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Studies in Honor of 

Albert Morey Sturtevant 



Introduction 
fiCKpbv dvriScopov avri rfjs iieya\o\}jvxicL<s SiSofiep 

FO R M O R E than forty years the name of Albert Morey Sturte­
vant has appeared in the front rank of American scholar­
ship. During this period he has steadily and patiently pro­

duced an imposing series of important studies in the wide field of 
Scandinavian and Germanic philology and literature. His special 
interests have lain in the region of Norwegian, Swedish, Gothic, 
and Old Icelandic phonology, etymology, morphology, syntax, 
and literature. In his philological work he has emphasized the 
articulation between dialects and the interrelations of the Ger­
manic and classical languages, as in his researches on the lan­
guage of the Gothic Bible; in literature, he has been attracted to 
the religious and aesthetic elements particularly in the writings of 
Ibsen and Tegner. He has sought to leave nothing in isolation but 
has studied his materials with a vision of their importance as 
parts of a whole; in all his investigations, whether of syntax or 
semantics, he has kept the spirit as well as the letter before him, 
the perfect, shining whole which must rise from the scattered 
fragments. 

His rigorous standards of scholarship, his genial spirit, and 
his uncompromising honesty have won him deserved recogni­
tion at home and abroad. Since 1920 he has ably edited a first-
class journal, Scandinavian Studies, the official publication of the 
Society for the Advancement of Scandinavian Study in the Uni­
ted States, and has made it a leading avenue of publication for 
the best scholarship in its field. His name is well known to schol­
ars abroad; it is mentioned more frequently than that of any 
other American in such standard works as Andreas Heusler, 
Altisländisches Elementarbuch, and Sigmund Feist. Vergleich-
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endes Wörterbuch der Gotischen Sprache (third edition, 1939). 
In the latter Professor Sturtevant's name appears only in the sec­
tions which indicate by eight-point type the fact that the etymol­
ogies listed in them are the most accurate available. In the Svens\ 
Litteraturhistoria of Schuck and Warburg he is praised highly 
for his numerous essays on Esaias Tegner, the Swedish poet. 

It is, therefore, to a distinguished scholar that the present vol­
ume of papers composed in his honor is offered. The papers are 
not limited strictly to the areas of his own competence but range 
widely over Scandinavian civilization in its literary and philo­
logical aspects. The University of Kansas Press and the Com­
mittee for the Humanistic Series (C. K. Hyder, Chairman; L. R. 
Lind; James Seaver; and W. H. Shoemaker; the Committee has 
been greatly assisted by J . A. Burzle, Chairman of the Depart­
ment of German, and by J . N. Carman, former Chairman of the 
Committee) are proud to bring forth such a tribute to one of the 
University's most important teachers, now in well-earned retire­
ment but as productive as ever. For as a teacher, Professor Sturte-
vant has always exemplified, with all of Tegner's "\raft och J{lar-
het'/ those qualities of spirit which, as he himself says of Tegner 
in "An American Appreciation of Esaias Tegner," drew him ir­
resistibly to the Swedish poet: "his refinement: refinement of 
soul, of intellect, and of literary feeling; his humanitarian ideals; 
and his modesty." 

The writer of this introduction now adds his heartfelt wishes 
to those of his colleagues that a friend and scholar so gifted and 
fortunate may live long and publish many more contributions to 
the understanding of Scandinavian culture. 

L. R. L I N D 
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The Phonemes of Modern 
Icelandic 

K E M P M A L O N E 

Johns Hopkins University 

S I N C E T H E P U B L I C A T I O N , in 1923, of my monograph The Pho­
nology of Modern Icelandic,1 a new linguistic discipline, 
that of phonemics, has won general recognition; or perhaps 

it would be better to say that the study of sound-systems is now 
sharply differentiated from ordinary phonetics. In my book of 
1923 it was my concern to isolate, describe, and exemplify the 
sounds used in modern Icelandic speech, but in so doing my ap­
proach was phonetic rather than phonemic. In the present paper 
I take account of work done since 1923, of course; in particular, 
I have profited by study of Professor Stefan Einarsson's volume 
Icelandic.2 But I have been chiefly concerned to present the Ice­
landic sound-system in strictly phonemic terms. In other words, 
I have tried first of all to classify each isolable speech-sound as an 
allophone of some phoneme. In the process I have had to deal 
with not a few problems which the phonetician need not con­
sider. I can only hope that my treatment of these problems will 
prove convincing to my fellow-workers in the field, or will stim­
ulate them to find better solutions. 

I begin with the stops. The Icelandic system of stops consists 
of twelve surds (i.e., voiceless phonemes); no vibrants (i.e., 
voiced phonemes) occur. The system of stops takes shape as 
follows: 

STOPS velar palatal dental labial 
aspirated k & t p 
short unaspirated 
long unaspirated. 

g d 
d: 

b 
b: 
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The aspirated stops are always short. In the speech of southern 
and western Iceland, including Reykjavik, oppositions such as 
the following establish the system of stops given above: 

\appi hero and \jappi he-goat [kahibi, Kah:bi] 
gd look and gjd chasm [gau:, £au:] 
Sigga proper name and siggja (gen. pi.) callus [sig:a, sig:a] 
\afa fumble and gdfa gift [kau:va, gau:va] 
\ista chest and gista spend the night [kis:da, £is:da] 
va\a wake and vagga cradle [va:ga ? vag:a] 
s\e\ja shake and s\eggja (gen. pi.) beard [sge:ga, sgegra] 
tola speech and data dent [ta:la, da:1a] 
gata street and gadda spike [ga:da, gad:a] 
fed pawn and beb bed [pe:^, be:]?] 
slapa hang loose and slabba lounge [sla:ba, slab:a] 

Note however that the short-long oppositions involve two fac­
tors: the length of the stop and that of the preceding sonant, a 
short stop regularly going with a long sonant and a long stop 
with a short sonant. 

In the northern and eastern speech area the system of stops 
consists of eight phonemes only, as the factor of length is allo-
phonic rather than phonemic, the short and long unaspirated 
stops being in complementary distribution. Thus, the word-pair 
va\a-vagga, which appears as [va:ga, vag:a] in south and west, 
takes the form [va:ka, vag:a] in north and east, where the short 
member of the short-long opposition is an aspirated stop. So far 
as the factor of length is concerned, the two speech areas agree 
perfectly here, but they differ in that the opposition [va:ka, 
vag:a] is qualitative as well as quantitative, whereas the corre­
sponding [va :ga, vag:a] of south and west is quantitative only. 

The stops show the following pattern of distribution. The 
aspirated stops occur in all dialects in initial position. Examples: 
{alia call, \vold evening, \er tub, trega mourn, par pair, planta 
plant, prestur priest. In the speech of north and east they also 
occur after a long vibrant. Examples: a\a [a :ka] ride in a vehicle, 
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NASALS tectal dental labial 

surds _ r j s : * n m: 
short vibrants n m 
long vibrants rj: n: m : 

A tectal, be it understood, is a phoneme made against the tectum 
or roof of the mouth. Icelandic has both velar and palatal nasals, 
but they are not separate phonemes, as are the corresponding 
stops, but mere allophones of the tectal nasals. Both the tectals are 
always long and the long mark set after them is therefore not 
strictly needed, but it serves to give the oppositions below a more 
balanced look and to remind the reader of the factor of length 
which makes part of these phonemes. The dental surd may be 

* Typographical difficulties make it needful to represent surd n in this way; the 
superscript8 means "surd." 

[ 7 ] 

fdl\i [faul:ki] falcon, at [a:t] fight, samt [sam:t] yet, apt [a:pi] 
ape. The short unaspirated stops occur initially, after initial [s], 
and after a long consonant. Examples: brenna burn, s\eid 
[sgei:]?] spoon, mynda [mm:da] shape, äst [aus:d] love, helga 
[helrga] hallow. Examples peculiar to southern and western 
speech: fdlfy [fauhgi] falcon, samt [sam:d] yet; in north and 
east the corresponding words have long vibrants followed by as­
pirated stops (see above). The short unaspirated stops also occur 
after a long sonant in southern and western speech. Examples: 
a\a [a:ga] ride in a vehicle, at [a:d] fight, apt [a:bi] ape- The 
long unaspirated stops occur only after a short sonant; in conse­
quence, they do not occur initially but they do occur medially 
and finally. Examples: h'öggva hew, beinn [beid.n] straight, 
bolli [bod:li] cup, afl [ab:l] strength, dögg dew. In compounds, 
and in foreign words pronounced as if they were compounds, the 
rules for initial position apply to each element. Examples: 
handtycedi [-klai:]?i] towel, apote\ [-te:g] pharmacy. 

The Icelandic system of nasals takes shape as follows: 
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either long or short, but here we have to do with allophones, in 
complementary distribution, not with separate phonemes. The 
long allophone is so marked in the oppositions given below. The 
labial surd is always long, so far as I can find, except in the collo­
quial lasm, short for lagsmadur chum; in my system of nasals I 
have ignored this isolated case. The labial surd and the corre­
sponding short vibrant are in complementary distribution, but 
the two differ so greatly in phonetic quality (and quantity) that 
one is hardly justified in making them mere allophones of a 
single phoneme. Phonemicists who do not agree with me on this 
point will of course change accordingly the system of nasals out­
lined above. 

