
Patterns of borrowing, obsolescence and polysemy
in the technical vocabulary of Middle English

Item Type Book chapter

Authors Sylvester, Louise; Parkin, Harry; Ingham, Richard

Citation Sylvester, S., Parkin, H., & Ingham, R. (2021). Patterns of
borrowing, obsolescence and polysemy in the technical
vocabulary of Middle English. In L. Vezzosi (Ed.). Current issues in
medieval England (pp. 143–166). Peter Lang.

Publisher Peter Lang

Download date 22/05/2023 09:19:17

Item License https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10034/626435

https://chesterrep.openrepository.com/cdr
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10034/626435


1  

Patterns of borrowing, obsolescence and polysemy in the technical vocabulary of 
Middle English 

Louise Sylvester, Harry Parkin and Richard Ingham 
 

Abstract 
 
This paper reports on a new project, Technical Language and Semantic Shift in Middle 

English which aims to address questions about why semantic shift, lexical and/or semantic 

obsolescence and replacement happen and to try to uncover patterns of narrowing, 

broadening, obsolescence and synonym co-existence at different levels of the lexical 

hierarchy. The data is based on the Middle English vocabulary for seven occupational 

domains collected for the Bilingual Thesaurus of Everyday Life in Medieval England, with 

the addition of two further domains representing the interests of the elite and professional 

classes. This paper offers three case studies illustrating how we used the type of information 

in the BTh, the MED and the OED to construct the semantic hierarchy on which our analyses 

are based; an example of how data are interpreted in relation to change within a particular 

semantic field; and an exploration of how obsolescence by distinguishing between obsolete 

lexemes and obsolete senses. We then present some results of our analyses of obsolescence, 

polysemy and borrowing in our data. 

 
 
Introduction 

 
This paper reports on a new project, Technical Language and Semantic Shift in Middle 

English.1 The project aims to address still-unanswered questions about why semantic shift, 

lexical and/or semantic obsolescence and replacement happen, looking beyond the individual 

examples so often quoted in textbooks and trying to uncover patterns of narrowing, 

broadening, obsolescence and synonym co-existence at different levels of the lexical 

 
 

1 We are grateful to the Leverhulme Trust for funding for this project. 
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hierarchy. Part of the focus is on the pressures exerted by lexical borrowing, and so our 

project takes Middle English as its initial sample, since this period sees the massive influx of 

French loanwords. It is also a time of continued borrowing from Latin, and the period when 

Norse borrowings, which must have entered the spoken language much earlier, appear in the 

textual record. 

The main focus of the project is on how changes in semantics and lexicon differ at the 

various levels of the lexical hierarchy, with a particular interest in technical language. Early 

scholarship suggested that much of the borrowing from French was in this register 

(Serjeantson 1935; Prins 1941) but this idea has received little attention in later scholarship. 

The first issue, then, is how to define technical language in the medieval period. Middle 

English was still in the process of becoming a fully-developed variety, one marker of which 

is a technical register (Kloss 1967: 29). Most accounts of the history of English date the 

beginning of technical terminology in English to the influx of Latin associated with the 

revival of learning in the Early Modern period, without directly addressing the nature of 

technical lexis in Middle English. Various ways of identifying technicality of lexis in Middle 

English have been attempted (Sylvester 2016). For this project, we equate the idea of 

technicality with precision, and thus with specificity of meaning (see Wright 1995; Sylvester 

2016). We offer a way of calculating this using the components of meaning in the definitions 

found in the relevant historical dictionaries (AND, MED, OED. Furthermore, in the same way 

as was done for the Historical Thesaurus, we show how this approach allows us to place 

lexical items within semantic hierarchies. 

The initial data set used in the project consisted of the Middle English terms collected 

for the Bilingual Thesaurus of Everyday Life in Medieval England (BTh) project.2 The 

 
 
 

2 We are grateful to the Leverhulme Trust for funding this project across 2012–2015. 
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project thus provided the beginnings of a data set comprising the most precise terms for 

BUILDING, DOMESTIC ACTIVITIES, FARMING, FOOD PREPARATION, MANUFACTURE, TRADE, 

AND TRAVEL BY WATER; vocabulary from the domains of HUNTING and MEDICINE have been 

added to the data to round out our picture of medieval society. The inclusion criteria of the 

BTh database allowed only items with a sense explicitly associating them with the 

occupational domain in question, excluding general senses of words used in relation to the 

domain (see Sylvester, Marcus & Ingham 2017; Sylvester & Marcus 2017). In order to 

uncover patterns of semantic shift and lexical obsolescence, however, it is not enough to 

examine only the vocabulary at the lowest level of the semantic hierarchy. We propose to 

examine the terms at the higher levels in order to investigate the patterns of semantic shift 

and lexical replacement, and to look forward to examine the outcomes of polysemy in the 

technical register. The project ultimately aims to discover if there is a tendency for borrowed 

terms to broaden in sense once established in English, providing superordinate terms and 

leaving the native vocabulary to express the more technical senses (or vice versa). 

