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A NOTE ON TEXTS AND LETTER FORMS

All texts from different periods of English appear here in original spellings.
Texts from Old and Middle English use some letters not found elsewhere.

These are

b, b “thorn,” indicating a -th- sound

b, “edth,” indicating a -th- sound

®, £ “aesch,” indicating the vowel sound as in Modern
American English, “cat”

3 “yogh,” indicating a sound like a “y” at the begin-
nings of words, and a sound like a “gh” in the
middle of words

7 the abbreviation for “and”

In addition to these letters, I will occasionally represent sounds by using
the International Phonetic Alphabet. Each vowel and consonant sound in
a language has a special symbol in this alphabet. The appendix to this
book lists these symbols, the sounds they represent, and the ways in which
speech sounds are described by linguists.

Words that are discussed as words, or words from other languages,
appear in italics. Words that explain, translate, or define other words
appear in “quotations.” Words that are transcribed into the International
Phonetic Alphabet to record their pronunciation appear between /slaf
marks/.

At the end of this book are chapter-by-chapter lists of references and
suggestions for further reading. In addition to the specific sources and
editions I use, there are often many different editions available—in books
and on line.

Throughout this book, I use the following abbreviations:

vii



CHEL The Cambridge History of the English Language, general editor
Richard M. Hogg, 6 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992-2002).

OED  The Oxford English Dictionary, originally edited by James A.H.
Murray (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1889-1928); Supple-
ment, 1933; second edition, 198¢9. Online at http://dictionary.
oed.com.

Finally, unless otherwise noted, all translations from Old English, Mid-
dle English, and early Modern English, and from other languages, are my

own.
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INTRODUCTION

Finding English, Finding Us

I GREW UP ON A STREET FULL OF LANGUAGES. | heard Yiddish every day
from my parents and grandparents and from the families of my friends.
There was Italian around the corner, Cuban Spanish down the block, Rus-
sian in the recesses of the subway station. Some of my earliest memories
are of their sounds. But there were also words of what seemed to be my
own family’s making and that [ have found in no dictionaries: konditterei,
a strange blend of Yiddish and Italian calibrated to describe the self-im-
portant café set; vachmalyavatet, a tongue-twister used to signify complete
exhaustion; lachlat, a cross between a poncho and a peacoat that my father
pointed out one afternoon.

Still, there was always English, always the desire, in my father’s father’s
idiom, to be a “Yenkee.” My mother was a speech therapist in the New York
City schools; my father, a history and English teacher. For the first decade of
my life, we lived a dream of bettering ourselves through English. We tried
to lose the accent of the immigrant. We memorized poetry. Days I would
spend with Walt Whitman (de facto poet laureate of Brooklyn) until I was
called in, O Captain-ing together with him straight to supper. I read Beowulf
in junior high, and in the arc of Anglo-Saxon or the lilt of Chaucer’s Middle
English I found words that shared the Germanic roots of Yiddish. There
was that prefix for the participle, ge-, in all those languages. If Grendel’s
mother was gemyndig, mindful, remembering, harboring a grudge, then
so too was my mother. Everything in my family was gehacktet—ground up,
hacked to bits, whether it was the chicken livers that we spread on toast or
the troubles that beset us all (the Yiddish phrase “gehacktet tsuris,” hacked
up troubles, has always stayed with me. I think of Grendel’s leavings—the
dismembered bodies of the Danes—with no more apt phrase).



At Oxford, I studied for a degree in medieval English languages and
linguistics. J. R. R. Tolkien and W. H. Auden had died only a couple of years
before I arrived, and Oxford in the 1970s had an elegiac quality about it.
Tolkien and Auden were the two poles of its English studies: the first philo-
logical, medieval, and fantastic; the second, emotive, modern, and all too
real. My tutors were their students and their self-appointed heirs. I learned
the minutiae of philology, details whose descriptions had an almost incan-
tatory magic: Frisian fronting, aesh one and aesh two, lengthening in open
syllables. I went to bed dreaming about the Ormulum and the orthoepists.
And then, one evening in the spring of 1977, in some grotty dining hall,
I heard the poets Ted Hughes and Seamus Heaney read. Heaney got up,
all red-faced and smiling, brilliant in his breath. He read poems about
bog men—ancient Germanic people who had been preserved in peat for
fifteen hundred years. Twenty-five years later, I found in Heaney’s Beowulf
translation what I had felt on that evening: the sense that the study of the
word revealed not just a history of culture but a history of the self. “I had
undergone,” Heaney writes of his study of Old English in the introduction
to his Beowulf, “something like illumination by philology.”

Philology means “love of language,” but for scholars it connotes the
discipline of historical linguistic study. For Seamus Heaney, or for you or
me, philology illuminates the history of words and those who speak them.
My goal in this book is to illuminate: to bring light into language and to
life. Whether you grew up in New York or New Mexico, whether your first
words were in this or any other tongue, you are reading this book in the
language of an early-twenty-first-century American. Writing at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, Washington Irving called America a “logo-
cracy’—a country of words. We all still live in a logocracy—invented then
and reinvented everyday by citizens of language like ourselves.

This is a book about inventing English (invent, from the Latin invenire, to
come upon or find). Each of its chapters illustrates how people found new
ways to speak and write; how they dealt with the resources of language of
their time and place; and how, through individual imagination, they trans-
formed those resources into something uniquely personal. These chapters
may be read in sequence, as you read a textbook or a novel; or they may
be read as individual essays, each one suitable for bed or as a pause in the
day’s tasks. My book, therefore, is less a history of English in the traditional
sense than it is an episodic epic: a portable assembly of encounters with
the language. Each episode recalls a moment when a person or a group
finds something new or preserves something old; when someone writes
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down something that exemplifies a change; when the experience of lan-
guage, personally or professionally, stands as a defining moment in the
arc of speech.

All of us find or invent our language. We may come up with new sen-
tences never heard before. We may use words in a unique way. But we are
always finding our voice, locating old patterns or long-heard expressions,
reaching into our thesaurus for the right term. And in inventing English,
we are always inventing ourselves—finding our place among the welter of
the words or in the swell of sounds that is the ocean of our tongue.

And this, it seems to me, is what is new about this book—its course
between the individual experience and literary culture, between the details
of the past and the drama of the present, between the story of my life I tell
here and the stories you may make out of your own. Histories of the English
language abound, and different readers find themselves in each. Scholars
research and write out of the great six-volume Cambridge History of the Eng-
lish Language. Teachers work from textbooks such as Albert C. Baugh and
Thomas M. Cable’s History of the English Language. The interested public has
had, for the past half century, books ranging from Mario Pei's The Story of the
English Language, to Anthony Burgess's A Mouthful of Air, Bill Bryson’s The
Mother Tongue, and the illustrated companion to the PBS series The Story of
English. A university professor such as David Crystal has sought wider audi-
ences for his arguments in The Stories of English. And I have spent the last
decade addressing listeners and viewers of my lecture series prepared for
the Teaching Company, The History of the English Language. 1 have spoken
to college students, adult education classes, social clubs, and professional
organizations. The fact remains that people of all vocations or politics are
fascinated by the history of English, and my book invites the reader to invest
in his or her (and my own) fascination with the word.

I think that we are fascinated by English not only because of how it has
changed over time but because of how it changes now. Within a single
person’s lifetime, words shift their meaning; pronunciations differentiate
themselves; idioms from other tongues, from popular culture, and from
commerce inflect our public life. English is in flux. E-mail and the Internet
have altered the arc of our sentences. Much has been made of all these
changes: by the linguist Geoffrey Nunberg in his provocative radio and
newspaper essays (collected in his book, The Way We Talk Now), or by the
journalist William Safire in his weekly New York Times Magazine column.
For all the nuance of their observations, however, neither of these com-
mentators (nor really anyone else) locates our current changes in the larger



history of English. The shifts we see today have historical precedents. Our
debates about standards and dialects, politics and pronunciation recall ar-
guments by pedagogues and poets, lexicographers and literati, from the
Anglo-Saxon era of the tenth century, through the periods of medieval,
Renaissance, and eighteenth- and nineteenth-century society. This book
therefore grows out of my conviction that to understand a language it is
necessary to appreciate its history. We speak and spell for reasons that are
often lost to us. But we can rediscover these reasons.

This book recovers answers to our current questions, and it illustrates
how language is a form of social behavior central to our past and present
lives. Throughout its historical survey, this book sets out to raise some
basic questions for the study of our language—questions that have been
asked at all times in its history.

Is there, or should there be, a “standard English”? Should it be defined
as the idiom of the educated, the sound of the city-dweller, the style of the
business letter? As early as the tenth century, teachers in the monastic
schools of Anglo-Saxon England asked this question. Some claimed there
should be rules for spelling, speech, and usage. Such rules were grounded
in a particular dialect of Old English—the one that was geographically cen-
tral to the region of the king’s court and the church’s administration. Simi-
lar attentions to dialect and standards were the subject of debates through-
out the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Was there, asked teachers and
students alike, a particular regional form of English that should form a
national standard? Should we write the way we speak? Should speech dis-
play one’s education (and thus something that could be learned) or should
it reveal one’s class and region (and thus something that reflected birth)?

In asking questions such as these, teachers and scholars throughout
history have raised another major question. Should the study of language
be prescriptive or descriptive? Dictionaries, for example, record spelling,
pronunciation, meaning, and usage. Are they simply recording habits of
language or are they also codifying them? Isn’t any description also a pre-
scription? When we present the features of a language—and when we do
so through authoritative venues such as dictionaries, school texts, or public
journalism—are we simply saying how we speak and write or are we also
saying how we should speak and write?

Few debates about standards and prescription have been so fraught, es-
pecially in English, as those on spelling. Why do we spell the way we do?
Why is there such a difference between spelling and pronunciation? As
this book illustrates, English spelling is historical. It preserves older forms
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of the language by using conservative spellings. English spelling is also ety-
mological: that is, it preserves the earlier forms of words even when those
forms no longer correspond to current speech. We spell words such as
knight or through in these ways because we maintain an old convention of
spelling these words in their earliest forms (in Chaucer’s time, they would
have been pronounced “k-nicht” and “throoch”). In Britain, the disparity
between spelling and pronunciation can be even more extreme: a name
such as Featherstonehugh is now pronounced “Fanshaw.” A city such as
Worcester (pronounced “Wooster”) preserves the remnants of an Old Eng-
lish form: originally, Wigoraceaster (ceaster, originally from Latin, castrum,
meaning a fort or a town; Wigora referring to a clan or tribe in ancient
England: hence, the town of the Wigors). These habits are the legacy of me-
dieval scribes, Renaissance schoolmasters, and eighteenth-century diction-
ary makers who fixed spelling and pronunciation according to particular
ideals of language history, educational attainment, or social class. There
was a time when English and American men and women spelled much as
they spoke. By the end of the eighteenth century, however, English spelling
and pronunciation had divorced themselves from one another. Spelling
had become a system all its own.

The history of English pronunciation is a history of sound changes. The
periods we call Old English, Middle English, and Modern English were
distinguished not just by vocabulary, grammar, or idiom but also by pro-
nunciation. Scholars of our language have codified sets of sound changes
that, in particular historical periods, created systematic shifts in the Eng-
lish speech. For example, words that had a long a sound in Old English
changed their pronunciation over time, so that by the time of Chaucer they
had a long o sound. Thus Old English ban became bone; ham became home;
twa become two (now pronounced like “too”). Old English had consonant
clusters at the beginnings of words (hl-, hw-, hr-) that were simplified by
the Middle English period. Thus hlud became loud, hweet became what,
hring became ring. Sometimes, sounds were twisted around (this phenom-
enon is known as metathesis—the same thing that makes children mis-
pronounce spaghetti as “psghetti,” or that generates dialect pronunciations
of ask into “aks”). The Old English word for bird was brid; the word for
third was thrid. Contact with languages, especially with French after the
Norman Conquest, provoked changes in pronunciation. Contacts among
different regional dialects also provoked changes. The famous Great Vowel
Shift—the change in the pronunciation of English long vowels—that oc-
curred in the fifteenth century may have been due, in part, to new contacts



among different dialect groups of late Middle English. Different dialects
pronounced, say, the long u sound in Middle English differently; eventually
a new form settled out as a double sound (or diphthong), usually written
ou. Thus, mus became mous; hus became house; lus became louse. In addi-
tion to these historical changes, regional dialects survived in England, and
American English descends from several of them. We need to understand
how American English developed from these particular regions, and how
these dialects were separated and later came into contact, after the periods
of colonial settlement.

Finally, there are questions about grammar. Anyone who has studied
another language, especially another European language, will know that
English grammar seems “simple.” We have no grammatical gender of
nouns, as French, German, Spanish, and other languages do. We do not
have case endings: that is, we do not use different endings to show that
nouns are subjects, direct objects, or indirect objects in sentences. Our
verbs end in a relatively limited set of forms. Why did this happen? Old
English was, like its contemporary European languages, a highly inflected
language. Meaning was determined by word endings that signaled the
number and gender of nouns; whether they were the subject, direct ob-
ject, or indirect object in sentences; and whether relationships of agency or
action operated among nouns and verbs (we now use prepositions for this
function). Verbs were classed in complex groups, each with different kinds
of forms or endings. Sometimes, tense could be indicated by the ending
of a verb (talk, talked); sometimes, it was indicated by a change in the root
vowel of the verb (run, ran). Some of these features do survive in Modern
English, but the history of the language as a whole is, generally speaking,
a story of a shift from an inflected to an uninflected language. Meaning in
a sentence is now determined by word order. “The man loves the woman”
is a very different statement from “The woman loves the man.” But in Old
English the statements “Se monn lufiad done wif” and “done wif lufiad se
monn” say the same thing. What matters are the grammatical cases (here,
the nominative, or the subject case, signaled by the article se, and the ac-
cusative, or direct object case, signaled by the article done), not the order
of the words.

But English has not completely lost these features. In fact, it preserves,
in what might be called “fossilized” forms, certain very old patterns, end-
ings, and inflections. Some regional British and American dialects pre-
serve old forms, often because their speakers have been geographically
or socially isolated for a long time. Some great works of literature—the

6 Finding English, Finding Us



King James Bible of 1611, the plays of Shakespeare from the sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries, the novels of Charles Dickens from the mid-
nineteenth century—deliberately preserve forms of the language that were
deemed old-fashioned in their own time. Biblical English, for example, is
full of old verb forms like hath and doth (even though we know from the
evidence of letters, schoolbooks, and works of literature that people were
saying “has” and “does” by the early seventeenth century). Shakespeare is
using double negatives and comparatives (e.g., “the most unkindest cut
of all”) even as they are passing out of common speech. And Dickens’s
characters spout forms and phrases that echo a linguistic past preserved in
little pockets of class or region (witness, for example, Joe Gargery in Great
Expectations: “I hope Uncle Pumblechook’s mare mayn’t have set a forefoot
on a piece o’ ice, and gone down”).

The experience of English and American literature is, therefore, a lin-
guistic as well as an aesthetic one. To illustrate the history of the English
language, I will often draw on examples from poetry, prose fiction, drama,
and personal narrative. To understand that history is to give us greater ac-
cess to the imaginative scope of poets, playwrights, novelists, and philoso-
phers of the past. If we are worried about language, we are also worried
about literature: about the so-called canon of writers, about what we all
should read and teach, about where our literature, not just the English or
American language, is going. To deal with questions such as these, we need
to understand how literature engages with the history of language. Often,
word origins or etymologies can be a source of stimulus or humor for a
writer. Often, too, literary works play with dialect. In many ways, the history
of American literature—from Washington Irving, through Mark Twain, to
Norman Mailer, to Toni Morrison—is a history of recording and reflecting
on the differences in American language. Those differences are not always
simply regional; they embrace race, class, gender, and social standing.

We always hear the history of English, whether we know it or not. For
speakers and writers, for readers of literature, Web surfers and e-mailers,
this book sets out to provide a portable history of the language and in the
process to provoke us to consider histories of ourselves.

Some Preliminaries and Prehistory

A language’s words may come from many sources. Sometimes, words may
stay in a language for thousands of years. They may change in pronuncia-



tion or spelling, or even in meaning, but their root will be the same. These
kinds of words make up a language’s core vocabulary. In English, that core
vocabulary consists of short words often of one syllable for basic natural
concepts (e.g., sky, sun, moon, God, man, woman), parts of the body (e.g.,
head, nose, ear, tongue, knee, foot, leg, heart), and basic foods, plants, or
animals (e.g., cow, horse, sheep, oak, beech, water).

A language’s words may also come from other languages. They may be
borrowed to express a new concept. Or they may be imposed upon speak-
ers of a language by conquerors or colonizers. Throughout the history of
English, many periods of contact and conquest, scientific study and explo-
ration left us with such loan words from different languages.

Sometimes groups of language speakers may separate. Over time, new
languages may emerge from the old ones. The languages of Europe and
those of Northern India, Iran, and part of Western Asia belong to a group
known as the Indo-European Languages. They probably originated from
a common language-speaking group about 4000 BC and then split up as
various subgroups migrated. English shares many words with these Indo-
European languages, though some of the similarities may be masked by
sound changes. The word moon, for example, appears in recognizable
forms in languages as different as German (Mond), Latin (mensis, meaning
“month”), Lithuanian (menuo), and Greek (meis, meaning “month”). The
word yoke is recognizable in German (Joch), Latin (iugum), Russian (igo),
and Sanskrit (yugam). The word wind appears in Latin as ventus, in Russian
as veter, in Irish Gaelic as gwent, and in Sanskrit as vatas. Words that share
a common origin are known as cognates.

As the Indo-European language groups split off, however, certain lan-
guage families developed words of their own. Words common to those
language families are also said to be cognate, but only in that family. Latin,
for example, gave rise to many different yet related languages known as
the Romance languages: French, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, Romanian.
Because these languages are historically related, they share words in com-
mon; but those words may be pronounced very differently in each language.
Thus the word for “wolf” would have been lupus in Latin. In Spanish it is
lobo; in Italian it is lupo; in French it is loup; in Romanian it is lupu.

English is a branch of the Germanic languages. Thus there are many
words in English which are cognate with words in German, Dutch, and
the Scandinavian languages. In fact, one of the features that distinguishes
the Germanic languages as a group is their shared, cognate vocabulary.
Numbers, for example, are cognate.
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English: one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten, hundred

German: eins, zwei, drei, vier, fiinf, sechs, sieben, acht, neun, zehn,
hundert

Dutch: een, twee, drie, vier, vijf, zes, zeven, acht, negen, tien, honderd

Danish: en, to, tre, fire, fem, seks, syv, otte, ni, ti, hundrede

The Germanic languages also share words, for example, for “bear” and
“sea.” Compare the Germanic with the non-Germanic forms here to notice
the differences.

English, bear; German, Bdr, Danish, bjorn; but Latin ursus.
English, sea; German, See; Dutch, zee; Danish s6; but Latin mare and
Greek thalassa

The reconstruction of the Indo-European language families and, in par-
ticular, the ancient forms of the Germanic languages was one of the great
achievements of nineteenth-century linguistics. As this is a book about
the history of the English language, I will not be reviewing it. But many
standard textbooks of this history detail this fascinating and complex sub-
ject. Readers interested in learning more about Indo-European and the
techniques of linguistic reconstruction should look at Calvert Watkins, The
American Heritage Dictionary of Indo-European Roots.

We have no written record of the language of the original inhabitants
of the British Isles. By the time the Romans came to Britain and made it
part of their Empire (in the middle of the first century Bc), the land had
long been settled by Celtic speakers. The Romans brought Latin to their
colony. By the middle of the fifth century ADp, the Roman Empire was dis-
integrating, and the Romans were leaving Britain. Groups of Germanic-
speaking peoples came to Britain from the Continent, some to raid and
pillage, some to settle. By the late sixth century, these Germanic-speaking
peoples—most of whom were of the tribes known as the Angles and the
Saxons—were speaking a language that came to be known as Anglo-Saxon,
or what we call Old English. The Celtic-speaking inhabitants were pushed
to the peripheries of the islands. Thus, the modern Celtic languages have
survived on the edges of Britain: Gaelic in Ireland, Welsh in Wales, Cor-
nish in Cornwall, Erse in Scotland, and Manx on the Isle of Man. Some of
these Celtic languages are flourishing (Welsh and Gaelic); some are dead
(Manx, Cornish, Erse). But many place names and some particular Celtic
words were adopted by the Romans, kept by the Anglo-Saxons, and passed



down to modern English speakers. The word afon, for example, was the
Celtic word for river. There are several rivers in Britain called Avon (most
famously, the one with Stratford on it) because that was, quite simply, the
old name for river. The Thames is also a Celtic name. A few other Celtic
words survive in English: dun (“gray”), tor (“peak”), crag, and the word for a
lake, luh (which survives in Ireland as lough and in Scotland as loch).

Latin words came into the Germanic languages during the time of the
Empire. On the Continent, as well as in England to some extent, Germanic
tribespeople came in contact with the Romans, and certain words entered
their language. Such words survive, in various forms, in all the modern
Germanic languages. Thus the English word “street” goes back to the Latin
expression, via strata, meaning “a paved road.” The word has cognate forms
in all the Germanic languages, for the Romans built the roads and streets
that ran through villages and farms (the word also has cognate forms in
many other Indo-European languages, a larger legacy of Roman engineer-
ing). In the course of history, words came into English from later church
Latin, from Scandinavian languages, and (with the Norman Conquest) from
French. Part of the story of this book is the story of these loan words.

The earliest records of any Germanic language are in runes. Runic writ-
ing was a system that the early Germanic peoples developed for inscrib-
ing names and short texts on wood, bone, or stone. It was originally an
epigraphic script: that is, a way of writing on objects, not on parchment
or paper. No one is quite sure how runes originated, but it is clear that by
the fourth century Ap, Germanic peoples throughout Europe were writ-
ing their names as signs of ownership on objects. One of the earliest, and
perhaps the most famous, of such inscriptions went around the lip of a
golden drinking horn found in Denmark in the eighteenth century. The
inscription is from about the year 400 AD and is written in a form of Old
Norse (the horn has since been lost or destroyed). It reads, in a modern
transcription: “ek hlewagastir holtijar horna tawido.” Ek is cognate with Mod-
ern German ich (Old English ic), meaning “I.” Hlwewegastir is a way of writ-
ing the name Hlegest (the Old Scandinavian languages put an -r ending on
nouns in the nominative case). Holtijar means “of Holt.” Horna is the word
“horn.” Tawido means “I made.” It is cognate with the modern German
verb tun, meaning to do or make.

In Britain, runes were used to write the language of the Anglo-Saxons.
We have no sustained runic documents, however; what we do have are
inscriptions on crosses, art objects, headstones, and weapons. There is a
beautiful little ivory box in the British Museum with runic writing on it,
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probably from the early eighth century, telling part of a story about the
smith god of Northern mythology, Waeland. There is also a massive cross,
also probably from the eighth century, in Northern England on which is in-
scribed, in runes, part of a poem about Christ’s original cross. These runic
lines are also incorporated, in an updated version, into a tenth-century Old
English poem known as The Dream of the Rood (rood is the Old English
word for “cross,” and it still survives in some modern English contexts).

The earliest texts in Old English were written by scribes who learned the
Roman alphabet in the Catholic monasteries of Britain and the Continent.
They adapted the ways of writing Latin letters and Latin words to their
own language. They had to modify the writing somewhat, as there were
some sounds in Old English that did not occur in Latin. Sometimes they
borrowed the old runic letters to represent these sounds. Sometimes, they
made up new spellings from the Roman alphabet. Some of these very early
texts are comments or glosses on Latin manuscripts: an English scribe
sometimes wrote in his own words above a line of Latin, or along the mar-
gins of the text. On rare occasions, some of these scribes would write down
scraps of verse that had been circulating orally. Old English poetry, like all
early Germanic poetry, was probably composed by singers who might ac-
company themselves on a harp. Some of this poetry may have been around
for centuries before it came to be written down. Some of it may have been
written down soon after its composition. And some of it may have been
composed by literate poets themselves, perhaps in imitation of the oral
performance techniques of their predecessors.

Our first examples of Old English thus come from this transitional mo-
ment in British literary history: when singers sang accompanied by harps
and scribes were just beginning to write their lines in Roman alphabets in
manuscripts. It is with such a moment that I open my history of English.

I1



CHAPTER I

Caedmon Learns to Sing
Old English and the Origins of Poetry

SOME TIME IN THE SEVENTH CENTURY, probably between the years 657
and 680, a Yorkshire cowherd learned to sing. Social gatherings among
the peasantry were clearly common at the time. Often, laborers and herders
would gather in the evenings to eat and drink, and a harp would be passed
among them. But when the harp came to Caedmon, he could not sing.
Shamed by his inability, he avoided the gatherings, until one evening an
angel came to him in a vision. “Caedmon,” the angel called to him by name.
“Sing me something.” “I cannot,” replied the cowherd, “for I do not know
how to sing, and for that reason I left the gathering.” But the angel replied,
“Still, you can sing.” “Well, what shall I sing about?” replied Caedmon. “Sing
to me about the Creation of the world.” And so, miraculously, Caedmon
raised his voice and offered this song in the language of his time and place.

Nu scylun hergan hefaenricaes Uard,
Metudees maecti end his modgidanc,
uerc Uuldurfadur, sue he uundra gihuaes,
eci Dryctin, or anstelidee.

He arist scop aelda barnum

heben til hrofe, haleg Scepen;

tha middungeard moncynnas Uard

eci Dryctin, efter tiadze,

firum foldu, Frea allmectig.

[Now we shall praise heaven-kingdom’s Guardian,
the Creator's might, and his mind-thought,
the words of the Glory-father: how he, each of his wonders,
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the eternal Lord, established at the beginning.
He first shaped for earth’s children

heaven as a roof, the holy Creator.

Then a middle-yard, mankind’s Guardian,

the eternal Lord, established afterwards,

the earth for the people, the Lord almighty]

These nine lines, weird and wondrous though they may seem to us, make
up the earliest surviving poem in any form of the English language. It is
known today as Caedmon’s Hymn. All that we know of this poet comes from
a passage in a work by Bede, an English monk and historian who wrote his
History of the English Church and People in the first third of the eighth cen-
tury. Bede wrote in Latin, and Caedmon’s Hymn survives, in Old English, as
marginal annotations to the manuscripts of Bede’s work.

To understand what Caedmon did, and why his poem and his story were
so important throughout Anglo-Saxon England and beyond, we need to
understand the central features of Old English, its relationship to the older
Germanic languages, and the world in which this tongue emerged as a
vehicle for imaginative literature.

Old English was the vernacular spoken and written in England from the
period of the Anglo-Saxon settlements in the sixth century until the Nor-
man Conquest in 1066. It emerged as a branch of the Germanic languag-
es, a group of tongues spoken by the tribes of Northern Europe who had
developed their linguistic and cultural identity by the time of the Roman
Empire. These languages included Old Norse (the ancestor of the Scandi-
navian languages), Old High German (the ancestor of Modern German),
Old Frisian (related to modern Dutch), and Gothic (a form that had died out
completely by the end of the Middle Ages). The Germanic languages were
very different from the Latin of the Roman Empire. True, like Latin, they
had a highly developed inflectional system. Nouns were classed accord-
ing to declensions (where suffixes signaled case, number, and grammati-
cal gender); verbs were classed according to sets of conjugations (where
suffixes signaled person, number, and tense). But the Germanic languages
shared distinctive ways of creating new words and a grammatical system
unique among other European tongues. And each individual Germanic
language had its own system of pronunciation.

Old English shared with its Germanic compeers a system of word forma-
tion that built up compounds out of preexisting elements. Nouns could be
joined with other nouns, adjectives, or prefixes to form new words. Verbs
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could be compounded with prefixes or nouns to denote shades of mean-
ing. Thus a word like timber could receive the prefix be- to become betimber
(“to build”). Or an ordinary creature such as a spider could be called by the
compound gangelwefre, “the walking weaver.” Old English poetry is rife
with such noun compounds, known as “kennings.” Poets called the sea the
hron-rad (the road of the whale), or the swan-rad (the road of the swan). The
body was the ban-loca (the bone locker). When Anglo-Saxon writers needed
to translate a word from classical or church Latin, say, they would build up
new compounds based on the elements of that Latin word. Thus a word
such as grammatica, the discipline of literacy or the study of grammar itself,
would be expressed as stef-crefi: the craft of the staff, that is of the book-
staff or the individual marks that make up letters (the Old English word for
letter, boc-steef, is very similar to modern German Buchstab). A word like the
Latin superbia, meaning pride, came out in Old English as ofer-mod: over-
mood, or more precisely, too much of an inner sense of self. A word like
baptiserium (from a Greek word meaning to plunge into a cold bath) was
expressed in Old English by the noun ful-wiht: the first element, ful, means
full or brimming over; the second element, wiht, means at all or completely
(and is the ancestor of our word “whit”—not a whit, not at all).

Old English also shared with the other Germanic languages a system
of grammar. All of the other ancient European languages—Greek, Latin,
Celtic—could form verb tenses by adding suffixes to verb roots. In Latin,
for example, you could say “I love” in the present tense (amo), and “I will
love” in the future (amabo). In the Germanic languages, as in modern Eng-
lish, you would need a separate or helping verb to form the future tense.
In Old English, “I love” would be Ic lufige. But for the future tense, you
would have to say, Ic sceal lufian. This pattern is unique to the Germanic
languages. Unique, too, was a classification of verbs called “strong” and
“weak.” So-called strong verbs formed their past tense by a change in the
verb’s root vowel. Thus, in modern English, we have “I run” but “I ran”; “I
drink” but “I drank”; “I think” but “I thought.” But there were also so-called
weak verbs that formed their past tense simply by adding a suffix: “I walk”
but “I walked”; “I love” but “I loved.”

These are among the defining features of the Germanic languages, and
Old English had them all. But what Old English had in particular was its
own, distinctive sound. Modern scholars have been able to reconstruct the
sound of Old English by looking at spelling in manuscripts (scribes spelled
as they spoke, not according to a fixed pattern across Anglo-Saxon Eng-
land). But they have also been able to recover the sound of Old English

14 Caedmon Learns to Sing



by looking at early textbooks in Latin. The pronunciation of Church Latin
has remained very stable over the past thousand years. By comparing the
pronunciation of Latin words with Old English words in early textbooks,
scholars can learn how certain Old English sounds came out.

What was the sound of Old English? The first thing that strikes the mod-
ern English speaker are the consonants. Old English had a set of consonant
clusters, many of which have been lost or simplified in later forms of the
language. Thus the initial cluster fu-, as in the word fnastian (“sneeze”),
has become sn-. Initial hw- (as in hwet) has become wh- (“what”). Initial
hl- (as in hlud) has become simply - (“loud”). Initial hr- (hring) has be-
come r- (“ring”). Unlike the other Germanic languages (except Old Norse),
Old English had voiced and unvoiced interdental consonants (the sounds
represented by the Modern English spelling th). These were represented
by the letters p (called “thorn”) and & (called “edth”) taken from the older
Germanic runic system of writing. Such sounds did not exist in Latin or
the Romance languages, and thus Anglo-Saxon scribes had to borrow letter
forms from the runic alphabet in order to represent such sounds not avail-
able in the Roman alphabet (other sounds that distinguished Old English
from Latin were the e, or “@sch,” a sound akin to the vowel in the modern
American pronunciation of “cat,” and the sound of the w, often written
with a runic letter known as a “wynn”).

So what did Caedmon do? He took the traditional Germanic habits of
word formation, the grammar, and the sound of his own Old English and
used them as the basis for translating Christian concepts into the Anglo-
Saxon vernacular. England had only recently been converted to Christianity
by the time Caedmon composed his Hymn (missionaries had arrived in the
sixth century; monasteries were well established by the middle of the sev-
enth). The older Germanic poetic forms of expression—shaped to pagan
myth and earthly experience—had to be adapted for the new faith.

Caedmon took the many older Germanic words for lord, ruler, or divinity
and applied them to the Christian God. Uard (pronounced “ward”) means
guardian or warden, and it was the word used to describe the temporal lord
of a people. Metud comes from the Old English metan, to mete out. Lord-
ship is an act of gift giving in old Germanic cultures, and the image of God
as a kind of gift giver seeks to translate a familiar social figure into a new
Christian idiom. Uuldurfadur is a compound made up of words meaning
glory and father, and thus illustrates the technique of noun compounding
in the Old English poetic vocabulary. Dryctin is the word used for a political
ruler in Old English society. It is cognate with other Germanic words for
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king or lord (for example, the Scandinavian word Drott, or king). Scepen
literally means shaper; creation here is an act of shaping (compare the Old
English word for a poet, scop, also a shaper). Frea was an old Germanic god
(compare the Old Norse figure Freyr), whose name means “excellence,”
or “bloom.” Here, we have an old pagan name appropriated into a new
devotional world.

Caedmon’s Hymn is full of special compounds illustrating how the tech-
niques of Old English verse were adapted to Christian contexts. We are
asked to praise not only God’s work but his modgidanc, what was going on
in his mind. Old English mod becomes our word “mood,” and really means
“temper,” or “quality of mind.” Moncynnes are the kin of men, a transpar-
ent compound; but middungeard is deceptive. True, it means simply “the
middle yard,” but it is the term used in Germanic mythology to denote
the place between the realm of the gods and the world of the dead. Com-
pare the Old Norse Midgard (or, for that matter, J. R. R. Tolkien’s imagined
“Middle Earth”) and one sees Caedmon reaching back to shared Germanic
mythology to articulate a Christian world for newly converted believers.
So, too, the idiom “heben til hrofe,” to put a roof on heaven, looks back
to the Germanic creation myths, where the gods built halls and roofed
their dwellings. The most famous of such stories shows up in Snorri Stur-
lusson’s Old Norse Edda, written in the mid-twelfth century, where the
gods begin by establishing Midgard and building Valhalla, the hall of those
killed in battle.

But the text of Caedmon’s Hymn I have quoted here reveals something
more than mythic roots. Old English was a language full of regional dia-
lects, and like all places full of dialect variation, Anglo-Saxon England had
a politics of language choice. Depending on where and when it was written
and spoken, the language differed in pronunciation, spelling, and the par-
ticulars of noun and verb endings. Caedmon and Bede lived in the north
of England, north of the Humber River, and their dialect was thus called
Northumbrian. This was the original dialect of the Hymn, and the form in
which I have quoted it here. This form is preserved in the earliest surviving
text of the poem—a copy written into the margins of a manuscript of Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History, datable to 737. But the seats of Anglo-Saxon learning
were to move soon afterward. Viking raids in the north stripped many
monasteries of books and monks. Regional courts and new churches were
being established elsewhere, especially in East Anglia. The Anglian dialect
of Old English developed in the eighth and ninth centuries, and many of
its distinctive forms survive in the great poems of the Anglo-Saxon age (in
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particular Beowulf), leading modern scholars to surmise that these poems
were originally composed in that area. By the last decades of the ninth cen-
tury, power was moving to the south. King Alfred (who would come to be
known as “the Great”) consolidated his rule at Winchester, in southwestern
England, and the dialect of that region was known as West-Saxon.

The West-Saxon dialect emerged as something of a standard Old English
by the early tenth century. It was the dialect of King Alfred, and thus had
the imprimatur of one of England’s leading rulers. King Alfred brought
scholars and linguists to his court at Winchester in order to produce manu-
scripts of classical literature and philosophy and also translate them into
Old English. Thus, many of our major Old English manuscripts appear in
the West-Saxon dialect. In fact, when Bede’s Ecclesiastical History was trans-
lated into Old English, Alfred’s scholars put it into West-Saxon—and in
the process, they transformed Caedmon’s Hymn from its original Northum-
brian into West-Saxon (many manuscripts of the Hymn therefore have it in
the West-Saxon dialect). This is what the poem looks like in West-Saxon:

Nu sculon herigean heofonrices Weard,
Meotodes meahte ond his modgepanc,
weorc Wuldorfaeder, swa he wundra gehwaes,
ece Drihten, or onstealde.

He @rest sceop eordan bearnum

heofon to hrofe, halig Scyppend;

pa middangeard moncynnes Weard,

ece Drihten, after teode,

firum foldan, Frea &lmihtig.

