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Contextualizing Old English noun phrases 
Abstract: This three-part study considers adjectival modification in Old English 
noun phrases from a micro-level perspective. In the first part, I outline and discuss 
Fischer’s (2000, 2001, 2006, 2012) and Haumann’s (2003, 2010) academic exchange 
on the topic. Fischer’s proposal is that there is a relation between adjective position 
on the one hand, and definiteness, declension and linear iconicity on the other, 
while Haumann proposes that pre- or postnominal position follows from interpre-
tive contrasts, such as attribution vs. predication, individual-level vs. stage-level 
reading, given vs. new information, and restrictive vs. non-restrictive modification. 
In the second part, I carry out a close reading of noun phrases taken from two Old 
English texts, Cura Pastoralis and the West-Saxon Gospels, focusing on construc-
tions with conjoined adjectival modification. I show that neither Fischer’s nor Hau-
mann’s generalizations can account for the distribution. Finally, in the third part of 
the study, I turn to noun phrases containing prenominal or postnominal adjectival 
present participles in Cura Pastoralis. Here the focus is on the intertextual relation 
between the original Latin text and the translation into Old English, which sheds 
light on noun phrase structure. 

1 Introduction 

As is well known, Old English clausal word order is more flexible than that of 
Present-day English, and much research has been devoted to understanding the 
mechanisms of clausal word order variation and word order development in Eng-
lish. On the phrase level as well, Old English displays more variation than Pre-
sent-day English does, but, with some notable exceptions (Fischer 2000, 2001, 
2006, 2012; Haumann 2003, 2010; Pysz 2009; Sampson 2010; Grabski 2017), 
phrasal word order is less well studied than clausal word order. In the first two 
parts of the study, I will consider some of the more well-known work on noun 
phrase word order in Old English, in light of examples from two Old English texts: 
the Old English translation of Gregory’s Cura Pastoralis, and the West-Saxon Gos-
pels. The focus will be on two constructions with conjoined adjectival 
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modification, namely constructions of the type A-and-A-N (1) and A-N-and-A (2). 
In the first type, both adjectives are prenominal, while in the second, one adjec-
tive is postnominal. These particular constructions were chosen because Fischer 
and Haumann would analyze them differently, as will be discussed below. 

(1) unwærlicu & giemeleaslicu  spræc (cocura:15.89.7.571)
 unguarded and careless speech  
      
(2) wac     reod & idel  (cocura:42.306.2.2044)
 weak  reed and useless   

The final part of the study deals with adjectival present participles in prenominal 
or postnominal position, as in (3) and (4), and the relation between the Latin text 
and the Old English translation. 

(3) ða synna weaxende (cocura:17.123.15.834)
 the sins increasing  
     
(4) ðæt irsigende mod (cocura:10.63.11.400)
 the angry mind  

2 Background 

2.1 Two positions on adjective position 

In this section, I outline the exchange that took place between Fischer and Hau-
mann in a series of four articles by Fischer (2000, 2001, 2006, 2012) and two by 
Haumann (2003, 2010). 

Until Fischer started looking into adjective positioning in Old English, no one 
had paid it much systematic attention, except to note that adjectives can occur both 
pre- and postnominally. Mitchell (1985), mentions it, of course, but focuses on de-
scription and classification. He says, however, that it is unclear whether postnom-
inal adjectives are used attributively, predicatively or as appositions, and that pos-
sible reasons for postposition may be emphasis, rhythm, or style (Mitchell 1985 i: 
§160, §172). Sørensen (1956, in Fischer 2000: 162) suggests that constructions with 
flanked adjectives, i.e. adjective – noun – adjective, are due to immaturity in the 
writing style, to the effect that postnominal adjectives are “afterthoughts”. Spamer 
(1979) proposes that weak adjectives are actually what he calls “adjuncts”, i.e. not 
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adjectives at all diachronically, but substantives, while strongly inflected adjec-
tives are the real adjectives, which explains the distribution. 

Against this rather meagre background, Fischer (2000) takes on the task of 
disentangling the positional distribution of adjectives in Old English. She is also 
inspired by work on other languages, such as Modern Greek (Stavrou 1996) and 
Italian (Vincent 1986). Bolinger’s (1952 [1972], 1967) proposal that linear modifi-
cation determines adjective positioning in Present-day English and Spanish also 
comes to play a central role in her argumentation. According to Bolinger (1952: 
1118), a hearer continuously readjusts the interpretation of an utterance as new 
elements are added to it by the speaker. The semantic range of the first word is at 
its fullest, and is then narrowed down as elements are added. This is the basis for 
the idea of linear modification. Bolinger (1952) considers adjectives specifically 
and seeks a pattern for adjective position in Present-day English that accords 
with his proposed principle of linear modification, especially as regards the dif-
ference between prenominal and postnominal position, e.g. the navigable river 
vs. the river navigable. He suggests that postnominal adjectives are similar to par-
ticiples and adverbs in referring to some transitory state, a certain detachability 
from the noun. There is also some implication of newness. Prenominal adjectives, 
on the other hand, are non-verbal elements that represent a fixed, characterizing 
quality (1952: 1134–1136; 1967: 7–12). Bolinger (1967) discusses the functional dif-
ference between attributive and predicative modification, pointing out the short-
comings of the traditional relative clause transformation in accounting for at-
tributive adjectives. Instead he suggests two solutions, of which the first, con-
cerning be predications, is of particular relevance for the present paper. Accord-
ing to Bolinger (1967), there are two kinds of be predications. The one underlying 
attributives is of a non-temporary or customary aspectual type, and it contrasts 
with the temporary aspectual type of be predication (Bolinger 1967: 12–14). 

Already in the first article on the topic, Fischer (2000) sets forth the proposal 
that she holds to throughout her work on adjectives, namely that strong adjec-
tives are used predicatively, and that they convey additional and new infor-
mation (see section 2.2 for further discussion of terminology). This applies 
whether the adjective follows a copula verb or whether it is a “secondary predi-
cate”, like an object complement. She follows Spamer (1979) in calling weak ad-
jectives “adjunctive”, but this is abandoned in later work. The main point, how-
ever, is that weak prenominal adjectives convey given information and qualify 
nouns in such a way that the nouns are turned into a different category, a new 
compound noun (cf. Spamer’s [1979] view that weak adjectives are substantives 
diachronically, so that a combination of weak adjective and noun would form a 
compound). Postnominal strong adjectives, on the other hand, are more verbal 
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in character and express a non-inherent quality of the noun (Fischer 2000: 170). 
Fischer links this to the observation that Old English adjectives are non-recursive; 
i.e. they do not occur together without being linked by and. Strong adjectives are 
non-recursive because they are predicative, and such adjectives are parallel and 
not hierarchically ordered. Weak adjectives are non-recursive because they form 
compounds with the noun (Fischer 2000: 171). There are some counterexamples, 
however, which Fischer comments on (Fischer 2000: 171–174; see also Bech 2017 
for a discussion and comparison with Old Norwegian). What Fischer does not do 
in the 2000 article is comment on the fact that prenominal adjectives can also be 
strong; she simply says that the natural position for predicative adjectives is post-
nominal, while the natural position for weak adjectives is prenominal (Fischer 
2000: 170). The issue of strong prenominal adjectives is, however, taken up in an 
article that appeared a year later. In her 2001 article, Fischer clarifies her theoret-
ical position, which is based on Hopper and Thompson’s (1984: 747–748; see also 
Fischer 2001: 254) stance that language should be considered in its “natural func-
tional context” and that there is a perceptual basis for the cognitive strategies 
underlying grammar. Again inspired by Bolinger (1952, 1967; see also Fischer 
2001: 254–255), Fischer suggests that the ordering of elements, in this case adjec-
tives in relation to the head noun, is perceptually, or iconically, motivated. In 
other words, form and meaning are connected in the sense that the position in a 
sequence determines meaning. In particular, postnominal strong adjectives are 
rhematic and close to the verbal category (Fischer 2001: 257), while weak prenom-
inal adjectives are thematic, close to the nominal category, and change the noun 
into a new noun token (Fischer 2001: 258). At this point the question arises as to 
what to do about strong prenominal adjectives, and Fischer suggests that they, 
too, are predicative and rhematic, but that this is shown not through linear 
iconicity, but through phonological iconicity; i.e. prenominal strong adjectives 
were presumably stressed (Fischer 2001: 257, 271).1 The fact that strong adjectives 
occur both pre- and postnominally in Old English is a problem for her generali-
zation, as will be discussed below. The rest of this article is about presenting evi-
dence for the verbal nature of strong adjectives, during which she makes a num-
ber of interesting observations concerning which types of adjectives occur where.  

To sum up so far: Fischer (2000, 2001) suggests that strong adjectives in Old 
English, whether they occur before or after the noun, are predicative, rhematic 
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1 Fischer uses the word “presumably” because stress, particularly of certain words, is specula-
tion for which it is very difficult to find evidence in historical texts, as Fischer also acknowledges 
(Fischer 2001: 271). Nevertheless, the generalization she proposes is partly based on the assump-
tion that certain adjectives were stressed. 
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and convey new information. Weak adjectives are thematic and convey given in-
formation. 

