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Pied Beauty

Gerard Manley Hopkins

Glory be to God for dappled things—
For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow; 

For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim; 

Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings; 

Landscape plotted & pieced—fold, fallow, & plough; 

And áll trades, their gear & tackle & trim. 

All things counter, original, spáre, strange; 

Whatever is fickle, frecklèd, (who knows how?) 

With swíft, slów; sweet, sóur; adázzle, dím; 

He fathers-forth whose beauty is pást change: 

Práise hím. 

Common-core or World English is primarily written rather than spoken, but there has to be a spoken mode of it as well, because it must be used orally in meetings, over the airwaves, etc. But the existence of a standard general common-core English does not prevent Americans from sounding like Americans or Brits from sounding like Brits (or Georgians from sounding like Georgians or Tynesiders from sounding like Tynesiders, etc.). It will not prevent Korean speakers of Korean English from sounding like what they are, nor should it. National and regional varieties of English can exist happily side by side with common-core English. And each will influence the other, but neither need, nor can be, replaced by the other. Common-core English is closer to standard US and UK English than to any other variety simply because the US and UK outnumber all other native speakers of English. Over time, that can change and may very well do so. But that's the way the world is. It changes. And rather than bemoan the change, we should emulate Hopkins and exult in its "pied beauty."

—John Algeo, American linguist, author of Origins and Development of the English 

Language, in a 7 November 2004 e-mail to Carmen Butcher
Can you spot words you recognize in the seventh-century “English” poem below?

The Old English poem below is a real survivor.  Somehow it was not burned by Vikings.  You are looking at the oldest extant poem in English.  It was probably composed between 658 and 680 A.D.  An illiterate cowherd named Cædmon created it as an oral poem.  “Cædmon’s Hymn” sets the tone for the rest of Old English poetry, for it is a hymn praising the goodness of God the Creator.  (So it has much in common with Gerard Manley Hopkins’s poem “Pied Beauty.”)  

This old English poem has words in it we all recognize.  See what you can find below.  Circle any words looking familiar to your twenty-first-century eye.  Hints:  Look for earlier versions of these modern words: now, shall, heaven, warden (meaning ‘guardian’), might, and, his, mood, work, father, wonders, he, shaped, earth, bairn (meaning ‘children’), heaven (again), roof, holy, middle-earth, mankind’s, warden (again, meaning ‘guardian’), after, folds (meaning ‘corners’), and almighty.  Don’t worry about letters you see but don’t recognize.  One is the edh (ð), another is the thorn (þ), and the final is ash (æ).  They vanished over the years.

1. Nu sculon herigean      heofonrices Weard,

2. Meotodes meahte     ond his modgeþanc,

3. weorc Wuldorfæder,     swa he wundra gehwæs,

4. ece Drihten,     or onstealde.

5. He ærest sceop     eorðan bearnum

6. heofon to hrofe,     halig Scyppend.

7. þa middangeard     monncynnes Weard,

8. ece Drihten,     æfter teode

9. firum foldan,     Frea ælmihtig.

The Key to Cædmon’s Hymn

1. Nu sculon herigean      heofonrices Weard,

Nu - Now; sculon - shall; herigean – praise; heofonrices - heofon, heavenly + rices, kingdom’s (compare the German cognate Reich, which is so like the Old English word here, rices); Weard – Warden (‘Guardian’)

2. Meotodes meahte     ond his modgeþanc,

Meotodes - Creator’s (literally “the one who METES OUT”); meahte - might; ond – and; his – his; mod - mind (compare our modern word mood, which is a descendant of the Old English mod), so modgeþanc = mod - mind + geþanc – thoughts (‘thoughts of [God’s] mind’)

3. weorc Wuldorfæder,     swa he wundra gehwæs,

weorc - work; Wuldor, Glory + fæder, father; swa – as; he – he; wundra – wonders; gehwæs - each

4. ece Drihten,     or onstealde.

ece – eternal; Drihten – Lord; or – beginning (of the world); onstealde – established

5. He ærest sceop     eorðan bearnum

He ærest sceop - He first shaped (created); eorðan – earth’s; bearnum – bairn (children)