In the speech of southern and western Iceland such opposi­
tions as the following bear out the system of nasals just given: 

lengt (pp.) lengthened and lengd length [leirj8:d, leirj.d] 
hnegg neighing and negg heart [neg:, neg: ] 
grant exactly and grand harm [gran:d, gran:d] 
men necklace and menn men [me:n, men:] 
eymt (pp.) galled and eymd misery [eirrr.d, eim:d] 
ama vex and amma grandmother [a:ma, am:a] 
megnt (neut.) strong and meint hurt [meirj s:d, mein:d] 
längs (gen.) long and lans (gen.) loan [laurj:s, laun:s] 
gegnt (pp.) obeyed and geymt (pp.) kept [geirj s:d, geinv.d] 
gangs (gen.) gait and gams (gen.) glutton [gaurj:s, gaum:s] 
\ennt (pp.) taught and \embt (pp.) combed [ken:d, kem:d] 
Ion hayrick and lorn hinge [lö:n, lö:m] 
\enndi (pret.) taught and \embdi (pret.) combed [ken:di, kenv.di] 

In the speech of northern and eastern Iceland the long surds 
characteristic of the south and west do not occur, the long vi-
brants being used instead. In this dialect, then, there are only six 
nasal phonemes. The oppositions given above hold for north and 
east, however, as may be seen in the following: 

lengt (pp.) lengthened and lengd length [leirj:t, leirj:d] 
grant exactly and grand harm [gran:t, gran:d] 
eymt (pp.) galled and eymd misery [eim:t, eim:d] 
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Here the phonemes in opposition are not surd and vibrant nasals 
but aspirated and unaspirated stops. In other cases the glottal ar­
ticulation of the nasals plays no part in the opposition, whatever 
the dialect. Examples for north and east: 

megnt (neut.) strong and meint hurt [meirjrt, mein.t] 
gegnt (pp.) obeyed and geymt (pp.) kept [geirjrt, geim:t] 
\ennt (pp.) taught and \embt (pp.) combed [kernt, kem.t] 

These word-pairs show both vibrant nasals and aspirated final 
stops, as against the surd nasals and unaspirated stops of south 
and west, but the oppositions depend on another factor, the place 
of articulation, in all dialects. 

Before certain phonemes a nasal may have a loose oral artic­
ulation, a greater or less degree of opening instead of the stop­
page found elsewhere. Examples: 

tun gl [turpi] moon 
ad eins [a:]?eins] only 
vingsa [virj.sa] waft 
einhver [eirj:x0r] someone 
langt [laurj.t, laurj s :d] long 

But these nasal spirants, if one may so call them, are not separate 
phonemes but mere allophones of the ordinary nasals, those 
made with oral stoppage. A dental stop has no such loosening 
effect on a preceding homorganic nasal. Before a pause a short 
vibrant nasal commonly loses its vibrancy in the course of its 
articulation; it begins as a vibrant but becomes a surd before the 
articulation is over; a phoneme so made I call a spent vibrant 
Examples: \om came, htin she. The variation between full and 
spent vibrancy is allophonic, not phonemic, and therefore needs 
no further attention here. 

The nasals show the following distribution. The tectals do 
not occur in initial or final position, but the vibrant may occur 
in sandhi if the next word begins with a tectal. Example: Jon 
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Grimsson. In such cases, however, the vibrant is hardly a m< 
ber of the tectal phoneme but serves as an allophone of [ 
Within a word the vibrant may occur before a short unaspira 
tectal stop. Examples: 

ganga [gaurjiga] go 
gengi [£eirj:gi] good luck 

In the speech of northern and eastern Iceland, it may occur lil 
wise before an aspirated tectal stop. Examples: 

ban\a [baurj.ka] knock 
ban\i [baurj.ki] bank 

In the speech of south and west these words have the surd tect 
nasal followed by an unaspirated stop. The tectals may likewi 
occur before certain dentals. Examples: 

unglings [urplirjs] of youth 
ungt [urj s :d, urj:t] young 
pyngd [J?irj:d] weight 

The short dental surd occurs initially and finally but nc 
medially: its long allophone occurs only in medial position. Ex 
amples: kneppa [neh:ba] button, vatn [vah.dn] water; bein 
[bein.d] straight. As we have seen, the long surd is peculiar t( 
the speech of south and west; it occurs before a short unaspiratec 
stop. In composition or sandhi the final surd keeps its surdness il 
the next word or word-element begins with a surd. Example: 
jajnfcetis [jab:nfai:dis] on all fours (with). 

The short dental vibrant occurs initially, medially, and fi­
nally. Examples: nef nose, bünadur farming, hefna avenge, syn 
sight In medial position it occurs between sonants and after a 
consonant but not before a consonant, except as the first member 
of the sequences [nsg, nsd]. Examples: dans\a Danish, ensfy 
[ensd] English (neut) . The long dental vibrant does not occur 
initially but it occurs medially and finally. Examples: Anna Ann, 
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hand [han:d] hand, kann [han:] he, him. In medial position it 
occurs between sonants and before but not after a consonant. 

Apart from the word lasm mentioned above, the labial surd 
nasal occurs neither initially nor finally; it occurs medially before 
a short unaspirated stop in the speech of south and west. Ex­
amples: lampi l&mibi] lamp, rtitnt [rum:d] roomy (neut.). The 
short vibrant occurs initially, medially, and finally. Examples: 
mal speech, saman together, pdlmi palm, torn vacuum. In medial 
position it occurs between sonants and after a consonant, but not 
before a consonant except as the first member of the sequences 
[msg, msd]. Examples: heims\a folly, blomstur bloom. The long 
labial vibrant occurs medially and finally. Examples: remma 
bitterness, lamb [lam.b] lamb,s\ömm [sgöm:] short (fern.). In 
medial position it occurs between sonants and before but not 
after a consonant. 

The Icelandic system of liquids is as follows: 

LIQUIDS trill side 
surds r | 
short vibrants r 1 
long vibrants r ; 1: 

The surds may be either short or long but this difference is allo-
phonic rather than phonemic. The following oppositions bring 
out the system of liquids given above: 

hrey\ja lift and rey\ja smoke [rei:£a, rei:£a] 
or\a strength and orga howl [or:ga, or:ga] 
vera be and verra (neut.) worse [ve:ra, ver:a] 
hlada barn and lad a attract [Ja:J?a, la:J?a] 
mihi milt and mildi mildness [mii:di, mihdi] 
\ali ill will and Kalli Charlie [ka:li, kahi] 
bol misfortune and boll (pi.) dance [bö:l, böll:] 

The liquids are all dentals. In words like Ijos bright and rjett 
rightly there is more or less palatalization, but the variation is 
allophonic, not phonemic. The various phonemes have the f ol-
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lowing distribution. The short allophone of the surd trill occurs 
initially, as in hrafn raven, and finally under weak stress, as in 
\aldur cold (masc). It does not occur medially except as the first 
member of the sequences [rsg, rsg, rsd]. Examples: berns\a 
[bersga] childhood, ferslya [fersga] peach, fyrst [firsd] first. 
The long allophone occurs medially before [s], as in vers verse, 
and before a short unaspirated stop, as in \or\ur cork, partur 
part, and harpa harp. 

The short vibrant trill occurs initially, medially, and finally. 
Examples: re\a drive, \lifra climb, svara answer (verb), and 
svar answer (noun). It may also be heard medially in words 
like barn [bardn] child and varla [vardla] hardly, though more 
commonly it is lost in this position. Finally before a pause it is a 
spent rather than a full vibrant. The long vibrant does not occur 
initially or finally. It occurs medially between sonants, as in herra 
gentleman, before a short unaspirated stop, as in margur many, 
and before a vibrant consonant, as in gar Sur garden. 

The short allophone of the surd lateral phoneme occurs ini­
tially, as in hid laughed, and finally after long stop or [s] , as in 
fjall [fjadd] mountain,^// [gab:l] gable, tagl [tag:l] horse tail, 
hvisl [xis:l] whisper. The long allophone occurs medially before 
a short unaspirated stop. Examples: ttil\a [tuhga] interpret, 
malt [mal:d] malt, shßpur [sgaul:b0r] sheath. Note that the op­
position milti-mildi given in the table of oppositions above holds 
for all dialects. 

The short lateral vibrant occurs in initial, medial, and final 
position; when final its vibrancy is spent rather than full before 
a pause. Examples: le\a leak, boli bull, ilia [id:1a] badly, \ringla 
[krig :1a] circle, jöls\ (fern.) false, heizt [helsd] preferably, hel 
hell. The long vibrant occurs medially and finally, as in milla or­
namental loop, million million, ball dance. It occurs chiefly be­
fore a consonant, as in pylsa sausage, sild herring, silfur silver. In 
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FRICATIVES surd vibrant short long undifferentiated 
velar x 
palatal £ j 
gingival . s s: 
dental J? 
labial f v 

Oppositions such as the following establish this system of 
fricatives: 

hjd by, with and fd get [cau:, fau:] 
hjol wheel and jol Yule [cou:l, jou:l] 
hjer here and hver hot spring [ce:r, xe:r] 
hjalli ledge and salli dust [cadrli, sad:li] 
hjd servant and pu thou [gu:, J?u:] 
fax mane and vax wax [fax:s, vax:s] 
furt churl (acc.) and jurt herb [f0r:d, )0r:d] 
feta step and seta seat [fe:da, se:da] 
hosa hose and hossa toss [ho:sa, hosra] 
hvar where and par there [xa:r, ]?a:r] 
hvetja whet and set ja set [xezdja, se:dja] 
\affi coffee and \assi box [kaf:i, kas:i] 

The velar fricative occurs in initial, medial, and final posi­
tion. The initial allophone, hp in conventional orthography, is a 
short surd, usually but not necessarily pronounced with lip-
rounding. Many Icelanders substitute [kv] for it, a pronunciation 
which gives rise to a number of homophones, as hver hot spring 
and \ver pamphlet. The medial allophones are written vari­
ously in conventional spelling: in most cases with g, but in words 

[ 1 3 ] 

northern and eastern speech it occurs also in words like ttil\a in­
terpret and s\alpur sheath, where the south and west have the 
surd lateral. 

