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0. INTRODUCTION 

Historians have , t o a  very considerable extent , draw n o n th e evidenc e provide d 
by law-codes and charters for their enquiries not only int o the Anglo-Saxon lega l 
process, bu t als o int o Anglo-Saxo n kingship , government , institutions , an d 
structures of society. Although historical investigations o f thi s kind ofte n includ e 
discussions of selected, usually specialized terms , fe w attempt s have s o fa r been 
made t o describ e th e genera l vocabulary , syntax , an d styl e o f thes e uniqu e 
documents i n a  systemati c way . Thi s i s th e mor e surprisin g as , first , an y 
historical interpretation hinges on the language o f it s sources, and , secondly , th e 
language itsel f ma y contai n importan t informatio n —  linguisti c a s wel l a s 
historical — hitherto undiscovered. 

By systematicall y analysin g a  lexical sub-syste m i n tw o differen t bu t relate d 
corpora o f Ol d English lega l sources , thi s stud y take s a  different approach . Th e 
paradigmatically define d lexica l field  o f THEF T (thef t an d relate d crime s 
undoubtedly being those offences most frequently referred t o in the law-codes a s 
well as the lawsuit documents) serves as starting-point. Eac h lexeme o f th e field , 
regardless of its word-class, is then contrasted with the other lexemes o f th e field 
with reference to frequency, distribution, collocation patterns, wider syntax, and , 
where applicable, evidence fro m Lati n translations — i n short , wit h reference t o 
application in a  very broa d sense . Suc h a  detaile d an d comprehensiv e analysi s 
brings t o light not only , o n th e semanti c level , operationa l difference s betwee n 
pseudo-synonyms, bu t also , o n th e syntacti c an d textua l levels , th e differen t 
styles o f th e law-codes an d charters, thei r discours e strategies , possibl e mutua l 
influences, and important developments in sentence-structure and complexity. 

Although th e focus o f th e investigatio n i s primaril y linguistic , th e historica l 
nature of th e evidence i s alway s kep t in mind and careful consideratio n give n t o 
the chronology o f th e documents , th e development o f conventions , question s o f 
literacy, and the workings of the Anglo-Saxon legal process. 
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1. THE LEGAL CORPUS AND QUESTIONS OF METHO D 

1.1. Definition and description of  the corpus 
1.1.1. The  law-codes 

The unique position of Anglo-Saxon legal texts among early Germanic legislatio n 
has long bee n recognized. No t onl y wer e the early Anglo-Saxon code s th e firs t 
Germanic laws written in the vernacular, but also a whole succession of code s — 
from the early seventh century to the first half of the eleventh — survived into our 
own age. It is this relative continuity o f vernacula r legal texts , unknown  t o other 
Germanic legislation , that , i n Doroth y Bethurum' s words , 'offer s a  uniqu e 
opportunity to observe the development of a very ancient prose' (1932I263). 1 

The Anglo-Saxon law-codes are best approache d through Felix Liebermann' s 
monumental three-volum e editio n an d commentary , Die  Gesetze der 
Angelsachsen (1898-1916). 2 Liebermann' s datin g o f som e o f th e texts has bee n 
revised b y more recent scholarship. A s (relative ) chronology play s a n important 
part in any linguistic investigatio n o f a  corpus whos e text s cove r more than four 
centuries, the major points must be briefly discussed . 

As Liebermann himself recognized , IIE g an d IIIEg form a  single code , and , 
similarly, IC n an d IlCn ar e one code, imitatin g th e model o f Edga r —  th e firs t 
part dealin g wit h ecclesiastical , th e secon d wit h secula r matters . Liebermann 
deliberately kep t t o Reinhold Schmid's (1858 ) ol d an d misleadin g editoria l 

1 A thir d and abundantly reported characteristic of th e Anglo-Saxon codes , especially th e earl y 
ones, is their embodiment of 'pure Germanic law' or 'Ursprünglichkeit'. See Pollock 1893:256 ; 
Adams et al. 1905:6; Brunner 1909:4-5; Amira 1960:73; Pollock and Maitland 1968:xcviii , 11 ; 
Stenton 1971:60,62; Munske 1973:10. For critical voices see Wallace-Hadrill 1971:37-40 , who 
suggested that the missionaries brought models or copies (exempla) of lega l text s wit h the m to 
Kent, an d Korte 1974:6, 103 . A  brie f an d general introductio n t o O E lega l languag e ca n b e 
found in Mellinkoff 1963:36-59 . 
2 For a lucid account of the history of editing the Anglo-Saxon laws and a discussion of some of 
Liebermann's editorial shortcomings see Dammery 1994. In the Microfiche Concordance to Old 
English (Venezky and Healey 1980) , al l th e words occurring in Liebermann's collection hav e 
been conveniently marke d with th e prefix 'Law' . I t mus t b e emphasized , however , tha t eve n 
among th e so-called Royal Laws , Liebermann printed document s othe r tha n law s i n a  stric t 
sense, suc h a s treatie s wit h th e Dane s (AG u an d IIAtr) , roya l communication s (IEw ; LAs ; 
As Aim [i n Latinl ; Cnl02 0 an d Cnl027 [i n Latin]) , an d variou s non-roya l document s (th e 
London Peace Guild or VIAs; even a report to th e king fro m a shire-court , IIIAs  [i n Latin]) . 
Two texts , th e brief Ym b Æbricas and Cnut's cod e of 101 8 ar e not i n Liebermann's edition. 
Ymb Æbricas is i n Oth o B.xi , f . 255 , followin g Af-In e and preceding the tex t o f th e Burghal 
Hidage. It is printed in Rower 1937:62 . Cnut 1018 is discussed further below in this section. 
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