6. heofon to hrofe,     halig Scyppend.

heofon - heaven; to – as; hrofe - roof; halig - holy; Scyppend - Shaper/Creator (compare sceop in line 5; they are from the same Old English word for ‘to create’)

7. þa middangeard     monncynnes Weard,

þa – then; middangeard - middle-earth; monncynnes - mankind’s; Weard – Warden (Guardian)

8. ece Drihten,     æfter teode

ece – eternal; Drihten – Lord; æfter – after; teode - made

9. firum foldan,     Frea ælmihtig.

firum – earth’s; foldan - literally “folds” - corners; Frea – Lord; ælmihtig - almighty

Translated

Now let us praise the Master of heaven, the might of the Creator, and his ingenious thoughts!

Let us praise the work of the Father of glory!  Let us praise every one of his wonders!

The eternal Lord created the beginning of everything.  First for the children of earth He created heaven as a roof, holy Creator!  Then the Guardian of mankind, the eternal Lord, made every corner of the earth.  Praise be to the Lord almighty!

The Lord’s Prayer

                          Fæder ure,  þu þe       ært on heofonum,      si             þin nama gehalgod,

                                 Father our,  you who art in heaven,           may        your name  be hallowed,

tobecume þin rice,       gewurþe       þin wille       on eorþan, swa swa on heofonum,

               come your kingdom, be fulfilled your will          on   earth,  just as in  heaven,

urne gedægehwamlican hlaf, sylle us todæg,

                                             our         daily              loaf, give us today,

and ne gelæd þu us on costnunge, 

                                                  and  not  lead you us into temptation

ac alys     us of yvele,

                                                         but release  us from evil,

Soþlice.

                            



Amen.

(literally, “truly,” “faithfully”)

One of the most interesting facets of the Lord’s Prayer in Old English is that little nugget hlaf (in line three above).  Hlaf is the ancestor of our modern word loaf.  I like knowing that Anglo-Saxons called the bread they ate “loaves,” just as you and I do.  “Honey!  Can you go to the store and get a loaf of bread, please!?  We’re almost out!”

Finally, the fierce side of Old English poetry!

Imagine hearing the poetry below in an age that had no electricity.  When the lights went out, there truly was darkness, or the suggestive, shadowy flickerings of an oil lamp.  These ten lines are one of the most exciting scenes in Beowulf (ll. 710-716a; 724b-727, from Seamus Heaney’s 2000 translation, p. 48).  Grendel, the stinking, hairy, angry human-flesh-eating monster comes loping off the misty moor at night.  He approaches the tall, golden hall of Hrothgar as if it were a Kroger, a Safeway, or a Family Mart (maybe even a Costco or a Carrefour).  He is licking his chops, ready to devour a juicy warrior there. 

Đa com of more     under mist-hleoþum               Then came off the moor…

Grendel gongan,     Godes yrre bær,                     Grendel going, God’s ire (anger) bore

mynte se man-scaða     manna cynnes                 meant…mankind’s 

sumne besyrwan     in sele þam hean.

Wod under wolcnum, to þæs þe he win-reced,     See “cloud”? (“welkin”?)

gold-sele gumena     gearwost wisse,                    See “gold”?

fættum fahne….     Raþe æfter þon on fagne flor     feond treddode, See “fiend”?  “Treaded”?

eode yrre-mod;     him of eagum stod                    See “angry”? (Find “ire-minded.”)

ligge gelicost     leoht unfæger.                              See “light”?  See “ugly”? (Literally, “un-fair”)

The main plot of Beowulf is simple.  The great Scandinavian warrior by that name travels from Geatland (southern Sweden) to what is now Denmark to help rid King Hrothgar of this man-eating monster Grendel.  After Beowulf destroys this vile troglodyte, he enters Grendel's lair to slay the monster’s mother.  Go Beowulf!  Unfortunately, at the end of the poem, a dragon does our hero in.

The 20-80 Rule


Old English is a direct, passionate language and the foundation of Modern English.  Although Modern English has one of the most cosmopolitan, democratic, and diverse vocabularies of any modern language, still, 20% of our present-day vocabulary has descended from Old English and is used by us 80% of the time.  This remind me of the way Berber carpet wears—it has the same 20%-80% usage ratio, and the need for runners.  That narrow 20% of Old English in our Modern English vocabulary gets 80% of daily language traffic. 

