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IVa. Old English Language

Students of medieval literature will have to encounter the texts in their original at some point in their career. For the most part this will be in textbooks or editions, and will be surrounded by critical apparatus to help them read and translate the original (see IVj). However, although there are many books which take one through the first steps of approaching the language it is worthwhile at this point presenting some basic information about the two periods of English covered in this book: Old English and Middle English.

In the ‘family tree’ of languages Old English is said to be a Germanic language, and in particular a West Germanic language. In Table 1 we can see this more clearly. This presents the Indo-European languages (so-called because it is assumed they all originate from a common language conventionally referred to as ‘Indo-European’). As we can see there are several main branches beneath the main heading, however in this case we have only illustrated the Germanic family. This, as we can see, is split into three ‘geographical’ regions, and the important route to follow is the West Germanic branch. Following this we can see Old English and then Middle English. A diagram like this then, not only shows the accepted development route of English, but also how it relates to other languages. However, this tree is very simplistic. What it does not attempt to show are the influences on languages from other languages and language groups. For example, in Old English we can discern words borrowed from Latin (a member of the Italic subgroup within the Indo-European family) before the migration period (e.g. 5th century), and later as a result of Christianisation and cultural contacts with other European countries (6th century onwards). English also came under the influence of the North Germanic languages due to the Viking invasions (8th century onwards), and in the latter stages (and especially 
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post-Conquest) under the influence of Norman French (a member of the Italic subgroup again). For further information on the history of English see Algeo and Pyles (2005), and Freeborn (1998).

Yet this simple illustration does answer immediately a common observation of many students when they first encounter Old English – namely that it does not ‘feel’ like English, but more like German or Dutch. As we can see above, the distinction is misguided as all three languages have a common source, and what we are witnessing with Old English is an early stage when: a) its vocabulary was almost purely Germanic; and b) it was still an inflected language. The other Germanic languages could be termed ‘cognate languages’ and can also assist us in finding out more about Old English (see Robinson, 1992).

Looking at Old English itself as presented in modern scholarly editions, the main problems students will encounter are:

1) the characters/letters

2) pronunciation

3) vocabulary

4) inflections

5) syntax.

Taking these in order, in Old English editions most of the characters one will encounter are from the familiar Roman alphabet (but missing a few letters). Difficulties will occasionally arise when a rune appears. Runes were the earliest form of writing in the Germanic world, consisting of angular characters (each of which had its own name that in turn was a word in ordinary vocabulary), used for predominantly short epigraphic inscriptions
. The Anglo-Saxon runic alphabet is often referred to as futhorc, named after the sound values of the first six runes. It is a version of the Common Germanic runes (called futhark) which was gradually abandoned and replaced by the Roman alphabet with the coming of Christianity.  However, runic characters continued to be occasionally employed in manuscripts as abbreviations for words  (as in the The Rune Poem, or Cynewulf’s signature). 

The Anglo-Saxon version of the Roman alphabet used by the scribes had several characters which will look very unfamiliar to a student but once learnt are not too problematic. They represent the sounds of Old English language for which the Roman alphabet did not have obvious equivalents, and are by origin ligatures and modifications of Latin letters or runic characters. The ones commonly retained in modern editions are:

Æ æ = called ‘ash’ and pronounced like the ‘a’ in ‘cat’

Þ þ = called ‘thorn’ and pronounced ‘th’

Ð ð = called ‘eth’ and also pronounced ‘th’.

So the Old English word þæt may at first seem strange, but when we pronounce it using the above guides it comes out as ‘that’, and not surprisingly it means just ‘that’. 

Considering pronunciation there are also a few other tips to remember:

‘cg’ is pronounced ‘dg’, so ecg is ‘edge’

‘sc’ is pronounced ‘sh’, so scip is ‘ship’

‘c’ and ‘g’ can be either hard (‘k’ or ‘g’) or soft (‘tch’ or ‘y’), so cyning is pronounced kining which is ‘king’, whilst cilde is pronounced childe or ‘child’;  similarly god is ‘God’ whilst gear is ‘year’
.

Knowing how to pronounce words may also make them more recognisable (as in the example of scip), but undeniably the vocabulary of Old English is challenging. Although many words from Old English have survived to the present day (e.g. he, his, it, am, son, daughter, father, stone, bone, home, etc.) many words did not. For this then, dictionaries and glossaries will be required.

Common questions which many students raise are ‘what was the Old English word for …’, or ‘how do I find out what the Anglo-Saxons thought of …’. Both indicate a need for a thesaurus of Old English, and thankfully there is one available. In 1995 Jane Roberts, Christian Kay, and Lynne Grundy produced A Thesaurus of Old English (which is now also available online at: http://libra.englang.arts.gla.ac.uk/oethesaurus/). Using this one can quickly see if the Anglo-Saxons term for something is known to us from the surviving texts, and also whether the word only appears in poetry. Taking this information one could then go to the searchable Corpus of Old English
 and look up occurrences of that word. Not only will this lead you to texts, it will also show you how the word was used.

For example, in the poem The Battle of Maldon (see IIj) one of the criticisms levelled at the leader of the English, Byrhtnoth, is that he allowed the Vikings too much ground to fight a pitched battle. To justify this argument scholars point to the comment by the poet that Byrhtnoth did this for his ofermōde (l. 89b). This is usually translated as ‘because of his pride’. If we look at the Thesaurus by Kay (et al) then in volume II we are given the entry:

ofermōd 07.06.01 Pride arrogance; 07.06.01.01 Proud arrogant

- plus a series of derivations of the word, all implying the same meaning. If we turn to the Old English Corpus and search for ofermōd we see the word occurs 360 times in the surviving texts used in both prose and poetry. In the majority of occasions it clearly seems to be a critical reference to someone’s pride. Therefore, we could argue that the evidence supports the idea that the poet of Maldon was being critical of Byrhtnoth.

