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EARLY HISTORY

The ancestry of English, like that of all other languages, is immeasur-
ably ancient, though of course our language has not always been called
English; it is a development of an unrecorded language called Germanic,
just as Italian is a development of an amply recorded language called Latin.

* Both Latin and Germanic are, as we shall see, developments of a language
spoken even earlier. The fact that we have written records of Sumerian,
or Chinese, or Egyptian—or for that matter, of languages related to
English, like Sanskrit, Greck, and Latin—which are much older than any
writings in English or any other Germanic language obviously does not

* mean that these languages are any older, but simply that the peoples who
spoke them learned to write earlier. The invention of writing systems is
a matter of cultural, not linguistic, history; for writing is not really lan-

guage, but only a symbolic representation of it.

SPEECH AND WRITING
There is, however, no sensible objection to our speaking of “written
* language” so long as we do not confuse writing with speech, as, for in-
stance, we do when we think in terms of the “sounds of letters”; for letters
do not have sounds, but are merely arbitrary representations of them which
have been made in one way or another on some such surface as stone,
clay, bone, wood, metal, parchment, or paper. The oldest known writing
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goes back no more than about five thousand years, though people had
been talking for hundreds of thousands of years before that.

THE CONTINENTAL BACKGROUNDS

English is the name by which we refer to a particular development of
Germanic from about the mid-fifth century, beginning with the migration
of warrior-adventurers from the North German Plain, including the south- *
ern part of Jutland (modern Schleswig-Holstein) to the more or less aban-
doned Roman colony which the Romans called Britannia, that is, Britain.
The withdrawal of the Roman legionaries early in the fifth century left
the Britons, a Celtic people, at the mercy of marauding Picts from the
North (modern Scotland) and Scots from the West (modern Ireland). %
The Picts and the Scots were also Celts: a good many ancient Scots mig-
rated from Ireland to the northern part of Britain, which they called
Scotia; the Picts, those who were already there, ultimately gave up their
form of British Celtic speech, called Pictish, and spoke the Gaelic variety
of Celtic, which is why the language spoken in the remoter Scottish =
Highlands is sometimes called Erse, a variant of Irish.

The Britons appealed with little success to Rome for help. They then
turned to Germanic sea-raiders with whom they had already had some
contact. These vigorous people responded to the call, gave the Picts and
the Scots their comeuppance, and then high-handedly proceeded to take *
over for themselves what had been Roman Britain. Today descendants of
the ancient British live in Wales and Cornwall and across the Channel in
Brittany, whither their ancestors fled to escape the onslaughts of those
whose aid they had somewhat naively sought.

Ultimately the name of a single Germanic tribe, the Angli, later be- *
coming Engle, was to become a national name in Englaland ‘Angles’ land,’
later £ngland. The highly similar Germanic dialects spoken by all-——Angles,
Saxons, Jutes, Frisians, and doubtless some Franks as well—came likewise
to be thought of and referred to as Englisc, that is, English. The language
of the earliest period (A.D. 449-1100) was usually called Anglo-Saxon a %
generation or so ago, but this term was not used by those who spoke the
language in any of its dialects and has been almost entirely given up by
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modern scholars, who refer to it as Old English. Those who spoke it are,
however, frequently called Anglo-Saxons, that is, English Saxons, to
distinguish them from the “Old Saxons” whom they had left behind on
the Continent of Europe.

THE INDO-EUROPEAN LANGUAGES

The Germanic language out of which Old English developed was itself
a development of a language spoken in yet earlier prehistoric times, called
Indo-European by modern scholars. Practically all the languages of Europe
and the Americas (exceptions are Basque, Estonian, Finnish, Lappish,
Hungarian, Turkish, and the various American Indian languages) are
also developments of Indo-European, sharing certain characteristics in
their system of sounds (phonology) and inflections (morphology) as well
as a number of words called cognates (from Latin co plus [g]natus ‘born
together’). Speakers of Indo-European in very early times, perhaps as
carly as the latter centuries of the third millennium B.C., migrated to Asia
and settled in India and the Iranian Plateau; their speech ultimately be-
came differentiated as Indic (whence Sanskrit and other languages of
India) and Persian, or Iranian. The language of the Gypsies, Romany, is
an Indic dialect, a fact not known for a long time after their first appearance
in Europe, when they were thought to be Egyptians—whence the name
given to them. Other Asiatic Indo-European languages are Armenian,
Hittite, and Tocharian. The two latter have long been extinct. The texts
upon which our knowledge of them is based were discovered respectively
in Asia Minor and Chinese Turkestan in the early years of the present
century,

Indo-European languages spoken in Europe include Albanian, the
Baltic languages (Lithuanian, Latvian, and the now extinct Prussian),
the Slavic languages (Russian, Polish, Czech, Bulgarian, Serbo-Croatian,
and Slovenian), Greek, the Italic (Romance) languages (modern develop-
ments of Latin, such as Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, French, and Ru-
manian), and, most important for us, the Germanic languages. These last
consist of a North Germanic (Scandinavian) group (Danish, Swedish,
Norwegian, Icelandic, and Faroese); an East Germanic group, whose
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only representative of which we have any considerable knowledge is the
now extinct Gothic; and a West Germanic group, which includes Low
German (Platideutsck), Dutch, Flemish, Frisian. English, and High
German.

