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Aims of the talk

• An overview of some of the 
trending topics in the field of 
dialectology = linguistics
involving cartography

• Different problems
• History (who, when, where)
• Data (digitalization, recordings)
• Mapping (methods and tools) 

source

https://www.cambridge.org/be/academic/subjects/languages-linguistics/sociolinguistics/dialectology-2nd-edition?format=PB
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Phase I : The pioneers



Sprachatlas des deutschen Reichs (SDR)

• PhD student and librarian at the 
University of Marburg

Georg Wenker
[1852-1911]

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Georg_Wenker


Sprachatlas des deutschen Reichs (SDR)

• Methods

• Task: translate in local dialect +/-
40 sentences written in 
Hochdeutsch
• Answers are written and 

questionnaires are 
displayed/gathered by mail
• Target: schoolmasters and 

students The Wenker phrases

https://wenker.citizenscience.ch/en/wenker
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• 1887 – questionnaires are sent in all 

the remaining areas of the Reich
• 1888 – 45.000 questionnaires are 

filled
• 1926-1933 – extension to other
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Sprachatlas des deutschen Reichs (SDR)

• Timeline (2/2)

• 1923 – more than 1600 maps are 
produced by hand
• They cover 339 linguistic items
• After Wenkers’ death, work was

continued by his assistants
• Nowadays, most of it has been 

digitized and available online
• A call to the crowd is made to 

transcribe Swiss material
Beispiel aus Wenker (1888–1923): Kt. Bäumchen

https://regionalsprache.de/wa.aspx
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• 1923 – more than 1600 maps are 
produced by hand
• They cover 339 linguistic items
• After Wenker’s death, work was
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Sprachatlas des deutschen Reichs (SDR)

• Timeline (2/2)

• 1923 – more than 1600 maps are 
produced by hand
• They cover 339 linguistic items
• After Wenker’s death, work was

continued by his assistants
• Nowadays, most of it has been 

digitized and available online
• A call to the crowd is made to 

transcribe Swiss material
https://wenker.citizenscience.ch/en/home

https://wenker.citizenscience.ch/en/home


Atlas Linguistique de la France (ALF)

• Swiss linguist, teaching in Paris (EPHE)

Jules Gilliéron
(1854-1926)

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jules_Gilli%C3%A9ron
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jules_Gilli%C3%A9ron


Atlas Linguistique de la France (ALF)

• Methods

• Task: translate in local dialect between
1400 and 2000 sentences (from French)

• Answers are written by a single person, 
Edmond Edmont, a retired gricer

• Participants: 
• 735 informants (incl. 102 women)
• whoever is available (teachers, secretaries, 

farmers, etc. 
• 638 locations

source

http://tulquest.huma-num.fr/sites/default/files/questionnaires/149/Questionnaire%20ALF.pdf
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Atlas Linguistique de la France (ALF)

• Timeline

• 1897-1901: material gathering
• 1902-1910: publication of the maps
• 1918: Généalogie des mots qui désignent 

l’abeille (< Gilliéron)
• 2005: Lectures de l’ALF
• 2015-2020: Maps are digitized, thaye can

be processed and downloaded online 

Source : Brun-Trigaud et al. 2005: 21
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Atlas Linguistique de la France (ALF)

• Timeline

• 1897-1901: material gathering
• 1902-1910: publication
• 1918: Généalogie des mots qui désignent 

l’abeille (< Gilliéron)
• 2005: Lectures de l’ALF
• 2015-2020: Maps are digitized, they can

be processed and downloaded online 

CartoDialect

http://lig-tdcge.imag.fr/cartodialect5/


Sprach- und Sachatlas Italiens und der 
Südschweiz (= AIS) 

• Swiss linguists, students of 
Gilliéron

Karl Jaberg
[1877-1958]

Jacob Jud
[1882-1952]

https://www.italiano.unibe.ch/dienstleistungen/ais_archiv/karl_jaberg/index_ger.html
https://www.italiano.unibe.ch/dienstleistungen/ais_archiv/karl_jaberg/index_ger.html
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jakob_Jud
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jakob_Jud
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Südschweiz (= AIS) 

• Method

• Task: translate in local dialect between
2000 and 4000 sentences (from Italian) + 
picture naming

• Method: 3 different persons in charge of 
the surveys

• Participants: 
• 407 locations
• As many different speakers needed for each

location, depending on the field
(ethnographic)
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Sprach- und Sachatlas Italiens und der 
Südschweiz (= AIS) 

• Method

• Task: translate in local dialect between
2000 and 4000 sentences (from Italian) + 
picture naming

