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INDO-EUROPEAN LINGUISTS 
 
[See Meier-Brügger, Indo-European Linguistics; and Oswald Szemerenyi, Introduction to Indlo-European Linguistics.] 
 
George HICKES (1642-1715), provided grammars for and illustrated connections between OE, Gothic, and 
OI in his Institutiones Grammaticae Anglo-Saxonicae et Moeso-Gothicae (1689). First comparative grammar of 
Teutonic/Germanic languages. 
 
Christian KRAUSS, 1787, suggested comparing lexemes, syntax, etc. of all languages. 
 
Johan ADELUNG, 1781, defined related languages and dialects, called for comparison of lexemes, etc. 

 
Sir William JONES (1746-94). Born in Westminster, son of a Welsh mathematician, 
was translating Greek and Latin by age 7, taught himself Hebrew and Arabic. 
Graduated from University College, Oxford at age 18, studied Arabic and Persian, 
and translated the Historie de Nader Chah from Persian into French for the King of 
Denmark. Wrote a grammar of the Persian language in 1771 (later used by Byron, 
Tennyson, and Edward FitzGerald), and argued for greater exposure among 
Englishmen to Oriental poetry. A close friend of Dr. Johnson, Edmund Burke, and 
Oliver Goldsmith. (Was almost swayed to move to the United States by Benjamin 

Franklin.) Moved to Calcutta in 1783. He and Charles Wilkins founded the Asiatick Society to promote 
Indian (especially Sanskrit) literature. In late 1785, Wilkins taught Jones Sanskrit. Six months later, on 2 
February 1786, Jones gave a paper at the Asiatick Society which marks the birth of Indo-European 
linguistics. It was published in 1788. He wrote: 

The Sanscrit language, whatever be its antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more perfect than the Greek, more 
copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either, yet bearing to both of them a stronger 
affinity, both in the roots of verbs and in the forms of grammar, than could possibly have been produced by 
accident; so strong indeed that no philologer could examine them all three, without believing them to have 
sprung from some common source, which perhaps no longer exists: there is a similar reason, though not quite 
so forcible, for supposing that both the Gothick and the Celtick, though blended with a very different idiom, had 
the same origin with the Sanscrit; and the old Persian might be added to the same family. 

This was the first time such an imaginitive leap had been made. Nevertheless, Jones (and SCHLEGEL) 
offered only a preliminary outline of the field. The true founders of IE linguistics are GRIMM and BOPP. 
 
Freidrich von SCHLEGEL (1772-1829). German Romantic, professor at Jena. Studied Sanskrit in Paris. In 
1808, published Über die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier, suggested much the same as Jones, to whom he gives 
grateful credit. Suggests a possible grammatical correspondence between IE languages (p. 3). 
 
Rasmus RASK (1787-1832) Danish. In 1811, published a grammar of Icelandic alongside other Germanic 
languages. Wrote an Anglo-Saxon grammar in Swedish in 1817, and a grammar on Frisian in 1825. In 
1818, published An Essay on the Origin of the Ancient Scandinavian or Icelandic Tongue, tracing OIc to Lat and Gk. 
(Taught himself Persian in six weeks!) Proposed the forerunner to Grimm’s Law. His work on OE and OIc 
was adopted completely by Grimm, who corrected his own work following Rask. Rask also codified the 
correspondences between vowels in various Gmc languages. 
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Franz BOPP (1791-1863). Founder of Historical Linguistics. Born at 
Mainz, moved to Bavaria (where he read Schlegel’s book), then to Paris 
where he studied Sanskrit. In 1816, published Ober das Conjugationssystem 
der Sanskritsprache in Vergleichung mit jenem der griechischen, lateinischen, persischen 
and germanischen Sprache. In it, he showed the historical relation between 
Sanskrit and various European languages by concentrating on 
grammatical forms, such as inflections and conjugations. He was the first 
to do so. Bopp taught Sanskrit to Wilhelm von Humboldt. Von 
Humboldt then recommended him to the Berlin University in 1821, and 
Bopp became the first Chair of Sanskrit and comparative grammar. 
 
 
 

 
Jacob GRIMM (1785-1863). Founder of comparative historical linguistics. 
One of the famous Brothers Grimm (along with Wilhelm). Born in Hanau, 
son of a lawyer. His aunt was minor nobility in Hesse, and supported his 
studies on his father’s death. Grimm entered the University of Marburg in 
1802, and studied law. Moved to Paris, where he read medieval literature. In 
1808, Grimm became head librarian to the King of Westphalia. He took 
posts as professor and librarian at the University of Gottingen in 1829. After 
some political troubles, he and his brother became professors at the 
University of Berlin in 1840. His first publication in 1811 was Ober den 
altdeutschen Meistergesang on OHG poetry. He and his brother edited and 
published some of the first printed editions of ancient Germanic poetry. They 
collected folk tales, and pursued an interest in German sagas and poems. 
Their collection of fairy tales was published between 1812 and 1815. At the 

same time, J. Grimm edited the Norse Eddas and wrote an extremely influential book on Germanic religion 
and mythology. He used his legal and philological knowledge to great effect, collecting, editing, and 
publishing ancient Germanic laws in his 1828 Rechtsalterhümer. His greatest philological work was in four 
volumes and first published in 1819: Deutsche Grammatik. Following on work by Franz Bopp and others, 
Grimm illustrated the phonological correspondences between Sanskrit and its European descendents. By 
the second edition of this work, Grimm insisted on the Neogrammarian conclusion that phonological rules 
are without exception. 
 
BERLINER SCHULE. Comprised, among others, A. F. Pott (Halle), August Schleicher (Jena, and the first to 
attempt to reconstruct the IE language in  his 1861 Compendium der vergleichenden Grammatik ...), Aj. Schmidt 
(Berlin), and Adalbert Kuhn. Kuhn founded the very important journal Historische Sprachforschung, known 
among philologists as Kuhn’s journal. 
 
LEIPZIGER SCHULE. Comprised, among others, August Leskein (an expert on Slavic languages) and 
Hermann Paul. They concluded that phonetic rules in historical language change are without exception. 
Major language laws include Grimm’s Law, Verner’s Law, Brugmann’s Law, Osthoff’s Law, Grassman’s 
Law, and Bartholomae’s Law. 

 
Jànos SAJNOVICS and Samuel GYARMATHI. Founders of the Comparative Method. 
Hungarians who defined (in 1770 and 1799, respectively) the correlation between 
Hungarian and Lappish, thereby defining the Finno-Urgic family of languages. 


