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Preface

This is intended to be an introductory study of one aspect of the verbal
syntax of Old and Middle English. Though students of philology have
long suffered from a lack of good books on syntax, they now have
Mustanoja’s Middle English Syntax (1960), Visser's Historical Syntax
(1963-73), and last but not least, Mitchell’s Old English Syntax (1985).
It is not my intention to compete with these works but to write a book
that is somewhat different in aim and emphasis. Since almost all the
major syntactic changes occurred during the medieval period and most
of them are in some way or another connected with verbs, it seems
important to study those syntactic changes in verbs arising from either
competitive or analogical environments among synonyms.

Syntax and semantics are the warp and weft of sentences. When a
verb was petrified syntactically, it often came to be archaic and
consequently disappeared (e.g. cwedan). When a verb was used in
various shades of meaning, it sometimes tended in the next stage to be
restricted to one or two senses with limited syntactic structures and
finally to be replaced by other verbs in the rest of the senses (e.g. tellan).
From Old English to Middle English, verbs showed growth and decline,
conflict of synonyms and replacement in each syntactic pattern and
semantic field. This study aims to give an outline of OE and ME uses
of verbs, showing the different choice of verbs in verse and prose, and
describing the major resulting syntactic changes as clearly as possible.

My thanks are due to Dr. Bruce Mitchell, Fellow Emeritus of St. Ed-
mund Hall, Oxford, for the series of discussions on the content of this
work and for detailed information about various books and articles on
OE verbs, and to Professor Fred C. Robinson, Yale University, for his
helpful advice on several topics. The British Academy and the Japan
Society for the Promotion of Science have supported me with their
grants in completing the research.
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Chapter 1
Introduction to verbal syntax

This is an introductory chapter on verb forms and verbal rections. First
I discuss the morphological rules and then exceptions and ambiguous
forms, which may represent analogy or levelled inflections from the
very early stage of Old English.

1. Inflections
1.1. Strong verbs

The combination of the Indo-European five grades, i.e. normal grade
(e), degré de fléchi (o), third or zero grade (&), extended grade (&/6),
and reduced grade (2), plus a vowel or a constant produces a series of
vowel changes, i.e. gradation or ablaut. The seven classes of Old English
strong verbs are characterised by seven different series of vowel changes,
in which the last class, class VII, is an exception, the evidence being
restricted to Gothic and early Old English. The following diagram shows
the series of vowel changes with representatives of each class.

Class Infinitive  Pret.Sg. Pret.Pl. PP.
I IE e+i o+1 —+i —+1
Gmc 1 ai i 1
Goth ei i i i
OE i a i i
e.g. drifan draf drifon drifen
II IE e+u o+u —-+1u -+u
Gmc eu au u o
Goth iu du u u
OE €o éa u 0

e.g. Créopan créap crupon corpen
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Inflections 3

Class I includes many ordinary verbs, such as bidan, ridan, risan,
scinan. There are synonyms for ‘to go’: gewitan, (a)sfigan, lidan, scridan
(famous for Grendel’s walk); and we may include ridan in a wider sense
of the word, while gan is an anomalous verb and gangan belongs to
class VII.

Class II includes céowan, scéotan, and with a single vowl # instead
of éo, biigan and sciifan, and with the consonant change in Pret.Pl. and
PP, céosan (ceas, curon, coren), leosan (léas, luron, loren), to name a
few.

Class III has three subclasses, (1) n + Cons., (2) / + Cons., and (3) r or
h + Cons. Under (1) are found bindan, drincan, swimman, irnan (which
shows the result of metathesis of Gmc *rinnan but undergoes another
metathesis later), onginnan (later supplanted by beginnan), gelimpan
(which gives way to happen in the course of Middle English), and
winnan (which means ‘to strive’ or ‘to fight’ in Old English, rather than
‘to win’). Under (2) we have gieldan, giellan, meltan, and swelgan, and
under (3), weordan with the consontant change in the Pret.Pl. and the
P.P. (weard, wurdon, worden). Berstan (which was made by a metathesis
of Gmc *brestan), frignan (a Northumbrian counterpart of acsian), and
murnan also belong to this class.

Class IV includes some verbs with modified vowel sequence, such as
niman and cuman; the nasal caused Gmc e to change to i in the former,
and *cweman was supplanted by *cwuman in the latter. In Bede, such
spellings as cwom and cuoom are attested.

Class V includes verbs whose stems end in a single consonant which
is not a liquid or a nasal; thus brecan, a class-IV verb, should originally
be in this class. Other verbs familiar to us are metan (in the sense ‘to
measure’), giefan, gietan, and tredan, and with the consonant change,
cwedan (cwed, cwedon, cweden). Other important verbs with irregular
forms are etan (¢8t, éton, eten), séon, (seah, sawon, sewen),! and sittan
(scet, scéton, seten).

Class V1includes dragan, scafan, standan, wascan, weaxan, and faran
(cf. a weak verb feran). Verbs with contracted forms or umlauted vowels
in the Pres. are sléan (meaning ‘to strike’), (@)hebban, steppan, swerian
(cf. a weak verb andswarian), and scieppan.



4 Introduction to verbal syntax

Class VII originally consisted of “reduplicating verbs”; they were so
called because in Gothic the preterit forms of these verbs were made
by repeating the initial consonant, adding af, and prefixing them to the
preterit stem, e.g. slépan: saislép, hatan: haihét (hence an Old English
variant form of heht).2

In the course of Middle English, the four principal forms are simplified
into three, i.e. either the Pret.Sg. and the Pret.Pl. or the Pret.Pl. and the
P.P. have fallen together, as is perceived in the following diagram. (I
select some forms as representatives to save space; for other attested
forms, see MED.)

