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Geoffrey Sampson 
Two Lectures in Prague 

 
 

We are pleased to announce that Professor Geoffrey 
Sampson has accepted the joint invitation of the Institute of 
the Czech National Corpus and the Cercle Linguistique 
de Prague to give two lectures at the Faculty of Arts. 
Both lectures are open to the public. Due to limited space, 
please register for the Tuesday lecture by October 5th 

(http://sampson.eventzilla.net/). 
 

William Gladstone and the Vocabulary of Homer 
CLP session | Monday, October 5th 2015, 6 pm 
Faculty of Arts, Charles University (room 104), Jana Palacha 2 

 
A very successful recent popularization of linguistics, Guy Deutscher’s 
Through the Language Glass, is based on the claim that the British 
statesman William Gladstone thought the ancient Greeks were colour-
blind. In reality, Gladstone made it explicit that the difference he 
postulated between the ancient Greeks and ourselves was linguistic 
and intellectual, rather than one in physical perception. But, more than 
this, his analysis of Homer’s language was a remarkable 19th-century 
anticipation of ideas which are commonly taken to be original with the 
linguistics of the 20th and 21st centuries. This is an important lesson 
for us today about the fact that novel ideas require not only an original 
mind to them, but an audience intellectually ready to receive them. 

 
 

 
Who Uses Complex Language? 
CNC session | Tuesday, October 6th 2015, 1 pm 
Institute of the Czech National Corpus (room 5), Panská 7 
 
Having equipped a small subset of the spoken BNC with grammatical 
annotations, I looked for correlations between speakers’ demographic 
properties (sex, age, region, social class) and the grammatical complexity 
of their utterances. Famously, in the 1960s Basil Bernstein claimed that 
speech complexity correlated with social class, but the BNC data do not 
bear this out. On the other hand there is a clear, statistically-significant 
correlation with age. Speech appears to grow more complex not just 
between childhood and maturity (which is not surprising) but throughout 
adult life (which is). Beyond the narrow fields of dictionary-making and 
language-teaching, corpus linguists sometimes seem to have trouble at 
exploiting corpora to generate findings of serious human interest. These 
results, if borne out by larger-scale research, are potentially significant for 
social policy and for our understanding of human nature.	  


