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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation aims at explaining the enormous impact of Old Norse on the English 

language, more prominent in quality than in quantity. Such influence is firstly dealt with 

by focusing on the historical and sociocultural context, which, split into different 

periods, becomes of paramount importance in order to grasp the essence of such 

contact, both linguistic and cultural, between both societies throughout the centuries. 

Linguistically, general features of the Germanic group of languages are approached 

from different perspectives, mainly from the phonetical and morphosyntactic ones. 

Likewise, such analysis is followed by a comparative one between Old Norse and Old 

English as coexisting languages, thus allowing similarities and differences between both 

of them to come to the fore. Finally, the Old Norse influence is covered by taking into 

special account morphosyntactic and lexical elements, that is, those areas where both 

Germanic languages have come closer to each other. Therefore, this has allowed us to 

delve into those numerous items stemming either from the same or from dissimilar 

sources, most of which, whatever the case, are still substantially present in the everyday 

uses of today’s English. 

 

KEY WORDS: Cognates, contact, influence, Modern English, intercomprehension, 

interculturality, loanwords, Old Norse, Scandinavian, stem. 

 

RESUMEN 

Este proyecto pretende explicar el enorme impacto que ha tenido el nórdico antiguo en 

la lengua inglesa, de carácter más cualitativo que cuantitativo. Dicha influencia es 

tratada centrándonos primeramente en un contexto histórico y sociocultural que, 

dividido en diferentes periodos, resultan indispensables para las bases de dicho 

contacto, tanto lingüístico como cultural, entre ambas sociedades con el paso del 

tiempo. En lo lingüístico, las características generales de las lenguas germánicas se 

abarcan desde diferentes planos, principalmente fonético y morfosintáctico. De la 

misma manera, a dicho análisis le sigue un estudio comparativo entre el nórdico antiguo 

y el inglés antiguo como lenguas coetáneas, en el que se resalten tanto similitudes como 

diferencias. Finalmente, la influencia del nórdico antiguo se analiza teniendo en especial 

consideración aspectos morfosintácticos y léxicos, es decir, aquellas áreas donde ambas 

lenguas germánicas se aproximan en mayor medida. Así pues, todo ello nos ha 

permitido indagar en numerosos elementos con la misma procedencia o con un origen 



 

dispar, y mucho de los cuales, en cualquiera de los cases, aún permanecen bien 

arraigados en los usos frecuentes del inglés actual. 

 

Palabras clave: Cognados, contacto, escandinavo, influencia, inglés moderno, 

intercomprensión, interculturalidad, nórdico antiguo, préstamos, raíz.
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1. INTRODUCTION AND TOPIC DESCRIPTION 

1.1. Nature of the research 

Following the criteria promoted by Seliger and Shohamy (1989), this MA dissertation 

has been projected to be mostly theoretical, according to the general structure of the 

research, since this has been developed on the basis of bibliographical compilation. 

Furthermore, regarding the sources of information, it is based on secondary research, 

that is, attention has been paid mainly to the most relevant written materials, ranging 

from articles to academic papers, and covering different issues, from sociocultural and 

historical to more general and more specific linguistic topics.  

Concerning the approach, this dissertation must be defined as holistic, as general 

aspects have been covered from different areas of expertise. This does not mean, 

however, that analytic approaches have been completely ruled out and some points have 

not been analyzed deeply and specifically, as this is just the opposite. In any case, it is 

essential to point out that, since analytic approaches delimit the range of the research 

too much, they have clearly remained on a second level. 

As to the methodology of the research, this dissertation should be labelled as 

deductive, because it moves from the most general theoretical points to the more 

specific topics (i.e., introduction, literature review, sociocultural and linguistic 

influence, conclusions and implications, etc.). There are also some results and further 

proposals which may be categorized as possible practical applications (e.g., future lines 

of research in different fields). 

With regard to the form of data, this dissertation deals primarily with the 

qualitative value of ideas, comments, impressions, opinions and assumptions. However, 

if necessary, quantitative data have been taken into account, whenever figures and 

percentages found in research and case studies have been considered relevant for our 

purposes (e.g., percentage or amount of English vocabulary inherited from Old Norse). 

In connection to the sources of information, data collection has been carried out 

in a non-experimental manner, that is, using neither laboratories nor tests, but resorting 

to the most relevant authors and bibliography. Once again, this does not imply that 

some aspects or suggestions within the practical application cannot be defined as quasi-

experimental. Nonetheless, it should be made clear that there has been no possibility at 

all of putting such proposals into any sort of practice or test. 
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In relation to the moment of the data recollection, it has been completed from a 

longitudinal point of view (i.e. from top to bottom
1
). Apart from the fact that the 

different books and materials employed vary diachronically (i.e. over a time period, 

throughout the centuries
2
), they deal with a wide array of contents (from Old through 

Middle to Modern English, though this dissertation has especially focused on the last 

one) in a dissimilar way (e.g., in the shape of academic articles, books, or websites).  

Finally, data analysis has been carried out through an interpretive method, as 

emphasis has been laid on the ideas found in the bibliography. However, again, the 

possibility of resorting to other types of method at times has not been discarded. 

Therefore, for example, the practical application of the dissertation may leave the door 

open for an applied framework, whereby many of the lines and contents proposed by 

this dissertation might be put into practice (e.g., the making of a didactic unit for the 

educational field; as well as translation, cultural studies, etc.), not to forget relevant 

quantitative results in the shape of percentages, whereby quantitative forms of data 

become susceptible of being analyzed through a statistical method. 

1.2. Background 

This master’s dissertation has been deeply influenced and planned in accordance with a 

series of assumptions. Most of these arose from my own perceptions and pers.al 

experience, which mainly took shape on the basis of previous class dealing with history 

of the English language. However, above all, I must refer to further suggestions and 

future lines to which I already made reference in previous projects. 

Among these projects, mention should be made of the two dissertations that I 

have written: my end-degree dissertation with the title of The Influence of Latin to the 

English Language: Morphological and Lexical Features, and my Teacher Training 

dissertation with the name of “’It’s Greek to Me’: Teaching Ancient Greek Language 

and Culture in the English Classroom”. As they deal with language contact from 

different perspectives, they might perfectly be conceived as the backbone or the very 

starting point of this research.  

On the one hand, my English Studies BA dissertation was associated with the 

influence of Latin on the English language, mainly in terms of lexicon and morphology, 

which turned out to be evident linguistic areas where conspicuous influence occurred. 

                                                 
1
 Macmillan Online, 2017 s.v. longitudinal 

2
 Macmillan Online, 2017 s.v. diachronic 
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As a consequence, the conviction of the language construct understood as a mixture and 

evident linguistic and cultural influence was strengthened to a higher degree. 

On the other hand, my Teacher Training Master’s dissertation, revolving around 

a didactic unit based on how the Greek language and culture are currently present in 

English, helped to back up the idea, from a rather practical perspective, that language 

and cultural contact not only did inevitably occur, but is still happening and will likely 

take place as humankind, society, countries and, with them, their languages, move 

forward. 

Nonetheless, there is still a long way to go for a whole understanding of the 

nature of the English language. In other words, language and culture influences cannot 

be limited to certain groups or aspects (e.g., Latin and Greek from a purely theoretical 

or practical perspective, such as education, in my case). Instead, different internal and 

external language families and their corresponding elements must be thoroughly 

analyzed so as to get the big picture of what English was, is and will likely be in the 

future. That, together with other elements, such as Greek or Latin, is where it must be 

proved the Scandinavian influence has played a decisive role, since it managed to 

condition the general shape of English throughout the centuries (i.e., from late 9th 

onwards until nowadays). 

1.3. Objectives  

Although this research does not intend to become quite ambitious in terms of objectives, 

quantitatively speaking, it will attempt to reaffirm most of them explicitly and strongly 

enough. In other words, in spite of the modest number of objectives, they will become 

relevant as far as qualitative analysis is concerned.  

First and foremost, this research is aimed to raise awareness of the English 

language nowadays, which can be generally understood as a contact among languages 

not only in the shape of elements that existed in the past, but also which still remain at 

present. In other words, we will focus on the analysis of the Scandinavian element so as 

to restate the inherent nature of English to borrow new items, ranging from grammar 

(e.g., phonology and morphology) to vocabulary. 
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What is more, some research has claimed the need for investigation based on 

qualitative, rather quantitative, form of data (cf. Moskowich-Spiegel, 1995: 11). Hence, 

this dissertation attempts to deal with what could be defined as qualitative research. 

This is carried out by laying emphasis not only on the historical and sociocultural 

framework, but mainly on the type of influence of the Scandinavian element on English, 

ranging from lexical distribution, to types of influence divided into grammatical (e.g., 

grammar features shared in common or varying from each other) and lexical (e.g., types 

of words borrowed) sections.  

As we deal with these types of influence, the purpose of this dissertation is to 

ensure that quantitative factors not always lead to qualitative prominence necessarily. 

Although this point will be covered more deeply below, we can already make a contrast 

between Classical Languages (i.e., Latin and Greek), which, according to previous 

research (cf. Finkenstaedt and Wolff, 1973), might encompass around 35% of the total 

English stock vocabulary, yet they are items that are generally used in certain fields and 

registers; and ON, whose percentage of items might not exceed 10% but, on the other 

hand, includes a significant amount of items that are frequently used in English for daily 

purposes and tasks. 

Sociocultural awareness should be conceived as germane to the linguistic 

situation as this has to do with the perception of contact between cultures. In other 

words, linguistic features cannot be properly understood independently, without 

considering any type of cultural element (e.g., decisive historical and political events 

and decisions, social conflicts, invasions, settlements, discoveries, the establishment of 

social statements, etc.) Irrefutably, all those cultural aspects, among others, must go 

hand-in-hand with language, as the latter is not but a sociocultural product which is 

transmitted in the same way as customs and habits might do. Therefore, our endeavor 

throughout this dissertation lies also in fostering linguistic and sociocultural awareness 

as a whole. In other words, this research is aimed to prove that ON language influence 

cannot be analyzed separately from cultural repercussions, historical and political 

events. What is more, such events become much more prominent when they occurred in 

a peaceful and dynamic way, such as those social and political changes between 

Scandinavian tribes with AS locals. 
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1.4. Relevance 

Apart from the aforementioned need for academic research (Moskowich-Spiegel, 1995: 

9), which should be based on qualitative forms of data, rather than on quantitative, when 

it comes to highlighting the reasons why this research might make a positive 

contribution. 

On the one hand, emphasis must be placed on language, or rather, on linguistic 

lack of awareness, which is represented in many forms. First, the inability to stop and 

think for a moment about language, both in a general sense (e.g., a unique feature in 

constant change and evolution that is inherent of human beings and that defines us as 

communicative beings), and in a specific way (e.g., language applied to education, to 

translation, to sociolinguistics, etc.). More concretely, in the case of this dissertation, 

when thinking about language influence, one is always prone to thinking of Classical 

Languages, which have been also disregarded as dead isolated languages that there is no 

point learning them. Therefore, this research might serve to consider that not only 

Classical Languages are worth studying, because they are still living in the core of our 

own modern languages, but also that many other external elements are present in 

English apart from Classical Languages, whose influence ranges from phonological to 

lexical items which are still deeply rooted in our present-day languages. 

On the other hand, as stated above, language and culture must be brought 

together in the analysis of such linguistic influence. Therefore, due to such connection 

language-culture, general lack of awareness can be also understood from a sociocultural 

perspective. Once again, apart from the conspicuous lack of knowledge and capacity to 

define and link culture with language, or vice versa, countless attempts to study cultural 

features separate from language as absolute independent entities must be underlined. 

For instance, Finkenstaedt and Wolff, 1973 conducts a research based on statistical 

language loanwords, yet no emphasis is placed on sociocultural explanations at all. 

Logically, this differentiation between culture and language drives us to a serious 

misconception of language, understood as a different product far from culture, where 

one may influence the other, yet always making clearly limited distinctions. 

Additionally, this research may contribute to the field insofar as it tries to 

promote, from a theoretical perspective, all those numerous attempts with the intention 

of seeking a remedy for such lack of awareness. These attempts, as they have been 
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mainly made by public institutions, have been usually expressed in the form of laws and 

regulations which are still present in our current educational legislation.  

For instance, the Spanish law on education (LOE, 2006) included as compulsory 

elements to exploit in the classroom a set of contents where emphasis lies on
3
 

“reflecting upon the linguistic diversity, sociocultural aspects and intercultural 

awareness as enrichening elements of society”
4
. Furthermore, as regards cross-

curricular issues (i.e., transversal aspects to cover whichever the subject), the such law 

advocated multicultural education in the classroom, which must be strongly linked, 

either directly or indirectly, to the sociocultural awareness of a globalized world where 

societies are to come into more intense and frequent contact. 

The Spanish law for the improvement of education (LOMCE, 2013) should be 

especially considered, as it is the latest educational piece of legislation that has been 

implemented. Even though linguistic and sociocultural awareness have been omitted as 

explicit key competences and contents, the government establishes them as set cross-

curricular elements, in the form of “linguistic and sociocultural awareness and 

expression” (LOMCE, 2013: 97870)
5
. This presupposes that such linguistic expression 

and sociocultural awareness must be fostered implicitly within the rest of key 

competences and contents of every subject. However, particularly, such point is 

emphasized in the language classroom in the form of contents, objectives and key 

competences appearing in the LOMCE (2013), whereby sociocultural awareness and 

linguistic expression should be mainly focused on the improvement of communicative 

competences and objectives hand-in-hand with transversal issues
6
. 

The best example of such attempt can be found in Non-Compulsory Education, 

where the academic curriculum seems to foster linguistic awareness by means of the 

study of the Classical Languages, their syntax and morphology as the basics in L1 and 

L2.  Undeniably, Classical Languages (i.e., Greek and Latin) have managed to reach the 

majority of modern languages in almost every aspect (e.g., vocabulary, grammar, etc.). 

What is more, their influence not only came directly, but also indirectly (i.e., through 

                                                 
3
 Quotes retrieved from educational legislation have been synthesized and translated by myself. 

4
 Spanish: “g) La formación en el respeto y reconocimiento de la pluralidad lingüística […] y de la 

interculturalidad como un elemento enriquecedor de la sociedad” (LOE, 2006: 17165). 

