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Abstract

The article revisits the etymological explanations of a number of English names for ‘young female person’.
The etymology of English girl has been dealt with repeatedly. It seems best to projed the noun back to OE
gierela ‘garment’. Even if the connedion can be justified from the semantic point of view, the initial stop
consonant of girl must be accounted for. The phonology of girl can be explained if we assume that the word
was taken over from what may be alled a“barn-dialed” in Old English. ModE maid isnot just an €lli ptical
form of maiden, but is the result of an iinfluence by the latter on a ME pre-stage maith. ModE dial. maw'r
and mawther may go back to OE magutudor. OE ides may be traced back to an |E form *(e)ité(n)os ‘ course

of the world', a derivate of *ei ‘to go’ (an ides is then a ‘woman determining on€'s fate). OE scielcen, a
feminine of scealc, may eventually originatein the |E roat * (s)kd- ‘bent, crooked’ (with a -k(0)-suffix).

Introduction

The history of the word-fields “boy” and “girl” are charaderized by a high degree of
fluctuation in English as well as in other languages from both an onomasiologicd and
semasiologicd stand'. Although the expressons for ‘female young person’ in English
language history have already been analyzed by Badk (1934 and Stibbe (1935—for Old
English—and Diensberg (1985—for Middle English, these contributions did not answer all
problems. Espeaally the Modern English girl has not been clarified to a sufficient degree
yet. Thisarticle will therefore shed some new light on the biography of ModE girl aswell as
some other onomasiologicd types for ‘female young person’ in thehistory of English.

1. ModE girl

1.1. In the wake of Robinson’s seminal paper on ‘clothing names (Robinson 1967),% the
etymology of girl has been investigated from various angles in recent yeas. Since no
immediately obvious cognates in the meaning ‘girl’ are available in the related Germanic
languages the seach for the origin of girl is relatively wide open. Robinson’'s proposal has
found acceptance in several further discussons, but it has also been more or lessvehemently
rgeded.

1.2. Robinson’s derivation takes its starting-point from OE gierela® ‘dress apparel’, which
by Midde English times had come to refer to ‘young person’ by metonymy, and finaly the
semantic range was narrowed down to ‘young female person’. The semantic development

1 Afirstlook into Buck (1949:87f.) aready ill ustrates the many changesin different language groups
2 The essay wasreprinted in Robinson (1993 together with an “Afterword 1992,

3 The preform of OE gierela may be remnstructed as Gmc. *garw-ilan-; the phonology of girl will be
discussed in more detail below.



underlying this derivation has been reexamined on several occasions. Thus Diensberg (1984
473 writes. “the author [i.e. Robinson] bases his hypothesis on gerela, gierela, gyrela
‘habit, robe’ which he takes as typicd garments of girls and women, an assumption which is
unsupported by evidence”. But Diensberg’s objedion is certainly not justified in the way he
phrases it: At no stage in his presentation does Robinson define OE gerela as ‘typicd
garments of girls and women'’; he clealy says that gerela is a genera term “which has the
meaning ‘dress apparel (worn by either sex)’.” (Robinson 1993 178). In areevaluation of
Robinson’s proposal Terasawa (1993 341) concludesthat theexplanation is plausible:

“I would like to subscribe to Robinson’s ingenious and persuasive proposal of OE gyrela
‘apparel’ as the etymon of ME girle. There are, however, the phonological problem of Anlaut as
well as some semantic problems left to be explored: when and why OE gyrela ‘dress apparel in
general’ came to be applied to a person of a particular age, i.e. a child or young person; and why
ME girle, etc., originally indeterminate with resped to gender, came to be limited to the female

But in a very detalled examination of the supposed development of ‘apparel’ to ‘human
beingg Moerdijk (1999 reades the verdict that Robinson’s derivation is unwarranted from
the semantic point of view.* Since, however, semantic change can lea to rather surprising
innovations it would certainly be foolhardy to maintain immediately that Robinson's
etymology is impossble from the point of view of meaning, even if the assumed route may
appea rather complicated.® But at least one instance may be mentioned, which seems to
have undergone a parallel semantic development. ModE brat is attested from the sixteenth
century onwards, and acording to the OED the origin of the word is unknown.
Phonologicdly there would be no problem at al to link brat with OE bratt, a hapax
legomenon found in the interlinea gloss to Matthew 5.40 in the Lindisfarne Gospels:
remitte et palliumis glossed by forlet 7 hraggl 7 haecla 7 bratt (Skea 1887 51) Theword is
probably borrowed from Old Irish.® In Middle Englisch brat means a pieceof clothing. It
would seem reasonable to identify the Early Modern English word brat ‘child’ with this
term, becaise otherwise no etymologicd connedion can be proposed for this noun.” A
smilar example from Swedish is flicka ‘girl’, which goes badk to ON flik ‘patch, rag’
(Hellquist 1980. The spedadlizaion of meaning from ‘child’ to ‘girl’ is paraleled by OE
bearn (now ‘girl’ in northern dialeds), OE cild (now ‘girl’ in in southern dialeds), ModE
baby (which in colloguial, dangy language is used to refer to (young) women®).