1 drifen drof(fe) driven drifen
driven drove dréven driven
draf(e) droven
dréve driveden
drivede
II  shéten shet shoten shoten
shoten shette shotten shotten
shotte
shate (EM)
I
(1) singen sang sungen sungen
song songen songen
sunge
(2) helpen halp hulpen holpen
he(a)lp holpen hulpen
holpe helpen help
hulpe (helpeden) (helped)
(helped)
(3) fighten feht fuhten fughten
fa(u)ght fo(u)ghten fo(u)ghten
fa(u)ghten fouten
IV beéren bir béren béren
beiren bér baren
beir boren

bor
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stélen stal stilen stolen
stole stolen
comen cim comen comen
cdm camen cume
V  speken spek speken speken
specken spoke spoken spoken
spik(e) spaken
VI shaken shok shoken shaken
scok (N) shaken (N) shaked
knouen kneue kneuen knouen
kneuen (M) kneoue (WM&s) cneowen kneue (M&K)
knaue (N) kneouede (M) knaun (N)
knoued (M&Ss)
léten let leten leten
laten lette laten letten
laten

1.2. Weak verbs

Weak verbs are divided into three classes, according to their prehistoric
suffixes (i) -j- / -i-, (ii) -6j- / -6-, and (iii) -ai-. In the first class we find
déman, cépan, fyllan, settan (cf. a strong verb sittan, class V), l&dan,
métan, wendan, nemnan, hyngran, lecgan, etc. A group of verbs should
also be included, which show the effect of umlaut only in the Pres. but
not in the Pret. or P.P, e.g. fellan (denoting more frequently ‘to count’
or ‘to account’ than ‘to tell’), sellan (meaning ‘to give’), cwellan, bycgan,
r&can, t@can, sécan, wyrcan, pencan, pyncan, and bringan (var.
brengan).

The second class includes acsian (var. dscian), ®téowian, badian,
bodian, clipian, gaderian, hopian, leornian, lician, locian, lufian,
scéawian, talian (‘to esteem’; cf. tellan in the first class), etc.
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Under the strong influence of the first and the second classes, most of
the third-class weak verbs ceased to have their distinct paradigms, with
the exception of habban, libban, secgan, hycgan, fréogan (‘to free’),
and preagan (‘to rebuke’).

We must note that a considerable number of verbs got weak
conjugations in Middle English (some as early as in Old English), e.g.
class-II verbs like créopan, bugan, léosan; class-111 verbs like gieldan,
giellan, gielpan, helpan, meltan, class-V verbs like wrecan; class-VI
verbs like hliehhan, hebban, class-VII verbs like si@pan, but many
more verbs went out of use before long.

1.3. Preterit-present verbs

A group of verbs, which originally had belonged to one of the classes
of strong verbs, began to use the preterit forms for the present forms
with the sense of the present tense, and consequently adopted new weak
preterit forms. Of the following twelve Old English verbs, dgan, cunnan,
magan, motan, and sculan survive in the Modern English modal
auxiliaries ought, can, may, must, and shall, with morphological,
semantic, and slight syntactic changes.

Orig. Infinitive Pres.3 Sg. Pres.Pl. Pret.3 Sg.
Class

I agan ah agon ahte

I witan wat witon wisse, wiste
II dugan deag dugon dohte

m cunnan cann, conn connon ctipe

I durran dearr durron dorste

m purfan pearf purfon porfte

m unnan ann, onn unnon ipe

v munan man, mon munon munde
v sculan sceal sculon sceolde

\"/ magan meg magon meahte, mihte
\" {(ge)nugan neah nugon nohte
VI moétan mot moton moste
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These verbs change their forms in Middle English as follows.3

Infinitive Pres.3 Sg. Pres. Pl. Pret.3 Sg.
owen/6zen owe owe(n) ahte/o(u)ste
witen wot wite(n) wiste
dugen dowe dowe(n) douhte
cunnen can/con cunne(e)/cunnep  cipe/coude
durren dar dar durste
purfen parf purfe(n) purfte
mon mo(u)nde
shal shule(n) sholde
mai mowen mizte/muste
mot mote(n) moste

1.4. Anomalous verbs

Béonfwesan, don, gan, and willan show conjugations peculiar to the
respective verbs and are classified as anomalous verbs. They are so
independent that the simplest way of explaining their inflections is to
show paradigms for each of the four verbs. The paradigm of béon/
wesan consists of three Indo-European roots, i.e. *bheu, *es/os, *wes/
wos. The preterit forms of gan are later supplanted by those of wendan,
a first-class weak verb. Unlike all the other Modern English modal
auxiliaries, willan, MnE will, was not a preterit-present verb in origin.

Beonfwesan
Indicative Subjunctive
Pres. Pret. Pres. Pret.
Sg. 1 eom/béo  was Sg. 1,2,3 sie/béo were
2 eart/bist ware
3 is/bip was
Pl. sindon/sind/sint/ wa&ron Pl. sien/béon  weren
béop/wesap

Imperative 2 Sg. béofwes; 2 Pl. béop/wesap
Infinitive b&on/wesan; to béonne, t6 wesanne (N)4
Pres.Part. beonde/wesende



