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May in The Wycliffite Bible
Masayoshi TERADA

O This study seeks to identify the morphological, syntactical and semantical features of the modal

auxiliary verb ‘may’ in Middle English.0 For this study, the data is chiefly collected from ‘The Wyc-

liffite Bible’ (WB).O The text we use is Forshall,J. and Madden,F. (eds.), The Holy Bible, Contain-

ing The Old and New Testaments, with the Apocryphal Books, In the Earliest English Versions

made from the Latin Vulgate by John Wycliffe and his Followers, Oxford University Press, 1850

(reprinted in 1982).

WB consists of two parts: the Early Version and the Later Version.d The Later Version is mainly

used in this study.

O In order to compare the usage and meanings of WB with those of contemporary writings, passages

from Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales (CT) are frequently extracted.

O As a result of the current study, several unique characteristics of may are identified in WB.O Some

of the characteristics are as follows:

(i) The suffixes were bound for the levelling of inflections. The first and third person singulars
showed the same morphological form may with that of Present-day English.

(ii) May in WB was used not only as an auxiliary verb, but also as a verb. Therefore, may in WB had
the syntactic characteristics of both the auxiliary verb and the main verb.

(il The syntactical behavior of may, especially in the infinitive form of mow(e) resembled that of be
able to in Present-day English.

{ivy May in WB retained the meaning of ‘be able to’ but had begun to assume the meaning of permis-
sion or desire which Present-day English may possesses.

(v) The meaning and the usage of be mighty to in WB was unique.[J The collocation had almost the
same meaning of may in WB, but it co-occurred only with the subjects which had the meaning of

the divine power.

Key words;0 Wycliffe, Chaucer, Later Middle English, May, Can, Be Able To
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00000000000 DO0O000D0DO0O0O0O0DdForshall,d. and Madden,F. (eds.), The Holy Bi-

ble, Containing The Old and New Testaments, with the Apocryphal Books, In the Earliest Eng-
lish Versions made from the Latin Vulgate by John Wycliffe and his Followers, Oxford University
Press, 18500 reprinted in 19820 0 0 00O O0OO0ODOOOOOODOOODOEarly VersionD O O OO

OlaterVersionDOOOOODODOOOODOODODOODODOODOOODOOOODOODODOOOOOO

gooooboooobooboobobooboooDbooboobDboob0oobDbooobooooD
Jooo0oboooooooboooo

U0OMaydooogno
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0 00 The Wycliffite Bible D000 MayO OO OO0

ooooo ooooo ooooo

oo mow [mowe] 00mo

0ooooOo mowende oooo?
ooood moght oood
ooo ooooo may [mai] 00m
goooo maist [maiste, mayst] 00m
goooo may [mai] 0 oo
oag moun [mown,mowen] 0 oo
ooo goooo myghte [mighte, myght] oooo
goooo myghtist [mightist] oooo
goooo myghte [mighte, myght] 00mo
oo myghten [mighten] 00mo
g 0 oo
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ooo ooooo -(e) -(e) -(e)
goooo -(e)s -est -(e)st
goooo -(e)s -(e)th -(e)th
oag -(e)s -en -(e)th
ooo goooo -(e)d;-t -(e)de;-te -(e)de;-te
goooo -(e)dest -est -est
goooo -(e)d;-t -(e)de;-te -(e)de;-te
oag 0 ;-(e)de(n) -en -en

NBOOOOOO O OOOObOOooobooooooooooooo

0 0 O The Wycliffite Bible O The Canterbury TalesO OO0 May OO 000

The Wycliffite Bible The Canterbury Tales
oo oo0 mow 0 O O mowe
oood ooooo Ooodgd may 000 may
ooood 000 maist 0 0 O mayst
ooooo Ooodgd may 000 may
oo 000 moun 000 may
oono ooood 000 myghte 0 0 O myghte
ooood 000 myghtist 0 0 O myghtest
ooood 000 myghte 0 0 O myghte
od 000 myghten 0 0 O myghte

gboobooooooobobobobooooooboboboboooo

OCTOO0mMOOoOOoooOODOshalmoweOOOOOODOODOOOO

00000 ..In muchel suffrynge shul manye thynges falle unto thee whiche thou shalt nat mowe
suffre. (CT O 1465)

0 00O O While you are enduring many sufferings, many things which you cannot endure will fall
upon youw.

gooowBOUOOO mow e OMOOODODODDODOOO0OOOO mounDOOOO0O0O0O0O0OOO0O
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0000000000000 C000O0oOo000oma0cowBOOOMmMbOOOODOODOOODO
O0OOOOOOO0OOOODO The New English BibleOOTOMNEBO OOOODOODOD

gooooooooooo

0000000 Omayd0 00000000 ODODOOOODODOO0OOWBOOODDODOOODDOOOO

O0O0OONEBOOODOODOODOODOOODOODOOODOODODOmMmayOOOOOO ‘be able todo’

oooooooooooo

0 0 0 0O O Therfor if ye moun not that that is leest, what ben ye bisie of othere thingis?