Enter Haumann (2003). She proposes a uniform analysis, couched within the 
Minimalist framework, for postnominal and-adjective constructions in which the 
second adjective is or is not preceded by a determiner, as in (5) and (6), respectively. 

(5) Se      leofa 
the    dear.WK 

cuma & se lufiendleca (cobede 4:3.266.9.2707)
 stranger and the lovely.WK (cf. Haumann 2003: 63, 

her (17b))
        
(6) seftne drenc & swetne  (coboeth:39.132.6.2623)
 soft.STR drink and sweet.STR (cf. Haumann 2003: 63, her (16b))

The proposal is that these and-adjective constructions, regardless of whether the 
second adjective is preceded by a determiner (5) or not (6), are not instances of 
ambilateral adjectives, but rather of DP coordination with an empty nominal ele-
ment, pro, in the second conjunct (Haumann 2003: 58). Haumann points out that 
Fischer’s analysis of strong prenominal adjectives as predicative is problematic 
(Haumann 2003: 60) and adopts a different stance, namely that prenominal ad-
jectives are attributive and postnominal adjectives (i.e. where no conjunction pre-
cedes the adjective) are predicative, regardless of inflection (Haumann 2003: 63). 
This is further discussed in her 2010 article, which we will return to below. 

As regards the postnominal and-adjective construction, Haumann’s sugges-
tion is that the second adjective in such constructions is neither attributive nor 
predicative with respect to the preceding noun, but that it is an attributive adjec-
tive to a phonetically empty head, pro (Haumann 2003: 65), and she compares 
this construction to the Present-day English construction with one (Haumann 
2003: 77–80).2 
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2 Haumann does not consider examples like (i) and (ii), in which there are similar or identical 
adjectives in pre- and postnominal position, but they may be an argument against her analysis. 
She would analyze (i) to have a pro, and thus to mean ‘the evil generation and the adulterous 
one’, while (ii) would simply be ‘this adulterous and sinful generation’, but it is not clear that 
there is a semantic difference here that would warrant two different syntactic analyses. 
(i)   seo     yfele      cneoryss      &      unrihthæmende     (cowsgosp, Mt: 16.4.1077) 
   the     evil.WK   generation   and   adulterous.WK 
   Vulgate: generatio mala et adultera 
(ii) þisre  unrihthæmedan    &       synfulran    cneorisse     (cowsgosp, Mk: 8.38.2821) 
    this   adulterous.WK     and    sinful.WK    generation 
   Vulgate: generatione ista adultera et peccatrice 
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Fischer (2006) deals with adjective position in Middle English, but the article 
merits mention here because she also provides further information about how 
she sees the relation between adjective position and meaning in Old English by 
introducing some additional terminology. She upholds the distinction between 
strong pre- and postnominal adjectives conveying new information, and weak 
adjectives conveying given information, but she also says that she uses terms 
such as given/new, theme/rheme, topic/focus, topic/comment in a general 
sense. Although she recognizes that the terms are not synonyms, she ignores the 
differences and focuses on the shared characteristics: given/theme/topic mean 
that the element is non-salient and adds least to the communication. New/ 
rheme/comment/focus mean that the element is salient and adds extra infor-
mation (Fischer 2006: 256). She also says that “postposed adjectives are generally 
rhematic, while thematic adjectives are placed early in the NP” (Fischer 2006: 
256). Note that she specifically does not say that preposed adjectives are thematic 
– since preposed adjectives can also be strong, and hence rhematic. Furthermore, 
rhematic (i.e. strong) adjectives are non-restrictive and predicative, and thematic 
(i.e. weak) adjectives are restrictive and attributive (see section 2.2 for further dis-
cussion of terminology). 

Haumann (2010) argues against Fischer, and proposes that position rather 
than inflection determines the meaning of adnominal adjectives. Prenominal ad-
jectives, whether weak or strong, are attributive, given, non-restrictive and have 
an individual-level reading, while postnominal adjectives are predicative, new, 
restrictive and have a stage-level reading. According to Haumann (2010: 62), fol-
lowing Bolinger (1952), an attributive adjective helps to identify the referent of 
the noun, whereas a predicative adjective assigns a property to the noun. Fur-
thermore, these terms are closely related to the distinction between given and 
new information, but given and new are not defined other than to say that weak 
adjectives are given and strong adjectives are new, which is in line with what 
Fischer also claims. A third distinction Haumann (2010: 63) uses is between indi-
vidual-level vs. stage-level reading, where the former means that the adjective 
describes an inherent or enduring property, and the latter means that the adjec-
tive describes an accidental or temporary property. Finally, Haumann (2010: 64) 
mentions the distinction between non-restrictive and restrictive reading, which 
she links to contrast. Non-restrictive adjectives characterize the referents in a 
non-contrastive manner, whereas restrictive adjectives “identify a particular ref-
erent from a set of entities that contrast with respect to the property they denote” 
(2010: 64) (see discussion in section 2.2).  

Recall that Haumann (2003) claimed that postnominal and-constructions (of 
the kind adjective–noun–and–adjective, cf. (5) and (6)) are not ambilateral, 
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which means that adjectives in such constructions are always prenominal, either 
to a noun or to pro, and hence attributive. The 2010 article, in addition to discuss-
ing single prenominal and postnominal adjectives, also discusses flanked con-
structions, i.e. instances where there is an adjective on either side of the noun, 
but without and, as in (7). 

(7) ænne sweartne deofol ormætne (coaelive [Martin]:1182.6755)
 a black.STR devil immense.STR  

In this kind of construction, the prenominal and the postnominal adjectives 
would have fundamentally different properties, according to Haumann, with the 
prenominal one, sweartne, being attributive (given, individual-level, non-restric-
tive) and the postnominal one, ormætne, being predicative (new, stage-level, re-
strictive). Already at this point we begin to see some problems, because the ad-
jectives in (7) do not differ along these parameters. For example, it is not the case 
that ‘black’ and ‘immense’ contrast in the sense that ‘black’ conveys given infor-
mation and ‘immense’ conveys new information (Saint Martin comes into a room 
and sees an immense black devil sitting on somebody’s back). Both adjectives 
also have an individual-level reading (the devil is inherently big and immense), 
and they are both non-restrictive. Consider also (8), where niwe is prenominal in 
one noun phrase and postnominal in the other. As such they should have com-
pletely different properties with respect to e.g. givenness and restrictiveness in 
Haumann’s generalization. But the context is that elderly priests get a new cape 
and a new wollen robe every year, so niwe cannot possibly have different proper-
ties in the two positions in (8). 

(8) [niwe cæppan] & [wyllene reaf niwe] (cochdrul:39.1.546)
 [new.STR cape] and [woollen.STR robe new.STR] 

Fischer (2012) is a reply to Haumann (2003, 2010), in which she points out some 
problems with Haumann’s proposal, both in relation to empirical facts and to in-
terpretation (Fischer 2012: 253). Fischer again states that her position is that ad-
jectives could have an attributive or predicative function in Old English, and that 
this was indicated both through morphology (weak and strong inflection) and by 
position (Fischer 2012: 253). The paper further deals with the issue of “sloppy” 
versus “strict” identity, i.e. whether the adjectives in and-adjective constructions 
refer to the same referent or to two different referents. She also discusses the de-
velopment of constructions with one in English, with reference to Haumann’s 
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(2003) pro analysis, and concludes, pace Haumann, that it is not possible to sub-
sume all instances of the and-construction under one analysis (Fischer 2012: 278).  

Fischer’s and Haumann’s generalizations are summarized in table 2.1 and ta-
ble 2.2, respectively: 

Tab. 2.1: Properties of weak and strong adjectives according to Fischer (2001, 2001, 2006, 
2012)3,4 

Weak adjectives (prenominal) Strong adjectives (pre- and postnominal) 

attributive predicative 
given/theme/topic new/rheme/focus/comment 
restrictive non-restrictive 

Tab. 2.2: Properties of prenominal and postnominal adjectives according to Haumann (2003, 
2010). The table is slightly adapted from Haumann (2010: 70)5 

Prenominal adjectives (weak and strong) 
incl. all adjectives in and-constructions 

Postnominal adjectives (strong) 

attributive predicative 
given new 
individual-level reading stage-level reading 
non-restrictive restrictive 

For Fischer, weak vs. strong inflection is the main parameter determining mean-
ing. She says that position also plays a role, but since she does not distinguish 
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3 An important point for Fischer is that weak adjectives cannot be modified by an adverb in Old 
English. Where Present-day English allows the very old man, Old English does not allow *se swiðe 
ealde.WK man ‘the very old man’. The adverb can only be used with strong adjectives: se wæs 
swiðe eald.STR man ‘he was (a) very old man’. According to Fischer (2001: 261), this testifies to 
the verbal and predicative nature of strong adjectives. I will not consider this further here, as it 
is not relevant for the present discussion. 
4 In her first articles (Fischer 2000, 2001), Fischer mentions adjectives expressing inherent qual-
ity vs. temporary state (cf. Haumann’s individual-level and stage-level), but this is not men-
tioned in later articles (Fischer 2006, 2012), so I have not included it as part of her generalization. 
5 Haumann, too, mentions degree modifiers in her table (Haumann 2010: 70), but I have not 
included them here, since their distribution is an empirical fact and not something to be tested. 
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clearly between strong pre- and postnominal adjectives, the main parameter is in 
fact inflection. For Haumann, on the other hand, meaning is related to position 
only. Hence strong prenominals pattern with weak prenominals, and not with 
strong postnominals. Postnominal adjectives in and-constructions are taken to 
be prenominal adjectives to a pro element. 

