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THE QUESTION OF I-UMLAUT IN THE
PRETERITE OPTATIVE OF CLASS III
WEAK VERBS OF OLD NORSE AND

MODERN ICELANDIC

THE OLD NORSE é-verbs are relatively few in number. Characteristically
these verbs are short stems and usually intransitive. In recent years the
irregular verbs of this class, especially hafa and segja, have received a
good deal of attention, whereas less has been said of the morphology
of its more typical representatives.

The purpose of this paper is to examine the preterite optative of this
class with special attention to the presence of i-umlaut and the lack of
it. To simplify the issue, all verbs that deviate from the normal para-
digm of this class (i.e. hafa, kaupa, segja, pegja), verbs with j-presents
(Iyja, hlyja etc.), as well as verbs that have joined other classes in
Modern Icelandic (spara, flaka, luma etc.) have been left out. Also
omitted in this discussion are all verbs that have disappeared from
common use in Modern Icelandic (e.g. skolla and kroka).

Typical representatives of Class III weak verbs in Old Norse can be
grouped as follows:

1) With a as a root vowel:
hjara, lafa, stara, vara, blaka, blasa, gapa, vaka, gnapa.
2) With a as the root vowel:
bra, da, fa, ha, hva, j4, 14, ma, sa, skra, ga, sma, spa, stré,
pra, glapa.
3) With i as the root vowel:
lifa.
4) With o as the root vowel:
horfa, vofa, pora, brosa, glotta, skorta, hvolfa, loda, tolla,
pola.
5) With 6 as the root vowel:
gléa, glora, sléra, téra, géna, soma, moka.
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6) With u as the root vowel:
duga, una.
7) With & as the root vowel:
gria, grifa, hlda, kira, lira, trda, Ga, dripa, hika, shita.

Compared to the evidence of Modern Icelandic the preterite opta-
tive forms of this class, as far as they can be determined, look as fol-
lows:
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! The capital letters refer to the following authors: K = Kress, W = Wimmer, I =
Iversen, G = Gordon, V = Valtyr Gudmundsson, S = Stefdn Einarsson, Hall. = Hall-
dér Halldérsson, H = Heusler. For reference to specific texts please see the Bibliogra-

phy.
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If we examine the information available about these 55 verbs in Old
Norse, it turns out that only 9 are actually cited as examples showing
umlaut in the preterite optative. As the table shows, all the examples
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go back to the same person, i.e. Ludvig Wimmer. Other scholars such
as Iversen, Heusler, Wessén and Gordon merely repeat different parts
of the same data without adding any new information.

In his Oldnordisk Formlere Wimmer does not specifically state that
umlaut took place in the preterite optative of all Class III weak verbs
where it was possible, however, it is obvious from his discussion that
he expects the i-umlaut to apply to the class as a whole. Heusler and
Iversen as well as most other authors of Old Norse grammars, do not
address themselves directly to the question of i-umlaut in the preterite
optative of this class but invariably the verb ‘vaka’ is selected as its
typical representative. Both Wessén and Gordon, however, make the
claim that umlaut actually took place without noting any exceptions or
further qualifying their remarks.

For Modern Icelandic there is general concensus among scholars
that with only few exceptions i-umlaut is not to be found in the preter-
ite optative of this class. Valtyr Gudmundsson, Stefdn Einarsson and
Kress all agree in this respect. Halldér Halldérsson is somewhat more
cautious in his remark that ‘I nitidarmali er i-hlj6dvarp ekki alltaf
vth. (opt.) af é-s6gnum, t.d. horfdi, brosti.”

It is clear from the evidence that Modern Icelandic presents that ei-
ther the preterite optative of these verbs failed to take i-umlaut for the
most part in Old Norse and therefore does not exhibit umlauted forms
to any great extent in Modern Icelandic, or that the umlaut actually
did take place in Old Norse but was subsequently lost in Modern Ice-
landic.

