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Preface 1II

Libuse Duskova
Charles University, Prague

Mathesius’ Functional Analysis of Present-day English owes
its existence as a published book to the erudite editorial work of
Josef Vachek, who prepared the text from a typescript found among
Mathesius’ papers after his death. The history of Obsahovy rozbor
is described in Vachek’s afterword to its first edition in 1961.%
Mathesius himself had ascribed major importance to the appearance
of Obsahovy rozbor in print and had intended to prepare the edition
himself. He regarded it as a counterpart of his volume on Czech,
Cestina a obecny jazykozpyt (Czech and general 1inguistics),® whose
final edited version, though published posthumously® in 1947, was his
own work. However, he was prevented from carrying out his intention
by other pressing duties, and, perhaps even more, by his failing health.

From the age of forty until the end of his life he suffered from a serious

@ Vilém Mathesius, Obsahovy rozbor souc¢asné anglictiny na zakladé obecné
lingvistickém. Nakladatelstvi Ceskoslovenské akademie véd, Prague, 1961.

@ Vilém Mathesius, Cestina a obecny jazykozpyt. Melantrich, Prague, 1947.

(® Mathesius was born in 1882 and died in 1945, shortly before the end of World
War IL
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eye disease, later aggravated by an infirmity of the spine. He was able
to continue working only with the help of his student assistants who
read to him and took notes to his dictation.

The manuscript found after his death was a complete text, but it
was not prepared for print. It was a typescript of hand-written notes
taken according to Mathesius’ dictation by Karel Hais, who was his
student assistant in the mid-thirties of the last century. It was on the
basis of this transcript that Mathesius had intended to write the planned
functional analysis of English. For reasons noted above, the pre-war
history of Obsahovy rozbor remained at this stage. After the war, in
1949, Josef Vachek prepared the manuscript for print as a commission
from the Czech Academy of Sciences, but owing to a series of delays
its actual publication had to wait until 1961.

The theoretical framework of the description of English in
Obsahovy rozbor was first presented in Mathesius® work Rec a sloh”®
(Speech and style). Here language is described first from the viewpoint
of the relations between speech and the extralinguistic reality, and
between the language system and concrete utterances, and further in
terms of linguistic stylization and decoding. Linguistic stylization
shapes the content of thought (mental content) by means of two acts,
the act of denomination and the act of bringing the denominated units
into mutual relations. On this basis Obsahovy rozbor is divided into
two parts, the study of denomination and the study of functional
syntax. The former deals with the meaning and forms of naming units,
and their classification (parts of speech); the latter is concerned with

the sentence. Mathesius proceeds from his definition of the sentence,

@ Vilém Mathesius, Rec a sloh. In Bohuslav Havranek and Jan Mukafovsky (eds),
Cteni o jazyce a poezii (Readings of language and poetry). Druzstevni prace, Prague,
1942. Edited as a separate book in 1966.
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conceived from the aspect of its function in the act of communication.
In communicative acts most sentences consist of two basic content
components: what is spoken about (the basis of the utterance) and
what is said about it (the core of the utterance). This aspect of the
sentence has to be distinguished from its formal structure whose two
main parts are the grammatical subject and the grammatical predicate.
The description further includes the forms and functions of the clause
elements, the sentence as a whole from the viewpoint of the means
of complex condensation, word order, emphasis and negation, and
concludes with a treatment of the complex sentence, mood and tense.

Mathesius’ conception of the general linguistic aspects and his
novel approach to the description of English led Vachek to initiate
an English translation of Obsahovy rozbor, thus making it accessible
internationally. The English translation appeared in 1975% and was
soon followed by a Japanese translation Kino gengogaku,@ which
appeared twice in the early eighties. A reprint of the English translation
was published in China in 2008.”

Obsahovy rozbor represents Mathesius both as an Anglicist and a
general linguist. In the latter capacity he is better known for his early
treatise “O potencialnosti jevii jazykovych” @, first presented as a
lecture in the Royal Czech Society of Sciences in 1911. At that time,

the treatise met with little response from the academic community

@ Vilém Mathesius, 4 Functional Analysis of Present Day English on a General
Linguistic Basis. Academia, Prague, 1975.

2  Vilém Mathesius, Kiné gengogaku. Kirihara $oten, Tokjo, 1981, 1982.

(® Vilém Mathesius, 4 Functional Analysis of Present Day English on a General
Linguistic Basis. World Publishing Company, Peking, 2008.

@ On the potentiality of the phenomena of language. English translation by
Josef Vachek. In A4 Prague School Reader in Linguistics, 1-32. Indiana University,
Bloomington, 1964.
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since the ideas conveyed in it anticipated later developments that
were hard to accept in a period of historically oriented linguistics.
Contrariwise after becoming accessible in English, in the second half
of the last century, it was appreciated as having been a truly pioneering
work opening a new era in the history of linguistics. In his afterword to
Jazyk, kultura a slovesnost (Language, culture and li‘[erature)® Vachek
characterizes it as  “legendary” (p. 456). The treatise is based on two
novel features: the synchronic, non-historical approach to language and
the concept of potentiality. By this term Mathesius denoted synchronic
vacillation, illustrated by such points as differences in vowel
quantity, the status of the word as an independent language unit, and
others. Both features anticipated later developments: the synchronic
approach to language study foresaw Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course
de linguistique générale (1916), and the potentiality of language
phenomena anticipated the concepts of centre and periphery of
language phenomena, introduced in the sixties of the last century,® and
hence recognized as a universal feature of language.

