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History of 
English



The ages of English

 What are the ages of English?



Chapter I
What were you doing 

in 4000 BC?



The Indo-European Language: 
The father of most modern languages.

English as many other 
western major 
languages comes from a 
proto-language named 
Indo European, which 
was spoken around 
4000 B.C.  



Look at this 
language tree and 
its branches, 
showing where 
major western 
languages come 
from.  



Episode II
The iron age Celts



The Celts in the British isles
● Invaded Britain 

around 500 BC

● Divided in 
multiple tribes 
(diff dialects)



The Celts



The Celts in the British isles



Modern Celtic-based celebrations

Samhain - The Celtic New Year
Celebrated from October 31st to 1st November. Samhain 
marks the end of the harvest season and the beginning 
of the Celtic New Year. Originating from ancient Celtic 
traditions, Samhain is a time when the veil between the 
worlds of the living and the dead is believed to be at its 
thinnest. Celts used to wear animal skins to confuse evil 
spirits and avoid they entered their bodies. 



And they lived pleasantly there 
until 43 AD when…



Episode III
When in Rome do as 

Romans do!



When in Rome do as Romans do!

Roman Empire in 
Europe

(27 BC - 476 AD)



Roman invasion to Britannia
The Romans invaded the 
island they called Britannia. 
Britannia was the home of 
various native tribes whose 
languages and cultures had 
been influenced by an earlier 
Celtic invasion. The Romans 
stayed for about 400 years 
and no doubt affected local 
languages with Latin.



   Latin oral loanwords   

Butter

mint

pound

wine

wall

cup

tile

camp

= butyrum, -i

= mentha, -ae

= pondus, -eris

= vinum, -i

= wallum, -i

= cuppa, -ae

= tegula, -ae

= campus, -i



Episode IV
The germanic 

invasions
(Circa 500 AD)



Germanic settlement
Around 500 AD, three 
main Germanic tribes 
descendents from 
ferocious vikings 
invaded the southeast 
of the british isles, the 
Jutes, the Anglos and 
the Saxons



Germanic settlement

These tribes blasted 
and burned down 
Celtic and Briton small 
villages and 
slaughtered their 
male inhabitants, 
taking women as 
trophies and breeders 



Germanic settlement

These tribes blasted 
and burned down 
Celtic and Briton small 
villages and 
slaughtered their 
male inhabitants, 
taking women as 
trophies and breeders 



Episode V
Beowulf or when 

English literature was 
born



Old English
(450 -1100 AD)



   

Old English

Celtic

Brito
n

Latin Germanic Nordic 

languages



Modern English Old English 
Welcome Wilcume

Hello (General greeting)
Wes hāl (sg)
Wesaþ hāle (pl)
Wesaþ hāla (pl/f)

How are you?
Hu eart þú? (sg)
Hū magon ġit? (dl)
Hū magon ġē? (pl)

Good morning
(Morning greeting)

Gōd morgen sīe þē (sg)
Gōd morgen sīe inc (dl)
Gōd morgen sīe ēow (pl)

Tomado de: https://www.omniglot.com/language/phrases/oldenglish.htm

https://www.omniglot.com/language/phrases/welcome.htm
https://www.omniglot.com/language/phrases/hello.htm
https://www.omniglot.com/language/phrases/howareyou.htm
https://www.omniglot.com/language/phrases/goodmorning.htm
https://www.omniglot.com/language/phrases/goodmorning.htm
https://www.omniglot.com/language/phrases/oldenglish.html


Living in old English times

➔ Cultural variety - Germanic Dominance

➔ Big Christian influence vs. paganism

➔ High peasant population 

➔ Kings and lords ruling different parts

➔ Social class distinction  



Old English literature
➔ First transcriptions of oral poetry

➔ Elegiac and Heroic

➔ Religious poetry (Christian)

➔ First prose (the law code of King 

Aethelberht I of Kent -597)

➔ Translations from Latin (Religious books) 



Living in old English times

By 1000-1100 AD English was spoken only 

by peasants and poor people. Kings and 

royalty adopted Latin and Normand as 

main language.  



