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The English language is accepted as the global lingua franca
of the modern age. But how did it evolve? How did a language
spoken originally by a few thousand Anglo-Saxons become
one used by over a quarter of the human race?

The Stories of English ts a groundbreaking history of the
language by David Crystal, the world-renowned writer and
commentator on English. Other books have been written
about English, but they have focused on the educated, printed
language called “standard” English. Crystal turns the history
of English on its head and provides a startlingly original
view of where the richness, creativity, and diversity of the
language truly lies—in the accents and dialects of nonstandard
English users all over the world. Whatever their regional,
social, or ethnic background, each group bas a story worth
telling, whether it is in Scotland or Canada, South Africa or
the United States—and Crystal brilliantly relates the fasci-
nating and sometimes arcane details.

Interwoven throughout the central chronological story
are accounts of uses of dialect around the world, as well as
in classics from The Canterbury Tales to The Lord of the Rings.
For the first time, regional speech and writing is placed
center stage, giving a sense of the social realities behind the
development of the English language. This significant shift
in perspective enables the reader to understand, for the first
time, the importance of everyday, previously marginalized
voices in our language and provides an argument for the
way English should be taught in the future. The Stories of
English ts the compelling narrative his* € a true global

adventure.
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Introduction

In fact, the book has two introductions, because there are two stories to
be told.

On p. 3 there is an outline of the history of English, as often recounted.
The past century has seen dozens of books which have presented the language
in such terms, describing stages in the emergence of what has come to be called
‘Standard English’. A standard is a variety of a language which has acquired
special prestige within a community. It is an important focus of study, and one
which will be routinely encountered as the chronology of the present book
unfolds. But an account of the standard language is only a small part of the
whole story of English. The real story is much, much bigger.

Accordingly, beginning on p. s, there is an introduction to this real story,
which is what this book is largely about. ‘Real stories” would be more accurate,
for in the history of something as multifaceted as a language, there are always
several trends taking place simultaneously. A richness of diversity exists every-
where, and always has, over the language’s 1,500-year history; but the story of
Standard English has hitherto attracted all the attention. The other stories have
never been given their rightful place in English linguistic history, and it is time
they were.

Telling several stories simultaneously is not something which suits the
linear expository method of a book, so to convey this message I have had to
adopt a somewhat unorthodox structure. The main sequence of chapters pro-
vides a chronological narrative from Old English to Modern English, focusing
on the interaction between standard and nonstandard; but they are separated
by ‘Interludes’ illustrating topics to do with nonstandard English which fall
outside the time framework. Also, within chapters, I have used panels to
illustrate the nature of the nonstandard dimension, thereby emphasizing the
dynamic tension which always exists between nonstandard and standard
varieties.

It is a patchwork quilt of a book, as a result; but that is inevitable, given
the constraints faced by any historian of nonstandard language. It is not easy
to obtain data on the various kinds of nonstandard English, or even on what






INTRODUCTION 3

The standard story

The standard history of the English language usually goes something like this.

e In the year 449 Germanic tribes arrived in Britain from the European
mainland, and displaced the native British (Celtic) population, eventually
establishing a single language which was Anglo-Saxon in character.

* Most writings of the period are shown to be preserved in the West Saxon
dialect, the language of King Alfred, spoken in the politically and culturally
dominant region of southern England around Winchester. Descriptions
of the language, known as Anglo-Saxon or Old English, therefore reflect
this dominance.

» Fundamental changes began to affect Old English grammar during the
later Anglo-Saxon period, and these, along with changes in pronunciation,
innovative spelling conventions, and a huge influx of new words after the
Norman Conquest, led to the language evolving a fresh character, known
as Middle English.

s During the Middle English period, the literary language began to evolve,
culminating in the compositions of Chaucer, and we see the first signs of
a Standard English emerging in the work of the Chancery scribes in
London.

e The introduction of printing by Caxton in 1476 brought an enormous
expansion in the written resources of the language, and was the major
influence on the development of a standardized writing system. Spelling
began to stabilize, and thus became less of a guide to pronunciation, which
continued to change.

o Further changes in pronunciation and grammar, and another enormous
increase in vocabulary stimulated by the Renaissance, led to the emergence
of an Early Modern English. Its character was much influenced by Eliza-
bethan literature, notably by Shakespeare, and by the texts of many Bibles,
especially those of Tyndale (1525) and King James (1611).

¢ The unprecedented increase in the language’s range and creativity brought
a reaction, in the form of a climate of concern about the unwelcome pace
and character of language change. This led to the writing of the first
English dictionaries, grammars, and manuals of pronunciation, in an
attempt to bring the language under some measure of control.

¢ As a result, there emerged a sharpened sense of correctness in relation to
a standard form of English, and this came to be encountered worldwide,
as speakers of educated British English gained global influence throughout
the British Empire. At the same time, the question of standards became
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more complex, with the arrival of American English as an alternative
global presence.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the standard language had become
so close to that of the present-day, at least in grammar, pronunciation,
and spelling, that it is safely described as Modern English. But there
continued to be massive increases in vocabulary, chiefly as a consequence
of the industrial and scientific revolutions, and of the ongoing globaliz-
ation of the language — a process which would continue throughout the
twentieth century and into the twenty-first.

Just one story is being told here.? It is predominantly the story of what happened
to English in England, and moreover to just one kind of English in England -
the kind of English which we associate with the written language, with literary
expression, and with speaking and writing in a formal, educated way. It is a
story, in short, of the rise of Standard English — and, as we shall see, not even
all of that. Yet it takes only a moment’s reflection to deduce that this cannot be
the whole story. The book needs a better introduction.
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The real story

It is not what the orthodox histories include which is the problem; it is what
they omit, or marginalize. ‘The’ story of English, as it has been presented in the
mainstream tradition, is the story of a single variety of the language, Standard
English, its special status usually symbolized through capitalization. But this
variety is only a small part of the kaleidoscopic diversity of dialects and styles
which make up ‘the English language’. Indeed, for every one person who speaks
Standard English, there must be a hundred who do not, and another hundred
who speak other varieties as well as the standard. Where is their story told?

The marginalization has not been accidental. Several authors have taken
the view that only Standard English is worth studying. One of the most influen-
tial, Henry Cecil Wyld, wrote A Short History of English in 1914, which I
remember having to read as an English undergraduate nearly fifty years later.
His opening sections could not have made the bias clearer. After referring to
the great diversity of English dialects, he says:

Fortunately, at the present time, the great majority of the English Dialects are of
very little importance as representatives of English speech, and for our present
purpose we can afford to let them go, except in so far as they throw light upon the
growth of those forms of our language which are the main objects of our solicitude,
namely the language of Literature and Received Standard Spoken English . . .

Only the dialects which gave rise to the standard are worth studying, therefore
(though he does allow Scots, thinking doubtless of Burns):

After the end of the fourteenth century, the other dialects, excepting always those
of Lowland Scotch, gradually cease to be the vehicle of literary expression, and
are no longer of importance to us as independent forms of English.

He concludes:

In this book, therefore, the developments of the Modern provincial English dialects
are not considered unless they can throw light on the history of Standard English.?

In this single-mindedness of vision, he was by no means alone, and such views
coloured much of the thinking about the language, both in Britain and abroad,
during the twentieth century.
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The standard tradition

The focus on Standard English is understandable. We have only to look around
us. Every country in the world is in the process of coming to terms with English,
in its new role as a global lingua franca, and when we encounter the language
in advertising, travel, and other international domains, it is invariably Standard
English that we see. Within a country where English is the primary language,
the impression is even stronger: it is unusual to see anything but the standard
language in the press, on television, in public signage, on commercial products,
in bookshops, or in schools.

That is what we would expect. The role of a standard language, whether
itis used nationally or internationally, is to enable the members of a community
to understand each other. Everyone needs to learn it, in the interests of efficient
and effective communication. That is why in school we are taught to read and
write Standard English, and are given opportunities to read it aloud and to hear
others read it. The leading national institutions, such as the British Parliament,
the US Congress, the BBC, and CNN, adopt it as their primary means of
expression, in the interests of universal comprehensibility, so we hear it widely
spoken in public as the language of power and prestige. Its expressive potential
is exploited throughout English literature. It has an especially high profile
among foreign learners of English. A small minority of families, from a certain
class and educational background, speak it naturally at home as a mother
dialect.

Nowhere in this book will there be any denigration of Standard English,
therefore. Its role is crucial in fostering intelligibility within national and global
society, and its adoption as the primary medium of literary expression has
produced six centuries of authorial achievement. [ am using it (with just a few
exceptions) to write this book now. At the same time, we only have to listen to
the English-speaking world around us to realize the absurdity of any account
which identifies Standard English with the language as a whole, whether today
or in previous centuries. Three facts are critical. Most English speakers do not
speak Standard English. A significant number of English authors do not write
in Standard English. And a large number of those using English in computer-
mediated interaction do not use it either.

There are no reliable figures, but anyone who travels around the English-
speaking world — or who simply stands and listens in a city centre or village
shop — will be left in no doubt that nonstandard Englishes, in the form of
regional and ethnic dialects, are the normal linguistic way of life for most
people. And even if others do not use nonstandard English in their speaking
and writing, they have an evident ability to process a great deal of it in their
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listening and reading. The exploitation of nonstandard varieties is the basis of
many television sitcoms. And Standard English users often deviate from the
rules of the standard, in speech or in writing, in order to convey a particular
effect. As the title of one book on the electronic revolution playfully reads:
‘We ain’t seen nothin’ yet’. It may be nonstandard in grammar, but everyone
understands it.

A large number of terms have evolved to characterize nonstandard vari-
eties of English, some of them scientific and objective, some popular and
impressionistic, some positively insulting. Towards one end of the termino-
logical spectrum we find ‘regional dialects’, ‘modified standards’, ‘nonstandard
speech’, ‘creoles’, ‘pidgins’, ‘vernaculars’, and ‘code-mixing’; towards the other
end we find ‘substandard speech’, ‘country talk’, ‘patois’, ‘brogue’, ‘argot’,
‘cant’, ‘lingo’, ‘broken English’, and ‘gutter speech’. They all have one thing in
common: none of them are ‘standard’.

Histories of English do not of course totally ignore all these varieties; but
they do tend to marginalize them. Certainly they are not given the central
position which they would receive if the balance of content in a survey were to
reflect the corpus of national and international regional English usage. Accounts
of Old or Middle English, for example, traditionally spend several chapters
describing the language and literature of the period, but treat dialects as an
isolated topic - usually somewhere towards the back of the book. Even in the
modern period, when there is no shortage of literary dialect representation,
language histories tend to treat regional usage in a disproportionately minimalist
manner. The Stories of English is, accordingly, an attempt to redress the
balance.? It deals with Standard English, as it must, for there are many stories
to be told there, too; but it also reflects — insofar as the historical record (largely
and inevitably expressed through the standard language) enables me to do so —
the presence of nonstandard, and specifically regional varieties in earlier English
linguistic history. The closer we come to modern times, the easier it becomes to
represent the nonstandard perspective. But it has always been there.

Variation within Standard English

There are many stories to be told within Standard English, too ... ? This is
because the standard language is not a homogeneous phenomenon, internally
consistent throughout in the way it uses pronunciation, spelling, grammar,
vocabulary, and patterns of discourse. The common impression that such
consistency exists, within an English-speaking community, derives from the
fact that most of the written English we see around us is formal in character. Itis
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English on its best behaviour. When people compose books, articles, brochures,
signs, posters, and all the other forms of printed English, they try to ‘get it
right’, often employing personnel (such as copy-editors) or manuals (such as
guides to house style) to ensure that the language does conform to the standard.
The same applies to people who speak the standard professionally, such as
radio announcers, political spokespersons, university professors, and court-
room lawyers. The closer they can make their spoken style conform to the
written standard, the less they will attract the criticism of being ‘careless’,
‘lazy’, or ‘sloppy’. The public language that we hear and read is therefore
characteristically at the formal end of the stylistic spectrum.

And a spectrum there is, within Standard English. Variation is everywhere.
Even within the formal domain, there is variety. Lawyers, clerics, politicians,
doctors, dons, radio announcers, scientists, and others, even when communicat-
ing as carefully as they can, do not all talk and write in the same way. There are
major linguistic variations between ‘legal English’, ‘religious English’, and all
the other styles which we associate with leading social institutions. Most of
these have received recognition. Books have been written on ‘the language
of the law’ or ‘religious language’. The properties of formal English, both
spoken and written, have been quite thoroughly explored.

However, at the other end of the spectrum, informal Standard English has
been much neglected. What happens to the speech of radio announcers in the
BBC canteen? How do politicians talk when they meet up for a drink? How do
lawyers express themselves when they go home in the evening? Do university
professors on a foreign tour use the same language in their postcards or emails
home as they do in their lectures and articles? Do off-duty copy-editors never
split their infinitives? As soon as we begin to ask such questions, it is plain that
there is another world here, waiting to be explored. It is common experi-
ence that people ‘slip into something comfortable’, when they go off-duty. What
is the linguistic equivalent of being ‘comfortable’, when people are no longer in
the public eye? And do all these professionals slip into the same linguistic
clothes, when they cease being professional? Very little information is available
about such matters. This story has not been told either.

There is no question that a broad band of informal speech and writing
exists. Anyone who has ever begun a postcard with the words ‘Having a lovely
time’ is being informal, for omitting part of a sentence (ellipsis — here, the
subject and auxiliary verb, I or We're) is one of the things we routinely do
to make our writing or speech sound casual and familiar. Anyone who has
allowed an expletive into their speech, whether a mild euphemism such as
blooming or darn or one of the serious four-letter options, is being informal,
for these forms by their nature have evolved to meet the demands of earthy,
grass-roots interaction. Anyone who has used a piece of slang, whether popular
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or professional, is being informal, for slang primarily exists to foster rapport
among individuals who wish to express their sense of belonging to a social
group. Anyone = Everyone, in such contexts.

The wardrobe analogy is apt, for it suggests that we have several options
for being informal. In clothing, we may choose something slightly casual or go
for something totally outrageous, depending on our personalities and bank
balances. In speech and writing, too, we have several options — levels of infor-
mality which also range from the slightly casual to the totally outrageous.
Personality is relevant here, in the same way — though not bank balance, for
language is the cheapest way of expressing identity —and our choice of language
will also be conditioned by such factors as the subject-matter of the conver-
sation, the number, age, and gender of the participants, and the type of situation
in which the conversation is taking place. Unifying, universal features of
informal English do exist, but there is a great deal of variation here as well.

The more options we have, within the formal-informal spectrum, the
more we feel ready to meet the needs of a complex, multifaceted society. With
clothing, a diverse wardrobe enables us to dress to suit the occasion; and so it
is with language. The more linguistic choice we command, the more we find
ourselves able to act appropriately as we move from one social occasion to
another. It is obvious that anyone who lacks the ability to express English
formally, with control and precision, is at a serious disadvantage in modern
society. But the opposite also applies: anyone who lacks the ability to handle
the informal range of English usage is seriously disadvantaged, too.

The latter point is not so relevant for native speakers of English, who will
have grown up with an informal command of the language; but it is crucial for
non-native learners, who comprise the vast majority of English language users
today (see Chapter 17). For example, a multinational organization with head-
quarters in Britain or the USA may hold all its meetings in formal business
English, but a great deal of the ‘real’ business often takes place in the corridors
and cafes outside the meeting-room, carried on in a colloquial, idiomatic style
which non-native managers may struggle to comprehend. Even within the
meeting-room, a piece of casual repartee or a passing jokey usage can be enough
to undermine the confidence of anyone who lacks a sense of the varieties of
informal English. It is a familiar scenario. The British and American members
of the management team all laugh, but not the managers from, say, Italy or
Hong Kong.

