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To readers

This textbook is designed for students for whom this is the first
experience of the language of the earliest period of English, namely
the period from the time of the invasions of Britain by the English in the
fifth century until the time of the Norman Conquest or shortly there-
after. If it is undoubtedly true that the first sighting of the English of that
time comes as a shock to most beginning students, there can be no doubt
that an understanding of that language is essential for a proper appre-
ciation of how English has evolved over time.

The approach taken here is somewhat different from that usually
taken in introductory textbooks of Old English. Most such books offer
a two-part solution, consisting, firstly, of a freestanding account of the
grammar, and, secondly, a group of texts which the student is expected
to read by reference to the relevant material in the grammar. The
distinctive feature of this work is that I have attempted to present an
integrated account, in which, for the most part, accounts of the linguis-
tic history of Old English are immediately followed by relevant and
exemplary texts. Given the scope of this work, this has meant that some
traditional features have had to be omitted. For example, there are no
complete texts, except in one special case, and of necessity the grammar
sections are also not as full as those which some textbooks provide. On
the other hand, alongside some features not usually present at this level,
such as a discussion of dialectal material, the material presented here is
intended to provide the amount of work which can sensibly be covered
in one-term or one-semester courses of the kind common today.

I have deliberately omitted some features which are usually included,;
in particular there is at no point any extended discussion of phonology.
There is no doubt that the student who wishes to take his or her study
of Old English further will need, at that stage, to acquire a deeper
knowledge of the phonological features of the language. But my own
experiences suggest that too great an emphasis on phonology at a very
early stage actually inhibits an understanding of other linguistic matters
and even of the reading of original texts. Also, unlike in the other texts

viii



TO READERS ix

in this series, there are no discussions of the exercises. This would have
been pointless given that for the most part these exercises consist only of
passages for translation.

Throughout this work I have tried, wherever appropriate, to relate
Old English structures to those of the present day. The principal motiv-
ation for this is to demonstrate how much of the language has remained
stable over time, rather than merely to assist the reader in his or her
understanding of Old English. I am also aware that this work will often
be used by readers whose first language is other than English, and there-
fore I have tried to relate Old English structures to those of our nearest
relatives.

I owe a debt of gratitude to a variety of people. My thanks go to Heinz
Giegerich, not merely for inviting me to write this work, but also for
his helpful comments on the work as it progressed. Olga Fischer read the
whole manuscript and suggested many improvements with her usual tact
and intelligence. Some years ago I tested a small part of this work out on
my students, and I am grateful to them for their responses at that time,
as well as to my colleague Chris McCully for his valuable remarks
on that first attempt. My thanks also go to my fellow authors Jeremy
Smith and Simon Horobin for sharing their work on Middle English
with me. Sarah Edwards, at Edinburgh University Press, has been
incredibly patient with an author at whom she must have despaired,
and I am grateful for her patience. In completing this work I have also
benefited from the support of the Leverhulme Trust and their award of
a Senior Research Fellowship, and for that support I am most grateful.

Finally, my sons have also read through parts of this work with an
undergraduate’s eye, and for that, and much more, I dedicate this book
to them.



This page intentionally left blank



1 Origins and sources

1.1 Introduction

When did English begin? The question is often asked, but the answer is
surprisingly dull. The standard view is that English began when the
Anglo-Saxons began to settle in Britain. Who, then, were the Anglo-
Saxons? Where did they come from? And when did they come to Britain?

From the accounts of Roman historians, especially Tacitus, we know
that Germanic tribes had spread over northern Europe by the time of
Christ. Such tribes did not form any unified confederation. Rather, they
seemed to have been organised on a small group basis. Before the fifth
century, the spread of these tribes did not include any part of Britain.
Until ap 410 most of Britain had been under Roman control, although
the native inhabitants were Celts, speaking various forms of Celtic,
which give us present-day Welsh, Irish, Gaelic and (in Brittany) Breton,
as well as the now-dead languages Cornish and Manx. No doubt many
Celts also spoke Latin, the language of the Roman Empire.

Until the fifth century, therefore, there were few Germanic speakers
in Britain, and most of those were almost certainly either in the Roman
army or camp followers. But with the departure of the Romans, the
continental Germanic tribes saw in Britain a nearby land ripe for the
picking. The eighth-century English historian Bede tells of how, in
AD 449, Hengist and Horsa were invited by the Celtic king Vortigern to
help him against his enemies, and how they proceeded to establish a
base for themselves in Kent. Bede also says that these first settlers came
from three Germanic tribes, the Angles, the Saxons and the Jutes. Bede’s
account, no matter how careful, cannot be an entirely accurate reflection
of what happened three centuries earlier, a period for which there were
no contemporary records and whose history was recorded orally and
passed down from generation to generation.

The language these settlers spoke was called Englisc (= English) by
them, but it could not have been very different from the languages

1



2 AN INTRODUCTION TO OLD ENGLISH

spoken by those they had left behind on the mainland of Europe. Of
course, if you compare present-day English with German or Dutch or
Frisian you will immediately notice many differences. But these were
absent, or only minimally present during the Anglo-Saxon period. In the
last 1,500 years English has grown less and less Germanic in character. It
1s important to stress that there is a continuous, if sometimes shaky, line
of development between Old English and present-day English. There is
more in common between the two than first meets the eye, and I shall try
to demonstrate these common factors as often as possible.

1.2 Indo-European and Germanic

I have introduced the term Germanic but have not given an explanation
of it. So what does it mean? First of all, I should say that it does
not equate to German. German is indeed a Germanic language, but
Germanic is the term used to describe a group of languages which share
a particular set of characteristics unique to them. We shall shortly see
some examples of this, but here we need only list the more important
present-day languages which are of Germanic origin: English, Frisian,
Dutch, German, Danish, Norwegian, Icelandic, Faroese, Swedish and,
outside Europe, Afrikaans (which is most closely related to Dutch). I
have arranged these languages in an order which, broadly speaking, and
ignoring the special case of Afrikaans, shows their relative linguistic
closeness to English.

But this is not the whole story. For, just as English, German and so on
all owe their origins to Germanic, so Germanic itself belongs to a much
larger language family. This family is known as Indo-European, and
to it belong other groups as well as Germanic, including Indic, Greek,
Romance, Slavic, Baltic, Celtic and other less well attested groups. The
various groupings stretch geographically from the Indian sub-continent
to Ireland. Note that this means that the other native languages of the
British Isles, Welsh, Irish and Gaelic, are ultimately related to English,
although only distantly.

It is probably very difficult to appreciate how similar the wide variety
of Indo-European languages are. This is partly simply because the re-
lations we are talking about stem from a period almost 10,000 years ago,
and for which we have no direct evidence. The way we overcome this
1s by searching for what are called cognate forms. These are words
which share meanings over different languages and which appear to have
similar shapes. Thus, if we search for cognates in Sanskrit (an ancient
language of India), Greek, Latin and English, we find the following
words for ‘father”:
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Sanskrit Greek Latin English
pita pater pater father

Notice that in the first three languages the first consonant is always p and
the middle one t, and we can guess that the final -» was somehow lost in
Sanskrit.