2.2 Some terminological issues 

A problem with both Fischer’s and Haumann’s proposals is that the terms used 
are not well defined, and partly overlap, which makes it difficult to evaluate 
claims about the relation between inflection, meaning and position. Below I com-
ment on some of the terminological issues. 

2.2.1 Terminology: Attributive versus predicative 

The formal structural distinction between attributive and predicative adjectives 
in Present-day English is usually taken to be that attributive adjectives are noun 
phrase constituents, modify nominals and occur prenominally, whereas predic-
ative adjectives characterize a noun phrase that is a separate clause element, and 
follow a copula verb or are in secondary predication as object predicatives (Biber 
et al. 1999: 505; Quirk et al. 1985: 417). In order to account for adjective distribu-
tion in Old English noun phrases, both Fischer and Haumann expand the defini-
tions into the semantic and functional domains. 

As mentioned in section 2.1, Fischer’s main proposal is that strong adjectives 
are “functionally predicative” (Fischer 2012: 256), i.e. they get a predicative read-
ing also when they are grammatically attributive. As regards definitions, she says 
that a predicative adjective 1) conveys additional and new information (Fischer 
2000: 170), and 2) is used rhematically (which is the same as conveying new infor-
mation, according to Fischer), and forms a separate constituent (Fischer 2012: 252). 
Furthermore, strong adjectives are closer to the verbal than the nominal pole 
(Fischer 2001: 259–270). In other words, predicativity is defined in terms of some 
of the other properties in her generalization (see table 2.1), which creates a meth-
odological problem if one wishes to test the predictions empirically.  

Haumann (2010) suggests that since Old English postnominal adjectives, like 
adjectives following a copula, inflect strong, postnominal adjectives must be pre-
dicative. Prenominal weak adjectives are “generally held” to be attributive (Hau-
mann 2010: 61), presumably both because of their position and because they oc-
cur in definite constructions. There is a thus clear “division of labour” between 
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weak prenominals and strong postnominals (2010: 66). However, that leaves the 
strong prenominal adjectives, and here Haumann finds that they pattern with 
weak prenominal adjectives as regards semantic and functional properties (Hau-
mann 2010: 66–69).  

In other words, Fischer, for whom inflection is the main criterion distinguish-
ing attributive and predicative adjectives, has to explain how strong prenominal 
adjectives can be predicative in her generalization, since that is an unexpected 
position for predicatives with respect to linear iconicity. As we have seen, her ex-
planation has to do with phonological stress. Haumann, on the other hand, for 
whom position is the main criterion, has to explain how strong prenominal adjec-
tives can be attributive in her generalization, since strong adjectives are initially 
defined as predicative. Her explanation is functional.  

What this amounts to is that whether an element is attributive or predicative 
is not something that can be tested in itself through analysis of examples, since 
it firstly depends on inflection or position, which is observable and does not re-
quire testing, and, secondly and crucially, on how the noun phrases are analyzed 
according to the other properties in the generalizations that Fischer and Hau-
mann propose. In my analysis of data in section 3, I will therefore focus on these 
other properties, to which we now turn. 

2.2.2 Terminology: Given versus new 

Givenness can be defined in different ways. It can refer to shared knowledge in the 
sense that the speaker assumes that the information conveyed is present in the 
listener’s mental world (Clark and Haviland 1977: 4); it can refer to cognitive status 
in the sense that given information is assumed to be present in the consciousness 
of the addressee at the time of utterance (Chafe 1976: 30); or it can refer to what is 
predictable or recoverable from the preceding context (Kuno 1978: 282–283).6 It 
has also been shown that given and new information are not clear dichotomies, 
but occur in degrees; some information can for example be inferable, either textu-
ally or situationally (Prince 1981; Lambrecht 1994: 100; Haug 2011). Furthermore, 
givenness can be specified lexically, or through grammatical devices such as deac-
centuation, ordering and deletion (Krifka 2007: 37). Though there is some degree 
of overlap in practice (a given element can be a topic, for example), the distinction 
between given and new information should be distinguished from topic–comment 
and focus–background. Givenness has to do with the information-structural 
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6 See Petrova and Solf (2009) for a good overview and discussion. 
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status of sentence constituents in the discourse, and it overlaps with the theme–
rheme distinction in the Prague School tradition as represented by Firbas (1966: 
240). Topic–comment refers to the predicational division of an utterance into start-
ing point and comment, and focus–background are terms used to signal commu-
nicative weight or relevance (Petrova and Solf 2009: 133).  

Both Fischer and Haumann list givenness as a property of adjectives, but as 
mentioned in section 2.1, Fischer does not define givenness, other than to say that 
she uses terms like given/theme/topic and new/rheme/focus/comment loosely to 
mean approximately the same thing. To Fischer it seems to boil down to salience, 
i.e. which elements add least and most to the advancing process of communica-
tion (Fischer 2006: 256; Fischer and van der Wurff 2006: 122). However, she seems 
to find the terms theme/rheme particularly useful, because those are linked to 
position, with postposed adjectives being rhematic, and thematic adjectives be-
ing preposed (Fischer 2006: 256). This lumping together of terminology again 
makes it difficult to test the generalization empirically, since there is not neces-
sarily overlap between the terms, as mentioned above, and as Fischer acknowl-
edges (Fischer 2006: 256). 

Haumann does not define givenness either, but relates it to the distinction 
between attribution and predication, and to weak and strong inflection. Weak 
adjectives must be given, since they occur within definite, thematic nominal ex-
pressions, and strong adjectives convey new or additional information (Hau-
mann 2010: 62). In actual analysis of historical texts, givenness is usually taken 
to be related to the textual context, so that given information refers to something 
that has been mentioned before in the text, while new information has not been 
mentioned before (see e.g. Haug 2011). From some of the examples Haumann pro-
vides, it is difficult to see how this might work in practice. For example, she says 
that in (9), the weak adjective deadan ‘dead’ is an attribute, and thus given infor-
mation. But in the context of the text, deadan must be new information, since the 
woman carrying her son is clearly introduced here. Hence, her son must be new 
information as well, including the fact that he is dead.7 

|| 
7 Another issue related to givenness that neither Fischer nor Haumann mentions is that the term 
is usually used for referents: It is the referent of the noun that is taken to be given or new, not 
just the adjective. Adjectives modify nouns, and are therefore less likely to occur more than once. 
A sequence like Jenny bought a red dress. She wore the red dress to school. There she spilled ink 
on her red dress is unlikely. Rather, the story would probably go as follows: Jenny bought a red 
dress. She wore the dress/it to school. There she spilled ink on it. In this sequence it makes sense 
to say that a red dress is new information, and the dress and it are given information, referring 
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(9) sum wif bær hire dædan sunu  ongean  þone halgan 
 some woman carried her dead sun  towards  the holy 
 Libertinum        
 Libertinum        
 (Haumann 2010: 62, her example (25b)) 

For the purpose of my analysis of the examples in section 3, I will use the term 
“given information” to refer to elements that are mentioned in the previous tex-
tual context or are inferable from the context, irrespective of the distance between 
the first occurrence and later occurrences. “New information” is information that 
is new in the context or cannot be inferred from the context. This is not neces-
sarily unproblematic either, because there is also the issue of when a constituent 
goes from given information to given information that is inactive and needs to be 
reactivated. In addition, direct speech constitutes its own discourse universe 
within a text, and noun phrases can be non-specific and generic as well (see e.g. 
Bech 2014). However, since the point here is to consider Fischer’s and Haumann’s 
proposals in relatively broad terms, the simple definition will suffice.  

