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HEL – From Old to Middle English 

Tempe Public Library, 25 October 2016 

 

1. Review from last time; questions? 

 

2. Some characteristics of Old English 

Case on nouns, e.g. -um, -as, -e; inflections on verbs, e.g. -on, -aþ, -est. 

Few prepositions, no articles or auxiliary verbs. 

Characteristic spellings: þ, æ, ð, … 

(1) Nu scylun hergan hefaenricaes uard metudæs maecti end his modgidanc 

 Now shall praise heaven-kingdom's guardian Lord's might and his thought   

 ‘Now we must praise the guardian of the heavenly kingdom, the Measurer’s might and his mind-

plans.’ (Caedmon’s Hymn) 

 

QUESTION 

The below changes between Old and Modern English occurred in Middle English. What changed? 

  OE   ModE 

a. heofon  > heaven 

b. cyssan  > kiss 

c. boga  > bow 

d. fæger  > fair 

e. hnecca  > neck 

f. anlic  > only 

 

3. Towards Middle English 

 Celtic, Scandinavian, Norman, and other influence 

before 450  450-1400    1400 > 
dun   cairn  story   clan  bog 
beak   glen  cross   bard  shamrock 
car   loch  curse   flannel  leprechaun 
lance   dolmen  anchor   plaid  galore 
   druid  bannock  slogan   whiskey 

Table 1:  Some loans from Celtic 
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candel 'candle'  catt 'cat'  scole `school'  win `wine' 
circul 'circle'  lilie 'lily'   socc `sock'  peru `pear' 
synoð 'synod'  'mint, i.e. coin'  belt ‘belt’  cese ‘cheese’ 
fefer 'fever'  sponge 'sponge' preost 'priest'  næp 'turnip' 
finugl `fennel'   predician 'to preach' abbad 'abbot'   cest `chest' 
pipor 'pepper'  camp 'battle'  plant `plant'   pin `pinetree' 
wall 'wall'  mil 'mile'  rædic `radish'   fals 'false' 
stræt 'street'  glesan 'to gloss'  bete `beet'   mul ‘mule’ 
turnian 'to turn'  aspendian 'to spend' sacc `sack'  sicor 'secure' 

Table 2: Some early loans from Latin 

anger, bait, brink, both, call, carp, clamber, egg, get, give, guess, ill, kilt, meek, mistake, nag, odd, 
ransack, rift, rot, ripple, rugged, same, scold (via skald 'poet'), scrape, seem, scrub, sister, skill, sky, 
snub, take, till, want, wand, weak, window, wrong. 

Table 3:  Some loans from Scandinavian 

 Norwegian  -by, -thwaite 
 Danish   -by, -toft, -thorpe 
 Old English  -borough, -ham, -ing, -stow, -sted, -hall, -wic, -ton 
 Latin   -chester, -port/port-, -street  

Table 4:  Place names 

(a)  government, to govern, royal, state, authority, prince, duke, duchess, tax, marshal, mayor, 
 governor, warden, treasurer, peasant, rebel, to oppress, parliament 
(b)  judge, jury, felon, bail, estate, evidence, verdict, punish, crime, treason, to accuse, to acquit, to 
 arrest, to pardon, to admit 
(c) study, anatomy, geometry, infinity, square, grammar, logic, medicine, college, doctrine 
(d) art, sculpture, music, painting, color, figure, image, poet, title, preface, fashion, dress, lace, 
 garment, veil, button, couch, chair, cushion, coat, collar, button 
(e)  dinner, supper, feast, appetite, taste, salmon, mackerel, beef, veal, mutton, bacon, pork, pastry, 
 lemon, orange, raisin, date, vinegar, to boil 
(f)  temptation, damnation, salvation, confess, convert, ordain, baptism, communion, mercy, 
 sanctity, charity, solemn, divine, devout, miracle, convent, incense, abbey 
(g)  to abandon, abbreviation, to abhor, able, to abridge, abominable, absent, absinth, absolutely, to 
 absorb, to abstain, abundance, to accomplish, account, ache, acquaintance, action, actual, to 
 change, to improve, to destroy, destruction, to dissolve, improvement 

Table 5:  French loans 

 

