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Meet the author

A teacher at my school once wrote the Old English word cyning (king) on the board at the start of a lesson – and cyning is the first word in Unit 2 of this book. In its short form cing, very like modern English king, it appears in the first Old English sentence in Unit 1. Though I cannot remember the rest of that school lesson, clearly the word must have stuck, for I work now as a lecturer in English and the history of English. Just one word kindled a spark of interest in languages and their literature: French, Latin and German at school, then German, some Russian and Old English at university. I taught English and translation studies, mainly in Germany and Austria, and did teacher training in Wales and Spain. With that came the realization that real learning is not only about grammar and translation but also about developing skills of contextual reading and comprehension, about doing things with words and thinking in the language. These skills can be acquired and practised: I see them as equally relevant whether you are learning modern languages or a language of the past.



Mark Atherton


1 Only got a minute?

Old English (Anglo-Saxon) is the language of a thousand years ago, with a rich literature; it is also the language of many historical records. By learning Old English, you equip yourself to:


•  explore the literature, like Beowulf or The Battle of Maldon

•  do the history, like the life of King Alfred or Edward the Confessor, or

•  do etymology, like the names of fields, hedges, streets, towns and the people who named them.



You learn how people a thousand years ago thought, felt, organized society and lived their lives.

They called it englisc (pronounced ‘enn-glish’), and you can see from the spelling and pronunciation how English has changed since then. Its fascinating story starts with Old English – the language spoken in the period from post-Roman times to the 11th century.

The main difference between their English and ours is structural. Old English is an inflected language: words change their shape or ending according to meaning. Modern English uses an ending -ed to distinguish we love from the past meaning we loved. Old English has many more endings and inflections.

English spelling has changed radically over the centuries: there was, for instance, no letter v, so f had two values. But you need learn only two new letters before you start this book: þ, an old runic letter called ‘thorn’, and ð called ‘eth’ (an adapted letter d); both letters are pronounced like our ‘th’.

Now you are in a position to read two short sentences in Old English: se cyning lufað the king loves and se cyning lufode the king loved. To say he loves you use the old -th ending, written with the letter ‘eth’. For the past you change the ending to -ode, which corresponds to our -ed in loved.
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What is Old English?

Old English is the language written and spoken from the fifth or sixth century onwards in the part of southern Britain that eventually became the united kingdom of England under such kings as Athelstan and Edgar, descendants of Alfred the Great (king of Wessex, 871–899). Old English stopped being used for writing in the 12th century, giving way to Latin and French, but regional varieties of everyday spoken englisc (it was called ‘enn-glish’) continued to be widely used, and these changed and developed into the varieties of spoken English of the present day. We can distinguish broadly two kinds of Old English: literary and everyday.
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Archaic, poetic Old English

You can see this sentence from king Alfred’s time on display in the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford:


AELFRED MEC HEHT GEWYRCAN

literally: ‘Alfred me ordered to make’

i.e. King Alfred ordered me to be made



This inscription is on the edge of the Alfred Jewel, a ceremonial object that held a pointer for guiding a reader’s eye along the line of writing in a book (see front cover of this book for an illustration). Its language is formal and archaic: the word mec by then also existed as me me, and the word heht also had a newer form het; it meant ordered, and is related to our word behest. The name Aelfred meant the rede or advice of the supernatural being. Shakespeare spelt his name in different ways, and so did Ælfræd: spelling, though much more phonetic than modern English, was not fixed. The verb ge-wyrcan to make, work (e.g. metalwork) with past participle ge-wroht (cf. the term wrought iron) – from a root-word wyrc, related to weorc work – illustrates a further characteristic of Old English: much more so than present-day English, the shape of the word would change according to its meaning or use in the sentence. The ge- prefix (pronounced ‘yuh’) added a meaning of completedness to the action, while the ending -an on the root wyrc shows that that this is the infinitive to make.
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Everyday Old English

This is found in chronicles, lawsuits, legal agreements and land transactions, in religious writings such as sermons and stories of saints, and other documents. For example, in a manuscript of rules for a monastery, we find an account of the sign language used by the monks – for instance, when they had to keep silence at certain meals in the rectory. In the extract below, we slightly modernize the spelling, but – with the possible exception of bralinga, which means flat (from bradlinga, which contains the root brad broad), and swilche as if (related to modern English such) – all the words are recognizably connected with present-day ones. For instance cyse, also spelt cese, was pronounced with a ‘ch’ and in the later medieval period came to be written chese or cheese.

Lightly modernized text: Thonne thu chese habban wylle, sete thonne thine twa handa togædere bradlinga swilche thu wringan wylle.

