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political, and linguistic ties between England and Scandinavia (Kastovsky 

1992:331). This did not bode well for the Scandinavians or their language 

in England; they were isolated from the supporting influences of their 

homeland, and because of the numerical superiority of the native English 

speakers, their language was now at a disadvantage (Kastovsky 1992:331).

However, they did not give up their language immediately: “[i]n 

many areas the Danes must have been numerous enough to resist linguistic 

assimilation until about 1100” (Hansen 1984:83). This assumption is based 

on the former prestige of the Scandinavian language, its similarities to 

English, the immigration of Scandinavian speakers until the late twelfth 

century, and the fact that many of people lived in isolated agrarian com

munities. This date up to which the Scandinavian language is thought to 

have survived in England remains a point of conjecture due to the lack of 

conclusive evidence; nevertheless, because there are no Scandinavian manu

scripts extant from the area of the Danelaw, it is assumed by scholars that 

the Scandinavian language was replaced by English some time before 1200 

(Kastovsky 1992:331).

Other dubious explanations put forward by some scholars for the in

timate borrowings of Scandinavian loanwords that supposedly occurred in 

the ME period include language death. Such misguided views have existed 

since the turn of the 20th century.

Bjorkman (1900) hints that: “The main part of the loan-words, 

nevertheless, seems to have been introduced during the time when the 

Scandinavian settlers began to give up their original language and nation

ality, and seems to be a result of the amalgamation of the Scandinavian and 

English languages” (Bjorkman 1900:21-22). However, it is Hansen (1984) 

who specifically ascribes the cause of this intimate and semantically
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unrestricted borrowing to the process of language death (Hansen 1984:83). 

In this matter, Kastovsky (1992) agrees with Hansen (see below).

Hansen promotes the benefits of his view of language death further. 

Besides accounting for a large number of borrowings, the surviving lan

guage in a language death situation may display a number of general 

“simplifications”: the loss and merger of phonemes; morphological leveling 

of irregularities and changes to gender, case, tense and number; and syn

tactic changes such as a shift from synthetic to analytic constructions 

(Hansen 1984:85). English underwent many of these changes during its 

transition from OE to ME.

According to Hansen the process of language death and shift can be 

extended over several generations within bilingual communities, but each 

successive generation uses the dying language less or in more restricted 

contexts and domain, until eventually language shift occurs (Hansen 

1984:86). Language shift itself is preceded by a period of language 

“simplification,” resulting from the bilingual speakers having a poorer 

command of the dying language. As part of the process of language death, 

a large number of loanwords may be exchanged between the competing 

languages (Hansen 1984:87). An important factor, according to Hansen, 

which promoted the acceptance of a large number of loanwords into the 

ME dialects of the Danelaw, is that at the time of their introduction (1200- 

1400), English had no literary or spoken standard because of the influence 

of Norman French , “and this weakened position may have facilitated the 

acceptance into the various ME dialects of Scandinavian words introduced 

during the last stage of the language shift” (Hansen 1984:88).
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Kastovsky essentially concurs with Hansen’s notion that language 

death is responsible for the flood of loanwords in ME, although he des

cribes the cause of their transference somewhat differently:

the speakers of the dying language [the Scandinavians] were 
primarily responsible for the ME borrowings, since they 
probably first became bilingual, then restricted Scandinavian 
more and more to certain (intimate) situations, i.e.
Scandinavians became monostylistic, until they finally stopped 
speaking it altogether, switching to English in all situations ....
This scenario, I think, not only explains the number of loans, 
but also their everyday character. (Kastovsky 1992:331)

Such an analysis of language death as the cause for this intimate bor

rowing of Scandinavian loanwords into English is both strange and flawed. 

Languages generally do not borrow lexical items from a dying language in 

any significant numbers. Evidence of this can be drawn again from Great 

Britain itself. The three Celtic languages, Irish, Welsh, and Scots Gaelic, 

are, in varying degrees, endangered. Yet English, even the nonstandard 

varieties in the vicinity of the respective Celtic languages, is not currently 

borrowing an significant number of loanwords with any degree of intimacy 

which might compare to that of the Scandinavian borrowings into ME. 

More conclusively, in the extensive literature on dying languages, no 

comparable case involving significant lexical bor-rowing from the dying 

lan-guages is known (cf. for example, Dorian 1989).