QUESTION 

Which one(s) shall we check in the OED? 
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4. Middle English 

Re-emergence 
 
(2) Cursor Mundi - Northern version - 1300 
 þis ilk bok is es translate 
 In to Inglis tong to rede 
 For the loue of Inglis lede 
 Inglis lede of Ingland 
 For the commun at understand  5 
 Frankis rimes here I redd 
 Comunlik in ilka sted 
 Mast es it wroght for frankis man 
 Quat is for him na frankis can? 
 In Ingland the nacion   10 
 Es Inglis man þar in commun 
 þe speche þat man wit mast may spede 
 Mast þarwit to speke war nede 
 Selden was for ani chance 
 Praised Inglis tong in france  15 
 Giue we ilkan þare langage 
 Me think we do þam non outrage 
 To laud and Inglis man i spell 
 þat understandes þat i tell (from Morris' 1874-93 edition; Cotton ll. 232-250). 
 

Although there was continuation: 

The History of the Holy Rood Tree: West-Saxon, 12th century 
Peterborough Chronicle: East Midlands, 12th century 
Ormulum: East Midlands, 12th century 
Katherine Group (e.g. Katerine, Margarete, Juliene, Hali Meidhad and Sawles Warde, but also Ancrene 

Wisse and some other texts): Bodley 34 manuscript: South West Midlands, early 13th century 
Layamon's Brut: Caligula and Otho manuscripts, now both considered to be from the second half of the 

13th Century, (N) Worcestershire 
Cursor Mundi: various manuscripts; e.g. Cotton Ms: northern, 1300 
Gawain and the Green Knight, St. Erkenwald, Pearl, Cleanness, and Patience: assumed to be by the 

Gawain Poet, NW Midlands, mid 14th century 
Langland's Piers Plowman: West Midlands, late 14th century 
Morte d'Arthur: East Midlands, late 14th century 
Chaucer's works: the Canterbury Tales, Boethius, and Astrolabe, Southern, late 14th century 
Wycliff and followers: South East Midlands, late 14th century 
Chancery Documents: Southern, 14th and15th century 
The York Plays: Northern, 15th century 
The Paston Letters: Norfolk, 15th century 

Table 6: Some works in Middle English 
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A few changes: 

(3) a. Ah þah ha gung were ha heold ... 
  `but though she was young, she kept...' (Katerine, d'Ardenne p. 18) 
 b. In al denemark nis wimman | So fayr so sche 
  `In all of Denmark there is no woman as fair as she.' (Havelok 1720-1) 
 c. ʒho wass … Elysabæþ ʒehatenn  
  `She was called Elisabeth.’ (Ormulum 115, Holt edition) 
(4) a. wat heo ihoten weoren; & wonene heo comen 
  'what they were called and from-where they came.' (Layamon, Brut 8, Appendix A) 
 b. That hem hath holpen whan that they were seeke 
  'which helped them when they were ill.' (CT Prologue, 18, Appendix D) 
 c. Ran and ouertok þam þare  
  `[He] ran and overtook them there.' (Cursor Mundi, Cotton 4900) 
 

Morphology: 
a. Pronouns change (e.g. loss of the dative/accusative distinction) 
b. Case endings on nouns and adjectives disappear gradually 
c. Agreement on verbs simplifies 
d. Strong verbs become weak; subjunctives are expressed through modals and infinitives 
Syntax: 
e. Word order changes to SVO 
f. Subject pronouns are needed  
g. Pleonastic (or dummy) subjects are introduced (= grammaticalization) 
h. Auxiliaries and articles are introduced (= grammaticalization) 
i. Embeddings increase (= grammaticalization) 
j. Multiple negatives occur 

Table 7: Grammatical characteristics of Middle English 

 

TRANSLATE 

(5) And so byfel that yn his slep hym thoughte 

 That in a forest faste he welk to wepe  

 (Chaucer, Troilus & Criseyde, V 1234-5) 

(6) An preost wes on leoden; Laʒamon wes ihoten. 

 he wes Leouenaðes sone; liðe him beo Drihten. (Layamon, Caligula 1-2) 

 

WHICH is older? 
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5. Some texts: The Introduction to the Peterborough Chronicle, Laud Misc. 636, fol 1r  