English looks different, especially in terms of the first consonant.
But if we compare not only ‘father’ with ‘pater’, but also other English
and Latin words, such as ‘fee’ and ‘pecus’, or ‘first’ and ‘primus’, ‘foot’ and
‘pedem’, you may be able to see that English f often corresponds to Latin
p- This process, which is called comparative reconstruction, is fraught
with dangers, but all I want to do here is to give you an idea of what is
done.

[t is also possible to use comparative reconstruction on more closely
related languages, such as the Germanic group. Below I give some
examples of cognate forms from English, Dutch and German, and along-
side them I give the corresponding French words:

English Dutch German French
father vader Vater pere
foot voet Fuss pied
tooth tand Zahn dent
ten tien zehn dix

It will be clear that English and Dutch share much in common, and that
German is not hugely different (although the initial consonant t has
changed to z). Of course the reason for this is that all three are Germanic
languages. French, on the other hand, is a Romance language, deriving
from Latin. Therefore it is much more distantly related. Note that where
English has f French has p, just like the words for ‘father’ above. You
should also be able to work out that there is a further parallel relation-
ship between d and English t.

1.3 The Anglo-Saxon settlement

It is likely that the Anglo-Saxons, or more properly, the English (see
below), came from the area of north-west Germany and Denmark, and
perhaps also the north-east of the Netherlands, the area known today
as Friesland. Indeed Frisian, still spoken by about 300,000 people in this
part of the Netherlands, is the language to which English is most closely
related historically. Despite the story of Hengist and Horsa, when the
English came to Britain they did not settle only in Kent. At much the
same time they also settled along the east coast south of the Humber,
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especially in East Anglia. Soon after they spread westwards and
northwards, and by the seventh century the English (as they called them-
selves = Old English angelcynn) had settled in almost all of England and
southern Scotland, the main exceptions being Cornwall and parts of
north-west England.

In other words, these new immigrants to Britain established them-
selves as the dominant group within two centuries. There is more than
one reason why this could happen. Itis possible that climatic changes led
to population pressure on the continent, and certainly there were major
movements in population throughout central Europe at the time. Since
Germanic mercenaries had been in the Roman army the Germanic
tribes would have heard about Britain from them as well as others. And
the departure of the Romans seems, as Bede indicates, to have left a
power vacuum, which the English were easily able to exploit.

1.4 The look of Old English

When studying Old English the first thing that has to be done is to
look at its spelling system or orthography. The reason for this will be
immediately apparent, for Old English orthography is rather different
from that in PDE (present-day English). This is despite the fact that
the Anglo-Saxons used basically the same alphabet as we do. The most
obvious difference is that the Anglo-Saxons did not use the following
letters: <j, v>, and the following were very rare: <k, q, x, z>. On the
other hand, they had several letters which we use either very rarely or
not at all: <z, p, >. In addition, some Old English letters had a range of
usage different (sometimes very different) from that today. A list of Old
English and PDE correspondences is given below:

Old English PDE

® a

c ¢k, ch
f f,v

g 2y

S S, Z
p,d th

y 1

In addition, there were several digraphs, that is, combinations of
two letters to represent a single sound, just like PDE <th> does in ‘thin’.
The Old English digraphs and their PDE correspondences are listed
below:
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Old English PDE

cg, gg dg(e), gg
sc sh, sk
hw wh

hr, hl, hn r,Ln

Of the correspondences, the ones which will give you most difficulty
are <c> and <g>, which each have two very distinct values, even when
they are part of a digraph. In order to help you distinguish the cases, |
shall follow a very common editorial practice and place a dot over <c>,
Le. <¢>, when it corresponds to PDE <ch>. Similarly, when <cg, sc>
represent the equivalents of <dg(e), sh> respectively, I shall place the
same dot over <g> and <c> when it corresponds to <dg(e), sh>, 1.e. <¢g,
SC>.

There can be no doubt that at first sight Old English orthography
can be confusing. It certainly adds to the difficulties in studying an un-
familiar language. The differences, however, should not be exaggerated,
and often these differences are quite transparent. Here are some
examples of Old English words:

drifen haett gear pzt lytel de
and here are their PDE equivalents:
driven hat year that little the

One or two spelling conventions which I have not mentioned may cause
initial difficulty. For example, the doubling of consonants in Azt and
the reverse situation in PDE /itzle is confusing. Nevertheless the basic
patterns should be easily understood.

1.5 Vowels

When we look more closely at vowels, then we quickly come across more
serious problems. Whereas today we regularly distinguish between long
and short vowels, so that long vowels often (but not always!) have dis-
unctive spellings, such as <ou, 0o, oa, ee, ea>, in Old English there
were no distinctions made between long and short vowels. Editors often
distinguish between long and short vowels by placing a dash or macron
over long vowels, so that we find 77se ‘I rise’ but riser ‘risen’.

Even with long vowels, however, it is possible to give some guidelines.
Thus, if the Old English spelling is <a>, then respell it as either <oo>
or <o0> + consonant + <e>, and if the spelling is <G> respell it as <ou>.
Many of the other correspondences can be solved with a little ingenuity.
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Take, for example, the following sentences:

Hwi stande ge hér zlne deg @mtige?
pa aras he from pam slépe
Was he se man in woruldhade geseted

If we try only to replace the Old English spellings with corresponding
PDE ones, and don’t attempt any translation, then those such as the
following should result:

Why stande ye here allne day amtiye
Tha arose he from tham sleep
Was he se man in woruldhood yesetted

It is true that for any beginner there are still a number of mysteries,
but the number is significantly reduced, to the extent that a plausible
attempt at translation may be possible.

It is important to emphasise what we have not done so far, as well as
what we have done. I have avoided too specific a discussion of pronun-
ciation, preferring to suggest some relatively straightforward way of
respelling Old English to make the relationships between Old English
and PDE more transparent. Broadly speaking, the pronunciation of
English did not change drastically between Old English and Middle
English. Therefore, if you know what Chaucer’s pronunciation was
like, this will be a good, if approximate, guide to how Old English was
pronounced.

1.6 People, places and texts

I shall return to the question of pronunciation at the end of this chapter,
but it 1s also necessary to fill in a few more details about Anglo-Saxon
England. The consolidation of the settlement is symbolised by what we
call the Heptarchy, or the seven kingdoms of Wessex, Essex, Sussex,
Kent, East Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria. Whether the Heptarchy
represents a reality or a fiction remains up for debate, but the location of
these areas suggests that by far the heaviest concentration of settlement
was in the south and the east.

Nevertheless, the most powerful area by about 700 was probably
Northumbria, where the most important centres were Durham and
York. Northumbria had as its arch rival the kingdom of Mercia, whose
centre was Lichfield, about twenty miles north of Birmingham. During
the next century Mercia gradually became dominant. However, after the
first quarter of the ninth century the north and midlands became more
and more under Viking attack and the principal southern kingdom,
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Wessex, began to assume dominance as the only area capable of resisting
these attacks. This was particularly true during the reign of Alfred
(871-99), who signed the Treaty of Wedmore. This established peace
with the Danes, who controlled the area known as the Danelaw.

