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Abstract 
This article deals with the Old English adjectival construction that consists of the 
copulative verb bēon ‘to be’ and the past participle. Grammaticalization is gauged as to 
the agreement between the subject noun phrase and the past participle and from the 
perspective of deflexion, which is considered the final stage of grammaticalization. The 
highest rates of agreement are found in Ælfrician texts and translations from Latin, 
while other texts like the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle not only evince remarkably lower 
figures of agreement, but also show a decrease over time. The conclusion is reached 
that, although the grammaticalization of the past participle in passive constructions is 
not complete on the basis of deflexion, the process is well underway in Old English. 
 
 
1. Aims and scope 
This article deals with the Old English passive and, more specifically, with the 
grammaticalization of the adjectival construction consisting of the copulative verb bēon 
‘to be’ and the past participle. Considering the syntactic passive of Present Day English, 
it must be concluded that this construction has grammaticalized but there is no 
agreement on the chronology of the change. While some authors hold that the participial 
construction has been reanalysed, at least partially, in Old English (Traugott 1992; 
Denison 1993; Hosaka 2011), others claim that the copula and the past participle have 
not been grammaticalized (Petré & Cuyckens 2008, 2009) and/or remain fully 
analysable in this period (Jones and MacLeod 2017).  
 Several types of substantive evidence for the grammaticalization of the 
adjectival construction have been gathered, some of which can be found in the texts 
from the Old English period, like the existence of explicit agreement between the 
subject and the past participle (Traugott 1992: 192), the expression of syntactic agents 
(Denison 1993: 423), the development of the have-perfect (Toyota 2008: 43) and the 
avoidance of coordination between adjectives and passive participles in the same 
copulative construction (Petré 2014: 122). With some exceptions (notably Toyota 2008; 
Jones & MacLeod 2017), the substantive evidence for the grammaticalization of the 
passive has not been quantified. For this reason, this research resorts to corpus analysis 
and furnishes evidence from the largest source of data, namely, the form of the 
participles themselves. Thus, this work concentrates on the agreement of the participles 
from the perspective of deflexion, which is considered the final stage of 
grammaticalization. Even though the results of this work are significant, they do not 
settle the question of the grammaticalization of the passive. Deflexion represents one of 
the criteria for gauging this change and is probably compatible with some of the tests 
that have been mentioned above. This noted, the quantitative analysis that is carried out 
in the following sections as well as its interpretation allow us to assess the progress of 
the grammaticalization of the passive in Old English. 
 This research is based on data retrieved from the York-Toronto-Helsinki Parsed 
Corpus of Old English Prose and The York-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Old English 
Poetry. The York-Toronto-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Old English Prose is a parsed 
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corpus that comprises 1.5 million words. On its part, the York-Helsinki Parsed Corpus 
of Old English Poetry is a selection of poetic texts from the Old English Section of the 
Helsinki Corpus of English Texts that contains 71,490 words. As in its prose 
counterpart, the texts are annotated morphologically and syntactically. The prose and 
the poetry parts of the York Corpus together are referred to in the remainder of this 
article as YCOE. 
 The article is organised as follows. Section 2 is a critical review of previous 
research. It makes a terminological synthesis of the relevant aspects of 
grammaticalization, reanalysis and deflexion and discusses them in the context of the 
evolution of the adjectival construction with bēon ‘to be’ and the past participle in Old 
English. The research method and the textual sources are presented in section 3, while 
section 4 reports the analysis of agreement as reflected by the adjectival inflectional 
endings of the participle in the selection of prose texts. In section 5, the results are 
discussed and compared with the figures thrown by the present participle and the past 
participle in the selection of poetic texts from the YCOE. The main conclusions of this 
study are drawn in section 6. 
 
2. Reanalysis, grammaticalization and deflexion in the evolution of the Old English 
passive 
This section reviews previous studies in the evolution of the adjectival construction 
consisting of the copulative verb bēon ‘to be’ and the past participle. The section opens 
with some theoretical considerations and terminological remarks, which are then 
applied to the reanalysis, grammaticalization and deflexion of the Old English passive. 
 Grammaticalization is a change ‘where a lexical unit or structure assumes a 
grammatical function, or where a grammatical unit assumes a more grammatical 
function’ (Heine et al. 1991: 2). A well-known illustration of this phenomenon is the 
future tense of some Romance languages such as Spanish, which can be traced back to 
the Latin periphrasis of obligation taking the verb habeo ‘to have’ that eventually 
resulted in a morphologically distinct future tense form with the inflectional suffixes -e, 
-as, -a, etc., thus ire habes ‘you have to go’ > ir has ‘you have to go’ > irás ‘you will 
go’. Throughout this evolution, a non-finite form of the verb (the infinitive) gains the 
status of finite form (the new future tense) while the control of agreement is kept by the 
former finite form that has turned into an inflectional suffix (he, has, ha, etc. > -e, -as, -
a, etc.). This coexists with compound tenses in which the form of the Latin verb habeo 
has remained as such, controls agreement, and, therefore, qualifies as the finite form in 
habeo datum > he dado ‘I have given’ (Klausenburger 2002: 37). 
 Grammaticalization is often described as a combination of reanalysis and 
actualization (Campbell & Janda 2001), that is to say, the formulation of a new set of 
underlying relations and the gradual implementation of the consequences of the rise of 
new relationships (Andersen 2006). Traugott & König (1991: 189) emphasise the rise of 
such new relations by defining grammaticalization as ‘the dynamic, unidirectional 
historical process whereby lexical items in the course of time acquire a new status as 
grammatical, morphosyntactic forms, and in the process come to code relations that 
either were not coded before or were coded differently’. The changes giving rise to 
grammaticalization apply gradually and can be broken down into a number of discrete 
micro-changes (Traugott & Trousdale 2010: 23). While on the syntagmatic side 
grammaticalization causes a gradual increase in morphosyntactic dependency 
(Haspelmath 2004), on the paradigmatic axis structural gradualness entails an evolution 
from more marked to less marked status (Fanego Lema 2004: 28).  
 The main mechanisms of grammaticalization are reanalysis and analogy, so that 
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the former is a requisite for the latter (Hopper & Traugott 2003). According to Brinton 
and Traugott (2005: 7), there are three types of reanalysis: change in constituency 
(syntactic or morphological bracketing), change in category labels (as in main verb > 
auxiliary) and boundary loss (as in going to > gonna). A comparison with the syntactic 
passive in Present Day English indicates that the Old English adjectival construction 
consisting of the copulative verb bēon ‘to be’ and the past participle has gone through 
two types of reanalysis: a change in constituency or rebracketing (Figure 1) whereby the 
adjectival participle becomes the lexical verb of the verb phrase, thus losing its status of 
independent constituent, while the copulative verb grammaticalizes as an auxiliary; and 
a change in category labels that affects the copulative verb and the participle, which turn 
into the auxiliary and the head of the verb phrase, respectively.1 
 