5
 Spanish: “[…] expresión y comprensión oral, la lectura, la escritura […] la adquisición de nociones 

básicas de la cultura, y el hábito de convivencia […]” (LOMCE, 2013: 97870). 

6
 Spanish: “se priorizarán la comprensión y la expresión oral” (LOMCE, 2013: 97871). 



11 

 

other languages working as mediators). Nevertheless, Classical Languages are not to be 

considered either as the beginning or as the end of language and culture influence under 

any circumstances. Indeed, many other elements, which are often defined as “minor” 

influences given the scarce number of items borrowed (i.e., moderate quantitative 

factor), do deserve to be taken into account, since, unlike Classical Languages, they are 

clearly present in everyday language (i.e., prominent qualitative factor).  

At this point, a parallelism between Spanish and English could be drawn so as to 

get a clear picture of what has been stated in this last paragraph. In the case of the 

former, even though Latin is undeniably the essential pillar, other prominent elements 

such as Arabic or Jewish cannot be overlooked at all. The same applies to the latter, in 

which research has raised the direct Latin influence on the English lexicon up to over 

30% (Finkenstaedt and Wolff, 1973), despite its not being a Romance language. 

Nonetheless, other external elements should be borne in mind, such as Gælic or, in the 

case of this dissertation, ON, since, quantitatively, they account for a quite moderate 

percentage (i.e., as observed in figure 1, only 6% if the former is to be included as 

“Other Languages”, and no more than 26% when considering all Gmc. languages, in the 

case of the latter). Nevertheless, unlike other quantitatively prominent elements, in a 

qualitative sense, their items remain quite alive at present. 

 

Fig. 1. Percentage of external sources present in English. Based on Finkenstaedt and Wolff’s 

(1973) results after analyzing a total word-stock of 80.000 English lexical items (Quora, 2017) 
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This dissertation might also contribute to the analysis of English from a communicative 

perspective, that is, by wholly understanding the English language, where its elements 

stem from and the reason why. English is the lingua franca of today’s world. As a 

result, quantitatively, it has become the most broadly and frequently used language for 

international communication between countries. Additionally, English becomes 

qualitatively prominent, as it is employed by such countries when they need to 

communicate among them whatever the purpose might be (e.g., diplomacy, politics, 

business, etc.). On top of that, the use of English as a lingua franca has proved to be 

independent of whether any country counts on English as a Native or Second Language 

or as a Foreign or International Language. Just as happened with Latin centuries ago, 

English has become the most effective facilitator of worldwide information and 

knowledge nowadays, ranging from the leading figures of the academic, scientific, 

philosophical and linguistic fields, to the daily aspects or tasks: films, music, radio, TV, 

etc. Would it not be necessary to travel back to the origins of a language of such 

magnitude, as well as to the reasons why it has taken the current shape and not another 

one? 

Finally, moving back to education understood from a more sociolinguistic 

outlook, though, this dissertation may help understand what I have called ‘the two 

inters’: intercomprehension and interculturality. Although both these terms will be 

explained below, let it suffice to say here that the former has to do with promoting 

language relations and influences so as to improve the comprehension of different 

languages, normally belonging to the same group of languages, such as English with 

ON, Swedish, Norwegian, German, Icelandic, Dutch, or vice versa. Accordingly, due to 

intercomprehension, it comes as no surprise that, for example, speakers of Germanic 

languages generally find it easier to acquire a proficient level of English than Slavic 

language speakers, for example, as was claimed by Marian (2017): 

  

[…] when an English speaker starts learning a Germanic or Romance language, 

thousands of words will look familiar to them. Since vocabulary tends to be the 

nemesis of most language learners, this makes learning a Germanic or Romance 

language much easier than learning Slavic and Asian languages. 
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As to interculturality, the same criterion is applied. However, in this case, 

attention is paid to cultural diversity and relations among societies which normally 

remain close enough due to historical, political, social or, above all, linguistic factors, as 

happens between English and Gmc. (especially Scandinavian) societies. Accordingly, it 

can be already presupposed that this research might contribute to considering 

intercomprehension and interculturality as “facilitators” of an optimal learning and 

understanding of languages. Particularly, both intercomprehension and interculturality 

become relevant when the languages in question belong to the same group, which 

makes them be linked through a series of common social patterns that, just like 

language, are repeated from one society to another, mainly in the shape of folk 

literature, architecture, social migrations, etc. 

1.5. Hypothesis 

As has already been discussed above, and in connection to the background and 

objectives expressed, this research will demonstrate that ON remains when the 

linguistic core of English is analyzed not so much in terms of quantity as it is in a 

qualitative sense. Furthermore, this dissertation will try to prove that the prominence or 

lack of prominence of the quantitative factor does not imply the prominence or the lack 

of prominence of the qualitative one, and vice versa. Such qualitative prominence will 

be reflected, for example, on those lexical terms stemming from OE that, when they 

come into conflict or, rather, coexist by referring to the same realities; the Scandinavian 

token has been able in many cases to acquire much greater prominence in form, use or 

meaning than the local OE token, which tends to become obsolete, move away from the 

original stem or undergo some meaning change promoted by the Scandinavian element.  

Concerning sociocultural factors, this dissertation is to prove that language and 

culture cannot be analyzed independently. In fact, we suggest that ON influence is 

strongly linked to cultural and social features, as well as other historical and political 

factors, without which the Scandinavian element could not be understood at all. 

Therefore, such linguistic-cultural dependence will be present in the fact that 

Scandinavian elements were borrowed at the initial stages of the Viking settlement in a 

quite moderate way, as it became rather violent and aggressive. Instead, later waves of 

Scandinavian invasions became more relevant when they developed in a more peaceful 

way, which clearly gave rise to social contact, thus allowing mutual linguistic and 

cultural intelligibility and, accordingly, to the qualitative and quantitative prominence of 



14 

 

items borrowed. As a result of such peaceful historical period after the Viking 

settlement across the island, this dissertation carries the conviction that both languages 

influenced each other not exclusively owing to the need of giving names to new 

realities, but usually as the most cogent evidence of such social interaction between 

settlers and locals. This gave rise to a series of factors. First of all, borrowing might 

have adopted as a matter of chance. Secondly, loanwords were incorporated into the 

English language due to mutual intelligibility, that is, when lexical or grammar elements 

had a similar origin, with also similar form or meaning. Generally, such variables 

greatly depended on a stronger or weaker sociocultural impact of settlers on the land, as 

well as on the culture of the AS local people. 

Another assumption to pay heed to, as a result of these linguistic and 

sociocultural contacts, is the interdependence between languages from the same 

language family. Such interdependence advocates the mutual influence among 

languages belonging to the same “branch” of the “language tree”, metaphorically 

speaking. Consequently, we will deem that languages of the same language family 

underwent similar changes and fell under influences which mainly came from similar 

old languages of the same group. In this case, we can think of English and ON: both of 

them belong to the Gmc. group of language, just like German, Dutch, Swedish, 

Norwegian, Icelandic, etc.; all of them being preceded and profoundly influenced by 

other close relatives such as Old High German, OE, Gth., etc., since, at the end of the 

day, they all had a considerable number of common features, ranging from historical 

and sociocultural environments to grammatical and lexical linguistic features.    

All this considered, this dissertation will finally promote the study of language 

and sociocultural contact so as to foster intercomprehension and interculturality, 

respectively: acquiring a better knowledge of linguistic and cultural contacts between 

English and ON will not only ensure greater mutual knowledge and intelligibility, but 

also of many other languages and cultures remaining closely to both of these groups, 

such as Icelandic, Dutch, German, Swedish, Danish and Norwegian. 

1.6. Operational definitions 

This section includes some of the most relevant key terms which become essential to 

the understanding of certain contents that are bound to be emphasized on throughout the 

development of this dissertation. The terms defined in this section have been placed in 

alphabetical order, for the readers’ convenience. 
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1.6.1. Cognates
7
 

As defined by Stockwell and Minkova (2001: 47), cognates are those roots, bases or 

lexical items which have a close historical relationship with a common ancestor, which 

means, they have a common origin despite minor changes (i.e., phonology, spelling, 

etc.). Generally, cognates can be traced back to a single IE root where different meaning 

nuances emerge, especially when they undergo some sort of grammatical change as they 

move from one language or group of languages to another
8
.  

1.6.2. Danelaw 

Originally known as the Danelagu, it was the name given to those areas across the 

island of Britain which Scandinavians were allowed to occupy. Dating back to 878 of 

our era, the Danelaw was established by King Alfred on behalf of the AS people and by 

Guthrum representing the whole Scandinavian tribes with their signing of the Treaty of 

Wedmore, just after the Scandinavian defeat by the AS army in their unsuccessful 

attempt to take over the kingdom of Wessex.  

The Danelaw would condition the evolution of the following centuries of the 

entire island of Britain for several reasons. On the one hand, the distribution population 

would become strictly controlled, since it was established that Scandinavian tribes could 

only settle in the areas covered by the Danelaw, stretching over the north-eastern parts 

of Britain (i.e., Scotland, Northumbria, East Anglia), and, as claimed by Baugh and 

Cable (2010: 84), partially the Midlands (i.e., Mercia), “running roughly from Chester 

to London”. On the other hand, cultural and political differentiation was clearly set up, 

since, although basic pillars remained the same (e.g., an economic model based on 

agriculture and commerce), as the term indicates (i.e., the law of the Danes), different 

administrative and political structures could be found, which were not even consistent 

within the Danelaw
9
. Therefore, as Moskowich-Spiegel remarks (1995: 50-51), such 

differentiation was clearly reflected in the subdivision of the land, which split into 

hundreds in the AS areas, while this was done into wapentakes in the areas inhabited by 

                                                 
7
 The word cognate comes from the Latin theme ‘co-’ (i.e., “together”) in combination with the past 

participle of the vb. root ‘gen’ (i.e., “to produce”) (OED, 2017, s.v. cognate). 

8
 Cf. Grimm’s Law and Verner’s Law below for further details. 

9
 Local administration units of the Danelaw were clearly delimited between the East Midlands, composed 

by the Five Boroughs (i.e., Derby, Nottingham, Leicester, Lincoln and Stamford), and Yorkshire, whose 

jurisdiction depended on the Scandinavian kings from York (Moskowich-Spiegel, 1995: 49).  
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Scandinavians, which were ruled by twelve thegns or lawmen, equivalent to the 

lagemanni in AS territories. 

1.6.3. Grimm’s Law 

Also known as the First Germanic Sound Shift, as Robinson puts it (1992: 10), it was 

initially formulated so as to explain certain correspondences between the Gmc. 

languages as a group with other numerous language families, such as Greek, Italic, Indic 

or Slavic, with the final purpose of linking them all to the common source, that is, PIE.  

Therefore, Grimm’s Law advocates that certain items taken from PGmc. with 

certain fixed phonological patterns, either vocalic or consonantal. That is the case of, for 

example, phonemes as /f/, /ϸ/ and /x/ appearing at the beginning of words (e.g., OE 

fæder, ϸrie or hundred), which is paralleled to other IE languages, such as /p/, /t/ or /k/ 

in Latin (e.g., portare, tres or centum, respectively).  

1.6.4. Intercomprehension 

In accordance with Möller and Zeevert (2015: 314), intercomprehension can be defined 

as the process of receptive multilingualism, mutual intelligibility or 

“semicommunication” between different speakers of different languages. Therefore, 

intercomprehension is far more present among those group of languages which are 

much more closely related as far as certain grammatical aspects are concerned (e.g., 

phonology, morphology or syntax). Lexically, intercomprehension does also become 

relevant, particularly in those cases in which a set of languages may share a set of 

lexical tokens which stem from the same root (cf. cognates). In such respect, OE and 

ON are clear examples of closely related languages from the past that went through a 

process of intercomprehension when speakers of both languages came into contact. 
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1.6.5. Interculturality 

Resorting to the explanations provided by Osuna (2012: 38-58), interculturality can be 

described as the mutual understanding, cultural intelligibility and relationship among 

more similar or dissimilar cultures, societies, civilizations, tribes or ethnicities. 

Similarly to intercomprehension, interculturality gains particular strength in those 

environments where cultures with similar behavioural patterns, traditions and customs 

mingle with one another, given their linguistic, historical, political, social or religious 

proximity. Turning to the interculturality between AS and Scandinavian people, as 

remarked by Moskowich-Spiegel (1995: 24), most of the cogent evidence of strong 

relationship can be found in their architectural and, above all, cultural remains, mainly 

in the shape of legends and literary heritage, such as Beowulf, Widsith or Finnesburh. 

1.6.6. Metathesis
10

 

The term is briefly defined in the OED (2017, s.v. metathesis) as follows: “the 

transposition of sounds or letters in a word, or (occasionally) of whole words or 

syllables”. As will be seen below, metathesis usually happens when two consonants, 

usually /r/ as the second one, come into contact with a vowel (i.e., consonant + /r/ + 

vowel), thus deriving in a change of position of the vibrant phoneme (i.e., consonant + 

vowel + /r/) (e.g., ON hross, OE horsian) (cf. 2.3.1.). 

1.6.7. Rhotacism 

As explained by Stockwell and Minkova (2001: 130-132), rhotacism is a paradigmatic 

alternation whereby the alveolar fricative/s/ changes into /r/ when it is flanked by two 

vowels. In the Gmc. group of languages, at a phonological level, the pronunciation of 

consonants s and z, pronounced as voiceless */s/ or, when stressed, voiced */z/, 

respectively, has been usually obscured by such rhotacism (e.g., */s/ > */z/ > /r/, as in 

PIE *leis- > PGmc. *liznojan > OE leornian, “learn”) (cf. 2.3.1.). 

  

                                                 
10

 Composition between the Greek prefix meta-, with the notion of movement and permutation, attached 

to the Greek n. thesis, meaning ‘the most relevant or stressed part in a foot, verse or word’ (OED, 2017, 

s.v. metathesis). 