In this form, the poem’s words will clearly be more recognizable to a mod-
ern English-speaking reader. Instead of the w’s and uu’s, there are recog-
nizable w’s. The noun form of heaven in line 6 (heofon) looks and would
sound more familiar than the Northumbrian heben. The -th- sound sig-
naled by the letter p in the word modgepanc reminds us that at the heart
of this compound is the verb “to think.” The phrase “heofon to hrofe,” liter-
ally, to roof heaven, is more transparent to modern eyes and ears than the
Northumbrian “heben til hrofe” (the preposition til still means “to” in the
Scandinavian languages). Finally, the West-Saxon translator has given us a
far more familiar word in the phrase “eordan bearnum,” than did Caedmon
himself in the Northumbrian version. In West-Saxon, it is the children of
earth; in Northumbrian it is the children of men, using a word, elde, that
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has passed out of usage (though in both we can see in the word bearnum
the ancestor of the word bairn, still popular in Scotland for “child”).

Even this cursory look at West-Saxon shows how indebted our modern
English is to this dialect. It emerged as a written form in court and schools;
by the eleventh century, it was the mandated standard for many monastic
students and scribes—regardless of what region they came from, they had
to write in West-Saxon. But it is also important to recognize that other dia-
lects had forms that filtered into what would become modern English. A
good example is the sound of certain vowels before the letter -1.

West-Saxon had a phenomenon that linguists call “breaking,” where a
vowel sound /a/ became a diphthong before | + another consonant. Thus
the modern word “old” would have been spelled and pronounced eald;
“cold” would have been ceald. In the Anglian dialect, this breaking did not
occur; thus “old,” and “cold” are ald, and cald. These are the forms that,
through later sound changes, become our modern English words. Many
other such examples illustrate how different dialects contributed to the mix
of later Middle and Modern English, but, more significantly, they illustrate
how a “standard” form of a language in one period did not necessarily gen-
erate the “standard” form of the language in later periods.

Old English dialects were also influenced by contact with other lan-
guages. In the north of England, the Scandinavian influence was promi-
nent, in part because of continued raids and settlement patterns by Vi-
kings and later Danish political groups. Northumbrian Old English came
to use the Scandinavian sounds of /k/ and /sk/ for the sounds /tf/ and
/J/ in other dialects. Thus, words like “church” (Old English cirice) became
kirk; ship became skip. One can chart patterns of settlement and dialect
boundaries by place names. The Old English word for a harbor was wic
(pronounced “wich”). Towns such as Ipswich, Harwich, and Norwich, for
example, reflect that pronunciation. But in the North, that word would
have been pronounced wik: thus, towns such as Berwick, or Wick itself, in
modern Scotland.

So, the story of Caedmon’s Hymn tells us many things: it illustrates how
early English poets were adapting the traditional forms of Germanic verbal
expression to newer Christian concepts. It tells us about the varieties of
dialects in the Anglo-Saxon period. And it tells us, more generally, about
the Anglo-Saxon literary imagination and its techniques.

Old English poetry, like all the poetry of the early Germanic peoples,
was not written in rhyming lines; it was alliterative. The metrical pat-
tern of each line was determined by the number of strong stresses in the
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line. Poetry in the Romance languages (French, Italian, and so on) and in
Modern English depends on the number of syllables in each line (iambic
pentameter, for example, has five feet, each foot made up of a weak and a
strong stress, for a total of ten syllables per line). In Old English (and the
other old Germanic languages) what mattered was only how many strong
stresses each line had (from two to four). And the stressed syllables alliter-
ated with each other: that is, they all had to begin with the same consonant
or vowel (for the purposes of poetry, any vowels could alliterate on any
other). In Caedmon’s Hymn, we can see how alliteration governs each line:
notice the repeated h- words in the first line, the repeated m-words in the
second, the repeated w-words in the third, the repeated opening vowels in
the fourth, and so on. The number of syllables varies from line to line, but
the strong stresses in each line carry the rhythm through.

These patterns of alliteration also contributed to the formulaic quality
of Old English poetry. Each poet drew on a traditional stock of formulas,
that is, combinations of words that could be used over and over again to
fit into alliterative patterns but that also contributed to the traditional feel
of the verse. A good example of formulaic verse comes from the poem
Beowulf. Early on, the narrator announces how the king, Scyld Scefing,
could command his men so that they would obey him from even across
the sea: “ofer hron-rade hyran scolde,” literally, they should obey him over
the whale-road. A little later in the poem, the scene shifts to the court
of Hrothgar, which has been attacked by the monster Grendel. Hrothgar
sends out over the sea for a hero who can help him: “ofer swan-rade secean
wolde,” literally, he desired to seek (someone) over the swan-road. There
must have been a kind of verbal template for expressing travel across the
sea in metaphorical ways: ofer X-rade. The X would be filled in by a word
that alliterated with the other stressed words in the line. And the sound
of both of these lines (separated in the poem by 190 lines) is remarkably
similar, as if a larger formulaic expression that covered the whole line was
being carefully tailored to each narrative situation.

Together with alliteration and formulaic phrasing, Old English poetry
used patterns of repetition, echo, and interlacement to create powerfully
resonant blocks of verse. There is an aesthetic quality to this poetry, a qual-
ity of intricate word weaving that moves the reader, or the listener, through
the narrative or descriptive moment. In fact, one of the expressions used
for making poetry in Old English was wordum wrixlan—to weave togethér
words. There was a fabric of language for the Anglo-Saxons, a patterning of
sounds and sense that matched the intricate patterning of their visual arts:
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serpentine designs and complex interlocking geometric forms in manu-
script illumination or in metalwork are the visual equivalents of the inter-
lace patterns of the verse.

Caedmon’s Hymn seems to come out of nowhere. We have nothing be-
fore it, no trials of awkward translators, no half-baked blocks of lines to
illustrate the early history of English versification. It is clear that Anglo-Sax-
ons had to have been making poetry long before Caedmon. And, whether
or not we believe the miracle that Bede describes, Caedmon’s Hymn is a
miraculous piece of literature.

But so is much of Old English poetry, and the miraculous quality of
the Hymn is something that many other poems share. Old English verse
is constantly calling attention to the remarkably wrought quality of the
things of this world. Take, for example, the group of poems known as the
Anglo-Saxon Riddles. Over ninety of these short poems survive in a single
manuscript, known as the Exeter Book, probably put together around the
year 1000. Just about everything in the world is covered by the Exeter Book
Riddles, from natural phenomena (wind, sun, moon, fire, water), to earthly
animals and plants (fish, oyster, chickens, oxen, trees, onions, leeks), to
human artifacts (shield, key, anchor, bread, book, plow, sword, helmet).
Taken in tandem, the Riddles constitute a coliocation of all creation: an as-
sembly of puzzles whose individual answers contribute to an understand-
ing of the world and the ambiguities of linguistic experience.

The riddles take vernacular literacy as their theme, as they illustrate how
a knowledge of the word leads to a knowledge of the world, and in turn,
how the world itself remains a book legible to the learned. One of these
riddles, for example, is about a book. Told in the first person, it begins by
recounting how a thief ripped off flesh and left skin, treated the skin in
water, dried it in the sun, and then scraped it with a metal blade. Fingers
tolded it, the joy of the bird (that is, the feather) was dipped in the wood-
stain from a horn (that is, the ink in an inkwell), and left tracks on the
body. Wooden boards enclose it, laced with gold wire. “Frige hweet ic hatte,”
ask what I am called, it concludes. It is a book, but no mere volume. It is
made up, sequentially, of all other parts of creation. The natural world and
human artifice come together here to reveal the book as a kind of cosmos,
and in turn, to demonstrate that the book contains all knowledge. “Gif
min bearn wera brucan willad, / hy beod gesundran and by sigefaestran . ..”
(“If the children of men will use me, they will be the healthier and the
more victorious”). That health and victory, however, is not simply bodily
or martial, but spiritual. This is a book of creation itself, a great Bible no
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doubt, bound with glittering ornament: “forpon me gliwedon / wretlic
weorc smipa” (“on me there glistens the remarkable work of smiths”).

That Old English word wretlic appears again and again in the riddles
to illustrate how even the most mundane of objects can seem remarkable.
In one riddle, a hen and a rooster together appear as a “wretlic twa,” a re-
markable twosome. In another, a “wretlic” thing hangs by a man’s thigh.
Pierced in the front, it is stiff and hard. It has a good place when the man
lifts up his garment to set it in its proper hole. It is ... a key. But it, of
course, is also not a key. Such an object is wretlic in the eye of the poetic
beholder, whose double entendre can make this household object seem
proudly phallic (much as the riddler elsewhere makes the leek or the sword
similarly tumescent; or as the riddle on bread rising in a bowl comes to
resemble a pregnant woman’s swelling womb).

The Riddles are not just exercises of poetic virtuosity or schoolroom
prurience. They lie at the heart of the Old English literary aesthetic. Look
at a Riddle on the bookworm.

Modde word fraet. Me paet puhte

wraetlicu wyrd, pa ic peet wundor gefraegn,
bzt se wyrm forswealg wera gied sumes,
beof in pystro, prymfaestne cwide

ond pes strangan stapol. Stelgiest ne waees
wihte py gleawra, pe he pam wordum swealg.

[A moth ate words. It seemed to me

A remarkable occurrence, that [ should speak about this wonder,
That the worm (a thief in the night), should swallow

His glorious song, and their strong place. That thieving guest
Was no whit the wiser, when he had swallowed the word.]

The Riddle begins with a deceptively simple statement, and a comment
that this action seems a “wretlicu wyrd,” a remarkable event. Wretlic here
describes neither a wrought object nor a curiosity of creation but rather
a strange juxtaposition of the work of nature and of human hands. The
word wyrd can mean something as neutral as “event” or “occurrence,” but
it also means fate, fortune, or destiny (it is the origin of our word “weird,”
and shows up, in its Old English sense, as late as Shakespeare’s Macbeth,
whose Weird Sisters are not simply odd but prophetic). This, then, is both
a strange event and a remarkable fate: strange, that the writings of man
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should have as their destiny the bowels of an insect. Reading is ingestion—
an image central to the monastic tradition of learning, where ruminatio
connoted the act of chewing over and digesting words as they were read,
much as a cow might ruminate its cud. Double meanings are everywhere
in this little poem: the “thief in the night” evokes not just a buggy eater but
apocalypse itself. The day of the Lord, wrote St. Paul, comes as a thief in
the night (1 Thessalonians 5:2; 2 Peter 3:10). The destruction of the page is
a terrible thing, especially in a world where writing was a holy project. Not
even the great stronghold of binding thread can withstand the mouth of
this moth. And yet, for all its eating, this creature is no wiser for the words
it swallows.

The bookworm represents a kind of spiritual illiteracy: ingesting the
word does little good. How different is the world of Caedmon’s Hymn. Re-
call now the setting of his story. It is a gathering of men after a day of work,
what the Latin of Bede’s History calls a convivio, a banquet, but what the
Old English translator of King Alfred’s day renders as a gebeorscipe: a beer-
ship, a drinking party. This scene of poetic making, like so many similar
scenes throughout Western literature, takes place at a site of ritual eating
and drinking. Think of the great poetic performances in Homer’s Odys-
sey, where the feast is the occasion for a local bard to sing. Think of the
opening of Virgil's Aeneid, where a harper comes to Dido’s palace to sing
about creation. Think about Beowulf, where Hrothgar commands his poet
to entertain his men at their feast:

paer was hearpan sweg,

swutol sang scopes. Szegde se pe cupe

frumsceaft fira feorran reccan,

cwaed bzt se Almihtiga eordan worhte... .

[There was the sway of the harp,

Sweetly sang the scop. He, who was able to relate about it, told
About the creation of men from far back in time,

He said that the Almighty wrought the earth... . ]

The subject matter of this scop’s performance seems the same as that
of Caedmon’s Hymn—and in a way, the same as that of the Riddles. All of
creation, whether in its whole or in its many parts, preoccupies the Anglo-
Saxon poet. And whether the scene is one of heroic banqueting or barnyard
beer drinking or bookworm nibbling, bringing some sustenance into the
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mouth provokes the performance of words out of the mouth. The little
Riddle on the bookmoth offers up, in brilliantly condensed form, a kind of
comic commentary on the spiritual and heroic traditions of Caedmon and
Beowulf. Taken together, these are all lessons in the arts of language: a word
that comes ultimately from the Latin lingua, meaning “tongue.” Old Eng-
lish poetry is always word of mouth—not simply because it was performed
orally but also because its controlling metaphors and messages reveal the
power of the mouth to shape a sound and give life to letters.

Caedmon’s Hymn and Bede’s account of its performance hold a larger
truth: that all words are miraculous, that we are always translating from
one tongue to another, whether it be from the Latin of the scholar to the
Old English of the bard, or from the Northumbrian of the cowherd to the
West-Saxon of the king. Over three hundred years separate Caedmon’s
Hymn from the Riddles of the Exeter Book. But during those three cen-
turies, a literature flourished in a language most of us can barely parse
today. And whether we are looking at the opening of Anglo-Saxon literary
culture or its close, the concern always is with the creation of the world, the
origins of things, and the first words of poetry. Frumsceaft: this is the Old
English word for Creation. In the Old English translation of Bede’s Latin,
this is what the angel commands of Caedmon: “Sing me frumsceaft.” See
in it now the habits of the old Germanic wordsmiths, who would make up
terms rather than borrow them. Frum means origin or beginning. Sceaft is
the shaping. It comes from the same old root as the Old English word for
poet, scop, the shaper of words. My history of English thus begins with a
return to those first shapers, who would move their mouths, as we must
do, around strange sounds, to make the voices of creation live again. And
to my readers who have started this book, I would advise them: be not like
the bookmoth, who ingests the word but does not know. Read well, and ru-
minate—like cow or cowherd Caedmon—so that you may sing with me.
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CHAPTER 2

From Beowulf to Wulfstan
The Language of Old English Literature

THE SONG OF THE ANGLO-SAXON scop sounded for six centuries. From
Caedmon, through Beowulf, to the monastic scribes who copied down the
legacy of poetry well into the twelfth century, Old English alliterative forms
and formulae filled halls and cloisters with their sound. The techniques of
that poetry could be applied to any subject matter: Germanic myths, Chris-
tian Creation stories, acts of martyrs, Old Testament narratives, current
political conditions. Biblical characters, at times, take on the quality of old
Germanic heroes. At other times, figures out of the past seem remarkably
like contemporary scholars. How does Old English literature refract the
inheritance of pagan myth and Christian doctrine; how does it give voice
to a unique perspective on the world and the imagination?

These questions can be asked of the whole range of Anglo-Saxon liter-
ary life. Not only Beowulf worked according to oral-formulaic patterns and
alliterative meter. Poems such as Genesis, Exodus, and Daniel deployed the
forms and diction of Old English verse, even when the subject may have
seemed far removed from the heroic hall. In Daniel, strikingly, the hand-
writing on the wall that signals the end of the Babylonian kingdom appears,
not in Hebrew but in reddened runes—as if the Anglo-Saxon poet needed
to imagine an arresting, enigmatic form of writing and turned to the an-
cient Germanic system of epigraphy. In the Dream of the Rood, the figure
of Christ on the cross comes off as nothing less than a familiar warrior.
Ongeyrede hine pa geone Heele—peet wees God eelmihtig—strang and stidmod.
“Then the young hero disrobed himself—that was God almighty—strong
and resolute.” Christ is stidmod, assured in that mod that is so central to the
Anglo-Saxon inner life. Even half a century after the Norman Conquest,
poets could still conjure up the formulae of heroism, understanding, travel,
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fear, and worship. The poem known as Durham, composed in the first de-
cade of the twelfth century, celebrates the northern English city and the
church there, and its words evoke the scope of human and divine creation
in distinctivefy Old English terms.

And der gewexen is wudafeestern micel;
wuniad in dem wycum wilda deor monige,
in deope dalum deora ungerim.

[And there has also grown up [around the city] a fast enclosing woods;
in that place dwell many wild animals,
countless animals in deep dales.]

The great wood stands outside the city much like the forest that encroaches
on Hrothgar’s hall—and yet, here in the Christian country, woods are filled
not with the monsters of the night but with the uncounted animals of
God’s creation.

The formulae, alliterative patterns, and vocabulary terms concatenate
to impress us with a consistency of poetic diction over many centuries.
Even in Anglo-Saxon prose, that diction reappears. Translations commis-
sioned by King Alfred in the late ninth century, or sermons written by
Bishop Zlfric and Bishop Wulfstan in the early eleventh, strike us not just
with words but with rhythm. A good deal of this prose seems to scan, to
alliterate, to flow almost like poetry: Zfter dan de Augustinus to Engla lande
becom wees sum ®dele cyning, Oswold gehaten, on Nordhymbra lande, gelyfed
swype on God (“After St. Augustine came to England, there was a noble
king, named Oswald, in Northumbria, who believed deeply in God”). Some
modern scholars have dubbed this a “rhythmical prose,” and have argued
that the line between the metrical and the prosaic was not as clear as in
our time (some modern editions of Zlfric’s homilies even lineate it as if it
were verse). Whatever the relationship among the forms, one cannot but
be struck by resonances between the elegiac oratory of the scop and the
exhortations of the bishop.

Old English literary diction lives in nouns and adjectives. The ken-
nings and the synonyms at work in Caedmon’s Hymn or in the Exeter
Book Riddles are the building blocks of literary expression. Relying on
specialized knowledge and fitting into metrical and alliterative formu-
lae, the word hoard of Anglo-Saxon poetry challenges the modern read-
er. Some of the most evocative of terms appear only once in the entire
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body of the verse. A beautiful example appears when Beowulf returns
to Hygelac’s court: he presents the king with the rewards he had re-
ceived, including four horses that are @ppel-fealuwe, apple-fallow. Other
words seem so technical that they must come from a professional expe-
rience that few would share. A case in point is the runic inscription at
Balthazzar’s feast in Daniel that appears in baswe bocstafas, reddened or
purple letters—the word basu (the nominative form of baswe) shows up
in learned glosses to translate the Latin terms for the color derived from
the Mediterranean mollusk associated with the dyes of ancient Phoeni-
cia. Some Old English words, too, came from the necessity of translation.
Rather than borrowing words from Latin, the Anglo-Saxon translators
would often use familiar terms in new ways. Thus, in the translation of
Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy (a product of King Alfred’s circle),
the Latin philosophical term fortuna becomes the Old English wyrd. In
the translations of the Latin bible, a word such as discipulus (“disciple”)
finds its rendering in nothing less than a poetic-seeming kenning: leorn-
ingeniht, a knight of learning.

But the language of Old English literature consists of more than words.
Patterns of syntax, rhetorical forms, and structural devices blur the line
between grammar and style, between the ways in which you have to speak
and the ways in which you want to speak. Because meaning in an Old Eng-
lish sentence was determined largely by the case endings appended to the
words, the order of those words could be more flexible than in, say, Modern
English. But there were many constraints on that order. In poetry, lines had
to alliterate and scan, influencing the sequencing of words. Anglo-Saxon
prose, at first glance, seems to pose fewer such constraints. But the fact
was that many works of prose were translations from Latin originals, and
the word order patterns of the vernacular often mimed those of the Latin.
Problems, too, occur for modern readers confronted with a limited num-
ber of little words. Many such words did double duty in Old English. The
word pa (or da), for example, could mean both “when” and “then.” Der (or
deer) could mean both “where” and “there.” The definite article was used
as the relative pronoun (the phrase se mon se would need to be translated
as “the man who”). Sometimes, especially in poetry, that definite article
would just be dropped.

All these conditions make it hard for modern readers to translate
Old English texts. But they also made it possible for poets, sermoniz-
ers, translators, and teachers to find their distinctive voices in the ma-
nipulations of a sentence. Many have found in Beowulf such a distinctive
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voice; many have found it, too, in Archbishop Wulfstan. Indeed, one of
the earliest surviving manuscripts of Wulfstan’s famous Sermon to the
English (the Sermo Lupi ad Anglos) may well have been corrected in the
bishop’s own hand. Amidst the anonymities of scops and scribes, some
individuality emerges.

But the most famous individual of all Old English literature is with-
out language at all. The monster Grendel, in Beowulf, never speaks. He
seems shorn of language itself, capable only of cries. Perhaps this is the
reason for his anger at the Danes when, at the poem’s opening, he lies
in wait to strike at Hrothgar’s hall. When he hears the sweet song of the
scop, he is, in J. R. R. Tolkien’s memorable interpretation, “maddened by
the sound of harps.” Who is this creature lurking in the shadows? He
emerges, at first, only by epithets and adjectives. He is se ellen-gest, the
bold spirit (86a), the feond on helle, the hellish fiend (101b), se grimma
geest, the grim spirit (102b). Only after this string of descriptions is he
finally named:

Waes se grimma gaest Grendel haten,
mare mearc-stapa, se pe moras heold,
fen ond faesten; fifel-cynnes eard
won-s&li wer weardode hwile,
sipdan him Scyppend forscrifen hafde
in Caines cynne— pone cwealm gewraec
ece Drihten, pas pe he Abel slog.
(102-8)

[The grim spirit was called Grendel,

well-known walker in the border lands, he who held to the moors,
the fen and the fastness; the home of the race of monsters

the miserable creature occupied for a while,

ever since the Lord had condemned him

as one of the descendants of Cain—the one whom

the eternal lord condemned to death, because he slew Abel.]

This passage tells us much about the monster, but it also tells us much
about the Old English language. We get a mix of Christian and German-
ic, of bible and myth. Grendel descends from Cain’s kin, from a race of
fratricides. He is condemned by God. The biblical names here—Cain and
Abel—seem to float like linguistic interlopers on the old familiar diction of
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belief. From that diction are the words word Scyppend and Drihten, drawn
from the Germanic terms for creator and ruler. There are, too, the brilliant
kennings, compounds that distill a set of actions or conditions into single
terms. A word like won-seli, for example, brings together two opposing
elements into an evocation of despair: won, meaning dark, black, or empty
(our Modern English word “wan”); seli, blessed, holy (still, in Modern
German, selig). Grendel is a won-seeli wer, a being empty of blessedness.
He inhabits the empty places of the northern European landscape, places
called by words that have remained unchanged for a thousand years: fen,
moor, march, fastness.

But there is also a different kind of word here. The word forscrifen is a
calque: a bit-by-bit, or morpheme-by-morpheme translation of the Latin
word proscribere. This Latin term originally meant “to write about”: pro
(“for,” or “about”) + scribere (the verb “to write”). It came to connote the act
of making things known, of publicly recording names or actions. Eventu-
ally, it meant to outlaw or, as Modern English adopted it, “proscribe,” by
writing a person’s name in a public list. Readers and writers of Old English
took this word and translated it in pieces: the prefix for- translates the Latin
pro-; the verb scrifan translates scribere. Grendel has been outlawed from
the book of life.

Calques were a means of adding to the language’s vocabulary without
bringing in new loan words. As we saw in Caedmon’s Hymn, the tradi-
tional means of building up the old Germanic lexicon was to rely on native
words used in new compounds or new ways. More than just a pedantic
interest of the linguist, the calque is, for early English, a lens through
which we can read the appropriation of a Latin, Christian inheritance into
a vernacular idiom. In this way, they share in the larger Anglo-Saxon liter-
ary habit of renaming. In Caedmon’s Hymn, the movement of the poem
comes from its string of new names for the divinity. So, too, in Beowulf,
renaming is the engine that drives poetry. Grendel has many names, as
we have seen. Here are some others: pyrs (monster), eoten (giant), gastbona
(soul-slayer), weel-geest (murderous spirit). But more than monsters get
their fill of terms. There are myriad words for men: beorn, guma, heled,
rinc, wer, man, secg, ceorl. Do these words have specific registers or con-
notations, or are they merely terms conveniently slipped into metered
patterns in order to alliterate? Is there a difference between this range
of simple words and the more complex compounds that seem obviously
part of the poetic lexicon: headulac (battle-play), gifstol (throne), himrceald
(rime-cold), and so on? Or just look, for example, at a glossary of any
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Beowulf edition to find an entire léxicography of death: wel (death, slaugh-
ter), weel-bed (death bed), wel-bend (deadly bond), wel-bleat (deadly), weeel-
dead (deadly death), wel-dreor (the blood of death), wel-fehd (deadly feud),
weel-fag (death stained), weel-fus (death ready), wel-fyllo (pile of the dead),
weel-seax (deadly knife).

What emerges from these lists is the texture of Old English literary
diction. But did the Anglo-Saxon man or woman really talk like this?
What is the relationship between a literary lexicon and the words of
everyday speech? Can we recover something of the idiom of culture
from this heightened diction, or must we turn elsewhere for the talk
of people?

There are some sources for that kind of talk. Early in the eleventh cen-
tury, Bishop Zelfric of Eynsham (c. 955-1020) composed a Colloquy de-
signed to enhance his students’ command of Latin syntax and vocabulary.
About a generation after Zlfric composed it, someone (probably one of his
disciples) added an Old English interlinear gloss. This interlinear transla-
tion offers valuable evidence for something like the everyday vernacular
at the close of the Anglo-Saxon period. In the Colloguy each student plays
a role, taking on the voices of particular professions, crafts, or callings,
and the master asks each in turn just what they do and how they do it.
Much like the Riddles of the Exeter Book, everything is here (the hunter
and his animals, the fisherman and his fish, the fowler and his birds,
and so on), and for the English-speaking student such a text assembles a
vocabulary of experience. “Hwat wille 3e sprecan?” What do you want to
talk about? asks the teacher, and he asks again, in phrasing that reveals
both the colloquial idiom of this colloquy and the daily facts of medieval
school life: “Wille beswungen on leornunge?” Do you want to be flogged
into learning? Granted, these lines are translations of a Latin original,
but from them emerge the flavor of speech, not just of vocabulary but of
syntax, too. Take, for example, the episode where one student takes on the
role of hunter.

Canst pu @nig ping?

Znne creft ic cann.

Hwylcne?

Hunta ic eom. z
Hwees?

Cincges.

Hu begeast pu creft pinne?
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Ic brede me max and sette hiz on stowe gehappre, and getihte
hundas mine pzt wildeor hiz ehton, oppzt hig becuman to pam net-
tan unforsceawodlice and pat hig swa beon begrynodo, and ic ofslea
hig on pam maxum.

[Do you know how to do anything?

[ have one occupation (literally, I am able to do one craft).

What?

[ am a hunter.

Whose?

The king's.

How do you perform your occupation?

I weave myself a net and set it in a convenient place, and I urge my
dogs to pursue the wild animals until they come unsuspectingly into
that net and they become ensnared in it and I kill them in the net.]

The first verb of the exchange, cunnon means not simply “can,” but to have
skill of something. Here, it is really, “can you do any thing,” or what skill do
you have. In the single words of interrogation lie the grammatical markers
of gender and case: Hwyclne, what kind of thing (masculine, singular, accu-
sative); hwes, whose (masculine, singular, genitive). And when the student
answers cincges, “the king’s,” we realize that the answering of a question
asked in the genitive case must similarly be in the genitive case.

But there is more than grammar here. Just listen to the student describe
the method of hunting. Plecto mihi retia he begins in the Latin, I weave a
net for myself. But in the Old English, “Ic brede me max,” really comes off
as, “I weave me a net.” You can hear the archaism, or what may be now
the regionalism, in that phrase—a realization that the reflexive in what we
think of as uneducated modern usage is not uneducated at all; it is but the
survival of a past form of English.

Composed as it was for students in a monastery, Zlfric’s Colloquy did
more than teach vocabulary or syntax. It had a doctrinal purpose and an alle-
gorical flavor. How can a Christian student not find spiritual meaning in the
story of the hunter who sets out his net for unsuspecting game? Zefric’s are
lessons in preparedness, in avoiding what may be well foreseen. Elsewhere
the Anglo-Saxon monastic student takes on the role of fisherman.

Wylt pu fon sumne hweal?
Nic.
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Forhwi? .

Forpam plyhtlic pinc hit ys gefon hwel. Gebeorlicre ys me faran
to ea mid scype mynan, panne faran mid manegum scypum on hun-
tunge hranes.

[Would you catch a whale?

No

Why?

Because it is a dangerous thing to catch a whale. It is safer for
me to go to the river with my boat than to go with many boats hunt-
ing whales.]

It is a dangerous thing to catch a whale. Leviathan may lurk for any fool-
ish Jonah, much as Satan’s snares may lurk for the unforsceawodlice stu-
dent. How could a student not see in the word unforsceawodlice—literally,
“unforseeingly”—the sense of everything that lurks to take us? This word
is also a calque, as it translates the Colloquy’s Latin word inprovise. In, or
im, is the Latin negative prefix; pro means concerning or about; vise comes
from visus, seeing. Translate it bit-by-bit and you get un + for + seeing.

The unforeseen is everywhere in Beowulf, from Grendel’s first appear-
ance, to the vengeful visit of his mother, to the final waking of the dragon.
The poem operates through a vocabulary of anticipation, vision, light, and
darkness. At the heart of the word unforsceawodlice is the verb sceawian, to
look at, see, behold (it is the origin of our modern word “show”). But if
there is a great deal that is unseen in the poem, there is much at which its
men stare. They look with awe at Grendel’s arm, severed and hung from
Heorot's roof (wundor sceawian; hand sceawedon). They stare at the hor-
rors of the lake that holds his mother (weras sceawedon). Hrothgar looks
closely at the runically inscribed hilt Beowulf recovers from that lake (hylt
sceawode). Everyone is looking, so it seems, for a sign.

And so, when Hrothgar's men awaken early in the poem, they behold
the horror of Grendel’s night visit.

da waes on uhtan mid erdege
Grendles gudcreft gumum undyrne
ba weas after wiste wop up ahafen
micel morgensweg.
(126-29a)
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[Then it was a dawn, early in the day,

Grendel’s warcraft revealed to men;

then it was, after the feasting, weeping rose up,
a great morning-sound.]

The gore is undyrne, literally “not secret.” It is not simply dawn but uht, that
special time in Anglo-Saxon literature when the mist still clings and the
sun has not fully risen. There is no modern English equivalent to this evoc-
ative poetic word (even though, when the Anglo-Saxon Catholics sought
vernacular terms for the canonical hours, they came up with uht-sang for
“matins”). On such a frosty morning, the speaker of the poem known as
The Wanderer must tell his story:

Oft ic sceolde ana uhtna gehwylce
mine ceare cwipan.

[Often I have had to speak of my cares,
at each and every dawn.]

But while Grendel's damage may be clear to Hrothgar’s men, the order
of their actions is unclear to modern readers. Do we have two independent
clauses: “Then in the dawn . .. ; then there arose ...”? Or, do we have a
correlative construction: “When in the dawn, then there arose”? In prose,
such a distinction could be clearly made with word order. The pattern pa
+ subject + verb indicated a conditional or subordinate clause: when such
and such happened. The pattern pa + verb + subject indicated a determina-
tive or an independent clause: then such and such happened. This pattern
shows up, to great rhetorical effect, in one of the most famous pieces of
Old English prose, King Alfred’s letter to his bishops on the state of learn-
ing in England, appended as the preface to his translation of Gregory the
Great's Pastoral Care. Written in the last decade of the ninth century, this
document has long been studied for its literary power and its testimony
to linguistic usage in the West-Saxon world. For the past century, it has
remained one of the cornerstones of Old English teaching, often appearing
as one of the very first selections in the standard readers, grammars, and
anthologies. It is a lament for learning passed, for studies neglected, for
scholarship and grammar gone by the wayside (no wonder modern peda-
gogues have loved to lade their students with its polemics). Alfred works
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through a pattern of remembrances: “when [ recall all this,” he often states,

“then [ think about. . ..” Here are his patterns of recall:
SUBJECT  VERB VERB SUBJECT
da ic da dis eall gemunde, da gemunde ic eac hu ic geseah, . . .

When 1 remembered all of this, then I remembered how [ saw, . ..

Such patterns may be harder to adhere to in poetry, though there are clear
moments in Beowulf when we can see them working.

VERB
Da com of more, under mist-hleopu
SUBJECT
Grendel gongan, Godes yrre ber.

[Then there came from the moor, under the misty slopes, Grendel
walking, bearing God’s anger.]

And, with the different word order:

SUBJECT VERB
Snyredon @tsomne, ba secg wisode,
under Heorotes hrof;

[They hastened together, when the man directed them,
under Heorot’s roof.]

These cases are clear. But many others are not, and scholars have recently
debated whether patterns of word order remain looser in the verse or, by
contrast, whether most of the pa-constructions, especially in the passage 1
quoted above, are independent then-clauses.

This is the place where arguments about syntax shade into assessments
of style. The style of old Germanic verse has long been thought of as moving
according to strings of avowals, joined by conjunctions or patterned strings
of announcements. This kind of patterning is known as parataxis. Scholars
have found the paratactic style, too, in the Bible (with its well-known se-
quences of sentences beginning with “and” or “then”) and in many ancient
epics. The great literary critic of the mid-twentieth century, Erich Auerbach,
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considered parataxis one of the defining devices of early literature. It could
be used by St. Augustine to “express the impulsive and dramatic”(Auerbach,
Mimesis, 71). It could appear in The Song of Roland to enable the poet to “ex-
plain nothing” and state things “with a paratactic bluntness which says that
everything must happen as it does happen, it could not be otherwise, and
there is no need for explanatory connectives” (Mimesis, 1o1). Early German-
ic poetry, too, writes Auerbach, “exhibits paratactic construction” in which
“verbal blocks are . . . loosely juxtaposed’—a stylistic device designed to il-
lustrate not the clear-cut relationships of power and control, but patterns of
an enigmatic destiny.

The rhythm of the paratactic, I believe, goes hand-in-hand with the Old
English diction of the noun and adjective, of renaming and synonymy.
Parallel constructions build to power, and nowhere is this clearer than in
one of the great literary performances of the period: Archbishop Wulfstan’s
Sermo Lupi ad Anglos (the Sermon of Wolf—i.e., Wulfstan—to the English),
delivered in York in 1014 to a congregation terrified before the invasion of
the Danes. There was a Danish king ruling the Anglo-Saxons, and while
an English ruler was invited back after that Dane’s death, the future of the
country seemed unsure. “Leofan men,” beloved men, he begins, “gecnawad
peet sod is,” know what is true. This world is hastening to its end. Things
are growing worse. The devil has led the people astray. Terrible things are
happening. Women are being forced to marry against their will; Christians
are being sold to heathens as slaves. Nothing has prospered. “Ac worhtan
lust us to lage”—Dbut we have made pleasure our law (a phrase, by the way,
as powerfully alliterative as anything in poetry).

Wulfstan builds his rhetoric through a series of addresses. Calls to re-
membrance and exhortations are his mode. He moves through sentences
beginning with the word and, strings of statements that pile up one after
the other:

And we eac for pam habbad fela byrsta and bysmara gebiden . . .
And micel is nydpearf manna gewhylcum . . .

And ne dear man gewanian on heepenum peodum . ..

And we habbad Godes hus inne and ute cleene berypte. . . .

And Godes peowas syndan mepe and munde gewelhwzr bedalde . . .
And gedwolgoda penan. . . .

Parataxis is his mode. What Erich Auerbach had said about the style of
St. Francis of Assisi may well be said of Wulfstan here: that the person
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who writes these lines “is obviously so inspired by his theme, it fills him
so completely, and the desire to communicate himself and to be under-
stood is so overwhelming that parataxis becomes a weapon of eloquence”
(Mimesis, 1606).

Waulfstan’s parataxis may owe much to the Latin traditions that St.
Francis would later share. But it owes as much to the brilliantly inven-
tive, Anglo-Saxon penchant for word building. Wulfstan’s lexicon brims
over with compounds, metaphors, and calques. Just look, for example, at
how he describes the legal consequences of an escaped slave who, having
become a Viking, might encounter his lord once again. What will occur
between the thrall and thane is a wepngewrixl: an exchange of weapons.
This word comes straight from the Old English poetic vocabulary, with
its compound force and its internal alliteration. The word appears in the
poem Christ (937). In Genesis, there is welgara wrixl (the exchange of
death spears). But the power of this word comes, too, from the more com-
mon contexts of the verb wrixlan. For what is more frequently exchanged
in Anglo-Saxon literature are words rather than weapons. The scop in
Beowulf exchanges one word for another, varies his vocabulary when he
wordum wrixlan. And in the poem known as Maxims I, the counseling
speaker offers these sage words: Gleawa men sceolon gieddum wrixlan.
Wise men should exchange speech. Wulfstan’s two enemies are, at this
moment, hardly wise.