Outstanding works

It is considered as the 
oldest surviving poem in 
English. It is the first 
Christian religious poem 
from this period. 

● The Cædmon's Hymn - 8th century 



A series of annals 
describing the history, 
battles, and customs of 
the Anglo Saxons written 
under the command of 
King Alfred.  

● The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
(871 to 899)



The beowulf 



The beowulf 
➔ Heroic poem handwritten around 1000 AD

➔ Anonymous and based on Germanic tradition

➔  Narrates the live of the eponymous hero 

➔ Longest Old English poem

➔ Most popular Old English literature work



Chapter VI
Pardon my french!



Excuse/pardon my french!
➔ This phrase is used in conversation when someone 

swears or curses.

➔ Originally used in England when someone used a 
French word, when speaking to someone who may 
not have had the social standing to understand

➔ Due to the vast history of conflict between France and 
England, it soon became a dig at the French.



Is it English?

 

The entrepreneur, a big connoisseur of 
fine cuisine ordered a magnificent menu 
from his bureau: soup, salad and an 
omelette . Also, a massage and a 
bouquet as a souvenir for his fiancée



Is it English?

 

The entrepreneur, a big connoisseur of 
fine cuisine ordered a magnificent 
menu from his bureau: soup, salad and 
an omelette . Also, a massage and a 
bouquet as a souvenir for his fiancée



Middle age
Middle English

(1066 -1500 AD)





Europe in the 11th century (1000 AD)



The norman conquest in 1066 

Normandy: 



The normans 
● The conquering Normans were descended from Vikings who 

had settled in northern France about 200 years before (the 
very word Norman comes originally from Norseman). 

● By that time they had completely abandoned their Old Norse 
language and completely adopted French (which is a 
so-called Romance language, derived originally from the Latin, 
not Germanic, branch of Indo-European), to the extent that not 
a single Norse word survived in Normandy.



The normans 

● Normans spoke a rural dialect of 
French with considerable Germanic 
influences, usually called 
Anglo-Norman or Norman French, 
which was quite different from the 
standard French of Paris.



William I of England

●  William the Conqueror (Duke of Normandy and, later, 
William I of England) invaded the island of Britain from his 
home base in northern France, and settled in his new 
acquisition along with his nobles and court.

●  William crushed the opposition with a brutal hand and 
deprived the Anglo-Saxon earls of their property, distributing it 
to Normans (and some English) who supported him.



Literature in 
Middle ages



English literature in middle ages
● The Norman Conquest worked no immediate transformation 

on either the language or the literature of the English. 

● Older poetry continued to be copied during the last half of 
the 11th century; two poems of the early 12th 
century—“Durham”, and “Instructions for Christians” were 
composed after 1066. 

● By the end of 12th century, most English literature was 
influenced by French poetry models.  



English literature in middle ages

Durham (12th century): 

Celebrates the city of Durham, 
England, praises its roman 
cathedral and its relics



English literature in middle ages

The grave (12th century): 

Post Norman conquest poem, 
tells the death of William the 
conqueror, his cruelty and greed. 



English literature in middle ages
The brutt (12th century): 
It is the first work in English to 
treat of the “matter of Britain”: the 
legends of Arthur and the knights 
of the Round Table, and was 
written at a time when English 
was nearly eclipsed by French 
and Latin as a literary language.



English literature in middle ages

Excerpt from “The Brut”



English in Middle 
ages



Languages of Britain in the 11th to 14th

● Anglo-Norman French became 
the language of the kings and 
nobility of England for more than 
300 years. It was was the verbal 
language of the court, 
administration and culture. 



Languages of Britain in the 11th to 14th

● Latin was mostly used for written 
language, especially by the 
Church and in official records. 



