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Futurity and modality in the Old Frisian 
Skelta Riucht 

Elżbieta Adamczyk and Arjen Versloot 
Bergische Universität Wuppertal | Universiteit van Amsterdam 

The paper investigates the grammatical means of encoding futurity and 
modality in Old West Frisian. The analysis, conducted on the archaic text of 
the Older Skelta Riucht (SkRa), as attested in Codex Unia (U-SkRa), aims at 
characterising the category of future along the dimensions of temporality 
and modality. The focus of the study remains specifically on the 
grammatical marker skela. The study investigates its semantics, typical 
functions that it served, as well as the linguistic contexts in which it was 
used. The analysis reveals that skela primarily carries its original modal 
meanings of obligation, but it occasionally explicitly refers to future events 
in contexts in which typically the simple present tense forms (futurate 
presents) appear. In a range of such contexts, characteristic traces of the 
incipient grammaticalization process can be captured. 

Keywords: Old Frisian, Older Skelta Riucht, modality, skela, future tense,
obligation, grammaticalization 

1. Introduction 

Futurity and modality are two domains of grammar which closely interact and 
which are often difficult to separate from each other. In fact, future has often been 
viewed as part of the modal domain, typically agent-oriented or epistemic, which 
has temporal implications (Bybee et al. 1994: 280; Narrog 2012: 8). Their inter
action becomes apparent when analysing the diachronic development of future 
tense markers. It involves a general, cross-linguistic grammaticalization path, typ
ically with a shift from lexical meanings to modal meanings and eventually to 
tense markers (e.g. Bybee et al. 1994). This path has been well researched, as in the 
development of English shall and will, for which obligation and desire (> volition/
willingness), respectively, have been identified as the starting points for semantic 
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change (e.g. Bybee et al. 1994; Aijmer 1985; Arnovick 1990; Wischer 2006, 2008; 
Ziegeler 2006a). 

As cross-linguistic and diachronic research has shown, future reference is one 
of the less stable linguistic domains, with new future temporal expressions emerg
ing in different historical periods of individual languages. Competing with one 
another, they often occupy different niches of specialization, and show different 
preferences with respect to their distribution or use. Since one of the crucial issues 
involved in the analysis of future time reference is the interaction between tem
porality and modality, it is essential to identify the conditions under which one 
or the other reading turns out to prevail in a given expression. One of the factors 
conditioning the choice of meaning (modal vs. temporal) is the speaker’s level of 
certainty about the actualisation of the proposition. This naturally links the con
cept of futurity with modality, which in turn tend to overlap (e.g. Palmer 2001). 
Moreover, with some expressions, new modal meanings, notably epistemic ones, 
can develop on top of temporal readings (e.g. Traugott 1989). 

Old Frisian had two morphologically encoded tenses, present and past, and 
no morphologically marked future tense. This corresponds to the state of affairs 
found in other Old Germanic languages, where future time reference was not 
marked explicitly in the verb morphology (cf. Dahl’s (2000: 326) “futureless area” 
with reference to the area of Northern Europe, including also non-Germanic lan
guages). Future tense in Old Frisian was expressed essentially with the present 
indicative form (Example (1)), which could be accompanied by an optional 
adverbial phrase (though this phrase might not necessarily be in the same clause 
but only in the textual vicinity). 

(1) Thes 
the 

 erosta 
first 

 dis 
day 

 sa 
so 

 stigath 
rise.3pl.ind.prs 

 alle 
all 

 wetir 
waters 

 fiuwertich 
forty 

 fethma 
fathoms 

 boua 
above 

 alle 
all 

bergon 
moutains 

(R1-FtT)1‘The first day, all waters will rise 40 fathoms over all mountains’ 

The use of periphrastic constructions to explicitly encode (pure) future time ref
erence, though attested in Old Frisian, was not common at this stage, and their 
frequency tended to increase only in later texts (Bremmer 2009: § 190). In cases 
where a periphrastic construction appears, the meaning remains often ambiguous 
between the modal and temporal readings. In Old Frisian, the two periphrastic 
expressions with possible future reference employed the modal verbs: skela 
(Example (2)), carrying typically a necessity and obligation meaning, and willa, 

1. For the abbreviations of the Old Frisian manuscripts, see Bremmer (2009: 13–14) and Hof
mann/Popkema (2008: Siglenlist). The examples from Riustringen manuscript R1 come from 
Buma (1961). 
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expressing desire/intention. In neither of these auxiliaries is the future meaning 
dominant. 

(2) Thi 
the 

 grewa 
count 

 ther 
rel 

 an 
in 

 Freslande 
Frisia 

 wessa 
be 

 scel, 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 hi 
he 

 scel 
shall 

 wessa 
be 

 fulra 
full.gen 

berde 
birth.gen 

 bern 
born 

 … 
 

‘The count who will/is to be in Friesland, (he) must be of legitimate birth’ 
(U-SkRa VI) 

The Old Frisian verb willa is predominantly used to express some form of voli
tion, willingness or intention, and pure future readings are not necessarily likely 
to be found in Old West Frisian, given that in Modern West Frisian the use of 
wolle is strictly modal and confined primarily to volition. However, the text of the 
Older Skelta Riucht from ms. U (U-SkRa), which will be the focus of our analysis 
(see Section 3), contains a handful of instances where relatively pure future read
ings of willa can be identified. A further discussion of types of modality, including 
the classification adopted for the purpose of this analysis is found in Section 2. 

A further means of expressing future reference in Old Frisian was the use of 
the present subjunctive forms. They are attested in the interverbal glosses in a 
twelfth-century Psalter and translate the Latin futurum, along with the more com
mon present indicative forms, e.g. Psalm 27, 5 edifficabis ‘you will erect’ transl. = 
OFris. timbrege, 2sg.subj.pres (Langbroek 1990: 279).2 An Old West Frisian exam
ple of the use of the subjunctive with potential future time reference is found in 
(3): 

(3) Thit 
this 

 is 
is 

 riucht, 
law 

 so 
so 

 hwer 
where 

 so 
so 

 ma 
one 

 tha 
the.dat 

 fria 
free.dat 

 Fresa 
Frisian dat 

 ene 
a 

 underhewa 
loan 

lawegath, 
bequeaths 

 thet 
that.conj 

 hi 
he 

 tha 
it 

 winne 
acquire.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 ewen 
even 

 penning 
penny 

 alther 
there 

 hit 
he it 

 mith 
with 

kape 
buy 

 wint, 
acquire.3sg.ind.prs 

 thiu 
the.ins 

 penning 
penny.ins 

‘This is the law: whenever a fief is left to the free Frisian, he shall get it at the 
(U- SkRa-xi) same price as the deceased bought it for, to a penny’3

2. A similar usage is also found in the Old English glosses, e.g. in the Rushworth and Lindis
farne Gospels (10th c). While in some contexts (e.g. Ps 28,8, 28.9, 28.10, 2.11), the Latin form is 
translated unambiguously with the indicative present (3sg.), in others (e.g. Ps 29.2), the reading 
is formally ambiguous (in the 1sg.) between the indicative and the subjunctive. 
3. The translations to the fragments quoted in this study rely primarily on Fairbanks (1939), as 
well Buma & Ebel (1977) and Nijdam et al. (2023), translating the parallel text version in the 
mss. J and D in German and English respectively. They have occasionally been modified by the 
authors to emphasise or clarify the line of argumentation. 
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Such uses appear in a very restricted set of contexts, typically in subordinate 
clauses or in indirect speech. The future, i.e. predictive, readings in these contexts 
are somewhat problematic (e.g. Ultan 1978: 101), as subordinate clauses typically 
contain presuppositions (of factuality), while predictions are not presuppositions 
(Ziegeler 2006a: 107). This applies in particular to conditional sentences, which 
are inherently modal and their temporal readings pose a range of problems (for a 
discussion see also Celle 2004, and for a brief overview and references, Bochnak 
2019). 

Further (potential) means of expressing futurity involved the inchoative verb 
wertha ‘become’, the subjunctive forms of wesa ‘be’ and a construction that we 
label here ‘gerundivum’. We will discuss the evidence from Old West Frisian/SkRa 

for these constructions in Section 4. 
On the theoretical plane, the present paper attempts to characterise the cat

egory of future in Old West Frisian along the dimensions of temporality and 
modality and, in this way, to determine the status of the different future forms in 
the TMA system of Old Frisian. The focus of the study is especially on the poten
tial temporal interpretation of the modal skela (the source of Modern West Frisian 
sille) as a marker of future time reference, and the ambiguity involved in its read
ings, based on the evidence found in the text of Older Skelta Riucht. More specif
ically, it is the objective of the study to evaluate to what extent skela — the most 
frequently applied auxiliary to render future tense — expresses a modal function 
and to what extent its functional scope was extended to express temporality in 
Old (West) Frisian. The analysis of the contexts for the use of skela will also allow 
us to identify the factors conditioning its distribution, both as a modal and a tem
poral marker. This part of the study will allow us to gauge how far skela was gram
maticalized as a future tense marker (if at all) at this early stage. The paper will 
also examine the use and semantics of the other expressions mentioned above as 
potential markers of future time reference. 

More specifically, the paper will address the following research questions: 

1. How are future meanings typically encoded in Old West Frisian as manifested 
in the text U-SkRa? 

2. To what extent does the analysed material attest to the use of skela with future 
meaning? 

3. What was the scope of functions of skela and to what extent can the modal 
and temporal meanings of skela be (well) separated? 

4. What factors contributed to the use of skela as a future tense marker? 

The data for the present investigation comes from the Old West Frisian text of the 
Older Skelta Riucht, which is a collection of legal regulations, dated to the 12th 
and 13th centuries. The analysis is challenging due to the nature of the investi
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gated material (see Section 3 for details). Given that the text deals with legal oblig
ation contexts, and is thus highly instructive, there is an unavoidable bias to be 
expected in the frequency of use of verbs expressing obligation, such as skela or 
āga (to) ‘have to’.4 Also, some amount of ambiguity in the analysed forms can be 
expected with future tense markers emerging from the process of grammaticaliza
tion, as the future meanings tend to overlap with their source constructions and 
thus temporal readings cannot be easily separated from modal ones. Nevertheless, 
the present contribution ventures a possible classification (typology) of the differ
ent meanings within the domains of both futurity and modality. The study probes 
the early development of the modal functions and attempts to verify whether the 
shift from a pre-modal to a modal function, as described for other languages, is 
also attested. For the sake of illustration, relevant examples from other texts, in 
particular from Codex Unia, will be adduced. Since this is the first study address
ing future reference marking in Old Frisian, alternative future reference construc
tions found in other texts or manuscripts will also occasionally be referred to 
(without claiming to be exhaustive). 

It must be noted that in Modern West Frisian futurity is usually not expressed 
morphologically but by means of the present indicative with an accompanying 
adverbial phrase. A periphrastic construction used to denote future meaning 
involves the modal verb sille. The periphrastic future with sille carries an emphatic 
function (Tiersma 1999: 71, 104). In contrast, wolle has only a modal function, 
with both deontic and epistemic meanings, but shows no effects of grammatical
ization comparable to those found in English.5

The paper is structured along the following lines. Section 2 presents the the
oretical framework on modality and classification criteria which will serve as the 
basis for the corpus analysis. Section 3 deals with the description of the material 
and methods of the study. The results of the qualitative analysis of the material 
are discussed in Sections 4 and 5; the former concentrates on expressions of futu
rity, the latter on the role and meaning of skela. The paper ends with concluding 
observations in Section 6. 

4. For the details on the semantics and grammaticalization of āga in Old Frisian, see Colleran 
(2019), compare also Schilt (1990). 
5. The situation looks quite different in Saterland Frisian. Alongside the auxiliary verb skälle, 
also wolle can be used to refer to future events. The former is employed typically to express a 
conclusion, an expectation, a regulation or a promise (e.g. Deer skäl hie neen Siede bie spinne 
‘That won’t do him any good’), while the latter is used in contexts when the subject will carry 
out an action in an autonomous and voluntary way, which indicates the retention of source 
meaning of volition alongside its use as a modal auxiliary verb (Slofstra & Hoekstra 2022: 117). 
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2. Future tense and modality: Theoretical considerations 

It has been a common view that future is a category with both temporal and 
modal features. Future constructions in Germanic languages have a range of dif
ferent lexical sources, only one of them being modal constructions. As shown 
in multiple cross-linguistic studies, lexical source determination can account for 
many futures developing from modal constructions (e.g. Bybee et al. 1991; 1994; 
Hilpert 2008). Futures developing from modal constructions through the mech
anism of grammaticalization often tend to retain part of their original semantics. 
Bybee et al. (1991: 29, 1994: 240; 254–266) summarise the successive steps of 
semantic change involved in the development of ‘modal futures’, i.e. from lexical 
sources with modal meaning to the notion of simple future, as follows: 

obligation (deontic modality) → intention → FUTURE 
desire (volitional modality) → willingness → intention → prediction → FUTURE 
root possibility (dispositional modality) → FUTURE 

The source meaning for the emergence of a future reading in skela is obligation, 
but at the same time, a statement of obligation by a first person subject implies 
a promise or intention (Bybee & Pagliuca 1987: 114). While intention is posited 
as an obligatory intermediate stage on the way to the development of future 
meaning (so also Heine 1995), alternative interpretations have also been offered. 
Notably, van der Auwera & Plungian (1998: 94–97) postulate a direct development 
of future meaning from obligation, without the intermediate intention stage (cf. 
Narrog 2012, who posits a potential opposite direction of change, i.e. from inten
tion to obligation). For the obligation-based futures in English, Wischer (2008) 
proposed a path of grammaticalization that involves the shift from necessity 
through dispositional or omnitemporal contexts (“timeless epistemic sense”) to 
future meaning. In her study of the Late Old and Early Middle English material, 
Wischer shows that the intentional reading of shall generally appears later (in first 
person contexts) and is very rare in the Early Middle English period, i.e. 1150–1220 
(Wischer 2008: 138). This leads her to the conclusion that intention is not neces
sarily an intermediate stage in the grammaticalization of shall (cf. Hilpert 2008). 

Also, different paths of grammaticalization have been proposed for the devel
opment of future meaning from the basic source meaning of volition/willingness/
desire. One of the functional paths, postulated for the development of the future 
meaning of OE verb willan, involves the following steps: volition > proclivity 
> probability > prediction (Ziegeler 2006a: 115, 2017: 336–338). This path implies 
that the future meaning emerges from proclivity of action, through probability 
readings, rather than through “intention”, as had earlier been suggested (e.g. 
Aijmer 1985, Hopper & Traugott 1993). What is significant for this scenario is 
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the role of generic meaning or function, as postulated by Ziegeler (2006a: 110), 
understood as “determined by the presence of generic or non-referential subject 
or object participants” (Ziegeler 2017: 336); namely, the sources of prediction 
meanings are generic meanings “expressing omnitemporal proclivity from which 
inductive modal inferences of prediction arise (…)” (Ziegeler 2006a: 115; cf. 
Hilpert 2008: 86; Aijmer 1985). 

Importantly, in the approach of Bybee et al. (Bybee & Pagliuca 1987: 109; 
Bybee et al. 1991: 24), future is defined as the expression of prediction: “a pre
diction on the part of the speaker that the situation in the proposition, which 
refers to an event taking place after the moment of speech, will hold” (Bybee et al. 
1994: 244). Moreover, it is typically identified with epistemic modality “because 
it also has propositional scope and indicates ‘the degree of commitment by the 
speaker to what he says’’’ (Bybee et al. 1991: 24; so also Arnovick (1990: 91) accord
ing to whom future reflects speakers’ attitudes). Likewise, Narrog (2012: 8) views 
future/prediction as an epistemic modality, because “it marks propositions as 
non-factual with respect to speaker’s knowledge”. But again, in other analyses, 
notably in van der Auwera and Plungian (1998), future is placed outside the 
domain of modality. More specifically, if a modal marker adopts the function of 
future reference or becomes a future tense marker, it leaves the domain of modal
ity. Modality becomes then potentially relevant again if the future tense marker 
acquires other modal meanings. The change is framed in terms of a cycle (‘‘cyclic’’ 
change), which involves a step out of modality and into modality again (van der 
Auwera & Plungian 1998: 111; for a critical overview see Narrog 2012). 