But Wulfstan himself was a master of the art of wordum wrixlan. He
varies his vocabulary, comes up, it would seem, with more synonyms for
crimes, depravities, and sins than almost anyone could conjure. Look at the
penultimate section of his sermon.

Her syndan purh synleawa, swa hit pincan meg, sare gelewede to
manege on earde. Her syndan mannslagan and magslagan and
maesserbanan and mynsterhatan, and her syndan mansworan and
morporwyrhtan, and her syndan myltestran and bearnmyrdran and
fule forlegene horingas manege, and her syndan wiccan and weelcyr-
ian, and her syndan ryperas and reaferas and worolstruderas, and,
hraedest is to cwepenne, mana and misdeda ungerim ealra.

[Here are through the injury of sin, as it may seem, too many sorely -
wounded in the country. Here are man slayers and kinsman slay-
ers and priest slayers and persecutors of monasteries, and here are
perjurers and murderers, and here are harlots and child killers and
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foul lying whorers, and here are witches and valkyries, and here are
plunderers and robbers and despoilers, and to speak most quickly, a
countless number of all crimes and misdeeds.]

The phrase her syndan builds climactically. Each sentence grows longer,
the vocabulary more erudite. The alliterations chime in the ear, much as
they would in any piece of verse. The nouns denoting all these horrors take
on a massive weight, ranging from the learned (mynsterhatan, persecutor
of churches) to the vulgar (horingas, whorers). Wulfstan draws deep into
the ancient lexicon: there are witches (wiccan) here, and welcyrian, a word
that literally means “choosers of the dead” and is the Old English equiva-
lent of the Old Norse valkyrie. And at the end of this expostulation, as if
exhausting his own dictionary of disaster, Wulfstan wraps it up by saying,
shortly, that this place is full of innumerable crimes. His word is ungerim,
the same word that the poet of Durham uses to describe the uncountable
wild animals that live in the forest or the uncountable number of relics in
the monastery. The poem known as The Order of the World used the term
(in the form unrim) to describe the countless number of blessed who dwell
with God in heaven (eadigra unrim). What is countless in Wulfstan is not
to be found in heaven or on earth, but rather in hell—as if the underworld
had ripped through the ground and everyone from harlots to whorers to
harpies had come through in a way not to be seen again until the visions
of Heironymous Bosch.

Waulfstan was one of the great prose stylists in the history of English,
and the sources of his style lie in the literary language of the Anglo-Saxons.
At another point in his sermon, his litany of crimes ends with the word
searacreefias (“magical crafts”). This word has at its root searo, or searwu,
a term of ancient Germanic myth and magic power. Connoting artifice,
deception, evil skill, it appears at the heart of many words for marvelous,
and freakish, objects in Old English poetry. Grendel’s dragon-skin glove is
laced up searobendum feest (with cunningly wrought bands). Beowulf’s own
armor is searofah (locked together with magic rings). And Grendel’s sev-
ered arm, hung up on Heorot, is a searowunder for all to see. Summarizing
the many uses and registers of this root, the modern scholar Stephen A.
Barney evocatively calls it “a word of admirable or dastardly connotation:
the reference is to the cunning machinations of the metal-smith or the
elaborate artifice of the traitor” (Word Hoard, 49). For Wulfstan, the deceits
of his fellow men are more than just crimes; they have the flavor of an an-
cient machination, something as horrible as Grendel’s grip.
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Canst pu enig creeft? asked £lfric’'s master in the Colloguy. It is as if Wul-
fstan has answered such a question by recording all the crafts of horror,
as if the Sermo Lupi, as much as the Colloquy, or the Exeter Book Riddles,
remains an encyclopedia of everything. But the real craft of Anglo-Saxon
poets and prose writers was the craft of language: the ability to draw on a
vocabulary both old and new, to coin new words, to shape them in allit-
erative phrases, to use the resources of syntax and of sound for rhetorical
effect—to make, in short, weapons of eloquence out of the weaponry of
heroes, mythic monsters, and a Christian faith.
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CHAPTER 3

In This Year
The Politics of Language and the End of Old English

WILLIAM THE CONQUEROR LANDED IN ENGLAND in October 1066, and
though he and his people spoke the dialect of Norman French, Old English
was not wiped out overnight. Prose history, poetic lyrics and encomia, and
a range of sermons, homilies, and prayers continued to be copied in man-
uscripts well into the thirteenth century. In the Midlands and the North
of England, in particular, linguistic life seemed to go on much as before,
with little evidence of French words, syntax, or literary form impinging on
the old, alliterative metrics of the Anglo-Saxons. At Peterborough Abbey,
about thirty miles northwest of Cambridge, monks continued to compose
a chronicle of English history in the style of the Old English annalists.
Organized year by year, the so-called Peterborough Chronicle limns the
political and social life of England from just after the Conquest until 1154.
But in addition to its historical record, the Chronicle charts the changing
English language in the first century of Norman control. Far from the cen-
ter of that rule, the abbey’s monks and scribes preserve an Anglo-Saxon
prose almost untouched by Francophone influence. Here, we can see Old
English changing, as it were, on its own. Word endings were leveling out.
Grammatical gender was disappearing from nouns. The elaborate case
system and class system of the nouns was simplifying. The difference
between strong and weak adjectives (a feature common to all Germanic
languages) was lost, and the old dual form of the verb also disappeared.
The spelling of the Chronicle text also reveals changes not just in gram-
mar but in pronunciation. The consonant clusters that had characterized
the distinctive Old English sound were disappearing. Other changes were
affecting consonant sequences, while vowels, too, were altering their
length and quality.
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It is clear that, whatever the immediate effect the Norman Conquest
had on English, the vernacular of Anglo-Saxon England was changing. One
theory to explain the loss of endings, and its grammatical consequences,
relies on the idea of word stress. Old English, as all Germanic languages,
had fixed stress on the root syllable of the word. Regardless of what pre-
fixes or suffixes were added to it, or regardless of the word’s grammatical
category, the stress remained fixed on the root (other languages, such as
those of the Romance family or Greek, have variable word stress). It has
been argued that this root stress had a tendency to level out the sounds of
unstressed syllables in speech. Some endings may have just been reduced
to an unstressed form (say, the short mid-vowel represented in modern
phonetic notation as a schwa). In the absence of a fixed and standard sys-
tem of spelling, late Anglo-Saxon scribes would probably have written what
they heard—or, perhaps, written what they thought was correct, even if it
was not what they heard.

We can see something of this phenomenon in the Peterborough
Chronicle. Take, for example, the phrase used to introduce each yearly
record—in this year, such and such happened. The entry for 1083 uses
the opening formula in precisely grammatical Old English: “On pissum
geare” (in this year). The -um and -e endings signal the dative masculine
singular forms of the adjective and noun, following the preposition. As
the case endings began to lose their prominence in the spoken language,
they became harder to reproduce in the written. The entry for 1117 opens,
“On pison geare.” Here, the adjectival ending has leveled to an indis-
criminate back vowel plus an indiscriminate nasal. Perhaps this spelling
represents a scribe’s attempt to preserve what he thinks is a grammati-
cal ending. The entry for 1135 opens, “On bis geare.” Here, we have a
total loss of the adjectival ending, together with what may be thought of
as a fossilized dative final -e in the noun. Concord in grammatical gen-
der has obviously gone by this time. The last entry for the Peterborough
Chronicle, 1154, opens, “On bis gaer.” Endings have completely dropped
away, but the preposition on still has its Old English sense of “in” or “at
this point,” not the more modern sense (emerging in Middle English) of
spatial location.

This is a small but revealing illustration of how Old English was chang-
ing on its own. These scribal forms, however, may not exactly reproduce
the speech forms of the time. Modern scholars, in fact, believe that the
entries dated from 1122 to 1131 were all written at the same time and back
dated, and that the entries from 1132 to 1154 were similarly written down

40 In This Year




all at one time (clearly, one scribe wrote out the first section, another scribe
wrote out the next). What changes such as these do reveal, though, are the
ways in which writers try to represent their language as it changes. We see
grammatical confusion, different conventions of spelling and letter forma-
tion, changing attitudes towards the relationship of writing to speech. The
value of the Peterborough Chronicle lies, therefore, not in its transcription of
year-by-year spoken English but in its thoughtful evocation of an English
prose style passing from the scene.

Even the Peterborough monks could not completely escape Norman in-
fluence, and their scribes did not only seek to sustain Old English. They
sought, as well, to use new words and forms for distinctive aesthetic, as
well as political, ends. Language change is a social phenomenon, and the
chronicler’s choices of word, syntax, prosody, and diction have implications
for the world of lived experience.

And the defining figure of that lived experience during the first decades
of Norman rule was William himself. The first king in Britain to build
castles on the Continental model, to command a written inventory of the
land and holdings of the country (what became known as the Domesday
Book), and to close off public lands for private use, William left an indel-
ible mark on the English landscape. For the Peterborough annalist, his
death becomes the occasion for a personal review of his rule—an entry
(dated 1087) whose emotional pitch echoes the pulpit voice of Wulfstan,
with its exhortations and laments and its attention to the transitoriness
of worldly goods.

Eala, hu leas 7 hu unwrest is pysses middaneardes wela! Se pe waes
arur rice cyng 7 maniges landes hlaford, he nefde pa ealles landes
buton seofon fotmal; 7 se pe was hwilon gescrid mid golde 7 mid
gimmum, he leeg pa oferwrogen mid moldan.

[Lo, how transitory and insecure is the wealth of this world! He who
was once a powerful king and the lord of many lands, received (in
death) no other land but seven feet of it; and he who was once clothed
in gold and gems lay then covered with earth.]

Such phrasings would have been familiar to an Anglo-Saxon reader not
just from the preachers but from the poets. Beowulf, for example, is full of

such elegiac moments, as when the poet comments on the burial mound
of the dead hero.
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forleton eorla gestreon eordan healdan,
gold on greote, peer hit nu gen lifad
eldum swa unnyt, swa hit seror wees.

(3166-68)

[they let the earth hold the wealth of noblemen,
the gold in the dust, where it now still remains,
as useless to men as it ever had been before.]

The Peterborough annalist’s phrasings look back to this linguistic and stylis-
tic Anglo-Saxon inheritance, especially in his alliterative pairings (the phrase
“mid golde 7 mid gimmum” here has a formulaic feel and scan to it).

Like several entries in other versions of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,
the Peterborough Chronicle entry for 1087 contains not just prose but po-
etry (though, as in the case of all Old English poetry, its verse is written
out continuously as prose). Especially in entries on the death of kings or
the martyrdom of men, the chroniclers would offer verse laments, shaped
according to the patterns of alliterative metrics and the formulae of the
traditional Germanic idiom. Such poems appear in other versions of the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle on, for example, the death of King Edward (1065),
the coronation of King Edgar (973), and, most famously, the Battle of
Brunanburgh (937). The poem on the death of William, however, does
something different. For one thing, it rhymes. Now while rhyme was not
unknown in Old English poetry, it was not used as the governing, organi-
zational principle for verse (the only exception is the so-called “Rhyming
Poem” found in the Exeter Book of verse—a tour de force, modeled most
likely on the rhyming antiphons of Latin liturgical song). Though rough
in meter and in rhyme, the poem on the Conqueror (known to modern
scholars as “The Rime of King William”) clearly evokes more the short
couplets of Continental verse than it does the alliterative metrics of the
Anglo-Saxon. Rhyme in the Latin liturgy and in popular, Romance-lan-
guage song had come to influence vernacular versemaking on the Conti-
nent, and it would come by the thirteenth century to control the Middle
English lyric. But what we have in “The Rime of King William” may well
be the first English attempt at rhymed verse on the Continental model. As
such, this poem stands in stark contrast to the surrounding prose annal.
It turns formal, metrical and linguistic choice into social criticism. It is a
narrative of foreign imposition told through the imported word and meter.
Here are the opening lines.

42 In This Year




Castelas he let wyrcean,

7 earme men swide swencean.

Se cyng waes swa swide stearc,

7 benam of his underpeoddan manig marc
goldes 7 ma hundred punda seolfres.
Pet he nam be wihte

7 mid mycelan unrihte

of his landleode

for littelre neode.

He wees on gitsunge befeallan,

7 greedinasse he lufode mid ealle.

He satte mycel deorfrid,

7 he leegde laga paerwid

pet swa hwa swa sloge heort 0dde hinde,
pet hine man sceolde blendian.

[He had castles built

and poor men terribly oppressed.

The king was very severe,

and he took from his underlings many marks
of gold and hundreds of pounds of silver.

All this he took from the people,

and with great injustice

from his subjects,

to gratify his trivial desire.

He had fallen into avarice,

and he loved greediness above everything else.
He established many deer preserves,

and he set up laws concerning them,

such that whoever killed a hart or a hind
should be blinded.]

“Castelas he let wyrcean,” he had castles built: from these first words, the
poem signals a new architectural, political, and linguistic order in the land.
Castles were foreign to the Anglo-Saxons, who did not build monumentally
in dressed stone but rather in timber or flint cobble. The word itself, a
loan from Norman French, makes clear the immediate impress of Norman
life on English soil. One of the first things William did after the Battle of
Hastings was to build a stone castle on the site, and less than three years
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after the Conquest, castles were marking the main intersections in the old
British road system. Norman barons put up castles of their own, and by the
close of William’s reign, old land divisions were being reformed as feudal
castelries. Wulfstan of Worcester, the last Anglo-Saxon bishop who died
under Norman rule in 1095 (not the same Wulfstan of the Sermo Lupi),
lamented these changes: “Our forefathers could not build as we do . . . but
their lives were examples to their flocks. We, neglecting men’s souls, care
only to pile up stones.” More than contrasting the monumental Norman
stone architecture with the smaller Anglo-Saxon buildings, Wulfstan voic-
es the controlling equation for post-Conquest writing: changes in the built
environment represent both cultural displacement and spiritual loss.

William the Conqueror’s moral life lives in the landscape. His control
of the forest mirrors his control of the people, and his establishment of
hunting laws reveals the dissonance between his love for animals and his
contempt for the populace:

Swa swide he lufode pa headeor
swilce he were heora faeder

[He loved the wild animals
As if he were their father.]

That he loves the animals like a father implies, of course, that he does not
love his people like one. Anyone who would have life or land needs to fol-
low the king’s will, the poem continues. William’s imposition of his wille
on the English land is the focus of the Peterborough Chronicle’s 1085 entry
on the making of the famous Domesday Book, in which every acre, every
tree, every ox, cow, and pig held by the people is catalogued.

As William reshaped English lands, so his elegist in the Peterborough
Chronicle reshaped English poetry. If its author lived at the Conqueror’s
court (as the surrounding prose annal implies), then it is likely that he
heard the couplets of Norman French verse and the stanzas of Latin hymns
and antiphons. His poem here shows us a writer intent on using the prin-
ciples of Continental verse against a Continental subject. Linguistic and
prosodic choices have political meaning—even in Peterborough Abbey, the
monks could recognize the words of Norman imposition and the rhyme
and meter of non-English literature. By half a century later, Norman rule
had been consolidated and, with it, new words and expressions had begun
to percolate up through the grounds of Anglo-Saxon. The Peterborough
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Chronicle annal for 1137, like that of 1087, offers a sustained response to
social change through the nuances of linguistic choice. Like that of 1087,
this entry presents a distinctive literary, as well as an annalistic, voice, and
it remains one of the most effective pieces of early English prose.

The entry dated 1137 surveys the entire nineteen-year reign of King Ste-
phen (1135-1154) who presided over strife and famine, cruelties and depri-
vation so great that, as modern readers would well know, no other English
king would ever take his name. It begins traditionally, but soon moves into
uncharted social and linguistic turf.

Dis gere for pe king Stephne ofer s@ to Normandi, and ther wes
underfangen forpi dat hi wenden dat he sculde ben alswic alse the
eom wes and for he hadde get his tresor—ac he todeld it and scatered
sotlice. Micel hadde Henri king gadered gold and sylver, and na god
ne dide me for his saule tharof.

[In this year the King Stephen traveled over the sea to Normandy,
and there he was received because of the fact that they believed that
he should be (treated) just as the uncle (i.e., King Henry I) was, and
because he (Stephen) had received (i.e., inherited) his (i.e., Henry’s)
wealth—but he (i.e.,, Henry) had dispersed it and scattered it fool-
ishly. King Henry had gathered a great deal of gold and silver, but it
was not used for the benefit of his soul.]

Like the critique of William in 1087, or for that matter like the elegiacs
of Beowulf, this entry recalls how worldly wealth does little for the soul.
We enter an Old English verbal world, even down to the barely surviving
dative case of the opening words. Though there is no ending for Dis, the
final - in geere signals that the scribe still recognized a case at work. Other
shards of the old tongue fill his sentences. Even though there are some
classic, Old English verb forms (for example, the past tense of the strong
verb faren is for, and the infinitives and plurals of the verbs end in -en) the
nouns have clearly lost all sense of grammatical gender. The thorns and
edths of Anglo-Saxon spelling are still here, but they share company with
the new spelling for their sound, th-, an influence of Norman scribal habit.
And words do remain from old wordhoard—underfangen literally means
“taken in under” (thus, “received”); eom is the word for “uncle”; wenden,
“they believed,” shares the root of the word “wene,” still found in regional
or archaic English speech.
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But that changes when we get to Normandy. For only in Normandy can
we speak of Stephen inheriting his uncle Henry’s tresor: his wealth. A word
originally from Latin (thesaurus), it appears here, in its Old French form,
for the first time in written English, a self-conscious Gallicism in a British
landscape.

For the most part, that landscape is syntactically Old English. Traditional
ba/pa clauses work to indicate temporal correlation:

SUBJECT VERB VERB SUBJECT
Pa pe king Stephne to Englaland com, ba macod he his gadering
®t Oxenford, . . .

[When the King Stephen arrived in England, then he made his
assembly at Oxford, . . ]

But in this syntax lie new words, almost like interlopers. For when Stephen
returns, he takes his bishops, Roger of Salisbury and Alexander of Lincoln
and puts them in prisun. This Old French word shows up, in written Eng-
lish, first in the 1123 Peterborough Chronicle entry, and then here in 1137.
Like tresor, it is a new word from the administrative vocabulary of the Nor-
mans. And that administrative vocabulary reappears throughout this year’s
annal, as if the chronicler were offering instruction in the new lexicon of
power in the land. Stephen, we are later told, was really ineffective, and his
enemies soon realized this:

Pa the swikes undergzton dat he milde man was and softe and god
and na justise ne did, pa diden hi alle wunder.

[When the traitors understood that he was a mild man and was
gentle and good and did not inflict punishment, then they all per-
formed atrocities.]

Again, the perfect pa/pa pattern, indicating the when/then sequence.
Again, the familiar Old English terms taken from the heroic vocabulary
(mild, softe, god); again, the familiar word for terror. Wundor means not
just wonder but something atrocious; it is the kind of thing that Grendel
did, and in Old English, this noun had an unmarked plural: one wundor,
two wundor. We are in the old linguistic landscape here—except for justise.
Originally from the Latin justus, fair or equitable, the word took on a special
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meaning in Norman French law, what the OED defines as “the exercise of
authority or power in maintenance of right.” This entry from the Peterbor-
ough Chronicle is the first appearance of the word in written English.

New words keep popping out of the English matrix here. For when the
traitors do their worst, they, too, fill up their castles; they put men in prisun;
they turn their prisoners into martyrs (the Greek form of this word was
known to the Anglo-Saxons, but the Norman French form comes in for
the first time here). Now, the annalist rises to the occasion, offering a list
of all the torments in these prisons. The patterns of repetition, the lack of
subordination, and the strings of parallels make this description, much
like those in Wulfstan’s Sermo Lupi, a brilliant display of paratactic power.

Me henged up bi the fet and smoked heom mid ful smoke. Me
henged bi the pumbes other bi the hefed and hengen bryniges on
her fet. Me dide cnotted strenges abuton here haved and wrythen
it dat it gede to pe hernes. Hi diden heom in quarterne par nadres
and snakes and pades weron inne, and drapen heom swa. Sume
hi diden in ‘crucethur'—adat is, in an ceste pat was scort and narew
and undep—and did scerpe stanes perinne, and prengde pe man
parinne dat him braecon alle pe limes.

[They were hung up by the feet and smoked completely with smoke.
They were hanged by the thumbs or by the head and mail-coats were
hung on their feet. They had strings knotted about their head and
twisted to the point that it sank into the brains. They (the bad guys)
put them (the good guys) in prisons where there were adders and
snakes and toads, and killed them in this way. Some they put into a
“crucethur’—that is, in a chest that was short and narrow and shal-
low—and they put sharp stones in there, and crushed the man who
was in it until all his limbs were broken.]

Much like Wulfstan’s, this is now a vision of hell on earth: a catalogue
of tortures, implements, and pains. The opening phrase “me henged” is an
old passive construction: me is the indefinite pronoun (the unstressed form
of the word man); henged is the third person singular past tense. Literally,
the phrase translates as “it was hanged to one.” Used in this way, the re-
peated me, me, me rhetorically drives home the tortures to the reader’s eye
or listener’s ear. Repetition is the rule for emphasis: “smoked heom mid
ful smoke.” The list is the controlling principle. But this is a catalogue not
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just of tortures but of words, a lexicon of death. Specialized terms jostle
with the familiar here. The word bryniges is cognate with Old English byr-
nie, coat of mail; but here, it is the Old Norse form of the word. From Old
Norse, too, is the word hernes, “brains,” and the verb for killing, drapen.
These, and other forms throughout this entry, reflect the legacy of Scandi-
navian influence on the dialect of the East Midlands of England. But they
also reflect a choice on the part of the annalist: the sense that when he
comes to write of torture, he evokes the old, but lasting memory of Viking
cruelties upon the English.

Nadres and snakes and pades: each word a history of pain and language.
The Old English word nadder lost its initial n because it so frequently had
the indefinite article a before it: a nadder became an adder. Snake comes
from Old English snaca, a word virtually unchanged during the entire life
of English. And pades are “toads,” but the word seems to be a regionalism
of the North of England—cognate with forms in German, Dutch, Icelandic,
and other old and Modern Germanic languages, yet appearing in English
first in this passage from the Peterborough Chronicle and, as far as anyone
can tell, always perceived as something of an odd term.

The words, as well as the works, come from everywhere: Old English,
Scandinavianisms, regionalisms, and even Latin technical terms. Crucethur,
a word that shows up nowhere else in English, has to be defined as a short,
narrow, shallow box (modern editors conjecture that the word comes straight
from the Latin, cruciator, “torturer”). And when the king’s rule disappears
and England loses itself in an anarchy of local barons (warlords, really), we
are once again granted a lesson in the language of administrative pain:

Hi leiden geldes on the tunes a@vre umwile and clepeden it ‘tenserie’.

[They imposed taxes on the towns repeatedly and called it “protec-
tion money.”]

There is a brilliance to this definitional moment here, a sensitivity to the
doublespeak of power worthy of George Orwell. Tenserie comes from Old
French, tenser, “to protect.” The word shows up in twelfth-century Latin
documents (and uniquely in English in the Peterborough annal) to mean
exactly what modern readers might think that it means: payment for local
protection. There is a sense here not just of a new word being used in writ-
ing but a new word being introduced into the populace: as if the warlords
were instructing English men and women in the language of power.
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New and old words jostle throughout this entry in ways that make poli-
tics and language inseparable. French terms from Norman power come in,
but Old English phrases, syntax, and idioms remain the expressive base-
line of the land. Indeed, when the annalist speaks in his own voice, he
is clearly drawing on the diction of the Anglo-Saxon pulpit and the scop.
Rhythm and alliteration fill his laments, to the point where one may well
wonder if his annal is ventriloquizing some popular or preexisting poem
on these miseries.

Hi hadden him manred maked and athes sworen, ac hi nan treuthe
ne heolden. Alle he waeron forsworen and here treothes forloren, for
@vric rice man his castles makede and agznes him heolden, and
fylden pe land ful of castles.

[They had done homage to him (i.e., the king) and had sworn oaths,
but they did not honor their fealty. They all perjured themselves and
abrogated their fealty, for every nobleman made for himself castles
and held them against him (i.e., the king), and they filled the land
full of castles.)

Notice the alliterative patterns and the assonances: manred maked; athes
sworen | forsworen | forloren. Notice, too, the similar patterns later in the
entry, when the annalist describes the attempt of the bishops to excom-
municate the traitors:

oc was heom naht parof, for hi weron al forcurszd and forsworen
and forloren

[But it mattered nothing to them, for they were all already cursed,
and perjured, and lost.]

And, finally, notice the first person voice emerging from this matrix: a
voice quite literally crying in the wilderness.

I ne can ne [ ne mai tellen alle pe wunder ne alle pe pines dat hi
diden wrecce men on pis land.

[1 cannot nor may I not tell of all the atrocities nor of all the torments
that they did to the wretched men of this country.]
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The rhythm of these repetitions is the rhythm of the orator—compare Wul-
fstan’s phrasing from the Sermo Lupi, “maenige synd forsworene and swype
forlogene” (many are perjured and completely perjured themselves).

The English writing of the late eleventh and the twelfth centuries shares
with the poetry and prose of the Peterborough Chronicle a concern with
how a personal, vernacular voice can express the changing social order. At
Worcester Cathedral, poets and scribes were still attempting to preserve the
old alliterative metrics of the scop. In their laments for learning we may
hear the sounds akin to those of Peterborough.

Nu is peo leore forleten, and pet folc is forloren.
Nu beop opre leoden peo leerp ure folc,
And feole of pen lorpeines losiep and pet folc forp mid.

[Now that teaching is forsaken, and the people are lost.
Now there is another people that teaches our folk,
And many of our teachers are dead, and our people with them.]

These lines from a poem known as The First Worcester Fragment share with
the other writings of post-Conquest England something of an elegiac cast.
They share, too, a distinctive vernacular diction. The phrase forleten and . . .
forloren chimes with the alliterations of the Peterborough Chronicle, while the
word for teachers, lorpeines, evokes once again that kenning-making sensibil-
ity that shaped Old English literary life. These are the thanes of lore, much as
students were leorningcnihtas, knights of learning. While the school system
was monastic and its subject matter Christian, the relationships of teacher
and student remain modeled on the old Germanic tiers of thane and knight.

Loss is everywhere. The early-thirteenth-century poem known as The
Grave laments the loss of riches and of bodily strength in ways that recall
the elegy on William from the Peterborough Chronicle:

Ne bid no pin hus healice itinbred;
hit bid unheh and lah ponne pu list perinne.

[And now your house is not built high;
it is short and low, when you lie within it.]

Recall how William, for all of his worldly wealth, wound up with only seven
feet of earth; or how the crucethur was short and undeep. The word for
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“built” here is itinbred, with the word timbrian at its root: to timber, the Old
English word for building not in stone. In the thirteenth-century poem The
Latemest Day, these Anglo-Saxon idioms move almost seamlessly from the
alliterative verse forms of the past into a Middle English lyric indebted to
Continental models for its rhymed quatrains:

Pbi bur is sone ibuld per pu shald wunien inne,

Pe rof, pe firste, schal ligge o pine chinne;

Nu pe sculen wormes wunien wip-inne,

Ne mai ne heom vt driuen wid nones kunnes ginne.

[Your bower is soon built where you shall dwell inside,
The roof, the inner ceiling, shall rest on your chin;
Now worms shall dwell with you inside,

And no manner of ingenuity can drive them away.]

Here, in this little grave, the roof lies so close that it touches the chin.
How far are we from Caedmon’s Hymn, where God’s creation lay in being
able heofon to hrofe, to put a roof on heaven? How far are we, too, from
the sounds of Old English: the characteristic initial hr-consonant cluster
of hrofe has now been simplified to the initial r- of rof (so, too, throughout
this period, initial clusters such as hl and hn were simplified to | and n:
Old English hlud became loud; Old English hnegan became neigh). Other
changes in sound, spelling, and grammar that appear at this time include
the loss of the ge- prefix for the participle of a verb (in The Grave and The
Latemest Day, it has been reduced simply to i-: itinbred, ibuld). But perhaps
the most notable new thing about this stanza from The Latemest Day is
its last word. Ginne meant cunning, craftiness, or artifice; ingenuity; or a
contrivance. It comes from the Old French word engin, ultimately from the
Latin ingenium, and it begins to appear in English texts at the beginning of
the thirteenth century.

No kind of ginne can cheat death; even the technologies of new Norman
power cannot change the all too familiar facts of life’s end. When you live
and die on English soil, you live and die in English. No imported ginne can
matter. And yet, for the poet of The Owl and the Nightingale, writing at about
this same time, ginne is power. Here, two birds debate their relative merits
in ways that reflect the poet’s sensitive awareness of the natural world and
his deep learning in the traditions of Latin debate poetry, the philosophical
argumentations of the schools, and the lyric modes of Romance-language
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verse. Written in rhymed couplets, The Owl and the Nightingale begins in a
supple, Continental manner:

Ich was in one sumere dale;
In one supe dizele hale
Therde ich holde grete tale
An Hule and one Niztingale.

(I was in a summer valley;

In a secret, hidden nook,

I heard a great debate held

Between an Owl and a Nightingale.]

Though arranged in precise octosylllabic lines and perfect rhymes, all the
words in these first four lines come directly from Old English. This is an
English landscape, as the Nightingale begins to speak, the poet later tells
us, in a corner of a breche, a fallow field. This word denotes explicitly the
fields, broken up for cultivation, that were the result of William the Con-
queror’s domestication of the forest. New towns took on new names, each
one of which signaled that they were breches: Gilbertesbreche, Parkeres-
breche, Brechehurne. With each new clearing came, too, a new castle. The
Nightingale herself recognizes this, in an early disclaimer to the Owl’s
accusations of her weakness:

I habbe on brede & eck on lengpe
Castel god on mine rise.

[I have in the length and breadth of my bough,
A castle, good in every respect.]

Alive to a political landscape manipulated by castellation, she equates her
own strength with that of William the Conqueror: “Castelas he let wyrcean.”
Closer to the date of the poem’s composition, the Nightingale’s references
would recall, too, the castle building and besieging of King Stephen’s reign:

Mid lutle strengpe purz ginne
Castel & burz me mai iwinne;
Mid liste me mai walles felle

And worp of horsse kniztes snelle.
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[With only a little strength, but through ingenuity,
One may conquer castle and town;

One may bring down walls with deceit

And throw bold knights off their horses.]

But here, the castle falls before the Nightingale’s ginne. In an English
landscape full of newer castles and older burgs, what remains in the after-
math of conquest and anarchy is not so much brute strength as ingenuity.
For students, poets, readers, and even singing birds in the two centuries
after the Norman Conquest, the question would no longer be that of Bish-
op Zlfric and his Colloquy: “Canst pu @nig creft?” Instead it would be a
question about ginne: about the ingenious imagination that could begin to
synthesize Old English verbal forms with French nouns and poetic struc-
tures to express a unique voice. And in that ginne lies the beginnings of the
ingenuity of language itself: the skill at finding new words, not to clarify
but to occlude, to give the institutions of control new names, to teach the
people where the power lies. We see, here, the beginnings of that tension
between English and Romance or Latinate vocabulary, and while we are not
completely in the world of modern euphemism, we can see the inklings
of a time when, as George Orwell had put it, these newer words will fall
upon our lives “like soft snow, blurring the outlines and covering up all
the details.”
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CHAPTER 4

From Kingdom to Realm
Middle English in a French World

BY THE MIDDLE OF THE THIRTEENTH CENTURY, the English language of
both script and street was palpably different from the English at the time of
the Conquest. The Old English vowels and consonants had, for the most part,
changed into the forms we now recognize as “Middle English.” The gram-
matical system had simplified; word-order patterns were the primary deter-
miners of meaning in a sentence; and the lexicon was filling with words from
Norman and, later, central French. Though there were many regional dialect
variations, speakers and writers of English two centuries after the Conquest
largely thought of themselves as having a shared vernacular.

The Norman impact lay in more than nouns. French grammar and syntax
had their effect, and by the end of the thirteenth century English idioms (even
if they were made up completely of originally Old English terms) were shaping
themselves to French order. An expression such as “to hold dear” is modeled
directly on the Old French tenir chier. “To put to death” comes directly from the
French metre a mort. Even though the words in these expressions are English,

” &

give,

” &« ” «

the idioms are French. So, too, verbs such as “do, have,” “make,” and

“take” came to be used in their French equivalent senses. English idioms such

” o« ” o«

as “do battle,” “give offence,” “have mercy,” “make peace,” “take pains,” and
the like are really just translations of French expressions, most of which used
the verbs avoir (“have”) and faire (“do” or “make”). Even as early as the Peterbor-
ough Chronicle, some of these locutions start to appear (the phrase “na justise
ne did,” does not merely borrow the Old French word justise but takes the
whole expression faire justise, “to punish or inflict judgment,” as its model).

Rather than building new words out of the familiar stock of roots or mor-
phemes, as Old English did, Middle English borrowed terms directly from

other languages. The Normans brought new words for learning, commerce,
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administration, the church, technology, cooking, and so on. Such words are
easily recognizable: they are often polysyllabic, with distinguishing sounds
and spellings. Old English and new French words stood side by side, but dif-
fered in shades of meaning or connotation. In the early nineteenth century,
the novelist Sir Walter Scott developed one of the most famous (if overstat-
ed) distillations of this verbal doubling in his analysis of words for food. The
Anglo-Saxon raised the food, whereas the Norman Frenchman ate it. Thus
our words for animals remain Old English: sow, cow, calf, sheep, deer. Our
words for meats are French: pork, beef, veal, mutton, venison.

Of course, Anglo-French linguistic contact was more complicated than
that, and the development of Middle English involves far more than the
layering of a Gallic veneer on an Anglo-Saxon base. What it does involve
is a larger set of social and political relationships among the speakers and
writers of three languages (English, French, and Latin) and an emerging
sense of nationhood associated not just with a geographical residence but
with a vernacular identity. Latin was the language of the Church, French
of noble culture and administration, English of the people. But, as Thorlac
Turville-Petre has made clear in his detailed study of medieval English liter-
ary culture, these three languages were not as clearly stratified as we might
think. They existed “not just side by side but in symbiotic relationship,
interpenetrating and drawing strength from one another; not just three
cultures but one culture in three voices” (Turville-Petre, England, 181).

Those three voices show up for the first time, officially and simultaneously,
in the 1258 proclamation of King Henry III announcing his adherence to the
so-called Provisions of Oxford. Henry had sworn to observe the Magna Carta,
that famous document of English legal history in which King John in 1215 had
ceded absolute authority to a baronial confederation and a nascent Parliament.
But Henry reneged on his promise. He styled himself far more a European
than an English monarch, favoring his French relatives in power and preoc-
cupied with maintaining his inheritance from the Angevin royal line. He was
widely criticized for promoting non-English courtly and political figures, to the
point that his barons stipulated that, “England should in future be governed
by native-born men, and that aliens must depart” (England, 6). By October
1258, the conflict with Henry reached a breaking point, and the barons com-
pelled him to accept and proclaim his adherence to the Magna Carta, to a
thrice-yearly meeting of Parliament, and, most generally, to what appears to
us today to be a kind of constitutional monarchy.