Languages of Britain in the 11th to 14th

● The “Domesday Book (1086)”, in 
which William the Conqueror took 
stock of his new kingdom, was 
written in Latin to emphasize its 
legal authority. 



Languages of Britain in the 11th to 14th
● The peasantry and lower classes (the vast majority of the 

population, an estimated 95%) continued to speak English 

● It was considered by the Normans a low-class, vulgar 
tongue - and the two languages developed in parallel, only 
gradually merging as Normans and Anglo-Saxons began to 
intermarry.

●  It is this mixture of Old English and Anglo-Norman that is 
usually referred to as Middle English.



Biggest influences on English

 

 



French Influence on English

BEEF

 

 

(Anglo-Norman Beof; Old French Boef)



French Influence on English

PORK 

 

 

(Old French Porc)
 



French Influence on English

MERCHANT

 

 

(Etymology: 13th Century: from Old French, 
probably from Vulgar Latin mercātāre 



Chapter VII
England after Normans
(13th - 15th centuries)



Decline of Norman-Britain
(1200  AD)

It took many years for English to once again re-emerge as the 
country's dominant language.

➔ Normans' gradual loss of touch with French 
culture.Due to King John (King of England 
during 1166-1216), lost control of Normandy. 

➔ The 100-year war which finally would set England 
and France apart

➔ The universities of Oxford and Cambridge 
were founded in 1167 and 1209 respectively



Decline of Norman Britain
➔ London had been the largest city for some 

time, and became the Britain capital 

➔ Other regional varieties of English were 
stigmatized as lacking social prestige and 
indicating a lack of education. 

➔ The 14th Century London dialect of Chaucer, although 
admittedly difficult, is at least recognizable to us moderns as a 
form of English



The black death

➔ The Black Death of 1348 - 
1350 killed about a third of the 
English population (around 4 
million at that time), including 
a disproportionate number of 
the Latin-speaking clergy.



The black death

➔  After the plague, the 
English-speaking labouring and 
merchant classes grew in 
economic and social importance 
and, within the short period of a 
decade, the linguistic division 
between the nobility and the 
commoners was largely over. 



English the official language
➔ The Statute of Pleading, which made 

English the official language of the courts 
and Parliament (although, paradoxically, it 
was written in French), was adopted in 
1362

➔  That same year Edward III became the 
first king to address Parliament in English, 
a crucial psychological turning point. By 
1385, English had become the language of 
instruction in schools.





Geoffrey Chaucer
(1343 -1400 AD)



Geoffrey Chaucer (1343 -1400)

English poet, author, and 
civil servant best known for 
The Canterbury Tales. He 
has been called the "father 
of English literature", or, 
alternatively, the "father of 
English poetry".



➔

➔ He influenced English language development more 
than any other authors at that time. 

- The Book of the Duchess (1368)
- The House of Fame (1374)
- The Legend of Good Women (1380)
- Troilus and Criseyde (1385)
- The Canterbury Tales (1387)

Geoffrey Chaucer (1343 -1400)



The Canterbury Tales (1387)
➔

➔ Collection of stories written in 
the 14th century. 24 stories 
narrated by one group of 
pilgrims who are travelling to 
Canterbury Cathedral to visit 
the shrine of Saint Thomas 
Becket.



The Canterbury Tales (1387)
➔

➔ To spend time, the pilgrims decide to 
narrate 2 stories for their new 
acquaintances. 

➔ This magnificent work presents 
an excerpt of medieval tragedy 
and comedy. Despite the author 
never finished his work, it is yet 
one of the most relevant works 
in English literature



The Canterbury Tales (1387)
➔Excerpt from General Prologue

Middle English Version              Modern English Version



The 100 years war
(1337 - 1453)



The 100-year war
 (1337 - 1453) 

● This war started when Edward III of England 
(1312-1377) claimed his right to the French Throne 
over the King Philip VI of france (1293-1350)



The 100-year war
 (1337 - 1453) 

4 subsequent kings (both English and French) inherited 
this conflict. However, “The Battle of Castillon” june 
1453, gave France the definitive victory over England 
and ended this conflict. 