 
 
Methodology 

 
We know that lexical borrowing is one trigger for semantic change, and it has been suggested 

that the greatest numbers of loanwords will be found at the lower levels of a semantic 

hierarchy because this is ‘the most flexible and open-ended level of categorization and easily 

absorbs new members, often in response to cultural changes’ (Kay & Allan 2015: 98-99). If 

this is true, the majority of semantic change which occurs as a result of competition from 

loanwords would be observed at this level. In order to determine whether this was the case, 

we have organized the lexical data into a semantic hierarchy structure so as to analyse 

patterns of borrowing, replacement and meaning change at different levels of specificity. 
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A semantic hierarchy is particularly useful for this research, not just because it allows 

for comparison of borrowing and shift at different levels of language specificity, but because 

it can be used to investigate further unanswered and more detailed questions on historical 

semantic change. For example, we can: 

· Examine where an influx of foreign terms produced obsolescence in native lexis, 

and where the outcome was predominantly semantic shift. 

· Determine how the type of outcome relates to the type of vocabulary borrowed. 

· Determine whether there is variation in the amounts of technical lexis in different 

semantic domains. 

It made sense to organise the technical vocabulary within a pre-existing hierarchy structure, 

for comparative purposes. The obvious candidate is the Historical Thesaurus of English (HT 

2017), ‘a fine-grained conceptual hierarchy containing almost all of the recorded words in 

English, arranged semantically’ (Alexander & Kay 2017). The HT taxonomy was devised to 

reflect the whole diachrony of English, and so the BTh domains do not map directly onto the 

HT semantic fields, because the BTh was designed to reflect the economic activity and 

culture of medieval England. However, comparison is possible once the BTh vocabulary is 

extracted and re-organised within the HT structure, with a small number of additional 

subcategories. 

To confirm whether rates of shift seen in technical language are different from those 

in higher levels of the hierarchy, and whether they are linked to different rates of borrowing, 

we needed to compare technical and more general vocabulary. The vocabulary further up the 

hierarchy sometimes provides the answer to what happens to lexical items no longer in use at 

the lower levels of the hierarchy (and vice versa). Ensuring that the more general data is 

taken from hierarchical levels that are contiguous with the levels of the technical vocabulary 
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makes it possible to identify the approximate point of language specificity at which patterns 

of shift change significantly. 

The analysis of the data involved considering a number of details that may help to 

explain cases of borrowing, obsolescence and polysemy, and how they all contribute to shift, 

including: 

· Linguistic origins. 

· Initial and latest citation dates. 

· Any additional Middle English senses for each lexeme (i.e. non-technical senses 

which do not appear in the hierarchy). These were taken from the Middle English 

Dictionary (MED) and the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), which show for 

each entry the total number of senses and sense developments. 

· Present-Day English senses for each lexeme, taken from the OED; these can then 

be compared with Middle English senses, to see if technical senses have been lost 

and new senses have developed since the Middle English period. We plan to 

record senses from other periods at a later stage of the project, to gain a more 

detailed picture of meaning change. 

· For items of Old English origin (source: the Bosworth-Toller Anglo-Saxon 

Dictionary), evidence for whether Middle English technical senses existed in the 

Old English period. 

 
 

In an effort to clarify the kind of information that can be gained from consideration of 

some of these details, and the processes behind their investigation, three case studies have 

been carried out. Case Study 1 illustrates how we used the type of information in the BTh, the 

MED and the OED that has been considered for the construction of the semantic hierarchy. 

Case Study 2 presents an example of how data are interpreted in relation to change 
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within a particular semantic field. Case Study 3 explores how obsolescence can be 

understood through drawing a distinction between obsolete lexemes and obsolete senses. 

 
 
 

Case Study 1: terms meaning ‘builder’ 
 
A few terms relating to Building can be found scattered about the semantic hierarchy, e.g. the 

term vierge (a measuring rod or stick) appears below the heading 1.9.1.1 Measuring 

instrument, and a set of subcategories are grouped below the heading 2.2.2 Inhabited place 

including terms classified under the headings ‘Dwelling place, abode’; ‘A dwelling’; ‘A 

house’; and ‘A building’, a set which ends at 2.3.1.1.1 Castle/fortified building. The bulk of 

the category begins at 2.6.1.1.1.2 Builder.3 This sub-category is succeeded in the hierarchy 

by sub-groupings headed ‘Builder of houses’ and ‘Builder of walls’, the components of 

meaning increasing and the senses becoming more precise as we go down the hierarchy. The 

main grouping contains six terms: 

ginnour c1300-a1400 Old French 
bilder(e) 1325-1450+ Old English 
biggand c1350-a1400 Old Scandinavian 
craft(es)man a1382 Old English 
bigger(e) a1450-1450+ Old Scandinavian 
edifiere 1450+ Old French 

 
 
As a glance at the dates of usage makes clear, two terms appear to have fallen out of use 

entirely during the Middle English period: biggand and ginnour, while a third, craft(es)man 

looks familiar to us, but not exactly with the sense ‘builder’. Taking them in turn, beginning 

 
 

 

3 In the overall semantic hierarchy the terms in the category Building are interspersed with lexical 
items classified under Manufacturing; e.g. 2.6.1.1.1.3 Workers with specific materials contains terms 
for workers with leather, glass, gold and silver, and iron, before it resumes with workers with stone 
and wood. 
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with the earliest, we can first check for other senses that occur within our data. Ginnour 

appears in one other subcategory within Building, under 2.6.1.1.1.3.4 Worker with stone.4 

The decision to place the term in two different subcategories of the classification shows the 

way in which the BTh compilers made use of the information about senses given in the MED, 

where the first sense is ‘A stone-mason, builder’. The term is illustrated in the MED with two 

quotations, both from the romance Floris and Blauncheflur, but neither citation is particularly 

informative about the senses: 

 
 
(1) c1300(c1250) Floris (Cmb Gg.4.27)324 : Wend..to þe Tur, Also þu were a gud ginnur. 