Here are a few of the modern English that have been around since Old English days:  He, she, you, they, us, we, I, “I love you” (“Ic lufige eow”), God, apple, child, devil, evil, nose, whale (spelled hwæl), black, gospel, angel, earth, fish, fox, hand, finger, head, horse, hound, wind, tree, tongue, wolf, womb, seven, winter, blow, summer, month, sixth, rainbow, rood (cross), star, sun, moon, sword, swear, twelve, and, a, the, that, dun, wan, sallow, bleak, dusky, swarthy, bright, murky, dark, starve, end, go, no, any, bed, bone, but, burn, come, can, cold, bite, drink, east, edge, eye, fast, fat, feather, fill, finger, nail, flood, friend, gate, ghost, hang, heart, help, if, in, into, on, doom, right, kin, kill, kiss, ladder, learn, let, less, like, so, live, lurk, man, woman, melt, meet, find, more, moor, most, mourn, nail, naked, neither, nor, net, new, nothing, now, hold, open, other, own, ox, deed, bid, deep, shove, queen, king, raw, stand, rue, ring, row, break, salt, say, heal, whole, see, seldom, send, set, shadow, deal, beacon, sink, dreary, shaft, guest, clean, vat, verse, show, which, lust, withstand, idle, year, yet, young, old, gold, was, is, were, be, etc.

Tolkien’s Frodo comes from the Old English word frode, meaning ‘old’ and ‘wise.’ In Werewolf is the Old English word wer, meaning ‘man.’ Gospel literally means “good news” and comes from the Old English god for ‘good’ and spell for ‘story.’  Think of our phrase “spellbound,” which relates to this Old English word for “story.” The Lord’s Prayer ends with “Soþlice,” which literally means “Truly” for “Amen.”  Think of soothsayer, who is literally a ‘sayer of truth.’  Think also of forsooth, which literally means “in truth.” Health comes from the Old English word hælan, meaning ‘to heal.’  The Old English word for ‘Savior’ was a form of this, Hæland.  Hæland literally meant ‘Healer.’  Today we could (but probably wouldn’t) say, “I’m hale!” when asked, “How are you?”  Hale comes from this same hælan meaning, ‘to heal’ or ‘to be whole.’  Our word whole also comes from hælan.  So whole and heal are inextricably linked in Old English days.  To be ‘whole’ was to be ‘healthy.’  The expressive power of Old English is immediate.  Someone running from a burning building will not likely turn to Latin, saying, “Assist me!  Assist me!  Conflagration!”  No, they will turn to Old English, “Help!  Fire!”  

How do you say “Hi!” or “How’s it going?” in Old English?  Simple:  “Wes þu hal!”  This literally means “May you be hale/healthy/whole!”  It is pronounced, “Wes [like the name] 

thu [rhymes with two] hall!”  That funny-looking letter is a thorn.  It comes from runes.

Why is the plural of mouse mice?  In Old English, mus (mouse) was made plural as mys (more than one mouse), and this [y:] has come down to us as the sound [aI].  Want to know more?

http://www.etymonline.com/columns/oldenglish.htm (background information)

http://www.georgetown.edu/faculty/ballc/oe/oe-texts.html (great Old English site with links)

http://www.georgetown.edu/faculty/ballc/oe/oe-map.html (map here of Anglo-Saxon England)

http://www.suttonhoo.org/ (Sutton Hoo!  Burial site of an early Anglo-Saxon king)

http://csis.pace.edu/grendel/projs4a/sutton.htm (on Sutton Hoo’s golden treasure, with pics)

http://www.mun.ca/Ansaxdat/vocab/wordlist.html (an online Old-Modern English dictionary)

http://www.engl.virginia.edu/OE/ (great Old English site sponsored by University of Virginia)

http://www.kami.demon.co.uk/gesithas/readings/readings.html (Old English poetry read aloud)  Lecture for Phi Delta Kappa 12104.doc
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