The most problematic issue for many newcomers, however, is the fact that Old English, like modern day German, is an inflected language. In short it means a word may change its form according to what part it plays in the sentence. We still retain inflections in Modern English (e.g. the plural of ‘cat’ is ‘cats’ with the inflection ‘s’ indicating the number) but to a far lesser extent than in Old English. Moreover, the latter part of the Anglo-Saxon period indicates a breaking down of inflections, when some of the original distinctions disappear or change their meaning, and this is the period from which most written material survives. 

With nouns, pronouns, and adjectives, inflections will relate to gender (Old English has masculine, feminine, and neuter); cases (nominative, accusative, genitive, dative, and instrumental); and number (singular or plural). Standard textbooks will present paradigms illustrating these inflections. With verbs one will encounter tense (past or present
); person and number (e.g. ‘third person singular’); and mood (indicative, imperative, or subjunctive); again these will be detailed in textbooks. In section IVc we have given some suggestions as to how one might approach these issues when it comes to translating from the original texts to Modern English. This may seem extremely daunting at first but actually the Old English that survives to us is very uniform in terms of its spelling and grammar, and mainly represents the Late West Saxon dialect (mid to late tenth century onwards).

Finally, the syntax (i.e. the order and functions of words in a sentence) of Old English, especially in verse, may seem problematic. Even with Old English prose, where the word order is more familiar, students attempting to read the original will encounter strange sentence structures and must be prepared to tackle these and reconstruct the meaning. 

As mentioned throughout the easiest way to start learning Old English is via a textbook. These are generally used at universities across the world as course books so will be available in good bookshops or online. For books which deal primarily with how the language works and attempt to guide students through the grammar, see Hasenfratz and Jambeck’s new step-by-step course (2005), Stephen Pollington’s excellent and very approachable contributions (2004), and any of the following: Hogg (2002); McCully and Hilles (2005); Smith (1999); and Stevick (2003). In the past, favoured books included those by the Victorian scholar Henry Sweet (notably his Anglo-Saxon Reader and Anglo-Saxon Primer) and although these can still be found they are generally not favoured by teachers. For detailed studies of Old English grammar and Old English syntax see Campbell (1962) and Mitchell (1985) respectively. 

One of the most heavily used textbooks containing original pieces and critical apparatus is Mitchell and Robinson (2001) which is now in its sixth edition. This presents a collection of texts, a fairly thorough introduction to the grammar, and a glossary. Mitchell also produced An Invitation to Old English and Anglo-Saxon England (1995), a much lighter introduction, but alas more difficult to get hold of. Recent publications which contain texts and translations or critical apparatus are Richard Marsden’s The Cambridge Old English Reader (CUP, 2004), Elaine Treharne’s Old and Middle English: An Anthology (Blackwell, 2004), and Peter Baker’s Introduction to Old English (Blackwell, 2003
). The best approachable and affordable dictionary is probably J. R. Clark Hall’s A Concise Anglo-Saxon Dictionary (CUP, 1960, 4th edn.
), but there is also Joseph Bosworth, T. Northcote Toller, and Alistair Campbell’s An Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, 3 vols. (OUP, 1882-98, 1908-21, 1972
), and the long-running Dictionary of Old English Project (http://www.doe.utoronto.ca/) at the University of Toronto.

Studying Old English

Yet there is no substitution for being taught Old English. This generally happens at university level, and Old English is mainly taught as part of the English Literature degree. A preliminary list of courses is available from the Teachers of Old English in Britain and Ireland (TOEBI) web site (http://www.toebi.org.uk) or one can send a note to the Anglo-Saxonists’ email discussion list (ansax-l@listserv.wvu.edu). There may also be options with evening classes at a local Adult Learning centre. The TOEBI site also contains a web gateway for numerous online resources of interest to Anglo-Saxonists.

Table 1: Indo-European Family of Languages








� See Looijenga (2003) and Page (1999).


� Thorn and eth were both used to represent voiced ‘th’ as in ‘clothes’ and voiceless ‘th’ as in ‘thorn’. The rules explaining when to pronounce voiced and when to pronounce voiceless can be found in guides to pronunciation in Old English textbooks. 


� Occasionally textbooks will attempt to indicate hard and soft consonants, often by placing a small dot above a soft ‘c’ or ‘g’.


� Available online via subscription only, but also can be ordered from the Oxford Text Archive (http://ota.ahds.ac.uk/).


� ‘07.06.01’ etc. refers to the section in the first volume, in this case on p. 416 where we get all of the words associated with pride and arrogance.


� There is no grammatical future tense in Old English. Instead it is constructed by using the present tense and various references to future, such as adverbs of time (for example, ‘tomorrow’, ‘later’, and so on) or broader context which usually makes clear that the statement refers to the future.


� Supported by an excellent web site at � HYPERLINK "http://www.engl.virginia.edu/OE/" ��http://www.engl.virginia.edu/OE/�, which includes exercises in Old English.


� The second edition is available online for free at: http://www.ling.upenn.edu/~kurisuto/germanic/oe_clarkhall_about.html.


� Available online for free at: http://www.ling.upenn.edu/~kurisuto/germanic/oe_bosworthtoller_about.html.
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