Characteristics of Old English
Why didn’t their spellings and pronunciation create 
any problems then?
Dialects of the Old English Period
There were four distinctive dialects of the Old English language. 
1. Northumbrian

2. Mercian

3. West Saxon

4. Kentish

Characteristics of Old Eng. Language
1. Differences in Pronunciation and Spelling
2. Absence of French and Latin Vocabulary

3. Synthetic language

4. Illogical Gender

5. Dual in Personal Pronoun

6. Absence of Different Tense Forms

7. Weak and Strong Verbs

8. Different Method of Word Formation

1. Differences in Pronunciation and Spelling
· The pronunciation of Vowels has changed.
· bān

bone

fyr

fire
· stān
stone
rīht

right
· gān

gone

cēne

keen
· rāp

rope

sawol
soul
· bāt

boat

heafōd
head
· hlāf

loaf

fæger
fair

· hū

how

fōt

foot

· hlūd
loud

Differences in Spelling
þ, ð and æ formed part of the alphabet.
k, and z, did not exist, ‘sh’ sound was made with ‘sc’. 
þ (called ‘thorn’ to denote the sound it produced) 

ð, to denote the sounds of ‘th’ as in the words 
wiþ (with), bæð (bath) or fæðer (father)

a diagraph – æ (called ‘ash’) to denote the sound of ‘a’ in 

bæc (back) or þæt (that)
-  the sound of ‘sh’ by ‘sc’ as in 
fisc (fish) biscop (bishop), and scēap (sheep), 

-- the sound of ‘k’ by ‘c’, as in 
cynn (kin), folc (folk), nacod (naked)

· In Old English the letter ‘c’ never denoted the sound of ‘c’ (s)

· Old English did not have a ‘z’.  letter ‘s’ was used to produce the sound as in words like



nose, rose, and hose. 

Why didn’t their spellings and pronunciation create any problems then?
1.
The changes are of fundamental nature yet they did not cause a real or a serious problem as they represent no differences in the spoken form. 
2.
One important aspect of the spellings and pronunciation is that all the letters in a word were spoken. None was silent as it is in the Modern pronunciation.

· Knee, daughter, night, debt,
Pronunciation of double consonant
3.Double consonants were pronounced separately as two
like our modern 

mis-spell, book-case, lamp-post, 

as contrasted with 


dispel, bookish, lampoon 

cuppa, bucca, libban  

In Modern English it is possible to be

pronounced as single. eg 

written (ritn) Copper (coper)
2. Absence of French and Latin V.
-   German words expressed fundamental concepts
mann

man


wīf

 wife

c īld

child


hūs
        house

benc

bench

mete

meat

græs

grass


lēaf

  leaf

fugol

fowl- bird

gōd

good

hēah

high


str āng       strong

etan

eat


drincan       drink

slæpan
sleep


libban
  live

Grammar

3. Synthetic language
Inflectional languages fall into two groups - synthetic and analytic. 
Old English was synthetic, whereas Modern English is analytic. 

In Latin murus (wall) is distinguished from 

1. the genitive muri (of the wall), 
2. dative muro (to the wall), 
3. accusative murum (from the wall). 
· laudeverunt (they have praised) 
conveys the idea of person, and tense along with the meaning of the root, 

a conception for which we require three words in English. 

There were four declensions of noun in the Old English depending upon 

· the singular, 
· plural 
· and the case. M or F
· Any of the four vowels: a, o, i, or u, were added to any of the noun
· The changes that had to be brought to the rest, namely 
the verb, 

adjective, or 

gender 

added more to the list of declensions, which make the language complex and synthetic. 

· Inflections indicated 
singular and plural, 

masculine and feminine. 
· ā was attached to change the word to a masculine and 
· ō was attached to convert it to a feminine.
The difference is with strong and the weak, 
gōd mann (good man) 

but 

se gōda mann (the good man). 

· In Modern English there is a complete absence of inflections in adjectives as they seem to be quite uncalled for. 
· This has turned out to be an asset for the English language. 
4. Illogical Gender
· The gender in Old English is very illogical since it is grammatical. 
words like wīf (wife), and 




mægden (maiden),

which we should expect to be feminine but are neutral 
· c īld (child), which we would expect to be either feminine or masculine also happens to be neutral, 
· while wīfemann (woman) which we expect to be nothing but feminine happens to be a masculine –
because the second element of the compound is a masculine. 