1.3. Even if thinkable from the semantic angle, an etymology must nevertheless obey the
rules of sound development, and here Robinson’s acount seems to face some obstades.
Thisissue will be dedt with in the following paragraphs.

4 Moerdijk summed up his discusson as follows: “That his [i.e. Robinson’s] etymology will appear
untenable, is an implicit result of my analysis’ (Moerdijk 1994 43). Moerdijk actually bases his
discusson on Rohinson’s 1967text and does not seem to have been aware of the reissue (with update) in
Rohinson 1993 Neither Diensberg (1984 nor Terasawa (1993 are mentioned by Moerdijk.

5 A particularly rich overview of past attempts at clarifying the etymology of girl is provided by Liberman
1998 Liberman himsef favours a barrowing from Low German: “Girl is LG Gor ‘girl’, with a
diminutive suffix, borrowed into English” (Liberman 1998 160).

6 OE bratt was interpreted as a borrowing from Celtic by Forster (1921 125); but see further Ekwall
(1922 76).

7 A further possble parale can perhaps be recognized in brogue ‘strongly marked provincial accent’,
although here the development would seem to be one step more complicated till. The word brogue
‘rough shoe of Ireland and the Scottish highlands' is likely to be borrowed from Irish brdg. In order to
explain the meaning ‘provincial accent’ we may have to asaime that the word was used in the sense
‘person wearing a brogue (a rough shoe)’, and by a further metonymy the term for the person was
transferred to another characteristic of the person, namely hisway of speaking.

8 Thisusageisattested as early as 1915(cf. OED, s.v. bakbe).



1.4. The OId English word whose reflex Robinson wants to reamgnize in girl is “gyrela
(dso spelled, athough less frequently, gerela and gi(e)rela), a noun of common
occurrence” (Robinson 1993 178).° The main steps in the sound development of Gmc.
*garw-ilan- to Old English are as follows: -a- was ‘brightened’ to &8 g- /y-/ was
palatalized to g- /y-/; and in the sequence dgaaw- breaing led to gearw-;*° then -i- of the
suffixal element -ilan- caused i-umlaut resulting in *gierwila at a prehistoric stage of West
Saxon, whereas outside of West Saxon we would expea *gerwila.** In both forms the
media -i- should undergo syncope, but the sequence -rw- could develop a svarabhakti
vowel, so that the result might indeed be dierela or gerela (with lossof -w-). With regard
to the phonology of the word in question Robinson offered the following comment:
“Although Old English spelling is not to be trusted in this resped, it should be mentioned
that of the fifty-nine quotations in Bosworth-Toller’s Dictionary and Suppement containing
the element gyrela, thirty are spelled with y, fifteen with i(e), and fourteen with e. These
spellings may well reflea y developed from “unstable i” in late Old English.” (Robinson
1993 179 note 21). All the forms considered so far undoubtedly had palatal g /y-/ in initial
position, their reflex could be *yirl in Modern English: The /g-/ of girl requires an
explanation.

1.5. Robinson was aware of the problem and suggested that /g-/ in girl could be due to
“Northern didled or foreign influence” (Robinson 1993 179 note 21). The notion of
“foreign influence” would probably ental the assumption that a borrowing from
Scandinavian occurred, which is adually the approach Terasawa (1993 341) adopted:
“Robinson suggested that Northern, i.e. Scandinavian phonologicd influence may be
responsible for the initial plosive”. But “Scandinavian influence” is hardly sufficient for
explaining the initia of girl, becaise in the Scandinavian languages no redly suitable word
isavailable that could have exertedinfluence

1.6. In his “Afterword 1992, Robinson gave some further details and considered the
posshility that girl was borrowed from a dialea of English into the standard language. |
will try to follow up this suggestion with some further supporting material and show that
Robinson’s etymology is phonologicdly tenable. If girl is ultimately projeded badk to Gmc.
*garw-ilan-, then we should be able to justify the initial consonant within the rules of the
phonologicd development. A brief discusson of brightening and retradion in Old English is
required in this context.

1.7. With the exception of the position before a following nasal, every West Germanic /a/
was generally ‘brightened’ in the period of pre-Old English.*? But in the acount of the
phonologicd development in the sequence *garwi- as given above in 4. one important
modificaion must be made. It has to be stressed that in a limited areaof the Old English
territory, “retradion” of &> a occurred before r + consonant in a labial environment before
the processs of bre&ing and i-umlaut: The forms uard (WS weard ‘guardian’), barnum

9 Theword isindead common to al dialeds of Old English; see Waisch (1972 290).

10 The question of whether palatal diphthongizaion occurred in the form we are concerned with need not
detain us here, because the result would be the same asthat of breaking.

