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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 

 
This course explores the history and relationships of the Germanic languages, from 

their origins in Indo-European to the major early medieval textual evidence.  By the 

end of the year, students should have acquired a detailed knowledge of the principal 

linguistic developments within the Germanic family as a whole, and become versed in 

the identification and discussion of features proper to the individual branches of 

Germanic, from amongst which they will have chosen particular languages in which 

to take a special interest. 

 

Candidates for this paper from ASNC should have taken Part I Paper 5 (Old English) 

and/or Paper 6 (Old Norse).  Candidates from MML will normally have taken or be 

taking one of the History of German papers (Ge7 at Part IB or Ge11 at Part II).  

Candidates from Linguistics must have some reading knowledge of at least one older 

Germanic language. 

 

For the ‘Moodle’ site for this paper, go to <https://www.vle.cam.ac.uk/login/index. 

php>, login with your Raven password and choose ‘Part II Paper 11 Germanic 

Philology’. 
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Organisation of teaching 

 

Teaching for this course is provided through departmental lectures and 

classes/seminars. 

 

Core Teaching 

 

The ‘core teaching’ consists of eight lectures and eight seminars (supervisions), which 

are a compulsory part of the course.  The ‘Germanic Philology’ lectures, which take 

place in Michaelmas, aim to introduce students to the major issues of relevance to an 

understanding of the Germanic languages as a group, beginning with their origins in 

Indo-European and examining the theories as to their development into different 

‘branches’ (North Germanic, West Germanic, etc.); attention will be paid to the 

principal phonological changes (e.g. ‘Grimm’s Law’), and important morphological 

and syntactic features (e.g. the origins of the ‘weak’ or dental preterite), amongst 

other topics.  The eight ‘Germanic Philology’ seminars (group supervisions), which 

run weekly alongside the lectures in Michaelmas term only, act as a back-up to the 

subjects introduced in the lectures, and aim to provide a forum for continued 

discussion of the main issues covered therein, together with an opportunity for 

students to become more thoroughly acquainted with relevant methodology.  Note 

that these seminars will run as (full-group) supervisions, and will not appear on the 

lecture list (a time will be arranged in the first week of the course); note further that 

essays and other assignments will be set.  (See the appended programmes for the 

lecture and seminar series.) 

 

Language Classes 

 

As well as studying the Germanic languages as a whole, candidates for this paper 

must choose (at least) two languages to examine in more detail.  These languages 

may be chosen from amongst Old English, Old Norse, Gothic and Old High German. 

Each language will be taught through eight classes, and these will take place either in 

the Michaelmas Term (in the case of Gothic, with Dr Watts) or in the Lent Term (in 

the case of Old English and Old Norse, with Dr Dance, and Old High German, with 
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Dr Watts).  Each series of classes will approach the analysis of its particular language 

first and foremost through the medium of SET TEXTS (see below), which will be 

examined principally from the points of view of orthography, phonology and 

morphology, with some account also being taken of lexis and syntax. 

 

No previous knowledge will be assumed for Gothic, which will be taught from 

scratch.  In the case of the other languages, a basic reading knowledge/familiarity 

with grammar will be expected.  For Old English and Old Norse, candidates who have 

not previously taken the appropriate ASNC Part I Paper are requested to sit in on the 

first-year language classes for the language concerned (or both, should they wish) in 

at least the Michaelmas term.1  Candidates taking Old High German who have not 

previously studied the language should contact Dr Watts for details of introductory 

teaching. 

 

Revision Classes 

 

There will be a short run of general revision classes in the Easter Term, in which 

candidates will have the opportunity to consolidate and review their work for the 

paper as a whole in preparation for the examination, and as part of which (and/or 

across the Easter vacation) they will be encouraged to write some further essays. 

 

** 

 

Students intending to offer the paper will be expected to spend time in private study 

each week, and during the vacations; essays and other exercises produced for the 

Michaelmas seminar series and the Easter revision classes will also involve students 

in planning, researching and presenting their work, and in discussing it with the 

group.  (Please note that, unlike in MML/Linguistics papers, there is no small-group 

supervision running throughout the year.) 

                                                 
1 First-year classes in Old English (ASNC Part I Paper 5) are conducted by Dr Dance 
(Fridays at 11, English Faculty room G-R.06/07 (tbc), starting in week 2).  Old Norse 
classes (Part I Paper 6) are run by Dr Judy Quinn (Mondays at 3, English Faculty 
room G-R.06/07 (tbc)).  Please contact the lecturers concerned for further 
information. 
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Examinations 

 

The course is examined by a three-hour Part II paper, in which candidates will be 

required to answer Question 1 and two others. 