[[ ]NP [[ ]V]VP [ ]AdjP]IP-MAT > 
[[ ]NP [[ ]V [ ]AdjP]VP]IP-MAT > 
[[ ]NP [[ ]V]VP]IP-MAT 
Figure 1. Rebracketing.2 
 
 In terms of Lehmann’s (1995) parameters of grammaticalization, with respect to 
integrity, the copulative verb undergoes desemanticization (from lexical content to 
grammatical content) and adaptation (the former lexical verb becomes grammatical), 
but there is no phonological attrition or decategorialization of the copulative verb 
because it remains the controller of agreement with the subject; whereas the participle 
suffers phonological reduction and decategorialization (loss of adjectival inflection and 
agreement with the subject). As for the parameter of paradigmaticity, it might be said 
that the formerly independent copulative verb and adjectival participle merge in a 
paradigmatic slot of the verb, in such a way that the participle, which represents an 
atypical non-finite form of the verb in expressing agreement, loses this feature. In this 
respect, as regards the parameter of paradigmatic variability, there is obligatorification 
of the past participle in syntactic passives. With respect to structural scope, the 
participle loses its status of independent constituent and assumes the role of lexical verb 
within the noun phrase. Finally, on the grounds of the parameter of syntagmatic 
variability, the construction has become fixed not only in terms of relative order of the 
copula and the past participle but also with respect to adjacency. 
 Thus described, there is little doubt that the adjectival participle with bēon ‘to 
be’ grammaticalizes as the English syntactic passive. This grammaticalization 
represents the ultimate stage of an evolution from the morphologically adjectival Proto-

																																																								
1 The term adjectival is used with a morphological sense, to account for the fact that the 
participle follows both the verbal declension and the adjectival inflection. See Sleeman 
(2014) on the distinction between adjectival and verbal participles based on the 
semantic features stative, resultative and eventive. The reader is also referred to 
Lehmann (2014: 46) on some present participles used substantively that are witnesses to 
an older nominal inflection: Gothic fijands ‘fiend’, frijōnds ‘friend’; Old English fīend 
‘fiend’, frīend ‘friend’, etc. 
2 Clauses in the YCOE are labelled IP, with an additional label to indicate type, such as 
IP-MAT for declarative matrix IPs. The internal structure of clauses is flat, that is to 
say, the node VP is restricted to verbal forms, in such a way that the complements are 
directly dominated by the node IP-MAT, not by the node VP. The same notation is used 
in this article. 
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Germanic participle and through the decaying adjectival inflection of the participle in 
the Germanic dialects, including not only Old English but also, for instance, Gothic. 
Indeed, the present participle in Gothic has lost the strong declension (except the 
nominative singular masculine), whereas the past participle follows the strong and the 
weak declension (Braune 1895: 56). However, the question arises as to the moment 
when the change from lexical to grammatical status takes place. While there is clearly a 
case for the grammaticalization in Old English, and, indeed, some authors hold that the 
change is making progress already in this period, for others, the grammaticalization 
process does not start so early. 
 For Traugott (1992: 190), the origin of the Old English syntactic passive is to be 
found in adjectival predications with a copulative verb and a fully inflected adjectival 
form of the the participle. An Old English instance is wæron gehælede ‘were healed’ in 
(1), in which the past participle shows both verbal conjugation (-ed) and adjectival 
inflection (-e). As regards the adjectival inflection of the participle, Kilpiö (1989: 134) 
remarks that ‘towards the late OE period the inflection of the past participle in passive 
constructions, already simpler than that of the adjective in early OE, underwent further 
simplification so that basically only two forms occurred: an endingless participle in the 
singular and one ending in -e in the plural’. 
 
(1) [Æ LS (Edmund) 004800 (181)] 
 Eac swilce þa wunda þe þa wælhreowan hæþenan mid gelomum scotungum on 
 his lice macodon, wæron gehælede þurh þone heofonlican God. 
 And the wounds that the cruel heathens made in his body with repeated shots 
 had been healed by the heavenly God. 
 
 Traugott (1992: 190) concurs that ‘the number of inflected constructions became 
less frequent during the Old English period’, although the -e plural inflection, as in 
gehælede ‘healed’ in (1), is frequent. As for the chronology of the change, Visser finds 
that the inflectional endings of the past participle ‘gradually disappear in Middle 
English, so that subsequently the zero form is the normal one’ (1984: 1280). Wojtyś 
(2009) also dates the loss of the past participle (adjectival) inflectional suffixes to the 
Middle English period and, more specifically, to the 13th century, although this author 
remarks that ‘the suffixal marking in Old English needs to be regarded as regular’ 
(2009: 48). Rather than regularity, there is a certain degree of variation, involving even 
the same verb, as in example (2). In (2a), the form afliemde ‘banished’ is conjugated for 
the past participle and inflected for the nominative masculine plural, whereas in (2b) the 
form afliemed ‘banished’ presents the verbal inflectional morpheme, but not the 
adjectival one. 
 
(2) 
a. [Or 1 029600 (10.29.14)] 
 On þære ilcan tide wurdon twegen æþelingas afliemde of Sciþþian, Plenius & 
 Scolopetius wæron hatene. 
 At that same time two noblemen were banished from Scythia, who were called 
 Plenius and Scolopetius. 
b. [OrHead 001000 (1.10)] 
 & hu ii æþelingas wurdon afliemed of Sciþþium. 
 And how two noblemen were banished from Scythia. 
 
 Traugott (1992) remarks that the development of the auxiliaries in English may 
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be related to the disappearance of the inflected participles, as the participles were 
reanalysed from adjectives into verbs in Old English: 
 

The inflected participial construction with BE was probably truly adjectival in 
PrOE. By Old English, however, it appears to have been reanalyzed as a verbal 
complex (as happened to habban during the Old English period), or at least to 
have been partially reanalyzed. The evidence for reanalysis is that the participle is 
typically uninflected […]. On the other hand, the -e plural inflection occurs quite 
frequently, suggesting that the construction was not fully verbal either (Traugott 
1992: 192-193). 

 
 Denison (1993: 414), in a similar line, points out that the past participle found in 
Old English passive constructions could agree with the passive subject in case, gender 
and number, although this was not always the case. ‘It might be possible to correlate 
lack of agreement in participles with a possible reanalysis from copula BE + participial 
adjective to auxiliary BE + lexical verb’ (Denison 1993: 414). On the resulting 
periphrasis, Los (2015: 82) notes that the passive ‘may well be the earliest of the verbal 
periphrases in Germanic’. 
 From the semantic point of view, bēon ‘to be’ and habban ‘to have’ in 
combination with the past participle of the lexical verb have a stative meaning (Rydén 
& Brorström 1987: 16), although bēon is more consistent than habban in taking an 
inflected participle (Mitchell 1985: 283). Toyota (2008: 17) also considers that the 
passive is mainly stative in Old English and that dynamic constructions do not increase 
until the Middle English period. According to Hosaka,  
 

the periphrastic construction (be + past particle) initially expressed an undergoer-
orientation and had perfective present state meanings resulting from previous 
events or action. Therefore the periphrastic construction in OE can be considered 
as the adjectival-perfective [ ] Then, through the development of the have-perfect, 
the perfective construction began to express the resulting state with the actor-
orientation (Hosaka 2011: 150). 