Regarding the correlates of future, a number of contexts are considered to 
be prototypical when referring to upcoming events; these involve prophetic and 
prognostic utterances, announcements, and clauses containing temporal adver
bials (referring to the future). With regard to the development of the temporal 
meanings in English will (OE willan) and shall (*sculan), Traugott (1989: 40) 
observes that the attested “‘future-oriented” examples in the OE material are not 
deictic futures, in which the utterance time is the point of reference, but rather 
“involve either a generalization, the ‘prophetic/obligated’ future, or simply ‘later 
time’ (relative tense)”. Accordingly, the absolute (deictic) future sense (express
ing predictions) is in a way secondary to relative future involving future-in-the-
past readings, with forms such as OE scolde ‘should’ and wolde ‘would’ (see also 
Wischer 2019; Goossens 1987). 

The nature of the law texts produces a very specific type of context where 
futurity is, on the one hand, inherent, on the other, hardly ever concrete. The reg
ulations are by definition written with the purpose to be applied to future events; 
at the same time, this futurity or future eventuality is hardly ever specific, and the 
instructions and regulations rarely refer to a specific (future) point in time, but 
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rather describe what has or ought to be done, in response to a given event that 
by definition will take place in the future from the perspective of the lawgiver. 
As a result, the most common temporal relation between a hypothetical point T0 
and T1 can be described as follows: if a specific situation of any kind occurs at 
T0, then at T1, which is in principle not long after, some action has to be/will be 
performed. Even though there is some kind of temporal relation between those 
two moments, it is predominantly the modality (obligation) aspect that tends to 
dominate the utterance. The text of U-SkRa uses several auxiliaries to express such 
conditioned future obligations, mostly āga ‘have (to)’, but also skela. The verb 
mōta, the default auxiliary to express obligations in modern West Frisian (moatte) 
(Tiersma 1999: 104), is used rather to express ‘allowance (E. ‘may’)’ or ‘ability (E. 
‘can’)’ in Old Frisian (Hofmann/Popkema 2008, s.v. mōta). 

There are a number of classifications of modality that could possibly serve 
as a model for the present analysis (for an overview of modal meanings, see 
e.g. Narrog 2005, 2012; Nuyts 2016). The traditional approach by Palmer (1986, 
2001) (with reference to English modals) is quite general in that it distinguishes 
three major modal categories, namely dynamic, epistemic and deontic modality, 
the latter known also as ‘‘root’’ (Coates 1983), or ‘‘agent-oriented’’ (Bybee et al. 
1991; Heine 1995). This general classification has been refined by subsequent 
approaches, such as Narrog (2012) or van der Auwera and Plungian (1998), and 
also by Palmer himself (1986, 2001); for a detailed discussion and comparison of 
various approaches, see also Gregersen (2020: 55–76). 

Dynamic modality encompasses such notions as volition, ability, possibility 
and necessity (for a discussion of problems with this classification, in particular 
the definition of deontic modality, see Nuyts et al. 2010; Gregersen 2020: 56–57). 
The source of this modality can be typically participant-internal (ability, physical 
necessity) or participant-external, known also as circumstantial modality (possi
bility, necessity) (cf. = agent-oriented, Bybee et al. 1994). Another type of modality 
that can be subsumed under dynamic modality is existential/situational modality. 
It is not related to any participant and can be considered as the inanimate counter
part of participant-internal modality (e.g. ‘Internet postings can lead to lawsuits’, 
Narrog 2012: 10). In the context of analysing future tense meanings, the realiza
tion of the future event under dynamic modality is controlled by the subject of the 
sentence. 

Table 1 summarises the different modal meanings applied in our analysis of 
U-SkRa. The nature of the analysed material provides ample evidence for contexts 
of deontic modality involving, in particular, obligation. The first type of modal
ity, i.e. dynamic modality, which involves possibility, ability and necessity (need), 
will be relevant for analysing contexts for the use of willa whose source meaning, 
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volition, involves a participant-internal motivation (as defined by van der Auwera 
& Plungian 1998: 80; cf. Ziegeler 2006a: 80). The study, however, will focus largely 
on the use of obligation-based skela, involving typically deontic modality. 

Table 1. Summary of different modal meanings applied in the analysis of U-SkRa, 
following the classification in Narrog (2012), with modifications and additions 

Modality Modal sense Definition 

dynamic 
participant-
internal 
(=p. inherent) 

volition, intention 
(physical) ability, 
(physical) necessity 
also: various pragmatic 
inferences, e.g. promise or 
threat, depending on the 
context 

a proposition is marked as a necessity or 
possibility with respect to someone’s dispositions 
(Narrog 2012: 9) 

dynamic 
circumstantial 
(= participant-
imposed) 

necessity, possibility a proposition is marked as a necessity or 
possibility with respect to certain circumstances 
(Narrog 2012: 10) 

epistemic prediction (likelihood) 
possibility, necessity 

concerned with the speaker’s attitude to the status 
of the proposition (Palmer 2003), i.e. truth value 
of a proposition; 
“the proposition is undetermined with respect to 
its factuality relative to the world of knowledge 
and beliefs of the speaker” (Narrog 2012: 11) 

evidential inference “the truth value of the proposition is 
undetermined relative to sources of information 
other than the speaker” (Narrog 2012: 11) 

deontic 
speaker-oriented 
(Bybee et al. 
1994) 

obligation (necessity) 
permission (possibility) 

the realization of the future event “is controlled 
by circumstances external to the subject of the 
sentence” (Palmer 2003: 7) 

future/
prediction 

prophetic (‘destiny’) 
prognostic (‘expectation’) 
announcements 
clauses with temporal 
adverbials 

“a prediction on the part of the speaker that the 
situation in the proposition, which refers to an 
event taking place after the moment of speech, 
will hold” (Bybee et al. 1994: 244) 

Modals of obligation are known to frequently develop epistemic and eviden
tial readings (e.g. Traugott 1989; Bybee et al. 1994). Typically, futures originating 
in deontic modality can be used for epistemic judgments with reference to the 
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present moment of speech. In other words, the present-time epistemic readings 
can be ascribed to the origin in deontic modality (but cf. Narrog 2005);6 at the 
same time, present-time epistemic readings are also attested with futures of dif
ferent provenance, such as the German werden-future or the English will-future, 
although less consistently. 

As shown in typological studies, future forms, along with other means, such 
as imperfective aspect and other modalities, may have a directive force, expressing 
commands or obligation (e.g. You are going/will apologise). In their cross-
linguistic study of tense, aspect, and modality, Bybee et al. (1994) report that in 13 
out of 76 languages sampled, the same morpheme can have imperative and future 
functions (Bybee et al. 1994: 210–211). It is interpreted in a way that the future 
morpheme can acquire an imperative function; the imperative meaning thus orig
inates in intention or prediction meaning. The pragmatic mechanism involved in 
such a change relates to the fact that “firmly predicting that the addressee is going 
to do some action in the future invites inferences that the speaker is obliging the 
addressee to perform that action.” (Narrog 2005: 712). These forms are described 
as pragmatically less straightforward than pure imperative forms (Aikhenvald 
2010: 266–267), but future forms can be used for strong, peremptory commands 
in some languages, and for mild commands in others (Aikhenvald 2010: 275). 
They can at the same time have an effect of a relatively strong command, whereby 
the authority of the speaker is emphasised. Cross-linguistically, this is commonly 
the case with modality forms with obligation meaning (Aikhenvald 2010: 266–267, 
273). 

Inflectionally marked imperatives are absent from SkRa as a consequence of 
the nature of this text and the near-absence of dialogues. Imperatives involving 
the second person forms of skela can be found in texts that have a Latin original 
with biblical references, namely, in literary or paraphrased versions of the Ten 
Commandments (U-Bod and U-HRt). In such contexts the superior authority in 
commands and laws is indicated, as in (4), and the potential for inferring future 
reference is clearly present: 

(4) thine 
your 

 godes 
god.gen 

 nama 
name 

 ne 
not 

 scel 
shall.2sg.ind.prs 

 tu 
you 

 naut 
not 

 wrswora 
off-swear 

(U-HRt) ‘You shall not swear falsely by the name of your God’ 

6. This direction of development of modality, i.e. from deontic to epistemic, involving a uni
directional shift, has been questioned by Narrog (2005), who claims that the change in the 
opposite direction is also possible, and in fact frequent, being at the same time limited by the 
directionality towards greater speaker-orientation (2005: 722). 
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3. Material and method 

The material used for the present analysis is derived from the Old West Frisian 
Older Skelta Riucht (SkRa). Three complete Old Frisian text versions are available 
(see Steller 1926, who provides parallel versions of the text): the most archaic ver
sion is found in Codex Unia (U), a manuscript from 1475, of which only a sev
enteenth century copy by Fransicus Junius is preserved (Siebs 1895; editions in 
Steller 1926 and Sytsema 2012, English translation in Fairbanks 1939). The sec
ond version is found in ms. Jus Municipale Frisonum (J), a 16th-century copy of a 
manuscript from 1464 (Buma & Ebel 1977: 75–126, with German translation). The 
linguistically most recent version of the three editions is found in the incunab
ulum ‘Druk’ (D), dated to approximately 1485 (Nijdam et al. 2023, with English 
translation). A larger fragment is found in the sixteenth-century Codex Roorda 
(edition in Steller 1926). A few fragments of the text have been preserved in the 
work of Sibrandus Siccama, who copied them from a now-lost 15th c. manuscript 
(Nijdam et al. 2012). 

The laws were in fact compiled earlier, between approximately 1100 and 1250 
(Steller 1926; Johnston 2001: 579; Algra 1991; Hofman 2022: 43–65). The text is a 
compilation of regulations pertaining to legal obligations, encompassing issues of 
ownership, debts, heritage, monetary compensation for crimes and misdeeds, as 
well as court procedure regulations, constituting the core of the Old Frisian legal 
system. This imposes a range of limitations on the language of the legal docu
ments, which is generally characterised by a high degree of formality and con
ventionalisation (e.g. Mostert & Barnwell 2011; Bremmer 2014). In practice, this 
means that legal discourse is characterised by a greater prevalence of conservative 
linguistic features, and is not necessarily the genre where traces of linguistic inno
vation are widespread. 

Our analysis is primarily based on the linguistically most archaic version of 
the text, namely the one found in Codex Unia, which is also the most conservative 
Old West Frisian text that has been preserved. The analysis was conducted on the 
diplomatic edition of Sytsema (2012), and as an additional reference, the parallel 
text from Druk, as edited in Nijdam et al. (2023), was used. Occasionally, recourse 
is also made to Steller’s edition of the text (1926). The U and D versions of the 
text are very similar in terms of their phrasing and wording, whereas J represents 
the result of additional editorial work. It should be noted that none of the attested 
text versions reflect the language of 1100. The U-text comprises three chronologi
cal layers, the oldest of which may go back to the early thirteenth century.7 For the 

7. This conclusion is based on a detailed analysis of ca. 50 linguistic features attested in the 
text; a publication of the results is in preparation. One such feature is discussed in Versloot 
(2023: 54). 
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sake of greater readability and understandability, the language of Druk was mod
ernised, carefully edited and adapted to align with the linguistic conventions of 
the late 15th century (Nijdam et al. 2023: 32–33). 

Despite its status as a legal text, which is typically characterised by a con
siderable amount of standardisation and formalisation, its language and style are 
notably diverse and have even been described as “lively” (Bor 1971: 2). In fact, the 
text is believed to have been first transmitted orally, particularly given the recur
rence of the opening formula: “Thit is riucht” (Fairbanks 1939: 24; see also Bor 
1971, Chapter 11, for features potentially pointing to the oral nature of the text). 
Additionally, features such as erratic word order, spontaneous amplification, rep
etitions, frequent use of the conjunction ‘and’ beyond its typical function, as well 
as a range of stylistic features have been adduced in favour of such an interpre
tation.8

The present analysis is primarily qualitative in nature, but where relevant 
some quantitative patterns observed in the data are discussed as well. The identi
fied verbal forms potentially referring to the future, as discussed in the previous 
section, were analysed and classified according to their primary (or the most 
likely) meaning in context. The deciphering of the meaning and unambiguous 
interpretation is often difficult, and for a number of cases it cannot be conclusively 
classified (see the discussion in the analysis part below). 

The focus of the second part of the analysis (Section 5) remains on the seman
tics and use of skela, which is the most common verb in periphrastic futures in 
Old Frisian. The study examines the types of modalities that skela encodes, the 
interaction between temporality (predictive uses) and modality, as well as their 
conditioning. In a range of studies on Germanic cognates of skela, i.e. the Ger
man modal verb sollen and English shall, it has been demonstrated that the inter
pretation of the verb depends on the context and in particular on factors such 
as (in)definiteness of the subject (definite subjects typically prefer an epistemic 
or evidential interpretation), Aktionsart (lexical aspect) of the main verb (telic 
verbs typically correlate with a deontic reading), types of clause and sentence, the 
mood of the auxiliary, grammatical person,9 and others (e.g. Torres-Cacoullos & 

8. The question of orality of Old Frisian laws has been investigated in detail by Bremmer 
(2014). One feature of Old Frisian texts that has been adduced to support the oral origin of 
Frisian laws, particularly in the older scholarly work, is the presence of alliteration, which has 
been interpreted as a relic of chanted law, and the role of asega, i.e. law-sayer’, one of whose 
obligations may have been reciting the laws. In general, the ornamental nature of OFris. texts 
has been viewed as a reflection of functional features of orality (Bremmer 2014: 39). 
9. In the majority of the text the third person is employed, with the first and second person 
being extremely rare. This precludes an evaluation of the impact of grammatical person, which 
has been demonstrated to be a significant factor in other studies on tense and modality. 
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Walker 2009; Heine 1995; Diewald 1999; Leiss 2008). Whether these factors are 
relevant for the development of skela in the Old Frisian contexts is to be tested in 
the present investigation. Accordingly, the analysis takes into account the follow
ing linguistic factors: type of clause (including conditional if-clauses, subordinate 
temporal when-clauses, concessive although-clauses, defining (restrictive) relative 
clauses), type of sentence, word order, polarity. Also, pragmatic and semantic fac
tors, in particular the presence of a temporal adverbial in the sentence, which may 
contribute to the future tense meaning, agentivity and animacy of the subject, and 
Aktionsart are taken into account. 

The notation and abbreviation system used in the quoted examples follows 
the one used in Hofmann/Popkema (2008) (unless noted otherwise). For 
analysing the meanings, the wider discourse context was considered, so as to 
ensure a correct interpretation of individual instances. 

4. Expressions of futurity in Old Frisian (with focus on U- SkRa) 

The Tense-Modality-Aspect system of Old West Frisian has not been systemati
cally investigated; neither has any inventory been provided of the ways to express 
futurity. The most comprehensive description available is the study of Bor (1971), 
who analysed the SkRa text from the Druk edition. He focuses particularly on the 
syntactic aspects of constituent order, rather than on a semantic analysis of poten
tial future time reference expressions or their evolution, although he does make 
incidental mention of future tense readings for skela and willa (pp. 57, 59). How
ever, the question of the interaction between modality and temporality in markers 
which seem to carry both meanings has not been examined either. Some interest
ing insights regarding the use of modal verbs can be found in Schilt (1990), who 
focusses on the construction āga tō ‘have to, must’ and word choice variants in the 
Old Frisian corpus. While her observations are not directly relevant for the study 
of futurity in Old Frisian, they will be considered in Section 5.4.4, where we dis
cuss the relation between skela and āga tō in U-SkRa. 