00000 If, then, you cannot do even a very little thing, why are you anxious about the rest?
(Luke 12.26)

0 0000Y may alle thingis in hym that coumfortith me.

0 000 O 1 have strength for anything through him who gives me power. (Phil.4.13)

00000 Tyndale 000D00OO00DO00O000D

0O O 01 can do all things through the help of Christ which strengtheneth me.

goOMayOOO mow ed OO O

OWBOUOOmayOOOODOOmow OO mowe D ODOODODOOODOODODOODOOOODDOO
goooo

M i0shalOOOO0OO0OOOO0ODOOOO0OOOOOOO

M id00000ooooooooooon

Mii0ToOOOOOODO

OidshalOOOO
OwillOO0oOO00oO00O00O0DO00o0d0o0Omay0 0000 DOO0OO0OO0ODOODOODOODOODODO
ctridboobDbooboopobooboooboon
00000 ..thou schalt not mowe stonde bifor this enemyes...
0000 DO ..you cannot stand against your enemies... (Joshua 7.13)
00000 ..whereof schal a man mowe fille hem with looues here in wildirnesse?

0 0 O O O How can anyone provide all these people with bread in this lonely place? (Mark8.4)
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000000000 MDOD0O0 maidmowOOOOOODOOOOO0OOODOredundance0000O00O0O0
00000000cOO0O shalmounOO00OO0DO0OOOD0DODOOOOOODOODOODOODODOO
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00000 ..and he mai not mow be hid.

00000 ..he has nowhere to conceal himself.

00000 ..and he shal not moun be coouered. (Jeremiah 49.10)

0igdoooooooooooo

OWherO=Whetherl Lest 0000000000000 O0ODOOOOOOO

O00000..Wher Y mowe hele fro Abraham what thingis Y schal do, sithen he schal be in to a great
folk and moost strong...

00000 ..Shall I conceal from Abraham what I intend to do? He will become a great and powerful
nation... (Gen.18.17)

0 0O 0O 0O O Lest aftir that he hath set the foundement, and mowe not perfourme, alle that seen, bigyn-
nen to scorne hym...

0 0O 0O O O Otherwise, if he has laid its foundation and then is not able to complete it, all the onlook-

ers will laugh at him. (Luke 14.21)

JiidToOOO
OMay OO UOODOO0ODOODcanO mustJ 00O 0OD0O00O0OO0O0OD0ODODO0ODOOODODO0ODOODOO
00000000000000000000°0
00O O O ...which thing Y hileuynge thoughte to mow be doon bi thee.
00000 ..I secretly thought it could be done by you. (Judith 13.7) v
00 O O ...1 deme neither the world him silf to mowe take tho bookis, that ben to be writun.
(Early Version)

00000 ..1suppose the whole world could not hold the books that would be written.

(John21.25)
gooooooa
OWBOUOUOO MayO DO OO OO0 0 0dD0DM%O 0000 ooobooo
000 O O Therfore thou schalt take with thee of alle metis that moun be stun...
0 000D ..you take and store every kind of food that can be eaten... (Gen.6.21)

00 O O Be thou war diligentli, that thou do ech comaundement which Y comaunde to thee to dali,
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that ye moun lyue...

0 0O 0O O O You must carefully observe everything that | command you this day so that you may live...
(Deut.8.1)

000 O O ...Whether the sones of sposailis moun faste, as longe as the spouse is with hem?

0 0 0 0O O Can you expect the bridegroom’s friends to fast while the bridegroom is with them?
(Mark2.19)

OO0 O O Ye moun not serue to God and to ritchesse.