11 <g> (= paatalized /y-/) and <g> (= velar /g/) will be consistently differentiated in this paper because the
opposition is of vital importance Old English manuscripts use one grapheme only to represent // and
/g/ and also inherited /j/, which fell together with / y/.

12 Brightening isnot found if the roat vowel /a/ wasfollowed by a, o, u (e.g. [plural] dagas ~ dag), but it is
usualy assumed that /a/ had indeed been brightened to [ad and then reverted to /a/ under the influence
of the vowel in thefollowing syll able.
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(WS [dat. pl.] bearnum ‘children’), uarp (WS wearp ‘warp’), warp (WS wearp ‘becane’)
etc. are found in the ealy Northumbrian documents, and “for what it is worth, the ealy
Northumbrian evidence is consistent” in the sense that ‘retradion of se > a before r plus
cons. in a labial environment’ (Ball 1988 111) occurred without exception. The
phenomenon is also found in texts that are not immediately considered as Northumbrian: In
the ealy glossaries we find both bre&ing of ee> ea (e.g. spearuua?®) and retracion (e.g.
foe(g)tribarn¥). Even if it is not possble to delimit predsely the areain which retradion of
aa before a further consonant in a labial environment occurred, there is no doubt that this
phenomenon is found in varieties of the Anglian dided. It may be best to refer to the
varieties that exhibit this feaure as “barn-dialeds’. At the stage of i-umlaut, the phoneme
/al occurring in words of this type in the barn-dialeds yielded /ad if i/j occurred in the
following syllable.*®

1.8. In the barn-dideds Gmc. *garw-ilan- would have led to *gaarw-ilan- by brightening,
but retradion of s > a is to be expeded. The immediate starting-point for the
phonologicdly regular development in the barn-dideds is therefore *garw-ilan- (identicd
in shape with the Proto-Germanic recnstruction). The initial g- would have remained
without palatalization and led to the voiced stop /g-/ just as in al other cases where g- was
not followed by a palatal vowel. At the stage of i-umlaut /garwila/ yielded /geawilal >
/gaawlal (with syncope) > /gearelal (svarabhakti vowel).

1.9. It is particularly noteworthy that besides the forms noted in 4. the form gagrela isin fad
attested. In the gloss of the Rushworth Gospels we find 7 gaawende hine gegaaelum

rendering ‘et exuentes eum clamidem’ (Matthew 27, 28 [Skea 1887 233). The present
participle gaa'wende'’ shows the same phonologicd development: Gme. * garw-ij-and-ija- >
gaawende with initial /g-/ developed in the barn-dialeds, whereas otherwise gierwende with
initial /y-/ is found. As Ball (1988 113 briefly pointed out Modern English gear may well
have been adopted from a barn-dialed and need not owe its initial /g-/ to Scandinavian
influence

1.10. From the phonologicd point of view the initial consonant /g-/ in girl isregularly to be
expeded in the barn-dialeds of Old English. If we assume that girl adopted the consonant
from the barn-dialeds, then the form can be acmuntedfor.

1.11. Finally, mention should be made of the variant gal. The form can be found in many
dialeds (cf. SED item VII1.1.3.) and isfirst attested in 1785(cf. OED s.v. ga). The motive
for this phonetic aberration is not redly clea. Maybe the form is patterned on pal, which
belongs to the same word-field and is first recorded already in 168182 (cf. OED, the term
issad to go bad to a Trandlvanian Gypsy word pcal ‘brother’) .

1.12. To sum up: Phonologicdly girl can be interpreted as the regular continuation of OE
gaxela, which answers to gierela in West Saxon and gerela in Anglian; gagrela is to be
expeded in the barn-dialeds of Old English. The semantic development of ‘garment’ >

13 Epinal 435 fenus spearuua (Swed 1885 62, Pheifer 1974 24); the lemma of this glossis unclear, but
the interpretamentum is likely to represent theword for ‘ sparrow’.

14 Erfurt 108 alumnae foetribarn (Swed 1885 42, Pheifer 1974 8). The corresponding glossin Epinal
reads alumne fosturbearn.

15 Problems of Anglian vocalism were dealt with by Kuhn on severa occasions; see Kuhn (1939 and
Kuhn (1945. With regard to the glossaries Dieter (1889 isstill a magor sourceof information.

16 The development of Gmec. *garwidun> OE geredonwas dealt with by Chadwick (1899 145).

17 On bath éeand e asthe roat vowel in thisverb seefurther Toon (1983:131).
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“human being (weaing this garment)’ by metonymy can be paraleled by brat. The meaning
of ‘girl" was further restricted from ‘young luman keing’ > ‘femakyoung human keing'.