Word-for-word translation: Then thou cheese have will, set then thy two hands together flat as if you will wring.

Idiomatic translation: When you want to have cheese, then put your two hands flat together as if you were pressing it out (i.e. in the process of separating the cheese from the whey).

Original Old English: Þonne þu cyse habban wylle, sete þonne þine twa handa togædere bralinga swilce þu wringan wylle.


10 Only got ten minutes?

Characteristics

Compared to the present-day language, the word order is varied and free. Old English is more compact in its vocabulary, and the shape of words was altered by endings, so that many common words such as love, like, fall usually have two syllables rather than one: lufu, lician, feallan. It is harder to be monosyllabic in Old English.

Sounds

The letters þ and ð both represent the modern English ‘th’ sound; g before e was pronounced ‘yuh’; and c before e was ‘tch’; sc was ‘sh’ – examples are: þing thing, gear year, ceas chose, scir shire. Between vowels, f sounds as ‘v’: lufu i.e. ‘lu-vu’ means love. If you get the sounds of the language right, it recreates the authentic words of the texts, making them more memorable and easier to learn.

Vocabulary

Much of our present-day core vocabulary is Old English: hands and feet; hearts and minds; love and goodness; fall, fell, fallen; one, two, three; Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday; the personal pronouns he, his, him, her, it, thou, ye, you; and basic words like is, are, was; have, had; to, for, with.

Compounds

Old English personal names are often two-word compounds: Ead-weard blessed guardian, Ead-gar blessed spear. Place names also have two elements: Oxena-ford crossing-place of the oxen is Oxford, Æppeltun apple farm is Appleton. More complex or abstract ideas are formed in a similar way: scir-gerefa shire-reeve i.e. sheriff, scir-ge-mot shire-moot i.e. shire assembly, þrinnes three-ness i.e. trinity, word-hord wordhoard i.e. vocabulary.

Actions in Time

The present tense is recognised by -þ or -ð, the ending -th that we still see in Shakespeare’s the rain it raineth every day. The past is marked in two ways: by -od-, that is to say, the -d ending that we see in it rained yesterday; or by the change of vowel, as in she chese a husband, he fell from his horse.

Three words for the

We find the basic forms se, seo, þæt like the three broad groups of masculine, feminine and neuter in German or the two words le/la in French. The noun brocc badger was masculine; so if you wanted to say the badger you said se brocc, but for the adder you said seo næddre, and the horse was þæt hors. These gender markers make words more distinctive within a phrase or sentence.

Cases

Old English had endings to mark the role or function of words in the sentence. This survives in our pronouns to some extent – so we cannot say, for example, of a reputedly amorous king Edgar loves she; instead the feminine word has to change its form to her, as Edgar loves her. In Old English the definite article – the determining word the – also changes its form. The basic expression the queen is seo cwen, but if we write Edgar loves the queen, this becomes Eadgar lufað þa cwene. And se cyning the king changes in its accusative case in the same way to þone cyning. Note what a liberating effect this has on the word order: se cyning þa cwene lufað and þa cwene se cyning lufað both mean Edgar loves the queen. Similarly: seo cwen lufode þone cyning and seo cwen þone cyning lufode and þone cyning seo cwen lufode could all mean the queen loved the king.


Introduction

Old English, or Anglo-Saxon as it is sometimes called, was the language spoken and written in England until the 12th century. Its rich literature ranges from the epic Beowulf to the visionary poem The Dream of the Rood to the varied writings of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. As the language of historical record, Old English opens an invaluable window on the early history of England: on the political events that shaped the land, on the culture and spirituality of the writers of the time, on landscape history and the layout of towns and villages, on the history of institutions. Through the study of their language these documents can be made to speak their own voices and express their concerns. All languages have their own phrases and modes of expression, and by learning Old English you can appreciate how the men and women of the time actually thought and felt.

Beginning as a set of dialects spoken in the provinces and petty kingdoms of southern Britain, Old English eventually became the standard written language used by the rulers of England from Alfred the Great to king Harold. In many respects, this language is with us today, in the very names of the towns and villages in which we live. These place names reflect the shape of the land and relate how it was used: Longridge and Revidge (i.e. Rough Edge) near the dark or shining stream of Blackburn, Swindon the hill where the pigs were grazed, Oxford the river crossing suitable for oxen, Bury St Edmunds the borough or town with a monastery church dedicated to St Edmund, patron and defender of its rights. It is significant that Old English had a core vocabulary that we still use in our everyday speech and writing. Head and heart, hands and feet, sticks and stones all go back to Old English in a different spelling; sun, moon and stars or thunder and lightning are originally Old English words, as are love and hate, strength and weakness. The basic grammar of present-day English has older roots: the way we talk about the past by ringing the changes in the vowels of sing, sang, sung or choose, chose, chosen, the way we express moods of volition and obligation with auxiliary verbs such as will–would, may–might, shall–should, the way we refer intimately to ourselves and others with personal pronouns such as me and you, his and hers, or even I and thou.

