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Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue: Unlocking Scotland’s Linguistic Heritage

dictionary of the older scottish tongue represents far more than just a collection of
words; it is a gateway to understanding the rich cultural and linguistic history of Scotland.
For anyone fascinated by the evolution of the Scots language, historical linguistics, or
medieval and early modern Scottish literature, this dictionary serves as an invaluable
resource. It sheds light on the vocabulary and usage of Scots from the twelfth to the
seventeenth centuries, a period when the language flourished in poetry, prose, and
everyday life.

If you've ever wondered about the origins of familiar Scottish words or the meanings
behind the archaic terms found in classic Scots texts, the dictionary of the older Scottish
tongue is your go-to reference. In this article, we’ll explore what this dictionary is, why it
matters, and how it continues to influence modern understanding of Scotland’s linguistic
past.

The Origins and Purpose of the Dictionary of the
Older Scottish Tongue

The dictionary of the older Scottish tongue was developed as a scholarly project aimed at
documenting the Scots language in its historical forms. Unlike modern Scots or Scottish
English, the "older Scottish tongue" refers to the Scots language as it was used
approximately between the 12th and 17th centuries. This dictionary captures the
vocabulary, spelling variations, and grammatical nuances from manuscripts, legal
documents, poetry, and other written records of that era.

From Manuscripts to Modern Scholarship

The Scots language has deep roots, influenced by Old English, Norse, Gaelic, and French
due to Scotland’s dynamic history. However, much of the older Scots vocabulary was
scattered across historical texts and was not widely accessible to the general public or
even many scholars until the dictionary project began.

Compiling the dictionary involved painstaking research, consulting numerous medieval
and early modern sources. The aim was to create a comprehensive lexicon that could
explain not only word meanings but also their etymology, pronunciation, and usage in
context. This makes the dictionary essential for anyone studying Scottish literature,
history, or linguistics.



Why “Older Scottish Tongue” Matters

Understanding the older Scottish tongue helps clarify the linguistic heritage that shaped
modern Scots and Scottish English. It reveals how the language evolved, how certain
words changed in meaning, and which terms have survived into contemporary usage. For
example, iconic Scottish poets like Robert Henryson and William Dunbar wrote in this
older Scots dialect, and the dictionary allows readers to fully appreciate their works
without confusion.

Exploring the Structure and Features of the
Dictionary

Unlike modern dictionaries, the dictionary of the older Scottish tongue is often more
detailed and scholarly. It goes beyond simple definitions to provide historical context and
illustrative quotations from original texts.

Key Features That Make It Unique

e Historical citations: Each entry usually includes examples of how the word
appeared in historical documents, highlighting its usage over time.

e Variants and spellings: The dictionary records multiple spellings of words,
reflecting the inconsistent orthography of older Scots.

¢ Pronunciation guides: Some editions include phonetic notes to help understand
how the words might have sounded.

e Etymological notes: Insights into a word’s origin, whether from Old English, Norse,
Gaelic, or French, provide context about Scotland’s linguistic influences.

These features not only assist scholars but also make the dictionary a fascinating read for
language enthusiasts and anyone curious about Scotland’s past.

Applications of the Dictionary in Modern
Research and Education

The dictionary of the older Scottish tongue is not just a historical artifact; it remains a
practical tool in various fields today.



For Literary Scholars and Historians

Academics analyzing medieval and Renaissance Scottish literature rely heavily on this
dictionary to interpret texts accurately. Without it, many of the nuanced meanings and
cultural references in early Scots poetry and prose would be lost or misunderstood.

For Language Learners and Enthusiasts

Modern Scots speakers and learners often look back to the older forms for inspiration and
to deepen their understanding of the language’s roots. The dictionary helps bridge the gap
between past and present, enriching the language-learning experience.

In Digital Humanities and Linguistic Projects

With increased digitization of historical texts, the dictionary has become a foundational
resource in creating searchable databases and linguistic corpora. This aids computational
linguistics efforts, such as tracking language change over time or analyzing dialectal
variations within Scots.

Where to Access the Dictionary of the Older
Scottish Tongue

Fortunately, thanks to ongoing digitization efforts, much of the dictionary of the older
Scottish tongue is available online, making it accessible to a global audience.

Online Resources and Digital Editions

Websites hosted by universities and historical societies often provide searchable versions
of the dictionary. These digital editions allow users to quickly find words and explore their
historical usage without needing to consult physical volumes.

