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Annotation: 

This article deals with the evolution of the German language from its earliest 

beginnings to modern times. The four main periods of German language history 

are discussed: Old High German, Middle High German, Early New High German 

and New High German. Each of these epochs is described with its characteristic 

features and developments, also taking into account literary works and historical 

events. In addition, the future of the German language will be discussed and 

possible trends and challenges will be discussed. The article emphasizes that the 

German language is not only a linguistic phenomenon, but is also closely linked to 

the history, culture and identity of German-speaking countries. The German 

language is presented as a living and ever-evolving system that adapts to the 

changes and influences of the times, while maintaining its unique character and 

diversity. Overall, the article provides a comprehensive overview of the 

development and significance of the German language. 

 

Introduction 

The German language, one of the most important and widely spoken languages in 

the world, has undergone a remarkable evolutionary process over the centuries. 

It is a symbol of identity and culture, not only for the people of Germany, but also 

for those in Austria, Switzerland and many other parts of the world where it is 

spoken. In order to understand the importance and richness of the German 

language, it is essential to know its history of development. In this article, we will 

take a comprehensive look at the evolution of the German language, from its 

earliest beginnings to modern times. 

The development of the German language is a journey through time, culture, 

politics and science. It bears witness to significant historical events, from the 

migration of peoples and Christianization to the printing revolution and the 

digitization of the present. In addition, language development reflects the social, 

political and cultural changes that have taken place over the centuries. The words 
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we use today and the way we use them are the result of changes that have 

occurred over many centuries. 

The German language as we know it today has its roots in the Indo-European 

language family and has evolved over time through various phases of change and 

standardization. There are four main periods in the history of the German 

language: Old High German, Middle High German, Early New High German, and 

New High German, each with its own unique features and characteristics. 

In this article, we will take a journey through these different eras to understand 

how the German language has evolved and what impact this development has had 

on German culture and history. We will also take a look at the future of the 

German language and discuss possible trends and challenges that could await you 

in an increasingly globalized and digitized world. 

The history of the German language is not just a history of words and grammar. 

It is a story of people, of cultures and of the evolution of human communication. 

By understanding this history, we can gain a deeper understanding of the German 

language and culture, and this will help us better appreciate its importance and 

value in today's world. 

Old High German (ca. 500-1050 AD) Old High German is the earliest documented 

period in the history of the German language. It was spoken in the period from 

about 500 to 1050 AD. This period includes the end of the Migration Period, the 

Merovingian and Carolingian periods, and extends into the Ottonian period. 

The term "Old High German" was introduced by linguists to designate this early 

phase of the German language. The term "high" here refers to the geographical 

location in southern and central Germany, where the High German duchies of 

Bavaria, Swabia and Franconia were located. It is referred to as "old" to 

distinguish it from the later stages of development of High German. 

A remarkable feature of Old High German is its highly inflected grammar, which 

is characterized by a rich stock of declension and conjugation endings. It was also 

during this phase that the first significant sound shift began, also known as the 

Germanic or first sound shift, which led to a clear distinction between High 

German and other West Germanic languages. 

The records from this period are rare and often fragmentary. Most of the 

surviving Old High German texts are of religious content, which underlines the 

important role of the church in the creation and preservation of written culture 

in this epoch. One of the best-known texts is the "Hildebrandslied", a heroic epic 



ISSN: 2776-0960   Volume 4, Issue 6 June, 2023 

 

36 | P a g e  

that was written around the 8th century and contains one of the oldest known 

text passages in the German language. 

The translations of Latin religious texts into Old High German, such as the 

Benedictine Rule or parts of the Bible, are of great importance. These translations 

not only spread the Christian message, but also laid the foundation for the further 

development of the German language. 

Old High German is therefore an essential cornerstone in the evolution of the 

German language. Although difficult for modern German speakers to understand, 

it has made a significant contribution to the form and structure of modern 

German and has played an important role in the cultural and religious history of 

Germanic-speaking peoples. 

Middle High German (ca. 1050-1350 AD) 

Middle High German marks the next major phase of development of the German 

language and lasted from about 1050 to 1350 AD. It covers the period of the High 

Middle Ages, a period of relative prosperity and cultural flourishing in Germany. 

Geographically, Middle High German encompasses different regions, although 

dialects can vary considerably depending on the region. Most of the surviving 

literature in Middle High German comes from southwestern Germany, especially 

from the regions of Swabia, Franconia and Bavaria. 

A feature of Middle High German is the ongoing simplification of grammar. There 

were still a number of declensions and conjugations, but there was a gradual loss 

of grammatical complexity compared to Old High German. This was part of the 

process that eventually led to the relatively "clean" and simplified grammar of 

modern High German. Another important development during the Middle High 

German period was the continuation of the so-called Second Sound Shift. This led 

to further differences between High German and other West Germanic languages, 

including some unique consonant shifts that distinguish High German from other 

Germanic languages. 

The Middle High German period was also an era of the heyday of literature. One 

of the most famous works of this period is the "Nibelungenlied", an epic poem 

that plays a central role in German literary history. Other important works are 

Wolfram von Eschenbach's "Parzival" and Gottfried von Straßburg's "Tristan und 

Isolde", which reflect the knightly and court culture of the High Middle Ages. 

It was also the time when mysticism and Minnesang poetry emerged. Great poets 

such as Walther von der Vogelweide and Hildegard von Bingen have contributed 

significantly to the development of German literature. Her works are still 
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unforgotten today and are considered milestones in the history of German 

language and literature. 

