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1 Introduction

TheRom areknown to western culture asnomads and travellers (peripatetics, in
anthropological terminology), while to southeastern European society they are
familiar asthe lowest and most stigmatised social stratum. Stereotypes also sur-
round theimage of Romani, whichisoften thought to be synonymouswith argot,
jargon, or aset of distinct and historically unrelated speech varieties, referred to
as ' Gypsy languages' . While there isinterface and even some overlap between
Romani and argots, just as there is between the Rom and peripatetics, Romani
isat its core alanguage like many others. The agenda of Romani linguisticsis
consequently similar to that of other fields of investigation in descriptive lin-
guistics: it pursues questions relating to historical reconstruction and structural
change, dialect diversification, discourse structure, language maintenance and
loss, and more. Thisbook sets out to introduce the structures of Romani and the
current agenda of Romani linguistics; partsof it are also an attempt to introduce
new ideas into the study of Romani.

Romani is the adjective (feminine singular) derived from fom, the historical
self-designation of speakers of thelanguage. Asalanguage name, the adjective
maodifies ¢hib ‘language’, and so Fomani ¢hib means ‘language of the fonT. It
is by far the most widespread term for the language in modern linguistics, and
so the most practical cover-term for its various dialects. Speakers can be heard
referring to their language as fomani ¢hib, amari ¢hib ‘ our language’, fomanes
lit. ‘inaromway’, or by any one of several dozen group-specific names. For lack
of any better cover-term for the popul ation of speakers, | shall usethe collective
form Rom—avoiding both the integration into English plural inflection, and the
adoption of the Romani plural Roma—regardless of individual group affiliation.

Romani-speaking populations are assumed to have settled in Byzantium
sometime beforethe el eventh century (cf. Soulis1961). Referencesto‘ Gypsies
or ‘Egyptians’ from the eleventh century are believed to relate to them, though
we have no definitive evidencethat those referred to wereindeed Romani speak-
ers. ‘Gypsies' then appear in chronicles in other regions, allowing scholars to
reconstruct an outwards migration from the Balkans beginning in the four-
teenth century, and reaching northern and western Europe in the fifteenth cen-
tury (Fraser 1992a). Although chronicle references during this period provide

1



2 Introduction

descriptions that match the general image and appearance of the Rom (dark-
skinned, organised in family groups, pursuing itinerant trades and especially
entertainment), no actual mention of the language is made, nor of their self-
ascription. Documentation of the Romani languéiggt appears in the form of
wordlists in the early sixteenth century, by which time it is already very close
to Romani as we know it today.

The earliest source on Romani is a list of 13 sentences with an English trans-
lation, published by Andrew Borde in 1542 under the headigipt speche
(Miklosich 1874-8, 1v; Crofton 1907). The State Archives in Groningen con-
tain a manuscript by the magistrate Johan van Ewsum, who died in 1570,
with 53 entries of Romani words and phrases accompanied by a Low German
translation, under the headif@ene Gijpta SprakéKluyver 1910). In 1597,
Bonaventura Vulcanius, professor in Leiden, printed a list of 53 Romani words
with a Latin translation, entitle@e Nubianis erronibus, quos Itali Cingaros
appellant, eorumque lingu@Miklosich 18748, 1v). The next known sample
was collected in 1668 in the Balkans, in western Thrace, by Eylslalt, and
published in his well-known travel calend@&yahat-rame It refers to the people
calledtinganeleior giptiler, and contains a brief wordlistand 21 short sentences
in their language with a commentary and translation into Ottoman Turkish
(Friedman and Dankoff 1991). Job Ludalfwordlist appeared in Frankfurt in
1691, containing 38 items (Kluge 1901).

The eighteenth century hosted a lively discussion on Romani, and sources are
already too numerous to list here. Law enforcemefitefs in western Europe
took a close interest in the speech habits of travellers and minorities. In this
context, it was established that Romani and argot tfieves jargori) were
separate linguistic phenomena, and the two were kept apart in compilations
such as the Waldheim Glossary of 1727 (reproduced in Kluge 190k 185
90), the Rotwelsche Grammatik of 1755, and the Sulz List of 1787. In the
late 1700s, an international circle of scholaexchanged notes and ideas on
Romani, eventually establishing its Indic (Indo-Aryan) origins by comparing
it with other languages from around the world. JoharimiBer, professor in
Halle, was thdfirst to announce the sensational discovery, in April 17 Fg
then published an article which contained fiwst grammatical sketch of a
Romani dialect, along with systematic structural comparisons of the language
with Hindustani (Ridiger 1782; cf. Matras 1999a). Others followed with similar
conclusions (Pallas 1781; Grellmann 1783; Marsden 1785; the latter based on
Bryants list from 1776, see Sampson 1910).

