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      Abstract of SEM II paper: French Influence in Old English Glosses.
There is an ongoing debate about the extent of lexical borrowing from French before 1066. The number of words suggested as early French loans amounts to about 50. Most of these words have never been fully accepted as such. Some of them are not recorded before the Norman Conquest and thus cannot be considered “pre-conquest” loans. 

In my paper I use the phonological development of Early Old French as a standard against which to measure the alleged loan words. If they do not reflect the sound changes usually reconstructed for lexemes from the Romance vernacular of tenth and eleventh century France, then it is more likely that they are borrowed from Medieval Latin. 

Apart from OE prut ‘superbus’, the only prose word for which an Old French etymology seems to be certain, only four eleventh century glosses remain as possible cases of Old English borrowings from Old French:

coitemære ‘boiled wine’, custure ‘seam’, leowe ‘league [measure of distance]’, and 

capun ‘capon’.

 For a fifth gloss, iugelere ‘magician’, the phonological development is somewhat obscure, but French origin cannot be ruled out.

Another gloss, tudenard ‘shield’, has been suggested as a French loan word by several scholars. In my opinion, this word may well be taken off the list of Late Old English gloss words of French origin. Its spelling attests to a sound structure which indicates a Medieval Latin origin with a much higher degree of probability than an origin from Old French.

Three of these words which can be derived from the Early Old French vernacular on phonological grounds – coitemære, custure, and leowe – are hapax legomena. I argue that we have no proof that these words have ever been part of the English lexicon and they could just as well be Romance glosses to Latin lemmata.

Phonological and manuscript evidence suggests that – apart from OE prut – only OE capun and, with a much lesser degree of certainty, OE iugelere can be considered as pre-conquest loan words from French. This small number of isolated borrowings, however, proves that there was language contact between French and English monasteries as early as the tenth century, even though its impact was very limited. 

