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Case in Early Middle Danish - a double content system 
Eva Skafte Jensen 
 
 
Preliminary remarks 
 
 
1.   a.  b.  
  Nominative  thiuf-ær  kun-a 
 Accusative  thiuf-Ø  kun-u 
 Dative  thiuf-i  kun-u 
 Genitive  thiuf-s  kun-u 
   thief  woman, wife 
 
 
 
2.  Nom. han hun de 
  he she they 
 
 Non-nom. ham hende dem 
  him her them 
 
 
 
3. The stress pattern explanation: changes in the stress pattern ('infortissvækkelsen') results 

in massive loss of case markings prompting the need for a more fixed word order. 
 
 
 
4. gade  [gað�] (Sw. gata)  "street" 
 kvinder  [kven�r] (Sw. kvinnor) "women" 
 
 
5.  Reprentations of schwa sounds in Old Danish: æ, e, (i) 
 
6. [..] fra denne oversigt over böjningsformer i opløsning eller forvirring uddrager vi da [...] 

det sikre resultat, at lovsproget som det findes i de gamle håndskrifter har været i 
usædvanlig grad et litterært sprog, bl. a. med en mængde døde böjningsformer som 
skriverne slet ikke har magtet.  

 "[..] from this overview of inflective forms in decay or confusion we conclude [...], that 
the language of lawtexts as it is seen in the old manuscripts has been primarily a literary 
language with many obsolete inflective forms beyond the grasp of the scribes." 

 (Brøndum-Nielsen 1918: 131) 
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An investigation 
 
7.  Main source of investigation: Scanic Law in the manuscript Stockholm B 69 (~1350) 
 
 
 
8.  Distribution of the nominative and oblique cases in the singular of all masc. an- and fem. 

�n-stems in the B 69 of the Scanic Law. Count includes such occurrences as hin sæcti “the 
accused” as the adjective in this kind of constructions follows the paradigm for an- and 
�n-stems. 

 
 nom 

-i/-a 
obl 
-a/-u 

 
æ 

nom obl æ 

subject  52 19 1 
subject complement 11 4 1 

63 
(71,59%) 

23 
(26,13%) 

2 
(2,27%) 

direct object 2 63 1 
indirect object 0 8 0 
object complement 1 1 0 
governed by preposition 5 84 4 
’pure’ adverbial 0 2 0 
first word in compounds 0 61 2 

 

possessive genitive 5 19 0 

13 
(5%) 

239 
(92,3%) 

7 
(2,7%) 

 
 
 
9.  The double content system  
 

The traditional case system: used to show grammatical relations and semantic roles 
between a governing word (verb, preposition, adjective) and a noun/NP. Important 
function: identification of subjects and objects. Important feature: agreement. 
 
The cohesive case system: used by the organising of the information of a text/message. 
Concerns features such as given and new, focus, foreground and background information.  

 
 



 

Workshop on object positions, Århus, January 2007. Case in Early Middle Danish - a double content system.  
Eva Skafte Jensen, Roskilde University, Section of Danish, Hus 3.2.3, PoBox 260, DK-4000 Roskilde. eskafte@ruc.dk  

3 

Examples of cohesive case in the B 69 
 
10.  § 179 (DgL 249,16-23) 

 Thagar granna hafwa sath sæth sina tha sculu the læggia lagstæfnu fore alla the i by bo 
sammen | ath the giærthe alli ath the lagstæfnu ær fore lægs. thæn ær æi giærthær bøte 
øre. 
 "When the neighbours have sown their seeds then they shall set a deadline for everyone 
within the village in order for them all to put up fences by this fixed deadline. He who 
doesn’t put up fences must pay a fine of one øre." 

 
 Sithæn lægs   annur   lagh stæfnu  
 Then is-set   second-fem.nom.  deadline-fem.obl.  
 
 oc thæn ær æi gærthær bøte twa øra.|| 
 "and he who doesn’t put up fences must pay a fine of two øre." 
 