A more realistic view of the explanation of this intimate borrowing 

is that the loanwords entered English before the Scandinavian language 

died out (Thomason & Kaufman 1988:282; Baugh and Cable 1978:104; 

Geipel 1971:61; Seijeantson 1962:64) and while it still had some prestige 

or no negative status, and not during the process of language death. Thus,
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this intimate borrowing is the result of a number of social and linguistic 

factors outlined below:

1) An intense contact situation: intermarriages and mixture of the 

two peoples (Thomason & Kaufman 1988:281; Baugh and Cable 

1978:94; Geipel 1971:14,57; Seijeantson 1962:62).

2) Bilingualism among the English and Scandinavian peoples (some

times widespread)(Thomason & Kaufman 1988:281; Baugh and 

Cable 1978:95; Geipel 1971:57,61; Seijeantson 1962:62).

3) Some degree of mutual intelligibility between the two (Thomason 

& Kaufman 1988:303; Baugh and Cable 1978:95; Geipel 1971:14; 

Seijeantson 1962:63).

4) A close affinity between the two languages (Thomason &

Kaufman 1988:281; Baugh and Cable 1978:101; Geipel 1971:14; 

Seijeantson 1962:62-3).

5) Some prestige on the part of the Scandinavians (Kastovsky 

1992:329).

These five factors do not necessarily provide indisputable proof of 

such intimate borrowing of Scandinavian loanwords into English, nor are 

they the only possible factors involved in the explanation. However, for a 

majority of scholars (and I concur), they do serve as solid, sensible reasons 

for this intimate borrowing of loanwords. Below the number and chara

cter of the loanwords are examined in more detail.

5.2.3 Extent and Type of Borrowing

The type and extent of the Scandinavian loanwords attested in 

English vary greatly from the OE to ME periods. The number of loan

words attested in OE texts is relatively restricted in both number and kind,
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as opposed to those found in the ME literature. The loanwords borrowed 

into OE numbered around only 150 (Hansen 1984:60; Kastovsky 1992:320; 

Burnley 1992:418), and are considered technical terms that may be divided 

up into easily classifiable categories involving nautical matters, the legal 

system, warfare, and units of measurement and money, (Hansen 1984:61; 

Kastovsky 1992:320), and words denoting persons or rank (Seijeantson 

1962:64; Kastovsky 1992:332); there are, of course, a handful that fall into 

the all-purpose, miscellaneous category (examples below).

A sampling of the direct loans found in each of these semantic cate

gories is given below. The first four semantic categories, nautical terms, 

legal terms, warfare, and rank, are indicative of the so called “prestige” 

that the Scandinavians had over the English. During the centuries of war

fare, the Vikings maintained a military supremacy by land and sea, and 

they brought with them their own system of justice and social stratification 

(Hansen 1984:63) (Modem English reflexes of the Scandinavian loanwords 

in OE are given in small capitals):

Nautical Terms: barda ‘beaked ship’, cnearr ‘small ship\f le g e  ‘little ship’, 

scced ‘light ship’, ha ‘oarlock’, hcefene ‘harbour’ = ME ‘H A V E N , port’, 

butsecarl ‘sailor, boatsman’, hasceta ‘oarsman, rower’;

Legal Terms: feolagu  ‘FELLO W , partner’, form al ‘negotiation, treaty’, grid 

‘truce’, busting ‘tribunal court’, lagu ‘L A W ’, mal ‘law-suit’, niping 

‘villain, outlaw’, sac ‘guilty’, utlaga ‘O U T L A W ’, wrong ‘W R O N G ’; 

W arfare: brynige ‘mail-shirt’, cnif ‘K N IF E ’, genge ‘troop’, targe ‘small 

round shield’, lid  ‘host, fleet’, mal ‘soldier’s pay’, rcedan on ‘attack’; 

Ranks: bond, bunda ‘householder, husbandman’, hold ‘vassal’, liesing 

‘freedman’, praell ‘slave’, huscctrl ‘member of the king’s bodyguard’;
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Measures and Money: marc ‘M A R K , half a pound’, ora ‘Danish coin’,

oxanganga ‘eight of a plough-land’, sceppe ‘measure of wheat or malt’, 

scorn ‘SCORE, “20” ’:

Miscellaneous: carl ‘man’, Icest ‘fault, sin’, loft ‘air’, mcel ‘speech’, rot 

‘R O O T ’, scinn ‘S K IN , fur’, pweng  ‘throng’, d ea rf'bold’, rceggig 

‘rough, shaggy’ storr ‘big, great’, famian  ‘prosper’, geegian ‘E G G  O N , 

incite’, hittan ‘H IT ’, tacan ‘T A K E ’ (Kastovsky 1992:333-6).