This section will examine the various forms of future time reference in U-
SkRa. Occasionally additional examples from other classical Old Frisian texts will 
be cited in order to illustrate the existence of a range of future time reference con
structions that can be found in other Old Germanic languages, but which may not 
necessarily be attested in U-SkRa. 
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4.1 Futurate present 

The dominant way to express future tense in modern Germanic languages beyond 
English, is the use of the present indicative, which is typically accompanied by 
temporal specifiers. Such forms are traditionally referred to as futurate presents 
and futurate is defined as “a reading of a sentence with no obvious means of 
future reference, which nevertheless has a future-oriented eventuality that must 
be plannable (…).” (Copley 2002: 29). This way of expressing future time refer
ence is well attested in Old (West) Frisian. The present tense form can take the 
form of an indicative or a subjunctive, depending on the context, as illustrated 
in Examples (5) and (6), respectively. The temporal specifiers which frequently, 
though not consistently, accompany futurate presents include temporal adverbials 
and noun or prepositional phrases which indicate a specific time (e.g. binna thrim 
degem ‘within three days’, efter Cristis morne, Example (30), binna jere and benna 
dei, Example (38), thes selva deis ‘on the same day’) as well as adverbial clauses 
(e.g. introduced with so: so thiu sinne scinande is…‘when the sun is up’ or nu 
‘now’). The text of the U-SkRa has not been systematically examined for futurate 
presents in this study, which is predominantly qualitative in nature, but examples 
of present tense verb forms used with future time reference can be found through
out the text. 

(5) So 
so 

 ach 
must 

 him 
him 

 thi 
the 

 other 
other 

 andworda 
answer 

 and 
and 

 fregath10

ask.3sg.ind.prs 
 him, 
him 

 hwer 
where 

 thet 
the 

 erwe 
heritage 

lidzie 
lie.3sg.sbjv.prs 
‘Then the other (= the defendant) must answer him and (will) ask him where 

(U- xxxii)11the property lies.’ 

The use of the present indicative form in the third person singular refers here 
rather unambiguously to the future. The present indicative form is often found in 
subordinate clauses, as in Example (6), which illustrates the use in an adverbial 
clause. 

10. Note the sentence construction, where fregath is a finite form, not under the scope of the 
auxiliary ach, which would require an infinitive as in andworda. 
11. Our analysis focusses on the Unia version of the Older Skeltariucht (U- SkRa), and quota
tions from this text in the present and following sections will be labelled only with ‘U’ and the 
capita-number from Junius’ transcripts in his ‘Apografa’. For all other quotes, we apply the full 
‘Manuscript — Text — Section’ label. 
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(6) so 
so 

 ne 
not 

 thor 
need 

 hi 
he 

 nen 
none 

 koninges 
king’s 

 ban 
summon 

 thielda 
endure 

 er 
before 

 thet 
the 

 jer 
year 

 umbe 
around 

kumeth 
come.3sg.ind.prs 

(U-XXI) ‘then he need not endure any royal summons before the year is out’ 

In turn, the subjunctive form in (7) (compare Example 3) expresses a desire for 
an action to be realised in the future, a legal requirement that has the power 
of an obligation. Significantly, in the parallel text in Druk the same meaning is 
expressed with the auxiliary skella (winna scil).12

(7) thet 
that.conj 

 hi 
he 

 tha 
it 

 winne 
acquire.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 ewen 
even 

 penning 
penny 

 alther 
there 

 hit 
he it 

 mith 
with 

 cape 
buy 

wint 
acquire.3sg.ind.prs 

(U-xi) ‘that he shall get it at the same price as he buys it for’ 

The quotation in (8) involves a promise to perform an action in the future. The 
subjunctive form is required by the nominal phrase with word ‘promise, word’ in 
the main clause, evoking an equivalent to an indirect speech construction, which 
typically appears in the subjunctive form. 

(8) … 
 

 an 
and 

 that 
the 

 word 
word 

 thet 
the 

 hi 
he 

 thet 
the 

 bed 
bed 

 reme 
clear.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 sine 
his.dat 

 jonghera 
younger.dat 

brothere 
brother.dat 

 and 
and 

 sine 
his.dat 

 wive 
wife.dat 

‘…and the promise that he will yield the bed to his younger brother and his 
(U-xviii) wife’ 

Finally, the construction in (9) starts with a condition that will have a given con
sequence once it is fulfilled. This consequence itself is formulated as a perfective 
action by means of a present perfect (or perfect participle) form of the verb. 

(9) and 
and 

 jef 
if 

 hi 
he 

 heth 
has 

 tha 
the 

 ta 
evidence 

 so 
so 

 heth 
have.3sg.ind.prs 

 hi 
he 

 ther 
there 

 mithe 
with 

 sin 
his 

 bodel 
estate 

bihalden 
retain.ptcp.pst 

(U-lvii) ‘and if he has the evidence, he thereby will have retained his estate’ 

Many of the contexts where present tense, both indicative and subjunctive, is 
found involve conditional as well as subordinate sentences. The present tense 

12. We would like to thank Ruben Chapp (UvA) for compiling the comparative dataset, com
paring all 1314 verb forms from Unia and Druk. 

Futurity and modality in the Old Frisian Skelta Riucht 135



form is then used typically in the protasis of the conditional sentence, while the 
conditions in the apodosis describe a potential event or action to take place in the 
future, which, regulated by an instruction, is often expressed by means of modal 
verbs of obligation skela or āga. The description of such events or actions, often 
generic in meaning, can be understood as referring to a future eventuality, and 
the present tense form of the verb can be interpreted as a futurate present, as in 
Examples (10)–(11) (e.g. Ultan 1978; see also Declerck & Depraetere 1995 for an 
analysis of conditional clauses in English and Lühr 2007, Brennan 2019 for Old 
Frisian). 

(10) So 
so 

 hia 
they 

 that 
the 

 bodel 
estate 

 delath, … 
divide.3pl.ind.prs 

(U-lx) ‘When the estate is divided…’ 

(11) Jef 
if 

 hiara 
their 

 en 
one 

 queth 
declare.3sg.ind.prs 

 thet … 
that.conj 

(U-lx) ‘If one of them claims that ...’ 

Example (12) illustrates the fact that the different future reference expressions 
could be used next to each other, also within one sentence: here futurate presents 
(indicative and subjunctive) and skela. 

(12) etta 
at the 

 othera 
other 

 stewe 
pole 

 stande 
stand.3pl.sbjv.prs 

 hire 
her 

 megan, 
relatives 

 etta 
at the 

 othera 
other 

 hire 
her 

 man. 
husband 

geith 
go.3sg.ind.prs 

 hiu 
she 

 ti 
to 

 tha 
the 

 manne, 
husband 

 hiu 
she 

 bruke-s 
use.3sg.sbjv.prs it.gen 

 wel … 
well 

geith 
go.3sg.ind.prs 

 hiu 
she 

 ti 
to 

 tha 
the 

 megam, 
relatives 

 so 
so 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 thi 
the 

 man 
husband 

 hia 
her 

tiugelde 
twofold 

 gelda,… 
pay 

‘Let her kinsmen stand at one staff and her man at the other. If she goes to the 
man, let her have him … If she goes to the kinsmen, the man shall offer double 

(U-xxvi) compensation to her…’ 

It can be concluded that the futurate present is in common use in the text of the U-
SkRa, but given the nature of the text, describing potential or hypothetical events 
in the future that require a legal regulation, the difference between a generic or 
future statement is diffuse. With respect to the use of temporal adverbial elements, 
it can be concluded that they are not an obligatory element to render the future 
reading of a sentence. Finally, no clear preference could be identified with respect 
to the type of clause and mood. The future tense reading appears in both main 
and subordinate clauses as well as in both indicative and subjunctive moods. 
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4.2 Skela as a future tense marker (for modality see § 5) 

In Old West Frisian, the future time reference can also be formed by means of 
an analytical construction with the verb skela (scel(l)a, skela, schil(l)a, schel(l)a) 
followed by the infinitive form of the verb (de Haan 2001: 629). Etymologically, 
the form originates in the preterite-present verb *skulan meaning ‘to owe’, ‘be 
indebted’ (cf. OE sceal, OS skal, OHG scolan, solan, ON skulu). In the existing lit
erature, skela is described primarily as a modality marker with a meaning ‘must, 
be obliged to’. Already in Bor’s (1971: 57) description of its semantics, scela is 
viewed as “add[ing] to the statement of the laws the idea that these are legal 
requirements.” But alongside this central meaning, a range of other meanings can 
be identified, including ‘to be forced’, necessity, moral obligation, expressed also 
with schulde, as well as ‘to be allowed’ (pp. 57–58). It seems that the primary func
tion of skela in Old Frisian was modal, expressing deontic modality (obligation, 
necessity), with the speaker or a third party expressing a requirement, rather than 
temporality. The pre-modal meaning of skela ‘to owe’, which would testify to the 
earliest layer of meaning and an early stage of semantic development of skela, 
prior to grammaticalization, is not attested in the analysed text. The develop
ment of obligation modality from the original pre-modal meaning of skela ‘to owe’ 
seems to have taken the following path: The inference of deontic necessity arises 
from the interaction between the participants, resulting from a socially agreed 
commitment; the source of necessity thus comes from outside this relationship 
(i.e. participant external obligation), being dependent on the social circumstances 
(social agreement) (see e.g. Nykiel 2007: 102). 

A characteristic of legal texts is that they are typically concerned with legal 
obligations or personal wishes and desires.13 These do imply potential future 
actions that can be anticipated or predicted. Accordingly, the employment of 
skela in contexts denoting future reference can be classified under modal future. 
Example (13), from Urthingnisse in Unia, containing a reconciliation formula for 
manslaughter, illustrates an unambiguous use of skela with future temporal ref
erence: 

13. The OE cognate of OFris skela, *sculan, expresses both moral and financial obligation. Since 
moral obligation is “typically imposed by external necessity — divine decree (…), universal rea
son (…), law, or other institutional practice — not by the speaker”, it is not strongly subjective 
(Traugott 1989: 39). 
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(13) that 
that.conj 

 hit 
it 

 him 
him 

 tha 
than 

 leth 
sorry 

 was, 
was 

 and 
and 

 nu 
now 

 leth 
sorry 

 is, 
is 

 and 
and 

 emmer 
ever 

 mer 
more 

 leth 
sorry 

bliwa 
remain.inf 

 scel, 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 so 
so 

 lange 
long 

 so 
so 

 hi-ne 
he him 

 riuchte 
rightly 

 kan 
can 

 bithenzia, 
think 

 … 
 

‘that he felt sorry, and feels sorry, and will ever more feel sorry, as long as he 
(U-Urt) will be able to think properly’ 

Such usage of skela — as a more or less pure marker of futurity — is considered 
“exceptional” by Bor (1971: 58). Among the few contexts which attest to the use of 
skela as a future tense marker, he adduces Example (14), with the second instance 
of the verb skela (marked bold) referring to a future eventuality. 

(14) dat 
that 

 di 
the 

 clagere 
claimant 

 deer 
there 

 se, 
is.sbjv.prs 

 deer 
rel 

 dat 
that 

 oppe 
upon 

 dae 
the 

 helgem 
relics 

 bringe, 
bring.sbjv.prs 

dat 
that 

 dyo 
the 

 ieertale 
year-term 

 om 
around 

 commen 
come.ptcp.pst 

 ende 
and 

 hi-it 
hi it 

 mit 
with 

 mara 
more 

 riucht 
right 

 dela 
divide 

schil. 
shal 

 dan 
than 

 hit 
it 

 langera 
longer 

 aldus 
such 

 oen 
un- 

 deeld 
divide 

 staen 
stand 

 schil 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

‘that the claimant is present and pronounces on the holy relics that the term of 
years has expired and that he is then more entitled to partition it, rather than 
that it will remain undistributed any longer’ 

(D-SkRa: 32; translation after Nijdam et al. 2023) 

Significantly, in the same sentence in manuscript Unia, the subjunctive form of 
skela is used as a future reference marker (Example (15)), while the Druk version 
of the text does not use the subjunctive anymore, but the indicative form schil. 

(15) thet 
that 

 thi 
the 

 clagere 
claimant 

 ther 
there 

 se 
is 

 and 
and 

 hit 
that 

 uppa 
upon 

 helegum 
relics 

 brenge 
bring.sbjv.prs 

 up 
upon 

 thet 
that 

 thiu 
the 

jer 
year 

 tele 
term 

 umbekumen 
around-come.ptcp 

 se 
is.sbjv.prs 

 and 
and 

 hi 
he 

 mith 
with 

 [mara] 
more 

 riochte 
right 

 undela 
un-divide 

scelle, 
shall.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 than 
than 

 hit 
it 

 langera 
longer 

 aldus 
such 

 wesa 
be 

 scelle 
shall.3sg.sbjv.prs 

‘that the petitioner be present and establish on the holy relics that the term of 
years has expired (in which case) he shall be entitled to a distribution, in pref

(U-xxx,1) erence to its remaining any longer undistributed.’14

This pattern complies with the respective dates of origin of the two manuscripts, 
with the use of the subjunctive found more commonly in the older version of 
the text. Significantly, two out of four subjunctive forms of skela identified in the 
analysed material allow for a future reading (see also Examples (22) and (23)). 

14. Emendations to the original text in the manuscript are given in square brackets ‘[ ]’. 
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Syntactically, the most commonly attested contexts for the use of this (and 
other) modal verbs involve conditional sentences, with the following underlying 
logical structure, characteristic of legal documents: If X does P, then Y will/has/
needs/etc. to do Q. Typically, the actions that need to be performed or undertaken 
by the law are found in the apodosis of the conditional sentence and are often 
ordered in a sequence. Such contexts often involve a future reading, but these may 
be quite weak, and can exist along with the more dominant modal sense of oblig
ation (Bor 1971: 57). Such a fairly ambiguous reading is illustrated in sentence (16), 
quoted here from Unia: 

(16) Thit 
this 

 is 
is 

 riocht. 
law 

 so 
so 

 thi 
the 

 jonghera 
younger 

 brother 
brother 

 en 
a 

 wif 
wife 

 nimt, 
take.3sg.ind.prs 

 hi 
he 

 and 
and 

 sin 
his 

 wif 
wife 

sine 
his.dat 

 aldera 
elder.dat 

 brothere 
brother.dat 

 gewa 
give 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 fif 
five 

 scillingam 
shilling 

‘when the younger brother takes a wife, he and his wife (each) shall give the 
(U-xviii) elder brother five shillings’ 

In this case, the source of obligation is external, i.e. different from the subject of 
the sentence (see Diewald 1999: 93–111 for external obligation with English shall). 
This pattern is likely to be frequently found in the Old Frisian data, since the 
obligation expressed through skela comes typically from an external authority, i.e. 
the law and legal regulations. 

Another syntactic context where skela is frequently attested are subordinate 
clauses. In terms of word order, skela, like other auxiliaries, takes typically clause/
sentence final position in dependent clauses (Bremmer 2009: § 192), as illustrated 
in Example (15) above. As observed by Bor (1971: 58), in subordinate clauses, skela 
typically follows a verbal complement, as in (15) and (17), although in 20% of 
cases, the order may be reversed. Bor (1971) emphasises, however, that in gen
eral, the text is characterised by considerable lack of consistency with respect to 
the order of sentence elements, which may be a reflection of its oral character 
(pp. 202–214); compare also Section 5.6 on word order.15 In a range of attested 
contexts, skela is accompanied by temporal adverbials, which render a fairly 
unambiguous future reference reading, as illustrated in Example (17): 

15. There are 13 instances involving skela as an auxiliary verb, where the D and U versions of 
SkRa differ in terms of word order, 11 of them in subordinate clauses. In those 11 cases, U uses the 
order main verb — auxiliary, which is the default word order in Frisian (verb final), whereas D 
uses the reversed word order, which is more common in Dutch. This pattern may be the result 
of increased language contact with (Middle) Dutch in the 15th century (Bloem et al. 2019). 
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(17) Thit 
this 

 is 
is 

 riucht 
law 

 thet 
that.conj 

 thi 
the 

 grewa 
count 

 thene 
the 

 tiesdei 
Tuesday 

 and 
and 

 thenne 
the 

 thunresdei 
Thursday 

 tha 
the 

thre 
three 

 degan 
days 

 also 
such 

 riuchta 
judge.inf 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 tha 
the 

 liude 
people 

‘This is the law, that on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday, on these three 
(U-xl) days the count shall judge the people.’ 