Again, there are no reliable figures, but intuitively we sense that informal
English is far more ‘normal’ than formal English. If we had some way of adding
up all the occasions on which informal and formal English speech are used by
Standard English speakers all over the world, I suspect the former would exceed
the latter by a ratio of at least ten to one. If you are a Standard English speaker,
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think back over your past week, and recall the occasions when you spoke formal
English. They will be islands of identifiable usage — such as at work, in public
meetings, or during certain kinds of visit or phone call. It will not be possible
to bring to mind so readily the occasions when you made informal use of
English, because there will have been so many of them — conversations with
family, friends, workplace contacts, neighbours, and passers-by; conversations
at home or work, in shops, bars, restaurants, buses, trains, and sporting arenas.
Informal English chat is the matrix within which formal English locates itself
and with which it contrasts. It is the norm.

The story of informal conversation is beginning to be told, in dictionaries
and grammars and manuals of style, but the account is patchy and the attitude
typically suspicious. The impression is still widespread that there is something
a little odd about informal English — that a casual style, with its half-formed
thoughts, loosely constructed sentences, unfinished utterances, interruptions,
changes of subject, vagueness, repetitiveness, and a general ‘play it by ear’
attitude to interaction, is somehow intrinsically inferior to a style where every-
thing is carefully thought out, sentences are tightly organized and complete, the
progression of meaning is logical and coherent, and conscious effort is made to
be relevant, clear, and precise. This is a message which prescriptive grammarians
and purist commentators have been drumming into us for the past 250 years.
It may take another 250 to forget it, though the signs are that it will take much
less (Chapter 20).

We need both stylistic domains to live a full linguistic life. “Thanks a
million’ has its place alongside ‘Tam most grateful’. ‘We’ve got all sorts of lovely
grub and booze in the fridge’ complements ‘A wide variety of foodstuffs and
beverages has been left in the refrigerator’. There are times at work when ‘Hey,
Dick, take a look-see here’ will be appropriate, and those when we need
something more like ‘Excuse me, Mr Smith, would you please examine this’.
Likewise, at the dinner table, there are occasions when it would be exactly right
to say ‘Be a dear and send the salt down . . . Ta’, and occasions when we know
it has to be ‘Would you kindly pass the salt? . . . Thank you so much’. The exact
character of the informal language will of course depend on such factors as the
age of the participants and their cultural background: in 2003, I heard such
expressions of thanks as ‘Cheers’, ‘Wicked’, ‘Good one’, ‘Cool’, ‘Fierce’, and
there are many more. But the basic point remains, regardless of which particular
words are used. To have only one style at our disposal, or to lack a sense of
appropriateness in stylistic use, is disempowering and socially disturbing. Not
only are we no longer in control of the situation in which we find ourselves, we
soon discover that stylistic ineptitude is the first step on the road towards social
exclusion.
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The point applies to all cultures and to all languages, but it is especially
an issue in the case of a language like English, which has developed so many
nuances of formality and informality in the course of its long, socially diverse,
technologically influenced, and increasingly global history. The more we under-
stand these nuances the better, so that we can use them appropriately upon
occasion, and also respond appropriately when others use them. Being in control
also means that we can switch from one style to another, in order to convey a
particular effect. Television weather-forecasters, for example, have developed
this style-switching into a fine art, from formal, through various degrees of
informal, to totally informal.

A deep depression is approaching the British Isles, which will bring heavy rainfall
by early morning.
Another low coming in, so you’ll need your umbrellas tomorrow.

More rain on the way, I'm afraid, so get your brollies out for the morrow.

We also have to be in control to avoid incongruous or bizarre usage, or to
appreciate a joke when it is made. We need to know that ‘How’s tricks, your
grace?’ is improbable outside the world of television satire. And we need to be
very sure of our ground (or very drunk) before we say ‘Yo, Officer’.

No account of the history of English should ignore the whole of the
language’s formality range, but the informal levels have been seriously under-
represented in the traditional accounts, partly because they have been so much
associated with regional dialect speech. For centuries of language pedagogy,
formal English has been lionized and informal English marginalized - often
penalized, using such labels as ‘sloppy’ or ‘incorrect’. But the more we look for
informality in English linguistic history, the more we find it, and moreover in
contexts which have an unequivocal literary pedigree. It is yet another story
which is waiting to be told.

Standards and formality: further stories

The standard story; the nonstandard stories, the informality story . . . It should
now be clear why I am dissatisfied with the kind of singular-noun approach to
English, such as we find in the title of many a book or television programme:
‘the story” of English, ‘the heritage’ of English. But there is more. The previous
section has focused entirely on the formality range within Standard English.
Yet contrasts of formality are an intrinsic part of all varieties, not just the
standard. Although we tend to associate regional dialects with informal speech,

11
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this is purely an artefact of the standard perspective. Anyone who has lived
within a linguistically nonstandard community knows that there are gradations
of formality there, too.

[ lived my entire secondary-school life in Liverpool, and can recall many
a playground situation where everyone, teachers and pupils, was speaking
Liverpudlian English, but in very different styles. There were forms of address,
nicknames, wordplay, expletives, and all sorts of everyday words which we
would happily use together, though never to the teacher, and vice versa. A new
record might be described as gear (‘fine’) to a mate, but if the teacher asked
about it, we would say something like great. I recall one of the most popular
teachers once saying that something was gear, and causing a bit of a snigger by
so doing. But that was why he was popular. He spoke our language.

Out of the playground and into the classroom, and Standard English ruled
(albeit with a Liverpool accent). British Standard English, of course. And in
that slight modification lies yet another story. My secondary-school anecdote
has its myriad equivalents in the high schools of the United States, but there the
move from playground to classroom would be a move from local dialect into
American Standard English. In the US classrooms, the teachers would be
allowing such expressions as I've gotten and quarter of four, whereas in the
UK the corresponding standard usages would be I've got and quarter to four.
Write something on the board, and the US teacher would allow color and
traveling, whereas the British teacher would insist on colour and travelling.
There are several thousand differences of pronunciation, spelling, grammar,
vocabulary, idiom, and discourse between British and American English. There
seem to be two standards in the world, and presumably each has its individual
story.

The British/American distinction is of course well recognized and studied.
But are these the only two global standards? The more we observe the way the
English language is evolving in such parts of the world as Australia, South
Africa, and India, the more we sense that new standards are emerging there,
too — varieties which are not identical to British or American English, but which
are fulfilling the same role in providing educated people within the community
with an agreed set of conventions to facilitate efficient and effective intelligi-
bility. Once upon a time, such international regional variations would have
been treated with the same condescension and contempt as were the features of
national regional dialects — as inferior, incorrect, and uneducated. Today,
when we note that these features are in widespread educated use within those
communities, when we see them used throughout the print media, and hear
them in the speech of government ministers and chief executives, then we can no
longer use such labels. If you want to sell your goods to other English-speaking
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countries, or wish to maintain good diplomatic links with them, it would be as
well not to refer to their speech as ‘inferior’.

One of the most important trends within the evolution of English during
the second half of the twentieth century has indeed been the emergence of new
standard usages within the world’s English-speaking communities, as well as
of new varieties of nonstandard English within those communities, many of
them spoken by ethnic minorities. At the same time, older regional varieties
which had previously received little attention outside their own country of
origin, such as the English of the Caribbean, South Africa, or India, have come
into international public prominence, especially through the medium of creative
literature. Their stories are important, too, for they are stories of emerging
identity — far too important nowadays to be briefly summarized in a single
chapter on ‘New Englishes’. They should be a significant presence in any book
on the history of English.

There is something about such phrases as ‘new varieties’ and ‘ethnic
minorities’ which does not well capture the scale of this dimension of the
inquiry. They suggest a few thousand people, or perhaps tens of thousands. But
when we consider the international locations where English is now established,
we need to talk in terms of much larger figures — millions, and tens of millions.
If only 5 per cent or so of the population of India, for example, speak English,
then we are talking about as many people speaking English in that country as
speak English in the whole of Britain. (The real figure is certainly much greater.)
This can come as something of a shock to people who have not thought beyond
the ‘Standard British English’ perspective. With over 1.5 billion speakers of
English around the globe, the English of England is today a tiny minority dialect
of “World English’, and getting tinier by the decade. Here, too, we ain’t seen
nothin’ yet.

Identity, of course, is a much bigger notion than geography. The answer
to the question “Who are you?’ cannot be reduced to “Where are you from?’,
though that dimension is undeniably critical. There are many other possible
answers, such as ‘I am a doctor’, ‘I am a Sikh’, ‘[ am a teenager’, or ‘I am a
woman’, and each of these identities exercises an influence on the way the
speaker uses language — or has used language in the past. Sociolinguistics is the
subject which investigates the nature of the linguistic variation that relates to
identity. And during the past fifty years, sociolinguists have been highly success-
ful in demonstrating the enormous range of variation in speech and writing
which exists in modern society. The speech of ethnic minorities, such as African-
American English in the USA or Caribbean English in the UK, has been given
serious attention for the first time. And the linguistic features which differentiate
male and female patterns of discourse have also come to be thoroughly explored.
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Chapter 1 The origins of Old English

There was variety from the very beginning. There must have been. No one has
ever found a speech community which does not contain regional and social
variation, and it is inconceivable that the human race has changed in this respect
in the course of a mere 1,500 years. Indeed, the society which the Anglo-Saxons
joined in Britain in the fifth century was notably heterogeneous. Old English,
as we have come to call the earliest stage of the language, evolved in a land which
was full of migrants, raiders, mercenaries, temporary settlers, long-established
families, people of mixed ethnic origins, and rapidly changing power bases. The
society was not very numerous — the total population of Britain in the fifth
century cannot have been much more than half a million - but it was highly
scattered, with people living in small communities, and groups continually on
the move. These are ideal conditions for a proliferation of dialects.

Our main source of information about the period, Bede’s Ecclesiastical
History of the English Nation, written c. 730 (see panel 1.1), opens with a
statement recognizing the existence of a multi-ethnic and multilingual Britain.
In his first book, Chapter 1, we read:

This island at present . . . contains five nations, the English, Britons, Scots, Picts,
and Latins, each in its own peculiar dialect cultivating the sublime study of Divine
truth. The Latin tongue is, by the study of the Scriptures, become common to all
the rest.

Subsequent chapters describe in detail how this situation evolved. The first
arrivals, Bede says, were Britons (we would now call them Celts), and they gave
their name to the land. The Picts then arrived in the north of Britain, from
Scythia via northern Ireland, where the resident Scots would not let them stay.
The Scots themselves arrived in Britain some time later, and secured their own
settlements in the Pictish regions. Then, ‘in the year of Rome 798’ (= AD 43),
Emperor Claudius sent an expedition which rapidly established a Roman pres-
ence in most of the island. The Romans ruled there until the early fifth century,
when Rome was taken by the Goths, and military garrisons were withdrawn.
Attacks on the Britons by the Picts and Scots followed. The Britons appealed to
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Rome for help, but the Romans, preoccupied with their own wars, could do
little. The attacks continued, so the Britons came to a decision. As Bede recounts
in Chapters 14 and 15:

They 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 the parts
beyond the sea, the Saxon nation . . .

Then the nation of the Angles, or Saxons, being invited by the aforesaid king,
arrived in Britain with three long ships.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reports their landing in Ebbsfleet (Pegwell Bay, near
Ramsgate, Kent) in AD 449. The fifth nation, led by the brother-commanders
Hengist and Horsa, had arrived.

The accountis clear and succinct, but the terms used to describe the peoples
hide a deeper complexity which would have had linguistic consequences. The
translators use such words as ‘nation’, ‘race’, and ‘tribe’, which suggest social
groupings of a much more determinate and coherent nature than would have
been the case. We need to be especially suspicious when we see Bede explaining
(in Book I, Chapter 15), with apparent conviction, how the Germanic arrivals
were the ancestors of the English peoples that surrounded him in the eighth
century:

Those who came over were of the three most powerful nations of Germany —
Saxons, Angles, and Jutes. From the Jutes are descended the people of Kent, and
of the Isle of Wight, and those also in the province of the West-Saxons who are to
this day called Jutes, seated opposite to the Isle of Wight. From the Saxons, that
is, the country which is now called Old Saxony, came the East-Saxons, the
South-Saxons, and the West-Saxons. From the Angles, that is, the country which
is called Anglia [Angulus, modern Angeln], and which is said, from that time, to
remain desert to this day, between the provinces of the Jutes and the Saxons, are
descended the East-Angles, the Midland-Angles, Mercians, all the race of the
Northumbrians, that is, of those nations that dwell on the north side of the river
Humber, and the other nations of the English.

The account was influential, and was incorporated into the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle for the year 449.

The ‘nations’ were ‘Saxons, Angles, and Jutes’? We dare not trust the
names and the descriptions. Nowadays we are used to interpreting community
names as if they reflected a social reality that is essentially coherent, territorial,
and culturally homogeneous: the Poles live in Poland and do things that are
typically Polish, the Danes live in Denmark and do things typically Danish. Of
course we know that such characterizations hide a host of variations, not least
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1.1 Who was Bede?

Bede — in Old English, Baeda — was born ¢. 672 in Monkton, a Northumbrian
settlement just south of the River Tyne (present-day Tyne and Wear). At the age of
seven he was taken to the monastery of Wearmouth, near modern Sunderland, and
soon after joined the monastery at Jarrow. He became a deacon at nineteen and a
priest at thirty, working as a writer and teacher. He died in 735 and was buried at
Jarrow, his remains later being moved to Durham Cathedral. A doctor of the
Church, he was canonized in 1899. His feast-day is 25 May.

Almost everything we know about Bede comes from an autobiographical
chapter at the very end of the Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation, which
was begun in his late fifties, and finished only four years before he died. He lists in
detail all his works until that point: biblical commentaries, treatises on language,
biographies, letters, compilations, and histories. The Ecclesiastical History, written
in Latin (Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum), was his masterpiece. His aim was
to tell the story of how Christianity arrived in Britain, but in so doing he became
the first to give an account of the island’s history, and he is the earliest literary source
we have for the events which shaped the nation. He scrupulously acknowledged his
sources and helpers in a Preface. One of his contacts, a London priest called
Nothhelm, even travelled to Rome to search the papal archives for relevant letters
from the popes. Bede’s wide learning, reinforced by a historian’s skills of synthesis
and detachment, led to the book quickly becoming an authority throughout Europe,
and it was frequently copied. A translation into Old English was instigated (some
have thought, made) by King Alfred the Great, and this is the source of the extract
on p. 16.

those arising from immigration, emigration, ethnic mixing, and different levels
of language proficiency. But in the days described by Bede, the names bore an
even greater unpredictability in relation to social conditions. As historian Peter
Hunter Blair puts it, referring to Bede, ‘there are many grounds for thinking
that his threefold division reflects the orderliness of his own mind rather than
the realities of the settlements’.? Bede himself in fact did not maintain his
distinctions consistently, as the quotations suggest, referring to the same people
sometimes as Angli and sometimes as Saxones.

Modern historians now know, thanks especially to twentieth-century
archaeological discoveries, that the social setting for these events was much
more complex than Bede’s outline account suggested. This is hardly surprising.
Bede was after all writing some 300 years after the arrival of the Germanic
tribes, and even though some of his information came from an earlier source —
a treatise written by a sixth-century British monk, St Gildas — that source was
still a century away from the time of Vortigern. Both Bede and Gildas, moreover,
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had a particular focus ~ the history of Christianity — and the main forces and
factors involved in this history did not need to take into account sociolinguistic
realities. Any statement about these realities must always be tentative, given
the limited evidence, but all conclusions point in the same direction, that
fifth-century north-west Europe must have been a salad-bowl of languages and
dialects.