1 Among them Christian Bttner, Hartwig Bacmeister, Peter Pallas, Johann Biester, and William
Marsden; see Pott (1844+-¥6); also Ruch (1986), Matras (1999a).

2 In his correspondence with his colleague Bacmeister of St Petersburg, though he gives credit to
Buttner, who had come to a similar conclusion earlididiger 1782: 62; see also Matras 1999a:
95-6; cf. also Ruch 1986: 1123).
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By the time August Pott compiled his comparative grammar and etymo-
logical dictionary of Romani (1844), he was able to draw on several dozen
descriptive sources representing the diversity of European Romani dialects. Pott
is usually referred to as the father of modern Romani linguistics, having estab-
lished the historical and structural coherence of the language and having pointed
out the layers of pre-European loan vocabulary, which in turn offered insights
into the migration history ofthe Rom from Indiato Europe. His book remains the
only monograph so far published that is devoted to a comparative and historical
discussion of Romani as a whole. Psttontribution was superseded a genera-
tion later, however, by a series of papers by Franz Miklosich (38021874-8).

This sixteen-part dialectological survey of the language includes a corpus of
texts and songs recorded in various parts of Europe, and a comparative and hist-
orical grammar and lexicon. By comparing the dialects of Romani, and through
the study of selected historical sources, Miklosich was able to reconstruct the
migrations of the Rom within Europe, complementing Roghterprise.

Two additional landmarks dominate old-generation Romani linguistics. The
first is the publication of thdournal of the Gypsy Lore Societ¥888-; since
2000 under the namRomani Studigs However contested some of the social
attitudes rélected in its earlier volumes may be, teurnal has, since its
appearance, served as the principal discussion forum for dergsearch
on the Romani language as well as a source of data on Romani. The second
landmark, closely connected with teurnals activities, was the appearance
in 1926 of John Samps@monumental grammar and etymological lexicon
of the Dialect of the Gypsies of Walethe westernmost variety of Romani,
now considered extinct. Alongside these two enterprises, there are numerous
other descriptive works from the late nineteenth and early twentieth century that
continue to be important and reliable sources of information on the structures
of Romani dialects.

Post-war Romani linguistics saw an extension of the research agenda to in-
clude issues of language contact and language use, as well as language status
and language planning, much of it, during the 1970s and 1980s, embedded
into the context of emerging Romani political and cultural activism. A major
upsurge of interest in Romani began in the late 1980s and early 1990s, inspired
and facilitated by the political transition in central and eastern Europe, where
the bulk of the Romani-speaking population lives. The decade from-P220
saw the publication of a large number of monographs, collections, and numer-
ous articles. Newields of interest include grammar, discourse, and typology.
During this period, the discipline befied from funding from national research
agencies and governments to promote Romani-related research, from extensive
co-operation among specialists working in fiedd, and from the launch of
the International Conferences on Romani Linguistiost held in Hamburg in
1993).



4 Introduction

Recent years have also seen the participation of an increasing number of
native speakers of Romani in activities devoted to the study and promotion of
their language. Still, the vast majority of linguists specialising in Romani are
outsiders to the Romani community. They face the special ethical responsi-
bilities of scholars investigating a society which has not been in a position to
produce a scierfiic tradition of its own. In Europe and urban America, where
fieldwork on Romani is typically carried out, such an extreme asymmetrical
relationship between the community of investigators and the community that is
being investigated is rather exceptional. Ethical responsibility means that one
must be cautious of romanticising and of trying to exercise control, but also that
one must not be tempted to patronise. Linguistics cannot undo social injustice,
nor can it be expected to act primarily in order to promote the selfidence
of Romani communities. There is however a range of services which Romani
linguistics can give to the community of speakers, including concrete support
of language planning and language education measures. Descriptive linguistics
can help replace stereotypical images with information, facts, and evidence.