 Sithæn lægs   thrithia   lagstæfnu  
 Then is-set   third-fem.nom.  deadline-fem.obl.  
 
 oc thæn ær æi wil tha giærtha bøte half marc.  

 "and he who will not then put up fences must pay a fine of half a marc"  
 
 
11. § 182 (DgL  250,7-14) 
 Kuna   manzs  
 Woman-fem.nom.  man-masc.gen.  
 "A mans wife" 
 
 ma æi mæth logum mera sælia af bondans bo æn fæm pænninga mun utan bondans with 

æn wil hun hoftlega swa sælia bort tha ma hun mykin scatha gøra. um hun ær usnial kuna 
tha scal bonden fara [til] things oc sigia til 

 "may not legally sell of more of the husbands belongings than five pænningas worth  
without the husbands knowledge, and if she often sells off in this manner, she may cause 
great damage. If she is an unwise woman, then the husband must go to the thing and tell -" 

 
 ath  kunu   hans gør swa  
 that woman-fem.obl his does so 
 
 
 
12. § 37 (DgL 211,2-5) 
 Wil bonde  quikær        oc     quitha fuldær  i clostær fara  
 Will man alive-masc.nom. and   anguish full-masc.nom.  into convent go 
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 tha ma han mæth allum sinum howoth lot in fara.  
 "then he may go there with all his main possessions"  
 
 warthær han  siukur  
 becomes he ill-masc.nom. 
 
 tha ma han halfwan gifwa clostre (…) oc eig mera  
 "then he may donate half to the convent (...) and not more" 
 
 
13. § 178 (DgL 249,6-8) 
 Brytær man up uth giærthe fore hæsti sinum ællær fore wagni sinum.  
 "If a man breaks a fence because of his horse or because of his wagon" 
 
 oc worthær   scatha     
 and becomes  damage-masc.obl.    
 
 ofna akrum ællær ofna ængiæ manna bøte scatha oc ofna twa øra)  
 "on someones fields or meadows, he must pay compensation for the damage and two øre 

in addition" 
 
 
14. § 216 (DgL 257,16-20) 
 Ær  kunu   san-Ø   fore hordoms sac  
 Is woman-fem.obl. true-fem.nom. for adultery sake  
 (”If the woman is found guilty of adultery”) 
 
 swa ath hun ma æi gen mæla tha ma hænnæ bonde um han wil hana borth hwraka  
  "so that she cannot deny it, then her husband - if he wishes - may cast her away" 
 
 
15. Principle of cohesive case i the B 69  

subj. and subj. compl. (or parts thereof) in the nominative are foreground information 
subj. and subj. compl. (or parts thereof) in the accusative are background information 

 
 
 
16.  The word bonde in E don. var. 136,4° (Arvebog & orbodemål): 
 

not in the definite form in the definite form  
bonde 
nom. 

bonden/bondan 
nom./obl. 

working as subj. and 
subj. complements 

bonda/bonde 
obl./nom. 

bondan 
obl. 

working as object etc. 
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17. huor   han worther.  a talæther.   oc  a kerther 
 where he   becomes.  - charged-masc.nom. and - indicted-masc.nom 
 ther  scal   man ouer hanom rætæ 
 there shall man over him     do-court 
 "The case must be served at the location where the charges have been brought” (U 9,4-5) 
 
18. Then deel ther bygdher          ær han  skiptas      i    trenæ  deelæ 
 that   part that  built-masc.nom. is   he  is-divided in  three  parts 
 "The inhabited part (of the world) is divided into three parts” (Luc 241,17) 
 
 
Developments 
 
19. The development of cohesive case 
Nominative by subject 
complements 
 
 
Agreement 
-number 
-gender 
-case 
 
                                              > 

Nominative by subject 
complements 
 
 
Agreement 
-number 
-gender 
-case 
Marker of foreground 
information                            > 

Nominative (and accusative by 
default) by subject complements 
and subjects 
 
Agreement 
-number 
-gender 
 
Marker of foreground 
information 

 
 