The community names of the time were of several kinds. Some were
‘tribal’, in the sense that all the members of the group would be originally
related through kinship: the Angles may well have been a tribe, in this sense,
though doubtless mixed with other stock. Other names reflected a much looser
sense of ‘tribal’, being little more than a collection of bands gathered together
under a leader. The -ing names of English towns suggest this interpretation:
Reading, for example, was where the ‘people of Read’ (the ‘red one’) lived —
though Read, of course, might have founded a dynastic succession, and the
group would have become more tribal (in the first sense) as time went by. Yet
another interpretation of a name is as a label for a confederation of groups who
came together for defence or attack: this description seems to suit the Saxons,
whose identity was based on their fighting ability with the type of short sword
known as the seax. As long as a man carried a seax, he would be called Saxon,
regardless of his ethnic or geographical origins. (In a similar way, later, all
Vikings would be called ‘Danes’, regardless of whether they came from Denmark
or not.)

The names, accordingly, are not as clear-cut as they might appear. In
particular, it was perfectly possible for an Angle to ‘become’ a Saxon by joining
one of the seax-wielding groups. And as the Saxons moved westwards towards
Normandy from their homeland in south-west Denmark, doubtless many
Frisians, Franks, and others would have been incorporated into their ranks. We
know least of all about the Jutes. The name Jutland, in northern Denmark (see
panel 1.2), suggests an original homeland, but there is evidence that by the time
the Jutes arrived in England they had lived elsewhere and adopted other ways.
Their burial practice, for example, was inhumation — like that used by the
Franks and other tribes on the middle Rhine - and not like that which was usual
among the tribes of north-west Germany, who practised cremation. Many of
the trappings found in graves in Kent, Sussex, and along the Thames are similar
to those discovered in Frankish and Frisian territories. All this mixing suggests
that the Jutes had no clear ethnic identity when they crossed the Channel: they
may have given their name to Jutland, but they left no name in Britain. Indeed,
as Bede never mentions the Jutes again, and as the name never appears in
Kentish personal or place-names, a direct ethnic line of connection between
Kent and the Continent has often been questioned.

The linguistic situation, always a reflex of social structure, must accord-
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1.2 The general direction of the fifth-century Germanic
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Geography accounts for the location of the arrivals. Angles migrating from Den-
mark would arrive along the length of the east coast. Saxons migrating from the
northern coast of Continental Europe would arrive in the area of the Thames and
along the south coast.

ingly have been much messier than any simple classification could ever reflect.
When the invaders arrived in England, they did not bring with them three ‘pure’
Germanic dialects — Anglian, Saxon, and Jutish — but a wide range of spoken
varieties, displaying different kinds of murtual influence. Attempts to find neat
origins of the English dialects on the Continent are misguided, notwithstanding
the points of similarity which have been noted between, say, Kentish and
Frisian. The notion of ‘purity’ was as mythical then as it is now. A modern
analogy is hard to find, but television these days sometimes allows us to observe
a battalion of British troops abroad. They are brought together by their military
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purpose, not by speech: when we listen to them talk, we hear all kinds of
accents. Their Anglo-Saxon counterparts would have been no different. Or, if
they were different, it would be because the situation was much more volatile,
compared with today, and the variation would have been more marked. Their
age, after all, was an ‘age of migrations’ - a period of upheaval following a rise
in the Germanic population during the first centuries of the millennium, when
small groups were often on the move, living in territories which had no defined
political boundaries. Accents and dialects proliferate, in such circumstances.

Traditional accounts of the history of languages tend to minimize or
ignore the inherent messiness found in real-life linguistic situations. Philologists
have always tried to impose some order on the field by using the notion of a
‘family’ of languages — the Germanic family, in the present case, with its three
main branches: North Germanic (Icelandic, Faeroese, Norwegian, Swedish,
Danish), East Germanic (Gothic), and West Germanic (English, Frisian, Dutch,
German, and derived languages). The metaphor of a ‘family’ is helpful, but it
is also misleading in its suggestion that languages evolve through nice clear lines
of descent, as in a human family. It does not allow for the kind of ‘sideways’
influence which individual languages have on each other. Varieties of a language
which have begun to separate from each other can still influence one another
in all kinds of ways, sometimes converging, sometimes diverging. The process
never stops, being a reflex of the kind of mutual contact societies have. In these
early centuries, communities which lived on the coast used sea-routes enabling
them to maintain connections, and some shared linguistic features would have
been one of the consequences. A group which moved inland would be less likely
to maintain regular contact with its coastal associates, and be more likely to
develop new features. Dialect convergence and divergence would be taking
place at the same time, in different locations.

We can note both of these processes happening for the Germanic group
of languages during the period. In the late second century, the Goths moved into
Europe from southern Scandinavia, eventually arriving in the Mediterranean
region. During the fourth century, Bishop Wulfilas translated the Bible into
Gothic. The language had changed so much during this short time that scholars
now consider it to be a distinct, eastern branch of the Germanic family. On the
other hand, the westward movement of peoples along the north European coast
and into England resulted in a group of languages which had much greater
similarities. English and Frisian, indeed, were so close that they would probably
have been mutually intelligible for many centutics, especially in Kent. Even
today, though mutual intelligibility has long since gone, English people listening
to modern Frisian sense a familiarity with its expression which is not present
in the case of Dutch or German. Genetic anthropnlogists have discovered a
significant Y-chromosome identity, too (p. 31).2
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It is not possible to say how intelligible the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes
found each other. There was a great deal that unified them culturally, of course.
They had a common oral literary heritage and a common set of religious beliefs.
Probably their dialects would have been mutually comprehensible, for the most
part, though with islands of difficulty due to distinctive local pronunciations
and vocabulary. The variation may have been no more than that which differen-
tiates, say, present-day Glasgow, Newcastle, or London. The speech of these
cities can be extremely difficult for outsiders to understand, when spoken
rapidly and colloquially; but it becomes accessible when people speak slowly,
and regular contact with the speakers quickly increases recognizability. Doubt-
less such variations in style existed in early Germanic, too. But there were
significant differences separating the eastern and western branches of Germanic.
If a Goth met a Saxon, in the fifth century, they would probably have had great
difficulty understanding each other.

Not only was there a great deal of sociolinguistic variety among the
Continental peoples before they crossed the Channel and the North Sea, there
was substantial variation in Britain already. Bede gives the impression that
there were no Germanic people in Britain before the Anglo-Saxon invasions;
but we now know that Hengist and Horsa were by no means the first Ger-
manics to arrive in Britain from the European Continent. There is archaeo-
logical evidence of a Germanic presence in the Roman towns and forts of the
south and east before the end of the Roman occupation in ¢. 400. For example,
Germans in Roman military service in Gaul wore belt buckles of a distinctive
type, and these have been found in early fifth-century graves at locations
along the River Thames. Early runic inscriptions have been found, of Continen-
tal origin (see panel 1.3). There is argument over whether the numbers of
Germanic incomers were large or small, and what their role was (mercenaries?
settlers? traders? invaders?), but there is no doubt that they were there. And
their speech — whether a different language, dialect, or accent — would have
been distinctive.

Kent must have been an especially mixed sociolinguistic region. The
name long precedes the Anglo-Saxon invasions. It is Celtic in origin, from a
hypothetical root form canto- probably meaning ‘rim’ or ‘border’ — hence, ‘the
land on the border’ — and the British tribe that lived there were known as the
Cantii. As the region on the ‘rim’ of England, and the part closest to the European
mainland, it is likely that there had long been contact with the Germanic
peoples. Indeed, Julius Caesar noticed the similarities as early as the 50s BC: he
comments in his Gallic Wars (Commentarii de bello Gallico, Book V, 14), ‘By
far the most civilized inhabitants are those living in Kent [Cantium] . . . whose
way of life differs little from that of the Gauls.” Soon after, Kent became a trade
route to and from the Continent, and as a result was exposed to a wide range
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1.3 The Caistor rune

N

The earliest runic inscription known in England was found in a cremation cem-
etery at the former Roman town of Caistor-by-Norwich, Norfolk (the name comes
from Latin castra, ‘fort’). It is written on a roe-deer’s ankle-bone (astragalus),
which was probably used as a plaything (perhaps a die in a game), and reads
raihan, ‘roe-deer’. The runic scholar R. I. Page draws attention to the shape of the
H rune, which has a single cross-bar: this was typical of northern runic writing,
rather than the system used further south in Frisia (where the H was written with
two cross-bars).® It suggests that the person who used this script came from
Scandinavia, possibly southern Denmark. The significance of the find is that it
dates from c. 400. This person was living in East Anglia well before the Anglo-Saxon
invasions began.

of Continental influences, especially from Frisians and Franks. During the late
sixth century, in the reign of Athelbert (who married the Christian daughter of a
Frankish king), it would become a major cultural and political centre, doubtless
highly cosmopolitan in outlook.

If there had long been Germanic people in Kent, then they may have been
responsible — as some scholars have thought — for the naming of the Saxon
peoples, as they heard of their arrival. Those to the south came to be called the
South Saxons (Sussex) and to the west the West Saxons (Wessex), with those in
between the Middle Saxons (Middlesex). Those to the north, curiously, were
not called North Saxons (there is no Norsex) but East Saxons (Essex), which
suggests that the naming took place at a time when the arrivals on the east coast
had moved along the Thames until they could be seen to be ‘east’ of the other
groups. The -sex name does not imply that the same people lived in all three
areas; indeed, archaeologists have pointed out evidence of close links between
Essex and Kent and relatively little in common with Wessex. The other interest-
ing point is that these names are the names of the people, not the place they
lived in: if it had been the latter, the names would have appeared as Sussexland,
or the like — just as Englaland (‘land of the Angles’) would appear later.

A cross-section of British society in 449 would thus show people of many
different backgrounds — Celts, Romano-Celts, Germanic immigrants of various
origins, probably some Germano-Celts (for how many of the invaders would
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have brought their wives with them?) — living in tiny communities of perhaps
just a few hundred people. But this synchronic picture is not the only dimension
we have to consider, in understanding the sociolinguistic forces which influenced
Old English. The diachronic dimension — the way language changes over time
— must also be taken into account. We must not forget that the various waves
of immigration and invasion did not take place all at once. If Germanic people
were arriving in Britain in, say, 400, their speech would be very different from
those who arrived a century later — even if the two groups of people originated
in exactly the same part of the Continent. And at least a century was involved.
It was some fifty years before the first waves of Angles and Jutes arrived (449,
according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle), another twenty-five before the South
Saxons came (477), and nearly twenty vears later before the West Saxons did
(495). A lot can happen to pronunciation in a hundred years. We listen today
to recordings made by the BBC in the 1920s and are struck by the very different
‘far back’ sound of Received Pronunciation then (p. 472). How much more
different would a century of pronunciation change have been, at a time when
there was so little contact between people?

Once in the country, mobility did not cease. Population growth within
the Anglo-Saxon groups, plus the continual pressure from new arrivals in the
east, forced people to move inland. Although frequently halted through conflict
with the British, the Anglo-Saxons rapidly spread throughout central, southern,
and north-eastern England (see panel 1.4). By 600 they had reached the area of
present-day Dorset, and occupied land north to the River Severn, across central
England into Yorkshire, and north along the coast towards the River Tyne. The
paths taken by the Anglians followed the major rivers. Some entered the country
via the Wash, at the River Ouse, eventually moving north-west to form the
kingdom of Lindsey. A major grouping moved south to form the kingdom of
East Anglia. A group who settled in an area west of modern Cambridge in the
early sixth century came to be known as Middle Angles. Some entered via the
River Humber, taking the Trent tributary southwards towards central England:
these came to be called Mercians (a name which meant ‘marchmen’ or ‘bor-
derers’). Some moved north from the Humber, along the Yorkshire River Ouse,
forming the kingdom of Deira. Further north still, the kingdom of Bernicia
came to be established through a series of incursions, initially from the sea and
then from the south. There was no movement at that time into Cornwall, Wales,
Cumbria, or southern Scotland, where the British were still dominant. Indeed,
numerically the Anglo-Saxons were probably a minority until well into the
eighth century.

In all this, we are talking about small groups meeting small groups: no
national armies existed in the sixth century, or for some time after. Accordingly,
it is not possible to generalize about the social consequences of the expansion.
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Cornwall, destroying everything en route, is now known to be simplistic.
Although there are several reports in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle of towns being
sacked (such as Pevensey, Sussex, in 491), the archaeological evidence suggests
that most towns were not. And although some Britons fled to the Welsh
mountains, the far north, the Cornish moors, or further afield to Brittany, many
— probably the majority —stayed in subjection, and by degrees adopted the new
culture.

There would have been a great deal of accommodation between people —
that is, accents and dialects coming closer together when communities were at
peace with each other, and diverging when they were at odds. A great deal of
bilingualism must have been heard at the outset, and there must have been some
language mixing. There are tantalizing hints of bilingual awareness in some of
the place-names. The British name for Dover, for example, was Dubris, which
was a plural form meaning ‘waters’. When the name was adopted by the
Anglo-Saxons it became Dofras, which was likewise a plural form. This sug-
gests that those who named the place had some awareness of Celtic grammar.
Wendover (‘white waters’ — a stream) in Berkshire and Andover (‘ash-tree
stream’) in Hampshire had a similar history.

Place-names provide intriguing evidence about the developing rela-
tionships between the British and the Anglo-Saxons. There are large numbers
of Celtic place-names in England. A small selection would include Arden,
Avon, Exe, Leeds, and Severn, as well as the hundreds of compound names
which contain a Celtic component. Most of the forms found in these
names (insofar as they can be interpreted at all) have meanings to do with
features of the landscape, such as cumb/comb ‘deep valley’, dun hill fort’, lin
‘lake’, and several words for ‘hill’ — torr, pen, crug, bre. The Celtic element
is italicized in the following selection: Berkshire, Bray, Bredon, Cambridge,
Carlisle, Cirencester, Doncaster, Gloucester, Ilfracombe, Lancaster, Leicester,
Lincoln, Malvern, Manchester, Penkridge, Penrith, Penzance, Wiltshire,
Winchester, Worcester.

Lists of this kind hide an important point - that the names are not evenly
distributed across England. If there are few such names in an area, presumably
this was a location where few British people remained, or where the assimilation
into Anglo-Saxon society was complete. Conversely, where there are clusters of
Celtic names, we must assume a culture where the British survived with their
own identity for some time, coexisting with their Anglo-Saxon neighbours, who
were presumably fewer in number compared with their compeers in the east.
On this basis, we can see a steady increase in Celtic place-names as we look
from east to west across England, until we reach Wales and Cornwall, where
there are hardly any Germanic names at all. Celtic names in the east are by no
means entirely absent, but they do tend to be names of major centres and
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features, such as Thames, London, Dover, and Kent. In such cases, we are
probably seeing the workings of convenience: the Anglo-Saxons took over the
Celtic name simply because it was widely known. A similar pragmatism would
be seen many times in the later development of place-names.

In an age of great mobility, contacts would have been very transient and
of variable status. At one point, two groups might be trading partners; at
another, they might be enemies. There was a continual shifting of local alliances
between bands. There must have been dozens of fiefdoms throughout the period.
By 600, ten independent domains had evolved south of the River Humber:
Lindsey, East Anglia, and Essex in the east; Kent and Sussex in the south-east;
Mercia and Middle Anglia in the midlands; Wessex in the south; and Magon-
saetan and Hwicce in the west, along the Welsh border. By 700, seven ‘kingdoms’
had been established throughout the country, the so-called Anglo-Saxon
Heptarchy of Kent, Sussex, Wessex, Essex, East Anglia, Mercia, and Bernicia
(Northumberland), though it would be misleading to think of these domains as
being particularly large (some were more like a modern county in size) or as
having clear-cut political boundaries. Nor is the balance of power between
these kingdoms stable during the next 200 years. East Anglia and Kent were
important areas in the seventh century, the latter especially following the arrival
of St Augustine and other Roman Catholic missionaries in 597. By the end of
that century Northumbria had become a major religious and cultural centre (as
Bede would later demonstrate). Mercia’s power grew in the eighth century,
especially under King Offa. In the ninth century, political power moved south
again, with Wessex dominant under King Alfred (reigned 871-99), and it
remained there for some time.