 
 In other words, as the syntactic passive becomes fixed, examples like (3a) are 
harder to interpret as you had him, who was bound and require a new reading in which 
the verb loses lexical meaning (stative, possession) to acquire a grammatical meaning 
(past, perfective), thus you had bound him. 
 
(3) (Traugott 1992: 190; text names from the DOE) 
a. [Or 6 031100 (37.156.6)] 
 ... þa þa ge hiene gebundenne hæfdon. 
 ...when you had bound him. 
b. [ÆCHom I, 31 003600 (441.63)] 
 Ic hæbbe gebunden þone feond þe hi drehte. 
 I have bound the enemy who afflicted them. 
 
 This semantic interpretation is compatible with the syntactic rebracketing 
presented in Figure 1, which is adapted to a transitive verb in Figure 2. The second 
phase of rebracketing as presented in Figure 2 corresponds to semantically analysable 
readings like you had him, who was bound. 
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 [[ ]NP [[ ]V]VP [ ]NP [ ]AdjP]IP-MAT > 
 [[ ]NP [[ ]V]VP [ ]NP]IP-MAT 
 Figure 2. Rebracketing and aspect. 
 
 In a study in the Aktionsart of the passive constructions of Old English, Jones & 
MacLeod (2017) analyse passives with bēon ‘to be’ and weorðan ‘to become’, which is 
also used with the past participle to express the passive in Old English. Traditionally, 
bēon ‘to be’ has been said to code stative passives while weorðan ‘to become’ has been 
considered a marker of resultative meaning, although Los (2015: 82), by drawing on 
Mitchell (1985) and Kilpiö 1989), notes that this functional distinction cannot always be 
drawn.3 Jones & MacLeod (2017) define two types of situation, non-transitional and 
transitional, depending on whether or not verbs and verb phrases denote a transition 
from a discrete state of affairs. On the basis of these situations, Jones & MacLeod 
(2017) analyse the copulative verbs and the passive participles, as well as the 
combinations between them. Bēon ‘to be’ is used for non-transitional combinations of 
copula and past participle in which the past participle is non-transitional, as well as non-
transitional combinations with transitional past participles. Bēon and weorðan can be 
used indistinctly in transitional combinations with transitional past participles, while 
weorðan is the only choice for transitional combinations with non-transitional 
participles. 
 The correlation between grammaticalization and loss of semantic analysability 
leads Jones & MacLeod (2017: 29) to the conclusion that the combination of copula and 
passive participle is not grammaticalized in OE. Given that the copula and the past 
participle are fully analysable (they do not require any extra meaning from a 
construction in order to be interpreted), these authors state that they are not 
grammaticalized in Old English. 
 Turning to the question of deflexion, it refers to the loss of inflectional 
categories, not necessarily to the loss of all inflections (Norde 2001: 240). The 
disappearance of exponents for an inflectional category is different from the loss of the 
inflectional category. The deflexion of the participle seems a case of both loss of 
exponents and, at least in the class of the adjective, the loss of the inflectional categories 
of gender and number. In Old English, however, the loss of the adjectival segment of 
the inflection of the past participle does not constitute either a local case of deflexion 
(the past participle remains inflected for verb) or a generalised case of deflexion 
(adjectives are inflected throughout the Old English period). In this respect, the 
deflexion of the past participle as to the adjectival ending constitutes an instance of 
partial deflexion. This question, however, could be posed in different terms. To wit, the 
loss of the adjectival morphology of the past participle is in full accordance with the 
loss of the inflection of the adjective that takes place in Middle English, although it 
predates the latter. In the following quotation, Allen (2003: 3) stresses the importance of 
deflexion in Early Middle English: 
 
 The distinction between the nominative, dative, and accusative was completely 

																																																								
3 There is agreement on the competition with bēon ‘to be’ as a reason for the loss of 
weorðan ‘to become’, but see Petré (2010) on an alternative explanation based on the 
continuity of narratives and the demise of the V2 rule. With respect to this verb, Jones 
& MacLeod (2017: 27) underline that the lack of grammaticalization in the passive 
meant that the loss of this lexeme [ ] could occur without great disruption to the 
capacity of the language to denote passive situations. 
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 lost in the nominal system, and the dative/accusative distinction was lost in the 
 pronominal system. Case agreement was lost for determiners and adjectives. 
 These developments took place at different times and in rather different ways in 
 different dialects, but by the mid thirteenth century we find that they are pretty 
 much complete everywhere except in Kent. 
 
 Throughout linguistic evolution, the adjectival part of the inflection of the 
participle disappeared even before the generalised loss of inflectional endings took 
place, but the verbal part was preserved. Nominal inflections were drastically simplified 
whilst the inflectional morphology of verbs remained more distinctive and the 
inflectional morphology of adjectives was even more simplified than the one of nouns, 
which has maintained explicit inflections for the genitive and the plural. In the light of 
this, the disappearance of the adjectival inflection of the participle and the pervivence of 
its verbal inflection are, to a certain extent, predictable. Above all, the adjectival 
inflection of the participle is attached after the verbal inflection, which makes the 
adjectival ending prone to simplification not only for morpho-syntactic but also for 
phonological reasons. Consequently, the partial deflexion of the participle can be seen 
as a reflex of the general loss of inflections, and, as such, motivated by the phonological 
attrition of the vowels in unaccented final syllables. On this question, Fischer (1992) 
remarks that by the Late Old English and Early Middle English period, the inflectional 
endings of some non-finite forms of the verb, such as the present participle, began to be 
confused, which also led to syntactic confusion. In this line, Ogura (2009) holds that, 
due to their phonemic resemblance, the endings -ende and -enne became 
interchangeable as variant forms in late Old English. 
 Whether or not the two phases of the loss of adjectival inflection represent a 
unified phenomenon deserves attention in future research. Meanwhile, it has to be borne 
in mind that inflectional affixes represent the last stage of linguistic evolution, located at 
the end of the cline of grammaticalization content word > grammatical word > clitic > 
inflectional affix (Hopper & Traugott 2003: 7). This implies that they can only become 
zero (Heine & Reh 1984: 27). For this reason, the ‘loss of inflections is regarded as the 
ultimate stage of grammaticalization’ (Norde 2001: 240). In the Old English period it 
seems to be the case that deflexion is motivated by or, at least, related to functional 
redundancy: the expression of agreement is duplicated.4 Since both the auxiliary and the 
lexical verb code agreement with the subject, functional relations are also preserved if 
agreement is taken up by the copula only, as is represented in Figure 3. 
 