One of the best pieces of evidence for the extent of Viking settlement
comes from place-names. In areas where the Vikings settled they named
places with their own names. These can still be identified today, for
example by the use of the suffix -4y, the Danish word for ‘farm’, and
a fairly common Norwegian suffix is -zhwaite ‘a clearing’. Thus it would
be very difficult to find a more south-westerly example of -4y than Rugby
in Warwickshire, and -zhwaite 1s virtually restricted to Cumbria (West-
morland and Cumberland) and North Yorkshire (although there 1s an
odd patch of this suffix in East Anglia).

The various patterns of settlement have an enormous influence on the
distribution of the texts which survive from the Old English period. The
vast majority of texts come from the southern part of England, especially
from the upper Thames valley and around Winchester, the principal
town of Wessex. Other major centres include Canterbury, Lichfield,
Worcester and Durham. In every case we are talking about texts which
are almost all written in ecclesiastical centres.

In this book, as 1s common 1n 1nitial studies of Old English, our main
focus will be on West Saxon texts, that is to say, on the texts which
originate from around the Winchester area. It is customary to divide
West Saxon texts into two major groups: Early West Saxon and Late West
Saxon. The texts belonging to the first group were written round about
the time of Alfred or just after. In this group there are three fundamental
texts: Pastoral Care, a translation of a major Christian treatise; the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicles, or | rather, the parts of the Chronicles associated with
Alfred; and Orosius, again a translation (and rewriting) of a text written
by a late Roman historian. For Late West Saxon the most important texts
are those of Alfric, a monk writing at the end of the tenth century.
Although AZlfric was trained at Winchester, he probably came from
further north in Wessex. He wrote a compilation of Lives of Saints and
a great many homilies. Alfric is particularly important because he
obviously took great care in composition, style and language, so that
the regularity of his language begins to approach the level of a standard
language. There is not the degree of standardisation to which we are
accustomed in the present day, but there can be no doubt that this was an
important factor in the widespread use of West Saxon in many parts of
the country.

Present-day textbooks always use West Saxon as their basis for the
introduction of Old English, and indeed, given the relative paucity of
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text from elsewhere, there is no alternative. One important warning,
however, must be offered. In the overall history of the language, West
Saxon is of only small relevance. The areas which come to dominate, in
particular, the standard language of England today arise principally
from the areas of the dialects of the East Midlands and East Anglia, areas
for which, unfortunately, there is precious little Old English evidence.
Another complication arises from the fact that the dialects of Early
West Saxon and the dialects of Late West Saxon differ in some signifi-
cant features. Textbook writers, therefore, have made a decision about
which form of the language to use when, for example, they present the
different forms of nouns, adjectives, pronouns and verbs. In this book I
shall use Late West Saxon as the basis for discussion. I do this for several
reasons. Firstly on the grounds of quantity: there is so much more, both
of prose and of poetry, which is written in Late West Saxon. Secondly,
because that material is more homogenous than any other body of
material. This second point is particularly important for the beginning
student, who may not before have encountered historical texts such as
those in Old English. For one of the immediate issues that arises is that
in such texts there can be a wide variation in the shape of individual
forms, even from sentence to sentence, which can cause considerable
confusion. At least for Late West Saxon such variation is minimised.

1.7 The sound system of Old English

We have already explored some of the similarities and the differences
between Old English and PDE in terms of their spelling systems. How-
ever, there 1s no disguising the fact that, nevertheless, there have been
many major changes in pronunciation since the Old English period (and
indeed considerable variation between dialects during the period itself).
Of necessity, the study of the sound system, or phonology, is technical,
and an understanding of key concepts such as the phoneme is import-
ant, but outside the scope of this work (you should consult, for example,
the companion volume on phonology in this series, which you will find
in the section on recommended reading).

The consonants of Old English are often recognisably parallel to
those of PDE. Thus there were three voiceless stops: /p, t, k/ but only
two voiced ones: /b, d/. The missing voiced stop, /g/, is discussed im-
mediately below. The fricative system was radically different, for there
were only voiceless phonemes, and three of these: /f, 0, x/. This does
not mean that there were no voiced fricative sounds, for there were. The
critical feature is that voiced sounds were in what is called complemen-
tary distribution with the voiceless ones. That is to say, when a fricative
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phoneme occurred at the beginning or end of a word, then it was
produced as voiceless, but in the middle of a word it was produced as
voiced. Thus the word fu// ‘full’ would have been phonetically [full],
and the word drifan ‘drive’ would have been [driivan]. But phonemically
both fricatives would have been /f/, ie. /full/, /driifan/. The develop-
ment of a contrast between voiceless and voiced fricatives, as in standard
PDE ferry vs. very, is a feature of the Middle English period. Another
feature about the fricatives is more obvious, namely the presence of /x/,
which does not occur in PDE. This voiceless velar fricative is compar-
able to the same sound in German and Dutch hoch, hoog *high’ so we find
OE héuh. If we stay with the word héab, it is worth noting that the initial
consonant, although originally [x], had changed into the glottal fricative
[h] by the OE period, thus already having the pronunciation it has in
PDE. However, phonemically it remained an allophone of the phoneme
/x/, and as we shall see below, it contrasts with the initial sound of a
word such as guma ‘man’.

As with the other fricatives, the velar is voiced medially, but excep-
tionally this sound, [y], appears to have been a separate phoneme /y/.
It occurs initially, as in guma ‘man’, and medially, as in dagas ‘days’. But it
does not appear finally, where the sound is voiceless, hence /x/, as in sorh
‘sorrow’. This voiced fricative is difficult for PDE native speakers to
produce, since it is foreign to the present-day sound system. Since it is
known that by the very end of the period the initial sound was develop-
ing to /g/, it makes sense to substitute that phoneme when reading.
Similarly, the medial sound was to develop later into a variety of other
sounds, and it may ease your introduction into the OE sound system if
you use /w/, especially when the etymology suggests that that is the
later state of affairs, as in bogz ‘bow’.

There were two sibilant phonemes, /s/ and /[/, but only the former
had a voiced allophone medially. Otherwise they behave in a fashion
parallel to the fricatives. I shall discuss the behaviour of /[/ further
below. In addition to these sibilants, OE also had two affricates, namely
JU/, as in éyrice ‘churclk’, and /d3z/, as in e ‘edge’, see §1.4 for the
spelling of the affricates.

Unlike the situation in PDE, there were only two nasal phonemes in
OE, namely /m/ and /n/. The difference arises because in OE when the
phonetic sound [p] occurs, it is always followed by either [k], as in panc
‘thank’, or [g], as in sing ‘sing’. Therefore it remains an allophone of /n/.
In standard PDE, on the other hand, final [g] has been lost, so that /n/ is
phonemic. It is worth noting that in the English Midlands the situation
is close to the OE one, for there the final [g] has remained.

As in PDE there were two phonemic liquids in OE, namely /1/ and
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/t/. The former was similar to that in PDE, and probably had two allo-
phones, ‘clear’ [I] initally and ‘dark’ [¢] elsewhere, as in Jyre/ ‘little’,
where in both OE and PDE the first /is clear and the second /is dark.
The one thing about /r/ of which we can be certain is that its pronun-
ciation was quite different from that of PDE /r/. It is probably imposs-
ible, at this distance, even to attempt accuracy. Perhaps a sound in the
range between an alveolar trill and a flap would be most appropriate.
Finally, and before final consonants, it may well have had a retroflex or
velarised component. Whatever the case, it must be observed that a post-
vocalic /r/ is always pronounced, in contrast to the situation in PDE.
Initial and final examples are ridan ‘ride’ and heard ‘hard’.