18 

 

1.6.8. Umlaut 

As described by Robinson (1992: 85), umlaut (or mutation) is a phonological alternation 

whereby the qualitative prominence of a vowel, generally /i/, /u/ or /a/, whether long or 

short, is influenced by the vowel or semivowel, usually /j/ or /w/, of the following 

syllable. In more precise terms, umlaut facilitates the inputted vowel to change its 

qualitative properties so as to become closer, that is, to assimilate, to those qualitative 

features of the following vowel or semivowel (e.g., PGmc. *kuning-az > ON konung-r - 

OE cyning > ME king > ModEng. king). Although Gmc. languages are characterized by 

umlaut, the vocalic processes and modifications in question tend to differ from one to 

another.  

1.6.9. Verner’s Law 

Emerging as a solution to irregularities presented by Grimm’s Law, as Robinson puts it 

(1992: 10-11), Verner’s Law became relevant for considering not only the surrounding 

elements of the affected phoneme in question, as Grimm’s Law does, but also for the 

type of accent a word had, as well as the place where it fell, either on the initial or final 

syllable. This was usually carried out by taking the IE root as the central reference. For 

instance, */p/ became */f/ in word-initial position (e.g., IE *patér > OE. fæder, “father”) 

or after a stressed syllable (e.g., IE *népôt > OE nefa, “nephew”), but voiced to */v/ 

before a stressed syllable (e.g., IE *upéri; Gth. ubar, “over”). However, in many cases, 

ON and OE did not undergo Verner’s Law (e.g., ON yfir; OE ofer). 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

In our endeavor to deal with the Scandinavian influence on the English language and 

culture from various perspectives, contents and resources have been divided into 

different groups according to the topic they mainly cover. In other terms, although the 

following sections might be perfectly interwoven, they have been clearly delimited to 

reflect, as clearly as possible, how the high degree of interculturality and 

intercomprehension between the Scandinavian and English societies made it possible 

that such variables should be considered as the key enablers that paved the way to 

qualitative prominence, rather than quantitative, once cultural and, consequently, 

linguistic contact occurred between both Gmc. societies. 

Therefore, the first section of the literature review deals with the description of 

the historical and sociocultural panorama in that era. This ranges from the arrival of 

Vikings in Britain until the settlement of different tribes across the land, with the 

subsequent establishment of the Danelaw and the most important repercussions. Then, 

the following sections have to do with the linguistic features, both from a general (i.e., 

key characteristics of the Gmc. group of languages) and from a particular perspective. 

This is where, apart from separate linguistic descriptions of both ON and English, the 

contrast between both languages has been underlined.    

2.1. Historical, social and cultural contact 

Either general or particular details about the Scandinavian invasions and further 

historical events are provided in the majority of the references consulted. A few, 

however, are very thorough and exhaustive in their treatment, such as Serjeantson 

(1961) or Moskowich-Spiegel (1995). We have divided the Scandinavian influence into 

three periods, following Dawson (2003: 41-43). 

2.1.1. First period (787-850) 

As mentioned in Moskowich-Spiegel (1995: 9), the initial contact with Scandinavians 

must be dated back to the late 8th century, when certain areas of the isle of Britain were 

visited and, later on, inhabited by northern Gmc. people. There is, nevertheless, no 

absolute agreement in relation to the social groups to which these early Scandinavian 

people belonged, let alone how many members constituted each of such social groups. 

Therefore, research on this aspect has obliged researchers to resort to documents of the 

period, such as the Parker Chronicle (from late 9th c. until 1154), where it is said that 
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hostile contacts occurred with the arrival of “strange visitors that were unwelcome” 

(Moskowich-Spiegel 1995: 9). Consequently, this might presuppose that the very first 

visit, occurring in 787, could have been made by Scandinavian groups composed of 

male warriors, looters, sailors and adventurers. 

Many causes have been attributed to such early visits, which mainly consisted in 

sacking and looting of AS properties. In fact, as remarked by Moskowich-Spiegel 

(1995: 20-22), such causes could be found in different key areas during the same time 

span (i.e., from the 8th to the mid-9th century, approximately).  

Politically, it should be borne in mind that Scandinavian people lacked the 

nationalist feeling of pertaining to one single political unit. Moreover, the repeated 

falling of central royal dynasties paved the way to “large-scale tribal movements and 

ethnic displacements” (Moskowich-Spiegel, 1995: 27), deriving in continuous raids and 

migrations, in preference to stable commercial connections, as the central economic 

model.  

Geographically, the barren homelands of the Vikings would often lead to 

starvation, pestilence, and chaotic natural disasters. All this even worsened as a result of 

the demographical situation, since, due to the widespread practice of polygamy among 

Scandinavians, overpopulation was frequently found in many territories. As a result, 

such determinants would force them to pursue lands in better conditions for harvesting 

and survival. This may also explain why most Scandinavian farmers emigrating from 

their homelands throughout the last decades of the 8th century would settle in the 

northern archipelagos of Britain, such as Orkneys, Faroe and Shetland Islands. This 

enabled the progressive establishment of their own language and culture, which was not 

hard at all to assimilate by the native Pict tribes (Moskowich-Spiegel, 1995: 25).  

Historically, two key determinants must be considered. On the one hand, most of 

the southern Scandinavian homelands (i.e., areas bordering with Denmark) remained 

submissive to the Carolingian Empire. On the other hand, most of the Scandinavian 

incursions across the old trade connection with Byzantium, in the Mediterranean Sea, 

were frustrated by the Arabs. As a result, this blockage allowed Scandinavian societies 

to look towards the western lands, rather than the southern ones. 
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Culturally, the Scandinavian tribes settled in the continent usually served as 

mercenary warriors to the highest bidder king or lord. This meant their code of honor 

implied loyalty to any lord of king until his death, as occurred with vassalage societies 

in the rest of the continent. Therefore, based on such premise, as Moskowich-Spiegel 

(1995: 23) puts forward, many Scandinavian invasions to the isle have also been 

considered to be commanded by many of those leading figures. What is more, such 

enterprises completely matched with their insatiable appetite for adventure, a trait which 

often led them not only to a wide array of excursions and land invasions, as proved in 

the following map:  

 

 

Fig. 2. Viking expeditions and settlements around the European continent between 800 and 1000 

(Robinson, 1997: 70) 
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This complemented with their obsessive mania to destroy other people’s properties, a 

character which often led them to raids and loots rather than commercial incursions. as a 

reflection of their. In fact, there is even a religious motive for them to move abroad, 

namely, their fanatical loathing of Christianity, a peculiarity which made them not 

worry at all for sacking religious places, such as monasteries and temples.  

 

When it comes to the areas firstly invaded by Scandinavian societies, it must be made 

clear that this strongly depended on the homelands from which such incipient 

Scandinavians came, since that would condition the route taken, which, according to 

Moskowich-Spiegel (1995: 22), were mainly two. On the one hand, Norse 

Scandinavians, hailing from Sweden and Norway, would sail towards the Western 

Islands, that is, the Orkneys, Faroe and Shetland Islands, as well as the northern areas of 

Scotland and Northumbria. On the other hand, the Danes, coming from northern 

Germany and the Jutland peninsula (i.e., present-day Denmark), would navigate their 

ships into the eastern and southern kingdoms within the English Heptarchy
11

, namely, 

Kent, East Anglia, Mercia and southern parts of Northumbria.  

In any case, whatever the origin and route, the beginning of the so-called 

‘Viking Era’ was not amicably welcomed. After 787, as Moskowich-Spiegel (1995: 29-

31) underscores, it will not be until 835 that Scandinavians sailed again to the isle of 

Britain, and not until 37 would a confrontation take place in, and which, in most cases, 

finished with the AS defeat.  

2.1.2. Second period (850-878) 

Quoted by Dawson (2003: 41), “[…] widespread plundering by large armies marked the 

second period, and this resulted in extensive settlements and the establishment of the 

Danelaw and Norse institutions in parts of England”. So drastically were the continuous 

defeats of the AS that the Parker Chronicle highlights year 865 as the establishment of 

the danegeld, whereby locals were forced to pay taxes to Scandinavians so as to avoid 

being raided (Moskowich-Spiegel, 1995: 28). 

                                                 
11

 “A government by seven rulers; an aggregate of seven districts or petty kingdoms, each under its own 

ruler; spec. the seven kingdoms reckoned to have been established by the Angles and Saxons in Britain” 

(OED, 2017, s.v. heptarchy). Constituent kingdoms: East Anglia, Essex, Kent, Mercia, Northumbria, 

Sussex and Wessex. 
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This, however, would not prevent the Scandinavians from moving forward in 

their intention to invade all parts of the island, yet always being faced by AS armies in a 

series of battles often won by the Scandinavian invaders, such as Englefield and 

Reading in 870 and Reading, Ashdown, Basing or Mæredune in 871. Consequently, 

continuous battles deriving in notable Scandinavian victory would result in the first 

official Scandinavian settlement in 876 in the lands of Northumbria. Nevertheless, the 

attempt to invade Wessex in 878 left the so-called “Mycel Hæþen Here” (i.e., “the Great 

Heathen Army” lessened by the armies of King Alfred, which led to the establishment 

of the Danelaw. However, despite the Scandinavian defeat, the establishment of the 

Danelaw and the subsequent systematic occupation of the northern territories of the 

island, further consistent and harsh disputes would still happen between locals and 

settlers until the final decade of the 9th century, when the war between both societies 

came to an end and Scandinavian tribes were forced to permanently retreat to the 

majority of areas covered by the kingdoms of East Anglia, Mercia and Northumbria 

(Moskowich-Spiegel, 1995: 36), as is shown in the following map:  

 

 

Fig. 3. The Danelaw (Graddol, Leith and Swann, 1996: 109) 

2.1.3. Third period (878-1042) 

Should any aspect be highlighted in this third period, it would definitely be its complete 

dissimilarity with the first one. In other words, contrary to the so-called ‘First Viking 

Period’, migrants of this wave are essentially members of lowest class in their 

homelands, usually farmers and immigrants seeking a better life, which may explain the 

reason why this is known as the “peasant migration”. 
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Furthermore, as remarked by Dawson (2003: 42), “political adjustment and 

assimilation [in England] marked the third period”. Moskowich-Spiegel (1995: 36-38) 

also puts it clearly: although harsh fights still persisted between AS and Scandinavians, 

colonization since the early Scandinavian invasions and subsequent dealings with locals 

were having a clear effect on mutual acceptance all over the island, especially across the 

Danelaw. Furthermore, King Edgar ‘The Peaceful’ (959-975) manages to establish a 

harmonious environment between both societies, thus having a clear impact on both the 

economic model and social interaction between AS and Scandinavians. This is clearly 

reflected not only on the last unimportant confrontations between locals and settlers 

around 921, but also on the burgeoning development of trade between both societies.  

The culmination of the third period would not be found until 1014, when King 

Cnut (1016-1035), son of the Norse King Sveinn (986-1014), took over the throne of 

England after some previous disagreements with the Danish dynasty, which had led to a 

huge massacre in the Danelaw some years earlier
12

. It is in such year (1014) that Cnut 

becomes the first Scandinavian king of England, which became part of “the biggest 

empire in northern Europe” (Moskowich-Spiegel, 1995: 39-40), as is shown in the 

following map: 

 

 

Fig. 4. Cnut’s empire, also known as the North Sea Empire (1014-1035) (Sommerville, 2016) 

                                                 
12

 St. Brice’s Day Massacre (13th November 1002) (HistoryPod, 2015). 
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The reign of Cnut, however, was of little duration, and, after his death in 1035, the land 

split into two parts, each governed by one of his two sons, Harald and Hardecanute, 

respectively. This distribution would not last long either, since Edward the Confessor 

(1042-1066), half French, half Saxon, took the throne of England as the legitimate 

successor, on account of his being Æthelred’s son, king of England some years before 

(978-1013) was forced into exile to France after the Scandinavian massacre within the 

Danelaw. This may also explain the diaspora occurring throughout the oncoming final 

years, especially until the Norman Conquest in 1066, during which Norse societies 

would go to Britain not only for such aforementioned welfare pursuit, but also to fight 

against the progressive French hegemony, which jeopardized their social status as 

freemen. 

2.2. The Germanic group of languages 

As claimed by Robinson (1992: 16), the presence of the incipient Gmc. languages in 

Europe cannot be attested until the third millennium BC, just when the primitive Gmc. 

tribes, known as ‘the Battle-ax Culture’, settled in the southern areas of the 

Scandinavian peninsula. However, the constant splitting-up of such tribes made them 

migrate towards different parts of the continent, mainly around the eastern lands of the 

Vistula River, the southern areas of the Upper Elbe and northern Belgium, which clearly 

had an impact on the dissemination of Gmc. languages and the subsequent separation 

from one another. Therefore, it is not until 300 BC that distinct language sub-groups 

and dialects can be clearly perceived (cf. Fig 4). Nevertheless, it should be borne in 

mind that such division did not exactly have to do with a physical or geographical 

separation among their speakers, but rather with distinctive cultural and ethnic 

backgrounds. 
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Fig. 5. Germanic tribes and the areas settled by 300 BC (Frings, 1957) 

 

The first distinction between English and ON mainly lies in their belonging to a 

different sub-group within the same family, an aspect that had much to do with the 

geographical location of such Gmc. language inside Europe. On the one hand, whereas 

English is incorporated into the west-Gmc. group and, within it, is included in the 

Anglo-Frisian sub-group, the latter gave rise to the north-Gmc. group of languages, 

which, with the passing of time, split into present-day north-Gmc. languages, quite 

close to one another, such as Icelandic, Faroese and the official languages of the 

Scandinavian countries: Danish, Swedish and Norwegian. 
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Fig. 6. Germanic languages from Indo-European to nowadays (Robinson, 1997: 12) 

 

Nonetheless, as presented by Robinson (1992: 1-10), despite the huge linguistic and 

cultural differences among Gmc. languages and their respective speakers, making them 

hardly intelligible nowadays, there are starting points of similarity among practically all 

of them on many levels, as seen between ON, OE, ME and ModEng. 
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First of all, the lexical closeness should be highlighted, particularly in those 

items or actions that are used in everyday tasks or activities (e.g., German Mann, Maus 

or singen; English man, mouse or sing). Cognates do become of paramount importance 

in this respect, since, by following Grimm’s and Verner’s Law, identical features and 

changes, especially at spelling and phonological level, can be closely related to one 

another (e.g., ON faðir, fótr or ϸrīr are equivalent to OE fæder, fōt or ϸrīe, “father”, 

“foot” or “three”). Nevertheless, in many cases, some lexical tokens do not coincide in 

meaning (e.g., English knight and German knecht are similar in form, though it means 

“servant” in the latter case).  

