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Does the grammatical gender of an Old English name always determine 

the biological sex of the individual to whom it refers? Hence was there 

gender specificity in Old English nomenclature? How far did the Anglo-

Saxons distinguish between male and female names? Was the meaning 

of the name-elements central in name-formation in Anglo-Saxon 

England? These are some of the issues which concern Elisabeth Okasha 

in Women’s Names in Old English, where she offers a meticulous and 

lucid linguistic study of Old English female names, both thematic and di-

thematic, as they are mainly recorded in historical documents from 

Anglo-Saxon England.  

In the Introduction, she questions the conventionally accepted 

assumption that the grammatical gender of a name is an indicator of the 

sex of the person named, and reminds the reader that there are no 

Anglo-Saxon surviving texts which may shed any light on the principles 

of vernacular nomenclature. On the one hand, Okasha admits that ‘in 

many cases, this principle seems to work quite well. There is no question 

that, for example, King Alfred was a man, that Ælfræd was a male name, 

and that ræd (advice) is a masculine noun’. On the other, she points out 

that there are instances in which this principle is indeed debateable. She 

gives the example of -mund (protection), an Old English feminine noun 

which appears frequently as the second element in male names such as 

Edmund (1). However, later on in her discussion of di-thematic names, 

she acknowledges the fact that in most Germanic languages the second 

element -mund is a masculine noun, as for example, in Old Frisian where 

it means ‘guardian’ or in Old Norse where mundr has the meaning of 

‘morning-gift’. Furthermore, as Eric Stanley noted, there is at least one 

convincing occurrence of a masculine form of mund in Christ I (73). This 
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may point to the existence of a Proto-Germanic form of the masculine 

noun, mund, from which the Old English word may have derived. The 

author admits that the system of name formation in Old English ‘was 

clearly inherited from a Common Germanic one, as similar personal 

name-formations occur in continental Germanic and in Scandinavian 

names’ (118–119). Perhaps this study may have profited from a more 

detailed investigation of the Germanic background of name-giving.  

In Chapter Two the author provides a list of 289 female names, 

which are arranged alphabetically, taken from lists of names (the 

Durham Liber Vitae and the Hyde Liber Vitae), and from Old English and 

Latin prose texts (including legal, hagiographical and historical material), 

where the name is clearly documented as belonging to a woman by the 

use of identifiers such as ‘cwen’, ‘laf’ or ‘modor’, or by the use of a 

personal pronoun. Her list excludes names whose Old English origin is 

uncertain, but may be examples of anglicisations of Latin and Celtic 

names. In discussing her source material, Okasha recognises that some 

sources are more reliable than others, and that ‘it is indeed in the 

spelling of personal names that most of the possible unreliability rests’ 

(9), particularly in relation to late works, including those of William of 

Malmsbury and the? Domesday Book, where the spelling of personal 

names is profoundly affected by Norman scribal practices. A discussion 

and analysis of the names provided in the list is the focus of Chapter 

Three. Overall, chapters two and three have the great merit of putting 

together a corpus of Old English female names, from several 

contemporary sources, which constitutes a valuable tool for the study of 

Anglo-Saxon nomenclature.  

Chapter Four offers a discussion of di-thematic names, that is, 

those personal names which are made up of two elements, the second of 

which is usually a noun. Okasha notes that ‘a relatively small number of 

second name-elements is recorded, only 33 altogether’, and that the most 
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popular elements in female names appear to be -burg, -gyþ, -swiþ and 

þryþ (70): -burg alone forms 42 names.  It is generally believed that the 

grammatical gender of the second name defines the sex of the individual 

named, and Okasha agrees that ‘the majority of these 33 second name-

elements are nouns and many of them are common nouns which are 

recorded in Old English texts as grammatically feminine’ (70). However, 

she claims that in a small number of names there is a discrepancy 

between the grammatical gender of the noun and the sex of the 

individual named. She refers here in particular to three attested 

masculine nouns: geard, sidu and wulf which form the female names 

Licgeard, Leofsidu and Eadwulf. She therefore reaches the conclusion 

that ‘there is not a clear one-to-one relationship between the 

grammatical gender of the second name-element and the sex of the 

person named’, and that ‘there is not complete gender exclusivity in 

name-giving’ (75).  

Chapter Five focuses on mono-thematic names, where Okasha 

signals a number of problems: identifying the head word of a name, 

particularly when names may have been Latinised; words of uncertain 

Old English origin; names which are shortened forms of di-thematic 

names; hypocoristic names and nicknames. In Chapter Six the author 

discusses examples of personal names inscribed on jewels (finger-rings), 

stones, plates and coins, where she challenges the gender of the 

individuals named, and  argues that ‘we cannot be completely certain, 

simply by examining a name, whether it belonged to a man or a woman’ 

(101). In support of this view, she maintains that Old English man(n) can 

also refer to a woman, and gives the example of an English writ in which 

there is a reference to ‘Tole min mann Urkes lafe (Tole my man, widow of 

Urk)’.  

To go back to the initial questions, Okasha declares that ‘some 

conclusions have emerged from this study, albeit all negative ones. One 
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is that there is not complete gender-specificity in Old English personal 

names. The second is that the grammatical gender of the second name-

element, or of the mono-thematic name, is of limited relevance in 

deciding whether a name is male or female’, and finally, ‘that the 

meaning of OE vocabulary items are identical to, or associated with, the 

elements of personal names seems to have been largely or completely 

irrelevant to the choice of personal name’ (121).  

Okasha undoubtedly recognises the complexities which surround 

this topic, and raises many pertinent issues in relation to Anglo-Saxon 

name-giving. The engaging style and the clarity of the presentation make 

this book also accessible to a non-specialist audience.  
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