There are two further consonants to mention, namely the approxi-
mants /j/ and /w/. Neither is particularly difficult and they are both
directly reflected in the corresponding PDE forms. Phonologically they
are the consonantal counterparts of the high vowels /i/ and /u/. The
real problems with both of them, and especially with /j/, lie in the
complexity of the OE spelling system, but see §1.4 for some help in this
area.

There are two areas where OE had distinctive characteristics which
are no longer present in PDE. Firstly, we find initial clusters consisting
of /x/ + liquid, nasal or approximant, i.e. /xl-, xr-, xn-, xw-/, as in hlid
‘loud’, hring ‘ring’, hnegan ‘neigh’, hwet ‘what’. Although almost all of
these clusters have been simplified in PDE, there is a clear remnant of
/xw-/ in those, mainly Scots, dialects which distinguish between /w/
and /m/, as in weather vs. whether. Note that the spelling <wh-> rather
than the OE <hw-> is of ME origin, and due to Anglo-Norman in-
fluence. Secondly, OE possessed geminate, or long, consonants, which
occurred in medial position. Thus we find examples such as hoppian ‘hop’
vs. hopian ‘hope’. These geminates may seem strange, but the phenom-
enon is by no means confined to OE. See, for example, Italian, where
there is a similar phenomenon, and long consonants appear frequently,
as 1n sorella ‘sister’. Note also that there is no variation in the pronun-
ciation of the first vowel in each word, as there mostly is in present-day
English. At one stage in the history of OE these geminates must have
occurred in final position too, and this accounts for spelling variations
such as both bedd and bed for ‘bed’. It is this presence of geminates which
accounts for the failure of /[/ ever to be voiced, because a word such as
Jis¢as ‘fishes’” had a medial geminate, and this prevented voicing.

There were seven long and seven short vowels in OE: three front,
three back, and one front rounded vowel, to which I shall return. There
is a major difference between OE and PDE, in that in the former vowel
length is critical, whereas in PDE it is vowel quality which is critical. In
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PDE, for example, the difference between the vowel of feer and that of
fit is primarily determined by vowel quality, thus there is a contrast
between /fit/ and /fit/. But in OE the contrast between, say, bitan
‘bite’ and biter ‘bitter’, is mainly of length, hence /birtan/ vs. /bitor/. The
three pairs of front vowels were: /it/ ~ /i/, Jet/ ~ /e/, /=1/ ~ /=/, and
examples of the latter two pairs are: métan ‘meet’ ~ metan ‘measure’; mdast
‘most’ ~ mast ‘mast’. It should now be obvious why I have always marked
long vowels with a macron. The back vowels pattern in the same way.
Therefore we find the following scheme: /u:/, 4in ‘hill’ ~ /u/, dun ‘dun’;
Joi/, god ‘good’ ~ o/, god ‘god’; /ai/, hiara ‘hoary’ ~ /a/, hara ‘hare’. It
1s at least arguable that the short vowels tended to be lower or more
centralised than the long ones, so that, for example, short /e/ and /o/
were phonetically closer to [¢] and [o] respectively, thus having a
pronunciation quite close to that of bed and the Scottish pronunciation
of cor. The systematic pairing of long and short vowels, although foreign
to most dialects of PDE, is close to the systems operating in a language
such as Modern German.

The final pair of vowels are the front rounded pair, /y:/ and /y/, as
in gj// ‘pillar’” and syl ‘sill’. Although these are mostly absent from PDE,
at least as far as standard varieties are concerned, they are quite easily
equated to the German long and short umlauted i in, say, sinn ‘thin’ or
the same sound in French /une ‘moon’.

In addition to these vowels, OE had four diphthongs, again paired off,
so that we find <€0> and <eo> as one pair, and <€a> and <ea> as the
other. Examples are béor ‘beer’, beofor ‘beaver’ and héeah ‘high’, heard ‘hard’.
In dialects other than Late West Saxon, and occasionally even there, the
diphthongs <10> and <i0> can also be found, but for our purposes these
can be equated with <€0>, <eo>. You may have noticed that I have
not yet provided a proper phonological statement of these diphthongs.
There is a reason for that. These diphthongs are amongst the most
controversial issues in OE linguistics. This is not the place for a dis-
cussion of the controversy, but it is necessary to admit its existence.
The critical issue is whether the so-called short diphthongs are indeed
diphthongal, rather than monophthongal. Here I shall assume that the
diphthongal interpretation is correct, partly because it seems more prob-
able, partly because it is the simpler way to approach the question.

Under this assumption, the phonemic values for the diphthongs might
appear to be approximately /e:o/ and so on. That might have been
the case at one early stage, but it is certain that by the time of Zlfric the
second element had been reduced to an unstressed element, which is
called schwa. Thus we can give the following values to the first pair
above: /e1a/, /ea/. The second pair, <€a> and <ea>, do not have quite
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the shape you might expect, because it is agreed that the first element is
a low vowel, not a mid one. Therefore we find /®:9/, /&9/.

You may come across another apparent pair of diphthongs, namely
<Te> and <ie>. This pair can be found almost exclusively in Early West
Saxon texts such as those associated with Alfred. In Late West Saxon
they are replaced by one of the two monophthongs 7 and y under slightly
complex conditions which we can ignore here.

Exercises

1. Using the discussion in §1.4, give the PDE equivalents of the follow-
ing OE words:

ofer mann bedd dzeg s¢ip
fis¢ 2s¢ pe porn de
dorn hyll pynn cynn miht

2. In §1.5 I gave some examples of some simplified OE sentences. Here
are some further examples (again simplified). Try to turn them into
PDE:

pa cwed seo halige Agnes Sus [seo = ‘the’]

Das martyras n&ron n&fre on life purh wif besmtytene [the third and
fourth words show a double negative construction!]

pasume deg baed hé pone bisceop blatsian his ful [pone = ‘the’; ful =
‘Cup’]
3. Using an atlas find six place-names containing the suffix -by and three
with the suffix -thwaite.

4. Alfred may have come from a place called Wilton; Alfric from
Abingdon; Bede from Jarrow and Offa ruled the Mercians at Lichfield.
Find each of these places on a map.

5. Using an etymological dictionary, find one example of a word other
than those in §1.7 which originally had the OE cluster /xn-/ and do the
same for the other clusters noted in that section.

6. A further cluster which has been simplified in PDE is the cluster
/wr-/. Find two words which once had that cluster and two other words
with which they now share the same pronunciation, that is to say, they
are homophones. Two other lost clusters are /gn-/ and /kn-/. Find two
examples of each. Do not include loan-words such as gru.