1.5 Why England, not Saxonland?

If the Angles established themselves in one half of the country and the Saxons in
the other, why did the name of the modern country derive from the former rather
than the latter? The historical evidence, though meagre, does not suggest that the
Angles were any more numerous than the Saxons, or had greater military successes.
Why, then, is the country called England, and not Saxonland, Saxland, or some
other such form? It is a puzzle, but we can make some guesses.

The original use of the name Angli (for the people} and Anglia (for the
country) is found in Latin writers during the seventh century, but only with
reference to the Angles (as opposed to the Saxons and Jutes). A king of Kent,
Acthelbert, is called rex Anglorum — ‘king of the Angles’. Angl- is later found in
Old English as both Angel- and Engl-. In the Alfredian translation of Bede (Book
IV, Chapter 26), for example, we find the phrase on Engla lande, translating Latin
in regione Anglorum, which meant ‘in the country of the Angles’. Bede never used
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Anglia for the country as a whole: his name for it was Brittania or Britannia
(‘Britain’).

There was one context, however, where the early Latin writers did give the
Angl- element prominence. This was in the phrase Angli Saxones, used at least
from the eighth century to mean the ‘English Saxons’ (of Britain) as opposed to the
‘Old Saxons’ (of the Continent). A long time afterwards, as the historical facts
began to blur in the popular mind, Anglo-Saxons came to be interpreted as ‘Angles
and Saxons’, the combined Germanic people of Britain, which is how the term is
used today. But in the eighth century Angl- did not have this sense. Rather, it was
the crucial, contrastive element in the phrase — the English Saxons, as opposed to
other kinds. Issues of identity being so important, perhaps it was this prominence
which fixed Angl- in the intuitions of the people, as a label for the people as a
whole?

Whatever the reason, we can see the name broadening its meaning in the
ninth century. The Old English translation of Bede uses the term Angelcynn
(literally, ‘race of the Angles’, Bede’s gens Anglorum) to refer to all the Germanic
peoples. The adjective English makes its first appearance at that time, too - long
predating the name England. In a treaty made between Alfred and the Dane
Guthrum (c. 880) we see English opposed to Danish, and it plainly refers to all of
the non-Danish population, not just the Angles. Also, at around the same time,
English is used for the language: the translation of Bede at one point (Book III,
Chapter 19) talks about a monastery nemmned on Englisc (‘called in English’)
Cneoferisburh, and Alfred quite often uses the name in this way.

It took over a century before we find the phrase Engla lande referring to the
whole country, by the writers of the eleventh-century Chronicle. There was then a
long period of varied usage, and we find such forms as Engle land, Englene londe,
Engle lond, Engelond, and Ingland. The spelling England emerged in the fourteenth
century, and soon after became established as the norm.

Then, as now (p. 434), power politics controlled language trends (see
panel 1.5). Power residing in Kent meant that the Kentish dialect would gain
prestige. Power in the north would lead to a corresponding boost for North-
umbrian. And for the first time in the history of English we can see the effect of
such power on language, through the medium of writing., The missionaries
introduced the Roman alphabet to the country, and large numbers of manu-
scripts, initially all in Latin, were soon being produced by monastic scribes. By
the middle of the seventh century, these scribes were beginning to incorporate
Old English forms into their work, devising a new alphabet in the process. It
was an uncertain, experimental period, for this was the first time anyone had
tried to write down what English people said, and conventions of handwriting,
layout, spelling, and style had to be established. The texts soon began to display
distinctive features, some of which reflected the regional background of the






Interlude 1
The Celtic language puzzle

In fact there are two puzzles. First, why did the Anglo-Saxons not end up
speaking the Celtic languages of Britain? Arriving in such small numbers, we
might have expected them to adopt the language of the country, as can easily
happen after a period of settlement and intermarriage. This is what took place
at the time in Normandy, for example, where the Scandinavian invaders ended
up speaking French. It is also what took place in England after 1066, with the
Norman invaders eventually speaking English. But the Germanic invaders of
Britain retained their original language.

The second puzzle. When invaders arrive in a country and impose their
own language, they take in words from the indigenous language, often in large
numbers. To take a relatively recent example, there are thousands of words in
the Dictionary of South African English which have come from Afrikaans,
Xhosa, Zulu, and other African languages.® Although English arrived in South
Africa as a language of power, it quickly began to reflect local concerns by
assimilating new vocabulary. And we may generalize: even if an invading group
ends up adopting the conquered people’s language, that language leaves a sign
of its presence. When the Vikings arrived in England in the late eighth century,
they introduced many Scandinavian loanwords and even managed to exercise
aninfluence on English grammar (p. 76). When the Normans took over England,
they introduced thousands of French loanwords into the English they eventually
adopted, as well as French conventions of spelling (p. 210). Why, then, are
there so few Celtic loanwords in Old English? How can the Anglo-Saxons have
failed to be influenced by the majority Celtic language around them?

Apart from the place-names referred to on p. 25, the influence is indeed
small, and many of the words which are cited as of Celtic origin are of doubtful
etymology. It is sometimes difficult to tell whether a word entered Old English
from Welsh, after the Anglo-Saxons arrived, or whether it had been acquired
on the Continent from Latin, and was thus already in their language. For
example, bin ‘receptacle’ might have derived from an early British word benna
(compare Welsh ben ‘wagon’) or from an even earlier Latin benna; assen ‘ass’
probably came from an Old British word assern, but it might have been earlier,
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from Latin asinus. There are also cases of words which probably came from
Celtic, but because there are equivalent forms in some Germanic languages, the
point is not certain. These include puck ‘malicious spirit” (Welsh pwca), which
had a similar form in Old Norse (puki), and crock ‘pot’ (Welsh crochan), also
found in several Scandinavian languages (such as Icelandic krukka).

Old English words which do seem to have a clear Celtic connection include
bannoc ‘piece of a loaf or cake’, broc ‘badger’, cammoc ‘cammock, a type of
plant’, crag (compare Welsh craig or carreg), dunn ‘grey-brown’ (compare
Welsh diwr), and wan ‘dark’ (compare Welsh gwan). Wan, for instance, a word
not otherwise known in Germanic, turns up in Beowulf (1. 702): Com on wanre
niht scridan sceadugenga ‘The creature of the shadows came stalking in the
dusky night’ (John Clark Hall’s translation). Three other Celtic words turn up
in Northumbrian texts, suggesting an ongoing British presence in the far north:
bratt ‘cloak’, carr ‘rock’, and lub ‘lake’ (cf. modern loch). We must also add to
the list a few words introduced by Irish missionaries, such as arncor ‘anchorite’,
clucge ‘bell’, and dry ‘sorcerer’ (compare druid). There are several words of
uncertain etymology with possible Celtic connections cited in the Oxford
English Dictionary, but even if we included them all, we would only be talking
of another twenty or so candidates. A number of other Celtic borrowings (such
as brogue, coracle, and plaid) did come into English, but not until well after the
Old English period.

There are various explanations, but all are speculation. Perhaps there was
so little in common between the Celtic way of life as it had developed in Roman
Britain, and the Anglo-Saxon way of life as it had developed on the Continent,
that there was no motivation to borrow Celtic words. There might even have
been a conscious avoidance of them. This could have happened if the Anglo-
Saxons perceived themselves to be so socially superior to the ‘barbarians’ that
Celtic words would have been seen as ‘gutter-speak’. Or there could have been
avoidance for the opposite reason: because many Celts would have become
highly Romanized (for the Romans were in the country for the best part of 400
years), perhaps the Anglo-Saxons perceived them as ‘nouveau riche’ and wished
to distance themselves from such ‘posh’ speech. Either factor could have been
relevant, in different times and places.

Then again, a completely different line of reasoning might have been
involved. Perhaps the two ways of life were so similar that the Anglo-Saxons
already had all the words they needed. Celtic words which the Anglo-Saxons
might most usefully have adopted might already have come into their language
from Latin because of the Roman presence in Europe. At the very least they
would have been familiar with many Latin words, from encounters with
Romans on the Continent. From this point of view, Latin — as the language of
political power — would have been a more attractive source of words than
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Welsh; and this would have been consolidated when the Irish missionaries
arrived in Britain, bringing Latin as the language of a different kind of power.
The Celts, too, would have been familiar with Latin: there must have been
many Latin-speaking Celts during the Romano-Celtic years. Latin certainly had
an influence on early Celtic, as can be seen from such forms as Welsh egliwys
‘church’ from ecclesia, or ysgol ‘school’ from schola. Several early place-names
show this influence, such as the many places whose names have a British
form of ecclesia as their source: Eccles, Eccleshall, Exhall, Eccleston (see also
panel 1.6).

1.6 The cross question

Was cross a Celtic loanword? It was not the normal word for ‘cross’ in Old English:
that was a word with Germanic origins, rod ‘rood’, as in the triumphant line 56 of
the Old English poem The Dream of the Rood: Crist was on rode ‘Christ was on
the cross’ (p. 40). So how did cross arrive in English?

The word is known in Germanic, deriving from Latin crux: Old Norse has
kross. And as it does not appear in Old English until the tenth century, it is very
possible that the Vikings brought the word with them. The earliest usage is in
the place-name Normannes cros (modern Norman Cross, near Peterborough,
Cambridgeshire), which has a Scandinavian ring to it because of the way the specific
term precedes the general one (contrast the opposite pattern in Celtic, as in Welsh
Llanfair ‘Church [of] Mary’). Then from the eleventh century it appears in other
names, all in the north, such as Crosby and Crosthwaite.

But some have argued that a word with such Christian significance would be
unlikely to have come from a Scandinavian source. Religious words did not on the
whole enter English from Germanic, whereas the Irish missionaries brought many
religious terms with them. The Latin word had entered Old Irish as cros; Welsh
has it as croes. Certainly stone crosses were common in Ireland, and Irish art
influenced the stone crosses of England; so perhaps there was linguistic influence
there, too. The matter is unresolved, and probably unresolvable.

Genetic evidence is helping to throw some light on the situation. A
study reported in 20027 showed a major difference in Y-chromosome markers
between men from a selection of seven towns along an east—west transect from
East Anglia to north Wales, suggesting a mass migration of Celts from England,
with at least half the male indigenous Celtic population of England being
displaced. The researchers, having also identified striking genetic similarities
between English and Frisian men, concluded that the Welsh border was more
of a genertic barrier than the North Sea. Such a significant population movement
is suggestive of what we would today call ‘ethnic cleansing’ — and if this were

3I
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so, one of the consequences would be a distaste for all things Celtic, especially
the language. You do not borrow words from people you have just evicted.

But the linguistic evidence from personal names does not entirely support
this scenario. There are not many Celtic names used by Anglo-Saxon personali-
ties, but when they do occur they are of special interest. Cedwalla, Ceadda,
Cedd, Ceawlin, Cerdic, and Cumbra are all Welsh names. Cumbra, for example,
is very close to the Welsh word for “Welshman’, Cymiro. But what is interesting
is that these are all names of members of the Anglo-Saxon nobility. Cedwalla,
for instance, was king of Wessex in 6835, according to the Anglo-Saxon Chron-
icle, and his conversion to Christianity is described by Bede (Book V, Chapter 7).
But Caedwalla is a distinctly Welsh name. Indeed, he has a namesake in the
Welsh prince Cadwallon of Gwynedd - referred to as ‘king of the Britons’ by
Bede (Book II, Chapter 20) — who killed the Northumbrian King Edwin in 63 3.
What sort of society must it have been for Anglo-Saxon royalty to adopt Welsh
names?

People are remarkably sensitive about choosing first names, as every
parent knows. Great thought is devoted to the matter. No one would give their
child the name of an enemy or of a person felt to be disreputable. When people
are at war, they may even change their name to avoid being wrongly identified
— as famously happened with the British royal family in 1917, when George V
replaced Saxe-Coburg-Gotha by Windsor. On the other hand, choosing the
name of a person whom one respects, or whom one wants to impress or thank,
is a common practice — whether this be an older relative, a family friend, a
business contact, or a political ally. People are also much influenced by social
trends: some names become highly popular, and in modern times newspapers
publish annual lists of the most fashionable choices. Religion exercises a strong
influence, too, as with names of saints or biblical personalities. In older times —
as still in many societies today — even greater significance was attached to the
meanings of names, with children being deliberately called names which mean
‘blessed’, ‘Christ-like’, and so on.

So, if some Anglo-Saxon noblemen were giving their children British
names, it must mean that, at the very least, there was respect for some members
of Celtic society in some parts of the country. A likely scenario is that Anglo-
Saxon chieftains would be living in accord with members of the Romano-Celtic
nobility, and intermarrying with them. A child would be named for a senior
member of one or other family, and this would just as easily be Celtic as
Germanic. Some of these children would one day become nobility themselves,
and use of the name would spread. And if senior members of the household did
such things, then junior members would also find it a fashionable thing to do.
We do not know who were the parents of Ce&dmon - the seventh-century
monastery stable-lad who, according to Bede (Book IV, Chapter 24), became






Chapter 2 The Old English dialects

The names of four of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms have given us the names of
the four Old English dialects recognized in philological tradition: West Saxon,
Kentish, Mercian, and Northumbrian, with the last two sometimes grouped
together as a northern variety, Anglian. The question which immediately arises
is: why only four? If dialects are such important markers of identity (as modern
studies have repeatedly shown), and if Anglo-Saxon society was so complex (as
the account in Chapter 1 suggests), we would expect there to be many more.
Was Britain at the time not so linguistically heterogeneous after all?

This initial impression derives from the nature of the evidence available
to us from the Anglo-Saxon period, and is highly misleading. The four dialects
are judgements based on the investigation of the surviving literary texts, and
these are few and fragmentary. Toronto University’s Dictionary of Old English
Corpus* shows that the entire body of Old English material from 600 to 1150
in fact consists of only 3,037 texts (excluding manuscripts with minor vari-
ants), amounting to a mere 3 million words. A single prolific modern author
easily exceeds this total: Charles Dickens’ fiction, for example, amounts to over
4 million. Three million words is not a great deal of data for a period in lin-
guistic history extending over five centuries, and it is a tiny amount when it
comes to looking for signs of dialect variation, which by their nature are going
to be occasional. That scholars have been able to find evidence of even four
major dialect areas is quite an achievement, under these circumstances. In
reality, there must have been many more. East Anglia is an example of a major
gap. There would have been many dialects in this area, from what we know of
early patterns of settlement, but there are no Old English texts which represent
them. Doubtless thousands of manuscripts were destroyed in the Viking
invasions.

The texts which do exist are thinly scattered throughout the period and
around the country (see panel 2.1). They fall into three broad types. The first
category comprises glossaries of Latin texts, where scribes added Old English
equivalents to the Latin words between the lines or in the margins. Such
glossaries vary greatly in size from just a few words to several thousand; for
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example, the Corpus manuscript (from Corpus Christi College, Cambridge)
comprises over 2,000 glossed words; the Book of Psalms (the Vespasian Psalter)
over 30,000. The second category comprises a varied range of prose works,
several of which are associated with the names of King Alfred, Abbot Alfric,
and Bishop Waulfstan. These include charters, laws, local records, recipes,
medical texts, inscriptions, cryptograms, lists of names (of kings, bishops, saints,
abbots, martyrs), the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, translations, homilies, devotional
and liturgical texts, letters, dialogues, and imaginative writings. The third
category comprises the poetry of the period, mainly found in four collections
dating from around 1000 - the Vercelli, Exeter, Beowulf, and Junius texts —
and including the major poems: Beowulf, The Wanderer, The Seafarer, The
Battle of Maldon, and The Dream of the Rood. Also in the poetic corpus are
some smaller works, such as ‘Caedmon’s Hymn’ and ‘Bede’s Death Song’, several
riddles, verses on biblical themes, and various songs, charms, inscriptions, and
fragments.