Later developments of the orig. masc.nom.sing.-marker: -(æ)r 
 
15TH CENTURY: 
In PPs: 
20. vpa en forgylt-ir stool (DSjT 128,2) 
 on a gilded chair 
 
21. meth sød-er sangh (Mand 128,9) 
 with sweet singing 
 
As object complement: 
22. War herre giordhe sik osynlek-er fore them (BP 122,29-30) 
 Our Lord made himself invisible to them 
 
23. iak thedhe them diæwllen wara fördömdh-er (BP 150,31-32) 
 I showed them the-devil be damned 
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MODERN DANISH: 
24. ungersvend  
 the young lad 
 
25. en flinker fyr 
 a nice guy 
 
26. en slemmer karl 
 a bad bloke 
 
27. The development of the old marker of masc.nom.sing. –(æ)r 
The form –(æ)r marks  
masc. nom. sing.  
 
 
 

> 

The form –(æ)r marks 
foregroundinf. in 
subjects and subject 
complements in masc. 
sing. 

> 

The form –(æ)r marks 
foregroundinf. in masc. 
and fem. and all 
syntactic functions 
 

> 

The form –(æ)r is a 
stylistic marker of 
emphasis in contexts of 
emotion and affection 

 
 
Sources to Old Danish 
 
Runic Danish (800-1100)  Runic inscriptions on stones and other objects 
Early Middle Danish   (1100-1350)  Lawtexts, books on medicine, fragments of 
     legends of the saints translated from latin 
Late Middle Danish  (1350-1525)  Lawtexts and legal documents, letters, 
     chronicles, edifying literature, anthologies of 
     legends, books on medicine, romantic literature, 
     animal fables (rhymed), etc. 
 
Excerpts taken from: 
B 69 = The Stockholm B 69 manuscript containing the Scanic Law. In Danmarks gamle 

Landskabslove, Vol. 1,1. 1933. Text II. (~1350). 
BP = "Bekkaskoghs-postillen" in Svenska medeltids-postillor efter gamla handskrifter. 1893. ed. by G. 

E. Klemming, tredje delen. Stockholm: P. A. Norstedt & söner. Also known as Uppsala-Postillen. 
(~1350-1400).  

DSjT = Sjælens Trøst, dansk version (”Siæla trøst”). 1937-1952. ed. by Niels Nielsen. København: J. 
H. Schultz Forlag/UJdS. (~1425) 

Luc = ”Lucidarius”. In Gammeldansk Læsebog (Old Danish Reader). 1968. ed. by Nelly Uldaler & 
Gerd Wellejus. København: Gyldendal. (~1470-80). 

Mand = "Mandevilles Rejse". 1882. ed. by M. Lorenzen, Kbh.: S. L. Møllers Bogtrykkeri. (~1459). 
U = ”Unionsakt”. Danske Breve og Diplomer i 14. og 15. Aarhundrede til Undervisningsbrug. 1930. 

ed. by Peter Skautrup. Aarhus. (1397). 



 

Workshop on object positions, Århus, January 2007. Case in Early Middle Danish - a double content system.  
Eva Skafte Jensen, Roskilde University, Section of Danish, Hus 3.2.3, PoBox 260, DK-4000 Roskilde. eskafte@ruc.dk  

7 

References 
 
Andersen, Henning (1973). Abductive and deductive change. Language 49, 1973. pp. 765-793. 
Andersen, Henning (2001). Markedness and the theory of linguistic change. In: Andersen, Henning 

(ed.): Actualization. Linguistic Change in Progress. Papers from a workshop held at the 14th 
International Conference on Historical Linguistics, Vancouver, B.C., 14 August 1999. Current 
Issues in Linguistic Theory, Vol. 219. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins. pp. 21-57.  

Bjerrum, Anders (1952). De tryksvage vokaler i danske runeindskrifter fra tiden ca. 1000 – ca. 1250. 
Acta Philologica Scandinavica, vol. 21. København: Munksgaard. pp. 53-65. 

Bjerrum, Anders (1966). Grammatik over Skånske Lov efter B 74. København. 
Brøndum-Nielsen, Johs. (1918). Danske lovhåndskrifter og dansk lovsprog i den ældre middelalder. 