In summary, Middle High German was a time of transition and cultural 

flourishing. It laid the foundation for modern High German and contributed 

significantly to the development of German literature and culture. 

Early New High German (ca. 1350-1650 AD) 

The Early New High German epoch marks an important transition in the history 

of the German language and lasted from about 1350 to 1650 AD. This period is 

also known as the period of the late Middle Ages and the early modern period and 

includes significant historical events such as the Renaissance, the Reformation, 

and the beginning of printing. 

The Early New High German phase was characterized by a further simplification 

of German grammar and a standardization of orthography. There was also a 

considerable expansion of vocabulary, mainly through the inclusion of loanwords 

from Latin and Greek, partly due to the growing influence of humanistic education 

and the Renaissance. 

A decisive event in this epoch was the translation of the Bible into German by 

Martin Luther in the 16th century. Luther's translation had an enormous 

influence on the development of the German language. Not only did it place the 

Holy Scriptures in the language of the people, but it also created a kind of 

"Standard German" that had an impact far beyond the region from which Luther 

came. 

The introduction of the printing press by Johannes Gutenberg in the 15th century 

also played an important role in this phase. The printing press made it possible 

to disseminate texts on an unprecedented scale, which contributed to the further 

standardization of the language and the spread of education and knowledge. 

The Early New High German period was also marked by important literary works. 

The most famous of these is probably the drama "Faust" by Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe, one of the most important works in German literary history. 

In summary, Early New High German was a time of great change and 

standardization in the German language. It laid many of the foundations for 

modern High German and contributed significantly to the development of 

German literature and culture. 

New High German (ca. 1650 - present)  

With New High German, we enter the last phase of German language history, 

which extends to the present day, which begins around 1650. It encompasses the 
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Age of Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, the two world wars, and the 

most recent phase of digitization and globalization. 

This epoch is characterized by a considerable standardization and unification of 

the German language. During the 18th and 19th centuries, German orthography 

was standardized and unified, which was facilitated by the influence of 

dictionaries and grammars, as well as by the education system and printing. 

An important factor in the development of New High German was the rise of the 

bourgeoisie and industrialization. Due to the influx of people into the cities and 

the increase in illiteracy, the importance of the dialect declined, while the 

standard language became more and more the lingua franca. This process was 

reinforced by the development of media such as newspapers, radio, and later 

television and the Internet. 

The New High German period was also marked by important literary works and 

movements. German Classicism, Romanticism, Realism and Modern Literature 

have all contributed to the form and character of the German language. Authors 

such as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Friedrich Schiller, Thomas Mann and many 

others have created works of lasting importance. 

More recently, digitization has had a significant impact on the German language. 

The internet and social media have coined new words and expressions, and 

language has adapted to faster and shorter forms of communication. At the same 

time, globalization has led to an increased influence of English on German, which 

presents both opportunities and challenges for the future of the German 

language. 

In summary, New High German is a lively and dynamic phase of German language 

history that extends to the present day. It is the language we speak and write 

today, shaped by centuries of evolution and change. 

The future of the German language 

The German language as we know it today is the product of a long and complex 

development process. But how will German develop in the future? While it is 

impossible to predict this with absolute certainty, we can still make some 

speculative observations. 

First, the impact of digitization and globalization on the German language will 

continue to be significant. The increasing use of English as a lingua franca in 

science, business and the Internet has already led to more and more English 

words and expressions being added to the German vocabulary. This process is 
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expected to continue, which could lead to a further anglicization of the German 

language. 

Secondly, technological developments, especially in the field of artificial 

intelligence and machine translation, could change the way we use and learn 

language. There are already translation programs that can translate between 

languages with astonishing accuracy. In the future, such technologies could help 

to further break down language barriers and change the way we use language. 

Thirdly, social and demographic changes are also likely to have an impact on the 

German language. For example, migration leads to the integration of new words 

and expressions from different languages into German. At the same time, 

demographic changes in Germany, including an aging population and shrinking 

rural areas, could lead to changes in regional language use and dialects. 

Despite these uncertainties and challenges, the German language remains a 

vibrant and dynamic system that is constantly evolving and adapting. As in its 

long history, it will continue to absorb changes and influences in the future, while 

retaining its unique character and diversity. 

Inference 

The development of the German language throughout history is a fascinating 

process that is closely linked to the social, political and cultural development of 

Germany and the German-speaking countries. From its beginnings in Old High 

German to modern New High German, the German language has undergone a 

series of changes and developments that shape its current form and character. 

Each epoch in the history of the German language reflects the historical 

circumstances of its time. It is shaped by the cultural and literary movements of 

the respective epoch and shows how language and culture go hand in hand. 

Important historical events, such as the Reformation and the invention of the 

printing press, had a profound influence on the development of the German 

language and contributed to its unification and standardization. 

Not only has the German language been constantly evolving, but it has also 

produced a variety of dialects and regional variations that reflect Germany's 

cultural and linguistic diversity. At the same time, due to the influence of 

migration, globalization and digitalization, the German language has absorbed 

more and more elements from other languages. 

In the future, the German language is expected to continue to be dynamic and 

changeable, shaped by technological, social and demographic changes. Despite all 
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the changes and challenges, the German language remains a unique and living 

testimony to German culture and history. 
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