2 The basic elements

2.1 Change and continuity

As I made clear in Chapter 1, English is in origin a Germanic language.
In the passage of time since the English arrived in Britain, these
Germanic origins have to a remarkable degree been obscured in various
ways. Thus, for example, about a third of English vocabulary is non-
native. The most prominent source of non-native vocabulary is French,
but even quite early on the language took words from other languages,
notably from Latin and the Scandinavian languages, a point I touched
upon in §1.6 in relation to place-names. However, if we restrict ourselves
to Old English, then even Scandinavian words are very rare right up to
the end of the period, and French words all but non-existent. As I discuss
later in the book, Old English did have a substantial number of words
taken from Latin, notably, but not exclusively, in the language of the
church.

Although what I have just said is true, and it is indeed the case that a
substantial proportion of even the quite basic vocabulary of present-day
English post-dates the time of Norman Conquest, this is by no means
the whole story. For just as there have been substantial changes in the
vocabulary since that date, so too have there been substantial changes in
every other aspect of the structure of the language. Let me exemplify
this by one example each from phonology, morphology and syntax, more
or less at random.

In phonology I mentioned in §1.7 that Old English had geminate
consonants, giving the examples hoppian ‘hop’ and hopian ‘hope’. Present-
day English, however, has no such contrast. Staying with these examples,
you should be able to see that both these verbs share an ending, namely
-fan. This is an ending which demonstrates that these verbs have been
quoted in their infinitive form. But in present-day English the infinitive
form of verbs is uninflected. Indeed, one of the most obvious differences
between Old English and present-day English is that the former is
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clearly a reasonably fully inflected language, much like present-day
German. But present-day English has only a very few inflections, such
as the plural and the possessive of nouns. There was much more variety
in Old English. Finally, in syntax, we do not find constructions such as
the present-day English ‘I will arise’, for in Old English such usage is
expressed by the simple present tense (occasionally with the addition of
an adverb such as #z ‘now’).

It 1s important to recognise that these differences between Old
English and present-day English are not necessarily due to English
having lost its essential Germanic structure (although there is a perfectly
acceptable argument for claiming that is actually the case). These differ-
ences arise from many, often unrelated, sources. Their overall effect
on the present-day reader, however, is indeed to disguise the genuine
continuities which persist throughout all ages. Here I shall always strive
to emphasise those continuities.

2.2 Nouns
If we take a basic simple sentence in Old English, such as:

(1) Se guma sloh pone wyrm
The man slew the dragon

then it would appear as if word order in Old English was the same as in
present-day English. Unfortunately that is far from generally true as we
shall see later; however, it is a good place to start, since it postpones the
need for immediate complication.

Now compare (1) with the following sentence:

(2) Se wyrm sloh pone guman
The dragon slew the man

As in present-day English, swapping the subject and object of the
sentence changes the meaning as well. Thus in (1) the subject of the
sentence was guma, but in (2) the subject is wyrm, and guman is the object,
just as in (1) wyrm was the object. Such examples are for the most part
quite transparent and easy to recognise, except in two vital respects.
Firstly, note that the guma of (1) is matched by the slightly different
form guman in (2). Secondly, the Old English equivalent of ‘the’ has two
quite different shapes: se and pone. Furthermore, the different shapes
are associated not with the specific noun that follows it, but rather with,
respectively, the subject and the object.

These two points are features which are associated with the inflec-
tional properties of the language. Whereas in present-day English
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almost all nouns have an invariable shape except that an ending is added
to distinguish plural from singular and also to show possession, in Old
English nouns added rather more inflectional endings. Let me exemplify
this with the noun sz ‘stone’

Singular Plural

Nominative stan stanas
Accusative stan stanas
Genitive stanes stana
Dative stane stanum

Although everyone will be familiar with the concepts of singular and
plural, only someone already familiar with a language such as German
or Latin will be able to understand the remainder of what is going on
here.

The table immediately above is traditionally referred to as a para-
digm. A paradigm shows the variety of different forms which any given
word can use according to certain principles which I shall explain
shortly. But the most important point to bear in mind is that paradigms
are an essential feature of Old English, although, equally, they are un-
necessary paraphernalia in the description of present-day English (we
could say that the paradigm of stone today was: stone ~ stomes but that
would just be useless clutter, not so in Old English).

Essentially, the paradigms of nouns contain information about three
obligatory linguistic features: number, which needs no explanation here,
case and gender. Both of these terms do have to be explained. Let me
start with case. As we saw in (1) and (2) above, nouns may change their
shape, i.e. they may acquire different endings, according to their function
in any particular sentence. In examples (1) and (2), for example, although
it may not yet be obvious, the subject of each sentence is in the nomina-
tive case, and the object in the accusative case. Indeed, a useful rule of
thumb is that the nominative case equates to the subject, and the accusa-
tive case to the object.

You may, at this stage, wonder why cases are necessary. The simplest
answer to this is to say they historically derived. The earlier languages
from which Old English derived had such a case system, and naturally
it was inherited by Old English. But that will not quite do. The really
interesting question is whether or not case had a significant function.
The answer to that is yes. Furthermore, it is intimately connected with
the general structure of the language. For, alongside a sentence such (1),
1t was quite possible to find the type in (3), which, interestingly, can also
be found in German:
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(3) Ppone wyrm slch se guma

Now the crucial point about (3) is that it has the same meaning as (1).
More specifically, it does not have the meaning of (2). There is, to be
sure, a somewhat different emphasis in (3) as opposed to (1): it doesn’t
really mean ‘the man slew the dragon’ but rather something like ‘it was
the dragon that the man slew’. Notice, of course, that both Old English
and present-day English can express both shades of meaning. But
whereas today we have to use quite complex syntactic structures, in Old
English the availability of case inflexions allows a much freer word order
than is possible today and gives flexibility that has now been lost. We
make up for that, of course, in not having to worry about case inflexion.
As 1s so often the case, it’s swings and roundabouts.

The other two cases are more complex, unfortunately, but in the case
of the genitive it does no harm to start off anachronistically and say that
the genitive 1s very similar to the present-day possessive in its range of
uses. This provides at least a core meaning which we can expand upon at
later stages. The dative case 1s also complex in make-up but again it is
possible to identify one particular meaning which can be related to a
present-day usage and to which further meanings can be added at appro-
priate moments. This usage is the Old English equivalent to the present-
day indirect object construction. Thus:

(4) Tell your people a more hateful tale
1s simply a direct translation of the Old English sentence:
(5) Sege pinum leodum miccle lapre spell

where [ have italicised the indirect object in (4) and the original dative
objectin (5).
Now examine the following paradigm for s¢ip ‘ship”

Singular Plural
Nom. s¢ip s¢ipu
Acc. s¢ip s¢ipu
Gen. scipes s¢ipa
Dat. sc¢ipe s¢ipum

As you will see, it is almost identical to the paradigm for szzn, the only
differences being in the nominative and accusative plural. But why is
there such a difference there? The answer comes with the third obli-
gatory feature I mentioned above, namely gender. For whereas szn is a
noun of masculine gender, s¢7p 1s neuter. Being neuter it has its own set
of neuter endings, although admittedly they are only slightly different
from the masculine endings.
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Those of you who are familiar with a language such as German or
French will have come across the concept of grammatical gender in
those languages. But others of you may find the concept very new.
Grammatical gender is found in many, but by no means all, of the world’s
languages. In the Germanic languages it is a longstanding historical
feature, which has persisted everywhere except in English. Although its
origins are complex, for our purposes it is best to assume that every noun
belongs to one of three genders: masculine, neuter and feminine (I place
them in that order deliberately and for reasons that will become clear
shortly; it 1s not a piece of sexism!). Although there is sometimes a corre-
spondence between grammatical and natural gender, there are too many
examples of the opposite for that correspondence to be widely helpful.
For example, three common words meaning ‘woman’ in Old English are:
wifmann, blefdige and wif The first is masculine, the second feminine, the
third neuter.

