wealth
bison (aurochs)
thorn
godlmouth
]oumeylriding
torch
gift
joy
hail
necess'\wm"“b'e
ice
year
yew
?
sedge
sun
Tiw (2 god)
birch
horse
man
water/sea
Ing (a hero)
\and/estate
day
oak
ash
bow
7earth
spe

ar
?sanda\lcha\‘lcelcha\k

(name unknown)

EARLY INSCRIPTIONS

There are less than 30 clear
runic inscriptions in Old
English, some containing
only asingle name. The two
most famous examples both
date from the 8th century,
and represent the Northum-
brian dialect (p. 28).
Both inscriptions make some
use of the Roman alphabet
aswell.

* The Ruthwell Cross, near
Dumfries, Scotland, is 16 feet
(5 m) high. Its faces contain
panels depicting events in
the life of Christ and the
early Church, as well as carv-
ings of birds and beasts, and
lines of runes around the
edges are similar to part of
the Old English poem ‘The
Dream of the Rood’ (rood =
*cross’) in the Vercelli Book.
A glossed extract is shown
below (there are no spaces
between the words in the
original inscription; also
some scholars transcribe
‘blood’ as blod/).

IN PFU PP BIFME BIATMPIM

ic wees mip blode bistemid

| was with blood bedewed

» The Franks Casket is a richly carved whalebone box,
illustrating mythological and religious scenes, not all of
which can be interpreted. The picture shows the panet

with the Adoration of the Magi alongside the Germanic
legend of Wayland (Weland) the Smith. The inscriptions
are partly in Old English, and partly in Latin.

The box first came to light in the 19th century,
owned by a farmer from Auzon, France. It is
named after Sir Augustus Wollaston Franks,
through whom it came to be deposited in the
British Museum. One side was missing, but it later

came into the possession of the Bargello
Museum, Florence, and a cast was made of it, so

that the box in the British Museum now appears
complete.
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It be a considerable
ov xment to suggest (as
or etimes reads) that St

/ ne brought Christian
ritain. This religion had
y arrived through the
yinvasion, and in the 4th
y had actually been
official status in the

nan Empire. It was a Briton,

itrick, who converted Ire

din the early Sth century

d a goodly number of early
Welsh saints’ names are
remembered in place names
beginning with Lfan (‘church
[of]’). The story of St Alban
(said to have been martyred in
30S near the city of Verulam,
modern St Albans) is
recounted in detail by Bede

Augustine’s task was more
specific: to convert the Anglo-
Saxons. He had been prior of
the monastery of St Andrew in
Rome, before being chosen by
Pope Gregory for the mission.
He and his companions arrived
in the Isle of Thanet, to be met
by Athelberht, king of Kent,
and they must have been
heartily relieved to find that
his wife was already a (Celtic)
Christian. They were given
leave to live and preach in Can-
terbury, and within a year the
king himself was converted.
Three bishoprics were estab-
lished by the end of the
decade, with Augustine as
archbishop at Canterbury,
Justus as bishop at Rochester,
and Mellitus at London, as
bishop of the East
Saxons.

It took some time
for this early success
to become consoli-
dated. Following
Augustine’s death
{604/S) there was
much tension over reli-
gious practices
between the Roman
Christians and their
Celtic counterparts,
who had lived in isola-
tion from Rome for so
long. Matters came to a
head in the conflict over
the date of Easter,
resolved (in favour of
Rome) at the Synod of
Whitby in 664.

Part of the difficulty in
developing the faith must
have been linguistic:
according to Bede, it was
nearly 50 years before
Anglo-Saxon was being
used as a missionary
tongue. King Egbert of

PART I -

I'HE OLD ENGLISH CORPUS

[here is a “dark age” berween the arrival of the Anglo-
Saxons and the first Old English manuscripts. A few
scattered inscriptions in the language date from the 5th
and 6th centuries, written in the runic alphabet which
the invaders brought with them (p. 9), but these give
very little information about what the language was
like. The literary age began only after the arrival of the
Roman missionaries, led by Augustine, who came to
Kentin AD 597. The rapid growth of monastic centres
led 10 large numbers of Latin manuscripts being pro-
duced, especially of the Bible and other religious texts.

Because of this increasingly literary climate, Old
English manuscripts also began to be written — much
carlier, indeed, than the earliest vernacular texts from
other north European countries. The first texts, dating
from around 700, are glossaries of Latin words trans-
lated into Old English, and a few carly inscriptions
and poems. But very little material remains from this

period. Doubtless many manuscripts were burned

'HE HISTORY OF ENGIISH

during the 8th-century Viking invasions (p. 25). The
chief literary work of the period, the heroic poem
Beowulf, survives in a single copy, made around 1,000

possibly some 250 years after it was composed
(though the question of its composition date is highly
controversial). There are a number of short poems,
again almost entirely preserved in late manuscripts,
over half of them concerned with Christian subjects —
legends of the saints, extracts from the Bible, and devo-
tional picces. Several others reflect the Germanic tra-
dition, dealing with such topics as war, cravelling,
patriotism, and celebration. Most extant Old English
texts were written in the period following the reign of
King Alfred (849-99), who arranged for many Latin
works to be translated - including Bede's Eeclesiastical
History (p. 7). But the total corpus is extremely small.
The number of words in the corpus of Old English
compiled at the University of Toronto, which contains
all the texts (but not all the alternative manuscripts of
atext), is only 3.5 million — the equivalent of about 30
medium-sized modern novels. Only ¢ 5 per cent of
this total (. 30,000 lines) is poetry.

Kent in 664 had to make a spe-
cial plea to ensure that an
Anglo-Saxon speaking bishop

THE GREGORIAN PUN

was appointed, 'so that with a
prelate of his own nation and
language, the king and his sub-
jects might be more perfectly
instructed in the words and
mysteries of the faith’. This was
the first expression of an issue
which would be raised again
several hundred years later in
English language history
{p.61).

In Bede there is an account of St Gregory's first meeting with the inhabitants of England.
Gregory, evidently a punster of some ability, himself asked to be sent to Britain as a mis-
sionary, but the pope of the time refused - presumably because of Gregory’s social posi-
tion, the son of asenator and former prefect of the city. When Gregory became pope
himself (590), he sent Augustine to do the job for him. Bede tells the story at the end of his
account of Gregory’s life (Book 2, Ch. 1).

Nor is the account of St Gregory, which has been handed down to us by the tradition of our
ancestors, to be passed by insilence, in relation to his motives for taking such interest inthe
salvation of our nation [Britain]. It is reported that, some merchants, having just arrived at
Rome on a certain day, exposed many things for sale in
the market-place, and an abundance of people resorted
thither to buy: Gregory himself went with the rest, and,
among other things, some boys were set tosale, their
bodies white, their countenances beautiful, and their
hairvery fine. Having viewed them, he asked, as is said,
fromwhat country or nation they were brought? and
was told, fromthe island of Britain, whose inhabitants
were of such personal appearance. He again inquired
whether those islanders were Christians, or still
involved in the errors of paganism? and was informed
that they were pagans. Then, fetching adeepsigh
from the bottom of his heart, ‘Alas! what pity,” said
he, 'that the author of darkness is possessed of men
of such fair countenances; and that being remark-
able for such graceful aspects, their minds should be
void of inward grace.” He therefore again asked,
what was the name of that nation? and was
answered, that they were called Angles. 'Right,’ said
he, 'for they have an Angelic face, and it becomes
such to be co-heirs with the Angels in heaven. What
isthe name,’ proceeded he, ‘of the province from,_.,
which they are brought?’ It was replied, that the
natives of that province were called Deiri. ‘Truly
they are De ira,’ said he, ‘withdrawn from wrath,
and called to the mercy of Christ. How is the king
of that province called?’ They told him his name
was 4lla; and he, alluding to the name, said,
"Hallelujah, the praise of God the Creator must be
sung in those parts.’ (Trans. J. Stevens, 1723.)
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in yore-days,

glory heard,

fremedon.
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of-teah egsode eorl
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destitute found;

grew under skies,
until  to him each
yield;

after born  young

sent

geatp  hie @r

hwile him

world honour gave,

lands in. So

ensure, by fine

from many tribes

seized, terrorised earl[s], since

0d paet him  @ghwylc para

saw when they before felt

while; to them for it Life-Lord, glory’s

landum in. Swa sceal [geong gluma gode
shall

ge-wyrcean fromum feoh-giftum. on fader

HWAT WE GARDE-
We Spear-Danes’

in gear-dagum. peod-cyninga

tribe-kings’

prym ge-frunon huda @pelingas ellen

how the leaders courage
Oft  scyld scefing sceapena
accomplished. Often Scyld, Scef's son, from enemies’

maeghum meodo-setla
mead-benches
syddan @rest weard
first he was

fea-sceaft funden he pas frofre gebad
he its

relief knew,

weox under wolcnum weord-myndum pah.

in honours throve,
ymb-sittendra

of the  neighbours

ofer hron-rade hyran scolde gomban
over whale-road submit must,

tribute

gyldan bt was god cyning. dem  eafera was
that was good king!

To him heir  was

xfter cenned geong in geardum pone god

in dwellings, him God

sende folce to frofre fyren—dearfe on-
to folk for solace; intense misery

drugon aldor-[lejase. lange
leaderless along

peas lif-frea wuldres wealdend

Ruler

worold-are for-geaf. beowulf wies breme

Beow was famed,

bled wide sprang scyldes eafera scede-
renown widely sprang of Scyld's heir Danish

(After

J. Zupitza,
1882, Trans.

). Porter, 1991.)

young man by good [deeds}

fee-gifts in father’s ...

THE SCOP'S TALE

This opening page of the Beowulf text is taken
from the text now lodged in the British Library,
London (manuscript reference, Cotton Vitellius A.
xv). The manuscript is a copy made in ¢. 1000, but it
was damaged by a fire at the Cottonian Library in
1731, hence the odd shape to the page. The name
of the poet, or scop, whose version is found here is
not known, nor is it clear when the work was first
composed: one scholarly tradition assigns it to the
8th century; another to a somewhat later date.
This s the first great narrative poem in English.
Itisa heroic tale about a 6th-century Scandinavian
hero, Beowulf, who comes to the aid of the Danish
king Hrothgar. Hrothgar's retinue is under daily
attack from a monstrous troll, Grendel, at the hall
of Heorot {‘Hart’) in Denmark (located possibly on
the site of modern Leire, near Copenhagen).
Beowulf travels from Geatland, in southern

Sweden, and after a great fight kills the monster,
and in a second fight the monster’s vengeful
mother. Beowulf returns home, recounts his story,
and is later made king of the Geats, ruling for 50
years. There, asan old man, hekillsadragonina
fight that leads to his own death.

This plot summary does no justice to the depth
of meaning and stylisticimpact of the work. Apart
fromits lauding of courage, heroic defiance, loy-
alty to one‘s lord, and other Germanic values,
Beowulfintroduces elements of a thoroughly
Christian perspective, and there are many dra-
matic undercurrents and ironies. The monster isa
classical figure in Germanic tradition, but it is also
said to be a descendant of Cain, and a product of
hell and the devil. The contrast between earthly
success and mortality is a recurrent theme. While
Beowulf is being feted in Hrothgar's court, the
poet alludes to disastrous events which will one
day affect the Geats, providing a note of doom

that counterpoints the triumphal events of the
narrative. The poem is full of dramatic contrasts of
thiskind.

Whether the poem is a product of oral improvi-
sation or is a more consciously contrived literary
work has been a bone of scholarly contention.
Many of its striking features, in particular its allit-
erative rhythmical formulae (p. 23), are those we
would associate with oral composition, for they
would be a valuable aid to memorization; on the
other hand, modern scholars have drawn atten-
tion to the patterned complexity of its narrative
structure, its metrical control, and its lexical rich-
ness, suggesting a literary process of composition
(p. 23). The critic W. P. Ker expressed one view, in
The Dark Ages (1904), that Beowulfis a ‘book to be
read’ —butif soitis one which makes maximum
use of a style which must originally have evolved
for use in oral poetry. (For an account of some
modern investigative techniques, see p. 437.)




FHE HISTORY OF ENGLISH

As 1 foreign languages, there is never complere
ag ent abour the best way of wranshiing Old
I h texts; nor is there unanimity about the best
way of editing them. The extracts on these and adja-

cent pages are here to iltustrate the range and charac-
ter of the literature of the period, but they also show
the varied editorial practice which exists. Some edi-
rors have tried to make their text resemble the original
manuscript as closely as possible; orhers have pro-
duced a modernized version.

About the need for editing, there is no doubt. To
print a facsimile of Old English texts would be to
make them unreadable to all bur the specialist. There

habits of capitalization, punctuation, paragraphing,
word spacing, and word division were diverse and
inconsistent, and order needs to be imposed. There
are no poetic line divisions in the manuscript of
Beowulf, for example (p.11), and these have to be
added.

Nonetheless, editorial practices vary greatly in the
way texts are made consistent. Some editors silently

THE EARLIEST ENGLISH LITERATURE

correct scribal errors; others draw attention to them in
parentheses. Missing letters at the edge of a rorn or
burned manuscript may be restored, or their omission
may be indicated by special symbols. Some editions
add an indication of vowel length. Some replace
outmoded letters (p.16) by modern equivalents.
Poctic half-lines may or may not be recognized (both
practices are shown below). And editors vary in the
attention they pay to the existence of alternative read-
ings in different copies of a manuscript.

An important feature, which can add a grear deal to
the ‘alien” appearance of a text, is whether the scribe’s
orthographic abbreviations are retained, or
are expanded. In some
texts, forexample, is used
as the abbreviation for per
or for pp, 7 for the various
forms of and, and the rilde
(-) marks an expansion,
usually to a following nasal.
(For later scribal conven-
tions, see p. 40.)

THE BATTLE OF MALDON
Byrhtpold mapelode, bord hafenode—

se paes cald geneatr—asc acpehte:

he ful baldlice beornas lerde:

‘Hige sceal pe heardra, heorte pe cenre,
mod sceal pe mare, pe ure magen lytlad.
Her lid ure caldor call forheapen,

zod on greote. A mag gnornian

se de nu fram pis pigplegan pendan penced.
Ic com frod feores. Fram ic ne pille,

ac ic me be healfe minum hlaforde,

be spa leofan men liczan pence.’

Spa hi Apelzares bearn ealle bylde
Sodric to gupe. Oft he zar forle,
palspere pindan on pa picingas;

spa he on pam folce fyrmesr eode,

heop 7 hynde, 00 pat he on hilde zecranc.

Byrhtwold spoke; he grasped his shield—
he was an old follower—he shook the ash spear;

very boldly he exhorted the warriors:

‘Courage shall be the fiercer, heart the holder,

spirit the greater, as our strength lessens.

Here lies our chief all hewn down,

a noble man in the dust. He has cause ever to mourn
who intends now to turn from this war-play.

lam advanced in years. | will not hence,

but | by the side of my lord,

by so dear a man, intend to lie.”

Likewise, Godric, the son of £thelgar, exhorted them all
to the battle. Often he let the spear fly,

the deadly spear speed away among the Vikings,

as he went out in the forefront of the army,

he hewed and struck, until he perished in the battle.

The Battle of Maldon was
fought in August 991. A Viking
fleet had sailed up the estuary
of the River Blackwater to the
island of Northey, near Maldon
in Essex. Their passage across
the river (now called Southey
Creek) was opposed by
Byrhtnoth, ealdorman of Essex,
and his household. The poem,
which lacks a beginning and
end in the extant manuscript,
tells of how the English reject
the Viking demand for tribute,
then allow them safe passage
across the causeway from
Northey, to enable a battle to
take place. Thisturned out to
be an unfortunate decision:

some of the English flee the
field, Byrhtnoth iskilled, and
the remaining loyal soldiers die
heroically. The extract above is
fromthe last few lines of the
extant text, when Byrhtwold,
an old warrior, expresses the
heroism which it is the purpose
of the poem to commemorate.

The ford which led to the
mainland, nowbuiltupintoa
causeway, isshown in the pic-
ture. Itisonly some 77 yards (70
my} long, which would thus
enable the English and Viking
leaders to shout their demands
to each other — an exchange
which is dramaticalty recorded
inthe poem.

HOW DO TWELVE BECOME FIVE?

Wer ser @t wine mid his wifum twam
ond his twegen suno - ond his twa dohtor,
swase gesweostor, ond hyra suno twegen,
freolico frumbearn; feder waes peer inne
para ®pelinga  @ghwadres mid,

cam ond nefa. Ealra waron fife

eorla ond idesa insittendra.

A man sat at wine with his two wives

and his two sons and his two daughters,
beloved sisters, and their two sons,

noble first-born; the father was in there

of both of those princes,

the uncle and the nephew:. In all there were five
lords and ladies sitting in there.

This is one of the 95 poetic riddles (some of whigh
date from the 8th century) in the Exeter Book,a |
late 10th-century compilation of secular and reli-
gious poetry. By 1072 it belonged to Bishop

Leofric of Exeter, who bequeathed it to his cathe-
dral. The solution to the riddle comes from the
Book of Genesis, where it is said that Lot's two
daughters lay with him, and each bore him a son.
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THE RUNE POEM

Each stanza of this poem begins with the name of the
rune printed alongside (p. 9). The poem would have
been passed on orally, the rhythm and alliteration
making it easy to remember, in much the same way as
children today learn ‘Thirty days hath September’.

Feoh byp frofur fira gehwylecum—
F sceal deah manna gehwyle miclun hyt delan
gif he wile for Drihtne domes hleotan.

Ur byp anmod 7 oferhyrned,
felafrecne deor, feohtep mid hornum,
mare morstapa:  p is modig wuht!

Porn byp dearle scearp, degna gehwylcum
anfeng ys yfyl, ungemetun repe
manna gechwyleun de him mid rested.

Os byp ordfruma  ®lcre sprece,
§ wisdomes wrapu and witena frofur
and eorla gehwam eadnys and tohiht.

Rad byp on recyde rinca gehwylcum
Rsefte, and swiphwat dam de sittep onufan

meare magenheardum  ofer milpapas.

Cen byp cwicera gehwam cup on fyre,
h blac and beorhtlic, byrnep oftust

der hi xpelingas inne restap.

Wealth is a joy to every man—
but every man must share it well
if he wishes to gain glory in the sight of the Lord.

Aurochs is fierce, with gigantic horns,
a very savage animal, it fights with horns,
a well-known moor-stepper: it is a creature of
courage!

Thorn is very sharp, harmful to every man
who seizes it, unsuitably severe
to every man who rests on it.

Mouth is the creator of all speech,
a supporter of wisdom and comfort of wise men,
and a blessing and hope to every man.

Journey is to every warrior in the hall
pleasant, and bitingly tough to him who sits
an a mighty steed over the mile-paths.

Torch is to every living thing known by its fire;
bright and brilliant, it burns most often
where the princes take their rest within.

The opening
lines of The
Seafarer, from
the Exeter
Boak.
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Old English poeric manuscripts contained no citles.
Titles such as Beownlfor The Seafarerhave been added
by editors, usually in the 19th century. Most of the
poetry is also anonymous, the chief exceptions being
the few lines known to be by Cedmon (p. 20) and four
poems containing the name of Cynewulf woven in
runes into the texts as an acrostic (p. 398), so that read-
ers could pray for him. We know more of the prose
authors, who included King Alfred, Archbishop Waulf-
stan, and Abbot Alfric, bur even here most of the
surviving material, as in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
(p. 14), is anonymous.

‘7 THE OPENING LINES OF THE SEAFARER

Mzeg ic be me sylfum sodgied wrecan,
sipas secgan, hu ic geswincdagum
carfoohwile oft prowade,

bitre breostceare gebiden habbe,
gecunnad inceole cearselda fela,

arol ypa geweale.

Canlabout myself true-poem utter,

of journeys tell, how ! in toilsome-days
hardship-times often suffered

bitter heart-sorrow have endured,

come to know on ship many sorrow-halls
cruel ralling of waves.

FROM THE DREAM OF THE ROOD
Dt was geara iu—  ic paet gyta geman—
paetic waes sheawen holtes on ende
astyred of stefne minum. Genaman me der
strange feondas,
geworhton him par to wafersyne, heton me
heora wergas hebban;
baron me par beornas on caxlum, 0d dat hie me
on beorg asetton;
gefestnodon me par feondas genoge. Geseah ic
pa Frean mancynnes
efstan elne micle, pxt he me wolde on gestigan.
That was very longago— /remember it still—
that lwas cut down at the forest’s edge
stirred from my root. Strong enemies took me there,
made me into a spectacle there for themselves, ordered
me to lift up their criminals;
men carried me there on shoulders, until theysetme on
a hill;
many enemies fastened me there. [saw then the Lord of
mankind
hastening with great courage, that he intended to climb
onme.
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FROM ALFRED WITH
LOVE

Alfred kyning hated gretan
Waerferp biscep his wordum
luflice ond freondlice...

King Alfred sends his greet-
ings to Bishop Werferth in his
own words, in love and
friendship...

In the preface to his transla-
tion of Gregory's Cura Pas-
toralis (‘Pastoral Care’), made
c. 893, Alfred contrasts the
early days of English Chris-
tianity with his own time, for
which the destruction caused
by the Vikings would have
been largely to blame (p. 25).
This book was part of a great
programme of learning
which Alfred inaugurated in
an effort torepair the
damage, organizing the
translation of major texts
which previously had been
available only in Latin. Most
of the surviving manuscripts
of Old English are 10th-
century in origin, and must
owe their existence to the
success of this programme.
The preface continues:

fwantto letyou know that it
has often occurred to me to
think what wise men there
once were throughout Eng-
land... and how people once
used to come here from
abroad in search of wisdom
and learning - and how
nowadays we would have to
get it abroad (if we were to
have it at all). Learning had so
declined in England that
there were very few people
this side of the Humber who
could understand their ser-
vice-books in English, let
alone translate a letter out of
Latin into English-and |
don‘timagine there were
many north of the Humber,
either. There were so few of
them that | cannot think of
even asingle one south of the
Thames at the time when |
came to the throne. Thanks
be to almighty God that we
now have any supply of
teachers. (Trans. A. G.Rigg.)
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3+ OLD ENGLISH

455 Her Hengest 7 Horsa fuhton wip Wyrt georne pam cyninge, in paere
stowe pe is gecueden Ageles prep, 7 his bropur Horsan man ofslog. 7 wfter
pam Hengest feng [to] rice 7 Aisc his sunu.

455 In this year Hengest and Horsa fought against King Vortigern at a place which is
called Agaelesprep [Aylesford], and his brother Horsa was slain. And after that Herigest
succeeded to the kingdom and 4sc, his son.

457 Her Hengest 7 Aisc fuhton wip Brettas in pere stowe pe is ge cueden
Crecgan ford, 7 par ofslogon .II. wera, 7 pa Brettas pa forleton Cent
lond, 7 mid micle ege flugon to Lunden byrg.

457 In this year Hengest and &sc fought against the Britons at a place which is called
Crecganford [Crayford], and there slew four thousand men; and the Britons then for-
sook Kent and fled to London in great terror.

465 Her Hengest 7 Asc getuhton wid Walas neah Wippedes fleote, 7 et
XII. Wilisce aldor menn ofslogon, 7 hiera pegn an par wearp ofslegen,
pam was noma Wipped.

465 In this year Hengest and 4&sc fought against the Welsh near Wippedesfleot and
there slew twelve Weish nobles; and one of their thanes, whose name was Wipped,
was slain there.

473 Her Hengest 7 Asc gefuhton wip Walas, 7 genamon un arimedlico
here reaf, 7 pa Walas flugon pa Englan swa fyr.

473 In this year Hengest and &sc fought against the Welsh and captured innumerable
spoils, and the Welsh fled from the English like fire.

477 Her cuom /lle on Breten lond, 7 his .1I1. suna. Cymen, 7 Wiencing,
7 Cissa. mid II1. scipum, on pa stowe pe is nemned Cymenes ora, 7 per
ofslogon monige Wealas, 7 sume on fleame bedrifon on pone wadu pe is
genemned Andredes leage.

477 In this year Z£lle came to Britain and his three sons Cymen, Wlencing, and Cissa
with three ships at the place which is called Cymenesora [The Owers to the south of
Selsey Bill], and there they slew many Welsh and drove some to flight into the wood
which is called Andredesleag [Sussex Weald].

485 Her Alle gefeaht wip Walas neah Meare redes burnan stzde.

485 In this year Zlle fought against the Welsh near the bank of [the stream]
Mearcraedesburna.

488 Her Asc feng to rice, 7 was XXIIII. wintra Cantwara cyning.

488 In this year Asc succeeded to the kingdom, and was king of the people of Kent
twenty-four years.

{After C. Plummer, 1892. Trans. G. N. Garmonsway, 1972.)

SOURCES OF THE CHRONICLE

The Anglo-5axon Chronicle is not a single text, but a compi-
lation from several sources which differ in date and place of
origin. It takes the form of a year-by-year diary, with some
yearswarranting extensive comment, some a bare line or
two, and many nothing at all. Most ancient European chroni-
cles were keptin Latin, but the present work is distinctive for
its use of Old English - and also for the vast time-span it
covers, fromyear 1 (the birth of Christ) to various dates in the
11th or 12th century.

There are seven surviving chronicle manuscripts, six of
which are completely in Old English, the seventh partly in
Latin. 5cholars have given each text a distinguishing letter
name, but they are more commonly known by the name of
their source location or that of an early owner.

* Text Al: the Parker Chronicle. Thisis the oldest manuscript,
written in asingle hand from the beginning to 891, then
kept up to date in 13 or 14 other hands up to 1070. Its name
derives from a former owner, Matthew Parker, Archbishop of
Canterbury (1504 -75). It is sometimes called the Winchester
Chronicle, because its 9th-century subject-matter was com-
piled at Winchester, being later transferred to Canterbury.
This is the version from which the facing extract is taken.

« Text A2: Fragments of an 11th-century copy of the Parker
Chronicle, almost completely destroyed in the same Cotto-
nian Library fire that damaged Beowu!f (p. 11).

 Texts B and C: the Abingdon Chronicles. Two West Saxon
versions: the first (8), extending to year 977, was copied c.
1000, and kept at Canterbury without additions; the second
(C), extending to 1066, isa mid-11th century copy which was
keptup todate.

» Text D: the Worcester Chronicle. A text, with northern
material added, which was sent to the diocese of Worcester.
It was written in the mid-11th century, and kept up to date
until 1079.

* Text E: the Peterborough Chronicle; also called the Laud
Chronicle, after Archbishop William Laud (1573 - 1645). This
version, copied at Peterborough in a single hand until 1121,
extends as faras 1154.

¢ Text F: the bilingual Canterbury Epitome. This is a version
of E in Latin and English, written in Canterbury c. 1100.

The Easter Tables

The text opposite shows the years 455 to 490 from Text E, and
deals with the events soon after the arrivat of the Anglo-
Saxons (p. 7). In this part of the Chronicle, the scribe has writ-
ten aseries of years on separate lines, assuming that asingle
line would suffice for each year. (He missed out year 468, and
had to insert it afterwards - an interesting example of how
scribal errors can be made.)

The Chronicles are not all like this. They change in style as
they develop, and lose their list-like appearance. Many of the
later entries, especially those written by contemporaries,
contain a great deal of narrative, and take on the character
of literary essays under their year headings.

The listing technique shown in the illustration is one which
originated with the Easter Tables, drawn up to help the
clergy determine the date of the feast in any year. A page
consisted of a sequence of long horizontal lines. Each line
began with a year number, which was followed by several
columns of astronomical data (e.g. movements of the Sun
and Moon), and the results of the calculation. Of particular
relevance was the space left at the end of each line, which
was used to write short notes about events to help distin-
guish the years from each other (such asIn thisyear Cnut
became king’). The Chronicles grew out of this tradition, but
as the intention changed, and they became more like histori-
cal records, these end-of-line notes took up more space than
was expected, and the scribe had to make room where he
could find it. This is why some of the entries in the illustration
appear opposite several year numbers.




PART I -

OLD ENGLISH LETTERS
gh there is much in common between Old and
n English, itis the differences which strike us most
forcibly when we first encounter edired Anglo-Saxon

I'he editors have donea greac deal to make the texts
1re accessible to present-day readers, by introducing
lern conventions of word spaces, punctuation, capi-
talization, and line division (p. 12), but there are cerrain
fearures of the original spelling which are usually
retained, and ir is these which make the language look
alien. Learning to interpret the distinctive symbols of
Old English is therefore an essential first step.

