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Quiz #7
1. What was the Great Vowel Shift?
2. What’s one way that Early Modern English was different from 

contemporary English? Be specific. Demonstrate that you did the 
reading.
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What We’ll Cover
1. Early Modern English
2. Discussion of Hariot’s A briefe and true report of the new found land of 

Virginia (1588)
3. Reading Early Modern English
4. For next week
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I. Early Modern English



• When is the “early Modern period”?

• Why did “literacy increase” at this time?

• Why did English speakers “travel abroad”
more during this period than during the
Middle Ages?
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“The word stock of English was expanded greatly during the early Modern period in 
three ways. As literacy increased, a conscious need was felt to improve and amplify 
the vocabulary. As English speakers traveled abroad, they encountered new things 
that they needed new words to talk about. And as they traveled, they increasingly met 
speakers of other languages from whom they borrowed words.” (140)

Classical Era/
Antiquity

(up to ~500 AD)

Medieval Era/
Middle Ages

(~500 AD – 1500 AD)

Early Modern Era
(~1500 AD – 1800 AD)

We’ll dive way deeper into the significance of the printing 
press next week. Later tonight, you’ll practice reading 
printed materials from this era.



Activity!
• Working in groups, complete activity 1 

on your sheet. 
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From the preface to Eneydos, Caxton’s 
translation of Virgil’s Aeneid, 1490. 



Early Modern English
• What are some of the things that make Early Modern 

English different from Middle English?
• New words, including inkhorn terms
 new words based on Latin or Greek roots, many 

of which appeared only in print
• New words from the Americas, including Indigenous 

languages and words developed in the colonies
• Widespread printing & reading = relative 

standardization
• Vowel pronunciation (Great Vowel Shift)

Long-lived inkorn terms:

dismiss
celebrate
encyclopedia
commit
irrevocable
irradiation
depopulation

opossum, pecan, raccoon, 
woodchuck, squash, 
caucus, chipmunk, skunk, 
caribou, moose, muskrat, 
wigwam, lengthy

This is what Caxton grappled with: eggs or eyren?



The Great Vowel Shift
• A massive transformation in the vowels of English.
• Demarks Early Modern English from Middle English more than any 

other factor.
• Despite this change, spellings continued to reflect Middle English 

pronunciations, hence feet despite the change from /e:/ to /i/.
• “The most salient of all phonological developments in the history of 

English.” (144)



The Great Vowel Shift
Long Vowels

Late Middle English Early Modern English Today’s English
[a:] name [æ:]→[ɛ:]→ [e] name
[e:] feet [i]→ [i] feet
[ɛ:] greet [e]→ [e] great
[i:] ride [əɪ]→ [aɪ] ride
[o:] boote [u]→ [u] boot
[ɔ:] boot [o]→ [o] boat
[u:] hous [əʊ]→ [aʊ] house

Table adapted from Algeo (2009).

Pink cells are pronounced 
differently today than they 
were in Early Modern English.

Tan cells are pronounced 
the same today as they were 
in Early Modern English.

• What had been phonemically long vowels in 
Old and Middle English – a true length 
distinction – dropped out of the grammar of 
English. 

• Many long vowels became diphthongs. (In 
your Intro. to Ling. class, you may have seen 
[o] and [e] as diphthongs as well, [oʊ] and 
[eɪ].)

• “The stages by which the shift occurred and 
the cause of it are unknown.” (Algeo 2009: 
145)



The Great Vowel Shift
Stressed Short Vowels

Late Middle English Early Modern English Today’s English
[a] that [æ]→ [æ]
[ɛ] bed → [ɛ]
[ɪ] in → [ɪ]
[ɔ] on, odd → [ɔ] or [ɑ]
[ʊ] but [ə]→ [ə]

Table adapted from Algeo (2009).

Pink cells are pronounced 
differently today than they 
were in Early Modern English.

Tan cells are pronounced 
the same today as they were 
in Early Modern English.

• Most short vowels remained the same from 
Middle to Early Modern English.

• All but one of these short vowels remained 
the same from Early Modern English to the 
English of today.



The Great Vowel Shift
Diphthongs

Late Middle English Early Modern English Today’s English
[aʊ] lawe [ɔ]→ [ɔ]
[ɔʊ] snow [o]→ [o]
[æɪ] nail→[a:] [æ:]→[ɛ:] [e]
[ɛʊ], [ɪʊ] fewe, knew [ju]→ [ju]
[ʊɪ] join [əɪ]→[aɪ]→ [ɔɪ]
[ɔɪ] joy → [ɔɪ]

Table adapted from Algeo (2009).

Pink cells are pronounced 
differently today than they 
were in Early Modern English.

Tan cells are pronounced 
the same today as they were 
in Early Modern English.

• Middle English diphthongs mostly 
monophthongized.