Joan of Arc - Jeanne d’Arc
 (1412 - 1431) 

What do you know about this historical figure? 



Decline of Norman Britain
➔ London had been the largest city for some 

time, and became the Britain capital 

➔ Other regional varieties of English were 
stigmatized as lacking social prestige and 
indicating a lack of education. 

➔ The 14th Century London dialect of Chaucer, although 
admittedly difficult, is at least recognizable to us moderns as a 
form of English



The peasant revolt
(1381)



The peasant revolt 
(1381)



The peasant revolt 
(1381)

➔ After the Black Death, England had 
lost a large part of its peasant 
population, who supported their 
feudal lords. King Edward III, totally 
apathetic to this situation, did not 
want to lower their taxes or create 
laws so that they could earn better. 
The consequence was a great 
revolt.



The peasant revolt 
(1381)

➔ The rebellion lasted less 
than a month and 
succeeded, as a protest 
against the taxation of 
poorer classes as well as 
in preventing additional 
imposed taxes.



Chapter VIII
Shakespeare, the 

father modern 
English 



Modern English
Early Modern English

(1500 - 1800 AD)

Late Modern English
(1800 - Nowadays)



Early modern English 

The great vowel shift
Between 1450 and 1750 
there is a great event in 
the history of the English 
language which saw the 
change from Middle 
English to Early Modern 
English – the Great Vowel 
Shift. 
During the 16th century, the 
vowel system was simplified 
to 15 different vowels and 
diphthongs

http://www.myenglishlanguage.com/history-of-english/middle-english/
http://www.myenglishlanguage.com/history-of-english/middle-english/


By the way…

How many vowel sounds are there in 
modern English? 

Around 20 vowel sounds, 
including vowel letters A, E, 
I, O, U, and sometimes Y. 
Vowel sounds can be 
described as monophthongs 
and diphthongs.



The great vowel shift
The Great Vowel Shift saw a 
complete change in the way 
people pronounced English 
vowels. Vowels started to be 
pronounced more towards 
the front of the mouth.
In addition, the end vowel 
sound ‘e’ on many words 
became voiceless.



The great vowel shift



The English 
Renaissance 



The English renaissance
The word ‘renaissance’ 
comes from the French 
for ‘rebirth’, so it was a 
fitting name for the 
artistic and cultural 
transformation of 
Europe from the late 
14th to the early 17th 
Century

➔



The English renaissance
Some put the beginning of the 
English Renaissance in 1485, 
with the rise of the Tudor dynasty, 
while others put it around 1520, 
during Henry VIII’s reign. What is 
certain is that the second half of 
the 16th century, during 
Elizabeth I’s reign was the height 
of the English Renaissance.

➔



Language effects
England falls in love once again with classic languages: Latin, 
greek and french which were considered academic and 
scientific languages. 

➔



The printing press

Created by Johann Gutenberg 
in 1450 in Germany, it was first 
introduced to England by the 
end of 15th century but it 
became popular in the 
beginning of the 16th century. 

➔



The printing press

What was the first printed 
book in English? 

➔

“The Recuyell of the 
Historyes of Troye” a 
translation from french!

➔



The Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye 

Is a translation by William 
Caxton (1974) of a French 
courtly romance written by 
Raoul Lefèvre, chaplain to 
Philip III, Duke of Burgundy. 
It was the first book printed 
in the English language.

➔



The printing press 
allowed English 
language and culture to 
widespread over Europe 
through books such as 
“The canterbury tales” 
becoming this one of the 
first English best-sellers 
ever. 

➔

The printing press effect 



Hamlet, Act 3 - Scene 1. Shakespeare. 1603



Hamlet, Acto 3 - Escena 1. Shakespeare. 1603

Ser, o no ser, ésa es la cuestión.
¿Es más noble para el espíritu sufrir los 
dardos de la airada fortuna, o tomar 
armas contra un mar de calamidades y 
haciéndoles frente acabar con ellas? 