Grammar also contains many correspondences, especially in relation to regular 

patterns, and particularly when it comes to the inflection of vb. (e.g., the past tense of 

the German vb. hassen is hasste and of lieben is liebte; the past tense of the English vb. 

hate is hated and of love is loved, respectively (i.e., German –te; ModEng. –d) and adj. 

(e.g., comparative and superlative degrees in German: gut > besser > besten and dick > 

dicker > dicksten; in English: good > better > best and thick > thicker > thickest, 

respectively (i.e., German –er and –sten; ModEng. –er and –est).  

Consistencies can be also found in certain irregular patterns that are repeated 

across Gmc. languages (e.g., German denken > dachte; bringen > brachte; correspond 

to English think > thought; bring > brought, respectively) (i.e. German –achte; 

ModEng. –ought), respectively).  

2.2.1. Phonology
13

 

To begin with, as regards vowels, most Gmc. languages have 5 basic vocalic units: /a/, 

/e/, /i/, /o/ and /u/, both long and short in length, thus making it 10 vowels in total. 

Phonemes, as well as various form of spellings, are illustrated in Table 1: 

 

Phonetic 

symbol 
Gmc. spelling ON example OE example 

/a:/ <â>, <ā>, <á> ár “year” half “loaf” 

/ɛ:/ <ê>, <ē>, <é> él “storm” wē “we”  

/i:/ <î>, <ī>, <í> lítr “looks” rīdan “ride” 

/o:/ <ô>, <ō>, <ó> sól “sun” gōd “good” 

/u:/ <û>, <ū>, <ú> hús “house” hūs “house” 

Table 1. The five long vowels present in Gmc. languages (Robinson, 1997: 27 and Barnes, 2008: 8) 

                                                 
13

 International Phonetic Alphabet (2016) has been the system thoroughly employed for phonetical 

transcriptions. 
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In spite of their undeniable presence in all Gmc. subgroups, long vowels were prone to 

variation from one Gmc. language to another. That is the case of ON, where, as 

Robinson (1992: 84) contends, it occurs in the form of acute accents (e.g., grípa, “grip”; 

tré, “tree” or sjá, “see”), but does not include any circumflex one. 

 

Phonetic 

symbol 
Gmc. spelling ON example OE example 

/a/ <a> dagr “day” hwæt “what” 

/e/ <e> ben “wound” stelan “steal” 

/i/ <i> litr “colour” hring “ring” 

/ɔ:/ <o> hof “temple” god “god” 

/ʊ/ <u> sumar “summer” hnutu “nut” 

Table 2. The five short vowels present in Gmc. languages (Robinson, 1997: 27 and Barnes, 2008: 8) 

 

Apart from these vocalic phonemes, some Gmc. languages, as in the case of ON, 

include a series of peculiar front rounded vowels. On the one hand, /ü/, which may be 

spelt as <u> or <y>, is similar to the phoneme /i/, but it is pronounced with rounded lips 

(e.g., yfir ‘over’). On the other hand, /ö/, which can be spelt as <ö> or <ø>, is 

pronounced like a rounded /e/ (e.g., døkkr “dark”). 

With regards to consonants, most Gmc. languages have at least 19 consonantal 

phonemes, to which 2 semivowels must be added, all of them with a series of variable 

spellings depending on the type of Gmc. language in question, as is illustrated in Table 

2: 
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Phonetic 

symbol 
Gmc. spelling ON example OE example 

/p/ <p>, <pp> æpa “to shout” slǣpan “to sleep” 

/t/ <t>, <tt> tǫnn “tooth” tin “tin” 

/k/ <c>, <k>, <kk> kǫttr “cat” cynn “kin” 

/b/ <b>, <bb> bíta “to bite” binne “crib” 

/d/ <d>, <dd> dómr “judgement” dyne “din” 

/g/ <g>, <gg> gefa “to give” gold “gold” 

/f/ <f>, <ff> fé “money” feoht “fight” 

/θ/ <ϸ>, <th> ϸing “assembly” þorn “thorn” 

/s/ <s>, <ss> reisa “to raise” stæf “letter” 

/χ/ <g>, <gt>, <ch>, <h> lágt “low” þōht “thought” 

/h/ <h> horn “horn” hentan “to seize” 

/v/ <f>, <u>, <v> haf “ocean” stafas “letters” 

/ð/ <ð>, <d>, <dh>, <th>  jǫrð “earth” smiϸas “blacksmiths” 

/z/ <s>, <z> góz “property” hūsian “to house” 

/l/ <l>, <ll> nál “needle” lītan “bend” 

/r/ <r>, <rr> gøra “to do” burg “castle” 

/m/ <m>, <mm> frammi “in front” fæþm “fathom” 

/n/ <n>, <nn> hrinda “to push” leornian “to learn” 

/ŋ/ <nc>, <ng>, <nk> hring “ring” sincan “sing” 

/w/ <u>, <uu>, <v>, <w> vera “to be” winnan “to win” 

/j/ <g>, <i>, <j>, <y> jafn “even” ēage “eye” 

Table 3 Consonants and semivowels present in Gmc. languages (Robinson, 1997: 25-26 and Barnes, 

2008: 10-11) 
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However, we should bear in mind that, even though phonetic correspondences are 

uniform for most Gmc. languages on a general basis, the peculiar properties of each one 

may give rise to certain alterations, especially in consonantal clusters.  

For example, as Robinson (1992: 82-84) points out, ON /p/, /t/ and /k/ are 

normally pronounced as plosives. Nonetheless, in the case of /p/, it is pronounced as a 

fricative (i.e., closer to /f/) when they are followed by /t/ or /s/ (e.g., skapt, “handle”, is 

pronounced /skaft/). Additionally, the velars /g/ and /k/ undergo palatization when they 

are placed before any front vowel or semivowel, either short or long, such as /e/, /œ/, 

/æ/, and especially /i/ and /j/ (e.g., baggi is pronounced like /baggji/, and kenna like 

/kjena/. Similarly to ModEng., nasal /n/ is pronounced as /ŋ/ if it is followed by velars 

/g/ or /k/ (e.g., langa). Lastly, among other phono-tactic peculiarities of ON, /h/ is 

generally aspirated as in ModEng. (e.g., hard). However, it is strongly velarized when it 

precedes the fricative voiced labiodental /v/ (e.g., hvass, meaning ‘sharp’, is pronounced 

like /χwas/). This also frequently occurred in the case of OE when /h/ is followed by 

dental plosive /t/ (e.g., cniht /kniχt/ “boy”). 

2.2.2. Morphology 

When it comes to morphological features, as Robinson (1992: 29-34) claims, one aspect 

must be mainly considered as the most crucial one, and that is inflection. In more 

specific terms, inflections used by all Gmc. languages in one way or another, with 

obvious differences, as far as case endings are concerned. 

With regard to nouns in most Gmc. languages, they can be classified into four 

types of declension, depending on the stem or root they have: a-stem, i-stem, ô-stem and 

n-stem. Generally, nouns are inflected for case and number. On the one hand, with the 

exception of ModEng., most Gmc. languages present different endings for different 

cases: nom. (i.e., when n. functions as subject or subject complement), acc. (i.e., n. 

functioning as direct object), gen. (i.e., for n. complement), dat. (i.e., n. performing the 

function of indirect object or adverbial) and, in some cases, instr. (i.e., indicating 

adverbial, adjunct of instrument). On the other hand, number is the second variable 

affected by inflection, which is mainly divided into sg. and pl.. However, in some Gmc. 

languages, as in the case of ON and OE, dual is also present, although this is usually 

restricted to pronominal systems: Gmc. *wiz > OE wē - ON vér , “we”; dual: Gmc *witz 

> OE wit - ON vit, “we two” / PGmc. *juz > OE eow – ON yor, “you”; dual PGmc. * > 

OE git – ON ϸit.  
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Similarly to n., the vb. is also considered in terms of many variables (Robinson, 

1992: 39-41). First, as to voice, Gmc. languages distinguish between active and passive. 

Regarding the mood, vb. inflection varies according to whether the vb. is in indicative, 

subjunctive or imperative. With regards to tense, Gmc. languages only possess 

inflection ending for present and past. Just as happens in ON, OE, ME and ModEng., 

future tends to be either analytically constructed (i.e., no inflection, no affix attachment) 

or by resorting to other vb. tenses, such as present simple. Number, as in the case of n., 

is divided into sg., pl. and, with the exception of ModEng., dual inflections. Lastly, pers. 

is split into three types in all Gmc. languages: first, second and third.  

2.3. Old English and Old Norse: a comparative analysis 

Despite the general features described above shared by both ON and OE as Gmc. 

languages, there are other grounds where both languages coincide and differentiate, 

respectively. 

2.3.1. Phonology 

Apart from sharing both long and short vowels, as seen above for all Gmc. languages 

(cf. 2.2.1.), OE is similar to ON in that it also contains lip-rounded vowels /ü/ and /ü:/, 

which are spelt as <y>, <ŷ> and <ý>, respectively (e.g., OE cyning, “king”; ON kýr, 

“cow”). Nonetheless, many diphthongs, with their corresponding long and short forms, 

are present exclusively in OE, such as /io/, /eo/, /ie/ or /ea/ (e.g., OE ϸréat, “threat”). 

Generally, as seen in Robinson (1992: 158), both languages share the same 

property of having complex vocalic systems. Within such complexity, one of the most 

essential aspects to highlight is definitely umlaut, where a vowel is conditioned by the 

type and position of another vowel or semivowel (cf. 1.6.8. and 2.2.1), and whose 

results differ a great deal from one language to another.  

On the one hand, OE contains two types of umlaut. In the case of a-umlaut, 

vowels like /a:/ becomes /æ:/ (e.g., Gmc. *dag-az > OE dæg “day”); /o/ and /o:/ become 

/e/ and /e:/, respectively (e.g., Gmc. *fōt-iz > OE feet); and /ʊ/ and /u:/ become /ü/ and 

/ü:/, respectively (e.g., Gmc. *brugjo > OE brycge).  

As to diphthongs, short and long forms of /ea/, /eo/ and /io/ become the 

corresponding short and long forms of /ie/ or /i/ (OE fiohtan “to fight” > fieht “fights”).  

With regard to u-umlaut, instead of vowels shifting to other positions, they 

dipthongize. That is the case of /a/ > /ea/ (e.g., PGmc. *aluth- > OE alu > Early ME 
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ealu, “ale”), /e/ > /eo/ (e.g., PGmc. *smerwajn > OE smeru > late OE smeoro, 

“grease”), and /i/ > /io/ (e.g., PGmc. *meluks > OS miluk > OE mioluc, “milk”). A 

similar diphthongization, traditionally called Breaking also occurred in West-Saxon OE 

when such vowels are followed by certain velar consonants, such as /h/, or /r/ and /l/ 

succeeded by other consonants: /i/ > /io/, /e/ > /eo/ > /a/ or /æ/ > /ea/ (e.g., PGmc. *erðo 

> Early ME eorðe, “earth”; PGmc. *fehta > OE feoht, “battle”; and OE wærð “become” 

> wearð “became”). 

On the other hand, ON includes three types of umlaut processes (Robinson, 

1992: 86-87). Regarding a-umlaut, /i/ is lowered to /e/ and /u/ to /o/ when they are 

followed by low vowels, especially /a/ (e.g., niðr “down” > neðan, “from below”).  

As to i-umlaut, /e/ changed into /i/, without lip rounding, when it came before /i/ 

or /j/ in the following syllable (e.g., PGmc. *medj-az > meðal “between” > miðja 

“middle”).  

As for u-umlaut, all the back vowels tend to move towards the front articulatory 

positions, as in: 

 /u/ and /u:/ > /ü/ and /ü̂/, spelt as <y> and <ý>, respectively (e.g., Gmc. 

*mūs-iz > mýss “mice”) 

 /o/ and /ɔ:/ > /ö/ and /ö̂/, spelt as <ø> and <œ>, respectively (e.g., Gmc. 

*mōdr-iz > ON mœðr “mothers”) 

 /a/ and /a:/ > /e/ and /æ̂/, both spelt as <æ> (e.g., Gmc. *mālijan > ON mæla 

“to speak”)  

 /au/ > /eü/, spelt as <ey> (e.g., Gmc. *lausijaną > ON leysa “to loosen”) 

 /ju/, stemming from /iu/ and /eu/, > /ü/, spelt as <ý> (e.g., Gmc. *deupaz > 

ON djúpr “deep”) 

Similarly to OE, breaking did also take place in some ON vowels before /u/ and 

/v/ or /w/ in the next syllables, as in:  

 /i/ > /ü/, spelt as <y> (e.g., Gmc. *sling-waną > ON slyngva “to sling”) 

 /e/ > /ö/, spelt as <ø> (e.g. Gmc. *teg-uz > tøgr “ten”) 

 /a/ > /å/, spelt as <ǫ> (e.g., Gmc. *land-uz >lǫnd “lands”) 

What is more, in many cases, and differently from OE, ON tends to omit the 

umlauting vowel or semivowel (e.g., ON hurna > horn, not *horna). 

Lastly, concerning consonants (Robinson, 1992: 159-160), both languages are 

clearly, on the one hand, OE is riddled with a wide array of changing features, such as:  
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 rhotacism (cf. 1.6.7., as PGmc. *liznojan > OE læran, “learn”) 

 assimilation (e.g., Gmc. */k/ > palatized <c> /tʃ/, as PGmc. *kirika > OE 

cirice, “church”). This is especially common in cognates beginning with the 

ON consonant cluster sk-, thus becoming palatized (i.e., sc-) in OE and ME
14

 

 nasal loss before any voiceless fricative (e.g., PGmc.. fimf > OE fīf, “five” 

 gemination, or consonant reduplication (e.g. PGmc. *saljan > OE sellan, 

“sell”) 

 metathesis (ON hross, brennan; OE horsian and beornan, respectively) 

Although a few of these phonetic changes are found in ON, such as rhotacism 

(e.g., from PGmc.. *maizon- > ON miri, “more”), some others do not take place at all, 

such as assimilation. Still, there are some others which may occur either in a much more 

restricted way, such as gemination (only with /k/ and /g/, as PGmc. *lagjan > leggja, 

“lay”) and nasal loss before fricative (only with /s/, as from PGmc. *gans > ON gás, 

“goose”), or exclusively in ON, as sharpening, where /j/ is not omitted when in contact 

with /g/ (e.g., PGmc. *twagjan > OE tweg(e)a > ON treggja, “of two”). In other cases, 

ON and OE assimilate with each other for not including other phonological alterations, 

such as consonant shift, which is present in other Gmc. languages, such as Old High 

Saxon. 