At the same time, the sentence can be interpreted as involving a non-temporal, 
i.e. habitual or generic reading. In her analysis of the role of aspect in the emer
gence of predictive meanings, Ziegeler (2006a: 239) shows that the shift to predic
tive senses occurs in contexts in which “a habitual human activity can presuppose 
a social obligation, general obligation entailing event-specific obligation at later 
stages”, all involving typically subject external obligation. And consequently, 
future predictions “are derived from an evidential basis of observations of a 
habitual activity or frequently recurring event spanned over an indefinite time 
period.” Generic situations are therefore the source of prediction, hypothesis, and 
deductive inferences (p. 239). Given these assumptions about the development 
of predictive meanings, one can conclude that contexts like the one attested in 
Example (17) may be an indicator of the semantic development of skela towards a 
future meaning. 

Significantly, the use of temporal adverbials does not necessarily lead to a 
future reading of skela, as in Example (18): 

(18) Thit 
this 

 is 
is 

 riucht 
law 

 that 
that.conj 

 thi 
the 

 fria 
free 

 Fresa 
Frisian 

 thenne 
the 

 sil, 
sluice 

 ther 
rel 

 [hi] bi 
he through 

 banne 
order 

warath 
guard.ind.prs 

 et 
at 

 sente 
Saint 

 Benedictus 
B. 

 missa 
mass 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 tiande 
drawing 

 and 
and 

temande 
discharging 

 habba 
have.inf 

‘This is the law that the free Frisian, when he is under orders to look after a 
(U-xxiv) sluice, shall have it freely drawing in and discharging it by St. B.’s Day.’ 

The regulation describes an obligation to be fulfilled on a regular basis, namely 
every year, by Saint Benedict’s Day (11th July). This implies that the presence of a 
temporal adverbial is not a necessary component of a temporal (future) reading 
of the modal — much as it was the case in contexts in which the futurate presents 
rendered future time reference. 

In a couple of further instances, the futurate reading can be seen as dominant, 
and obligation meaning as very weak or even absent, as illustrated in Exam
ple (19): 
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(19) Ief tha 
or 

 that 
the 

 fifte 
fifth 

 thing, 
proceeding 

 thet 
that 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 to 
to 

 sine 
his 

 fordele 
house 

 [wesa] 
be 

umbe 
because 

 thet 
the 

 thing[l]ase. 
court-absence 

‘… or at the fifth proceeding that will be held at his house, regarding his 
(U-xxxviii, 2) absence from court’ 

Incidentally, the two readings of skela, i.e. the future temporal reading and the 
modal meaning of obligation, can be found next to each other in one sentence. 
This is the case with the second sentence of the U-SkRa, in which the count is 
introduced into the legal organisation, quoted in Example (20): 

(20) thit 
this 

 is 
is 

 landriocht 
land-law 

 [thera] 
the.gen.pl 

 Fresena 
Frisian.gen.pl 

 and 
 

 scelta 
magistrate.gen 

 riocht. 
law 

 Thi 
the 

grewa, 
count 

 ther 
rel 

 an 
in 

 Freslande 
Friesland 

 [grewa] 
count 

 wessa 
be.inf 

 scel, 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 hi 
he 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

wessa 
be.inf 

 fulre 
full.gen 

 berde 
birth.gen 

 bern 
born 

 and 
and 

 sin 
his 

 riocht 
law 

 unforloren 
un-lost 

‘This is the land-law of the Frisians, and the magistrate-law. The governor/
count who will/is to hold office in Friesland, must be of legitimate birth, and 

(U-vi) not have forfeited his rights.’ 

The first use of scel refers to a more or less concrete future eventuality, i.e. the new 
count arriving to Frisia, which is more concrete than any of the events described 
in most contexts (typically law violations) that are hypothetical and may happen, 
but do not necessarily need to. In contrast, the second use of scel refers clearly to 
a subject external obligation that the candidate has to fulfil (deontic necessity). 

Example (21) presents two further contexts for the use of skela in the apodosis 
of a conditional sentence. The first occurrence involves a conditional obligation 
(‘shall make double payment’), while the second can be interpreted as a predic
tion of what will happen to the accused, rather than an obligation (‘will suffer 
wasting and fire’). 

(21) geith 
go.3sg.ind.prs 

 hiu 
she 

 ti 
to 

 tha 
the 

 megam, 
relative.dat.pl 

 so 
so 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 thi 
the 

 man 
man 

 hia 
her 

tuigelde 
twofold 

 gelda, 
pay 

 and 
and 

 hi 
he 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 breke 
destruction 

 and 
and 

 brand 
fire 

 thelda 
suffer 

‘If she goes to the kinsmen, the man [abductor] shall make double payment to 
(U-xxix) her and suffer that his house is destroyed and burnt.’ 

As has already been mentioned, in a number of contexts the subjunctive form 
of skela is found, typically in the apodosis of conditional sentences. All instances 
appear in one article, cap. xxx in the Unia version. Sentence (22) (= a fragment 
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from Example (15)) contains two instances of the subjunctive present form of 
skela. In the first instance, the future reading of scelle is a potential reading, in the 
second it seems the only one possible. 

(22) and 
and 

 hi 
he 

 mith 
with 

 [mara] 
more 

 riochte 
justification 

 undela 
divide 

 scelle 
shall.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 than 
than 

 hit 
it 

 langera 
longer 

aldus 
such 

 wesa 
be 

 scelle 
shall 3sg sbjv.prs 

‘and he shall be entitled to a distribution, in preference to its remaining any 
(U-xxx,1) longer undistributed’16

The translation of this regulation implies that a petitioner is entitled to divide the 
common pasture and that the dividing is the preferred course of action. An oblig
ation (deontic necessity) reading of the first scelle is thus unlikely, since ‘being 
entitled to (do) something’ is not a state one is obliged to, but it refers rather to a 
permission (deontic modality). The second scelle expresses an alternative future 
eventuality that is to be avoided. The other example from the same article, where 
a future reference reading is dominant, is (23): 

(23) so 
so 

 is 
is 

 hi 
he 

 niar 
closer 

 thenne 
the 

 eth 
oath 

 ti 
to 

 sworane 
swear 

 sinne 
his 

 del 
part 

 ti 
to 

 winnane 
win 

 th[an]er 
than he 

 is 
it.gen 

therwia 
miss.inf 

 scelle 
shall.3sg.sbjv.prs 

‘he has more right to swear the oath and get his share, rather than to do with
(U-xxx,1) out it’ (lit. ‘[rather] than he will lose it’) 

In both examples, the second part of the sentence describes possible future even
tualities, namely, of the land being undivided in (22) and the goods being lost in 
(23), that will potentially occur when/if the preceding action is not performed. 

It must be observed that no unambiguous examples of either prophetic 
(induced by destiny, involving the compulsion of force, fate or providence) or 
prognostic (‘expectation’) uses of skela could be found in the analysed material. 
Example (24) illustrates the use of skela with the meaning of announcement; a 
comparable use can be found in Example (2) above. 

16. (Near-)literal translation: ‘and he shall/may divide [the land], with more justification, than 
it will be thus (= undivided) for longer.’ (AV). 
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(24) Thit 
this 

 is 
is 

 riucht 
law 

 thet 
that.conj 

 thi 
the 

 asega 
law-sayer 

 … 
 

 scel 
shall 

 dela 
decree 

 thet 
that.conj 

 teth 
the 

 ordel 
ordeal 

 an 
on 

there 
the 

 kerica 
church 

 walle 
wall 

 wesa 
be.inf 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

‘This is the law that the law sayer (…) shall decree that the ordeal shall be held 
(U-xxxv) on the church wall.’ 

Given the close relation between future reference and epistemic modality, modal 
futures can potentially encode epistemic modality, i.e. speaker’s judgments based 
on their knowledge with reference to current speech time (see Section 5.3). 

From a cross-Germanic perspective, it is worth mentioning that the develop
ment of the cognate forms in English and German took divergent paths. While 
suln was the most frequent periphrastic future marker in Middle High German 
(Diewald 1999: 321), it was gradually replaced by the periphrastic expression with 
werden in the 14th through 16th centuries (Ebert et al. 1993: 391f ). In English the 
shall- form dominated as the future tense marker in the Middle English period, 
until the moment when it was gradually restricted to specific syntactic context 
(first person) and replaced by will by the Early Modern English period (e.g. Gotti 
2003, Hilpert 2008, Wischer 2008). At the same time, in both languages the tem
poral meanings of OE sculan and G. suln were largely context-dependent and 
the modal overtones persisted even in contexts with future reference (cf. Wischer 
2006, 2008; Diewald & Habermann 2005; Diewald & Wischer 2013). 

4.3 Willa: Meaning and functions 

According to Bor (1971: 59), willa can occasionally be used to express future mean
ing in Old Frisian; one such example is given (25): 

(25) … 
 

 hit 
it 

 ne 
not 

 se 
is.sbjv 

 dat 
that.conj 

 di 
the 

 ora 
other 

 quaen 
say.inf 

 wil… 
will.3sg.ind.prs 

 dat 
that.conj 

 him 
him 

deer 
there 

 mara 
more 

 schada 
damage 

 oen 
on 

 schyn 
happen.ptcp.pst 

 is. 
is 

‘unless the other will say … that he suffered more damage’ 
(D: 83; compare U-lxvi) 

The primary function of willa, however, is modal: it serves to express volition 
(‘willingness’), the wish or desire to do something, as illustrated in Example (26). 
Significantly, even with future reference readings, the modal meaning of the verb 
remains to some extent present. In U-SkRa all instances of willa are attested 
consistently in the subjunctive present form, which clearly points to the archaic 
nature of the text, as the functionally indicative forms of willa derive from the 
Proto-Germanic subjunctive forms (Fulk 2018: 328–329). 
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(26) Jef 
if 

 thu 
you 

 thes 
this 

 biseka 
dispute 

 wolle, 
want.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 so 
so 

 wedde 
pledge 

 ik 
I 

 thi 
you.dat 

 also den 
such 

 tiuch 
testimony 

ascha 
as 

 thi 
the 

 asega 
law-sayer 

 delt. 
decree.3sg.ind.prs 

‘If you wish to dispute this, I will pledge you whatever testimony the law sayer 
(U-liii) may decree.’ 

Another example of the possibly intentional reading of welle, found also in a sub
ordinate clause, is illustrated in (27), the sentence in Unia corresponding to (25) in 
Druk. The form welle clearly means ‘want, willing to’ or perhaps ‘intend’, whereas 
the form wolle may have a future tense reading. 

(27) hit 
it 

 ne 
not 

 se 
is.sbjv 

 that 
that.conj 

 thi 
the 

 other 
other 

 quatha 
say.inf 

 wolle 
will.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 … 
 

 that 
that.conj 

 him 
him 

ther 
there 

 mer 
more 

 on 
on 

 ti 
to 

 scathe 
damage 

 worden 
become-ptcp.pst 

 se 
is.sbjv 

 and 
and 

 hi 
he 

 ther 
there 

 umbe 
about 

 kesigia 
sue 

welle.17

want.3sg.sbjv.prs 
‘unless the other (part) asserts (= will assert) that he has suffered more damage 

(U-lxvi) than that and wishes to sue for it.’ 

Such dynamic modal meanings are expressed very often in the apodosis of con
ditional (and temporal) sentences, describing a hypothetical eventuality. In such 
contexts, the original volition meaning can get bleached, as illustrated in Exam
ple (28), to the advantage of describing a hypothetical future event. 

(28) Of 
if 

 hi 
he 

 kuma 
come.inf 

 ni 
not 

 wolle 
want.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 ti 
to 

 ther 
the 

 landwere, 
defence 

 so 
so 

 ist 
is-it 

 riucht 
right 

 thet 
that.conj 

ma 
one 

 thingia 
proceed 

 scel. 
shall 

‘If he will/does not wish to come to the defence, the law is that a proceeding 
(U-xxxiii) shall be held.’ 

The presence of the summoned at the court session can be read as a potential 
future event at a moment T1, which is later in time than the preceding action of 
inviting at T0. As the non-appearance at the court could still be a consequence of 
the defendant’s decision (intention not to appear), the verb wolle in (28) can still 
carry the modal meaning of volition or intention, whose realisation will inevitably 
occur in the future. 

17. The forms welle and wolle are free phonological variants in U-SkRa and their alternation 
may reflect some form of chronological layering in the text. 
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Potential purely predictive readings of OFris. willa are only scarcely attested 
in the analysed material. That such future readings are at all possible at this stage 
is also supported by the data from other texts in the Unia manuscript. Exam
ple (29) illustrates another context where willa, morphologically a subjunctive 
form, conveys a future tense meaning, referring to a hypothetical course of events 
regulated by law. 

(29) hit 
it 

 ne 
not 

 se 
is.sbjv 

 that 
that.conj 

 hine 
him 

 thi 
the 

 sculta 
magistrate 

 mith 
with 

 that 
the 

 efta 
proper 

 thinge 
court 

 in halia 
convict 

welle. 
want.3sg.sbjv.prs 
‘unless the magistrate will convict him with the proper court procedure’ 

(U-xxxviii, 4) 

Both temporal and modal functions of willa are illustrated in (27) as well as in 
sentence (30), in which the first occurrence involves volitional reading, while the 
second can be considered predictive. The latter is accompanied by a temporal 
adverbial (efter sumeres nacht et lettera ewen nacht ‘between midsummer night 
and the autumn equinox’), which supports the interpretation of willa (welle) 
with the meaning of prediction. Given the context, however, it seems that the 
prediction meaning is rather implied and secondary, being mediated by generic 
or habitual reading (see the discussion above), i.e. the occurrence of the future 
events on the indicated dates is prearranged or regulated. 

(30) thet 
that 

 is 
is 

 riucht 
law 

 ho 
how 

 hi 
he 

 se 
them 

 halda 
hold 

 wolle, 
want.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 that 
that.conj 

 ma 
one 

 hia 
them 

ketha 
announce 

 scel 
shall 

 et 
at 

 allar 
all 

 haud 
main 

 kerkena 
churches 

 likum. 
alike 

 thi 
the 

 prester 
priest 

 efter 
after 

 Cristis 
Christimas 

morne 
morning 

 thet 
that.conj 

 hia 
them 

 thi 
the 

 grewa 
count 

 halda 
hold 

 welle 
will.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 efter 
after 

 sumeres 
summer.gen 

nacht 
night 

 et 
at 

 lettera 
latter 

 ewen 
even 

 nacht. 
night 

‘This is the law, that if he wishes to hold it [the court session], between Christ
mas and New Year’s Day the priest shall announce at every church that the 
count will be holding it between Midsummer Night and the autumn equinox.’ 

(U-xxxix) 

In conclusion, willa was predominantly used to express volition or intention. A 
rough quantitative estimation indicates that of all the attested contexts, possible 
predictive readings are found in ca. 10% of cases in U-SkRa, which is comparable 
to the percentage for skela used with a predictive meaning (12%, see Section 5.5). 
The evidence can be interpreted in such way that willa does not show clear traces 
of grammaticalization in the analysed material. This seems to be confirmed by 
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the fact that no contexts of willa with inanimate subjects have been found. At the 
same time, the material does not evince any uses (either temporal or modal) of 
willa with first person subjects. Given that willa’s source meanings of volition/
desire are so well attested, this is rather unexpected,18 but it may be explained by 
the nature of the analysed material: contexts with first-person subjects are lack
ing. Significantly, in Modern West Frisian, the use of wolle is strictly confined to 
volition and no predictive, pure future readings can be found.19 As in Old Eng
lish, early attestations of willa with a future meaning are mainly confined to con
ditional or other subordinate clause scope (Ziegeler 2006a: 98) (although they do 
not cooccur with indefinite subjects in Old Frisian). 

Further, while the generic reading was demonstrated to have been an essential 
semantic component in the process of grammaticalization of will as a future 
tense marker in English (Ziegeler 2006a, 2006b, 2017), such generic contexts are 
not commonly attested in the text of U-SkRa. Potential instances of generic uses 
of skela are provided in (59) and (60). Another step in the grammaticalization 
of volition-based modals, namely the bleaching of intentionality meaning (of 
an agent) (Hilpert 2008: 83), which would indicate a movement forward on the 
grammaticalization path, is not confirmed in the analysed material either. 