 
 
(2) a1400 Floris (Eg 2862)665 : Sey þou art a gynoure To beholde þat feire Toure..for to 

fonde To make suche another in þy londe. 

 
 

The other two senses given in the MED are ‘one who operates siege engines’ and ‘as 

surname’. The etymology given in the MED simply directs the reader to gin(ne, which is 

listed as deriving from Old French gin. The term is also attested in the Anglo-Norman 

Dictionary (AND), however, where the reader is cross-referred to engineor, which has the 

senses ‘1. schemer, deceiver; planner 2. craftsman; carpenter; engineer, maker of artillery; 

designer, architect’. The abbreviated form is not listed as a headword in the OED; the form 

engineer survives into later English, of course, but only in the sense of ‘A person who makes 

engines, structures, or systems’. This sense is attested in OED in Middle English but only 

 
 
 

4 Two other terms appear in our data at Worker with stone: 

masoun 1275-1450+ Old French 

ginnour c1300-a1400 Old French 

hard-heuere 1448 Old English-Old English 
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with the narrower sense ‘A constructor of military engines; a person who designs and 

constructs military works for attack and defence. Also figurative. Now chiefly historical’: 

(3) c1380 Sir Ferumbras (1879) l. 3223 Þe Amyral made his engyneour þe engyns to sette & 

bende. 

(4) a1450–1509 (▸?a1300) Richard Coer de Lyon (A-version) (1913) l. 1395 (MED) He 

leet make a tour fful strong, þat queynteyly engynours made [Note that this text is cited from 

MED; MED itself cites the same text for the ‘one who operates siege engines’ sense of 

ginnour.] 

There is a later attestation in which other terms related to building appear but the sense is as 

above: 

(5) a1500 J. Gairdner Three 15th-cent. Chrons. (1880) 82 (MED) Item, of masones, 

carpentrs, smythis, engyners, pavylandrs, armorars, goners, and macker of artorie, iijciiijxx. 

There is a further ME attestation of engineer but the sense seems to be inflected with the later 

sense of ‘schemer, plotter’, and also to be a figurative usage: 

 
 
(6) a1500 St. Katherine (Cambr. Ff. 2. 38) l. 320 in C. Horstmann Altengl. Legenden (1881) 

2nd. Ser. 263/2 In hys court was a false traytoure, That was a grete yngynore... He seyde to 

the kynge than: An yngyne y make cane, And whan sche ys lokkyd therone, I trowe sche 

schall chaunge anone. 

 
 
It thus seems that rather than the term ginnour becoming obsolete, the narrower sense relating 

to engines of war and the figurative sense involving scheming and plotting took over from the 
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plainer ‘builder’ sense; the latter sense being quite richly lexicalized, having a higher than 

average number of co-hyponyms.5 

The term biggand is the present participle of the verb biggen and so not a noun in its 

own right, unlike the other items and it is not a headword in the MED, though the form is 

noted in the entry for the verb biggen, a verb which seems to be very well established in 

Middle English.6 The term is listed in the OED illustrated with two quotations, both from 

psalters translated from Latin. These two attestations are in a context in which the term is 

used figuratively, the stone being a metaphor for a people that was humble among the 

peoples: 

 
 
(7) c1350 Psalter (BL Add. 17376) in K. D. Bülbring Earliest Compl. Eng. Prose Psalter 

(1891) cxvii. 20 (MED) Ðe stone which þe biggand [L. edificantes] reproued. [This is the 

sole citation at sense 2(c) ppl. as n.: a builder in MED.] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5 In the project corpus as a whole, 79% of senses have either just one (58%) or two (21%) words 
occupying each category level. We can also see that only 21% of senses in the main corpus have three 
or more words, with under 2% having ten or more synonyms at any one category level. We are 
grateful to Megan Tiddeman for these statistics. 
6 The MED gives four main sense divisions each with at least two subdivisions and between 14 and 21 
citations each for the first three senses. It appears only once in our data set, and its dates of usage 
(c1400-1450+) indicate that it is first attested in this sense slightly later than the participle form, but it 
remained in use beyond the ME period. The verb itself has a longer history. In the intransitive sense 
‘To dwell, remain; to reside’ (OED3) and ‘(a) To dwell or live (in a place, among people), reside; 
inhabit (the Earth)’ (MED) the earliest attestation is from the Ormulum, a text dated ?c1200 and 1175 
in the respective dictionaries. The OED shows the verb in the sense ‘build’ in continuous use from 
a1400 to 2000. It is noticeable, however, that the sources all suggest that while the term is not labelled 
as such by the OED, once we reach the period of the beginning of standardization, the usages are all 
regional rather than standard English: the authors cited are almost all Scottish with one or two 
Lancashire texts. Restricting some vocabulary items to dialectal use is one mechanism by which 
synonyms become differentiated in the language, and this appears to be what happened to biggen. 
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(8) a1400 Psalter (Vesp.) cxvii. 21 in C. Horstmann Yorkshire Writers (1896) II. 250 Þe 

stane whilke biggand forsoke. 