 

In the compulsory Question 1, one passage each will be set for comment from the 

specified texts for Old English, Old Norse, Gothic and Old High German; candidates 

must answer on any two passages.  In their answers to this question, candidates will 

be required to comment upon those forms in the passages that allow them to be 

assigned to particular languages (and approximate dates), and to discuss any other 

features of interest.  Question 1 is worth 50% of the total paper (25% for each 

passage). 

 

The remainder of the paper consists of a selection of essay questions (normally 

around twelve), of which candidates must choose two.  These questions apply to the 

full range of the course, and will cover the origins and development of the Germanic 

family in general and its sub-groups, as well as the specifics of the histories of the 

individual languages.  Each essay is worth 25% of the total paper. 

 

In order to perform well, candidates will be required to demonstrate a solid 

understanding of the relevant sound changes and other features of importance in their 

commentary answers, and to discuss topics of related interest convincingly in the 

essays.  In order to achieve a first-class mark, they will be expected to show fluent 

and lucid command of the relevant changes, with a strong grasp of the previous 

scholarly work that informs our understanding, and of possible alternative arguments; 

they will also be expected to have the ability to range widely across the Germanic 

languages upon which they have chosen to work, and to draw attention to apt 

examples from, and novel connections between features in, different languages and 

dialects.
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Set Texts 

 
A selection from: 
 
Old English 
 
• The Parker Chronicle, annals 851–890 
(text from J. Bately, ed., The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, A Collaborative Edition: Vol. 3, 
MS A (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 44–54) 
• Wulfstan, Homily V: ‘Secundum Marcum’ 
(text from D. Bethurum, ed., The Homilies of Wulfstan (Oxford, 1957), pp. 134–41) 
• Riddles 23–25 
(text from G. P. Krapp and E. V. K. Dobbie, eds., The Exeter Book (London and New 
York, 1936), pp. 192–93) 
 
Old Norse 
 
• Þáttr Auðunar Vestfirzka (a.k.a. ‘Auðun and the Bear’) 
• Extract from Grettis Saga: Grettir’s Fight with Glámr 
• Extract from Fagrskinna: the Battle of Stamford Bridge 
(texts no. XII, VIII and XVII in Gordon, Introduction to Old Norse) 
 
Gothic 
 
• Gospel according to St Mark, I–III 
(text from Wright, Grammar of the Gothic Language) 
 
Old High German 
 
• Hildebrandslied 
• Muspilli and Wessobrunner Gebet 
(texts from Braune/Ebbinghaus, Althochdeutsches Lesebuch) 
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Germanic Philology 

 
Dr R. W. Dance and Dr S. Watts 

 

Scheme for Lectures, Michaelmas Term 

[Lectures take place on Fridays at 10.00, in the English building, room G-R.03 (tbc)] 

 

1. Introduction to the Germanic languages 

  

2. Texts and histories 

 

3. Consonants 

 

4. Vowels 

 

5. Morphology and Word-Formation 

 

6. Syntax 

 

7. Relationships I: dividing Germanic into sub-groups 

  

8. Relationships II: language contact and Germanic philology 
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Germanic Philology 

 
Dr R. W. Dance and Dr S. Watts 

 

Scheme for Seminars, Michaelmas Term 

[Time and venue to be arranged] 
 
 
 
1. Introduction to the course 
 [The paper: options, resources, exam; introduction to etymology] 
 
 
2. The Germanic languages and phonological description I 
 [Comparative exercises with Germanic words; introducing phonology] 
 
 
3. The Germanic languages and phonological description II 
 [The same continued] 
 
 
4. Consonants 
 [Presentations/essays on Germanic consonant topics] 
 
 
5. Vowels 
 [Exercises and discussion relating to Germanic vowel topics] 
 
 
6. Morphology and Word-Formation 
 [Presentations/essays on Germanic morphology and word-formation topics] 
 
 
7. ‘Bonus’ topic week 

[An extra language topic to be decided upon: e.g. Old Saxon, early Runic 
language, Old Frisian.  Get thinking!] 
 
 

8. Language Grouping 
 [Presentations/essays on Germanic language grouping] 
 