In the context of grammaticalization, however, one attestation of willa 
deserves additional commentary. Example (31) illustrates a single instance of the 
use of the past subjunctive form of willa to reference a situation posterior to a 
past reference interval. Such future-in-the-past constructions are typically found 
in conditional and reportive contexts; in the example below, a hypothetical cir
cumstance is referred to. 

(31) … 
 

 and 
and 

 alle 
all 

 tach 
took 

 also 
so 

 fir 
far 

 so 
so 

 hi 
he 

 se 
them 

 hera 
hear 

 welde 
would.3.sg.sbjv.pst 

(U-liii) ‘and took all [oaths], as far as he would hear them’ 

While contexts which would clearly indicate the tendency in willa towards devel
oping into a future tense marker are not frequent in the analysed material, such 
instances are particularly interesting given that the future-in-the-past contexts are 
believed to have constituted bridging contexts for the development of canonical 
future tense readings. According to Traugott (1989), the absolute (deictic) future 

18. It has been recognised that predictive statements of will are not typically found in certain 
environments, such as with first person subjects (which have knowledge about their own inten
tions or desires), and are more likely to be found with third person subjects (Aijmer 1985, 
Ziegeler 2006a: 88). 
19. One of the reviewers indicates that a future reading is possible in contexts like it wol net 
reine (‘It will not rain’). We are inclined to interpret such instances as involving the personifica
tion of weather conditions, implying a volitional reading of wol: ‘it is not willing to rain’. 
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sense, expressing predictions, is secondary to relative future involving future-in-
the past readings. This developmental path has been, at least to some extent, 
identified for the English future tense markers, including shall and will (Traugott 
1989; see Goossens 1987 for OE sceold and Budts & Petré 2016 for the be going 
to construction). In fact, OFris skela is once attested in the past tense form in the 
analysed material, referring to irrealis future, as illustrated in example in (32): 

(32) Nu 
now 

 scel 
shall 

 hi 
he 

 swigia 
remain silent 

 and 
and 

 thi 
the 

 other 
other 

 swora 
swear 

 thet 
that.conj 

 [h]J 
he 

 birawad 
rob.ptcp.pst 

habbe 
have.sbjv 

 also 
so 

 goed 
good 

 so 
so 

 thria 
three 

 pund 
pound.pl 

 and 
and 

 achte 
eight 

 ensa 
ounce.pl 

 we[re] 
were 

 better 
better 

 jef 
if 

 hit 
it 

scolde 
shall.3sg.ind/sbjv.pst 
‘Now he must be silent and the claimant must swear that he robbed (him) of 
so much as [the value of ] three pounds and eight ounces, or more if it so hap
pened (lit. ‘it were better if it should [happen]’, cf. German ‘sollte es 

(U-xxxvii, 3) passieren’).’ 

The absolute future is believed to develop only once the semantics of posteriority 
(post-present) in the future-in-the-past construction grows stronger and “the 
inference of future actualization of the complement [becomes] conventionalized” 
(Budts & Petré 2016: 25). In other words, it can be argued that the relative tense 
served as an intermediate stage of development for the canonical future (poste
riority > future). The fact that such a context is attested in U-SkRa may indicate 
that willa may have been on the path towards grammaticalization as a future tense 
marker at this stage. A detailed analysis of future-in-the-past contexts remains 
beyond the scope of this paper, as does the more general question of which of 
the developmental scenarios of willa, as summarised briefly in Section 2, could be 
valid for Old Frisian. Both would require a comprehensive, systematic analysis of 
the complete Old Frisian material. 

4.4 Other markers of futurity: Wertha, gerundivium, subjunctive 

Another potential marker of futurity in Old Frisian is the verb wertha ‘to become’, 
which receives the future readings on account of its inchoative semantics.20 It is 
attested in a range of constructions, including passive constructions, as an auxil
iary, as well as a copula verb. The latter function, illustrated in Example (33), is 

20. Another potential candidate is bilīva ‘to remain’, which, in contrast to North Germanic and 
Low German, is not an inchoative verb in Frisian. In U-SkRa it is attested only once in the 
meaning ‘to pass away’: alder en man bilift ‘when a man passes away’. 
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only rarely attested in the Older Skelta Riucht. Example (34), from another text in 
Codex Unia, i.e. Twenty Four Landlaws (second law article), illustrates the use of 
the verb in the present indicative, with an inchoative meaning, in the protasis of 
a conditional sentence, and with an inanimate subject. Note also that the exam
ple illustrates the use of a combination of synthetic and periphrastic future tense 
markers — the periphrastic well along with the present tense indicative form, farit. 

(33) Jef 
if 

 hi 
he 

 thes 
that.gen 

 alles 
all.gen 

 owerherich 
insubordinate 

 worth 
become.3sg.ind.prs 

 … 
 

 so 
so 

 ach 
must 

 hine 
hi-him 

mith 
with 

 … 
 

(U-xlviii) ‘if he becomes insubordinate throughout….then he has to…’ 

(34) Thio 
the 

 other 
other 

 ned 
emergency 

 is. 
is 

 jef 
if 

 tha 
the 

 jer 
years 

 wreit 
harsh 

 werdat, 
become.3pl.ind.prs 

 and 
and 

 thi 
the 

 heta 
hot 

hunger 
hunger 

 over 
over 

 that 
the 

 land 
land 

 farit, 
come 3sg.ind.prs 

 and 
and 

 that 
the 

 kind 
child 

 hunger 
hunger 

 sterwa 
die 

well, 
will.3sg.ind.prs 

 so 
so 

 mot 
can 

 dio 
the 

 moder… 
mother 

‘The other [case of ] emergency is: when the years become harsh, and the 
burning hunger will come over the land and the child will die from hunger, 

(U-L24: 2) then the mother needs to….’ 

While such uses of wertha are rare in the Older Skelta Riucht, the text attests to 
its use in passive constructions somewhat more often (in line with the pattern 
attested for Old English), as illustrated in Example (35). 

(35) Alder 
when 

 thi 
the 

 fria 
free 

 Fresa 
Frisian 

 truch 
by 

 clage 
complaint 

 to 
to 

 howe 
court 

 ladath 
invited.ptcp.pst 

werth 
become.3sg.ind.prs 

(U-xlix) ‘when the free Frisian is summoned to court’ 

Given the evidence of other West Germanic languages, in particular Old High 
German, it could be expected that the inchoative wertha can combine with an 
infinitive or a present participle to mark future temporality.21 While no such 
instances were found in the analysed text, the usage with a present participle form 
is attested in the Old East Frisian mss. E2 and R1 in the following contexts: 

21. Cf. OHG Inti nu uuirdist thū suigenti inti ni math sprehhan unzan … ‘and now you will be 
silent, and cannot speak until…’ (Tatian 2, DDD-AD-Tatian_1.1 > T_Tat2). Based on her quan
titative study of Old High German and Old Saxon evidence, Jäger (2024: 202) concludes that 
such uses are rare at this early stage; for the attestations in Middle High German and later, see 
Hartmann (2021). 

148 Elżbieta Adamczyk and Arjen Versloot



(36) fliande 
fleeing 

 werthe 
become.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 thi 
you.dat 

 thin 
your 

 qwick 
cattle 

 and 
and 

 alle 
all 

 thin 
your 

 wold 
forest 

 sket …22

property 
(E2-EFia: 10) ‘may your cattle and mast pigs become fugitive’ 

(37) Hwasa 
who-ever 

 tha 
the.dat 

 kininge 
king.dat 

 werth 
become.3sg.ind.prs 

 fori wernande 
insubordinate 

 ieftha 
or 

 sina 
his 

weldega 
powerfull 

 boda 
messenger 

 … 
 

‘Whoever will be insubordinate to the king or his powerful messenger’ 
(R1-K

17: 9) 

In a number of sentences, the syntactic position in the second part of the provi
sion describing a consequence or an action to be undertaken in the future, given 
the circumstances or conditions defined in the protasis, is filled by a gerund or 
inflected infinitive. Its function is comparable to the Latin ‘gerundivum’, referring 
to an event that will, may or has to take place in the future (as in: multa cum sit 
agendum ‘since there is much to be done’, Lucr. 1,138). This use is illustrated in 
sentence (38), where the gerunds ti gewane and ti habbane can best be translated 
with ‘will be given’ and ‘will have’, possibly with an elliptic finite form ach ‘has to’. 
Clearly, these gerunds are not entirely devoid of the modal background flavour, 
involving obligative-deontic modality. 

(38) Jef 
of 

 ther 
there 

 sinra 
his.gen 

 eng 
any 

 efter 
after 

 cumth 
come.3sg.ind.prs 

 binna 
within 

 jere 
year 

 and 
and 

 benna 
within 

 dei, 
day 

 tha 
the 

ernoma 
heirs 

 ti 
to 

 gewane. 
give.gerund 

 Jef 
if 

 ther 
there 

 nemma 
nobody 

 ni 
not 

 kume, 
come.3sg.sbjv 

 thi 
the 

 frana 
magistrate 

 ti 
to 

habbane 
have.gerund 

 thine 
the 

 half 
half 

 del, … 
part 

‘If any kindred come for them within a year and a day, [the magistrate] shall
give [his property] to the (rightful) heir. If no one comes, the magistrate shall 

(U-xliv) have half [his property]…’ 

A probably less ambiguous example is (39): 

(39) … 
 

 so 
so 

 send 
are 

 tha 
the 

 erwa 
heirs 

 thine 
the 

 kere 
choice 

 ti 
to 

 habbane … 
have.gerund 

(U-lix) ‘then the heirs will have the choice’ 

A similar construction is well attested in the Old English corpus, most commonly 
in the Gospels and translations of the Old Testament, where a combination of the 
inflected infinitive of transitive and intransitive verbs (often with wesan/bēon ‘to 
be’) expresses futurity, typically in contexts involving predestination or destiny, 

22. Text with emendations from Buma & Ebel (1967: 103). 
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e.g. cwæð eart þu þe to cumenne eart, Latin ait illi tu es qui venturus es ‘He said [to 
him], ‘You are the one who is to come’; Mitchell 1985: 399–400).23

Finally, when used with infinitives, Modern West Frisian gean ‘go’ (just like 
begjinne ‘begin’) has an aspectual meaning of an inchoative (de Haan 2001: 629).24

While this use is not attested in the analysed material, we can find the following 
context in a younger text dated at least as far back as the thirteenth century: 

(40) tha 
then 

 gengen 
go.3pl.ind.pst 

 hia 
they 

 alle 
all 

 gan 
go.inf 

 tofara 
before 

 thine 
the 

 Pawis 
pope 

 Leo 
Leo 

 and 
and 

 thine 
the 

 Koning 
king 

Karle 
Charles 

 stan. 
stand.inf 

‘then they all went to (were about to) go to stand before Pope Leo and King 
(U-Mgn: 7) Charles’ 

This text is written in a somewhat clumsy verse, where gan ‘to go’ is made to 
rhyme with stan ‘to stand’, a construction that probably does not reflect the spoken 
language. The form gengen, which can be interpreted as an auxiliary in the sen
tence, is attested in the past tense form, possibly with a meaning ‘were about to’. 
This may be significant given the role that the future-in-the past contexts poten
tially played a role in the development of canonical future tense markers (cf. 
Section 4.3). 

4.5 The role of the subjunctive mood in the expression of future tense 

The subjunctive is typically used to express irrealis or modal meaning (e.g. 
Moessner 2020). In a range of examples, the verb (main or auxiliary) is used in the 
inflectional subjunctive form, as illustrated in Examples (8), (12), (15), (22) above, 
where the context suggests a futurate reading. That the subjunctive can make an 
essential contribution to the future tense reading is illustrated in Example (41) 
(the bold face verb forms are all 3sg.subj.prs). 

23. The fact that the construction can be found in an original Old Frisian text (not translated 
from Latin) seems to speak against a hypothesis that it may have emerged as a result of the influ
ence of Latin, as claimed in some earlier studies (for an overview of the English context, see 
Fischer 2013: 25–31). 
24. This restriction to infinitives of position verbs does not apply to the grammar of present-
day younger generation speakers of West Frisian. 
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(41) … 
 

 also 
so 

 lange 
long 

 so 
so 

 thi 
the 

 wind 
wind 

 waie, 
blow.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 jefta 
or 

 gers 
grass 

 gre, 
grow.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 jefta 
or 

thio 
the 

 senne 
sun 

 uptie, 
rise.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 jefta 
or 

 thio 
the 

 wrald 
world 

 stande. 
stand.3sg.sbjv.prs 

‘so long as the wind will blow, or the grass will grow, or the sun will rise, or the 
(U-Urt) world will stand’ 

It must be noted that in the 15th c. charters such eternity formulas tend to appear 
with verbs in the indicative mood (futurate presents), as in Oudfriesche Oorkon
den I, nr. 259 from 1475: soe lang als wiint wayt ende gers groyt ‘as long as the wind 
blows and grass grows’. The use of the subjunctive in Old Frisian has so far not 
been studied in detail and its conditions of use are unclear. Consider, for instance, 
if-sentences, as in Examples (42) and (43): in the former the verb appears in the 
indicative form, in the latter in the subjunctive (Bremmer 2009: § 186). A system
atic analysis would be required to describe the exact conditioning of such pat
terns. 

(42) jef 
if 

 ther 
there 

 en 
a 

 owerlendich 
foreign 

 man 
man 

 stervid 
die.3sg.ind.prs 

(U-xliv) ‘if a foreigner dies (ind.)’ 

(43) jef 
if 

 hi 
he 

 jerich 
at age 

 se 
be.3sg.sbjv.prs 

(U-xiii) ‘if he is at age’ 

The vast majority of subjunctives are found in subordinate clauses. Among inci
dental instances of the use of the subjunctive in main clauses are adhortatives, as 
illustrated in Example (44): 

(44) Jef 
if 

 him 
him 

 thes 
that.gen 

 berst 
fails 

 thi 
the 

 fogith 
magistrate 

 due 
do.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 ther 
there 

 mede 
with 

 th[et] 
that.conj 

 hi 
he 

wolle 
want.3sg.sbjv.prs 

(U-xi) ‘If he fails in this, let the magistrate do with it whatever he desires’ 

Since the use of the subjunctive mood at least partly correlates with the clause 
type, it is difficult to make definitive statements about the semantic contribution 
of the subjunctive to the future tense meaning in the attested examples. 

Also the verb skela is attested four times in the subjunctive, all of them in sub
ordinate clauses and all in one specific article, cap. xxx. In two instances, scelle 
has a future tense reading (see Section 4.2), in two others it may involve deontic 
obligation or moral obligation (as duty or propriety; see the first instance of scelle 
in Example (15)). 
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4.6 Subjunctive of Old Frisian wesa with future meaning 

While the use of the subjunctive forms in contexts which may evoke a future read
ing is not unexpected, Old Frisian shows special forms derived from the root wes- 
which seem to have a future reference. The Old Frisian Dictionary (Hofmann/
Popkema 2008: s.v. wesa) mentions such a meaning under 4): “sollen, müssen 
(mit Ger[undium].)”. These forms are attested along with the ‘regular’ subjunc
tives, derived from the s-root (OFris. se, OS si(e)), and have a purely present tense 
subjunctive meaning. The use of this unique subjunctive form is illustrated in the 
following Examples (45–47). 

(45) and 
and 

 hi 
he 

 jowe 
give.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 thane 
then 

 sinre 
his 

 moder 
mother 

 v 
5 
 and 
and 

 xxx 
30 

 scillingan 
shilling.pl 

 and 
and 

 hi 
he 

wese 
be.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 thanne 
then 

 sinre 
his.gen 

 moder 
mother.gen 

 mund. 
guardian 

‘and he then must/shall give (subj.) his mother 35 shillings and then he will be 
(U-Dom) his mother’s legal guardian’ 

(46) thi 
the 

 reke 
give.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 sina 
his 

 riuchta 
right 

 wed. 
bail 

 an-ta 
to the 

 skriuere 
scribe 

 enne 
one 

 pannig 
penny 

 and 
and 

wese 
be.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 lethoch 
empty 

 and 
and 

 las 
loose 

‘let him pay (subj.) his lawful fine and a penny to the scribe and he will be 
(R1-SRu) freed (empty) and loose’ 

(47) Sa 
so 

 wese-re 
be.3sg.sbjv.prs he 

 enes 
a 

 berskinzes 
berskink 

 campa 
battle 

 binna 
within 

 thrium 
three 

 etmelon 
days 

 to 
to 

fiuchtande 
fight 

(R1-L
24) ‘so shall he be fighting a berserk’s battle within three days (72 hours)’ 

Interestingly, a similar pattern can be observed in the Old Saxon material, where 
uuesa, uuese, subjunctive forms of wesan ‘to be’ (3sg.subj.prs), have a future refer
ence (Examples 48–49). 