Printed Editions and Libraries

For those who prefer traditional books, printed editions of the dictionary remain available
in major libraries and can sometimes be purchased from specialized academic bookshops.
These editions may include detailed annotations and indexes that complement the digital

versions.



Tips for Using the Dictionary Effectively

If you're diving into the dictionary of the older Scottish tongue for the first time, here are
some helpful pointers:

e Start with context: When looking up a word from a text, try to understand the
sentence or passage first. This makes interpreting the dictionary entry easier.

e Pay attention to variant spellings: Older Scots spelling is not standardized, so be
flexible when searching for words.

e Use quotations: Reading the original examples given in the dictionary helps you
grasp how the word was used in real contexts.

e« Combine with modern Scots resources: To see how language has changed,
compare older terms with contemporary Scots dictionaries or glossaries.

These strategies will enhance your learning experience and deepen your appreciation for
the older Scottish tongue.

Exploring the dictionary of the older Scottish tongue opens a fascinating window into
Scotland’s linguistic and cultural heritage. Whether you’re a scholar, a student, or simply
curious about Scots language history, this dictionary offers insights that enrich
understanding and appreciation of a vibrant linguistic tradition that continues to influence
Scotland today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue?

The Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue (DOST) is a comprehensive historical
dictionary that documents the Scots language as it was used from the 12th century to the
end of the 17th century.

Who compiled the Dictionary of the Older Scottish
Tongue?

The Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue was originally compiled by a team of scholars
led by Sir William Craigie and others, with the project beginning in the early 20th century.



What time period does the Dictionary of the Older
Scottish Tongue cover?

The dictionary covers the Scots language from its earliest recorded usage in the 12th
century up to the end of the 17th century.

Is the Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue available
online?

Yes, the Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue is available online through various
platforms, including the official Dictionary of the Scots Language website.

How is the Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue
different from the Scottish National Dictionary?

The Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue focuses on Scots language from the 12th to
the 17th century, while the Scottish National Dictionary covers Scots language from the
18th century to the present day.

Why is the Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue
important for Scottish literature studies?

It provides detailed definitions, usage examples, and historical context for Scots words,
making it an essential resource for understanding older Scottish literature and historical
texts.

Can the Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue help
with genealogical research?

Yes, by understanding the language and terminology used in historical Scottish
documents, the dictionary can assist researchers in interpreting old texts, legal records,
and family histories.

What types of words are included in the Dictionary of
the Older Scottish Tongue?

The dictionary includes vocabulary from all areas of life in historical Scotland, such as
everyday speech, legal terms, religious language, and literary usage from the medieval to
early modern periods.

Additional Resources

Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue: A Definitive Exploration of Scotland’s Linguistic
Heritage



dictionary of the older scottish tongue represents an invaluable resource for scholars,
linguists, historians, and enthusiasts of Scottish culture, providing comprehensive insight
into the language and vocabulary of Scotland from the medieval period up to the early
modern era. This monumental lexicographical work meticulously catalogs the lexemes,
idioms, and semantic evolutions of Scots language, preserving the linguistic heritage that
shaped Scotland’s literary and cultural identity. Beyond serving as a mere glossary, the
dictionary embodies a historical archive, tracing the origins and transformations of words
used in older Scottish literature, legal documents, and poetic traditions.

Understanding the Dictionary of the Older
Scottish Tongue

The dictionary of the older scottish tongue is not just a simple list of archaic words; it is a
scholarly compilation that contextualizes each entry with historical usage, pronunciation
guides, etymological roots, and examples drawn from original texts. Developed primarily
during the early 20th century, with the first volumes appearing in the 1930s, it was
intended to fill a gap left by more generalized English dictionaries that inadequately
covered Scots lexical items. The project was monumental in scope, aiming to document
the Scots language from its earliest forms until approximately the 17th century.

This dictionary is distinguished from modern Scots dictionaries by its focus on older
vocabulary, capturing language as it appeared in the works of Robert Henryson, William
Dunbar, and other medieval Scottish poets and chroniclers. Its comprehensive nature
makes it essential for anyone seeking to understand the linguistic environment of Scotland
during the Middle Ages and Renaissance.

Historical Context and Linguistic Importance

The Scots language evolved from early northern Middle English dialects, influenced
heavily by Norse, Gaelic, and later French and Latin elements. The dictionary of the older
scottish tongue documents this complex linguistic interplay, providing detailed entries
that reveal how words shifted in meaning or pronunciation over centuries. For example,
many entries highlight how legal or ecclesiastical terminology differed in Scots compared
to contemporary English, reflecting Scotland’s unique social and political structures.

