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PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The autochthonous population of many East Central European cities was linguistically diverse until
World War II. Today, for some, this fact conjures nostalgic projections of an allegedly genteel
multicultural past. Many others associate it with conflict-laden national antagonism and hegemonic
oppression tilted toward a dominant language. However, even amid ideologies and politics, everyday
life needed to go on. Modern cities required ever-growing forms of interaction between their
inhabitants for work, the provision of services, trade and commerce, local affairs, leisure, and the
foundation of families. Speakers of different languages had no choice but to communicate with each
other in one form or another.
It remains by and large unknown how this worked in actual practice in the workshops, offices,
communal tenements, streets, markets, and inns of a historically grown multilingual urban society.
One such city was the Polish industrial hub of ?ód?, sometimes dubbed the ‘Polish Manchester.’
Under Russian rule until World War I and subsequently part of the Second Polish Republic, ?ód? was
home to speakers of Polish, Yiddish, German, and Russian. By applying contemporary sociolinguistic
concepts, it becomes possible to recreate fragments of the city’s multilingual historical reality on the
ground. Criminal court records of the time provide a particularly rich source toward this end. They
offer privileged glimpses into everyday life in historical ?ód? and its residents’ multilingual practices.
Some of them were bi- or even trilingual, others resorted to forms of mixing and blending dialects,
while officialdom required translations. These workings of urban polyglossia were fluid, adaptable,
and efficient––while also clearly an expression of social inequality and political conflict.

CV
Jan Fellerer graduated in Slavonic languages from the University of Vienna, including semesters
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