2.3.2. Morphology 

Even though morphology is full of features distinguishing both Gmc. languages, there 

are still some points, as those stated by in Robinson (1992: 160-162), that are worth 

mentioning.  

2.3.2.1. Nouns 

Concerning similarities between OE and ON, neither language has retained the PGmc. 

ending *{az}, which marked the case of nom. sg. for a-stem masc. n. and strong adj. 

However, while it was completely lost in OE, ON underwent a process of rhotacism, 

whereby the PGmc. ending *{az} developed to {r} (cf. 1.6.7. and 1.6.9.) (e.g., PGmc. 

*god-az *gast-iz > OE gōd-ø gæst-ø / ON góð-r gest-r, “good guest”).  

  

                                                 
14

 cf. 3.2.3. for further explanation about sk- and the palatization of it in OE. 



35 

 

The two languages also differ in the ending for indicating nom. pl. for the same 

a-stem masc. n.: OE has -as (e.g., “birds”), whereas ON, as a reflect of rhotacism, has -

ar (e.g., Gmc. *fogl-oz > OE fugelas > fuglar, “birds”). Furthermore, both ON and OE 

distinguish between generic and dual pl. in their pronouns for: 

 First pers. plural: Gmc. *wiz > OE wē - ON vér , “we”; dual: Gmc *witz > 

OE wit - ON vit, “we two”. 

 Second pers. plural: PGmc. *juz > OE eow – ON yor, “you”; dual PGmc. * > 

OE git – ON ϸit.  

Likewise, both languages have kept the PGmc. personal pron. both for the masc. 

and for the fem. third pers., as clearly reflected on the nom. case of Gmc *he (OE hē -

ON hann) and she (OE hēo - ON hon). Such closeness can be also found in the first and 

second pers. pronoun, and for this reason, incidentally, neither language distinguishes 

between masc. and fem. gender in these persons. However, whilst ON makes clear 

distinction between the acc. and dat. sg. cases for both pronouns, in OE the Gmc forms 

fell together (Gmc. *meke, “me” and *theke, “thee” > ON mik (acc.) and mér (dat.); ϸik 

(acc.) and ϸér (dat.) - OE mē (acc. and dat.) and ðē (acc. and dat.). 

2.3.2.2. Verbs 

The most outstanding PGmc. verbal characteristic inherited by both ON and OE is 

reduplication (i.e., the repetition of the same phonetic pattern) for making the preterit 

tenses of verbs. Nonetheless, due to the dissimilar evolution and development of the two 

languages, signs of reduplication are far more evident in ON (reri “rowed” contrasting 

with róa “to row”, or ON seri
15

 “sowed” contrasting with sá, “to sow”) than in OE. In 

the case of OE, reduplication can only be found in certain strong vb. belonging to the 

seven class. What is more, whereas reduplication can still be perceived in some of these 

vb. (e.g., heht “be called” contrasting with hātan, “to be called”; leolc “played” 

contrasting with lācan, “to play”), some others have completely lost their reduplicative 

traces due to phonetic evolution (e.g, slēp “slept” contrasting with slæpan, “to sleep” 

and sēow “sew” contrasting with sāwan, “to sow”). 

  

  

                                                 
15

 Having its origin in Gmc *sesi (cf. 1.6.7. for rhotacism). 
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Another distinctive feature between both Gmc. languages has to do with a type 

of vb. voice, namely, the medio-passive. On the one hand, ON is the only Gmc. 

language where voice is morphologically-marked. This is done by combining the 

different vb. conjugations with different inflections of the reflexive pron. sík, sér, sín 

(“self”), which appears in the acc. case (i.e., ask) (to oneself). Such medio-passive voice 

has a wide array of meaning nuances: reflexive or reciprocal (e.g., klæðask, “clothe 

oneself”, leggjask, “lay oneself down” or berjask, “fight each other”), passive (e.g., 

lúkask, “to be closed by someone”), or even benefactive (e.g., eignask, “possess for 

oneself”). On the other hand, OE does not have any kind of medio-passive voice. In 

fact, OE does not even contain a purely-morphologically-marked passive voice, for 

which analytic and periphrastic constructions are needed, and which are similar to 

present-day English
16

. 

Vb. endings of the present simple tense for the first, second and third pers. of pl. 

must be also taken into consideration when it comes to comparing both languages, since 

ON has a different inflection for each of them (e.g., berum, “we carry”, berið, “you 

carry”, bera, “they carry”), while OE has just one plural morpheme (e.g., bindað: “we / 

you / they bind”). 

Finally, vb. inflection for the infinitive is another key distinctive factor between 

both languages, as ON completely lacks it, whereas OE constructs it by means of the 

infinitive acc. inflection –an, with the sense of purpose (e.g., OE sāw-an < sāwen, “to 

sow”). 

  

                                                 
16

 Actually, according to Robinson (1992: 90-91), Gth. is the only language among the Gmc. group that 

has a truly-morphologically-marked passive, which was once taken directly from PGmc.. 
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3. THE INFLUENCE OF OLD NORSE ON MODERN ENGLISH 

3.1. Intercomprehension and interculturality 

Due to the close relation between OE and ON within the Gmc. group (Markham-

Rhodes, 2004: 1), Baugh and Cable (2010: 86-87) suggests that it may be quite difficult 

to determine whether a given feature in English was native or borrowed. As a result, as 

Smith’s (2011) clarifies, “the full extent of Norse influence on English did not become 

clear until the ME period of the language (1150-1500)”. Actually, the author himself 

remarks on the most vital reason for this, which has been being proved throughout the 

subsections above, namely the interrelation between ON and OE, which was 

particularly noticeable in the early contact period (i.e., late 8th and 9th centuries). 

Consequently, such mutual intelligibility between both Gmc. languages gave rise to a 

quick adaptation of both societies to one another, thus accelerating the cultural and 

linguistic borrowing process. However, as Smith (2011) also points out, those favorable 

conditions cannot be put down to merely geographical factors, but also to social ones. 

To put it clearly, more often than not, ON was prone to variation in accordance not only 

with the region (i.e., the North of England was much more heavily influenced than 

South of England, especially at the beginning of the Scandinavian settlement), but also 

with the speakers’ ethnic background (e.g., AS, Celtic, Picts, etc.), not to mention the 

type of item borrowed (e.g., lexical tokens: different nouns, verbs, adjectives, etc.). This 

is where both intercomprehension and interculturality played the indispensable role of 

displaying, with the passing of time, not just a common linguistic core, but also a 

common social one among AS and Scandinavian people.  

The case of Scandinavian people was remarkable due to the abundance of ON 

native speakers, whose dialects, as explained by Moskowich-Spiegel (1995: 17-18) and 

Baugh and Cable (2010: 29), were mainly split into two main areas. Each of these 

dialects, as expressed in 2.1.1., spread across the isle of Britain in a different way, that 

is, depending on the Scandinavian societies settling the area in question (e.g., Norse 

Scandinavians in Scotland and Northumbria; Danes in East Anglia and Mercia). On the 

one hand, Old Western Norse encompasses the lands of present-day Norway and 

Iceland. This was the dialect spoken by Norse Scandinavians, who settled in the 

northern lands of Scotland and Northumbria. On the other hand, Old Eastern Norse was 

spoken in the territories belonging to Denmark and Sweden nowadays. That was the 

dialect spoken by the Danes, who invaded the eastern lands of East Anglia and Mercia. 
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However, the presence of ON would be stand out immediately after the arrival of the 

first settlers. In fact, as Serjeantson (1962: 62) claims, it seemed rather logical that, for 

such period of constant disputes, it must have been the early Scandinavian tribes the 

ones who became bilingual and not the AS, who remained rather contemptuous towards 

the newcomers. 

Consequently, we should wait for the second and third periods, once the 

Danelaw had been established and the Scandinavian tribes had settled in it. Nonetheless, 

it would not be until the stabilization of a peaceful environment (ca. second half of the 

11th c.), thus leading locals and settlers to mingle with one another, that the strength of 

the Scandinavian element could be truly perceived on the English language and culture. 

This is clearly described by Serjeantson, who clarifies that: 

 

The Scandinavian element in English is due in the first place to the Viking 

invasions of England in the 8th, 9th and 11th centuries, and their forcible 

settlement in parts of the country, but also, and in much greater degree, to the 

peaceful association of Englishman and Scandinavian during the 11th and 12th 

centuries. (Serjeantson, 1961: 61) 

 

As a result, as Treharne underscores (2004), “[t]he interaction between the 

Viking settlers and their English neighbours [mainly in the shape of trade agreements, 

intermarriage and the subsequent homogenous mixing of the population] helped to 

create a melting pot of two languages”, based on such linguistic and cultural 

assimilation, which saw its culmination between the 11th and 12th centuries. To put it 

clearly, it is then that, instead of one civilization learning the language of the other, due 

to the basic and continuous need of understanding one another for a wide array of 

purposes, an intermediate linguistic situation could have been reached, thus giving rise 

to the development of OE as a pidgin and, later on, as a creole. 

In any case, as highlighted by Baugh and Cable (2010: 86), the different strength 

with which interaction was established between the two languages and their native 

speakers, stronger in some areas and weaker in many others, gave rise, on the one hand, 

to settlers giving up their native language at an early stage, and, on the other hand, 

communities where ON linguistic features remained for some time as the central model. 

In fact, even though “up until the end of the Norman Conquest the Scandinavian 

language in England was constantly being renewed by the steady stream of trade and 
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conquest” (Baugh and Cable, 2010: 86), with the passing of time ON managed to 

endure so strongly in certain places of the isle of Britain (especially in Scottish 

territories) that it was claimed to be still used as late as the 17th century. 

3.2. Linguistic borrowings 

As Moskowich-Spiegel claims (1995: 13-14), the influence of the Scandinavian element 

was not strictly limited to the lands of the Danelaw. Linguistic, archeological and 

cultural remains show that such influence was widespread over the island.  

3.2.1. Morphology 

The clearest evidence of morphological influence of the Scandinavian element on 

English can be definitely found in suffixes attached to proper names, principally to 

place and family names, etc.  

Nowadays, according to most scholars, such as Baugh and Cable (2010: 86) and 

Stockwell and Minkova (2001: 33), there are more than 1.400 places, (almost 2.000 

according to Moskowich-Spiegel, (1995: 40-43), that bear Scandinavian names, and 

which are spread all over the island. Naturally, as claimed by Treharne (2004), the 

presence of most of them should be traced back to those regions within the Danelaw (up 

to 75%, according to Baugh and Cable, 2010: 89). A similar percentage, in fact, has 

been found in Scandinavian personal names in most medieval records dealing with the 

Danelaw in some way or another. Distribution, however, was not uniform, but more 

prominent in those places under the Scandinavian control, as the next map illustrates, 

such as the northern territories of Northumbria (e.g., Yorkshire, Cumbria), the Five 

Boroughs (i.e., Leicester, Nottingham, Derby, Lincoln and Stamford), and the south-

eastern part of the Midlands and East Anglia, especially encompassing the area of 

Norfolk.  
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Fig. 7. Distribution of Scandinavian place names across Britain (Hickey, 2017) 

 

In most cases, every suffix had a distinctive meaning, which normally had to do with 

the geographical or topographical situation of the area, “peculiarities of manorial 

organization, local government, legal procedure, etc.” (Baugh and Cable, 2010: 85), as 

well as further nuances in relation to the leader, origin, kind or social rank of the people 

who founded, settled or invaded such area or property (Culpeper, 1997: 5). 

The following paragraphs show the most relevant place and family name 

suffixes, laying emphasis both on etymology and meaning of each one, and the most 

significant instances to take into account. Most of these data have been retrieved from a 

wide array of sources, among which we can remark on Moskowich-Spiegel (1995: 40-

43), Culpeper (1997: 4-5), Stockwell and Minkova (2001), Markham-Rhodes (2004: 1), 

Treharne (2004), Baugh and Cable (2010: 88-89), Harper (2017), Hickey (2017) and 

OED (2017). 
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 -beck < ON bekkr “brook, rivulet or stream near a mountain, hill or moorland”. 

Example: Troutbeck. 

 -by < ON boe, býr “new homestead, farm, village, or small town (mainly by-law 

or town law); dwelling place (nearly all of them founded and occupied by 

Danes)”. Examples - more than 600 samples, among which we can consider: 

Corby, Crosby, Derby, Formby, Grimsby, Kirby, Kirkby, Lazonby, Rugby, 

Thoresby, Thurnby and Whitby 

 -son < sonr, “descendant of + pers.al name”. Although this is a root directly 

stemming from PGmc. sunuz, it is ON the Gmc. language which makes use of it 

as a patronymic suffix, thus becoming similar to its counterpart in OE –ing (e.g., 

Browning). Examples: Johnson, Robinson, Serjeantson, Stevenson. 

 -thorp(e) < ON ϸorp, “new small village or hamlet”, usually dependant or 

founded on the basis of those ending in –by, populated by families from other 

Viking settlements, and often aimed at farming and trading. Examples - around 

300 tokens, such as: Althorp, Bishopthorpe, Gawthorpe, Linthorpe, Milnthorpe 

and Scunthorpe. 

 -thwait(e) < ON ϸveit, “isolated piece of land”, usually related to a meadow, 

clearing, glade or paddock which could have been settled by Scandinavian 

population for harvesting and commerce. Examples - about 300 units, like: 

Applethwaite, Braithwaite, Cowperthwaite, Hawthornthwaite, Langthwaite, 

Lothwaite and Satterthwaite. 