Old English texts were written on parchment or
vellum. The first manuscripts were in the Roman alpha-
bet, using a half-uncial, minuscule script (p.258)
brought over by Irish missionaries: a good example is
Bede's Ecclesiastical History, illustrated on p.7. The
rounded letter shapes of this script later developed into
the more angular and cursive style (called the insular
seript), which was the usual form of writing undl the
11th cenrury.

The Old English alphabert was very similar to the one
still in use, though any modern eye looking at the origi-
nal manuscripts would be immediately struck by the
absence of capital leteers.

A few of the letters were different in shape. There was
an elongated shape for s for example. Modern leteer g
appeared as 3, often called ‘yogh’ (for its sound, see
p- 18). A few other letter-shapes, such as ¢, £ and 7 also
look rather different.

London, British Library, MS Cotton Tiberius A. xv, fol. 60v. The

first five lines of glossed text are transcribed in the panel to the
right.
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I'HE HISTORY OF ENGLISH

* Several modern letters will not be seen: j is usually
spelled with a 3, 2 with an £ ¢, x, and z are very rarely
used.

¢ 1w was written using a runic symbol, ‘wynn’, p, which
can still be seen printed in older editions of Old English
texts (p. 12). Modern editions use w. Variant forms using
wor uu are sometimes found, especially in early texts.

o o was called ‘ash’, a name borrowed from the runic
alphabet (p.9), though the symbol is an adaptation of
Latin ae, which it gradually replaced during the 8ch cen-
tury. Its sound was somewhere between [a] and [¢](p. 18).

ALFRIC'S COLLOQUY

The Colloquy is one of the earliest English
educational documents. Colloquies were a
standard technique of instruction in the
monastic schools of Europe, and were espe-
cially used for teaching Latin. Zlfric‘s Coflo-
quy takes the form of a conversation
between a teacher and a young monk, and
deals largely with the daily tasks of the
monk's companions in the school and of
the monk’s own life there. The work is of
considerable historical interest for the pic-
ture it provides of the life of ordinary
people in Anglo-5axon society. It is also of
great linguistic interest as, in one of the
four surviving manuscripts (Cotton Tiberius
A.iii, shown below left), someone has
added glosses in Old English above the
lines. This was almost certainly a later
teacher, rather than a pupil or Z£lfrichim-
self —though the point has been much
debated.

Little isknown about £lfric. He was born
<. 955, and died ¢. 1020. He was a monk at
Winchester, and he became Abbot of Eyn-
sham in ¢. 1005. His other writing includes
many homilies, a saints’ lives, and a Latin
Grammar for which later scholars gave him
the title of ‘Grammaticus’. He is widely
regarded as one of the greatest writers of

Old English prose. Certainly, his Cofloquy is
remarkable for the liveliness and realism,
tinged with humour, of the dialogue.

The Cofloquy shows two writing styles.
The Latin uses Carolingian minuscule
(p. 258), whereas the Old Englishisinan
older style (as shown by such features as the
rounded a, the insular s, the dotted y, and
the use of yogh). Note the early punctua-
tion system, especially the form for the
question mark in the Latin text. A period is
used to end sentences, and also in some
places where we would nowadays use a
comma.

The Old English shows typical features of
late West Saxon (p. 28), and probably dates
from the first half of the 11th century. Basic
punctuation has been added to the above
transcript, as an aid for the modern reader—
but as the textis a gloss, ratherthan a
coherent narrative, the sentences do not
always run smoothly. The gloss is almost
complete in these opening lines, but there
are several omitted words later in the
Colloquy.

In this transcript, each turn in the dia-
logue is placed on a new line. Abbreviated

forms marked by a tilde in the manuscript
have been expanded in square brackets,
but 7 (for et) has been left. The transcript
does notshow the dot over theyy.

hpat pille ze sprecan?

fracod.
pille bespungen on leornunge?

corrupte loquimur.
Quid uultis loqui?

Uultis flagellari in discendo?
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ignorant and we speak ungrammatically.
What do you want to speak?

Carius est nobis flagellari pfro] doctrina quam nescire. b

pe cildra biddap pe, eala lareop, plat] pu tece us sprecan forpam ungelarede
pe syndon 7 zepemmodlice pe sprecap.

hpat rece pe hpaet pe sprecan, buton hit riht sprace sy 7 behefe, nas idel oppe

leofre ys us beon bespunzen for lare panne hit ne cunnan.

Nos pueri rogamus te magister ut doceas nos loqui latialit{er] recte quia idiote sumus &

Quid curamus. quid loquamur nisi recta locutio sit & utilis, non anilis aut turpis.

We boys ask you, master, that you teach us to speak Latin correctly, because we are

What do we care what we speak, as long as the speech is correct and useful, not foolish

or base.
Are you ready to be beaten while you learn?

We would rather be beaten for our teaching than not to know it.
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e p was called ‘thorn’, both the name and symbol
being borrowed from the runic alphabet. It repre-
sented either of the ‘th’ sounds [6] or [d] (p.18). This
symbol and J (see below) were in fact interchangeable:
ascribe might nse first one, then the other, in the same
manuscript — though thorn became commoner in the
later Old English period. (A 4 spelling was also spo-
radically used at the very beginning of the Old English
period, presumably reflecting Irish influence, bur it
was quickly replaced by the new symbols.)

¢ Jwas called ‘that’ in Anglo-Saxon times, though the
name given to it by 19th-century editors is ‘eth’ (pro-
nounced as in the first syllable of weather, see p.18).
The origin of this symbol is obscure, thongh it may be
an adaptation of an carly Irish letter.

» Numbers were written only in Roman symbols (as
can be seen in the dates of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,
p. 14). Arabic numerals came much later.

The standard Old English alphabet chus had che fol-
lowing 24 letters:

a,zbcodefghiklmnopsthduwy

Several of these letters were used in combinations
(digraphs) to represent single sound units, in
much the same way as do several modern forms,
such as ¢/ and ea (as in meat).

One other point about spelling should be
noted. There was a great deal of variation, retlect-
ing the different preferences of individual scribes,
as well as regional attempts to capture local sounds
precisely. Practices also varied over time. But even
with a single scribe in a single place at a single time,
there could be variation, as can be seen from the exis-
tence of several variant forms in manuscripts such as
Beowulf. The spelling became much more regular by

Incipit enangelium secundum mattheum
Christi autem generatio sic

erat com esset desponsata

mater eius Maria losebh.

onginned godspell ft- matheus

Ciristes sodlice cynnreccenise 1 cneuresu~
sux 1 dus

waes mid dy waes biwoedded 1 beboden 1

befeastnad 1 betaht

moder his

(The glossator is using several Old English words to
express one in Latin; these are linked using the abbrevi-
ation for Latin uel (‘or’): 1. He also sometimes adds fur-
ther explanatory comments, in the margins. For the use
of ~, see p. 12.)

The beginning of the Gospel according to Matthew
Now the birth of Jesus Christ was in this wise. When
Mary his mother had been betrothed to Joseph...

(After P. H. Blair, 1977.)

the time of Alfric (in the late 10th century), but this
was a temporary state of affairs. Change was on the
horizon, in the form of new Continental scribal prac-
tices, an inevitable graphic consequence of 1066

(p.40).

THE LINDISFARNE
GOSPELS

A page from the Lindis-
farne Gospels, written at the
monastery on the island of
Lindisfarne (also called Holy
Island), two miles off the
Northumberland coast in NE
England, and linked to the
mainland by a causeway at
low tide. The text was writ-
ten ¢ 700, if we can trust the
brief biographical note
added in aspace on one of
the later pages (fol. 259).
This says that Eadfrith,
Bishop of Lindisfarne (in
office, 698-721), wrote the
book, that £thelwald,

Bishop of Lindisfarne (in
office, 724-40), bound it,
and that Billfrith made an
outer casing for it, which he
decorated with precious
stones. The textis now in the
British Museum, but the
gems no longer survive.
Theillustration shows the
opening of Matthew 1.18.
Thisverse was held to be the
real beginning of this
Gospel, as the preceding
verses contained only
genealogical material,
hence therichness of the
illumination at this point.
The page is of considerable
artistic interest because
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London, British Library, MS Cotton Nero D. iv, fol. 29.

of its mixture of Irish,
Germanic, and Byzantine
motifs; but it is also of great
graphological interest, as it
displays severa! styles of
writing (§18).

The rubric above the
monogram is in uncials. The
four lines of text below are
in ornamental capitals, with
elaborate links between
some letters to save space.
The first line of the Gospel
text has been left unfin-
ished. Between the lines is
an Old English gloss written
inaninsularscriptby a
Northumbrian scribe in the
10th century.
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18 PART 1 -

{GLISH SOUNDS

How do we know what Old English sounded like?
The unhelptul answer is thar we do not. In farer peri-
ods. we can rely on accounts by contemporary writers

(p.69) = but there is none of this in Old English. The
best we can do is make a series of informed guesses,
based onaser of separate criteria (see below), and hope
that the results are sufficiently similar to warrant some
aeneral conclusions. A great deal of scholarship has
been devoted to this issue, and we now have a fair
degree of certainty about how most of the sounds were
pronounced. If an Anglo-Saxon were available, using
the information on these pages we could probably
communicate intelligibly.

We would have to get used to cach other’s accent, of

course, in much the same way as modern speakers
{unused, say, to Geordic or Cockney speech) need to
do. There is no reason to suppose that there was any
less phonetic variation in

Anglo-Saxon times than there is today, and the sym-
bols opposite should not be inrerpreted too narrowly.
To say that Old English « was pronounced as an open
front vowel (p. 238) is sufficient ro distinguish it from
¢ and other vowels, but it does not tel} us the exact
vowel quality which would have been used.

The evidence
There are four main types of evidence used in deduc-
ing the sound values of Old English leteers.
o Alpbabetical logic We know a great deal about how
the leteers of the Roman alphabet were pronounced,
and it seems reasonable to assume that, when the mis-
sionaries adapred this alphaber 1o Old English, chey
tried to do so in a consistent and logical way. The letter
representing the sound of 7 in Latin would have been
used to represent the same sound in English. Likewise,
if they found it necessary to find a new letter, this must
have been because they felt no Lartin letters were suit-
able (as in the case of the new symbol ).

Similarly, a great deal of information comes from the
way variations of regional accent and changes over time
are shown in the spelling of Old English texts. The

HE HISTORY OF ENGIISH
GETTING IT RIGHT
Example IPA
Generations of Old Letter and its meaning symbol  Moders example
English students have x st ‘sar’ [x] Southern BrE sat
pored over tables such as 2 died “deed” [ez] Frenchbéte
this one, in an effort to mann ‘man’ [b]! AmE hot
work out the ‘sound" of * dagas ‘days’ [0] Grerman Land
the Ia'ngua.gg. M"’”Y ss? a ham ‘home’ [w] father
prodietarg | L SR G
; céne ‘bold [k] keen
the students of &lfric . 0 n
(p.16), caring not so much s €8 cd_g‘c . 5] edge
about what they said, as ‘ “'“f"‘_ pt: le] \""'
long as they said it right. @ he ‘he le:] (wr‘mdn Lcben
But the analogy is only a ea earm ‘arm’ [wa] | forlac]. [ex],
partial one: 20th-century & G e [e:a) [F]' e,
un |v'ersity tutors of Old co corl ‘nobleman’ [ea] ﬁf””"“” ik
English would n.cat, on the o T — [e:a) Sirst syllable
whole, beat their charges. of about
¢ | &fre ‘ever’ [v]3 cwer
fif five’ ] fie
J eyt 'gel [i? e
g fugol ‘bird’ {v]* collog. German
sagen
gan ‘go’ [g] €0
heofon ‘heaven’ [h]3 heaven
h nihe ‘night’ [¢]® German ich
_ brohie ‘brought’ [x])7 German brachte
i sittan ‘sit’ [1) st
1 wid ‘wide’ {it] weed
monn ‘man’ [o]! AmE hot
v God ‘God' [5] BrE hot
[ god ‘good’ [o2] German Sohn
risan ‘rise’ [z]8 rise
: hiis house’ [s] house
NS scip ‘ship’ 1] ship
A birch of the type used aper, oder ‘other’ [a]8 other
in medieval monastic bad purh, durh ‘through™  [60] through
schools. " tul “full’ [u] faull
i his *house’ [u:] goose
y wynn ‘joy" [yl German Wiirde
v ryman ‘make way’ [yi] German G fite

Notes

Some of the sounds are
restricted to certain
contexts.

1 before m, n, n(g)

2 before/afteri, and often
®, ey

3 between voiced sounds

4 between back vowels

5 initially

6 afteree, e, i,y

7 aftera, o, u

8 between vowels

The following riddle (No.
86 in the Exeter Book
(p.12)) illustrates the use
of this transcription in a
continuous piece of
writing.

(After R. Quirk, V. Adams,
&D. Davy, 1975.)

Wiht cwom gangan
[wict kwom gongar
monige on mixdle,
[monif on mxeols
haefde an cage
[haevda an e:ajp
ond twegen fet,
[ond twesjon feit
hrycg ond wombe
[hrvds pnd womba
carmas ond eaxle,
[erormas ond waksl

p&r weras stton
N Oeir weras seiton|
méde snottre;
moida snatra|
ond €aran twa
obnd e:aran twa|
twelf hund héafda,
twelf hund heravdal
ond honda twa
ond honda twa:]
anne sweoran
> amnio swearan|

ond sidan twa.  Saga hwaet ic hacee!

Jond sizdan twat

saya hwiet if ha:t:a]

-,




scribes generally tried to write words down to show the
way they were spoken. They were notina culture where
there were arbitrary rules for standardized spelling
(though rigorous conventions were maintained in cer-
tain abbeys), so we are not faced with such problems as
silent letcers: the wof writan, the ancestor of write, was
pronounced. Old English is, accordingly. much more
‘phonetic’ than Modern English (p. 272).

o Comparative reconstruction We can work backwards
from later states of the language ro make deductions

about how Old English must have sounded. Several of

the sounds of Modern English (especially dialect forms)
are likely to have close similarities with those of Old
English. It is unlikely that there is any real diffetence in
the way most of the consonants were pronounced then
and now. The chief problems are the vowels, whose
values are always more difficult to pinpoint (p. 237).

o Sound changes We know a great deal about the kinds
of sound change which take place as language pro-
gresses. It is therefore possible to propose a particular
sound value for an Old English lecter different from the
one in existence today, as long as we are able to give a
plausible explanation for che change. For example, the
Old English equivalent to 7z was Aiz. If we claim that
the / was pronounced, we have to assume that people
stopped pronouncing itat a later stage in the language.
Is this a likely sound change? Given that the dropping
of hin unstressed pronouns is something that happens

5 - OLD ENGLISH

o Poetic evidence The way in which poets make words
thyme or alliterate can provide important clues about
the way the sound system works. So can the thythmi-
cal patterns of lines of verse, which can show the way a
word was stressed, and thus indicate what value to give
to a vowel appearing in an unstressed syllable —a criti-
cal matter in the late Old English period (p. 32).

Complications

There are many pitfalls to trap the unwary philologist.
Seribes could be very inconsistent. They were also
prone to error. But of course we do not know in
whether an
manuscript is in fact an error or a deliberate attempt to

advance idiosyncraric  form in a
represent an ongoing sound change or a regionalism.
A great deal of detailed comparacive work may be
required before we can be sure.

The absence of universal spelling rules can also pose
ibes to be
consisteng, and many were not (p. 10). Manuscripts
can vary in their use of pand d (p. 16), single or double

a problem, as there was no necessity for s

consonants (s ot ss, d or dd), and several groups of
vowels (notably, 7 y and Ze). At one point we might
find Ait, and at another, hyr gyldan ‘pay’ might be
spelled gieldan; parmight be par. Such difficulties, it
must be appreciated, contribute only to the fortitude
and motivation of the true Old English phonologist.
Hige sceal pe heardra, heorte pe cenre (p.12).

ANCIENT MUTATIONS

Some English word pairs
showing the effects of a
phonological change which
took place over 1,200 years
ago.

goose —geese
tooth - teeth
man —men
mouse - mice
hale - health
doom —-deem
full - fill
whole - heal
fall - fell (vb.)
blood - bleed
foul - filth

long - length
broad - breadth
old - elder

regularly today (/saw 7m), itwould seem so.

THE FIRST VOWEL SHIFT

We can say one thing with certainty about the
accent of the Anglo-Saxon invaders after they
arrived in Britain: it changed. We know this
because the words which emerged in Old English
out of the Germanicspoken on the Continent
(p.6) looked (and therefore sounded) very
different from their later counterparts in the early
days of German. What happened to cause such a
difference?

Latin words were borrowed into Old English
without a change in their vowel, whereas others
did change. Latin caseus became cyse ‘cheese’ in
Old English, but casteflum became caste/ ‘village'.

case, it did not. There are many similar examples.
What happened to cause such a difference?

i-mutation

The explanation is now a well-established part of
Germanic philology. It asserts that the Old English
vowels changed in quality between the time the
Anglo-Saxons left the Continent and the time Old
English was first written down. By examining
hundreds of cases, it is possible to establish a
pattern in the way this change took place.

In Germanic there were many words where a
vowel in a stressed syllable was immediately
followed by a high front vowel ([i}) or vowel-like
sound ([j]) in the next syllable. The plural of *fotis

Arelated observation arises out of the way some

Inthe first case, the a vowel changed; in the second

thought to have been *fotiz, with the stress on fo.
For some reason {see below), the quality of this
high front sound caused the preceding vowel to
change (mutate). In the case of *fot, the 6 became
&, which ultimately came to be pronounced [i], as
in modern feet. The -iz ending dropped away, for
once the plural was being shown by the e vowel, it
was unnecessary to have an ending as well. Fet
therefore emerged as an irregular noun in English
— though the process which gave rise to it was
perfectly regular, affecting hundreds of cases.
This process has come to be called i-mutation, or
i-umlaut (a German term meaning ‘sound
alteration’). It is thought to have taken place
during the 7th century. There is no sign of the
vowels continuing to change in this way in later
periods. The process also explains the Latin
example above: caseus must have been borrowed
very early into English, before the time that
i-mutation was operating, as its vowel has been
affected (in this case, the a has become y);
castellum, however, must have been borrowed
after the time when j-mutation stopped taking
place, as its a vowel has remained in caste/.
j-mutation is a kind of ‘vowel harmony’ -a very
natural process which affects many modern
languages. People, it seems, readily fall into the
habit of making one vowel in a word sound more
like another in the same word, and this is what
happened in 7th-century Old English. All back
vowels in the context described above were
changed into front vowels—and all short front

vowels and diphthongs were affected, too, beingT
articulated even further forward and higher (with
the exception of [i], of course, which is already as
far forward and as high in the mouth as any vowel
canbe).

There are a few exceptions and complications,
which analysts still puzzle over, but the general
effect on the language was immense, as this sound
change applied to the most frequently occurring
word classes, all of which had i sounds in their
inflectional endings. This is why we have in
Modern English such pairs as food / feed {from the
addition of an *-ian verb-forming suffixin
Germanic), as well as strang / strength and several
others (from the addition of an *-i/>adjective-
forming suffix). Not all the forms affected by i-
mutation have survived into Modern English,
though. In Old English, the plural of baok was bec,
but this has not come through into Modern
English as beek: the forces of analogy (p. 200) have
taken over, and caused a change to the regular
books.

We do not know why i-mutation operated
when it did. What was it that made 7th-century
Anglo-Saxons start pronouncing their vowels
more towards the front of their mouths? And why
did the process not affect all cases of /in a
following suffix (words ending in -ing, for
example, were not affected)? This phonological
detective story is by no means over.

The asterisk marks a hypothetical form.




20

THE CADMON STORY

O1d English prose provides
learest way in to
ysing the grammar of the
guage (the poetry, ascan
een from the extractson
pp. 12-13, ismuch more
compressed and intricate).
is extract is froman Old
English translation of Bede's
Ecclesiastical History (Book 4,
Ch.24). It tells the story of
Cadmon, the unlettered
cowherd who became
England’s first Christian poet,
sometime in the late 7th
century. The translation dates
from the late 9th century.
(The actual text of Ceedmon's
hymn s given on p.29.)

PART 1 « THE HISTORY Ol

NGLISII

SOME FEATURES OF OLD ENGLISH GRAMMAR

o modern eyes and cars, Old English grammar (for
grammatical terminology, see Part [11) provides a fasci-
nating mixture of the familiar and the unfamiliar. The
word order is much more varied than it would be in
Modern English, but there are several places where itis
strikingly similar. Adjectives usually go before their
nouns, as do prepositions, articles, and other grammar-

ical words, justas they do today. Sometimes, whole sen-

tences are identical in the order of words, or nearly so,
as can be seen from the word-tor-word translation in
the Caedmon text helow. The main syntactic differ-
ences affect the placing of the verb, which quite often
appears before the subject, and also at the very end of
the clause —a noticeable fearure of this particular story.

In Modern English, word order is relatively fixed.
The reason Old English order could vary so much is
that the relationships between the parts of the sentence

were signalled by other means. Like other Germanic
languages, Old English was inflected: the job a word
did in the sentence was signalled by the kind of ending
it had. Today, most of these inflections have died away,
leaving the modern reader with the major task of get-
ting used o the word endings, in order to understand
the OId English texts. It is necessary 1o learn the dif-
ferent forms taken by the verbs, nouns, pronouns,
adjectives, and the definite article. The irregular verbs,
which change their form from present to past tense, are
a particular problem (as they continue to be, for for-
cign learners), because there are so many more of
them. Nonetheless, it should be plain from reading
the glosses to the Cedmon extract that present-day
English speakers already have a ‘feel’ for Old English
grammar. (Long vowel marks (p. 16) are added in the
notes below, as an aid to pronunciation.)

Was he the man

waes gelyfdre

waes he se mon in weoruldhade gesered 00 pa tide pe he
in secular life
ylde: ond he nafre naenig leod geleornode, ond he
was of-advancedage; and he never any

settled until the time that he

poem learned, and he

pa stod himsum
then stood him a certain man beside in

ond gretee, ond hine be his noman nemnde, ‘Cedmon, sing me
and greeted, and him by his name

mon @t purh swefn, ond hine halerte

dream, and him hailed

called. ‘Caedmon, sing me

forpon oft in gebeorscipe, ponne paer wis blisse intinga

therefore often at banquet, when there was of-joy occasion

gedemed, paet heo ealle sceolden purh endebyrdnesse be  hearpan

decided, thattheyall should by  airangement  withharp

w

tosing, when he saw  the harp him approach, then

for scome from pxm symble, ond ham eode to his huse. pa  he

for shame from the feast,

pet pa sumre tide dyde, bt he forlet paet hus — pas
thata certain timedid, thathe left the house of the
gebeorscipes, ond ut was gongende to neara
banquet,
pata  heord him was pare neahte beboden; pa
of which keeping him was that night

scipene,

and outwas going to of-cattle stall

he da par

entrusted; whenhe there

10in gelimplice tide his leomu on reste gesette ond onslepte,

at suitable time his limbs at rest set and fell asleep,

singan, ponne he geseah pa hearpan him nealecan, ponne aras he 15 gewat, for pon ic naht
arose he

and home went to his house. When he

hwathwugu."pa  ondswarede he, ond cwad, “Ne con ic noht

something."  Then answered he, and said, ‘Notcan | nothing

singan; ond ic for pon of  peossum gebeorscipe ut code ond hider
for that from this banquet outwent and hither
Eft

because | nothingtosing notknew how.” Again he spoke,

sing; and |

singan ne cude.’ he cwzd,
came,

sede wid hine sprecende waes, ‘Hwadre pu meaht me

he that with him speaking was, ‘However youcan  for-me

singan.’pa  cwad he, ‘Hwet sceal ic singan?’ Cwad he, ‘Sing
sing.” Thensaid he, 'What shall | sing? Said he, ‘Sing

me frumsceaft.” pa  he da pas andsware onfeng, pa  ongon he
Whenhe  thisanswer

me creation.’ received, then began he

sona fers

immediately tosing in praise

singan in herenesse Godes Scyppendes, pa

of God Creator, those verses
20 ondpa word pe he nefre gehyrde. ..

and those words that he never had heard...

WORD ORDER

The varying forms of nouns, adjectives,
and articles tell us how the parts of the
clause relate to each other. In Modern
English, the difference between (i) and
(ii) is a matter of word order:

(i) the woman saw the man
(ii) the man saw the woman

In Old English, the two sentences would be:

(i) séocwen geseah pone guman -
(i) se guma geseah pa cwen.

The nominative feminine form seo in (i) has changed to an accusative form, pa,
in (ii). Similarly, the accusative masculine form pone in (i) has become a nomina-
tive sein (ii).

It is thus always clear who is doing what to whom, regardless of the order in
which the noun phrases appear: pone guman geseah sé6 cwén has the same
meaning as (i).
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WS HE SE MON...

weaes

The past tense of the verb

’be’ has changed littte since

Old English times, apart from

the loss of the plural ending.

* wees ‘was’ 1st/3rd sg.
weere 'were' 2nd sg.
weaeron 'were’ 1st/2nd/3rd
pl.

The present tense forms,
however, show several
differences. To begin with,
Old English had two sets of
words expressing the notion
of 'be’, one parallel to Latin
esse and the other to Latin
fui.

o wesan
eom 1stsq.
eart 2nd sg.

is 3rd sg.

sind(on) 1st/2nd/3rd pl.
* béon

béo 1st sg.

bist 2nd sg.

bid 3rd sg.

béod 1st/2nd/3rd pl.

There were also subjunctive,
imperative, and participial
forms of both verbs.

There seem to have been

several differences in the way
the two sets of verbs were
used, though there is insuffi-
cient evidence to draw up
hard-and-fast rules. The
bé&dn forms were preferred
in habitual and repetitive
contexts, and especially
when there was a future
implication. Zlfric's Latin
Grammar actually equates
eom, eart, is to Latin sum, es,

est, and beo, bist, bid to ero,
eris, erit. There is a clear
example of this difference in
one of the Homilies, where
the speaker addresses the
Holy Trinity:

du de aefre waere, and zfre
bist, and nu eart, an almihtig
God... you who always were,
and ever will be, and now
are, one almighty God. ..

he

The personal pronoun
system had more members
than we find in Modern
English, and several of them
are well illustrated in this
extract (the numbers below
refer to lines). Modern
equivalent forms are given
below, but these do not cap-
ture the way in which the
pronouns were used in Old
English, where gender is
grammatical (p. 209): for
example, boc 'book’ is femi-
nine, and would be referred

to as heo 'she’, whereas
meegden 'girl’ is neuter, and
would be referred to as hit.
(This list gives the standard
forms found in late West
Saxon (p.28), and ignores
spelling variations.)

*ic(13)'F nom.
me (16) 'me’ acc./dat.
min‘mine’ gen.

* weé 'we' nom.
ds ‘us’ acc./dat.
are’our’ gen.

* pd (16) 'thou’ (sg.) nom.
pé€ 'thee’ acc./dat.
pin 'thine’ gen.

e ge 'ye’ (pl.) nom.
0w ‘you’ acc./dat.
€ower 'yours’ gen.

* hé (1) 'he’ nom.
hine (11) "him’ acc.
his (6) 'his’ gen.
him (S)'(to) him' dat.

* héd 'she’ nom.
hi'her acc.
hire 'hers’ gen./dat.

* hit’it' nom./acc.
his'its’ gen.
him '(to) it' dat.

* hi/héo 'they/them’
nom./acc.
hira'theirs’ gen.
him ‘(to) them’ dat.

