Using dialect as a tool for observing language history
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Abstract

To examine a language in its historical context, it is necessary to look at its current state and subsequently try to trace it back step by step to the desired point in history. Without following the development in its stages and comparing now and then, no well-founded hypothesis about language spoken in a time can be formulated – especially if no written or recorded sources are available. 
This work describes the etymology of place names in the Lungau region and is part of the project HELSON (historical etymological lexicon of the Salzburg place names). In addition to researching the dialectal pronunciation, toponomasts can deduce the information necessary to identify the real origin of a place name from historical documents. However, these written forms of the names often lead to wrong hypotheses, and it is the dialect which brings these errors to light. The original pronunciation of a name is therefore of particular significance, since an etymological description of its meaning is built partly on the old phonetic sounds, which are still preserved in the dialect but often gone in standard language. Consequently, research requires living people who can provide us with the necessary data in their own native dialect. Within the scope of the project, some of the etymologies already formulated by previous toponomasts can be confirmed, corrected, and – if necessary – explained thanks to the dialect. The tool to collect the dialectal data is recording people’s speech “in the field”, mainly drawing on recordings of the elder generation. 
This presentation aims to demonstrate the importance of regional dialect for the language history of a region and its surroundings. It thereby highlights how the symbiosis between synchronic and diachronic data helps us understand the evolution of our own language and culture. 
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