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HPEN 7007
Language Variation and Change
EARLY MODERN ENGLISH (1)
[bookmark: _GoBack]VOCABULARY AND INVENTION 1

We shall begin this class with an exercise to introduce some of the characteristics of early modern English that we shall then examine in more detail in this and the next class. In the early 1960s, a group of young British ‘wits’ wrote a comedy stage revue called Beyond the Fringe. One of their sketches was a parody of Shakespeare. Parodies work by picking up essential characteristics of their victim, and making fun of these. So one initial approach to identifying the essential characteristics of the way Shakespeare writes, and of early modern English more generally, is to examine the Beyond the Fringe Shakespeare parody, part of which is below. After an initial read-through, without looking at page 3 of these notes, spend some time listing the characteristics that make the sketch like Shakespeare. Concentrate on language matters. You will find that many of the characteristics are in fact ways in which the English of Shakespeare’s time differs from Present Day English.

As this part of the sketch begins, a group of lords are making plans:

Miller	Get thee to Gloucester, Essex. Do thee to Wessex, Exeter.
	Fair Albany to Somerset must eke his route.
	And Scroop, do you to Westmoreland, where shall bold York
	Enrouted now for Lancaster, with forces of our Uncle Rutland,
	Enjoin his standard with sweet Norfolk’s host.
	Fair Sussex, get thee to Warwicksbourne,
	And there, with frowning purpose, tell our plan
	To Bedford’s tilted ear, that he shall press
	With most insensate speed
	And join his warlike effort to bold Dorset’s side.
	I most royally shall now to bed,
	To sleep off all the nonsense I’ve just said.

They exit. Re-enter all four as rustics.

Miller	Is it all botched up, then, Master Puke?
Bennett	Aye, and marry is, good Master Snot.
Moore	’Tis said our Master, the Duke, hath contrived some naughtiness against his 
	son, the King.
Cook	Aye, and it doth confound our merrymaking.
Miller	What say you, Master Puke? I am for Lancaster, and that’s to say for good shoe 
	leather.
Cook	Come speak, good Master Puke, or hath the leather blocked up thy tongue?
Moore	Why then go trippingly upon thy laces, good Grit.
Cook	Art leather laces thy undoing?
Moore	They shall undo many a fair boot this day.
All	Come, let’s to our rural revel and with our song enchant our King.

The sketch ends with a battle. Enter Cook and Miller, with swords.

Miller	Why then was this encounter nobly entertained
	And so by steel shall this our contest be buckled up.
	Come, sir. Let’s to it.
Cook	Let’s to it.
	Good steel, thou shalt thyself in himself embowel.
Miller	Come, sir. (They fight)
	Ah ha, a hit!
Cook	No, sir, no hit, a miss! Come, sir, art foppish i’ the mouth.

They fight again. Cook ‘hits’ Miller.

Miller	Oh, God, fair cousin, thou has done me wrong. (He dies)
	Now is steel twixt gut and bladder interposed.
Cook	Oh, saucy Worcester, dost thou lie so still?

Enter Bennett.

Bennett	Now hath mortality her tithe collected
	And sovereign Albany to the worms his corpse committed.
	Yet weep we not; this fustian life is short,
	Let’s on to Pontefract to sanctify our court.



Here are some of the characteristics you may have listed (roughly in the order in which they appear):

· Use of thee (thy and thou) – forms rarely used today;
· Do used to substitute for another verb (do thee to Wessex, where do means get or go);
· Curious word order, sometimes resulting in the main verb coming late in the sentence (Fair Albany to Somerset must eke his route);
· Complicated sentences with many clauses (for example, the third sentence of Miller’s opening speech – Fair Essex … I’ve just said);
· Lots of adjectives, some strange to present-day ears, often sounding as if they come from a ‘Romance’ language like Latin or French. Insensate is an example;
· Omission of a movement verb like go (let’s to our rural revel);
· A speech ending with rhyming lines (bed/said at the end of the first speech);
· Words that are obsolete (i.e. no longer used) (though you may have some inkling of what they mean). Marry might be an example;
· Words used today but found here in a rather unfamiliar context. The word naughtiness is for example used to suggest something more seriously evil than usage today suggests;
· Asking a question by inverting the subject and verb, without do (what say you? Instead of what do you say?);
· Extended word play, sometimes rather difficult to follow (the exchange about shoe leather, laces, etc. is an example);
· This and our used together before a noun (this our contest);
· Addressing objects as if they were people (Good steel …);
· Exclamations (sometimes odd-sounding ones), used in situations where we would not use them (Ah ha);
· Unusual contracted forms (i’ the);
· A negative formed without do (weep we not instead of we do not weep);
· Verse which has a regular rhythm but usually no rhymes; mixed with prose.

