Exercises to be used with Barber, Beal and Shaw (2009) The English Language: a Historical Introduction
These exercises are designed to facilitate inquiry-based learning and introduce readers to resources that are either freely available or available in most institutional or public libraries. 

Chapter 5: Old English

Exercise 5.1: Old English Lexis (see pages 128-136)

The Thesaurus of Old English Online (http://libra.englang.arts.gla.ac.uk/oethesaurus) provides a way to study Old English lexis. There is an excellent set of online units for the Thesaurus called ‘Learning with the online Thesaurus of Old English’ at http://libra.englang.arts.gla.ac.uk/oeteach/oeteach.html. You will find it useful to read through the introductory units before attempting this exercise.

Use the Modern English word search to look up ‘helmet’ and select the entry for ‘A helmet’. You should see a list of terms with the sense ‘a helmet’, as well as sub-entries for types of helmet and parts of helmets. Look through the sub-entry for ‘Parts of a helmet’ and sketch what you think an Anglo-Saxon helmet might look like, based on its components. Now compare your sketch, and the words that you referred to in creating it, against the Sutton Hoo (see the British Museum’s collection database at http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/search_the_collection_database.aspx), Benty Grange (see ‘I Dig Sheffield’ at http://www.idigsheffield.org.uk/index.asp) and Coppergate helmets (see http://www.yorkarchaeology.co.uk/artefacts/copphelm1.htm). How well does your sketch match these helmets? What can the Old English terms in the Thesaurus tell you about these helmets, and what can the helmets tell you about the Old English terms?

Now look at the words listed as just meaning ‘A helmet’. Most of these are compound words, but there are two simplexes. One of these simplexes just means ‘helmet’, but one of them has a related, but more specific meaning. Try to work out which is which, and decide how the term with the more specific came to be used for ‘helmet’ as well as its more specific meaning.

Looking at the compound words, use the Old English word search to try to find out what the constituent words in the compounds mean. You can also use an Old English dictionary: for instance, see the Germanic Lexicon Project at http://lexicon.ff.cuni.cz/texts/oe_clarkhall_about.html for an online version of John R. Clark Hall, A Concise Anglo-Saxon Dictionary for the Use of Students, 2nd edn (New York: Macmillan, 1916). In light of your investigation of actual Anglo-Saxon helmets, are there any terms in the entry for ‘A helmet’ that you think might have more specific senses? How might you go about investigating further the precise sense of these terms? If you have access to the Dictionary of Old English Corpus (on which, see pp. 113-14), how could you use this resource in your investigation?

Finally, consider more broadly the evidence provided by this Thesaurus entry and its sub-entries. Why are there so many words for ‘helmet’ in Old English? Why are many of the words for ‘helmet’ and for parts of helmets found only in poetry? What conclusions about Anglo-Saxon society and/or Old English textual production can you draw from this evidence?

Exercise 5.2: Old English Dialects (see pages 120-123)

This section discusses sound changes in Old English, some of which operate differently in different parts of the country, producing dialect markers. This exercise uses The Language of Landscape database (LangScape: available at http://www.langscape.org.uk/index.html) to explore Old English dialect markers as evidenced in documents recording land transactions.

· Enter the database and click the ‘Explore Texts’ link, then select ‘Free Text Search’.

· Try finding words that contain the sequences <weal> and <wal> (LangScape searches for Old English wynn as ‘W’ not ‘w’, so remember to use a capital letter). You can plot the results of your searches on a map by clicking on ‘View locations of these results’ at the top of the results list.

· Do the patterns of use of these spellings match the dialects you would expect them to belong to? If not, what factors might be affecting the results? You may need to look at the details of some of the individual search results, to get a sense of the date and production of the documents involved – and you should also think about the broader practice of literacy in Anglo-Saxon England.

Consider the ways in which you could use LangScape to explore Old English dialects, or other aspects of Old English language. What are the possibilities and the limitations of this resource? You might find it useful to plot a map of all the charter bounds recorded in the database: you can do that using an empty ‘Search for Bounds’.