The fricatives of Icelandic, classified by place of articulation, 
fall into velars, palatals, gingivals, dentals, and labials. The dis­
tinction between surd and vibrant is phonemic for palatals and 
labials; that between short and long, for the gingivals. The Ice­
landic system of fricatives therefore takes shape as follows: 
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file:///assi


THE PHONEMES OF MODERN ICELANDIC 

ju yes 
bjartur bright 
hljügur bashful 
brjej letter 
djarfur bold 
drjüpa drip 
fjall mountain 
fljöta float 
frjdls free 
gl ja glitter 
grjon grits 
hljoS sound 
hnje knee 
hrjota fall 
hylja hide 
kljufa cleave 

krjüpa kneel 
\vedja greeting 
Ijett lightly 
lygi [li:ji] lie 
mj6l\ milk 
njota use 
pjatur pewter 
prjona knit 
rjufa break 
ryja fleece 
sjdljur self 
s\rjdja rustle 
slepja slime 
sljettur flat 
smjör butter 
smyrja smear 

snjallur eloquent 
spjot spear 
stjorn government 
strju\a stroke 
stynja sigh 
syfja get sleepy 
tjald tent 
trje tree 
tygi [ti:ji] gear 
vjel machine 
pjod nation 
prjota fail 
agja [ai:ja] frighten 
cegilega [ai:jile:xa] 

awfully 

[ 1 4 ] 

like lax [lax:s] salmon the phoneme is combined with [s], the se­
quence [x:s] being represented by a single symbol; before t and 
s the phoneme may be written \. A medial allophone may be 
short or long, surd or vibrant. The short surd occurs before 
[s] plus stop, as in v'öxtur [voxsd0r] growth; also before [Id], 
as in sigh [sixld] sailed (pp.)- The long surd occurs before a 
surd consonant, as in flygsa [flix.sa] rag, sli\t [slixrd] such. The 
short vibrant occurs between sonants, as in saga [sa:xa] history, 
and before [Id], as in sigldi [sixldi] sailed (pret) The long vi­
brant occurs, or may occur, before a vibrant consonant, as in 
daglega [dax:le:xa] daily, sagdi [sax:J?i] said (pret.), fagra 
[fax:ra] fair (ace) , but before most such consonants it occurs in 
composition only. The final allophone of [x] is regularly a short 
spent vibrant, as in log [lö:x] law. 

The palatal surd fricative is always short and occurs in initial 
position only; see the examples in the table of oppositions above. 
The corresponding vibrant is likewise always short; it occurs in­
itially and medially but not finally. In conventional orthography 
it is usually represented by ; but not infrequently by g. Examples: 
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Though I class [j] with the fricatives, it is markedly open in 
its oral articulation and little friction is heard; it might well be 
called a semivowel instead. Note that the letter/is used as a spell­
ing device to mark \ or g as representing a palatal stop. Examples: 
kjösa [kou.sa] choose, gjald [gal.d] payment, rehja [re.Ka, 
re.ga] unwind, rekMja [reh:ga] bed. In such cases, of course, j 
does not represent a separate phoneme. Similarly with the spell­
ing hj for [<j], as in hjarta [^ar.da] heart. 

Both the short and the long gingival fricatives are always 
surd. The short occurs in initial, medial, and final positions. Ex­
amples: segl sail, gjosa gush, Ids lock. Initially it may also occur 
before a consonant, as in sjon sight, s\d\ chess, slengja fling, smi-
dur smith, snara snare, spa prediction, stafa spell, svartur black; 
before two consonants, as in s\ra list, sljor stupid, smjdga creep, 
snjör snow, spje mockery, spretta spring, stjama star, strd straw; 
and before three consonants, as in s\rjodur worthless old book, 
strjdll scattered. Medially it may occur not only between sonants 
but also at the head of a consonant group, as in eystra [eisdra] in 
the east; between consonants, as in fylgsni [filsni] hiding-place; 
and after a consonant, as in dansa [dan:sa] dance. Finally, it may 
occur after a consonant as in sax [sax:s] knife, as well as after a 
sonant (see above). 

The long gingival fricative occurs only in medial and final po­
sition. Medially it occurs between sonants, as in byssa [bis :a] gun, 
and before a consonant, as in \asta [kas:da] cast, tusl [r0s :J] 
rubbish, lasna [las:na] decay. Finally it occurs only after a so­
nant, as in füss discontent. Note the opposition gris [gri:s] pig, 
griss [gris:] pig's. 

The dental fricative may be either surd or vibrant, but this 
variation is not phonemic. The initial allophone, written J> in 
conventional orthography, is regularly a short surd. Examples: 
pjöfur thief, pungur heavy, pvinga compel. In a few words like 
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pad that, the allophone becomes vibrant under weak stress. The 
short medial allophone is a vibrant; it occurs between sonants, as 
in meSan [merman] while, and after a consonant, as in sagdi 
[sag:J?i] said (pret.), There are two long medial allophones: a vi­
brant, which occurs before a consonant, as in heidni [heij?:ni] 
heathen times; and a surd, which may (but need not) occur be­
fore \, as in mad\ur [maj?:g0r] maggot. The final allophone is a 
short spent vibrant. It occurs after a sonant, as in leid [lei:]?] 
way, and after a consonant as in sigd [six:}?] scythe. In conven­
tional orthography d is the symbol for the medial and final allo­
phones, but phonemic transcription requires but one symbol for 
all allophones. 

The labial surd fricative may be short or long. The initial allo­
phone is short. Examples: fadir father, fjöSur feather, flagg flag, 
fljöt river, fregn news, frjals free. The short medial allophone oc­
curs before [s] plus stop and before [Id], as in egyps\ur [e:gifs-
g0r] Egyptian, efstur [efsd0r] topmost, eflt [efjd] furthered 
(pp.) ; in trotnfa [trom:fa] trump (verb) it occurs after a conso­
nant. The long allophone occurs between sonants (in words of 
foreign origin) and before a surd consonant. Examples: sfyiffa 
[sguf:a] drawer, slifsi [slif:si] necktie, loft [lof:d] air, rif\a 
[rif :ga] enlarge, djpstur [dif :sd0r] deepest. In offra [of :ra] offer 
it occurs before a vibrant consonant. In final position the pho­
neme may be either long or short; it is short in tromf [trom:f ] 
trump (noun), long in eff [ef:] letter name. 

The corresponding vibrant phoneme may be short or long. 
The initial allophone is always short, as in vada wade, vje temple. 
A short medial allophone occurs between sonants, before [Id], 
after a liquid, and after short or long [g]. Examples: gefa [ge :va] 
give, efldi [evldi] furthered (pret.), dlfur [aul:v0r] elf, gervi 
[ger:vi] guise, sö\kya [söh:gva] sink, söngvari [söy*) :gvari] 
singer, Tryggvi [trig:vi] proper name. A long medial allophone 
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occurs before a vibrant consonant or [g]. Examples: \efja [kev:-
ja] dip, vafdi [vav:]?i] wrapped (pret.) sifra [siv:ra] grumble, 
lifga [liv:ga] revive. The final allophone is a short spent vibrant, 
as in ef [e:v] if, pörf [j?ör:v] need, golf [goul:v] floor. 

One might well include the aspirate [h] among the fricatives, 
but I have chosen to treat it separately. In Icelandic it occurs in 
two positions: immediately before and immediately after the 
sonant of its syllable. In the first of these positions it is always 
short; in the second, always long. The long allophone is further 
restricted in position: it occurs only between a short sonant and a 
short unaspirated stop. Oppositions such as the following estab­
lish the short allophone: 

hey hay and grey hound [hei:, grei:] 
hundur hound and sundur asunder [h0n:d0r, s0n:d0r] 
has ja relieve and b&gja hinder [hai.ja, bai:ja] 

Similarly for the long allophone: 
s\att (acc.) tax and s\ajt shaft [sgah:d, sgaf :d] 
\app zeal and \arp carping [kah:b 3 kar:b] 
batyi bank and bar\i windpipe [bah'.gi, bar£i] 
dtt direction and dst love [auh:d, aus:d] 
hattur hat and haltur lame [hah:d0r, haj:d0r] 
satt (neut.) satisfied and sagt (pp.) said [sah:d, sax:d] 
nott night and nögt (neut.) enough [nouh:d, nouxrd] 

Both allophones are surds. In the conventional spellings Ä/, hi, 
hn, hr the h does not represent a separate phoneme; the digraphs 
represent the surds [ 5 , J, n, r] respectively. For hv see above, un­
der "fricatives." 

So far, we have dealt only with the consonants of Icelandic. 
The sonants fall into two groups: vowels and glides. The vowel 
system of Icelandic takes shape as follows: 

SHORT back mean front LONG back mean front 
close u i close u: i: 
open o 0 i open 0: 0 : 1: 
low a 0 e low a: 0: e: 
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Short-long oppositions such as the following establish the system 
given above: 

ftcss displeasure and jus ready [fus:, fu:s] 
iss (gen.) ice and is (nom.) ice [is:, i:s] 
bolla bun and bola (acc.) bull [bol:a, bo :1a] 
munnur mouth and munur difference [m0n:0r, m0:n0r] 
hinn (masc.) the and hin (fem.) the [hin:, hi:n] 
banna forbid and bana (acc.) slayer [ban:a, ba:na] 
rögg energy and rö\ (pi.) reason [rög:, rö:g] 
spenna clasp and spena (acc.) nipple [sben:a, sbe:na] 

Note that the oppositions involve consonants as well as sonants, a 
short sonant going with a long consonant and vice versa. 