00 0O 0O 0O You cannot serve God and Money. (Lukel6.13)

MO0 NEBOO may DO OO0 MO00OO0O0OO0O0O0OO0DDOO0O0DOOo0ooDbOooobooo

TyndaleODTOOO00 may 0 0000000 D0O0ODOODOOOOOOODOODOODOOOODOODO

OO All the commandments which | command thee this day ye shall keep for to do them that ye

may live ... (Tyndale) (Deut.8.1)

goooooog

OWBOODOUOODOOODmayOODOOODDOMO%OIODODODOOODOOO

000 O O Forsothe Isaac wexe eld, and hise ithen dasewiden, and he mighte not se.

0 0 0O 0O O When Isaac grew old and his eyes became so dim that he could not see... (Gen.27.1)

00O O O ...and thanne thei mighten not drawe it for multitude of fischis.

00000 ...and found they could not haul the net aboard, there were so many fish in it.

(John21.6)

OO0 O O And Y, britheren, myghte not speke to you as to spiritual man...

00 000..my brothers, | could not speak to you as | should speak to people who have the Spirit.
(O Cor.3.1)

goooooog

0000000 LaterVersionOOOOOOOOOODODOOODOO Early Version [MMONMHT OO
gooooo

00 O O ...ne mowende in the hous abide stille with hir feet...

0000 O (awoman) never content to stay at home... (Prov.7.11)
000 O O ...doumble dogges not mowende berken...

00000 (They are) all dumb dogs who cannot bark... (Isaih56.10)
M0 00000000000 ODDO (awoman) being unable to stay at home... 0000000
000000 MOMa0 O O (They are) dumb dogs being unable to bark... 00O OO00O0O0O0O0O0DOO
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00 O O ...this oon | wot wel, me not to han moght remene...

00000 ..this one | knew well, anyone having been unable to interpret... Y (Job Prologue)

OodMayOOnogonog
OMayOOOooooooooooboobooboboboobooooooooooobouobobo
OO0OOOOOOOOODOODOD cannot] =to beunabletoOO OO OCOOOOOOOOODODODO
gbobooooobooboboboboooooboobobobobooboDmayooooobob O
U0On oD 0 OOnoonmOnmOmmoo oo oobocooboooooobooooooomoo
gbooboboboobooomoooooboboboobooobooobooooooooooDLm oo
gomooboooooobooobooboobo oo oobooobooboobooboooo
gooobobmoooboooooboooomoboob oo b omooooobooboo
gbooboooooooobobtbmydobobooooboobobooboobobobo
gboooooooobobobobooogonog

OO mayOd can/beableto 0 000

OO0OO0OOmayOODOOODO beableto 0000000000 OO0O0O00O0O0O0O0O0O0O
OoOO0OO0OO0OC0OcanO 0000000000000 O0OWBOOOOOOcanO beabletoDOOODO
goobooooooobooboboboobooooboboobotoomayoooooobob o
gooooooo

goowBOUOO CTUODOO mayd canOd OO

OWBOUOUOUO canUOODOUOODOODOUODOODOOOODDOO0ODOODMOIOODOOmaydrnd
0000000000000 00000000000000O0can000O0O ‘to know (how to) O O
Otlearnto 00000000000 O0ODOODOODOODODOOODOODOODO

000 O O Therfor if ye, whanne ye ben yuele men, kunnen gyue good giftis to youre sones...
00000 If you, then, bad as you are, know how to give your children what is good for them...

