

Lecture two

Old English (450-1100 AD)

Part of Beowulf, a poem written in Old English.
The invading Germanic tribes spoke similar languages, which in Britain developed into what we now call Old English. Old English did not sound or look like English today. Native English speakers now would have great difficulty understanding Old English. Nevertheless, about half of the most commonly used words in Modern English have Old English roots. The words be, strong and water, for example, derive from Old English. Old English was spoken until around 1100.
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Part of Beowulf, a poem written in Old English.

Middle English (1100-1500)
In 1066 William the Conqueror, the Duke of Normandy (part of modern France), invaded and conquered England. The new conquerors (called the Normans) brought with them a kind of French, which became the language of the Royal Court, and the ruling and business classes. For a period there was a kind of linguistic class division, where the lower classes spoke English and the upper classes spoke French. In the 14th century English became dominant in Britain again, but with many French words added. This language is called Middle English. It was the language of the great poet Chaucer (c1340-1400), but it would still be difficult for native English speakers to understand today. 
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An example of Middle English by Chaucer.

Modern English
Early Modern English (1500-1800)
Hamlet's famous "To be, or not to be" lines, written in Early Modern English by Shakespeare.
Towards the end of Middle English, a sudden and distinct change in pronunciation (the Great Vowel Shift) started, with vowels being pronounced shorter and shorter. From the 16th century the British had contact with many peoples from around the world. This, and the Renaissance of Classical learning, meant that many new words and phrases entered the language. The invention of printing also meant that there was now a common language in print. Books became cheaper and more people learned to read. Printing also brought standardization to English. Spelling and grammar became fixed, and the dialect of London, where most publishing houses were, became the standard. In 1604 the first English dictionary was published.
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An example of Middle English by Chaucer.

Late Modern English (1800-Present)
The main difference between Early Modern English and Late Modern English is vocabulary. Late Modern English has many more words, arising from two principal factors: firstly, the Industrial Revolution and technology created a need for new words; secondly, the British Empire at its height covered one quarter of the earth's surface, and the English language adopted foreign words from many countries
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2And whan I sawgh fie wolde never fine
To reden on this cursed book al night,
Al so5einfp three feves have 1 plight
©ut of fis Book right as fie redSe, and efe
1 with my fist so fook him on the checke
That in oure fir fie fil bakwar aSown.
2An3 up Re sterte as Sooth @ wool leon
And with fis fist he smoot me on the heed
That in the floor T lay as T were Seed.
Anb whan fie swagh how stille that I fap,
e was agast, and wofde fave fled his way,
Till atte laste out of my swough 1 braide:
O fiastou sfain me, fafse thief?" 1 saide,
"And for my fand thus fastou morSred me?
€ 1 be Seed vit wol I Risse thee.”