• Method: 3 different persons in charge of 
the surveys

• Participants: 
• 407 locations
• As many different speakers needed for each

location, depending on the field
(ethnographic)

source

https://www.dh-lehre.gwi.uni-muenchen.de/?p=21088


Sprach- und Sachatlas Italiens und der 
Südschweiz (= AIS) 

• Timeline

• 1919-1928: material gathering
• 1928-1940: publication
• 2009: naviAIS
• 2020: AIS reloaded

source

https://www.italiano.unibe.ch/unibe/portal/fak_historisch/dsl/italiano/content/e75031/e75032/e648011/e825893/CatalogazioneAIS_Frugareneiquestionari_sito_ita.pdf
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• ALF: a field survey, with a selected

number of locations 
• AIS: survey has to take into

account ethnologic aspects of 
everyday life
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Summary

• Three atlases, three different
approaches

• SDR: postal surveys, lots of points, 
mapping was complicated
• ALF: a field survey, with a selected

number of locations 
• AIS: survey has to take into

account ethnologic aspects of 
everyday life

AIS 1305: Designations for ‘oil lamp’
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Ibero-Romance

• Several projects aiming at 
mapping language variation are 
launched in these countries 
where linguistic geography was
born…

• In parallel, other countries/areas 
are covered by linguistic atlases

Atlas Lingüístico de la Península Ibérica

http://alpi.csic.es/es/alpi/la-red-de-encuesta


Dutch

• Several projects aiming at 
mapping language variation are 
launched in these countries 
where linguistic geography was
born…

• In parallel, other countries/areas 
are covered by linguistic atlases

Reeks Nederlandse Dialectatlassen

https://www.meertens.knaw.nl/kaartenbank/


English

• Several projects aiming at 
mapping language variation are 
launched in these countries 
where linguistic geography was
born…

• In parallel, other countries/areas 
are covered by linguistic atlases

Survey of English Dialects

https://twitter.com/tweetolectology


Summary

• Gilliéron’s legacy

• Smaller areas, not always super 
well comparable
• Such field surveys are time 

consuming, and expensive
• A lot of material are still not 

published
• Dialects are facing extinction in 

many regions…
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Map 0805: Map from the Atlas linguistique et ethnographique de l’Alsace
showing the distribution of terms for ‘rooster’ (ALA, vol. 2, map 97)

http://ala.u-strasbg.fr

http://ala.u-strasbg.fr/
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Summary

• Gilliéron’s legacy

• Smaller areas, not always super 
well comparable
• Such field surveys are time 

consuming, and expensive
• A lot of material are still not 

published
• Dialects are facing extinction in 

many regions…

Schmidt, Jürgen Erich (ed.), 2010. Language and Space – An International Handbook of Linguistic Variation. Berlin: De Gruyter.



Phase III : The Crowdsourcers



The Harvard Dialect Survey [1999-]

• Launched by Bert Vaux, Harvard 
University, in 1999
• 122 questions

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bert_Vaux
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The Harvard Dialect Survey [1999-]

• Launched by Bert Vaux, Harvard 
University, in 1999
• 122 questions

• What word do you use for gawking 
at someone in a lustful way?
• Do you say "expecially", or 

"especially"?

http://dialect.redlog.net/
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The Harvard Dialect Survey [1999-]

• Launched by Bert Vaux, Harvard 
University, in 1999
• 122 questions
• Results displayed on maps
• The survey was lately copied by 

a journalist from the NYT
coke

soda

pop

http://dialect.redlog.net/
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The Harvard Dialect Survey [1999-]

• Launched by Bert Vaux, Harvard 
University, in 1999
• 122 questions
• Results displayed on maps
• The survey was lately copied by 

a journalist from the NYT and a 
book was published in 2016



Atlas zur deutschen Alltagssprache [2003-]

• Launched by S. Elspass & R. 
Möller, in 2003
• 12 surveys * +/- 35 questions
• Results displayed on maps
• The surveys gave birth to a book 

in 2018 S. Elspass R. Möller
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Français de nos Régions [2015-]

• Launched by Mathieu Avanzi and 
André Thibault in 2015
• +/- 20 surveys * 40 questions
• Results displayed on maps
• Several books were published in 

2017, 2019, 2020
• An app is coming soon (March 

2021)
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Adrian Leeman and colleagues
• A smartphone app: record and 

localize people (20 questions)
• Results displayed on maps
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• Launched by Miriam Bouzouita, 
Mónica Castillo Lluch and 
Enrique Pato
• A web app: localize people (26 

questions)
• Results of the questions not 

publicly available yet

Source : Castillo Lluch, to app.
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Step 3 
Map – interpolation

• Several methods to interpolate
the empty space between the 
points

• Tessellation [link]
• Inverse Distance Interpolation 

[link]
• Kriging [link]

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kriging


How to lie with Maps? 
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