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WHERE DIALECTOLOGY BEGINS: 
VILLAGE SPEECH IN CONTEXT

Dialectology is an advanced and sophisticated discipline, in which 
Slavic countries in particular have made great achievements. These 
include dialectal dictionaries, individual descriptions of local dialects, 
scholarly investigations of specifi c dialectal phenomena, and above 
all, dialect atlases. Dialectal data are of value in both typological and 
diachronic studies. Dialectology has even provided the model for 
a successful representation of the close relationship among Slavic 
languages in atlas format, the All-Slavic Linguistic Atlas (OLA). 

With all these resources at hand, dialectology has no lack of data. 
Yet there is one way in which dialectologists are at a disadvantage as 
opposed to linguists who study standard languages, especially their 
own. Namely, speakers of standard languages are always available 
for listening tests and the elicitation of informant judgments. But the 
dialectologist has only his or her notes, or the tapes made on a particular 
fi eld trip. Consequently even those dialectologists who regularly work 
in the fi eld are at a certain distance from their data once they return. 
And of course everyone else who consults any print dialectology 
source is at a much greater remove. Furthermore, since a central goal 
of dialectology is the study of diversity over a broad region, one must 
stand even further back in order to perceive the broader picture. 

Yet everyone knows that linguistic analysis begins with language 
itself – with sounds, words, and sentences spoken in the communicative 
context. For dialectology, where data must by defi nition be obtained in 
the fi eld from informants who have maintained the traditional inherited 
archaic forms of speech, the question of context is even more important. 
Here what matters is not only that sounds and words be spoken within 
the context of natural spontaneous discourse. It is also critical that this 
discourse take place within the speaker’s own native environment, 
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within the traditional culture of the village with which this speech style 
(or “dialect”) is associated. All dialectologists know this, of course; it 
is an axiom of fi eld work. But how does the dialectologist recover the 
experience of that speech context after leaving the village? And how can 
s/he communicate this to everyone else – other dialectologists, linguists 
who work only with standard languages, or the general public? 

We are fortunate to live in an age where access to digitalized sound 
recordings is now readily available. Taking advantage of this fact, I have 
set up an interactive database centered around audio recordings made in 
the village context. This database, entitled Bulgarian Dialectology as 
Living Tradition, presents 177 segments (or “texts”), representing 68 
villages from across the entire landscape of the Republic of Bulgaria 
(and drawn from a large archive of fi eld recordings made together with 
Bulgarian colleagues over a period of nearly thirty years). The segments 
were selected with two basic criteria in mind: each should illustrate 
the most salient features of the dialect in question, and each should 
constitute a well-formed instance of discourse that gives some insight 
into traditional life or worldview. Texts are otherwise unedited, with the 
aim of providing not only data of dialectal phonology, morphology and 
syntax, but also instances of natural conversation.

Texts are presented in transcription (both in Cyrillic, according 
to conventions of Bulgarian dialectology, and in a modifi ed IPA 
transcription) and in English translation. Texts are divided into lines, 
which are numbered for the purposes of data retrieval, and each line 
is provided with a time code which allows one to locate the relevant 
point in the accompanying audio fi le. Each individual word or unit of 
speech – each “token” – is annotated (or “tagged”) at three different 
levels. The fi rst set of tags gives basic grammatical information and 
an English gloss. The second set of tags gives the standard Bulgarian 
lemma associated with the dialectal form; if there is no recognizable 
standard form, or if the dialectal word is used with a markedly different 
meaning, then a “dialectal lexeme” is created, and marked as such. 
The third set of tags gives information of interest at various levels of 
linguistic structure. Most of these tags, though phrased in synchronic 
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terms, describe the results of diachronic processes and index the traits 
normally catalogued in dialect descriptions. This set of tags also allows 
the indexing of syntactic and lexical phenomena of interest.