THE POSITION OF GERMANIC IN
THE INDO-EURCPEAN GROUP

The relationship of the Germanic group to the other Indo-European #
languages may be illustrated by a comparison of the words corresponding
to two and three in various Germanic and non-Germanic Indo-European
languages, thus:

OTHER INDO-EUROPEAN

GERMANIC LANGUAGES

English  two, three Sanskrit (Indic) dvau, trayas
High German zwei, drei Latin (Italic) duo, trés
Icelandic  tvo, prir* Greek  dyo, treis

Dutch twee, drie Russian (Slavic)  dva, tri
Swedish  tvi, tre Welsh (Celtic) dau, tri
Gothic  twal, preis Lithuanian (Baltic) du, tr{s

Leaving differences in vowels out of the question, we must make allow-
ances for certain more or less slight consonantal differences, as follows: %
the early Germanic sound written th in three, corresponding to Indo-
European ¢, is retained only in English and Icelandic, having later shifted
to d or t in the other Germanic languages; the Germanic initial # corre-
sponding to Indo-European 4 shifted to # (written 2) in High German;
English two has lost the w sound still preserved in the spelling. Despite *
these differences, the correspondences must be apparent to even the most
naked eye. Similar ones might be shown for the other numerals, for words
denoting family relationships (father, mother, brother, sister), and for scores
of other common, everyday words. From such regular correspondences,

which might be demonstrated for grammar as well as for sounds, it follows
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that the languages which are designated Indo-European are developments
of a single original, just as we might assume from their common character-
istics that French, Spanish, Italian, and the other Romance languages
developed later from a single tongue, Latin, which was, as we have seen,
* itself a development of Indo-European. To put it in another way, the
Romance languages are more similar to one another than they are to, say,
English or Russian or Gaelic, to which they have a more remote relation-
ship.
An important factor is that, whereas Latin is amply attested in a volum-
* inous literature, Germanic, doubtless spoken up to shortly before the
beginning of the Christian Era, was not recorded by those who spoke it.
Consequently Germanic, like Indo-European, must be reconstructed
from a careful comparison of those derivative languages of which we do
possess records. Even so, one would have no hesitation in concluding on
* the basis of the forms which have just been cited that the Germanic word
for the second and third numerals began respectively with the sounds
symbolized in Modern English by ¢z and thr, and that the Indo-European
words began with d (actually with dw) and #. When scholars cite recon-
structed forms, they give notice of the fact by placing a superior asterisk
#1in front of them: thus we may write that the Indo-European forms of the
cited numerais were *dwo and *treies respectively, even though these

words were never written at all.

SPECIAL DEVELOPMENTS IN GERMANIC
Prehistoric developiments which took place in Germanic alone among
the Indo-European languages and which are reflected in Modern English
* include (1) the formation of a past tense form by means of a suffix contain-
ing a dental stop (d or t), as in live, lived {(compare German leben ‘to live,’
lebte “lived’); (2) the reduction of tense forms to two, a present and a past;
(3) the regular placement of stress on root syllables (contrast the related
English brétherly and Latin fratérnal); (4) the regular change of Indo-
* Buropean p, ¢, and kto f, p, and &, respectively, and likewise of Indo-
European bh, dh, and ghtob,d and gand of Indo-European b, d, andg to p, f,
and k—each series of changes being completed long before the next began;
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and (5) the occurrence of a number of words whose source cannot be traced
to any Indo-European origin, though they may be survivals of words
which once existed in Indo-European and have subsequently been lost
everywhere save in the Germanic group. Germanic also developed a
second, so-called weak adjective declension; this has happily been lost in *
English, but is very much alive in German, as every student of that lan-
guage is aware. It is used mainly after the demonstrative pronoun and the
definite article which developed from the demonstrative pronoun.

QUESTIONS AND ASSIGNMENTS

1. Which is the older, writing or speaking? How much older? Can we
establish whether one language is older than another by comparing the *
dates of their earliest written forms? If not, how can the relative age of
a language be established?

2. What is the relationship between letters and sounds? If your dictionary
has an alphabet table, find examples to support your answer.

3. With what historical event do we associate the beginning of the English =
language? Approximately when did it occur?

4. What are the earliest speakers of English called? Why have they been
so designated? What tribes comprised the early speakers of English?
Where had they come from?

5. On a diagram such as the one below, place the following languages in *
the appropriate places:

Sanskrit Swedish Portuguese Slovenian
Russian English Frisian Dutch

Spanish Hittite Romany Low German
Tocharian ~ Armenian  High German Faroese
Persian Rumanian  French Icelandic
Danish Norwegian Italian Gothic
Lithuanian Latvian Bulgarian Prussian

Polish Czech Flemish Serbo-Croatian
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