In the poem ‘Bone Dreams’ from his book North, the Irish poet Seamus Heaney pictures the history of the English language as a kind of archaeological dig: the excavator explores the many layers or accretions that the language has gathered over the centuries. Digging down from the present time, the archaeologist uncovers layer after layer of influences that have affected the English lexicon:




	Colonialism
	Asian, American, African words come into English



	Enlightenment
	Latin and Greek scientific terms



	Renaissance
	Latinate learned words



	Middle Ages
	French literary and cultural influences



	 
	Norman French administration



	 
	Old Norse everyday words especially in the north and east



	 
	Old English – the foundation






At the base of his trench, the poet–archaeologist finds ban-hus (pronounced ‘bahn-hoos’); this is the poetic compound bone-house, an image or metaphor from Beowulf that signifies the body, where the spirit lives. For Heaney, as translator of Beowulf, this is one of the attractions of the Old English poetic line, the compression of its imagery. Other modern poets and writers have felt similarly drawn: W.H. Auden and Ted Hughes to its strength and craftedness, Gerard Manley Hopkins to the lilt of its alliterative rhythms, J.R.R. Tolkien to its strong contrasts of light and dark and its myth-making power.

The aim of this book is to help you to gain an efficient reading knowledge of Old English. It offers a graded progressive course in Old English based on authentic texts selected from the rich archive of poems, prose and historical documents that have survived from the libraries of early medieval England. Passages from famous poems such as Beowulf will be presented, but there are also extracts from the writings of great prose writers such as archbishop Wulfstan of York, and whole texts from the administrative records of the period, chosen for their cultural and historical interest. The passages are presented with minimal adaptation, so that you may, if you wish, go back to the original editions and read them with confidence. In reading these texts, you will at the same time also explore the political, cultural and literary contexts in which they were written.
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How to use this book

The Course Units

The accompanying audio content for this book is available to buy in store or online. In each unit there are four sections: a specific text for reading and study, a set of grammar explanations, further texts and vocabulary and practice exercises. These are interspersed with various other short sections of information and explanatory material.

Pronunciation

Pronouncing the pieces out loud is important for appreciating the literature, whether poems or prose documents, and for recreating their dramatic and rhetorical effects. It also makes the language easier to learn and it helps to make clear the correspondences between Old and modern English. A reference guide to spelling and pronunciation is provided at the beginning of the book and it will help to refer to this frequently, especially at first. Further guidance is given in the units. The accompanying recording provides recordings of major pieces of prose and poetry used in the course.

Texts

Each unit takes one authentic document as a study text, with help and guidance on vocabulary and cultural background, and grammar. Usually it will be accompanied by supplementary texts and materials. For instance, the study texts in one unit include a personal letter and a poem, both dealing with the same events in the reign of a king.

Grammar

Three or four points of grammar are explained in each of the earlier units, in non-technical language and with the main focus on increasing the ability to read the study texts in the original. Later units give more grammatical information, using more traditional tables and paradigms to sum up what has already been learned and to fill in any gaps.

Vocabulary

The vocabulary of the texts is presented in a number of ways. In the sections old–modern correspondences, you will be shown how words in Old English are related in form or meaning to their modern English equivalents. In cultural contexts, you study the meaning and connotations of words against the social and intellectual background of the period. The sections marked wordhoard, based on the Old English term for a thesaurus or treasury of words, present a theme-based way of recording and learning the words and phrases of the language.

Reading

The reading sections in each unit are intended to supplement the study texts with passages of verse and prose selected for similarity of theme or vocabulary. These are accompanied by a parallel translation but no vocabulary list. The aim is to encourage a lighter, more extensive kind of reading where you read for gist and improve your passive knowledge of the language.

Language and Style

This section serves especially in later units to provide insights into the different techniques used by writers in this period, whether they are writing prose or poetry. Information will be given on choice of word or phrase, the use of rhythm and metre, the frequent use of alliteration (e.g. light and life) by Old English writers. By studying such devices, along with sentence structure, word order and rhetoric, you will begin to recognize the style of a particular author, for example the distinctive ‘voice’ heard in the writings of archbishop Wulfstan, and to make connections with other texts you have read.