The Proclamation that affirmed this agreement was issued in Latin,
French, and English—the first time an official, royal document appeared
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in English since the Conquest. It {s a fascinating piece of writing, not just
revealing the details of the English language of the mid-thirteenth century
but illuminating the relationships of language and national identity emerg-
ing at the time. The English text is, scholars have long noted, a translation
of the French, and certain facets of the language emerge by comparing the
two versions. Just look at the opening sentences:

Henri, purz Godes fultume King on Engleneloande, Lhoaverd on
Yrloande, Duk on Normandi, on Aquitaine, and Eorl on Anjow, send
i-gretinge to alle hise holde, i-lerde and i-leawede on Huntendone-
schire. Pat witen 3e wel alle paet we willen and unnen paet paet ure
reedesmen, alle oper pe moare dl of heom bzt beop i-chosen purz
us and pur3 peet loandes folk on ure kuneriche, habbep i-don and
schullen don in pe worpness of Gode and on ure treowpe, for pe
freme of pe loande, purz pe besizte of of pan toforen i-seide redes-
men, beo stedefzest and i-lestinde in alle pinge abuten @nde.

Henri, par le grace Deu, Rey de Engleterre, sire de Irlande, duc de Nor-
mandie, de Aquitien, et cunte de Angou, a tuz sez feaus clers et lays saluz.
Sachez ke nus volons et otrions ke se ke nostre conseil, u la greignure
partie de eus ki est esluz par nus et par le commun de nostre reaume, a
fet, u fera, al honur de Deu et nostre fei, et pur le profit de notre reaurne
sicum il ordenera seit ferm et estable en tuttes choses a tuz jurz;
(Mossé, Handbook of Middle English, 187—88)

[Henry, by the grace of God King of England, Lord of Ireland, Duke
of Normandy and of Aquitaine, and Earl of Anjou, sends greeting
to all of his subjects, the learned and the unlearned, in Huntington-
shire. You all know well that we want and desire that our counselors,
the greater portion of whom that have been chosen by us and by
the people in our kingdom, have acted and should act according to
the honor of God and fidelity to us, and for the good of the realm,
according to the provisions of those aforesaid counselors, that they
be steadfast and firm in all things forever.]

The first thing the modern reader notices is the vocabulary. The French
le grace Deu becomes the English Godes fultume. The word fultume comes
from Old English, where it meant aid, support, or help. It could be used in
both secular and sacred contexts: one could help someone else or God could

56 From Kingdom to Realm




help us. Etymologically, the word has full at its root: fullness, completion, a
making whole. It passes into Middle English, but it seems clear that by the
late thirteenth century, the word was gone, and the Proclamation of 1258 may
be, in fact, the last datable appearance of the word in English writing. The
French idiom, par le grace Deu, would become “by the grace of God,” and
would efface fultum from English. What we see here in the English version
of Henry III's Proclamation is, I think, a deliberately old-fashioned English.
Throughout the English text, the language seems reluctant to admit French
terms. Only the technical terms of power and position appear: Duk is French,
as is the title Mareschal, used later in the text. But “cunte de Angou” is Angli-
cized to “Eorl on Anjow.”

So, too, French verbal idioms take on an Anglo-Saxon flavor. Henry ad-
dresses both the clerics and the laymen (clers et lays), but this transforms
itself into an English pairing redolent of the old, alliterative formulae: i-
leerde and i-leawede, the learned and the lewd (Old English lewed meant not
“obscene” but “untutored” or “common”). The English text, by the way, was
sent to all the counties in the country, and in this surviving copy it is clear
that this was the copy sent to Huntingtonshire.

The opening of the second sentence in French is Sachez ke, “you know
that.” This phrase becomes an Old English-style correlative clause: “Det
witen 3e wel alle paet” (“That [fact], let all of you know, [namely] that . . .”).
As if to complete the Anglo-Saxon verbal texture of this passage, the French
word conseil, counselors, becomes the old word redesmen. Hrothgar has
his men who give reed (advice) and the famous Anglo-Saxon king we know
today as Zthelred “The Unready” was, in fact, known in his own time as
Athelred unred (Athelred the 1ll-advised). Like fultume, reedesmen is a word
clearly passing from the Middle English vocabulary.

More local phrasings abound, for these reedesmen were “chosen from among
us and from among the people of the land of our country.” The English loandes
folk on ure kuneriche translates the French le commun de nostre reaume, but the
translation is hardly transparent. The loandes folk, the folk of the land, is a
phrase that connotes not political brilliance or baronial entitlement but every-
dayness. It is a phrase less to describe the counselors to the king and more to
evoke the audience for this English text. It is a subtle way of bringing the folk
to the King’s side and affirming their place in the kuneriche, the kingdom—a
word that defined the country through the ruler (king-dom), unlike the French
word reaume (realm) that connoted a more abstract and porous sense of rule.

Some of these English words, then, are familiar; some are strange to us
now. But a look at the French shows us what would become the common
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words of politics and public administration: honur (honor), fei (faith),
profit, ferm et estable (firm and stable); and, later on, we find comandons
(we command), enemi mortel (mortal enemy), and tresor (treasure). These
words were clearly part of not just the French but of the Middle English
public vocabulary by the middle of the thirteenth century. And yet, the
English of the Proclamation translates all of them into what could only
be described as an aggressively old-fashioned vernacular:

honur treope

profit freme

reaume londe

ferm et estable stedfoest and i-lestinde
comandons hoaten

enemi mortel deadlice i-foan

tresor hord

Just about all of these French words are attested in use by the end of the
thirteenth century (the word tresor had already appeared in the Peterborough
Chronicle), and none of them would have been absolutely opaque to an Eng-
lish reader at the time of Henry’s Proclamation. For what we have here is not
simply a translation of a French document for a wider circulation among a
non-French audience. What we have is a political statement about the Eng-
lish language and the English people. By rephrasing official French into an
already old-fashioned, deliberately Anglo-Saxon phraseology, this version
sends a message. In Thorlac Turville-Petre’s terms, both king and barons
must have “recognized the value in the propaganda of patriotism of reaching
beyond the constituency of royal officials and appropriating (however spe-
ciously) the language of the ‘loandes folk’ in order to involve a wider section
of the population in the political program of reform” (England, 9).

By the end of the thirteenth century, the politics of English had be-
come explicit. In 1295, King Edward I could accuse the French of trying
to rid England of the English language. Chronicles, lyrics, and narrative
poems of the early fourteenth century take a special interest in the ways
in which English and French, for all their intermingling, still had social
associations. In the first third of the fourteenth century, Robert of Glouces-
ter could write that the Normans were the “heyemen” of England and the
Saxons the “lowemen.” The historian Robert Manning of Brunne, writing
at the end of the 1330s, claimed that those who are now “Inglis” were origi-
nally “Saxons.” And the religious poem, Cursor Mundi, written at about
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the same time recognizes that, even though there are dialect differences in
English-—a “sotherin Englis” from which the author has turned his story
into “northren lede”—*“Ingland the nacion” is a place defined by language
(see Turville-Petre, England, 15-20).

The multilingual quality of British literature at this time, however, crosses
many boundaries, and the best and best-known testimony to trilingual me-
dieval England is the set of poems written in the manuscript now catalogued
as British Library Manuscript Harley 2253. Compiled sometime in the 1330s
or 1340s, this manuscript preserves some of the most exquisite and most fa-
mous Middle English lyrics. Its contents have filled anthologies from those
of the late eighteenth century to those of our own schoolrooms today. These
are beautiful poems, voicing a lyric sensibility that melds vernacular nuance
with an attentiveness to the natural and the emotional world.

When be nytegale singes pe wodes waxen grene.

Lef ant gras ant blosme springes in Aueryl, Y wene,

Ant loue is to myn herte gon wip one spere so kene—
Nyht ant day my blod hit drynkes; myn herte dep me tene.

[When the nightingale sings the woods turn green.

Leaf and grass and blossom spring in April, I know,

And love has gone into my heart with a spear so sharp—

Night and day, love drinks up my blood; my heart makes me suffer.]

The poem takes the commonplaces of the European love lyric—the wound-
ing spear of love, the nightingale as symbol of desire, the April turn of sea-
son as a turn of heart—and makes them uniquely English. The beloved, later
in the poem, is the lemmon, the word used throughout Middle English to
describe the object of desire (it comes from the Old English leof, loved, and
mon, one; leofmon is reduced, over time, to lemmon or leman by the same
principle of syncretism as Old English hlafweard became “lord” and hlefdige
became “lady”). But that lemmion is more than just a lover; she becomes the
poet’s healer: “A suete cos of by moup might be my leche.” A sweet kiss of
your mouth might be my doctor. The word leche comes from the Old English
leece, meaning physician or healer (it may, possibly, come from the same root
as the word for the blood-sucking animal, the leech, long used in folk medi-
cine). But it took on, in Middle English verse, both a secular and a sacred
connotation. Jesus was the “soules leche” throughout devotional poetry, and
this poem, in particular, often blurs the line between the passions of carnal
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love and the Passion of Christ (the blood imagery, the sense of suffering, the
physicality of pain here are all part of the religious as well as the amorous
diction). But,.in the end, the recollections of the Passion or clichés of the
European lyric fade before a compelling, local Englishness:

Bituene Lyncolne ant Lyndeseye, Norhamptoun ant Lounde,
Ne wot Y non so fayr a may as Y go fore ybounde.

[From Lincoln to Lindsay, from Northampton to London,
I do not know of so fair a maiden as the one to whom [ am bound.]

The Harley 2253 Manuscript is filled with poems of such power and
complexity, such sophistication and vernacularity. But it is filled, too, with
poems and prose in French and Latin. Often interlarded with one another
on the page, these different texts evoke an engaging trilingualism for the
manuscript and its intended audience. On one page, in particular, poems in
English, French, and Latin follow each other in sequence, and this linguistic
meshing takes on a new and deft form in the concluding lines of the last,
Latin poem. A love lyric akin in power and naturalism to the English and
French poems in the manuscript (it begins, “Dum ludis floribus,” when you
played among flowers), it ends in a tour de force of scribal brilliance.

Scripsi hec carmina in tabulis;

Mon ostel est en mi la vile de Paris;
May y sugge namore, so wel me is;
zef hi deze for loue of hire, duel hit ys.

[I have written these verses on my tablets;

My dwelling is in the middle of the city of Paris;

Let me say no more, so things are fine (i.e., leave well enough alone);
If T die for love of her, it would be a pity.]

When this poet writes about the act of writing he does so in Latin: in lan-
guage reminiscent of such classical epigrammatists as Martial and his
medieval scholastic heirs. When he announces his dwelling in Paris—that
is, when he affirms that he is a student in the leading university city of the
day—he does so in French. And when he announces, in that final couplet,
that he may not speak anymore and that he would die of love, he does so
in the rich colloquialisms of Middle English.
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The story of that Middle English, therefore, must be told as part of a
larger story of a multilingual England. For, even though Henry III's Proc-
lamation marks a turning point in the official use of English, French re-
mained the language of the court, of government, of law, and of high cul-
ture well into the early fifteenth century. Some of the most famous works
of medieval French literature—The Song of Roland, the Lais of Marie de
France—survive in manuscripts written in England. The Jeu d’Adam, one
of the very first medieval dramatic works in a vernacular, is a French work
written in England in the twelfth century. In Robert of Gloucester’s words,
from the early fourteenth century, “lowe men holdep to Engliss” (lowborn
men stay with English), and “Vor bote a man conne frenss, / Me telp of
him lute” (unless a man knows French there is little to say about him).

And vyet, the French that men and women knew was not some uni-
form language. The Norman dialect had its own special words and
sounds. It differed from the central French, or Parisian dialect which
came in with the Angevin kings in the thirteenth century and with
new cultural and social affiliations. English people wishing to learn
French would have been acutely aware of such distinctions, and one of
the most revealing documents of early language pedagogy is the Traité
sur la lange francaise by Walter of Bibbesworth. Walter was an English
knight who served in Henry III’s court in the middle of the thirteenth
century, and he composed this Treatise for the children of a gentry-
woman in order to teach them the language of husbondrie e manaugerie
(husbandry and management).

Walter's Treatise does more, however, than just teach vocabulary or ex-
pression. It teaches a conception of language itself: a sense of how the
lexicon articulates a social register; of how the grammar of English and
French differ; and of how command of spoken and of written language
are two different skills. The Treatise is in French verse, with some English
words written between the lines. Here is a representative selection:

lip the hare
Vous avez la levere et le levere,
the pount book
La livere et le livere,
La levere Cest ke enchost les dens,
Le levere ki boys se tent dedeins,
La livere sert de marchaundie,
Le livere nous aprent clergie
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[You have the lip and the hare, the pound and the book; the lip which
surrounds the teeth, the hare which hides in the woods, the pound
which is used in trade, the book which teaches us clergy.]

Walter aims to train the reader’s eye and ear to the different grammatical
and phonemic qualities of French. He establishes what modern linguists
would call a minimal pair, that is, two words that differ only in one pho-
neme, in distinguishing livere and levere. In addition, he establishes the
category of grammatical gender as another distinguishing feature: la livere
| le livere; la levere [ le levere. Writing in the middle of the thirteenth century,
Walter makes unmistakably clear that the concept of grammatical gender
needs to be taught and that it has disappeared from English.

What he also makes clear is that the study of language is an education
in culture as well as grammar. The terms he addresses are for parts of the
body, hunting, commerce, and learning. This is an education in the social
arts, in words for polite conversation, courtiership, and intellectual dis-
course. His disquisition on the many different words for “red,” for example,
illuminates the nature of register in discourse (the red hair of a knight, he
notes, is rous, while his red horse is sor, his red shield is goules, and his red
lance is rouge). More than just a lesson book for French, Walter’s Treatise is
a lesson book for good French. And by good French he means skill in both
speaking and reading. By including the interlineations in the manuscript
of his work (you will first find the French and then the English above it, he
notes), he builds up a vocabulary of the spoken language designed, in the
end, to enhance one’s command of the written language.

Walter distinguishes between the spoken and the written, and so did
Henry III. His Proclamation opened with a greeting to everyone in his
purview, clers et lays (clerics and laymen). This phrase shows up in English
as i-lerde and i-leawede, and 1 have already mentioned how the English
version evokes the old formulaic and alliterative diction to translate the
French. But now, read against Walter's contemporary Treatise, we can see
how Henry’s distinction is also one of communicative venue. The clerics
and the lay, the learned and the lewd, are the literate and the illiterate. Cler-
ics, quite simply, read. They define themselves, throughout the English
and European Middle Ages, as the literati, those taught from the books and
living with the books. When Walter states, “le livere nous aprent clergie,”
the book teaches us clergy, he identifies himself with the literate, clerical
class—the class trained in the arts of grammatica, the schoolroom skills
of number, case, and gender, of lexicography and spelling. In fact, that
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very notion of spelling comes not from Old English but Old French—for
the word spellian in Old English meant to talk or tell a story or to move
with speech (it is the root of the Old English word god-spell, the good talk,
and thus our Modern English “gospel”). The Old French word espelir, by
contrast, meant to set out by letters, and it is only late in Middle English
that this word converges with spellian to produce a verb, spellen, that could
mean both speak and spell. As far as any one can tell, the earliest attested
use of “spell” in English meaning “to form by letters” is in Walter’s Treatise.
There, the phrase, “espau nautrement ki les letters ensemble prent,” gets
the gloss, spelieth.

Walter’s is thus an art of spelling in both senses of the word. But even
when an Englishman would spell in spoken English, it might not be spelled
out in that form. A revealing example of this fissure is the Parliamentary
record of 1362. For the first time, Parliament was opened with a speech in
English, and even though English had most likely been spoken in Parlia-
ment before then, this is the first time that the clerks of the Rotuli Parlia-
mentorum (the official record of proceedings) admit it.

Au quell jour, esteanz nostre Seigneur le Roi, Prelatz, Countes,
Barons, & les Communes en la Chambre de Peinte . . . monstre en
Englois par . .. de Grene, Chief Justice le Roi, les Causes de Somons
du Parlement.

[On this day, in the presence of our lord the King, the counts, the
barons, and the privy counselors of the painted chamber, the King's
Chief Justice, Green, announced the causes of the summons to Par-
liament in English.]

Parliament is addressed in English, but the record is in French—this in
spite of the fact that this very same Parliament passed a statute that all court
proceedings be henceforth conducted in English (pledez & monstrez en la
lange Engleise) because the litigants could no longer understand French (la
lange Franceois, gest trop desconu en la dit Roialme—*“the French language,
which has been fully discontinued in the speech of the realm”).

But just what was la dit Roialme? English does not show up in the par-
liamentary records until the petition of the Mercers’ Guild in 1388; the first
post-Conquest English king to have a will in English was Henry IV, who
died in 14271; the first English guild to record its accounts in English was
the Brewer’s Guild, in 1422. Chaucer’s contemporary John Gower could
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write long poems in both French'and Latin, clearly expecting them to have
as wide a readership as his poetry in English. Even Chaucer himself, some
modern scholars think, began his career as a French court poet.

Still, English remained a language of imaginative expression. In addi-
tion to such poems as the Harley Lyrics, there were romances, chronicles,
saints’ lives, prose allegories, devotional works, social satires, manuals of
household behavior—just about every conceivable kind of writing could be
and was done in English (as, needless to say, they could be and were done
in French and Latin, too). There emerged not just a wide use of English but
a vernacular sensibility: a way of understanding just what the political and
social consequences were of praying, doing business, dreaming, writing,
and living in English. Henry III's Proclamation, or the lyric drama of the
Harley poems, uses the language for social ends: to make a point about the
nature of royal power, to make a point about the nature of the landscape, to
make a point about what it means to feel on the road from Lincoln to Lind-
sey, Northampton to London. English, in other words, became a vehicle of
social and emotional movement.

Julian of Norwich, whose Revelation of Divine Love was composed in the
1380s, can still move us in her tongue. She transforms a Latinate religious
idiom into English; indeed, the word “revelation” becomes, in her text, the
English word schewynge. Look, for example, at this brief passage from the
so-called Short Text of her work.

Botte God forbade that ye schulde saye or take it so that [ am a techere,
for 1 meene nought s00, no I mente nevere so. For I am a woman,
leued, febille, and freylle. But I wate wele that this I saye. I hafe it of
the schewynge of hym that es soverayne techare. Botte sothelye, char-
yte styrres me to tell yowe it, for I wolde god ware knawenn and my
eveynn-Crystenne spede, as I wolde be myselfe, to the mare hatynge
of synne and lovynge of God.

[But God forbade it that you should say or believe that I am a teach-
er, for I do not intend to be so, nor have I ever intended it. For |
am a woman, unlearned, feeble, and frail. But | am fully convinced
of what I say. I have received it from the revelation of him who

1+ is the sovereign teacher. And truly, charity moves me to tell it to-
you, because it is my wish that God be known and that my fellow
Christians prosper, as | would myself, through hating sin more and
loving God.]
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Such a passage reveals the fluency of Middle English as a theological tongue.
Its sentences are short, evocative of everyday speech. Its vocabulary is local,
native, even—at times, perhaps, to modern readers—naive. This is, as the
editors of the recent volume The Idea of the Vernacular put it, a “language of
equality,” a language that constructs an audience of all English Christians
(Wogan-Browne et al., The Idea of the Vernacular, 83). In such a language,
the very word for the community of Christians is an old-fashioned, Anglo-
Saxon-sounding compound: eveynn-Crystenne, fellow Christians. There are
few words from French or Latin here. Febille and freylle come originaily from
the Latin by way of French, but their juxtaposition here, in what reads as an
old-fashioned, English alliterative pairing, calls attention away from their
etymological origins and toward their native sound. But in this passage,
there are two words of distinctively non-English origin, used for powerful
effect: God is the “soverayne techare,” a teacher who is not only the chief
instructor of the faith but the very sovereign of doctrine; and the love of this
God is very pointedly “charyte,” a word that goes back to the caritas of Saint
Paul, Saint Augustine, and the whole tradition of patristic theology.

Julian’s word choice and rhythms are more supple and compelling than,
frankly, anything that Geoffrey Chaucer wrote in prose, and she stands as a
good foil for those who would claim that Chaucer somehow “invented” Eng-
lish as a literary language. Yes, he did use words in new ways; he did develop
a decasyllabic line that would become a metrical standard for English verse;
and he did wrest a personal, poetic voice out of the mix of available dialects
and idioms. But he did so not in the vacuum of a solitary imagination but
on busy streets and crowded docks, in the midst of parliamentary argument
and courtly feigning. Chaucer’s achievement needs to be assessed against
this history of French and English: a history of the learned and lewd, of
Aprils and lemmons, of lips and hares and pounds and books.

P pm <t

Overview of Key Changes from Old English to Middle English

Pronunciation

Consonants: OE lost its characteristic consonant clusters

hl, hn, hr became 1, n. r: OE hring > ring; OE hlud > loud; OE hne-
gan > neigh
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fn became sn: OE fnestian > sneeze
hw lost its aspiration to become written as w or wh: OE hwet, hwa,
hwicce > what, who, which

OE also lost consonants in the middle of words as part of a process
known as assimilation.

OE hlaford > Early ME laverd > late ME lord
OE hlefdige > Early ME levedi > late ME lady

Vowels: among the many changes in the Old English vowel sys-
tem, two stand out, not just for their own interest but for help in
dating sound changes and loan-words.

Lengthening in open syllables: a vowel in an open syllable is one
followed by a single consonant or a consonant and another vowel.

OE nama, which had a short /a/ became ME name, which had a

long /a:/
OE abidan, which had a short /i/ became ME abide, which had a

long /1:/

Remember here that vowel length is a quantitative matter: it depends
on how long you hold the vowel, not on differences of where you
pronounce it in the mouth.

The other important change is that OE long a /a:/ became Middle
English long o, which would have been pronounced as /2:/.

OE ham, ban, swa > ME home, bone, so.

On the basis of rhymes in poetry and loan words, the qualitative
change of OE long a to ME long o must have happened before length-
ening in open syllables, otherwise all long a sounds in ME would
have merged together (that is, we would be saying “nome” instead
of “name”).

Metathesis: the transposing of two sounds pronounced in se-
quence. While this is often a function of everyday speech or regional
dialect variation (e.g., “psghetti” for spaghetti; “aks” for ask), it per-
manently affected the pronunciation of some words in the transition
from OE to ME:
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OE brid > ME bird; OF axian > ME ask; OF purh > ME through,;
OE beorht > ME bright

Articulative intrusion: the adding of a sound in the course of pro-
nouncing several sounds together. This is also often a function of every-
day speech (e.g., saying the word “something” as if it were “sumpthing”:
saying the word “dance” as if it were “dants”). It also affected permanent-
ly the pronunciation of some words in the transition from OE to ME:

OE slummer > ME slumber; OF emtig > ME empty; OE glisnian > ME
glisten;
OE punnor > ME thunder

Morphology

The endings of the ME verb remained pretty much the same as in OE,
even though the elaborate system of verb classes disappeared. Gener-
ally speaking, the infinitive and plural of verbs end in -en; the singular
third person ends in -eth; the singular second person ends in -st.

OE distinguished between strong and weak verbs. Strong verbs
signaled change in tense by changes in the root vowel: e.g., run, ran;
think, thought; drink, drank, drunk. Weak verbs signal the past tense
by adding a suffix, usually -ed or -d: e.g., walk, walked; love, loved.
Many strong verbs from OE survived into ME, but some did not: for
example, knead, help, and wax (meaning “to grow”) became weak
verbs in Middle English (though, in some texts, the strong forms
are also used). All verbs borrowed into English from the ME period
onwards are borrowed as weak verbs.

The endings of the ME noun illustrate the loss of the OE case
system. Occasionally, there is a final -e in some words indicating the
dative case (for example, in the phrase “out of toune”). But otherwise,
the only remaining markers of case in ME (as in Modern English) are
the final -s in plurals and possessives.

With pronouns, ME lost the OE dual (a special form meaning
“we two”). It kept, however, the two forms of the second person
to distinguish formal and plural from informal and singular. The
Middle English pronominal system by the time of Chaucer (late-
fourteenth-century, London), is as follows:



[ we thou ye: he she  it/hit they
me us thee you him/hi  hir hem
my(n) our  thy(n) your  his hire here

With the loss of grammatical gender, ME came to use the word hit,
or it (from the old neuter third person singular) to refer to inanimate
objects and concepts regardless of their original OE gender.

ME also saw the rise of interrogative pronouns used as relative
pronouns. OF used the definite article as the relative pronoun: se mon
se, “the man who.” This change took several centuries, so many ME
constructions may look odd to modern readers:

ME “He which that hath no wyf” = Modern English “He who has
no wife.”

ME “These folk of which I telle” = Modern English, “These folk of
whom I speak.”

ME “I that am” = Modern English “I who am.”

Vocabulary

The core vocabulary of English comprised the monosyllabic words
for basic concepts, bodily functions, and body parts inherited from
Old English and shared with the other Germanic languages. These
words include: God, man, tin, iron, life, death, limb, nose, ear, foot,

mother, father, brother, earth, sea, horse, cow, lamb.

Words from French are often polysyllabic terms for the institutions
of the Conquest (church, administration, law), for things imported
with the Conquest (castles, courts, prisons), and terms of high culture
or social status (cuisine, fashion, literature, art, decoration). Readily
identifiable sound features and spellings of French words include:

-ei-, -ey-: obey, air, fair, quaint

-0i-, -0y-: boy, joy, toy, royal, exploit

-ioun, -ion, endings: explanation, relation
-ment, endings: amendment, commandment
-ence, or -aunce, endings: eminence, reference
-our, or -or, endings: honour, colour, favour .
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Words which end in -ous are adjectives; words which end in -us are
nouns. Thus, in Modern English, callous is an adjective, while callus
is a noun.

Norman French and Central French

The Normans were originally a Germanic people, and they spoke a
dialect of French that retained some of the sounds of the Germanic
languages. Words from Norman French (or what is also known as
Anglo-Norman) came in with the Conquest and are attested from the
eleventh through the early thirteenth centuries. Words from Central,
or Parisian, French, came in to English beginning in the thirteenth
centuries, with kings and courtiers from France itself and with great-
er intellectual, social, and commercial contact with France.

The Norman dialect had a /w/ sound and spelling for Central French
words with a /g/ sound (and a -gu- spelling). Note the following:

Wiles Guile
William Guillaume
War Guerre
Warden Guardian

Norman French had a /k/ sound, spelled with a -c-, for Central
French words with a /tJ/ sound, spelled -ch-. Notice the following:

Castle Chateau
Cap Chapeau
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CHAPTER §

Lord of This Langage
Chaucer’s English

ALMOST FROM THE MOMENT OF HIS DEATH in 1400, Chaucer came to
be revered as the inventor of a new, poetic language. His earliest imita-
tors, the poets John Lydgate and Thomas Hoccleve, saw him as “purifying”
English from the “rudeness” of the Anglo-Saxon. At the end of the fifteenth
century, England’s first printer, William Caxton, considered Chaucer the
“first founder and embellisher of ornate eloquence in English,” while at
the end of the sixteenth century, the poet Edmund Spenser could praise his
forebear as “the well of English undefiled.” Throughout the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, poets, historians, and critics found in Chaucer
the first stirrings of a literary vernacular, and nineteenth- and twentieth-
century academics granted him nothing less than revolutionary status: “he
decided to invent a literary English,” writes one, while for another, Chaucer
“began a revolution in poetic diction.”

Just what did Chaucer do to garner such obeisance? Compared with his
contemporaries, he does seem to have brought into literary English a wide
range of loan words from French and Latin. But he did more than simply
enlarge the vocabulary of the language. He often juxtaposed terms from
Old English against those of French and Latin, creating, in the process,
striking literary effects. He often placed words strategically in the poetic
line for heightened emphasis, rhymed words in often memorable ways,
and, on occasion, stretched syntax and word order almost to their break-
ing point.

More than these technical achievements, Chaucer was acutely conscious
of linguistic difference as a social, historical, and even philosophical prob-
lem. He reflected on language change and dialect variation, presented
characters who manipulate the world through their vernacular, and set up
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the figure of a poet who is himself an innovator in the uses of language.
Language is always a theme for Chaucer’s poetry, and Chaucer himself
took up the persona of a writer preoccupied with new words and vernacular
command. As the scholar Christopher Cannon has recently shown, Chau-
cer’'s borrowings, distinctive usages, and juxtapositions of old and new
words “help Chaucer’s English to gather the quality of novelty to itself and
to present that novelty as constitutive of its own making.” In other words,
Chaucer does not so much “invent” a new English as much as he invents
the pose of someone who invents a new English.

In this pose lies the brilliance of Chaucerian English. Like many later
writers—Milton, Wordsworth, Dickens, Twain, or Norman Mailer—he
is able to create the impression of linguistic innovation, not so much by
genuinely coining new words or new phrases (as Shakespeare really did)
but by making us feel as if he did so. “Chaucer’s English,” therefore, does
not simply connote the details of London Middle English of the later four-
teenth century but the personal transformation of those details into an
imaginative, linguistic space.

Nowhere is that transformation more brilliantly accomplished than in
the famous opening of the General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales.

Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote

The droghte of March hath perced to the roote,

And bathed every veyne in swich licour

Of which vertu engendred is the flour;

Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth

Inspired hath in every holt and heeth

The tendre croppes, and the yonge sonne

Hath in the Ram his half cours yronne,

And smale foweles maken melodye,

That slepen al the nyght with open ye

(So priketh hem nature in hir corages),

Than longen folk to goon on pilgrimages,

And palmeres for to seken straunge strondes,

To ferne halwes, kowthe in sondry londes;

And specially from every shires ende

Of Engelond to Caunterbury they wende,

The hooly blisful martir for to seke,

That hem hath holpen whan that they were seeke.
(1.1-18)
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[When it happens that April, with his sweet showers, has pierced the
drought of March to the root, and bathed every vein in that fluid from
whose power the flower is given birth; when Zephyr also, with his
sweet breath, has inspired the tender crops in every wood and heath-
er, and the young sun has run half his course through the sign of
the Ram, and little birds make melody who sleep all night with their
eyes open (so Nature stimulates them in their hearts), then people
desire to go on pilgrimages, and professional pilgrims desire to seek
strange shores; and they wend their way, especially, from the end
of every county in England to Canterbury, in order to seek the holy,
blissful martyr who had helped them when they were sick.]

This passage is many things: an invocation, an exordium, a call for audi-
ence attention, and a display of poetic craft. Its line of sight moves from the
heavens to the earth, focusing down from the zodiacal empyrean, through
the clouds of meteorological reality, to the tops of the trees, to the earth
itself. And once we hit the ground, the sentence then moves from the outer
to the inner: from the peripheries of “every shires ende / Of Engelond” to
the telos of the pilgrimage to Canterbury. Two parallel contractions, one
vertical, the other horizontal, bring the world of everyday experience into
sharp focus.

That focus, though, is calibrated metrically and lexically, and Chaucer
emerges in these opening lines as a linguistic innovator. Words such as en-
gendred and inspired would have been, by the late fourteenth century, part of
the new vocabulary taken from the Romance languages, while words such
as vertu and melodye—long in the Middle English lexicon—appear in dis-
tinctive ways. The histories of words come to the fore (vertu, for example,
appears in all its etymological force from the Latin vir, masculine prow-
ess). Figuration takes precedence over denotation (the word melodye, for
example, evokes, as it did for many in the later fourteenth century, a sense
of heavenly bliss or mirth). The Anglo-Saxon and the French contend (the
nature that pricks these birds to melody, for example, gets them in their
corages—their very francophone hearts).

Juxtaposed against these learned and Romance words is an English
landscape. Holt and heeth, two old and here alliterating words, emblema-
tize that landscape into which Zephyr's new winds blow. And against
that mythological west wind comes the zodiacal figure of the Ram: not
“Aries,” but the ordinary animal. The palmeres on their pilgrimages (both
originally Old French terms) “seken straunge strondes / To ferne hal-
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wes, kowthe in sondry londes”—every word there, ultimately, from Old
English. And, at the sentence’s conclusion, the last couplet reaffirms the
Englishness of this experience. Though Beckett remains here a martir (a
French word that entered English almost from the moment of the Nor-
man Conquest), he stands surrounded by English modifiers: hooly and
blisful. Finally, in the last line, we may find a formal reassertion of a native
English prosody and idiom: “That hem hath holpen whan that they were
seke.” The strong alliterations on the h- words slow the pace of reading
down. They force the performer (for this is, as far as we can tell, a poetry
that was read aloud) to articulate, to feel the repetitions soon to be felt
again in the concatenating “that they.” Chaucer deploys the resources of
his rich vocabulary and his metrics to suggest a politics to literary form.
There is a sense of a resurgent English vernacularity here—a poem in
decasyllabic couplets that apposes words of English and French origin; a
poem in which the alliterative idiom can rear up; a poem in which, for all
the learning of astrology or the sophistications of science, there is still an
old familiar holt and heeth.

The General Prologue is an essay in the arts of language. It establishes
the poem’s narrator as a describer of the world, a portraitist of people,
and a philosopher of language. For his job, as he puts it at the Prologue’s
close, is to retell the pilgrim’s tales faithfully: to “reherse” each word, ac-
cording to the teller. Fidelity to source remains his primary concern, for if
he were to falsify, expand, or invent something and attribute it to someone
else, “he moot tell his tale untrewe” (1.736). Plain speaking is the order of
the day—“Crist spak himself ful brode in holy writ” (1.739)—and Plato’s
authority dovetails with the scriptures to affirm: “The wordes moote be
cosyn to the dede” (1.742). Words should reflect the things they denote.
The relation of word and deed echoes a sustaining medieval debate about
verba and res. From Saint Augustine, through Macrobius, Boethius, the
scholastics, and the nominalists, philosophers of language and behavior
recognized the complexities among intention and expression, word and
object. “Every word,” Macrobius had argued, “has a true meaning,” but
the circumstances and intentions of the utterer could possibly impede the
true expression of that meaning. Some held that the speaker’s will to say
was more important than what was said, and many recognized that words
may have effects that writers or speakers did not intend. Here in the real
world, words cannot have a one-to-one correspondence to the things théy
denote or to the wills of their speakers. Instead, there is but a rough as-
sociation—cousinhood rather than, say, brotherhood.
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Chaucer’s narrator recognizes that potential slippage between the ut-
terance and the idea while at the same time trying to be faithful to both.
And yet, for all his claims not to find “wordes newe” in his retellings, it
is Chaucer the poet who emerges from the General Prologue as precisely
that finder of new words—indeed, the Middle English word find means
both “discover” and “invent,” and when Chaucer’s early imitators call him
the “first finder” of our language, they mean exactly that he invents it. The
opening of the General Prologue really does find a new way for the ver-
nacular, much as it finds a way for fictive pilgrims, and it is essential to see
just what the linguistic landscape was in late-fourteenth-century London
through which Chaucer found that way.

The London Middle English of the later fourteenth century was a lightly
inflected language that had developed distinctive patterns of word order,
had appropriated a large and growing French and Latin vocabulary, and
developed a system of pronunciation based, largely, on the East Midlands
dialect (but which had elements of other, regional sounds and forms). Verb
endings, as in Old English, marked the infinitive, and the first, second, and
third persons in both the singular and plural. Noun endings did not indicate
grammatical gender, nor did they largely indicate cases (though there were
a few exceptions). They did distinguish singular from the plural, most often
using the final -s for plural, though Chaucer’s Middle English also preserved
(as our Modern English does, to some extent) some plural forms inherited
from Old English. These include sets of words that formed their plurals by
changing the root vowel of the word: foot, feet; goose, geese; mouse, mice.
They also included words that formed their plural with an -en ending: child,
children; brother, brethren; ox, oxen. And there remained a few words that
did not distinguish singular from plural (those that survive in modern Eng-
lish include sheep and fish, though in Chaucer’s Middle English there would
have been others, including the Old English word wonder).

Word-order patterns were the primary determiners of meaning and ef-
fect in a sentence. The normal pattern, Subject + Verb + Object, may be
illustrated by the sentence: “He takes hys leve.” The inversion of Verb and
Object could be used for emphasis (“I him folwed”), while Subject and
Verb could be inverted for asking a question (“Gafye the child any thing?”).
Chaucer’s Middle English could use multiple negation for emphasis (in
fact, English speakers and writers multiplied negation well into the eigh-
teenth century, when grammarians believed it to be illogical). Thus, we
may see, in the description of the Knight from the General Prologue, the
following, staggering quadruple negation: “He nevere yet no vileynye ne
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sayde in al his lyf unto no mannér wight” (He never, to this point, in any
way said anything bad in all of his life to any kind of person).