I add a few short-short oppositions for the record: 

suld damp weather and sild herring [sul:d, sil:d] 
forda save, furda wonder, firda (gen.pl.) distance 
sta\\ur stack, stö\\ur brittle, ste\\ur fold 
fuss discontent, joss waterfall, fass (gen.) gait 
und wound and and duck [0n:d, ön:d] 
filla (acc. pi.) elephant, filla halibut skin, fella fell 

Likewise a few long-long oppositions: 

bütur stub and bitur fox [bu:d0r, bi:d0r] 
holur hollow, hulur (pi.) veil, hylur pool 
var aware, vor lip, ver case 
lud a halibut, loo a cling, lad a attract 
studull prop and stöÖull milking pen 
vigur skilled in arms, vigur spear, vegur way 

The glides of Icelandic behave like the vowels and are best 
taken up in the same connection. The Icelandic system of glides 
is as follows: 

SHORT GLIDES LONG GLIDES 

open-close ou ei open-close ou: ei: 
low-close au öy ai low-close au: öy: ai: 

Short-long oppositions like those listed below bear out this sys-
tematization: 
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flönni (dat.) the flea and flöni (dat.) fool [flounn, flou.ni] 
meiss (gen.) creel and meis (nom.) creel [meis:, meirs] 
härri (dat.) high and häri (dat.) hair [hauni, hau:n] 
dauss (gen.) deuce and daus (nom.) deuce [doys:, döy.s] 
farri fewer and fori (subj.) bring [faini, £ai:rr] 

I add the following short-short oppositions: 
ndtt night and neitt anything [nouh:d, neih:d] 
sangur singed, söngur song, scengur ( p i ) bed [saurj:g0r, söy-, sai-] 
pott although and pan (acc.) section [J?ouh:d, j?auh:d] 
eistur (pi.) stone and astur vehement [eis:d0£, ais:d0r] 

" rosta brawl and rausta (gen. pi.) voice [rousrda, röysrda] 
feng (acc.) catch offish and föng (pi.) hold [feirj:g, föyrj:g] 

Finally, I give a few long-long oppositions: 
bon request and bein bone [bou:n, bei:n] 
lana lend launa, reward, Icena rill [lau:na, loy:na, lairna] 
mot peat and mär gull [mou.r, mau:r] 
neyda compel and nceSa blow [nei:}?a, nai:]?a] 
roda rood and rauda yolk [rou:)?a, röy:J>a] 
seidur sorcery and sauöur sheep [sei:J?0y, soy:]?0r] 

Phonetically speaking, this does not exhaust the list of Ice­
landic glides, but the glides left out are not phonemes but mere 
allophones of long vowels. Thus, lygi mendacium may be pro­
nounced not only [li:ji] or [li.ji] but also [lii:ji], with a glide 
[ii:] which is an allophone of [i:] or [ i : ] . Similarly, [oi:] serves, 
not as a phoneme in its own right but as an allophone of [o:] in 
words like bogt [bo:ji, boi:ji]. Again, Ufa live (verb) may be pro­
nounced either [h:va] or [lie:va]. In the space at my disposal I 
cannot undertake to set down all these allophones, or to specify 
the conditions under which they occur. For a good though short 
discussion, see S. Einarsson, Icelandic^ pp. 4 if.; here the material 
is not presented in phonemic style, but the phonemicist can deter­
mine for himself which glides (or diphthongs, as Einarsson calls 
them) are phonemes and which are allophones of long vowels. 

Limitations of space likewise keep me from taking up in any 
detail the distribution of the sonantal phonemes. A few general 
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observations will have to do. The long sonants occur in stressed 
syllables only. Icelandic stress may be initial, medial, or final The 
first syllable of a word takes initial stress; the stress that falls on 
a monosyllable may also be called initial This is the strongest 
stress; weak words may lose it in the sentence, with consequent 
shortening of the sonant. Medial stress falls on the first syllable 
of the second element of a composite word; a heavy suffix, too, 
may take medial stress. Final stress falls on the syllable before a 
pause; e.g., the last syllable of a sentence. Within these limits 
long sonants occur. They are further restricted to open syllables 
and to syllables that end in one short consonant. 

In dividing a word or word-element into syllables, a short con­
sonant between sonants goes with the second sonant; so also a 
twosome (i.e., sequence made up of two consonants) which con­
sists of a short stop or an [s] plus [ j ] or [r] or [v]. Examples: eta 
eat, etja incite. A long consonant between sonants goes with 
both; that is, it ends one syllable and begins the next, the syllabic 
boundary dividing it into two unequal parts; I say "unequal" be­
cause the first part takes most of the length; indeed, a long con­
sonant between sonants is better called overlong, since its first 
part, taken alone, is fully long. A long consonant before another 
consonant goes with the preceding sonant. Examples: missa lose, 
missti lost (pret.). 

The short sonants of Icelandic occur (1) before long con­
sonants, (2) before heavy consonant groups made up of short 
consonants, and (3) in unstressed syllables. Example for (1) and 
( 3 ) : brennimar\ brand. Here all three sonants are short: e and a 
because each comes before a long consonant, and i for want of 
stress. Example for (2) and ( 3 ) : efstur topmost. Here both so­
nants are short: e because it comes before the heavy consonant se­
quence fst, and u for want of stress. 

Each individual sonant has a variety of allophones. Thus, [e] 
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is nasalized in menta educate, and is a spent vibrant in \cppa con­
tend. But I have already stretched my allotment of space to the 
utmost, and I must make an end. 
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The Synonyms for "Sea" in Beowulf 
C A R O L I N E B R A D Y 

Marion Talbot Fellow, 1952-53 

H A T T H E V O C A B U L A R Y of the Old English poet abounds in 
synonyms—for sea and sword, king and warrior, batde 
and hall, God and demons, as well as for any number of 

other concepts in the worlds of nature and of man—and that no 
inconsiderable number of these words and locutions, especially 
the nominal compounds and genitive phrases, are "figurative or 
partially figurative," "metaphorical," "pictorial" are beliefs so 
firmly established in the critical literature as scarcely to invite dis­
pute. Yet certain questions still await answers: In what way and 
to what extent are the words and phrases within the several 
groups synonymous; that is, do the poets actually use them as 
synonyms, in any currently accepted sense of that term ? How 
many of these words and locutions are demonstrably genuine 
metaphors, and how many perhaps metonymical or synecdochic 
but strictly literal in their reference in their actual contexts ? Do 
all the poets use the same words in exactly the same meanings; 
or are differences discernible, historical as well as personal ? that 
is, is it possible that not only were some poets more discriminat­
ing than others in their choice and use of diction, but also some 
words experienced changes in meaning, through usage or from 
other causes, in the course of the period during which the poets 
were writing ? Further investigation of these and related ques­
tions will require a re-examination of a substantial part of the 
vocabulary of Old English poetry; but it will reveal more than 
we now can know not only about the power and the artistry of 
the individual poets, but also about the changes of meaning, 
nonfigurative as well as figurative, which actually took place in 
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Old English, and possibly something of the dates when these 
changes took place. 

The present investigation deals with a single group of words 
—simple and compound nouns and genitive phrases referring to 
the sea, its various aspects, its parts, and its characteristics—in a 
single poem, Beowulf.1 The purpose is twofold: to determine 
whether or not this poet actually uses a total of forty words and 
phrases as synonyms, all (or nearly all) with the general meaning 
of "sea" f to discover, so far as is possible, which of these really are 
or contain figures of speech—in particular, metaphors—and 
which are literal in their application, appellatives or terms de­
scriptive of their referents in whole or in part, relating properly to 
the sphere of experience to which the referent belongs. Through­
out the analysis we proceed from the actual contexts, and all the 
contexts, in which the terms appear. The lists of isolated words 
and phrases occurring in glossaries and most of the special studies 
of this sea-vocabulary3 serve useful purposes; but even when they 
are accompanied by explanations of the primary or essential 
meanings of the individual words and the differences between 
them, they do not enable us to determine with any degree of pre­
cision the meanings the Beowulf poet may have wished to con­
vey, for they present the words in a vacuum, lacking definite ob­
jective reference.4 We note the adjectives used attributively with 
the nouns because, remarkably few in this poem and seldom 
purely conventional, they for the most part serve to fit more pre­
cisely to the contexts the nouns which they restrict. Of equal im­
portance in determining the meanings of the nouns are the verbs 
used with them; also sometimes of special significance are the 
prepositions. 

References to water occur in thirty-one of the forty-four sec­
tions of the poem;5 but not all of these are to the sea. The water-
egesan of 1.1260 and its variation cealde streatnas in 1.1261 serve 
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solely to characterize Grendel's mother as a water-monster, with 
reference to no specific body of water. The passage describing the 
hilt of the ancient sword with which Beowulf killed Grendel's 
mother (11. 1687-1698) contains four words used of the sea 
elsewhere in the poem, but here used of the Flood: flöd; gijen, 
modified by geotende; and wceter and wylm, in the phrase 
west er es wylm. The flödes wylm (1.1764) of HroSgar's lengthy 
moral discourse very probably, but not necessarily, refers to the 
sea: it is a generality, without specific reference, standing in a list 
with fjres feng and gares fliht. In 1.2546 wcelm refers, not to the 
ocean, but to the bubbling of a burn {human wcelm), the stream 
of 1.2545, from the dragon's barrow. The wceter of 11.2722,2791, 
and 2854 is literally "water," with which Wiglaf bathes and seeks 
to revive the dying Beowulf. So also is the wceter of 1. 93 {sw& 
wceter bebüged) best taken as "water," even though the poet uses 
the same construction with sx occupying the position here held 
by wceteri for there (1.1223) he is speaking of the sea surround­
ing the inhabited earth, here, in the Song of the Creation, of the 
waters under the heaven in the midst of which God let the dry 
land appear. In the accounts of the wars between the Swedes and 
the Geats, see (1.2380), sid see (1.2394), wceter with an adjective, 
presumably wid (MS: rid) (1. 2473), and hcej (1. 2477) refer to 
the expanse of water between the two peoples—that is, Lake 
Väner (and Vätter?), not the sea. And, finally, the words and 
phrases pertaining to Grendel's pool cannot properly be regarded 
as referring to the sea, even if the pool may be rather a deep sea-
gorge or a land-locked arm of the sea (connected by an under­
ground channel) than an inland pool, the basin of a waterfall. 
One of the four phrases and eight of the nine simple nouns do 
elsewhere in the poem refer to the sea; but here they denote and 
describe the pool and its waters, precisely as do the one simple 
noun, one compound, and one phrase which this poet uses only 
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of the pool6 (although other poets use them of the sea) and the 
four compound nouns and two phrases which, occurring in ex­
tant poetry only in these passages, never in any context refer to 
the sea.7 These words and phrases constitute a group unto them­
selves: they merit analysis, for their use in these passages reveals 
not only much about their meanings but also more than many a 
theoretical discussion about the true nature of the pool; but they 
cannot justifiably be included among the terms which this poet 
actually applies to the sea. 

