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‘Everyman, I’ll go with thee
And be thy Guide.’

And if you don’t learn Old English,
Then Devil take your hide.
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Foreword to the Fifth Edition

The Guide aims at making easier the initial steps in the learning of Old
English. It is intended for beginners and will, it is hoped, prove especially
useful to those wishing to acquire a reading knowledge of the language. But
potential specialists in philology should find it a help in their preliminary
studies of the essential grammar. The Guide can be used by students working
with or without a teacher; for the latter, a section on ‘How to Use this Guide’
has been provided.

In general, the Guide devotes more space than is usual to the simple
explanation of difficult points and to ways of reducing rote learning and of
solving problems which arise for the reader of Old English texts. Part One is
divided into seven chapters — Preliminary Remarks on the Language, a
simple treatment of Orthography and Pronunciation, Inflexions, Word
Formation, Syntax (where stress is laid on the important differences between
Old and Modern English), a brief Introduction to Anglo-Saxon Studies in
which language and literature, history, and archaeology, are discussed, and a
highly selective Bibliography for the beginner. Part Two consists of Texts
(with notes), and Glossary. Phonology is not treated in a separate section, but
is integrated with the grammar, important sound-changes being treated
briefly when they provide the accepted explanation of apparent irregularities
in inflexion. Those seeking more information on sound-changes and their
relation to accidence are recommended in the first place to the work by
R. F. S. Hamer cited in §g Note. But the Guide aims at being self-contained,
as far as it goes. Chapter 6, An Introduction to Anglo-Saxon Studies, is, like
the rest of the book, addressed to the beginner. Its aim is to give in short
compass basic facts and background information which will illuminate the
prose and verse texts and stimulate the student to pursue paths of interest.
This accounts for the mention of some works which to the expert may seem
‘popular’ or ‘out of date’, e.g. Jessup’s Anglo-Saxon Fewellery (§220), with its
four colour plates and forty monochrome plates, and Fisher’s Introduction to
Anglo-Saxon Architecture and Sculpture (§220), with over one hundred
monochrome plates. The books on metalwork by Wilson and by Hinton,
on architecture by Taylor and Taylor, and on sculpture by Cramp and by
Bailey — all cited in §258 — are more up to date and offer more detailed
information. But in the interests of the beginner, we have retained the
simpler books, just as we have provided a Glossary instead of referring him or
her to one of the dictionaries.

The prose texts are arranged in order of increasing difficulty. The first
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three selections are normalized throughout, and palatal ¢ and g are
distinguished from velar ¢ and g. The texts in the fourth selection are not
normalized, but a few peculiarities have been removed to ease transition to
the unnormalized texts in the remainder of the readings. The Glossary is
extremely detailed, with heavy parsing of words recorded. Similarly, the
notes are full, and cross-references to the grammatical explanations in the
Guide are frequent. So full an apparatus may seem at times to encumber the
student with more help than is necessary, but our intention is to make it
possible for the student to begin reading Old English from the outset,
without obliging the teacher to take up particular topics in the grammar in a
particular sequence before assigning texts for translation. Although indi-
vidual teachers and readers are thus freed to cover the fundamentals of the
language in whatever sequence suits their taste, we do think that the order of
topics laid out on pages 3 to 5 is recommended both by logic and by our own
experience.

The prose and verse texts selected are on the whole those which have
traditionally been offered to beginning students to read. We have resisted the
temptation to substitute novel selections for the familiar ones: such passages
as King Alfred’s Preface, the story of Czdmon, the conversion of Edwin, and
Cynewulf and Cyneheard, have been chosen by generations of teachers and
scholars as the appropriate introductory texts precisely because these are the
essential ones for the proper orientation of beginners towards both the
literature and culture of Anglo-Saxon England. Replacement of any or all of
these with different selections might give the veteran teacher a refreshing
change from the canon, but it would also deprive beginning students of
important reference points in their initial study of Old English literature.

The fifth edition rectifies some errors and omissions in text and
bibliographies, and fills two gaps regretted by past users of the book. By
including Zlfric’s life of St. Edmund we provide a specimen of the
important Old English genre of the saint’s life and also introduce students
to Alfric’s alliterative prose. By presenting in Appendix C a brief, general
introduction to Old English metre with examples from the poems in the
Guide we hope to enhance students’ appreciation of the verse selections.

Bruce Mitchell’s original obligations are recorded in the Forewords to the
first and second editions. Thanks are now due to Sarah Ogilvie-Thomson of
St. Edmund Hall, Oxford, Daniel Donoghue of Harvard University, and
Traugott Lawler of Yale University. We also wish to thank Judith Ferster of
North Carolina State University for helpful suggestions for improving the
Guide. We should emphasize that in the poetic texts, as in the prose texts, we
make no claim to originality in our emendations and interpretations. Rather
we have tried to select what seemed to us the best scholarly view on each
point, and usually this has been the view that enjoys a majority consensus
among editors and scholars. We have made no effort to name the scholars
who originated and have subscribed to the interpretations selected, for this, it
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seemed to us, would have cluttered the commentary without serving the
student’s needs. We make wholesale and grateful acknowledgement here to
the Old English scholarly tradition on which we have drawn in preparing this
book.

BRUCE MITCHELL
Gregory the Great, 1991 Frep C. ROBINSON

Foreword to the Sixth Edition

The continuing demand for A4 Guide to Old English has encouraged the
authors and the publisher to believe that the time is ripe for a sixth edition,
which adds the two texts whose absence is most commonly regretted by users
— Waulf and Eadwacer and Judith. Apart from these poems, a paragraph on
FJudith 186b—g5a has been added to A Note on the Punctuation of Old English
Poetry, and minor variations and additions have been made throughout in an
attempt to keep the book up-to-date. But its aims and general shape remain
unaltered because they seem to satisfy readers. We are grateful and, as
always, invite comments and suggestions.

BRrUCE MITCHELL
Edward, King of the West Saxons, 2000 Frep C. ROBINSON



This map, which does not represent
particular moment in time,
ﬂwmmmmmm

addition of the more important sites
memiomdmﬂnsbooka

Danish settlement
-mtheQmCeMury

Dyfed

.0
=/t

WEST
WALES

Anglo-Saxon England