Arkiv för nordisk filologi, vol. 34. Lund. pp. 105-137. 
Brøndum-Nielsen, Johs. (1935). Gammeldansk Grammatik, Vol. III. Substantivernes Deklination. 

København 1935. 
Christoffersen, Marit (1993). Setning og sammenheng. Syntaktiske studier i Magnus Lagabøters 

landslov. Agder distriktshøgskole. 
Diderichsen, Paul (1941). Sætningsbygningen i Skaanske Lov. København. 
Diderichsen, Paul (1946). Elementær Dansk Grammatik. 3. udg., 9. oplag, København 1987. 
Diderichsen, Paul (1946). Maal og Midler i Nutidens nordiske Filologi. I: Bjerrum, Anders, Henning 

Spang-Hanssen, Eli Fischer-Jørgensen & Knud Togeby (red.): Helhed og struktur. Udvalgte 
sprogvidenskabelige afhandlinger. København: Gads Forlag 1966. pp. 80-97. 

Durst-Andersen, Per (1996). Russian case as mood. Journal of Slavic Linguistics, Vol. 4 nr. 2. pp.177-
273. 

Durst-Andersen, Per (1997). Præpositioner og kasus i russisk. I: Jakobsen, Lisbeth Falster og Gunver 
Skytte (red.): Ny forskning i grammatik. Fællespublikation 4. Odense Universitetsforlag. pp. 171-
192. 

Durst-Andersen, Per (1998). Etleddede sætninger i russisk. I: Colliander, Peter & Iørn Korzen (red.): 
Ny forskning i grammatik. Fællespublikation 5. Odense Universitetsforlag. pp. 159-180. 

Ejder, Bertil (1945). Adjektivändelsen –er i de nordiska språken, särskilt i svenskan. Lundastudier i 
nordisk språkvetenskap 3. Lund. 

Halliday, M. A. K. & Ruqayia Hasan (1976). Cohesion in English. London & New York: Longman. 
Hansen, Aage (1956). Kasusudviklingen i dansk. I: Festskrift til Peter Skautrup. Universitetsforlaget i 

Aarhus. pp. 183-193. 
Heltoft, Lars (1996). Topics in Danish and in Universal Pragmatics. In: Heltoft, Lars & Hartmut 

Haberland (eds.): Proceedings of the Thirteenth Scandinavian Conference of Linguistics. 
Roskilde. pp. 251-262. 

Heltoft, Lars (2001). Recasting Danish Subjects – Case System, Word Order and Subject Development. 
In: Faarlund, Jan Terje (ed.): Grammatical Relations in Change. John Benjamins. pp. 115-146.   

Heltoft, Lars (2005). Ledsætning og letled i dansk. OV-rækkefølgens rester. I: Heltoft, Lars, Jens 
Nørgård-Sørensen & Lene Schøsler (red.): Grammatikalisering og struktur. København: Museum 
Tusculanum & Københavns Universitet. pp. 145-166. 

Hopper, Paul J. (1975). The syntax of the simple sentence in proto-germanic. The Hague & Paris: 
Mouton. 



 

Workshop on object positions, Århus, January 2007. Case in Early Middle Danish - a double content system.  
Eva Skafte Jensen, Roskilde University, Section of Danish, Hus 3.2.3, PoBox 260, DK-4000 Roskilde. eskafte@ruc.dk  

8 

Jensen, Eva Skafte (2001). Udforskningen af kasussystemet i ældre middeldansk – a case of squinting 
grammar? I: Widell, Peter & Mette Kunøe (red.): 8. Møde om Udforskningen af Dansk Sprog. 
Århus: Aarhus Universitet. pp. 171-179. 

Jensen, Eva Skafte (2005) Thi, thi, thi og fordi. Fra pronomen til kausale konnektiver. I: Cramer, Jens, 
Mette Kunøe & Ole Togeby (red.): Teorien om alt og andre artikler om sprog og filosofi. 
Festskrift Peter Widell. Århus: Wessel og Huitfeldt. pp. 149-159. 