[[ ]NP-AGR [[ ]V-AGR]VP [ ]AdjP-AGR]IP-MAT >  
[[ ]NP-AGR [[ ]V-AGR [ ]AdjP-AGR]VP]IP-MAT >  
[[ ]NP-AGR [[ ]V-AGR]VP]IP-MAT 

																																																								
4 An anonymous referee rightly points out that, considering that for each past participle 
there is a corresponding lexical verb, the connection between the participle and the 
category of verbs cannot be trivial. Two possibilities arise in this respect. Either the 
verbal participle has been coerced into an adjectival slot or there has been a categorial 
change from adjective to verb. The existence of nominal declensions of Indo-European, 
followed with minor differences by nouns as well as adjectives, points to a change of 
category adjective > verb that is clearly reflected by the progressive loss of the 
adjectival inflection of the participle. See Lehmann (2014: 46) on the nominal inflection 
of participles. 
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Figure 3. Rebracketing and agreement. 
 
 This explanation is conceptually and chronologically compatible with the loss of 
the adjectival inflection in the Middle English period as well as with the phonological 
attrition of the adjectival ending and the phonological and syntactic confusion pointed 
out by Fischer (1992) and Ogura (2009). 
 Summarising, the initial stages of the loss of the adjectival segment of the 
inflection of the past participle predate the loss of the inflection of the adjective, which 
seems to suggest that deflexion is motivated by functional redundancy and stands out as 
a criterion for determining the degree of reanalysis/grammaticalization of the 
construction of adjectival participle and copulative verb. 
 
3. Research method and textual sources 
As has been noted above, the Old English data for this research have been retrieved 
from the YCOE.5 The tags that have been searched for in this corpus include the present 
and the past participle of all verbs and the special verbs bēon ‘to be’ and habban ‘to 
have’. The YCOE parsing makes no distinction in the tag for the auxiliary and the main 
verb use of bēon ‘to be’. In the parsing, the forms of bēon ‘to be’ can be distinguished 
from main verb forms by the presence of a participle, as in passive constructions. The 
query language of the YCOE indicates that an inflectional phrase matrix (a clause) 
immediately dominates a present or a past participle. Unlike participles functioning as 
noun phrase modifiers inside a noun phrase, the participles under scrutiny agree in 
person and number with bēon ‘to be’, while the agreement with the subject is not 
necessarily explicit. With these criteria, two constructions have been found. One in 
which there is morphologically explicit agreement both between the subject and the 
form of bēon (person and number) and between the subject and the participle (case, 
gender and number). This type of agreement coincides with the concord of verbs and 
adjectives with subjects and nominal heads, respectively. Figure 4 illustrates the 
codification of this construction in the YCOE. Notice the nominative masculine plural 
heofonas, the plural form of the verb bēon (synd) and the past participle gefæstnode 
with -e ending corresponding to the nominative masculine plural of the strong 
declension of the adjective. 
 
( (IP-MAT (NP-NOM (N^N Heofonas)) 
   (BEPI synd) 
   (VBN^N gef+astnode) 
   (PP (P +turh) 
       (NP-ACC (D^A +t+at) 
        (ADJ^A halige) 
        (NP-GEN (NR^G Godes)) 
        (N^A word))) 
 (. ,)) 
(ID coaelhom,+AHom_1:79.54)) 
Figure 4. Agreement with the past participle in the YCOE. 
 
 In the other construction, explicit agreement holds between the subject and bēon 
(person and number) but not between the subject and the participle. This type of 

																																																								
5 We would like to thank Susan Pintzuk for her assistance with the searches in the 
YCOE. 
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agreement, which is illustrated with an extract from the YCOE in Figure 5, differs from 
concord between modifiers and heads in noun phrases, which share morphological case, 
number and gender.6 
 
( (IP-MAT (CONJ and) 
   (ADVP (ADV swa)) 
   (NP-DAT-TMP (ADJ^D o+trum) (N^D dagum) 
        (PP (P on) 
     (NP-DAT (D^D +t+are) (N^D wucan)))) 
   (BEPS syn) 
   (ADVP (ADV for+don)) 
   (NP-NOM (NUM^N +try) (N^N sealmas)) 
   (VBN gesungen) 
   (PP (P o+d) 
       (NP-ACC (D^A +tone) (ADJ^A nigonteo+dan) (N^A sealm))) 
   (. .)) (ID cobenrul,BenR:18.42.7.551)) 
Figure 5. Lack of agreement with the past participle in the YCOE. 
 
 The agreement between the subject and the participle has been searched and 
quantified for the morphological cases nominative, accusative, genitive, dative and 
instrumental (including the absence of adjectival morphology). Although the scope of 
the article is restricted to the passive and thus to the past participle, the present 
participle is also quantified to contrast the results. A comparison is also made with 
poetry texts. 
 A selection of texts comprising more than 10,000 words has been made. This 
includes sets of related texts that together reach this minimum, like legal texts: Laws of 
Cnut (2,386 words), Laws of Cnut (4,761 words), Laws of Æthelred V (1,228 words), 
Laws of Æthelred VI (2,096 words), Laws of Alfred (3,314 words), Alfred’s 
Introduction to Laws (1,966 words), Gerefa (751 words), Laws of Ine (2,755 words), 
Northumbra Preosta Lagu (1,330 words), and Laws of William (220 words). 
 From the qualitative point of view, the selected textual types include laws, 
charters and wills, history, lives of saints and martyrology, homilies, the Bible, the 
Gospel and apocrypha, and poetry. The selection reflects the overwhelming West Saxon 
origin of the written records of Old English. Chronologically, early, classical and late 
texts have been chosen. Quantitatively, the total of words in the texts selected from the 
YCOE amounts to 1,329,091 words, of which 1,277,221 words appear in prose texts 
and another 51,870 in poetry. This is tantamount to saying that 85 percent of the words 
in the YCOE have been selected for this study. 
 In the description that follows, prose text files are listed with the following 
format: Name of text (YCOE file name; Dictionary of Old English (DOE) text name; 

																																																								
6 The tags in figures 2 to 5 stand for the following categories and features: syntactic 
categories: IP-MAT (inflectional phrase matrix), NP (noun phrase); lexical categories: 
N (noun), NR (proper name), ADJ (adjective), VB (verb), BE (the verb bēon ‘to be’), 
ADV (adverb), D (determiner), NUM (numeral), P (preposition), CONJ (conjunction); 
morphological case at word level: ^N (nominative), ^A (accusative), ^G (genitive), ^D 
(dative); morphological case at phrase level: -NOM (nominative), -ACC (accusative), -
GEN (genitive), -DAT (dative); tense: P (present); mode: I (indicative), S (subjunctive); 
non-finite forms: N (past participle). 
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word count; editor and year of edition); whereas poetry text files are presented with the 
format Name of text (YCOE file name; word count; editor and year of edition of 
primary source; editor and year of edition of secondary source). 
 