 -toft < ON topt or tupt, which became later toft, tuft or tyft, “piece of ground 

attached to a house”, usually corresponding to a messuage
17

. Examples - over 

100 items, such as: Brimtoft, Eastoft, Langtoft, Lonestoft and Nortoft. 

  

                                                 
17

 “A dwelling house together with its outbuildings and the adjacent land assigned to its use” (OED, 2017 

s.v. messuage). 
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Hybridization, as stated by Moskowich-Spiegel (1995: 40-43) and Treharne 

(2004), usually presupposes not just a forceful Viking settlement at early stages, but an 

incipient contact of Scandinavian settlers across those territories where local AS people 

were already well established. For example, as Culpeper (1997: 5) points out, hybrids 

like Grimston or Skeffington consist of Scandinavian personal names as the base in 

combination with the OE place name suffix –ton, stemming from the n. tun, meaning 

‘farmstead, village’, often paraphrased as ‘the dwelling of’ (i.e., the dwelling of Grímr 

or Sceaft
18

’s people, respectively). 

3.2.2. Grammar 

At a grammatical level, ON excelled at the linguistic interference in such a way that, as 

stated by Smith (2011), “a form of creolized OE can to a large measure be attributed to 

the inflectional-levelling which occurred in English from 1100 to 1350”. Although 

many forms of creolization undeniably took place in practically every single Gmc. 

language, the contact between OE and ON became much more accelerated for the 

aforementioned “need for the Saxon English and Norsemen to communicate, in 

languages whose vocabulary but not inflectional endings were very similar” (Smith, 

2011).  

The idea of creolization has been also supported by other well-known scholars, 

such as Burchfield (1987: 14, in Smith 2011), who also mention other causes inherently 

present in OE. Therefore, Burchfield (1987: 14, in Smith 2011) lays emphasis on the 

OE language as an imprecise language tool hindering communication which, due to the 

lack of inflectional distinctions within the case system for reflecting the function 

performed by a word in a sentence
19

, progressively evolved in favour of a system 

expressing syntactic relationships more clearly, easily and distinguishably, such as 

through prepositions in preference to inflection endings, which eventually were 

removed for phonetic reasons leaning towards simplicity. Precisely, owing to basic 

communicative needs, such simplification firstly arose in those areas attached to the 

Danelaw, and from which, later on, it could spread across further territories 

(Moskowich-Spiegel, 1995: 13-14). 

                                                 
18

 Originally stemming from Skeff (cf. 3.2.3.2. for phonetic changes between OE and ON cognates 

containing the consonantal set sk-). 
19

 Cf. 2.3.2. for further details about the omission of vb. endings for pers. pl. 
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Apart from the greater syntactic differences between dialects in the ME period 

than nowadays in ModEng. (Culpeper, 1997: 55), ON did vary considerably from OE as 

far as inflections are concerned, which turned out to become obstacles for mutual 

comprehension. All this made it difficult for inflections on one language to be easily 

transferred to the other one. In any case, ON did manage to replace OE vb. ending –eð 

by its own ending –s for the third pers. sg. of the present simple tense (Baugh and 

Cable, 2010: 93-94) (i.e., ON -es > ME –es > ModEng. -s). Although OE –eð could still 

coexist with ON –es for some centuries, by the Early ModEng. period the OE vb. 

ending –eþ (–eth in ME) came into serious decline, thus beginning to be seen as rather 

archaic from then onwards (Culpeper, 1997: 55). 

Some ON pronouns could also make room for themselves in OE. On the one 

hand, the pronominal use of both and same has been ascribed to ON, which already had 

them in the shape of baðir and same or samr, respectively (Harper, 2017). On the other 

hand, personal pronouns and their inflectional forms were also profoundly affected in 

the case of the third pers. of pl. in its different inflectional forms: they (nom.), their 

(gen.) and them (acc.), ON þeȝȝ, ϸeȝȝr and ϸeȝȝm, which replaced the ME he, here / hire 

and him (< OE hīe, hiera and him), respectively (Serjeantson, 1961: 82). 

3.2.3. Vocabulary 

As remarked by Smith (2011), Norse people provided AS people with a wide array of 

terms that are still in everyday use. Although they all differ from one another as far as 

the semantic field is concerned, the majority of them were related to the sea, the law and 

the local administration. Furthermore, as claimed by Smith (2011), most of these 

loanwords would have been adopted into OE mainly from the 9th until the 11th century. 

Nevertheless, this presumably took place orally and, due to almost identical 

correspondences in most cases, with little feeling of seeing them as foreign terms by AS 

(Serjeantson, 1962: 62-63). Hence, they did not start appearing in prominent quantities 

in writing until the turn of the 13th century (i.e., ca. 1200), which marked the transition 

from Old to Early Middle English. 

Although countless lexical items from Scandinavian were borrowed back then, 

the majority either did not endure for long, or were restricted to certain dialects, 

especially in northern areas. Whatever the case, according to Smith (2011), “some 400 

items whose origins are demonstrably Scandinavian are still alive in the modern 

standard language”. Nevertheless, should we also take ON terms present within 
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different English dialects, ModEng. could reach the approximate figure of 1,800 

(Culpeper, 1997: 24) or even 2,000 lexical tokens (Smith, 2011). Such importance has 

the Scandinavian element gained in ModEng. that it is still considered as “one of the 

cornerstones of the basic word-stock, representing some of the most common and 

everyday words of the language” (Smith, 2011). Following Serjeantson (1961: 64-69), 

we may divide the whole Scandinavian lexical influence into two different periods. 

3.2.3.1. First period  

The first period of Scandinavian loanwords stretches from the Viking arrival, at the end 

of the 8th century, until the second decade of the 11th century, approximately 

(Serjeantson 1961: 64-69). As is also claimed in Baugh and Cable (2010: 89), since the 

early contact of settlers with the locals was too hostile, the number of Scandinavian 

items in OE was consequently small. Qualitatively, most of these borrowings had to do 

with specific meanings that did not appear in OE
20

 vocabulary stock. What is more, as 

observed in the following instances
21

, most of them became irrelevant for disappearing 

before the emergence of Early ModEng. The following terms have been classified 

according to the semantic field to which they might belong. Such semantic fields, as 

well as the items included within each one, have been placed in alphabetical order, for 

the readers’ convenience. 

Common objects: although some do not exist in ModEng., as sæng (OE sang 

“bed”), many of these loanwords still have presence nowadays, such as: 

 ON rann > OE rān “house” 

 ON stein > OE stān >ME ston > ModEng. stone 

 ON ϸveng > OE ðweng > ME ϸorn(e) > ModEng. thorn 

Law and administration: compound forms borrowed from ON by OE, 

sometimes even combining hybrid forms, can be frequently found here, such as:  

 ON lāh + OE ceap “tax for entering into legal rights” 

 OE manns + ON hlutr > OE manslot > ME manesloth “portion of land 

assigned to the head of a family” 

 ON vāpna + tāk > OE wapentac > ME wapentake “administrative 

district” 

                                                 
20

 In such adaptation, convenient phonetical changes occurred from one language to another. 
21

 List has been arranged in alphabetical order for reader’s convenience 
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Some Scandinavian stems have come into ModEng., such as: 

 ON hús + ON ϸing > OE hūsting, > ME hustings > ModEng. husting 

 ON lagi > OE lagu > ME la(u)we > ModEng. law 

 ON māl “legal action” > ME mail(le) > ModEng. mail, blackmail 

 ON skeppa > OE sceppe > ME skep(pe) > ModEng. skep “a unit of 

measure for grains, principally wheat or malt” 

 ON ūnut-lagi > OE ūtlaga > ME outelaw(e) > ModEng. outlaw 

People, social status or rank: 

 ON hǫldr > OE hold “the title of a high-rank officer in the Danelaw” 

 ON leysingr > OE liesing “a freed man” 

 ON nīðingr > OE niðing “villain” 

Some other compound forms can be also highlighted, such as:  

 ON hǫf + ON ðingi > OE hofding “leader”, literally “ring leader” 

Several stems managed to survive until today, such as:  

 ON bónde > OE bonda, husbonda > ME bo(u)nde, husbo(u)nde > 

ModEng. bond, husband, literally “householder” 

 ON félagi > OE fēolaga > ME fellow(e) > ModEng. fellow 

 ON ϸræli > OE þrǽl > ME ϸrēll(e) > ModEng. thrall 

Sea:  

 ON barðr > OE barða “beaked ship” 

 ON hár > OE hā “oarlock” 

 ON há-seti > OE hā-sæta “rower” 

 ON hamla > OE hamele “oar-loop” 

 ON knǫrr > OE cnearr “small, trading vessel ship” 

 ON lið > OE liðs “fleet”; and hybrid liϸsmann “sailor” 

 ON scegð > OE scegð “vessel”, scegðmann “pirate” 

 ON vrǫng > OE wranga “hold of a ship” 

Few of these terms are present in ModEng., such as:  

 ON hǫfn > OE hæuen > ME haven(e) >ModEng. haven 

 ON sveinn > OE (bát)swegen > ME (bote)swayn(e) > ModEng. 

boatswain, coxswain 
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War:  

 ON fylkja > OE fylcian “to gather a force” 

 ON grið > OE griϸ “temporary cessation of warfare” 

 ON orrosta > OE orrest “battle, contest” 

Few terms still remain in ModEng., such as 

 ON drengr > OE drengh > ME dring(che) >ModEng. dreng “warrior” 

 ON øx > OE ex > ME æx > ModEng. axe 

 ON saka “search” > OE sacu > ME (ran)sack(e) > ModEng. sack, seek, 

ransack literally “house-seek” 

3.2.3.2. Second period  

Ranging from 1016 until 1150, corresponding to the beginning of the ME language, this 

period is characterized by the stable and peaceful settlement of Scandinavian people 

across the Danelaw. Therefore, unlike the situation in the first period, the number of 

loanwords became prominent both in quantity and in quality, representing, as Baugh 

and Cable (2010: 90) states, “the give-and-take of everyday life”. This can be illustrated 

through the following examples, which have been conveniently sorted out into different 

parts of speech
22

. 

Nouns (common objects, household and sea utilities, parts of the body, elements 

of nature, flora and fauna, emotions and feelings, social relationships, kinship, 

etc.):  

 ON angra > ME anger > ModEng. anger, replacing OE yrre 

 ON baggi “bundle, pack” > ME bag(ge) > ModEng. bag, replacing OE bęlg 

 ON band > ME bande > Mod.Eng. band, replacing OE bęnd 

 ON banke “sandbank” > ME bannke > ModEng. bank, replacing OE bęnc 

 ON byrðr > ME byrϸ(e) > ModEng. birth, replacing OE gebyrd 

 ON bōϸ “temporary dwelling” > ME boϸe > ModEng. booth 

 ON boli > ME bole > ModEng. bull, replacing OE *bulla 

 ON dregg > ME dreg(e) > ModEng. dregs 

 ON drit > ME drit(te) > ModEng. dirt 

                                                 
22

 Tokens, etymology, meaning and survival of loanwords from different periods have been majorly taken 

from Serjeantson (1961: 69-73), Baugh and Cable (2010: 90-91), Smith (2011), Harper (2017), Hickey 

(2017) and OED (2017). 
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 ON dunn “soft feathers” > ME dawne > ModEng. down 

 ON dyr or *djúr “animal”> ME deor > ModEng. deer, replacing OE díor 

 ON ei > ME ay(e) > ModEng. aye, replacing OE a 

 ON freknur > ME > ModEng. freckle 

 ON froða > ME froth > ModEng. froth 

 ON fjuk “snowdrift” > ME fog(ge) > ModEng. fog 

 ON ga or gasa “heed” > ME gaase > ModEng. gaze 

 ON gap “chasm, mouthed outcry” > ME gap(e) > ModEng. gap 

 ON gata “way, road, path” > ME gat(te) > ModEng. gait 

 ON gęstr > ME > gest(te) > ModEng. guest, replacing OE giest 

 ON gjǫrð “belt, hoop” > ME gerth(e) > ModEng. garth, girdle, girth 

 ON hlekrr “chain” > ME lyn(c)k(e) > ModEng. link, replacing OE hlinc 

 ON compound hreinn + dyr “animal with horns”> ME raynedeare> ModEng. 

reindeer, replacing OE hrān + díor 

 ON hryggr “back” > ME rug(ge) > ModEng. ridge, replacing OE hriyc 

 ON kalfi > ME caalfe > ModEng. calf (of leg) 

 ON kið “young goat” > ME kid(de) > ModEng. kid 

 ON kista > ME chist(e) > ModEng. chest, replacing OE *ciest 

 ON kjölr > ME ke(l)e > ModEng. keel, no trace in OE 

 ON klubba “cudgel” > ME clobb(e) > ModEng. club 

 ON knīfr > ME knyf(fe) > ModEng. knife, no trace in OE 

 ON kogge > ME cogge > ModEng. cog, no trace in OE 

 ON krokr “hook, corner” > ME kroke > ModEng. crook 

 ON legr > ME leg(ge) > ModEng. leg 

 ON lopt “sky, roof” > ME lofte > ModEng. (a)loft, replacing OE lyft 

 ON myki or mykr “cow dung” > ME mok(ke) > ModEng. muck 

 ON myrr “bog, swamp” > ME muir(e) > ModEng. mire 

 ON ras “forward movement of water, a rushing” > ME race > ModEng. race 

 ON reka “spade, shovel” > ME rak(e) > ModEng. rake, replacing OE ræce 

 ON rif “ridge under the sea” > ME rif(fe) > ModEng. reef, replacing OE arāf 

 ON ripa “to break a contract” > ME ryft(e) > ModEng. rift 

 ON rōt > ME rot(te) > ModEng. root, replacing OE rōta 
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 ON sæti “position” > ME s(e)et(t)e> ModEng. seat 

 ON stakkr “pile of hay” > ME stak(k) > ModEng. stack 

 ON sala > ME saale > ModEng. sale 

 ON stjarna > ME star(re) > ModEng. star, replacing OE steorra 

 ON ϸrif(t) < ϸrifask, “to prosper” > ME þrift(e) > ModEng. thrift 

 ON tiðendi < “events, news” < tiðr “occurring” > ME tyd(e) > ModEng. tidings 

Adjectives:  