In addition, the language
showed the remains of a
‘dual’ personal pronoun
system, but only in the 1st
and 2nd persons. The 1st
person form meant 'we two’
(nom. wit, acc./dat. unc, gen.
uncer); the 2nd person form
‘you two' (nom. git, acc./dat.
inc, gen. incer). This disap-
peared by the 13th century.
There are obvious corre-
spondences with the modern
pronouns in most cases, but
not between the old and
modern sets of 3rd person
plural forms. The West Saxon

forms were supplanted by
Scandinavian forms some
time after the Norman Con-
quest, perhaps because
people felt they needed to
make a clear difference in
pronunciation between the
3rd person singular and
plural forms - him, in partic-
ular, must have been a
source of confusion. What-
ever the reason, Viking influ-
ence prevailed, and the
modern English forms now
begin with th-. (For the
special problem of she, see
p.43.)

se

Old English nouns may be
masculine, feminine, or
neuter, regardless of the bio-
logical sex of their referents.
They also appear in nomina-
tive, accusative, genitive, and
dative forms (p. 202),

depending on their function
in the clause. The nominative
masculine form of the defi-
nite article, se, is seen here
with mon (a common spelling
for man); the equivalent fem-
inine form, s€6, would be
found with hearpe 'harp’;
and the equivalent neuter

form, paet, would be found
with has. Other forms of the
article can beseeninthe
extract-though it should be
noted that articles are not
used as much as they would
be in Modern English, as can
beseen from’indream’ (11)
and other such cases:

¢ b3 The acc. sg. form of séo,
following the preposition 0d
‘until’ (1), or as object of the
verb (5, 7). It also appears as
the acc. pl. of paet (19, 20).

* paem (6) The dat. sg. of paet,
following the preposition
from.

o paes (7) The gen. sg. of baet.

ABBREVIATIONS

accusative case
dat. dative case
gen. genitive case
nom. nominative case
pl. plural

sg. singular

1st  1st person

2nd 2nd person

3rd 3rd person

acc.

... geseted

There are three main kinds
of Modern English verbs
(p-204), and all three can be
traced back to Old English.

1 Those forming their past
tense by adding -ed to the
root form of the present
tense: jump/jumped. Then as
now, the majority of verbs
are of this type.

2 Those forming their past
tense by changing a vowel in
the root form of the present
tense: see/saw. These are
called vocalic or 'strong’ verbs
in Old English grammars, and
the patterned changesin
vowel quality which they dis-
play are described as vowe/
gradation or ablaut.

3 Wholly irregular forms,
such as can, will, and be (see
above).

Verb inflections

The modern verb has very
few inflectional endings.
Past tense for regular verbs is
marked by the -ed suffix in
all persons; and in the pre-
sent tense only the 3rd
person singular is distinctive
(-s). Old English made far
more distinctions, as can be
seen from the following
paradigm (variation
between different classes of
verbs is not shown):

Present tense

ic lufie 'l love'

pu Jufast 'you (sg.) love’

hélheoihit lufad ‘helshelit
loves’

wé, gé, hi lufiad ‘welyou
(pl.)/they love’

Past tense

ic lufode’] loved’

pu lufodest ‘you (sg.) loved*

hélhéo/hit lufode 'he/shefit
loved’

wé/gé/hi lufodon ‘wefyou
(pl.Ythey loved’

Some of the present tense
endings weakened and dis-
appeared soon after the Old
English period. But the 2nd
and 3rd person singular
forms stayed on, developing
into the familiar -est and
-eth forms of Middle English
(Jovest, loveth). Their later
development is described on
p. 44.

There were several other
distinctive inflectional fea-
tures of the Old English verb:

* The infinitive (p.204): -an
or -ian was added to the
root. Examples in the
Caedmon text include singan
‘tosing’ and nealecan ‘(to)
approach’ (5). The infinitive

of 'love’ was /ufian.The use
of a suffix to mark the infini-
tive was lost after the Old
English period, and the parti-
cle to came to be used
instead.

¢ The -ing form (p.204): the
equivalent form was -endfe).
Examplesin the text are
gongende (8) 'going’ and
sprecende (16) ‘speaking’.
This form hardly survives the
beginning of the Middle
English period, being
replaced by the -ing(e)
ending which in Old English
had been restricted to
nouns.

* The -ed form (p. 204): this
shows the same kind of
vowel changes and endings
we see today, but it also had
a special prefix, ge- (asin all
other West Germanic lan-

guages): the form is well rep-
resented in the Ceedmon
text, being a past narrative —
see geseted 'settled’ (1),
geleornode ‘learned’ (2), etc.
1t stays well into Middle
English, but is lost by ¢. 1500,
apart from in archaisms (such
as yclept ‘called’).

¢ The subjunctive (p.216):
unlike in Modern English,
this mood was systematically
used, but it had far fewer
endings than the indicative.
It can be seen especially in
subordinate clauses express-
ing a subjective attitude.
Plural forms in both present
and past tenses have a
distinctive -en ending. An
example in the text is
sceolden 'should’ (4).
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OLD ENGLISH VOCABULARY

The vocabulary of Old English presents a mixed pic-
ture. 1o those encountering it for the first time. The
majority of the words in the Cadmon extract (p. 20)

are very close o Modern English -~ once we allow for

the untamiliar spelling (p.16) and the unexpected

cctions (p. 21) — whereas those in the pocetic texts
p.12) are not. In the Cedmon text we would have
licke difficulty recognizing singan as sing or stod as
stood: and  ondswarede is quite close o answered,
nslepte vo asleep, and geleornode 1o learned. Omitting
the ge- prefix helps enormously, making -sezed more
like seated, -seal like saw, and -hyrde like heard, Most
of the prepositions and pronouns are identical in form
(though notalways in meaning): for, from, in, at (‘at’),
he, him, his.

On the other hand, some of the words look very
strange, because they have since disappeared from the
language. In the Cadmon extract these include
gelimplice ‘suitable’, neata “canle’, swefi “dreany’, bebo-
den “enttusted’, and frumsceafi “creation’, as well as
some of the grammatical words, such as se‘the’ (p. 21).
These examples also illustrate the chief characteristic
of the Old English lexicon, the readiness to build up
words from a number of parts — a feature which has
stayed with English ever since (p. 128). Frequent use is
made of prefixes and suffixes, and compound words
are everywhere in evidence. The meaning of these
words often emerges quite quickly, once their parts are
identified. Thus, endebyrdnesse is a combination of
ende'end’ + byrd “birth, rank’ + -ness, which conveys
the meaning of ‘arrangement’, or (in the present con-
text) of people ‘taking their turn'. Gebeorscipe seems to
have nothing to do with ‘banquet” until we see that it
is basically “beer” + “ship’.

Particular care must be taken with words which
look familiar, but whose meaning is different in
Modern  English. An Anglo-Saxon  wif was any
woman, married or not. A fugol ‘fowl" was any bird,
not just a tarmyard one. Sana (s001) meant ‘immedi-
ately’, not ‘in a livle while’s won (wan) meant ‘dark’,
not ‘pale’s and fest (fast) meant ‘tirm. fixed’. not
‘rapidly’. These are ‘false friends’, when translating out
of Old English.

P HISTORY OF ENGLISH

WORD-BUILDING

The way Old English vocab-
ulary builds up through the
processes of affixation and
compounding can be seen
by tracing the way a basic
form is used throughout the
lexicon.

(Only a selection of forms is
given, and only one possible
meaning of each form.)

gan/gangan ‘go’

gang journey
Compounding
aftergengness succession

ciricgang churchgoing
forliggang adultery

gangewifre spider
(‘go’ + ‘weaver’)
gangpytt privy
hindergenga crab
sa@genga sea-goer

Prefixation
beganga inhabitant
begangan visit
bigengere worker
foregan go before
forgan pass over
forpgan go forth
ingan goin

ingang entrance
nipergan descend
ofergan pass over
ofergenga traveller
ofgan demand
ongan approach
opgan go away

togan go into

purhgan go through
undergan undergo
upgan go up

upgang rising

dtgan go out

utgang exit

wipgan go against
ymbgan go round

(After D. Kastovsky, 1992.)

Not all Old English pre-
fixes have come down into
Modern English. Among
those which have been lost
are ge- (p. 21), op- (‘away’),
nipe- ("down’), and ymb-
(‘around’). There is a memo-
rial to t6- in today, towards,
and together.

SELF-EXPLAINING COMPOUNDS

godspel < god ‘good’ + spel ‘tidings': gospel
sunnandaeg < sunnan ‘sun’s’ + daeg ‘day": Sunday
steefcraeft < staef 'letters’ + creeft ‘craft': grammar

mynstermann < mynster ‘'monastery’ + mann ‘man’: monk
frumweorc < frum ‘beginning’ + weorc ‘work’: creation

eorpcreeft < eorp ‘earth’ + creeft ‘craft’: geometry

rodfaestnian < rod ‘cross’ + faestnian *fasten’: crucify

deegred < daeg ‘day’ + red’red’: dawn
lechtfaet < 1éoht ‘light’ + feet ‘vessel’: lamp
tidymbwlatend < tid ‘time’ + ymb ‘about’ + wlatend ‘gaze’: astronomer

THE WHOLE STORY

The root form halis used in Old English as the basis of six words; and the process contin-
ues into Modern English, where a further nine words are in evidence (plus many more
compounds, such as whole-food and health-farm).
The diagram also shows a related set of etymologies. Old Norse hei/f and Old English
hal both come from the same Germanic root. Much later, the Scandinavian development

also affected English.
(After W. F. Bolton, 1982.)

Old Norse heill

Old Norse ver heill, ‘be healthy!’

/

Middle English wassayl
hail wassail whole
hail from

hail feliow

wholesale
wholly

halig

holy hallow
wholesome  holiness

holiday

halgian

hale heal
Halloween

Old English hal

haelan halp

Halend,
‘Saviour’

L

health
healthy
healthful

healer
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Kennings

It is in the poetry (pp. 11-13) that we find the most
remarkable coinages. The genre abounds in the use of
vivid figurative descriptions known as keznings (a term
from Old Norse poetic treatises). Kennings describe
things indirectly, allusively, and often in compounds.
Their meaning is not self-cvident; there has been a leap
of imagination, and this needs to be interpreted.
Sometimes the interpretation is easy to make; some-
times it is obscure, and a sonrce of critical debate.
Famous kennings include Aronrad ‘whale-road’ for
the sea, banhis ‘bone-house’ for a person’s body, and
beadoléoma ‘battle light” for a sword. Often, phrases
are used as well as compound words: God, for exam-
ple, is described as heofonrices weard “guardian of
heaven’s kingdom’ and as moncynies weard ‘guardian
of mankind’. Some elements are parricularly produc-
tive. There are over 100 compounds involving the
word mad (‘mood’, used in Old English for a wide
range of attitudes, such as ‘spirit, courage, pride, arro-
gance’): include  madcreft
gledmadnes ‘kindness', madcearu ‘sorrow of soul’, and
madmad folly'.

Kennings are sometimes a problem to interpret
because the frequency of synonyms in Old English
makes it difficult to distinguish nuances of meaning.
There are some 20 terms for ‘man’ in Beowulf, for
example, such as 7ine, guma, secg, and beorn, and it is
not always easy to see why one is used and not another.
When these words are used in compounds, the com-
plications increase. Beado-rinc and dryht-guma are
both translatable as ‘warrior’, but would there be a
noticeable difference in meaning if the second ele-
ments were exchanged? A careful analysis of all the
contexts in which each element is used in Old English
can often give clues (and is now increasingly practica-
ble, §24), but this option is of course unavailable when
the item is rare. And items are often rare. There may be

they intelligence’,

onlyasingle instance of a word ina text, or even in Old
English as a whole. There are 903 noun compouands in
Beowulf; according to one study (A. G. Brodeur,
1959); but of these, 578 are used only once, and 518
of them are known only from this poem. In such cir-
cumstances, establishing the precise meaning of an
expression becomes very difficult.

Kennings were often chosen to satisfy the need for
alliteration in a line, or to help the metrical structure
(p.415): there is perhaps no particular reason for
having sincgyfan “giver of treasure’ at one point in
Beowulf (1.1342) and  goldgyfan “giver of gold” at
another (1. 2652), other than rthe need to allicerate with
a following word beginning with sin the first case and
beginning with ¢ in the second. But kennings also
allowed a considerable compression of meaning, and a
great deal of study has been devoted to teasing ouc the
various associations and ironies which come from
using a particular form. A good example is @npadas
‘one + paths’, a route along which only one person may
pass at a time. This meaning sounds innocuous
enough, but to the Anglo-Saxon mind such paths pro-
vided difficult fighting conditions, and there must
have been a connotation of danger. The word is used
in Beownlf (1.1410) ac the point where the hero and
his followers are approaching the monster’s lair. Their
route leads them along enge danpadas ‘narcow lone
paths’, where there would have been an ever-present
risk of ambush.

Beownlfstands out as a poem which makes great use
of compounds: there are over a thousand of them,
comprising a third of all words in the text. Many of
these words, and of the elements they contain, are not
known outside of poetry. Some, indeed, might have
been archaisms. But most are there because of their
picturesque and vivid character, adding considerable
variety to the descriptions of battles, scafaring, the
court, and fellowship in Anglo-Saxon times.

THE CRUEL SEA

s&, mere, brim, lagu, weeter,
fam (‘foam’), wéeg (‘wave’)...

The Icelandic linguists, such as
Snorri Sturluson (13th cen-
tury), distinguished several
types of poetic expression.
The literalness of weegflota
‘wave-floater’ for a ship
might be distinguished from
the more metaphorical
wéaghengest 'wave-steed’.
Various levels of figurative-
ness can be seen in the follow-
ing list of compounds for ‘sea’
-adozenoutof the 50 or
more known from Old English
literature. Several use one of
the 'sea’ synonyms listed
above.

seolbaep seal + bath
ybageswing waves + surge
fiscesepel fish + home
streamgewinn waters + strife
hweelweg whale + way
saewylm sea + welling
swanrad swan + road
brimstréam ocean + stream
merestream lake + stream
weeterflod water + flood
drencflod drowning + flood
baepweg bath + way
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Th story of carly English vocabulary is one of
1] d invasions, with newcomers to the islands
bringing their own language with them, and leaving a
[ mount of its vocabulary behind when they left or

assimilated. In the Anglo-Saxon period. there
were two major influences of this kind — one to do
with this world. the other to do with the next.
The effect of Latin
I'he focus on the next world arrived first, in the form
of the Christian missionaries from Ireland and Rome
(p.10). Not only did they introduce literacy. they
brought with them a huge Latin vocabulary. The
Anglo-Saxons had of course already encountered Latin
as used by the Continental Roman armies and the
Romano-British, but only a few Vulgar Latin words
had come into Old English as a result (p. 8). By con-
trast, the missionary influence resulted in hundreds of
new words coming into the language, and motivated
many derived forms. The new vocabulary was mainly
to do with the Church and its services, theology, and
learning, but there were also many biological, domes-

LEXICAL INVASIONS

IFHE HISTORY OF ENGLISH

tic, and general words, most of which have survived in
Modern English. At the same cime, many Old English

words were given new, ‘Christian’ meanings under -

missionary intluence. Heaven, hell, God, Gospel,
Holy Ghost, sin, and several others were semantically
refashioned at the time.

Theloans camein overalong time scale, and differed
in character. Up to . 1000, many continued to arrive
from spoken Latin, and these tended to relate more to
everyday, practical matters. After . 1000, following the
rebirth of learning associated with King Alfred (p. 13)
and the 10th-century Benedictine monastic revival, the
vocabulary came from classical written sources, and is
much more scholarly and technical. Sometimes, even,
the Latin ending would be retained in the loan word.,
instead of being replaced by the relevant Old English
ending: an example is acoluthus ‘acolyte’, which first

appears in one of Alfric’s works as acolitus. Many of

these learned words (such as coflectanenm and epactas)
did not survive — though several (fenestra and biblio-
theca are instances) were 1o be reincarnated some time
later in a second stage of classical borrowing (p. 48).

Z 4, =3¢ o v

THE KIRKDALE INSCRIPTION
The best surviving example of an inscribed Anglo-5axon sun-

dial, now placed above the south porch of the church at
Kirkdale, North Yorkshire. The inscription reads as follows:

Left panel

F ORM GAMAL / SVNA BOHTE S(AN)C(TV)S /
GREGORIVS MIN / STERDONNE HI/ T WES AL
TOBRO/

Right panel

CAN 7 TOFALAN 7 HE / HIT LET MACAN NEWAN
FROM /GRUNDE XPE 7 SC(AN)C(TV)S GREGORI /
VS IN EADWARD DAGVM C(HNG /7 (HN TOSTI
DAGVM EORL +

Centre panel
FPIS 1S DAGES SOLMERCA T /AT ILCVM TIDE/
+ 7 HAWARD ME WROHTE 7 BRAND PRS

Orm, son of Gamal, bought St Gregory’s church when it was
all ruined and tumbled down and he caused it to be built
afresh from the foundation (in honour of) Christ and St
Gregory in the days of King Edward and in the days of Earl
Tosti.

This is the day’s sun-marking at every hour. And Haward
made me, and Brand, priest (?)

Tostig, brother of Harold Godwineson, became earl of
Northumbria in 1055, and died in 1066, so the dial belongs
to that decade.

The text shows an interesting mix of influences, with the
Latin saint’s name alongside Old Norse personal names, and
Latin minster alongside Germanic tobrocan.

AND A FEW MORE LATIN LOANS...

abbot, accent, alb, alms, anchor, angel, antichrist, ark, cancer, candle, canon, canticle, cap, cedar, celandine, cell, chalice, chest,
cloister, cucumber, cypress, deacon, dirge, elephant, fever, fig, font, giant, ginger, history, idol, laurel, lentil, litany, lobster,
lovage, marshmallow, martyr, master, mat, nocturn, noon, oyster, paper, periwinkle, place, plaster, pope, priest, prime,
prophet, psalm, pumice, purple, radish, relic, rule, scorpion, scrofula, shrine, sock, synagogue, temple, tiger, title, tunic

EARLY LATIN LOANS
(BEFORE 1000)

Ecclesiastical

abbadissa > abudesse
‘abbess’

altar > alter 'altar’

apostolus > apostol ‘apostle’

culpa > cylpe ‘fault’

missa > maesse ‘Mass’

nonnus > nonne ‘monk’

offerre > offrian ‘sacrifice’

praedicare > predician
‘preach’

scola > scol 'school’

versus > fers ‘verse’ (used
in the Caedmon extract,
p.20,1.19)

General

calendae > calend ‘'month’

cavellum > caul 'basket’

epistula > epistol "letter’

fenestra > fenester 'window’

lilium > lilie *lily’

organum > orgel ‘organ’

picus > pic ‘pike’

planta > plant ‘plant’

rosa > rose 'rose’

studere > studdian ‘take
care of’

LATE LATIN LOANS
(AFTER 1000)

Ecclesiastical

apostata > apostata
‘apostate’

chrisma > crisma ‘chrism’

clericus > cleric *clerk’

credo > creda ‘creed’

crucem > cruc 'cross’

daemon > demon ‘demon’

discipulus > discipul "disciple

paradisus > paradis
‘paradise’

prior > prior ‘prior’

sabbatum > sabbat ‘sabbath’

General

bibliotheca > bibliopece
‘library’

chorus > chor ‘choir, chorus’

declinare > declinian
‘decline”

delphinus > delfin ‘dolphin’

grammatica > grammatic
‘grammar’

hymnus>ymen 'hymn’

mechanicus > mechanisc
‘mechanical’

persicum > persic 'peach’

philosophus > philosoph
‘philosopher’

scutula > scutel scuttle, dish”

-
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The effect of Norse

The second big linguistic invasion came as a result of
the Viking raids on Britain, which began in AD 787
and continued at intervals for some 200 years. Regular
settlement began in the mid-9th centary, and within a
few ye
land. They were prevented from further gains by their
defear in 878 at Ethandun (p. 26). By the Treaty of
Wedmore (886) the Danes agreed 1o settle only in the
north-east third of the country — east of a line running
roughly from Chester to London — an area that was
subject to Danish law, and which thus became known
as the Danelaw. In 991, a further invasion brought a
series of victories for the Danish army (including the
Battle of Maldon, p. 12), and resulted in the English
king, Athelred, being forced into exile, and the Danes
seizing the throne. England then stayed under Danish
rule for 25 years.

The linguistic result of this prolonged period of con-
tact was threefold. A large number of settlements with
Danish names appeared in England. There was a
marked increase in personal names of Scandinavian
origin (p.26). And many general words entered the
language, nearly 1,000 eventually becoming part of
Standard English. Only ¢. 150 of these words appear in
Old English manuscripts, the earliest in the treaty
between Alfred and Guthrum, and in the northern
manuscripts of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (D and E,
p.15). They include landing, score, beck, fellow, take,
husting, and steersman, as well as many words which
did not survive in later English (mostly terms to do
with Danish law and culture, which died away after the
Norman Conquest). The vast majority of loans do not
begin to appear until the carly 12th century (p. 48).
These include many of our modern words which use
[sk-] sounds (an Old Norse feature), such as skirt, sky,
and skin, as well as most of the words listed below.

The closeness of the contact between the Anglo-
Saxons and the Danish settlers is clearly shown by the
extensive borrowings. Some of the commonest words
in Modern English came into the language at that
time, such as both, same, get, and give. Even the per-
sonal pronoun system was affected (p. 21), with zhey,

s the Danes controlled most of castern Eng-

SCANDINAVIAN PLACE NAMES

Scandinavian parish names in England,
related to the boundary line of the
Danelaw.

There are over 1,500 such place names
(p-141) in England, especially in Yorkshire
and Lincolnshire. Over 600 end in -by, the
Scandinavian word for ‘farm’ or ‘town’ -
Derby, Grimsby, Rugby, Naseby, etc. Many

of the remainder end in -thorp ('village'), as

in Althorp, Astonthorpe, and Linthorpe;
-thwaite ("clearing’), as in Braithwaite,
Applethwaite, and Storthwaite; and -toft
('homestead’), as in Lowestoft, Eastoft, and
Sandtoft. The -by ending is almost entirely
confined to the area of the Danelaw, sup-
porting a theory of Scandinavian origin,
despite the existence of the word by
‘dwelling’ in Old English.

(After P. H. Sawyer, 1962.)

40miles

e Boundary of Alfred's treaty with the Danes.

———— Modern county boundaries

them, and their replacing
the earlier forms. And —
the most remarkable inva-
sion of all — Old Norse
influenced the verb zo be.
The replacement of sindon
(p.21) by areis almost cer-
tainly the result of Scandi-
navian influence, as is the
spread of the 3rd person
singular -s ending in the
present tense in other verbs

(p.44).

< Asignpost in North Yorkshire
acts as a Danish memorial.

AND A FEW MORE NORSE LOANS...

again, anger, awkward, bag, band, bank, birth,
brink, bull, cake, call, clip, crawl, crook, die, dirt,
dregs, egg, flat, fog, freckle, gap, gasp, get,
guess, happy, husband, ill, keel, kid, knife, law,
leg, loan, low, muggy, neck, odd, outlaw, race,
raise, ransack, reindeer, rid, root, rugged, scant,
scare, scowl, scrap, seat, seem, silver, sister, skill,
skirt, sly, smile, snub, sprint, steak, take, thrift,
Thursday, tight, trust, want, weak, window
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| THE OTHER WHITE
HORSE
Th - figure was carved to
nemorate the victory of
) Alfred over the Danes at
Battle of Ethandun (878),
dern Edington, Wiltshire. it
15 a decisive battle. As the
glo-Saxon Chronicle puts it

King Alfred... went from
these camps to lley Oak, and
one day later to Edington;
and there he fought against
the entire host, and putitto
flight, and pursued it up to
the fortification [probably
Chippenham], and laid siege
there for a fortnight; and
then the host gave him pre-
liminary hostages and solemn
oaths that they would leave
his kingdom, and promised
him in addition that their king
would receive baptism; and
they fulfilled this promise...

The Edington horse (known
locally as the Bratton or West-

| bury horse) may be less well
known to modern tourists
than its prehistoric counter-
part at Uffington in Berkshire,
but it is far more important to
English history.
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SCANDINAVIAN PERSONAL
NAMES

The distribution of English
family names (p.149) endingiin -
son, such as Davidson, Jackson,
and Henderson. The figures give
the number of different
surnames which are thought to
have come from each county.
The Scandinavian influence in
the north and east is very clear,
especially in Yorkshire and north
Lincolnshire, where over 60 per
cent of personal names in early
Middle English records show
Scandinavian influence.
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SURVIVAL OF THE
FITTEST?

With two cultures in such
close contact for so long, a
large number of duplicate
words must have arisen, both
Old Norse (ON) and Old
English (OE) providing ways
of describing the same
objects or situations. It is
hardly ever possible in such
cases to explain why one
word proves to be fitter than
another to survive. All we
know is that there is evidence
of three subsequent develop-
ments.

ON10EO

Sometimes the Scandinavian
word was kept. This is what
happened with egg vs ey
(OE), sister vs sweostor (OE),
silver vs seolfor (OE), and
many more.

ONOOE1

In other cases, the Old
English word stayed, as in
path vs reike (ON), sorrow vs
site (ON), swell vs bolnen
(ON), and also many more.
The linguistic situation must
have been quite confusing at
times, especially when
people travelled about the
country, and were uncertain
about which form to use (as
shown by William Caxton's
famous story about the
words for ‘egg’, p. 58).

ON10E1

In several cases, both words
have been retained. For this
to happen, of course, the two
wordswould need to
develop a useful difference in
meaning. These cases

include:

ON OE

dike ditch

hale whole (p. 22)
raise rise

scrub shrub

sick ill

skill craft

skin hide

skirt shirt

In many cases, one form has
become standard, and the
other keptin aregional

dialect:

garth yard
kirk church
laup leap
nay no
trigg true




Vocabulary then and now

It should be plain from pp. 22-3 thar there are many
differences between the way vocabulary was used in
Old English and the way it is used today. The Anglo-
Saxons’ preference for expressions which are synony-
mous, or nearly so, far exceeds that found in Modern
English, as does their ingenuity in the use of com-
pounds. The absence of a wide-ranging vocabulary of
loan words also forced them to rely on a process of
lexical construction using native elements, which
produced much larger ‘families of morphologically
related words chan are typical of English now.

A great deal of the more sophisticated lexicon, we
must also conclude, was consciously created, as can be
seen from the many loan translations (or calgues) which
were introduced in the later period. Calques are lexical
items which are translated part-by-part into another
langnage. The process is unusual in Modern English —
an example is superman, which is a translation of
German Ubermensch. In late Old English, by contrast,
calques are very common, as can be seen from the fol-
lowing examples.

praepositio ‘preposition’ > foresetnys
coniunctio ‘joining’ > gedeodnys

episcopatus ‘episcopate’ > biscophad
significatio ‘signification’ > getacnung
unicornis ‘unicorn’ > anhorn

aspergere ‘sprinkle’ > onstregdan

inebriare ‘make drunk’ > indrencan
trinitas ‘tinity’ > priness

contradictio ‘contradiction’ > widcwedennis
comparativus ‘comparative’ > widmetendlic

Alfric is one who used them widely in his writing,
especially when developing the terminology of his
Grammar (p.16).

Widmetennis

A final comparison. There are, it is thonght, aronnd
24,000 difterent lexical items (§8) in the Old English
corpus. This lexicon, however, is fundamentally dif-
terent from the one we find in Modern English. About
85 per cent of Old English words are no longer in use.
Moreover, only 3 per cent of the words in Old English
ate loan words, compared with over 70 per cent today.
Old English vocabulary was thus profoundly Ger-
manic, in a way that is no longer the case. Nearly half
of Modern English general vocabulary comes from
Latin or French, as a resule of the huge influx of words
in the Middle English period (p.46). And the readi-
ness to absorb foreign elements has given the modern
langnage a remarkable etymological variety which was
totally lacking in Old English. It is this situation,
indeed, which Jawer-day Anglo-Saxonist language
reformers find intolerable (p.125).

- OLD ENGLISH

FRENCH BEFORE 1066

French vocabulary influ-
enced Midd!e English so
markedly after the Norman
Conquest (p. 30) that it is
easy to ignore the fact that
French loan words can be
found in Old English too.
Indeed, it would be surpris-
ing if there had been no
such influence, given the
close contacts which had
grown up in the 10th and
11th centuries. The monas-
tic revival (p. 24), in particu-
lar, had started in France,
and many English monks
must have studied there.

Above all, there was close
contact between the two
cultures following the exile
to Normandy of Edward the
Confessor, the son of
Athelred Il (the unraed, or
‘ill-advised*) and Emma,
daughter of the Duke of
Normandy. Edward lived
there for 25 years, returning
to England in 1041 with
many French courtiers.
When he succeeded to the
throne, several of the
French nobles were given
high positions ~ a source of
considerable grievance
among their Anglo-Saxon
counterparts.

Whatever the political
consequences of these
events, the linguistic conse-
quences were a handful of
French loan words, among
them capun ‘capon’, servian
‘serve’, bacun 'bacon’,
arblast 'weapon’, prisun
‘prison’, caste/ ‘castle’, and
cancelere ‘chancellor’. Some
words gave rise to related
forms, notably prud ‘proud’,
whose derivatives included
prutness ‘pride’ and ofer-

prut ‘haughty’ (compare
earlier ofermod, p.22).