 
 

The term craft(es)man appears in the OED, as we would expect, but not with the 

sense ‘builder’, though the senses are quite close: ‘1. A man who practises a handicraft; an 

artificer, artisan. […]2. transferred and figurative. †a. Maker, artificer, inventor, contriver’.7 

The ‘builder’ sense is listed in the MED as sense 6(c) ‘craft(es)man, a skilled workman, an 

artisan; also, maker, builder’ suggesting that the limited date of usage is a reflection of the 

fact that the sense is peripheral to the term in ME. 

The reasons that biggand did not become established seem to likely to lie in its 

morphological closeness to bigger(e), which also has the ending which became established as 

the standard form in English. While the term biggand is used in the sense ‘builder’ in Middle 

English, the citations seem to suggest that it was reserved for the special register of biblical 

language, though more work would be needed to establish that such a category existed in the 

ME period. This semantic grouping seems to suggest that obsolescence is related to factors 

that include whether the sense is core or peripheral to the term and morphology, and that both 

these and other factors may be seen to interact with the terms which make up the conceptual 

area. 

 
 
Case Study 2: verbs of commercial activity 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7 The senses at b. and c. are ‘an artist’, cited only from the 19th century and A private soldier in the 
Corps of Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers cited only from the 20th century. 
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Verbs belonging to the semantic field of commercial activity show interesting developments 

over the OE-ME period, involving obsolescence and lexical renewal. 

Commercial activity involves the concepts of engaging in trade (Lat. negotiari), both 

as an occupation (‘carrying on a business’) and as a transaction in which bargaining is done,8 

where one party buys (Lat. emere) and the other sells (Lat. vendere). In OE these concepts 

were variously lexicalised by the verbs (ge)mangian, (ge)ceapian, bycgan, sellan and cypan. 

Of these, mangian meant ‘engage in trade’. It had a prefixed version gemangian, with the 

same sense. Ceapian is listed in Bosworth-Toller’s Anglo-Saxon Dictionary with the general 

sense of engaging in trade, e.g.: 

 
 
(9) He adráf út ealle ða ðe ceápodon innan ðam temple. Mt. Bos. 21, 12. 

‘He drove out all those that were trading in the temple’ 

 
 
It also had a sense ‘buy’, e.g.: 

 
(10) Hé mid ælmessum him ceápode éces ríces. Shrn. 110, 8: Cri. 1096. 

‘With alms, he bought himself everlasting power’ 

 
 
Geceapian had the same senses. Sellan in OE had a general meaning ‘give’, as well as a 

sense ‘sell’, as in: 

(11) Hwí ne sealde heó ðás sealfe wið þrím hundred penegon? Jn. Skt. 12, 5. 

‘Why did she not sell the ointment for 300 pennies?’ 

 
 
 
 

8 The trading and bargaining senses were closely related, as making any kind of purchase in the pre- 
modern period inevitably required some kind of bargaining. Displaying fixed prices began in London 
only in the 19th c. (Wikipedia). 
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The verb cypan meant ‘sell’, while bygan meant ‘buy’. Thus OE had near synonyms for the 

sense of engaging in trade/bargaining, and also for those of buying and selling. 

In ME, sellen took the narrower sense of ‘sell’, losing that of ‘give’. Chepen seems to 

have lost the ‘buy’ sense, retaining the ‘trade, transact’ senses, but also acquired an 

occasionally used sense ‘sell’. This seems to have reflected a process of assimilating, or 

confusing, the two OE verbs ceapian and cypan. Mongen is not attested after 1300. 

The French loans bargainen and merchanten entered the language in the 14th century, 

as did the denominal verb chaffaren. The first of these meant ‘bargain’, ‘transact’, the others 

‘engage in trade’. Chepen became obsolete with these senses in EModE. 

To summarise, the distribution of verb lexemes expressing the relevant senses in the 

Old English, Early Middle English, and Late Middle English periods is tabulated below: 

 
 

<<<TABLE 1 HERE>>> 
 
 

It can be seen that two verbs from the commercial activity semantic field became 

obsolescent by or before EModE: chepen and mongen. Two French loans entered the domain 

with the ‘trade’ and ‘bargain’ senses borne by the items being lost. However, it was not the 

case that native verbs with those senses were unavailable when the French loans entered the 

language: chepen and chaffaren were still present. 

The ‘buy’ and sell’ senses continued to be expressed by OE bygan and sellan and 

their ME successors, without competition once the reflexes of OE ceapian and cypan had 

dropped out as alternative bearers of these senses. In late ME, however, the French loan 

purchasen, meaning ‘obtain’ in a fairly general sense, was sometimes used with the modern 

meaning ‘in return for money’. The ‘obtain’ sense (in the absence of a financial 
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consideration) was last attested in the 18th c. No French or other loans can be found with the 

sense ‘sell’. 

