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TOPICS OF THE DAY

❖ About me and you

❖ What is Documentary Linguistics? 

What is language documentation?

❖ How was language documentation done in earlier times?

❖ What will we learn this semester?

❖ What do you have to do for the credits?



ABOUT ME
e-mail: Nicole.Nau@amu.edu.pl

my office: 217 in this building (Collegium Novum A)

office hours: Wednesday 12-13, or after individual appointment 

my homepage: http://naunicol-e.home.amu.edu.pl/

MA program Empirical Linguistics and Language Documentation

(ELLDo): http://elldo.amu.edu.pl

=> find the course homepage there under Classes, or go directly to:

http://elldo.amu.edu.pl/?page_id=549

mailto:Nicole.Nau@amu.edu.pl
http://naunicol-e.home.amu.edu.pl/
http://elldo.amu.edu.pl/
http://elldo.amu.edu.pl/?page_id=549


PROJECTS WHERE ELLDO STAFF WAS/IS INVOLVED

INNET Innovatve Networking in Infrastructure for Endangered 

Languages (2011-2014). One result: Educational platform Languages 

in Danger: http://languagesindanger.eu/

Poland’s Linguistic Heritage. Documentation Database for 

Endangered Languages (2012-2014). http://inne-jezyki.amu.edu.pl

COLING Minor Language, Major Opportunities. Collaborative 

Research, Community Engagement and Innovative Educational Tools

(2018-2022). https://colingproject.wordpress.com/

http://languagesindanger.eu/
http://inne-jezyki.amu.edu.pl/
https://colingproject.wordpress.com/


DOCUMENTARY LINGUISTICS

❖ a new field of linguistics (since the 1990s)

❖ concerned with language documentation (sometimes synonym)

❖ interdisciplinary

Why in the 1990s?

Why interdisciplinary? Which disciplins?



DOCUMENTARY LINGUISTICS IS RELATED TO:

 concern about language endangerment

 corpus linguistics

 speech technology

 ethnography

 … 

«Documentary linguistics takes up a vision of the integration of 

the study of language structure, language use, and the culture

of languages.» (Hill 2006)



«Documentary Linguistics [..] is concerned with the 

making and keeping of records of the world’s 

languages and their patterns of use.» 

(Woodbury 2003)



QUESTIONS

What records are there of the English language?

Imagine nobody speaks English anymore. What could 

someone learn about English from the existing records?

How is the situation for the other ~ 7000 languages of the 

world?



HOW ARE ENDANGERED LANGUAGES DOCUMENTED?

Let’ s watch and (critically) discuss the trailer of the film «The 
linguists»

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HInOD7VrCdY

Is this how language documentation looks like? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HInOD7VrCdY


«PREHISTORY» (LANGUAGE DOCUMENTATION 
BEFORE DOCUMENTARY LINGUISTICS)

16th – 18th/19th century, for example

❖ European travelers and scholars collect the Lord’s Prayer in various 

languages

❖ Spanish missionaries in Latin America write grammars and 

dictionaries of indigenous languages

❖ German and Russian scholars describe languages of Russia / 

Siberia

Why do they do that? 



THE LORD’S PRAYER IN LATVIAN IN SEBASTIAN
MÜNSTER’S COSMOGRAPHIA 1588



A 17TH CENTURY 
DICTIONARY OF 
NAHUATL



GRAMMAR OF 
AN ESTONIAN 
DIALECT 
PUBLISHED IN 
1863



HISTORY: LANGUAGE DOCUMENTATION IN THE 
LATER 19TH AND THE 20TH CENTURY

A remarcable scholar and person: 

Franz Boas (1858-1942)

education in physics and geography

pioneer of modern anthropology

founded a standard for documenting 

languages: text collection + 

dictionary + grammar

? why is this (not) enough ?



DAKOTA TEXTS, 
EDITED BY BOAS’ 
STUDENT ELLA 
DELORIA 1932



LANGUAGE DOCUMENTATION IN THE 21ST C.

«language documentation is the creation, annotation, 

preservation and dissemination of transparent records of a 

language» (Woodbury 2011)

More next week!



COURSE PROGRAM FOR THIS SEMESTER

Language documentation: principles and goals; language archives

(3 lectures after the introduction, 9.10.-23.10.)

Data acquisition: fieldwork, recording, elicitation techniques, ethic 

and legal aspects, basic data management; (4 lectures, 30.10.-20.11.)

Data annotation (4 lectures, 27.11.-18.12.)

Interpretation and applications: e.g. orthography development, 

dictionary making, development of teaching material; case studies; 

students’ project presentations (January) 



ORGANIZATIONAL MATTERS AND HOMEWORK

Find the homepage of this class at the site elldo.amu.edu.pl

➢ Tasks & Text 

contains homework – reading

For course credits: three assessment tasks, due:

➢06.11. on language documentation and archives

➢27.11. on data acquisition

➢08.01. on annotation (or related topic) 

Assessment tasks will be given three weeks before they are due. 

http://elld.home.amu.edu.pl/?page_id=549


BONUS: LET’S EXPLORE SOME WEBSITES WITH 
DOCUMENTS/MATERIALS FROM VARIOUS LANGUAGES!

❖Rosetta project: 

https://archive.org/browse.php?field=subject&mediatype=t

exts&collection=rosettaproject

❖Endangered Languages project: 

http://endangeredlanguages.com/

❖Language Landscape:

http://www.languagelandscape.org/

https://archive.org/browse.php?field=subject&mediatype=texts&collection=rosettaproject
http://endangeredlanguages.com/
http://www.languagelandscape.org/