Clear references to the sea itself, or to some special aspect or 
characteristic of it, occur in only 22 sections of the poem. There 
are 85 in all, of which over half, 48, are concentrated in 4 passages 
totaling 164 lines. Of the remaining 37,15 occur in groups of 2 or 
3, structurally connected, and 22 are scattered, isolated. 

A few of the isolated instances are very general in their refer­
ence, denoting "the seas" surrounding the earth or (1. 1685) 
known in the North: 

si in the construction be sfem tweonum, four times (11. 858, 1297, 
1685, 1956) 

Others ref er,to the known sea in a general way, every one used 
in a prepositional phrase meaning "over the sea," "on" or "to the 
sea," the context lending nothing to the meaning of the locutions, 
nor, apparently, demanding one rather than another: 

sealt wceter (1. 1989) 
ySa Jul (1.1208) [ * ] 8 

wceter es hrycg (1. 471) 
fealu flod (1 .1950) in the M6dJ?rySo-passage, with reference to the 

sea she crossed on her voyage from her father's home to Offa's 
court; the entire phrase is probably purely conventional 

see (1. 318) in the Danish coastguard's statement to Beowulf: 1c to 
sk wale 

holm (1. 2362) in the same sense, with tö; (1. 632) with on 
geofon (1 .1394) in the phrase on gyjenes grund 

The majority of the isolated references, however—although 
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likewise all, with one exception, in prepositional phrases, for the 
most part with of er—refer directly not to the sea itself, but to one 
aspect or one region or one characteristic of the sea. To be sure, 
two or three mean litde more dian "sea," and might well be in­
cluded with the preceding group were it not that their referent is 
clearly a single distinguishing characteristic rather than the sea 
as a whole and in general; the greater number convey a particu­
lar notion which is specially suited to the context: 

hronrdd (1. 10) refers to the expanse of the ocean around which sit 
the peoples who are forced to pay tribute to Scyld; emphasizes 
the extent of his dominion. 9 

geojenes be gang (1 .362) "the expanse of the ocean" [ * ] ; in the con­
struction feorran cumenef/ojer geofenes begang/Geata leode; 
emphasizes the distance the Geats have traveled over the water. 

flöda begang (1. 1826) "the expanse of the flowing seas" [ * ] ; like­
wise refers to and emphasizes the expanse of water between the 
lands of the Geats and the Danes. 

sioleöa bigong (1. 2367) exact meaning not known [* ] ; not in a 
phrase, but the object of the verb ojer swam; refers to the expanse 
of water over which Beowulf swam to return home from Frisia; 
emphasizes the distance, and his prowess. 

seglrdd (1. 1429) [*] occurs in one of the pool contexts, but refers 
to that part of the ocean to which the nickers go to carry out 
their depredations, the ship-lanes.9 

lagustreamas (L 297) refers to the ocean-currents to be followed by 
Beowulf's ship on its homeward voyage; points back to the lagu-
strSt of 1. 239. 

ySa (1. 421) , as elsewhere in the poem, denotes the waves; nothing 
in the context demands that the word be taken as synecdoche, 
the actual referent being the sea. 

yda gewealc (1. 464) "the rolling of the waves"; conveys much the 
same image as the wceter es hrycg of 1. 471 and thus the approxi­
mate meaning is "sea"; the actual referent, however, is the un­
dulating motion of the waves. 

skwylmas (1 .393) "the surges of the sea" [ * ] ; much the same sense 
as in yÖa gewealc, but the reference is to the waves themselves. 

watery da (1. 2242) "the waves of the sea" [ * ] ; though occurring in 
isolation, the compound should be considered with the holm-
wylm and jbgewinn of 11. 2410-2411, which likewise are used of 
the sea near which the dragon's barrow lies; in all three the 
emphasis is on the waves—surge and surf. 
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In the small groups of two or three we sometimes find varia­
tion or parallelism which brings out similarities and differences 
in reference: 

1) Danish coastguard's challenge: two words, both with of er in 
parallel prepositional phrases: 
lagustrcet (1. 239) [*] refers to the path, the course (in a spatial 

sense) followed by the ship across the water, "the water-
highway." 

holmas (1. 240) "the high seas"; varies lagustrcet^ but refers 
either to the body of water or (more probably because of the 
plural form) to the high-rising waves of the area across 
which the highway lies. 

2 ) Description of winter, Finn Episode: only one word in preposi­
tional phrase, no variation: 
mere (1.1130) "sea" with on; no special implications. 
holm (1. 1131) subject of the verbs weallan and winnan; thus 

refers to the sea as characterized by boiling billows, "high 
seas," the sea which moves violently. 

ypa (1. 1132) "waves" which are "locked" by the icy bonds of 
winter. 

3 ) Speech of Wealhjpeow, but no particular context for "sea": 
see (1. 1223) in its general sense of "the seas": swa see bebügeÖ 
windgeard (1. 1224) "enclosure of the winds" [ * ] ; if in truth it 

is a variation of the sk of the preceding line, 1 0 it has the same 
referent. 

4 ) HroSgär's speech pledging peace between Danes and Geats: two 
terms, both with of er in parallel prepositional phrases: 
ganotes bceb (1. 1861) ; same stretch of sea as that referred to in 

geofenes begang and flöda begang, but here Hroögär does 
not wish to emphasize the distance, the expanse of water be­
tween the two peoples; rather, across the peaceful surface of 
the sea men may exchange gifts. 

hcef by emendation 1 1 (1. 1862) "seas" (pi. here); same referent 
as above; no certain special implications, although it may 
mean "high seas." 1 2 

5 ) Localization of the dragon's barrow: two words, both objects 
of same preposition, neh: 
holmwylm (1. 2410) "ocean-surge" [* ] ; sea near which the bar­

row lies; actual reference is to the surging motion of the open 
ocean, the swell of the sea; thus suggests that the headland 
juts into the ocean proper, not an inlet or arm of the sea. 

yd gewinn (1. 2411) "strife of the waves" [* ] ; varies holmwylm 
but refers to the breaking of the waves against the rocky 
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headland; suggests the barrow is close by the coast; note dif­
ference in implications of watery da (1 .2242) , which, having 
a wider semantic range, embraces both holmwylm and 
yd gewinn but does not convey the same images. 

6) Beowulf's last words, requesting construction of his burial 
mound: two words, not structurally connected but associated 
in the same context, both in prepositional phrases but both in the 
genitive in subsidiary position: 
brim[es] (1. 2803) in est brimes nosan; refers to the sea into 

which the promontory projects; context indicates it is the 
ocean proper. 

flöd[a] (1. 2808) in of er flöda genipu; not the genitive phrase 
equivalent to a compound, but either of the type of flödes 
aht (1. 4 2 ) , ypa drym (1. 1918) or that type represented by 
Kock's formula, "Concrete genitive-|-abstract noun=adjec-
tive-j-concrete noun" 1 3 —i.e., "the misty [or dark?] tides"; 
refers to the tides and ocean-currents, which carry ships 
across the sea (brim) and toward the coasts. 

7) Disposal of the dragon's body: two words, both as subjects of 
verbs of motion in parallel constructions: 
weg (1. 3132) with niman; refers to the wave, the swell, which, 

rising high and seemingly reaching up, receives the falling 
body. 

flöd (1. 3134) with fcedmian; refers to the horizontally moving 
water, the tide, which encircles the body. 

It is in the four extended passages, in which five or more 
words and phrases are used, however, that we are best able to 
perceive similarities and differences in reference—and that we 
should expect to find the piling up of synonyms, if such there be: 

1) The burial of Scyld (11. 28-52) : six words, five of them in prepo­
sitional phrases but two genitives in a subsidiary position, only 
one the subject of a verb: 
to brimes farode "to the ocean's tide"; refers to that part of the 

sea which will carry the body out from the land, as Scyld 
had requested. 

flod in on flodes eeht; refers to the tides and currents which will 
take possession of the ship and carry it far (Jeor) out on and 
around the ocean. 

holm as subject of beran; refers to the ocean which bears the 
ship. 

gdrsecg with on; varies holm, but emphasizes not the movement, 
but the ocean vast and unknown. 
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yda with of er; referring to the waves crossed by Scyld as a child, 
the word is not to be taken with the others in these lines. 

2 ) Beowulf's voyage to the land of the Danes (11. 198-228): six ref­
erences, three in prepositional phrases, five words: 
swanrdd with ojer) refers to the sea [or its surface?] which Beo­

wulf intends to cross; the first of the words in the passage to 
refer to the sea, is it, with its literal meaning of "the riding-
place of the swan," deliberately selected to introduce the 
passage and to designate descriptively the body of water 
about to be crossed by fiota fdmiheals fugle gelicost? 

yda with on] refers to the waves on which the fiota rests before 
it sails. 

streamas, as subject of wundon; refers to the currents eddying 
at the shore, apparently around the anchored boat. 

sund (1. 213) varies streamas, but may refer simply to the water 
swirling against the sand. 

wcegholm [*] with of er; refers to the ocean across which the 
wind drives the fiota famiheals. 

sund (1. 223) refers to water, either that of the sea which has 
been crossed when the seafarers sight land, or that lying off 
the promontory, which they cross between the time they 
sight the sea-cliffs (11. 221-223) and the time they climb on 
wang (1. 225) and make fast the ship; the mysterious 
eolet[es] occurs in this sentence and obscures the sense. 