Laws 
Laws of Cnut (colaw1cn.o3; LawICn; 2,386; Lieberman 1903-16); Laws of Cnut 
(colaw2cn.o3; LawIICn; 4,761; Lieberman 1903-16); Laws of Æthelred V 
(colaw5atr.o3; LawVAtr; 1,228; Lieberman 1903-16); Laws of Æthelred VI 
(colaw6atr.o3; LawVIAtr; 2,096; Lieberman 1903-16); Laws of Alfred (colawaf.o2; 
LawAf 1; 3,314; Lieberman 1903-16); Alfred’s Introduction to Laws (colawafint.o2; 
LawAfEl; 1,966; Lieberman 1903-16); Gerefa (colawger.o34; LawGer; 751; Lieberman 
1903-16); Laws of Ine (colawine.ox2; LawIne; 2,755 Lieberman 1903-16); Northumbra 
Preosta Lagu (colawnorthu.o3; LawNorthu; 1,330 Lieberman 1903-16); Laws of 
William (colawwllad.o4; LawWlLad; 220; Lieberman 1903-16). 
 
Charters and wills 
Charters and Wills (codocu1.o1; Ch 1188, Ch 204, Ch 1195, Ch 1482, Ch 1500; 1,753; 
Harmer 1914; Robertson 1956); Charters and Wills (codocu2.o12; Ch 1510; 253; 
Harmer 1914; Robertson 1956); Charters and Wills (codocu2.o2; Ch 1197, Ch 1200, Ch 
1445, Ch 1283, Ch 1533; 1,857; Harmer 1914; Robertson 1956); Charters and Wills 
(codocu3.o23; Ch 218, Ch 98; 679; Harmer 1914; Robertson 1956); Charters and Wills 
(codocu3.o3; Ch 1394, Ch 1399, Ch 1447, Ch 1454, Ch 1458, Ch 1460, Ch 1467, Ch 
1471, Ch 1473, Ch 1506, Ch 1486, Ch 1487, Ch 1494, Ch 1501, Ch 1503, Ch 1530, Ch 
1534; 7,171; Robertson 1956; Whitelock 1930); Charters and Wills (codocu4.o24; Ch 
126; 193; Robertson 1956). 
 
History 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle A (cochronA.o23; ChronA; 14,583; Plummer 1965); Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle C (cochronC; ChronC; 22,463; Rositzke 1940); Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle D (cochronD; ChronD; 26,691; Classen and Harmer 1926); Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle E (Peterborough Chronicle) (cochronE.o34; ChronE; 40,641; Plummer 1965). 
 
Lives of saints and martyrology 
Ælfric’s Lives of Saints (coaelive.o3; ÆLS; 100,193; Skeat 1966); Martyrology 
(comart1; Mart 1; 1,300; Herzfeld 1973; Kotzor 1981); Martyrology (comart2; Mart 
2.1; 4,391; Herzfeld 1973; Kotzor 1981); Martyrology (comart3.o23; Mart 5; 25,781; 
Herzfeld 1973; Kotzor 1981). 
 
Homilies 
Ælfric’s Homilies Supplemental (coaelhom.o3; ÆHom; 62,669; Pope 1968); Blickling 
Homilies (coblick.o23; HomS (BlHom 2-7, 9, 11-12) HomU (BlHom 1, 8, 10) LS 
(BlHom 13-15, 17(MichaelMor), 17(MartinMor), 19); 42,506; Morris 1967); Ælfric’s 
Catholic Homilies I (cocathom1.o3; ÆCHom I; 106,173; Clemoes 1997); Ælfric’s 
Catholic Homilies II (cocathom2.o3; ÆCHom II; 98,583; Godden 1979); Vercelli 
Homilies (coverhom; HomS (ScraggVerc 1, 3, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 16, 19, 20) 
HomU (ScraggVerc 2, 4, 6, 7, 15, 22) 
HomM (ScraggVerc 14, 21) 
LS (ScraggVerc 17, 18); 45,674; Scragg 1992); Vercelli Homilies, Homily I 
(coverhomE; HomS 24.1 (Scragg); 4,463; Scragg 1992); Vercelli Homilies, Homily IX 
(coverhomL; HomU 15.1 (Scragg); 1,986 Scragg 1992); The Homilies of Wulfstan 
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(cowulf.o34; WHom; 28,768; Bethurum 1957). 
 
The Bible, the Gospel and apocrypha (Latin translations) 
Heptateuch (cootest.o3; Gen, Exod, Lev, Num, Deut, Josh, Judg; 59,524; Crawford 
1922); West-Saxon Gospels (cowsgosp.o3; Mt (WSCp), Mk (WSCp), Lk (WSCp), Jn 
(WSCp); 71,104; Skeat 1871-1887); The Gospel of Nichodemus (conicodA; Nic (A); 
8,197; Cross 1996); The Gospel of Nichodemus (conicodC; Nic (C); 4,629; Hulme 
1903-1904); The Gospel of Nichodemus (conicodD; Nic (D); 1,798; Hulme 1903-
1904); The Gospel of Nichodemus (conicodE; Nic (E); 1,588; Torkar, from ms. for 
Dictionary of Old English Project). 
 
Translations from Latin 
Bede’s History of the English Church (cobede.o2; Miller 1959-1963); Benedictine Rule 
(cobenrul.o3; BenR; 20,104; Schröer 1885-1888); Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy 
(coboeth.o2; Bo; 48,443; Sedgefield 1899); Byrhtferth’s Manual (cobyrhtf.o3; ByrM 1; 
10,243; Baker and Lapidge 1995); Chrodegang of Metz (cochdrul; ChrodR 1; 18,386; 
Napier 1971); Cura Pastoralis (cocura.o2; 68,556; Sweet 1958); Cura Pastoralis 
(cocuraC; CP (Cotton); 2,119; Sweet 1958); Gregory’s Dialogues (cogregdC.o24; GD 
(C); 91,553; Hecht 1965); Gregory’s Dialogues (cogregdH.o23; GD (H); 25,593; Hecht 
1965); Herbarium (coherbar; Lch I (Herb); 22,213; de Vriend 1984); Bald’s Leechbook 
(colaece.o2; Lch II (1), Lch II (2), Lch II (3); 34,727; Cockayne 1864-1866); Orosius 
(coorosiu.o2; Or; 51,020; Bately 1980); St Augustine’s Soliloquies (cosolilo; Solil; 
15,856; Endter 1922). 
 
Poetry 
Beowulf and Judith (cobeowul; 17,310; Dobbie 1953; Mitchell Robinson 1998); The 
Vercelli Book (cocynew; 12,110; Krapp 1932; Krapp 1906, Gradon 1958, Heath 1904); 
The Vercelli Book (codream; 1,100; Krapp 1932; Mitchell and Robinson 1992); The 
Exeter Book (coexeter; 6,420; Krapp and Dobbie 1936; Macrae-Gibson 1987, Squires 
1988, Mitchell and Robinson 1992, Hill 1994, Williams 1966); The Exeter Book 
(cophoeni; 3,710; Krapp and Dobbie 1936; Blake 1964); The Exeter Book (coriddle; 
5,090; Williamson 2013); The Exeter Book (cochrist; 6,130; Krapp and Dobbie 1936; 
Campbell 1959). 
 