(48) Nis 
Not is 

 eo 
ever 

 sô 
such 

 salig 
blessed 

 man 
man 

 … 
 

 that 
that 

 hi 
he 

 an 
on 

 thesoro 
this 

 erðo 
world 

 ôdag 
prosperous 

libbea, 
live.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 an 
on 

 allun 
all 

 uueroldlustun 
world-pleasures 

 uuesa 
be.3sg.sbjv.prs 

‘and that he live (subj.) prosperous on this earth, and shall be in all worldly 
(Heliand l. 1658) pleasures’ 
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(49) ni 
not 

 scal 
shall 

 ine 
him 

 fargûmon 
neglect 

 eouuiht, 
anything 

 ni 
not 

 farmuni 
despise 

 ine 
him 

 an 
in 

 is 
his 

 môde, 
mood 

 ac 
and 

uuese 
be.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 imu 
him 

 mildi 
mild 

 an 
in 

 is 
his 

 hugi 
mind 

‘not shall him anyway neglect, nor despise him in his heart, and shall be 
(Heliand l. 3220) friendly to him in his mind’ 

5. Skela: Modality and tense 

The verb skela is the Old Frisian predecessor of ModWFris. sille, which is the 
default — but not obligatory — auxiliary to express future tense in present-day 
West Frisian. Examples illustrating the use of Old West Frisian skela with future 
meaning have been discussed in Section 4.2. This section focuses on skela as 
a marker of modality, illustrating and discussing a range of its possible modal 
meanings, as they are attested in the Unia text of the Older Skelta Riucht. The dis
cussion proceeds according to the classification of modal meanings introduced in 
Section 2. 

Given the nature of the Older Skelta Riucht, the dominant use of skela is deon
tic: being a law text, it describes obligations and regulations, typically to perform 
an engagement, to carry out an instruction or the terms of an agreement. In our 
quantitative analysis, a deontic reading can be found in over 80% of all instances 
of skela in the text, and in approximately 60%, deontic obligation seems to be 
the only possible interpretation. This high proportion of deontic meaning may be 
an effect of a genre bias, although it seems to reflect the general meaning of the 
verb in other Old Germanic languages: compare Old English sculan ‘owe, denot
ing obligation or constraint of various kinds, shall, must, ought’, also ‘denoting a 
duty or moral obligation’ (Bosworth & Toller 1898, s.v. sculan), or Old Saxon sku
lan ‘shall, must, can, ought to, to be obliged’ (Tiefenbach 2010: s.v. skulan). From 
a Germanic perspective, the use of shall (skela) in administrative acts, carrying its 
original meaning of obligation, is not unusual. This context, for instance, emerges 
as the dominant niche for the use of shall until the 17th c. in English (Early Mod
ern English) (Hilpert 2008: 85). 

As is evident from the overview in Section 2, the concept of modality is 
inherently complex. In many instances the categorisation of a particular modal 
verb within the defined categories, regardless of the preferred or chosen theo
retical classification, is problematic. In many instances, the modal forms can be 
ambiguous and it is difficult to determine their dominant meaning. The same 
sentence can allow for multiple interpretations, and these may in turn be an 
inherent part of the modal meaning of the verb. Consequently, some instances of 
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skela can represent several categories in the classification, or rather express the 
gradualness of the inherent modal meaning. Examples of such ambiguous inter
pretations will be provided in our discussion, alongside those which we consider 
to be less ambiguous. 

The pre-modal meaning of skela was ‘to be obliged, to owe’, and its root is 
the basis of the noun OFris. skelde, MHG Schuld, MDut. schuld ‘obligation, debt, 
guilt’ (Philippa et al. 2003–2009: s.v. zullen, schuld; OED: s.v. shall, meaning I). 
While Old English attests to a couple of examples still expressing this original 
meaning, the pre-modal meanings have not been found in the Old Frisian mater
ial analysed for this study (as already mentioned in Section 4.2). 

Applying the categorisation presented in Section 2, the following modal 
meanings of skela have been identified in the Old Skelta Riucht: dynamic/par
ticipant internal, circumstantial, evidential, deontic (moral, permission, oblig
ation); additionally, one instance of optative/irrealis meaning is attested (see 
Example (32) and Section 5.5).25

5.1 Dynamic/participant-internal modal meaning 

Dynamic/participant-internal (or dispositional) modal meaning involves typi
cally the realization of the event which is controlled by the subject of the sentence. 
This meaning can be circumscribed by verbs such as can, be able to, have the abil
ity, and it is not likely to appear in contexts involving skela. Only one such context 
where skela has a dispositional meaning has been found in the analysed text, as 
illustrated in Example (50): 

(50) Nu 
now 

 scel 
shall 

 hi 
he 

 sinra 
his.gen.pl 

 bura 
neigbours.gen.pl 

 twene 
two 

 habbe 
have 

 ther 
rel 

 hine 
him 

 borgie 
secure 

 and 
and 

also 
so 

 rike 
rich 

 se 
be.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 thet 
that.conj 

 hia 
they 

 thine 
the 

 stridwerthega 
duel-worthy 

 sceth 
money 

 lesta 
pay 

 muge, 
can 

jef 
if 

 hine 
him 

 thi 
the 

 sculta 
official 

 hina 
from here 

 leth, 
lets 

 thet 
that.conj 

 hi 
he 

 alder 
there 

 andwerda 
defend 

scel. 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 
‘Now he shall have [get] two neighbours who will stand surety for him and 
who are so rich that they can pay the duel-worthy sum for him, if the skelta lets 
him go from here that he there (= at the other court) will/can defend [him

(U-xxxviii, 4) self ].’ 

25. In his analysis of the semantic development of shall in Middle and Early Modern English, 
Gotti (2003) identified three basic modal meanings: obligation, prediction and volition. While 
the volition sense is well attested for Early Modern English shall (common in tag questions, 
expressing subjective and interpersonal meanings), it is not found in the analysed Old Frisian 
material at all. 
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The law article specifies the requirement for the accused to find two neighbours 
who can financially guarantee the costs of an ordeal-fight. The main verb andw
erda literally means ‘to answer’, but in the current context ‘to defend (oneself )’, ‘to 
answer for’. The requirement should enable the defendant to defend himself in the 
ordeal. This evokes the dispositional modal reading of scel in this context (i.e. ‘he 
will be able to defend himself ’). Note that Fairbanks (1939) chooses to use ‘will’ 
in his translation of this fragment, hence a future reading: ‘(…) that he will make 
answer there’.26

5.2 Circumstantial and existential modal meaning 

Circumstantial modal meaning is participant-external and expresses a necessity 
or possibility with respect to certain circumstances. There are several instances 
in the text where skela expresses an action that the subject must or needs to 
undertake or perform for his or others’ own good, rather than because of a legal 
obligation (circumstantial necessity), as illustrated in Example (51). ‘Necessity’ 
is explicitly mentioned in the sentence, expressed in the phrase truch tha ned 
‘through the need, by necessity’. Note that this modality, namely circumstantial 
necessity, exhibits a close affinity to deontic necessity (Narrog 2012: 10), and lends 
itself to this classification especially in light of the nature of the analysed law text 
(cf. Section 3). 

(51) … 
 

 truch 
through 

 tha 
the 

 ned 
need 

 thet 
that.conj 

 hi 
he 

 thenne 
the 

 ower 
shore 

 alle 
all 

 degan 
days 

 wera 
defend 

scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 with 
against 

 thenne 
the 

 salta 
salt 

 se 
sea 

 and 
and 

 with 
against 

 thenne 
the 

 wilda 
wild 

 wising 
Viking 

 … 
 

‘because he must guard the shore every day against the salty sea and the wild 
(U-vii) Viking’ 

Additionally, Narrog (2012: 10) identifies an existential modal meaning, in which 
the necessity is not contingent on any particular participant. This usage typically 
involves an impersonal subject. In Example (51), the subject is unambiguously 
personal (hi ‘he’), referring back to the previously mentioned thi fria Fresa ‘the 
Free Frisian’. Nevertheless, the reference can be seen to involve an impersonal 
generalisation (or a concept), in that no specific person is addressed, but rather 
the (anonymous) population or community as a whole is meant. This may be 
interpreted as a rationale for categorising the use of scel in this context as exis
tential. 

26. The translations of the parallel text in J and D leave the modal scel untranslated. 
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In Example (52), the subject is inanimate and there is no specific participant 
present in this context, which is an argument to consider an existential modal 
meaning of scel here. However, the context can just as well be interpreted as 
involving deontic obligation, imposed by the (undefined or anonymous) legislat
ing authorities. 

(52) Thit 
this 

 is 
is 

 riucht 
right 

 et 
at 

 there 
the 

 silrode 
sluice canal 

 bi 
at 

 tha 
the 

 sile 
sluice 

 thet 
that 

 menwerk 
public work 

 wesa 
be.inf 

scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 over 
over 

 thrin 
three 

 and 
and 

 sextich 
sixty 

 fota. 
feet 

‘This is the law: the public works zone along the edge of the sluice shall be 
(U-xxiv) more than sixty-three feet (wide)’ 

5.3 Evidential and epistemic modal meaning 

It has been generally assumed that epistemic meanings appear historically later 
than root (i.e. deontic or basic) meanings. In many diachronic studies, epistemic 
readings have been shown to emerge from deontic meanings. The early epistemic 
meanings of will, for instance, can be found already in the Old English material 
(Traugott 1989; Warner 1993; cf. Diewald 1999 for German). In many studies, a 
distinction has been made between epistemic and evidential modal meanings (for 
a discussion see, e.g. de Haan 1999; Nuyts 2001). When referring to the future, 
epistemicity expresses the likelihood of a prediction, where the realization of the 
future event is judged by the speaker as to its truth value (Wischer 2008: 128). 
When the prediction is based on external evidence, it can be classified as eviden
tial. Evidential or epistemic readings of skela, where the speaker is the source of 
information or evaluates the proposition, is not very frequently attested in the 
analysed material. One fairly unambiguous example of an evidential meaning is 
found in (53); the evaluation of the guilt of the thief is based here on actual evi
dence: 

(53) Jefma 
if one 

 hit 
it 

 binna 
within 

 sine 
his 

 thredda 
third 

 slette 
lick 

 find, 
find 

 jefta 
or 

 binna 
within 

 sine 
his 

 huse 
house 

 bidolwen, 
buried 

 so 
so 

scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 hi 
he 

 sceldich 
guilty 

 wessa. 
be.inf 

‘If it is found inside his third lock or buried in his house, he shall (=must) be 
(U-lvi, 2) guilty.’ 

The evidential reading is justified on the grounds that the guilt is (deductively) 
inferred rather than established through an independent criminal investigation, 
which is a characteristic of Germanic law procedures (for details on the evidence 
procedure, see Hofman 2022: 186). The modal verb cooccurs here with a stative 
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verb complement, indicating that the actualisation of the state is not known at ref
erence time and thus expresses a degree of uncertainty (cf. Ziegeler 2006b: 249, 
2014: 224). Epistemic modality involves in this case necessary truth, rather than 
possible truth or factual truth that is known to the speaker. 

The paucity of epistemic readings and subjectified readings in general, includ
ing also interpersonal ones, in the examined material can be ascribed to two fac
tors. On the one hand, it may be a consequence of the genre of the text under 
study. Alternatively, this may be attributed to the fact that the grammaticalization 
of skela has not reached the subsequent stage of development in which epistemic 
meanings develop. Note that the earliest evidence for epistemic readings in Eng
lish comes from Old English (Traugott 1989: 49). Although several examples of 
epistemic meanings are attested in other texts (Seventeenth Statutes and the Syn
odal Law), there is too little evidence available to draw any definite conclusions 
about the development of this modality in Old Frisian. 

5.4 Deontic modal meaning 

In the context of referring to the future, the deontic meanings are characterised 
by the fact that the realization of the future event “is controlled by circumstances 
external to the subject of the sentence” (Palmer 2003: 7). This implies an external 
obligation or permission for the subject. In such cases, the obligation can take the 
form of a requirement or an imperative, as is often the case in texts of legal nature; 
these are subsumed here under deontic obligation. However, obligations may also 
arise from unwritten rules and norms that are defined by the culture or customs 
of a particular community or society, and can thus be considered to be a moral 
obligation. 

5.4.1 Deontic obligation 
The deontic obligation is the most common modal meaning of skela found in the 
text, which is a direct consequence of its genre. The practice of legal regulations 
allows us to identify two broad types of obligation, which we will call here: a legal 
requirement and legal imperative. In the former, an action or a task is presented as 
a legal requirement: in fact, a condition that has to be fulfilled in order to be able 
to exercise some further rights or duties. The obligation forms part of a prescribed 
legal procedure, and whether the subject is willing to fulfil the legal requirement 
is — more or less — a free choice, as in (54): 
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(54) … 
 

 ho 
how 

 hise 
he-them 

 halda 
keep 

 wolle, 
wants 

 that 
that.conj 

 ma 
one 

 hia 
them 

 ketha 
announce 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

et 
at 

 allar 
every 

 haud 
main 

 kerkena 
church 

 likum. 
alike 

‘when he wishes to hold it [the court session], it must be announced in all 
(U-xxxix) main churches’ 

Failure to announce the court session does not carry any legal sanction; however, 
in this case, the court session cannot legally take place. In the other form of deon
tic obligation, the instruction is a legal imperative, which will be sanctioned with 
a fine if not fulfilled. The fine upon non-fulfillment of the obligation is explicitly 
stated in the article, as in (55). 

(55) Thit 
this 

 is 
is 

 riucht 
right 

 thet 
that.conj 

 thi 
the 

 fria 
free 

 Fresa 
Frisian 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 thenne 
the 

 over 
shore 

 (…) 
 

 et 
at 

sente 
Saint 

 Benedictus 
B. 

 missa 
mass 

 wrocht 
done 

 habbe. 
have 

 jefta 
or 

 mith 
with 

 tuam 
two 

 scillingar 
shilling 

 … 
 

 beta 
compensate 

with 
towards 

 thenne 
the 

 skelta. 
magistrate 

‘This is the law: the free Frisian shall have the shore (dikes) finished [repair
ing] by St. Benedict’s Day, or pay for it [= failing to repair the dike in time] to 

(U-xxiii) the magistrate with two shillings.’ 

As already noted in Section 4.2, this example illustrates that an explicit temporal 
adverbial phrase does not automatically imply a future tense reading of skela; in 
this case it defines the deadline for the fulfillment of the legal obligation to fix the 
dikes. In very many cases, the legal obligation (imperative) involves the imposi
tion of a fine, as in (56): 

(56) … 
 

 of 
if 

 hem 
him 

 emma 
anybody 

 theron 
there on 

 scathat, 
damages 

 so 
so 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 hi 
he 

 tui 
twofold 

 scette 
money 

beta. 
pay.inf 

(U-xx) ‘if any man injures them on it, he shall pay double for it’ 

It must be observed that in contexts of an explicitly conditioned obligation, 
involving a future time reference, the meaning of the sentence can still be ambigu
ous and the future tense reading could be viewed as secondary. Example (57) 
illustrates the most common construction found in the analysed material, namely 
skela in the protasis of a conditional sentence. 
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(57) jef 
if 

 hi 
he 

 thane 
the 

 mundschet 
guardian fee 

 ni 
not 

 wolle 
want.3sg.sbjv.prs 

 gewa 
give 

 …, 
 

 thet 
that.conj 

 hi 
he 

 … 
 

ban 
summon 

 thelda 
suffer 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

‘If a man does not pay the guardianship-fee, (…) that he shall be summoned to 
(U-lx) court (lit: endure a summon)’ 

The semantic categorisation of forms as in (57) is diffuse, since an imperative 
and futurate reading are simultaneously possible. Similar examples with diffuse 
or ambiguous readings are also found in main clauses, as in (58–60). 