3 ) The homeward voyage of the Geats (11. 1888-1919): eight refer­
ences, six in prepositional phrases, six words: 
fiod with to; reference is not distinct, probably to the sea; seem­

ingly same type of phrase as to sk (1. 318) , to holme (1. 
2362) . 

de op wceter in accusative after drefan; refers to the deep water 
lying off the promontory, into which the Geats shove off; or 
to the sea. 

yda with ojer; refers to the waves over which the wind blows the 
wegfiota onward. 

yda with of er; refers to the waves over which the fdmigheals 
floats. 

brimstreamas with of er; varies of er yde, but refers to the ocean-
currents; compare lagustreamas. 

holm with cet; refers to the sea, where the harbor-guard is ready; 
general reference. 

farod with cet; refers to the tide where it comes in to shore and 
would bring the boat in, the wash at the shore. 

yda in genitive; refers to the waves at the shore whose force 
(prym) could carry the ship out to sea again were it not well 
anchored when the voyage is at an end. 

[ 2 9 J 
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4 ) The swimming-match with Breca (11. 506-581), in which we 
should distinguish between UnferS's account (11. 506-528) and 
Beowulf's (11. 530-581) because the difference in the speaker's 
point of view toward the events could be reflected in the words 
he uses to describe those events: twenty-eight references, only 
twelve in prepositional phrases, sixteen words: 
In UnfercVs account, twelve references, eleven words: 
sid see with on; refers to the wide sea (i.e., the open ocean) in 

which the two boys competed. 
wada the waters of this sea. 
deop wceter with on; refers to the sea; emphasizes the depths in 

which the boys risked their lives. 
sund with on; refers to the water in which they swam (as con­

trasted with sund with ymb, 1. 507, and at, 1. 517, referring 
to their swimming in this water). 

eagorstream in accusative after pehton; refers to the ocean-cur­
rent they followed (as ships follow the currents). 

merestrata in accusative after maton, which varies pehton; par­
allel to eagorstream; refers to the "sea-streets" the swimmers 
"measured" as riders "measure" the roads on land. 

garsecg with ofer; parallel to the two preceding; refers to the 
ocean over which the boys glided, through which the eagor­
stream flows and over which the mere strata lie; compare 
lagustrat-holmas (11. 239-240). 

geofon subject of weol; refers to the ocean around them, pre­
sumably. 

ypa the waves produced by the surging of the geofon. 
wylm MS reading, according to which it would vary geofon 

and refer to the sea as characterized by the surges of winter; 
editors emend to wylmum or wylme,14 making it vary 
ypum and thus refer to the billows with which the geofon 
surges. 

wceter in on wceter es aht; refers to the water in which the boys 
remained for seven nights; compare on flödes aht (1 . 4 2 ) . 

holm subject of atbar; refers to the ocean which by its motion 
carried Breca up on land. 

In Beowulf's account, sixteen references, twelve words. He re­
peats six of UnferS's words and in the same senses: 

sund in the same construction wit [for git] on sund reon; 
yda once with on; once as subject of war on; 
garsecg in the context in which UnferS uses deop water; 
although three are used with verbs, adjectives, or variations that 
bring out their meanings more sharply: 
see once with on; but once as the subject of op bar and varied by 

flöd and wadu weallendu; 
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wada (twice) with weallende; once varying flod, subject of 
todrdf; once varying sa*, subject of opbcer; refers to the waters 

of the ocean, specifically characterized by their surging mo­
tion; 

holm with on; varies flodypa. 
The words UnferS does not use all occur in Beowulf's addition 
to the story: 
flodypa ( # ) refers to the rolling waves of the high seas in which 

Breca could not swim far from Beowulf; varied by on holme, 
it denotes a distinguishing attribute of the holm. 

flod as subject of todrdj refers to the current, the whole horizon­
tal movement of the sea, which drove the two boys apart at 
last; varied by tvado weallende; standing in the same im­
mediate context with sk (1. 544) , but not varying it, these 
two terms (11.545,546) denote—and contrast—the two char­
acteristic movements of the sea; compare 11. 579-581, where 
they do vary sk. 

flod (L 580) as variation of sk subject of opbcer; itself in the con­
struction flod cejter farode, it probably refers to the flowing 
movement of the sea, "the flow with the tide" on to shore 
(on Finna land). 

ford in ymb brontne ford; refers to the part of the sea traversed 
by seafarers and infested by nickers—nine of which will in­
fest it no more. 

brimu as subject of swapredon; refers to the billows which pre­
vented Beowulf's seeing the sea-nesses. 

egstreamas with on; refers to the ocean-currents on which Beo­
wulf has made his wearying journey; compare lagustreamas. 

This survey of the actual references in the poem to the sea and 
its characteristics and parts, compressed though it is by the exi­
gencies of space, reveals several striking facts. First, the total 
number of terms in this sea-vocabulary is less than is generally 
supposed: 16 simple nouns, 17 compounds, and 7 genitive 
phrases.15 Secondly, of these 40 words and phrases, 5 of the simple 
nouns account for nearly 59 per cent of the total references to the 
sea in the poem. ¥3 occurs 15 times—10 in the simplex, 3 in com­
pounds, 2 in genitive phrases; see, 10 times—9 in simplex, 1 in 
compound; holm, 10 times—8 in simplex, 2 in compounds; flod, 
9 times—7 in simplex, 1 in compound, 1 in genitive phrase; 
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wceter, 6 times—4 in simplex, 1 in compound, 1 in genitive 
phrase. Furthermore, as elements in compounds these 5 words 
occur only in those recorded from no other extant text. Third, 
only 7 of the 17 compounds (of which gdrsecg alone occurs more 
than once and 9 are found nowhere else1 6) and one of the 7 
phrases (none of them occurring more than once and 4 in this 
poem alone 1 7) stand as or with variation—a fact not wholly con­
sistent with the view that many of these compounds and phrases 
owe their selection, even existence, in no small part to the de­
mands of the stylistic device of variation. And finally, whatever 
later or lesser poets may do, this poet does not use all of the 40 
terms as synonyms, with the general sense of "sea." 

By "synonyms" I mean alternative words and locutions which 
have the same (or a sufficiently similar) referent; although, 
themselves having different semantic ranges, they may express 
different subjective apprehensions of the referent, different at­
titudes toward it, and thus, within the limits set by the context, 
emphasize different aspects of it. According to this definition, 
it does not follow that all terms pertaining to the sea "mean 
'sea.' " The referent of yd as the Beowulf poet (as distinct from a 
hypothetical "the Anglo-Saxon poet") uses it is the wave, the 
referent of see is the sea; hence yd means "wave" (in the plural 
"waves"), see means "sea," and the two cannot properly be said 
tobe synonyms. 

On the basis of their actual meanings, as they are used in con­
text by the poet, we may distinguish in the sea-vocabulary of Beo­
wulf several groups of synonyms. The distinctions between the 
groups are indicated by the differences in reference, and thus in 
meaning, between the five simple words which occur most fre­
quently. Wceter has a general meaning of "water," and this is its 
usual meaning in the poem : in one of the eighteen occurrences 
of the simplex (1.516) it stands without qualification with refer-
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ence to the water of the sea, but it means "water," not "sea"; 
when it is limited by an adjective, it in combination with the ad­
jective means "sea" and is a synonym of see—that is, deop wceter 
and sealt wceter are synonyms of see, but wceter alone is not. See has 
a general meaning of "the seas," and a particular meaning of "the 
sea" known to and traveled by seafarers. Holm refers to the sea 
in one of its particular aspects. Cognate with OS holm "hill," ON 
holmr "islet" and holmi "rising ground," and related to Latin 
celsus "high," collis "hill ," 1 8 it would appear to characterize the 
ocean in terms of its distinctive undulating vertical motion— 
the swell of the open sea. It seems to mean what we mean in NE 
both when we speak of "the high seas"—that is, the ocean proper, 
the open sea, not near the coasts—and when we say that "the sea 
is running high." 1 9 It occurs but three times with or as variation: 
it is varied by garsecg (11.48-49), which always refers to the ocean 
proper, the open sea, but holm as subject of the verb heran em­
phasizes the motion of the ocean as garsecg in a prepositional 
phrase does not; it serves as variation for flödypum (11.542-543), 
the billows that characterize the holm but are not identical with 
it; and—in the plural—for lagustrdt in a context in which holm-
as might mean "swells" or might mean the open sea character­
ized by the swells (11. 237-240): "who come bringing the high 
ship over the water-highway, hither across the high seas." The 
verbs of which holm is subject suggest the motion of the sea: 
heran (1. 48), cetberan (1. 519), weallan (1. 1131), winnan (1. 
1132). The referent of holm, in the singular at least, is the sea it­
self, however, not the swells; thus in the singular the word is a 
synonym of sd, in the plural possibly of yd. Flod refers to the 
characteristic horizontal motion of the sea, the "tide" and the 
periodic tidal currents, sometimes also the ocean currents and 
the constant perceptible horizontal flow. But in contradistinction 
to holm, flod refers directly to the motion of the sea, not to the 

[ 3 3 ] 
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sea itself, and thus it is not, in the great majority of its occur­
rences, a synonym of see, only once, in the prepositional phrase to 
flöde (L 1888), does it probably, and in of er fealone flod (1.1950) 
possibly, refer rather to the sea than to tide or current, and thus 
serve as a synonym of see. 