Old Saxon
One other language pro-
vided a small number of
loan words - that spoken by
the Saxons who had
remained on the continent
of Europe. It is known that
copies of Old Saxon texts
were being made in south-
ern England during the 10th
century. A personage
known as John the Old
Saxon helped Alfred in his
educational reforms.There
also exists a passage trans-
lated in the 9th century

from Old Saxon and embed
ded within the Old English
poem Genesis (and known
as Genesis B). In it we find
such forms as hearra ‘lord’,
sima‘chain’, landscipe
‘region’, heodaeq 'today’,
and a few others, all of
which are thought to be Old
Saxon. These words had no
real effect on later English,
but they do illustrate the
readiness of the Anglo-
Saxons to take lexical mate-
rial from all available
sources — a feature which
has characterized the lan-
guage ever since.

THE LORD’S PRAYER

The predominantly Germanic character of Old English vocabulary is well illustrated by
the standard version of the ‘Our Father'. (Long vowels are shown, as an aid to pronuncia-

tion: see p.18.)

Fader ure,

pi pe eart on heofonum,
sT pin nama gehalgod.
To becume pin rice.

Gewurbe din willa on eordan swa swa on heofonum.

Utne gedeghwamlican hlaf syle @s to dwg,

And forgyf us dire gyltas, swa swa wé forgyfad tirum gyltendum.

And ne gel&d pi ds on costnunge,

acalys us of yfele. Amen




28 PART T -

THE HISTORY O}

ENGLISH

OLD ENGLISH DIALECTS

T'he Old English texts which have survived come from
several parts of the country, and from the way they are
W n they provide evidence of dialects. As there was

andardized system of spelling (p. 16), scribes
cnded to spell words as they sounded; but because
cveryone used the same  Latin-based  alphabetic
stem, there was an underlying consistency, and it is
possible to use the spellings o work out dialect dif-
terences. For example, in the south-cast, the word for
‘evil’ was written ¢fel, whereas in other places it was
yfel suggesting thac the latter vowel was unrounded
and more open (p. 238). Hundreds of such spelling
differences exist.

Most of the Old English corpus is written in the
West Saxon dialect (see map), reflecting the political
and culeural importance of this area in the 10th cen-
tury. Dialects from other areas are very sparsely repre-
sented, with only about a dozen texts of any substance
~ inscriptions, charters, glosses, and verse fragments —
spread over a 300-year period. Nonetheless, Old
English scholars have found a few diagnostic features
which enable us to identify dialect areas.

The historical setting
The major arcas are traditionally thought o relate to
the setddements of the invading wibes, wich their dif-
ferent linguistic backgrounds; but what happened in
the 300 years after the invasions is obscure. There is
evidence of at least 12 kingdoms in England by the
vear 600. Seven are traditionally called the Anglo-
Saxon Heptarchy (Northumbria, Mercia, East Anglia,
Kent, Essex, Sussex, Wessex), but it is difficult to know
what realities underlie such a grouping. From a lin-
guistic point of view, only three kingdoms emerged
with enough power for there to be clear dialectal con-
sequences: Northumbria, in the 7th century, then
Mercia, and by the 9th century Wessex, the lacrer
emerging under King Egbert (ruled 802-39). These
three areas, along with Kent (whose early importance
is suggested by the Augustine story, p. 10) have led to
the recognition of four major dialects in Oid English.
To talk about regional dialects ac all is somewhat
daring, given that the areas are so approximate, and the
texts are so few. Indeed, regional definition may not be
the bestapproach, given the political and religious sit-
uation of the time. Social and literary factors may have
been paramount. Because the writing of manuscripts
was in the hands of monastic copyists, and copies (as
well as the copyists) travelled between centres, dialect
features would appear outside a particular geographi-

cal region. The use of a *koiné” of poetic conventions
may have been widespread. Manuscripts with ‘mixed’
dialect features are thus common.

N

The chief dialect areas of
Old English. The map also
shows some of the more
important Anglo-Saxon
kingdoms known from the
early period, and their
approximate locations.

)\ /
/ § Jarrow
,mfﬂ}%’.w“vmnum
[
Z, ‘
<
P '
” DEIRA
-~
£
» Yy
o | AN
N gy
~ \/—\/ \\_f/ LINDSEY
N\
\\
~2) N
) .
Sy MIDDLE EAST
/ ANGLES ANGLES
¢
<’ M E R C 1 A N

- S B X .
C. Winchester, e, S| y
¢ ° ! “_50U1§5qur?145/¥ {
" .y Isle of Wight
r 0 15 30km
— '—L - L
0 20 40 60 miles
DIALECT SIGNPOSTS be pointing. Given the + If you see an o before a

OId English dialectology is
a complex subject, full of
meticulous description, cau-
tious generalization, tabu-
lated exception, and (given
the limited evidence) con-
trolled frustration. There
are no single indicators
which will definitively
locate a text. Rather, dialect
work involves comparing a
large number of possible
diagnostic signposts, and
drawing a conclusion on the
basis of the direction to
which most of them seem to

realities of scribal error
and dialect mixture, it is
not uncommon to find a
text pointing in several
directions at once.

Some examples of sign-
posts:

* If you see a manuscript
form with the spelling ie,
thisis likely to be a West
Saxon text, with the symbol
representing a diphthong.
In other dialects there
would be a pure vowel.
Example: ‘yet’ would be giet
in West Saxon, but get else-
where.

nasal consonant (m, n, ng),
itis probably a Northum-
brian or Mercian text.
(Compare the Scots pronun-
ciation of mon for man
today.)

Example: ‘land’ would be
land in West Saxon and Ken-
tish, but fond further north.

A ™
+ If you see the personal

pronouns mec, usic, pec,
and eowic instead of me, us,
be, and eow (p. 20), the text
is likely to be Northumbrian
or Mercian.

Example: see the Lord’s
Prayeronp.27.




3« OLD ENGLISH

The chief dialect divisions

The area originally occupied by the Angles gave
rise to two main dialects:

o Northumbrian was spoken north of a line run-
ning approximately between the Humber and
Mersey rivers. It extended into the castern low-
lands of present-day Scotland, where it confronted
the Celtic langunage of the Strathclyde Britons. A
period of Northumbrian political power in the late
7th century made the north a cultural centre, with
several monasteries (notably, Wearmouth and
Jarrow) and the work of Bede pre-eminent. Most
of che earliest Old English texts (7th—8th century)
are Northumbrian, as a resalt. They include
Caedmon’s Hymn (see opposite), Bede's Death
Song, the Ruthwell Cross and the Franks Casket
inscriptions (p.9), a short poem known as the
Leiden Riddle, a few glosses, and the 6,000 or so
names of people and places in Bede's Ecclesiastical
History (p.7).

e Mercian was spoken in the Midlands, roughly
between the River Thames and the River Humber,
and as far west as the boundary with present-day
Wales. Very few linguistic remains exist, presum-
ably because of the destructive influence of the
Vikings. The chief texts are various charters, a
famous gloss to the Vespasian Psalter, and a few
other Larin glossaries. The chief period of Mercian
power was the carly 8th century, but many later
West Saxon texts show the influence of Mercian,
partly because several scholars from this area (e.g.
Werferth) were enlisted by King Alfred to help the
literary renaissance he inspired.

* Kentish, spoken in the area of Jutish settlement,
was used mainly in present-day Kent and the Isle of
Wight. There is very little extant material — a few
charters of the 8th-9th centuries, a psalm, a hymn,
and sporadic glosses. Scholars have also made some
further deductions about this dialect from the way
it developed in Middle English (p. 50), where there
is more material.

¢ The rest of England, south of the Thames and
west as far as Cornwall (where Celtdic was also
spoken) was settled by (West) Saxons, and became
known as Wessex. Most of the Old English corpusis
written in the Wessex dialect, Wesz Saxorn, because it
was this kingdom, under King Alfred, which
became the leading political and caltural force ac
the end of the 9th century. However, it is one of the
ironies of English linguistic history that modern
Standard English is descended not from West
Saxon, but from Mercian, which was the dialect
spoken in the arca around London when that city
became powerful in the Middle Ages (pp. 41, 50).

CADMON'S HYMN

The version of Caedmon'’s hymn (p. 20) usually printed is in literary late West Saxon, and the
text here is from an 11th-century manuscript. However, a Northumbrian version has also sur-
vived in an 8th-century manuscript, which is thus very close to the language Bede himself
must have used. The differences are very evident, though in only one case (I. 3) does an impor-

tant variant reading occur.

West Saxon

Nu we sceolan herigean heofonrices weard,
metodes mihte 7 his modgepanc,

wera wuldorfeder, swa he wuldres gehwaes,
cte drihten, ord onstealde.

He wres[t] gescop eordan bearnum,
heofon to rofe, halig scyppends;

pa middangeard moncynnes weard,
ecedrihten, wfiericode,

firum foldan, frea @lmihtig.

Now we shall praise the keeper of the heavenly kingdom, [
the power of the lord of destiny and his imagination,

the glorious father of men,

the deeds of the glorious father,

he, the eternal lord, ordained the beginning.
He first shaped for the children of earth

the heaven as a roof, the holy creator;

then the guardian of mankind, the eternal ford,

afterwards made middle-earth;

the almighty lord (made) fand for living beings.

Northumbrian

Nu scylun hergan hefacnricacs vard,
metudes maecti end his modgidanc,
uerc uuldurfadur, sue he uundra gihuaes,
ecidryerin, or astelida.

He aeristscop  aclda barnum

heben dl hrofe, haleg scepen;

tha middungeard moncynnes uard,

cci dryctin, after tiade,

firum foldu, frea allmectig.

| when of every glorious thing

WS feder ure pu pe cart on heofonum

No. fader urer du art in heofnu(m)

Me. feder ure pu eart in heofenum
‘father our thou (which) artin heaven’

The opening line from a West Saxon (WS, late
11th century), Northumbrian (No., late 10th
century), and Mercian (Me., early 10th cen-
tury) version of the Lord'’s Prayer illustrates
two of the important dialect features of Old
English. (After T. E. Toon, 1992.)

« ‘father’ The original Germanic vowel has
come forward in WS, and even further for-
ward in Me., but has stayed back in No.

* ‘art’ WS and Me. have developed a diph-
thong before [r] and a following consonant.
This has not happened in No., where the
vowel has stayed low, and also moved further
back.

This extract also shows how not all the varia-
tions found in a comparison of manuscripts
should be interpreted as dialectal.

* The use of letter ‘eth’ rather than ‘thorn’ in
the words for ‘thou’ is not a dialect matter, as
these symbols were often interchangeable
(p.16).

* Itis not possible to read much into the dif-
ferent spellings of the unstressed syllable of
‘heaven’, as the sound quality would have
been indeterminate (just as it is in Modern
English) and the spelling unsystematic.

« There is insufficient dialect evidence in the
0ld English corpus to draw any firm conclu-
sions from the grammatical variations.

Of course, when we first examine a
manuscript, we have to work such things out
for ourselves. We are not given the informa-
tion in advance. Every variant form is a possi-
ble signpost. Finding out which lead
somewhere and which do not is what makes
0ld English dialectology so engrossing. And
the story is by no means over, for there are
many dialect questions which remain to be
answered.




4-MIDDLE ENGLISH

The year 1066 marks the beginning of a new social and
tinguistic era in Britain, but it does not actually iden- DGR
ti 1e boundary between Old and Middle F nelish. [t A detail from the opening folio of Great Domesday, the larger of the two volumes which

make up the Domesday Book, the survey of English land compiled by William 1 in 1086. It is
written in Latin, but it is of value to the English language historian for the information it
provides about English personal names and (to a lesser extent) place names. The spelling,
however, is troublesome, for the scribes used Latin conventions which were an inadequate
means of representing English sounds.

tlong time before the effects of the Norman inva-
worked their way into the language, and Old
iglish continued to be used meanwhile. Even a cen-
ury later, texts were still being composed in the West

Saxon variety that had developed in the years follow-
ing the reign of King Alfred (p. 29). 4

I'he period we call Middle English runs from the | 8
beginning of the 12th century until the middle of the
15th. Itisaditticult period to define and discuss, largely
becanse of the changes taking place between the much
more distinctive and identifiable worlds of Old English
(§3) and Modern English (§§5-6). The manuscripts
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and rapid transition. Also, the gradual decay of Anglo-
Saxon traditions and literary practices, overlapping
with the sudden emergence of French and Latin liter-
acy, gives much of this period an elusive and unfocused

characrer. Itis not until 1400 thata clear focus emerges,

camn apprumiles - mde Brofe’ verf deapnebar 3

N g oo Quara gy BAuNreis T8 AundGn T mar
in the work of Chaucer, but by then the period is almost

over. Chaucer himself, indeed, is more often seen as a

forerunner of Modern English poetry than as a climax OUI, THREE KINGS William | (1066-87) spent  And later?

o Middle English.

The rise of French

The main intluence on English was, of course, French
= strictly, Norman French, the language introduced to
Britain by the invader. Following William of Nor-
mandy’s accession, French was rapidly established in
the corridors of power. French-speaking barons were
appointed, who brought over their own retinues. Soon
after, French-speaking abbots and bishops were in
place. Lanfranc, Abbot of St Stephen’s at Caen, was
made Archbishop of Canterbury as early as 1070.
Within 20 years of the invasion, almost all the reli-
gious houses were under French-speaking superiors,
and several new foundations were solely French. Large
numbers of French merchants and craftsmen crossed
the Channel to take advantage of the commercial
opportunities provided by the new regime. And aris-
tocratic links remained strong with Normandy, where
the nobles keprt their estates.

Doubtless bilingunalism quickly flourished among
those who crossed the social divide — English people
learning French in order to gain advantages from the
aristocracy, and baronial staff learning English as part
of the daily contact with local communities. Bu there
is hardly any sign of English being nsed among the
new hierarchy
over a CC]llur'\'.

a situation which was to continue for

Most of the Anglo-Norman
kings were unable to com-
municate at all in English -
though it is said some used it
for swearing. However, by
the end of the 14th century,
the situation had changed.
Richard Il addressed the
people in English during the
Peasants’ Revolt (1381).
Henry IV's speeches at
Richard's deposition were
made in English. And Henry's
will was written in English
(1413) —the first royal will to
be so.

William |

about half his reign in
France, in at least five of
those years not visiting
England at all; according to
the chronicler Ordericus
Vitalis, he tried to learn
English at the age of 43, but
gave up.

William 11 (1087-1100)
spent about half his reign in
France; his knowledge of
English is not known.

Henry 1 (1100-35) spent
nearly half his reign in
France, often several years at
atime; the only king to have
an English wife until Edward
IV (1461-83), he may have
known some English.

William Il

Stephen (1135-54) was kept
in England through civil
strife (p. 33); his knowledge
of English is not known.

Henry 11 (1154-89) spent a
total of 20 years in France; he
understood English, but did
notspeak it.

Richard 1(1189-99) spent
only a few months in
England; he probably spoke
no English.

John (1199-1216) lived
mainly in England after 1204;
the extent of his English is
not known.
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The rise of English
During the 12¢h cenrury, English became more widely
used among the upper classes, and there was an enor-
mous amount of intermarriage with English people.
The largely monolingual French-speaking court was
not typical of the resr of the country. Richard Fitz
Neal's Dialogus de Scaccario (A Dialogue on the Exche-
quer’), written in 1177, reports:

Now that the English and Normans have been dwelling
together, marrying and giving in marriage, the two
nations have become so mixed that it is scarcely possible
today, speaking of free men, to tell who is English, who of
Norman race.

By the end of the 12th century, contemporary
accounts suggest thar some children of the nobility
spoke English as a mother tongue, and had to be
taught French in school. French continued to be used
in Parliament, the courts, and in public proceedings,
but we know that translations into English increased in
frequency throughout the period, as did the number of
handbooks written for the teaching of French.

From 1204, a different political climate emerged.
King John of England came into conflict with King
Philip of France, and was obliged to give up control of
Normandy. The English nobility lost their estates in
France, and antagonism grew between the two coun-
tries, leading ultimately to the Hundred Years War
(1337-1453). The status of French diminished as a
spirit of English nationalism grew, culminating in the
Barons’ War (1264-5). In 1362, English was used for
the firsr time at the opening of Parliament. By about
1425 it appears that English was widely used in Eng-
land, in writing as well as in speech.

Reasons for survival

How had the language managed to survive the French
invasion? Afterall, Celtic had not survived the Anglo-
Saxon invasions 500 years before (p. 8). Evidently the
English language in the 11th century was too well
established for it to be supplanted by another language.
Unlike Celtic, it had a considerable written literature
and a strong oral tradition. It would have taken several
hundred years of French immigration, and large num-
bers of immigrants, to have changed things — but the
good relations between England and France lasted for
only 150 years, and some historians have estimated
that the number of Normans in the country may have
been as low as 2 per cent of the total population.

This 150 years, nonetheless, is something of a ‘dark
age’ in the history of the language. There is hardly any
written evidence of English, and we can thus only
speculate about what was happening to the language
during that period. Judging by the documents which
have survived, it seems that French was the language
of government, law, administration, literature, and
the Church, with Latin also used in administration,

education, and worship. The position of English
becomes clearer in the 13th century, when we find an
increasing number of sermons, prayers, romances,
songs, and other documents. Finally, in the 14ch
century, we have the major achievements of Middle
English literacure, culmi-

THE ONOMASTIC
CONQUEST

A moderndrawing of
Southampton, Hampshire,

€. 1500. At that time, one of
the two most important
streets of the town was called

nating in rhe writing of
Geoftrey Chaucer (p. 38).

ALL UNDERSTAND THE ENGLISH TONGUE

Contemporary writers
sometimes provide
insights into the linguistic
state of the nation. A
much-quoted example is
from William of Nassyng-
ton'‘s Speculum Vitae or
Mirror of Life (¢. 1325).
Although some who have
lived at court do know
French, he says, nobody
now knows only French.
Everyone, whatever their
learning, knows English.
(For grammatical endings,
see p.44; spelling conven-
tions, see p.40. The
extract uses two earlier
English symbols (p. 14):
thorn, b, later replaced by
th, and yogh, 2, later
replaced by y. Modern u is
written v, and vice versa.)

French Street (it is the middle
of the three thoroughfares
running north-south), evi-
dently a focation for many
French merchants and set-
tlers. Several other towns in
the south showed early
influence of French settle-
ment.
One way of trying to plot
French influence in the
period is through the anal-
ysis of baptismal names
(see the discussion of ono-
mastics, p. 140). Native
pre-Conquest names were
chiefly West Germanic
{p. 6), but showed the
influence of Scandinavian
in the Danelaw, and also
of Celticin the border
areas - Godwine, Egbert,
Alfred, Wulfric, Haraldr,
Eadric, and the like.
Within a century of the
Conquest, most of these
had been replaced by
such names as John,
Peter, Simon, and
Stephen. A Canterbury
survey made in the
1160s shows that 75 per
cent of the men had
Continental names.
And the history of
English naming has
reflected thisinflu-
ence ever since.

In English ronge I schal gow telle,
3if 3¢ wyth me so longe wil dwelle.
No Latyn wil T speke no [ror] waste,
Bur English, pat men vse mast [70s1],
Pat can eche [each] man voderstande,
Dat is born in Ingelande;
For pat langage is most chewyd [showiz]
Os [as] wel among lered [learned ] os lewyd [unlearned).
Latyn, as I trowe [ believe] can nane [know none)
But po [except those] pat haueth it in scole tane [school
take),
And somme can [some know) Frensche and no Latyn,
pat vsed han [have] cowrt [court] and dwellen perein,
And somme can of Latyn a party [part]
Dat can of Frensche but febly {feebly];
And somme vnderstonde wel Englysch,
Dat can noper [neither] Latyn nor Frankys [ Frankish, i.e.
French].
Bope lered and lewed, olde and zonge,
Alle vnderstonden english ronge.
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THE TRA

Al amental change in the siructure of English took
place during the Teh and 12th centuries — one without
precedencin the history of the language, and without
1 lel thercafter. Grammatical relationships in Old

lish had been expressed chiefly by the use of inflec-
onal endings (p. 20). In Middfe English, they came o
be expressed (as they are today) chiefly by word order.
Why did this change take place? Few subjects in the his-
tory of English have attracted so much specuation,

I'he decay of inflections

About one fact there is no doubt. There are clear signs
during the Old English period of the decay of the
inflectional system. The surviving texts suggest that
the change started in the north of the country, and
stowly spread south. Several of the old endings are still

present in the 12¢h-century text of the Peterborough
Chronicle opposite, but they are not used with much
consistency, and they no longer seem to play an impor-
tant role in conveying meaning.

Buc why did the Old English inflectional endings
decay? The most obvious explanation is that it became
increasingly difficult to hear them, because of the way
words had come to be stressed during the evolution of
the Germanic langnages (p. 6). The ancestor language
of Germanic, Indo-European, had a ‘free’ system of
accentuation, in which the stress within a word moved
according to intricate rules (p. 248). In Germanic, this
system changed, and most words came to carry the
main stress on their first syllable. This is the system
tound throughout Old English. As always, there were
exceptions — the ge- prefix, for example (p. 21), is never
stressed.

Having the main stress at the beginning of a word
can readily give rise to an auditory problem ac the end.
This is especially so when there are several endings
which are phonetically very similar, such as -en, -on,
and -an. In rapid conversational speech it would have
been difficult to distinguish them. The situation is not
wo far removed from that which sdll obtins in
Modern English, where people often make such forms
as -ibleand -able (visible, washable) or Belgian and Bel-
gum sound the same. This ‘neutralization’ of vowel
qualities undoubredly affected the Old English system.

The contact situation

However, auditory confusion cannot be the sole
reason. Other Germanic languages had a strong initial
stress, too, yet they retained their inflectional system
(as is still seen in modern German). Why was the
change so much greater in English? Some scholars cite
the Viking scttlement as the decisive factor (p- 25).
During the period of the Danelaw, they argue, the con-
tact between English and Scandinavian would have led

SITION FROM OLD ENGLISH
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to the emergence of a pidgin-like vatiety of speech
between the two cultures, and perhaps even eventually
to a kind of creole which was used as a lingua franca
(p. 344). As with pidgins ceverywhere, there would
have been a loss of word endings, and greater reliance
on word order. Gradually, this pattern would have
spread until it affected the whole of the East Midlands
area — trom which Standard English was eventually to
emerge (p. 50). At the very least, they conclude, this
sitnation would have accelerated the process of inflec-
tional decay — and may even have started it.

Whether such arguments are valid depends on how
far we believe that the speakers of Old English and Old
Norse were unable to understand each other at the
time, and this is largely a matter of speculation. Per-
haps there existed a considerable degree of mutual
intelligibility, given that the two languages had
diverged only a few hundred years before. The roots of
many words were the same, and in the Icelandic sagas
it is said that the Vikings and the English could under-
stand each other. Whatever the case, we can tell from
the surviving Middle English texts that the Danelaw
was a much more progressive area, linguistically speak-
ing, than the rest of the country. Change which began
here affected southern areas later. Some form of Viking
influence cannor easily be dismissed.

As inflections decayed, so the reliance on word
order became critical, resulting in a grammarical
system which is very similar to that found today. There
is no sign in the Peterborongh Chronicle extract of the
Old English tendency to put the object before the
verb, for example (p.44). The Subject—Verb—Object
order, already a noticeable feature of Old English, has
become firmly established by the beginning of the
Middle English period.

2 S ,

peterhor” h Cathedral Cambrid eshire
erhorouy Cathe v bridg
Ul

INFLECTIONAL
CARRYING POWER

Thisis a list of the most impor-
tant endings in Old English
regular nouns and verbs

(p. 20), along with one lexical
example of each. All endings
which consisted of just a
vowel, or a vowel plus nasal,
disappeared from the lan-
guage during the Middle
English period. The only end-
ings to survive were the ones
with greater carrying power -
the high-pitched -s forms
(kings, king’s, lovest), the -th
forms (foveth, later replaced
by -s, p. 44), and the distinctive
-ende of the participle (later
replaced by -ing, p. 45) and
past tense.

Nouns

(cyning 'king’, scip ‘ship’, glof

‘glove’, guma ‘man’)

-e, -n (acc. sg.) glofe, guman

-es, -e, -n (gen. sg.) cyninges,
glofe, guman

-e, -n (dat. sg.) cyninge, guman

-as, -u, -a (nom. pl.) cyningas,
scipy, glofa

-n, -as, -u, -a (acc. pl.) guman,
cyningas, scipu, glofa

-a, -ena, (gen. pl.) cyninga,
glofa, gumena

-um (dat. pl.) cyningum,
glofum, gumum

Verbs

(fremman 'performy’, lufian

‘love’, deman 'judge’)

-e (1sg. pres.ind.)
fremme, lufie, deme

-est, -ast, -st (2 sg. pres. ind.)
fremest, lufast, demst

-ed, -ad, -0 (3sg. pres. ind.)
fremed, lufad, demd

-ad (1-3 pl. pres. ind.)
fremmad, lufiad, demad

-e (1-35g. pres. subj.)
fremme, lufie, deme

-en (1-3 pl. pres. subj.)
fremmen, lufien, demen

-de (1 & 3sg. pastind.)
fremede, lufode, demde

-dest (2 sg. past ind.)
fremedest, lufodest, demdest

-don (1-3 pl. past ind.)
fremedon, lufodon, demdon

-de (1-3 5g. past subj.)
fremede, lufode, demde

-den (1-3 pl. past subj.)
fremeden, lufoden, demden

-ende (pres. part.)
fremmende, lufiende,
demende

-

Abbreviations (see Part 1)
acc. accusative; dat. dative;
gen. genitive; ind. indicative;
nom. nominative; part. partici-
ple; pl. plural; pres. present
tense; sg. singular; subj. sub-
junctive; 1, 2, 3 1st, 2nd, 3rd
person.
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THE PETERBOROUGH CHRONICLE

We are fortunate to have the later years of the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (p. 14), which continues to
the middle of the 12th century, toillustrate this
period of change. In 1116, most of the monastery
at Peterborough was destroyed by fire, along with
many manuscripts. The monks immediately began
toreplace the writings which had been lost. They
borrowed the text of the Chronicle from another
monastery, copied it out, and then carried on writ-
ing the history themselves. They continued until
1131, but then the writing stopped — doubtless
because of the chaotic conditions of civil war
which existed in the reign of King Stephen, some
of which are described in the extract below.

This extract is from the Chronicle when it begins

again in 1154, after the death of Stephen, adding
several events from the intervening years. The lan-
guage is now quite different. Despite points of
similarity with the previous work, the overall
impression is that the writer is starting again,
using vocabulary and grammatical patterns which
reflect the language of his time and locality, and
inventing fresh spelling conventions to cope with
new sounds. The extract has been setoutin a
word-for-word translation, but (unlike the Old
English extract about Caedmon on p. 20), itis no
longer necessary to add a free translation as well.
Apart from a few phrases, the language now
seems much closer to Modern English.

The later material from the Peterborough
Chronicle looks back towards Old English and
ahead towards Middle English. Scholars have

indeed argued at length about whether it is best
to call it 'late Old English’ or ‘early Middle English’.
Some stress the archaic features of the text, point-
ing to similarities with the West Saxon dialect of
Old English (p. 29); others stress the differences,
and consider it to be the earliest surviving Middle
English text. The Chronicle illustrates very clearly
the difficulty of drawing asharp boundary
between different stages in the development ofa
language. But it does not take much longer before
the uncertainty is resolved. Other texts from the
12th century confirm the new direction in which
the language was moving; and within a century of
the close of the Chronicle, there isno doubt that a
major change has taken place in the structure of
English. (The first twelve lines of the illustration
are transcribed and translated below.)

nef s diden hedmguaye |
- fdmpenhed fpa.
yuf)‘cmm. ;

gt

TR :
It O AN CCET

twisted

them in cell

were in,

5 crucethus,
torture-box,

and

were fetters

to bear one;

heom in quarterne par

waron inne, and drapen heom swa. Sume hi
and killed

prengde pe man par-inne, dat him bracon
pressed the man therein,

In mani of pe castles weeron lof
Inmany of the castles were

and his hals, dat he ne myhte nowiderwardes, ne
and his neck, that he notmight inno direction,

[Me dide cnotred strenges abuton here| harued and
[One placed knotted cords

about their] head and

uurythen it dat it gaede tope harnes. Hi  diden
it that it enteredto the brains.

