
LUND UNIVERSITY

PO Box 117
221 00 Lund
+46 46-222 00 00

Lexical (ge-)munan in Old English

A study in the context of its modalisation
Bang Lauridsen, Freja

2025

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Bang Lauridsen, F. (2025). Lexical (ge-)munan in Old English: A study in the context of its modalisation. Poster
session presented at 10th Naxos Summer School on Diachronic Linguistics, Naxos, Greece.

Total number of authors:
1

Creative Commons License:
Unspecified

General rights
Unless other specific re-use rights are stated the following general rights apply:
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors
and/or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the
legal requirements associated with these rights.
 • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study
or research.
 • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
 • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal

Read more about Creative commons licenses: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove
access to the work immediately and investigate your claim.

https://portal.research.lu.se/en/publications/c4da9742-77d8-4ddf-8e74-b126b8d5dc21


Download date: 12. Aug. 2026



Lexical (ge-)munan in Old English: A study

in the context of its modalisation

- Words deriving from the Proto-Germanic verb munan, meaning ‘to remember’ or ‘to think’ are

attested throughout the histories of both the North Germanic and West Germanic branches of

the Germanic language family.

- Given the shared ancestry, the presence of munan-derivatives in both branches is unsurprising.

Nor is it surprising that its derivatives have followed different paths of language change in the

two daughter languages, Old English and Old Norse – after all, this is a natural consequence of

their geographical separation.

- What is striking, however, is that despite the distinct trajectories, the development of munan-

derivatives in English and Scandinavian appear to be interwoven, with Middle Danish influence

seemingly contributing to the decline of lexical (ge-)munan and the rise of modal mun in

English.

FREJA BANG LAURIDSEN

Conducted as a corpus study, the investigation of lexical (ge-)munan in Old English is based on a

thorough examination of all the major Old English works as found in the following two corpora:

The York-Toronto-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Old English Prose

The York-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Old English Poetry
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"It is (…) conjectured that the Middle English [modal] forms mon, mun, 

moun, munde(n) descend from the Old Norse perfecto-present verb

monu, munu, with 1st and 3rd singular mon, mun" (Visser 1969).

Overarching research question of the project as a whole

What evidence supports the hypothesis that the Middle English modal mun was directly

borrowed from the Scandinavian modal munu rather than developing from the Old English

lexical (ge-)munan?

Local research question for this sub-study

What are the distribution and properties of the lexical (ge-)munan in Old English?

Investigative aims

In investigating the distribution and properties of lexical (ge-)munan in Old English, I aim to

evaluate the following hypotheses:

1. Lexical (ge-)munan shows a clear decline in frequency over the Old English period before

becoming completely obsolete by the middle of the 14th century.

2. Lexical (ge-)munan, including its inflectional and orthographic variants, exhibits strictly lexical

behaviour in Old English.

3. Lexical (ge-)munan was equally frequent across all Old English dialects, including the

southern varieties.

Take-away: There is no clear evidence of a decline in the frequency of the lexical

(ge-)munan over the course of the Old English period.

Conclusion

Finite Non-finite

Finiteness

Present Past Infinitive Present participle Past participle

Verb form

Indicative Subjunctive Imperative Ambigiuous Not relevant

Mood

1st/3rd sg 2nd sg Pl Ambigiuous Not relevant

Person 
morphology 

NP Elided NP-NOM No subject

Subject

NP Clause PP No complement

Complement

Take-away: While many of the subjunctive (and hortative) clauses carry an epistemic

or deontic flavour, the verb (ge-)munan itself does not exhibit modal properties in any

of the 278 Old English clauses examined.

West Saxon Kentish Mercian Northumbrian

Dialectal distribution of (ge-)munan in Old English

Relative frequency of lexical (ge-)munan in all Old English texts (per 10,000 words)

Properties of the 278 instances of (ge-)munan in Old English

Take-away: The lexical verb (ge-)munan occurs in all four Old English dialects.

However, since the majority of texts in the corpora are West Saxon, most instances of

(ge-)munan are also found in that dialect.

Based on these findings, there is no indication that lexical (ge-)munan had begun to

exhibit modal properties during the Old English period. While many subjunctive

instances of (ge-)munan carry an epistemic or deontic flavour, the verb itself does not

express true modality in any of the 278 Old English clauses analysed here.

Nor are there any significant

geographical differences suggesting

that the lexical (ge-)munan was

influenced by Scandinavian at this

stage.

The next step in this project is to use

this new understanding to illuminate

the early stages of Middle English,

where modal mun rather abruptly

developed.