As in Old. English (and, in fact, as in the English language well into
the time of Shakespeare), Chaucer’'s Middle English distinguished between
singular and plural and informal and formal second-person pronouns.
Such forms as thou, thy, thine, and thee were singular and informal; such
forms as you, your, and ye, were plural and formal. This distinction worked
in literature and in society much as it does in modern French, German,
[talian, or Spanish—that is, to mark personal relationships of power, inti-
macy, age, social status, and affection. There are times in Chaucer’s poetry
(as there are throughout medieval and Renaissance literature) when the
meaning of a scene depends wholly on the subtleties of pronouns. In the
“Clerk’s Tale” from the Canterbury Tales, for example, the Italian despot
Walter is dismissing his long suffering, yet patient wife, Griselda, after
years of marriage (he is testing her, but cruelly). Turning to her husband,
Griselda says: “Remembre yow, myn owene lord so deere / I was youre wyf,
though I unworthy were” (4.881-82). She speaks to him in the formal you
form. When Walter responds, telling her to go and take only the old smock
she is wearing, he dismisses her in the thou form: “‘the smok,” quod he,
‘that thou hast on thy bak, / Let it be stille, and bere it forth with thee’”
(4.890—91). But when he finishes her testing and accepts her, finally, as
his beloved, Walter uses the thou forms of intimacy: “Thou art my wyf, ne
noon oother I have” (4.1063).

Social relationships define themselves throughout the Canterbury Tales
in you and thou forms: the Host and the Clerk address each other with you
forms of respect in the Prologue to the “Clerk’s Tale.” But at the close of the
“Pardoner’s Tale,” the Pardoner angers the Host, not just by inviting him to
buy one of his bogus relics but by addressing him in the thou form: “Come
forth, sire Hoost, and offer first anon, / And thou shalt kisse the reikes
everychon” (6.943—44). When the Host brutally responds (also in the thou
form), it takes the Knight to come in and restore both social and dramatic
balance—but he does so by maintaining hierarchies through pronouns.
He speaks to “ye, sire Hoost,” but to the Pardoner he says “ I prey thee,
drawe thee neer” (6.964-60).

At moments such as this one, Chaucer reaches deep into the grammati-
cal resources of his language to make social and dramatic claims (claims
lost on modern readers unaware of the old pronouns). But here, as else-
where, there is no single kind of English that is emblematically Chauce-
rian. No individual passage, however extended or extensive, can convey the
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range of register, vocabulary, dialect, and idiom that he deploys throughout
his writing. Chaucer evokes the high style of the Francophile court, the
coarseness of the commoner, the Latinism of the scholar—and everything
in between. Take the Prologue to the “Clerk’s Tale.” The Host has called
upon the Clerk to tell a story, and he responds by announcing that he will
recount a tale told to him by the Italian poet, Francis Petrarch. The story
of patient Griselda that follows is Chaucer’s version of the narrative told by
Petrarch in Latin but before him by Boccaccio in Italian. The Clerk praises
his source, however, in terms that, for the first time in English, synthesize
the language of poetic praise as developed in the European vernaculars.

I wol yow telle a tale which that I
Lerned at Padowe of a worthy clerk,

As preved by his wordes and his werk.
He is now deed and nailed in his cheste;
[ prey to God so yeve his soule reste!
Fraunceys Petrak, the lauriat poete,
Highte this clerk, whos rethorike sweete
Enlumyned al Ytaille of poetrie . . .

(4-26-33)

[l intend to tell you a tale that I learned in Padua from a worthy
clerk—his worthiness proved by his words and deeds. He is now
dead and nailed in his coffin. I pray to God that He give his soul good
rest. Francis Petrarch, the laureate poet, was the name of this clerk,
whose sweet rhetoric illuminated all of Italy with poetry.]

As happens throughout the Canterbury Tales, English and European, old
and new, jostle for effect. Petrarch is here a clerk (from the Latin, clericus)
from Padowe (Padua, the first time this Italian city shows up in English
writing). His worthy status (from the Old English, weorp) has been proved
(from the Latin), “by his wordes and his werk,” an Old English alliterative
pairing. Once we get to hear Petrarch’s name, however, just about every-
thing that follows is a new imported word: laureate, from the Latin lau-
reatus, recalls Petrarch’s crowning as the poet laureate in Rome; rethorike
is, of course, rhetorica, one of the medieval liberal arts; enlumyned comes
from illuminatus, and appears here for the first time anywhere in English;
and poetrie, from the Latin poetria, connotes for Chaucer literary writing in
Latin by a dead author (the term Chaucer uses consistently for vernacular
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writing in English, or writing by'living authors, such as himself, is mak-
ing). The character of Chaucer’s Clerk displays his erudition in the range
of these terms, while the poet Chaucer puts into practice the very “heigh
style” for which Petrarch had been known.

Elsewhere in Chaucer, his high style sets out to naturalize in English
the flow of a European intellectual or courtly voice. In Troilus and Criseyde,
a poem rich with courtly gestures and itself a translation of Boccaccio’s
Il Filostrato, Chaucer can sound almost classical in his allusions and his
polysyllables.

O blissful light of which the bemes clere
Adorneth al the thridde heven faire!
O sonnes lief, O Joves doughter deere,
Plesance of love, O goodly debonaire,
In gentil hertes ay redy to repaire!
O veray cause of heele and of gladnesse,
Theryed be thy might and thi goodnesse!
(Troilus, 3.1-7)

[O blissful light, whose clear beams adorn the beautiful third plan-
etary sphere! O beloved of the sun, O Jove’s dear daughter, love’s
delighted, O excellent gracious one, ready to go, indeed, into gracious
hearts! O true cause of health and of happiness, may your might and
your goodness be praised!]

In this and the previous example, new words call attention to the speaker’s
position of power in relationship to his addressee (in the “Clerk’s Tale,” it
is an authoritative poet; in Troilus and Criseyde, it is a god). As far as we can
tell, this is the first time that the verb adorn is used in English writing, and
it introduces a string of loan words: cler, plesance, debonaire, gentil, repaire,
verray, cause. You had to be immensely well read in late-fourteenth-century
England to know these words, let alone to use them effortlessly in vernacu-
lar poetry. Indeed, Chaucer may even be playing on the etymology of debo-
naire, which came from the French, de bonne aire, of good disposition, but
also of good “air"—he does the same thing in his translation of Boethius’s
Consolation of Philosophy, when he calls Zephyrus the “deboneire wynde.”

If Chaucer can evoke the high style of a European romancier, he can
equally well satirize the pretentiousness of loan words, as in the “Tale of Sir
Thopas.” Here, the poor pilgrim Chaucer has been called upon to tell a tale,
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and what he tells is so god-awful that the Host must interrupt it with the
criticism: “Thy drasty rymyng is nat worth a toord!” Turdlike must be those
stanzas in which fancy, polysyllabic, French terms stand out like lumps:

Listeth, lordes, in good entent,
And I wol telle verrayment
Of myrthe and of solas,
Al of a knight was fair and gent
In bataille and in tourneyment;
His name was sire Thopas.
(“Tale of Sir Thopas,” 7.712-17)

[Listen, lords, with good intention, and I will truly tell you something of
pleasure and solace, concerning all about a knight who was fair and of
of noble birth, in battle and in tournament; his name was Sir Thopas.]

Just what kind of poet would say of his hero that his face was white “as
pandemayn” (that is, pain de main, handmade or very fine bread)? And
by the time we get through the catalogue of herbs and spices filling the
forest (lycorys, cetewale, clowe-gylofre, notemuge), or the delicacies at the
knight’s table (mazelyn, spicerye, gyngebreed, lycorys, comyn), we too may
grow as impatient as the Host. “Myne eres aken of thy drasty speche,” he
complains, and that is precisely the point. For this is a poetry of the ear, a
poetry designed to satirize the pretensions of courtly romance by having
the complicated sounds and syllables of Gallic terms jangle much like the
bridle of Sir Thopas’s horse.

Chaucer’s is always a poetry of the ear—in part, because it was per-
formed; in part, too, because it is designed to capture the sound of the
speech of people from a range of social strata. For in addition to the high
style, there are stretches of colloquial dialogue that reach deep into the
recesses of the obscene: “Derk was the nyght as pich, or as the cole, / And
at the window out she putte hir hole” (“Miller’s Tale,” 1.3731-32). And in
the “Reeve’s Tale,” Chaucer can present so reasonable a facsimile of the
Northern Middle English dialect that modern linguists have relied on this
tale for its evidence of regional pronunciation at the time: “By God, need
has na peer. /| Hym boes serve himself that has na swayn” (1.4026-27).

We think of Chaucer as a poet of facility and flair, but he was also a prose
writer whose translations and adaptations of earlier material were in some
ways even more appreciated in his own time than the poetry. His trans-
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lation of Boethius’s Consolation ‘of Philosophy (known as the Boece) takes
the Latin text, by way of an intermediary French translation, and seeks to
develop a vernacular English philosophical diction. Take, for example, this
passage from book 5, metrum 4 of the Boece, where Lady Philosophy is
setting out the Stoic theory of sense impressions:

[The Stoics] wenden that ymages and sensibilities (that is to seyn,
sensible ymaginaciouns or ellis ymaginaciouns of sensible thingis)
weren enprientid into soules fro bodyes withoute-forth (as who seith
that thilke Stoycienis wenden that the sowle had been nakid of itself,
as a mirour or a clene parchemyn, so that alle figures most first
comen fro thinges fro withoute into soules, and ben emprientid into
soules): ... ryght as we ben wont somtyme by a swift poyntel to fyc-
chen letters emprientid in the smothnesse or in the pleynesse of the
table of wex or in parchemyn that ne hath no figure ne note in it.

[The Stoics believed that images and sense impressions (that is,
impressions gained through the senses or impressions of things
that can be sensed) were imprinted into souls from bodies outside of
themselves (after the manner of those who say that these same Stoics
believed that the soul was naked in origin, as if it were a mirror or a
blank piece of parchment, so that all figures had to first come from
things outside into souls, and thus be imprinted into souls): . . . just
as we are in the habit at times of making letters impressed into the
smooth surface or plain covering of a wax tablet with a fast moving
stylus or pen, or on to a parchment surface that has no letter nor
marking on it.]

Here, in a passage that segues from Boethius’s own text to asides from
learned commentaries, Chaucer’s English seems to survive in only the bar-
est of grammatical scaffolding for a lexicon heavy with French and Latin
polysyllables.

By contrast, his Treatise on the Astrolabe—a synthesis of medieval astro-
nomical and astrological teaching inherited from Greek and Latin, Arabic,
and European teaching—simplifies a technical language for the work’s ad-
dressee, Chaucer’s ten-year-old son, Lewis. This treatise, Chaucer states,
“wol I shewe the under full light reules and naked wordes in Englissh, for
Latyn canst thou yit but small, my litel sone.” Chaucer speaks in the thou
forms as a father to a son. The old idiom for knowing a language—using
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the form of the verb “can”—shows up here, as do other old vernacularisms:
the use of full to mean “very”; the use of light to mean “simple”; the word
small to mean “a little bit” (this last idiom shows up again, centuries later,
when Ben Jonson would chide Shakespeare for his “small Latin and less
Greek”). The English will be naked here, a word Chaucer uses elsewhere
to mean unadorned, straightforward, simple: the “naked text” in his trans-
lation of the Romance of the Rose means without gloss or explanation; in
the Prologue to the Legend of Good Women, he will aver his intention as
“the naked text in English to declare / Of many a story,” that is, to nar-
rate without asides or embellishment (Prologue, G-version, 86). In these
terms, there is little naked about the Boece, as its sentences fill themselves
with terms from French and Latin, with asides from commentaries, and
with repetitions designed to rephrase a technical language into something
equally technical (the only thing naked in the passage I had quoted earlier
is the soul that the Stoics thought was empty of ideas at birth).

The Prologue to the Treatise on the Astrolabe, in addition to establishing
the framework for instruction, offers a lesson in language itself.

Now wol I preie meekly every discret persone that redith or herith
this litel tretys to have my rude endityng for excused, and my super-
fluite of wordes, . . . And Lowys, yf so be that I shewe the in my lighte
Englissh as trewe conclusions touching this mater, and not oonly as
trewe but as many and as subtile conclusiouns, as ben shewid in
Latyn in eny commune tretys of the Astrelabie, konne me the more
thank. And preie God save the king, that is lord of this langage, and
alle that him feith bereth and obeieth, everich in his degree, the more
and the lasse. But consider wel that I ne usurpe not to have founden
this werk of my labour or of myn engyn. I n’am but a lewd compila-
tor of the labour of olde astrologiens, and have it translated in myn
Englissh only for thy doctrine.

[Now I intend to pray humbly to every individual person that reads
or hears this little treatise to excuse me of my coarse writing and
the overabundance of words. ... And Lewis, if it should happen
that I reveal to you in my easy English the conclusions concerning
this material in as true a fashion as any ordinary treatise shows in
Latin—conclusions not only as true, but as many and as subtle as
in those treatises—then you can thank me the more. And I pray to
God to save the king, who is lord of this language, and to save all of
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them that have faith and obey, each one according to his social rank,
the greater and the lesser. But recognize truly that I have not taken
over the authority for this work, nor originated any of it through the
activity of my imagination. I am nothing but a simple compiler of the
work of old astrologers, and I have translated it into my English only
for your instruction.]

Chaucer sets out to explain, and if at times that explanation requires some
extra verbiage, so be it. It seems significant in these sentences that when
Chaucer writes about the basics he does so in basic English, and when he
invokes a pedagogical difficulty or a claim for social status, he does so in
words borrowed from French or Latin. He prays meekly, but the people he
addresses are discreet: judicious, prudent, courteous (a word from a French
courtly vocabulary; think ahead to Shakespeare’s Falstaff: “The better part
of valor is discretion”). He apologies for his “superfluite of wordes” (and
superfluity appears to have come into English only in the 1380s—it is a
word that calls attention to itself, a bit of self-conscious superfluity). Chau-
cer seeks to write “light English,” but when he writes about what lies in
his Latin sources, he refers to “subtile conclusiouns.” And when he prays
to God to save the king, he makes him “lord of this langage,” and in the
process gives a powerful political cast to writing in the vernacular.

This is the point of the Treatise, more than any technical education in
the arts of astrology. For the first time ever, English is the language of the
king (though the exact phrase, “the king’s English,” does not appear until
Shakespeare). And for the first time, Chaucer establishes a literary author-
ity in the vernacular as a political problem. Lest we think that he has made
all this up, he avers that he has stuck closely to his sources. He is “but a
lewd compilator,” not a usurper. Chaucer’s is one of the very first uses of
this word, according to the Oqurd English Dictionary (s.v., usurp, vb.), and
it brilliantly brings together politics and language in a way that takes us
back to Henry III's Proclamation and to the whole history of Anglo-French
courtly commerce. As my earlier chapters illustrated, English was gradual-
ly coming into political prominence by the close of the fourteenth century.
True, parliamentary records were still kept in French, but the language of
its arguments was mandated as English. History was coming to be written
in the language; John Wycliff and his followers were translating the Bible
into English; Julian of Norwich was composing complex theological texts
in it; and, in 1388, Parliament was petitioned in English, for the first time,
by the Mercer’s Guild.
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And yet, French was still there. There is no surviving parliamentary pe-
tition in English after 1388 until about 1413. Richard the II (the king who
was lord of Chaucer’s “langage”) lived little in the language (his successor,
Henry IV, was, as I had mentioned previously, the first post-Conquest king
to leave a will in English). During the Rising of 1381—perhaps the most
disruptive social event of the English Middle Ages and one so threaten-
ing that Chaucer, along with his poetic contemporaries John Gower and
William Langland, could not get away from writing about it—the insur-
gent groups (made up of peasants, artisans, and some local professionals)
made much of their command of English and of the official lack of it. In
the words of Steven Justice, whose study Writing and Rebellion: England in
1381 illuminates this vernacular insurgency, the political and public uses
of English were acts affirming “that those who read only English—or even
could only have English read to them—had a stake in the intellectual and
political life of church and realm” (30). What Justice calls “the linguistic
specialization of official culture,” that is, its conduct in French and Latin,
“was a resentment suffered for generations” (70).

So in a world of an insurgent English, where French remained royal and
official and yet was in some sense under siege, Chaucer’s avowals at the
close of the Prologue to the Treatise on the Astrolabe have a profound politi-
cal and linguistic effect. Richard II did not work his lordship in English,
and usurpation was a threat to all. Indeed, but a few years after Chaucer
put the Astrolabe together, Henry Bolingbrooke took up—some would have
said usurped—King Richard’s throne. That is the very word used by the
poet of a mid-fifteenth-century account:

To have in mynde callyng to Remembraunse
The gret wrongys doon of oold antiquitey,
Unrightful heyres by wrong alyaunce
Usurpyng this Royaume caused gret adversitey;
Kyng Richard the secounde, high of dignytee,
Whiche of Ingeland was Rightful enheritoure,
In whos tyme ther was habundaunce with plentee
Of welthe & erthely Ioye withouyt langoure.
(“A political retrospect,” dated to 1462)

[To have in mind calling into remembrance the great wrongs done
in ancient times, unrightful heirs who, by making bad alliances
usurped this realm and caused great adversity; King Richard the



Second, great in his dignity, was the rightful inheritor of England,
in whose time there was great abundance of wealth and earthly joy
without distress.]

Here, in this awkward stanza of late Middle English verse, we can see
something of the legacy of Chaucer’s language and the politics of words.
For in a poem praising the rights of a deposed English king, we find far
more French words than English. This is a diction of the polysyllable,
what late-medieval writers would call “aureate,” or golden, language and
would praise (or sometimes blame) Chaucer for inaugurating. The shim-
mering high-concept words—remembrance, antiquity, alliance, adversity,
dignity, inheritor, abundance, languor—evoke not just a political but a
linguistic former age: an age of Francophile inheritance. This is no naked
text in English.

And, for that matter, neither is Chaucer’s. Even when he is at his most
straightforward, his most Saxon, his most monosyllabically simple, Chau-
cer is never without ambiguity or double edge. The ironies of the Astrolabe
remind us that if Richard II was really no lord of the English language,
Chaucer was. His paternity over the diction and the forms of English lit-
erature was well acknowledged (he came to be called the “father” of English
poetry within only decades of his death). Even if he did not coin many
new words, he deployed an emerging vocabulary in a new and critically
effective way. Even if he used the resources of Middle English available
to him, he used all those resources, writing in the registers, the dialects,
and the idioms of an entire English-speaking nation. Even if at the close
of the Prologue to the Astrolabe Chaucer avows that he has done nothing
original—that he has not founden, that is, invented, anything—and even if
he claims this stance throughout his literary works, it is clear that he trans-
formed the legacy of Latin, French, Italian, and English literature available
to him into a unique synthesis of styles.

Over a century after the Astrolabe was written, English authors came to
use the word “usurp” to mean appropriating words from other languages.
Sir Thomas Elyot notes in his Book of the Governor (1531) that he has been
“constrained to usurpe a latine word” where none exists in English. For
the next three centuries, according to the OED, words were “usurped” for
English—as if writers were in some sense conquerors of the linguistic
imagination. Chaucer, it may be said, usurped a nation of new words, and
in the process, made himself a lord of language.that no king—rightful or
usurping—could become.
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CHAPTER 6

[ Is as Ille a Millere as Are Ye
Middle English Dialects

WHEN I ARRIVED AT OXFORD IN THE FALL OF 19706, I was assigned to
a tutorial in Middle English dialects. I had enrolled in Course II of the
English Honours School, a degree program centered on the history of
the English language, medieval literatures, and what was then and there
called “linguistic theory.” Expecting to read deeply in Old and Middle
English poetry, I was baffled at the structure of instruction and, in par-
ticular, at the attention paid to early English dialects. My bafflement was
only enhanced at the meeting of my first tutorial with the distinguished
scholar of late-medieval English religious prose, Anne Hudson. “Do you
know your don,” she seemed to ask me, in a ringingly inflected voice
I could not reproduce without recourse to the International Phonetic
Alphabet. “My don?” T answered. Well, I thought she was my don (the
word “don,” in Oxford parlance, referred to a college tutor in the univer-
sity—a term that emerged in the seventeenth century ultimately from
the Latin, dominum, “lord, or master,” by way of the Spanish honorific,
Don). “No, no, I mean Richard Your Don, The Handbook of Middle English
Grammar.” Oh, Richard Jordan, the German philologist, whose Hand-
buch der mittelenglischen Grammatik of 1925 had appeared in an English
translation just two years before I began my studies. Of course, to my
American ears, he was Richard “Dzérdan”—accent on the first syllable,
Jj pronounced like a j.

Such was my introduction to the dialects of English: to the ways in which
the language harbored often mutually incomprehensible pronunciations,
to the lies of spelling. In the course of my tutorial, however, I learned more
than how to pronounce the names of German philologists after the fashion
of British academics. I learned that the English were possessed by dialects:
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that forms of speech determined region, class, level of education, and gen-
der with a precision almost unheard of anywhere else. (I also learned, in
passing, that George Bernard Shaw’s Henry Higgins was himself mod-
eled on Henry Sweet, the brilliant nineteenth-century English philologist
who, among other things, systematized the early West Saxon dialect of
Old English and was instrumental in the founding of the Early English
Text Society, the Oxford English Dictionary, and the discipline of historical
philology itself.) Dialectology was, in many ways, a form of social history.
But it was also a practice demanding such precision, such skill at making
distinctions among vowel sounds and consonants, and such technical facil-
ity with transcription, that it had become, in mid-twentieth-century Oxford,
the empirical discipline of the humanities. It was the way in which a British
academic could command resources of an almost scientific skill, the way
in which the study of English could be elevated on a par with genetics,
nuclear physics, or—Oxford being Oxford—even classics.

Middle English provided such scholars with a rich and unique diver-
sity of dialects, recorded in the manuscripts of poetry and prose from the
twelfth through the fifteenth centuries. In the book that I was assigned to
read that first year of my studies, B.M.H. Strang’s History of English, the
author (a professor at Newcastle-upon-Tyne) defined that uniqueness:

What is unprecedented, and unparalleled since [the Middle English
period], is that this tiny nation produced such writers, especially
poets, in such abundance, and that they each wrote individually, not
merely in style, but in language. The forms of English in which their
writings are preserved vividly demonstrate that in addition to the
successive varieties identified by Professor Samuels [M. L. Samuels,
then the leading scholar of English dialect history], there were many
other kinds of English which had a rather fixed tradition of writing.
Because they conformed to standards and were recognizable as stan-
dard, and because their currency was less than nationwide, we might
call them cultivated regional, or regional standard.

(220)

Middle English, Strang continued further on, “is par excellence, the dialecti-
cal phase of English, in the sense that while dialects have been spoken at all
periods, it was in Middle English that divergent local usage was normally
indicated in writing” (224). '
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Strang’s assessment—which distilled half a century of scholarly opin-
ion and which has held up to the present day—is about more than simple
regional variation. It is about the fact that such variation could become the
basis of a “cultivated standard.” Cultivation implies learning, literacy, and
aesthetic culture. Standard implies a hierarchy of values and the institu-
tions in place to sustain them. And writing implies that medieval scribes
not only wrote as they heard but that they could (and in fact did) translate
texts from other dialects into their own, and that there were, within re-
gional dialect areas, certain agreed-upon forms of spelling. Literary culture
for the Middle English period, in this assessment, was literate culture, and
the purpose of literary writing was, to some degree, to record the local voice
of verbal artists of the region.

Now, all of this made sense when I read such “cultivated regional” texts
as, say, The Cursor Mundi from the north, The Bestiary from the East Mid-
lands, The Song on the Execution of Simon Fraser from the West Midlands,
The South English Legendary from the south, or The Ayenbite of Inwit from
Kent. In each of these texts, ranging from the late thirteenth to the mid-
fourteenth centuries, we can see how scribes recorded local pronuncia-
tions and regional differences in grammar and idiom. But all of this made
little sense when I came to Chaucer’s “Reeve’s Tale” from the Canterbury
Tales or to the Second Shepherd’s Play from the mid-fifteenth-century group
of religious dramas known as the Wakefield Cycle. In these two works, re-
gional differences appear not as cultivated written standards but, instead,
as representations of either country-bumpkin-ness or affectation. These
literary evocations of regional and class dialects have as their purpose so-
cial satire and humor. Their goal is to reveal how differences in language
point to differences in culture; how the north and south of England, in
particular, stand as opposing poles of politics and power; and, perhaps
most broadly, how the diversity of human speech reveals something of
the transitoriness of earthly life—that language is a mutable thing, and
that, in a post-Babel world, our inability to understand one another leads
to social strife (as St. Augustine put it, in his City of God, “linguarum di-
versitas hominem alienat ab homine,” the diversity of languages alienates
man from man).

John of Trevisa, writing in the middle of the 1380s, understood this
principle. In his Middle English translation of Ranulf Higden's history,
known as the Polychronicon, Trevisa commented on the different forms of
English spoken at his time.
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Also Englischmen, pey3 hy hadde fram pe bygynnyng pre maner
speche, Souperon, Norperon, and Myddel speche (in pe myddel of
pe lond), -as hy come of pre maner people of Germania, nopeles,
by commyxstion and mellyng furst wip Danes and afterward wip
Normans, in meny the contray longage is apeyred, and some usep
strange wlaffyng, chyteryng, harryng and garryng, grisbittyng. bis
apeyryng of pe burp-tonge ys bycause of twey pinges. On ys, for chyl-
dern in scole, azenes pe usage and manere of al oper nacions, bup
compelled for to leve here oune longage, and for to construe here les-
sons and here pinges a Freynsch, and habbep, supthe pe Normans
come furst into Engelond. Also, gentilmen children bup y-tauzt for
to speke Freynsch fram tyme pat a bup y-rokked in here cradel, and
connep speke and playe wip a child hys brouch; and oplondysch men
wol lykne hamsylf to gentilmen, and fondep wip gret bysynes for to
speke Freynsch for to be more y-told of.

Hyt semep a gret wondur hous Englysch, pat is pe burp-tonge
of Englyschmen and here oune longage and tonge, ys so dyvers of
soun in pis ylond; and pe longage of Normandy ys comlyng of anoper
lond, and hap on maner soun among al men pat spekep hyt aryst in
Engelond. Nopeles, per ys as meny dyvers maner Frensch yn pe rem
of Fraunce as ys dyvers manere Englysh in pe rem of Engelond.

Al the longage of the Norphumbres, and specialych at 3ork, ys so
scharp, slyttyng and frotyng, and unschape, pat we Southeron men
may pat longage unnepe undurstonde. Y trowe pat pat ys bycause pat
a bup nys3 to strange men and aliens pat spekep strangelych, and also
bycause pat pe kynges of Engelond wonep alwey fer fram pat contray.

[Now the English, even though they originally had from the begin-
ning three kinds of speech, Southern, Northern, and Middle (in the
middle of the country), as they came from three groups of people
from Germania [i.e., Germanic-speaking Europe], nonetheless, by
mixing together and meddling first with the Danes and then with the
Normans, in many people the native language has been corrupted,
and some use strange wlaffyng, chyteryng, harryng and garryng grisbit-
tyng. This corruption of the native language is due to two causes.
One is because children in school, contrary to the habit and manner -
of all other nations, are compelled to forsake their own language and
construe their lessons and [name their] things in French, and they
have done so since the Normans came first into England. The sec-
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ond is because the children of gentlemen are taught to speak French
from the time they are rocked in their cradle, and the child can speak
it and play with his toys in it. In addition, socially ambitious men
want to present themselves as if they were gentlemen, and they try
with great effort therefore to speak French in order to be thought
better of.

It seems a great marvel just how English, which is the native lan-
guage of the Englishmen and here our own language and tongue, is
so diverse in sound in this island. And the language of Normandy,
which comes from another land, nonetheless has one way of sound-
ing for all men that speak it correctly in England. Still, there are as
many different forms of French in the realm of France as there are
different forms of English in the realm of England.

The whole language of the Northumbrians, and specially that
of York, is so sharp, cutting and scratching, and unshapely, that
we Southern men may scarcely understand it. I believe that this is
because they live near strange people and aliens that speak strangely,
and also because the kings of England always stay far away from that
part of the country.]

This is a long, remarkable, and complex commentary on the state of Eng-
lish at the time of Chaucer. But we can distill it into three points: first, that
English dialects have a history keyed to the original settlement patterns of
the Anglo-Saxons; second, that language is socially stratified and that the
prestige speech of a given group (in this case, French) will remain stable
across English dialect boundaries; and third, that the dialect in the north of
England is unique and that the reasons for this uniqueness are both socio-
linguistic (the northerners are in contact with speakers of other languages,
notably Celtic and Scandinavian dialects) and political (they are far from
the center of power and culture).

These three points have remained the main lines of inquiry into Middle
English dialectology. The Old English dialect boundaries, like those of the
Middle English period, were determined by particular natural and man-
made barriers. North of the Humber River was Northumbria, since the sev-
enth century a distinctive linguistic and social group. The old Roman road
that ran from London north through the Midlands bisected English speak-
ers into what would be called East and West Midland. The Thames river
separated Southern English speakers, while, in the southeast, the Kentish
coast remained the site of another distinctive group. Middle English dialect
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regions can be thus defined by history and geography, but they are also
principally defined by how Old English sounds changed into later form.
What happened to the Old English long a (written phonetically as /a:/) is a
key determiner of dialect. In all of the dialects except that of Northumbria,
the sound was, linguists would say, raised and rounded. It became a kind
of “aw” sound (written phonetically as /2:/), and almost always spelled with
an “0.” Thus, Old English words such as ban, ham, la, swa, twa, fra, and
halig became bone, home, lo, so, two, fro, and holy. In Northumbria, this
sound change did not happen; thus the Northern Middle English forms
of these words stayed with the long a. Other Old English sounds changed
in distinctive ways according to region. In the East Midlands, Old English
short a followed by a nasal and a consonant (for example, in the words,
land, hand, band) became a short o: lond, hond, bond.

Old English regional dialects had different sounds, too, that passed into
their Middle English descendants. In the north, the influence of Scandi-
navian languages led to pronunciations of k and sk for what, in the south,
would be ch and sh. Thus, in Middle English the Southern and Midland
words church, shirt, and each would be, in the Northern dialect, kirk, skirt,
and ilk (each of these Northern words, by the way, eventually passes into
modern English, along with many other forms, due to migration patterns
and contact among dialects; our Modern English word “milk,” by the way,
is a northernism, with the southern form “milch” surviving only in the
technical term “milch cow”). The Scandinavian influence in the north af-
fected vocabulary, too. Words such as ill, ugly, and muggy come into Eng-
lish originally through the Northern dialect. Other features of Northern-
dialect speech that would have marked it as distinctive—some inherited
from Old English, some influenced by Scandinavian contact—include the
use of the th- forms for pronouns. In the Scandinavian languages, the
third person plural would have been thei. In Old English, and in the Mid-
land and Southern dialects of Middle English, this word would have been
hey (similarly, them would have been hem; their would have been hir). For
a speaker of Modern English, the northern forms seem familiar (again,
a function of migration patterns and dialect contact in the late Middle
English and early Modern English period). But for people of Trevisa’s or
Chaucer’s day, these forms would have seemed odd. Odd, too, would have
been the ending of the present participle: -and in the north, in contrast to
-end in the Midlands and south. Odd to both them and us would be the
final -sh sound as -s, and the raising of the -e- sound before the -ng conso-
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MAP 6.1

The major Middle English Dialects. A basic, coarse-grained map dividing England
into the five major dialect regions, ca. 1200-1500.
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MAP 6.2

Middle English dialect variation according to key words and sounds. A finer-grained
map, dividing England into linguistic regions based on the Middle English pronun-
ciation of earlier Old English sounds and forms of the third-person plural pronoun:
“stone,” stan-ston > OE /a:/; “man,” mon-man > OE [a/; “hill,” hill-hull-hell > OE /y/;
“heart,” horte-herte > OE [ce/; “them,” them-hem; “father,” fader-vader , OE /f].




nant cluster. Thus, the combination of these two sounds would produce
the word “Inglis” for “English.”

The rough and slicing sounds of Trevisa’s northerners can now be
understood, somewhat more precisely, as a function of their distinctive
phonology and morphology. These sounds and endings, too, contribute
to the humor of Chaucer’s “Reeve’s Tale,” a story of sexual predation and
commercial duplicity that focuses on the exploits of two northern students
studying at Cambridge. At one point, one of the students turns to the other
and addresses him:

‘Symond,” quod John, ‘by God need has na peer.
Him boes serve himself that has na swayn.

[Simon, said John, by God need has no peer.
He best serves himself who has no servant.]

He goes on, commenting on the milling of the grain that they have brought
to the mill:

Our manciple, I hope he will be deed,
Swa workes ay the wanges in his heed.

[I expect that our manciple (i.e., the chief victualer of the Cambridge
college) will be dead,
so ache the teeth in his head.]

. .. se howgates the corn gas in.
Yet saugh I nevere, by my fader kyn,
How that the hapur wagges til and fra.

[see how the grain goes in.
But I swear by my father’s family, I never saw
the hopper of the mill wagging to and fro like that.]

[ is as ille a millere as ar ye.
(I am as bad a miller as you are.]
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I have herd seyd, ‘Man sal taa of twa thynges
Slyk as he fyndes, or taa slyk as he bringes.’

[I have heard it said, ‘Of two things, one should take
Such as he finds, or take such as he brings.’]

Chaucer has evoked all of the central features of the Northern Middle
English dialect (or, at the very least, those that the southern, or the Lon-
don, ear would hear). There is the maintenance of the Old English long
a: fra (for fro), gas (for goes). There is the s for the sh sound (sal for shall).
There is the k for ch (slyk for swich, Modern English “such”). In the north,
the forms of the verb “to be” were different, too, from the south and Mid-
lands. Thus, one said “I is” instead of what a Chaucer or Trevisa would
have said: “I am” (or even, going further south, “Ich am”). The third-
person singular in the north ends in -s rather than in -th (thus the form
goes rather than goeth); the plural of the verb ends in -s rather than in -en
(workes, rather than worken). And the Scandinavian vocabulary is there:
boes (for the word “behooves”), til (for “to”), taa (for “take”), and ill (of
course, for “ill”).

Chaucer’s is not a phonological transcription but a literary evoca-
tion—a kind of extended dialect joke, emphasizing the most obvious of
Northern Middle English sounds and forms. But writers in the north of
England could make fun of southerners, too. In the Second Shepherd’s Play
from Wakefield (near York), the villainous and deceitful Mak, a shepherd,
pretends to be a noble visitor from the court; in fact, he has been steal-
ing sheep. Mak’s attempt at Southern speech conforms to no single and
specific dialect. Instead, his lines are full of forms which appear in the
Southern, Kentish, and the Midland dialects. What we have in this scene
is a character’s imagined version of Southern speech—a kind of “stage
Southern,” if you will, full of not just sounds but a rich, courtly, Gallicized
vocabulary. The following scene is a dialogue between the three shepherds
and Mak:

2s: Mak, where has thou gone? Tell us tithing.

3s: Is he commen? Then ilkon take hede to his thing.

Mak: What? Ich be a yoman, I tell you, of the king;
The self and the some, sond from a greatt lording,
And sich.
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Fie on you! Goith hence
Out of my presence!
I must have reverence:
Why, who be ich?
1s: Why make ye it so qwaint? Mak, ye do wrang.
2s: But, Mak, list ye saint? I trow that ye lang.
3s: I trow the shrew can paint, the dewill might him hang!
MAK: Ich shall make complaint, and make you all to thwang
At a worde,
And tell evyn how ye doth.
1s: Bot, Mak, is that sothe?
Now take outt that Sothren tothe
And sett in a torde!

[Mak, where have you gone? Tell us something.

Has he arrived? Then let each and every one pay attention to this
event.

What? I am a yeoman, I tell you, of the king;

The very selfsame one, sent from a great lord, and such a one.

Fie on you. Leave my sight

Out of my presence!

I must have reverence:

Why, who am I?

Why are you speaking so oddly, Mak? You do us wrong.