2.2.3 Terminology: Individual-level versus stage-level interpretation 

Haumann in particular distinguishes between individual-level (inherent, endur-
ing) versus stage-level (accidental, temporary) properties of an adjective (Hau-
mann 2010: 63).8 Weak and strong prenominal adjectives get an individual-level 
reading, while strong postnominal adjectives get a stage-level reading. Haumann 
provides some examples, but considering that almost all Old English adjectives 
(ca. 96%, see Bech et al. 2016) are prenominal, we would not expect them all to 
have an individual-level interpretation. It is also not difficult to find postnominal 
adjectives that clearly have an individual-level meaning, e.g. hwetstan bradne 
‘whetstone broad – broad whetstone’ (Lacnunga). This is an example of a noun 
that is unchangeable, and Haumann does not discuss whether the distinction be-
tween individual-level and stage-level is relevant for such noun phrases, or only 
for concrete, changeable entities. The distinction may furthermore be obscured 

|| 
back to a red dress. To define an adjective by itself as new information would not be particularly 
useful, except in cases of contrast (Jenny bought a red and a blue dress). 
8 Fischer also does so in the early articles (Fischer 2000, 2001), with reference to inherent vs. 
incidental properties, but she abandons this in later work. 
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with certain non-concrete nouns if the noun itself has a temporal/eventive/sta-
tive interpretation, e.g. will, understanding (see examples (13) and (14)). Another 
example of a postnominal adjective with individual-level reading is sum lytel 
cniht sweart ‘a little boy black – a little black boy’ (Martyrology III), which refers 
to a little black demon.  

In general, the distinction between individual-level and stage-level is not diffi-
cult to apply in practice, but it may not be relevant for all types of noun phrases.  

2.2.4 Terminology: Restrictive versus non-restrictive 

The concept of restrictivity is much discussed in semantics (see e.g. Pfaff 2015: 12 
and the references therein; Pfaff 2017; Fabricius-Hansen ms). The standard defi-
nition is that a restrictive modifier “denotes a subset of the denotation of the head 
noun” (Fabricius-Hansen ms: 2), i.e. picks a referent out of a set and narrows the 
set of potential referents, whereas a non-restrictive modifier “does not constrain 
the denotation of the modified DP as compared to the host DP” (Fabricius-Hansen 
ms: 2). The discussion of restrictivity includes issues such as non-restrictivity vs. 
not-restrictivity, i.e. whether the absence of restrictivity is just that (not restric-
tive) or a property in itself (non-restrictive) (Pfaff 2015: 13); non-restrictive vs. 
non-restricting modifiers, i.e. modifiers that are restrictive by default may be used 
non-restrictively, and this is termed “non-restricting” (Fabricius-Hansen ms. 23 
referring to Leffel 2014); the difference between non-restrictive and appositive 
modifiers (Pfaff 2015, 2017), and issues to do with compositionality and formali-
zation (Pfaff 2015; Fabricius-Hansen ms). 

Both Fischer and Haumann distinguish between restrictive and non-restric-
tive adjectives. Fischer briefly mentions contrast in connection with restrictive 
interpretation (Fischer 2001: 256), but otherwise assumes that the distinction is 
obvious. Haumann defines restrictive–non-restrictive on the basis of contrast, 
saying that weak adjectives “do not identify a particular referent from among a 
set of entities that contrast with respect to the property denoted by the modifier” 
(Haumann 2010: 64). They are non-restrictive, characterizing elements, while 
strong postnominal adjectives do, and are therefore restrictive, identifying ele-
ments. Strong prenominal adjectives pattern with weak adjectives (Haumann 
2010: 68). However, some of the examples given do not provide unambiguous 
evidence for this. For example, in (10), Haumann finds that unendurable must be 
restrictive because we can imagine that it contrasts with endurable tortures.  



28 | Kristin Bech 

  

(10) & wende þæt hit hel wære be 
 and imagined that it hell was from 
 ðam tintregum unaræfnendlicum ic oft sæcgan herde 
 the tortures unendurable I often say heard 
 ‘I imagined that it was hell by the unendurable tortures I often heard about’
 (Haumann 2010: 64, her example (31a)) 

This seems far-fetched, because tortures are by definition rather unendurable, 
and there is no mention of endurable tortures in the text (Bede) either. In other 
words, it is not the case that the set of referents of ‘tortures’ is reduced by the 
addition of the adjective, hence it is not used restrictively.  

In the following, I will adhere to the basic definition of restrictivity: A restric-
tive modifier denotes a subset of the denotation of the head noun, while a non-
restrictive modifier does not, but rather adds information about the head noun. 

3 Testing Fischer’s and Haumann’s 
generalizations 

3.1 Data and method 

In addition to the issues having to do with terminology, what is missing in both 
Fischer’s and Haumann’s works is a systematic analysis of data according to the 
parameters they set up. For example, if it is the case that weak adjectives are at-
tributive, thematic and restrictive, and strong adjectives are predicative, rhe-
matic and non-restrictive, as is Fischer’s stance (see table 2.1), the next step 
would be to take weak and strong adjectives and analyze them according to these 
criteria. Haumann focuses on position, distinguishing between prenominal and 
postnominal adjectives, but although she refers to work in which the predomi-
nance of prenominal modifiers is acknowledged (Haumann 2010: 53), she does 
not specify that postnominal adjectives are in fact rare in Old English, compared 
to prenominal adjectives. Both Fischer and Haumann give the impression that 
strong postnominal adjectives are a frequent and regular feature of Old English, 
but this is not the case. 

The present study is not a quantitative study either, apart from some com-
ments on the general distribution. Instead, I will contextualize Old English noun 
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phrases by carrying out a close reading of some examples in their expanded con-
text. In the first part, I take two texts in which there is an approximately equal 
number of A-and-A-N constructions and A-N-and-A constructions in each text, 
and I consider how these are distributed contextually. I searched for the construc-
tions in the York-Toronto-Helsinki Corpus of Parsed Old English Prose (YCOE, Tay-
lor et al. 2003) and found two texts in which there was a reasonably even distri-
bution of the two constructions, namely Cura Pastoralis and the West-Saxon 
Gospels. Cura Pastoralis contained nine examples of the A-and-A-N construction 
and seven examples of the A-N-and-A construction, while the corresponding 
numbers for the West-Saxon Gospels were six and eight, respectively. The query 
gave a few more examples, but they were constructions in which the referent was 
clearly not the same for the adjectives, of the type “good men and evil”. These 
were disregarded.  

Cura Pastoralis ‘Pastoral Care’ is a religious treatise translated from Latin as 
part of King Alfred’s translation programme, possibly by the king himself, who 
writes about it in a preface, in which he famously says that he sometimes trans-
lates word by word and sometimes according to the sense. Cura Pastoralis exists 
in two contemporary manuscripts, Hatton 20 and Cotton Tiberius B.xi, of which 
Hatton is the most complete. The YCOE has both and I made the searches in the 
Hatton version.  

The West-Saxon Gospels exists in several manuscripts, and the one in the 
YCOE, Cambridge, Corpus Christi College 140, is from the 11th century. The gospels 
are translated from Latin, and the translation is expected to be more conservative 
than the Cura Pastoralis translation, since this is the Scriptures.  

3.2 Noun phrases in Cura Pastoralis and the West-Saxon 
Gospels 

Below I present some of the A-and-A-N, and A-N-and-A phrases I found in Cura 
Pastoralis and the West Saxon Gospels, with the aim to evaluate possible reasons 
for position in light of Fischer’s and Haumann’s criteria and predictions about 
adjective meaning. I also include the Latin original, in order to consider possible 
influence for adjective position from the source language. The translations of the 
Cura Pastoralis examples into Present-day English are from the edition in which 
the Old English text occurs (Sweet 1871). The Latin versions are from Judic et al.’s 
edition (1992) and I have marked the Latin equivalent of the Old English noun 
phrase in italics. The translations of the examples from the West-Saxon Gospels 
are from King James’ Authorized Version of the Bible (1611). The examples are 
marked in boldface in the textual context. For reasons of space, I do not provide 
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glosses for the whole context, only an idiomatic translation, since the most im-
portant aspect to consider here is the way in which the examples interact with the 
textual context. 

3.2.1 Cura Pastoralis 

Example (11) has two coordinated adjectives preceding the noun, and here it 
should be pointed out that Sweet, after commenting on the independence of the 
Old English translators with respect to the Latin model, specifically brings up the 
Old English use of synonyms: “The anxiety to bring out the meaning of the Latin 
as vividly as possible is strikingly shown in the frequent rendering of a single 
Latin words by two English ones of practically identical or similar meaning” 
(Sweet 1871: xli). This strategy is also evident in the noun phrases, where, as we 
shall see, Old English usually has two adjectives where Latin has one (see also 
Grabski 2017: 140–141). 

(11) unwærlicu & giemeleaslicu spræc (cocura:15.89.7.571)
 unguarded.STR and careless.STR speaking  
 Latin: Nam sicut incauta loquutio in errorem pertrahit […] (Judic et al. 1992:

186, 188). The Latin has one prenominal adjective, incauta, which can mean
both ‘unguarded’ and ‘careless’. 

 Context: The example occurs in a chapter about how the teacher should take
care how he speaks, so as not to be overly talkative or overly silent. I include
the chapter heading for this example, since the text from which the example
is extracted occurs right below the heading. 