These are just a few of the 150 or so words attested in the OE liter

ature up to about 1150. Of these, nearly fifty are still found in the ME 

literature, and about twenty-five have survived into modem English 

(Seijeantson 1962:63). Some of modem forms that derive from the OE 

period are: husband, fellow, thrall, outlaw, law, wrong, call, to egg on, 

crooked, die, knife, haven, hit, root, sale, score, skin, snare, take, they 

(Seijeantson 1962:64-9).

However, these Scandinavian loanwords attested in OE do not pro

vide a full picture of the extent of the Scandinavian linguistic influence at 

that time. Many more loanwords had probably entered the northern and 

eastern dialects of the language; however, because most documents dating 

before the 11th century were written primarily in the south and southwest 

of the country (i.e. Wessex), the area of intense Scandinavian influence (the 

north and east, i.e. the Danelaw), remained almost completely unrepre

sented in OE sources (Geipel 1971:62-3; Hansen 1984:63; and Hug 1987:2).

The borrowings that are attested in the ME period have a very dif

ferent character and scope. Unlike the attested OE borrowings, the ME 

loans numbered in the thousands, and occurred mainly in manuscripts orig

inating in the north and east of England, essentially the area of the original
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Danelaw (Hansen 1984:61; Burnley 1992:421; Kastovsky 1992: 321).

Early in the ME period, the Scandinavian loanwords found in the south 

were those that were attested in the OE period, and the “words which drift 

down to the south as the ME period goes on are chiefly, though not exclu

sively, such as still remain in Modem English” (Seijeantson 1962:74). 

About 400 of these Scandinavian loanwords are retained in the modem 

standard language, and well over 2000 loans have survived in the rural 

dialects of England (Geipel 1971:70).

In addition, unlike the Scandinavian borrowings in OE, the ME 

loanwords are not easily divided into neat semantic categories (Baugh and 

Cable 1978:98-9), and, thus, they show great variety and include many 

common, everyday terms which are non-technical in nature (Burnley 

1992:421; Hansen 1984:65). Even though the majority of loanwords are 

nouns, nearly all possible word classes are represented to some degree: 

verbs, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, conjunctions, and pronouns 

(Hansen 1984:64).

Many of the Scandinavian borrowings attested for ME are now part 

of the common vocabulary of Modem English: “anger, bag, cake, dirt, flat, 

fog, happy, husband, ill, knife, law, leg, low, neck, odd, raise, scant, seem, 

skin, sky, smile, take, Thursday, want and window ” (Burnley 1992:421).

Some of the “grammatical” borrowings (function words), such as 

pronouns, prepositions, and conjunctions survive in the modem language, 

and though they are naturally not as numerous as the borrowed nouns or 

verbs, they occur with great frequency (Hansen 1984:65): “til, though, 

they, their, them, both, same, against ” (Bumley 1992:421).
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Some other “grammatical” borrowings that did not survive the ME 

period include: oc ‘but, and’, hepen ‘hence’, pepen 'thence', fra  ‘from’, 

summ as’, whepen ‘whence’, and umb- ‘about’ (Burnley 1992:421).

As noted above, many of the Scandinavian borrowings in ME were 

of a mundane or common nature, and these must have replaced correspon

ding English words in the area of the original Danelaw; this fact is illustra

ted by numerous doublets that existed side by side, some of which survive 

today, but with differentiated meanings (Hansen 1984:65). In the following 

examples, the Scandinavian form precedes the native form: bark/rind, 

dike/ditch, give/yive, gate/yate, skin/hide, skirt/shirt, scrub/shrub; some 

pairs did not survive the ME period: carl/churl, fellow/ifere, gres/grass, 

egg/ey, ere/are, kist/chest, loan/lene, sister/soster, werse/worse (Burnley 

1992:421; Rynell 1968:13-7).

