5. Middle English I

The History of English (Ling 390)
Prof. Pentangelo
Fall 2025



Norman Conquest

« What was the Norman Conquest?
* When did this occur?
« What impact did it have on the linguistic landscape of England?

* After the conquest, what was the language of the nobility, royalty, and
government?

» And what was the language of the commoners?

 And what was the language of the church?

* What was the Hundred Years’ War?

» What impact did this war have on the linguistic landscape of England?



Orthography

* Why did the system of writing change from Old English to Middle
English?

« What were some orthographic differences between Old and Middle
English?

» What happened to § and p?
« What happened to p?

* What happened to g7

* What was 3?
 Middle English often looks even less standardized than Old English.
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Canterbury Tales

* What is/was Canterbury?
 Who did the narrator meet at the Tabbard Inn?
* Why was everyone at the Tabbard?

« What were they going to Canterbury to see?

* Descril
e Descril
* Descril

ve t]
e t
be t]

e Descril

ne Knight.
ne Squire.
ne Yeoman.

be t]

ne Prioress.

Thomas Becket is the
“holy blessed martyr”

* Why was “French of Paris” unknown to the Prioress?




Lexicon

* The Norman Conquest led to huge changes in the wordstock of
English.

e How?

 Many of the everyday, core parts of our vocabulary come ultimately
from Proto-Germanic, either directly through Old English or more
circuitously through the Scandinavians who settled in the north and
east.

* But many other words came from French, by way of the Normans,
* Do you know about types vs tokens?



Types vs. Tokens

“This is the story: the man saw the dog. That is it, that is the story.”

* How many words are in this quote?

* Tokens: 16 This | |is| |the| |story||man | |saw ||dog ||that|]|it
* Types: 9 is| |the| |story that
is the
the




Activity!

* In groups, work on 10 lines from the Canterbury Tales’ General Prologue.

* Group 1: Lines 1-10 ; ;

. This can be tricky. Remember to
* Group 2: Lines 11-20 check alternate spellings and make
* Group 3: Lines 21-30 sure you're looking at the entry for

* Group 4: Lines 31-40 the right word.

* Identify the number of words (types) and the number of tokens per type.
Accept spelling variations where obvious as the same word (e.g. Frensshe
and Frenshe).

* Then, go to the Middle English Compendium and look %F each type’s
origin: https:// quod.lib.umich.edu/%l/ middle-english-dictionary/

* What are the orig}ins of the most high-frequency words? The lowest-
frequency words
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Canterbury Tales

* Read line 715 through end of Prologue



For next time

* Read pp.119-128 in Algeo.
And in Chaucer:

* Group 1:
* Group 2:
* Group 3:
e Group 4:

* Take some time in your groups to choose which (Prologue and) Tale
your group would like to read.
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