 Hu se lareow sceal bion gesceadwis on his swigean & nytwyrðe on his wordum.
 Sie se lariow gemetfæsð & gescadwis & nyttwyrðe on his wordum, ðætte he ne

suigige ðæs ðe nyttwyrðe sie to sprecanne, ne ðæt ne sprece ðæt he suigigean
scyle. Forðæm sua sua unwærlicu & giemeleaslicu spræc menn dweleð, sua
eac sio ungemetgode suige ðæs lareowes on gedwolan gebrin(g)ð ða ðe he
læran meahte, gif he sprecende beon wolde. 

 How the teacher must be discreet in his silence and useful in his words. 
 Let the teacher be moderate and discreet and useful in his words, lest he

keep unsaid what is useful to speak, or speak what ought to be kept silent.
For as unguarded and careless speaking leads men astray, so the



 Contextualizing Old English noun phrases | 31 

  

excessive silence of the teacher leads into error those whom he might teach 
if he were willing to speak (Sweet 1871: 88). 

Since these are strong prenominals, Fischer predicts that they should convey new 
information and be non-restrictive, and thus be functionally predicative. But un-
wærlicu & giemeleaslicu ‘unguarded and careless’ contrasts with gemetfæsð & 
gescadwis & nyttwyrðe ‘moderate and discreet and useful’, and the unguarded-
ness of speech is also inferred from the immediately preceding clause, where 
“speak what ought to be kept silent” is mentioned. In other words, the adjectives 
do not convey new information, and they are restrictive, as they denote a subset 
of the denotation of the head noun: It is about the kind of speech that is un-
guarded and careless. Hence these adjectives are not functionally predicative in 
Fischer’s definition. 

According to Haumann, prenominal adjectives should be attributive, given, 
non-restrictive and get an individual-level reading. For Haumann, it is position 
that determines whether an adjective is attributive or predicative, so the adjec-
tives in (11) would by definition be attributive. As regards givenness, a curious 
thing in Haumann’s 2010 article is that she says that weak prenominal adjectives 
are given because they occur in definite expressions (Haumann 2010: 62), 
whereas strong prenominal adjectives “do not convey new information” (Hau-
mann 2010: 68). It is unclear whether she by this actually means that they convey 
given information or that they are just “not new”. The wording is not explained. 
In any case, it can be argued that unwærlicu & giemeleaslicu spræc is inferred, 
and hence it may at least be said that the information is “not (brand) new”, so 
that this feature is in line with what Haumann’s generalization would predict. As 
regards a possible individual-level (i.e. inherent, enduring) reading, speaking is 
not inherently unguarded and careless, and as regards restrictiveness, the adjec-
tives are not non-restrictive as predicted by Haumann, but restrictive, as we saw 
above. We can therefore conclude that for example (11), neither Fischer’s nor 
Haumann’s generalization can be successfully applied. 

Let us look at a similar example, but with the conjunction and one adjective 
placed postnominally. Like (11), which functions as subject of the sentence, (12) 
is also an argument, a direct object.  

(12) unnytlicu ðing & unalifedu (cocura:37.265.7.1722) 
 useless.STR things and unlawful.STR  
 Latin: […] ut audenter illicita committat (Judic et al. 1992: 336). The Latin has 

a substantival adjective, illicita, which means ‘unlawful things’. 
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 Context: The topic of the chapter is that man should do good for the love of 
doing good and not for fear of punishment. 

 Se ðe for ðæm anum god deð ðæt he sumre ðreaunge yfel him ondrætt, se wil-
nað ðætte nan ðing ne sie ðe he him ondrædan ðyrfe, ðæt he ðy orsorglicor
dyrre don unnytlicu ðing & unalifedu. 

 He who only does good because he fears the evil of some correction, wishes
not to have cause to fear anything, that he may the more carelessly dare to
do useless and unlawful things (Sweet 1871: 254). 

For Fischer, there should be no difference in reading between the adjectives in (11) 
and the adjectives in (12). Recall that although the principle of iconicity is im-
portant in her scheme, i.e. the order of elements plays a role with respect to inter-
pretation, she is not able to account for any difference between strong prenominal 
and strong postnominal adjectives, other than to say that strong prenominal ad-
jectives are functionally predicative not because of position, but because of “pho-
nological iconicity”, namely stress. As regards the given–new distinction, we 
could perhaps concede that unnytlicu ‘useless’ and unalifedu ‘unlawful’ convey 
new information, since those adjectives are not used previously in the chapter. 
However, the chapter is about good versus evil or sinful actions, so it could be ar-
gued that the writer does not assume that the concepts ‘useless’ and ‘unlawful’ 
will be completely new to the reader. It would perhaps be possible to argue for a 
focus reading in the sense that there is a contrast involved between good actions 
and bad actions, so that the adjectives become particularly salient, which seems 
to be Fischer’s preferred overarching term (see section 2.1), but the contrast also 
precludes a non-restrictive reading. ‘Useless’ and ‘unlawful’ limit the reference of 
the noun here, which is a feature of restrictive adjectives. In addition, it is hard to 
see how the adjectives can be separate constituents conveying additional infor-
mation, which is a part of Fischer’s definition of functional predicativity.  

For Haumann as well, (11) and (12) should get identical readings: Semantically 
an A-and-A-N construction is the same as an A-N-and-A construction, since the 
postnominal adjective in the latter is actually an attributive adjective to a pro. 
Hence, both adjectives in (12) should be given, individual-level, and non-restric-
tive. However, the same comments apply here as to example (11): “Things” are not 
inherently useless and unlawful, i.e. the adjectives do not receive an individual-
level reading, and it might be added that the nature of the semantically underspec-
ified noun (ðing ‘things’) makes it difficult to assign such labels at all. Also, these 
adjectives are restrictive, not non-restrictive as predicted by the scheme. 

We might also recall the Old English translator’s tendency to produce two 
adjectives where the Latin original only has one adjective, or sometimes none at 
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all, so the question is to which extent adjective position is stylistically determined 
in this text, since the order is apparently not caused by a wish on the part of the 
translator to stay close to the original text. 

Below are two more examples from Cura Pastoralis, again one A-and-A-N 
construction (13) and one A-N-and-A construction (14). 

(13) hal & good andgiet (cocura:36.261.22.1708)
 sound.STR and good.STR understanding  
 Latin: Aut quis sana intellegentia de percussione sua ingratus exsistit […] (Ju-

dic et al. 1992: 332). The Latin has one postnominal adjective, intellegentia. 
 Context: This occurs at the very end of a chapter that is about how the

healthy should be admonished in one way, and the unhealthy in another, 
and how the sick should remember that Christ himself had to suffer bodily
pain and even death. 

 Forhwy [ðonne] sceal ænigum menn ðyncan to reðe oððe to unieðe ðæt he
Godes suingellan geðafige for his yfelum dædum, nu God self sua fela yfeles 
geðafode, sua sua we ær cuædon, for moncynne? Hwa sceal ðonne, ðara ðe
hal & good andgiet hæbbe, Gode unðoncfull beon, forðæm, ðeah he hine for
his synnum suinge, nu se ne for butan suingellan of ðys middangearde se ðe
butan ælcre synne wæs & giet is? 

 Why, then, shall it seem to any man too severe or hard to endure the casti-
gation of God for his evil deeds, since God himself, as we said above, suf-
fered so much evil for mankind? Who, then, who has a sound and good 
understanding, ought to be unthankful to God, because, although he chas-
tise him for his sins, he did not depart without stripes from this world, who
was, and still is, without any sin? (Sweet 1871: 261). 

Here it might be argued that hal & good ‘sound and good’ are new in the context, 
since those specific adjectives have not been mentioned before. However, the 
idea of having a good understanding occurs several times in the chapter; a few 
pages earlier it says that (in the Present-day English translation) “[t]he sick are 
also to be admonished to understand how great a gift of God the troubles of the 
flesh are for them” (Sweet 1871: 257). Hence, the “sound and good understand-
ing” can at least be said to relate to the topic of the chapter. The adjectives are 
also restrictive, which is not what Fischer predicts for strong adjectives. Cons-
quently, they cannot be “functionally predicative” in her definition.  

According to Haumann’s generalization, the adjectives should be attributive 
and given, so in that sense she is closer to the mark with respect to this particular 
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example. As regards individual- vs. stage-level reading, this type of noun does 
not easily lend itself to that classification, since on the one hand “understanding” 
cannot be said to be inherently sound and good, and on the other hand it would 
be odd to think of it as temporarily sound and good. Finally, the adjectives are 
restrictive, which is the opposite of what Haumann predicts for prenominal ad-
jectives. “Sound and good” are identifying elements here, since understanding 
can be unsound and poor. 