• [æɪ] merged with [a:], and then followed the 
course already described for [a:] with the 
other long vowels.



II. Hariot’s A briefe and true 
report of the new found land of 

Virginia (1588)



Thomas Hariot’s A briefe and true report of the 
new found land of Virginia (1588)
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“In the summer of 1585, the mathematician and scientist Thomas Harriot docked with a few dozen men in 
an area they called Virginia (today known as North Carolina’s Roanoke Island and Outer Banks). Harriot was 
uniquely suited to the voyage: while still in London, he had dedicated himself to learning and phonetically 
transcribing the oral language of Manteo and Wanchese, two Algonquian-speaking men who returned to 
England with an earlier expedition. These reconnaissance missions to Virginia were financed by Walter 
Raleigh, who now employed Harriot and the artist John White to map this area and its inhabitants in 
preparation for establishing one of the earliest English colonies in America. Harriot’s Briefe and True 
Report would be published in Latin as a pamphlet in 1588, with English, German, and French editions to 
follow, translated and edited by Richard Hakluyt, Theodor de Bry, and others.”
— Hunter Dukes, “Theodor de Bry’s Engravings for Thomas Harriot’s Briefe and True Report (1590)” [Link]

“1607 Jamestown, Virginia, was established as the first permanent English settlement in America.” (Algeo, 140)

https://publicdomainreview.org/collection/briefe-and-true-report-de-bry-engravings/


Thomas Hariot’s A briefe and true report of the 
new found land of Virginia (1588)
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I haue therefore thought it good beeing one that haue beene in the discouerie and in dealing with the naturall 

inhabitantes specially imploied; and hauing therefore seene and knowne more then the ordinarie: to imparte so 
much vnto you of the fruites of our labours, as that you may knowe howe iniuriously the enterprise is 

slaundered. And that in publike manner at this present chiefelie for two respectes.

First that some of you which are yet ignorant or doubtfull of the state thereof, may see that there is sufficient 

cause why the cheefe enterpriser with the fauour of her Maiestie, notwithstanding suche reportes; hath not 
onelie since continued the action by sending into the countrey againe, and replanting this last yeere a new 

Colony; but is also readie, according as the times and meanes will affoorde, to follow and prosecute the same.

Secondly, that you seeing and knowing the continuance of the action by the view hereof you may generally 

know & learne what the countrey is, & thervpon consider how your dealing therein if it proceede, may returne 
you profit and gaine; bee it either by inhabiting & planting or otherwise in furthering thereof.

And least that the substance of my relation should be doubtful vnto you, as of others by reason of their 

diuersitie: I will first open the cause in a few words wherefore they are so different; referring my selfe to your 

fauourable constructions, and to be adiudged of as by good consideration you shall finde cause. (6–7)



Thomas Hariot’s A briefe and true report of the 
new found land of Virginia (1588)
• In 1590, Hariot’s work was republished as volume 1 of Theodore de 

Bry’s America, enriched with engravings by de Bry and Gysbert van 
Veen, based on watercolors made by the colonist and painter John 
White, who had been part of the efforts to colonize Roanoke Island.

• Here are some of de Bry’s illustrations:
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Report back
Take about 10 minutes with your group to prepare.
• Group 1: pp.9–16
• Group 2: pp.17–24
• Group 3: pp.25–30
• Group 4: pp.34–44
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What was your section about?

Did it feature any loanwords from Indigenous languages?

How was the language different from Middle English?

How was it different from Modern English?



III. Reading Early Modern 
English



From The Cronycles of Englond, printed by William Caxton in 1482.
• At the cusp between Middle and Early Modern English.



❡ How the land of Englond was fyrſt named Albyon/And
by what encheſon it was ſo named

❡ How the land of Englond was fyrſt named Albyon/And
by what encheſon it was ſo named

❡ How the land of Englond was fyrst named Albyon/And
by what encheson it was so named



❡ How the land of Englond was fyrst named Albyon/And
by what encheson it was so named
• <❡> is a symbol used to mark off these lines as a heading
• <ſ> is simply the way <s> was written (except at the end of a word)
• </> is a generalized punctuation mark which mostly sets apart clauses.
• Albyon is an old name for England, now spelled Albion
• encheson is a Middle English word meaning ‘cause,’ ‘purpose,’ or ‘reason.’
• Mark off and look up unfamiliar words. OED, Middle English 

Compendium, even Google if all else fails. (ChatGPT is hit or miss.)

