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[bookmark: _GoBack]ACTIVITY 4		Language Variation – Sample Commentary 
These three extracts show some of the different ways in which language can vary according to its context. While Extract 2 gives us a snapshot of the English language in the 1860s, Extract 1 does not give us an accurate sense of the language in the late sixteenth century. Since Spenser consciously chose to write his poem in a form of English that was archaic, we cannot easily identify usage that was typical in the Early Modern English period. 
The poem is a celebration of Queen Elizabeth I: it is written in a classical epic style to elevate and glorify her reign and the Tudor lineage. In choosing to use forms of English like the prefixed past participle (Y cladd) that had already fallen out of use, Spenser heightens the tone and gives an air of gravity to the events he describes. Other features like the redundant final –e on nouns (armes, shielde) and adjectives (mightie, fearlesse) are also indicative of older forms of the language. They were remnants of the Old English inflected system, which were no longer needed to clarify meaning since English had become a ‘word order’ language. 
Although the inflections and the variant u/v forms (vnto, siluer) may be indicative of Spenser’s desire to recreate a mood of antiquity, when this poem was written at the end of the sixteenth century both can still be seen in the writing of his contemporaries.  In Shakespeare’s plays, for instance, there is evidence of the same use of initial position u- printed as a v- (vpon, As You Like It, Folio 1, 1623) and medial position –v– printed as –u– (auoid, As You Like It, Folio 1, 1623). In 1531, the prose writer Sir Thomas Elyot used spellings like latyne (Latin) and Gouernour (Governor); in 1589, the poet George Puttenham used Latine (Latin) and peeusih (peevish).
Spenser’s archaisms and the language of medieval knights (armes, shielde) mark the world of the poem as separate from the real world. His characters inhabit an epic world of heroic deeds in the Arthurian tradition, where everything has symbolic significance. This allows Spenser to make comments about the political and religious affairs of his time without resorting to propaganda. As twenty-first century readers, we have to work hard to appreciate the allegorical meaning of the poem because we are not familiar with the public figures and institutions that underpin Spenser’s narrative. Similarly, we are distanced from the text by the use of words that have since become obsolete (eftsoones), which are now used in different ways (pricking), or which are archaic and used only in formal contexts (vnto).
Although Extract 2 was written about 150 years ago, we have very little sense of it using a different form of the English language. There is perhaps a certain formality in the style which is typical of the period. The sentence is long and complex, containing six clauses: three adverbial clauses introduced by As and for; one non-finite clause (regarding); one noun clause (what they were like); and one main clause (were … derived). To add to the formality, the adverbial clauses are in the initial position (As I never saw … and never saw … for …were) and the other two subordinate clauses are embedded in the subject. This means that we have to wait for the main clause verb (my first fancies … were … derived) – which is itself in the passive voice. 
There are, however, some words which may seem dated to us. While likeness is still used, we do not often choose the meaning which is pre-dominant here – ‘a portrait’. Similarly, we would probably use the conjunction ‘because’ rather than for; and the noun fancies, with its connotations of whimsical impressions, seems old-fashioned. Most interesting is Dickens’s reference to photographs since this can be precisely dated. First coined in1839, photography was still a relatively new phenomenon when Dickens was writing his novel. The parenthesis and the first person narrator’s juxtaposition of the concrete likeness with the imaginative fancies clearly portray a society very different to our own. With our dependence on technology, it is perhaps difficult to imagine a context in which many people leave behind them no physical representation.
While Extracts 1 and 2 are examples of historical variation, Extract 3 shows us a particular type of regional variation. It is typical of dialect in that it both demonstrates features characteristic of a particular area and features associated with spoken language in general. The shortening of words (an, o’) and the change in pronunciation of vowels (hafe) can be seen in informal speech across dialect boundaries, but the use of words like doaf (dough), happen (perhaps), hae (have) and aboon (about) can be directly linked to Northern and Scots dialect areas. The use of as to introduce a relative clause (‘that’) and the change in pronunciation of the demonstrative ‘that’ (thad) are also characteristic of regional non-standard language.
Archaic usages are often associated with dialect forms of English. The archaic pronoun thou has been preserved although it had started to be seen as old-fashioned in polite society during the 17th century. Similarly, the archaic past participle –en suffix (getten), which had been common in the 14th century, is retained for the irregular verb ‘to get’. 
Each of the extracts here represents an example of language variation. While the obsolete words in the oldest text and the regionally specific vocabulary in the regional text may cause us some difficulty, it is noticeable that the grammatical function words have changed very little over a period of some 400 years. In fact, in the last 200 years, it would seem fair to say that English has been marked by consolidation rather than change. With the emergence of a written standard from the East Midland dialect in the late 14th century, and the influence of Chancery English developing in the centre of government during the 15th century, the emphasis in language study is increasingly on the establishment of characteristic grammatical features rather than on fundamental change. The lexicon (or wordstock of a language), on the other hand, continues to change to reflect contemporary society. 





image1.wmf
NG

f

L

CYMRU

GC

a

D