The establishment of French loan verbs in the language appears to have been 

unrelated to whether native items existed expressing the corresponding concepts. It may have 

assisted the adoption of bargainen, in particular, that it entered a part of the commercial 

activity semantic field where meanings were evidently becoming more finely drawn. The 

breadth of senses taken on by ME chepen may have rendered it unsuitable for conveying the 

specificity of bargaining, given its wider meaning of being involved in trade. The restriction 

of chaffaren to the ‘engage in trade’ sense may have acted to complement the more specific 

meaning of bargainen, leaving chepen as too general to survive in competition with them. 

 
 
Case Study 3: lexeme and sense obsolescence 

 
In this paper, the analysis of obsolete items is focused on obsolescence at the lexeme level, 

and so is not necessarily concerned with the loss of individual senses. Due to this approach, 

comparison of proportions of polysemy, non-native lexemes, and obsolescence aims to 

understand the relationship between the number of senses associated with individual lexemes, 

borrowing, and the loss of lexemes from the language. There is no attempt to assess the 

significance of the loss of individual senses, and so the findings presented are concerned with 

how lexemes which, during the Middle English period, had at least one technical sense might 

have become obsolete. 

The choice to focus on lexeme obsolescence is in part informed by Nevalainen’s 

(1999: 348–9) observation that polysemy can complicate analysis of the rate at which words 

have been lost from the English language, as words can lose senses but retain and develop 

others, but that ‘[i]t is nevertheless possible to approach the question from the viewpoint of 
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total obsoleteness’. We illustrate our procedure as regards lexeme obsolescence by 

comparing terms under the hierarchy heading ‘barrel/cask’. 

This section of the hierarchy, numbered 2.6.3.17.1.2, contains a number of sub- 

groupings with headings such as ‘barrel/cask with iron hoops’ and ‘end of a barrel’, with a 

total of 42 lexemes; the main grouping, ‘barrel/cask’, contains twelve terms as follows: 

barel c1300–1450+ Old French 
kemp(e) 1304–1440 ?Middle Dutch 
cade 1337–1450+ Latin 
tonnel 1341–1450+ Latin;Old French;Anglo-Norman 
rubbour 1362–1404 uncertain 
boss c1375–1450+ uncertain 
flask 1393–1417 Old English;Latin 
queue 1416 Old French 
but(te) c1421–1450+ Latin;Old French 
caske 1450+ French;Italian;Spanish 
colle 1450+ uncertain 
keup 1450+ Middle Dutch 

 
According to the OED, the lexemes barel, cade, queue, but(te) and caske are still used in 

English and have retained the sense ‘barrel/cask’. The lexemes kemp(e), rubbour, boss, colle, 

and keup are obsolete. The lexemes tonnel and flask are still used in English, but the sense 

‘barrel/cask’ is obsolete.9 

There are some clear differences between the obsolete lexemes. For example, they 

derive from a number of different languages, and they do not collectively share similar dates 

of first or final usage. This would suggest that linguistic origin does not necessarily have a 

bearing on obsolescence, and nor does the date on which the term in question is borrowed. 

The obsolete lexemes have also had varying levels of frequency and had been in use for 

different periods of time, according to the quotations in the OED and MED. Compare, for 

example, kemp(e) and colle. The earliest citation for kemp(e) is from 1304 and the latest 

 
 

9 The spelling form tonnel is labelled ‘obsolete’ in the OED, but it is also identified as an early form of tunnel, 
which is current; both entries give Old French tonel as the etymon, so for this case study the senses under the 
headwords tonnel and tunnel are considered to be related to the same lexeme. 
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citation is from 1440. There are only two quotations in the OED (1391 and 1440), while 

MED has seven quotations from five different sources. In contrast, the lexeme colle is only 

attested in a single quotation in both the MED and OED, with the date given as ‘?a1500’. 

The obsolete lexemes are, however, alike in that they all had just a single sense throughout 

the period in which they were recorded, according to the OED and MED (if they appear in 

the MED -- boss and keup are in the OED only). Note that the lexeme boss is interpreted as 

having one sense for this case study as the second sense that is listed in the OED does not 

appear to be a true separate sense, related only to the syntactic group old boss.10 This means 

that, in focusing on lexeme obsolescence, analysis of the main group of terms under the 

heading ‘barrel/cask’ distinguishes between lexemes which had a relatively narrow 

application and lexemes which have had different senses in a number of different contexts. 

The suggestion that these obsolete lexemes had a narrow application is supported by the fact 

that there is little citation evidence for some of them. It has already been mentioned that colle 

is attested in only a single quotation, and the same is true of keup. 

The lexemes that still have the sense ‘barrel/cask’ (barel, cade, queue, but(te) and 

caske) and the lexemes which are still used in English but no longer have this particular sense 

(tonnel and flask) also differ from the obsolete lexemes in that they have had multiple senses 

over the course of their history. For example, barel (barrel in the OED) has three senses in 

the MED and nine senses (some with multiple subsenses) in the OED; cade has two senses in 

the OED, one of which is obsolete but the sense ‘barrel/cask’ survives (the MED entry has 

one sense, but two subsenses which correspond to the two senses in the OED); flask has five 

 
 
 
 
 

10 It should also be noted that the OED marks boss as ‘Scottish’. As Scots was a fairly independent variety of 
English during the ME period, the semantic history of boss may not be typical of English terms meaning 
‘barrel/cask’, but the word has been considered in this paper in an effort to include any data of potential 
relevance to the history of the language. 
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senses (some with multiple subsenses) in the OED (the MED entry has one sense, but two 

subsenses which correspond to two of the five separate senses in the OED). 