(58) So 
so 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 hi … 
he 

 swora … 
swear 

 so 
so 

 hi 
he 

 [nu] 
now 

 mith 
with 

 riuchte 
justification 

 that 
the 

 raf 
robbery 

with 
against 

 [mi] 
me 

 beta 
compensate 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

‘Now he shall swear: “so he now lawfully shall/will pay me for that robbery.”’ 
(U-xxxvii-3) 

(59) thet 
the 

 thing 
courtsession 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 wesa 
be 

 thes 
the 

 selva 
same 

 deis 
day 

 ower 
over 

 sowen 
seven 

 nachtem 
nights 

uppa 
upon 

 tha 
the 

 erwe. 
property 

‘The trial shall/will be (held) on the same day during seven nights (days) on 
(U-xxxii) the land itself ’ 

(60) thet 
that 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 wesa 
be 

 winteres 
winter gen 

 also 
as well 

 thes 
the.gen 

 sumeres 
summer.gen 

(U-lix) ‘this will/must be done in winter and summer’ 

Significantly, in Examples (59) and (60), scel can be interpreted as having a 
generic reading: the required activities need to take place on a regular basis, 
and the meaning is omnitemporal. Such an interpretation of skela complies with 
Ziegeler’s (2006a) hypothesis that the future temporal reference originates in 
generic meanings (see Section 2). In general, contexts like these demonstrate that 
an unambiguous or categorical classification of the meanings of skela is inherently 
challenging and often simply impossible, as these two meanings are inextricably 
linked. 

The use of skela followed by a plain direct object (NP, PP), without a verbal 
complement, is illustrated in Example (61). While such forms are not very fre
quent in the text (4 instances), they must be interpreted as instances of elliptical 
constructions (cf. Bor 1971: 56). The verbs which are elided, namely habba ‘have’ 
and gan ‘go’, have high frequency of occurrence, or are verbs that are present in 
direct vicinity to one another in the sentence, rendering the reading unambigu
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ous. Note that while the cow is an animate subject of the sentence, the legal oblig
ation lies with its owner who controls the event, but remains in the background, 
which weakens the impact of the necessity (cf. Nykiel 2007: 111). 

(61) … thet 
that.conj 

 thiu 
the 

 ku 
cow 

 an 
in 

 thine 
the 

 feld 
field 

 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

(U-xxx:2) ‘that the cow has to [go] to the field’ 

Finally, an interesting distributional pattern can be identified in the data with 
respect to the expression of necessity: skela seems to appear in complementary 
distribution with another modal verb, thurva ‘need to’. The latter is consistently 
used as a negative polarity item to express the lack of necessity, as illustrated in 
Example (62). 

(62) so 
so 

 ne 
not 

 thur 
may.3sg.ind.prs 

 thi 
the 

 fria 
free 

 Fresa 
Frisian 

 efter 
after 

 tham 
that 

 thes 
the.gen 

 deis 
day.gen 

 an 
in 

 stride 
battle 

withstand[a] 
resist.inf 

(U-xli) ‘the free Frisian need not thereafter stand suit on that day’ 

In a single context in which thurva is used without an explicit negation, it is 
attested in the subjunctive form, and has an evidential modal meaning, as in (63). 

(63) (…) 
 

 so 
so 

 is 
is 

 hi 
he 

 niar … 
nearer 

 that 
the 

 goed 
good 

 wether 
return 

 ti 
to 

 jewane 
give 

 than 
than 

 hi 
he 

 tiaf 
thief 

 wesa 
be.inf 

thorwe. 
may.3sg.sbjv.prs 
‘let him return the property rather than to be a thief (= … rather than he must 

(U-lvi.2) be seen as a thief ).’ 

As mentioned earlier, contexts involving pure deontic obligation constitute 
approximately 60%–80% of all instances of skela in SkRa, depending on the inter
pretation, which can be ambiguous due to the aforementioned polysemy of skela. 

5.4.2 Moral obligation 
It is often challenging to differentiate between legal obligations and those based 
on cultural or social traditions. This is particularly evident in the case of Old 
Frisian law, which tends to be customary in nature. One context illustrating such 
a customary or social obligation can be found in Example (64). 
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(64) Thit 
this 

 is 
is 

 riucht 
right 

 th[et] 
that.conj 

 to 
to 

 there 
the 

 haud 
main 

 sto 
church 

 scen 
shall.3pl.ind.prs 

 gan 
go.inf 

 fiower 
four 

wegan 
roads 

 … 
 

(U-xix) ‘This is the law: four roads shall lead to the main church’ 

Although Fairbanks translates the fragment Thit is riucht as ‘This is the law’, the 
absence of an article in the Frisian original (and in similar phrases elsewhere in 
the text) suggests that the phrase thit is riucht may just as well be translated as 
‘this is right/just’ or ‘this is how it is supposed to be’.27 If the regulation defined 
in the subordinate clause were to be regarded as a formal legal obligation (and 
thus not a moral obligation), then it must be concluded that it was never effec
tively implemented. The main churches of Westergo, the region where the law of 
the Older Skelta Riucht was primarily in force, are situated in locations including 
Franeker, Bolsward, Wons, Jorwert, among others (de Langen & Mol 2021: 89). A 
comparison with the road network in earlier times (e.g. Schotanus-Halma Atlas, 
1718) shows that only few of these towns and villages were in fact accessible by 
four different overland roads, which weakens the force of this regulation.28

Another regulation that may be based on a ‘moral’ or customary rule rather 
than formal law is illustrated in Example (65). The modal verb used here is āga 
tō ‘have to’ (+ gerund), which mostly involves a strong sense of deontic obliga
tion (see § 5.4.4). As a modal verb, āga appears rarely in subordinate clauses (4 out 
of 45 instances of modal use in the analysed text), and it always shows a marked 
word order, with the verb in Verb-second position, which is normally a feature of 
main clauses. Instead of the default deontic obligational meaning in main clauses, 
the form ach can be translated as ‘may’, ‘should’ or ‘is supposed to’, involving a 
moral obligation in this sentence (and in another subordinate clause) rather than 
purely legal obligation. 

(65) Thit 
this 

 is 
is 

 riucht, 
right 

 thet 
that.conj 

 thi 
the 

 feder 
father 

 ne 
not 

 ach 
has.3sg.ind.prs 

 nene 
no 

 manne 
man 

 sine 
his 

dochter 
daughter 

 ti 
to 

 gewane 
give 

 ower 
against 

 hire 
her 

 willa, 
will.acc.sg 

 … 
 

‘This is the law/is right: the father shall not give his daughter to any man 
(U-xii) against her will’ 

27. Also the Icelandic law text known as Grágás contains semantically similar multiple phrases: 
rétt er að… ‘it is right (adj.) that….’, while ‘law’ is lög. 
28. The remainder of the article, however, makes an exception for places located on stedes overe 
‘the town’s shore’. Then the church is accessible through water courses, which brings the reg
ulation more in line with the actual topographic situation. The Old West Frisian Synodal Law 
(U-SWl) has a similar regulation, supporting this interpretation of stedes overe. 
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5.4.3 Permission 
Permission can be subsumed under ‘deontic meaning’, as it is a modality that has 
an external source: it is granted by an authority outside the subject. The verb most 
commonly used to express this meaning is OFris. mōta, but permission is one of 
the meanings of skela as well, as shown in (66). 

(66) So 
so 

 hia 
they 

 thet 
that 

 weddath 
pledged 

 habbath, 
have 

 so 
so 

 scen 
shall.3pl.ind.prs 

 hia 
they 

 forth 
away 

 dregga 
carry 

 riucht 
rightful 

bodeldel. 
estate 
‘when they have pledged one another a fair share, they shall/are entitled to 

(U-lix) bring out the legal estate.’ 

Although scen can be read as involving an obligation that the task defined in the 
main clause (deontic obligation) be performed (by the heirs of the heritage), the 
reciprocal assurance that they will divide the estate in a fair way, can be consid
ered a prerequisite to be fulfilled in order to be allowed to proceed and get access 
to the share of the household goods (‘legal estate’). 

An example of modality involving negative permission can be found in sen
tence (67), which contains a description of the graveclothes of the deceased hus
band or the spouse. 

(67) … 
 

 ande 
and 

 ther 
there 

 ni29

neither 
 scel 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

 on 
on 

 wesa 
be 

 gold 
gold 

 ni 
nor 

 selver 
silver 

 ni 
nor 

 pellef 
silk fabric 

thredda 
[as a] third 

 ni 
neither 

 wede 
blue 

 ni 
nor 

 worma 
purple 

‘and on it (= the dress worn at a burial) shall be neither gold, nor silver nor 
(U-lx) silk fabric as a third, neither blue nor purple (colour).’ 

The example illustrates at the same time the use of skela with an undefined and 
non-agentive subject and a stative main verb. Such uses may indicate a semantic 
development of skela away from deontic meaning and potentially towards future 
meaning. They are, however, very rarely attested in the analysed material. 

29. In this case, the negation particle precedes the modal verb, which is an exception for skela 
in U-SkRa. However, ni is not the clitic negation particle, but the coordinating negative particle. 
Still, one would expect scel on wesa ni gold. The quote comes from cap. lx, towards the end of 
the text, which contains more examples of younger linguistic features, such as a contracted nelle 
< ne welle in cap. lxiv. 
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5.4.4 A brief excursus on obligation: Āga vs. skela 
Some additional light on the semantics of skela can be thrown by analysing the 
use of the other verb expressing the modality of obligation, namely āga tō + 
gerund ‘have to, must’. Both āga and skela are predominantly used to express 
obligation and necessity, including explicitly conditioned obligations, but in con
trast to the latter, āga carries no future-related meaning. The verb āga used with
out tō, but with a nominal complement, has the meaning ‘to have, to own’, which 
is not a modal concept. Accordingly, the modal verb āga tō does not appear in 
semantically ambiguous contexts.30

The study by Schilt (1990: 400–401) shows that āga tō + gerund was already 
an archaic construction by the end of the thirteenth century, at least in Old East 
Frisian, given its absence from the Brokmerbref (B1 and B2), compiled between 
1276 and 1300 (Bremmer 2009: 13). This date is confirmed for Old West Frisian by 
western texts (p. 407).31 Schilt’s analysis shows that younger text versions tend to 
replace āga tō mostly with skela. She argues that incidental later occurrences of the 
construction result from copying of older exemplars. This would certainly apply 
to the Druk version of the Older Skelta Law from ca. 1485, where the construction 
is still widely used. 

There are no obvious syntactic differences between the two verbs apart from 
the fact that āga, with the modal meaning, is mostly followed by the preposition 
tō + gerund (with a few exceptions), whereas skela is accompanied by a plain 
infinitive (see also Bor 1971: 64–66). Semantically, the difference between the 
two modal verbs seems to lie in the force of obligation: in the contexts where 
skela expresses pure obligation, the obligation seems to be weaker than the one 
expressed by āga (see the discussion below). This difference between āga and 
skela is reminiscent of the one between the Modern Icelandic cognates eiga and 
skulu, where the force of obligation is stronger for eiga than for skulu: eiga 
expresses an instruction from an external party, whereas skulu can also express 
a recommendation, advice or exhortation (Svavarsdóttir & Jónsdóttir 1988: 73, 
82). In the Older Skelta Riucht, the semantics of āga almost exclusively includes 

30. An intriguing distributional detail is that āga never has the meaning ‘have to’ but only ‘to 
have, own’ when the subject is a female person (n = 4). Obligations applying to women are only 
expressed with skela (n = 4). The verb skela appears five times with a female subject: once in a 
regulation regarding the abduction of a woman (cap. xxvi/xxix) and four times in a regulation 
where a widow claims to be pregnant from the deceased husband (cap. xliii). The paucity of 
female-directed obligations can be attributed to the constrained legal capacity that women had 
in those days, with the explicit exception pertaining to their personal physical integrity (as is 
the case with abduction or pregnancy). 
31. The verb āga ‘to have, own’ is still used in the Brokmerbref. In the West Frisian charters, it 
is no longer attested beyond the very early 15th century. 
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instances of pure deontic obligation, with two exceptions of negative permission, 
see (65), and one of positive permission; however, skela can express a range of 
other meanings, rendering the deontic obligation less prominent. The difference 
in their modal meanings can be presented on a continuum, as defined by de Haan 
(1997: 47–54). The model “relies on the fact that there is a gradual difference in 
intensity among the modals.” (de Haan 1997: 48). The deontic continuum extends 
from weak modality to strong modality and involves three notions, i.e. permis
sion, weak obligation, and strong obligation. With reference to English, it results 
in the following scale (de Haan 1997: 49): 

may (permission) > should (weak obligation) > must (strong obligation). 

The difference in meaning between the two verbs can also be demonstrated by 
the main verbs that accompany these auxiliaries. The pattern that emerges is that 
the verb āga is frequently attested with activity verbs such as dēla ‘speak a verdict’, 
bonna ‘order’, brenga ‘bring’, whereas three static verbs are found among the top 
five collexemes of skela: wesa ‘be’, habba ‘have’, swigia ‘be silent’. The former two 
are semantically more general and highly frequent verbs. Significantly, these verbs 
render the necessity meaning in skela less urgent and weaker. The contrast is, 
however, not absolute. Both āga and skela can be used with telic verbs such as jeva 
‘give’ and bēta ‘compensate’, but the comparison suggests that āga is typically used 
with activity verbs, often applying to particular settings, expresses a more specific 
and hence probably stronger kind of obligation. The use of skela, in turn, with 
verbs that have more general semantics could point to the typical preconditions 
for the process of grammaticalization to operate, involving a gradual bleaching of 
the obligation meaning and a functional shift towards a future tense marker. This 
tendency accords with Hilpert’s (2008: 79, 84) findings on the development of 
English shall and will, who observes a “preference for general basic-level activity 
verbs” in the collexeme verbs of shall and for “events that are low in agentivity and 
transitivity” in will by the end of the Middle Ages, when the grammaticalization of 
will and shall towards future auxiliaries is already advanced in English. One cri
terion that may be indicative of potential traces of grammaticalization is the use 
of the auxiliaries in contexts with inanimate subjects. While āga is never found 
in such contexts, skela is occasionally attested with inanimate subjects (11%). This 
may be interpreted as another indication of the nascent, post-modal development 
of skela into a marker of futurity. With regard to the relation between these two 
modal verbs, this contrast seems to support the claim formulated above concern
ing the difference in the strength of obligation that the two verbs carry — with 
aga being associated with moral and internal obligation, requiring an animate 
and typically agentive subjects, and skela involving occasionally weaker obliga
tion, characteristic of inanimate subjects. 
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Finally, the comparison between Unia and Druk reveals another subtle dif
ference in the use of these two verbs with obligation meaning. Although the texts 
are mostly identical in terms of word choice, there are nine instances with skela 
in Unia where Druk uses a different verb, namely āga (7x), mōta (1x), and thurva 
(1x). The seven instances of āga involve deontic obligation. In cases where skela 
allows for a future tense reading, it is never replaced by āga in Druk. Although 
the figures are limited, the cumulative evidence points to a stronger obligation 
expressed by āga than by skela. 

5.5 Findings from the quantitative analysis of skela 

In total, 170 tokens of the verb skela were identified in the quantitative part of 
the analysis of U-SkRa. Obligation, and to some extent necessity, often attested in 
conditional sentences, is by far the dominant meaning of skela, found in 80% of 
cases. In ca. 60% of cases, it appears to be the only interpretation possible. In 8% 
of cases, interpretations of skela as a moral obligation or necessity are possible. 
In a further 12% of cases, the meaning of obligation seems to have a somewhat 
more explicit futurate contextualisation, involving mostly an announcement of a 
future event. Fairly unambiguous future readings, as illustrated in Section 4.2, are 
found in approximately 6% of all instances of skela. It should be noted, however, 
that these figures should be interpreted with caution. The assignment of individ
ual instances to a specific semantic category is to some extent subjective. Further
more, the genre of legal texts is certainly not representative of the language used in 
daily life, as previously observed. The various examples adduced illustrate, how
ever, that futurate/future time reference could be expressed with the auxiliary 
skela in Old West Frisian. The form continues as the modern auxiliary sille, which 
is the default auxiliary for expressing the future tense in Modern West Frisian, 
while the futurate present remains the dominant means of expressing futurity. 