 ON afugr “turned backwards, contrary, wrong” > ME awke > ModEng. 

awk(ward) 

 ON búinn > ME bun(ne) > ModEng. bound 

 ON flatr > ME flat(te) > ModEng. flat 

 ON lauss “free, vacant” > ME lousse > ModEng. loose, replacing OE léas 

 ON lugr “low-down; short; humble” > ME loȝ(e)> ModEng. low, replacing OE 

læge 

 ON mjukr “soft, pliant, gentle” > ME meok(e) > ModEng. meek 

 ON oddi “third or additional number” > ME od(de) > ModEng. odd 

 ON rotinn < past participle of the vb. rotna “to decay” > ME roto(u)n > 

ModEng. rotten 

 ON soemiligr “becoming honourable” < soemr > ME semlich(e) > ModEng. 

seem, seemly 

 ON strangr > ME strang(g)e > ModEng. strong 

 ON ϸéhtr “watertight, solid” > ME thyht > ModEng. thight, tight 

 ON töturr “rag, garment” > ME tater > ModEng. tattered 

 ON uggligr < uggr, “fear, dread” + suffix -ligr “like” = “very unpleasant to look 

at” > ME ugli(ke) > ModEng. ugly 

 ON vrang or rang “crooked, wry” > ME wrange > ModEng. wrong 
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Verbs:  

 ON baða > ME bathie > ModEng. bathe, replacing OE bęðian 

 ON baðask “to bathe oneself”
23

) > ME baske > ModEng. bask 

 ON batna “to improve” > ME batten > ModEng. batten 

 ON beita “to cause to bite”) > ME beȝȝten > ModEng. bait 

 ON deyja > ME deȝen > ModEng. die, replacing OE díegan 

 ON drupe “to sink, to hang one’s head” > ME dro(u)pe > ModEng. droop 

 ON eggja “to incite” > ME egge(n)> ModEng. egg, edge 

 ON flytja, literally “to remove” > ME flitten > ModEng. flit 

 ON gapa “to open the mouth wide” > ME gapen > ModEng. gape 

 ON gefa > ME > ȝeven > ModEng. give, replacing OE giofan 

 ON geispa “to yawn” > ME gaysp > ModEng. gasp, replacing OE gipian 

 ON glitra > ME > glit(t)er > ModEng. glitter 

 ON gnaga, “to complain” > Early ModEng. gnag > ModEng. gnaw, nag 

 ON hitta “to light upon, to meet with” > ME hit(e) > ModEng. hit, replacing OE 

hyttan 

 ON kalla “to cry aloud” > ME kall(e) > ModEng. call, replacing OE ceallian 

 ON krafla “to crawl one’s way” > ME craul(e) > ModEng. crawl, replacing OE 

craflian 

 ON kuga “to oppress” > ME kow(e) > ModEng. cow, replacing OE *cúian 

 ON kynda, literally “to start a fire” > ME kindill > ModEng. kindle 

 ON lugga or lugge “to pull by the hair” > ME lug(e) > ModEng. lug 

 ON lypta > ME lyft(en) > ModEng. lift 

 ON ryðja “to clear land of obstructions” > ME rydd(e) > ModEng. rid, replacing 

OE geryd 

 ON snearu > ME snarre > ModEng. snare 

 ON snubba “to curse, to chide, to scold, to reprove” > ME snub(b)e > ModEng. 

snub 

 ON ϸrysta “to force, to press” > ME ϸrust(e) > ModEng. thrust 

 ON vanta “to be lacking” > ME wan(n)t(te) > ModEng. want 

 ON viske or viska “to wipe, to rub” > ME w(h)isk(e)> ModEng. whisk 

                                                 
23

 Notice the Scandinavian reflexive suffix –ask (cf. 2.3.2.2. for further information). 
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Prepositions, conjunctions and determiners:  

 ON aȝein > ME aȝein > ModEng. again, against, not necessarily stemming 

directly from ON, but likely to be influenced by the Scandinavian preposition, in 

strong connection with OE ongegn 

 ON bāðir < bai + ϸaiz, third pers. pl. pron. inflection, “both the” > ME baϸ(en) 

> ModEng. both, replacing OE bā ϸā 

 ON ϸóh or ϸóȝ > ME (all)thou(g)h > ModEng. (al)though, replacing OE þéah 

 ON frá > ME fra > ModEng. fro, as in to and fro, replacing OE fram 

 ON til> ME til(le) > ModEng. (un)til, replacing OE till(i)an 

 

The second period differs from the first one in that the new terms could have 

come into the English vocabulary stock with no real need for them. That is, loanwords 

were not borrowed due to the lack of items in Old and ME, but rather as the outcome of 

the contact and interaction between the AS locals and Scandinavian settlers, which gave 

rise to words employed side-by-side, as presented by the next instances in the following 

table:  

 

ON OE 

ætla (ME attlen) think 

bolgna (ME bolnen) swell 

tyna (ME tinen) lose 

syt (ME site) sorrow 

reykr (ME roke) mist 

reik (ME reeche) path 

Table 4. ON lexical items and their synonyms in OE coexisting until the ME period (Baugh and Cable, 

2010: 91) 

 

The situation of this peculiar linguistic coexistence led to a series of consequences. 

First, when lexical items had almost the same form, it is not clear whether they 

descend from ON or from English. For instance, the ME adj. fast and thick might be 

thought to come from the ON fasta and ϸykkr, or from OE fæste and ϸicce. In either 

case, the forms descend from PGmc. *fasta and *thicku, respectively. 
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Second, the survival of one element or another might occur by sheer chance. For 

example, ON reykr is the source of the ModEng. reek and roke, which is still present in 

certain northern varieties of English. Nevertheless, there is no trace at all of bolnen or 

tyna from Early ModEng. onwards. 

Third, the lexical item from ON can still be in use. Nonetheless, this is not found 

in Standard English at all, but exclusively in certain dialects. That is the case of lit, from 

the Scandinavian n. litr, meaning “colour, dye, hue”, which became obsolete in the past 

and is now only present in some regional dialects (Serjeantson, 1961: 70). 

Lastly, the ON term may have completely replaced the native one by the ME 

period. This usually occurs when both tokens coexist for a long time span, as in the 

following samples retrieved from Baugh and Cable (2010: 91) and Hickey (2017): 

 

OE ON ModEng. 

torn, grama, yrre angre anger 

rind berkja bark 

weorϸan kasta cast 

snīðan / ceorfan (cf. carve) kuti cut 

ūprodor / wolcen sky sky 

compound of eag + ϸyrel (cf. 

thirl), literally ‘eye-hole’ 

compound of vindr + auga, 

literally “eye of the wind” 
window 

feðra (cf. feather) vængr wing 

Table 5. ModEng. lexical items taken from ON rather than from OE (Baugh and Cable, 2010: 91 and Hickey, 2017) 

 

Loanwords dating back to the second period were also strongly bound to morphological 

features. More concretely, many Scandinavian roots gave rise to a series of derived 

items. That is the case of the root hap, from which, with the meaning of ‘luck’ and 

‘success’ (Serjeantson, 1961: 78), many related tokens were borrowed that are currently 

present in ModEng., such as vb. happen, adj. (un)happy and n. happiness.  

Fixed sets of consonants were often incorporated as parts of the English word-

stock, such as those beginning with sl-, as in: slaughter (ON slatr, literally ‘a 

butchering’), sleight (ON sloegð, taken from sloegr, deriving in the English adj. sly), 

and slouch (ON slokr); or sk-, which could be either retained integrally, with no changes 

at all, as in skittle (ON skyttel), skulk (ON skulke), skull (ON skalli). Nonetheless, as 

anticipated in  in most of the cases, the latter elements were likely to undergo a process 
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of palatization, whereby sk- /sk/would turn into OE sċ- /sdʒ-/, and later on, transmitted 

as sc- /sk/ or sh- /ʃ/ in ModEng., as in scale (ON skal, literally “drinking cup”), scant 

(ON skammt, neuter form of skammr), scare (ON skirra), score (ON skor, literally 

“mark, incision”), scowl (ON skule) and scrap (ON skrapa). Cognates played a decisive 

role throughout the second period when it comes to these phonetic changes, which took 

place in a consistent manner, as explained below.  

Firstly, both the Scandinavian and OE items could have remained up to now. 

However, as seen in the following table, one of them underwent some sort of meaning 

change: widening or narrowing, with more general or specific nuances, more or less 

standard or dialectal, more or less restricted to an informal or formal style, more present 

in oral or written register, etc.: 
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ON ModEng. OE ModEng. 

hāl < PGmc. *haila > hale “healthy” hal < PGmc. *haila 

> whole “unhurt, 

uninjured, safe; also 

intact, untouched” 

illr “evil, bad; 

difficult, tough, hard; 

stingy, mean” 

> ill, particularly 

applied to disease 
seoc < PGmc. *seukaz 

> sick, not only ill, but 

also “sad or deeply 

affected” 

nei < PGmc. *ne,stem 

for negation + ei 

“ever”  

> nay, rather archaic 
na / ne < PGmc. *ne, 

stem for negation 

> no, general form for 

negation 

reisa < PGmc. 

*raizijanau 

> raise, “lift up, go 

up”; also “build up” or 

“create” 

ræran < PGmc. 

*raizijanau  

> rear “build up” or 

“create”; “excite” or 

“stir up” 

skilja 
> skill “ability, 

capacity” 

cræftan < PGmc. krab 

or kraf 

> craft  “physical 

strength, power or 

virtue”  

skinn < PGmc. *skinth 

“animal fur” 

skin, both animals and 

people 

hyd < PGmc. *hudiz, 

animal and people 
hide, only animal 

Table 6. Meaning distinction among lexical items, most of them coming from the same source, till 

ModEng. (Baugh and Cable, 2010: 90-91; Harper, 2017; Hickey, 2017 and OED, 2017) 

 

Secondly, many cognates still present in ModEng. arose as a result of phonetic change 

of the same roots, mainly those containing the same initial sets of consonants, thus 

giving rise to a series of etymological doublets with different meaning nuances, 

dialectic differences, etc. This is often present in the Scandinavian stems starting with 

sk- or containing t, which can be bound to a set of patterns, as presented in the following 

chart: 
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Phonetic change ON stem ModEng. cognates 

t (/t/) and s (/s/) geta 
get “take, obtain” 

guess literally “what is taken” 

sk- (/sk/) and sh- (/ʃ/) 

skel 

skifta 

skimra 

skirta 

skell (dialectal use) and shell (standard English) 

skift (archaic) and shift (common use) 

skimmer and shimmer (synonyms of “glitter”) 

skirt “gown” and shirt “undergarment” 

sk(r)- > sc(r)- and sh(r)-
24

 

skabb 

skaterja 

skjær 

skrækja 

skrubba 

skrydda 

skuta 

scab (standard English) and shab (dialectal use) “skin disease” 

scatter “dissipate, squander” and shatter “disperse, spread” 

†skere “pure, purified, clean” and sheer “clear, fine, utter” 

screech “shrill cry” and shriek “cry or laugh loudly” 

scrub and shrub, types of “low hedges smaller than a tree” 

scre(e)d and shred, synonyms of“strip, scrap” 

scout “mock, deride” and shout “say, utter loudly” 

Table 7. Cognates undergoing different patterns of phonetical changes (Serjeantson, 1961: 76; Baugh and 

Cable, 2010: 90-91; Smith, 2011; Harper, 2017; Hickey, 2017; OED, 2017) 

 

Thirdly, there are certain cases where ON and OE cognates have a clear meaning 

distinction. More specifically, as Serjeantson (1961: 74) claims, “the meaning of a 

Scandinavian item becomes attached to the cognate English word, though the Norse 

word itself is not borrowed”, as illustrated by the following table: 

 

OE ON ModEng. 

> blōma “ingot of iron” blōmi “flower, blossom” bloom 

dream “music, joyful sound” 
draumr “vision, sequence of 

sensations” 
dream 

eorl “man, warrior”  jarl “chief, ruler of a shire” earl 

gift “price of a wife” gipt “good luck” gift 

plog / ploh “measure of a land” plogr “plow, equivalent to OE sulh” plow 

Tabla 7. Cognates undergoing meaning changes influenced by ON (Baugh and Cable, 2010: 88) 

  

                                                 
24

 /skr/ remains in the first two consonantal sets and turns into /ʃhr/ in the last one. 
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Finally, there is also a significant number of OE and ON cognates in which the latter 

came into much greater prominence than the former with the passing of time, until 

influencing ME and, consequently, ModEng.
25

: 

 ON agi /agi/ (cf. OE ege /eje/) > ME awe > ModEng awe 

 ON bōn (cf. OE bēn) > ME bon > ModEng. boon 

 ON egg (cf. OE aeg) > ME egg(e) > ModEng. egg 

 ON lān (cf. OE læn) > ME lan(e) > ModEng. loan 

 ON systir (cf. OE sweostor) > ME systyr > ModEng. sister 

 ON veikr (cf. OE wac) > ME wake > ModEng. weak 

  

                                                 
25

 Tokens, etymology, meaning and survival of loanwords from different periods have been majorly taken 

from Baugh and Cable, 2010: 91; Harper, 2017; Hickey, 2017; McSparran, 2017 and OED, 2017. 
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4. DISCUSSION 

4.1. Results 

When coping with the study of the English language, ranging from grammar to lexis, 

attention has been traditionally given to classical and Romance languages. Undeniably, 

they must be considered as essential elements to get a general idea about the ever-

changing nature of English, since countless borrowings have occurred over the 

centuries, either in a direct (e.g., Latin, Greek) or indirect way (e.g., Latin or Greek 

through Spanish or French). 

Nonetheless, we should notice that English is the outcome of many other 

languages apart from classical languages. In this respect, the Scandinavian element is a 

clear example of language contact which has been often overlooked or disregarded. 