The first argument is supported by the fact that Wimmer, who ap-
pears to be the major authority on umlaut in this category, was trying
to establish a normalized and not a descriptive grammar for Old
Norse. His examples are relatively few and possibly misleading. At
any rate neither he, nor anyone else for that matter, cares to give any
sources for his data, which in turn makes its reliability subject to
doubt. Furthermore, it is difficult to explain why the i-umlaut should
virtually disappear in the preterite optative of this class and not in any
other morphological context. Finally it could be noted that in Old

2 Halld6r Halldérsson, fslenzk mdlfraedi handa @dri skélum, Reykjavik 1950, p. 168.



THE QUESTION OF - UMLAUT 359

Norse short stem words like the Class III weak verbs, i-umlaut com-
monly failed to take place.

For the second hypothesis it may be argued that the evidence of
such verbs as tria, una, duga, pola and pora where the i-umlaut has
survived into Modern Icelandic, might suggest that in the most com-
mon verbs the preterite optative was most likely to be used and there-
fore the umlaut most likely to be preserved. It is also possible to point
to gd, horfa and skorta, where the umlaut appears to have been lost,
and maintain that they reflect the typical development from Old Norse
into Modern Icelandic. In addition it must also be kept in mind that
the preterite optative of weak verbs has changed from Old Norse to
Modern Icelandic in the same way as the preterite optative of the
strong verbs; i.e. the 1st person singular now ends with -i (e.g. vekti,
yndi), whereas the plural forms have adopted the same endings as the
preterite indicative (i.e. -um, -ud, -u).

The major obstacle in coming to any conclusion about this problem
is clearly the lack of evidence for Old Norse. It is not that all the nec-
essary information doesn’t exist, it is simply inaccessible. Nearly all
editions of Old Norse texts are either normalized in their spelling or
based on a very small portion of the existent manuscripts. A prose or a
verse concordance, which would be the ideal key in a study of this
kind, is unfortunately not to be expected in the near future, and until
this situation improves it is difficult to see how the extent of i-umlaut
in the preterite optative of this class of verbs in Old Norse can be de-
termined conclusively. In the meantime, however, there is every rea-
son to caution against those handbooks that only give one or two ex-
amples of umlauted preterite optative forms (like ‘vekoa’ for in-
stance), and thus lead the reader to conclude that they are typical
representatives of the Class III weak verbs in Old Norse.
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AGRIP

A 19. 61d t6ldu mélfrzdingar, sem fengust vid fornar tungur, ad pzr geymdu
malid hreinast og 6spilltast. Ekki foru norren frdi varhluta af dhrifum bess-
arar kenningar um gull6ld mélsins, en langt er sidan menn misstu trina 4
hana. Enn eimir p6 eftir af pessum hugsunarhetti { ritum um norr@na maél-
fr20di, og er i pessu greinarkorni fjallad um eitt demi af slikum toga.

I allmérgum erlendum békum um islenzkt fornmal er stadhaft ad i veikum
sognum, sem fylgja &-beygingu, t.d. vaka, brosa og horfa, verdi i-hlj6dvarp {
viotengingarhatti patidar (eda pa, ad einungis sdgnin ad vaka, sem hlj6dverp-
ist, er gefin sem demi um beygingu). Fullyrding pessi, sem virdist eiga retur
a0 rekja til danska malfredingsins Ludvigs Wimmers, er heldur hapin, par
sem hann gefur einungis demi um niu sagnir, af lidlega 50, par sem hlj6dvarp
4 sér stad. Sé litio til sagna, sem ennpa tilheyra pessum flokki { islenzku ni-
timamadli, syna einungis sjo peirra merki um hljéovarp i vh. pt. Pratt fyrir pessi
fateklegu rok, virdist pad utbreidd skodun, ad hljéovarp hafi 4tt sér stad eins
afdrattarlaust og Wimmer vill vera lata. Lj6st er, a0 miklu itarlegri heimildir
purfa a0 vera fyrir hendi, 40ur en hagt er ad fullyroa nokkud um hljédvarp i
beygingu flestra é-sagna i fornmaéli eda par breytingar, sem kunna ad hafa
oroio 4 peim til nitimamadls. P6 benda demin ur islenzku nitimamali til pess,
a0 hlj6dvarp i viotengingarhatti patidar sagna hafi aldrei ordid med reglu-
bundnum hetti.