You may have spotted earlier, in examples (1) and (2), that the word
guma changed its shape, to guman, when it appeared in object position
rather than as subject. That variation cannot, obviously, be contained in
the paradigm associated with szzz, in contrast to the case of wyrm. This
brings in another concept, namely that of declension. If any particular
noun has the same set of endings as any other noun, then we can say that
the two nouns share the same paradigm. Thus szz% and wyrm share the
same paradigm. All nouns which share that paradigm are said to belong
to a particular declension. We can give a name to this declension for
ease of reference. Let us call it the General Masculine declension.
Similarly, s¢ip belongs to the General Neuter declension.

The problem with guma ~ guman arises because it belongs to another
declension, which we can call the N declension. The reason it has this
name will be obvious when you consider the paradigm:

Singular Plural
Nom. guma guman
Acc. guman guman
Gen. guman gumena
Dat. guman gumum

Unlike the other two declensions we have seen, this declension contains
nouns of all three declensions, although there are few neuter nouns;
the only ones you are likely to see are éure ‘ear’ and éage ‘eye’. Note also
that both feminines and neuters have -¢ in the nominative singular, and
neuters also have -¢1in the accusative singular.

If you feel uncomfortable with declensions, it is worth noting that you
could use the concept for present-day English too, although it is scarcely
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needed. But you could talk about the s-declension, which would contain
the overwhelming majority of nouns; other, minor, declensions might
contain either only one member, such as ox, or only a few, such as the one
containing animal names such as deer, sheep.

I have not yet considered the General Feminine declension nouns.
The reason for this is that they have a somewhat different shape, histori-
cally. Whereas it should be clear that the general masculine and neuter
nouns are very closely related, this is not true of the feminines, as can be
seen from the following paradigm for za/u ‘tale’:

Singular Plural
Nom. talu tala
Acc. tale tala
Gen. tale tala
Dat. tale talum

This completes what we can call the major declensions of Old English.
As I shall discuss later, there are a number of variants of these declen-
sions. There are also some minor declensions, so called because although
they contain many important words they are not productive, that is to
say, new words entering the vocabulary fit into one of the four classes
above, rather than into any of the minor declensions. Of the four declen-
sions, the most frequent is the general masculine, with about thirty-five
per cent of nouns, whilst the general neuters and feminines account for
about twenty-five per cent each. In the N declension, which accounts for
the remainder, there are more masculines than feminines.

2.3 Demonstratives

One point which you may have noticed in the discussion above is that
case forms are often of little help in determining the function of a noun
in a sentence, and this can be seen without even having inspected any
real examples. It is observable from the fact that so many of the case
forms above are identical, not only from declension to declension, but
within declensions too. Look, for example, at how many forms of the
N declension are identical or note that similarly identical forms can be
found in the general feminine declension. Such facts play an important
role in the eventual loss of declensions, and gender, in English. But
in Old English the declensional system remains relatively intact. An
interesting question, therefore, is why that should be. It cannot be due
merely to the forces of inertia.

The answer 1s that the noun declension system was supported from
elsewhere in the system, in particular by the demonstrative system. Even



THE BASIC ELEMENTS 19

more specifically, the Old English demonstrative se, which functioned
both as a demonstrative with the meaning ‘that’ and as the equivalent
to present-day English ‘the’, played a crucial role. Furthermore, this
demonstrative had a full range of case forms, except that there is no
gender distinction in the plural. Here is the paradigm of the demon-
strative:

Masculine  Neuter Feminine Plural
Nom. se pet S€o pa
Acc. pone pet pa pa
Gen. pes pes p&re para
Dat. p&m p&m p&re p&m

A couple of footnotes are necessary here. Firstly, although I have marked
the length of the long vowels, this is variable, and they would shorten in
unemphatic contexts, just like demonstratives today. Secondly, demon-
stratives have an additional case, which is called the instrumental case.
It only shows itself in the masculine and neuter singular, having the
shape py. Elsewhere in the paradigm the dative form is used instead. The
instrumental 1s of mixed origin, but it suffices to say that in Old English
it is thoroughly confused with the dative which tends to replace it.

The most important point, however, remains the fact if what we may,
with some licence, call the definite article, is associated with a noun, then
the degree of uncertainty caused by the presence of a noun standing
alone 1s perceptibly diminished. This is true not only when the article
1s present, but also when its counterpart pes ‘this’ 1s present, for it too
1s fully inflected for case, number and gender. pes is much more like
present-day ‘this’ than se is like ‘that’, in that it acts almost always with
reference to a nearby event whereas se most often refers to a specified
item. In present-day English we have three terms: namely the specific
the and then two contrasting words showing either nearness (zhis) or
distance (zhar). This latter contrast is usually referred to as deixis, and

it should be clear that the same opposition 1s not so clear-cut in Old
English.

2.4 Pronouns

The set of personal pronouns in Old English was more extensive than
the one that we have today, but nevertheless the paradigms are easily
understood. There are occasional ambiguities, but these are quite
isolated and therefore you should quickly come to know where such
problems arise. In presenting the personal pronoun paradigms I shall
deal firstly with the first and second person pronouns, before discussing
the third person ones.
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The paradigm of the first person pronouns is as follows:

Singular Plural
Nom. ¢ we
Acc./Dat. me as
Gen. min ure

There are a few points to note. First of all, there is no distinction
between accusative and dative forms. This is also true in the second
person (but not the third person). For those of you familiar with
German, which has accusative mich and dative mir, this is an obvious
difference. The simplification in English is the result of the loss of
certain final consonants, and it is the result of mere chance, rather than
a deliberate structural change. Indeed, there are a few early texts which
do have distinctive accusative forms. Secondly, there is a further set
of pronouns which reflect an older number system, where there were
distinctive forms for reference to two people. This is called the dual
number, and the forms are: Nom. wiz, Acc./Dat. unc, Gen. uncer. The dual
1s not always used, and when it is used it is often to make clear that the
reference is to two people only. Thirdly, it should be noted that the first
and second person genitive forms have an adjectival function, and this
means that when they function as adjectives they take the appropriate
adjectival inflection (see Chapter 3). Finally it should be noted that, as
with the demonstratives, long vowels were often unstressed and short-
ened in context.
The second person pronouns are as follows:

Singular Plural
Nom. pa ge
Acc./Dat. pe gow
Gen. pin eower

The same remarks as for the first person pronouns apply here, and so, for
example, there is a parallel dual paradigm, with the three forms gz, inc,
incer. But the most important point here is that there were separate
singular and plural forms. Furthermore, the singular and plural forms do
not operate as in, say, French, where 7 is only used in familiar and col-
loquial contexts. In Old English the singular forms are always singular
and the plural forms always plural, without exception. The development
of the use of the plural in singular contexts started only in the Middle
English period. You may also be able to spot that present-day English you
is related to the Old English accusative plural rather than the nomina-
tive plural (which gives ye). This development is later still.