Furthermore, the analysed material provides evidence of a single occurrence 
of scolde, which is morphologically a past subjunctive form of skela. It is employed 
as an irrealis marker, as in Example (32), or conditionality marker. Such uses are 
isolated in Old Frisian: the use of scolde in the protasis of a conditional appears 
incidentally in late-Old Frisian instances from the 15th and 16th centuries. This 
is in sharp contrast to, e.g. Old High German, where the conditional use of suln 
(OHG sculan) is attested, translating Latin potentialis, and it becomes quite com
mon in Middle High German (Breitbarth 2019: 14).32 The conditional form soe is 

32. For the discussion of how they developed in German (for sollen), see Breitbarth (2019) and 
the literature mentioned therein; for Old English, see Wischer (2019). 
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common in Modern West Frisian: Soe it sa wêze dat… ‘If it were the case that…’, 
and its diachronic development merits a separate treatment. 

5.6 The modal vs. temporal interpretation of OFris. skela: Conditioning 
factors 

A number of factors have been identified in previous studies as conditioning the 
grammaticalization of periphrastic future markers and in particular, obligation-
based future tense markers, in various languages. In our analysis of the con
ditioning of modal and temporal uses of skela and its potential traces of 
grammaticalization as a future tense expression, we investigated a selection of 
these factors. The size and nature of the analysed text does not allow us to draw 
definitive conclusions for each factor; however, for some of them, certain corre
lations could be identified and will be discussed in this section. The selection of 
conditioning factors included: 

– Formal (with a morphological expression on the finite verb): 
– Grammatical person 
– Mood 

– Syntactic: 
– Subject type: NP vs. PRON 
– Sentence type and word order 
– Clause type 
– Negation 

– Semantic and pragmatic: 
– Animacy of the subject 
– Temporal adverbials 
– Aktionsart 
– Collexemes 

The potential impact of these factors on the development of Old Frisian skela 
towards future time reference expression will be here to some extent compared to 
the tendencies identified in the studies on the grammaticalization of future tense 
markers in other languages, in particular in English (see e.g. Torres-Cacoullos & 
Walker 2009; Tagliamonte et al. 2014). 

Grammatical person is one of the factors that emerges as relevant for the 
analysis of temporal and modal meanings in auxiliaries. While Tagliamonte et al. 
(2014) found no effect for person in the grammaticalization of be going to in Eng
lish, it may have an influence on the semantic interpretation of the verbal expres
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sions with skela. As observed by Wischer with reference to the development of 
English will and shall as future tense markers, first person subjects are “coreferen
tial with the speaker and so mostly favour a speaker-oriented reading”, while third 
person subjects tend to be more ambiguous, and turn out to prefer the predictive 
use (Wischer 2008: 133). The analysed Old Frisian material does not allow us to 
draw definitive conclusions in this regard, as nearly all the attested instances of 
skela involve the third person. However, one instance of skela in the first person 
singular is attested in the following context (68): 

(68) Nu 
now 

 scel 
shall 

 hi 
he 

 swigia 
be silent 

 and 
and 

 thi 
the 

 other 
other 

 swora 
swear 

 so 
so 

 ich 
I 

 nu 
now 

 mith 
with 

 mara 
more 

 riuchte 
justification 

that 
the 

 raf 
robbery 

 wither 
against 

 hine 
him 

 ni33

not 
 beta 
compensate.inf 

 scel 
shall.1sg.ind.prs 

‘Now shall he be silent and the defendant swear “so that I now lawfully shall 
(cap. xxxvii:3) not pay him for that robbery”’ 

The example involves direct speech, but is part of a formula that the participant in 
the court procedure is expected to cite. The obligation can be classified as deontic 
necessity involving a legal commitment, and its source is external authority. In the 
wider context of the Old Frisian text corpus, another instance of a first person use 
of skela is found in Example (69). The verb skil expresses a deontic permission, 
which allows for a simultaneous future reading. 

(69) … 
 

 vmbe 
because 

 thet 
that 

 skil 
shall.1sg.ind.prs 

 ik 
I 

 thet 
the 

 erue 
heritage 

 halda 
keep 

 mith 
with 

 sivgun 
seven 

 ded-ethon 
deed-oaths 

an-da 
on the 

 withon 
relics 

 buta 
without 

 stride. 
opposition 

‘… for that reason shall I preserve my heritage with seven oaths on the relics 
(R1-L

24:15) without opposition.’ 

The mood of the verb (indicative vs. subjunctive) can interact with the finite 
verb’s temporal interpretation, as was illustrated by a couple of futurate present 
forms in Sections 4.1 and 4.7. Uncertainty or desirability, typically connotations 
of the subjunctive, are intrinsically prospective in nature and can readily cooccur 
with a futurate interpretation. In contrast to some Indo-European languages (e.g. 
Armenian), but in line with the developments in Germanic, the subjunctive in 
Frisian did not enter the path of grammaticalization towards a future tense 
marker; however, future time reference readings are attested in the analysed mate

33. While the negative particle ne/ni never appears directly before scela (cf. footnote 29), it 
can be found modifying other modal verbs, even in verb clusters in subordinate clauses, e.g. 
…thet hi ni dela ni wolle ‘that he does not want to speak a verdict’ (cap. xxx) or …thet ma ther 
riuchtani machte ‘that one cannot judge (the case)’ (cap. xl). 
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rial. The subjunctive forms were employed in dependent clauses, typically con
taining indirect or reported speech.34 Two attested subjunctive forms that permit 
a future tense reading were shown in Examples (15) and (22). 

The type of the subject, i.e. a pronoun vs. a full noun phrase, turns out to have 
little relevance for the future interpretation of skela. However, an interesting pat
tern in the contrastive distribution of skela and āga (tō) can be identified in this 
regard: skela is relatively overrepresented with pronominal subjects, whereas āga 
is associated with full noun phrases. This seems to interact with the pattern that 
characterises the deontic use of skela, namely that the combination with a pro
noun more often expresses a strong, imperative obligation, whereas requirements, 
being a weaker form of obligation, are relatively overrepresented in combination 
with a full noun phrase. Therefore, to express a strong obligation with a full noun 
phrase, the verb āga is typically used. 

With regard to sentence type, it can be observed that the future reading of 
skela is significantly more frequent in subordinate clauses. This pattern is consis
tent with the findings on the grammaticalization of other future tense markers, 
e.g. the be going to future in English (Tagliamonte et al. 2014). Of the eleven sen
tences in which the futurate meaning is dominant, nine are found in subordinate 
clauses. This preference correlates with an interesting pattern in word order varia
tion. The default word order for subordinate clauses in Old Frisian is Main verb — 
Auxiliary verb, as demonstrated in Example (2). The word order of main clauses is 
Auxiliary verb — (Object) — Main verb (see e.g. the first part of sentence 6). Some 
subordinate clauses exhibit the ‘main clause’ word order, such as Example (55). In 
all such instances, the deontic meaning is prominent, which leads to the gener
alisation that ‘main clause word order’ — whether in a main clause or in a sub
ordinate clause — is associated with a deontic reading of skela, whereas potential 
future readings are preferred with ‘subordinate clause word order’. 

In a considerable number of attested contexts in U-SkRa, we are dealing 
with clauses which “impose a condition-like semantic premise on the fulfilment 
of the future prediction.” (Ziegeler 2006a: 100). Such is the case with temporal 
when-clauses (hwersoma… ‘wherever one….’, so…. ‘when…’) and conditional 
if-clauses (jef…), which are semantically closely related. They are mostly followed 
by a main clause containing an auxiliary with deontic meaning, expressing a 
purely legal condition or instruction. These constructions are attested in approxi
mately 60 examples with skela and 40 with āga. The initial if- or when-clause very 
often contains also the modal verb willa. But the analysed material attests at the 

34. Three out of four attested instances of the subjunctive use of skela belong to this latter cat
egory. This conclusion hinges on the interpretation of the verb brenge up (Example (15)) ‘to 
announce’ as an expression of a speech act. 
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same time to contexts in which the present tense forms with a clear future time 
reference (futurate presents) are used (see Examples (10) and (11)). This futurate 
interpretation follows almost immediately from the sentence structure, where the 
when- or if-clauses describe a possible eventuality, action or a situation to take 
place in the future. There are three instances of the use of scel (or the variant sal) 
in when-clauses, two of which appear in a context parallel to that found in Exam
ple (10), in which instead of a futurate present, the auxiliary sal is used: 

(70) That 
that 

 is 
is 

 riucht 
law 

 hwersoma 
wherever 

 en 
an 

 bodel 
estate 

 dela 
divide 

 sal… 
shall.3sg.ind.prs 

(cap. lxi) ‘This is the law: when an estate is to be distributed….’ 

The four relative clauses in which skela is attested do not permit any definitive 
conclusions, although two of them may have a futurate reading (e.g. 2). Conces
sive although-clauses have not been attested in the analysed material. 

Negative polarity has been identified as another relevant factor in the gram
maticalization process of future tense markers (e.g. Tagliamonte et al. 2014). A 
syntactically interesting pattern identified in the course of the analysis involves 
the use of skela in such negative polarity contexts. The systematic analysis of the 
material reveals that no negated skela forms are attested in U-SkRa, and nega
tion appears only on the main verb, as illustrated in Example (68).35 This com
plies with the fact that contraction of negation (nella, nesa, nabba ‘will, be, have’ 
+ ‘not’), found in younger texts, is consistently absent from the text of U-SkRa. 
This pattern differs from the evidence provided by later texts (14th c.), where dou
ble negation is present (Example (71)). No futurate readings are found among the 
three examples of negated main verbs with skela. 

(71) and 
and 

 thara 
they.gen 

 ne 
not 

 sal36

shall.3sg.ind.prs 
 nen 
none 

 wasa 
be 

 menetheg 
perjured 

(U-K17:6) ‘and none of them shall have perjured himself ’ 

With regard to animacy/agentivity of the subject, Bybee & Pagliuca (1989: 114) 
observe: “For obligation-derived future markers generally, it is only when predic
tion has become prominent that the use of the marker with inanimate, non-agent 
subjects becomes common.” Also, for the evolution of be going to in English, a 

35. Compare the comments on Example (67). 
36. The form <sal> does not fit the linguistic profile of the text, which is mostly very archaic. 
The form may be originally Dutch. In U-SkRa, it appears only in the last sections, which alto
gether show a more modern linguistic profile. Steller (1926: 10) considers the option that <a> 
is a misreading of *<ce>. The form <sal> is quite common in other parts of Codex Unia. It is 
amply attested in the charters, in particular in the late 15th and early 16th centuries. 
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correlation between animate subjects and grammaticalization has been observed 
(Tagliamonte et al. 2014: 19; Denis & Tagliamonte 2018: 418–419). Ziegeler (2006a, 
b) in turn demonstrates that many early predictive uses of modal-based future 
markers have inanimate subjects or are impersonal constructions. Most of the 
examples in our data concern agents involved in the court procedure, hence ani
mate. Still, a couple of inanimate subjects are attested in the corpus (compare 19 
and 24) and in one context the subject is impersonal (in 67). Our data show an 
overrepresentation of inanimate subjects in the contexts referring to future tense, 
but the numbers are too low for any definitive conclusions. 

Temporal adverbials are expected to play an important role in the futurate 
reading of present tense forms, as well as in those of modal or auxiliary verbs. 
The impact of temporal adverbials on futurate presents and skela is discussed in 
Sections 4.1 and 4.2, where it was concluded that they can, but not necessarily 
must, lead to a future interpretation of the sentence (compare also 55). Despite 
this reservation, we see a tendency towards a futurate reading of skela when used 
in combination with a temporal adverbial. 

Finally, it has been claimed that the Aktionsart affects the interpretation of 
the modal verb, where telic verbs typically correlate with a deontic reading. Such 
a correlation is, for instance, found for High German sollen. This is confirmed 
in our data, although it should be mentioned that the statistical effect is largely 
to be ascribed to the frequent combination of skela with the stative verbs wesa 
‘to be’ (compare Section 5.5). The comparison of collexemes of skela and āga in 
Section 5.5 indicated that the deontic meaning of skela was weaker, leaving more 
space to the development of other readings, such as futurate. 

6. Conclusions 

The aim of the present paper was to examine the future tense reference system in 
Old West Frisian, with a focus on the interaction between temporality and modal
ity, as demonstrated by modal verb skela. The inventory of various constructions 
with future time reference, discussed in Section 4, reveals a system without a spe
cialised future tense gram. While numerous examples appear to indicate a future 
event, there seems to be no discernible formal or syntactic marker that exclusively 
signals a future tense interpretation. Instead, the future reference is always a sec
ondary interpretation of the markers. One of the most apparent potential trig
gers of future time reference, the temporal adverbial, proved to be optional and 
its presence did not inevitably result in a future tense reading of the sentence. The 
future tense reading was primarily an inference from the context and the pragmat
ics of the utterance. As shown in the analysis, a number of specific grammatical 
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expressions could be used to refer to the future. While none of them is grammati
calized at this stage in Old Frisian, all of them show an overlap between their pri
mary meaning and their temporal implications, such as the overlap between an 
obligation to perform an action and the tacit implication that this action can only 
be performed in the future, i.e. at the time later than that of the instruction. 

The analysed material allowed us to trace the semantic development of skela 
in a fair amount of detail, revealing that the modal showed traces of an incipient 
stage of the functional shift from obligation (deontic necessity) towards a post
modal marker of future reference. At the same time, the first layer of development, 
i.e. the shift from the premodal verb meaning ‘to owe’ to a modal of deontic 
necessity could not be captured. The analysis has shown that for skela the mean
ing of obligation is the dominant one in the Old West Frisian material. The 
analysed data reveal a gradience in deontic necessity expressed by skela, including 
instances of strong and weaker obligation, with the latter prevailing. The use of 
skela to express future reference is attested, but it is found mostly in contexts 
which still carry a strong or moderate flavour of the necessity/obligation meaning. 

Conditioning factors and traits of the potential grammaticalization of skela 
were analysed in Section 5.6. A correlation was observed between subordinate 
clauses, non-telic verbs as well as collexemes with general meaning, and futurate 
readings of skela. The comparison with āga tō provided evidence to support the 
interpretation that the deontic meaning of skela was weaker than that of āga tō, 
which would facilitate the former’s further semantic bleaching. A number of stud
ies on the paths of grammaticalization of volition- and obligation-based modal 
verbs (cf. Section 2) emphasise the importance of generic readings in these verbs, 
and the presence of inanimate or impersonal subjects as essential steps and clear 
signs of the grammaticalization process. For both features, some examples could 
be identified in our corpus analysis. All these features support the conclusion that 
the grammaticalization process of skela towards a purely temporal marker was at 
an incipient stage. 

It should be noted, however, that the usage of grammatical forms and con
structions is often genre-specific and contingent on registers and discourse tra
ditions. As observed earlier, legal texts, in particular, are more likely to adhere 
to older text norms and established grammatical forms. In this light, the con
finement of the material to a single genre constitutes a significant obstacle when 
studying the evolution of future tense markers. 

The next step in the research into future tense marking and modality will 
involve comparing the findings from this limited material with patterns of dis
tribution in the complete Old Frisian corpus, including texts deriving from dif
ferent historical periods in order to determine diachronic changes with respect 
to patterns of distribution or functions of skela can be observed across all the 
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Old Frisian material. A systematic investigation of different future tense markers 
which were available in individual stages in the history of Frisian can give insight 
into their process of grammaticalization and semantic change. Finally, the devel
opment of the future tense marking system is interesting also from a broader West 
Germanic perspective, as across West Germanic the same source constructions 
often followed divergent paths of evolution, and even if parallel grammaticaliza
tion paths were involved, the process ceased at different stages in individual lan
guages (cf. G. werden vs. OE weorþan ‘become’, E. will vs. Frisian wolle). Through 
such comparative investigation the underlying universal mechanisms in the evo
lution of future tense markers can be better captured and described. 
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