Others of the sea-terms denote or emphasize other aspects or 
characteristics of the sea. Brim refers to the sea as characterized 
by foamy waves, the white-capped billows and rollers of the open 
sea, the breakers crashing against the rocks of the headland, the 
surf at the shore; but in one passage it occurs in the plural with 
reference to the billows themselves, and hence here (1. 570) it is 
a synonym of yd rather than of see. Wylm expresses the surging 
and the boiling of the sea. We cannot be certain whether in Beo­
wulf the simple noun refers to the sea as characterized by this 
movement, or to the movement itself, for in the sole passage in 
which it pertains to the sea it stands in the MS as variation for 
geofon, but on metrical grounds is customarily emended into 
variation (and synonym) for ypum (11. 515-516). The probabil­
ity is that the word refers to the movement itself, for in other ap­
plications in the poem it refers to the gushing of the burn (1. 
2546), the surging of the water of the Flood (1.1693), the surg-
ings of the [blood of the] heart (1. 2507), and—most vividly, 
with the verb not only adding to the sense of movement but also 
revealing the nature of the movement—the swelling rise of death 
in the image deades wylm // hrän cet heortan (11.2269-2270). In 
the plural it would probably, like brim and possibly holm, refer 
to the product of the movement, the waves; it does in the com­
pound scewylmas (1. 393). Far od refers to the horizontal move­
ment of the water of the sea, but is more limited in its referential 
range than is flöd: it refers to the tide and the tidal currents near 
or at the shore-line. Sund refers to the water of the sea, once (1. 
213) "water" without qualification, but in the other instances 
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once probably and twice quite clearly deep water. Since this is 
undeniably the word which in NE means "sound," a narrow 
channel between two bodies of water or between the mainland 
and one or more islands, and since it seems to be the same word 
as that which in ON as well as OE means "swimming," it is 
sometimes explained as meaning, or having meant at an early 
stage of its semantic development, literally "water one can swim 
across."2 0 But in Beowulf there is no suggestion of this element 
of "narrowness" : the word is used twice of the water which Beo­
wulf crosses on his voyage from the land of the Geats to Heorot, 
although, to be sure, once it is the water lapping on the Geatish 
shore; 2 1 and twice of the water in which Beowulf and Breca 
swim, the deop wceter (1. 509), the gärsecg (1. 515,1. 537), the 
holm (1.543)—that is, the water of the deep ocean. As an element 
in the compounds sundgerd (sundgyrd) "sounding pole," sund-
line "sounding lead," sund- rather implies depth than width. In 
1.213 the referent is the water; in the other three instances it may 
be either deep water or the sea as characterized by its depth. Weed 
also is used with reference to the waters in which Beowulf and 
Breca swim: it occurs three times, twice qualified by weallende 
and once with possibly the same referent as deop wceter (11.508-
510). The expanse of the sea, its surface, and special areas and re­
gions of it are expressed only by bipartite locutions—simple 
nouns with adjectives, compounds, and genitive phrases,—which 
aiford the two formal elements necessary to designate the two 
notions involved in the concept. 

Thus we may distinguish seven groups of synonyms in the 
sea-vocabulary of Beowulf \ 

1) referent: the sea, in general or in one of its aspects: seventeen 
words and phrases 2 2 

A. Synonyms for "sea" and normally for each other: sk, mere, 
deop waiter, sealt water, hcef, geofon, windgeard, yÖa ful, 
wateres hryeg. 
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B. Synonyms for "sea," but not all for each other: gdrsecg, 
holm, wkgholm, brim, ganotes bced, swanrdd, sund (?) 
fl6d(l). 

2 ) referent: the water of the sea: three words: wester, sund, wadu. 
3 ) referent: the horizontal movement of the sea, "tide" and "cur­

rent": seven words, not all synonyms of each other: flod, farod, 
streamas, brimstreamas, eagorsiream, igstreamas, lagustreamas. 

4 ) referent: the vertical movement of the sea, the "surge": four 
words and phrases: wkg, holm wylm, wylm (?), yda gewealc. 
5) referent: the waves: seven words: yda, flodypa, wceteryda, 
brimu, sk wylm as, wylm as (?), holmas(?). 

6) referent: the expanse of the sea: four words and phrases: hron-
rdd, floda begang, geofenes begang, sioleda bigong. 

7) referent: a special region of the sea: two locutions (both of 
which occur only in Beowulf): bront ford, seglrdd. 

The remaining three words, two of which (lagustrdt and 
jdgewinn) occur only in this poem, are peculiarly suited to their 
contexts and find no synonyms in the poem. 

We may conclude that it is altogether true that "the large 
part which the sea played in the life of the Beowulfian peoples, 
finds expression in an astonishing wealth of terms applied to 
it," 2 3 but that this wealth consisted not in sheer numbers of words 
and locutions all with the same meaning, but rather in the variety 
of terms and their appropriateness to the varied aspects and char­
acteristics of the sea itself. 

We turn now to consideration of the second problem, the ex­
tent to which this sea-vocabulary is figurative. Actually, we are 
concerned with but one figure: the metaphor. Synecdoche, 
usually considered ubiquitous throughout the poem, is of little 
moment here, and particular instances that are important to this 
discussion are better considered in connection with the locutions 
in which they are found. The other figures concern the present 
discussion not at all. The metaphor, on the other hand, is of pe­
culiar importance in the diction and style of Old English poetry; 
and inadequate understanding both of the metaphors themselves 
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and of what we mean by the term can lead (and too often has 
led) to false and largely subjective judgments concerning this 
diction.24 

By "metaphor" in this context I mean that figure of speech 
which represents an intentional transfer, for purposes of aesthetic 
enhancement, of a word or locution from the referent it tradi­
tionally may designate to a new referent having no essential iden­
tity with the primary referent but belonging to another sphere 
of experience. The word or locution used metaphorically, like the 
"plain" designation from which it is to be distinguished, expres­
ses a meaning which lies within its traditional semantic range; 
but unlike the "plain" designation, it designates a referent which 
lies outside its traditional referential range. The ensuing tension 
between the primary meaning and the actual reference is always 
present in the "live" metaphor. 

In identifying the metaphors in Beowulf we are hampered 
by the fact that as yet we do not know as much as we should 
about the semantic range of many words, especially the more 
common ones, in the ordinary nonpoetic language of the day. 
Consequendy, when in a passage of poetry we come upon a sense 
which seems to us unusual, we cannot always be certain whether 
an element within the traditional semantic range of the word has 
for the momentary context been shifted to the central position 
from the peripheral position it occupies in other (most) contexts, 
or whether an actual transfer from one referent to another has 
taken place. This disadvantage is especially acute when we are 
dealing with the compounds and genitive phrases, for as a whole 
they have never received adequate semantic analysis. With in­
adequate knowledge of the meanings of their component parts, 
we are likely to find metaphors where none exist. The com­
pounds in -lad afford an excellent example. In nearly all the 
earlier studies of the sea-vocabulary, these are listed as synonyms 
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for "sea/' with -lad bearing the sense of "path." "Weg" via; thus 
interpreted, they would be metaphors. Now, however, it has 
been recognized that in Beowulf they do not refer to the sea and 
that in this poem -lad has its primary meaning of "journey"; 2 5 

hence no metaphor is involved. 
None of the simple nouns pertaining to the sea in Beowulf is 

used metaphorically. All are simple appellatives, literal designa­
tions of their referents. Shift there is in the application of flod 
(and sund}) to the sea, but it is not intentional transfer. Flod 
seems to be on its way to a change of meaning, but, so far as Beo­
wulf would indicate, has not yet passed through it; we observed 
that it occurs with reference to the sea only in two prepositional 
phrases, in both of which it could mean "tide" although it proba­
bly means "sea," and I should guess that the change involved is 
what Stern calls "permutation."2 6 The history of this word as 
well as that of sund needs further investigation. Neither is meta­
phor involved in the use of the plurals brimu and -wylmas (and 
holmas?) to denote a distinguishing characteristic of the refer­
ent of the singulars. Of all the simple nouns, ford alone seems to 
be used in a strikingly unusual sense; indeed, Klaeber marks it 
with a double dagger to indicate that this sense is found only in 
this one passage in Beowulf. Qualified by bront, which must be 
taken together with it, it does seem to be metaphorical in that 
"sea" would seem to be out of the traditional referential range of 
ford and in that an additional tension seems to exist in the rela­
tion between the two elements, ford and bront. But whereas a 
ford is ordinarily a place where water may be crossed by wading, 
and thus "by wading" is a central element of the usual meaning 
of the word, the notion of "going" or "crossing" is likewise an ele­
ment within its semantic range—and an important one, since the 
noun is associated with the verb far an. Thus with a shift in em­
phasis from one element of meaning to another, a shift that puts 
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"by wading" on the periphery rather than in a central position, 
the word means simply "a place where water may be crossed," 
"fahrbare, passierbare Stelle," "fahrbare Stelle im Wasser."2 7 

Bront ford means "a deep crossing," "deep passage," with refer­
ence to the sea "a place where ships may pass"; this is clearly the 
meaning in the context in which the locution occurs : Beowulf 
has killed the nickers, "so that never afterwards did they hinder 
the journey of the sea-travellers about the deep passage." Bront 
ford designates that region of the sea through which the ships 
pass, and thus is a synonym of seglrdd.28 

Like the simple nouns, the majority of the compounds and 
genitive phrases are literal in their reference, only one-fourth of 
the total number involving actual intentional transfers. The 
problem of analysis is more complicated, however, for we have 
to consider not merely the meanings of the component parts, but 
also the relations between the two elements and between the 
parts and the whole. All—the meaning of each of the parts, the 
relation between them, the relation between them and the whole, 
the meaning of the whole— may be strictly literal. On the other 
hand, at least one, possibly both, of the elements of the compound 
or phrase may be a metaphor; and consequently in the relation 
between the two elements, and in some instances in the relation 
between the sum of the parts and the whole, will exist that ten­
sion between primary meaning and actual reference which is the 
essence of metaphor. Again, on the basis of the relation between 
the parts and the whole we distinguish two principal types: the 
periphrasis and the direct bipartite designation. In this latter type 
the whole is exactly the number of the parts, meaning no more 
than the two parts together mean; the formula is 1 + 2 = 1 + 2 . In 
the periphrasis the whole is the total of the parts, its referent a 
third notion standing outside of the compound or phrase but de­
fined or described by the two elements together; the formula is 
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1 + 2 = 3 . Within these major groups are several classes : the di­
rect bipartite designations consist of literal designating com­
pounds and phrases, literal descriptive compounds, and meta­
phorical compounds; the periphrases are the literal defining peri­
phrasis and the metaphorical. 