 From the dialectal point of view, all prose texts are, as a general rule, West 
Saxon, according to the information provided by the YCOE when it is available, except 
Charters and Wills (Anglian Mercian, Kentish, West Saxon), Martyrology (West 
Saxon/Anglian Mercian), Blickling Homilies (West Saxon/Anglian), Gregory’s 
Dialogues (West Saxon/Anglian Mercian), Herbarium (West Saxon/Anglian) and 
Bald’s Leechbook (West Saxon/Anglian).7 Chronologically, the prose selection 
comprises early, classical and late texts. The earliest texts (9th.-10th. century), 
according to the YCOE datation, include Cura Pastoralis, Laws of Alfred, Alfred’s 
Introduction to Laws, Charters and Wills and Anglo-Saxon Chronicle A; Vercelli 
Homilies, Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy, Bald’s Leechbook and Orosius 
corresponding to the 10th. century. The following texts are dated by the YCOE to the 
turn of the 11th. century: Laws of Æthelred, Martyrology, Blickling Homilies, Ælfric’s 
Homilies Supplemental and Ælfric’s Catholic Homilies (I and II), while the following 

																																																								
7 Text tiles are given in italics to distinguish them from text categories as in Ælfric´s 
Homilies vs. Homilies. 
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ones belong to the 11th. century: Laws of Cnut, Laws of Æthelred (V and VI), 
Northumbra Preosta Lagu, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle C, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle D, 
Ælfric’s Lives of Saints, Martyrology, Vercelli Homilies, Heptateuch, West-Saxon 
Gospels, Gospel of Nichodemus (partly), Benedictine Rule, Byrhtferth’s Manual, 
Chrodegang of Metz, Gregory’s Dialogues and Herbarium. Gerefa and the Laws of Ine 
are dated by the YCOE to the transition from the 11th. to the 12th. c. while the Laws of 
William, Anglo-Saxon Chronicle E (Peterborough Chronicle), Gospel of Nichodemus 
(partly) and St. Augustine’s Soliloquies correspond to the 12th. century. No information 
is provided on the dialect and date of the YCOE poetry texts. 
 
4. Agreement in prose texts 
In tables 1-7, Pass AGR is the number of past participles in passive constructions that 
agree explicitly with the subject of the copulative verb, with respect to the total number 
of past participles in the passive. PastPart total stands for the number of past participles 
that agree explicitly in both passive constructions and in noun phrase modification, 
compared with the figure of past participles in the text. Text total renders the number of 
participles, including present and past participles, that agree explicitly in both passive 
constructions and noun phrase modification, relative to the total of present and past 
participles in the text. The percentages between brackets correspond to participles with 
agreement exclusively. 
 A total of 25,472 participles have been found in the selected texts (19,943 pmw), 
of which 11,612 show explicit agreement with the subject of the copulative verb, which 
amounts to 45.5 percent of participles with agreement.8 There are 17,932 instances of 
the construction with the copulative verb and the past participle, out of which 5,579 
present explicit agreement with the noun phrase that functions as subject of the 
copulative verb. In percentual terms, this represents 31.1 percent of past participles with 
agreement in passive constructions. If the past participle as modifier in the noun phrase 
is considered together with the past participle in the passive, the figure of participles 
that agree is 7,795, out of a total of 20,201 (38.5 percent of the total). All in all, 45.5 
percent of present and past participles in modification and in the passive construction; 
and 38.5 percent of past participles in modification and in the passive construction show 
explicit agreement, as opposed to 31.1 percent only of past participles that agree with 
the subject of the copulative verb in the passive construction. Put in other words, the 
present participle and the participle in modification tend to mark explicit morphological 
agreement more frequently than the past participle in the passive construction. 
 This assessment is valid for all text types. There are fewer instances of explicit 
agreement in the past participle of passive constructions than in the past participle in 
general (including the passive and the modification in the noun phrase) and, 
furthermore, there are fewer cases of explicit agreement in the past participle than in the 
participle in general (comprising the present and the past participle). Focusing on the 
past participle in the passive by text type, it turns out that Laws (14.4 percent), History 
(17.5 percent), and Charters (25.4 percent), are under the average of explicit agreement 
(30.2 percent), whereas Translations from Latin (30.3 percent), Lives of saints (32.2 
percent), The Bible, Gospels and Apocrypha (32.2 percent), and Homilies (34.6 
percent) show a percentage of participles with explicit agreement over the average. 
Laws and History throw the lowest figures of agreement, while Lives of saints and 
Homilies present the highest ones. If we turn to individual texts, Leechbook (61.3 

																																																								
8 These figures refer to prose texts only: the poetry texts considered below have been 
excluded from this quantification. 
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percent), Chrodegang of Metz (39.6 percent), as well as the Ælfrician works (Lives of 
Saints, Supplemental Homilies and Catholic Homilies) stand out, although the texts by 
Ælfric evince lower percentages (37.8 percent, 38.7 percent and 35.3 percent, 
respectively). The individual texts that evince the lowest rates of agreement are Laws of 
Cnut (14.4 percent), Martyrology (15.3 percent), and Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (17.5 
percent). 
 
Laws Pass AGR PastPart total Text total 

colaw 13/90 (14.4%) 45/123 (36.5%) 51/133 (38.3%) 

Text type total 13/90 (14.4%) 45/123 (36.5%) 51/133 (38.3%) 
Table 1. Participle agreement in Laws. 
 
Charters and wills Pass AGR PastPart total Text total 

codocu 14/55 (25.4%) 29/70 (41.4%) 37/125 (29.6%) 

Text type total 14/55 (25.4%) 29/70 (41.4%) 37/125 (29.6%) 
Table 2. Participle agreement in Charters and wills. 
 
History Pass AGR PastPart total Text total 

cochron 205/1,166 (17.5%) 261/1,224 (21.3%) 301/1,328 (22.6%) 

Text type total 205/1,166 (17.5%) 261/1,224 (21.3%) 301/1,328 (22.6%) 
Table 3. Participle agreement in History. 
 
Lives of saints, Martyrology Pass AGR PastPart total Text total 

coaelive 541/1,431 (37.8%) 725/1,618 (44.8%) 1,204/2,149 (56%) 

comart 72/468 (15.3%) 85/482 (17.6%) 138/543 (25.4%) 

Text type total 613/1,899 (32.2%) 810/2,100 (38.5%) 1,342/2,692 (49.8%) 
Table 4. Participle agreement in Lives of saints and Martyrology. 
 
Homilies Pass AGR PastPart total Text total 

coaelhom 271/700 (38.7%) 375/810 (46.2%) 582/1,051 (55.3%) 

coblick 149/536 (27.7%) 188/576 (32.6%) 268/790 (33.9%) 

cocathom 1,138/3,219 (35.3%) 1,587/3,684 (43%) 2,456/4,699 (52.2%) 

coverhom 226/679 (33.2%) 316/770 (41%) 411/917 (44.8%) 

cowulf 82/245 (33.4%) 127/290 (43.7%) 146/321 (45.4%) 

Text type total 1,866/5,379 (34.6%) 2,593/6,130 (42.3%) 3,863/7,778 (49.6%) 
Table 5. Participle agreement in Homilies. 
 
