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Old English syntax: passive                         


The OE passive was periphrastic
, being formed by means of beon/wesan or weorþan and the past participle, which could be either inflected or uninflected. If it was inflected it agreed with the subject and was declined according to the strong declension of adjectives. As argued in Mitchell (1985), this cannot be taken as indicating that whenever the participle was inflected the structure had an adjectival character, or that whenever it was uninflected it was more verbal (contrary to Closs (1964)). Likewise, the choice between the auxiliary beon/wesan on the one hand or weorþan on the other was to a great extent a matter of individual preference, since both auxiliaries could denote either an action or a state.

As regards the NP that was the subject of the passive, there existed a clear connection between the verb type and the subject of the passive sentence. A proper treatment of the passive, therefore, requires a typology of OE verbs. The active VP patterns relevant for our discussion are presented in (1) below. 

(1)

(i)
V NP-ACC

(ii) 
V NP-ACC NP-ACC

(iii) 
V NP-ACC NP-GEN/DAT

(iv) 
V NP-ACC/GEN/DAT

(v) V NP-GEN  and/or NP-DAT

(2)  

a.
&   se  hlaford hit wisse &  hine      inne    betynan nolde, 

and the lord       it    knew and him-ACC inside shut        not-wanted

‘And the lord knew it and did not want to shut him inside’

Alfred's Introduction to Laws 32 (HCET:COLAW2<R 21.2>)   

b.
... þonne wæron ealle þa dura           betyneda ...

     then    were     all     the doors-NOM closed

'Then all the doors were closed'

Alfred’s Orosius 106 (HCET:COOROSIU <R 5.106.18>)

c.
Ceorles   worđig             sceal  beon wintres & sumeres betyned;

freeman’s enclosure-NOM should be      winter and summer   surrounded-with-a-hedge

 ‘A freeman’s enclosure should be surrounded with a hedge in summer and winter’ 

Laws (Ine)106 (HCET:COLAW2<R 40>)

(3)  

a.
þa   cwæđ đæt deoful, he hefde minne geferan    in him, đ(t deofol

then said   the   devil      he  had    my       companion in him   the  devil

đe hyne       lærde  đa unclænan lufan. 

PT him-ACC taught  the unclean    love-ACC

‘Then the devil said, he had my companion in him, the devil who taught him unclean love’

Martyrology 237 (HCET:COMARTYR<R 2319>)
b. Se preost cw(đ þ(t an wer  w(re on Irlande gel(red 

the priest said      that   a   man  was    in  Ireland   taught

‘The priest said that there was a man educated in Ireland’

Ælfric's Lives of Saints III, 140 (HCET:COAELIVE<R 242>)

c. Arcestrates se cyning cw(đ: Apolloni,  ic oncnawe sođlice 

Arcestrates the king      said      Appolonius  I   know         truly

þ(t þu  eart on eallum þingum wel gel(red.

that you are   in  all         things      well taught

‘Arcestrates the king said: Appolonius, I truly know that you are well instructed in all things’

Apollonius of Tyre 26 (HCET:COAPOLLO<R 16.23>)

(4)

a.
Mon afielde diofolgelda þa cirican

one   filled      idols-GEN    the churches-ACC

‘One filled the churches with idols’

Ors. 6, 3; S. 258, 7 (BTs) 

b.
... on anne cylle se               wæs afylled monnes blodes

in(to) a       vessel which-NOM was filled       man's     blood-GEN  

‘into a vessel which was filled with man's blood’

Or 76.32  (Mitchell 1985:§838)
c. He us         (t           giefeþ

he  us-DAT food-ACC gives

‘He gives us food’

Exon. 16b; Th. 38, 9; Cri.  604: 87a; Th. 327, 23; Vy. 8 (B&T)

d.
Đa  wæs gylden hilt        gamelum rince  ...    on hand gyfen          

then was golden  hilt-NOM old            warrior-DAT in hand given

'Then was the golden hilt given into the old warrior's hand'

Beo 1677  (Mitchell 1985:§838)

(5)

a.
þu hæfst afandod min mod,

you have  tested     my   spirit-ACC

‘You have tested my spirit’

Paris Psalter 30 (HCET:COPARIPS<R 16.3>)

b.
... &   God his        afandode, swa þæt he blind wearđ  and  swa wunode tyn gear; ...


   and  God his-GEN put- to-trial  so   that  he blind  became and   so   lived        ten  years


‘And God tested him in such a way that he became blind for 10 years‘

Ælfric’s Letter to Sigeward 48 (HCET:COAELET4 <R 753>)
c.
... se         wearđ afandod  þurh þone swicolan deofol ...


    he-NOM was    put-to-trial by    the     deceitful   devil

‘He was put to trial by the deceitful devil’

Ælfric’s Letter to Sigeward 47 (HCET:COAELET4<R 737>)

(6)

a.
Forðam   se ðe     his       ær       tide ne  tiolað, 

therefore  he who  his-GEN before time not makes-provisions       

ðonne bið    his         on  tid  untilad

then    will-be his-GEN on time unprovided-for

'Whoever makes no provisions for himself before time, for him  there will be no provisions made when the time comes'

Bo 67. 11  (Mitchell 1985:§849)

b.
swa he him       forgifan wille.

as    he him-DAT forgive  wants

‘as he wants to forgive him’

Laws  (Alfred) 52 (HCET:COLAW2<R 7>)

c. 
Forgyfaþ        &   eow       byđ      forgyfen.

 forgive-IMPER and you-DAT is-3SG forgiven

 Forgive and you will be forgiven.

Ags. Gosp. Luke vi. 37 (OED)

d.
Gif preost ođrum               rihtes       fultumes forwyrne,        gebete    þ(t. 

if    priest   other-DAT.SG/PL right-GEN help-GEN deny-PR.SUBJ. atone-for that

‘If a priest denies due help to another, let him atone for that’

Laws (Eleventh Century) (Northymbra Preosta Lagu) 382 (HCET:COLAW3<R 32>)

e.
me         hwilum    biþ forwyrned þurh    wiþersteall willan mines, 


me-DAT sometimes is   denied          through resistance    will      mine     

hyhtes      æt halgum, 

hope-GEN of  saints 

‘Sometimes I am denied the hope of saints by the resistance of my will'

Juliana 125 (HCET:COCYNEW<R 438>)

· In sum: there were two types of passive in OE:

personal: 
ACC NP of the active clause ( NOM NP in the passive, verbal concord controlled by NOM-NP

impersonal: based on active clauses with DAT and/or GE NP(s) ( no change f cases under passivisation, no verbal concord – the verbs is invariably 3sg.

� One verb in the recorded history of English, OE hatan ‘to call, name’ is often claimed to have had an inflectional passive, as opposed to one formed by means of an auxiliary verb: 


and se   munuc hatte          abbo


and that monk  was-called Abbo


‘And that monk was called Abbo.’


ÆLS II 32.3