(Matt.7.11)
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OO0 O O And Y can also be lowid.
000001 know what it is to be brought low. (Phil.4.12)
OO0 O O That ech of you kunne welde his vessel...
00000 ..each of you must learn to gain mastery over his body... (1 Thes.4.4)
00 O O ...for if ony man kan not gouerne his house, hou schal he haue diligence of the chirche of
God?
00000 If aman does not know how to control his own family, how can he look after a congrega-
tion of God’s people? (1 Tim.3.5)
OO0 O O Therfor it is synne to hym, that kan do good, and doith not.
0 0O 0O O O Well then, the man who knows the good he ought to do and does not do it is a sinner.
(James4.17)
000000000000 00D0C0000OknowingOD OO understandingD 0 O0O000OCO0OO
000 O O Also men dwelle togidre, and bi kunnyng gyue ye onoure to the wommanus freeltee...
000 00O In the same way, you husbands must conduct your married life with understanding: pay
honour to the woman'’s body... (1 Peter3.7)
goboobobooobooowBODUOUODOD mayO canUO00D0D0O0OD0OOODODO0ODOOOODOO
Jo0obo0ooooobooboCcTUDmayl can0 000000000 O0OODODO0ODOOOODOO
00000000 MMODMOODOO0OOeableto 00000000000 OOODOODOODOO
Joo0o0o0oobooobooDmmooobb canOmay 000000000 DOOOO
goboooooooo
00 O O Wel koude he synge and pleyen on a rote.
000 00OHe was able to sing and play on a stringed instrument m. (1(A)236)
000 O O His lord wel koude he plesen subtilly. /To yeve and lene hym of his owene good, /And have
a thank, and yet a cote and hood.
0 00O O He was able to please his lord by lending him some of his own possessions and thus ob-
tain thanks and a reward besides. (1(A)610)
000 O O So that | koude doon aught to youre plesaunce.
00000 So that | could do anything to your pleasure. (1(A)1571)
OO0 O O Or elles he is at his hous, certeyn. /Where that he be, | kan nat soothly seyn.
00000 If not, he is certainly at home today. /But where he is | can't exactly say.)
(1(A)3669-70)
OO0 O O Now help me, lady, sith ye may and kan. (1(A)2312)
0 00 O O Saleweth yow, as he best kan and may. V(F)112)
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000 00O Lente me gold; and as | kan and may. (0O 354)
OBensonOOTOOOOO0O kanand may O O O O O may and kan O O O O O *know how and can’ O
goooOoOoOoOoOOODOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOODOODOOOODOOOOO

goowBOODOO mayd beabletoD OO
OWBOOObeabletoODODOODDOMODODODODOODDODODOOODOODOOmMayO be
ableto0 00000000 ODODOOOOOODOOOEarly Versiond OO OO O Later Versiond O
0000000000000 00000000000D0DMmMDOODO0OOOOmay O be able
o000 0000000000 MMcO0d NEBODO OO

00 O O ...in swerdis of stronge men Y shal cast doun thi multitude, alle thes folkis ben vnexpugn-

able, or mowen not be ouercomen. (Early Version)

00000 ..in swerdis of stronge men Y schal caste doun thi multitude, alle these folkis ben not able
to be ouercomun. (Later Version)
000001 will make the whole horde of you fall by the sword of warriors who are of all men the
most ruthless. (NEB) (Ezek.32.12)
MmoooboooobooboooboooobooboobD oo obDboobooob oo
0 0 O O O having been so ruthless that no human beings had the power to overcome (them) 00 O
000000000 0MMeab0D 000000 beableto 000000000 OOODOOODOODOO
000000OwBOOOO beabletod can0 00000 OOODO ‘beableto’ 00O OO0OOO0O
0000000000000 OMEDOOObeableto0 000000 OD0OODOODOODOODOODOO
gooooo
O i O having the power to do or become something
O ii O suitable for a use or purpose
OwBOOOOMODOOOODOODODODOOOOMM i000o0o0ooooooooomom iooo
0000000000000 0000MMDOOMOD bODOOONEBOODODOODmMOOOGO
000000 beODODOODOODODODOOOOOODOODOODODO

O0igoooogo
OO0 O O ...to the tyme that thei camen into a loond able to dwel yn...
00000 ..until they came to a land where they could settle... (Ex.16.35)
000 O O And the kyng seide to men able to be sent out, that stonden aboute hym...
0 0O 0O O He then turned to the bodyguard attending him and said... (1 Samuel22.17)

OO0 O O Therfor thou schalt gyue to this seruaunt an herte able to be taught...
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0 0 0O 0O O Give thy servant, therefore, a heart with skill to listen... (1 King3.8)
000 O O ...bitake then these to feithful men, whiche schulen be also able to teche othere men.
00000 ...put that teaching into the charge of men you can trust, such men as will be competent

to teach others. (2 Tim.2.2)

O0igoooogo
000 O O And whanne the hauene was not able to dwelle in wynter, ful many ordeyneden counsel
to seile fro thennus, if on ony maner thei mighten come to Fenyce...
00000 ..and as the harbour was unsuitable for wintering,the majority were in favour of putting

out to sea, hoping, if they could get so far, to winter at Phoenix... (Acts27.12)

goowB OO OO bemightytod O OO

OwBOOOOOOOObeableto' 00D O0DO0O0OODOOODOODOO0OOOODOODOODOODODOO

ObemightytoDOODOODODODOOOOO0OOOOODOODOODOODOOOODODOODOODOOCTO

TyndaleD0 0O O00O0O0O0O0OOOOOOOOCEDOMEDODODODODODODOODOODODO

gobooboobooowBUOUODOOOooDbOOOobOOOoDOOoOoODOOobLDO0OomMbOoUobbooobOoo

gooboobooooboooboooooag Tyndalel:lDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDDMD

00 O O ..for Y seie to you, that God is myghti to reise vp of these stoones the sones of Abraham.

00000 ..For | say unto you, God is able of these stones to raise up children unto Abraham.

