
British Culture Classes

H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E  E N G L I S H  L A N G U A G E



A brief early time line

 The Celts
 The Romans – 1-5th Century 
 Old English 1st century….
 The Angles, Danish and Jutes – mid 1st century
 The Vikings – end 1st to 11th Century
 The Christian Missionaries – arr mid 1st century
 The Normans – 11th Century
 Middle English 12-15th Century
 French the language of the court, English of the people
 English used in Parliament 14th century
 Latin – Wycliffe bible 1384

 The Great Vowel shift – 1400
 First printing press 1476



Latin Christian Missionaries’ words 

 Abbot, alms, altar, anchor, angel, ark, cancer, candle 
canon, cap, cedar, cell, chalice, chest, cleric, creed, 
cucumber, deacon, demon, disciple, elephant, 
epistle, fever, font, giant, grammatical, history, 
hymn, idol, laurel, lentil, litany, lobster, 
marshmallow, martyr, mass, master, mat, noon, nun, 
offer, organ, oyster, paper, place plant, pope, priest, 
prophet, psalm, purple, radish, relic, rule, sabbath, 
school, scorpion, shrine, sock, temple, tiger, turtle, 
tunic, verse, 



The Vikings   8th – 11th Century

 Are, awkward, band, bank, birth, both, brink, bull, 
call, slip, crawl, die, direct, drag, dregs, egg, fellow, 
fault, freckle, gap, gasp, get, give, glitter, guess, 
harbour, hit, ill, keel, keg, kid, knife, leg, lift, loan, 
low, meek, muck, odd, race, raise, ransack, reindeer, 
root, rotten, rugged, scab, scare, score, scowl, scrap, 
seat, sister, sky, slaughter, sly, stack, steak, take, 
their, they, thrust, trust, want, weak , window.



Old English – Beowulf c 1,000





Middle English - 12th to mid 15th century.  
Impact of the French

 Administration: Bailiff, liberty, majesty, mayor, tax, 
 Religion:  abbey, clergy, convent, immortality, solemn, vicar, virgin
 Law:  accuse, arson, bail, crime, evidence, goal, heir, punishment, 

sue, 
 Military: ambush, army, captain, defend, enemy, lance, navy, peace, 

spy
 Fashion:  brooch, button, cloak dress, emerald, gown, pearl, robe
 Food and drink: appetite, beef, dinner, gravy, mustard, mutton, 

oyster, pork, saucer, spice, toast
 Learning and art: art, beauty, grammar, image, music, noun pen, 

poet, sculpture
 General: action, blue, bucket, ceiling, city, dance, flower, foreign, 

leisure, ocean, people, please, scarlet, special, stomach, usual, wait. 



 Latin borrowings in Middle English

 Abject, adjacent, contempt, distract, genius, history, 
include, infinite, legal, magnify, necessary, ornate, 
picture, pulpit, reject, solar, temperature, ulcer……



Old English French Latin

Kingly royal regal

Ask question interrogate

Fast firm secure

Rise mount ascend

Holy sacred consecrated

Time age epoch



Canterbury Tales



Introduction to Canterbury Tales



William Caxton 1476 



The Renaissance 15th to 17th century

 French words….

Alloy, anatomy, battery, bayonet, bigot, bizarre, 
chocolate, colonel, comrade, detail, docility, duel, 
entrance, explore, grotesque, invite, moustache, 
muscle, passport, probability, shock, ticket, case, 
vogue, volunteer

 Spanish ….

Alligator, anchovy, apricot, armada, potato, port, 
tobacco etc…



With thanks to Shakespeare 1564 –1616

 A foregone conclusion (Othello)

 More in sorrow than in anger (Hamlet)

 A tower of strength (Richard III)

 To the manner born (Hamlet)

 I must be cruel only to be kind (Hamlet)



And the King James Bible 1611

 My brother’s keeper

 The apple of his eye

 The root of the matter

 The salt of the earth

 The straight and narrow



Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary 1755



His home in Gough Square



The next 300 years!

 new words in the 1960s and 70s

Aerobics, afro, biofeedback, blue movie, childproof, 
command module, computer graphics, gay, hovercraft, 
skateboard, skyjacking, software, VAT, zip code

 More new words:

Brexit, tech, to google, input, social media etc etc..