The purpose of these tags, of course, is to allow users to search the 
database for items of interest at these various levels. The lexical tags 
allow the user to see all the possible phonetic implementations, within 
the corpus of these 177 texts, of any one lemma; and the other tags 
allow one to group together data about other facts of linguistic interest. 
By this grouping, one is able to obtain the sort of “bird’s eye view” of 
dialect diversity that one sees in an atlas. The coverage is admittedly 
much more modest, and – since the data were gathered according to the 
conversational method and not by elicitation – much less systematic 
than in an atlas.

What is important, however, is that any one token located through 
such a search can immediately be tracked back to the full and natural 
context in which it was spoken. Each token is marked for the text within 
which it occurs: the name of the text and the line number within that 
text allow one to locate the exact point within the transcribed segment, 
and the time code associated with that line allows one to locate the 
exact point within the accompanying audio recording. 

Each text can be viewed in four different “displays”, all of which 
maintain the same basic organization of numbered lines. The fi rst, 
called Token display, provides the line (in modifi ed IPA transcription), 
interlinear glosses, time codes, and an English translation which attempts 
to render not only the content but also the style of the original, so as to 
convey the fl avor of the situation. The second, called Line display, gives 
only the original line and the English translation; this makes it much 
easier to read each text for content only. The third, called Cyrillic line 
display, is for the Bulgarian academic audience accustomed to reading 
dialect texts in the notation used in Bulgaria; this includes only the line 
itself plus the time codes. The fourth, called Lexeme display, is similar 
to Token display except that standard Bulgarian lexemes replace the 
interlinear glosses. The audio track is available as an accompaniment 
to all four displays.
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The URL of the website is [http://bulgariandialectology.org]. Basic 
information about the project is available now, including a set of screens-
hots illustrating the organization of the data and the functioning of the 
search mechanisms. Actual texts will be released to the public gradually 
after each has been fully annotated, and after each has also been provided 
with the more traditional scholarly commentary (prose descriptions of 
the specifi c local dialects represented by these texts). It is expected 
that the fi rst set of texts – which provides a cursory sampling of the 
dialectal diversity within Bulgaria – will be released in late 2015. Data 
preparation and entry will continue as long as needed, and additional 
sets of texts will be released when the material has been fully entered, 
annotated, and verifi ed. 

The advantages of this research tool are obvious. The most basic one 
is also the most intangible: it allows everyone who was not present at the 
moment of recording in the village to experience that moment as fully 
as possible. It also helps to demystify dialectology, both for the general 
public and for linguists who work exclusively with standard languages; 
and it gives an additional level of access for those dialectologists who, 
though accustomed to working with data over a broad span of variation, 
may have had relatively little contact with dialectal speech in its natural 
context. On a more pragmatic and scientifi c level, the availability of 
actual audio recordings allows users to listen directly to the recordings, 
as many times as they wish, either to verify our transcriptions for 
themselves, or to utilize the material for their own analyses (or both).

Another advantage of the site is that the digital interface was 
developed using the open-source content management system “Drupal”, 
which means that the format is easily reproducible. We plan to produce 
documentation of the entire process involved in the construction of 
this project. Thus, although our website is limited to material recorded 
within the Republic of Bulgaria, we hope that other Balkan linguists may 
one day emulate the model and produce similar collections of dialectal 
material from closely (or not so closely) related Balkan languages.

Finally, I stress the use of the plural pronoun “we” in the above. 
Although the idea of presenting the material in this format is my own, 
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the enterprise – as in all dialectological work – is a collective effort. For 
the construction of the database and further development of site design, 
I am indebted to Quinn Dombrowski and Cammeron Girvin in Berkeley, 
and for the data themselves, I am indebted to my Bulgarian colleagues, 
above all Vladimir Zhobov and Georgi Kolev, who organized the fi eld 
trips, who did the in-depth research necessary to choose the correct 
sites, and who, having listened to the entire corpus of fi eld recordings, 
made both the selections of texts and the initial transcriptions. The 
overall supervision and the subsequent stages of data preparation are 
my responsibility, but for data entry I have been aided by a talented 
group of undergraduate students at UC Berkeley.

In sum: we use modern technology to return to the beginnings: 
access to speech in the original village context.
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