Areal variation in Middle High German: Methodological and quantitative aspects

Using a large, electronically available corpus of Middle High German deeds (originally compiled
by Friedrich Wilhelm; cf. Wilhelm 1932-2004), we demonstrate that this text genre offers fine-
scaled information on areal variation in the language period in question. Unlike most other
historical documents, deeds can usually be located exactly on the basis of textual evidence. We
discuss and evaluate two methods for retrieving such information, i.e. (1) regular expressions (on
the basis of spelling variants extracted from the Worterbuch der mittelhochdeutschen
Urkundensprache (WMU) “dictionary of Middle High German language of deeds’ (Kirschstein et
al. 1994-2010) and (2) queries based on semi-automated annotations (with the aid of Schmid’s
2019 RNNTagger). Patterns of areal variation are indispensable for gaining a deeper understanding
of fine-scaled grammatical variation (Weinreich 1954; Bresnan et al. 2007) or the diffusion of
linguistic innovations (cf. Nerbonne 2010), in particular the layering nature of grammaticalization
processes that manifest in competing constructional variants (Hopper 1991; Girnth 2000). What is
more, they can be useful for localizing manuscripts whose provenience is unknown and/or
controversial (cf. Fleischer 2019 who demonstrates that already the 100 most frequent word forms
per manuscript allow for a general assessment).

We focus on the following two phenomena:

1. So-called “contraction forms”, i.e. cases of shortening that occur with several verbs in this
language period, e.g. lazen/lan ‘let’, haben/hdn ‘have’, etc. and are assumed to show a clear
areal profile (Paul et al. 2007: 280-284; Klein et al. 2018: 948-949), which is also
confirmed by our data (cf. map 1 on haben'). Such forms cannot be solely explained by
phonological deletion processes but are also sensitive to morphological factors like e.g.
paradigmatic position and even syntactic effects (Niibling 1995). As cases of (weak)
suppletion, they are also of a more general interest for morphological theory and typology
(Niibling 2000; Corbett 2007).

2. Causative diathesis: In Middle High German, a contrast can be observed between
intransitive hangen ‘hang’ (strong verb) — occasionally also in its contracted form, i.e. hdhen
— and transitive/causative hengen/henken ‘hang’ (weak verb). The latter forms stem from
jan-derivations (with i-umlaut) (Paul 2007: 157, §L.103, Anm. 2). Our data show a clear
areal contrast between these verbs, with hengen/henken being mostly confined to the west,
while hangen can take up both transitive and intransitive functions in the eastern and west
central dialects (cf. map 2 on hangen/hengen?). These findings are very informative with
regard to the diffusion of umlaut in German and its functionalization as a diathesis marker.
In the further course of language history, hdngen develops into a highly heteroclitic verb
(Stump 2006; RiBleben 1931).

Both phenomena are attested in modern dialects of German (which are usually well-documented in
regional atlases, grammatical descriptions, or dictionaries) so that it is possible to compare and
relate our findings to these data.
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