Why is it William 
Shakespeare that much 

important for the English 
Culture and Language? 



William Shakespeare
(Stratford, 1564 - 1616)



dog them at the heels -  the good Brutus ghosted - 
Lord Angelo dukes it well - uncle me no uncle

The father of modern English
➔ He changed English since he played with English 

grammar. 

➔ He used nouns as verbs, adjectives and adverbs:

➔  He created around 2000 new english words in his 
plays which are still in use. 

➔



It is said that when 
Shakespeare did not 
find a word in English 
for his plays, he just 
simply created it by 
linking words or crafting 
new ones from classic 
etymology from Greek, 
Latin or French.

➔

The father of modern English



Some words created by Shakespeare



El padre del inglés moderno
➔ He wrote more than 39 playwrights including 

comedies, tragedies and historical dramas. He wrote 
more than 154 sonnets and 4 lyrics. 

➔

➔ He’s the most quoted English writer ever and his 
quotes are the most popular

➔



“ Se ríe de las cicatrices quién 
nunca ha sentido una herida”



“No hay nada tan común como el 
deseo de ser elogiado”



“Es mejor ser rey de tu silencio que 
esclavo de tus palabras”



“Al nacer, lloramos porque 
entramos en este vasto 

manicomio”



“!Oh amor poderoso! Que a veces 
hace de una bestia un hombre y 
otras de un hombre una bestia. ”



Chapter IX
English, the 

Lingua Franca 



In pairs, discuss for a few minutes

● How English became the 
modern lingua franca? 

● What main events made 
English globally important 
today



Late modern English
1. The first industrial 

Revolution v

2. British Empire

3. English arrival to 
America and 

popularization



The 1st industrial and 
scientific revolution



The 1st industrial revolution (1760 - 1840)
Sociocultural impact: The invention of the steam 
engine by the british James Watt led modernization and 
development of new and better industry in England 
leading to the Economy growth in 200% in a few 
decades. This gave England a greater political, militar, 
intellectual and literary power



English became the 
language of progress 
after the first industrial 
revolution. If you 
wanted to be part of 
this new technological 
advances, you ought 
to speak English

The 1st industrial revolution (1760 - 1840)



Linguistic impact: 
● New words in english came up to name different 

materials, components and subjects.
(e.g. steamwork, railways, engine, factory, phone)

Literature: 
● Handbook guides and technical details about new 

technical and scientific advances were given in English. 
(i.e. other countries ought to learn English if they 
wanted to use this new machinery) 

The 1st industrial revolution (1760 - 1840)



We have seen how some loanwords from French, Latin, 
Nordic languages have become part of English, but…

Loanwords

How words from 
languages such as 
spanish, portuguese, 
italian and so many 
others have become 
part of English? 



British
International trade

XVI -XVII 



Trade language effect
Due to British naval 

superiority was growing, 
during the 16th and 17th 

Century, international trade 
expanded immensely. 

English acquired lots of 
loanwords i.e. words 

belonging to other languages



Trade language effect
Among the wordloans during this trading 
period to English we have:

● Italian: carnival, fiasco, arsenal, casino, miniature, design, 
bankrupt, grotto, studio, umbrella, rocket, ballot, balcony, 
macaroni, piano, opera, violin



Trade language effect

● Spanish: armada, bravado, barricade, cannibal



Trade language effect

● Portuguese: breeze, tank, fetish, marmalade, molasses



Trade language effect

● German: kindergarten, noodle, bum, dumb, dollar, muffin, 
hex, wanderlust, gimmick, waltz, seminar, ouch!



