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Abstract

Diachronic corpora are essential tools in linguistic research, enabling scholars to analyze how
language changes over time. These corpora, consisting of texts from different historical
periods, allow researchers to examine shifts in syntax, morphology, semantics, and phonology.
This article explores the development and use of diachronic corpora, discusses key challenges
such as data sparsity and representativeness, and highlights influential works and researchers
in the field, such as Sten Rissanen’s Helsinki Corpus and Douglas Biber’s multi-dimensional
analysis of historical texts. Through these corpora, linguists gain valuable insights into the
patterns and processes that shape language evolution.
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Introduction
Language is in a constant state of flux, influenced by social, cultural, and technological
changes. To study these changes systematically, linguists rely on diachronic corpora—
collections of texts from different periods that allow for longitudinal analysis. These corpora
enable researchers to track linguistic evolution in syntax, morphology, semantics, and
phonology across centuries. By providing empirical evidence, diachronic corpora serve as
crucial resources for both historical linguistics and language modeling.

This article explores the creation, challenges, and significance of diachronic corpora in
linguistic research. It also reviews key contributions by scholars like Sten Rissanen and
Douglas Biber, whose work has advanced the field of diachronic corpus linguistics.

A diachronic corpus is a collection of texts that spans different historical periods, allowing
researchers to analyze language change over time. Unlike synchronic corpora, which capture
language use at a single point in time, diachronic corpora offer a longitudinal perspective. They
are particularly useful for:

. Tracking changes in grammar (e.g., the decline of case endings in English)

. Studying shifts in vocabulary and meaning (e.g. the word nice provides an interesting
example of semantic shift over time. Originally, in the 14th century, nice meant ‘foolish' or
‘ignorant,’ but over the centuries, it has undergone several changes in meaning—from 'timid’
and 'fussy’ in the 15th century to its more modern sense of ‘pleasant’ or 'agreeable’ by the 18th
century. Diachronic corpora help trace such changes, allowing researchers to see how social
and cultural contexts influence the evolution of word meanings.)
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. Analyzing the phonological changes in spoken language

Prominent examples include the Helsinki Corpus and the Corpus of Historical American
English (COHA), which contain texts from different time periods to enable comparative
historical analysis. The Helsinki Corpus of English Texts (Rissanen, Kytd, & Heikkonen, 1996)
is one of the most widely used diachronic corpora. It includes texts from 730 AD to 1700 AD,
covering Old, Middle, and Early Modern English periods. The corpus has allowed researchers
to systematically study changes in English syntax, morphology, and lexicon.

Diachronic corpora provide invaluable resources for understanding historical language
development. By analyzing these corpora, linguists can uncover patterns of
grammaticalization, lexical change, and phonological shifts. Moreover, such studies inform
broader theories of language evolution, helping researchers answer questions like:

. How does language change under social and historical pressures?
. What are the mechanisms of syntactic simplification over time?
. How do borrowings from other languages integrate into native linguistic systems?

Douglas Biber, in his research on the Corpus of Early English Correspondence (CEEC), used
multi-dimensional analysis to compare linguistic features across different time periods. Biber's
work demonstrated how genre influences language change, showing that written and spoken
forms of language evolve differently due to the constraints of each medium (Biber, 1995).
Several scholars have made significant contributions to diachronic corpus linguistics. Sten
Rissanen, one of the pioneers of diachronic corpus linguistics, led the development of the
Helsinki Corpus (Rissanen, 1996). This corpus remains a fundamental resource for studying
the history of English, covering over 1.5 million words from Old, Middle, and Early Modern
English periods. The Helsinki Corpus has been instrumental in examining shifts in English
syntax and morphology, such as the loss of inflections and changes in word order.

Douglas Biber’s multi-dimensional approach has been revolutionary in analyzing historical
corpora. His work on the Corpus of Early English Correspondence (Biber & Finegan, 2001)
offered new ways to investigate how linguistic features co-occur and vary across different time
periods and genres. Biber’s analysis revealed that features such as passive constructions and
nominalizations decreased in correspondence, while the use of contractions and informal
features increased, marking a shift toward a more colloquial style of English over time.

In their edited volume The Emergence of English: Evidence from a Diachronic Corpus, Krug
and Rosenbach (2009) explore language variation and change through diachronic corpora.
Their work emphasizes the role of social factors, like urbanization and literacy rates, in driving
language change. They focus on phenomena such as the rise of the progressive aspect in
English (e.g., “is going”) and the decline of the subjunctive mood.

Mark Davies is known for his work on the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA),
which contains over 400 million words from 1810 to the present. COHA provides a
comprehensive view of the evolution of American English, with texts from fiction, newspapers,
and other sources. Davies' work on COHA has led to numerous insights into lexical change,
such as the increasing use of technical jargon and the influence of technological advancements
on vocabulary.
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Challenges in Compiling Diachronic Corpora

Creating a diachronic corpus poses several unique challenges:

e Historical texts are often scarce, especially for older periods. This sparsity limits the scope
of analysis, making it difficult to generalize findings across time periods (Curzan, 2003).

e Ensuring that a diachronic corpus is representative of the language used in each period is
a challenge. Many early texts, such as legal documents and religious writings, may not reflect
everyday speech.

e Historical texts often vary in orthography and grammar, which requires normalization
before analysis. For example, Old English and Middle English texts exhibit significant spelling
variations, complicating the task of automatic text processing.

Diachronic corpora have numerous applications, both in academia and industry. Linguists use
diachronic corpora to trace language change and model how languages evolve under various
influences. By analyzing language change in historical texts, researchers can gain insights into
shifting cultural norms, values, and ideologies. Diachronic corpora can be used to train models
in natural language processing that need to account for historical language usage, such as in
historical text digitization projects and cultural heritage preservation.

Diachronic corpora have transformed the study of language change, allowing linguists to
examine how languages evolve over centuries. From the pioneering work of Sten Rissanen
with the Helsinki Corpus to Douglas Biber's multi-dimensional analysis, these corpora have
provided invaluable insights into syntactic, lexical, and phonological shifts in languages like
English. Although compiling such corpora presents challenges—such as dealing with sparse
data and ensuring representativeness—their benefits far outweigh the difficulties. As
computational techniques improve, diachronic corpora will continue to play an essential role
in both historical linguistics and NLP applications.
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