Exactly half of the compounds and genitive phrases pertain­
ing to the sea are bipartite appellatives, like the simple nouns lit­
eral designations of their referents: brimstreamas, eagorstream, 
egstreamas, lagustreamas, flodypa, wceter j da, holmwylm, sce-
wylmas, flöda begang, geofenes begang, and j8a gewealc. Pre­
sumably, sioleSa bigong belongs in this class, although since we 
do not know what sioloö means we are unable to classify it with 
certainty. No one of these is a synonym for "sea," and therefore 
none is synecdochic; all refer to some special aspect or character­
istic of the sea, none to the sea as characterized by these aspects or 
characteristics. All are to be taken literally in their contexts; and 
whether like yda gewealc, geofenes begang, and wceterjda they 
stand in isolation, or like holmwylm and flod j pa with variation, 
their meaning is clear in itself. Bipartite in construction, all are bi­
partite in meaning: in brimstreamas, for example, brim- serves 
the double purpose of indicating that these are the ocean-currents 
over which the boat is now sailing, as distinct from the shore-
currents eddying around it as it lay at anchor, and of suggesting 
the white-capped billows over which the foamy-necked floater is 
now skimming; flodypa emphasizes, as ypa alone could not, the 
constant rolling of the waves. 

Wcegholm is a literal descriptive compound, both designating 
the ocean by -holm and describing it by wceg-. Occurring only 
once, the word is perfectly suited to its context. The same wind 
that is driving the flota fämiheals fugle gelicost is blowing up the 
waves on the ocean. Imagery is here, but not necessarily meta­
phor. I should also place in this class the long-debated garsecg. 
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Kemp Malone has identified the first element with the gär of 
Genesis 316, which he takes to mean "storm." 2 9 The second ele­
ment he takes as secg "warrior"; and he concludes: "the sea may 
perfectly well be thought of as a warrior whose weapon is the 
storm. And gär secg, so taken, exemplifies a familiar method of 
formation: compare cescwiga, sweordfreca, and the like, where 
the first element is a weapon name, the second a word meaning 
'warrior.' " 3 0 His interpretation of gär must be accepted, of that 
there can be no doubt. But compounds like cescwiga and sweord-
jreca are not analogous to gär secg: they are literal designating 
compounds, the whole meaning no more than the two parts to­
gether mean, the referent being the warrior; gär secg in the sense 
of "warrior with a storm==ocean" would be a doubly metaphor­
ical periphrasis, expressing a third notion standing outside the 
compound itself. The disparity is so great as to be dangerous to 
discount if we can find another reasonable explanation of gar-
sec g. The simplex segg (Corpus, S85: seeg pel mare) occurs in 
the Jlpinal, Erfurt, and Corpus Glossaries (as well as Wright-
Wülcker's Glossary VII I , 3 1 which in this section seems related to 
these three) as a gloss for solum. Malone believes this to be "pre­
sumably a derivative of garsecg by abbreviation." On the other 
hand, the Corpus Glossary also preserves as a gloss for solum the 
word hcef, which in literary texts is found only in Beowulf. It is 
reasonable to assume that even as the first element of gärsecg is 
a noun recorded in the simplex only in the early poem Genesis, 
so is the second a noun recorded in the simplex only in glossaries 
from the seventh and eighth centuries, and that the compound 
was constructed at an early date from these two simple nouns, 
both of which seem since to have disappeared from the written 
language. This explanation would better account for the occur­
rence of gärsecg in glossaries, as well as in Alfred's Orosius, as a 
gloss for Oceanus than will the long-held theory that it is an elab-
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orate metaphorical periphrasis that somehow strayed into the 
common speech at an early date. Garsecg would be like wcegholm, 
a literal descriptive compound. It would mean "the open sea char­
acterized by storms/'32 " the stormy ocean/' Oceanus; it would 
express the same aspect of the sea as does the unique windgeard 
"the enclosure of the winds." In Beowulf it never occurs in iso­
lation, where the reference could be to the sea in general, but only 
in contexts where it clearly refers to the open ocean. 

The compounds hronrad, seglrdd, and swanräd and the 
phrase ganotes bad, as well as bront ford, are literal defining 
periphrases. As I have shown elsewhere,33 rad did not mean 
"road" in OE and thus no metaphor is involved in its use in com­
pounds pertaining to the sea. All define, in literal terms, the sea 
or one region of the sea as an area in which the whale, the ship, 
or the swan "rides [the waves]." There is synecdoche in the use 
of segl- for "ship," but no metaphor in any of the three. All occur 
in isolation, although swanräd is followed some ten lines later by 
a descriptive passage, and may justifiably be regarded as belong­
ing to that passage. Similarly, ganotes bceS defines the surface of 
the sea as the area, or, possibly, the water of the sea as the liquid, 
in which the gannet dips or "bathes"; eitiier sense would be satis­
factory in the context in which the locution occurs. BceS occurs 
infrequently in OE, but with such diversity of reference that it 
requires further investigation. However, in the application of the 
locution to the actual referent is no transfer, intentional or unin­
tentional, from a referent belonging in another sphere of exper­
ience; for it is not bced that refers to the sea, but bad in terms of 
and as limited by ganot-. This is one important meaning of the 
formula 1 + 2 = 3 . Within itself the phrase is literal, for the gannet 
is a sea-bird which does, literally, "bathe" in the sea, just as the 
whale is a sea-animal which does literally roll and sway and 
travel and generally "ride" in the sea. The distinction between lo-
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cutions like these and one like j8a ful is fundamental: for not 
only can the sea be conceived of as a "cup of waves" only through 
a transfer, intentional obviously, from one referent to another 
which is not, even for the moment, essentially identical; but, 
since wave and cup do not belong in the same sphere of exper­
ience, or even related spheres, since between them exists or can 
be established no matter-of-fact relation, the combination of the 
two into a single unit of reference sets up a discord that can be 
reconciled only by means of a subsidiary image, a second meta­
phor, 

fda ful, wceter es hrycg, and wind gear d are metaphorical peri­
phrases. They stand in isolation, and dieir reference is to the sea 
in general. The first element of each is synecdochic or metonymic 
in that it names one attribute or one accompanying circumstance 
of the referent of the whole; but the locution as a whole neither 
directly designates nor literally describes or defines its referent. 
These three—and only these three—are genuine metaphorical 
synonyms for "sea." 

Metaphorical, but of quite another order, are lagustrcet, mere-
strdt, and ydgewinn. These, the metaphorical compounds, are, 
like the literal designating compounds and phrases, bipartite in 
meaning as well as in structure. They differ from the bipartite 
appellatives only in that their second element is a metaphor: 
compare lagustrcet and lagustreamas. None of these refers to the 
sea; each has its own special meaning in the context in which it 
occurs: these are the three compounds for which we could find 
no synonyms in die poem. For despite their superficial identity 
out of context, lagustrcet and merestrcet are not synonyms. Lagu­
strcet in its context refers to the "water-highway" of er holmas 
across which Beowulf has brought his ship to the Danish coast. 
Merestrcet is altogether different—and individual— in its refer­
ence: together with the verb of which it is the object it has been 
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transferred, with the substitution of mere- for fealu or a similar 
word, to the sea-context of the swimming match from the land-
contexts in which it traditionally belongs: e.g., fealwe strdte // 
mearum mdton (11. 916-917); fold weg mdton, // cüpe strdte 
(11. 1633-1634). Likewise, yd gewinn is peculiarly suited to its 
context : in this context (1. 2412) it is a variation of holmwylm, 
but not a synonym, for it designates the pounding of the waves 
against the headland, "the strife of the waves"; in the sole other 
extant context in which it occurs (1. 1434) it means "struggle 
against the waves," that is, "swimming." 

In conclusion, we must say that the metaphorical content in 
the sea-vocabulary of Beowulf is negligible. "Pictorial" many of 
the terms are, but only six of the forty words and phrases actually 
used with reference to the sea or to some characteristic or special 
aspect of it are or contain metaphors; and of these only three may 
properly be called "metaphorical terms for the sea." In depicting 
the sea this poet is no artificer mechanically piling up synonyms 
and conventional metaphors, but an artist who knows how to use 
a variety of words and phrases in their literal senses to convey the 
effect he desires. 
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Johns Hopkins University 

H E N W R I T I N G A textbook of Icelandic, I had occasion to 
use a certain type of Icelandic compound word and 

* • found that it could not be matched in English, except 
through circumlocution. This was the compound of the type 
mann-s\ratti "a devil of a man." 

Although this type of compound is extremely common in 
Icelandic, especially in the colloquial language, I could find no 
trace of it in Alexander Jóhannesson, Die Komposita im Island-
ischen (Reykjavik, 1929=]?// Vísindafélags íslendinga, I V ) . 
Nor could I find it mentioned in other pertinent literature about 
Icelandic, and though Guðmundur Finnbogason uses one word 
of the type in "Bölv og ragn" (S\irnir, 101 [1927], 48-61) in no 
way does he indicate the function of this type of word as used in 
Icelandic cursing. 

Searching for parallels in the other Scandinavian languages, 
I found only few and doubtful examples in Danish and in Nor­
wegian, but a considerable number in Swedish. Faroese, the link 
between Icelandic and Norwegian, yielded but one certain ex­
ample. 

In Danish of the older period (O. Kalkar, Ordbog til det 
celdre dan$\e sprog 1300-1700) I found, under mand and pige: 
mand-helt 'man-hero/ een mandig helt' (P. Clausen's translation 
of Snorri Sturluson's Heims\ringla); mand-\œrling 'en som 
lader sig styre af sin hustru, en f ejg mand'; rnande-rad 'et magert 
menneske' (cf. ben-rad'skeleton'). 

V. Dahlerup, Ordbog over det dans\e Sprog (for modern 
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