Basically, ON has turned out to emerge as a peculiar type of influence which differs 

from other external elements such as Norman French, Ancient Greek or Latin in that the 

quantitative factor is not as relevant as the qualitative one. On the one hand, although 

Classical Greek and Latin constitute almost 35% of the English vocabulary stock, most 

of them are limited in terms of usage, since they are often restricted to formal registers, 

such as the academic field, any particular jargon or technical terms, etc. On the other 

hand, ON, even though tokens are unlikely to represent more than 10% of the English 

stock vocabulary, have become words of everyday use. In a nutshell, ON has been 

highlighted as a clear example of how quantitative prominence does not necessarily lead 

to qualitative prominence, and vice versa. This can be also reflected in the following 

table, which shows the general contrasting features between Gmc. and Romance 

languages influencing English.  

Germanic Latin 

frequent rare 

spoken written 

informal formal 

private public 

simple complex 

concrete abstract 

affective neutral 

Fig. 8. Stylistic differences in English between Germanic. and Latin borrowings (later extended to 

Romance languages) (Robinson, 1997: 26) 
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As regards the relationship between language and culture, this research has reasserted 

that they must be analyzed as complementary elements that should not be separated 

from each other under any circumstances. Although it is a typically common mistake to 

analyze them separately, as independent elements, I hope that this dissertation has 

proved that culture cannot be understood without language, and the other way round. In 

this respect, once again, the Scandinavian element has worked as a perfect example: its 

heritage could hardly be understood if we do not get a clear picture of the Viking 

invasions and settlements, with the subsequent establishment of the Danelaw and, with 

it, the peaceful contact between AS and the new Scandinavian settlers from the 11th 

century onwards.  

This environment did not only enable new ways of perceiving reality by 

bringing about new linguistic items, but also, similarly to the peaceful social contact, it 

paved the way to the linguistic interplay, whereby lexical items, their morphological, 

phonological or semantic features were bound to a set of factors. On the one hand, items 

might have been adopted and assimilated into English in one way or another, that is, 

either as a simple matter of chance, or as the outcome of key variables. Such key 

variables normally revolve around long-lasting durability of terms, consistent 

phonological, morphological or semantic correspondence or differentiation between 

terms differing or having the same origin (i.e., cognates), among many others. On the 

other hand, it became rather dubious whether ON and OE elements were uniformly 

taken from one element to another. For instance, an English token might either stem 

from a PGmc stem which was transferred to ON, and from it to OE; or such PGmc. 

stem was borrowed by OE, which could be done straightforwardly or through ON 

working as a possible indirect mediator, among many other motives. 
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Attention should be also paid to words in terms of geographical distribution. As 

presented in many cases, loanwords did not become exclusively restricted to the 

Scandinavian areas of influence at all. Instead, they spread all over the island into 

different forms and meanings, ranging from specific to general lexicon. In this 

transition, many of these tokens were adopting certain phonetical features of a concrete 

English variety or dialect. Consequently, many of these Scandinavian roots and 

morpheme are still present at a wide array of place and family names denoting different 

types of realities. Likewise, they may tell us a great deal about the kinship, cultural and 

historical background around the place or family name in question (e.g., urban or rural 

area, settled for harvesting or trading, the leader’s name who founded a settlement, etc.).  

Moreover, despite all those changes occurring in all Gmc. languages, it is vital to 

highlight that they were not as drastic as usually depicted. That is precisely another key 

point of this research, that is, the emergence of a sort of ‘interlingua’ or intermediate 

language which became pidginized and creolized, later on, for the sake of mutual 

linguistic and cultural understanding between different Gmc. societies (i.e., 

intercomprehension and interculturality, respectively), rather than the theory that one 

ethnicity (Scandinavians, most likely) had to learn the language of the other and keep it 

from then on. At most, this must have been an aspect that might have taken place in the 

early unfriendly contact, just where both cultural and linguistic contact and influence 

are found to have a clear low effect among both people.  

Consequently, the pidginization of English, promoted by the arrival of Nordic 

tribes, became one of the most significant determinants for analyzing language contact, 

the influence and its subsequent development and evolution throughout the centuries. In 

this respect, since OE and ON belonged to the Gmc. group of languages, borrowing 

different grammatical, lexical or cultural elements from one language to another was 

much easier than from other languages. This may also explain that, despite the low 

number of tokens borrowed, due to phonological, grammatical, etymological and even 

cultural closeness, ON managed to reach the core of the English language quite deeply. 

In short, the labour of ON should be highlighted as a ‘facilitator’ of making English 

such an accurate communicative tool as we know it today. This is reflected, for 

example, in the inclusion of the third pers. pl., they, their and them (< ON þeȝȝ, ϸeȝȝr 

and ϸeȝȝm, respectively) in lieu of ME he, here / hire and him (< OE hīe, hiera and 

him). 



60 

 

Finally, this research has attempted to show that cultural closeness or distance 

completely delineates linguistic and social interaction, as well as the subsequent 

influence among them: the more intercomprehension there is, the more likely the 

influence will be and the more liable to reach the core of a language, no matter how 

many items or features are borrowed. This, at the same time, should be applied to 

interculturality, since it cuts out the shape of all societies interacting with each other. In 

other terms, if there is linguistic and cultural proximity, peoples are likely to get closer 

to one another as long as they share their own elements in such process of interplay.  

4.2. Implications 

First, this research might contribute to fostering intercomprehension, that is, 

mutual understanding among speakers of languages from the same family or with 

similar influences (e.g., PGmc. *wiban > ON > vif > OE wif > ME wyf > ModEng. Wife 

– German Weib – Dutch wiif – Danish and Swedish viv). This may bring considerable 

benefits to different areas, such as translation, sociocultural studies and, especially, 

education, on which attention will be paid in this case. Thanks to the investigation on 

the relationship and influence of ON on English, speakers of Gmc languages may 

understand other Gmc languages easily and effectively. For instance, an English speaker 

who might need to learn German, Dutch, Swedish or Norwegian, or vice versa, could 

profit from the contents proposed in that they can observe mutual intelligibility in the 

vocabulary stock of their native language in comparison to other Gmc. languages and, 

later on, extrapolate it to the desired foreign languages. Somehow, the awareness of ON 

could work as a sort of “intercomprehensional mirror” in such learning process. In other 

words, ON might make it possible for the learner to move forward more quickly and 

efficiently from a beginner level to an advanced one, as they might become aware of a 

considerable number of interconnections between other “sibling languages”. 

Moreover, this dissertation could also favor interculturality to be fostered, firstly, 

by finding and understanding the origin and explanation of different sociocultural 

patterns and historical events. Then, this understanding may drive us to compare 

different historical and sociocultural elements with English and with other cultures. In 

this respect, many areas such as history or archeology may promote further research 

about it, not to mention international business and tourism, especially between the 

United Kingdom and northern European countries belonging to the Gmc. group of 

languages, such as Norway, Sweden, Denmark, Germany or Iceland. 



61 

 

This research could also have a clear and definite impact on corpus linguistics, 

which, at the same time, could benefit other disciplines, such as paleographical or 

translation studies. By delving into the ON influence on English, when analyzed by 

corpus linguists, we would be able to observe similar and distinctive patterns between 

both languages, whatever the structure, style or register could be. This, for example, 

might be the theoretical backbone around which further analysis might be built up. 

Likewise, the contents covered in this dissertation might encourage more accurate 

transcriptions and translations of old manuscripts, with better understood and developed 

glossaries and comments which, once analyzed, might ensure intercomprehension and 

interculturality to a greater extent. 

Sociocultural studies could be another field to take into consideration, since, in 

this respect, points covered throughout this dissertation might pave the way to the 

literary analysis of works with more accurately critical viewpoints, thus achieving 

higher proficiency in different trends and approaches related to literary studies: 

comparative synchronic or diachronic analyses of works from early or late Medieval 

Ages written inside or outside the Danelaw, for instance. In addition, in connection to 

the benefits in sociocultural studies, findings in this dissertation could be used as 

general sources of information aimed at understanding audiovisual resources, such as 

TV series on the early stages of the Viking invasions (e.g., Vikings, Renck et al., 2013), 

the Scandinavian settlement and the establishment of the Danelaw (The Last Kingdom, 

Hoar et al., 2015), film productions, based on historical facts or literary works (e.g., 

Beowulf, Zemeckis, 2007). Furthermore, this may contribute to the making of further 

TV documentaries or series dealing with a wide array of aspects in connection to the 

Scandinavian and AS societies. 

Finally, the development of cutting-edge multimedia materials is another key 

realm where we may find countless samples where potential benefits might occur. More 

concretely, one of these fields can be found in videogames, where we can underline the 

oncoming release of God of War (Sony Interactive Entertainment LLC, 2017). Set in the 

Nordic mythology, this videogame might profit from this dissertation and from the 

aforementioned areas in a considerable number of ways. Apart from the obvious process 

of localization and dubbing, which might be done accurately and effectively due to the 

emphasis on linguistic research, points of this dissertation associated with historical and 

sociocultural studies may contribute, among other proposals, to the successful 



62 

 

adaptation of the plot, characters, scenery and settings of such audiovisual material. As 

a result, this procedure might offer a much more realistic view of the Nordic civilization 

and, together with it, the achievement of arising linguistic and cultural awareness 

among consumers. 

4.3. Limitations of the study 

Apart from the conspicuous page and time limitations for the development of a more 

thorough dissertation, other limitations should be borne in mind in order to understand 

the nature of this research. 

Perhaps one of the most relevant limitations can be found in the wide array of 

topics and areas that have been covered throughout this dissertation. They range from 

the Scandinavian historical and sociocultural context to the most remarkable features of 

the ON language, generally as a Gmc. language and specifically in comparison to 

English, by taking into account different areas of grammatical and lexical influence.  

Another significant limitation can be found in the lack of access to certain 

resources, especially the most reliable and direct ones, that is, the primary ones (e.g., 

questionnaires, interviews, tests, etc.). As has been observed, they not only required 

some sort of economic expenditure (e.g., batch of articles retrieved from 

Researchgate.net), but also a greater amount of time consumption if we had come up 

with the possibility of designing, administering and validating a concrete set of 

materials. Moreover, even though a lot of theoretical bibliography has been employed 

throughout the dissertation, some of those restricted resources could have also helped to 

move beyond such theoretical assumptions to, for instance, a more practical approach.  

Practical application of the contents have not been put into practice by any 

means at any situation, even though proposals have been offered at different stages. By 

way of example, intercomprehension and interculturality could have been developed 

through a series of didactic activities that might have been taught at the classroom. 

Likewise, transcription of manuscripts, accompanied by a specific corpus analysis, as 

well as further possibilities of annotations and glossaries, could have become insightful. 
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4.4. Lines for future research 

Awareness of the aforementioned limitations has definitely contributed to finding great 

opportunities to embark on future lines of research. To begin with, more reliable data 

could be gathered by means of the analysis of other primary sources. (e.g., 

questionnaires, interviews, tests, etc.). One of these vital primary sources could be seen 

in the positive or negative results and effects on teaching content related to language 

influence at any particular classroom with students having a similar or distinctive level 

on one of the languages involved in the study (e.g., English, German, Dutch, etc.). 

Furthermore, experience taken from the audience of some TV series, documentary or 

film on the discussed topic might come in handy in order to cover or omit certain types 

of contents, as well as how to focus and adapt them (e.g., more historically, socially, 

politically or linguistically-driven). 

As has been touched on above, future research related to corpus linguistics might 

enormously benefit other linguistic disciplines. One proposal might be the analysis of 

data retrieved from different types of corpora taken from specialized platforms or 

websites, such as The Helsinki Corpus of English Texts (Rissanen et al. 1991). 

Therefore, by interpreting such data in a different manner (e.g., synchronically or 

diachronically, quantitatively and qualitatively, holistically and analytically), further 

linguistic disciplines might be enormously profit in different senses (e.g., how language 

was employed in comparison to nowadays, focusing on similarities or differences), not 

to mention paleography and the study of manuscripts in general (e.g., accurate 

transcriptions and their translations, insightful comments, interpretations and 

annotations, etc.).   

Focusing specifically on teaching, more work could be done in association with 

the contents and their instrument design, validation and administration, as well as how 

they are tested at classroom practice (e.g., pilot study at a specific course of CSE). It 

should also be possible to put some of the activities in other classes from different 

institutions (e.g., Secondary Education). This might be done by testing the efficacy and 

efficiency of a lesson plan which should promote certain cross-curricular issues, such as 

the linguistic and sociocultural awareness through the ON influence on English. 

Likewise, results might become more insightful if such contents, objectives and 

competences related to the influence of ON on the English language taught in different 

classes with different students from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds, with 
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different levels, attitudes and motivations towards learning English as a Foreign 

Language. 

Additionally, quantitative and qualitative data analysis of materials might be 

drawn in future research through questionnaires, tests and classroom observation 

distributed throughout different stages (e.g., pre-, while- or after- teaching). By way of 

example, if taking intercomprehension into account, students might be presented a 

series of questions that might become useful for classroom management and 

development of it in every aspect (e.g., methodology, activities, objectives, teacher 

attitude, assessment, etc.), as the following ones: 

 

 What do you know about ON features in English?  

 Do you find any particular characteristic relevant for your understanding 

of English?  

 Which one(s) do you find harder / easier to learn?  

 Is any linguistic feature similar to your own NL?  

 

Concerning interculturality, such quantitative and qualitative data analysis might 

be collected after watching a series of videos and literary excerpts (e.g., fragments of a 

well-known film, TV series, book, etc.). Therefore, there might be the possibility of 

didactic contents, competences and further issues related to TEFL revolving around 

those aspects that have caught students’ attention. Likewise, students might be invited 

to come up with any aspect related to the Viking’s sociocultural patterns, as well as 

whether they happen to find such patterns in the English culture or in their own one.  

Finally, more analytic research could be also carried out on the basis of the 

relationship between intercomprehension and interculturality within the Gmc. group of 

languages. This could be done by taking into account other peculiar features of other 

members of the Gmc. family. For example, just as presented in this dissertation, future 

lines of research might identify how close or distant old or modern Gmc. languages and 

cultures remain in comparison to one another in more detail. This might be conducted 

by considering ON in comparison to German, German and English similarities or 

differences by using ON as a point of reference, or English and ON common or 

dissimilar features by considering Swedish, Danish or Norwegian, among many other 

possible case studies. 
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