Review of Thomas Stolz (ed.), “Alte” Sprachen. Beiträge zum Bremer Kolloquium über “Alte Sprachen und Sprachstufen” (Bremen, Sommersemester 2003). Diversitas Linguarum, Volume 8. Bochum: Universitätsverlag Dr. N. Brockmeyer, 2004. Pp. 178.
This volume provides overviews of research on a small sample of stages of languages known through early documentation. Four of the contributions are in German, two in English. As a curiosity, abstracts are in most cases provided in (certain unspecified stages of) the languages dealt with in the respective contributions. In so far as they deal with a language still currently spoken, namely Cymbrian, the two first contributions are exceptional, but given that they focus on possible origins of this language, they do, in a sense, fit the theme. The remaining contributions discuss Latin, Sanskrit, Old Georgian, and Classical Nahuatl. According to the editor, the idea behind the symposium that gave rise to the publication was to analyze the concepts of ‘old languages’ and ‘old language stages’. The only thorough discussion of terminology, however, is found in Winfried Boeder’s paper on Old Georgian. One way in which the term is used, according to Boeder, is to designate ‘classical’ languages—languages of ‘the ancients’ that are cultivated in the school or academic tradition. Another sense is the colloquial one of ‘having been used earlier’ or even ‘dead’. Finally, linguists use the term ‘old’ to designate an earlier linguistic stage, as in ‘Old English’. With the exception of Cymbrian, all three senses apply to all the languages dealt with in the volume. 

In their respective papers, Ermenegildo Bidese and James R. Dow both discuss theories of the origin of Cymbrian, a highly endangered Germanic language spoken in three villages in remote parts of the Veneto and Trentino regions of Northeastern Italy. In both contributions the scholarly legacy of the German linguist Bruno Schweizer (1897-1958) figures prominently. Although largely unpublished, Schweizer’s works represent the by far greatest contribution to the documentation of Cymbrian. Schweizer carried out his fieldwork 1933-1943—during the war years under the auspices of Heinrich Himmler’s SS Ahnenerbe (SS Ancestral Inheritance). Bidese gives a concise overview of the three most prominent theories of the origin of the Cymbrians. One theory, which was popular in the 16th-18th centuries but is now outdated, has it that the modern Cymbrian speakers descend from survivors of Germanic warriors who suffered defeat under Caius Marius in 101 B.C. Bidese suggests that this theory, which links the historical Kimbern of Jutland, Denmark, to the modern Cymbrians, came about because of the vagueness of the ethnonym Cimbri, a term which has sometimes been used to designate everything Germanic. Another theory is that the Cymbrians descend from emigrants from Upper Bavarian and northern Tyrol regions. This theory is, among others, supported by the Austrian dialectologist Eberhard Kranzmayer, whose 1925 dissertation and later work showed similarities between Cymbrian and Bavarian of the 11-13th centuries. The third theory is that the Cymbrians descend from the Germanic Langobards, who held a kingdom in northeastern Italy during the High Middle Ages until it fell in 774. Throughout his writings Bruno Schweizer maintains this theory, and it has also independently been suggested by Alfonso Bellotto, writing in the 1970’s. Schweizer (himself a Bavarian) did not deny similarities between early Bavarian and Cymbrian, but felt that they could be due to contact between Langobardian and Bavarian. From a linguistic point of view the theory is weak since next to nothing is known linguistically about the Langobards. However, the aforementioned Bellotto additionally provided some ethnohistorical and archaeological evidence for the Langobard theory. While Bidese, in his contribution, provides a balanced presentation of the three different theories, expressing a tentative preference for the Langobard theory, Dow is of the opinion that this is a theory which “few, if any, accept as even remotely possible, much less factual” (p. 44). Instead, Dow sides with Kranzmayer in preferring the Bavarian hypothesis. Although he makes much of the, admittedly remarkable, historical context in which Schweizer worked, Dow fails to make it clear why it is that Schweizer’s having done his fieldwork under the auspices of the Nazi party should have led him to advocate a Langobardian over a Bavarian origin of Cymbrian. Thus, the reader is left to make a judgment for herself, on the basis of the scraps of evidence mentioned by Bidese and Dow, but the information is not sufficiently clear for any kind of judgment. Thus, although the two papers are interesting and stimulating, in the end they leave the reader somewhat frustrated.