While these lexemes have or have had multiple senses, there are also differences 

between them. Some of them, including caske and flask, had only a single sense in the ME 

period, while others, including barel and cade, had a number of senses at this time. In some 

cases the technical senses relevant to this project appear frequently in a variety of documents, 

while in other cases evidence of the technical senses is rare. Compare, for example, the 

lexemes but(te) and cade; in the MED, the sense ‘barrel/cask’ is represented in thirteen 

quotations in the entry for but(te), but in only five quotations in the entry for cade. Therefore, 

frequency of attestation of technical senses appears to be more variable for current lexemes 

than it is for obsolete lexemes, strengthening the case for distinguishing between these 

lexeme types during analysis. It is also an important distinction to make, as these two 

categories of lexeme exhibit different levels of development from a semantic point of view. If 

a sense is lost but the lexeme is retained, a sense shift may have occurred. The same cannot 

be said if a lexeme is lost altogether. It therefore makes methodological sense to consider 

them separately. Focus on lexeme obsolescence is an appropriate approach as it can be more 

reliably identified than sense obsolescence when working with a large database of lexemes. 

 
 
Obsolescence, polysemy and borrowing: some results 

 
Having located technical vocabulary within the HT hierarchy structure, and then added the 

contiguous categories containing the more general senses, the proportion of polysemous 

items in each semantic domain can be compared and the various rates of borrowing, synonym 

tolerance, etc. analysed. Results can then be compared for different levels of the semantic 

hierarchy and across the various semantic domains. This paper looks specifically at polysemy 

within the technical (that is, most specific) levels of the semantic hierarchy, ensuring that the 
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analysis deals only with the core technical vocabulary, rather than the English language as a 

whole. 

If, as has been suggested, ‘ambiguity resulting from the coexistence of several senses 

is a factor in obsolescence’ (Menner 1945: 75) we would expect rates of obsolescence of 

technical terms in Middle English to be related to polysemy. To test this hypothesis, this 

section presents an analysis of obsolescence and polysemy, taking into account a variety of 

linguistic and hierarchical factors including borrowing, sense divisions and technicality, 

showing how obsolescence and polysemy are distributed across different domains and 

hierarchy categories. 

 
 

<<<TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE>>> 
 
 

Table 2 shows that different semantic domains do not contain the same proportion of 

polysemous terms.11 Terms belonging to the domain of BUILDING are more likely to be 

polysemous than those from other domains, while polysemy is least common in vocabulary 

related to FOOD PREPARATION, closely followed by terms in the domain of DOMESTIC 

ACTIVITIES. Eve Sweetser has observed that ‘No historical shift of meaning can take place 

without an intervening stage of polysemy’ (1990: 4), and so we are more likely to find terms 

within the occupational domains of BUILDING and FARMING undergoing semantic shift than 

terms related to DOMESTIC ACTIVITIES, FOOD PREPARATION, HUNTING, MANUFACTURE, 

MEDICINE, TRADE, and TRAVEL BY WATER, though the percentage for the domain of MEDICINE 

should be noted, suggesting it may also exhibit a relatively high proportion of shift. Rates of 

shift and their relationship to borrowing is to be investigated in further work on this project, 

 
 

11 The italicised values in the TOTAL LEXEMES column and the POLYSEMOUS ITEMS column 
are identical because an item must be polysemous to appear in more than one domain. 



18  

though some initial analysis of the relationship between polysemy and borrowing can be 

carried out through comparing the figures in table 2 with the proportion of non-native 

lexemes in each domain (see table 3). 

 
 

<<<TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE>>> 
 
 

While a relatively high proportion of BUILDING vocabulary is made up of non-native 

lexemes, the same cannot be said of FARMING terms, where native terms are in the majority 

(see table 3). Furthermore, the domain of MEDICINE has the highest proportion of non-native 

lexemes by a considerable margin, but has only the third highest rate of polysemy. The 

domain of FOOD PREPARATION has the next highest proportion of non-native vocabulary, but 

has the lowest rate of polysemy of all nine domains. Comparison shows that there is no 

obvious relationship between the proportion of non-native terms (and by the same token, 

native terms) and polysemy in each domain, and so it seems borrowing has not contributed to 

the development of new senses in language as a whole. However, polysemy is more common 

in native terms than non-native terms, so it is possible that the introduction of loanwords has 

led to the development of new senses in the native lexis (see table 4). Of course, diachronic 

comparison is required in order to understand how borrowing in the Middle English period 

may have affected the lexis at a later date. 