They put
nadres and snakes and pades
where adders and snakes and toads
diden in

them so. Some theyput in

dar is in an ceste pat was scort, and naren,
thatisin a chest that was short, and narrow,
and undep, and dide scerpe stanes perinne, and

shallow, and put sharp

stones therein, and

alle pe limes.

that they brokeall thelimbs.
and grin, dat

headband and halter, that

waeron rachenteges dat twa oper thre men hadden onoh

that twoor three men had enough

10 to beron onne; pat was sua maced, dat is faestned to an
that wasso made,

thatis fastenedtoa

beom, and diden an scaerp iren aburon pa mannes rthrote
beam, and put

a sharp iron about theman’s throat

sitten
neither sit

ne lien ne slepen, oc baronal dar iren. Mani

nor lie nor sleep, butbear all thatiron. Many

pusen  hi drapen mid hunger.
thousand they killed by means of hunger.

15 necan ne I ne mai tellen alle pe wunder ne alle pe

the atrocities nor alt  the

pines dar hi diden wreccemen on  pis land, and dat
cruelties that they did to wretched people in this land, and that

| not know nor | not can tell  all

lasrede pa xix wintre wile Stephne was king, and @ure it was
lasted the 19 winters while Stephen was king, and always it was

uuerse and uuerse.
worse and worse.

Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Laud Misc. 636, fol. 89 v.
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THLE MIDDLE ENGLISH CORPUS

Ihe Middle English period has a much richer docu-
mentation than is tound in Old English (p. 10). This
is partly the result of the post-Conguest political situ-
1. The newly centralized monarchy commissioned
iional and local surveys, beginning with the Domes-
day Book (p. 30). and there is a marked increase in the
nimber of public and private documents — mandates,
charters, contracts, tax-rolls, and other administrative
or judicial papers. However, the carly material is of
limited value to those interested in the lingnistic his-
tory of English because it is largely written in Latin or
French, and the only relevant data which can be
extracted relate o English place and personal names
(§10). Most religious publication falls into the same
category, with Latin maintaining its presence through-
out the period as the official language of the Church.
A major difference from Old English is the absence of
a continuing tradition of historical writing in the
native language, as in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle —a
function which Latin supplanted, and which was not
revived unul the 15th century.

Material in English appears as a trickle in the 13th
century, but within 150 years it has become a flood. In
the early period, we see a great deal of religions prose
writing, in the form of homilies, tracts, lives of the
saints, and other aids to devotion and meditation.
Somerimes a text was written with a specific readership
in mind; the Ancrene Riwle (‘Anchorites’ Guide'), for
example, was compiled by a spiritual director for three
noblewomen who had abandoned the world to live as
anchoresses. During the 14th century, there is a
marked increase in the number of translared writings
from French and Latin, and of texts for teaching these
languages  (p.31). Guild records, proclamations,
proverbs, dialogues, allegories, and letters illustrate the
diverse range of new stvles and genres. Towards the end
of the century, the translations of the Bible inspired by
John Wycliff appear amid considerable controversy,
and the associated  movement  produces  many
manuscripts (p. 54). Finally, in the 1430s, there is a
vast output in English from the office of the London
Chancery scribes, which strongly influenced the devel-
opment of a standard written language (p. 41).

The poetic puzzle

Poctry presents a puzzle. The Anglo-Saxon poctic tra-
dition apparently dies out in the 11th century, to reap-
pear patchily in the 13th. A lengthy poetic history of
Britain known as Lazamons Brut (p. 36) is one of the
carliest works to survive from Middle English, and in
the 14th century come the important texts of Piers
Plowmanand Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (p. 37).
What is surprising is that the alliterative Old English

I'HLE HISTORY OF ENGEISH

style (p. 23) is stll presentin all chese works, despire an
apparent hreak in poetic continuity of at least a hun-
dred years. The conundrum has generated much dis-
cussion. Perhaps the alliterative technique was retained
through prose: several Middle English prose texts are
strongly alliterative, and it is sometimes difficult to tell
from a manuscript which genre (poctry or prosc) a
piece belongs to. because the line divisions are not
shown. Perhaps the Old English style survived throngh
the medium of oral transmission. Or perhaps it is
simply that most poctic manuscripts have been lost.
Middle English poctry was inevitably much influ-
enced by French literary traditions, both in content
and style. One of the earliest examples is the 13th-
century verse-contest known as 7he Owl and the
Nightingale (p. 36). Later works include romances in
the French style, secular lyrics, bestiaries, ballads, bib-
lical poetry, Christian legends, hymns, prayers, and
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POETRY OR PROSE?

The Worcester Fragments are
the remains of a manuscript
which was used to make the
cover of a book in the Chap-
ter Library at Worcester. The
result of piecing together the
fragments was a piece of con-
tinuous text, probably copied
¢. 1200 from a much earlier
text. The manuscript contains
£lfric’s Grammar (p.16), a
passage on the Debate of the
Soul and the Body, and an
item on the disuse of English.

Part of this last item is
given here. Modern editions
usually print the text in lines,
as if it were a poem, but the
rhythm and alliteration are
extremely free and unpre-
dictable, and it is difficult to
identify lines of a conven-
tional kind. In other words, it
would be just as plausible to
print the material as prose.
The editor has filled out the
textin a few places where
there were holes in the
manuscript. Aninteresting
linguistic feature is the
preservation of the irregular
form of the noun for ‘books’,
bec. (After B. Dickins & R.M.
Wilson, 1951.)

glod. Nu is peo leore forleten, and pet folc is forloren...

Alfric abbod, pe we Alquin hotep, he was bocare, and pe fit bec wende, Genesis, Exodus,
Veronomius, Numerus. Leuiticus. purh peos weren ilerde ure leoden on Englisc. pet weren
peos biscopes pe bodeden Cristendom: Wilfrid of Ripum, Tohan of Beaferlai, Cupbert of
Dunhalme, Oswald of Wireceastre, Egwin of Heoneshame, Aldelm of Malmesburi,
Swithun, Apelwold, Aidan, Biern of Wincastre, Paulin of Rofecastre, S. Dunston, and S.
lfeih of Cantoreburi. peos lerden ure leodan on Englisc. Naes deorc heare liht, ac hir feire

clegies. The mystical dream-vision, popular in Iraly
and France, is well illustrated by the poem modern edi-
tors have called Pear/, in which the writer recalls the
death of his two-year-old daughter, who then acts as
his spiricual comforter. Drama also begins to make its
presence felt, in the form of dialogues, pageants, and
the famous cycles of mystery plays (p. 58).

Much of Middle English literature is of unknown
authorship, but by the end of the period this situation
has changed. Among the prominent names which
emerge in the lateer part of the 14ch cenmiry are John
Gower, William Langland, John Wycliff, and Geoffrey
Chaucer, and some time later John Lydgate, Thomas
Malory, William Caxton, and the poets who are col-
lectively known as the Scotush Chaucerians (p.53).
Rather than a somewhar random collection of inter-
esting texts, there is now a major body of ‘literature’, in
the modern sense. It is this which provides the final
part of the bridge between Middle and Early Modern
English (§5).

Abbot £lfric, whom we call
Alquin, he was a writer, and
translated five books,
Genesis, Exodus,
Deuteronomy, Numbers,
Leviticus. Through these our
people were taughtin Eng-
lish. These were the bishops
who preached Christianity:
Wilfrid of Ripum, lohan of
Beoferlai, Cuthbert of
Dunholme, Oswald of
Wireceastre, Egwin of
Heoueshame, £ldelm of
Malmesburi, Swithun,
Athelwold, Aidan, Biern of
Wincaestre, Paulin of ws .
Rofecaestre, S. Dunston, and
S. &lfeih of Cantoreburi.
These taught our people in
English. Their light was not
dark, anditshone brightly.
Now is this knowledge aban-
doned, and the people
damned...
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JOHN OF TREVISA

The Cornishman John of Trevisa (d. 1402), who became an Oxford scholar
and clergyman, made in 1387 a translation of Ranulf Higden's Latin Poly-
chronicon —so called because it was the chronicle of many ages, fromthe
Creation to 1352. At one point, Higden reviews the language teaching sit-

uation in England, and gives two reasons for the decline of the mother

tongue.

On ys for chyldern in scole,
agenes pe vsage and manere of al
ober nacions, bup compelled for
to leue here oune longage, and for
to construe here lessons and here
binges a Freynsch, and habbep
supthe pe Normans come furst
into Engelond. Also gentil men
children bup yrauzt for to speke
Freynsch fram tyme pat abup
yrokked in here cradel, and
connep speke and playe wip a
child hys bronch; and oplondysch
men wol lykne hamsylf to genil
men, and fondep wi gret bysynes
for to speke Freynsch, for to be
more ytold of.

One [reason] is that children in
school, contrary to the usage and
custom of all other nations, are
compelled to abandon their own
language, and to carry on their
lessons and their affairs in French,
and have done since the Normans
first came to England. Also the
children of gentlemen are taught to
speak French from the time that
they are rocked in their cradle, and
learn to speak and play with a
child's trinket; and rustic men will
make themselves like gentlemen,
and seek with great industry to
speak French, to be more highly
thoughtof.

At this point, John of Trevisa adds the following:

Pys manere was moche y-vsed
tofore pe furste moreyn, and ys
septhe somdel ychaunged. For
Iohan Cornwal, a mayster of
gramere, chayngede pe lore in
gramerscole and construccion of
Freynsch into Englysch; and
Richard Pencrych lurnede pat
manere techyng of hym, and oper
men of Pencrych, so pat now, pe
3er of oure Lord apousond pre
hondred foute score and fyue, of
pe secunde kyng Richard after pe
Conquest nyne, in al pe
gramerscoles of Engelond
childern lenep Frensch, and
construep and lurnep an Englysch,
and habbep perby avauntage in on
syde, and desavantauge yn anoper.
Here avauntage ys pat alurnep
here gramer yn lasse tyme pan
childern wer ywoned to do.
Desavauntage ys pat now childern
of gramerscole connep no more
Frensch pan can here lift heele,
and pat ys harm forham and a
scholle passe pe se and trauayle in
strange londes, and in meny caas
also. Also gentil men habbep now
moche yleft for to teche here
childern Frensch.

Plus ¢a change...

This practice was much used before
the first plague, and has since been
somewhat changed. For John
Cornwall, a teacher of grammar,
changed the teaching in grammar
school and the construing of French
into English; and Richard Penkridge
learned that method of teaching
from him, and other men from
Penkridge, so that now, AD 1385,
the ninth year of the reign of the
second King Richard after the
Conquest, in all the grammar
schools of England children
abandon French, and compose and
learn in English, and have thereby
an advantage on the one hand, and
a disadvantage on the other. The
advantage is that they learn their
grammar in less time than children
used to do. The disadvantage is that
nowadays children at grammar
school know no more French than
their left heel, and thatisa
misfortune for them if they should
cross the sea and travel in foreign
countries, and in othersuch
circumstances. Also, gentlemen
have now largely abandoned
teaching their children French.

A PASTON LETTER

This is an extract from one of the collection of
letters written by members of the Norfolk
family of Paston during the 15th century.
There are over a thousand items in the collec-
tion, dealing with everything from legal mat-
ters to domestic gossip, and written
throughout in a natural and often vivid style.
Most of the collection is now in the British Mus-
eum. The present example comes from a letter
written 'in hast[e]' by Margaret Paston to her hus-
band John on 19 May 1448, Trinity Sunday evening.

Ryght worshipfull husbond, | recomaund me to you, and prey yow to
wete that on Friday last passed before noon, the parson of Oxened beyng
at messe in oure parossh chirche, evyn atte levacion of the sakeryng,
Jamys Gloys hadde ben in the toune and come homward by Wymondams
gate. And Wymondam stod in his gate, and John Norwode his man stod
by hym, and Thomas Hawys his othir man stod in the strete by the canell
side. And Jamys Gloys come wyth his hatte on his hede betwen bothe his
men, as he was wont of custome to do. And whanne Gloys was ayenst
Wymondham, he seid thus: ‘Covere thy heed!’ And Gloys seid ageyn, ‘So |
shall for the.’ And whanne Gloys was forther passed by the space of iii or
iiii strede, Wymondham drew owt his dagger and seid, ‘Shalt thow so,
knave?' And therwith Gloys turned hym, and drewe owt his dagger and
defendet hym, fleyng into my moderis place; and Wymondham and his
man Hawys kest stonys and dreve Gloys into my moderis place, and Hawys
folwyd into my moderis place and kest a ston as meche as a forthyng lof
into the halle after Gloys, and than ran owt of the place ageyn. And Gloys
folwyd owt and stod wythowt the gate, and thanne Wymondham called
Gloys thef and seid he shuld dye, and Gloys seid he lyed and called hym
charl, and bad hym come hym self or ell the best man he hadde, and Gloys
wold answere hym on for on. And thanne Haweys ran into Wymondhams
place and feched a spere and a swerd, and toke his maister his swerd. And
wyth the noise of this asaut and affray my modir and | come owt of the
chirche from the sakeryng, and | bad Gloys go into my moderis place
ageyn, and so he dede. And thanne Wymondham called my moder and
me strong hores, and seid the Pastons and alle her kyn were [hole in
paper]... seid he lyed, knave and charl as he was. And he had meche large
langage, as ye shall knowe herafter by mowthe.

My dear husband, | commend myself to you, and want you to know that,
last Friday before noon, the parson of Oxnead was saying Mass in our
parish church, and at the very moment of elevating the host, James Gloys,
who had been in town, was coming home past Wyndham's gate. And
Wyndham was standing in his gateway with his man John Norwood by his
side, and his other man, Thomas Hawes, was standing in the street by the
gutter. And James Gloys came with his hat on his head between both his
men, as he usually did. And when Gloys was opposite Wyndham, Wynd-
ham said ‘Cover your head!” And Gloys retorted, ‘So | shall for you!* And
when Gloys had gone on three or four strides, Wyndham drew out his
dagger and said, ‘Will you, indeed, knave?' And with that Gloys turned
on him, and drew out his dagger and defended himself, fleeing into my
mother's place; and Wyndham and his man Hawes threw stones and
drove Gloys into my mother's house, and Hawes followed into my
mother's and threw a stone as big as a farthing-loaf into the hall at Gloys,
and then ran out of the place again. And Gloys followed him out and
stood outside the gate, and then Wyndham called Gloys a thief and said
he had to die, and Gloys said he lied and called him a peasant, and told
him to come himself or else the best man he had, and Gloys would answer
him, one against one. And then Hawes ran into Wyndham’s place and
fetched a spear and a sword, and gave his master his sword. And at the
noijse of this attack and uproar my mother and  came out of the church
from the sacrament, and | told Gloys to go into my mother’s again, and he
did so. And then Wyndham called my mother and me wicked whores, and
said the Pastons and all her kin were (...) said he lied, knave and peasant
that he was. And he had a great deal of broad language, as you shall hear
later by word of mouth.

Such a story could have appeared in any modern tabloid. (The hole in the
paper is fortuitous, and is unlikely to be an ‘expletive deleted’.) The expe-
rience shocked Margaret, who ‘wolde not for x| /i. have suyche another
trouble’ ('wouldn‘t have another such disturbance happen for £40°).
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PART 1 - THI

THE OWL AND THE NIGHTINGALE

T s the first example to appear in English of the debate verse form which was so pop
L n Europe during the 12th and 13th centuries. In the poem, the two speakers argue
views in the manner of a lawsuit. The work has become famous for its humour and
1. and for the lively way in which the characters of the two birds are portrayed. It dis-
s a French-inspired scheme of four-beat lines in rhyming couplets. Its authorship has
been established, though the dialect represented is southern, and it was probably
mposed c. 1200. From a reference in the poem to a Master Nicholas of Guildford (who
1e birds agree should judge the debate), that area of Surrey has been suggested as a
possible source. The following extracts are of the opening lines, and part of one of the
lightingale’s diatribes.

Ich was in one sumere dale,

In one supe digele hale,

lherde ich holde grete tale

An hule and one nizringale.

Dat plait was stif an starc an strong,
Sum-wile softe an lud among;

An eiper agen oper sval,

An fet pat vuele mod ur al.

An eiper seide of operes custe

Pat alre-worste pat hi wuste ...

An pu tukest wrope an vuele,

Whar pu migt, over-smale fugzele ...
Pu art lodlich to biholde,

An bu art lop in monie volde;

Di bodi is short, pi swore is smal,
Gretrere is pin heued pan pu al;

Pin ¢gene bop colblake an brode,

Rigt swo ho weren ipeint mid wode ...

I'was in a summer valley,

In a very hidden corner,

I heard holding a great argument

An owl and a nightingale.

The dispute was fierce and violent and strong,
Sometimes soft and loud at intervals;

And each swelled in anger against the other,
And let out their bad temper.

And each said of the other’s qualities

The worst things that they knew ...

And you ill-treat cruelly and badly,
Wherever you can, very small birds ...
You are hateful to behold,

And you are hateful in many ways,

Your body is short, your neck is small,
Your head is bigger than the rest of you,
Your eyes both charcoal-black and wide,
Just like they were painted with woad....

THE CUCKOO
SONG

This well-known
song is one of
several secular
lyrics dating from
€. 1225.1tis one of
a very fewsuch
lyrics which have
musical notation
in the manuscript
(aswell asan
alternative
religious text in
Latin).

Svmer is icumen in,

Lhude sing cuccu!

Growep sed and blowep med
And springp pe wde nu.
Sing cuccu!

Awe bletep after lomb,
Lhoup after calue cu,

Bulluc stertep, bucke uertep.
Murie sing cuccu!
Cuecu, cuccu,

Wel singes pu cuccu.
Ne swik pu nauer nu!

Summer has come in,

Loudlysing, cuckoo!

The seed grows and the
meadow bursts into flower

And the wood springs up now.

Sing, cuckoo!

The ewe bleats after the lamb,
The cow laws after the calf.

The bullock feaps, the buck farts.
Merry sing, cuckoo!
Cuckoo, cuckoo,

You sing well, cuckoo.
Never cease you now!

ENGLISH

LAZAMON'S BRUT

This is a poem of c. 16,000 lines telling the history of
Britain from the landing of Brutus (the Brut of the title,
the reputed founder of the Britons) to the last Saxon
victory over the Britons in 689. It uses an alliterative line,
showing the influence of Old English (p.11), and many of
its themes reflect those of earlier Germanic times;  but
the approach was also much influenced by French chival-
ric romances. The text actually uses as a source a French
verse chronicle, Roman de Brut, made by the 12th-cen-
tury Anglo-Norman author, Wace.

Little is known of Lagamon (modern spelling, Laya-
mon), other than what he tells usin the opening lines of
the work - that he was a parish priest of Ernleze (modern
Areley Kings, Worcestershire). There are two extant
manuscripts, both dating from the first half of the 13th
century, and separated in time by about a generation.
This has given scholars a rare chance to make a compari-
son, to see if the two versions throw some light on the
way the language could have changed during that time.

The poem is written in long lines, divided into half-line
groups, and a great deal of use is made of alliteration,
rhyme, and other phonological features which give the
units their structure (p. 415). A surprising feature of the
text is that, despite being written 150 years after the
Conquest, it has very few French loan words. It is likely
that the poem’s subject matter, much concerned with
battles within the epic tradition, motivated Lazamon to
use an older vocabulary, associated more with the Old
English period. However, there are no kennings in the
text (p. 23). The later version also contains rather more
French loans, suggesting that the scribe was to some
extent trying to modernize the language. (Extracts and
translation from N. Blake, 1992.)

Earlier version

Nu haued Vortigernes cun - Aurilien aquald.

nu pu @rcal ane of adele pine cunne.

Ah ne hope pu to rede of heom pat ligged dede.
ah penc of pe seolden seolden pe beod giucpe.

for selde heaswint pe to him-seolue penched.

bv scalt wurden god king & gumenene lauerd.

& pu to pere mid-nihte  wepne pine cnihtes.

pat we i pan morgen-liht mazgen come ford-riht.

Later version

Nou hauep Vortigerne his cun Aurelic acwelled.
nou hart poual one of alle pine kunne.

Ac ne hope pou to reade of ham pat liggep deade.
ac pench ou pou miht pi-scolf pine kinedom werie.
for sealde he aswint pat to him-scolue trestep.

pou salt worpe god king and steorne porh alle ping.
And pou at pare midniht wepne pine enihees.

pat pou at pan moreliht magze be a-redi to pe fiht.

Now that Vortigern's family has killed Aurilie,

you are the sole survivor of your family.

But do not expect any support from him who lies dead_,,i.v_:

Put your trust in yourself that help is granted you, '

for seldom is he disappointed who puts his trust in
himself.

You will become a worthy king and ruler of people.

And arm your followers at midnight

so that we may advance in the morning.
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SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT

This story from Arthurian
legend is an account of
two adventures—the
arrival of a green knight at
Arthur's court and the
challenge he issues, and
the temptation of Sir
Gawain, who takes up the
challenge at the green
knight's chapel. The story
was probably written
towards the end of the
14th century, and shows
the influence of the French
courtly tradition. The
poem is written in a West
Midland dialect, and there
is some evidence from the
language that it origi-
nated in south Lancashire.
The manuscript, which
contains three other
poems written in the same
neat angular hand, is now
in the British Library. In the
present extract, the editors
have added modern capi-
talization and punctua-
tion. (After J. R. R. Tolkien
& E.V.Gordon, 1925.)
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Sipen pe sege and pe assaut watg sesed at Troye,

Pe borz brittened and brent to brondeg and askeg,

Pe tulk pat pe trammes of tresoun per wroze

Warg tried for his tricherie, pe trewest on erthe:

Hit watg Ennias pe achel and his highe kynde,

Pat sipen depreced proninces, and patrounes bicome

Welnege of al pe wele in pe West Iles.

Fro riche Romulus to Rome ricchis hym swype,

With gret bobbaunce pat burze he biges vpon fyrst,

And neuenes hit his aune nome, as hit now hat;

Tirius to Tuskan and teldes bigynnes,

Langaberde in Lumbardie lyftes vp homes,

And fer ouer pe French flod Felix Brutus

On mony bonkkes ful brode Bretayn he setteg
with wynne,

Where werre and wrake and wonder

Bi sypeg hatg wont perinne,

And oft bope blysse and blunder

Ful skete hacg skyfted synne.

Ande quen pis Bretayn watg bigged bi pis burn rych,
Bolde bredden perinne, baret pat lofden,

In mony turned tyme tene pat wrogten.

Mo ferlyes on pis folde han fallen here oft

Pen in any oper pat I wot, syn pat ilk tyme.

Bot of alle pat here bult of Bretaygne kynges

Ay watg Arthur pe hendest, as Fhaf herde eelle.

Since the siege and the assault came to an end in Troy,
The city destroyed and burnt to brands and ashes,
The man who there devised the devices of treason
Was tried for his treachery, the truest on earth:

It was the noble Aeneas and his noble kindred

Who later subjugated provinces, and became lords
Of almost all the wealth in the Western Isles.

When noble Romulus quickly makes his way to Rome,
With great pomp that city he builds up first,

And names it with his own name, as it is now called;
Tirius founds buildings in Tuscany,

Langaberde builds up dwellings in Lombardy,

And far over the English Channel Felix Brutus

Upon many broad hillsides founds Britain with joy,

Where fighting and distress and wondrous deeds
At times have been found therein

And often both happiness and sadness

Have since then quickly alternated.

And when this Britain was founded by this noble man,
Bold men multiplied there, who loved fighting,
Inmany a later time who brought about harm.

More marvels in this land have often happened here
Than in any other that | know of, since that same time.
But of all of Britain's kings who dwelled here

Always was Arthur the noblest, as ! have heard tell.
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38 PART

THE CHAUCERIAN
ACHIEVEMENT
['he tiny voice of this book can add nodhing to the
R al acclaim which has been given o Chaucer’s
tic and narrative achievements, or to his insights

o medieval acticudes and societys butic canaffirm
with some conviction the importance of his work to

nyv history of the language. It is partly a maceer of
quantity — one complete edition prints over 43,000
lines of poetry, as well as two major prose works ~
but more cructal is the breadth and variety of his
language, which ranges from the polished complex-
ity of high-flown rhetoric to the natural simplicity
of domestic chac. No previous author had shown
such a range, and Chaucer's writing — in addition to
its literary merits — is thus unique in the evidence it
has provided about the state of medieval grammar,
vocabulary, and pronunciation.

Chaucer’s best-known work, 7he Canterbury
Lales, is not of course a guide to the spoken language
of the time:
which has been carefully crafted. Ic uses a regular

it is a varicty of the written language

metrical structure and rhyme scheme — itself a
departure from the free thythms and alliteration of
much carlier poetry (p. 36). It contains many varia-
tions in word order, dictated by the demands of the
prosody. There are also frequent literary allusions
and turns of phrase which make the text difficule to
follow. Whar has impressed readers so much is that,
despite the constraines, Chaucer has managed o
capture so vividly the intriguing characters of the
speakers, and to reflect so naturally the colloquial
features of their speech. In no other author, indeed,
is there better support tor the view that there is an
underlying correspondence between the natural
rhythm of English poetry and that of English every-
day conversation (p.412).

5 Whan Zephirus eck with his sweete breeth
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The tendre croppes and the yonge sonne
the tender shoots, and the young sun

Whan that Aprille with hise shoures soote
When April with its sweet showers

hwan Oat‘a:pril wi0 s '[u:ras 'soia 0a tendar 'kroppas and 0a ‘junga ‘sunna

Hath in the Ram his half cours yronne
has run his half-course in the Ram,
‘ha6 in 0a ‘ram his half kors 'ronna

The droghte of March hath perced to the
roote

has pierced the drought of March to the root

6 ‘droxt of 'mary hat) ‘persad to: 02 ‘Toits And smale fowules maken melodye

and small birds make melody

and 'sma:lo 'fwlas 'makan melodiia

And bathed every veyne in swich licour
and bathed every vein in such liquid
and badad v vaein m'swif Ikur 10 Thatslepen al the nyght with open eye
that sleep all night with open eye
Bat ‘steipon ‘adl 60 'nigt wif 'azpan iza

Of which vertu engendred is the flour

from which strength the flower is
engendered;

of hwitf vertiu en'gendred 1s 62 'fluir

So priketh hem nature in hir corages
(so nature pricks them in their hearts);
so: prikaf hem nastiur m Tur ko'raidgas
When Zephirus also with his sweet breath
hwan zefitos £:k wib his ‘swe:ta 'bre6

Thanne longen folk to goon on
pilgrimages...
then people iong to go on pilgrimages. ..

Inspired hath in cuery holtand heeth
Ban 'lomgan 51k to: 'gan on pilgirmaidos

has breathed upon in every woodland and
heath
n'spirrad ‘ha me:vri holt and he:6

{Phonetic transcription after A. C. Gimson,
1962.)

GEOFFREY CHAUCER (?1345-1400)

Chaucer provides us with an unparalleled insight
into the speech and manners of medieval
London, from gutter to court. Very little is known
of his life, and what biographical information
there is gives us no hint of his role as a writer.

He was born in the early or mid-1340s, the son
of John Chaucer, a London vintner, who had some
standing at court. In 1357 Geoffrey became a
page in the service of the wife of Lionel, Duke of
Clarence, and later joined the household of King
Edward Iil. He served in the French campaign,
was taken prisoner, and ransomed. In the mid-
1360s he married the daughter of Sir Payne Roet,
Philippa, through whose sister he was later linked
by marriage to John of Gaunt.

By 1368 he was one of the king's esquires. He
travelled widely on diplomatic missions abroad

during the 1370s, notably to Italy, and received
several official appointments. In 1382 he was
made comptroller of the Petty Customs, and in
1386 was elected a knight of the shire for Kent.
He then lost his offices, probably as part of the
political strife surrounding the authority of the
young King Richard II, and fell into debt. In 1389,
when Richard came of age, Chaucer was
appointed Clerk of the King’s Works, but in 1391
left this post, becoming deputy forester at
Petherton in Somerset. In 1399 he took a lease of
a house in the garden of Westminster Abbey, and
died the following year. He was buried in the
Abbey, and it is through this that part of the
building came to be known as Poets’ Corner.

