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Introduction

Towards a long history of dialect studies

The history of linguistics has become a well-established field of research over the past
few decades, to which numerous monographs, handbooks, and journals are devoted.
Yet the long history of studying regional variation in language is for a large part still
an untold one, lacking a comprehensive overview. A modest volume like the present,
which is the result of a workshop held at the 14th International Conference on the
History of the Language Sciences (ICHOLS) in Paris (August 28—September 1, 2017),
cannot aspire to fill this vast lacuna. It does, however, aim to highlight in kaleido-
scopic fashion that the history of dialect studies is not tantamount to the history of
modern dialectology. As such, this collection of essays can be taken as a call for a
more encompassing approach to the history of dialect studies, especially since it goes
back much farther than Georg Wenker’s admittedly revolutionary work in dialect
geography. This focus on modern times is likely tied to the fact that source material for
the period before about 1800 is scattered, whereas there is an enormous wealth of
studies published over the last 220 years.

I prefer the designation dialect studies to dialectology, because the latter is only of
later coinage and mostly associated with modern dialectology, whereas this edited
volume aims to put emphasis on the long history of human engagement with regional
language variation. I will not endeavor to offer here a definition of the term dialect, as
it would be impossible to reach a compromise that satisfies everybody. What is more,
offering a definition would have the possible disadvantage of excluding certain
relevant episodes from the history of dialect studies, as a proposed definition will
usually not overlap with the conceptualization of terms such as dialect, Mundart, or
patois by past authors.

Awareness of variation is as old as reflection on language itself, and the earliest
traces appear already in cuneiform tablets with specimens of Sumerian, the oldest
recorded human language (Reiner 2000: 2). The papers in this volume focus on the
contribution of the West, but a comprehensive handbook should devote due attention
to the ways in which other cultures like Chinese, Sumerian, and Indian have dealt with
the phenomenon of dialectal variation. This, however, lies beyond the scope of the
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pr volume. The papers included here are arranged chronologically and variously
o déalAvith four different aspects of dialect studies and their history:

@) (1) theory — which concepts and models have been used to study, chart, and
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understand dialectal variation (e.g. the distinction between language and
dialect, diglossia/diaglossia, generative grammar)?

(2) methodology — how have scholars investigated the phenomenon and pre-
sented their insights (e.g. grammatical treatises, lexicography, atlases)?

(3) data — in what ways have scholars obtained, solicited, and/or recorded their
data (e.g. texts, spoken word, passive observation, active conversation)?!

(4) contexts — in which contexts and for what purposes have scholars conducted
their enquiries into dialectal phenomena (e.g. philology, curiosity, linguistics,
patriotism)?

Theoretical, i.e. conceptual-terminological, issues take center stage in the papers
by Anna Novokhatko and Josef Eskhult. Novokhatko focuses on Classical Greek terms
for language variation and the way in which they reveal awareness of this phenome-
non, whereas Eskhult analyzes the conceptualizations of DIALECT by three early
modern scholars belonging to one and the same intellectual network. Matters of theory
are also dealt with in other contributions, albeit more marginally, for instance in my
discussion of a 1589 handbook for the Ancient Greek dialects and Carita Klippi’s
study of modern Gallo-Romance dialectology.

Aspects of methodology in the history of dialect studies feature prominently in the
contributions by Elizaveta Zimont, on one hand, and Carita Klippi, on the other.
Zimont treats the representation of dialectal data in early modern French—Dutch lexi-
cography, especially in geographical terms, whereas Klippi highlights methodological
approaches and problems in relation to the two main communities of practice in late
19th and early 20th-century Gallo-Romance dialectology. The paper by Alicia Beck-
ford Wassink and Nicole Chartier showcases the aspect of data and especially the
many difficulties modern linguists can face when trying to trace and salvage docu-
mentation from earlier research. Wassink and Chartier do so by uncovering three
mysteries in the twentieth-century history of American English dialectology.

The element of context is particularly prominent in Cécile Conduché’s exploration
of the way in which the early medieval grammarian Priscian incorporated the Ancient
Greek dialects into his extensive Latin language manual. In doing so, Priscian
transposed them from the context of Greek to Latin grammar, thereby granting
privileged status to the Latin language in the constellation of Greek dialects. My
analysis of Otto Walper’s Renaissance handbook demonstrates how humanists
appropriated the study of the Ancient Greek dialects from Byzantine scholarship and
accommodated it to their study of Greek literature. The critical-bibliographic overview
of modern Lorraine dialectology by Joseph Reisdoerfer interweaves issues of
methodology and context, demonstrating in particular the transition from the glossary
of Romantic inspiration to the more scientific method of the linguistic atlas.

1) For the first three aspects, cf. the structure of the recent handbook of dialectology by Boberg et
al. (2018).
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§4 above paragraphs reveal the kaleidoscopic nature of the present volume,

o alfe dy alluded to earlier. This implies that there necessarily are countless blind spots.

@ For instance, the later Middle Ages are not represented in the collection, which is

oj" partly due to the fact that evidence is relatively scarce and understudied for this period.

)~ Recent studies have, however, done much to adjust the late medieval picture and bring

(7)3\> more nuance to it (see in particular Moos 2008 & Van Rooy 2018a, with further
o references).

The metalanguage of the present volume is English. By consequence, the abstracts
prefixed to every paper are composed in this language as well as the master
bibliography and name index appended to the collection of essays. Because there is
sufficient overlap among the bibliographical references cited in the different contribu-
tions, I have opted for a single bibliography at the end of the volume. All foreign lan-
guage quotes have been translated into the main language of the essay, either English
or French. The orthography of Latin quotes and references has been regularized in
favor of i/u-spellings.

The realization of the present volume would not have been possible without the
generous support of the Research Foundation — Flanders (FWO), which has granted
me both a PhD and a postdoctoral fellowship to work on different themes related to the
history of linguistics. I am likewise indebted to the authors of the essays, who have not
only cooperated in the most effective way possible but have also shown endless
patience as well as genuine enthusiasm. Thanks are moreover due to the organizers of
ICHOLS 14 in Paris, not only for making it possible to host my workshop on dialect
studies there, but also for stimulating such thematic events. These are a wonderful way
to acquire a more encompassing view of a subject matter and constitute an indispensa-
ble intermediary step in moving from loose case studies to a more comprehensive
account via a kaleidoscopic picture. Lastly, I thank Angelika Riiter of Nodus Publika-
tionen for agreeing to publish the present volume and for the smooth cooperation.

I dedicate this collection of papers to the memory of my late grandparents Clara
Van Laer and René Van Rooy, who always enjoyed buzzing afternoons full of conver-
sation, such as the one at the basis of this book.
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