(Matt.3.9)

00 O O ...gyuynge glorie to God, witynge moost fulli that what euere thinis God hath bihight, he
(God) is myghti also to do.

00000 ..and gave honour to God, full certified, that what he had promised that he(God) was
able to make good. (Romans4.21)

000 O O For God is myghti, to sette hem in eftsoone.

000 00O For God is of power to graff them in again. (Romans11.23)

00O O O And God is mighti to make al grace abounde in you...

00000 God is able to make you rich in all grace... (2 Cor.9.8)

OO OO And to hym(God) that is mighti to do alle things mor plenteuousli than we axen or
vndurstondun...

0 0 0 0O 0O Unto him(God) that is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think...

(Eph.3.20)
000 O O For Y woot to whom Y haue bileuyd, and Y am certeyne that he (Jesus Christ) is mighti
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for to kepe that is take to my keping, in to that dai.
00000 For | know whom | have believed, and am sure that he (Jesus Christ) is able to keep that
which | have committed to his keeping, against that day. (2 Tim.1.12)
000 O O ...that he (a bishop) be mighti to amoneste in hoolsum techyng...
00000 ..that he (a bishop) may be able to exhort with wholesome learning... (Tit.1.8)
000 O O ...he (Jesus Christ) is mighti to helpe also hem that ben temptid.
00000 ..he (Jesus Christ) is able to succour them that are tempted. (Heb.2.18)
OO0 O O For he demyde that God is mighti to reise hym, yhe, fro deth...
0000 0O that God was able to raise up again from death. (Heb.11.19)
000 O O And now Y bitake you to God and to the word of his (God’s) grace, that is mighti to edifie
and gyue eritage in alle that ben maad hooli.
00000 And now brethren | commend you to God and to the word of his (God’s) grace, which is
able to build further... (Ap.20.32)
00O O O But to him (God) that is mighti to kepe you with out synne...
0 00O 0O 0O Unto him (God) that is able to keep you, that you fall not... (Judas24)
MMOODNmMOOd a0 bOODODODO0OO0OOO0OODODOOOODOODOODOWBO Godd Jesus Christ[
bishopO OO OOOODOOOOOOO Ohaving the divine power D0 000 OO O O be mighty tod
0000000000000 0DO0000OTyndaledDOO0O0O beableto0 00 O00O0ODOODO0O
000000000000 TeradaDOIMDODODODOO0OOOO0ODOODOODOODO beabletod OO
oobooooooobooo

gooooon

Jo0bo0ooooob0dOmayD0O0O can 000000 OODOO0ODOOODODOODOOOODOO
gobooboboooboobooobooboboob0oobbooboobDboobooobOoo
gobooboboooboobooobooboboob0oobbooboobDboobooobOoo
000000000000 000D0semi-auxiiaryD 00000000 D0DODOODOOOOODOODOO
0000000000000 0000dDO0DO0D00000DbLOO0D0ODO00oDbODOOO0ODOOd Vis-
ser01THHD §ID0 8§00 00O0OOcan 0000000000 condconned kunne 0 00O
0000 shallcango’O'maycango’ O 0000000000000 COOOOOOODOOOODOO
00000000 OOmay0DODODODODOOODOOO mowdmowe OO OO ODO 0O ‘'shall may
go'd 'shallmay becured 0000000000000 0ODODOODOOOOODOODOOOODOOO
Jo0bo0oooooboobooooboobobooboobDb0dbdecan00bD0O0ONcan OO
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0000000000000 0mayD shal 000000000 00000"™D
00000000000000000000000000000000WBOOO CTOOOODO
00000000000000000000000000000000000000000000
000000000 mewded 0000000000 Cshal00000000000000000
00000 can 0000000000000 kunned 0000000000000 O00000000
may0O0OOObeableto 0000 can0000000000000000000000movdel
000000 ‘beableto 0000000000000 0mowed000000000 be able to O
00000000000000000000Obeableto000000000can000000000
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