· stān (stone) and mōna (moon) are masculine, 
· whereas sunne (sun) is feminine, because it is feminine in German. 
4.
Illogical Gender
Masculine
    Feminine
Neutral
wīfemann
    sunne
    
c īld 

(woman)
    (sun)
    
(child)

mōna




(moon)



wīf (wife)

stān




mægden 

(stone)



(maiden
5. Dual in Personal Pronoun
-    ‘twain’ occurred in Old English quite often.
Singular

Dual



Plural

-    First person
Ic ( I )

wit (we two)

we
-    Second Person
ðū – Thou, 
git – yee two 
 ge – yee (you) 
(you)
     (you two)

-    Third Person
 hē (he) hēo (her)----------------hīe, hiera, and hit (it)





him, hīe 


6. Absence of Different Tense Forms
- Old English language had only two simple tenses, a present and a past, 
1. There was no future tense. 
2. There was no passive voice.
3. Negative and Interrogatives were not expressed with do, does, do not, did, did not.
- The future was expressed by the desire to do something with formations such as 
- ‘I wish to ………….’ 
- Although the words ‘will’ and ‘shall’ were used, but only to indicate the desire or wish to do something and not in the manner it is done now. 
      - ‘I shall’ meant, ‘I must, I have to’, rather than indicating the futurity. 
- Some of the typical sentences showing future time.
- Will has not been used in the same manner as it is done now.
- What wish you to say?
- Wish you to be beaten in learning?
Negative
- A suffix ‘ne’ was added to the beginning of  a verb to change it, such as
‘neom’ meant ‘am not’, and 
‘nis’ meant ‘is not’. 
- Expressions and words like ‘willy nilly’ and ‘nil’ are still being used. 
- ‘Willy nilly’, originally was 
‘will he, nill he’, 

Will he
---- willy
Nill he    ---- nilly

- which suggested that whether he likes it or not he will have to do it, 
- Questions were formed without do:
 Ælfric writes 

Hwæt rēce wē? (What care we?), 

compared to the modern 

(what do we care.)

- the tendency to simplify and skip hard sounds resulted into this. (based upon Principal of ease)
- Some of the typical questions:  
- Other words rather than do, does, did have been used.
- Hast thou any companion?
- What more dost thou daily?
- Wish you to be beaten in learning?
7. Weak and Strong Verbs
-  A particular feature of the Old English like other Germanic languages was the division of verb into weak and strong, 
-  In Modern English they are known as the regular and the irregular verbs. 
-  Strong verbs are the irregular ones such as 
-  sing > sang > sung, or 
  do > did > done, 
-  They have the power to indicate change of tense by a modification of their root vowels. 
-  In weak (regular) verbs this change is affected by the addition of an extra syllable which is called a  ‘dental’ .
-  walk > walked > walked, 
or 

-  call > called > called. 
‘ed’ in these verb forms is known as the dental.

In Old English the vowel of the past tense often differ in the singular and the plural. 
-  The first and the third person singular have one vowel while the second person singular and all the other persons of the plural have another.  
-   All the persons with difference in singular and plural mean at least 8 different forms.
-  Five forms of verb 
(drink, drinks, drinking, drank, drunk) 

in Modern English.

-   Old English strong verbs were grouped in six classes, and sometimes a seventh was also added 
-   Weak verbs were explained or used with the word ‘do’. 
-   Originally ‘I worked’ was spoken as ‘I work did’, (I did work). 
-   Here again the role of the principle of ease can be easily noticed.
-   Since it is hard to stop and speak ‘did’, separately, the sound has merged into the word and produces such a good effect as to be called a regular verb. 
8. Different Method of Word Formation 
-   Self-explaining compounds
-  Words like 
loudspeaker, railroad, steamboat, sewing machine, one way street, television, 

and many such words are common in Modern English. 

Old English


Modern English
dægred
(dayred)


   dawn

ealhūs
(alehouse)

   bar

earhring
(earring)


   earring

fiscdaeg
(fish dye)


   purple color

fulleseosnes (falling sickness)  epilepsy

Prefixes and Suffixes
-  full, lice, ness, dom, hood, ing, and ship were used as suffixes
Adjective suffixes

-  sum (some)
wynsum
(winsome)
-  wis  (wise)
e. g. area wise, 




group wise, 





class wise,
noun suffixes
1. dom  


(dom)


-  cyningdom  
(kingdom)

-  eorldom  

(earldom)
2. hūd   


(hood)


-  cīldhūd
 
(childhood)






adulthood, brotherhood
3. scip  


(ship)


 
-  freondscip 
(friendship, scholarship, 
4. end   


(end)

deadend
prefixes
-   a, be, for, fore, miss, of, on, to, un, under, with
-   wiþ,   withstand,  withspeak,  withdriven  (withdraw)
-   a, 
 alike, 
alight,
aboard,
  afar,  aloud,
-   be,
 belike,
befriend,
behind, 
  behead,
befall,
begin, 
be gone,
  beget,

-   behold, 
because

-   for,

forbid       forlorn,
       forgive,
-   fore,
foretell, 
forego,

forecast,


forefather,
foreboding,

forehead,


fore arm,
foresee, 

foreshadow 
-   miss,
mistress,
mistrust
 mistake,



misfortune,
-   of,

offset, 
offing, 
       offspring,

-   on, 
on look,
onset,   on going, 


        onwards,

on slaught,
-   to,

towards,
tonight,
together,
today,

-   un,

undo,   unfasten,   unfold,
-   under,
undergo,
       undermine, 



understand,    undervalue
and with were used as prefixes.
1. Withspeak
(obsolete)
2. Withhold
3. Withstand
4. Withal
5. Withdraw