Trade language effect
● Dutch:spool, stripe, holster, skipper, dam, booze, crap, 

hunk, landscape, easel, smuggle, caboose, yacht, cruise, 
dock, buoy, keelhaul, reef, bluff, freight, leak, snoop, 
spook, sleigh, brick, pump, boss, lottery



Trade language effect

● Arabic: harem, jar, magazine, algebra, algorithm, 
almanac, alchemy, zenith, admiral, sherbet, saffron, 
coffee, alcohol, mattress, syrup, hazard, lute

● Turkish: coffee, yoghurt, caviar, horde, chess, kiosk, 
tulip, turban



Trade language effect

● Basque: bizarre, anchovy

● Norwegian: maelstrom, iceberg, ski, slalom, troll

● Icelandic: mumps, saga, geyser

● Finnish: sauna

● Persian: shawl, lemon, caravan, bazaar, tambourine



Trade language effect

● Japanese: tycoon, geisha, karate, samurai

● Malay:  bamboo, amok, caddy, gong, ketchup

● Chinese: tea, typhoon, kowtow.

● Polynesian:  taboo, tattoo.



Britain to the world



“An empire on which 
the sun never sets”



The glorious British empire (XVII-XX)



The British Empire

● What do you think the British 

Empire was possible? 

● What could be its influence on 

English culture, language and 

literature? 



The glorious British empire (XVII-XX)
Despite in previous centuries Great Britain have 
send explorers and colonizers to different 
territories over Africa, Oceania and America, 
the industrial revolution empowered the 
colonization all over the world.



The glorious British empire (XVII-XX)
Socio Cultural Impact: 
● Expansion of British modes in arts, literature 

and lifestyle across the empire colonies

● Melange and interculturalization of British 
modes with others across its territory  



The glorious British empire (XVII-XX)
Language Impact: 
● Global increase in English speakers 

● English established as official language in 
different countries and communities across 
the 5 continents 



The glorious British empire (XVII-XX)
The rise of so-called “New Englishes”(modern variants 
or dialects of the language:
 
● Australian English

● South African English

● Caribbean English

●  South Asian English 



English in America



Read the following statement and 
give your opinion: 

“American English is closer to the English of 
Shakespeare than modern British English is” 



English arrive to America

The English colonization 
of North America had 
begun as early as 1600. 
Jamestown, Virginia was 
founded in 1607, and the 
Pilgrim Fathers settled in 
Plymouth, Massachusetts 
in 1620. 



English arrive to America

The first settlers were, 
contemporaries of 
Shakespeare (1564-1616),  
and would have spoken a 
similar dialect. The new land 
was described as “a hideous 
and desolate wilderness, full 
of wild beasts and wild men”



Why American and British are different? 

Some English 
pronunciations and 
usages “froze” when they 
arrived in America while 
they continued to evolve in 
Britain itself (sometimes 
referred to as “colonial 
lag”)



English arrive to America
In some respects, American 
English is closer to the 
English of Shakespeare than 
modern British English is. 
Perhaps the best-known 
example is the American use of 
gotten which has long since 
faded from use in Britain (even 
though forgotten has survived)



Chapter X
The American Power



WWII (1939-1945)



The End Of The British 
Empire After The Second 

World War



The British Empire

Before WWII

After WWII



The End Of The British Empire

After the Second World War, 
the disintegration of Britain's 
empire transformed global 
politics. By 1945, colonies 
were an expensive liability 
for British newly elected 
Labour government..

https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/second-world-war
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/how-winston-churchill-and-the-conservative-party-lost-the-1945-election
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/how-winston-churchill-and-the-conservative-party-lost-the-1945-election


The US, world power 
after WWII



The U.S. culture after WWII

The U.S. which had 
created thousands of 
war industries, became 
worldwide strongest 
economy providing jobs 
and policies for soldiers, 
veterans and citizens in 
general.



The U.S. culture after WWII

Americans found easy 
housing access and therefore 
rising a family. American 
population increased as 
well as infrastructure such as 
roads, suburban lifestyle and 
car culture and started to 
export its industry, its 
culture but most important 
its language




