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This course examines the history of English in depth, beginning with 
its Indo-European origins down to the modern British and American 
dialects.  Students will gain familiarity with Old and Middle English, 
and  will  learn  to  date  texts  and  to  identify  their  geographical 
provenance. We will  take an in-depth look at  such issues as the 
contribution that Shakespeare and his contemporaries made to the 
language,  the role  of  prescriptivist  attitudes in  shaping Standard 
English, and the place that various social and economic factors have 
had in moving the language along certain paths. We will also explore 
what poets and writers instinctively know about the history of their 
language, and how this history is expressed in literary form.

Thursday  21 November  10,30-12,30; Aula 410
• Indo-European foundations:  Phylogenetics, Comparative Method, 
Areal Considerations
• Features of Germanic Languages and Germanic Poetry: Grimm’s 
and  Verner’s  Laws;  Stress  shift;  Implications  for  language  and 
literature: Cædmon’s Hymn.

Friday, 22 November 10,30-12,30; Aula 410
• Old English:  Structure of OE; Conversion, Invasions, Effects; 
Beowulf.
• Middle English:  Norman Conquest and its far-reaching effects; 
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales; Connections with Italian literature.

Thursday, 28, November 10.30-12,30; Aula 410
• Early Modern English: Shakespeare’s language; The influence of 
Latin; Do-support.  
•  Hamlet and  A  Midsummer  Night’s  Dream;  Sonnets and 
Shakespeare’s debt to Petrarch.

Friday 29 November  10,30-12,30; Aula 410
• Modern English:  Innovation, Migration, and Contact. 
• British and American Dialects; African American English
• Summary and Conclusions.

Texts:
A. Baugh – T. Cable (eds.), A History of the English Language, Routledge, 
2012 (6th ed.);
C. Watkins (ed.),  The American Heritage Dictionary of  Indo-European  
Roots, HarperCollins, 2011 (3rd ed.);
W. Shakespeare, Hamlet or A Midsummer Night’s Dream (any edition).
Hand-outs will be provided.