2. ModE maiden and maid

2.1. The form maiden is the regular representative of OE maggden ‘girl, maiden; unmarried
woman; nun; virgin; Virgin Mary; female servant’. The form can be tracel badk to IE
maghas (cf. IEW 696 Bad's [1934 200 remnstructed protoform IE *mak*(- should be
correded here).

2.2. The form maid is seen as an dllipticd variant of maiden by the OED and Diensberg
(1985 331). In the IEW maid is considered the continuant of masgep ‘maiden; unmarried
woman; daughter; virgin; servant; woman; Virgin Mary’. Nether of the views suffices
entirely. But it does not seem impossble to regard this form more predsely as a folk-
etymologicd continuant of OE maagyd. The regular ME form should be maith, as it is till
attested in maithhad ‘maidenhood’ (1230, meid adj. ‘of a maiden’ (1225 and meidlure
‘lossof virginity, fornication’ (1230 (cf. MED). The first record of maid dates from 1205
(Lay. 256) acording to the OED. The first half of the thirteenth century thus seansto be a
period of co-existence between forms ending in a dental spirant and those ending in a dental
plosive. The latter maybe represents the result of seang maith as diredly conneded with
maiden, or of putting it into dired connedion, in the shape of a short form.

3. ModE dial. ['mo:ds] and [mos]

3.1. These rare forms are only recorded in the SED (item VI1II.1.3. in Norfolk and Suffolk)
and in the EDD (s.v. maw' r and mawther). The etymology of these words seans nowhere
to be dedt with.

3.2. It seams posshle that these forms are continuants of the OE maguudor ‘ descendant,

offspring’ (Grein 1912 449 Hall 1960 228). Thisform s labelled “poetic” by Hall, but it is
not impossble that a poetic term in the standard dialed, or koiné, is nevertheless quite
current in some dideds. Regularly expedable continuants of maguudor would be mawder

or mawter (syncope of unstressed or wedkly stressed syllables). If we depart from the
former, then the ending /-dor/, in a second step, yielded /-0or/, just like togeder became
together; in addition this phonetic development may also have been incited by the endingsin
father, brother and mother.

4. OE ides

4.1. The basic meaning of OE ides is ‘woman, wife, virgin, lady, queen’, but it occasionally
adopts the sense of ‘girl’ in some cases (cf. Badk 1934 234). The quantity of the i- is not
clea. Bratelistsreasons for both short and long i.

4.2. The origin of OE ides and formally and semanticdly smilar forms, such as OHG itis,
OS idis, ON dis, Go. filu-deisei in other Indo-European languages has been a hotly debated
issle. Early theories (by J. Grimm, R. Kogel, F. Jostes, Th. von Grienberger, Uhlenbedk)
are summearized in an article by Erik Brate (191112). Brate himself departs from ON dis,
which he defines as ‘woman who comes from another world where she had gone to by her
deah and who now comes to our world to influence the life and fate of humans and
recmnstructs a Gme. *io-i-s, which he interprets as a compound of the Indo-European roots



*io- ‘again’ and *i- ‘to go’; for him, the Dises are ‘those who have returned’. But the
combination of the roots for ‘again’ and ‘to go’ plus an s-suffix seem not entirely plausible
for a meaning ‘those who have returned’. Holthausen (1935 185 sees a connedion with
ad ‘stake, fire, flame', itself related to Lat. aedés ‘house; originally: stove'; but here, too, a
semantic fili ation seems hardly plausible.

4.3. An dternative hypothesis shall be ventured here—at least for the West Germanic
forms. The forms also enable the reconstruction of an Indo-European origin *eité(n)os (if
we asaume an OE 1) or *ité(n)os (if we assume an OE ). This leals us to the root *ei- ‘to
go’ (IEW 294) with t(o)-suffixed forms meaning ‘course [of the world]’, in other words
‘fate’. Anideswasthen originally a‘[woman determining] one' sfate'.

5. OE scielcen

5.1. OE scielcen is the corresponding feminine form of OE scealc. Its proper meaning is
‘female servant’. But Badk (1934 229 writes that the word denotes a ‘girl, maiden’ on
sSome rare occesions.

5.2. So far, the form scealc has not yet redly been etymologized (cf. Kluge/Seebold s.v.
Schalk). Cognates of scealc are OHG scalc, OS scalk, Go. skalks, ON skalkr and OFris.
skalk. The lexicd type seams restricted to the Germanic languages. The original meaning
must have been ‘servant’. A possble root maybe IE *(s)kd- ‘to bend; bent, crooked’ with
some sort of -k(0)-suffix (cf. OE sceolh ‘crooked’). A servant may metaphoricdly be seen
asthe one who bends to his master to demonstrate hisinferior position.
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