The Bible, Gospels, Apocrypha Pass AGR PastPart total Text total 

cootest 186/538 (34.5%) 237/592 (40%) 348/728 (47.8%) 

cowsgosp 328/1,059 (30.9%) 386/1,120 (34.4%) 719/1,496 (48%) 

conicod 68/205 (33.1%) 86/224 (38.4%) 118/350 (33.7%) 
Text type total 582/1,802 (32.2%) 709/1,936 (36.6%) 1,185/2,574 (46%) 
Table 6. Participle agreement in the Bible, Gospels and Apocrypha. 
 
Latin translations Pass AGR PastPart total Text total 

cobede 399/1,645 (24.2%) 573/1,821 (31.4%) 982/2,420 (40.5%) 
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cobenrul 134/471 (28.4%) 180/517 (34.8%) 257/598 (42.9%) 

coboeth 89/301 (29.5%) 108/320 (33.7%) 164/397 (41.3%) 

cobyrhtf 20/91 (21.9%) 32/103 (31%) 39/115 (33.9%) 

cochdrul 80/202 (39.6%) 123/248 (49.5%) 153/280 (54.6%) 

cocura 307/1,114 (27.5%) 491/1,303 (37.6%) 631/1,482 (42.5%) 

cogregd 692/2,188 (31.6%) 1,031/2,529 (40.7%) 1,646/3,377 (48.7%) 

coherbar 214/468 (31.6%) 290/544 (53.3%) 341/608 (56%) 

colaece 222/362 (61.3%) 369/512 (72%) 418/571 (73.2%) 

coorosiu 120/650 (18.4%) 136/666 (20.4%) 180/922 (19.5%) 

cosolilo 9/49 (18.3%) 15/55 (27.27%) 22/70 (31.4%) 

Text type total 2,286/7,541 (30.3%) 3,348/8,618 (38.8%) 4,833/10,842 (44.5%) 
Table 7. Participle agreement in Latin translations. 
 
 Three Latin translations from Anglian origin or at least with Anglian influence 
evince percentages of agreement over the average: Gregory’s Dialogues, Herbarium, 
and Bald’s Leechbook, which shows the highest figure of agreement in all the texts 
selected for this study (61.3 percent of past participles with explicit agreement in the 
passive). This is interesting because other translations, from Latin into West Saxon, 
such as Orosius and St. Augustine’s Soliloquies, present a percentage of agreement 
under the average. At the same time, other texts with an Anglian component, like 
Martyrology and Blickling Homilies throw very low rates of agreement. The percentage 
of agreement in Martyrology is 15.3 percent, approximately one half of the average. 
This means that the agreement of the past participle of the passive might be related to 
Anglian influence, at least in translations from Latin. Focusing on Latin translations 
from the chronological point of view, it is the case that early translations such as Cura 
Pastoralis evince a percentage near the average (27.5 percent) whilst late translation 
like St Augustine’s Soliloquies are clearly under the average (18.3 percent). Other 
relatively early translations like Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy display a similar 
rate of agreement (29.5 percent), with others, notably Bald’s Leechbook, being over the 
average. In other text types, a similar decrease can be found. For example, the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle A (9th.-10th. century) presents a rate of agreement of 21.7 percent, 
significantly over the 16.7 percent rate of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle E (12th. century). 
Of course these remarks can indicate tendencies rather than sharp distinctions. For 
instance, a relatively early translation from Latin, like Orosius, is clearly under the 
average (18.4 percent). Nevertheless, the results of this study point out that explicit 
agreement in the participle of the passive constructions over the average are found in 
Latin translations from Anglian origin or with Anglian influence and, as has been said 
above, Ælfrician texts. 
 
5. Discussion 
In this section, the results on the analysis of the past participle in prose given above are 
compared with the present participle and the poetry. To begin with, the present 
participle is considered as to its verbal function, for instance in fragments such as & 
hine feallendne lufiaþ ‘and loves he who falls’ 
(coblick,HomU_20_[BlHom_10]:115.143.1466), with the participle in the accusative 
and agreeing with the accusative hine; and & þa soþlice him swa wependum, þa com 
þara sacerda ealdorman þe Petrus him tosende ‘and truly as soon as they were weeping 
thus, the priest of high rank came who Peter had sent to them’ 
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(coblick,LS_20_[AssumptMor[BlHom_13]]:153.291.1924), with the participle inflected 
for the dative and agreeing with the dative him. As in the tables in section 5, three 
quantifications are displayed: the column AGR presents the figure of explicit agreement 
between the present participles and their subject, compared with the total of present 
participles in verbal constructions; the column PresPart shows the number of present 
participles that agree explicitly in verbal constructions and in noun phrases, with respect 
to the number of present participles in the text. Finally, the column Text total presents 
the amount of participles, including present and past participles, which agree explicitly 
in both verbal and nominal constructions, relative to the number of present and past 
participles in the text.  
 

Table 8. Agreement of the present participle in prose and poetry. 
 
 Disregarding the negligible totals of Laws and Charters and wills, the data 
shown in Table 8 indicate that, as is the case with the past participle, there are fewer 
instances of agreement in the present participle in verbal constructions than in the 
present participle in general (that is, as verb and as modifier in the noun phrase). Unlike 
the past participle, there are more instances of agreement in the present participle in 
general than in the participle in general (comprising the present and the past participle). 
This is tantamount to saying that the agreement of the present participle, especially in 
modifying function, boosts the number of agreement of the participle total; and, 
conversely, the agreement of the past participle, especially in verbal function, reduces 
the figures of agreement of the text total. Indeed, 2,408 out of 3,958 present participles 
in verbal constructions explicitly agree with their subject, which amounts to 60.8 
percent. This practically duplicates the rate of agreement of the past participle in the 
passive construction (31.1 percent of past participles with agreement in passive 
constructions). The other conclusion that can be drawn from Table 8 is also consistent 
with the past participle results. The category Lives of saints, martyrology presents the 
highest rate of agreement in the present participle, followed by The Bible, Gospels, 
Apocrypha and Homilies. Although Homilies turns out the highest rate of agreement 
with the past participle, rather than Lives of Saints, we are dealing in both cases with 
texts attributed to Ælfric. Both with respect to the agreement of the present participle 
and the past participle, Ælfrician texts score higher than Translations from Latin and 
The Bible, Gospels and Apocrypha. Ælfric´s absolute participial constructions, 
according to Timofeeva (2010: 73), are either ‘translations of the corresponding Latin 
constructions or imitations of similar APCs [absolute participial constructions-
JMA/AEOL] in the orthodox texts. It seems that because Ælfric´s command of Latin 
was much above the average, language inference in his case was also more profound’. 
Timofeeva (2010: 73) goes on to say that this situation should not be extrapolated to the 
Old English clergy. The results of the present study are in accordance with this 
assessment. 