2.1 The textual sources for early Old English
Prob. Northumbrian Mercian West Saxon Kentish
date
675 Franks Casket
inscription
700 Ruthwell Cross Epinal glosses
inscription Charters
725 Person and place- Person and place-
names in Bede names in Bede
Cadmon’s Hymn  Charters
Bede’s Death Song
750 Leiden Riddle Charters Charters
775 Blickling glosses Charters
Erfurt glosses
Charters
800 Corpus glosses
825 Vespasian Psalter Charters
glosses
Lorica Prayer
Lorica glosses
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Prob. Northumbrian Mercian West Saxon Kentish
date
850 Charters Charters
Medicinal
recipes
875 Charters
Royal
genealogies
Martyrologies
900 Cura pastoralis
Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle
925 Orosius
Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle
950 Royal glosses Anglo-Saxon Charters
Chronicle Kentish
Medicinal Hymn
recipes Kentish
Psalm
Kentish
proverb
glosses
975 Rushworth Gospel ~ Rushworth Gospel

This table summarizes the main sources which survive in the first 300 years of the
Old English period, arranged chronologically and assigned to the four main dialect
areas. The dates are for the language, not the manuscripts, which are often extant
only in a later version. Several of the early texts are extremely small: the Franks
Casket inscription is some fifty words; ‘Bede’s Death Song’ is five lines; ‘Caedmon’s
Hymn’ is nine lines; the Leiden Riddle is fourteen lines. By contrast, the Vespasian
Psalter gloss contains text from the 150 psalms, and the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

glosses glosses
Lindisfarne Gospel

glosses
Durham Ritual

glosses

gives entries for several centuries.
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The panel gives an indication of how the texts distribute themselves over
time and place in the first three centuries of the period.? The evidence for a
Kentish dialect is thin, with just a few documents, glosses, and poetic texts,
chiefly ninth/tenth century, displaying features that seem to be south-eastern in
character. Although not numerous, these features are none the less among the
most interesting in the early history of English. Several, indeed, exercise a
permanent influence on the language, being taken up by some Middle English
writers (notably, Chaucer) and eventually entering Standard English. The case
of merry (see panel 2.2) provides an illustration. By contrast, the bulk of the
Old English corpus is West Saxon in character, reflecting the steady growth in
West Saxon power during the tenth century — a hegemony which lasted until
the arrival of the Normans. Not only is this dialect found in the texts of the

2.2 Why not Mirry England?

The earliest record of the word mierry is in a translation of the sixth-century De
Consolatione philosophiae (Consolation of Philosophy) by the Roman statesman
Boethius, made by or for King Alfred in the last decade of his reign. It is spelled
myrige, the y spelling representing a short vowel sound high up in the front of the
mouth, pronounced with rounded lips, similar to the vowel in French tu or Scots
you. Several other words had this vowel, such as syn ‘sin’, fyllan ‘ll’; and mynster
‘minster’. As the modern spellings show, the pronunciation changed over time into
the modern [i] sound. What seems to have happened is that people stopped
pronouncing the vowel with their lips rounded. Judging by the way 7 spellings start
to appear, this change was under way by the early Middle Ages.

So why didn’t this change affect myrige? If the word had followed the trend,
it would have appeared in Modern English as mirry. The answer lies in the dialects.

The vowel in merry had two other spellings in Old English. There was a
spelling with u, which seems to relate to the south-west, and a spelling with e,
which is found in the south-east. Judging by the sounds we associate with an e
spelling, it would appear that Kentish people pronounced these words without the
lip-rounding and in a much more open way. In Modern English, we can hear a
similar lowering of the [i] vowel in some accents, such as when people from
Glasgow pronounce Jimmy in a way which makes it sound more like Jemmy. Sin
must have sounded like sen, in Anglo-Saxon Kent, and that is how we sometimes
find it spelled.

Out of the tangle of spellings in Middle English (p. 211), in which many
variants coexisted — Chaucer, for example, has spellings of merry with e, #, and y
- it is the Kentish e form which has survived. A few other words went the same
way, such as hemlock, knell, and left — a permanent memorial to an Old English
dialect.
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Alfredian era, shown in the chronology panel above, it is the dialect which
unifies the major poetic works dating from year 1000 and beyond. For reasons
of both quantity and literary quality, therefore, it is the West Saxon dialect of
this period which is used as the standard introduction to Old English in
textbooks and courses (p. 54).

The early appearance of Northumbrian texts is not surprising when we
recall that by 700 several major centres of learning had emerged in the north,
notably at Jarrow, Durham, and Lindisfarne, with Bede and later Alcuin produc-
ing influential works. The amount of language in these texts is not large, but
there are enough variant forms used in a consistent way to indicate that a
distinctive Northumbrian dialect existed by the beginning of the eighth century.
An example is given on p. 45. Interlinear glosses from the late tenth century
confirm the character of this dialect, notably those added to the Lindisfarne
and Rushworth Gospels. The absence of Northumbrian texts between the
eighth and tenth centuries is a further result of the Viking burnings.

The growth of Mercia as a political power and a centre of culture and
learning, during the eighth century, is reflected in the survival of several texts
from that period. The most important are glossaries in which many of the
forms display a distinctive West Midlands character, notably the Corpus and
Vespasian Psalter texts. A surprising number of charters, land records, and
other official documents have also survived, reflecting the growth of political
and legal frameworks during the period, especially under Offa, and they show
many Mercian features. By no means all of these texts were actually written in
Mercia, but they do contain features which could only have been produced by
people who were either from Mercia or whose speech had been influenced by
Mercians. Canterbury, in particular, attracted scholars from all over the
country, given its status as an authoritative religious centre within England.
Several eighth-century archbishops, indeed, were from the Midlands, and we
can well imagine that their speech would have provided a prestigious model.
Mercian dialect features would easily find their way into Kentish texts, as a
consequence. The same influence was later apparent in Wessex, at the end of
the eighth century, when Alfred began to realize his vision of a cultural renais-
sance. To achieve his aims, in the absence of local expertise, he needed help
from outside, which he found by employing such scholars as Wearferp and
Plegemund, who came from Mercia. Although many texts which appeared
during his reign, such as the Cura pastoralis (Pastoral Care) and the first
parts of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, are predominantly West Saxon in dialect
character, they display a noticeable admixture of Mercian forms.

There are several examples of this happening in the early years of the
Parker Chronicle, a manuscript very much associated with Winchester and
King Alfred.? £pelm ealdorman, ‘Aldorman Athelm’, is one of three chief shire
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officers identified in the year 893. The scribe reporting the events of that year
spells the first vowel of this word with ea, which is a typically West Saxon
spelling for an a-type vowel when it is followed by / and another consonant.
But earlier in the Chronicle, in the handwriting of a different scribe, we read
for the year 837: Her Wulfheard aldormon gefeaht at Hamtune — “In this year
Aldorman Wulfheard fought at Southampton’. Here, alderman is spelled with
an a, which is a typically Mercian spelling for the vowel in the same context. If
this were an isolated case, we might dismiss it as an error. But we see the same
difference repeated in other words of the same kind, such as the forms for ‘all’,
which in year 892 is ealle and in year 853 is alle, and those for ‘gave’, which in
year 893 is sealde and in year 836 is salde (the form derives from sellan, which
eventually gave Modern English sell). The likelihood is that the early part of
the Chronicle was written by a Mercian, who left some dialect fingerprints on
the West Saxon text.

2.3 The Dream of the Rood

onyobe | s p Fu P ploppan cpeman w
c]:mﬁm"{v@l wquttrm& Leﬁllm ]5“11::1 11171!' fnr-;b Ropi
fnaz e TM# pares # whanda ¥ med eine mycle

¥ mamey Jut‘ﬁv cdwﬁﬁw_.;o& who}:qn e oF‘Fq;ru‘ T

This is an extract from an Old English manuscript: the last four lines of p. rosr of
the Vercelli Book (MS Vercelli Biblioteca Capitolare CXVII) preserved in the
Cathedral Library at Vercelli, northern Italy), dating from the end of the tenth
century. It contains a poem known as The Dream of the Rood, in which the author
recounts a dream about Christ’s cross, which speaks to him about the burden it
carried. The extract is part of the cross’s reminiscence, beginning at line 55, Crist
wees on rode ‘Christ was on the cross’. The words are spaced (unlike in the runic
inscription), but the text is written in run-on lines, and editors have to ‘find’ the
poetic units, using such clues as rhythm and patterns of alliteration. All five of the
distinctive Old English letters are used:

@ (‘ash’), close to Modern English 4 in cat

b (‘thorn’), the equivalent of Modern English voiceless #h as in thin
0 (‘eth’), the equivalent of Modern English voiced th as in this

p (‘wynn’), usually replaced by a w in modern editions

3 (‘yogh’), usually replaced by a g in modern editions

Note also the use of ‘long’ letters for 7 and s in the word Crist and elsewhere.
A transliteration of the extract reads as follows, with modern punctuation added,?
along with a word-for-word translation and a modern equivalent.
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Crist  pees on rode.
Christ was on cross

Hpadere paer fuse feorran cpoman
St there hasteners from afar came
to pam @oelinze. Ic peet eall be heold.
to the prince I thatall beheld
Sare ic paes mid sor3um 3zedrefed, hnaz ic hpaedre pam seczum to handa,
grievously I was with sorrows troubled, bowed I yet the men  to hands
eaomod, elne  mycle. senamon  hie per @lmibtizne 50d,
humble strength great took hold of they there almighty  god
ahofon hine of ~ dam [befian pite]
lift him from the [heavy torment]

Christ was on the cross.
Yet, hastening ones came there from afar
to the prince. I beheld all that.
[ was grievously troubled with sorrows, yet I bowed to the hands of men
in humbleness with great zeal. There they took hold of Almighty God,
lifted him from the heavy torment.

A distinctive variant

Short extracts from the poem (less than fifteen lines in all) are spelled out in runes
along the edges of the huge (5.3 metres / 17 ft 4 in.) Ruthwell Cross, sited in a
church at Ruthwell, south of Dumfries, south-west Scotland, often said to be the
finest surviving piece of sculpture from the Anglo-Saxon period. Its date is uncer-
tain, but thought to be the first half of the eighth century, perhaps ¢. 750. Some of
the lines in the manuscript page displayed on p. 40 are on the west face, including
line 56, Krist was on rodi. The runic lettering (there are no spaces between the
words) reads as follows:

AKIMMT PRy Pt RMHI

k ri s+ was on rod i

Even in this fragment, we can see the presence of Old English variation. In the
manuscript text of the poem, the word for ‘cross’, rode, is what we would expect
to find in West Saxon. But the Ruthwell Cross inscription has the Northumbrian
form, rodi. Similarly, in the second line of the extract above, the word for ‘came’
does not appear on the Cross in its West Saxon form, cpoman, but with the
final -7 missing, kwomu. The omission of final -7 is a characteristic of several
Northumbrian texts.
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Examples like these suggest that we must regard dialect mixing as a normal
part of the Old English linguistic situation (see panel 2.3). Mixing takes place
when people from different dialect backgrounds come into contact and let
themselves be influenced by each other. The amount and direction of the mixing
(whether A influences B more than B influences A) is largely a matter of relative
prestige, about which we know little, for we have only hints about the social
background of individual Anglo-Saxon scribes. But we do know there was
considerable mobility. Travel records of the time suggest that the monks moved
around the country a great deal, often bringing copies of books with them and
staying for long periods in their host monasteries. There they would continue
their scribal activities, working in association with others who might display
different dialect backgrounds, and influencing — and being influenced by —
different scribal practices and conventions. A Mercian in a Wessex household
would inevitably be much affected by the norms in use there, but he would not be
able to eliminate his dialect origins completely. In the absence of a standardized
spelling system, he would continue to operate with a phonetic spelling system:
an Old English word would be spelled on the basis of how it sounded to the
writer, who would instinctively follow his own pronunciation and assign the
closest letters he could find.

The alderman example illustrates the process in action. The scribe who
wrote the first vowel sound with a single symbol, a, was presumably used to
hearing it as a sound with a steady-state quality (a single-element, or ‘pure’,
vowel). The scribe who wrote it with two letters, ea, would only have done this
if he had been used to hearing it differently. The likelihood is that he knew it as
a sound with two successive qualities in it (a diphthong), the first e-like, the
second a-like, and he scrupulously identified both. (An alternative is that he
heard it as a sound which was neither a nor e, but somewhere in between, so
he used the two letters as a way of trying to represent its middle-of-the-road
character.) The scribes’ different auditory preferences would stem from their
different dialect backgrounds.

As long as a scribe lived his whole life in one place, we would expect this
principle to produce a reasonably consistent writing system. But, as we have
seen, the monks did not always stay in one place. A Mercian scribe newly
arrived in a southern scriptorium, such as Canterbury, who found his workplace
and colleagues congenial, would inevitably find his accent accommodating to
those around him, and his new pronunciations would be likely to affect his
spelling preferences, probably without him even noticing it. Such variations can
be found today, even when we have a standardized spelling system. I often get
letters from British scholars living in the USA whose spelling mixes British
and American conventions — theater alongside theatre, medieval alongside



42 THE STORIES OF ENGLISH

mediaeval, and so on. Today people worry about such things, because we treat
the consistent use of a standardized spelling system as a sign of an educated
person. In Anglo-Saxon times, no such worry existed. Spelling variation was
normal — and indeed remained so until the eighteenth century (p. 393).

There are many cases where, within a single text written by one person —
sometimes even within a single line — we find two different spellings. A Kentish
man called Abba made his will in the mid 830s,® and talks about what he (a7,
mon = ‘one’) will leave his brother: one clause begins ond him man selle ‘and
to him one gives . .."; the next begins ond mon selle him ‘and one gives to
him .. .. Why the variation? We first need to know that the word for ‘man’
was typically spelled man or mann in the south but m0n or monn in the north.
(The spelling variation can still be encountered today in written representations
of Scots speech, p. 489, which regularly use 7071.) Mercian and Northumbrian
texts tend to use mon(n). hwet is mon Oxet gemyndig Ou sie his 000e sunu
monnes fordon ou neosas hine (‘What is man that you should be mindful of
him or the son of man that you should care for him’), says the psalmist
(Vespasian Psalter, Psalm 8). West Saxon and Kentish texts tend to use man(n).
Ic heortan mannes gestrangie (‘I strengthen the heart of man’), says the baker
in the late West Saxon Colloquy of Alfric (1. 190). Most of the ‘man’ spellings
in Abba’s will are mon or monn, but both man and mann also appear. It rather
looks as if Abba dictated his will to a Mercian scribe working in Kent, whose
scribal preference for #1017 was being influenced by the #2an forms used around
him.

Inconsistency would be especially likely to emerge if a sound in a word
was not heard clearly — as is typically the case when a vowel occurs in an
unstressed syllable. Man turns up again in the last syllable of alderman, but
there it does not have the a vowel as we hear it when the word is spoken in
isolation. It is a more relaxed pronunciation, articulated towards the centre of
the mouth, sounding more like ‘mun’ (the precise phonetic symbol is [a]). The
same sort of reduction in vowel quality would have been found in Old English,
and we can well imagine a scribe puzzling over which symbol to use for a sound
which was not like the ‘usual’ a. For our Mercian scribe working in Canterbury,
the ‘pull’ would be in two directions, towards o and a, and it is not surprising,
accordingly, to find both spellings used: so, in the Parker Chronicle, we find
aldormon used twice in the year 8§37 and aldorman a few lines later used twice
in the year 843. The uncertainty would apply whatever dialect was used — as at
the point later in the Chronicle where the second scribe talks about Epelm
ealdorman: one of Apelm’s colleagues is identified as £ pered ealdormon earlier
in the same line.