Further insights about the character of these words will be gained 

once the loanword data is examined in detail. What needs to be explored is 

the temporal deployment and geographical distribution of the loanwords. 

These two parameters play an important role in this thesis.

5.2.4 Distribution of Loanwords

In this section, the temporal and geographic distribution of the 

Scandinavian loanwords and their importance to the research will be 

considered.

An issue that must be addressed first is why it took over two hundred 

years from the time of widespread Scandinavian settlement in the Danelaw 

before Scandinavian loanwords appeared in ME texts in any great number. 

Kastovsky (1992) believes that one of the main reasons for this delay is 

“the lack of documents from the Danelaw before 1200-50, coupled with the 

dominance of the south-western written Standard, which continued to hold
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its position until the beginning of the twelfth century” (Kastovsky 1992: 

326). Baugh and Cable (1978:104) and Burnley (1992:418) agree that the 

lack of ME texts is partly responsible for the time-lag; however, Burnley 

offers a more detailed explanation for this lag:

Most Scandinavian terms were adopted into English at the level 
of everyday communication and were barred from written 
expression by . . .  the existence of a standardized form of 
written English [W est-Saxon]. . . .  Scandinavian words filtered 
slowly into the written language only after the [Norman]
Conquest, when training in the West Saxon standard was 
terminated and scribes began once more to write on a broader 
range of topics in the forms of their own dialects (Burnley 
1992:418)

Regardless of the cause of this apparent time-lag, Hogg (1992:8) 

reports “that no important conclusions should be drawn from it.” I agree 

with this. It is simply a historical accident that few if any texts are extant 

from the North and the East Midlands in that 200 year period. This fact 

will in no way affect the outcome of the analysis, since the research focuses 

on when the Scandinavian loanwords first appeared in the documents and 

literature of London, and not when they show up in the north and east.

A more detailed analysis of the chronological distribution of loan

words is provided by Hug (1987). She gives four tables which survey the 

chronological distribution of Scandinavian nouns, verbs, adjective, and 

grammatical words borrowed into English from before the tenth century to 

the 19th century. The data in Hug’s tables are compiled from Scandinavian 

loanwords that were first attested in OE or ME and survived into Modem 

English. This list of loanwords and the date of their first attestation in OE 

and ME literature are collected from the Oxford Dictionary o f English 

Etymology. In Figure 5.1 below, the information from these four tables is 

collapsed into one table and extends only to the 16th century.
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Figure 5.1. The Chronological Distribution of Scandinavian Loanwords

Figure 5.1 corroborates much that has been presented above: very 

few loanwords are attested from the OE period. The increase in the num

ber of loanwords in the 10th century may be the result of a thirty-year 

peace in which the Scandinavian folk in the Danelaw were given quite a bit 

of autonomy to govern their own affairs. The decrease in 11th century 

may reflect the renewed fighting between the two peoples, and the political 

instability in the years following the Norman conquest in 1066. In addi

tion, very few texts were written in English during the century following 

the Conquest, and those that survive were, for the most part, from the 

South or South-West. The 12th through the 14th centuries reflect a sub

stantial increase in the number of Scandinavian loanwords attested in ME. 

This increase peaked in the 13 th century. These numbers reflect the grow

ing use of English in written works, yet they also indicate the lack of a 

national standard, and reflect the diversity of texts from all dialect regions,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



160

including from the North and the East Midlands which formed a substantial 

part of the original Danelaw. The decrease in the 15th century probably 

reflects the rise of Chancery English, and then the subsequent introduction 

of Caxton’s printing press into London helps to promote and spread the 

London-based standard. The further decrease in the 16th century probably 

reflects the still growing influence and spread of the London standard. The 

chronological distribution of Scandinavian loan-words beyond the 16th 

century is not important to this thesis; however, their numbers continue to 

drop off in the modem period (Hug 1987:9).

Baugh and Cable (1978:93-4) point out the linguistic importance of 

the area of the Danelaw and how it resulted in a great deal of Scandinavian 

influence on the English language. This can be readily seen if the geogra

phical distribution of Scandinavian loanwords is examined.