 
 

Brittene iƷland is ehta hund mila lanƷ.  
7 tƿa hund brad. 7 her sind on þis  
iƷlande fif Ʒe þeode. enƷlisc.7 Brit 
tisc. 7ƿilsc.7 scyttisc. 7 pyhtisc. 7  
boc leden. Erest ƿeron buƷend þises  
landes brittes. þa coman of armenia. 7 Ʒe sætan 
suþeƿearde bryttene ærost. þa Ʒe lamp hit þ pyh 
tas coman          suþan of scithian. mid lanƷũ scipũ  
na maneƷum. 7 þa coman ærost on norþ ybernian  
up. 7 þær bædo scottas þ hi ðer moston ƿunian. ac 
 
hi noldan heom lyfan. forþan hi cƿædon þa scottas.  
ƿe eow maƷon þeah hwaðere ræd Ʒelæron. Ƿe ƿitan 
 
oþer eƷland her be easton. þer Ʒe maƷon eardian Ʒif Ʒe 
ƿillað. 7 Ʒif hƿa eoƿ ƿið stent. ƿe eoƿ fultumiað.þ 
Ʒe hit maƷon ƷeƷanƷan. Đa ferdon þa pihtas. 7 Ʒe 
ferdon þis land norþanƿeard.7 suþanƿeard hit hef 
don brittas. sƿa ƿe ær cƿedon.  

The island Britain is 800 miles long  
and 200 miles broad. And there are on the  
island five nations; English, Brittish, 
Welsh, Scottish, Pictish, and  
Latin. First were living on this  
land Britons, who came from Armenia, and  
 
peopled Britain southward. Then happened it, that 
the Picts came south from Scythia, with long ships, 
not many. and, then coming first in the northern 
part of Ireland, they told the Scots that they must 
dwell there. But  
they would not give them leave; because the Scots 
told them that they could not all dwell there 
together; But, said the Scots, we can nevertheless 
give you advice. We know  
another island here to the east. There you may 
dwell, if you will; and whosoever withstandeth 
you, we will assist you, that you may gain it. Then 
went the Picts and entered this land northward. 
Southward the Britons possessed it, as we before 
said. 
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The year 1137 Peterborough Chronicle, Laud Misc. 636, Folio 89r  

 

 

  Đis gære for þe k Steph ofer sæ to normandi 7 ther 
ƿes under 
fangen forþi ð hi uuenden ð he sculde ben alsuic alse the eõ ƿes. 
 
7 for he hadde get his tresor.ac he todeld it7scatered sotlice. Micel 
hadde henri k gadered gold 7 syluer. 7 na god ne dide me for his  
saule thar of. 
 
Þa þe king S to englal cõ þa macod he his gadering 
æt Oxeneford. 7 þar he nam þe b Roger of Serebi 7 Alex b of lincol 
7 te canceler Rog hise neues. 7 dide ælle in psun. til hi iafen up he 
re castles. 

This year, (the) King Stephen crossed the sea to go 
to Normandy and was received there because they 
thought he was like the uncle (i.e. his uncle).  
And because he still had his treasury, but he divided 
and scattered it stupidly. King Henry has gathered 
much gold and silver and no good did men with it for 
his soul. 
When King Stephen came to England, he held a 
gathering at Oxford and there he took bishop Roger 
of Salisbury and Alexander bishop of Lincoln and the 
chancellor Roger, his nephews. And put all in prison 
until they gave up their castles. 
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6 Changes in writing 

 
Figure 1: The Gothic script  

Owl and Nightingale, Cotton f. 233, Ker (1963) 
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7. Wrap-up on Old to Middle 

External change: …. 

Internal change: 

IE  Germanic  OE    ME    eModE   ModE 

6000 BP 2000 BP  450 CE   1150  1400 1500  1700 

    Grimm's Law  palatalization  long a>o       GVS starts  GVS ends 

    weak verbs  breaking, i-umlaut  loss of endings  more auxiliaries  

      introduction of articles, word order fixed 

      prepositions, auxiliaries regularization of verbal markings 

Figure 2: Some internal changes 

 

8. Questions? 

 