Try to make a rough classification of the items on this list according to the linguistic areas they deal with. Some items, for example, are to do with word meanings, while others are grammar points.




In Early Modern England, there was a situation of what sociolinguists call diglossia (a Greek-based word meaning ‘bilingual’), where more than one language, or different varieties of the same language, are in use for different purposes. In situations where diglossia occurs, there is characteristically a ‘Higher’ (or H) language, used for formal or literary purposes, and a ‘Lower’ (L) language, used for everyday communication. In medieval England after the Norman Conquest in 1066, English, or rather Old English (Anglo-Saxon), which was a Germanic language, had served very much as an L language and there were two H ones. The first was French, specifically Norman French, which had been brought by the Norman invaders and thereafter established itself as the language of administration and of the nobility. In Shakespeare’s time, French was losing its sway, though it is worth recalling that Shakespeare himself clearly had a command of the language, and could expect his audience to have the same: there is an entire scene in Henry V (III.iv) in French, where princess Katharine of France is trying to learn some English from her attendant, Alice.

The second H language in medieval England was Latin, the language of medieval Christianity. Church services were held in Latin, which was also the language of religious texts. This changed as a result of the Reformation in England and elsewhere, but Latin continued to be the language of learning into the Early Modern period, used by scholars whatever their mother tongue, if for no other reason than because its use would guarantee the potential of international readership. Accordingly, Latin was the language of higher education, with universities throughout Europe using it for texts, lectures, disputations, and examinations. But it was also an important part of the curriculum in English grammar schools, including Shakespeare’s own, the King’s New School in Stratford.

By the late sixteenth century, however, English had mostly supplanted Latin as the primary medium for written discourse. This was partly because reading and writing were increasingly being taught, for example at the ‘petty schools’ – primary schools run by educated housewives – and the language used was English. The rise of English was accompanied by a general awareness that the language needed to develop and grow. Unlike with Latin or French, English was comparatively untrammelled by rules and regulations and for vocabulary this created an atmosphere of creative chaos which encouraged people to invent new words, to modify existing ones for new ones, and to borrow words from other languages.

English has always borrowed from other languages even when it has equivalent words already existing, creating lexical doublets. This preparedness to welcome new words has resulted in a rich and complex vocabulary. Unsurprisingly, given that Old English is a Germanic language that was spoken when French was the language of nobility, there are many examples of Germanic/French lexical doublets, including cow/beef; calf/veal; sweat/perspire. Some Latinate (Latin-based) words also came into English during the middle ages, but it was the Early Modern period that opened the floodgates. The earlier part of the Early Modern period is also referred to as the Renaissance, which means ‘rebirth’, and what was being reborn was an interest in the cultures of ancient Greece and Rome, so it was natural for Latin (and Greek) words to make their appearance in English. As books were translated from Latin, the translators often had to invent new words to express the ideas they encountered. The influx of Latin or Latinate words created lexical triplets:

	Germanic
	French
	Latin

	
	
	

	rise
	Mount
	ascend

	ask
	Question
	interrogate

	kingly
	Royal
	regal

	holy
	Sacred
	consecrated

	fire
	Flame
	conflagration



This led sometimes in literature of the period to the habit of repeating the same idea more than once, using different words, as if the speaker were deliberately trying to explore the various linguistic resources available for expressing the idea. Sometimes it is difficult to say whether a word came into English from Latin or French. Take the word port (= ‘harbour’), for example. It is clearly from the Latin portus, and so is the French port. Does the English word come from French or Latin? The Oxford Dictionary of Word Histories (Chantrell, 2002) gives Latin as the root, but acknowledges that it comes into English ‘reinforced’ by Old French usage.

Foreign travel in the Early Modern period was also a major source of vocabulary expansion in English. At this time, words like potato and tobacco derived from the Spanish patata and tabaco; from French were taken bigot, bizarre, entrance; from Italian were borrowed algebra, balcony, and violin; and from Spanish and Portuguese came alligator, banana, and mosquito. An alternative means of expansion in English was to revive English words which had fallen out of use and to invent new words based on English rather than foreign models. These competing alternatives led to the Inkhorn Controversy.