But Mak, do you want to be like a saint? I believe you long to be so.

I believe the shrew can deceive, may the devil hang him!

I shall make a complaint, and have you all be flogged

At my word,

And I will report what you are doing.

But Mak, is that really true?

Now, take out that Southern tooth

And stick it in a turd!]

This passage reveals many things: it shows the complex stanzaic patterns
of the northern English cycle plays, with their interlocking rhyme schemes;
it shows the brilliant humor of the regional imagination; and it shows a
sensitivity to dialect and social class.

Mak uses sonic and verbal feints to sustain his pretence. He uses “Ich”
for the Northern first person “I” (though not consistently), and he uses the
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be forms of the verb: “Ich be” is the equivalent of the “I is” in the “Reeve’s
Tale.” Mak attempts to reproduce a Southern and Midlands form swich, but
he does so only partly by using the word sich (the Northern form would
have been swilk or slik, as it is in the “Reeve’s Tale”). Specific Midlandisms
are the -th endings on the verbs goith and doth. In fact, the play’s spelling
of the verb “goith” indicates that Mak is stressing the long o that would
have been long a in the north (recall in the “Reeve’s Tale,” gas for what
should be “goeth”). Such a spelling indicates the overdone lengthening and
rounding of this sound—it is a kind of eye dialect, really, a written evoca-
tion of a sound. And, of course, there is the fully Frenchified vocabulary:
presence, reverence. Against this bogus dialect, the northernisms of the two
shepherds stands out: wrang and lang show the characteristic long a (for
“wrong” and “long”); their verbs end in -es and -s, not in -th; and their -k-
sound in ilkon marks them as the Northerners they are.

This little scene demonstrates that northerners could have some fun at
the expense of the “king’s English,” for Mak claims to be a royal messen-
ger. That the First Shepherd tells Mak to take his southern tooth and stick it
in a turd is but the crudest of ways of telling him to drop the pose and fess
up. If Chaucer and Trevisa imagined northerners as doltish or barbaric, the
northerners could paint the southerners as affected, effete, and elitist.

And so, Trevisa’s recognition of the social stratification of language bears
itself out in this scene from the medieval drama—indeed one wonders
how much of Trevisa’s kind of sentiment is in the mind of the playwright
half-a-century later: that “pe kynges of Engelond woneb alwey fer fram bat
contray.” We, as modern readers, live far away from that country, but some
things seem familiar to us. From our perspective, Northern Middle Eng-
lish seems phonologically conservative (that is, it preserves Old English
sounds), but it seems morphologically advanced. Many of the forms that
would become standard English appear first in the north, notably the bor-
rowed Scandinavian th forms for the pronouns, rather than the h forms;
the use of the is/are forms of the verb to be, rather than the be forms; and
the third-person singular verb endings in -es, rather than in -eth. These
forms entered the mix of what would become Modern English through
migration patterns from the north into London and, in particular, the rise
of those Northern-dialect speakers (and writers) in the scribal professions.
From our perspective, too, Southern dialects seem to have sounds that pass
recognizably into Modern English, but they seem morphologically, and at
times lexically conservative. This conservatism is most evident in the Kent-
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ish Ayenbite of Inwit, written by Dan Michael of Northgate in 1340. It ends
with the following claim:

bis boc is Dan Michelis of Northgate, y-write an englis of his ozene
hand. bet hatte: Ayenbite of inwyt. And is of the bochouse of saynte
Austines of Canterberi . . . .

Vader oure pet art ine hevens, y-halzed by pi name, cominde bi
riche, y-worpe pi wil ase in hevene: and in erpe. bread oure eche-
dayes: yef ous to day. and vorlet ous oure yeldings: as we vorletep
oure yelderes. and ne ous led na3t: into vondinge. and vri ous fram
queade. zuo by hit.

[This book is that of Dan Michael of Northgate, written in English by
his own hand. It is called: Ayenbite of Inwit. And it came from the
library of Saint Augustine’s of Canterbury. . . .

Our father that art in heaven, hallowed be thy name, thy kingdom
come, thy will be done, in earth as it is in heaven; give us this day
our daily bread, and forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who have
sinned against us, and lead us not into temptation, and free us from
evil. So be it.]

Here, in Kent, we see distinctive features. Most striking is the voicing of
the f- and s- sounds into v- and z- sounds. “So be it” becomes zuo by hit;
“father” is vader; the Old English word for “forgive,” forletan, is vorlet; “free”
is vri (to my knowledge, by the way, the only example of this dialect feature
that passes into Modern Standard English is in the word for the female
fox, “vixen”). The present participle ends in -inde (“coming” is cominde).
But there is also the old vocabulary. A word like bochouse, “book house,” is,
of course “library,” but, here it stands like an old kenning, a strange relic
of an ancient time. So, too, words such as vorlet, instead of “forgive,” and
yeldings (really the word “guilts,” for the term “sins”) recall the Anglo-Saxon
idiom, as do phrasings such as “cominde pi riche” (thy kingdom come) and
the opening “Vader oure” (the order “father our,” instead of “our father” is
a classic Anglo-Saxonism). And, finally, there is the title of this work. The
Ayenbite of Inwit is the “again-bite of inwit,” what a later medieval world
would call The Prick of Conscience. For what is “conscience” but inwit, a bril-
liant kenning that recalls the inner lives of Beowulf’s companions or the
struggles of the Anglo-Saxon saints.
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grained map, based on manuscript evidence for regional variation.
Source: Reproduced from Samuels, Linguistic Evolution. 2




From the far north to the far south, English varied, and in London
many of these forms would mix as sons of provincials traveled to seek
fortunes, as men married women far from home, as traders came and
went along the city streets. The London English of the time of Chaucer
takes, as its base, an East Midland Middle English, but marks of the north
and south and west show up in many texts written in the metropolis.
John Gower, Chaucer’s friend and lawyer and perhaps his sole poetic peer
in London, came from Kent, and there are Kentishisms in his writings.
From Kent, too, came William Caxton, England’s first printer, born in the
1420s, resident in the Low Countries until the mid 1470s, and then back
to England to set up his print shop in Westminster. Nearly a century after
Chaucer’s death, he recognized that the language “now vsed varyeth ferre
from that whiche was vsed and spoken what I was borne.” And he notes,
too, that “comyn englysshe that is spoken in one shyre varyeth from a no-
ther.” Diachronic change and synchronic variation, as the linguists would
say. Chaucer knew this as well, as he had noted, in his Troilus and Criseyde,
that words that once had “prys” (value or meaning) now seem “wonder
nyce and straunge.” At that poem’s close, he worries that some scribe will
“mysmetre” his lines “for defaute of tonge”—that is, rewrite them into a
different dialect, thus causing them to fail to scan or rhyme as Chaucer
intended.

Middle English remains the most variable of languages. Indeed, in the
end, it may not be a language at all but rather something of a scholarly fic-
tion, an amalgam of forms and sounds, writers and manuscripts, famous
works and little-known ephemera that we can roughly date, locate, and
classify. Dialecticians have minced Middle English up so finely that their
maps can show us almost town-by-town variation: what were the forms of
the third-person, feminine pronoun; how did the Old English y develop;
where are the borders of the Scandinavian vocabulary, forms, and sounds?
Such research has the value not just of recovering the speech and writing
of specific times and places; it illustrates the building blocks of language
change itself. For at the heart of dialectology lies the relationship between
synchronic variation and diachronic change: do languages change over
time because of contact among different forms? Such is the largest ques-
tion asked by modern scholars and by medieval writers.

As for me, I have spent years trying to crack the codes of Middle Eng-
lish dialects. Reading the work of scholars such as M. L. Samuels or Angus
MacIntosh, or plowing through the chapter by James Milroy in the Cam-
bridge History of the English Language, I remain daunted by detail. This is
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a discipline of fineness and finesse, not unlike grinding fine flour from
coarse grain. In the face of such technical facility, I feel as I felt thirty years
ago: like some provincial student at a major British university, gaping at
the workings of technique and turning to friend, only to say, “I is as ille a
millere as are ye.”
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CHAPTER 7

The Great Vowel Shift and the
Changing Character of English

GOOGLE THE “GREAT VOWEL SHIFT.” Though there are almost fifty thousand
returns, the information is remarkably consistent. The Great Vowel Shift,
you will learn, was the defining moment in the history of English pronun-
ciation. It made modern English “modern.” It was the systematic raising
and fronting of the long, stressed monophthongs of Middle English, and it
took place roughly from the middle of the fifteenth through the end of the
seventeenth centuries. This was the change that made the language of the
age of Chaucer largely opaque by the time of Shakespeare. While scholars
of English from the Renaissance onward had been aware of these changes,
it was not until the rise of empirical historical philology in the nineteenth
century that a way was found of explaining them as a single phenomenon.
And it was not until 1909 that the great Danish linguist, Otto Jespersen,
codified these philological researches into a concise statement of what hap-
pened and why it was important. “The great vowel-shift,” he wrote in his
Modern English Grammar, “consists in a general raising of all long vowels,”
and in 1933, in his Essentials of English Grammar, he restated this definition
with the claim: “The greatest revolution that has taken place in the phonetic
system of English is the vowel-shift.” So influential were these statements,
and so maximal were they in their phrasing, that they made their way into
the Oxford English Dictionary as the first two entries for the phrase “vowel-
shift,” under the word vowel. If anyone, in short, knows anything about the
history of the English language, it is the Great Vowel Shift.

From the classroom to the Web site, Jespersen’s account (or some ver-
sion of it) has held sway for a century. But what, exactly, happened to the
sounds of English in the period from Chaucer to Shakespeare? What is the
evidence of this occurrence, and can we come up with explanations—not
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just for the shifts in sound but for the larger, social acceptance of a new way
of speaking “standard” English? Even though professional linguists have
recently questioned the systemic and causal nature of Jespersen’s account,
why does it still possess us?

The question that possesses me is how we represent the sounds of Eng-
lish visually. Linguists define vowels according to their place of articulation
in the mouth. They create charts, tables, and pictures that somehow make
real the evanescence of the spoken word. What makes those words real,
too, are the systems of writing that we use, and in an age before standard-
ized spelling, English writers could reveal the sounds of speech changing
before their eyes. For Middle English scribes, as we have seen, written
evidence could mark the boundaries of dialect. Their handiwork provides
us with the clues for what modern linguists call synchronic variation: the
varieties of language over space. For later writers, written forms provide us
with the clues for diachronic change: shifts in sound, usage, grammar, and
vocabulary over time.

Unlike the historical sound changes I noted earlier, the Great Vowel
Shift was not a set of local differences in speech sounds or a collection of
individual distinctions between earlier and later forms of English. It was
a systemic change: a change in an entire sound system, in the course of
which each element of that system had an effect on, or was the result of,
the change in any other element of that system. That system was the long,
stressed monophthongs of Middle English. “Long” means that the vowels
were held for a longer time than others; it is, in Old and Middle English,
a matter of quantity, not of quality. “Stressed” means that the vowels had
to be in a word’s syllable that received major stress (usually, this meant
the root syllable of the word). “Monophthongs” are vowels that contain
only one, continuously produced sound: to put it in the terms of physical
articulation, it means that the tongue and the lips remained in the same
position during the production of the sound.

But the notion of systemic change also implies cause and effect. Each
of these long stressed monophthongs may be said to have occupied a place
in the mouth. Vowels could be high or low—that is, pronounced with the
tongue high in the mouth or low in the mouth. And they could be front
or back—that is, pronounced either in the front of the mouth (toward the
lips) or the back (toward the throat). Linguists have come up with ways of
representing the place of these vowels schematically, and much of the busi-
ness of explaining the Great Vowel Shift has, in fact, gone on by coming
up with visual representations of its stages (see figure 7.1). Otto Jespersen
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imagined this sequence as a kind of chain (see figure 7.2). Any movement
of one link in this chain affected all the other links, and while Jespersen
and his successors argued over what moves came first, something of a
standard account soon emerged. According to this account, the first thing
that happened was that the high front and back vowels, the /i/ and the ju/,
became diphthongs. This means that their pronunciation changed from a
pure or single sound to a double one. Over time, it appeared, these vowels
added a kind of semivowel or glide to their pronunciation. In Modern Eng-
lish, we say something like ahh—ee for the sound descended from Middle
English -i-, and aah-ooo for the sound descended from Middle English -u-.
Linguists represent these modern sounds phonetically as /ai/ and /au/.
By this account, Middle English words such as bite, mite, my, and so on
changed from pure, high front vowels to diphthongs. So, too, Middle Eng-
lish words such as hus, mus, lus, and so on, changed from pure, high back
vowels to diphthongs.

This change, it was argued, took a long time and passed through many
different variations. But what it did, even initially, was in effect move the
two high vowels out of their position. It created a kind of phonetic space,
a vacuum that needed to be filled by other vowels. And so, according to
the standard account, the mid-vowels of Middle English were raised. Thus
the sound /e/ became /i/ and the sound /o/ became /u/. Then, the low
back vowel /a/ rose to fill the position left by /e/. This also happened in
many stages, but the overall effect was that Middle English words such as
name, came, and gate passed through a sequence of pronunciations until
they reached their modern form. Finally, the long open o sound in Middle
English /o5/ became a long, close o /o/.

All histories of the English language—from Jespersen’s of 1909, through
the textbook of Albert C. Baugh and Thomas Cable (from the first edition of
1957 to the fifth of 2002), to the chapter on “Phonology and Morphology”
in volume 3 of the Cambridge History of the English Language (published in
1999)—give some version of this process. Depending on the level of tech-
nicality, textbooks cut the distinctions finer and finer. Drawing on their ex-
amples, we can come up with a schematic presentation of the vowels from
Chaucer’s time to that of Shakespeare’s (see figure 7.3). These charts offer
valuable information. They tell us, for example, why it is that certain words
rhymed in the past and do not today (for example, why Shakespeare, writing
in about the year 1600, could rhyme nature and creature, or play and sea);
they help us understand the nuances of literary language; and they indicate
that the Great Vowel Shift, whatever it was, took centuries to run its course.
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Step 1:1and u drop and become a1 and au
Step 2: e and o0 move up, becoming i and u
Step 3: a moves forward to @
Step 4: € becomes e, > becomes o
Step 4: & moves up to £
Step 6: e moves up to i
A new e was created in Step 4; now that e moves up to i
Step 7: e moves up to e
The new ¢ created in Step 5 now moves up
Step 8: a1 and avu drop to ar and au

FIGURE 7.1
The Great Vowel Shift

The order of these steps is largely conjectural, but it remains the standard for most
histories of the English language. The illustration schematically represents the
human mouth, with the front at the left and the back at the right. The positions of
the vowels, as represented using the International Phonetic Alphabet, are roughly
their positions in the mouth. The arrows indicate the movements of the vowel
shift from Middle to Modern English. Numbers on the visualization correspond to
numbers in the steps below.

Source: http://alpha.furman.edu/~mmenzer/gvs/what.htm.

But what these charts also offer is the realization that the Great Vowel
Shift is something to be visualized. We need to see it in the mouth; we
need, somehow, to spatialize these sounds in relation to one another. We
also need to see these sounds on the written page. During this period men
and women continued to write as they spoke. As urban merchants or pro-
vincial gentry learned to read and write for economic and social advance-
ment (indeed, as it became clear that literacy was the pathway to such ad-
vancement), a culture of writing developed that took those public skills to
private arenas. Secular schools and private tutors fostered a new vernacular
literacy. The word “character” came to stand for both the shape of letters
and the inner quality of a person.
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FIGURE 7.2

Jespersen’s schematic diagram of the Great Vowel Shift. Jespersen imagined the
vowels ranged in a kind of chain. Pressure on any one point of the chain pulled, in
effect, the other vowels in the chain.

In this new literate environment, the fifteenth and the sixteenth centu-
ries are a kind of golden age of English personal-letter writing. Families
that stretched from provinces to cities kept in touch by letters. Lovers met
by missives. Gifts came to be accompanied by personal inscriptions. To
meet this rising social need, manuals of letter writing proliferated. They
taught parents and children, lovers, diplomats, and business people how to
shape themselves in writing. The letter was the place of private, as well as
of public, declaration. A new intimacy developed through these epistolary
skills, and the great humanist Erasmus codified these social shifts and lit-
erary traditions in his manual, De conscribendis epistolis (On Writing Letters,
composed from the 1490s to the 1520s). In a particularly revelatory pas-
sage, Erasmus associates the character of handwriting with the character
of the writer, and he reveals that even though the letter is a written form, it
has the quality of a performance.

For this ought to be the character of the letter (epistolae caracter): as
if you were whispering in a corner with a dear friend, not shouting

in the theater, or otherwise somewhat unrestrainedly. For we commit

105



1400 1500 1600 Modern English KeyWords
i ei el ai bite
e i i i meet
€ € e i meat
a a € el mate
u ou ouU au out
o u u u boot
> > 20 20 boat
FIGURE 7.3

The Great Vowel Shift, illustrated according to the changing pronunciation of rep-
resentative words, ca. 1400-1700.

many things to letters, which it would be shameful to express openly
in public.

What is, then, the character of English? How do writers express not just
their personalities or their intentions but their sense of themselves as ver-
nacular characters? Throughout the fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries,
large English families such as the Pastons, the Celys, the Stonors, and the
Lisles kept in touch over generations through the art of letter writing, and
what they committed to their pages is the evidence for the changing char-
acter of the vernacular.

The Pastons in particular provide brilliant examples at all these levels.
Most specifically, the spellings in their letters illustrate how members of the
family used the conventions of Middle English spelling to represent changes
in pronunciation that we now see, in retrospect, as features of the Great
Vowel Shift. Thus, throughout their mid-fifteenth-century letters, we may
find in spellings such as myte for the word “meet,” or hyre for the word
“hear,” the use of y to indicate the high front vowel /i:/. Such spellings evi-
dence that the old, Middle English open and close e (the phonemes /e:/ and
/e/) would have been raised and fronted. Spellings such as abeyd for the word
“abide” indicate that the Middle English /i:/ sound has become a diphthong
(probably pronounced, at this time, as /ei/). The word “our” is often spelled
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aur, “out” appears as owt, and “house” appears as hows, all indicating that the
Middle English high back vowel /u:/ has diphthongized. Spellings such as
mayd for the word “made” have been taken to indicate that the Middle Eng-
lish long back vowel /a/ has been raised and fronted (at this point, probably
pronounced as a kind of diphthong, something like /€i/ or /ei /).

Behind these ad hoc spellings we can see people coping with their lan-
guage changing in their own lifetimes. More than just illustrating details
of linguistic use, these letters reveal writers measuring their writing against
new standards of speech or spelling. They represent encounters with vernac-
ular authority. But to appreciate their understanding of vernacular authority
more broadly—to hear these writers, as it were, whispering in the corners to
friends and family—we need to look closely at their letters in full. Take, for
example, Agnes Paston, the brilliant and affluent matriarch of the family,
who wrote to her son John in a letter dated October 29, 1465. It has the rich
simplicity of a biblical homily, tempered by allusions to the poetry of Chaucer
and popular proverb. It hews closely, as many of the Paston letters do, to the
conventions of medieval vernacular epistolarity: the greetings, the signatures,
the forms of address are all formulaic (and, indeed, were found in many of
the manuals of letter-writing circulating at the time). Still, it remains a deeply
personal appropriation of the conventions of written English.

Sonne, I grete 50w wele and lete 50w wete pat, for as myche as soure
bropir Clement leteth me wete pat se desire feythfully my blyssyng, pat
blyssyng pat I prayed soure fadir to gyffe sow pe laste day pat euer he
spakke, and pe blyssyng of all seyntes vndir heven, and myn, mote come
to sow all dayes and tymes. And thynke verily non oper but pat ;e haue
it, and shal haue it with pat pat I fynde sow kynde and wyllyng to pe
welfare of soure breperen.

Be my counseyle, dyspose soure-selfe as myche as ;e may to haue lesse
to do in pe worlde. soure fadyr sayde, ‘In lityl bysynes lyeth myche reste.’
bis worlde is but a porugh-fare of woo, and whan we departe per-fro,
risth nousght bere with vs but oure good dedys and ylle. And per knoweth
no man how soon God woll clepe hym, and per-for it is good for euery
creature to be redy. Quom God vysyteth, him he louyth.

And as for soure breperen, pei wylle I knowe certeynly laboren all pat in
hem lyeth for sow.

Oure Lorde haue 50w in his blyssed kepying, body and soule.

Writen at Norwyche pe xxix day of Octobyr.
By 30ure modir A. P.
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[Son, I greet you well, and I want you to know that, on account of
the fact that your brother Clement had me know that you desire
faithfully my blessing, that blessing that I prayed your father to give
you on the last day that he ever spoke, and the blessing of all saints
under heaven, and my own, may come to you at all days and times.
And believe truly that none other than you have it, and shall have it
as long as I find you kind and inclined to the welfare of your broth-
ers. Take my advice: act in such a way as you may have less to do
with world. Your father said, “In little public activity there lies great
ease.” This world is nothing but a thoroughfare of woe, and when
we leave it, we take nothing with us but our good and bad deeds.
And no man knows how soon God will call him, and for that reason
it is good for everyone to be ready. Whomever God visits, he loves.
And as for your brothers, they will, I know, work hard such that
everything they do will be for you. May our Lord have you in his
blessed keeping, body and soul. Written in Norwich on the 29th day
of October.]

At the linguistic level, Agnes’s letter is a mix of seemingly advanced and
conservative forms. First off, it appears that the language is moving to accept
the you forms as the standard second-person pronoun. Throughout the Pas-
ton correspondence, in fact, everyone addresses one another using this old,
formal form. The few exceptions are reserved for moments of true anger or
contempt, and reading through the correspondence we can sense not that
this is a particularly formal family but that you forms of the second per-
son were becoming, by the close of the fifteenth century, the normative, or
unmarked forms of address. Some of Agnes’s spellings, too, indicate changes
in pronunciation or particulars of local dialect (for example, spelling “bless-
ing” as blyssyng, and “much” as myche suggests that the short -e- and the short
-u- sounds of Middle English were similar in her speech). She is also spelling
the word “right” as risth to indicate the new pronunciation without the velar
fricative (the sound indicated by linguists as /x/ and found in, say, modern
German Ich). But this letter also shows some old-fashioned forms. The third-
person pronoun is hem, rather than them; plurals of verbs end in -en (laboren);
and there is a markedly un-French vocabulary in this letter (counseyle stands
out as one of the very few words of obvious French origin).

What we might say is that this letter is an essay in vernacularity itself: an
engagement with the everyday Englishness of English as it comes through
proverb and quotation. “In lityl bysnes lyeth mych reste.” Agnes introduces
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this maxim as a saying of the boy’s father, but these are the words not just
of the father of the family but the father of English poetry. In Chaucer’s
little poem, “Truth” (by all accounts the most widely circulated of his lyrics
in the fifteenth century), he advises: “Gret rest stant in little besiness.” (I
note, in passing, that in one textual tradition of “Truth,” the word “Gret” is
replaced by “Meche”: MS Corpus Christi Oxford 203.) And in the “Knight’s
Tale” from his Canterbury Tales, Chaucer has Egeus, the old father of King
Theseus, give the son this advice for living:

This world nys but a thurghfare ful of wo,
And we been pilgrymes, passynge to and fro.

These lines find their echo in Agnes’s advice, too. So at her most parental,
then, she turns to some of the most famously parental and advisory of
Chaucer’s lines, not simply to give counsel to her son but to appropriate
the voice of vernacular counsel itself: the voice of Chaucer.

Now, compare Agnes’s straightforward and affirmative vernacular-
ity with the complex syntax and polysyllables of Agnes’s son John, who
writes on June 27, 1465, to his own wife, Margaret (whom he addresses as
“cosyn”), about their son. Here is an excerpt from his letter.

Item, as for yowre sone: I lete yow wete I wold he dede wel, but I vnder-
stand in hym no dispocicion of polecy ne of gouernans as a man of

the werld owt to do, but only leuith, and euer hath, as man disolut,
with-owt any prouicion, ne that he besijth hym nothinge to vnderstand
swhech materis as a man of lyuelode must nedis vnderstond. Ne I
vnderstond nothing of what dispocicion he porposith to be, but only I
kan think he wold dwell ageyn in yowr hows and myn, and ther ete and
drink and slepe.

(Item: as for your son—I want you to know that I wished he acted
well, but I find in him no habit of good sense nor any sense of self-
control as a man of the world ought to have, but he only lives, and
he always as, as a dissolute man, without any foresight, and he acts
in such a way that he clearly does not understand anything of such
matters as a man who makes a living should understand. Nor do I
understand anything of what kind of person he sets out to be, but I
can only think that he wants to live again in your house and mine and
eat, and drink, and sleep there.]
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There is more of interest here than sound shift. When John writes about
the behavior of a “man of the werld,” he uses the resonant vocabulary of
French legalism: “I vnderstand in hym no dispocicion of polecy ne of gouer-
nans.” His son may live, but he does so “disolut, with-owt any prouicion.”
He claims not to understand “what dispocicion he porposith to be,” but
he can only imagine that he would simply like to live in their house and
only “ete and drink and slepe.” He goes on to reflect on just what makes a
good upbringing, recognizing that every poor man who has brought up his
children to the age of twelve expects to be helped and gain profit from them
and every gentleman hopes that his servants would aid in that growth.
As for your son, he writes to his wife, “ye knowe well he neuer stode yow
ne me in profite, ese, or help to valew of on grote.” These sentences arc
from elaborate French to basic English. They set up high expectations, only
to dash them. From the rich polysyllables of politeness, we end with the
blunt monosyllables of failure: eat and drink and sleep. From the claims of
parental expectation (“euery gentilman that hath discrecion”), we wind up
with a child who isn’t worth a groat.

But there are difficulties, too, for in this letter (written in John Paston’s
own hand), we can see the writer struggling with language, looking for the
right expression, seeking the correct character of description. One particu-
larly telling example appears in the line about his son. Norman Davis, in
his standard edition of the Paston Letters and Papers, prints the text:

As a man disolut, with-owt any prouicion.

The word disolut (dissolute) appears, in his edition, in half brackets, indi-
cating that it is an interlinear addition to the letter. Davis's notes make
clear that John first wrote “as a man fownd of.” Apparently, John was going
to write that his son was a man fond of something (or maybe even fond
of nothing). But he crossed that out, and over it wrote “disolut.” Then he
wrote “hauing nothing” next to it, but crossed that out, too. John’s self-
correcting replaces familiar, vernacular expressions with newer terms of
French or Latin origin. Instead of being fond of something, John’s son is
“dissolute,” a word that first appears in the early fifteenth century, original-
ly from the Latin, dissolutus (untied, set apart). The use of the word mean-
ing “unrestrained in behavior,” or “wanton,” is not attested until 1460,
while the sense of being morally loose or debauched (what the OED calls
“the current sense”) is not attested until 1513. Clearly, John Paston’s use
is very new, a word emerging into vernacular consciousness. So, too, the
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everyday phrase “hauing nothing” becomes “with-owt any prouicion.” Pro-
vision came from the Latin, by way of the French, and originally connoted
the ability to see ahead, to plan for the future. From this sense, the word’s
meaning extends to embrace those things that we provide for the future
(i.e., provisions). The word emerges, according to the OED, in the first
third of the fifteenth century but does not take on its modern, extended
meaning until the end of the century. Again, for Paston writing in 1463, it
is a new word.

John Paston has, in these lines, effectively translated a commonplace,
vernacular expression into an exotic, new vocabulary. What he is saying
is that his son lives from day to day, without making any plans for the
future—and he says it in a language whose imported newness, whose poly-
syllabic technicality, not only damns the son but elevates the father. His let-
ter, in short, is a study in character: a self-presentation of his own, as well as
a damning criticism of his son’s. John comes off, here, as a figure of both
social and linguistic authority, a man of the word as well as of the world.

And such is the character of English. For the changing shape of the
vernacular, by the close of the fifteenth century, was as a language of men
and women of the world: people of learning, commerce, literacy, and expe-
rience. Why did the Great Vowel Shift happen? The best explanations seem
to me to be less about the word than about the world. As French began to
disappear as the prestige language for England, some form of English itself
had to emerge as the social standard. As dialects came into contact in the
cities, different pronunciations vied for social prominence. The sounds of
English may have changed in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as part
of a larger, social process of replacing a lost prestige language with a prestige
dialect—a dialect not keyed to region but to social class, to education, or to
wealth. As Matthew Giancarlo puts it in a recent critique of the philologi-
cal debates around the Great Vowel Shift: “The ‘standardization’ described
by the GVS may simply have been the social fixation upon one variant
among several dialectical options available in each case, a variant selected
for reasons of community preference or by the external force of printing
standardization and not as a result of a wholesale phonetic shift.”

We want, it seems, to hold on to the Great Vowel Shift not as a myth of
nineteenth-century philologists but as a fact of English history. We want to
see it—along with the Norman Conquest, say—as a defining phenomenon
that makes English what it is today. Our histories of the English language,
in the end, are histories in search of character: the character of speech, as
well as speakers, the essence of our linguistic communities.
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England’s first printer, William Caxton, recognized this. Few were as
worldly as Caxton. Born in Kent in the early 1420s, he became a success-
ful cloth merchant (a mercer), did business in the Low Countries, rose to
social and financial prominence in the circles of the Burgundian court,
and eventually took on the new trade of printing as a source of further
economic gain. He returned to England in the mid 1470s to set up his
printing press in Westminster, the seat of English government, and he
was soon printing both literary and official documents for commissioning
patrons as well as individual book buyers. Towards the end of his life, in
1490, he came to print an English translation of a French prose version
of the Aeneid, known as the Eneydos. Into what version of the language
should he translate it, he asks himself? “Certainly our langage now vsed
varyeth ferre from that whiche was vsed and spoken what I was borne.”
The Great Vowel Shift was changing English in a lifetime. And dialects
were still competing for mutual comprehension. He goes on, in the Pref-
ace to the Eneydos:

For we englysshe men ben borne vnder the domynacyon of the mone,
which is neuer stedfast but euer wauerynge wexynge one season and
waneth & dyscreaseth another season. And that comyn englysshe that
is spoken in one shyre varyeth from a nother. . . . [It] happened that
certain marchauntes were in a shippe in tamyse [i.e., on the Thames]
for to haue sayled ouer the see into selande and for lacke of wynde,
they taryed ate forlond, and wente to land for to refreshe them: And
one of theym . .. cam in to an hows and axed for mete: and specially
he axed after eggys; And the goode wife answered, that she coude
speke no frenshe. And the marchaunt was angry, for he also coude
speke no frenshe, but wolde haue hadde egges and she vnderstode
hym not. And than at laste a nother sayd that he wolde haue eyre,
then the good wyf sayd that she vnderstod him wel.

[For we Englishmen are born under the control of the moon, which
is never the same but always wavering—waxing at one time and wan-
ing and decreasing at another time. And the common English that
is spoken in one county varies from that of another. . . . It happened
that certain merchants were in a ship in the Thames River planning-
to sail across the Channel into Zeeland, and because of a lack of wind
they had to wait on the coast, and so they went onto land to refresh
themselves. And one of them . . . came to a house and asked for food;
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in particular, he asked for eggs. And the good woman of the house
answered that she could speak no French. And the merchant was
angry, because he could speak no French, but he wanted eggs and she
didn’t understand him. At last, another man said that what he wanted
was “eyre,” and then the good wife said she understood him clearly.]

The word “eggs” had become, in the London standard of the late fifteenth
century, the accepted plural form. But it was, in its dialect origin, a North-
ern form. The word “eyren” was the plural form descended from South-
ern Old English, and it remained the accepted word in parts of rural Kent
(where these sailors have run aground). “What sholde a man in thyse dayes
now wryte, egges or eyren?” Caxton asks. It is “harde to playse euery man
by cause of dyuersite & chaunge of langage.”

The point of Caxton’s musings is to recognize that English is a lan-
guage of the world: that we must get by in our speech, whether our goal
is to buy eggs or translate literature. Much like John Paston’s letter on
his son, Caxton’s preface to the Eneydos is an essay on relationships of
character and language. And, like Paston, Caxton makes his verbal choices
carefully. His book will be, in the end, “not for euery rude and vnconnynge
man to see but to clerkys and very gentylmen that vnderstand gentylnes
and science.” The changing nature of the English language in the fifteenth
century pressured those old relationships of character and language, and
that character had as much to do with the written look as with the spoken
sound of English.

e et S SLS O

Tracing -ea- and -ee- Spellings in the Great Vowel Shift.

Words that are now spelled with an -ea- and pronounced with the
/i/ sound come from Middle English words that had the sound /e:/.
Linguists call this a long open e. This sound was raised and fronted in
the course of the Great Vowel Shift. Words of this kind include meat,
feat, beat, sea, and so on.

Words that are now spelled with an -ee- and pronounced with the
/i/ sound come from Middle English words that had the sound /e:/.
Linguists call this a long close e. This sound was also raised and
fronted in the course of the Great Vowel Shift. Words of this kind
include meet, feet, beet, see, and so on.
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It is important to note that these two groups of words did not
rhyme in Middle English poetry. It is also important to note that cer-
tain words-that do not rhyme today did rhyme at various times during
the course of the Great Vowel Shift. Thus, Shakespeare can rhyme
the words nature and creature; they were both probably pronounced
with the /e:/ sound. He can also rhyme the words play and sea, also
probably on /e:/ or on /Je:/.

In the course of the Great Vowel Shift, only four words (and one
proper name) that had the long open e and were spelled -ea- did not
change their pronunciation. They were great, break, steak, yea, and
Reagan. No one seems to know why.

e St g S
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CHAPTER 8

Chancery, Caxton, and the
Making of English Prose

“IN THE MODERN AND PRESENT MANNER OF WRITING,” wrote John Hart
in his Orthographie of 1569, “there is such confusion and disorder, as it
may be accounted rather a kind of ciphering, or such a darke kinde of writ-
ing, as the best and readiest wit that euer hath bene could, or that is or shal
be, can or may, by the only gift of reason, attaine to the ready and perfite
reading thereof, without a long and tedious labour” (2). By the middle of
the sixteenth century, English writing had effectively divorced itself from
speech. True, personal communication still went on in a haphazard way,
with spellings and word forms often in ad hoc imitation of the sounds
of regional or personal pronunciation. But the professionals of English
scribal life (and, by the early sixteenth century, the printers) had developed
systems of orthography that split script from speech. English, in essence,
was becoming opaque to itself. For while the changes of the Great Vowel
Shift had made the writers of the medieval past unreadable to those of the
early modern present, the conventions of spelling had made speakers of
the present mute to anyone who did not know the language. In John Hart’s
words, the inability to “write as we speake” has left English with “no fit
Carracts, markes or letters” through which to present our “voices, soundes
or breaths” (6).

Among the many changes wrought on English writing from the time
of Chaucer to the time of Hart, the development of “Chancery Standard”
had the most vivid and most long-lasting effect. Originating in the house-
hold of the medieval English kings, Chancery emerged out of the mix of
domestic administration to come to control the production of official docu-
ments by the middle of the fourteenth century. It was a kind of “Secretariat
of State” (in the words of the great historian, T.F. Tout), which not only
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produced texts but trained scribeés to write them. From the 1380s until
the 1450s, Chancery taught a house style of spelling, grammatical forms,
lexical usage, and idiom that characterized the papers coming out of many
of the royal offices (those of the Signet, the Privy Seal, even of Parliament
itself). Chancery, too, taught a house style of handwriting, originating in
the scripts used for European business and politics and adapted for quick
letter formation in English. The very look of English was changing.

But in that look lay certain values: clarity and speed, directness and flow.
Letters and official documents needed to be written quickly and legibly.
The prose of those documents needed to be understood by readers coming
from different regions of the country or with different levels of literacy.
And, as most of the documents in Chancery English were really kinds of
letters—addresses, petitions, legal requests—that prose needed to be un-
ambiguously direct. The writings that emerge out of this time hold up, it
might be said, a public and official mirror image to the private selves of
people like the Pastons. Behind them lies a conception of vernacular char-
acter and the character of the vernacular.