The motivation to write phonetically was undoubtedly strong; but other
factors could interfere with it. Local orthographic norms, in particular, could
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pull a spelling in a fresh direction. A Canterbury-based Mercian scribe would
see other spellings of a word than the ones he himself used, and perhaps be
influenced by them. Doubtless there was discussion within the scriptorium
about how some words, especially the names of important people, should be
spelled. Younger scribes would copy the habits of older ones. Traditional Latin
spellings would exercise an influence, too. In a situation where copying is
routine, factors such as tiredness and poor light would affect performance
accuracy, especially when letter shapes and word sequences resembled each
other. This would be reinforced by differences in personality: some scribes
would have been meticulous copyists; others would have been cavalier. We
know there were many errors from the corrections which some manuscripts
show. For example, at the very end of the entry for the year 845 in the Parker
Chronicle, we find the words 7 size namon ‘and won the victory’, referring to
a defeat of the Danes by aldorman Eanwulf and others. The very next sentence
— the first sentence of the year 851 (there are no entries for the intervening years)
—also ends with 7 size namon, this time referring to a defeat by aldorman Ceorl.
It is the kind of copying danger which has affected copyists and typesetters
down the centuries: the eye jumps from the end of the first sentence to the end
of the second, and you carry on copying (typesetting) the next sentence, leaving
out the second one altogether. This is exactly what the scribe did. In this case,
he fortunately noticed his error, erased the mistaken sentence (though leaving
several words visible, which is how we know the error happened), and carried
on correctly.

Most of the dialect conclusions about Old English are based on the spelling
variations found in the texts, which are assumed to reflect differences in the way
words were pronounced. But some of the evidence goes beyond pronunciation
(phonology). In particular, a great deal can be deduced from the way words
were constructed and the kinds of inflectional ending they had (morphology).
Old English still retained a great deal of the grammartical structure of the
Germanic family of languages. Certain types of meaning (such as the different
nuances of time, manner, and mood in verbs) and the relationship between
words in a sentence (such as between subject, verb, and object, ‘who’s doing an
action, who’s affected by an action’) were very largely expressed by varying
the actual shape of the words, especially by using different word endings
(inflections). Modern English, by contrast, has very few such inflections,
expressing meaning relationships either by using extra words or by varying the
order of words in a sentence. Thus, we express most semantic relationships in
the verb by adding an ‘auxiliary verb’ — I walk becomes I have walked, I was
walking, I will walk, I may walk, and so on. The meaning of ‘who does what
to whom’ is signalled by changing the order of the words: in John kisses Janet,
we know that it is John who is doing the kissing; in Janet kisses John, we know
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that it is the other way round. Modern English does still have a few inflections,
notably to express plural (cat, cats), possession (cat, cat’s), comparison (big,
bigger, biggest), the third-person singular (walk, walks), durational aspect
(walk, walking), and the simple past tense (:walk, walked). But in Old English
far more meanings were capable of being expressed in this way, and variations
in the inflectional endings are therefore an important potential source of dialect
distinctiveness — just as they are today (p. 480).

Pronouns and the verb ‘to be’ provide good examples. How would you
say ‘they are’ in Old English? In West Saxon, you had two choices, derived from
different roots and slightly different in nuance. From the root verb wesan, you
could say hi sindon or hi sind — forms which were sometimes also spelled with
ay, and with sind sometimes ending with a ¢ (as in the pronunciation of modern
German Sie sind). From the root verb beon, you could say hi beod — a form
which might be compared with the present-day regional usage, they be. But in
Northumbrian and Mercian texts, we would find bi arun or earun — and it is
actually this form which eventually becomes the standard usage: ‘are’. Or again,
how would you say ‘I love you’ in Old English? In West Saxon, you would say,
talking to a single beloved, ic lufie pe (ic was pronounced like ‘itch’; the f of
lufie was sounded like a v; and pe was roughly like Modern English ‘they’). If
talking to several beloveds, it would be ic lufie eow. You love me? pu lufast me.
They love us? hi lufiad us. But early northern texts used a different form of the
pronoun as an object of the verb: pec, eowic, mec, and usic. Up north, they said
ic lufie pec (see further, panel 2.4).

Variations in phonology and morphology are especially useful as guides
to dialect identity, because they are likely to turn up fairly frequently in a text.
Phonological variations are the commonest, because several words containing
a particular sound are likely to appear on a page. The present paragraph
contains many instances of words containing the sound /e/, for example. In an
inflected language, morphological variations are next in frequency: even in
Modern English we can find several examples of an inflectional ending in a
short text — a dozen instances of the plural -s, for example, just in the present
paragraph. Vocabulary variations, however, are much less common: the chances
of finding a particular dialect word in a text are fairly small. An everyday word
such as frozen, for example, does not turn up at all on this page (apart from in
this instance), or indeed anywhere else in the book. And when the entire corpus
is so small, it is difficult to be sure whether a word is genuinely dialectal in any
case. If a word is found only in a Northumbrian text, for example, it does not
mean that it is a Northumbrian dialect word; it may well be just a word which
happens not to be recorded in the texts of any of the other dialects.

Considerable progress has been made in the lexical domain in recent
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2.4 Three QOur Fathers

A good way of developing a sense of the nature and extent of textual variation is
to find a passage which occurs in several manuscripts — such as one of the biblical
texts. The Lord’s Prayer is a convenient example (Matthew 6: 9—13), as it appears
in West Saxon (WS), Northumbrian (N), and Mercian (M) versions. The texts
chosen show just one set of regional possibilities: for example, an alternative
Northumbrian version exists in which the first line has 0u bist instead of du art. In
several places, the reason for the variant form is unclear.

The WS text is late eleventh century (taken from a Corpus Christi College,
Cambridge, manuscript, 140); the N text is late tenth century (from the Lindisfarne
Gospel); the M text is early tenth century (British Library Royal w.A.xx). The word
order from the interlinear glosses has been rearranged for ease of comparison,
following the procedure of Thomas Toon.® The fairly literal translation follows
the WS text.

The terms ‘further forward’ and ‘further back’ refer to the position of the
tongue when producing vowels. pron. = pronunciation

Area  Text Selected points for comment

WS1  faeder ure bu pe eart on faeder: pron. of a is further forward
heofonum compared to N

N1 fader urer Ou art in heofnum art: pron. of a is further back before r

and a consonant
M1 feder ure pu eart in heofenum feder: pron. of a is further forward
compared to WS and N
‘our father thou who art in
heaven’
WS2  si pin nama gehalgod
N2 sie 0in noma gehalgad noma: northern pron. of 2 before a
nasal consonant (p. 42)
M2 se pin noma is gehalgad noma: northern pron. of g before a
nasal consonant (p. 42)
‘be thy name hallowed’

WS3  to becume pin rice, gewurpe din becume: u is further back compared to
willa Nand M

N3 to cymed Oin ric, sie din willo

M3 to cyme bin rice, sie pin willa

‘to come thy kingdom, be done
thy will®
WS4  oneordan swa swa on
heofonum
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Area  Text Selected points for comment

Ny in eordo su is in heofne suce: pron. of a is further forward
compared to WS
My on eorpan swe in heofenum swe: pron. of a is further forward
compared to WS and N
‘on earth as in heaven’

WSs  urne gedeeghwamlican hlaf syle us

to daeg
Ns userne ofer wistlic hlaf sel us todaeg u#serne: northern form of pronoun
Ms ur deghweamlice hlaf sele us to deg deg: pron. of a is further forward compared
to WS and N
‘our daily bread give us today’
WS6 7 forgyf us ure gyltas
N6 7 forgef us usra scylda usra: northern form of pronoun
Mo 7 forgef us ussa scylda
‘and forgive us our guilts’
WS7  swa swa we forgyfad urum
gyltendum
N7 su uoe forgefon usum scyldgum  uoe: lip-rounding of e after
M7 swe 7 us for gef ure scylde swe: pron. of a is further forward

compared to WS and N
‘as we forgive our guilty ones’
WS8 7 ne gelad bu us on costnunge
N8 7 ne inlaed usih in costunge usih: northern form of pronoun
MS 7 nu in lzede is in costunge
‘and not lead thou us into
temptation’
WSg9  ac alys us of yfele
No ah gefrig usich from yfle usich: northern form of pronoun (p. 44)
from: northern pron. of a before a nasal
consonant
Mg a les us from yfele from: northern pron. of a before a nasal
consonant
‘but free us from evil®

decades, thanks to several large-scale studies and the compilation of computer
concordances. In particular, hundreds of words have been noted, from a good
range of sources, which seem to be specifically Anglian — as opposed to being
common Old English or specifically West Saxon in character. A few of these
are listed in panel 2.5. It is even possible to go further, and to identify items
that are specifically Mercian or Northumbrian: among the latter, for example,
are hesere ‘master’, portcwen ‘prostitute’, hoga ‘prudent’, and wracund
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2.5 Some dialect word differences in Old English

Modern gloss Found in Anglian only Found in West Saxon or
used more widely

bell clucge bell
blind bisene blind
border faes fnad
chalice celc calic
disappear acwincan acwinan
false lygge leas

feed alan fedan
loss los lor
pride oferhygd ofermod
sell bebycgan sellan

‘foreign’, as well as some specifically Celtic words, such as carr ‘rock’ and lub
‘loch’ (p. 30). A detailed study of the words for ‘pride, haughtiness’ (Latin
superbia) in a religious context demonstrated that a cluster of words based on
oferbygd were exclusively northern, whereas other clusters based on ofermod,
prut, and modig were found only in the south — ofermod in early texts, the
others in later ones.”

Some elements of word formation also seem to have been dialectally
restricted. One of the most thoroughly analysed elements is the use of the female
agent noun ending (modern -ess, as in actress, waitress): this is -estre in West
Saxon and -icge in Anglian. Thus we find the word for ‘huntress’ appearing as
hunticge in the north and as huntigestre in the south; ‘(female) sinner’ is synnicge
in the north, whereas ‘(female) harpist’ is hearpestre in the south. The form
expressing the idea of “-bearing’ is another example about which scholars are
fairly confident: this was -berende in the north, as in @ppelberende ‘apple-
bearing’, but -bare in the south, as in blostmbare ‘blossom-bearing’. Several
other possible dialectally different forms have been proposed. But conclusions
often have to be tentative, especially in the case of infrequent words. Even if the
dialect provenance of a text is known, there is ultimately no guarantee that an
isolated word belongs to that dialect. It might be a word from another dialect
that the copyist has introduced, deliberately or in error - especially likely in the
later period when a West Saxon scribe was copying manuscripts of Anglian
origin. It might be a word preferred by a particular scribal centre (p. 52). It
might be an archaic word, from an earlier period of Old English, not otherwise
known. The uncertainties mean that definite conclusions about dialect lexical
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usage are often lacking, and our knowledge of Old English word-geography
remains very limited.

Dialect variations affecting the arrangement of words in sentences {syntax)
are also not commonly encountered. The basic patterns of word order (such as
subject — verb — object) identify the language as a whole, and are nort likely to
show much dialect variation. And such syntactic variations as do exist turn
up infrequently: as with vocabulary, we might read a whole text without
encountering a single instance. For example, imperative constructions (com-
mands) are conspicuous by their absence in this (or any) expository book. Also,
in many Old English texts we cannot trust the syntactic information at all,
because of the way the text was compiled: in particular, writing glosses above
the words of a Latin text tells us very little about natural Old English word
order. In Alfric’s Colloquy, for example, the glossator takes a sentence (1. 73)
and handles it word by word:

Heortas ic 3efelnzc in nettum 7 bar ic ofsloh
Ceruos  cepi in retibus et aprum iugulawi

Harts I caught in nets and boar I slew®

How far such sequences illustrate a natural Old English word order it is difficult
to say. Just occasionally, you see what must be a genuine Old English word
order coming through —such as in line 13, where the Latin reads Professus sum
monachus, literally ‘professed I am monk’, and the English gloss reads Ic eom
seanpyrde monuc — ‘1 am a professed monk’.

One thing is clear: because the entire corpus is the product of a scribal
elite, it gives no information about the dialect variations which ordinary people
would have used. So much of the material belongs to specialized stylistic
varieties, such as religious and legal language, or is consciously innovative and
poetic. A record of everyday conversational speech is hardly ever found, if we
exclude the formulaic poetic haranguing of opposing army leaders (as in The
Battle of Maldon). The earliest fragment of a plausible conversation between
‘ordinary folk’ is in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History (Book IV, Chapter 24) — that
between the cowherd Caedmon and a man who appears to him in a dream. As
Bede reports the event, Cedmon leaves a banquet ashamed that he cannot take
his turn at singing anything for the assembly, goes home, and falls asleep. The
following exchange then takes place (omitting the linking phrases, such as ‘he
spoke’):

Caedmon, sing me hwethwugu.

Cadmon, sing me something.

Ne con ic noht singan; and ic for pon of peossum gebeorscipe ut eode ond hider
gewat, for pon ic naht singan ne cude.
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I can sing nothing; and for that reason I went out from this banquet and came
hither, because I did not know how to sing anything.

Hwadre pu meabt me singan.

However you can sing for me.

Hweet sceal ic singan?

What shall T sing?

Sing me frumsceaft.

Sing me creation.’

Fascinating as this is, it gives us only the barest of hints about everyday speech.
‘Sing me creation’ might sound a little stilted — but it is a construction which
has lasted down the centuries. ‘Sing me a story’ is the name of an album of
children’s songs compiled by Sesame Street’s Bob McGrath in 1998.

There is one recorded example of a fairly extensive Old English conver-
sation — the pupil-teacher dialogue which forms the Colloguy of Alfric. But
we can hardly take this as representative, for — apart from the odd syntax,
referred to above — it was designed as an instructional technique for use in
monastic schools, especially for teaching Latin. It has a question-and-answer
style, designed to elicit vocabulary, as this extract shows (Il. 50~58):

Canst pu @ni3 pinz? ‘Do you know how to do anything?’
Scis tu aliquid?

Anne creft ic cann. ‘I know one occupation.’

Unam artem scio.

Hpylcne? “Which?’

Qualem?

Hunta ic eom. ‘Tam a hunter.’

Uenator sum.

Hpaes? ‘Whose?’

Cuius.

Cincses. ‘The king’s.’

Regis.

Hu bezast pu craft pinne? ‘How do you carry out your work?’

Quomodo exerces artem tuam?

Ic brede me max ‘I knot myself a net’

Plecto mibi retia

7 settle hiz on stope 3ehappre . . . ‘and set it up in a convenient place . . .
et pono ea in loco apto . . .

A sequence like this shows some natural-sounding ellipsis (p. 8), and is probably
the closest we will ever get to Old English conversational style.
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Even though the Old English corpus is small, it contains a remarkable
amount of variation. The problem for the scholar is to decide which bits of the
variation are random error and which reflect some aspect of the sociolinguistic
situation of the time. Sometimes, external evidence can help. If we know, for
example, that a particular charter was authorized by a Mercian king granting
Mercian land to a Mercian nobleman, and the manuscript has stayed in a
Mercian archive, then it is very likely that it was drawn up by a Mercian scribe,
and so the words it contains would reflect Mercian speech. But such clear
situations are far from typical. In a case where a Mercian king granted land in
Kent to a Kentish monastery, it is unclear whether the deed would be drawn up
by someone from the king’s scriptorium or the monastery’s: we might expect it
to be the king’s, but the information about Kentish land boundaries and contents
would be more readily available to the local scribes, so perhaps they would
have been involved. Perhaps both parties were involved in writing different
sections of the charter. Perhaps a single Mercian scribe compiled the whole
thing, but wrote a section down from the dictation of a Kentish man. And we
must not discount what is probably the commonest scenario of all: the original
document was entirely drawn up in Mercia, but the copy of the deed which has
survived is one which was later made in Kent. It is plain, from such ramifications,
that it will often be impossible to work out the provenance of a document from
the linguistic features it contains. To say that a document is ‘Kentish’, therefore,
is a judgement made on the basis of the balance of evidence, and will only
occasionally be uncontentious.