Practice

Within each unit, you are given the opportunity to practise the forms and patterns acquired in a series of translation, completion and comprehension exercises, with a key at the end of the book.

Select word index

The word index at the back of the book lists all the words and phrases that appear in the study texts and practice exercises, with cross-reference to the unit(s) where the word is explained or discussed. At first, in order to give as much primary assistance as possible, words are given exactly as spelled in the texts themselves, as well as in the base form with which they would appear in a dictionary. To encourage the discursive use of the supplementary reading texts, their vocabulary is not given specific listings in the index at the back, since the parallel translations should provide all the help that is needed.

The focus, then, is on the study text; in the units you can read or listen to the texts, learn the meanings of their vocabulary and grammar and explore their literary, historical and cultural contexts.



Insight

This book aims to provide material for as many different interests, and as many different kinds of learner, as possible. Some learners like systematic grammar, others like to take in the patterns of the language gradually as they appear in the texts; some like to start reading and thinking in the language immediately, others like to translate; some like to acquire the natural rhythms of the language and learn ‘chunks’ and naturally occurring phrases. In this book, you are encouraged to try out different approaches – for instance, to the learning of vocabulary in Unit 12 – and extend your own repertoire of language-learning techniques into territory with which you are not yet familiar.



The study of Old English

The study of Old English opens a window on the past and illuminates the history and the literature. Through the texts we gain glimpses of the people of the time and hear snatches of their talk.

In one historical document, for instance, a lawsuit takes place between a man and a woman over a piece of land. The woman calls on the aid of the queen herself and a whole group of women attend the assembly of the shire court to support her (see Unit 19). The assembly meets at Cwichelm’s Low, an ancient mound at the junction of the old Ridgeway and the road to West Hendred in Berkshire. Now known as Scutchamer Knob, partly obscured by trees and damaged by a pre-20th-century archaeological dig, the mound is still accessible; it is possible to stand on the site where those people met to argue their case, as recorded on a slip of parchment a thousand years ago. In another, heard by the shire court in Herefordshire, a woman was sued by her own son. In this instance no women attended the hearing, and perhaps they were prevented, but the indignant mother sent a message to the assembly, which was ratified by the men present (see Unit 20). And the presiding official Thorkell the White, husband of the woman’s kinswoman, rode to Hereford and had her exact words recorded in a blank space of a Latin gospel book at the cathedral, where it remains to this day. Here is a tangible material connection between the present and the past.

Byrhtferth, one of the Old English writers presented in this book, regarded his branch of study as a journey across the waves to the salt sea strand (Unit 5). And texts associated with the court of king Alfred express a view of learning in terms of striking images: of thoughtful study as drawing from a well without letting the water run to waste; or tracing the tracks of those who went before; or exploring the forest for good building materials. For the rulers and writers of the period, the ancient language to be explored was Latin, but this imagery applies equally well to teaching yourself Old English. Such exploration can bring many rewards: a renewed sense of past connections, new historical insights, even new ways of seeing the English language and its literature.



Some linguistic terms used in the book

Adjective: a word that describes or qualifies a noun (fearful, green, happy)

Adverb: a word that qualifies a verb (swam quickly) or modifies an adjective (extremely easy); it expresses the time, manner or place of an action (then, quickly, here etc.)

Cognate: related to a word in another language (English two is cognate with German zwei – they both come from a common ancestor in primitive Germanic)

Noun: a word referring to a person, thing or idea (man, tree, friendship)

Preposition: a short connecting word, such as to, for, by, with, from

Verb: a word denoting an action in time (swim, arrived, sang)

Prefix: a meaningful syllable or short word affixed to the beginning of a word; the prefix changes the meaning of the root word, e.g. mis-take, be-come, under-stand.

Suffix: a similar affix added to the end of a word, e.g. good-ness, holi-ness, lord-ship, lady-ship
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Pronunciation

A short introduction

The pronunciation of Old English has been carefully worked out by a process of historical and comparative research. In the overview here, many linguistic facts have been omitted, but further distinctions and fine tunings will be made in the course of the book. For those interested in phonetics, some further reading on the sounds of the language will be given at the end of the book.

The following is a quick guide to sounding broadly correct. It is important to learn the basic sounds of the language, so that the texts and poems can be read fluently and with their original rhythmical effects. In addition, once the basic sounds are learnt the connections with modern English become much clearer and the language is much easier to learn.

In the vocabularies, the Old English is given in bold, the meaning in italics. Where appropriate a rough pronunciation based on modern English is indicated by inverted commas: e.g. rice kingdom ‘ree-cheh’.