His first poetry is the elegaic love-vision, The
Book of the Duchess, written ¢. 1370 to commem-
orate the death of the wife of John of Gaunt.
Other important works are the translation of part

of the French Roman de /a Rose, the allegorical
Parliament of Fowls, the love-vision The House of
Fame, and the unfinished legendary, The Legend
of Good Women - a tribute to classical heroines
who suffered out of devotion to their lovers. His
longest romance, Troilus and Criseyde, is the
crowning work of his middle period. His visits to
Italy were a major influence on both the style and
content of his writing, as can be seen throughout
the 24 stories of The Canterbury Tales. These,
written over a period of at least a decade, but-» ..
left unfinished, have been a continuing source of
scholarly debate over their order and dating. No
original manuscripts in Chaucer's hand have sur-
vived, but there are many copies of his works —
over 80 of the Tales - which have kept genera-
tions of editors busy in the task of identifying and
eradicating errors.
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POETRY FOR THE EAR

‘Delightful’, ‘enchanting’,
and ‘beguiling’ are just some
of the terms critics have used
to express their feelings
about the opening lines of
the Prologue to The Canter-
bury Tales. The lines unques-
tionably demonstrate
Chaucer’s great skill in poetic
description, for, when we
look carefully at their gram-
matical structure, they ought
not to generate such
responses at all. On the face
of it, itis improbable that a
term like ‘enchanting‘ would
ever be used of a sentence
which begins with a four-line
subordinate clause with a
coordinate clause inside it,
and which is immediately
followed by a six-line subor-
dinate clause with two more
coordinate clauses inside it,
and which also includes a rel-
ative clause and a parenthet-
ical clause, before it reaches
the main clause. Sentences
with multiple embeddings
{p. 227), such as the one you
have just read, are not usu-

ally described as ‘enchant-
ing'. The fact that we not
only cope with Chaucer's
sentence but have the aural
impression that it flows
along so smoothly and
simply is a tribute to his
poetic genius.

The lines work partly
because of the rhyme, which
organizes the meaning into
units that our auditory
memory can easily assimi-
late, and partly because of
the metre, which adds pace
and control to the reading.
The long sequence of
clauses, identifying first one
aspect of the time of year,
then another, also promotes
a leisurely, story-telling
atmosphere which antici-
pates the vast scale of the
work to follow. It is as if the
poet were asking us,
through the syntax and
prosody, whether we are sit-
ting comfortably, before he
begins. Assome critics have
put it, it is poetry for the ear
rather than for the eye.

The artifice of the gram-
mar of these opening lines

can also be seen in several
points of detail. The normal
order of clause elements is
reversedinl. 11and|. 12
{verb before subject), and in
|. 2 (object before verb). The
normal order of phrase ele-
ments is reversedint. 1
(adjective after noun)and I.
6 (auxiliary verb after main
verb). As a further aid to the
metre, we see an extra parti-
cle brought into the opening
line (Whan that Aprille ...)
and a prefix added to a past
participle in |. 8 (yronne).
These were some of the
stylistic options available to
Chaucer at the time: it would
have been perfectly possible
for him to have written
Whan Aprille and ronne. The
existence of variant forms in
alanguage is of considerable
poetic value, providing the
writer with options to suit
different metrical contexts -
if also or better will not fit a
line, then als and bet might -
to ensure the verse ‘does not
fail’ (see below). A modern
poet might similarly enjoy
the freedom of choice

between happier and more
happy, or between all work,
all the work, and all of the
work.

The way in which Chaucer
can capture the natural fea-
tures of colloquial speech is
not well illustrated by the
Prologue - at least, not until
towards the end, when the
Host starts to speak. The fol-
lowing extract, from The
Summoner’s Tale {Il. 2202-6)
provides a better example:

‘Ey, Goddes mooder’, quod
she, ‘Blisful mayde!

Is ther oght elles? telle me
feithfully.

‘Madame,’ quod he, ‘how
thynke ye herby?’

‘How that me thynketh?‘
quod she, ‘so God me
speede,

I seye, a cherl hath doon a
cherles deede.’

(‘Ee, God's mother’, said she,
‘Blissful maiden! Is there any-
thing else? Tell me faithfully.
‘Madame’, said he,'What do

you think about that?’ ‘What
do | think about it?' said she,
'so God help me, | say a churt

has done a churl‘s deed.’)
Here we see the way in whict
Chaucer keeps a dialogue
going, with quickfire ques-
tions and answers within the
verse structure. The words
are uncomplicated, mostly
just onesyllable long. The
passage also shows one of his
favourite stylistic tricks, the
use of arhyming tag with a
natural conversational
rhythm to it: so God me
speede - like his use else-
where of as / gesse (‘as |
guess’) and many other such
‘comment clauses’ (p.229).
Other important characteris-
tics of conversation are seen
inthe example, such as the ‘I
said/he said’ pattern still
found in narrative today, as
well as an exclamation, an
oath, and the use of direct
address (Madame). Along
with a goodly store of vul-
garisms and name-calling -
for Goddes bones, by Seinte
Loy, olde fool, by my feith-
these features demonstrate
why Chaucer's conversa-
tional poetry is so distinctive
and soreal.

SOME LESSER-KNOWN EXTRACTS

These two extracts further illustrate the vari-
ety of Chaucer's writing. The first is the open-
ing of the scientific discourse he wrote in

. 1391 for ‘little Lewis, my son’, A Treatise on
the Astrolabe (an early instrument for observ-
ing the position and altitudes of celestial
bodies). The second is the opening of his 'ABC’,
an early poem in which the first letter of each
verse follows the order of the letters of the
alphabet. It was possibly written in the mid-
1360s for devotional use by Blanche, the first
wife of John of Gaunt.

Lyte Lowys my sone, | aperceyve wel by
certeyne evydences thyn abilite to lerne sci-
ences touching nombres and proporciouns;
and as wel considre | thy besy praier [anxious
prayer] in special to lerne the tretys of the
Astrelabie. Than [then] for as moche [much] as
a philosofre saith, ‘he wrappeth him in his
frend, that condescendith to the rightfulle
praiers of his frend,’ therfore have | yeven the
[given thee] a suffisant Astrelabie as for oure
orizonte [horizon], compowned [constructed]
after the latitude of Oxenforde [Oxford]; upon
which, by mediacioun [mediation] of this litel
tretys, | purpose to teche the [thee] a certein
nombre of conclusions aperteyning to the
same instrument. | seie a certein of conclu-
sions, for thre [three] causes. The first cause is
this: truste wel that alle the conclusions that
han [have] be founde, or ellys possibly might
be founde in so noble an instrument as is an
Astrelabie ben [are] unknowe parfitly [per-
fectly] to eny mortal man in this regioun, as |

suppose. Another cause is this, that sothly
[truly] in any tretis of the Astrelabie that | have
seyn, there be somme conclusions that wol
[will] not in alle thinges parformen her bih-
estes [fulfil their promise]; and somme of hem
ben to [them are too] harde to thy tendir age
to conceyve.

Imighty and al merciable queene,
Towhom that al this world fleeth for
socour [help],
To have relees of sinne, of sorwe, and teene
[hurt],
Glorious virgine, of alle floures flour [flower of
all flowers]
To thee | flee, confounded in errour.
Help and releeve, thou mighti debonayre
[gracious one],
Have mercy on my perilous langour
[affliction]!
Venquisshed me hath my cruel adversaire.

ountee so fix hath in thin [thy] herte his
tente,

That wel | wot [know] thou wolt [willl my
socour bee;

Thou canst not warne [refuse] him that with
good entente

Axeth [asks for] thin helpe, thin herte is ay
[always] so free [generous).

Thou art largesse of pleyn felicitee [absolute
bliss),

Haven of refut [refuge], of quiete, and of reste.

Loo (Lo), how that theeves sevene [the seven
deadly sins] chasen mee!

Help, lady bright, er that [before] my ship
tobreste [is wrecked]!

THE -e QUESTION

The chief difficulty in trying to read Chaucer's
verse aloud in its original pronunciation is knowing
when to sound the -e which appears at the end of
so many words (p. 32). The opening lines of the
Tales provide several examples: do we add a ‘weak’
ending to soote, droghte, roote, sweete, melodye,
and others? The transcription given suggests that
we do, in most cases, but is this transcription the
onlyone? :

Final -e was certainly on its way out of the lan-
guage at this time, and a generation or so later it
would be completely gone. But in Chaucer’s time,
there would have been considerable variation.
Older speakers might keep it; younger ones drop it.
Or perhaps the -e would be kept in careful recita-
tion style. It would almost certainly be elided
(p- 247) before a vowel, as in droghte {I. 2). And
when it represented an earlier inflectional ending
(and not a later spelling idiosyncrasy), it would
probably have been pronounced. But many cases
cannot be resolved so easily.

Scholars are divided on the issue, some recom-
mending the pronunciation in doubtful instances,
others rejecting it. That Chaucer himself was aware
of the importance of metrical reqularity is sug-
gested by his request to Apollo (in The House of
Fame, |. 1098) to guide him in making his poetry
pleasing, ‘Though som vers fayle in asillable’
{'Though some lines fail in a syllable’). But no one
has yet found a foolproof way of determining
Chaucer's prosodic intentions, and different read-
ings continue to be heard.
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IDDLE ENGLISH SPELLING MIGHT 15 RIGHT mayht  mite toscrbaleror (e mayht).

. . micht  mist Agood example of a dialec-
3 - - — ;?e};/tacrllg:rsl S[i)llellslprgst:ihe michtis mithe tal variant is micht, which
A\¢ is immediately noticeable tfrom the range of J y : micthe mouthe suggests anorigin in the
Hlustrated i l el ol - e gr{:mmatr;al,dmlecta}, mizt myht north-east (compare

t um'.uu | in the ])klk(u ing pages i 1'1g extra- and scribal variants compli- migte myhte modern Scots nicht not’).
¢ wary diversity of Middle English spelling — far cate the study of Middle migten myhtes However, by the time of

greater than that found in Old English (p. 16). Stu-
ents who are new to the period quickly learn the skill

i glossary delving — encountering a variant spelling in

0 edited text (e.g. naure, newre, ner, neure), then
trawling through the back of the book to track down
what it is a variant of (in this case, of neuer ‘never’). A
good editor makes the job easy, by providing copious
cross-references. Some words have a dozen or more
variants.

This situation results from a combination of histori-
cal, linguistic, and social factors. The sociolinguistic
impact of the French invasion, the continuation of the
processes of sound change which began in Anglo-
Saxon times, and the considerable growth and move-
ment in population during the medieval period,
especially in the south-cast of the country, all helped to
influence the shape of the writing system. The change
is quite dramatic. There is a marked contrast between
the diverse and idiosyncratic forms used at the begin-
ning of the period and the highly regularized system of
spelling which begins to appear in the 15th century, in
the work of the Chancery scribes and William Caxton
(p 56).

Some textual features

The text of the Peterborough Chronicle (p. 33), dating
from the very beginning of the period, shows some of
the important features of Middle English spelling. The
Old English runic symbols are still in use, but there is
some inconsistency. The -t/ spelling makes a sporadic
appearance for p. The symbol p is used in the
manuscript, but this has been represented on p. 33 by
w0 (as is usual in modern editions of these texts). wu is
also a common spelling for this sound; the word for
‘wretched people’, for example, is spelled both ways in
the illustration (1. 11, 14). The letter gis used for a
sound which most other texts of the time spell with 3.
There is some alternation between @ and 4. In addi-
tion, # is used where we would now find #, in such
words as gyuen ‘give’ and wure ‘ever’.

Because of the spelling, several words look stranger
than they really are. An example is wreccemen, which
would have been pronounced like wretch-man (but
with the wsounded), and is thus very close to modern
wretched. Cyrceiard likewise would have been close to
the modern pronunciation of churchyard, because the
wo ¢ spellings cach represented a ¢/ sound, and 7
stood for the same sound as modern y. And alregadere
is not far from altogether, nor leiden from laid.

English texts. All the follow-
ing are listed in one stan-
dard collection of early
extracts (B. Dickins & R. M.
Wilson, 1951).

maht
mahte

miztte
mihhte

miztest myhtestu

Some of the variation can be
explained by grammatical
context (e.g. the -estend-
ings for the 2nd person sin-
gular). Some is probably due

William Caxton (p. 56),
many of the variations had
died out, and Caxton’s own
use of the myght spelling
proved to be a major influ-
ence on the emergence of
the modern form.

A ) o em
noft’ i

Aand fithen
alpr oure pat 18 7 kpuen
Blemmid Lo y1 name to neuen-
come to va yt kyngipme -
wipien  ertlp ya ibille ke tone-
pure 11k tay bed ghuut v8 to Y-
and ouve myficles gyue ve ay-
als ise o Ipm yt trefalfus

rught fo e mern vpon v8.
and lele v3 T no ge -

ot sbild v3 Ero Al wicked ymnge - Anien

cn _cft fone yo phe bl (aye -

X Miile 3 hevh

LT al 1kone

pen T enghilje 618 lpre 18 Wbrpten:

Fader oure pat is 1 heuen.

blessid be pi name to neuen.

Come to us pi kyngdome.

In heuen 7 erth pi wille be done.

oure ilk day bred g"unt vs to day.

and oure mysdedes forgyue vs ay.

als we do hom pr trespasus

right so haue merci vpon us.

and lede vs T no foundynge.

bot shild vs fro al wicked tinge.
amen.

— 1 (After C. Jones, 1972)

SOME MANUSCRIPT FEATURES

Thisisan extract from a 14th-century
manuscript - a translation of the Lord’s
Prayer used in The Lay Folk’s Mass Book. It
iswritten in book hand, a script which
was widely used during the Middle
English period.

* Old English thorn (p) is used, but writ-
tenidentically to y (see further, p. 41):
compare the first symbol of pi{l. 2) with
the last symbol of day (I. 5) in the
manuscript. p is beginning to be replaced
by th, asin erthe(l. 4).

¢ Theyogh (7) and ash (a) symbols have
been replaced by g (asin forgyue, |.6) and
a(asin fader, |.1), respectively. There isan
unusual replacement for Old English p,
seen in wille (1. 4). The new symbols show
the influence of the Carolingian script
widely used in Continental Europe
(p.258).

¢ Thelong s symbols, also found in Car-
olingian script, are used in such words as
blessid (I. 2). There is a later example in
the extract from Shakespeare (p. 63). The
shape continued to be used in print until
the 18th century.

* Some of the symbols are beginning to
take on a modern appearance, compared
with their earlier use in insular script
(p.16). Along downward stroke is no
longerusedinr(erth, . 4). The top of f
now ascends above the general level of
theline (forgyue, |. 6), and the ascender
in t now goes through the crossbar (right,
|.B). As a result, these symbols are much

easier to distinguish than they were in
Old English.

* Several abbreviations are used, includ-
ing aline suspended above a symbol to
show a missing n (I. 1), a superscript
standing forra (|.5), and ashorthand
formofand (). 4).

* Thereis no real punctuation. A mark
resembling a period is used after most
lines, but its function is unclear.

Minim confusion

Texts of this period show a problem
known as minim confusion (p. 261). A
minimis a shortvertical stroke of the pen,
asintheiofis(l. 1) orpi(l. 2). Several let-
ters were formed by a sequence of such
strokes—u, n, m, v, and sometimes w (uu).
Because scribes did not usually leave
space between different letters, any
word which contained these lettersin
adjacent positions would be difficult to
read. A sequence of six minims could be
read as mni, imu, inni, and several other
possibilities. Compare the m of merci (l. 8)
with the un of foundynge (I. 9). Because
there were so many possible ambiguities,
Norman scribes introduced the Carolin-
gian convention of writing the minims
representing u asan o, whenever a .
sequence of two or three other minims
followed (as in come, |. 3). No new pro-
nunciation isimplied by this change. As
with the later dotting of j, and the
reshaping of the tops of m and n, there
was a purely graphic reason for it-to
help keep different letters apart.




NORMAN INFLUENCE

As the period progressed, so the spelling changed. The
Norman scribes listened to the English they heard
around them, and began to spell it according to the
conventions they had previously used foc French, such
as qu for cw (queen for cwen). They brought in gh
(instead of /) in such wotds as night and enough, and
¢ch (instead of o) in such words as church. They used o1
for u (as in house). They began to use cbefore ¢ (instead
of s) in such words as cercle (‘circle’) and cell. And
because the letter 27 was written in a very similar way to
v, n, and m (see opposite), words containing a
sequence of these letters were difficult to read; they
therefore often teplaced the # with an o, in such cases
as come, love, one, and son. kand z came to be increas-
ingly used, as did j (a visually more distinct form of 7).
And one pair of letters came to be used in comple-
mentary ways: ¢ at the beginning of a word (vnder),
and # in the middle (whether consonant or vowel, as
in Jawue). By the beginning of the 15th century,
English spelling was a mixture of two systems, Old
English and French. The consequences plague English

t + MIDDLE ENGLISH

YE OLDE LETTERS

How did the become ye in Ye Olde Tea
Shoppe and other such institutions?

Of the four Old English letters, only thorn
(p) continued to be much used throughout
the Middle English period, eventually being
replaced by th. However, scribal practice
altered during that time, and the symbol
took on a new shape (see illustration
opposite), becoming so like a y that some
writers actually added a dot above the
symbol to help distinguish it. This new
shape was used in such grammatical words

as the, thou, and that, and was often
abbreviated (e.g.asye, yt).

The writing of pe ‘the’ as ye continued in
some manuscript styles until the 19th
century, by which time people had long
forgotten the original letter shape and the
‘th’ sound it once represented. They saw the
letter as a y, gave it the expected modern
value, and pronounced the word as'ye’ -a
usage still found today in such mock-archaic
contexts as pub names (Ye Olde Fighting
Cocks), shoppe names, and comicdialogue
(see further, p. 185).

learners still (p. 274).

THE CHANCERY LINE

Some of the royal Chancery
records, kept on skins of
parchment which were then
sewn together and rolled up.
Systematic record-keeping
was an essential part of the
monarchy’s attempt in the
12th century to develop
more effective govern-
ment. At first the Chancery
consisted of a small
number of scribes who
travelled with the king
and prepared his docu-
ments; butduring the
13th century they came to
be permanently located
in Westminster.
The importance of the
Chancery isitsrole in
fostering the standard-
ization of English, in
handwriting, spelling,
and grammatical forms.
The ‘Chancery hand’
developed in lItaly in
the 13th century, and
spread to London via
France. Fromc. 1430a
vast number of docu-
mentsemerged.
Careful analysis of
the manuscripts in
the Early Chancery
Proceedings has
shown that the

clerks imposed a great deal
of order on the wide range of
spellings which existed at the
time, and that the choices
they made are very largely
the ones which havessince
become standard. The
genealogy of modern Stan-
dard English goes back to
Chancery, not Chaucer.

Although other varieties
of English had achieved some
degree of standardization,
they were soon overtaken by
the quantity of material
which emerged from the
Chancery office. When
Caxton established his press,
also in Westminster (1476),
‘Chancery Standard’ already
carried enormous prestige. It
is perhaps not surprising,
then, that itis this set of prac-
tices which, associated with
the authority of the court
and fostered by the power of
the press, eventually exer-
cised such influence around
the country - though not all
Chancery features were
retained by the printing-
houses.

An example of Chancery
influence is its choice of such,
as opposed to sich, sych,
seche, swiche, and other vari-
ants. Can, could, shall,
should, and other grammati-

cal words were also given
their modern form here.
Moreover, there are clear dif-
ferences between Chancery
Standard (CS) and Chaucer’s
spelling preferences (p. 38) -
for example, not (CS) for nat,
but (CS) for bot, gaf (CS) for
yaf(‘gave’), thes(e) (CS) for
thise, and thorough (CS) for
thurch (‘through’).

Chancery Standard does
not derive from the lan-
guage and style found in the
works of Chaucer and Gower,
and other major literary fig-
ures, therefore; and it took a
while before Chancery fea-
turesemerged in literary
texts. Rather, it is a quite dis-
tinct variety, showing the
influence of the Central and
East Midland dialects (p. S0),
aswell as features associated
with London. This mixture is
not surprising, given that we
know large numbers of
people were attracted to the
London area from the Mid-
lands in the 15th century. 8ut
it does give the Midland
dialect area asomewhat
larger role in the shaping of
modern Standard English
than was traditionally
thought to be the case
(p. 54).
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At same time as new letter shapes and preferences
were emerging (pp.+40-1), there was a continual pro-
cess of change affecting the way the language was pro-
nounced. The resultis a degree of complex interaction

ween the writing and sound systems which has no
parallel in the history of English. It is not possible for
these pages to provide a systematic description, but
they can at least indicate the general character of the
pronunciaton developments throughout the period.
For those interested in the history of spelling (p. 274),
especially, it is a particularly important time, as this is
when many rules and idiosvncrasies of the modern
system were introduced.

New spelling conventions

Sevetal consonant sounds came to be spelled differ-
ently, especially because of French influence. For
example, Old English sc /]/ is gradually replaced by s/
ot sch (scip becomes ship), though some dialects use s,
ssor x. Old English ¢/4f/is replaced by ¢h or cch (as in
church), and the voiced equivalent /ds/, previously
spelled as ¢g or gg becomes dg (as in bridge).

New conventions for showing long and short
vowels also developed. Increasingly, long vowel sounds
came to be marked with an extra vowel leteer, as in see
(earlier s¢) and booc (carlicr bac). Short vowels were
identified by consonant doubling, in cases where there
might otherwise be confusion, as in sitting vs siting.
This convention became available once it was no
longer needed to matk the lengthened consonants
which had been present in Old English, buc lost in
early Middle English.

A similar redeployment of graphic resources fol-
lowed the loss of the unstressed vowels that originally
distinguished inflectional endings, as in sne ‘stone’
(p. 39). Although the final /o/ sound disappeaced, the
-espelling remained. and it gradually came to be used
to show that the preceding vowel was long. This is the
origin of the modern spelling ‘rale’ about ‘silent ¢ in
such words as name and nose {p. 272). The availability
of such a useful and frequent letter also motivated its
usc in other parts of the system: for example, it marked
the consonantal use of # (haue) and the affricate use of
g (ragevs rag), and it helped distinguish such modern
pairs as rease/teasand toltoe.

New pronunciations

Sevetal sounds altered during the early Middle English
period. Some took on a different value; some disap-
peared altogether. Tn particular, there was a restructue-
ing of the Old English vowel system (p.18). The
original diphthongs became pure vowels, and new
diphthongs emerged. Some of the new units arose

IF'HI HISTORY OF
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when certain consonants at the end of a syllable came
to be pronounced in a vowel-like manner — an exam-
ple is wer ‘way', from Old English weg. French loan
words also introduced new diphthongs, in the form of
for/ and /ui/ — unusual sounds for English, and the
ancestors of modern /21/ in joy, point, ctc.

Several of the pure vowels also changed theit values.
For example, in most parts of the country (excepr the
north), Old English /ai/ came to be articulated higher
at the back of the mouth, as is shown by such spelling
changes as ban becoming bon “bone” or swa becoming
so. Northern speech followed its own course in several
other areas too (p. 50); for example, several of the new
diphthongs were fat more evident in the south, being
teplaced by pure vowels in the north (/ight vs licht).

An interesting change happened to [h]. This sound
appeared before a consonant at the beginning of many
Old English words, such as hring ‘ring’ and huecca
‘neck’. Tewas lost early on in the Middle English period
— the firstsign of the process of “aitch-dropping’ which
is still with us today. The loss of /before a vowel began
some time later, producing variations in usage which
continued into the 16th century. Middle English
manuscripts show many examples of an Aabsent where
it should be present (adde for had, eld for held ) or pre-
sent wherte it should be absent (ham foc am, his for is).
The influence of spelling (and doubrless the prescrip-
tive tradition in schools) led to the /-forms being later

SOUND SYSTEM 1350-1400
By 1400 the sound system  Long vowels
e;nirging ir; thf soutl;iast it r_yden
of the coun asuse
the Chancer;yand Chaucgr) O DG
would have had the follow- €1 heeth
ing inventory. (Thereiscon- Qi name
tinuing controversy over w houre
the Qumber anq phonetic good
quality of ti‘we dlphthongs.) v ol

The spelling shown in the 2N
examplesis in many cases Short vowels
just one of several possibili- |}, ;¢
ties. The asterisk identifies
emerging phonemes (see gy
above). a  can
eI o aboute (in unstressed
pob o pin, bit syllables)
t,d  rente, dart 0 but
k,g 4in, good o oft
f  chirche ‘church’ Diphthongs
& brigge ‘bridge’ @1 day
m,n, n°  make, name, 1" joye

song o1 jeinen ‘join’
l,r lay, rage 10 newe
w,j  weep, yelwe ‘yellow' e feowe few
fv' fool,vermi virtue' gy lawe
s, 2" sore, Zephirus U grewe
0.0 thank, the
h  happen

THE ORMULUM

Jiss boc iss nemmnedd
Orrmulum, forrpi patt
Orrm itt wrohhte.

This book is called Ormulum,
because Orm wrote it.

Little else is known about
the author. The opening lines
of the Dedication (see below)
tell us that he has a brother,
Walter, who is also an Augus-
tinian canon. The text is
¢.1180, and the dialect is
probably north Midland. It is
aseries of homilies, intended
to be read aloud. Over 10,000
full lines survive, and this
(according to the contents)
may be only about an eighth
of the projected work.

Orm’s work is of interest
not for its poetic style (a
series of 15-syllable lines,
meticulously kept, but with
little ornament) nor espe-
cially for its content, which
has attracted such epithets as
‘intolerably diffuse’ and
‘tedious’. Its significance is
the idiosyncratic orthogra-
phy, and in particular his
system of consonant dou-
bling. He has tried to devise a
foolproof way of helping his
intended readers, so that
they make no mistakes when
reading aloud.

Orm'’s basic rule is to
double a consonant after a
short vowel in a closed sylla-
ble - a principle he imple-
ments scrupulously. His
concern has been of great
value to linguists, providing a
major source of evidence
about the length of vowels in
early Middle English. He is
very aware of what he is
doing, and evidently quite
proud of his system: indeed,
atone potint in his Dedication
he warns future copyists to
make sure they get his
double lettering system
right. No wonder that some
have called him the first
English spelling reformer.

Nu broperr Wallterr,
broperr min, afferr pe
fleshess kinde,

Annd broperrmini
Crisstenndom purrh ful
luht annd purrh wowwhe

Now brother Walter, my
brother, after the manner of
the flesh and my brother in
Christianity through baptism
and through faith...
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restored in many words in Received Pronunciarion
(though not in such Romance loans as honour), and
thus to the present-day situation where the use of /h-/
is socially diagnostic (p. 319).

New contrasts

In a few cases, new contrastive units (phonemes,
p. 236) emerged. The /v/ sound became much more
important, because of its use in French loan words, and
began to distinguish pairs of words, as it does today
(feel vs veal). Although both [f] and [v] sounds are
found in Old English, the language did noc use them
to differentiate words. Similarly, French influence
caused /s/ and /z/ to become contrastive (zealvs seal).
And the zgsound /n/ at the end of a word also began
to distinguish meanings at this time (thing vs thin). In
Old English, this sound had always been followed by a
lg/ ~ cyning ‘king’, for example, was /kyning/. How-
ever the /g/ died away at the end of the Old English
period, leaving /n/ as the sole distinguishing unit.

The study of Middle English phonology is made
increasingly difficult (and fascinating) by the intricare
dialect situation (p.50). On the one hand, a letter
might be given different pronunciations depending on
the dialect area in which it appears; an example is the
letter 3, which for a while represented an unrounded
sound quality in the south and a rounded sound qual-
ity in the north. On the other hand, a sound might be
given different spellings depending on the dialect area
in which it appears; an example here is Old English
/x/, spelled in the middle of words as g/ in the south,
and as ¢h in the north (night vs nichr). Finally, we
should note the continuing need for analytical caution
because spelling was not standardized. Problems of
authorial idiosyncrasy and copyist error abound, con-
tributing to both the complex character of the period
and the moral fibre of its students.

THE SHE PUZZLE

Plotting the way sounds and
words changed between Old
and Middle English can be
an intriguing business, and
one which cannot always be
resolved, as the story of she
illustrates. There is a fairly
obvious relationship
between most of the Old
English pronouns (p. 20)
and their Modern English
equivalents. But what is the
link between héc and she?
The question has attracted
several answers, and
remains controversial.

