
 

 

How did English change?:  

A basic course in Old English language and the circumstances that led to its modern appearance 
 

The idea of the five-day course is to give students insight into the fundamental principles and methods of historical 

linguistics, in particular the principles and patterns of language change and grammar change, by learning Old English 

and observing changes that occurred between Old English and the present day. This includes a reasonable grasp of Old 

English lexis, morpho-syntax (phonology will be dealt with in Donka Minkova’s  class), so as to enable students to 

read, translate and appreciate the structure of Old English texts, and the essentially oral nature of Old English 

discourse. Some attention will also be paid to the historical and cultural background of the Old English period that 

helped shape the language. In general, the course will enable the students to gain an understanding of why today's 

English is the way it is. It will also help students to read Old English literature with more insight since the student will 

become aware of the linguistic particularities of English in that historical period. 

 

In the class itself, I will help students to get acquainted with the actual structure of Old English, concentrating on the 

characteristics of its morphology and syntax.  

 

The students participating in the course will themselves be required to give a brief 10 minute talk or present a poster 

on how English morpho-syntax developed after the Old English period. Depending on the topic chosen, some of these 

presentations will take place during class time, others on the day set apart for presentations. The talk/poster can 

approach the topic from two different directions:  

• A description and possible explanation of how Old English changed into Modern English with reference to 

one of its subsystems, such as the nominal system (loss of inflexions in nouns, adjectives, or changes in the position of 

adjectives), the verbal system (loss of verbal inflexions and its consequences, the rise of periphrastic constructions, the 

loss of impersonal constructions etc.), changes in word order, changes in the derivational system and compounding.  

• A discussion of a short paragraph of Old English text, providing a translation into Modern English and a 

discussion of the morphosyntactic changes noted in the text. 

 

Possible topics in OE and ME morphosyntax, and the developments into later English: 

·         Loss of case connected to developments in word order 

·         The development of subjunctive inflexions and modal verbs 

·         The development of determiners 

·         The development of relative clauses and relative markers 

·         Developments in word order from basic SOV to SVO 

·         Use of inversion of Subject and Verb 

·         Personal pronouns as clitics 

·         Adverb placement and effects on word order 

·         Loss of gender distinctions 

·         Changes in adjectives: loss of strong/weak distinction, position of adjectives 

·         Influence of contact on morphosyntax (Latin, Old Norse, French, Celtic? 

·         New infinitival constructions (accusative and infinitive constructions, bare vs to-infinitives) 

·         Changes in tenses, development of periphrastic perfect and future 

·         Changes in impersonal constructions 

·         Loss of prefixes and suffixes (changes in word formation) and subsequent lexical and morphosyntactic changes 

 

Students can contact me in advance with questions or suggestions on topics of particular interest to them. Reading 

material and suggestions for the various topics will be provided on eclass. 

 

Course day by day 

 Reading, preparation of discussion questions/assignments  

  

1 • Introduction to the Anglo-Saxons, Old English and manuscripts, The nominal 

system of Old English: Part 1 

• Baker Chs 1, 4, 5; Syllabus 

  

2 • The nominal system of Old English: Part 2 

• Baker Chs 6, 8, §11.1, §11.3-5; Syllabus 

  



 Reading, preparation of discussion questions/assignments  

3 • The verbal system of Old English 

• Baker Chs 7, §11.2, Syllabus 

  

4 • Word order and agreement/concord in Old English 

• Baker Chs 11, 12; Syllabus 

  

5 • The vocabulary (including function words) in Old English 

• Baker §2.2.2; Ch 10, Barber et al. pp. 128-129, 192-193; Syllabus 

 

 

Study material and costs 

• Course syllabus and glossary available on eclass. 

• Baker, P. S (2012). Introduction to Old English, 3rd ed. Wiley-Blackwell. Available for purchase online or in 

bookshops (also on eclass.). 

• Barber et al. (2009) The English Language. A historical introduction.pdf available on eclass. 

• Bibliography containing reading material for the talks/posters will be made available on eclass. 