It is likely that the Middle English use of the plural in singular
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contexts arose firstly in formal contexts, although in relatively recent
English it is the use of #hou rather than you which has become a sign
of formality, as in religious language. Of course in some dialects, for
example in Yorkshire, the distinction between singular and plural can
remain. On the other hand, some dialects have evolved a new plural
form, such as youse in Scots or yl/in the southern USA.

Let us now turn our attention to the third person pronouns. As today,
there are three singular pronouns but only a single paradigm for the
plural. In Old English the singular pronouns correspond to the three
grammatical genders, whereas in present-day English we use natural
gender in almost all instances. In Old English there still remained a pref-
erence for grammatical gender everywhere, except that there was a
strong tendency to use natural gender when referring back to humans, as
in:

(6) And [God] geworhte of 8am ribbe @nne [masc] wifman, and
axode Adam hi h&o [rEm] hatan s¢eolde

And God created from the rib a woman, and asked Adam what she
should be called

But there is, nevertheless, a clear distinction between the Old English
and present-day usages, although sentences such as (6) may be the first
signs of the coming change.

As we mentioned above, there are separate accusative and dative
forms. The forms are as follows:

Masculine  Neuter Feminine Plural
Nom. hé hit héo ht
Acc. hine hit ht ht
Gen. his hit hire hira
Dat. him him hire him

There are several points to note here. Perhaps the first of these concerns
the plural forms, which all have an initial <h>. You must be careful to
distinguish these forms from the present-day English ones which all start
with <th>. The two are quite different. The ones we have today are due
to influence from Scandinavian which begins after the Old English
period and only appears throughout the country towards the very end of
the Middle English period. If you look again at the forms above you will
be able to see that in Old English every third person pronoun begins
with <h>, and all these are the historically expected forms. Another
form which is very different from that found today is /év as against she.
Again the changes occur during the Middle English period, so that all we
do 1s note the later change.
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It is impossible to ignore the fact that this third person system can be
confusing when confronted with actual text, even though the paradigm
above looks quite simple. You may already have noted two potential
difficulties, namely that the feminine accusative and the plural accusa-
tive are identical, and that the same holds for the masculine/neuter
dative and the plural dative. In fact the former pair are not too much of
a problem, especially as there may be clues elsewhere, especially from
the verb, but the latter can prove particularly difficult, even at a quite
advanced stage.

The difficulties are further exacerbated by another feature which can
be confusing for the modern reader. Although the forms given in the
paradigm above are those most often used in Alfric’s writing, there is
considerable variation in the forms used in other Old English texts, and
indeed in Zlfric’s own texts. Thus <i> is often replaced by <y>, e.g. hym
etc. rather than Aim, and there are other variants too, e.g. hiene for hine,
mostly in earlier texts associated with Alfred, or heora and heom for hira
and him. The modern reader, who 1s used to a set spelling system, is
tempted to see, for example, heom as a word quite distinct from Aim and
it can be difficult to believe they are mere variants of one another.

But such variation is not the result of error. Recall my comments
on standard language in Chapter 1. As I said there, even a writer such
as Zlfric, who took great care over the forms of his language, was not
writing in a standard language. Such a type of language requires an
educational and political infrastructure of a degree which, despite the
undoubted sophistication of the literate Anglo-Saxon community, was
simply impossible. It is reasonable to talk of a focussed language, that is
to say, a range of variation of linguistic forms which a geographically
defined literate community shared to a considerable degree, but without
themselves imposing a well-defined set of spelling conventions, or by
using some external source such as a national educational policy. That
idea, which may seem appealing today, would be a mere anachronism in
the Old English context.

2.5 A simple sentence

We have now seen some of the more important elements of the noun
phrase system of Old English, although obviously much is still missing
(for example, we have said nothing about adjectives). At this stage it
becomes possible to begin an analysis of some simple sentences which
are genuine examples from Old English, that is to say, not, as before,
examples wrenched out of context or adapted for purposes of exem-
plification. As you progress through this book you will discover that you
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will mostly have to work out the meaning of the texts yourself, with the
aid of the glossary at the end. At the moment, however, that is clearly
impossible, so every piece I use will be accompanied by a word-by-word
translation. This, I have found, is one of the quickest and easiest ways of
beginning to acquire some self-confidence in handling the language.

The first sentence which I have chosen comes from one of Alfric’s
volumes of Lives of Saints. In Chapter 1 I wrote a little bit about Alfric.
During his lifetime Zlfric wrote a great many homilies and other
sermons, as well as other works, including a Latin grammar to help the
pupils in his monastery. There is good reason to start with Alfric, for
he writes with fluency and clarity and his work is amongst the easiest to
understand. The short passage which I have chosen comes from his story
of the Maccabees.

[iIadas 53 gel®hte pzs appollonies swurd,] [pat wes m&rlic wapn,]

Judas then seized the Appolonius’ sword, that was famous weapon
[sand he wann mid pam] [son &l¢cum gefeohte| [son eallum his Iif/]
and he won with that in each battle in all his life

I have marked each major part of the sentence, concentrating on the
noun phrases, so that we don’t get confused by taking the complete
sentence at one fell swoop.

In the first part the only phrase that is of major interest is pees appollonies
swurd. Note in particular that the demonstrative pes is in the genitive
because it agrees with appollonies in case, number and gender. It is
interesting that this latter noun, a Latin proper name (as the gloss
shows), is given an Old English inflexion. I hope also that you were able
to observe the variation between <8> and <p> which was discussed in
Chapter 1.

In the second clause, you probably expected an indefinite article,
giving the equivalent of ‘a famous weapon’. However, although Old
English had the word 47 ‘one’, this is not the exact equivalent of the
present-day article, and when it is used in an article-like position it
usually has a meaning closer to ‘a certain’. In the clause above we have
good confirmation that an article is not obligatory as it is today.

Moving now to the third part, the subject pronoun Ae followed im-
mediately by the verb is exactly the same pattern as in the present-day
language. The phrase mid pam will cause more difficulty. Here we
have another example of variation, because it is another spelling of
pam, which is, of course, part of the demonstrative paradigm. Here the
demonstrative is being used as a pronoun (as is equally possible in
present-day English). It is in the dative case, unambiguously, and that is
because it is governed by the preposition mid, but is it singular or plural?
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It is singular, because it refers back to swurd. The phrase therefore means
‘with that (sword)’. The fourth part of the sentence consists of a further
phrase consisting of a preposition followed by a dative singular phrase,
and exactly the same is true of the fifth and final phrase.

Finally in this chapter, let me take one further sentence from the same
text, only a few lines below it. It should be noted that I have altered the
form of one word in the text by changing its form to a more common
(and less complex) variation. This time I have also omitted one or two of
the present-day glosses:

After dysse sprce hi €odon togzdere

this speech they went
and Itdas da afligde pone fore-s&dan Seron
___ then defeated the aforesaid Seron

You should have had no difficulty in filling in the missing words, which
follow the correspondences between Old English and present-day
spellings discussed in Chapter 1.