 AGR PresPart Total Text total 

Laws 2/5 6/10 51/133 (38.3%) 
Charters and wills 4/8 8/12 37/125 (29.6%) 
History 30/90 (33%) 40/104 (38.4%) 301/1,328 (22.6%) 
Lives of saints, martyrology 351/405 (86.6%) 532/592 (89.8%) 1,342/2,692 (49.8%) 
Homilies 801/1,164 (68.8%) 1,270/1,648 (77%) 3,863/7,778 (49.6%) 
The Bible, Gospels, Apocrypha 378/535 (70.6%) 476/638 (74.6%) 1,185/2,574 (46%) 
Latin translations 842/1,751 (48%) 1,525/2,328 (65.5%) 4,833/10,842 

(44.5%) 
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 Turning to the past participle in poetical texts, it behaves similarly to the prose. 
As can be seen in Table 9, it evinces a percentage of past participles with agreement in 
the passive construction slightly higher than the prose (46.6 percent vs. 45.5 percent). 
The past participle in the poetry presents explicit agreement less frequently than the 
present participle as well as the present and the past participle that perform the function 
of modification. An exception in this respect is the Riddles, the only text examined in 
this research in which the past participle in the passive construction agrees more often 
than the past participle including the modification in the noun phrase, which, in turn, 
shows less morphologically explicit agreement that the present and the past participle 
together. Although this could be put down to the elliptical style characteristic of the 
Riddles, which seeks ambiguity but also concision, it might not be out of place to 
reconsider some statements on this work, such as Williamson´s (2013: 10) remarking 
that it would be ‘unwise to draw any firm conclusions about the provenance of the 
Riddles as a whole on the basis of what appears to be occasional Anglian or 
Northumbrian forms’. The rate of past participles with explicit agreement in the 
Riddles, as well as in the three prose texts with an Anglian component underlined above 
(Gregory’s Dialogues, Herbarium, and Bald’s Leechbook), seems to suggest that this is 
not only a matter of coincidence. More research is necessary in this area. 
 
Poetry Pass AGR PastPart total Text total 

cobeowul 80/187 (42.7%) 95/214 (44.3%) 114/247 (46.1%) 

cochrist 42/96 (43.7%) 52/110 (47.2%) 67/139 (48.2%) 

cocynew 79/200 (39.5%) 97/225 (43.1%) 111/245 (45.3%) 

codream 6/20 6/20 8/22 

coexeter 40/71 (56.3%) 45/79 (56.9%) 57/98 (58.1%) 

cophoeni 41/89 (46%) 46/96 (47.9%) 47/100 (47%) 

coriddle 51/64 (79.6%) 54/69 (78.2%) 69/95 (72.6%) 

Category total 339/727 (46.6%) 395/813 (48.5%) 473/948 (49.8%) 

Table 9. Agreement of the past participle in poetry. 
 
 Putting the dialectal question aside, the overall results of this study converge 
with Wojtyś´s (2016) findings in two respects. Firstly, Wojtyś (2016: 51) demonstrates 
that while the prefixal marking of the participle (the prefix ge-) is not always attached in 
the texts that she examines (in which the rate of attachment is over 85 percent), the 
suffixal marking (the verbal part involving the dental element in weak verbs and the -en 
ending in strong verbs) is exceptionless. More importantly, Wojtyś (2016: 48) states 
that there are no prefixless past participles in Ælfric´s homilies from the first series and 
the second series (20 homilies that amount to 48,106 words). In Wojtyś´s (2016: 51) 
words: 
 

As the change in the past participle marking proceeded towards dropping of the 
prefix, at least a small percentage of prefixless forms would be expected in a text 
chronologically later than Alfred´s translations which contained a number of 
prefixless forms. Yet, all the past participles used in the homilies are marked 
redundantly. It cannot be claimed that the attachment of the prefix ge- became 
more regular in Late Old English, nor can the employment of the prefix be treated 
as regular for the ecclesiastical writing, as the other sources of that genre contain 
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forms without ge-. Hence the homilies might be considered a piece of evidence 
where the choice of a form with or without the prefix could depend, at least to 
some extent, on scribal practice. 

 
 Both in the prefixation and the suffixation of the past participle, then, Ælfric´s 
homilies are remarkably conservative in attaching affixes which show patterns of 
variation in other texts indicating diachronic change in progress. To the redundancy of 
the two suffixes discussed above, Wojtyś´s (2016: 51) quotation adds a new type of 
redundancy that might also have contributed to the loss of the affixes: the combination 
of the prefix ge-, which, as Martín Arista (2012) shows, can be adjectival in derivatives, 
on the one hand, and the inflectional ending from the adjective declension, on the other. 
As for the question of scribal practice, other authors concur that Ælfric not only deviates 
from other contemporary texts in his grammatical purism. According to Sato (2004) and 
Lamont (2015), Ælfric even goes beyond his Latin sources as regards the use of the 
participle to translate non-participial constructions in the source language. On the side 
of affixation, this implies the regular use of the prefixal and suffixal verbal morphology 
as well as the very frequent attachment of adjectival suffixes. 
 
6. Conclusion 
In the previous sections, the grammaticalization of the adjectival construction consisting 
of the copulative verb bēon ‘to be’ and the past participle has been assessed on the 
grounds of the case, gender and number agreement between the noun phrase functioning 
as subject and the past participle. The explicit agreement involving the adjectival 
morphology of the participle has been interpreted in previous research as a feature of 
the lexical passive. Conversely, the partial deflexion of the past participle, whereby it 
loses its adjectival morphology, and hence the control of agreement, but keeps its verbal 
morphology has been considered a mark of grammaticalization. 
 Against this background, this article has gauged the loss of adjectival marking in 
the past participle. The rate of agreement is below 50 percent, both in prose and poetry 
texts (46.6 percent and 45.5 percent, respectively). The comparison with the present 
participle shows that, in relative terms, the past participle in the passive construction 
evinces lower rates of agreement. The present participle in the absolute participle 
construction agrees in 60.8 percent of the instances, clearly over the rate of the past 
participle. The past participle as modifier in noun phrases also gets full inflection more 
often. 
 If Latin translations and Ælfrician texts, which imitate and maximise Latin 
syntax or favour grammatical purism, are put aside, the rates of agreement plunge. The 
category Charters and wills throws 25.4 percent of agreement whereas History presents 
17.5 percent and Laws 14.4 percent. Although the figures cannot be extrapolated, 21.7 
percent of the past participles agree in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle A (9th.-10th. 
century), while the percentage decreases to 16.7 percent rate in the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle E (12th. century). That is to say, the rate of agreement is not only low, but it 
also decreases over time. These figures do not demonstrate that the grammaticalization 
of the passive, on the basis of the partial deflexion of the participle is complete, but 
certainly indicate that the process is well underway. 
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