Chancery English also had an impact on the rise of printed documents
in Britain. When Caxton set up his printshop in Westminster, he located
his business not in the commercial part of London (the old City) but the
site of court. Caxton adopted Chancery-style spellings and word forms
when he came to print not just official or intellectual texts but literary ones
as well. His early volumes of the English authors Chaucer, Gower, Lydgate,
Malory, and others, calibrated themselves not to the older spelling habits
of the scribe but to the newer conventions of Chancery. Caxton’s achieve-
ment was to take a standard of official writing for a literary standard. In this
move, he made literature, in turn, fit entertainment and instruction for the
public man—the “clerkys and very gentylmen” to whom he had addressed
the Eneydos in 1490.

The scholar John Hurt Fisher has done more than almost anyone to
call attention to the place of Chancery in the making of modern English,
and his researches have made available a wealth of sources little known to
students of a generation ago. In his Anthology of Chancery English, Fisher
lays out the details of the language, characterizes forms of writing, and
edits and publishes a collection of letters, papers, and parliamentary pro-
ceedings, all of which illustrate English at its most official in the fifteenth
century. One of the best and most succinct examples of this kind of docu-
ment, and one of the best for illustrating features of Chancery English, is
a petition of William Walysby, treasurer to Queen Katherine (the mother
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of Henry V1), of 1437. Like many of these kinds of texts, this is a sort of
letter: salutation, greeting, exposition, explanation, valediction, attestation,
and signature all follow in sequence according to set rules. Fisher presents
the text as follows:

R h nous auouns graunte

Please it to the Kyng oure souerain Lord of youre Benigne grace to
graunte to youre humble seruant and Oratoure sir William Walysby
Tresorer with the Quene youre moder the denerye of hastynges in the
dyose of Chichester the which Prestewyke Clerke of youre parlement late
had on who sowle god assoile And youre saide Oratour shal pray god
for you.

[in another hand] letter ent feust faite a Westministre le viije. jeur de
November. 1an &c xve.

[King Henry we have granted this

May it please the king our sovereign lord out of your benign grace
to grant to your humble servant and orator, Sir William Walysby,
Treasurer with the Queen, your mother, the deanery of Hastings in
the diocese of Chicester, which appointment the clerk of your parlia-
ment had recently had, may God bless his soul. And your said orator
will pray to God for you.

This letter prepared at Westminster on the 8th day of November,
in the 15th year (i.e., of the reign of Henry VI).]

Even though this is an English document, the opening annotation is in
French, as is the dating at the end. The fluidity of style and syntax of this
petition owes much to the patterns of French legal prose. In fact, much
early English prose before the time of Chancery seems largely unreadable.
Chaucer’s Treatise on the Astrolabe is hard to parse (and was most likely
equally so for his contemporaries), and many bits of Middle English prose
seem caught up on grammatical confusions, shifts of form, or too much
repetition. Fisher compares the fluency of texts such as the Walysby peti-
tion with earlier prose exemplified by the 1388 petition of the Mercers:

And lordes, by yowre leue, owre lyge lordes commaundment to
simple & unkonnyng men is a gret thing to ben vsed so famuler-
ilich withouten need, for they, unwyse to saue it, mowe lightly ther
ayeins forfait.
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The reader struggles to discern j{lst what the words “they” and “it” refer
to. In the middle of the sentence, the use of the phrase “withouten need”
implies a certain grammatical relationship; but by the sentence’s end, the
phrase “theyr ayeins” implies a different one. This is technically known
as anacoluthon, the shift in grammatical structure in midsentence, and it
still characterizes English prose well into Caxton’s day. Notice, for example,
his remark in the Eneydos Preface: “the mone, which is neuer stedfaste
but euer wauerynge wexynge on season and waneth & decreseth.” Caxton
shifts from participial phrasing to simple, active verbs, apparently without
much concern. But it all makes this hard to read.

By contrast, the Walysby petition, and most of the Chancery documents
of its kind, are models of directness. Relative clauses are regular here. The
references are unambiguous. Simple Subject—Object—Verb word order is in
control. Even though expressions such as “the which” and “your saide ora-
tour” are archaic to us, their references are clear. The only obvious howler,
at least to modern readers, is the phrase, “shal pray God for you,” which
is most likely an old dative construction without the necessary preposition
(it should be, in other words, “shall pray to God for you,” but this is most
likely a formula and not fully representative of current usage).

From this passage, too, we can find features of the Chancery Standard.
First, there is the beginning of the spelling -ig- used for the long /i/ sound
from French. The word “benign” is spelled benigne (but notice that this
form is not consistent; the word “sovereign” is spelled phonetically, as
souerain). Notice too, here, the spelling saide, at heart the modern English
spelling for the past tense of the verb “to say.” The Middle English spelling
would have been seide. This may seem an arbitrary and a minor feature, but
it indicates that Chancery scribes were being taught to spell according to
conventions, rather than according to personal pronunciation or historical
precedent. Another example of this new spelling convention is the form
had, where Middle English would pretty consistently have offered hadde.
Infinitives have lost their -en ending and are now indicated by having an
unmarked form of the verb following the preposition to. Thus, we see the
phrase “to graunte,” not “graunten.”

As I read through the range of materials in Fisher’s Anthology, other fea-
tures of Chancery spelling and usage emerge. Old, nonphonetic spellings
seem to be preserved by choice: high, ought, slaughter, right, though, nought.
We know from other examples of fifteenth-century writing (most notably,
the Paston letters), that the -gh- spelling was no longer pronounced as the
Middle English velar fricative /x/. The Pastons themselves often spelled
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such words in ways that reflected the new pronunciation. But the Chancery
scribes did not.

For all its claims to standardization, however, Chancery does preserve
some regional dialect forms. But it does so in unexpected ways. It is clear
that at least some of Chancery’s scribes came from the north of England.
Such young men would have been part of the great, fifteenth-century mi-
gration of the children of gentry, commercial, or rural families to the me-
tropolis. Their regional preferences appear, and soon become codified, in
Chancery Standard. Thus, the ending of the adverb takes on the Northern-
dialect form, -ly, rather than the Midlands or Southern form, -lich. A good
example of this shift in process is illustrated in the 1429 petition of William
Pope, which begins: “Vnto pe kynge oure full souerain lorde, Biseches full
lowelich and mekelich youre humble seruant” (Fisher, Richardson, and
Fisher, 154). Lowelich and mekelich are striking here; but at the end of the
petition, the scribe is writing fully, and not “fulliche.” Chancery scribes
also preferred the Northern ending of -s over the Midlands and Southern
-eth for the third-person singular of verbs. In the petition from which I just
quoted, we can see how, even in the same phrase as the scribe uses the
Midlands -lich adverbial ending, he uses the -s form for the third-person
singular (Biseches, instead of “Bisecheth”).

Caxton, as I have noted, drew on Chancery English for his forms and
spellings. “We English men ben borne,” he writes in the Eneydos Preface,
a signature use of the Chancery form of the verb “to be” (and a Northern-
ism). He uses -ly endings for his adverbs, drops the old prefatory ge- or
y- for participles (also a Chancery habit), and he generally relies on a Sub-
ject-Object—Verb word order. He uses spellings consistent with Chancery
habit: almyghty (for “almighty”); lyke (for “like,” and not the Midlands lich);
right, or ryght (preserving the -gh- as Chancery scribes did); and souerayn
(notice here, as in the Walysby petition, the convention of not spelling the
word with the -gn-).

By adapting a Chancery model for his printed English, Caxton not only
helped to promulgate an official writing standard for wider dissemination.
He also effectively translated Middle English literature for his own time.
Look, for example, at the opening of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales in Caxton’s
1483 edition:

Whan that Apryll with hys shuris sote

The droughte of marche hath percyd the rote
And bathyd euery veyne in suche lycour
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Of whyche vertue engendryd is the flour
Whanne Zepherus eke with hys sote breth
Enspyrid hath in euery holte and heth
The tendyr croppis / and the yong sonne
Hath in the ram half hys cours y ronne
And smale foulis make melody

That slepyn al nyght with opyn eye

So prykyth hem nature in her corages
Than longyn folk to gon on pylgremages
And palmers to seche straunge strondis
To ferue halowys couthe in sundry londis
And specially fro euery shyris ende

Of engelond to Cauntirbury thy wende
The holy blysful martir for to seke

That them hath holpyn when they were seke

For any reader of the poem schooled in the editions based on the great Elles-
emere Manuscript, Caxton’s lines will seem just slightly off. For example,
Caxton prints, in line three, suche lycour, rather than “swich licour,” and his
choice is a Chancery one (such or suche was the preferred form in Chancery
documents to swiche). While Caxton does preserve the older, Middle English
plural verb ending in -n (slepyn, longyn, holpyn), he neglects to do so in the
line, “And smale foulis make melodye’—again, a Chancery habit. His plural
nouns end more frequently in -is than in the older -es (shouris, croppis, foulis,
strondis), also a feature of many Chancery documents. And, on occasion,
Caxton substitutes the newer, Chancery inspired (and ultimately Northern
dialect-derived) them for the older hem form of the third-person plural pro-
noun (he has, “That them hath holpyn,” while the Ellesemere Manuscript
and the most reliable early texts have, “That hem hath holpen”). But there
are other features of his text, even in these few opening lines, that cannot
be explained simply as Chancery forms. Chaucer’s line that establishes the
astrological dating for the poem’s opening—“Hath in the ram his halve
course yronne”—seems, in Caxton, both to misscan and misread: “Hath in
the ram half hys cours y ronne.” So, too, the final line of the first sentence
seems off in Caxton: “That them hath holpyn when they were seke.” In
these two examples, Caxton’s lines seem, for lack of a better term, more
modern than Chaucer. While they may not scan as precisely as the lines
derived from the Ellesemere scribe, they avoid Middle English idiom in
favor of a phrasing that, from our perspective, simply looks more modern.
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And it is precisely this modern look of Caxton that raises the issue. For
by modernizing his texts, Caxton did make earlier literatures more read-
able for current audiences. But what he did, too, in the process, was efface
historical forms. This is the paradox of Chancery and Caxton’s English: the
preservation of old spellings that no longer matched pronunciation; but,
at the same time, the displacement of forms familiar from the Midlands
Middle English of the age of Chaucer. This paradox, as well, governs the
look of Caxton’s books. For Caxton based his typefaces not on new forms
of letters but on the handwriting of the Flemish scribes who had produced
the manuscripts he used and read in Europe. English print looks like hand-
writing, and early printed books were as handsome or as artistically de-
signed as manuscripts.

More than any technical innovation, or really even more than any fo-
cused linguistic standard, Caxton’s achievement lies in the development
of English prose. The prologues and epilogues he wrote for his editions
wrest narrative and criticism out of observation and hearsay. His Preface
to the Eneydos is really a set of stories. Sitting alone, he discovers the
book of the Eneydos lying among the piles that clutter his shop. He tries
to translate its French, but is unsure about the dialect and diction into
which the book should go. He turns to the abbot of Westminster, an au-
thority both ecclesiastical and linguistic, who shows him some books in
“olde englysshe” in his possession: they “were more lyke to dutche than
englysshe.” Then we get the reflections on language change and variation;
the story of the mercers trying to buy eggs in Kent; and the claims for his
own choice of English here. In the end, however, Caxton must turn to
another authority, the poet John Skelton, “late created poete laureate in
the vnyuersite of oxenford,” as the one who will “ouersee and correcte” the
production of the Eneydos. Caxton closes the preface with a commenda-
tion to the newly born Prince Arthur, Prince of Wales, and to King Henry
VII himself.

The work is done, the printed books have all been made, and Caxton,
nearing the close of his life, surveys his past when something new ap-
pears. The story told here is a story that begins at the beginning of all
literary history, with Virgil and the classics, and it takes us to the present
moment of a living poet laureate. We move from the city to the country,
from the church to the court, from the print shop to the university, from
Kent to Oxford. Caxton’s prologues and epilogues are full of stories (his
preface to the 1483 reprinting of the Canterbury Tales recounts how one of
his customers brought one of his own father's manuscripts of the poem
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back to Caxton, in order for the printer to prepare a new and corrected
edition). Such prose may be personal, but it bears all the legacy of Chan-
cery. For as we read through many of its petitions and documents, wills,
claims, and legal actions, we can see English public narrative emerging
from the private life. The Pastons told tales, too, but most of their letters
read like inventories: lists of points, each signaled by the word “item,”
that the letter writer wishes to address. The model for this kind of famil-
iar letter is, in fact, the household list: the personal account, the record of
events, or costs, or services. But for the scribes of Chancery, or for Caxton,
the world was always there.

And it is there for us as well. If Caxton comes upon a text at random,
s0, too, I might do so. Coming upon Fisher’s Anthology, I find a text as rich
with language and adventure as Caxton’s Eneydos. In 1437, Isabell, the wife
of John Boteler of Lancashire, was brutally raped and abducted by a certain
William Pulle, and she petitioned Parliament to punish him. In the hands
of the Chancery scribe who wrote it, this petition becomes more than a
legal document. It reads as an essay in the arts of narrative.

To the right sage and full wise Comunes of this present parlement
Besecheth meekly your right sage and wyse discrecions Isabell
that was the wife of Iohn Boteler of Beausey in the shire of Lan-
caster Knyght to consider that where one william Pulle late of wyrall
in the Shire of chestre Gentilman the moneday next afore the fest
of Seynt lame the Appostell last passed the seid Isabell being ate
Beausey aforesaid with force and armes in riotouse manere with
grete number of other mysdoers the house of the seid Besecher ate
Beausey aforesaid breke ageynst the peas of our soueraigne lorde
the kyng And there the seid Besecher felonousely and most hor-
ribely rauysshed and her naked except hir kirtyll and hir smoke ledde
with hym into the wilde and esolate places of wales of the whiche
rape he tofore the kynges lustices ate lancastre is endited And in
wales aforesaid and in other secrete places her kept till nowe late
that itt liked the kyng oure soueraigne lorde of his special grace ate
the besechyng of diuers of the ffrendes of the seid Besecher shewyng
to hym the seid grete and horrible felonye and offences to giff in
commaundement aswell by his commission vndir his grete seal as
by his letters of his piuey seal. as well to diuers lordes as to other to
take and bring the seid William Pulle and other of the seid mysdoers
into the presence of oure seid soueraigne lorde. And also to take the
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seid Besecher and her to putte into safe warde into the tyme that itt
liked the kyng in other wise for her to ordeigne wheruppon the seid
William Pulle perceyuyng the seid commaundement hym withdrewe
and absented into desert and other secrete places in wales and other
Countrees where the kynges writt renneth noght: so that he in no
wise by the seid Commissioners as yitt may be take notwithstondyng
that the seid Commissioners haue done thair diligence hym to haue
take in alle that thay in any wise godely might doo. And so itt is that
Thomas Stanley knight one of the seide Commissioners nowe late
ate Birkhede in the seid Shire of Chestrre the seid Besecher fonde
and her brought to Chestre and putte in warde. Please itt to your seid
wise discrecions considering these premises to pray the kyng our
soueraigne lorde to oredeigne by auctorite of this present parlement
a writt of proclamation oute of his Chauncellarie of lancastre direct
to the Shirref of the same Shire to do proclayme in the tovne of lan-
castre ate euery marketyday within two wekes next folowyng aftir the
date of the seid writt that the seid wlliam Pulle Rauysshour appier
afore the lustices of our seid soueraigne lorde of his Countee palen-
tine the next Session there to be holden next aftir the seid proclama-
cion made to answer of the seid felonyes wherof he afore the seid
Iustices is endited by what so euer name the seid William be called
or endited the seid writt to be returned ate the seid Session before
the seid Iustices And if he appier not ate the seid Session: that than
he stand atteint of high Tresoun by the same auctorite. Considering
that the seid rauysshyng is done in more horrible wise and with
more heynouse violence than any hath be sene or knawen before
this tyme And that the seid William Rauysshour is and of long tyme
hat be outelawed of felonye for mannes dethe by him foule murdred
and slayn not charging the execution therof And that for the love of
god and in werk of charitee.

[To the very thoughtful and wise gathering of this present parlia-
ment: Isabell, who was the wife of John Butler of Beausey in Lancast-
ershire, beseeches meekly your very thoughtful and wise discretion,
to consider (the following case): that of a certain William Pulle,
formerly of Wirrall in Chestershire, a Gentleman, on next Monday
before the feast of Saint James the Apostle has passed—(that he)
attacked the said Isabell living at Beusey forcibly and with arms in a
riotous manner and with a great number of other criminals in her

123



own house in Beusey; that he broke the peace of our sovereign lord
the king; and that there he feloniously and most horribly raped the
said beseecher (Isabel) while she was naked except for her skirt and
smock, and then led her with him into the wild and desolate places
of Wales, and of which rape he is accused before the king’s justices at
Lancaster. And in this same Wales and in other secret places he kept
her until recently, when it pleased the king our sovereign lord—on
account of his special grace and through the beseeching of many
different friends of the said beseecher showing to them the afore-
said great and horrible felony and offences—to command, by the
authority of his great seal and also by letters written under the office
of the Privy Seal, to several different lords and some others to take
and bring the said William Pulle and the other said misdoers into the
presence of our aforesaid sovereign lord. And (the king) also (com-
manded) that the said beseecher be taken and put into safe keeping
until the time that it pleased the king or until she saw fit to have
it different; whereupon the said William Pulle, hearing about this
commandment, disappeared and withdrew into deserted and other
secret places in Wales and in other lands where the king’s power did
not extend—(and he did this) so that he would not be apprehended
in any manner by the said commissioners, even though these said
commissioners have done everything in their power to apprehend
him. And for this reason Thomas Stanley, knight, and one of the said
commissioners now recently of Birkhede in Chestershire, found the
said beseecher and brought her to Chester and put her in safe keep-
ing. May it please your (i.e., Parliament’s) wise discretion in consid-
ering these activities to pray to the king our sovereign lord to order
by the authority of this present parliament a writ of proclamation
coming out of his Chancery.of Lancaster directly to the sheriff of this
same shire to proclaim in the town of Lancaster at every market day
over the two weeks following the date of this said writ that the said
William Pulle rapist appear before the justices of our said sovereign
lord of his county palentine (i.e., local justices with royal privileges)
the next session to be held there after the said proclamation made
in response to these said felonies, so that he—by the name of Wil-
liam or whatever other name he is called by or charged by—Dbe called
before the said session, according to the said writ, and before the
said justices. And if he does not appear at the said session, then let
it be that he stands charged with high treason by the same authority,
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because this said rape was done in a more horrible manner and with
more heinous violence than any other that has been seen or known
about before this time. And let it be that the said William rapist be
outlawed, both now and for a long time, on the charge of felony
for the death of a man foully murdered and slain, not charging the
execution of it. And let all of this be done for the love of God and as
an act of charity.

For any reader, medieval or modern, this is a difficult document. Its sen-
tences are long and grammatically confusing; its vocabulary is highly spe-
cialized; its patterns of reference (the said this, the said that) anticipate the
easily parodiable legalese of the modern court. Nonetheless, we can make
sense of it and, even more, recognize its verbal accomplishment.

William Pulle abducts Isabell and takes her into the wild and desolate
places of Wales. He rapes her, brutally, while she is naked except for her
skirt and smock. He then tries to hide out in other deserted and secret
places in Wales and in other areas where the king’s power does not reach.
The power of this story lies in the ability of English prose both to present
a legal matter and to tell a tale. Look at the judgmental vocabulary here:
riotouse, felonousely, horribley, wild, desolate, secrete. The word “felonousely”
appears in English, as far as the OED can tell, for the first time in this very
document: while “felonous” appears in use from Chaucer on, it is clear that
what this Chancery writer has done is nothing less than coin a new term
(I note in passing, too, those characteristic Chancery -ly adverbial endings
throughout). “Horribley,” too, though first appearing in the mid-fourteenth
century, takes on by the early fifteenth a sense of bodily distress, of some-
thing so awful as to make one shiver. “Riotouse” connotes, throughout
late Middle English, the sense of wanton living, of dissipation. Now, com-
pare these relatively new, polysyllabic words, with the old monosyllables of
dress. Isabell is “naked except [for] hir kirtyll and hir smoke.” There is an
almost biblical purity to these lines, a vernacular straightforwardness that
recalls Griselda’s protestation in Chaucer’s “Clerk’s Tale,” when she faces
her husband Walter’s feigned ire:

“Naked out of my fadres house,” quod she,
“I cam, and naked moot I turne agayn,

But yet I hope it be nat youre entente
That I smoklees out of youre paleys wente.”
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[“Naked out of my fathers house,” she said,
“I came, and naked I must return again,

But still, T hope that it be not your intention
That I leave your palace without my smock.”]

William Pulle becomes something of a devil here, a creature not just of
sheer sexual violence but of desolation, wilderness, and hiding. He retreats
to his secret places, “wilde and desolate places” that cannot but evoke the
desolation of the great myths, romances, or epics of the English tradition—
the wastes of Grendel’s mere, or the rough landscapes of the mid-fifteenth-
century Desert of Religion:

He fand hym in deserte land . . . in wilderness,
Whare all walkes pat wilde es.

[He found himself in a deserted land . . . in wilderness,
Where everything that walks is wild.]

And, at the petition’s end, when William Pulle stands “atteint of high
Tresoun,” it is because he has ravished Isabell “with more heynouse vio-
lence than any hath be sene or knawen before this tyme.” The word “hey-
nouse,” from the French root, haine, or “hatred,” is, again, a relatively new
word by the 1430s. It signals here, like so many other of this petition’s
terms, a Francophone legal vocabulary; but, too, it signals how the writer
must reach outside of the commonplace vernacular for words to express
what must have been a far from commonplace transgression.

Much like Caxton’s Preface to the Eneydos, this is a story of the cen-
ter and the margins. It distinguishes the local from the foreign, the fa-
miliar from the wild. It searches for authority, much as Caxton would
search for his (kings and their aegis remain ever present in these texts,
either as patrons and commissioners, or as sites of power—it is signifi-
cant that William Pulle seeks out those secret places “where the kynges
writt renneth noght”). Both of these texts are romances of language,
adventures into the never-before-seen-or-heard. And, as I read the two of
them together, I cannot but be struck that both are, in some sense, about
ravishment: the rape of Helen, or the secret tryst of Dido and Aeneas.
Of course, William Pulle is no Paris or Aeneas, but for every culture,
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violence against women remains the test of political control and legal
authority, of language and expression.

Chancery records fill themselves with such tales, as do Caxton’s writ-
ings, and we can see throughout the fifteenth and the early sixteenth
centuries a grappling with the resources of English prose to make things
clear: to cut through wildernesses of the word to reach a meaning. And
for John Hart, with whose Orthographie I began this chapter, written Eng-
lish has become itself a wilderness. That sentence with which I began
brilliantly evokes the confusions that he finds. Notice the repetition, the
elaborate augmentation of tense, phrase, and idiom. Hart’s words, “euer
hath bene coulde, or that is or shal be, can or may,” create a kind of con-
jugation of confusions, a very grammar of despair. Hart claims that “by
opening the windowe whereby is light giuen to decerne betwixt perfec-
tion and barbarousness, so as euery reasonable creature vniuersally . ..
may be a perfite iudge howe euerye language ought to be written” (2). Let
there be light. And later in his treatise, he remarks how “tongues haue
often changed,” and therefore “reason should correct the vicious writing
of the speach” (13). English spelling is, quite simply, against the “law of
nature” (17).

Hart’s Orthographie has been studied for its attempt to create a kind of
phonetic spelling system and, in turn, for its detailed account of just how
educated English men and women spoke in the mid-sixteenth century. But
I want here, in closing, to attend to Hart’s charged idiom itself. His is a
judgmental call for clarity, a story about acting against nature, about bar-
barous behavior, about what makes English English and its people people.
Like the petitions to a Parliament, or like Caxton’s preface to the Eneydos,
Hart’s Orthographie seeks correction in corruption (“corrupt” remains one
of his most favorite terms of opprobrium).

And yet, this is a story not about the rape of women or the loss of em-
pires, but about spelling. The scribes of Chancery had an indelible impact
on English spelling, and Caxton’s press did much to disseminate their hab-
its. But they also had an impact on the rise of English prose and on the
ways of finding language that would cut through obfuscation into clarity. I
think, in some way, that Isabell’s petition resonates with such a search—or,
at the very least, that the Chancery scribe who scripted it reached deep into
the resources of English to create a drama of discernment and decision. So,
too, did Caxton, and so, too, did Hart. In their writings, we may find both
the invention of an English prose and the invention of a self: a self blown
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back to Kent and lost in dialect; a self armed with the rigors of reason to cut
through vice in spelling. Speakers of English live, as Caxton noted, “under
the domynacyon of the mone,” and in this sad, sublunary world, it may be
futile to control or fix our tongue, to outlaw felonies of language, or to do
more than make the long, but I hope not tedious, labor to expose the secret
places in our history of ciphering.
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CHAPTER Q

I Do, I Will
Shakespeare’s English

SHAKESPEARE. THE VERY NAME EVOKES THE ACME of the English language.
Even people who have never seen his plays know phrases such as “sound

” « » «

and fury,” “the most unkindest cut,” “ripeness is all,” and, of course, “to be,
or not to be.” His tragic characters have helped the modern age define just
what it means to be a human being. His comic episodes make audiences
laugh four centuries after their first performance. His sonnets still stand as
the benchmarks of love poetry. More than any other writer in the language,
Shakespeare used the resources of English to their full. He coined nearly
six thousand new words; he juxtaposed terms from the Anglo-Saxon and
the learned Latin for striking effect; he wrestled with the syntax of everyday
speech until it almost broke.

Linguistic change, of course, goes on not simply at the level of the big new
word or the dramatic metamorphosis in syntax or pronunciation, but in the
space of unsuspecting little phrases. Shakespeare helps make the English of
the modern world, but he does so often through the nuances of detail and of
diction. This chapter, therefore, looks at Shakespeare’s language great and
small. It illustrates the ways in which he drew on the linguistic resources of
his time to shape dramatic episodes and lyric poetry of powerful effect. But
it also focuses on just how Shakespeare stands on the cusp of English lin-
guistic modernity: how his language looks back to earlier forms (at times, to
forms archaic even in his own age) while at the same time using words and
idioms new for his audiences. The vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation
of his lines are the basis of this chapter. But Shakespeare’s language is made
up of more than just these elements. His is a rhetorical language, a way of
speaking and writing shaped by the educational traditions of Renaissance
England and the public arenas of politics and the pulpit.
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I begin with something little. In the exchange between Prince Hal and
Falstaft in act 2, scene 4 of Henry IV, Part 1, the young prince and his old
friend take turns playacting as each other. They banter back and forth as
they agree to try on new roles. “Do thou stand for me, and I'll play my fa-
ther,” says Hal. Falstaft, in Hal’s guise, sets out to praise himself, while Hal
acts the imperious king. Finally, in one of the great set-pieces of dramatic
oratory, Falstaff (playing Hal, of course) gives what may be the grandest
self-eulogy in all of English literature, concluding with the plea: “but for
sweet Jack Falstaff, kind Jack Falstaff, true Jack Falstaff, valiant Jack Fal-
staff, and therefore more valiant being, as he is, old Jack Falstaff, banish
not him thy Harry’s company, banish not him thy Harry’s company. Ban-
ish plump Jack, and banish all the world.” To which Hal—in his father’s
voice, or perhaps now his own—simply replies: “I do, T will.”

These four words are, paradoxically, both the oldest and the most mod-
ern English any audience would have heard in the 1590s. The verb “to do,”
though coming from a root deep in the old Germanic past, was taking on
new uses in the sixteenth century. Instead of serving simply as a full verb
(meaning to act or make something), it was becoming what we now would
call periphrastic: that is, it could be used to stand for another verb, it could be
used in tandem with another verb for emphasis, and finally, it could be used
to form a question. In Old and Middle and in early Modern English, ques-
tions had been asked by inverting the order of the subject and the verb. “You
love me” is a statement; “love you me” is a question. By the sixteenth century,
it was possible to ask the question “do you love me?” and the answer would
be, “I do.” When Hal thus says to Falstaff, “Do thou stand for me,” he is
using the verb do in its new emphatic sense. And when he says, at the close
of their exchange, “I do,” he is similarly using the verb in a new way—now,
as the replacement for Falstaff’s verb “banish.” “I do” means “I banish.”

But Hal also says “I will.” Like the verb “to do, “ “to will” (common to all
the Germanic languages) was taking on new uses. Once restricted to full
verbal status—meaning to want or to will something to happen—it came
to be used to indicate the future tense in conjunction with other verbs,
but always with a sense of personal desire (the verb “shall,” also used to
indicate futurity, still carried with it a sense of obligation). Will you love
me? I will.

Marriage rituals remain among the most archaic forms of speech in all
languages. They preserve old forms, granting to the rite a dignity of linguistic
formality. But in the sixteenth century, the changes in the rituals of birth and
death, marriage and divorce, came with the changes in the English Church,
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as it moved from Catholicism to new Protestant forms following King Henry
VIIl’s break with Rome in the 1530s. The language of the Church changed
too—indeed, one of the central tenets of the Reformation was the shift to the
vernacular in holy services and the translation of the Bible into the languages
of the populace. In 1549, Archbishop Thomas Cranmer put together a new
Book of Common Prayer for the church under Henry VIII's successor, his
son Edward VI. Over the next five decades, through various revisions and
reprintings, this book served as the base text for the English Protestant reli-
gious rite. Its language is familiar to us, still, today. “Dearly beloved friends,
we are gathered together here in the sight of God, and in the face of this
congregation, to join together this man and this woman in holy matrimony.”
And when the priest turns to the man and asks, “Wilt thou have this woman
to thy wedded wife,” the man shall answer, “I will.” And when he turns to the
woman and asks the same question, she shall answer, “I will.”

I begin with this moment in a Shakespeare play and in the Book of
Common Prayer to illustrate the subtle ways in which the English lan-
guage changed during the sixteenth century. Shakespeare’s scene reso-
nates with marriage rites. Prince Hal and Falstaff, taking on their roles,
play out a comic scene of power. But it turns all serious when Hal takes on
the pledges of the marriage rite: pledges, in his mouth, that become claims
not of uniting but of separating. Hal offers up, in essence, not a marriage
but a divorce.

Shakespeare’s plays and poems ripple with these nuances of usage, as
he absorbs what was changing in the English of his day into the power of
his fiction. But Shakespeare was acutely conscious of the older forms of
speech. Take, for example, the second-person pronoun. As I illustrated in
my chapters on Old and Middle English, there were two second-person-pro-
noun forms throughout the history of the language. You forms were formal
and plural; thou forms were singular and informal. These were grammati-
cal and social categories, and in Shakespeare’s time they still had force.

The scene between Prince Hal and Falstaff indicates just how the drama
of exchange plays out in pronouns. When Hal asks Falstaff to play himself,
he says: “Do thou stand for me.” Whatever roles they play, Hal should
call Falstaff thou, both because they are intimate friends, but also because
Falstaft remains, whatever their games, the Prince’s social inferior. Playact-
ing as his father, Henry IV, Prince Hal speaks to his son (now played by
Falstaft): “Now, Harry, whence come you?” He speaks in the formal, a king
to a prince. But when this play king chides his errant son he shifts into the
thou form: “Swearest, thou, ungracious boy?” He condescends, complains,
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demeans. The imagined son here moves to a lower rank before the anger
of the father. And when Falstaff, playing the prince, addresses the play
king, he responds in kind: “I would your grace would take me with you.”
You forms signal deference and respect—an attitude Falstaff clearly forgets
toward the end of his speech, when he begs Hal, playing Henry IV, not to
banish Falstaff from “thy Harry’s company.” The lapse in pronouns signals
Falstaft’s lapse in decorum.

A more highly developed version of this drama of the pronoun ap-
pears in Richard III, in an exchange between the aspirant usurper and
the woman he craves, Lady Anne. Richard interrupts Anne on her way to
Henry VI's funeral. She had been married to the old king’s son, Edward,
and Richard has murdered both men. Richard raises the question of just
what had caused their deaths, and Anne shoots back:

ANNE: Thou was’t the cause, and most accurst effect.
RICHARD: Your beauty was the cause of that effect:

Your beauty, that did haunt me in my sleepe,

To vndertake the death of all the world,

So I might liue one houre in your sweet bosome.
ANNE: If T thought that, I tell thee Homicide,

These Nailes should rent that beauty from my Cheeks.
rRICHARD: These eyes could not endure y' beauties wrack,

You should not blemish it, if I stood by;

As all the world is cheared by the Sunne,

So I by that: It is my day, my life.
ANNE: Blacke night ore-shade thy day, & death thy life.
RICHARD: Curse not thy selfe faire Creature,

Thou art both.
ANNE: | would I were, to be reueng’d on thee.
RICHARD: [t is a quarrel most vnnaturall,

To be reueng’d on him that loueth thee.

They go on, in this vein, until she finally spits on him in disgust (at which
point Richard, at his most unctuous, replies: “Neuer came poison from so
sweet a place”).

Richard is trying to woo Anne; she is spurning him. She opens with
a contemptuous, condescending thou, as to a_servant. Richard responds
with a socially correct, formal you, indicating he is addressing a superior.
Anne and Richard exchange thou and you forms in the next section. But
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at the final line of this passage, Richard shifts to thee, and in so doing he
announces his intention to love Anne. Here it is the thee of closeness. He
offers not an insult, but a sign of hoped-for intimacy. She, however, keeps
to the contemptuous thou.

These subtleties would have explained the personal dynamic to con-
temporary audiences. They are now lost to us. Lost, too, is the sound these
lines would have had for the late sixteenth century.

dov wast J9 kaus eend most akorst efekt
jur bjuti was da kaus of daet efekt

jur bjutr deet did haunt mi in mai slip
tu undoartek d5 dob ov al do world

$0 91 mait liv on aur In jur swit buzm

The most important thing to notice about this transcription is that it
reveals that the Great Vowel Shift had not fully sorted itself out by the end
of the sixteenth century. The older, Middle English long high vowels, /u:/
and /i:/, had not completely become the modern diphthongs /au/ and /ai/.
The schwa sign in my transcription of words like thou and my indicates this
partial diphthongization. So, too, the older, Middle English long vowel /a:/
had not fully moved up to its modern position /e:/. A word like undertake,
therefore, would probably have had a long /e:/ sound. Even though sound
changes had distinguished Shakespeare’s English from that of Chaucer’s,
some words were probably still pronounced as they had been in Middle
English. The words cause and haunt still had their old diphthongs [au], and
had not changed into that -aw- sound of Modern English.

Some words are harder to place. The word world may have been pro-
nounced with its old, Middle English vowel, or with a higher vowel. What
we have here is evidence of the instability of vowels before -r. This phe-
nomenon has long vexed historians of English and still helps to character-
ize regional dialects to this day. Depending on where you are from, you
may or may not distinguish the sounds in the words Mary, merry, and
marry. In the spoken English of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
the -er- spelling may have been pronounced /ir/ or /ar/. This instability is
still reflected in the spelling of certain words. Person and parson are now
spelled differently to signal the differences in meaning, but for centuries
they were homonymns. We speak of vermin infesting a house, but in cer-
tain American dialects a person who acts like vermin is a varmint. This
difference in pronunciation and spelling is a legacy of this early Modern
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English instability. So, too, is the distinction between a university and the
sports team that plays for one: varsity. British speakers say the word clerk
as if it were “clark” and Berkeley as if it were “Barkley.”

Other features of Shakespearean pronunciation include the pronuncia-
tion of the word one. Descending from the Old English word an, “one” was
the stressed form of what would become, in unstressed positions, the in-
definite article a. Our modern pronunciation with the initial glide [wun]
did not appear until the eighteenth century. Another old pronunciation is
for the word houre. Speakers dropped their h’s after words that ended in a
consonant. We still signal something like this today: should one say “a his-
torian” or “an historian”? An archaism in our speech lies in the line: “Myn
eyes have seen the glory,” where the -n ending on myn signals the vowel
sound following the word. Chaucer makes the same distinction: “my wit,”
but “myn heart.” It is clear, then, that in Shakespeare’s time, “hour” was
pronounced without the initial h.