(14) clænes willan & goodes (cocura:46.349.2.2355)
 pure.STR will and good.STR  
 Latin: Quae autem desursum est sapientia primum quidem pudica est, de-

inde pacifica. Pudica uidelicet, quia caste intellegit […] (Judic et al. 1992: 
404). Here the Old English translation is very free – Pudica uidelicet, quia 
caste intellegit means ‘That is, pure, since (it) understands virtuously’. The
Old English text is expanded in relation to the Latin here, which is not sur-
prising, as it seems to have been the strategy of the translator(s) to make
sure the readers got the point. Hence clænes willan and godes does not have 
an equivalent in the Latin. 

 Context: We are still dealing with admonitions, and this example occurs in
the middle of a chapter about how the peaceful should be admonished in
one way and the quarrelsome in another. 

 Ac se se ðe of Gode cymð, he bið godes willan and gesibsum. Đæt is ðonne ðæt 
he sie clænes willan & goodes, ðæt he clænlice & ryhtwislice ongiete ðæt ðæt
he ongiete. 

 ‘[…] But that which comes from God is of good will and peaceful.’ Being of 
pure and good will, is purely and righteously understanding what he un-
derstands (Sweet 1871: 348). 

Since these are strong adjectives, they should be functionally predicative accord-
ing to Fischer, which entails salience (rhematicity, newness) and non-restrictive-
ness. Here, clænes willan & goodes ‘pure and good will’ is an elaboration on godes 
willan and gesibsum ‘good will and peaceful’ in the immediately preceding sen-
tence, which quotes something the apostle James said. One adjective is given in 
the context, and the other is new, but it can perhaps be argued that they are par-
ticularly salient in the sense that it is the adjectives that contribute the most im-
portant information. It is also possible to assign a non-restrictive reading to them, 
by which the will is characterized as pure and good (“when your will is pure and 
good, you can understand […]”), hence the adjectives do not denote a subset of 
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the denotation of the noun. So, for this particular example, Fischer’s generaliza-
tion works fairly well. 

Haumann’s scheme predicts that these adjectives should be attributive, 
given, individual-level, and non-restrictive, and again it is difficult to get a good 
fit. As mentioned, one of the adjectives, goodes ‘good’, is given in the immediately 
preceding context, while the other one, clænes ‘clean’ is new. The difference be-
tween individual-level and stage-level reading is obscured with non-concrete 
nouns of this type: It is difficult to think of willan ‘will’ in terms of a distinction 
between inherently pure and good or temporarily pure and good. The adjectives 
may, however, get a non-restrictive reading, as predicted by the generalization. 

The examples discussed so far make it clear that Fischer’s and Haumann’s 
schemes cannot easily be applied in practice. Part of the problem is the lack of 
clear definitions, and this lack of clarity perhaps happens because they know 
what they want to find and therefore make links that may not be well motivated. 
In addition, some of the features of their schemes are defined on the basis of other 
features, which makes empirical testing challenging.  

3.2.2 The West-Saxon Gospels 

We turn to a different type of text, the West Saxon Gospels. As might be expected 
of a Bible text, the translation is more conservative in the sense that if there are 
two adjectives in the Latin, the Old English version also has two adjectives, but 
usually not in the same order as in the Latin.  

Examples (15) and (16) are vocatives, and therefore the adjectives are inflected 
weak. But as we see, the adjectives can occur both pre- and postnominally. 

(15) ge ungeleaffulle  &  þwyre cneores (cowsgosp,Mt:17.17.1151)
 you faithless.WK  and  perverse.WK generation 
 Vulgate: o generatio incredula et perversa9 
 Đa andswarode he him, Eala ge ungeleaffulle & þwyre cneores, hu lange 

beo ic mid eow; Hu lange forbere ic eow. 
 Then Jesus answered and said, O faithless and perverse generation, how long

shall I be with you? how long shall I suffer you? (King James, Matthew 17:17). 
     

|| 
9 This is verse 16 in the Vulgate. 
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(16) þu goda þeow & getrywa (cowsgosp,Mt:25.21.1760)
 you good.WK servant and true.WK 
 Vulgate: euge bone serve et fidelis 
 Đa cwæþ hys hlaford to hym, beo bliþe, þu goda þeow & getrywa 
 His lord said unto him, Well done, thou good and faithful servant (King 

James, Matthew 25:21) 

According to Fischer’s inflectional criteria, weak prenominal adjectives should be 
attributive, given/thematic/topical, and restrictive. Vocatives are of course special 
constructions, since it can be assumed that if you address someone directly, the 
information you convey about them will not be new to them. Whether the infor-
mation is topical is a matter of discussion. Example (15) is from Matthew chapter 
17, and in the previous chapter Jesus also speaks of “a wicked and adulterous gen-
eration” (Matthew 16:4). In that sense, the not so admirable qualities of that par-
ticular generation are a topic, but there are forty verses between the two mentions. 
As regards restrictiveness, it is also a matter of interpretation. Perhaps there is an 
implicit contrast to a faithful and pure generation in the sense that the generation 
mentioned is unusual, in which case a restrictive reading is possible, which is 
what Fischer predicts for weak adjectives. But a reading according to which un-
geleaffulle & þwyre ‘faithless and perverse’ is characterizing, and hence non-re-
strictive, as Haumann predicts for prenominal adjectives, is more likely. The ad-
jectives do not pick out this generation with the properties faithless and perverse 
from among a set of generations. As regards Haumann’s distinction between indi-
vidual-level reading for prenominal adjectives and stage-level reading for post-
nominal adjectives, it might be argued that “faithless and perverse” is meant to be 
conveyed as an inherent and enduring characteristic of that particular generation. 
So, for the weak prenominals, some features of both Fischer’s and Haumann’s 
schemes can be applied, but they do not work consistently. 

Example (16) is also a vocative, but this time with one postnominal adjective, 
as in the Latin version. Fischer (2001: 265–266) briefly comments on postnominal 
weak adjectives, saying that the reason why they are weak is that they do not 
convey new information; in other words, inflection is based on givenness. This 
means that all adjectives that do not convey new information should be weak, 
which we have seen in previous examples is not the case. The adjectives goda 
‘good’ and getrywa ‘faithful’ are given in the sense that the servant is character-
ized through direct speech; i.e. it would presumably not be surprising to the serv-
ant to be thus characterized, and the servant’s actions previously in the text jus-
tify the description. As for Haumann’s scheme, the adjectives can receive an 
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individual-level reading (the servant is inherently or enduringly good and faith-
ful), but whether the adjectives are restrictive or non-restrictive is a matter of in-
terpretation, as it was in example (15). Fischer’s scheme predicts that they should 
be restrictive (since they are weak), and Haumann’s scheme predicts that they 
should be non-restrictive (since they are prenominal). “Good” and “faithful” can 
potentially be seen as characterizing, non-restrictive elements. However, Mat-
thew chapter 25 is about good servants versus bad servants, so there is a contrast 
in the story, which points to a restrictive reading whereby the adjectives denote 
a subset of servants, though it is possible that the contrast is not expressed in the 
direct speech aimed at the servants. 

Let us consider a few more examples. Example (17) is similar to (16) in word 
choice, but it is not a vocative, so the adjectives have strong inflection. While 
chapter 25, from which (16) is taken, presents a parable which illustrates the dif-
ference between good servants and wicked servants, the chapter before it, chap-
ter 24, gives the first mention of “faithful and wise servant” (17). So here the in-
formation is new in a sense, but the verses leading up to it are an admonition that 
man should be prepared for the coming of the Lord, because no one knows the 
hour. Thus, one would do well to be a good servant, i.e. be prepared for the day 
of judgement, since evil servants “shall be cut asunder’” and “there shall be 
weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matthew 24:51). In other words, the topic of the 
chapter is faithfulness towards God. This is why it is problematic to conflate e.g. 
“given” and “topic”, as they do not mean the same thing (see also Lambrecht 
1994: 160–165). Furthermore, for Fischer, the adjectives in (17) should be com-
pletely different in meaning than the adjectives in (16). For example, (16) should 
be given and restrictive, and thus attributive, since they are weak, and (17) should 
be new and non-restrictive, and thus functionally predicative, since they are 
strong. It is difficult to see how the examples differ along these parameters.  

For Haumann, the adjectives in (17) should get the same reading as the adjec-
tives in (16), but the same comments apply here as for example (16), though in (17) 
there is a clearer contrastive reading for the adjectives, since evil servants are men-
tioned just three verses below. Consequently, the adjectives are probably restrictive 
rather than non-restrictive, which goes against the prediction of the generalization. 

(17) getrywe & gleaw þeow (cowsgosp,Mt:24.45.1712)
 faithful.STR and wise.STR servant  
 Vulgate: fidelis servus et prudens 
 Wens þu hwa sy getrywe & gleaw þeow þone geset hys hlafurd ofer his hired

þæt he him on tide mete sylle? 
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 Who then is a faithful and wise servant, whom his lord hath made ruler over
his household, to give them meat in due season? (King James, Matthew 24:45)

Examples (18) and (19) both have the structure A-N-and-A, and here the adjec-
tives occur in noun phrases that function as subject (18) or (apposition to) subject 
predicative (19) in the sentences.  