The impressive specialist knowledge exhibited by Axel Schönberger in his long (47 pages) contribution on different stages of Latin could potentially provide for an interesting overview of a well studied field for the benefit of the non-initiate, but seems to written mainly for other specialist and does little to challenge long-established approaches. The author admits that the periods into which the history of Latin is often segmented are in several respects inadequate, but chooses to apply them anyway. The treatment focuses exclusively on details of selected phonological changes and changes in inflectional morphological paradigms. Issues of broader interest are sometimes touched upon, but not given sufficient attention. For instance, the author mentions that, with respect to its proto-Indo-European ancestor, the Latin nominal and pronominal inflection is remarkably conservative, whereas the verbal inflection is radically innovative (p. 77). No attempt to explain the difference is made, however. Finally, issues relating to sociolinguistics and language contact are neglected. In comparison, Gabriele Knoll’s shorter contribution on Sanskrit, another ‘classic’ Indo-European language, is more adequate as an introduction. She gives a largely synchronic presentation of this language, which has been encapsulated in a single stage for around 3000 years, and whose study has contributed enormously to the development of descriptive and historical linguistics. While the major descriptive work is that of Pānịni, who appears to have lived in the 5th century B.C., Pānịni was actually preceded by a long tradition of phonological, morphological, and etymological analysis. After having provided a short history of the use of Sanskrit, Knoll gives an overview of its phonology and morphology, with particular attention to compounding. The treatment to a large extent applies the terminology of the Indian grammatical tradition and thus makes for a rudimentary introduction to this tradition as well as to the language itself.


Old Georgian is another ‘classical’ language which has had a strong influence on the development of cultural consciousness and literary norms. In his presentation of this language Winfried Boeder highlights the interesting fact that no distinction was made between current Georgian and older stages of the language until the 19th century. It was not until Georgian students (e.g., Ilia Tschawtschawadse) learned about folk theories in St. Petersburg that a dichotomy ‘Old Georgian’ vs. ‘New Georgian’ arose. Before then, the language of the medieval literary tradition, which was founded in the 5th century, had been considered a model both of literary style and, much like Latin and Greek in the European tradition, a repository for the coinage of scientific terminology. Boeder ends his paper with a presentation of three Old Georgian texts. In his grammatical comments some salient differences between Old and Modern Georgian are brought out. The method of discussing grammar by way of commenting on texts necessarily leads to arbitrary choices of what to exclude and fragments the presentation. A better overview of ‘Early Georgian’ grammar is found in Kevin Tuite’s  contribution to Woodard (2004).


The final paper is by José Antonio Flores Farfán and discusses Classical Nahuatl. The author argues that this language, which was spoken in the Mexica empire and continued to be used as a lingua franca well into the Colonial period, from the 16th to the 18th century, is to be regarded as sociolinguistically complex. This is not a new observation, since indigenous writers, who had been trained under Catholic missionaries, themselves distinguished between pillatolli, the language of the elite, and macehualatolli, the language of the commoners. Flores Farfán mentions a series of phenomena that seem to distinguish the ‘high’ from the ‘low’ variety. It is not clear to the present writer that all of these features are equally clear diagnostic traits. Thus, elaborate honorifics is not restricted to the classical language, but has survived into some modern dialects; the -meʔ plural could be a pejorative rather than a ‘low’ form; and the unexpected uses of the morphophonemic variant -tli of the absolutive -tl ~ -tli suffix could relate specifically to conventions of poetic style rather than to ‘high’ language in general. Nevertheless, Flores Farfán is correct in insisting on the heteroglossic nature of Classical Nahuatl, and more work is needed concerning this issue, which is generally downplayed in the existing grammatical descriptions. These tend to draw upon prescriptive grammarians and ‘high’ language corpora such as the work of Sahagun rather than ‘low’ language corpora such as testaments and petitions of commoners. On a different note, it should be mentioned that Flores Farfán’s English style is marred by heavy Spanish interference, sometimes to the degree of unintelligibility. The editor ought to have intervened, such that this unnecessary problem could have been avoided.

Here and there, the volume provides interesting insights into the individual languages covered, but none of the contributions are sufficiently concise and well enough organized to serve as basic, introductory texts. Moreover, the volume fails to fully address how we should deal with ‘old languages’. Crucially, by largely accepting established divisions that are products of the way that cultural traditions have defined themselves, the contributors pay lip service to the problem of how we might go about establishing segmentations of diachronic linguistic continua in non-arbitrary ways.
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