If Shakespeare’s lines sound odd to the modern ear, they certainly look
odd, especially as I present them in their old spelling taken from the First
Folio edition of the plays, printed in 1623 (see figure 9.1). Some of the fea-
tures of this spelling seem a little weird but are perfectly understandable:
there is the long form of the s; major nouns are capitalized; and many nouns
have a final -¢ on them. Other features are more fascinating and reflect not
so much the habits of speech but the conventions of the early printing press.
The letters u and v, for example, seem interchangeable: until we realize that,
historically, they were not. Before printing, texts were written out by hand,
and letters such as u and v, w, i, m, and n were made by making short, verti-
cal lines and then joining them together (these little lines were called min-
ims). In many forms of medieval and early modern script, this habit made
letters such as u and n almost indistinguishable, and it could be confusing
if a u and an i were in close proximity. So, a convention developed of writing
avnext toan iand a u in all other contexts. Early printers somewhat altered
this convention by using a v at the beginning of a word and a u in the middle
of the word. Thus, we see the familiar spellings for cause or beauty, but vn-
naturall and vndertake. But we also see reueng’d and loueth.

Another oddity of this text, and one that similarly looks back to older,
medieval manuscript traditions, is the form y'. This symbol represents the
word “that”. As we had seen in Old and Middle English, the letter thorn, p,
drawn from the ancient runic alphabet, was used to indicate the -th- sound.
This habit was continued in the late-medieval and the early-modern periods,
really as a form of abbreviation. Written quickly, the thorn became indistin-
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An. Thouwas't the caufe,and moft accurft effeét.
Rich. Yourbeauty was the caufe of thaveffet =

Your beauty, that did haunt meinmy fleepe,

To vndertake the death of all the world,

So I might liue one houre in your fweet bofome.

An. 1f1thought that, Itcll thee Homicide,

Thefe Nailes fhould rent that beauty from my Cheekes.
Rich. Thefe eyes could not endure y beauties wrack,

You fhould not blemifh it, if I ftood by ;

Asallthe world is cheared by the Sunne,

SoIbythat: Ivis my day, my life. -t
As. Blacke night ore-fhade thy day,& death thy lite.
Rick. Curfe not thy felfe faire Creatune,

Thou art both, )

An, Twould I were, to bereueng’d onthee,
Rich. Itisa quasrell moft ypnaturall,
To be reueng’d on him that loueth thee.

FIGURE 9.1

William Shakespeare, Richard I1I; from the First Folio edition (London: Hemmings
and Condell, 1623).

guishable from a y, so that y' is really th plus ¢, with the a implied. This little
bit of history may seem hopelessly pedantic; yet it is the explanation for that
mainstay of the cute: Ye Olde Shoppe. The definite article was never “ye.”
But it was “pe.” And so, over time, it began to look like “ye.” This is a confu-
sion of letter forms and spelling, not of grammar.

In little words like these lie larger patterns of linguistic change. But I
must not neglect the big words. Shakespeare was a master of the grand vo-
cabulary. Acutely sensitive to learned Latinate formations, but at the same
time alert to the Anglo-Saxon roots of English, he coined words and phras-
es at a rate unmatched by any previous or subsequent author. Sometimes,
he takes a relatively new word in the language and transforms it. The word
assassin, for example, comes originally from an Arabic term meaning a
“hashish eater.” Members of certain sects would get high on their hash
before committing violent deeds, such as the public killing of a public
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figure. The term floated into European languages with the Crusades, but
rarely out of its specific, Middle Eastern context. Only in the first third of
the sixteenth century does it appear, in English (and spelled Ascismus) to
mean someone who would kill for money. And only in the first years of
the seventeenth century does it start to appear, in its modern spelling, to
refer generally to a killer of a public figure. Shakespeare takes it, puts the
familiar Latinate -ion ending on it, and transforms it into a noun, for the
first time, in a soliloquy from Macbeth (written probably in 1605 or 1606)
that rings with verbal innovation.

If it were done when ’tis done, then ‘twere well
If it were done quickly. If th” assassination
Could trammel up the consequence, and catch
With his surcease success, that but this blow
Might be the be-all and the end-all—here,

But here upon this bank and shoal of time,
We'd jump the life to come.

(1.7.1-7)

At the most basic level, Macbeth contemplates killing Duncan. If it were
over and done with when the killing was done, if there were no conse-
quences to the act, then fine—but, as Macbeth will go on to reflect, these
kinds of actions have long consequences. But at another level, Macbeth’s
words twist tough around the tongue. New terms, wild images, strange
metaphors all concatenate to mime the snarelike logic of his meditation.
First, the repetition: done, done, done. Recall, now, how the verb do was
taking on new uses in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.
Shakespeare deploys it here to mark the ambiguities of action: first, to
mean the act of doing the killing itself; then, to mean over and done with;
then, the act again. All the words in these first one-and-a-half lines are
Anglo-Saxon words: short, old, only deceptively clear. And then the new
word, “assassination,” recorded here for the first time in any writing, and
with that word the door opens, as it were, for verbal strangeness. A tram-
mel was a kind of fishing net. The word first appears as a verb, meaning to
bind up a corpse, in the mid-sixteenth century. Shakespeare is the first to
use it figuratively—to bind up . . . what? The consequence? Look at the fig-
urative diction here: the assassination is the act that would bind up in a net
the consequences of the action, not letting anything escape. And then the
next clause: if the assassination could ensure success with “his surcease”
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(that is, the murder of Duncan). “Surcease” comes from the word “cease.”
It appears in the late sixteenth century as a new coinage meaning an act
of bringing to an end. But it also must stand, here in Macbeth’s speech,
for its sound as much as its sense. Read these first three-and-a-half lines
aloud and hear the repetitions, the alliterations, the tongue-twisting (try
saying “with his surcease success” three times). And then keep reading, as
the mouth falls back into Anglo-Saxon: “that but this blow / Might be the
be-all and the end-all.” How familiar these words sound, how obvious their
meaning. And yet, Shakespeare made them up. “Be-all and end-all,” like
phrases such as “bated breath” (Merchant of Venice), “salad days” (Antony
and Cleopatra), “what the dickens” (Merry Wives of Windsor), “my mind’s
eye” (Hamlet), and nearly countless others are Shakespeare’s gift to our
modern sense of the colloquial.

But as Macbeth’s first sentence ends, we move to yet another area of the
Shakespearean. This is the language of the copula, the world of and that
fills the mouths of tragic heroes. “This bank and shoal of time.” Shake-
speare takes metaphor—here, the idea of time as a river—and splits it
down the middle. We stand on the sandbanks and the shallows of time’s
river. One word is not enough, just as one word would not suffice for Ham-
let (“slings and arrows of outrageous fortune”). Standing upon those banks
and shoals, “we’d jump the life to come.” The word jump first appears in
the sixteenth century, probably as an onomatopoetic coinage. People are
jumping all over the place by the year 1600, but in this passage from Mac-
beth the word clearly means something other than “to take a leap.” It must
mean something like “risk” or “hazard,” but it also has to carry the familiar,
literal sense. We're standing on the shore, getting ready to jump. If life is
a river, then we're ready to dive in.

All these complexities spin out of my initial query into assassination.
How many other places can we find where Shakespeare coins a word
and, in the process, leads us into English literary and linguistic history?
There are too many for me to record here. Accommodation, barefaced,
countless, courtship, dwindle, premeditated, submerged—these are just a few
of his new words. His characters are linguists of the imagination. And
all of it is not high-born. Witness this magisterial moment of dissing
from King Lear, when Kent confronts the self-important Steward. He is,
in Kent’s words,

A knave, a rascal, an eater of broken meats, a base, proud, shal-
low, beggarly, three-suited, hundred-pound, filthy worsted-stocking
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knave; a lily-livered, action-taking knave; a whoreson, glass-gazing,
superfinical rogue; one-trunk-inheriting slave.
' (1608 text; 2.2.13-17)

As in Macbeth’s soliloquy, the real subject of this passage is not the exter-
nal world but the speaker’s inner imagination. Action is speech here, as
throughout Shakespeare—a bringing together of old bits and pieces of
vocabulary into new compounds. It is as if Shakespeare reaches back into
the old techniques of Anglo-Saxon versemaking, to come up with new
compound nouns and adjectives, each one a miniature (and often alliterat-
ing) metaphor (how marvelous, by the way, to learn that “lily-livered” is
Shakespeare’s and not the bon mot of the Western varmint).

Shakespeare’s characters do go on, spinning their selves out of a language
old and new. And there is no character who shapes himself in language as
much as Hamlet. For if Shakespeare has been seen as the apex of linguistic
usage, then it is Hamlet that remains the exemplar of the modern character.
His speeches have bequeathed to us rafts of figures that now border on cli-
ché. Nothing, perhaps, is so familiar to us as the great soliloquy:

To be, or not to be: that is the question:
Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them.
(3.1.56-60)

But was this really what Shakespeare had written? These lines come from a
tradition of texts grounded in the 1604 publication of the play (the so-called
Second Quarto edition) and in the First Folio of 1623. But in 1603, another
version of Hamlet appeared—what scholars today call the First, or “Bad”
Quarto: a short, seemingly garbled text, perhaps the record of an actor’s
memory, perhaps the record of an earlier Shakespearean assay. Whatever the
origins of this version, the “To be or not to be” soliloquy is very different.

To be, or not to be, I there’s the point,

To Die, to sleepe, is that all? I all: 3
No, to sleepe, to dreame, I mary there it goes,

For in that dreame of death, when wee awake,

And borne before an euerlasting Tudge,
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From whence no passenger euer retur'nd,
The vndiscouvered country, at whose sight
The happy smile, and the accursed damn’d.

Right from the start, there is a difference. Hamlet's “question” comes
from the Latin quaestio, and in the Renaissance schoolroom such questions
would have been the topics for debate. His opening words signal, then, not
so much a crisis of the soul as a command of the classroom. Resolved: to
be or not to be. Take either side. Here, Hamlet takes up the debate himself,
arguing in good rhetorical fashion each side of the argument. But for the
speaker of the First Quarto version, this is not a question but a point. The
ambiguities, the doubts, the back-and-forth rhetorical patterns of the more
familiar version absent themselves here. Instead, we get a set of statements.
Every line ends with a bit of punctuation; there is virtually no enjambment,
as there is throughout the Second Quarto/First Folio version, and where
such a device creates something of a formal tension between the control-
ling patterns of the verse line and the flow of Hamlet’s language. The First
Quarto soliloquy comes off, especially to those of us reared on the “better”
version, as confused, as ungrammatical, as silly.

But more than simply seeming better, the Second Quarto/First Folio ver-
sion has become a benchmark in the history of English itself. The editors of
the Oxford English Dictionary relied on it precisely as this benchmark, often
citing it as the first example for a word or idiom. Read on in the soliloquy:
“to say we end the heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks / that flesh is
heir to.” The OED defines the heartache as “pain or anguish of mind,” and
gives this passage as the first use in English. “It is a consummation devoutly
to be wished.” Look up consummation in the OED, and under definition 4,
“fulfillment, goal,” the dictionary gives this passage as the first use in Eng-
lish. “Aye, there’s the rub.” The OED has Shakespeare as the coiner of this
phrase, and the dictionary’s subsequent quotations illustrate an afterlife of
Hamlet in the mouths of later poets, politicians, and poseurs. And when we
come to the “undiscovered country, from whose bourne no traveler returns,”
we can find in bourne a lexicon of Shakespeare’s influence. For definition 3,
“the limit or terminus of a race, journey, or course,” the OED notes: “Shake-
speare’s famous passage probably meant the ‘frontier or pale’ of a country;
but has been associated contextually with the goal of a traveller’s course.”

Shakespeare is the most quoted author in the OED, and from these
few examples we can see how Hamlet’s great soliloquy not only provides
evidence for word use but also makes Shakespeare, and this play, the epi-
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center of the history of the language—as if modern character and modern
English both emerged with Hamlet. We have, in essence, made our literary
and linguistic history arc through the stars of Hamlet’s words. “To be or
not to be” becomes not just a query about life but a statement about ver-
nacular identity, about Englishness itself. And when we hold up these two
radically different versions of the play and its soliloquy, we must ask our-
selves which one is real, which one is truly Shakespearean or truly Hamlet-
like: which one we might let be and which one not to be.

I must stop somewhere, and as [ survey the range of plays and poems,
one last scene catches my eye. Throughout Henry V, the Princess Kath-
erine tries to learn English. She banters with her nursemaid-tutor Alice,
mangles word and sound, cannot quite get the sense of words. At the play’s
end, when King Henry seeks her hand, he would love her in English. But
there is too much difference between them, and whatever one might try to
say, language can always go amiss. “O bon Dieu!” Katherine exclaims in
French. “Les langues des homes sont pleine de tromperies.”

KING HENRY: What says she, fair one? “that the tongues of men
are full of deceits.”
ALIcE: Oui, dat de tongues of de mans is be full of deceits.
Dat is de princesse.
(5.2.118-22)

The spelling on the page evokes the accent on the stage. Language is a deceit-
ful thing. We say one thing and mean another, and when language changes,
old terms that once had meaning may now seem strange. As Henry himself
says, in another one of those brilliant Shakespearean coinages, when people
try to speak each other’s language, it comes out “most truly-falsely” (5.2.190).
Henry Vis a play of many things, but it is most assuredly a language lesson
for a world whose words were changing meaning. Shakespeare tutors his
audiences in the ways of English, much as I have tried here to teach some-
thing of the richness of his tongue. For Princess Katherine, confronted by
an eloquent King Henry, all she can say is, “I cannot speak your England”
(103). But this is more than mere grammatical error. To speak a language is
to speak a nation. Prince Hal, the younger figure of this same king, knew
that, for when his Falstaff would attempt to sway him with his “tromperies,”
he cuts through with four words that do not marry but divorce him from his
friend. “I do, I will.” Such are the ways of speaking England in Shakespeare,
and such are some of the ways we still do now.
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CHAPTER IO

A Universal Hubbub Wild
New Words and Worlds in Early Modern English

DURING THE SIX DECADES OF SHAKESPEARE’S LIFE, more words entered
the English language than at any other time in history. Science and com-
merce, exploration and colonial expansion, literature and art—all contrib-
uted to an increased vocabulary drawn from Latin, Greek, and the Euro-
pean and non-European languages. While the lexicon of Old English took
only 3 percent of its vocabulary from elsewhere, nearly 70 percent of our
modern English lexicon comes from non-English sources (Lass, Cambridge
History, 3:332). Recent statistical analyses of loan words throughout history
affirm, too, that the bulk of this borrowing came in the late sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries: the spike in the graph of figure 10.1 reveals,
more vividly than any textual examples I could give, just what was happen-
ing to English in the age of Shakespeare.

Most histories of the language are content simply to list these words—
as if their attestation were enough to show how English changed. So what
if you could say mustache or probability (from French), or cannibal or yam
(from Spanish), or smuggler (from Dutch), or raccoon (from North Ameri-
can Indian)? So what if you could osculate instead of kiss, be dexterous in-
stead of handy, be malignant instead of bad? So what if you could put a pre-
fix or a suffix on a word and make it new: sense becomes nonsense; civilized
becomes uncivilized; gloom becomes gloomy; laugh becomes laughable? The
history of the expanding English vocabulary is about more than numbers.
It is about the idea of numbers: about a rhetorical and social ideal of am-
plification, about a new fascination with the copiousness of worldly things,
and about a new faith in the imagination to coin terms for unimagined
concepts. English at this time, in effect, defines itself as a word language,
and the business of much sixteenth- and seventeenth-century scholarship
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FIGURE 10.1
Increases in New Words Over Time

This chart illustrates the influx of new words (coinages, borrowings, and com-
pounds) into English during the course of the early-modern period. Data is based
on the records of the Oxford English Dictionary.

Source: Adapted from material in Nevalainen, “Early Modern English Lexis and Seman-

tics,” 339.

becomes the business of defining. Dictionaries emerge as guides to this
new lexical landscape, as if language were a brave new world akin to that
of the explorers or the colonists. By 1658, Edward Philips could affirm this
link between the verbal and the voyaging in the title of his New World of
Words, a dictionary that affirmed not simply the voracity of English for
new terms but the imperial aspirations of England. As Philips put it in his
preface, “There are not many nations in Europe, some of whose words we
have not made bold with.” There was a politics to this prolixity. Forty years
before Philips, Joseph Bullokar could note, in the preface to his Expo;itor:
“it is familiar among best writers to vsurp strange words.” Recall that word
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usurp in Chaucer’s Astrolabe or Thomas Wilson’s Arte of Rhetorique: the
arts of language are the arts of power.

There remains among the welter of these dictionaries and our textbooks
a still unanswered question. Why do certain words survive in language
and why do others disappear? Impede and expede show up in the seven-
teenth century, but only impede lives on. Adapted survives, but not adepted
(meaning “attained”). Commit and transmit were coined and stayed on, but
demit (meaning “send away”) vanished. Adnichilate (to reduce to nothing)
is gone; eximious (“excellent”) is lost to time; temulent (“drunk”) forgotten.
The only time I ever heard the word invigilate (meaning to “watch over”)
is when I sat my Oxford exams and someone had to look over our shoul-
ders (invigilate) to make sure we did not cheat. The study of the English
vocabulary is therefore a study of choices, a study of social and imaginative
contexts in which words vie for usage and acceptance.

And in such contexts, too, words vie almost within themselves for mean-
ing. What characterizes the English of the Renaissance is not only the
wealth of words but the wealth of word meanings. Polysemy, the term used
to describe many meanings for a single word, is paramount at this time. Old
words were taking on new meanings, and for a period of time, all coexisted.
Words such as uncouth or silly that originally had specific, limited meanings
in Old English (“unknown” and “blessed,” respectively) came to connote
broad patterns of social behavior. Words drawn from technical disciplines
also began to take on figurative connotations. Words from commerce could
apply to social life; words from physical experience could refer to emotional
conditions. This process, known as extension in lexis, may lead to confu-
sion, but it enables the imagination. “Brazen” in Old and Middle English
meant “made of brass,” but by Shakespeare’s time it meant “impudent.” To
“bristle” in the fifteenth century meant to stand up stiffly; by the middle of
the sixteenth, it meant “to become indignant.” To “broil” in the age of Chau-
cer meant to burn, but for Shakespeare it could mean “get angry.”

An explanation for these kinds of changes remains as elusive as an
explanation for why certain words survive and others pass away. But if
precise answers elude us, we may still see the workings of verbal choice
in society and the imagination. Renaissance English culture had many as-
pects, but the two that I would single out here for their impact on the lan-
guage are theatricality and copia. The England of the Tudors was a place
of theater: from the richly staged royal entries and elaborate ceremonies
of power, through the many local plays and pageants that filled civic life,
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to the growing professional theater companies that settled themselves in
such innovative spaces as the Globe and the Swan. Politics was theater and
theater was politics. All the world, as Shakespeare had put it in As You Like
It, was a stage.

Along with theater was rhetoric. Arts of eloquence had long been
taught in both religious and secular schools, and the classical traditions
of forensic oratory had long formed the basis of such later medieval and
Renaissance activities as preaching, diplomacy, lovemaking, and courtier-
ship. Rhetoric had devices—tropes or figures that enabled both persua-
sion and display. Amplificatio was one of the most vital of these tropes.
Originally, it was just a way of making speeches longer and more de-
tailed. But for sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England, in particular,
it became something of a cultural motif. For the worlds of Henry VIII
or Queen Elizabeth, the ruler’s body, voice, and power were all ampli-
fied. Great buildings, great speeches, and eventually, great empires would
grow. And like the sumptuous dress that clad the courtiers of such mon-
archs, the English language itself could be clad in what the rhetorician
George Puttenham called, in his 1589 Arte of English Poesie, “rich and
gorgeous apparel.” We could, he argued, “polish our speech and as it were
attire it with copious and pleasant amplifications and much varietie of
sentences, all running vpon one point and one intent” (3.20.255). And yet,
not everyone was happy with such excesses. The Lord Keeper, Sir Nicholas
Bacon, opened Parliament on April 2, 1571, by criticizing the excesses of
earlier times, and his speech evokes the copiousness of the earlier age of
Henry VIII while at the same time critiquing the gaudiness of his own,
Elizabethan period. It is a brilliant speech, worth quoting at length as an
exemplar of Renaissance political oratory.

It hath bin in tymes paste that prince’s pleasures and delightes have
been commonly followed in matters of chardge as things of necessity,
and now (God be praised) the relieving of the realme’s necessity is
become the prince’s pleasure and delight: a noble conversion, God
continue it, and make us, as we ought to be, earnestly thankefull for
it, a princely example shewed by a soveraigne for subiectes to follow.
To discend in some perticulers, what neede I to remember to yow
how the gorgeous, sumptuous, superfluous buildings of times past
be for the realme’s good by her Majestie in this time turned into
necessary buildinges and uphouldinges; the chardgeable, glittering,
glorious triumphes into delectable pastimes and shewes, the pompes
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and solempe ambassadors of chardge into such as be voide of excesse
and yet honorable and comely. This and such like were draweinge
dames be able to dry upp the floweinge fountains of any treasurye,
these were quills of such quantity as would soone make the many
pipes to serve in tyme of necessity such an expendit is hardly satisfied
by any collector.

Bacon’s language flows with all the features of Renaissance rhetoric:
repetitions, patterns of echo and response, strings of polysyllabic words.
His speech both speaks about and mimes a spew of things, as if the body
politic were engorged and in need of relief—the phrase “the relieving of
the realme’s necessity” has a positively intestinal connotation to it, while
the image of a new, political world “voide of excesse” connotes the void-
ing of an overcharged body. Indeed, the repetition of the word “chardge”
and its forms here (meaning, in this case, a burden caused by a result of
taxation or payment) resonates with the other, Renaissance meaning of the
word: to feed to excess (Thomas Wilson, in his Arte of Rhetorique of 1553,
had told a story of a gentleman who, “being overcharged at supper with
overmuch drink . . . should vomit the next day in the Parliament House”).
Bacon’s speech is rife with polysemy, with words of both corporeal and
corporate connotation that make it a story of a body politic disgorging the
excesses of an earlier age.

For all the praise of copia, some rhetoricians of the sixteenth century
found the body of English, much like the body politic, expanding out of
control. Thomas Wilson, in his Arte of Rhetorique, offered up as evidence
a letter supposedly written by a gentleman seeking patronage, but most
modern readers think that Wilson made the letter up, presenting not his-
torical evidence but parody. Still, it remains a brilliant evocation of the
verbal intoxication many clearly felt in the mid-sixteenth century:

Ponderyng expendyng, and reuolutyng with my self your ingent
affabilitee, and ingenious capacitee, for mundane affaires: I cannot
but celebrate and extolle your magnificall dexteritee, aboue all other.
For how could you have adepted suche illustrate prerogatiue, and
dominicall superioritee, if the fecunditee of your ingenie had not
been so fertile, and wounderfull pregnaunt.

This letter may exemplify an overuse of highly learned, Latinate words. But
it also takes as its own theme the matter of expansion. The writer praises
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the potential patron’s ingent affabilitee, his great affability and his ingenious
capacity. The addressee is magnificall, illustrate (illustrious), dominical
(lordly). His-ingenie, or intellect, has fecunditee; it is fertile and wonderfully
pregnant. These are all words about amplification: all words about increas-
ing, growing, giving birth. The power of the addressee expands, much as
his mind does. Wilson’s exemplary letter is about more, then, than simply
parodying highfalutin language. It is about the ways in which Renaissance
courtiers live in a world of copia: how one might seek new words to match
the greatness and the grandeur of a courtly life.

But for the everyday man or woman, expansion lay not in the halls of
power but the streets of commerce. Ships were coming in from every-
where filling the markets with new foods, new ornaments, new fascina-
tions. Words, much like objects of the market or the loading dock, became
such fascinating things—indeed, they became almost like the fetishes that
would be filling captains’ cabins or collectors’ cabinets (the word “fetish,”
by the way, entered English in the early seventeenth century by way of the
term fetico that the Portuguese traders had been using to describe the amu-
lets and totems of the African coastal peoples).

As a guide to such new words, new dictionaries would be made. Jo-
seph Bullokar’s Expositor of 1616; Henry Cockeram’s Dictionairre of 1623;
Edward Phillips’s New World of Words, Nathaniel Bailey’s Dictionary of
1730—these were some of the major lexicons made in response to the
expanding vocabulary. Each one lists, on its title page, the many disci-
plines from which it draws. Indeed, each title page stands as something
of a syllabus of study: a collection of the arts and sciences of the new
schoolroom, an assembly of the things of all this world. Language is now
much like Creation itself, as if God had ranged life according to the al-
phabet. Cockeram’s Dictionairre, for example, ranges itself in three parts:
the first containing hard words, new to English; the second containing
the “vulgar” or familiar terms, together with their synonyms; the third
containing all the mythological and newly found creatures throughout
the world. This is a book of everything, from social culture, to economic
advancement, to exploration.

It is worth pausing over Cockeram’s claims to see how dictionaries of
the early Modern period become shapers of the character of English and
the character of English men and women. His first part has what he calls
“the choisest words . . . now in vse, wherewith our language is inriched
and become so copious.” Enrichment, copia, choice: English is some-
thing of a marketplace, a bazaar of words whose purchase will enhance
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the look and status of the user. For, in Cockeram’s second part, the vulgar
terms have additional explanations so that anyone who wishes to develop
“a more refined and elegant speech” can do so through their study. But it
is that last book that I find so fascinating: a “recital of seuerall persons,
Gods and goddesses, Giants and Deuils, Monsters and Serpents, Birds
and Beasts, Riuers, Fishes, Herbs, Stones, Trees, and the like.” This is
more an encyclopedia than a dictionary, and its impress lay far beyond
the “Ladies and Gentlewomen, Clarkes, Merchants, young Schollers,
Strangers, [and] Trauellers” for whom it was intended. The third edition
of the OED draws on nearly sixteen hundred quotations from Cockeram
to illustrate the history of English words—many of which appear first, or
even only in the Dictionairre (he is among the very first to use the words
Atlantic, chameleonize, and jargonize; and, just picking at random, he is
the only source for the word irrumate, “to suck in,” derived from the
Latin irrumare—a word denoting obscene sexual activity found in Catul-
lus and Martial).

But more than listing terms or giving definitions, Cockeram contrib-
utes to an English Renaissance word culture—an obsession with amassing
terms, a rhetoric of listing. Just compare Cockeram’s list of contents for
his Dictionairre’s third part with Milton’s vision of Hell half a century later:
“Rocks, Caves, Lakes, Fens, Bogs, Dens, and shades of death” (Paradise
Lost, 2.621). Every word in this line is from Old English; every metrical syl-
lable is filled with one whole word. At stake here is not the newness of the
words in this line but the new idea of just how to use them. Milton’s bril-
liant catalogue of monosyllables rhetorically resonates with the catalogues
of the dictionary makers. This is, then, not so much what Milton’s next line
dubs “A Universe of death” as it is death’s dictionary.

Milton knew what he was doing. Readers have long admired his mas-
tery of English, his voracity of verbs, his knowledge of the noun. In this,
he certainly read much (indeed, he may well have read, at some point in
his life, everything available to someone of his time). But he had one of
the great teachers of the age. In Alexander Gil (1564-1635), headmaster of
St. Paul's School, the young Milton would have learned from one of the
most linguistically aware and self-conscious pedagogues of early-modern
England. Gil's learning shows itself in his most famous publication, the
Logonomia Anglica. Written in Latin as a guide primarily to proper gram-
mar and pronunciation, the Logonomia Anglica appeared in 1619 and was
soon reprinted. It has long been valued by historians of English pronun-
ciation for its careful attempts to transcribe the speech sounds of its day:

147



sounds from the English of the ‘educated, the affected, and the regional.
But it is also to be valued for its value judgments. Gil flatly rejects the lexi-
cal enhancements and rhetorical amplifications of the time. He looks back
to a time when “our forefathers in antiquity” spoke and wrote clearly. No
language, he claims, “will be found to be more graceful, elegant, or apt for
the expression of every subtle thought than English.” But faults have crept
in, and he announces (here, in translation) with a vehemence worthy of his
most famous student:

About the year 1400, Geoffrey Chaucer, star of ill-omen, rendered
his poetry notorious by the use of Latin and French words. Such is
the stupidity of the uneducated masses that they admire most what
they least comprehend: from that time on a new scurry appeared in
writing and speaking, for since everyone wishes to appear as a smat-
terer of tongues and to vaunt his proficiency in Latin, French (or any
other language), so daily wild beasts of words are tamed, and horrid
evil-sounding magpies and owls of unpropitious birth are taught to
hazard our words. Thus today we are, for the most part, Englishmen
not speaking English and not understood by English ears. Nor are we
satisfied with having begotten this illegitimate progeny, nourished
this monster, but we have exiled that which was legitimate—our
birthright—pleasant in expression, and acknowledged by our forefa-
thers. O cruel country!

Gil begins by rejecting the tradition of Chaucerian linguistic praise. Instead
of finding Chaucer the embellisher or polisher of English, that “well of
English undefiled” as Edmund Spenser put it, Gil finds him a corruptor
of the tongue. Instead of seeing him as something of a lodestar of the
language, Gil sees him (in Latin) as infausto omine, literally an “unlucky
omen.” The Latinate and Gallic lexicon that has come into English is a
mark, for Gil, not of sophistication but stupidity. And he does not stop
there. Such evil evokes a language in chaos, as if the Eden of a pre-Chauce-
rian language has led to an untamed forest. He writes, in Latin: “ita quoti-
die fera vocum monstra cicuriat,” every day the feral monsters of words are
tamed. Society is filled, not with people, but with screeching birds, horrid
(the same word in Latin), full of bad luck (again, that word infausti, unlucky
or unpropitious). English is a bastard tongue, a monster living in the house
that should be the home of the legitimate. .
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I cannot read Gil's words without thinking of Milton’s vision half-a-cen-
tury later. “Horrid,” coming from the Latin, horridus, meaning bristling, is
one of his favorite words in Paradise Lost. Right from the poem’s start, we
see it: Satan’s “horrid crew” (1.50); Hell as a “Dungeon horrible” (1.61); the
“horrid silence” of the fallen (1.83); Moloch, the “horrid king” (1.392). And
in book 2, Satan discovers his own awful progeny. On his voyage from Hell
to Earth, he meets Sin and Death: the former, Satan’s daughter, the latter,
the child of their incestuous coupling. Compare Sin’s speech to Satan with

Gil's phrasing:

Pensive here [ sat
Alone, but long I sat not, till my womb
Pregnant by thee, and now excessive grown
Prodigious motion felt and rueful throes
At last this odious offspring whom thou seest
Thine own begotten, breaking violent way
Tore through my entrails.
(2.776-82)

The horrors of the illegitimate are everywhere in Milton; monstrous figures,
exiles, beasts. See Satan entering Eden in book 4 of Paradise Lost, shifting his
shape to “view his prey”: “A Lion now he stalks”; “Then as a Tiger” (4.399;
40T1; 402). And then, “Squat like a Toad, close at the ear of Eve” (4.800).

Milton’s mastery of English in all of its forms owes much, I think, to
Gil's tuition. But his is a vast empire of words. Throughout Paradise Lost,
in particular, new terms appear and old terms enter bristling with their
etymologies and histories. Two always strike me as I read: hubbub and
lantskip (Milton’s spelling of “landscape”). The first connotes the sound of
devilish debate in hell.

At length a universal hubbub wild

Of stunning sounds and voices all confus’d
Born through the hollow dark assaults his ear
With loudest vehemence.

(2.951-54)

Hubbub appears in English of the sixteenth century as an onomatopoetic
term. It evoked the incomprehensible babble of the Irish or the Welsh,
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or the non-European native. The ‘first entry in the OED from 1555 brings
such imagined savages together. Writing of the Ichthiophagi (that is, the
fish-eating people of Africa), a certain W. Watreman notes how “Thei flocke
together to go drincke . . . shouting as they go with an yrish whobub.” In
Spenser’s Faerie Queene of 1590, hubbub is associated with the bagpipe.
Early-seventeenth-century explorers heard hubbub in the war cries of
the Native Americans, and the New England colonists used the word to
describe a noisy game played by the Massachusetts Indians. Hell’s hubbub,
then, is not just noise: it is the sound of savagery, an evocation of a century-
old association of the untamed Indian and the Irish.

But if Hell is horrid place, then Eden is, at least at first, a glossy work of
artistry. Satan may be the “artificer of fraud” (4.121), but Eden appears as
art itself. It is, as Satan enters it, “grottesque and wild,” with

Cedar, and Pine, and Firr, and branching Palm,

A Silvan Scene, and as the ranks ascend

Shade above shade, a woodie Theatre

Of stateliest view.

And higher than that Wall a circling row

Of goodliest Trees loaden with fairest Fruit,
Blossoms and Fruit at once of golden hue
Appeerd, with gay enameled colors mixt:

On which the Sun more glad impress’d his beams
Then in fair Evening Cloud, or humid Bow,
When God hath showrd the earth, so lovely seemd
That Lantskip.

(4.136-53)

All of the themes of Renaissance English I have been tracing come
together here. Eden is a place of copia, of fruits and blossoms, colors
and lights, all bursting at the seams. But it is, too, a place of theater,
as if Satan and we see it as a stage set shaped by a divine dramaturge
(compare this image of a “woodie Theater” with Shakespeare’s enticing
image, in the Prologue to Henry V, of his theater as “this wooden O”). It
is enameled, a word that, since the Middle Ages, connoted the glossiness
of art applied to otherworldly scenes: in the Middle English poem Sir
Orfeo, the fairy underworld appears with castles colored “Of ich maner
divers aumal” (line 364; in every different kind of enamel). Indeed,
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in Dante’s Divine Comedy, there is the “smalto” (enameling) of Limbo
and of Purgatory—phrases that evoke a kind of anticipatory Paradise,
a place of looking forward to the final union of the hero with God and
his beloved. The idiom appears throughout European romance, from
the Old French Roman d’Eneas, through Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso. All
of these enameled Edens have behind them something of the feel of
artifice, as if what we are looking at are not real Paradises but illusory
representations of Paradise.

There is, it seems, a double edge to Milton’s Eden, then. True, it is not
the work of a Satanic artificer of fraud, but there is something about it that
looks forward to the fall. It is a place of theater, of rhetoric, of copia, of
shiny surfaces. It is “grottesque,” not grotesque in the modern sense, but
resonant with a certain style of art associated, in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, with the Italian grottoes. John Florio, in his translation
of Montaigne’s Essays (1611), writes of the grotesca as “anticke or landskip
worke of painters.”

And that is where Milton’s lantskip comes in. The word came from the
Dutch, landschap, a technical term for the genre of painting natural scen-
ery. It shows up, in English, beginning in the early seventeenth century
under a variety of spellings (landscape, landtshap, lantshape, landskip,
lantskip) all of which evoke the imported, technical quality of the word. It
is not, for this century, a word of scenery itself (it does not appear in that
sense until the early eighteenth century), but a term of technique. What
we see in Eden is a collocation of artistic terms, a language drawn from
manuals of painting, lives of painters, descriptions not of the natural but
the shaped and painted world.

For this is, in the end, a world of seeming. “Lovely seemed / that
Lantskip.” And that, it seems to me, lies at the heart of the expanding
English lexicon and the character of the Renaissance vernacular. This is
a world of seeming: of performances and pictures. Shakespeare’'s Ham-
let has trouble with this world, as he seeks constantly to get behind the
costumes and duplicity of public life to hit the core of feeling: “Seems,
madam? I know not seems.” The new vocabulary comes like a new cloak
of language, to be tried on, worn in public, strutted on the streets and in
the corridors (another word that first appears in the early seventeenth cen-
tury), or paraded in private before mirrors of the self. Was this vocabulary
something at the heart of English, and of English men and women, or was
it instead merely an enameling? In reading speeches, letters, and polemics
of the time, are we engaging with a new sense of Englishness, or are we
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only listening to hubbub? Such were the questions not just of our time but
of theirs, and we will see in the work of grammarians and orthoepists an
attempt, throughout this early Modern period, to tame the beasts of words,

to find right ways of writing and pronouncing, to control the new world
English had become.
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