The first difficulty here is the phrase dysse spréce. What 1s its case and
gender? The governing preposition «ffer, as I shall discuss later, usually
takes the dative case. Is there any evidence to support this here? There
are two different approaches. If we take the noun itself, its meaning tells
us that it must be singular, and the ending -¢ is one we have only seen
used in the dative singular. If we examine the demonstrative dysse, then
we can tell from what I have said above that the ending -¢ can only be
feminine singular, for the masculine and neuter dative singular ends in
-um. So we can be certain that the noun is a feminine noun. By now the
paradigms of the personal pronouns and the definite article will be
familiar, and therefore neither the pronoun 47 nor the masculine accusa-
tive form pone will cause any problems. The remainder of the sentence
will be transparent, given that I have glossed the verb forms, which we
have not yet discussed.

In the next chapter I shall discuss some further details of noun inflec-
tion and also go on to discuss the inflectional forms of adjectives. The
fact that adjectives can inflect may not seem surprising, but they have a
rather unexpected feature in this context which you are unlikely to have
come across unless you have a good knowledge of German. Adjectives,
therefore, will warrant some serious attention.

Exercises

1. The following examples are inflectional forms from some of the para-
digms given in this chapter. For each one give details exactly what form
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of the word (i.e. case, number and gender) is being used. If the form is
ambiguous, give both or all of the possible answers: (a) #aman ‘name’
(b) bliafas 1oat’; (c) limu Timb’; (d) séo; () pé; (f) dara. Note that here and
below I give the singular of the present-day word. You will not always be
able to determine the gender of some of these examples, but where you
cannot do so, you should indicate the range of possibilities.

2. The following examples require the same type of answer as in (1), but
this time the appropriate form of the definite article is also supplied:
(a) pd gyfa ‘@ift’; (b) pd hearpan ‘harp’; (c) pare fare journey’; (d) paes landes
‘land’.

3. Exercises such as those in (1) and (2) are a good starting point, but
there is no substitute for the task of actually understanding ‘real’ text.
Following on, therefore, from the sentences we examined in this chapter,
now attempt as full an analysis as possible of the extract from the same
text which follows below. I have added glosses for items which you have
not yet encountered and which are not immediately transparent:

Itdas &3 befran his geferan raedes asked;, comrades’ advice

and cwad to Simone his ges¢eadwisan breper said; discreet; brother

geceos de nu fultum and far to Galilea choose; assistance; go

and gehelp 8inum magum de 83 manfullan besitad  kinsmen who the wicked harass
i¢ and lonathas min gingra brédor younger

farad to Galdad to afligenne pa h&denan defear, heathens



3 More nouns and adjectives

3.1 Irregular nouns

The way in which I presented the noun inflections in Chapter 2 has two
major defects. It did not account for a number of important exceptions
to the paradigms (and on which I therefore was silent) and there was
no attempt to present an overall view. These defects were inevitable at
that stage, but it is now time to remedy them. My principal aim here
will be to show that the nominal system of Old English was, for the most
part, rational and simple. Of course, as with any real language, there
were blips in the system, but these can be most easily understood in the
context of the overall pattern.

The best starting-point is again the paradigm of sz, that is to say the
paradigm of the general masculine nouns. I re-present that immediately
below, but you will see that I have altered the presentation in one signi-
ficant respect:

Singular Plural
Nom. stan-0 stan-as
Acc. stan-0 stan-as
Gen. stan-es stan-a
Dat. stan-e stan-um

The alteration consists in my having split each form into two parts, a
stem and an inflection. The stem is the part of the word which contains
the meaning associated with the lexical item, and the inflection carries
the morphological and syntactic information (i.e. the case, number and
gender). Both the stem and the inflection are called morphemes; the
stem is said to be a free morpheme, because it has independent lexical
status, whilst the inflection, which is dependent upon the existence
of another morpheme to which it can be attached, is said to be bound.
It may seem surprising that I have added what is called a zero mor-
pheme, that is a morpheme which contains no phonetic material, to the
nominative-accusative. We wouldn’t normally do that for present-day
English, because the language has changed its structure over time.
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One advantage of this paradigm approach is that we can see clearly
what it means to say that a noun belongs to this declension. It is the fact
that all nouns of this declension, and only nouns of this declension, share
exactly the same set of inflections. There is quite a lot resting on this
claim, as we shall see. For example, there is a fair number of nouns which
follow the pattern of s#n in every respect except that they have a final
-¢ in the nominative-accusative singular, e.g. ¢yme ‘arrival’. Historically
these nouns originate from an different declension which still existed
at the earliest stages of the language. Rather than maintaining that this
other declension survived, which could only be claimed at the expense
of massive complication, what we do is suggest that this -¢ was part of the
stem, and i1t was deleted before any following vowel. Thus the genitive
singular form ¢yme would actually result from the structure ¢yme+es with
deletion of the final -¢ of the stem.

A further sub-group, best represented by here ‘army’, shows a wide
range of forms, for example here, here, heriges ~ herges ~ beres, herige ~
herge here and plural forms such as herigeas ~ hergeas ~ heras and others.
Originally, here too, such a noun belonged to another declension, but
what we can witness as the language changes is the growing tendency of
such a noun to follow the general masculine declension and to lose the
older forms. So both the examples we have just discussed demonstrate
simplification of the declensional system.

Let us now turn our attention to the General Neuter declension. As
can be seen from the evidence in Chapter 2, this declension is only
marginally distinct from the general masculines. Not surprisingly, there-
fore, it too has some nouns with a stem-final -¢ and such nouns follow,
where there are no distinctions between the two declensions, exactly
the same pattern as nouns such as ¢yme; a typical example would be wite
‘punishment’.

But in the case of the neuters I have so far ignored another important
issue. For the paradigm I presented in Chapter 2, although it is correct,
does not tell the whole story. Alongside a noun such as s¢ip, we also find
nouns such as word ‘word’ and an ‘bone’. For the most part they decline
in the same way as s¢ip, except that they have a different nominative-
accusative plural. In these cases such nouns have shapes identical to
the corresponding singulars, that is to say, the nominative-accusative
singular of word is word and so too is the nominative-accusative plural;
exactly the same parallel holds in the case of ban.

Of the two points that arise in this context, let me deal with the
trickier one first. How can this type be held to be members of the general
neuters? The answer to this is that it 1s possible to work out that these
nouns must have at one time had a final - just like séip but that there was
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an historical change by which final -# was dropped after a heavy syllable,
that is to say, after either a long vowel and a consonant or a short vowel
and two consonants. So at an early stage in the history this must have
been no more than a normal sound change; but later, certainly before the
tume of Zlfric, the sound change had become an inflectional property,
1.e. a morphological feature. We can tell that this is the case because final
-u was retained in the verbal paradigm even although it was lost every-
where else, both in nouns and adjectives.

There are two other important points to be made here. Firstly, what
you will have noticed is that the result of the change, as I have said, is to
make the nominative-accusative singular and the nominative-accusative
of these neuters identical. Now given that the distinction between singu-
lar and plural is one of the very few persisting and vital distinctions in
English noun morphology, you would expect — indeed you know — that
such neuter nouns would switch to having to the clearer ending -as. This,
of course, is how they end up: present-day bones, w