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ZUZANA MALÁŠKOVÁ

LOW GERMANIC1 LOANWORDS IN ENGLISH BORROWED  
IN EUROPE

Abstract
This article provides a list of English loanwords which were borrowed in the European contact area 
from Low Germanic varieties, namely from Dutch, Low German, Flemish and Frisian. The loan-
words are divided according to the century in which they were first attested in English; individual 
items consist of a definition of the English lexeme, possible source word/words and if necessary, it 
is followed by a short commentary. A further analysis regarding the development of the process of 
borrowing, number of borrowings according to the individual varieties and their semantic field is 
offered in the Introduction. 

Key words
English; Low Germanic; loanwords 

Introduction

This article focuses on the Low Germanic loanwords in English which were 
taken over from people speaking Low Germanic varieties through their mutual 
contact with English in Europe. English has a special position among the West 
Germanic languages as it developed in a relative isolation on the British Isles. 
While the languages on the continent were much more prone to be influenced 
by each other thanks to various socio-cultural and political factors, the English 
speaking population separated from them by the sea was exposed to different in-
fluences than the Low Germanic varieties were. Despite the natural barrier there 
was (and of course still is) mutual contact between these two groups. One of the 
ways of observing the frequency and intensity of their contact is to study their 
languages and find out whether and to which extent they were influenced by one 
another. According to the sociolinguistic research, the lexical level is the least 

1 In this article, the terms “Low Germanic” and “Low German” are used in order to differentiate 
between all the West Germanic languages on the continent which did not undergo the Second 
Sound Shift and the varieties spoken in Northern Germany also known as Plattdeutsch, 
respectively.
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stable during a contact period between two cultures therefore I concentrated on 
this level of language to see which varieties of Low Germanic languages exerted 
the greatest influence on English, when the contact occurred and which spheres 
of language were influenced.
A thorough study of English vocabulary proved that mutual contact between 
England and Low Countries exerted a certain influence on the English lexis. 
In this study, 243 borrowings were attested in English which had been taken 
over from Low Germanic between the 13th and 20th C. As the varieties of Low 
Germanic are closely related and mutually influenced by one another, difficulties 
arise when trying to determine which variety is responsible for a particular 
loanword. Therefore, in questionable cases, possible source words are listed from 
more varieties, all of which are counted as a source word for the graphs.

Fig. 1 Number of loanwords in English according to their original variety

From Figure 1, it is immediately obvious that Dutch represents the major source 
of borrowings, 234 Dutch lexical items were taken into English. This overwhelm-
ing lead can be accounted to the fact that Dutch is the only standardised language; 
its formation falls into the 10th and 11th C and since that time the economical and 
political power of Dutch people assured their language an overt prestige, which 
ultimately led to its standardisation and establishment as a national language. 
However, it can be observed in Fig. 2 that in the 13th C Low German enjoyed a 
higher prestige than Dutch due to a larger amount of loanwords; this can be ex-
plained by the existence of the Hanseatic League, thanks to which Low German 
spread to almost every port in Europe. Low German, Flemish and Frisian have 
never disposed of a standard variant, which resulted in lesser interest devoted to 
these varieties as far as writing dictionaries and grammar books are concerned. 
Moreover, as non-standard variants these languages were used by fewer people 
and were suppressed by the Dutch, French and German when being under their 
rule. These facts are reflected by the number of possible source words for borrow-
ings; Low German, Flemish and Frisian could have provided the source for 75, 
12 and 10 English loanwords respectively. However, in almost every case there 
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is also a Dutch word, which can be considered a source for the loanword; and it 
is also important to realize that in some cases an unattested word from one of the 
non-standard variety might have served as a source for the English loanword. The 
development of the process of borrowing from Low Germanic languages can be 
observed in Fig. 2.

Fig. 2 Development of the process of borrowing

In the following tables the relevant English loanwords are listed alphabetically 
according to the century in which they were first attested in English. It can be ob-
served that no grammatical words were taken over and the lexical words mainly 
prove that the historic contact areas between English and Low Germanic people 
were mainly concentrated on the nautical, commercial and military domains.
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DOLNONĚMECKÉ VÝPŮJČKY V ANGLIČTINĚ PŘEVZATÉ 
V RÁMCI VZÁJEMNÉHO KONTAKTU V EVROPĚ

Tento článek předkládá seznam anglických výpůjček, které do angličtiny pronikly z dolnoněmčiny 
(v širším smyslu) díky kontaktu v evropském prostoru, tedy z holandštiny, dolnoněmčiny, vlámštiny 
a fríštiny. Výpůjčky jsou rozděleny podle století, ve kterém byl jejich výskyt v angličtině poprvé 
zaznamenán. Součástí jednotlivých hesel je definice anglického lexému, pravděpodobné slovo 
zdrojového jazyka/jazyků a v případě potřeby heslo doplní krátký komentář. Další analýza zahr-
nující vývoj procesu přejímání výpůjček a jejich počet a rozdělení podle jednotlivých variet, stejně 
jako základní informace o jejich sémantické povaze, tvoří úvodní část.
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