¢ Thesimplest solutionis to
argue that there was a series
of sound changes by which
héogradually changed into
she.
1 Sometime between Old
and Middle English, the
diphthong altered, the first
element becoming shorter
and losing its stress. [he:a]
thus became [hjo:].
2 The [hj] element then
came to be articulated closer
to the palate, as [¢], in much
the same way as happens to
modern English huge.
3 [¢]thenbecame[[], to
give the modern consonant.
There are certain factsin
favour of this theory (the
preferred explanation).
Spellings such asscho are
found in very early Middle
English in the north. Also, a
similar development took
place in a few place names,
such as Old Norse Hjaltland
becoming modern Shetland.
The main argument against
the theory is that there is no

clear evidence for Step 3
elsewhere in English at any
time - apart fromin these
fewforeign place names. Is
it plausible to propose a
sound change which
affected only one word?
Also, we are still left with the
problem of getting from [o:]
to[e:], whichisrequired in
order to produce the
modern sound of she. For
this, we have to assume a
process such as analogy -
perhaps the vowel of she
being influenced by that of
he.But there is no clear evi-
dence for this.

* Alternative theories argue
that héacomes from séo, the
feminine form of the defi-
nite article. The simplest ver-
sion postulates similar sound
changes to the above, giving
[sjo:] asaresult. Thisisa
short, plausible step away
from [fo:]. However, we are
still left with the question of
why the [o:] vowel became
le:].

* Athird argument also
begins with s€o, but takes a
different phonological
route. Sometime after the
Conquest, we have a lot of
evidence to show that the
sound of €0 [e:2] changed to
become close to é [e:]. This
would have had the effect of
making the words heo and
hé sound the same; and as
this process began to oper-
ate, it must have been quite
disconcerting. People would
have been unclear whether
someone was saying he or
she. In these circumstances,
there would be a need to
find a way of keeping the

two words apart; and the
suggestion is that s&c filled
this need.

Why seo? There is a close
semantic link between per-
sonal and demonstrative
pronouns in many lan-
guages, and it can be seen in
Old English too, where séo
meant ‘that’ aswell as ‘the’.
We can see the closenessin
the texton p. 20 (1. 16),
where the masculine form se
‘the’ is used as ‘the one’, and
isglossed as 'he’. The same
could apply to s€o initsrela-
tion to héo. It would be very
natural to use the phonetic
distinctiveness of the former
to help sort out the ambigu-
ity of the latter. All that
would then be needed wasa
further consonant change
from [s] to [[], as the vowel is
already on course for its
modern sound.

The problem here isin this
last step. How can [s]
become [[]in front of an [e:]
vowel? It would be the
equivalent of achange from
same to shame. To get from
[s]to [[], there needsto be
some intervening sound
which ‘pulls’ the sin the
direction of the more palatal
sound [[]. The obvious can-
didate is [j], itself a palatal
sound, but the whole point
of this third argument is that
thereisno[j]leftin héo . The
possibility of a [j] developing
disappeared when we
argued that &6 became [e:].

The origins of she thus

" remain one of the unsolved

puzzles in the history of
English.

MEDIEVAL LINGUISTIC CURIOS

The name Stanley, along with its abbrevi-
ated form Stan, is quite unusual from a
phonological point of view. Itis an ancient
aristocratic name, found throughout the
Middle English period, and the family
name of the earls of Derby. It means ‘stony
field’— presumably an earlier place name.
What makes the name interestingisthat it
did not follow the normal pattern of sound
change which affected the long 3 vowelin
Old English: stan became ston in early
Middle English, which became modern
stone - just like ban ‘bone’, ham ‘home’,
and many others. But the Old English
spelling was preserved in the proper name
(presumably because of the influence of
northern dialects, p.S0), so that we have
Stanleyrather than Stonely Holloway.

the /x/was lost, and duff,
where it became /f/. The
latter is found now only
in such forms as pfum-
duff, atype of pud-
ding, and (possibly)
duffer (‘man of
dough'?).

Interesting things happened in Middle English to the
velar fricative /x/, spelled h and then gh, at theend of a
word. i came to be pronounced /f/in some words (e.g.
enough, tough), but it was lost in others (through,
plough). In one word, both changes took place, giving the
modern doublet of dough, where
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decay of the Old English inflectional system (p. 32)?
An important preliminary point is to appreciate that—

happened w English grammar, following the

as we would expect from che way language change
rates — the loss of inflections was not a sudden nor
universal process. Their disappearance can be traced
oughout the whole of the Middle English period,
alfecting different parts of the country at different
times. Morcover, the switch from a synthetic to an ana-
lvtic type of grammar is not the whole story of Middle
English: there were independent changes taking place
simultancously in other parts of the grammatical
systen, and these also need to be considered.

From word ending to word order

None of this gainsays the obscrvation that the most
important grammatical development was the estab-
lishment of fixed patterns of word order to express the
relationship between clause elements. There was
already a tendency towards SubjectVerb-Object
(SVO) order in Old English (p. 20), and this was now
consolidated in some constructions and extended to
others. The Peterborough Chronicle illustration on
p- 33 shows how the carlier verb-final pattern contin-
ued to make itself fele, especially when the subject was
short (such as a pronoun or a single noun).

robbed they

spaved they

was corn d‘l‘['L‘ wds €orn (/A‘tﬂ'

raeeueden hi
forbaren hi

and other departares from modern word order are
.\pp‘n‘cnt in [h'.ll wexe:

ne nxure h\:(llcn men werse ne did(’n
nor never heathen men worse not did

Variations of this kind continue to be in evidence even
at the end of the Middle English period, especially
when prompted by the demands of poetic metre, as
shown by such Chaucerian examples as inspired hath
and so priketh hem nature (p.39). Nonecheless, che
undetlying trend towards SVO is inexorable. The
Chronicle uses SVO much more regularly than did the
West Saxon texts of a few years before (the contrast is
especially noticeable in subordinare clauses), and SVO
is by far the dominant order in Chaucer.

Prepositions  became  particularly critical when
noun endings were lost. For example, where Old
English would have said pant scipum, with a ‘dative’
ending on both the words for ‘the” and ship’, Middle
English came to say 10 the shippes, using a preposition
and the common plural ending. The only noun case to
survive into Modern English was the genitive (sors”in
writing) — a relic which continued to present problems

F'HE HISTORY OF ENGILISH

in later ceneuries (p. 203). Some of the personal pro-
nouns also kept the old accusative form: hevs him. she
Vs /M'?', cte.

The endings of the verb remained close to those of
Old English during chis period. Most verbs would
have had the following forms, illustraced here in
Chaucer’s English for zzoen ‘turn’, and ignoring cer-
tain dialect ditferences, such as the northern use of -es
instead of -eth. (Aleernative forms are shown in paren-

theses.)

Present tense ast tense
(I turn(e) turned(e)
(thou) turnest turnedest
(he/she /ity wurneth (umcd(cj
(we/you/they)  wrne(n) wrned(en)

The final simplification to the modern system
(p.204), where we have only furizand turnsin the pre-
sent tense, and zurned throughour the past, took place

after the Middle English period.

We can see the gradual way in which new
patterns of word order developed in
Middle English by looking at the range of
constructions in a text. There is consider-
able variety at the beginning of the period,
and progressively less as we approach Early
Modern English. One study examined over
1,500 full lines from the late 12th-century
Ormulum (p. 42) to determine the order of
Subject, Verb, and Object (SVO) elements:
1,697 clauses were analysed, and the chief
results are shown here in chart form (after
R. A. Palmatier, 1969).

The overall SVO statement order is strik-
ing, but there are many inversions. A closer
analysis shows some interesting features.

* Most VS variation is in main clauses: 97
per cent of subordinate clauses have SV
order, but only 67 per cent of main clauses.
* VSis especially likely in certain syntactic
contexts. If a negative word or an indirect
object appear at the front of a clause, then
the VS order seems to be obligatory. If the
clause begins with an adverb, it is very
likely —in 57 per cent of all VS cases, an
adverb precedes.

Ne shall he drinnkenn

Nor shall he drink

Forrpi wass mikell wrache sett
Thus great punishment was set

Vs
(16%)

|

SV (84%) \\

. 4

PLOTTING CHANGES IN WORD ORDER

* OV figures also need to be broken down.
If the Oisa pronoun, itis just as likely to
appear before the V as after it (51 per cent
vs 49 per cent). However, if the O isa noun,
itis unusual for it to appear before the V
(18 per cent vs 82 per cent). This is the same
pattern as that noted above in the Peter-
borough Chronicle.

After all this counting, we are only at the
beginning of our search for explanations.
What is it about an adverb which prompts a
VS inversion? Adverbs of time, place, and
negation seem to be particularly influen-
tial. Why does one part of the clause
change at a different rate from another?
Although the OV pattern becomes VO
quite early on, the VS pattern remains
strong in some contexts until Early Modern
English, when SV statement order became
normal almost everywhere.

These are the kinds of questions investi-
gated by Middle English scholars. Special
cases of inversion in statements remain in
Modern English, of course, such as the use
of said he in narrative. Negative adverbs
still require inversion (Hardly had he left,
Never have | heard). And in poetry, we may
well find such cases as Tomorrow shall |
leave (used as a statement) or There would
he stay. In these examples we are glimps-
ing the word order preferences of a thou-
sand years ago.

OVS & VOS (5%)
7,05V (8%)
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MIDDLE ENGLISH

New features of English grammar

The Middle English period is particularly interesting
because it shows where several important features of
Modern English grammar have come from. It also pro-

vides a useful perspective for present-day arguments
about English usage, as a number of the issues which
have been condemned as 20th-century sloppiness are
well in evidence from the earliest times.

POSTMODIFYING GENITIVE

This construction employs of instead
of the genitive case in the noun
phrase: we now say the back of the
house, not *the house’s back

(p. 202). The of pattern was hardly
used in late Old English, but by late
Middle English over 80 per cent of all
genitive constructions were of this
kind. The influence of the parallel
french construction in de may have
been a factor in moving this change
forward so quickly. The genitive
ending stayed much longer in
poetry, where it gave the poet a
useful metrical alternative. As in
Modern English, the inflectional
genitive remained with personal
nouns (the bay’s boak).

The 'group genitive’ (as in the
Duke of York’s hat) also emerged at
this time, replacing a construction
where the two noun phrases were
separated (the Duke’s hat, of York).
Again, the development was a grad-
ual one, affecting some types of
phrase before others: in Chaucer, for
example, God of Loves servantz
exists alongside Wyves Tale of Bath.
There are also instances of the
replacement of the genitive ending
by a possessive pronoun (The Man of
Lawe his Tale). This became more
common in Early Modern English,
before it died out, and fuelled an
argument, still sometimes found
today, that the s ending is a reduced
form of the pronoun his (p. 203).

NEGATION

A noticeable feature of the Chroni-
cle extract (p. 33) is the continuing
use of the Old English construction
involving ‘double’ or ‘triple’ nega-
tives. These need to be correctly
interpreted: there should be no
temptation to ‘cancel out’ their
meaning, using the mathematical
rule that “two negatives make a posi-
tive'. Despite the efforts of modern
prescriptivists (p. 366), this has never
been how the negation system has
worked in English. The principle
shown in the earliest English texts is
simple: extra negative words
increase the emphasis, making the
negative meaning stronger. It is not
clear just how emphatic the ne ele-
ment is in the Chronicle examples,
but the cumulative effect is not in
doubt.

ne hadden nan more to gyuen
(they) had no more to give

for nan ne wees o pe land

for there was none in the land

During the Middle English period,
the situation simplified. The Old
English double negative (ne ... naht)
was much used in the early part of
the period, but by the end just one
form (nat or not) was marking nega-
tion, and ne was being dropped
before other negative words. This is
the situation later adopted in Stan-
dard English; but the emphatic prin-
ciple remained in nonstandard
varieties, and is still with us (p. 326).

MARKING THE INFINITIVE

In Old English, the infinitive was
shown by an inflectional ending
-(i)an {p. 20). As this decayed, the par-
ticle to began to take over. Originally
a preposition, to developed a func-
tion as a purpose marker ('in order
to'), but then lost all its semantic
content, acting solely as a sign of the
infinitive. A construction using for to,
again with a purposive meaning,
developed in early Middle English,
but this also lost its semantic force,
ending up only as a useful metrical
alternative in poetry. Chaucer uses
both forms in The Canterbury Tales:

Thanne longen folk to goon on pil-
grimages

And palmeres for to seken straunge
strondes...

Assoon as to begins to be used as
an infinitive marker, we find it sepa-
rated from its verb. As early as the
13th century, adverbs and pronouns
were inserted, as in for ta him reade
‘to advise him’ (La gzamon’s Brut), and
quite lengthy constructions were at
times introduced, as in this example
from a 15th-century bishop, Regi-
nald Pecock:

for to freely and in no weye of his
owne dette or of eny oper mannys
dette to Jeve and paie eny reward...
{The Reule of Crysten Religioun)

Many such examples show that
infinitive-splitting is by no means an
unnatural process in English, as pre-
scriptivists argue, and certainly not a
modern phenomenon (p. 195).

FOUNDATIONS

The Middle English period laid the
foundation for the later emergence
of several important constructions.
Chief among these was the progres-
sive form (as in fam running), which
was used much more frequently
towards the end of the period, espe-
cially in northern texts. Its use then
increased dramatically in Early
Modern English.

The modern progressive requires
an auxiliary verb (a form of be), and
this function also emerged during
the period (p. 225). For a while have
and be competed for the expression
of perfect aspect: in The Canterbury
Tales, for example, we find instances
of both ben entred ('been entered’)
and han entred (‘have entered’),
each in contexts expressing past
time. This situation was full of poten-
tial ambiguity, as be was also used in
passive constructions (p. 204). The
problem was resolved when have
came to be used for perfective
aspect, and be for the passive and
progressive. At the same time, do
also developed its function as an
‘empty’ form in questions (does he
know?) and negation (/ didn't go).
And the modal verbs (will, shall, may,
might, can, etc.) took on fresh func-
tions. Their meaning had already
begun to overlap with that of the
subjunctive in late Old English, and
once verbs lost their endings, modals
were the only way in which such
meanings as possibility and necessity
could be expressed.

(After O. Fischer, 1992.)

NEW PRONOUN FORMS

In the Middie English period, the
entire third-person plural pronoun
system is gradually replaced by Scandi-
navian forms. The Old English system
used forms beginning with A- (p. 21).
The Scandinavian forms beginning
with p - appeared first in northern
dialects, and moved slowly south.
Some parts of the system moved faster
than others: the nominative was usu-
ally the first form to be affected, fol-
lowed by the genitive. pej arrived in
London during the 14th century, and
was used systematically by Chaucer,
alongside her(e) or hir(e) for the geni-
tive, and hem for other cases. During
the 15th century, their became the
norm, and by the beginning of the
16th century them had followed it.

No th-

Nominative th- established

Me dide cnotted strenges abuton here
heeued...

Hi diden heom in quarterne

One placed knotted cords about their
head...

They put theminacell...

(12th century, Peterborough Chronicle)

Mixed th-

Eten and drounken and maden hem
glad...

Hoere paradis hy nomen here

And nou bey lien in helle ifere...

[they] ate and drank and enjoyed
themselves

Their paradise they received here

And now they lie in hell together...

(13th-century poem)

And pilgrimes were theyalle...

So hadde | spoken with hem everichon
[everyone]

That | was of hir felaweshipe anon

(late 14th century, The Canterbury

Tales)

All th- established

And alle other that be understanding
and fyndyng ony defaute, | requyre
and pray them of theyre charyte to cor-
recte and amende hit; and so doyng
they shal deserve thanke and meryte of
God...

(late 15th century, William Caxton, Pro-
logue to Knight of the Tower)
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MIDODLE ENGLISH VOCABULARY

Thevocabulary of the Peterborough Chronicle (p. 32) is
not rvpical of the Middle English period as a whole.
Despite the fact that it was written almost a century
a the Conquest, rhere is licde sign of the French

abulary which was to be the distinctive characteris-
ric of the era. The Chronicle vocabulary is sdll typical
ol what would have appeared in literary West Saxon —
predominantly Germanic, with an admixeure of Latin
and Scandinavian (p.24). Several of its words have
since dropped from the language — for example, we no
longer use pines ‘cruelties’, or namen ‘took’. And of the
waords which are still found today, several have altered
meanings: wonder could mean ‘atrocities” as well as
‘marvels’, and flesh had the general sense of ‘meat’.
Such ‘false friends” are always a problem in reading a
Middle English text because of their misleading simi-
larity to the modern words.

The French factor

French influence became increasingly evident in
English manuscripts of the 13th century (p. 31). It has
been estimated that some 10,000 French words came
into English at that time — many previously borrowed
from more distant sources (such as alkali from Arabic).
These words were largely to do with the mechanisms
of law and administration, but they also included
words from such fields as medicine, art, and fashion.
Many of the new words were quite ordinary, everyday
terms. Over 70 per cent were nouns. A large number
were abstract terms, constructed nsing such new
French affixes as con-, trans-, pre-, -ance, -tion, and
-ment. About three-quarters of all these French loans
are still in the language today.

As new words arrived, there were many cases where
they duplicated words that had already existed in
English from Anglo-Saxon times. In such cases, there
were two outcomes. Either one word would supplant
the other; or both would co-exist, but develop slightly
different meanings. The first outcome was very
common, in most cases the French word replacing an
Old English cquivalent; for example, leod gave way to
people, wlitigro beautiful, and stow to place. Hundreds
of Old English words were lost in this way. But at the
same time, Old English and French words often both
survived with different senses or connotations, such as
doom (OFE) and judgment (F), hearty (OE} and cordial
(F), and house (OE) and mansion (F) (p. 124). Some-
times pairs of words were used, one glossing the other:
for routhe and for pitie is a Chancerian example, and
legal terminology often developed coordinations of
this kind (p. 374). Bilingual word lists were compiled
as carly as the mid-13th century to aid intelligibility
between English and French.

THE HISTORY OF ENGLISH

COURTLY
FRENCH LOANS

A miniature of ¢. 1400, showing Chaucer
reading his works aloud to a group of
nobles and their ladies. The words from
French which would have been entering the
language during Chaucer's lifetime were
rather different in character from those
which arrived in the early Middle English
period. The French of the Norman con-
querors was a northern dialect of the lan-
guage, and this dominated the English
scene for 200 years (p. 30). By the 12th cen-
tury, however, Paris had come to be estab-
lished as the centre of influence in France,
and new loan words began to arrive from
the dialect of that area.

As the Parisian court grew in prestige, so
Parisian French became the prestige dialect.
Itis this variety of French which in due
course would have been taught in quality
schools in England, with the earlier English-
influenced varieties of French considered
uneducated and perhaps a bit of a joke (if
this is the correct interpretation of
Chaucer’s remark about the Prioress, who
learned her French at the Benedictine nun-
nery in Stratford, Middlesex):

And Frenssh she spak ful faire and fetisly
[gracefully],

After the scole [school] of Stratford atte
Bowe,

For Frenssh of Parys was to hire unknowe
[her unknown].

From a lexical point of view, it is impor-
tant to note these dialect differences, as
otherwise it is not possible to explain cer-
tain spelling variants. There are several
pairs of loan words affected (though not all
have survived in Modern English):

Norman French Parisian French

calange (1225) challenge (1300)
canchelers (1066)  chanceleres (1300)
wile (1154) guile (1225)
warrant (1225) quarantee (1624)
warden (1225) guardian (1466)
reward (1315) regard (1430)
conveie (1375) convoy (1425)
lealte (1300) loialte (1400)
prisun (1121) prison (1225)
gaol (1163) jail (1209)

The central French spellings post-date the
Norman ones . The situation is not always
clear, partly because of the uncertainties of
English spelling practices at the time (p. 40);
but there is enough evidence to show that
there were two distinct stages of borrowing
from French in early Middle English.

(After D. Burnley, 1992.)
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FRENCH INFLUENCE ON THE ENGLISH LEXICON
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This diagram shows the varying rate at which French
words have come into English since late Anglo-5axon
times, based on the entries in a historical dictionary
showing the date at which an item is first used in an
English text. The rate of French borrowing reaches a
peak in the second half of the 14th century.

Such global figures need to be taken cautiously, for
they hide several kinds of variation. In the early Middle
English period, for example, there was a greater inci-
dence of French loan words in courtly poetry, they were
more common in the south of the country, and they were
much more likely in works which were translations from
French. By the end of the period, however, there is no
doubting the extent to which they had permeated the
language. Using Chaucer as a yardstick, in the 858 lines
of the Prologue to The Canterbury Tales, there are nearly
500 different French loans.

A TOUCH OF CLASSE

Almost all the English words to do with the aristocracy
and their servants are of French origin (though the
meaning of these words in medieval times was often
rather different from what it is today). The chief exam-
ples are baron, countf(ess), courtier, duchess, duke, mar-
chioness, marquis, noble, page, peer, prince, princess,
squire, and viscount(ess). King, queen, lord, lady, knight,
and ear! are the Anglo-Saxon exceptions.

Similarly, the names of all the best-known precious
stones are French: amethyst, diamond, emerald, garnet,
pearl, ruby, sapphire, topaz, turquoise.

SOME FRENCH LOANS IN MIDDLE ENGLISH

Administration

authority, bailiff, baron, chamberlain, chancellor, constable, coroner, council, court,
crown, duke, empire, exchequer, government, liberty, majesty, manor, mayor, messenger,
minister, noble, palace, parliament, peasant, prince, realm, reign, revenue, royal, servant,
sir, sovereign, squire, statute, tax, traitor, treason, treasurer, treaty, tyrant, vassal, warden

Law

accuse, adultery, advocate, arrest, arson, assault, assize, attorney, bail, bar, blame,
chattels, convict, crime, decree, depose, estate, evidence, executor, felon, fine, fraud, heir,
indictment, inquest, jail, judge, jury, justice, larceny, legacy, libel, pardon, perjury,
plaintiff, plea, prison, punishment, sue, summons, trespass, verdict, warrant

Religion

abbey, anoint, baptism, cardinal, cathedral, chant, chaplain, charity, clergy, communion,
confess, convent, creator, crucifix, divine, faith, friar, heresy, homily, immortality, incense,
mercy, miracle, novice, ordain, parson, penance, prayer, prelate, priory, religion, repent,
sacrament, sacrilege, saint, salvation, saviour, schism, sermon, solemn, temptation,
theology, trinity, vicar, virgin, virtue

Military

ambush, archer, army, barbican, battle, besiege, captain, combat, defend, enemy,
garrison, guard, hauberk, lance, lieutenant, moat, navy, peace, portcullis, retreat,
sergeant, siege, soldier, spy, vanquish

Food and drink

appetite, bacon, beef, biscuit, clove, confection, cream, cruet, date, dinner, feast, fig, fruit,
fry, grape, gravy, gruel, herb, jelly, lemon, lettuce, mackerel, mince, mustard, mutton,
olive, orange, oyster, pigeon, plate, pork, poultry, raisin, repast, roast, salad, salmon,
sardine, saucer, sausage, sole, spice, stew, sturgeon, sugar, supper, tart, taste, toast,
treacle, tripe, veal, venison, vinegar

Fashion

apparel, attire, boots, brooch, buckle, button, cape, chemise, cloak, collar, diamond, dress,
embroidery, emerald, ermine, fashion, frock, fur, garment, garter, gown, jewel, lace,
mitten, ornament, pearl, petticoat, pleat, robe, satin, taffeta, tassel, train, veil, wardrobe

Leisure and the arts

art, beauty, carol, chess, colour, conversation, courser, dalliance, dance, falcon, fool,
harness, image, jollity, joust, juggler, kennel, lay, leisure, literature, lute, melody, minstrel,
music, noun, painting, palfrey, paper, parchment, park, partridge, pavilion, pen, pheasant,
poet, preface, prose, recreation, rein, retrieve, revel, rhyme, romance, sculpture, spaniel,
stable, stallion, story, tabor, terrier, title, tournament, tragedy, trot, vellum, volume

Science and learning

alkali, anatomy, arsenic, calendar, clause, copy, gender, geometry, gout, grammar,
jaundice, leper, logic, medicine, metal, noun, ointment, pain, physician, plague, pleurisy,
poison, pulse, sphere, square, stomach, study, sulphur, surgeon, treatise

The home

basin, blanket, bucket, ceiling, cellar, chair, chamber, chandelier, chimney, closet, couch,
counterpane, curtain, cushion, garret, joist, kennel, lamp, lantern, latch, lattice, pantry,
parlour, pillar, porch, quilt, scullery, towel, tower, turret

General nouns

action, adventure, affection, age, air, city, coast, comfort, country, courage, courtesy,
cruelty, debt, deceit, dozen, envy, error, face, fault, flower, forest, grief, honour, hour, joy,
labour, manner, marriage, mischief, mountain, noise, number, ocean, opinion, order, pair,
people, person, piece, point, poverty, power, quality, rage, reason, river, scandal, season,
sign, sound, spirit, substance, task, tavern, unity, vision

General adjectives

active, amorous, blue, brown, calm, certain, clear, common, cruel, curious, eager, easy,
final, foreign, gay, gentle, honest, horrible, large, mean, natural, nice, original, perfect,
poor, precious, probable, real, rude, safe, scarce, scarlet, second, simple, single, solid,
special, strange, sudden, sure, usual

General verbs

advise, allow, arrange, carry, change, close, continue, cry, deceive, delay, enjoy, enter,
form, grant, inform, join, marry, move, obey, pass, pay, please, prefer, prove, push, quit,
receive, refuse, remember, reply, satisfy, save, serve, suppose, travel, trip, wait, waste

Turns of phrase
by heart, come to a head, do homage, do justice to, have mercy on, hold one's peace,
make complaint, on the point of, take leave, take pity on
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The role of Latin

Fren 11 is the most dominant intluence on the growth
of Middle English vocabulary (p.46), but it is by no
me s the only one. During the 14th and 15¢h cen-
weries several thousand words came into the language

dirccdy from Ladn (chough i is often difficult to
evclude an arrival route via French)., Most of these
ds were professional or technical terms, belonging
such tields as religion, medicine, law, and licerature.
I'hey also included many words which were borrowed
by a writer in a deliberate atcempt to produce a “high’
style. Only a very small number of these ‘aureate terms’
entered the language. however (e.g. meditation, orien-
tal, prolixin). The vast majority died almost as soon as
they were born (e.g. abusion, sempitern, tenebrous).
T'he simultancous borrowing of French and Latin
words led to a highly distinctive feature of Modern
English vocabulary — sets of three items all expressing
the same fundamental notion but differing slighdy in
meaning or style, such as kiugly | royal ] regal and rise |
mount | ascend (p.124). The Old English word is usu-
ally the more popular one, with the French word more
literary, and the Latin word more learned.

Other sources

The effects of the Scandinavian invasions also made
themselves felt during this period. Although the chief
period of borrowing must have been much earlier, rel-
atively few Scandinavian loans appear in Old English,
and most do not come to be used in manuscripts until
well into the 13th century. and then mainly in north-
ern areas where Danish settlement was heaviest. A list
is given in the section on Old English (p. 25).

Several other languages also supplied a sprinkling of
new words at this time, though not all survived. Con-
tact with the Low Countries brought po// (‘head’),
doten (‘be foolish’), bouse (‘drink deeply’), and skipper
('ship’s master), resulting from commercial and mar-
itime links with the Dutch. Other loans included cork
(Spanish), marmalade (Portuguese). sable (Russian),
lough (Irish), and many words from Arabic, especially
to do with the sciences (saffron, admiral, mattress. alge-
bra, alkali, zenith). In most cases, the words arrived
after they had travelled through other countries (and
languages), often entering English via French. A good
example is the vocabulary of chess (chess, rook, check,
mate), which came directly from French, bur which is
ultimately Persian.