Jensen, Eva Skafte (2002). Kasus i gammeldansk. I: Andersen, Hanne Leth, Kjær Jensen & Henning 
Nølke (red.). Ny forskning i Grammatik. Fællespublikation 9. RASK Supplement Vol. 13. Odense 
universitetsforlag. pp. 161-183. 

Jensen, Eva Skafte (2003). Case in Middle Danish. A double content system. In: Blake, Barry J.& Kate 
Burridge (eds.): Historical Linguistics 2001. Selected papers from the 15. International 
Conference on Historical Linguistics, Melbourne. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins 
Publishing Company. pp. 221-236. 

Jensen, Eva Skafte (2004). Det kohæsive kasussystem i gammeldansk. I: Duncker, Dorthe (red.): 
Studier i Nordisk 2002-2003. Selskab for Nordisk Filologi. Foredrag og årsberetning. 
København. pp. 119-145. 

Jensen, Eva Skafte (2004). Kanoniske og ikke-kanoniske nominalsyntagmer i moderne dansk. I: 
Jensen, Bente Lihn, Iørn Korzen & Henrik Høeg Müller (red.): Ny forskning i grammatik. 
Fællespublikation 11. RASK Supplement Vol. 16. Syddansk Universitetsforlag. pp. 157-180.  

Jensen, Eva Skafte (to appear). Far thæn man kunu ær børn hafwær – on the use of demonstratives, 
nouns and articles in the Scanic Law of Old Danish. In: Quak, Arend (ed.): Amsterdamer 
Beiträge zur ältere Germanistik, Sonderband. 

Jensen, Eva Skafte (manus.). Kohæsivt kasus i gammeldansk med udgangspunkt i Skånske Lov i 
Stockholm B 69 eller hvor gik nominativen hen da den gik ud? UJdS. 

Jørgensen, Henrik (1999). Nogle noter om en semantisk-hierarkisk klassifikation af nominerne i 
sætningen. Almen semiotik, 15/1999. pp. 150-170. 

Jørgensen, Henrik (2000). Studien zur Morphologie und Syntax der festlandskandinavischen 
Personalpronomina - mit besonderer Berücksichtigung des Dänischen. Acta Jutlandica LXXV:2, 
Humanities Series 73. Aarhus University Press. Aarhus. 

Jørgensen, Henrik (2001). Om den formelle markering af subjekts- og objektsfunktion ved 
ledsætninger i dansk. I: Jarvad, Pia, Frans Gregersen, Lars Heltoft, Jørn Lund & Ole Togeby 
(red.): Sproglige åbninger. E som Erik, H som 70. Festskrift til Erik Hansen. København: Reitzel. 
pp. 109-118. 

Jørgensen, Henrik (2002). Nogle problemer angående kasusudviklingerne i de germanske sprog. I: 
Cramer, Jens, Ole Togeby & Peter Widell (red.): M/K – Mod og kvindehjerte. Festskrift til Mette 
Kunøe 5. nov. 2002. Århus: Forlaget Modtryk. pp. 215-227. 

Nølke, Henning (1996). Det attributive adjektivs stilling på fransk. I: Herslund, Michael (red.): Ny 
forskning i grammatik. Fællespublikation 3. Odense Universitetsforlag. pp. 49-83. 

Pedersen, Karen Margrethe (1993). Letledsreglen og lighedsreglen. Novation, ekspansion og resistens. 
I: Jyske Studier tilegnede Magda Nyberg og Bent Jul Nielsen. Institut for Dansk 
Dialektforsknings Publikationer. København: C. A. Reitzels Forlag. pp. 199-218. 

Togeby, Ole (1993). Praxt. Århus. 
Togeby, Ole (1997). Nominalernes bestemthedsformer informationsteoretisk anskuet. I: Widell, Peter 

og Mette Kunøe:  6. Møde om Udforskningen af Dansk Sprog. Århus 1997. pp. 289-300. 
 