 
 

<<<TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE>>> 
 
 

It is interesting to note that, in those domains with a lower proportion of non-native 

lexemes in Middle English, there are signs that native terms are less likely to be obsolete in 

Present-Day English (PDE). This can be seen in table 5, which shows that the domains with 
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the three lowest proportions of non-native lexemes (DOMESTIC ACTIVITIES, FARMING, and 

TRAVEL BY WATER) also hold three of the four lowest proportions of native lexemes which are 

obsolete in PDE. However, this suggested connection, which implies that obsolescence is 

more likely in domains with a greater amount of borrowing, does not explain why the domain 

of HUNTING has one of the lowest proportions of native lexeme obsolescence but one of the 

higher rates of non-native borrowing. It is therefore not a clear pattern, but it does raise the 

possibility that obsolescence is linked to borrowing. 

 
 

<<<TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE>>> 
 
 

The analysis so far has allowed a tentative connection to be drawn between borrowing 

and obsolescence, though further analysis is required before firm conclusions can be drawn. 

Greater clarity may be achieved by considering the level of technicality of the senses, which 

is only possible when they are placed within a hierarchy. At this stage in the project, it is not 

feasible to present analysis of the hierarchy as a whole, as this is one of the goals we expect 

to achieve in the final stages of the research, but an investigation of a section of the hierarchy 

is possible. 

The vocabulary contained under the hierarchy categories food, farming and materials 

indicates that polysemy is distributed fairly evenly across the different levels of the 

hierarchy.12 Using the HT structure, the technical terms in these categories are found in 

hierarchy levels 3 (that is, with a category number in the form n.n.n., where the most general 

level is represented by n.) to 7 of the hierarchy. While we might expect there to be more 

 
 

12 The hierarchy category headings food, farming and materials have been taken from the HT, 
and the following discussion is based on the hierarchical organisation of the data. This differs 
from the semantic domain organisation (BUILDING, DOMESTIC ACTIVITIES, etc.) presented in 
the discussion above. 
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polysemy in the higher and presumably less technical levels of the hierarchy, and less 

polysemy in the lower and presumably more technical levels of the hierarchy, this does not 

appear to be the case, as shown in table 6 (there is not enough data in hierarchy level 3 for 

meaningful comparison, but there is enough in the other levels). Levels 4, 6, and 7 have very 

similar rates of polysemy, and the percentage for level 5 is lower than those for levels 6 and 

7. 

<<<TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE>>> 
 
 

When the hierarchy data are analysed in terms of the number of items found at 

different subcategory levels, rather than the number of items found under different numerical 

hierarchy headings, it does appear that polysemy is more frequent at more general levels of 

meaning. As can be seen in the example excerpt (see appendix), the hierarchy is made up of 

numerical hierarchy headings (e.g. 2.6.1.1.1.2. Builder) followed by a number of 

subcategories with different levels of specificity (e.g. ‘Builder of houses’, which is less 

specific than ‘.Coverer of walls’, which is less specific than ‘...Skilled coverer of walls’). 

 
 

<<<TABLE 7 ABOUT HERE>>> 
 
 

Table 7 shows that terms at the highest category levels of the hierarchy, immediately beneath 

each numerical hierarchy heading (labelled as ‘category level 0’ in this table), are more likely 

to be polysemous than terms beneath subcategory headings (category level four can be 

ignored due to the small amount of data available). Assuming that the vocabulary under 

subcategory headings is more precise than that found directly under numerical hierarchy 

headings, polysemy appears more common in those terms which have a less precise, or more 

general, meaning. 
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<<<TABLE 8 ABOUT HERE>>> 
 
 

In separating the parts of our data selected for this study into the different sections, 

food, farming, and materials, as defined by the HT, polysemy was found to be fairly evenly 

distributed (see table 8). However, obsolescence is less evenly distributed, with a difference 

of 9.11% between the sections of materials and farming (see table 9), more than twice the 

difference in polysemy between the sections of farming and food. Obsolescence does not, 

then, seem to be related to the frequency of polysemous terms and the development of 

additional senses, contradicting what Menner (1945: 75) has implied. It does, though, appear 

to be linked to the different relative numbers of numerical hierarchy headings, subcategory 

headings and words in each sample section. 

 
 

<<<TABLES 9 AND 10 ABOUT HERE>>> 
 
 

Tables 9 and 10 suggest that the number of items per numerical heading may relate to 

obsolescence, with the highest values for each found in the materials section of the hierarchy. 

A higher number of items per numerical heading may suggest a more frequent introduction 

and turnover of new vocabulary, which could contribute to higher rates of obsolescence if 

some of the new words replaced others. It also seems that the number of items per 

subcategory is related to polysemy, with the hierarchy sections of food and materials having 

similar values for both, while the values for farming are higher in both cases. Across our data, 

a higher number of items per subcategory, and fewer divisions into further sub-groupings 

below the level of subcategory, suggests that sense divisions are less fine-grained, with a 

greater probability that there will be a higher number of terms with the same meaning. A 

lower number of items per subcategory can be associated with a higher level of technicality, 
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which seems reasonable given that a lower of number of items per subcategory implies that 

sense-divisions are more fine-grained and that vocabulary is therefore more precise. It can 

then be said that polysemy is related to technicality in that polysemy is less likely within 

more technical vocabulary. 