The basic rule is to pronounce every letter as written, including -e on the end of words. The letters þ and ð were pronounced as modern ‘th’; g adjacent to e or i becomes a ‘yuh’ sound and ic is ‘itch’. Vowels sound very like those in modern English: pat, pet, pit, pot, put, or like continental European vowels when lengthened; ea is a one-syllable ‘e-a’.



A reference guide for later study

Further details on pronunciation are given below and these are pages to which you should return frequently for reference purposes. However, it is suggested that you do at least the first three units of the book before you study the details below any further.

Many consonants sounded as in modern English: b, p, t, d, l, r, w, m, n, x.

The consonants f, s and þ have two pronunciations:


•  Initially and finally they sound like ‘f’, ‘s’ and ‘th’ in ‘thin’.

•  In the middle of a word, between vowels, they take on the voiced pronunciation: ‘v’, ‘z’ and ‘th’ in ‘that’.



Thus heofon and freosan sound more like their modern equivalents heaven and freeze than they might appear at first sight and the medial -þ- will sound like ‘th’ in ‘bathing’, not like the voiceless ‘th’ in ‘mathematics’.

The letter c represents ‘k’ in cyning king and candel candle, but when adjacent to the vowels e and i in ceap goods, cild child and cirice church or names in -ic like Ælfric and Godric, it had the modern ‘ch’ sound. Similarly g is ‘g’ in god good but becomes a ‘y’ sound in gif if ‘yif’ and geong young ‘yeong’ and dæg day ‘dæy’. In the middle of words, such as boga bow, g later came to be pronounced ‘w’, but in the Old English period it was pronounced like a Dutch ‘g’ or a German voiced ‘ach’ sound heard in north German ‘sagen Sie’. The letter combination cg is equivalent to the modern spelling dge; thus ecg and brycg sound very like modern edge and bridge. Similarly, sc is the digraph for ‘sh’ as in scip ship, pronounced ‘ship’.

In the middle of words h sounded like the medial -ch- in German Sicht while in final position it sounded like the ‘-ch’ in Scottish ‘Loch Ness’.

The letter a represents a back vowel like ‘a’ in ‘psalm’. It contrasts with the front vowel spelt æ, pronounced as in southern English or standard American ‘man’.

There are two diphthongs, written ea and eo. Again, each letter should be pronounced, but the tongue should glide quickly from one vowel to the next so that the diphthong remains one syllable.

Each vowel and diphthong has a short and long sound. The long vowel has the same quality of sound as the short vowel; the difference is basically one of extension: the short vowel is drawled out to make it long. Listen carefully for long vowels in the recordings. In Old English, the word is with a short vowel (pronounced roughly as ‘iss’) means is, whereas is with a long vowel (pronounced ‘ees’) means ice. Similarly, note the difference between the short vowels in mann person, full full and god god compared with the long vowels in man evil, ful foul and god good, pronounced ‘mahn’, ‘fool’ and ‘goad’ respectively.

Sometimes the scribes marked length with an accent, e.g. ís and gód, but this was done only occasionally and often inconsistently. Especially for poetic texts, many modern textbooks of Old English employ a macron over the long vowel, e.g. īs and gōd. In keeping with the aim of this book to present texts unencumbered and with minimal adaptation, macrons will not be used in the study texts of the units. In explanations, however, occasional use of the macron will mark the long vowels of words like īs and gōd. Attention to long vowels helps to make connections with modern English, and is particularly important when reading the poetry, where precise distinctions of length are necessary for the correct study of the metre of the poems.



Insight

Most traditional textbooks of Old English are arranged as a systematic grammar, covering separately pronouns, adjectives, nouns, verbs and sentence structure, all in a set order: in verbs, for instance, the full rules of the present tense are taught before those of the past tense, regular verbs are given before irregular, and so on. There is a rationale to this, but as one 19th-century educationist put it, ‘Would you teach dancing by giving rules for dancing and keeping the learner fixed in his seat?’ (Joseph Payne, Monthly Journal of Education 1874, p. 306).

Language learning is a skill or an integrated set of skills. Even though each element can (and should, to a certain extent) be taught separately, when you actually experience the language, by reading a text, say, all its elements, from its sounds and spellings to its pronouns, verbs and case-endings to its vocabulary and phraseology, are present simultaneously. Keeping this in mind, you will see that each unit in this book takes as a basis a certain type of text or genre, such as a chronicle entry, a riddle or a king’s declaration, and teaches some essentials for reading that particular text in context. The aim is to provide an integrated approach to the learning of the language.
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