(18) ettul mann & windrincende (cowsgosp,Mt:11.19.688)
 gluttonous.STR man and wine-drinking.STR 
 Vulgate: ecce homo vorax et potator vini 
 Mannes sunu com etende and dryncynde & hi cweðaþ, her ys ettul mann & 

windrincende, manfulra & synfulra freond; 
 The Son of man came eating and drinking, and they say, Behold a man glut-

tonous, and a winebibber (King James, Matthew 11:19) 
      
(19) god wer & rihtwis (cowsgosp,Lk:23.50.5631)
 good.STR man and righteous.STR  
 Vulgate: vir bonus et iustus 
 & þa an man on naman Iosep, se wæs gerefa god wer & rihtwis 
 And, behold, there was a man named Joseph, a counsellor; and he was a 

good man, and a just (King James, Luke 23:50) 

In both (18) and (19), the information conveyed by the adjectives can really be 
said to give new information about the referents, and they are non-restrictive, as 
they point to a specific person which has unique reference. The man (Jesus) is 
gluttonous and he is a winebibber; the man (Joseph) was good and he was right-
eous. Consequently, for these examples, both with strong adjectives, Fischer’s 
generalization would work, but Haumann’s would not work completely, as it pre-
dicts given information for the adjectives. However, individual-level readings of 
the adjectives are possible here, and the adjectives are non-restrictive.  

The discussion of the examples above has illustrated the problems with 
Fischer’s and Haumann’s schemes for the analysis of adjective meaning in Old 
English, related to inflection and position: The results of the empirical analysis 
are not consistent. Old English adjectives seem to resist generalizations that op-
erate with a list of “either – or” features that are supposed to be applicable to all 
instances, and they are elusive as concerns the reasons for placement. After a 
thorough empirical study, Grabski (2017: 168–169) ends up suggesting that A-N-
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and-A order, not A-and-A-N, is the default order when there are two adjectival 
modifiers, and that the reason is a preference for splitting heavy groups.10 Here 
Grabski is in line with Mitchell (1985), who sees it as “one of the characteristic 
tendencies of the language” (Mitchell 1985 i: §1472), and not a feature that is due 
to emphasis or specific stylistic considerations. Grabski furthermore finds that 
there is a marked difference between noun phrases with several modifiers and 
noun phrases with one modifier. While the postposition of a modifier in complex 
constructions is due to a wish to avoid heavy groups, postposition in noun 
phrases with a single adjective or participle is correlated with the “verbal” nature 
of the modifier (Grabski 2017: 109). We now turn to the latter construction. 

4 Noun phrases in context: Postnominal present 
participles 

According to Grabski (2017: 52–53), “verbal” modifiers are 1) adverb-like adjec-
tives, most notably the ones ending in -weard, such as norðeweardum ‘north-
wards’, which have an adverbial interpretation, 2) adjectives governing comple-
ments, 3) stage-level adjectives, i.e. adjectives referring to incidental, non-
inherent properties, and 4) participles. However, while postnominal position ac-
commodates verbal elements, prenominal position is not restricted to non-verbal 
elements (Grabski 2017: 171). In other words, non-verbal elements occur prenom-
inally, while verbal elements occur both pre- and postnominally. In this section, 
I consider adjectival present participles, which are prototypically “verbal” ele-
ments, i.e. the adjective derives from a verb, and the question that arises is the 
following: If verbal elements can occur both pre- and postnominally, what deter-
mines position? Here, the focus will be on contextualization in relation to the 
Latin original text.  

I turned to one of the two texts under consideration here, namely Cura Pas-
toralis, and queried for all prenominal and postnominal present participles, i.e. 
present participles that have been annotated as belonging to the noun phrase. In 
Cura, there are 28 prenominal and six postnominal present participles. YCOE as 
a whole has 889 prenominal present participles and 59 postnominal ones, so the 
proportion of postnominal present participles is slightly higher in Cura (17.6%) 
than in all of YCOE (6.2%). In general, prenominal present participles greatly 

|| 
10 Grabski (2017: 169) also finds that definiteness is not a relevant parameter in accounting for 
the word order of noun phrases with adjectival modification. 
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outnumber postnominal ones, which is as expected since prenominal position is 
the default position when there is just one modifier in the noun phrase. The ques-
tion is how the variation arises that after all exists in Old English. 

In section 4.1, I present all the six examples in which there is a postnominal 
present participle, and consider those with reference to the Latin text, and in sec-
tion 4.2, some of the noun phrases with a prenominal present participle are exem-
plified. The discussion will show that, with one exception, the Old English post-
nominal present participles do not have a present participle counterpart in the 
Latin text, while the prenominal present participles generally do. Hence, postnom-
inal modification was a native, productive pattern used for a specific purpose. 

4.1 Postnominal present participles 

(20) ða synna weaxænde (cocura:17.123.15.834)
 the sins increasing  
 Context: 

Sua sua sio wund wile toberan, gif hio ne bið gewriðen mid wræde, sua willað
ða synna weaxænde toflowan, gif hie ne beoð gebundne hwilum mid
stræclice lareowdome. 

 As the wound is sure to swell unless bound with a bandage, so will sins in-
crease and spread unless sometimes bound with rigorous discipline (Sweet 
1871: 123) 

The translation is relatively free here, as the Latin text says that the hardness of 
the bandage prevents the wound (i.e. a metaphor for sins) from flowing (in differ-
ent directions) to such an extent that it causes death: […] ne plaga usque ad inter-
itum diffluat, si hanc districtionis seueritas non coartat (Judic et al. 1992: 214). 

An Old English construction with coordination would be possible: sua willað 
ða synna weaxan and toflowan (see Sweet’s translation into Present-day English), 
but Alfred chose to translate it with a construction that may be thought of as sub-
ordination: The sins do not increase and flow in different directions; they in-
crease as they flow in different directions. A similar construction is seen in (21).  

(21) se lareow ieldende (cocura:21.153.5.1039)
 the teacher delaying 
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 Context: 
Ac ðonne se lareow ieldende secð ðone timan ðe he his hieremenn sidelice
on ðreatigean mæge, ðonne bið hit swutol ðæt he bierð on his geðylde ða
byrðenne hira scylda. 

 But when the teacher delays, and watches for a suitable opportunity of re-
proving his subjects, it is evident that he bears in his patience the burden of
their sins (Sweet 1871: 152) 

The Latin text has a passive construction: Sed cum tempus subditis ad correp-
tionem quaeritur (Judic et al. 1992: 240), which reads ‘When the time is sought for 
the rebuke of (his) subjects’. This kind of construction cannot easily be trans-
ferred into Old English, so the translator opts for a more straightforward active 
sentence. However, instead of coordinating the verbs: Ac ðonne se lareow ieldeð 
and secð (see also Sweet’s Present-day English translation), he chooses a present 
participle instead, rendering a construction that can be interpreted as subordi-
nate: But when the teacher, delaying, seeks the time […] The participle clearly has 
an adverbial meaning, since it is linked to the action of the main verb. In both 
(20) and (21) the present participle, though (annotated as) part of the noun 
phrase, is connected to another verbal action. 

Examples (22) and (23) are similar in having a present participle that is 
immediately followed by the verb cwæð ‘said’: 

(22) Dryhten ðreatigende (cocura:43.315.23.2116)
 Lord rebuking  
 Context: 

Ac us is suiðe geornlice to gehieranne hwæt Dryhten ðreatigende cuæð to 
Iudeum ðurh Sacharias ðone witgan; 

 But we must listen attentively to what the Lord said, rebuking the Jews
through Zachariah the prophet (Sweet 1871: 315) 

 Latin: […] Dominus redarguit, dicens […]  (Judic et al. 1992: 378) 
            […] Lord rebukes, saying […] 

(23) Dryhten siofigende (cocura:48.369.4.2483)
 Lord lamenting  
 Context: 

Be ðæm Dryhten siofigende cwæð ðurh Ossei ðone witgan 
 Of which the Lord spoke sadly through the prophet Hosea (Sweet 1871: 368)
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 Latin: […] Dominus queritur, dicens […]  (Judic et al. 1992: 422) 
            […] Lord laments, saying […] 

The interesting feature here is that Latin and Old English do the opposite: In Latin 
there is a finite verb (redarguit (22), queritur (23)) followed by the present par-
ticiple dicens. So why does the translator not render the Old English as […] hwæt 
Dryhten ðreatað/ðreatode, cweðende […] ‘what the Lord rebukes/rebuked, say-
ing’, or Be ðæm Dryhten siofað/siofode, cweðende […] ‘Of which the Lord laments/ 
lamented, saying’? 