Most texts display variations which provide possible evidence of more
than one dialect. In some cases, because of the time-scale involved, features
from several dialect areas are present, immensely complicating questions of
origin. A text, as we have had it handed down to us today, might reflect many
generations of scribal influence. This is especially so in the case of the more
famous literary texts, which we can imagine to have been repeatedly copied
over long periods of time by different scribes from different parts of the country,
each of which might leave some dialect fingerprints. One of the best examples
is the most famous text of all, Beowulf, which displays evidence of all four Old
English dialects, and moreover of these dialects as they existed at different
times, producing a text which one editor (Klaeber) has described as an ‘unnatu-
ral medley of spellings’.*® The word for ‘guest, visitor, stranger’ for example,
turns up as gist, gyst, geest, giest, and gest. The extant Beowulf manuscript was
written probably some 250 years after it was first composed, allowing many
opportunities for different dialects to manifest themselves, and for the text to
display the stylistic preferences of different monastic schools or the linguistic
eccentricities of individual scribes. An additional complication is that the extant
manuscript was penned by two scribes (the second hand beginning at 1. 1939),
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2.6 Factors influencing Old English dialects in the eighth and
ninth centuries in England
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whose different copying abilities and habits have been the source of much
debate.

The four major dialect areas are the ones which have received all the
attention; but undoubtedly there were further divisions within them (see
panel 2.6). Over and above the question of their social diversity, as already
discussed with especial reference to Kent (p. 21), three of the areas they covered
were huge, as we can see from the map on p. 51. Mercian and Northumbrian,
in particular, covered a territory which in later centuries would each be home
to several distinct dialects. These later dialects did not suddenly appear; they
slowly evolved; and it is likely that some of their linguistic features were
present in Anglo-Saxon times. Certainly there are enough variations within
both Mercian and Northumbrian for scholars to postulate northern forms of
the former and southern forms of the latter. For example, a Northumbrian
scribe, Owun, compiled the glosses to one part of the Rushworth Gospel; but
his conventions are not identical with the type of Northumbrian found in the
Lindisfarne Gospels. Some have called his dialect Southumbrian. And likewise,
analysis of the considerable variation which can be found in Mercian texts
suggests the existence of at least northern vs southern sub-dialects there. Later
evidence suggests a West and East Midlands division.

What is particularly unclear — but highly intriguing — is whether we should
be thinking exclusively in geographical terms in attempting to explain such
variation. Some scholars think that, in the final analysis, what we have is a
picture not of regions of the country but of diocesan preferences, given that
most scribes came from just a few monasteries, such as Jarrow, Winchester,
Lichfield, and Canterbury; and that is the motivation behind the map on p. 51,
where we see an outline of the main diocesan areas in the eighth century, along
with the main communication routes that will have facilitated dialect contact.
The study of different handwriting preferences, illustration styles, and page-
layout conventions— part of the subject of palacography —is especially important
in this connection. Some words are now known to have been preferred in West
Saxon texts, especially texts originating in Winchester in the late tenth and early
eleventh centuries. There are big differences between the early West Saxon of
King Alfred and the literary standard which emerged in the “Winchester’ school
associated with Alfric and ZEthelwold (late West Saxon), more than can be
explained by linguistic change over the period of a century. Some of the variation
may indeed be dialectal in origin; for there must have been a great deal of
regional variation in West Saxon, given the enormous area it covered. But the
variations could more plausibly be ascribed to the institutional norm used by
the Winchester school. Alfred uses very few ‘Winchester words’, whereas Alfric
uses many. The word for ‘foreign, strange’ is fremde in Alfred, but almost
always @lfremed in Alfric; ‘church’ (in its sense of community) is cirice or
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gesamung in Alfred, and almost always geladung in Alfric. Several dozen such
differences have now been noted.*

The role of ‘schools of practice’ must not be underestimated, at any stage
in the history of English. To take a modern analogy: a Martian studying
modern orthographic variations in English printed books might think that
such differences as judgmentljudgement or washing machinelwashing-machine
reflect dialect differences, such as British vs American; in fact, they reflect only
the preferences of individual publishing houses. Convenient as the Old English
dialect names are, and illuminating as a first-generation (in the computational
sense) attempt to impose some order on the variation observed in texts, they
cannot be trusted as a guide to regional dialectology, any more than the racial
labels discussed earlier reflected an ethnic reality. A second-generation stage of
sociolinguistically informed inquiry is needed, and has hardly begun.

‘Philologists’ is the traditional way of describing scholars who work on
older states of a language, but, as far as Old English dialects are concerned, a
more accurate term would be ‘linguistic detectives’, given that so much of the
time they are engaged in a painstaking search for clues. Sometimes, indeed, this
search has taken them well outside the Anglo-Saxon time-frame — either earlier,
in an attempt to argue for antecedents of Old English dialects in Continental
locations, or later, in an attempt to justify postulated dialect distinctions for
which there is little evidence. An impression that a particular feature is Kentish,
for example, might be confirmed by looking at the way the Kentish dialect
evolved in the Middle Ages, where (as we shall see in Chapter 9) the much
larger number of surviving texts allows us to draw more accurate conclusions
about regional origins. Regional linguistic norms hardly exist in Anglo-Saxon
times, but they do eventually emerge, and they can be retrospectively informa-
tive. However, before we see what happened to dialects in Middle English,
there is another sociolinguistic factor to be explored: the contact which Anglo-
Saxons had with speakers of other languages, notably Latin and the Scandinav-
ian languages, Danish and Norwegian. The lexical diversity which we associate
with Modern English, and which accounts for so much of its stylistic versatility,
had its origins here.

53



Interlude 2
The rise and fall of West Saxon

The second half of the Old English period is dominated by the rise of West
Saxon as a standard literary dialect. The prestige of a language always reflects
the power of its speakers (p. 27), and in Anglo-Saxon times the emergence of
Wessex as the dominant and eventually unifying force in English politics inevi-
tably resulted in an increase in the status of its dialect. But standards do not
develop overnight; and in the case of Old English, the process can be seen
operating over a century.

Early West Saxon is the name given to the dialect which characterizes the
literature of the first part of this period. It is a literature almost entirely due to
the motivation and influence of King Alfred, who introduced a revival of religion
and learning — a programme designed to win God’s support for victory over the
pagan Danes and to consolidate loyalty to himself as a Christian king (see
panel 2.7). That he was totally aware of the educational need is clear from his
Preface to the translation of Gregory’s Cura pastoralis (Pastoral Care), made
in the early 890s, in which he writes to Bishop Werferp contrasting the early
days of Christianity in England with his own time, following the destruction
caused by the Vikings.

It has very often come into my mind what learnéd men there once were throughout
England, from both sacred and secular offices, and what happy times there were
throughout England . . . and how people abroad looked to this country for learning
and instruction, and how we should now have to get it from abroad, if we were to
have it. So completely had it declined in England that there were very few people
on this side of the Humber who could understand their service-books in English
or translate even one written message from Latin into English, and I think there
were not many beyond the Humber either. So few they were that I cannot think
of even a single one south of the Thames when [ came to the throne. Thanks be to
almighty God that we now have any supply of teachers . .. Therefore I think it
better, if you think so too, that we also translate certain books, which it is most
needful for all men to know, into the language that we can all understand, and

make it happen — as we very easily can with God’s help, if we have peace - that all
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young people who are now freemen in England, those that have the means, should
devote themselves to study while they have nothing else to do, until the time that

they know how to read written English well.

As far as we can tell from the surviving manuscripts, the results of Alfred’s
assiduous language planning were remarkable. Almost all prose texts during
the late ninth century and throughout the tenth display a dialect which is very
largely West Saxon — albeit, as we have seen in Chapter 2, with an admix-
ture of forms from other dialects — and it is this which has been used as the
primary input for introductory grammars and manuals of Old English today.
The major texts from the early period include the translation of Bede’s Ecclesias-
tical History (p. 15), the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, and works by Alfred himself,
such as the translation of the Pastoral Care and Boethius’ Consolation of
Philosophy.

2.7 Alfred the Great (849—99)

Alfred was born in Wantage in Oxfordshire, the fifth son of King Ethelwulf, and
became king of Wessex in 871. When he came to the throne, the Danes had already
conquered much of Northumbria, parts of Mercia, and East Anglia, and threatened
to subdue Wessex itself. He inflicted on them their first major reverse at the Battle
of Edington (878), and began to win back Danish-occupied territory by capturing
the former Mercian town of London (886). He stole the military initiative from the
Danes by reorganizing his forces into a standing army, building a navy, and
establishing a network of burbs (fortified centres). He forged close ties with other
English peoples not under Danish rule, and provided his successors with the means
to reconquer the Danelaw and secure the unity of England. A famous story of his
being scolded by a peasant woman for letting her cakes burn has no contemporary
authority, and is first recorded in the eleventh century.

Late West Saxon is the name given to the development of this dialect
towards the end of the tenth century, when we find the writings of Alfric,
Wulfstan, Athelwold, Byrhtferth, and others, as well as the continuation of the
Chronicle, all of which were widely and officially distributed through the
political and Church networks. But there is an important difference between
the Early and Late periods. In the Early period, the texts contain a great deal of
variation, displaying dialect mixture (especially from Mercian, p. 34), personal
variation, and scribal inconsistency. There is no sign of any real attempt to
produce a consistent, universally standardized form of expression.

During the second half of the tenth century, just such an effort began to
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2.8 Alfric (c. 955-¢. 1020)

Alfric (pronounced alfritch) became a monk and then abbot at the new monastery
of Cerne Abbas in Dorset, and was later appointed to be the first abbot of Eynsham
in Oxfordshire. He composed two books of eighty Homilies in Old English, a
paraphrase of the first seven books of the Bible, and a book of Lives of the Saints.
He also wrote a Latin grammar and Latin—-English glossary, accompanied by a
Latin Colloquium (the Colloquy, p. 48) which gives a vivid picture of contemporary
social conditions in England. The greatest vernacular prose writer of his time, he
is often called £lfric Grammaticus (‘The Grammarian’).

be made. A noticeable consistency appears in the work of scribes from monas-
teries all over the country. Writers as far apart as modern Wiltshire (ZEthelwold),
Dorset and Oxfordshire (&lfric), and Worcestershire (Wulfstan) show remark-
able similarity in spellings, words, and constructions. Many scholars think that
the influence of the Winchester school was especially strong. We can even see
signs of revision taking place, with authorial corrections suggesting a concern
to use ‘correct’ language. Alfric (see panel 2.8) was one who revised aspects of
his earlier work, even to the extent of consistentizing his use of noun endings
and verb forms (which were in a state of flux at the time, p. 42); for example,
he went through his homilies changing his forms of the verb ‘to be’, replacing
sindon by beon and is by bid. Several Early West Saxon manuscripts were also
corrected by scribes to satisfy their sense of what was becoming standard.

The authors knew very well what they were doing, as they often discussed
problems of translation and style in their work. And Zlfric spoke apocalyp-
tically about the need to avoid copying errors:

Now I desire and beseech, in God’s name, if anyone will transcribe this book, that
he carefully correct it by the copy, lest we be blamed through careless writers. He
does great evil who writes carelessly, unless he correct it. It is as though he turn
true doctrine into false error. Therefore everyone should make straight that which
he before bent crooked, if he will be guiltless at God’s doom.

But after all the effort, it is ironic to see that the West Saxon standard did not
become the foundation of present-day Standard English. Although this dialect
continued to have influence throughout the eleventh century, it gradually fell
out of use. A different standard language would eventually arise, evolving in an
area well north of Wessex (Chapter ro).



Chapter 3 Early lexical diversity

There is a curious myth widespread in the world: many people believe that their
language can somehow be ‘pure’ — comprising a set of sounds, words, and
structures that can all be traced back continuously to a single point of origin —
and that anything which interferes with this imagined purity (especially words
borrowed from other languages) is a corrupting influence, altering the lan-
guage’s ‘true character’. In the case of English, it is the Germanic origins of the
language, in their Anglo-Saxon form, which are supposed to manifest this
character. In the sixteenth century, John Cheke wanted to have English ‘pure,
unmixed and unmangled with borrowing of other tongues’, and suggested that
words with Latin and Greek origins be replaced by words with Old English
roots — centurion by hundreder, prophet by foresayer, resurrection by gainrising,
and so on. The nineteenth-century English Romantics enthused even more
strongly, with some authors (such as Dickens and Hardy) lauding the qualities
of Anglo-Saxon vocabulary. The Dorsetshire poet William Barnes tried
to remove all non-Germanic borrowings in his work, not only constructing
Old English coinages, as Cheke did, but also resuscitating long-dead Anglo-
Saxonisms, such as inwit for conscience. In the twentieth century, George
Orwell was perhaps the best-known writer to continue flying this flag: ‘Bad
writers’, he says in his essay ‘Politics and the English Language’ (1946), ‘are
nearly always haunted by the notion that Latin and Greek words are grander
than Saxon ones.’

There are certainly important stylistic differences between Germanic and
Romance words, as we shall see (p. 174); but support for any notion of a ‘return
to purity’ is misplaced. No language has ever been found which displays lexical
purity: there is always a mixture, arising from the contact of its speakers with
other communities at different periods in its history. In the case of English,
there is a special irony, for its vocabulary has never been purely Anglo-Saxon —
not even in the Anglo-Saxon period. By the time the Anglo-Saxons arrived in
Britain, there had already been four centuries of linguistic interchange between
Germanic and Roman people on the European mainland. The Roman soldiers
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and traders borrowed Germanic words and the Germanic people borrowed
Latin ones. The integration was at times quite marked: many Roman cohorts
consisted of men from Germanic tribes. Language mixing was there from the
very beginning (see panel 3.1).

3.1 Blank check

The intricate path words can trace between languages is well illustrated by
the history of blank. Look in a dictionary, and you will find that the word
arrived in English in the fourteenth century, a borrowing of French blanc, mean-
ing ‘white’. A quotation in the Oxford English Dictionary for c. 1325 talks of a
robe furred ‘with blaun and nere’ (with white and black). In Modern Eng-
lish phrases, such as blanc de blanc, for a type of wine, there is no doubting the
Gallic resonances of blanc/blank. This is one of the words which Orwell and the
others would have condemned as resolutely non-native. But they would have
been wrong.

We must first note that a word corresponding to blanc exists in other
Romance languages, too — for example, in Spanish it is blanco, in ltalian bianco,
in Portuguese branco. So it must have existed in Vulgar Latin, the parent of all the
Romance languages. Vulgar Latin evolved throughout western Europe over several
centuries as the Roman Empire declined. But where did these speakers get the word
from? There is no such form in Classical Latin, where the word for ‘white’ was
albus.

The clue comes from the other Germanic languages. In Old High German,
there is a form blanc, which meant ‘white, shining’. In Old English, blanca turns
up meaning a horse, presumably white or grey in colour. In Beowulf (1. 856)
we read of beornas on blancum — ‘warriors on steeds’. It is easy to deduce what
must have happened. Roman soldiers or merchants in Europe encountered the
word used by the Germanic peoples and borrowed it. We shall never know why,
though some have speculated. Perhaps the Romans were especially impressed by
the Germanic habit of painting their shields with ‘choice colours’ or by their
buildings ‘stained with a clay so clear and bright that it resembles painting’ (both
customs reported by Tacitus in his Germania). Something about colour must have
impressed them, for blanc is not the only colour word to have entered Romance
from Germanic during that period (brun ‘brown’; gris ‘grey’, and bleu ‘blue’ did
also).