❡ How the land of Englond was fyrst named Albyon/And
by what encheson it was so named

❡ How the land of England was first named Albion/And
why it was so named



In the noble land of Sirrie/ther was a noble kyng & myghty &
a man of grete renõme/that me callid Diocliſian, that well & wor
thely hym gouerned & ruled thurgh his noble chyualrye/

•        = <&>
•      = <r> after some letters, including <o>

In the noble land of Sirrie/ther was a noble kyng & myghty &
a man of grete renõme/that me callid Diocliſian, that well & wor
thely hym gouerned & ruled thurgh his noble chyualrye/ſo that

• <u> and <v> were interchangeable
• <˜> over a vowel indicated a following nasal, <n> or <m>

In the noble land of Sirrie/ther was a noble kyng & myghty &
a man of grete renõme/that me callid Diocliſian, that well & wor
thely hym gouerned & ruled thurgh his noble chyualrye/ſo that



In the noble land of Sirrie/ther was a noble kyng & myghty &
a man of grete renõme/that me callid Diocliſian, that well & wor
thely hym gouerned & ruled thurgh his noble chyualrye/ſo that

• Sirrie = Syria
• renõme is renomme, a Middle English word meaning ‘renown’
• Dioclisian is Diocletian, the Roman emperor
• thurgh is through (metathesis moved the /r/ over time)

In the noble land of Syria / there was a noble king & mighty &
a man of great renown/ that I called Diocletian, that well & wor-
thily he governed & ruled through his noble chivalry/so that





From A Rehearsall Both Straung & True (1579)

n Primis that one father
Rosimonde, dwellyng in
Farneham Parishe, be
yng a widower, and also
a daughter of his, are both
Witches or Inchanters,
which Rosimõd she saith

hath and can transforme hymself by Diuelishe
meanes, into the shape and likenesse of any
beaste whatsoever he will. 

Item, that one Mother Dutten dwellyng within

I

Now let’s work through the 
next two pages. Underline 
or circle any stumbling 
blocks.



Complete activity 2 
on your sheet.



Reading Early Modern English
• Good news – not all Early Modern printing was done with a 

blackletter typeface.
• Many of the orthographic conventions remained.



From A Relation of a Terrible Monster (1642)



Workshop
Access the texts on the homepage of our course site. The excerpt 
you’ll work on depends on your group number, as shown below:
1. From The Examination and Confession of Certaine Wytches (1566)
2. From A Rehearsall Both Straung and True (1579)
3. From The Witches of Huntingdon (1646)
4. From The Discovery of Witches (1647)

Your task is to:
1. Read through the document.
2. Make note of unfamiliar words and of stumbling blocks.
3. Tell us about the text – what is it about?



Witches?
• During this time, practically everyone accepted that witches existed.
• But some people still suspected that a lot of the women accused of 

being witches were actually innocent.
• On a case-by-case basis, some thought their supposed victims, 

bewitched people, were faking it.
• Others thought the victims really were afflicted, but by illness or 

madness, not by supernatural powers.
• Edward Jorden was one of these people.

38



39

In 1602 English physician Edward Jorden spoke at a trial in defense of Elizabeth Jackson, a London shopkeeper 
who stood accused of bewitching fourteen-year-old Mary Glover. For over two months Glover had been ill — 
pale, weak, and in pain — and suffering from ‘fittes or passions’ every other day (Swan 1603, 4 and 15–16). She 
was attended to by a series of physicians and preachers, and it was generally (but not unanimously) decided 
that she had in fact been bewitched (Swan 1603, 4).  Jorden and John Argent, both doctors from the College of 
Physicians, insisted that Glover’s symptoms arose from a natural illness — hysteria, also known as ‘suffocation 
of the mother’. (‘Mother’ was a popular word for ‘uterus’.) Despite the men’s expert testimony, Jackson was 
found guilty.

Frustrated by this experience, Jorden wrote A Briefe Discourse of a Disease called the Suffocation of the 
Mother (1603), in order to fight against what he saw as the overwillingness to assign supernatural causes to 
the ‘strange’ symptoms of ‘natural diseases’ (Jorden 1603, iii). Jorden thus laid out the first English-language 
case for hysteria (MacDonald 2005, vii). In his work, Jorden noted that the symptoms of this illness were 
‘monstrous and terrible to behold’, and that those who were unfamiliar with this disease had ‘sought above 
the Moone for supernaturall causes: ascribing these accidents either to diabolicall possession, to witchcraft, 
or to the immediate finger of the Almightie’ (1603, 2r). 

Mercifully, she was quickly freed from prison, perhaps receiving a royal pardon (MacDonald 2005, xviii–xviv). 
For more on the Glover-Jackson case, see Michael MacDonald (2005). This Mary Glover should not be confused 
with the Mary Glover executed for witchcraft in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1688 (Godbeer 2005, 140).

From Pentangelo, “Burning Feathers: A Hint at Hysteria in a Connecticut Witch Trial” (2021)



For next time:
• Read pp.156–170 in Algeo and Cap. 1 and 2 in 

Jorden (16pp.)
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