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HPEN 7007
Language Variation and Change

Assignment One
VOCABULARY AND INVENTION IN EARLY MODERN ENGLISH

The assignment is based on the creation of new words (neologisms) in the Early Modern period, based on already existing English words.

Part One of three parts: This requires students to specify what each of eleven neologisms from Shakespeare means and identify firstly what parts of speech have been changed into what other parts of speech, and secondly, by what means (e.g. by adding an affix (a prefix or a suffix) to them).

Part Two of three parts:  This part of the assignment is on functional shift. Ten examples are provided from Shakespeare. The task requires students to first identify the word which has been ‘shifted’, then try to paraphrase its meaning in the passage, identifying the grammatical shift that has occurred in each case. 

Part Three of three parts: This part of the assignment is on compounds, using five examples of compound invention in Shakespeare. Students are required to ‘unpack’ them by paraphrasing the underlined words, or even the entire passages.


Assignment Two
GRAMMAR AND RHETORIC IN EARLY MODERN ENGLISH

The assignment is based partly on the extent to which Early Modern English language communicates grammatical information either by word order (syntax) or inflexions, relative to Old English and Present Day English. The assignment also relates to how, taken together, figures of speech and the shape or structure of sentences (syntax) make up a significant part of ‘rhetoric’, the art of using persuasive language.

Part One of three parts: Students are provided with twelve short examples of relative clauses, put into four groups. All are taken from Shakespeare. They are chosen because they depart from Present Day English rules for forming the relative. In each example, students are required to decide what would be said in Present Day English, then attempt to state the rule that has been broken and how.

Part Two of three parts: Among the main grammatical uses of do in Present Day English is in the formation of questions (or interrogative sentences) and in negative sentences. This part of the assignment provides eight examples of interrogatives and negatives from Shakespeare plays. Students are required to say whether these follow Present Day English rules, to work this out systematically: to begin by marking each sentence as interrogative or negative, and if they find the rules different from the present-day ones, state what they are, and formulate how the negatives/interrogatives would be said in Present Day English.

Part Three of three parts: For this part of the assignment task, students are asked to read and examine carefully a speech from Hamlet (I.iv.23-36). The extract is just one sentence – all fourteen lines of it – and is characterised by figurative language and complex syntax, which students are required to identify and analyse. 


Assignment Three
METAPHOR (FIGURATIVE AND LITERAL LANGUAGE) IN EARLY MODERN AND PRESENT DAY ENGLISH

Students are required to write a commentary on (i.e., give a reading of) three of five poems paying detailed attention to metaphor (and other related figures, such as metonymy, analogy, synecdoche, etc, where relevant). Students are advised that their analysis should draw upon conceptual or cognitive theory of metaphor and upon theory of creative metaphor.

Assignment Four
SYNTAX AND STYLE IN PRESENT DAY ENGLISH

The assignment is based on one of the major changes that has occurred in English, beginning with Anglo-Saxon (Old English). This is a general reduction in morphology (that is, changes in the form and structure of individual words to signal meaning and grammatical function). The effect of this general trend in the language is that English relies more and more on syntax to generate meaning. The assignment focuses on this singularly important aspect in the study of Present Day English and its relevance to stylistic analysis.

Part One of three parts: Using a passage from Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and a re-writing of this passage, students are asked to write a short essay that addresses the following questions: In the revised or re-written passage, in what ways is the syntax different from that of the original version?  How has the syntax been changed? What effects are created by these changes in syntax? How could the changes in syntax be said to affect the reader’s response to the passage? A ‘Summary’ is provided as a general guide to approaching syntactical analyses of this kind.

Part Two of three parts: This part requires students to examine features of syntax and use these to characterise or describe the style of one of two passages: (a) from chapter 10 of Ernest Hemingway’s Fiesta (also known by its alternative title The Sun Also Rises) and (b) from Charles Dickens, Bleak House, chapter 29. Students are required to aim to suggest how one of these passages might affect the reader.

Part Three of three parts: Students are provided with three newspaper reports on the same incident. Report C has the most complex syntax; Report B is the most straight forward; Report A is somewhere in the middle. Reactions to these styles of reporting are presented as ultimately matters of taste and preference. The intention of writing such as that in C is towards responsible journalism in which different points of view are acknowledged and explained.  The aim is to give a balanced picture. But some would argue that this is all an illusion: the complex style gives the impression of impartiality and considered judgement, but ultimately the journalist cannot be objective, and a point of view is subtly being conveyed to the reader. In other words, the sparser style of writing in B means that the point of view of the journalist is not hidden beneath a complex style.
Students are asked to provide their reactions to the problem illustrated by the Reports in the form of a short essay.