Almost all the scholars who address the subject of Scandinavian loan

words share the same viewpoint concerning the geographical region of the 

greatest Scandinavian linguistic influence; it is no surprise that this region 

coincides, for the most part, with the Danelaw: the “North, North-West, 

North East, and East Midlands” (Seijeantson 1962:74). Even within the 

Danelaw there is variation in the amount of Scandinavian linguistic influ

ence; the northern regions, those north of the Humber, exhibit a much 

greater degree of Scandinavian influence than those areas south of Humber 

(Samuels 1985:271) Thus, ME documents and texts of the “Danelaw” 

region exhibit a large number of Scandinavian forms when compared to 

those of the South and Southwest (Hug 1987:2; Geipel 1971:63; Rynell 

1968:358; Hansen 1984:61; Kastovsky 1992:321).

More detailed evidence for the geographical distribution of Scandi

navian loanwords can be extrapolated from the modem dialects in England.
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Such a study is provide by Thorson (1936), who compiled a list of 597 

Scandinavian loanwords that have survived into the modem English 

dialects from The English Dialect Dictionary edited by Wright (1905). 

Thorson gives the total number of loanwords ascribed to a particular 

county, the acreage of each county, and the number of loanwords per

100,000 acres. The results are summarized in Table 5.1 below, 

reproduced from Thorson.

Table 5.1

Number and Local Distribution of the Scandinavian Loanwords

County
T otal#

of
Words

1 0 0 ,0 0 0
Acres

# Words 
/ 1 0 0 ,0 0 0  

Acres
Westmorland 269 5 53.8
Cumberland 343 9.7 35.4
Durham 2 0 2 6.5 31.1
Northumberland 319 12.9 24.7
Lancastershire 290 11.9 24.4
Derbyshire 117 6.5 18
Rutland 18 1 18
Cheshire 108 6 . 6 16.4
Nottinghamshire 8 8 5.4 16.3
Northamptonshire 87 5.9 14.7
Lincolnshire 2 2 1 17.1 12.9
Isle of Man 19 1.5 12.7
Yorkshire 43 38.9 11.4
Isle of Wight 1 0 .09 1 1 .1
Leicestershire 44 5.3 8.3
Warwickshire 47 6 . 1 7.7
Norfolk 83 13.1 6.3
Huntingdonshire 14 2.3 6 . 1
Worcestershire 27 4.6 5.9
Shropshire 50 8 . 6 5.8
Suffolk 49 9.5 5.2
Staffordshire 32 7.4 4.3
Herefordshire 2 2 5.4 4.1

(table con’d.)
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Bedfordshire
Gloucestershire

11
28

3
8 . 1

3.7
3.5

Kent 27 9.8 2 . 8
Sussex 25 9.3 2.7
Somerset 27 10.4 2 . 6
Hampshire 24 9.6 2.5
Oxfordshire 1 2 4.8 2.5
Dorset 14 6 . 2 2.3
Wiltshire 19 8 . 6 2 . 2
Devonshire 34 16.7 2
Surrey 9 4.6 2
Cornwall 16 8.7 1 . 8
Berkshire 8 4.6 1.7
Cambridgeshire 5 3.2 1 . 6
Hertfordshire 5 4 1.3
Essex 1 0 9.8 1
Buckinghamshire 2 4.8 0.4

(based on Thorson 1936:5)

Thorson points out a number of possible problems with these num

bers: 1) the dialect of a particular county varies greatly in the thoroughness 

with which it is recorded; 2 ) some of the loanwords are of a disputable 

origin; 3) the original distribution may have been altered by migration 

(Thorson 1936:6). Nevertheless, Thorson (1936) feels strongly positive 

about his data, and concludes that: “we get from the above table a fairly 

comprehensive picture of the Scand[inavian] loanwords in the dialects, and 

it is not likely that this picture will be materially altered by future re

search” (Thorson 1936:6).

To better aid the visualization of the geographic distribution of Scan

dinavian loanwords, I present the information from Table 5.1 in a series of 

four maps: Maps 5.1 to 5.4 below. Map 5.1 gives the total number of 

loanwords per 100,000 acres for each county. Map 5.2 presents this same 

information, but the various counties are shaded in varying intensity to
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Map 5.1. No. of Loanwords per 100,000 Acres (Numerical)
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London

Map 5.2. No. of Loanwords per 100,000 Acres (Schematic)
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