Whatever the reasons for the borrowing, blank turns out to be a Germanic
word after all.
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The Latin story

We know that this process happened very early on because Latin words entered
several of the other old Germanic languages of Europe as well, such as Old
High German, Gothic, and Old Saxon. The Anglo-Saxons, wherever they came
from, would not have been immune to this influence. Thus we find, for example,
Latin scrinium, meaning ‘a chest for books or papers’, appearing in Old Frisian
skrin, Old High German skrini, and Old Norse skrin (pronounced ‘screen’,
with a /sk-/) as well as in Old English scrin (where it was pronounced ‘shreen’,
with a /[-/). The distinctive pronunciation of the Old English form tells us that
this word must have entered English very early, reflecting a time (perhaps as early
as the third century) when the Anglo-Saxons were changing the pronunciation of
words containing sk from /sk/ to /f/. The process is called palatalization, and it
can be seen in such other words as fish and dish (from Latin piscis and discus).
It is a very natural pronunciation change — as can be heard in the speech of
anyone who tries to pronounce /sk-/ words after having had too much to drink
—and was one of the features which must have made Anglo-Saxons sound very
different from their Old Scandinavian peers (p. 20). If shrine had entered the
language later, after this pronunciation trend was over, it would have kept its
/sk-/ sound, and we would have ended up pronouncing it as ‘skrine’ /skrain/ in
Modern English. This is what happened to school, for example, which did enter
English at a later period: it kept the /sk-/, which is why we now say ‘skool’ and
not ‘shool’.

It is not entirely clear just how many words entered English from Classical
or Vulgar Latin during this Continental time of contact. In one influential work,
Mary Serjeantson lists 183 words from the Continental period, another 114
words from the period between 450 and 650, and a further 244 from 650
to the Conquest.? But she, and everyone else who has studied this period,
acknowledges that it is often impossible to be definite about the time-frame to
which a loanword properly belongs. A Latin word might have arrived in English
through any of several possible routes. To begin with, Latin words must have
entered the Celtic speech of the Britons during the Roman occupation, and
some might have remained in daily use after the Romans finally left in the early
fifth century, so that they were picked up by the Anglo-Saxons in due course.
Or perhaps Latin continued to exercise its influence following the Roman
departure: it is possible that aristocratic Britons would have continued to use
the language as a medium of upper-class communication. If so, then we might
expect a significant number of Latin words to be in daily use, some of which
would eventually be assimilated by the Anglo-Saxons. On the other hand, if
these scenarios did 7ot apply, the Latin words arriving in Britain would have
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been those brought in by the Anglo-Saxons themselves. A further possibility
is that new Latin words would continue to arrive in Britain long after the
Anglo-Saxons first arrived because of the ongoing trading activities between
Britain and the Continent. And lastly, following the coming of St Augustine in
597, the influence of Latin-speaking monks must have grown, with Latinisms
being dropped into speech much as they still are today, as a modus operandi
which adds gravitas passim to one’s magnum opus, inter alia (pace Orwell).
Deciding how a particular Latin word entered English, accordingly, is quite
problematic.

When we look at the lists which have been compiled for the Continental
period, we find that the Latin words express a considerable semantic range.
They include words for plants and animals (including birds and fish), food and
drink, household objects, vessels, coins, metals, items of clothing, settlements,
houses, and building materials, as well as several notions to do with military,
legal, medical, and commercial matters. Most are nouns, with a sprinkling of
verbs and adjectives. A selection is given in panel 3.2. As we move into the
period of early Anglo-Saxon settlement in England, we find these semantic areas
continuing to expand, with the growing influence of missionary activity reflected
in an increase in words to do with religion and learning. A number of these are
listed in panel 3.3.

These lists illustrate words which for the most part have survived in the
language to the present-day; only a few are included which eventually fell out
of use. But obsolescence was to be the fate of nearly half of all Latin borrowings
during this early period. They died out for a variety of reasons. In some cases,
they were replaced during the Old English period: fossere, for example, was in
early competition with spade, which is given as the gloss for Latin vangas in the
early eighth-century Epinal-Erfurt and Corpus glossaries (1. 1087/2079), and
spade won. More often, the word which formed the replacement arrived in
medieval times, as with pocket, which entered English from Norman French in
the thirteenth century, taking over the function earlier performed by Old English
biseecc ‘pocket’ (from bisaccium) — see also panel 3.4. Also quite common was
the replacement of early Latin words by other Latinisms in much later periods
of borrowing (p. 155): Old English dikt, for example, meaning ‘saying, direc-
tion’, was from Latin dictumi, but it is not the direct ancestor of Modern English
dictum — a word which was borrowed (again) from Latin in the seventeenth
century. Whatever the reason, many Latin words of this period failed to survive
into Modern English. We no longer recognize such words as fifele ‘buckle’ (from
fibula) and feecele ‘torch’ (from facula), or gellet ‘basin’ (from galletum) and
gabote ‘small dish’ (from gabata), or sinop ‘mustard’ (from sinapis) and streegl
‘mattress’ (from stragula). But they were live words in early Anglo-Saxon
speech.
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3.2 Some of the words borrowed from Latin during the
Continental period

Old English word Modern English gloss Latin origin
belt bele balteus
butere butter butyrum
camp field, battle campus
candel candle candela
catt cat cattus
ceaster city castra
cetel kettle catillus
cupp cup cuppa
cycene kitchen coquina
cyse cheese caseus
draca dragon draco
masse mass missa
mil mile mille
minte mint menta
munuc monk monachus
mynster minster monasterium
panne pan panna
piper pepper piper
pise pea pisum
plante plant planta
port door, gate porta
port harbour, town portus
pund pound pondo
sacc sack, bag saccus
sinod council, synod synodus
straet road strata
tigle tile tegula
weall wall vallum
win wine vinum
ynce inch uncia

Borrowing from Latin continued throughout the Old English period, but
it changed its character as Church influence grew. Whereas most of the earlier
words had entered the language through the medium of speech, there was now
an influx of learnéd and religious words through the medium of writing. Some
domestic vocabulary did continue to come in, such as rose ‘rose’ from rosa,
bete ‘beetroot’ from beta, and cama ‘bridle’ from camus, but over 60 per cent
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3.3 Some of the words borrowed from Latin c. 450—c. 650
Old English word Modern English gloss Latin origin
coce cock coccus
cugle cowl cuculla
cyrtan to shorten, curtail curtus
forca fork furca
fossere spade fossorium
graef stylus graphium
laeden Latin ladinus (Vulgar Latin)
leahtric lettuce lactuca
magester master magister
nunne nun nonna
pere pear pirum
pinsian to reflect, consider pensare
punt punt, flat boat ponto
relic relic reliquia
renge spider aranea
seglian to seal sigillare
segn mark, sign signum
stropp strap stroppus
torr tower turris
turl ladle, trowel trulla

of the later loans were more abstract, scholarly, or technical. This trend became
especially strong after the Benedictine revival of the monasteries at the end of
the tenth century (once the Viking attacks had stopped, p. 65), where most of
the Latin loans had a distinctive educated character. The emphasis is not
surprising: the teaching of the Church had to be communicated to the Anglo-
Saxon people, and new vocabulary was needed to express the new concepts,
personnel, and organizational procedures. Borrowing Latin words was not
the only way in which the missionaries engaged with this task. Rather more
important, in fact, were other linguistic techniques. One method was to take a
Germanic word and adapt its meaning so that it expressed the sense of a Latin
word: examples include rod, originally meaning ‘rod, pole’, which came to
mean ‘cross’ (p. 31); and gast, originally ‘demon, evil spirit’, which came to
mean ‘soul’ or ‘Holy Ghost’. Another technique, relying on a type of word
creation which permeates Old English poetry, was to create new compound
words — in this case, by translating the elements of a Latin word into Germanic
equivalents: so, liber evangelii became godspellboc ‘gospel book’ and trinitas



EARLY LEXICAL DIVERSITY 63

3.4 A gem example

It is sometimes difficult to tell, at first glance, whether a modern word has Old
English or Middle English origins, in cases where both of the possible sources
ultimately come from Latin. The French words which arrived in Middle English
had their origins in Latin too. It is therefore possible to find a Latin word entering
English in the Anglo-Saxon period in one form, and turning up in English again
much later via French in another form — but with both forms very similar in
appearance.

Modern English gem is an example. This appears in Old English as zimm,
‘precious stone’, from Latin gemima; it is often printed as gimm. Although this form
closely resembles gen, the modern word actually came into the language in the
fourteenth century, from Old French, gemme. This gemme of chastite is how
Chaucer describes the widow’s son in The Prioress’s Tale (1. 609). How do we
know that it was this word, and not the Anglo-Saxon one, which is the origin of
the Modern English word?

The pronunciation is the clue. The first sound of gem /dz/ is an English
adaptation of the French sound /3/ (as heard, for example, at the beginning of the
French name Jacques). The 5 symbol in the Old English word represented the
sound /j/, as in year. If gimm had stayed in the language, we would be pronouncing
it today as ‘yim’.

became priness ‘threeness’ = ‘trinity’. But Latin loans played their part, too, as
the selection in panel 3.5 illustrates.

An interesting point about some of the loanwords from Latin is that they
were borrowed twice, as can be seen in the selection in panel 3.6. For example,
the translator of the early eighth-century Corpus glossary translated coriandrum
‘coriander’ as cellendre (1. 569), but in Alfric (writing some 300 years later) we
find it appearing as coriandre. It is not surprising to find doublets of this kind.
In an age of poor communications and limited literary transmission between
generations, a word could easily be borrowed more than once, without the
translator being aware of previous usage. Alternatively, there might have been
a conscious attempt to be different from earlier usage, especially in a scholarly
age, when writers might wish to show their Latin learning. A third possibility
is that the pronunciation might have changed in the interim, so that any sense
of identity with the earlier word would be lost.

Of all the Latin words that came into Old English, only a hundred or so
remain in modern Standard English. A few others can still be heard in regional
dialects: for example, sicker ‘secure, safe’ is found as sicor in King Alfred’s time,
a borrowing of securus, and may still be heard in many parts of Scotland and
Ireland, and in northern counties of England. Various reasons account for the
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3.5 Some of the words borrowed from Latin ¢. 650—c. 1100

Old English word Modern English gloss Latin origin
alter altar altar
bibliopece library bibliotheca
cancer crab cancer
creda creed, belief credo
cucumer cucumber cucumer
culpe guilt, fault culpa
diacon deacon diaconus
fenester window fenestra
fers verse versus
grammatic grammar grammatica
mamma breast mamma
notere notary notarius
offrian sacrifice, offer offere
orgel organ organum
papa pope papa
philosoph philosopher philosophus
predician preach praedicare
regol religious rule regula
sabbat sabbath sabbatum
scol school scola

3.6 Some words borrowed twice from Latin during the
Old English period

Early loan Later loan Modern English gloss Latin origin
cele calic cup calicem
cliroc cleric cleric, clergyman clericus
leden latin Latin latinus
leahtric lactuca lettuce lactuca
minte menta mint menta
spynge sponge sponge spongea

lack of Latin survivors. In some cases, the objects and notions simply went out
of use — such as pilece ‘robe made from skin’ (from pellicea), buteric ‘leather
bottle’ (from buta), dinor ‘coin’ (from denarius), and mydd ‘bushel measure of
corn’ (from modius). Also, some of the learnéd words never caught on, being
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apparently restricted to the written language and used only occasionally there
—such as cursumbor ‘incense’ in the Lindisfarne Gospels. But the chief reason
is the overwhelming influence of French words in the Middle Ages (p. 144),
which entered the language in thousands. Older Latin words would have had
to be really well established to avoid being replaced by the more modern and
fashionable forms. The remarkable thing is that several of them were very well
integrated into Old English — so much so that today we cannot differentiate
them from Germanic words without the help of an etymological dictionary.

Twelve of the following twenty-four words are Latin, and twelve Germanic —
but which is which?

belt, bin, cook, craft, cup, day, earth, god, good, gold, home, light, pan, pit, post,

pot, red, sack, sock, stop, sun, wall, wife, work

(The answer is on p. 540.%) Cases such as these — as well as such ‘basic’ lexical
pairs as dog and cat (the first Germanic, the second Latin) — present a major
challenge to those who believe that Germanic words are always more authentic-
ally English than Latin ones (see panel 3.7).

The Scandinavian story

The second main source of lexical variation in Old English was Scandinavia;
but even though the Vikings made their presence felt in Britain in the 78os, it
was a further century before Old Norse words began to make their appearance.
The opening encounter was recorded in the Parker Chronicle in an entry for
the year 787 (actually 789, the scribe having made another of those copying
errors which complicate the study of Old English texts, p. 43, so that all the
years between 754 and 845 are two out):

In this year King Beorhtric took to wife Eadburh, daughter of Offa. And in his
days came for the first time three ships: and then the reeve [the King’s local official|
rode thither and tried to compel them to go to the royal manor, for he did not
know what they were, and they slew him. These were the first ships of the Danes
to come to England.?

This attack — probably by Norwegians, in fact, rather than by Danes — was in
the south, on the coast of Dorset, and it was followed by several raids in the
north. The monastery at Lindisfarne was plundered in 793, Jarrow in 794, and
Iona in 795. Then there is a lull, before the Chronicle records further incursions
from the mid 83o0s, all along the south coast, from Cornwall to London. Winter
campsin the Thames estuary became routine from 8 5 . There was no permanent
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3.7 Anglo-Saxon routes

Although the Latin element in Old English vocabulary is very limited, it is at times
quite prominent in its presence. The names of Anglo-Saxon roads provide an
example.

The map on p. 51 shows that, when the Anglo-Saxons arrived in Britain, a
network of major roads had been built to supplement the many paths which dated
from prehistoric times. Their linguistic significance has already been suggested.
Dialects can influence each other only when people are in contact; and for that to
happen, good communications need to be in place (a point we shall return to in
the twentieth century, p. 472).

The Anglo-Saxons were well aware of the two types of route, because they
gave them different names. A road which had been made artificially — usually by
the Romans — was called a straet ‘street’, from Latin strata. A track which had
emerged over time through repeated usage was known by the Germanic word weg
‘way’ — as in hrycgweg ‘ridgeway’.

The names of the four major routes reflect this difference. Watling Street and
Ermine Street were Roman roads; Icknield Way was prehistoric. What we now call
the Fosse Way — a Roman road - seems to go against this distinction, until we
recognize that in early sources it was referred to simply as Fosse or Fosse Street;
the name Fosse Way (formerly also spelled Foss Way) dates only from the fifteenth
century.

The identifying names of these routes also display different language ety-
mologies: in Old English, Watling Street was Weaclinga stret or Watlinga street -
the Germanic name of a community living in the area of St Albans (‘Wacol’s
people’). Ermine was another Germanic name: Earninga street — ‘the Roman road
of the Earningas — Earn’s people’. However, Fosse is Latin: fossa was a ditch or
dyke, and presumably the name was given because of ditches built on one or both
sides of the route. The etymology of Icknield is not known, but the word has a
resonance that is neither Germanic nor Latin, and it may well be a legacy of a
pre-Roman era.

settlement during that time, and little movement inland, but in 865 a Danish
army arrived in East Anglia, and within a year had reached York. The conquest
of Northumbria followed, and from the mid 870s Danish settlements rapidly
proliferated throughout the north-east. The Parker Chronicle for 876 reports
of a Danish leader: ‘in this year Halfdan shared out the lands of Northumbria,
and they were engaged in ploughing and in making a living for themselves’.
Incursions into Mercia and Wessex brought allied resistance, especially in
Berkshire from King Zthelred and his brother Alfred, who defeated the Danes
at Ashdown (870). King Alfred’s later defeat of the Danes at Ethandun (modern
Edington) in 878 marked a turning-point. The Danish leader Guthrum agreed
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to leave Wessex, and retreated to East Anglia, where a further period of Danish
settlement followed. And in 8§86 Alfred made a treaty with Guthrum which left
Alfred in control of London and Guthrum in control over an area of east<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>