It seems that these alternatives would be unidiomatic in Old English. A 
corpus search in YCOE of all instances of the present participle cweðende (with 
spelling variations) shows that cweðende usually occurs with the adverb þus: þus 
cweðende ‘thus saying’, followed immediately by the direct speech. This is not 
possible in (22) and (23), as the clause contains other elements which have to be 
accommodated. A reordering of the sentence elements would make the sentences 
more cumbersome than in the chosen translation. Again, it would be possible to 
coordinate the verbs: […] Dryhten ðreatode and cwæð […] ‘the Lord rebuked and 
said’, but then the embedding of the action would be lost: The Lord rebukes the 
Jews through his utterance, and the Lord laments through his words.  

Interestingly, Sweet’s Present-day English translation retains a present 
participle in (22), but the ordering is different, such that the non-finite verb 
(rebuking) becomes a part of a non-finite subordinate clause. In (23), Sweet 
actually renders the present participle as the adverb sadly, which also testifies to 
the adverbial nature of the original participle. 

The noun phrases we have considered so far have all been in the nominative 
case, and therefore it is not possible to determine whether the participles have 
case endings, since the case ending and the participle ending would be identical. 
In (24), the noun phrase is in the accusative case, see the inflectional ending -ne 
in fleondne. 

(24) Loth fleondne (cocura:51.399.14.2718)
 Lot fleeing  
 Context: 

Sio Segor gehælde Loth fleondne 
 Zoar saved Lot, when a fugitive (Sweet 1871: 398) 

There is no equivalent in the Latin text, so this is an elaboration by the translator. 
Sweet’s translation renders fleondne as a verbless adverbial clause, and it is clear 
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that even in the Old English noun phrase, fleondne has a temporal adverbial 
meaning. 

The final example is (25), and the only example in which there is actually a 
present participle in the Latin text: […] mens […] dormiens […] ‘mind sleeping’ (Ju-
dic et al. 1992: 490). As with the previous examples, it is possible to assign an 
adverbial meaning to the participle: The mind is wounded while asleep.  

(25) ðæt mod slæpende (cocura:56.431.18.3041)
 the mind sleeping  
 Context: 

Swa bið ðæt mod slæpende gewundad swa hit ne gefret, ðonne hit bið to
gimeleas his agenra ðearfa. 

 The mind is so wounded while asleep as not to feel it, when it is too heedless
of its own wants (Sweet 1871: 430) 

In contrast to the postnominal present participles, the Old English prenominal 
present participles usually have an equivalent in Latin, either a present partici-
ple, or a nominalized adjective that is translated into Old English by means of a 
present participle and a noun.11 A few examples are given in section 4.2. 

4.2 Prenominal present participles 

(26) ðæm weldondum monnum  (cocura:17.107.5.700)
 Direct transl.: the well-doing men 
 Sweet: the well-doers (Sweet 1871: 106)
 Latin: bene agentibus (Judic et al. 1992: 116)
    
(27) ðæs flowendan welan  (cocura:8.55.7.339)
 Direct transl.: the flowing wealth  
 Sweet: abundant wealth  (Sweet 1871: 54)
 Latin: affluentium abundantia  (Judic et al. 1992: 156)

|| 
11 An example of the latter is the nominalized adjective reptilium (genitive plural) which is 
translated as eallra creopendra wuhta ‘of all creeping creatures’ (e.g. cocura:21.153.21.1049). The 
noun reptile did not enter English until the 14th century, according to the Oxford English Dictio-
nary, and the adjective reptile, now rare, even later. 
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(28) ða biernendan ceastre (Sodoman)  (cocura:51.397.32.2708))
 Direct transl.: the burning city (of Sodom)  
 Sweet: the burning city (of Sodom) (Sweet 1871: 396)
 Latin: ardentem Sodoman  (Judic et al. 1992: 452)

These examples show that, unlike the postnominal present participles, the pre-
nominal ones are used to modify the head noun, so although participles are “ver-
bal” by definition, they act more like adjectives in prenominal position. The post-
nominal participles, on the other hand, are adverbial in meaning. There is thus a 
continuum along which participles contained in noun phrases can be more or 
less adjectival and more or less verbal. 

Mitchell (1985 i: §975–982, §1434–1436), recognizing the difficulty of deter-
mining the function of present participles, very tentatively (Mitchell 1985 i: §977) 
operates with a category of participles that he calls “appositive”, which includes 
participles that are equivalent to an adverbial clause (Mitchell: 1985 i: §975). 
Some of the examples he adduces seem to be similar to the kind seen in (21)–(25), 
but most of them are constructions in which the elements are paratactically 
joined (see Mitchell’s definition of apposition in 1985 i: §1428). The user manual 
of the YCOE corpus (Taylor et al. 2003) would call phrases of the latter type, i.e. 
phrases containing a participle head that is not part of the main verb sequence, 
“participle phrases” and, like Mitchell, Taylor et al. comment on the difficulty of 
distinguishing between the different functions of these.12 The participles under 
consideration in this study have all been annotated as part of the noun phrase, 
but it nevertheless seems clear that in postnominal position they can be inter-
preted to have an adverbial meaning.  

In any case, it seems clear that in Cura Pastoralis, at least, grammar, dis-
course and context all play a role when it comes to the position of present parti-
ciples. The translator has to find ways to convey the meaning of the Latin text, 
and Alfred, whose prose is sometimes regarded as somewhat pedestrian com-
pared to the more careful stylist Ælfric, should perhaps be given some credit for 
actually handling the translation well. Not only does he use the possibilities of 
the Old English grammatical system creatively in creating layers of embedding; 
he also has a good grasp of the discourse situation as conveyed by the original 
Latin text, and manages to transmit it to an Anglo-Saxon audience.  

|| 
12 Cf. entry under “Participle Phrases (PTP)” at http://www users.york.ac.uk/~lang22/YCOE/ 
doc/annotation/YcoeRefToc.htm 



 Contextualizing Old English noun phrases | 45 

  

What also becomes clear from studying examples in their expanded context 
is that the older stages of English should be investigated in the context of textual 
transmission. In this case, it means considering the relation between the source 
text and the translation. The electronic corpus with its query possibilities is in-
valuable in giving us easy access to different constructions, but the context can 
tell us why they are used.  

5 Conclusion 

This study had three aims: The first was to describe in some detail two opposing 
generalizations concerning adjective placement in Old English, namely those by 
Fischer (2000, 2001, 2006, 2012), and Haumann (2003, 2010). According to 
Fischer, adjective inflection (strong vs. weak) is what determines adjective mean-
ing, with strong adjectives being functionally predicative (new/rhematic/fo-
cused, non-restrictive), and weak adjectives being attributive (given/thematic/ 
topical, restrictive). Haumann’s proposal is that adjective meaning is dependent 
on position only: Postnominal adjectives are predicative (new, restrictive, and 
receive a stage-level reading), while prenominal adjectives are attributive (given, 
non-restrictive, and receive a stage-level reading). 

Following a review and discussion of Fischer’s and Haumann’s schemes for 
interpreting adjectival modifiers in noun phrases, with particular attention given 
to terminological issues, the second aim was to consider a number of examples 
in context, more specifically constructions with conjoined adjectives where ei-
ther both adjectives occur prenominally (A-and-A-N), or one adjective occurs 
postnominally (A-N-and-A). The study showed that neither Fischer’s nor Hau-
mann’s generalization can fully account for adjective position in Old English. 
Grabski (2017) suggests that A-N-and-A is the default pattern for such complex 
constructions, and relates it to a tendency to avoid heavy clusters of elements, as 
also noted by Mitchell (1985), and this seems to be the case. 

The third aim of the study was to delve into noun phrases containing present 
participle modifiers. In constructions with just one modifier, prenominal position 
is the default position in Old English, and Grabski (2017) suggests that postnom-
inal position is due to the modifier being “verbal”. However, prenominal position 
is not excluded for “verbal” modifiers, so the question was what determines po-
sition for a prototypical “verbal” modifier such as a participle. I conducted a de-
tailed analysis of present participle modifiers in noun phrases in Cura Pastoralis, 
and it transpired that postnominal position was used if the present participle con-
veyed adverbial meaning, and thus was more verbal than adjectival on the 
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continuum, while prenominal position was used if the present participle was less 
verbal and more adjectival. An interesting finding was that where Cura had a 
postnominal present participle, there was, with one exception, no participle in 
the Latin original, while a prenominal present participle in Cura was retrievable 
from the Latin text. This means that the translator used the grammatical possibil-
ities available in Old English to convey meaning which would otherwise be ob-
scured if prenominal position had been mandatory. In other words, although 
postnominal position was rare in Old English, it was used productively and for 
specific purposes. 

The present study was intended and carried out as a close study of noun 
phrases in context, and it was shown that context, both textual and intertextual, 
matters in accounting for the distribution of elements within noun phrases. More 
work remains in which larger empirical samples of translated and non-translated 
texts should be taken into account and compared to other old Germanic lan-
guages, which eventually leads to the issue of whether it is possible to provide a 
principled theoretical account for noun phrase structure in Old English and re-
lated languages. 
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