Mathesius mostly wrote in Czech, only some of his major general
linguistic papers were written in a foreign language. Of these, most
were devoted to phonological questions:

“On the phonological system of Modern English” (Donum
natalicium Schrijnen, Nijmegen-Utrecht, 1929); “La structure
phonologique du lexique du tchéque moderne” (Mélanges

linguistiques dédiés au Premier congreés des philologues slaves, Prague,

@ Vilém Mathesius, Jazyk, kultura a slovesnost. Odeon, Prague, 1982. The
volume presents a selection of Mathesius’ major works, prepared by Josef Vachek on the
occasion of the centenary of Mathesius’ birth (1882—1982); it is supplemented by a complete
annotated bibliography of Mathesius’ works, compiled by Emanuel Macek.

Q@ Cf. Travaux linguistiques de Prague 2, 1966. Les problémes du centre et de la
péripherie du systeme de la langue. Academia, Prague.



Preface I

1929), “Zielen und Aufgaben der vergleichenden Phonologie”
(Xenia Pragensia: Ernesto Kraus septuagenario et Josepho Janko
sexuagenario ab amicis, collegis, discipulis oblata, Prague, 1929),

“Zum Problem der Belastungs- und Kombinationsfihigkeit der
Phoneme” [ Réunion phonologique internationale tenue a Prague
(18=21/12 1930) 1931 ] . Other general linguistic questions treated
in a foreign language included functional linguistics and synchronic
analysis of grammar: “La place de la linguistique fonctionelle et
structurale dans le développement général des études linguistiques”
(Casopis pro moderni filologii 18, 1931—1932, No. 1); “On some
problems of the systematic analysis of grammar ” (Etudes dédiées au
Quatrieme congres des linguistes. Prague, 1936; reprinted in Vachek,
1964, Note 8); “Zur synchronischen Analyse fremden Sprachguts”
(Englische Studien 70, 1935; reprinted in Vachek, 1964, Note 8).
Functional sentence perspective was treated in a foreign language
only once: “Zur Satzperspektive im modernen Englisch” (Archiv
fiir das Studium der neueren Sprachen und Literaturen 155, 1929).
The term used in this article, Satzperspektive, gave rise to the English
counterpart functional sentence perspective of the Czech term aktudlni
¢lenéni vétné, whose literal translation ( ‘actual division of the
sentence’ ) was inapplicable.

Obsahovy rozbor and the study on potentiality characterize the
two main spheres of Mathesius’ scholarly activities, his role at Charles
University and in the Prague Linguistic Circle. For English studies it is
doubtless the university sphere that is more important. Mathesius became
the first professor of English language and literature in 1912, which
was a necessary condition for the establishment of English studies
at Charles University. Being qualified to teach not only the English

language but also English literature, he was able to provide tuition in
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both principal disciplines. Among his many literary works, a major place
belongs to his history of Anglo-Saxon and Middle English literature, and
to his studies on Shakespeare. The fact that Mathesius’ literary studies
are little known abroad is due to their being written in Czech.

From the viewpoint of Czech linguistics and its contribution
to the development of linguistics in general, however, Mathesius is
inseparably connected with the Prague Linguistic Circle. In 1926
he was one of the Circle’s co-founders, and until the end of his life
its chairman. Mathesius is thus also inseparably connected with the
origin and development of the Prague School of Linguistics, functional
structuralism.

Mathesius’ work has followers especially in two lines of research:
contrastive studies of languages and investigation of functional
sentence perspective. Both lines of research have continuously
advanced. Contrastive studies have gained a new inducement from the
availability of digitalized aligned parallel corpora, which underlie a
qualitatively new stage in contrastive research. Mathesius’ concept of
functional sentence perspective has laid the foundations for all Czech
theories of information structure.” However, Obsahovy rozbor is worth
reading not only because of these points. It contains other insightful
observations on different aspects of the English language system which
have not yet been recognized as such and further elaborated, and thus

offers inspiration for hitherto neglected lines of research.

June 2017

(@D Of these the most important for English studies is the theory of functional
sentences perspective, elaborated by Jan Firbas (Functional Sentence Perspective in
Written and Spoken Communication. Cambridge University Press, 1992), and further
developed by his coworkers and pupils.
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@ Vilém Mathesius. 1928. On linguistic characterology with illustrations from
modern English. In Actes du Premier Congrés International de Linguists a La Haye
du 10-15 avril 1928. Leiden: A. W. Sijthoff, 56-63. Reprinted in Vachek, Josef (ed.).
A Prague School Reader in Linguistics. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 1964,
59-67.