 
 
Conclusion 

 
Our analysis has shown the distribution of polysemy across different domains and in different 

levels of a semantic hierarchy, and how this might be linked to semantic technicality and to 

lexical obsolescence. This analysis has enabled us to test our methodology of examining a 

sizeable sample of the technical vocabulary of Middle English, and placing it within the 

hierarchical categories established by the HT. We have obtained some interesting results, 

some of which support earlier thinking about polysemy, obsolescence and borrowing, and 

some of which suggest that links found through examination of individual lexemes (as has 

tended to be the case in semantic studies) may not be borne out when more data is examined. 

Obsolescence is one of the possible outcomes for native terms when borrowings enter the 

language. As our project continues, future analyses will focus on other outcomes, in 

particular semantic shifts such as broadening and narrowing (which the semantic hierarchic 

approach will make it easy to track), and their relationship to lexical borrowing and other 

pressures on the vocabulary. 
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Table 2: Polysemy in different semantic domains. 

DOMAIN TOTAL LEXEMES POLYSEMOUS ITEMS % OF POLYSEMY 
Building 394 78 19.80% 
Domestic activities 195 18 9.23% 
Farming 465 85 18.28% 
Food preparation 186 17 9.14% 
Hunting 387 41 10.59% 
Manufacture 419 44 10.50% 
Medicine 636 90 14.15% 
Trade 369 38 10.30% 
Travel by water 237 29 12.24% 
multiple domains 178 178  
Total 3466 618 17.83% 
 
Table 3: Non-native lexemes in different semantic domains. 

DOMAIN TOTAL LEXEMES NON-NATIVE LEXEMES 
% OF NON-NATIVE 
LEXEMES 

Building 394 247 62.69% 
Domestic activities 195 83 42.56% 
Farming 465 212 45.59% 
Food preparation 186 128 68.82% 
Hunting 387 262 67.70% 
Manufacture 419 262 62.53% 
Medicine 636 488 76.73% 
Trade 369 238 64.50% 
Travel by water 237 144 60.76% 
multiple domains 178 87 48.88% 
Total 3466 2151 62.06% 
 
 
Table 4: Polysemy in native and non-native terms. 

 TOTAL LEXEMES POLYSEMOUS ITEMS % OF POLYSEMY 
Native terms 1315 281 21.37% 
Non-native terms 2151 337 15.67% 

Table 1: Verbs of commercial activity, Old English - Late Middle English: Distribution of lexemes 
across senses. 

 ‘engaging in trade’ ‘transact, bargain 
for’    

‘buy’ ‘sell’ 

OE (ge)cepian, (ge)mangian ceapian ceapian, bygan cypan, sellan 
EME chepen, mongen chepen bien chepen, sellen 
LME  
(c. 1300–) 

chepen, merchanten (rare), 
chaffaren 

chepen, bargainen bien, purchasen sellen 
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Table 5: Native lexeme obsolescence in PDE, in different semantic domains. 

DOMAIN NATIVE LEXEMES 
NATIVE LEXEMES 
OBSOLETE IN PDE 

% OF NATIVE 
LEXEMES OBSOLETE 
IN PDE 

Building 147 45 30.61% 
Domestic activities 112 29 25.89% 
Farming 253 69 27.27% 
Food preparation 58 25 43.10% 
Hunting 125 32 25.60% 
Manufacture 157 74 47.13% 
Medicine 148 45 30.41% 
Trade 131 56 42.75% 
Travel by water 93 25 26.88% 
multiple domains 91 6 6.59% 
Total 1315 406 30.87% 
 
 
Table 6: Polysemy in different hierarchy levels. 

Hierarchy level TOTAL LEXEMES POLYSEMOUS ITEMS % OF POLYSEMY 
3 1 1 100% 
4 120 48 40% 
5 597 191 31.99% 
6 667 265 39.73% 
7 23 9 39.13% 

 
Table 7: Polysemy in different category levels. 

Category level TOTAL LEXEMES POLYSEMOUS ITEMS % OF POLYSEMY 
0 214 92 42.99% 
1 690 247 35.80% 
2 426 145 34.04% 
3 73 27 36.99% 
4 5 3 60% 

 
 
Table 8: Polysemy in different sections of the hierarchy. 

Hierarchy section TOTAL LEXEMES POLYSEMOUS ITEMS % OF POLYSEMY 
food 309 106 34.30% 
farming 576 223 38.72% 
materials 523 185 35.37% 
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Table 9: Obsolescence in different sections of the hierarchy. 

Hierarchy section TOTAL LEXEMES 
ITEMS OBSOLETE IN 
PDE % OF OBSOLESCENCE 

food 309 90 29.13% 
farming 576 148 25.69% 
materials 523 182 34.80% 
 

 
 
 

 
  

Hierarchy 
section 

NUMBER OF 
NUMERICAL 
HEADINGS 

NUMBER OF 
SUBCATEGORIES 

TOTAL 
LEXEMES 

NUMBER OF 
ITEMS PER 
NUMERICAL 
HEADING 

NUMBER OF 
SUBCATEGORIES 
PER NUMERICAL 
HEADING 

NUMBER OF 
ITEMS PER 
SUBCATEGORY 

food 46 167 309 6.72 3.63 1.85 
farming 59 246 576 9.76 4.17 2.34 
materials 41 280 523 12.76 6.83 1.87 

Table 10: Frequency comparison of numerical headings, subcategories, and total items in different sections of the 
hierarchy. 
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APPENDIX 
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