A Study in Old, Middle, and Modern English

What is Old English? 
Old English is the name given to the Germanic language spoken in the southern part of the island of Britain before the Norman Conquest in 1066 c.e. (and for about 100 years after the Conquest). This language is the ancestor of the Modern English spoken today, although it is quite different in appearance and sound at first glance. Most of our records of the Old English language date from the period between about 875 c.e. and about 1100 c.e., and there is very little evidence indeed of the precise state of the language before the Christian missionary efforts at the end of the 6th century c.e., or about the stages by which Old English had become Middle English by about 1250 c.e.

Migration from the continent by the ancestors of the people who spoke Old English probably occurred over a period of several centuries, though we have few written records from the time, and probably involved Germanic tribes from around the base of the Jutland peninsula and nearby areas such as the German Low Countries and the modern Netherlands. The Germanic migrants displaced, enslaved, or mingled with the previous Celtic inhabitants of the island and their language became the socially dominant tongue except in Wales, Cornwall, and Scotland. The descendants of the Germanic migrants referred to their ancestors as Angles and Saxons, and you will still find some references in modern reference books to their language as the "Anglo-Saxon language", though Old English is now the preferred term. The medieval languages most closely related to Old English are Old Frisian, Flemish, and Old Low German.

We are lucky to have quite a lot of evidence about the nature of the Old English language, thanks to the survival of numerous manuscripts from the period. Many of the manuscript texts are religious in nature, but there are also many literary texts and documents of historical interest.
The Lord’s Prayer – Modern English

Our Father, who art in heaven, Hallowed be thy Name. Thy kingdom come; thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us, and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen.




From The Book of Common Prayer, 1928

The Lord’s Prayer – Middle English

The Lourdes Preyere
Oure fadir that art in heuenes, halewid be thi name; thi kyngdoom come to; be thi wille don, in erthe as in heuene. Yyue to vs this dai oure breed ouer othir substaunce, and foryyue to vs oure dettis, as we foryyuen to oure dettouris; and lede vs not in to temptacioun, but delyuere vs fro yuel. Amen.




From The Wyclif Bible, circa 1390

The Lord’s Prayer – Old English

Fæder ure þu þe eart on heofonum, Si þin nama gehalgod; to becume þin rice; gewurþe ðin willa, 
on eorðan swa swa on heofonum. Urne gedæghwamlican hlaf syle us todæg, and forgyf us ure gyltas swa swa we forgyfað urum gyltendum; and ne gelæd þu us on costnunge, ac alys us of yfele. Soþlice.
Comparing Language – Old, Middle, and Modern English

Look at The Lord’s Prayer in Old English, in Middle English, and in Modern English (on the other side of this sheet). In the spaces provided below, choose 20 words that you can recognize in each version and write their forms in the appropriate column. Look at the similarities and differences in the spellings, and attempt to sound them out in Old and Middle English to see similarities and differences in the sounds. This truly shows you how our language has evolved.

Old English


Middle English

Modern English
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__Fadir_____________
__Father____________
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