The effect of all this borrowing on the balance of
words in the English lexicon was dramatic. In early
Middle English, over 90 per cent of words (lexical
types, p. 123) were of native English origin. By the end
of the Niddle English period this proportion had
fallen to around 75 per cent.
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“ SOME LATIN LOANS IN MIDDLE ENGLISH
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Administration and law

alias, arbitrator, client, conspiracy,
conviction, custody, gratis, homicide,
implement, incumbent, legal, legitimate,
memorandum, pauper, prosecute, proviso,
summary, suppress, testify, testimony

Science and learning

abacus, allegory, etcetera, comet,
contradiction, desk, diaphragm, discuss,
dislocate, equator, essence, explicit, formal,
genius, history, index, inferior,
innumerable, intellect, item, library,
ligament, magnify, major, mechanical,
minor, neuter, notary, prosody, recipe,
scribe, simile, solar, tincture

Religion

collect, diocese, immortal, incarnate,
infinite, limbo, magnificat, mediator,
memento, missal, pulpit, requiem, rosary,
scripture, tract

General

admit, adjacent, collision, combine,
conclude, conductor, contempt, depression,
distract, exclude, expedition, gesture,
imaginary, include, incredible, individual,
infancy, interest, interrupt, lucrative,
lunatic, moderate, necessary, nervous,
ornate, picture, popular, private, quiet,
reject, solitary, spacious, subjugate,
substitute, temperate, tolerance, ulcer

THE WYCLIFFITE BIBLE

The authorship of the Bible translation
attributed to John Wycliff (d. 1384) is
uncertain. Because of the unorthodox
nature of Wycliff’s opinions, the early
manuscripts of his writings were widely
destroyed. Also, his followers included
several scholars who helped him carry out
the task of translation. But there is no
doubt that the inspiration for the work
came from Wycliff himself, who was
particularly concerned that lay people
should be able to read the Bible in their
own language. The first translation, using
the Latin version of St Jerome, was made
between 1380 and 1384.

Wycliff’'s method was to rely greatly on
glossing the Latin text, seeking where possi-
ble to preserve the original style. As a con-
sequence, there are over a thousand Latin
words whaose use in English is first recorded
in his translation. Almost any extract shows
the influence of Latin vocabulary, either

directly imported, or known through
French, and these items are in italics below.

And it was don, in tho daies: a maunde-
ment went out fro the emperrour august:
that al the world schulde be discryued/ this
first discryvynge was made of siryn iustice
of sirie / and alle men wenten to make pro-
fessioun eche in to his owne citee / loseph
wente up fro galile, fro the citee nazareth,
in toiudee, in to a cite of davith that is
clepid bethleem, for that he was of the
hous and of the meynee of davith, that he
schulde knowleche with marie, his wiif that
was weddid to hym, and was greet with
child/ ... ye schuin fynde a yunge child
wlappid in clothis: and leide in a cracche /
and sudeynli there was made with the
aungel a multitude of heuenli knyghthod:
heriynge god and seiynge / glorie be in the
highist thingis to god: and in erthe pees be
to men of good wille. (From Luke 2.1-14.)

The burning of John Wycliff's bones, 41 years after his death.
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LEXICAL IMPRESSIONS

One way of developing a
sense of the extensiveness of
foreign borrowing during
Middle English is to take a text
and identify the loan words —
using the Oxford English Dic-
tionary or a more specialized
etymological work (p. 136). If
this were done for the early
Middle English Peterborough
Chronicle extract (p.33), very
few such words would be
identified. The only items
which have no antecedents in
Old English are Scandinavian
heernes (1. 2), drapen (I. 4), and
rachenteges (). 9), and Latin
crucethus (l. S).

By contrast, the following
extracts, both taken from late
Middle English texts, and con-
taining similar subject matter,
show the major impact of bor-
rowing (all loans are itali-
cized).

« Scandinavian loans include
get, wayk, haile, sterne, ball,
birth, and fro.

« Words directly from French
include empryce, riall, spyce,
cristall, soverayne, and flour.
* Words from Latinvia French
include sapience, reverence,
magnificence, science, and
suffragane.

The second passage has a
large number of distinctively
Latin words - an example of
the 'aureate diction’ con-
sciously employed by several
authors in the late Middle
English period and beyond
(p.61). These inciude impera-
trice, mediatrice, salvatrice,
virginall. pulcritud, and celsi-
tud.

(After D. Burnley, 1992.)

The Canterbury Tales
(from the Prologue of The Prioress’s Tale)

0O mooder Mayde! o mayde Mooder free!

0 bussh unbrent brennynge in Moyses sighte,

That ravyshedest doun fro the Deitee

Thurgh thyn humblesse the Goost that in
th'alighte,

Of whos vertu, whan he thyn herte lighte

Conceyved was the Fadres sapience,

Help me to teile it in thy reverence!

Lady, thy bountee, thy magnificence,

Thy vertu, and thy grete humylitee,

Ther may no tonge expresse in no science;
For somtyme, Lady, er men praye to thee,
Thou goost biforn of thy benyngnytee,
And getest us the lyght, of thy preyere,
To gyden us unto thy Sone so deere.

My konnyng is so wayk, o blisful Queene,
For to declare thy grete worthynesse

That | ne may the weighte nat susteene;
But as a child of twelf month oold, or lesse,
That kan unnethes any word expresse,
Right so fare |, and therfore I yow preye,
Gydeth my song that | shal of yow seye.

From a poem by William Dunbar (p. 53)

Empryce of prys, imperatrice,
Bricht polist precious stane;
Victrice of vyce, hie genitrice
Of Jhesu lord soverayne;

Our wys pavys fro enemys
Agane the Feyndis trayne;
Oratrice, mediatrice, salvatrice,
To God gret suffragane;

Ave Maria, gracia plena:
Haile, sterne, meridiane;
Spyce, flour delice of paradys
That baire the gloryus grayne.

Imperiall wall, place palestrall
Of peirles pulcritud;
Tryumnphale hall, hie trone regall
Of Godis celsitud;

Hospitall riall, the Jord of all
Thy closet did include;

Bricht ball cristall, ros virginall
Fulfillit of angell fude.

Ave Maria, gracia plena:

Thy birth has with his blude
Fra fall mortall originall

Us raunsound on the rude.

THE FAMOUS WORD PAIRS
No account of Middle

English vocabulary wouldbe  examples:
complete without a refer- begin commence
ence to the famous culinary  ¢hjid infant
lexical pairs (often doom judgment
attributed to Sir Walter freedom liberty
Scott) which resulted from happiness  felicity
the influx of Romance hearty cordial
words. help aid

. hide conceal
Old English French holy saintly
[} beef love charity
sheep mutton meal repast
calf veal stench aroma
deer venison wedding marriage
pig, swine  pork wish desire

There are many other

NEW WORD FORMATION

Loan words were by no means
the only way in which the vocab-
ulary of Middle English
increased. The processes of word
formation which were already
established in Old English con-
tinued to be used, and were
extended in various ways.

Compounding

The poetic compounds ot Old
English (p. 23) declined dramati-
cally at the beginning of the
Middle English period. There are
over a thousand compounds in
Beowulf, but Lagamon's Brut,
also an alliterative poem (p. 36),
and ten times as long, has only
around B00. Nonetheless, some
types of compounding did con-
tinue to produce new words:
noun examples include bagpipe,
birthday, blackberry, craftsman,
grandfather, highway, and
schoolmaster. New compounds
in -er were especially frequent in
the 14th century: bricklayer,
housekeeper, moneymaker,
soothsayer. Compounds of the
type he-lamb date from c. 1300.
Adjective examples from the
period include lukewarm, moth-
eaten, new-born, and red-hot.
Phrasal verbs (p. 212) also
increased in frequency, some-
times coexisting with an earlier
prefixed form, as in the case of
go out (alongside outgo) and fall
by (alongside bifallen).

Affixation

Only a few of the Old English
prefixes (p. 22) continued into
Middle English, but the system
was supplemented by several
new items from French and
Latin, and the range of suffixes
alsoincreased (p. 46). New words
formed include authoress, conse-
cration, duckling, forgetful,
greenish, manhood, napkin,

uncover, unknowable,
withdraw, and wizard. By no
means all of the new formations
were to stay inthe language: for
example, a different suffix even-
tually replaced several words
ending in -ship (such as boldship,
cleanship, and kindship), and
several of the items which began
life using with- were eventually
replaced, such as withsay
{renounce), withspeak (contra-
dict), and withset (resist).

A sense of the range of words
which came into the language
through prefixation can be seen
in the following selection of dis-
items found in Chaucer (only one
meaning is given in each case).
The list also illustrates some of
the suffixes typical of the time.

disavauncen set back
disaventure misadventure
disblamen exonerate
disceyven deceive
dischevele dishevelled
disclaunderen slander
discomfit discomfited
disconfiture discomfiture
disconfort discomfort
disconforten discourage
discorden disagree
discoveren uncover
discuren discover
disdeinous disdainful
disencresen decrease
disese discomfort
disesen trouble
disesperate desperate
disfigurat disguised
disgysen disguise
dishonest dishonourable
disobeysaunt disobedient
displesaunce displeasure
displesaunt displeasing
disposicioun disposition
disseveraunce separation
disrewlely irregularly
distemperaunce inclemency
dissofucioun dissoluteness
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MIDDLE ENGLISH DIALECTS
The mam dialect divistons tradidonally recognized in
M:ddle English broadly correspond to those tound in
Old Faglish (p. 28), but scholars have given different
names to some of the dialects, and there has been one
mportant development. Kewtishremains the same, bue
West Saxon is now referred to as Southern, and
Northumbrian as Northern. The Mercian dialect area
has splic in two: there is now an eastern dialect (F£ast
Viidland) and a western one (West Midluand ). And the
East Anglian region is sometimes separately distin-
guished. The map shows the traditional picture; but the
result of a great deal of modern research (as illustrated
opposite) has demonstrated that there is an enormous
amount of oversimplification in such displays.

What evidence is there for dialect difference? The
evidence lies in the distinetive words, grammar, and
spellings found in the manuscripts. The way verb end-
ings change is one of the main diagnostic features:

* The -iug participle ending (as in Modern English
running) appears as -and(e) in Northern; as -end(e) in
parts of the East Midlands; as -/nd(e) in parts of the
West Midlands; and as -7z¢ clsewhere.

e The -th ending (as in goeth) appears as -5 in North-
ern and throughout most of the norch Midland area -
a form which ultimately becomes standard.

* The verb ending used in the present tense with
plural forms such as weand rhey also varies: it is -esin
Northern and the northern parts of the East Midlands;
-eth in Southern, Kentish, and the southern parts of
the West Midlands; and -en elsewhere. (None of these
endings has survived in Modern English.)

There were several other reliable indicators, apart
from verbs:

e They. their.and them are tound in Northern and the
Vest Midlands, but they appear as Ais, here, and hem
in the south — at least until towards the end of the
Middle English period (p. 45).
o Shall, should, and a few other words appear without
an /in Northern and Kentish (as sa/, etc.), but keep it
elsewhere.
® There are several distinctive uses of individual
vowels and consonants. Stanein the north corresponds
1o stone in the south: forin the north Midlands to zor
in the souths 477k in the north to e/ureh in the south;
and so on. But in each case, we must remember, what
we mean by ‘north” and ‘souch’ differs: there is no
single, neac dividing line.

There are of course many manuscripts where it is
not easy to determine the dialect. Somectimes the
spellings of a text seems to reflect a mixture of dialects,
perhaps because an author (or scribe) lived in a bound-
ary arca, or had moved about the country. Quite often,

I'HE HISTORY O ENGLISH

an author is not particularly consistent — as would be
likely to happen in a period when sounds and spellings
were changing so rapidly (p. 32) and texes were being
copied repeatedly. Sometimes, most of the forms
reflect one dialect, and there is a scattering of forms
from another — suggesting that the person who was
copying the manuscript came from a different parc of
the country from the original author. And analysts
need ahways to be watchful for the possibility that a
form ina manuscript never had any linguistic existence
atall - in other words, the copyist made a mistake.

& The traditionally recognized
P dialects of Middle English. The
7/ importance of the East Midlands

. - i ‘triangle’ for the development

. | of modern Standard English is
=y 17 o discussed on p. 54.
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FOXED

Sometimes, sounds from
different dialects have sur-
vived in alternative forms
of aword in Modern
English. Fox has an /f/,
reflecting its Northern/
Midlands origins. Vixen
has a /v/, reflecting its ori-
gins as a Southern word. In
origin a feminine form of
fox (compare German
Fuchsin), forms in fixen(e)
are recorded from the
early 15th century, both
for the animal and (later) -
for its sense of a ‘quarrel-
some woman’, and can be
found until the early 17th
century. The v- forms then
become standard, butitis
not known why this pref-
erence prevailed.
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DIALECT REALITIES

The true complexity of the Middle English dialect situation was demonstrated
in the 1980s by the atlas material of the Middle English Dialect Survey, based at
the University of Edinburgh. The approach assumes that scribes were consis-
tent in their methods of spelling, and that it is possible to examine ortho-
graphic variants to determine the dialect origins of a manuscript, quite
independently of the sounds which the letters are thought to convey. The

Survey plotted the distribution of the variants on maps, such as this one
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SYSTEM OR ERROR?

Betidde a time in litel quil

lacob went walcande bi pe

He sagh apon pe wateres ret

Chaf fletande come wip pe
streme

Of pac sizt wex he fulle blipe

And tille his sones talde hit
squype

It came to pass after a short
while

Jacob went walking by the Nile

He saw upon the water’s realm

Chaff come floating with the
stream

That sight made him very glad

And he quickly told his sons
about it

This extract from the late 13th-
century biblical poem, Cursor
Mundi (from the Fairfax text in
the Bodleian Library, Oxford),
illustrates one of the historical
dialectologist’s problems. Fea-
tures such as quile (for ‘while’),
walcande ('walking'), and
talde (‘told’) indicate that the
text is Northern; and this is con-
firmed by the same features
appearing elsewhere in the
text. The a for o, for example, is
found in haly, fra, ga, lange,
hame, name, and many other
words; and a corresponding set
of o spellings appears in a Mid-
fand version of the text (such as
the one held at Trinity College,
Cambridge).

But in one line, we find this:

In goddes name and so we salle

So, with the same long vowel
as the other words, oughtto
appear with an a, perhaps as
swa. Why doesn't it? There are
only two explanations. Either
so is an exception to the rule,
or it is a scribal error. If the
former, we must find a reason -
something in the adjacent
sounds which might plausibly
have caused the change to o, in
just this case. There seems to be
no such reason. Rather more
likely is the second explana-
tion. The scribe could have
been copying out this text from
asouthern one in which the o
vowel was used throughout,
and ‘translating’ the spellings
into the northern dialect of his
readers as he went along; but
at this point he made a slip.
Support for this view would
come from other slips of a simi-
lar kind - and indeed, we find
the same scribe writing west-
ern con for eastern can a few
lines earlier.

(After C. Jones, 1972.)
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MIDDLE SCOTS

Swidents of the Middle Lnglish period have tradition-
all focused on the dialect situation in England, and
especially on those areas in which the standard lan-
guage was later to develop (p.54). This has led o a
lect of what was taking place in Scodand at the

1e, where the language was being influenced by a
ditferent set of factors, and developing its own distine-
tive character.

From the outser, the region had its own finguistic
history. After the Sth-century invasions, what is now
the north-cast of England and the south-cast of Scot-
land came to be occupied by the Angles, which led 1o
the emergence of the Northumbrian dialect of Old
English (p. 28). During the Anglo-Saxon period, most
of Scotland was Celtic-speaking (chiefly the variety
known as Gaelic), but the number of English speakers
in the southern part of the country increased greatly in
the 11th century, following the Norman Conquest.
Many English noblemen became refugees and fled
north, where they were welcomed by the Scots King
Malcolm Canmore (reigned 1058-93). During the
12th century, the movement north continued, with
southern families being invited to settle in the area by
King David [ (reigned 1124-53) — notably in the new
chartered royal estates known as burhs (such as
Aberdeen and Edinburgh). These places were largely
English-speaking, and gradually English spread
through the whole lowlands area, with Gaelic remain-
ing beyond the Highland line. The English calendar
replaced the Celtic one, and the Anglo-Norman feudal
system replaced traditional patterns of land holding.
Eventually, French became the language of the Scot-
tish court. In 1295 there was a formal treaty between
Scotland and France, renewed several times in the fol-
lowing 200 years. As in England, Latin was used for
administration and in the Church (p. 30).

This Scots English became increasingly different
from the English used in England, especially in pro-
nunciation and vocabulary, and many of these differ-
ences are still found roday (p. 328).

e In pronunciation, there was the use of ¢/ in the
middle of such words as #icht (‘night’). A distinction
was made between the first sound of witch and which.
The vowel in such words as guid (‘good’) tended to be
longer and produced further forward in the mouth
than it was in southern English. A distinctive spelling
difference is the use of guh- where southern English
wrote wh- (quhan, qubile, exc.).

¢ There were some distinctive grammatical features,
such as the past tense ending -it (wantit for wanted),
forms for expressing negation (zae, nocht, -na), and
aneas the indefinite article (for a/an).
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¢ A number of loan words arrived which did not enter

the language further south (for those that did, sce
p.47). Examples from French include bonny (‘beauti-
ful, handsome’), fush (‘o bother'), and ashet (a serving
dish). Callan Clad’), mutchkin (‘quarter pint’), and
cowk (‘rerel’) were among those which arrived from
Dutch, with whom Scottish merchants traded. Words
from Gaclic included clachan (‘hamlet), ingle (‘hearth
tire’), and szrarh (‘wide valley’). Several legal and
administrative terms came in from Latin, such as
dominie (‘'schoolmaster’) and fugie (‘runaway’).

THE LANGUAGE OF GOLF

Middle Scots lexical legacy (p. 329).

The golf course at St Andrews, Scotland.

The Scottish origins of golf are there in the vocabulary. Go/f itself is recorded in Scots
English from the late 15th century, and various spellings suggest a pronunciation without
an /l/, including gouff, goiff, goff, and gowff. The origins of the word are obscure. It is
commonly thought to be a Dutch loanword, from colf, the name of a stick or club used in
various striking games of the time, but there is no definite evidence.

Other golf-related terms which first appear in Scots English are caddie (from French
cadet, ‘cadet’) and Jinks (a development of an Old English word meaning ‘rising ground’).
These words have joined scone, croon, croup, and several others to give Modern English its

THE BRUCE

The earliest surviving work to be written
entirely in Scots English after the Conquest
is a historical poem by John Barbour
(13257-95), archdeacon of Aberdeen. It was
a Scottish national epic, a mixture of
romance and chronicle, dealing with ‘The

Actes and Life of the most Victorious Con-
queror, Robert Bruce King of Scotland’. it
was completed in 1376, taking up 20 books,
and is preserved in manuscripts of a century
later.

This extract is from the siege of Berwick
(1319).

Thar mycht men se a felloune sicht:
With staffing, stoking, and striking
Thar maid thai sturdy defending,

For with gret strynth of men the pet
Thai defendit, and stude tharat,
Magré thair fais, quhill the nycht

Gert thame on bath halfis leif the ficht.

There might men see a grim sight: -

With hitting [with staffs], stabbing, and
striking

There they made an obstinate defence

Farwith a great force of men the gate

They defended, and stood there,

In spite of their foes, until the night

Caused them on bothsides to stop fighting
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Rise and fall

By the end of the 13th century, the English of Scodand
and that of England had markedly diverged. A major
social factor had been the splic between the natons
which followed Edward 1 of England’s attempt at
annexation, and the subsequent long period of con-
flict. From 1424, the Scottish Parliament wrote its
statutes in English. By the late Middle Ages, Middle
Scots had evolved as far from Old English as had the
Middle English of England, and in a different direc-
ton. It is often said chat the two varieties were as far
apart as, say, Danish and Swedish are today — largely
mutually intelligible, buc capable of supporting
national identities. As a result, some writers on the
period refer to the two varieties as distinct ‘languages’
— and continue to do so when discussing modern
Scots. The term ‘Scottis’ (as opposed to the previously
used ‘Inglis’) comes to be used in the late 15th cencury.
The period as a whole (Older Scots) tends to be divided
into Farly Scots (1100-1450) and Middle Scots

THE MAKARS

The leading poets of Scotland from c. 1425
to ¢ 1550 are usually grouped together as
the ‘Scottish Chaucerians’, because of the
way they were influenced by the themes
and verse style of Chaucer (p. 38). In fact,
their poetry shows a mixture of influences,
ranging from a courtly ‘aureate’ style, full
of Latinate diction, to forceful abuse (flyt-
ing) in Scots vernacular. The Tretis of the
Twa Mariit Wemen and the Wedo - a con-
versation between two married women
and a widow - illustrates something of this
range. The poem is by William Dunbar
(c.1460-c. 1520), who was employed at the
Scottish court. It parodies the high style of
the literary pastoral, and juxtaposes earthy
comments in colloquial Scots, as the women
talk about their husbands.

I saw thre gay ladeis sit in ane grein arbeir
[arbour]

All grathit [decked] into garlandis of freshe
gudlie flouris;

So glitterit as the gold wer thair glorius gilt
tressis,

Quihill [While] all the gressis [grass] did
gleme of the glaid hewis;

Kemmit [combed] was thair cleir hair, and
curiouslie shed

Attour thair shulderis doun shyre [clear],
shyning full bricht...

I have ane wallirag [sloven], ane worme,
ane auld wobat [caterpillar] carle

A waistit wolroun [boar], na worth but
wordis to clatter;

Ane bumbart [driveller], ane dron bee, ane
bag full of flewme,

Ane skabbit skarth [scurvy cormorant], ane
scorpioun, ane scutarde behind;

To see him scart [scratch] his awin skyn grit
scunner [disgust] | think.

The meaning of all the words in this pas-
sage is not entirely clear - but their sound
leaves no doubt about their intent. The /sk-/
sequence is particularly notable (p. 251).

(1450-1700).

From the end of the 14th century to the beginning
of the 17th, there was a flowering of literature in Scots
—a period which reached its peak in the poetry of the
15¢h-century makars (‘makers’), such as Robert Hen-
ryson, William Dunbar, and Gavin Douglas. Southern
English literature exercised considerable influence,
especially the poetry of Chaucer, to such an extent that
this group is often called the ‘Scottish Chaucerians’.
Scots also increasingly replaced Latin as an adminis-
trative language, and came to be widely used in ser-
mons, diaries, letters, and other private and public
literature. By the end of the century it had effectively
established itself as a regional standard.

This course of development altered during the 16th
century, as Scots fell progressively under the influence
of the scrongly emerging Standard English of the south.
Southern words and spellings became increasingly evi-
dentin Scottish writing, and printers began to anglicize
material presented to them in Scots. The main factor
was the uniting of the crowns of Scotland and England
in 1603, and cthe move to London of James VI and the
Scottish court — a move which led in due course to the

AN EFFORT 'TO REFORM AN ERROUR’

The Scots were well aware of what was
happening to their language, as is clear
from this story, told by Alexander Hume in
his Orthographie and Congruitie of the
Britan Tongue, written ¢. 1617, and
intended for use in Scottish schools. He is
defending the Scots spelling quh- for wh-
against some unsympathetic English col-
leagues. Despite the quh- spetlings put into
the mouths of the English, the passage is
full of southernisms, such as laughed
{which has no ch, and uses the -ed inflec-
tion} and a or an (instead of ane). It shows
how much influence southern English had
exercised on Scots by this time - evenon a
staunch defender.

...to reform an errour bred in the south,
and now usurped be our ignorant print-
eres, | wil tel quhat befel my-self quhen
was in the south with a special gud frende
of myne. Ther rease [rose], upon sum acci-
dent, quhither [whether] quho, quhen,
qubat, etc., sould be symbolized with q or
w, a hoat [hot] disputation betuene him
and me. After manie conflictes (for we oft

encountered), we met be chance, in the
citie of baeth [Bath], with a doctour of
divinitie of both our acquentance. He
invited us to denner. At table my antago-
nist, to bring the question on foot amangs
his awn condisciples, began that | was
becum an heretik, and the doctour spering
[asking] how, ansuered that | denyed quho
to be spelled with a w, but with qu. Be
quhat reason? quod the Doctour. Here, |
beginning to lay my grundes of labial,
dental, and guttural soundes and symboles,
he snapped me on this hand and he on
that, that the doctour had mikle a doe to
win me room for a syllogisme. Then (said I}
alabial letter can not symboliz a guttural
syllab [sy/lable]. But w is a labial letter, quho
a guttural sound. And therfoer w can not
symboliz quha, nor noe syllab of that
nature. Here the doctour staying them
again (for al barked at ones), the proposi-
tion, said he, | understand; the assumption
is Scottish, and the conclusion false.
Quherat al laughed, as if | had bene dryven
from al replye, and | fretted to see a
frivolouse jest goe for a solid ansuer.

adoption among the upper classes of

southern English norms of speech. As
James I of England, the new king
ordered that the Authorized Version
of the Bible (p. 64) be used in Scotland,
thus spreading further the influence of
the southern standard as a prestige
form. There is very lictle sign of a dis-
tinctive variety of Scots in published
material at the end of the 17th century.
However, Scots English was not fated to
become extince: its later history s
reviewed on pp. 328-33.

A NEW NATION

In 1604 James made a
speech to his first Parlia-
ment, in which he
declared hisintentions to
rule a single nation:

lam the Husband and
the whole Isle is my law-
full Wife; | am the Head
and itis my 8ody; lam
the Shepherd and it is
my flocke; I hope there-
fore no man will be so

unreasonable asta think that | thatama
Christian King under the Gospel should be a
polygamist and husband to two wives; that |
being the Head should have a divided and
monstrous Body.

In such circumstances, two written stan-
dards could not possibly co-exist. What is
remarkable is that Scots was able to survive
the court’s move to London, the Union of
Parliaments a century later (1707), and a
great deal of later ridicule levelled at those
who continued to use ‘Scotticisms’, to sur-
face again in the 20th century.
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Th vanety which we now cll Standard English
(p

n

0) is the result ot a combination of influences, the
important of which do not emerge untl the
Middle English period. There is no direct connection
tween West Saxon, the written standard of Old
alish (p. 28), and the modern scandard. The polirical

art of the country moved from Winchester o

ne
London after the Conquest, and the major linguistic
trends during Middle English increasingly relate to the
development of the capital as a social, political, and
commercial centre. A written standard English began
to emerge during the 15th century and, following the
detailed study of the dialect characeeristics of the
period, itis now possible to isolate several factors which
contributed to its identity (after M. L. Samuels, 1963).
* Aregionally standardized literary language appeared
in the last part of the 14th century, based on the
dialects of the Central Midland counties, especially
Northamptonshire, Huntingdonshire, and Bedford-
shire. This is chiefly found in the large number of
Wicliffite manuscripts which have survived (p.48),
including sermons, tracts, prayers, poems, and the dif-
ferent versions of the Wycliff Bible, as well as several
secular works. The Lollards spread this variety widely,
even into south-west England, thus increasing its
status as a standard. In the long term, it was unable to
compete with the quantity of material emanating from
the capital; but its Central Midland origins are
nonetheless noteworthy (see below).

* The growth of a standard from the London area can
be seen by the mid-14th century. Although London
was very much a dialectal hybrid (wich the City influ-
enced by the Essex dialect, and Westminster, some dis-
tance further west, showing the influence of
Middlesex), patterns of standardization gradually
appear. There is a small group of manuscripts, written

prior to 1370, which are noted for their uniformicy of
spelling. A later and much larger group of diverse
manuscripts include the work of Chaucer and Lang-
land. These texts in their different ways represent
London English of around 1400, but the amount of
variation they display suggests that they cannot be
called a sandard, in any strict sense. Not even
Chaucer’s writing, traditionally thought o be a pre-
cursor of modern Standard English, exercised a specific
influence on the form chis standard took — nor is it
likely that poetic usage would ever influence general
usage in any real way (p.412). It can hardly be
doubred, though, that Chaucers literary standing
would have greatly added to the prestige associated
with written language in the London dialect.

* The most significant factor must have been the
emergence of London as the political and commercial

THE ORIGINS OF STANDARD ENGLISH

F'HE HISTORY OF FNGLISH

centre of the country. In particular the influence of the
administrative oftices of the London Chancery (p. 41)
is now thought to have been critical, especially afier ¢.
1430. Vast amounts of manuscript copying took place
within the London area, and standards of practice
emerged among the Chancery scribes. These practices
then influenced the many individual scribes who
worked privately, and eventually all kinds of material,
including literary texts, were affected. It would not
have taken long for a widespread standardization to be
current. When Caxton sct up his press in Westminster
(p.56), and chose local London speech as his norm,
the lasting influence of his Chancery Lane neighbours
was assured.

These observations add up to the claim chat the
main influence on the standard language was che Cen-
tral Midlands area, several of whose linguistic features
eventually influenced the shape of Chancery Standard.
That the central area could exercise such influence is
suggested by a number of contemporary comments,
as well as by deductions based on social history. John
of Trevisa, translating Higden's Polychronicon (p. 35) in
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