The dictionary also acts as a bridge for modern readers to access medieval Scottish
literature in its authentic form. Without it, much of the nuanced meanings in texts like
“The Brus” by John Barbour or “The Flyting of Dunbar and Kennedy” would remain
obscure. It enables accurate translation and interpretation, fostering greater appreciation
of Scotland’s literary heritage.

Features and Structure of the Dictionary

The dictionary of the older scottish tongue is organized alphabetically, with each word



entry offering multiple layers of information:

e Pronunciation: Phonetic guides help readers approximate the sounds of older
Scots, which often differ markedly from modern English pronunciations.

e Etymology: Traces the word’s lineage, often linking Scots terms to Old English,
Norse, or Gaelic origins.

e Definitions: Detailed explanations covering various meanings and contextual uses.

¢ Quotations: Citations from historical texts illustrate the word’s usage across
different time periods and genres.

e Variants: Notes on spelling differences and alternative forms documented in
manuscripts and printed works.

This detailed approach ensures that the dictionary is not merely a static repository but a
dynamic tool for linguistic and historical analysis.

Comparison with Other Lexicographical Works

While the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) is renowned for its comprehensive coverage of
the English language, it includes only a limited selection of Scots vocabulary. In contrast,
the dictionary of the older scottish tongue offers an unparalleled depth of focus on Scots,
particularly its older stages. Another related resource is the Scottish National Dictionary,
which covers Scots language primarily from the 18th century onward, thus complementing
the earlier dictionary by extending the linguistic timeline.

Together, these resources provide a layered understanding of Scots language

development. For researchers focusing on medieval and early modern Scotland, the
dictionary of the older scottish tongue remains the definitive reference.

Applications and Contemporary Relevance

The dictionary of the older scottish tongue serves multiple contemporary purposes beyond
academic research:

Literary Studies and Translation

Translators and editors working on medieval Scottish texts rely heavily on this dictionary
to decipher obscure words and phrases accurately. Its precise definitions and historical
context prevent misinterpretations that could distort the original meanings, thus



preserving authenticity in modern editions.

Educational Resources

In Scottish universities and schools, the dictionary supports courses in Scottish literature,
linguistics, and history. It introduces students to the evolution of Scots and fosters a
deeper understanding of national identity through language.

Cultural Revival and Preservation

With increasing interest in Scots as a living language and cultural emblem, the dictionary
of the older scottish tongue aids language revivalists in reconnecting with historical roots.
By documenting linguistic heritage, it provides a foundation for cultural pride and
continuity.

Digital Access and Modern Challenges

One of the challenges for the dictionary of the older scottish tongue has been accessibility.
Originally published as a multi-volume print edition, recent digitization efforts have begun
to make this resource more widely available online. Digital formats allow for keyword
searching and integration with other databases, enhancing usability for researchers
worldwide.

However, the sheer volume and complexity of entries require sophisticated digital
interfaces to present the dictionary effectively. Ongoing projects aim to create searchable

online platforms that maintain the scholarly rigor and detail of the original print editions
while expanding access.

Strengths and Limitations of the Dictionary

Like any historical dictionary, the dictionary of the older scottish tongue has its strengths
and limitations:
e Strengths:
o Comprehensive documentation of medieval and early modern Scots vocabulary
o Rich contextual examples drawn from authentic sources
o Authoritative etymological analyses supporting linguistic research

o Facilitates cross-disciplinary studies in literature, history, and linguistics



o Limitations:

[¢]

Focus limited to older Scots; does not cover modern Scots dialects extensively

[¢]

Print volumes can be bulky and less accessible without digital versions

[¢]

Complex language and scholarly style may present barriers to casual readers

[¢]

Some entries may reflect the linguistic knowledge and editorial biases of early
20th-century scholarship

Nevertheless, these limitations are typical of historical lexicographical works and do not
diminish the dictionary’s overall scholarly value.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the
Dictionary of the Older Scottish Tongue

The dictionary of the older scottish tongue remains a cornerstone of Scots language
studies, embodying a meticulous commitment to preserving Scotland’s linguistic past. It
continues to inform and inspire research across disciplines, bridging centuries of language
evolution and cultural expression. As digitization efforts progress, the dictionary’s reach
will undoubtedly expand, offering new opportunities for discovery and engagement with
Scotland’s rich linguistic heritage. For anyone interested in exploring the roots of Scottish
identity through its language, this dictionary is an indispensable guide and resource.
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