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Abstract: This issue of the Journal of Historical Sociolinguistics aims to contribute
to our understanding of the role of merchants in language standardisation by
focussing on howmerchants can be seen as agents of linguistic change across various
European vernaculars at various points in time. By analysing data from a varied set
of languages, including Italian, Norwegian, Spanish, and Dutch, the authors provide
insight into merchant writing in relation to language standardisation from different
perspectives and at different times. The extant material available from merchants,
their role as intermediaries in the commercial world, their functional and variable
literacy, and their social and geographical mobility, all mean that merchant writing
is able to offer unique insights into the vicissitudes of language history.
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Merchants1 and written documents produced by merchants continue to provide
fascinating source material for historical sociolinguists. While business writing has
been studied from many perspectives in language history, the focus of this special
issue is on the role of merchants in language standardisation.2 Part of the motivation
for greater attention to merchant writing in recent years has been a re-evaluation of
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1 The terms ‘merchants’ and ‘traders’ will be used synonymously in this introduction even though
their roles may have varied in different countries and time periods (see for instance the distinction
made in Middleton 2003).
2 Standardisation as a topic in historical sociolinguistics continues to attract much attention in its
own right (Vandenbussche 2022). For Romance, there now exist a manual of standardisation
(Lebsanft and Tacke 2020), and chapters on standardisation feature in major compendia of Romance
(e.g. Pountain 2016). For historical investigations of business and official correspondence in English,
see Dossena and Fitzmaurice (2006), and for a contemporary study of the role of modern business
writing and standardisation from a sociolinguistic perspective with a focus on English, see Linn et al.
(2018).
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language history ‘from below’, as studies of variation in the past aim to incorporate a
greater range of texts and textual variation (Ayres-Bennett 2004; Elspaß 2021; Elspaß
et al. 2007; Graser and Tlusty 2011).3 The extant documentation available from
merchants, their role as intermediaries in the commercial world, their functional
and variable literacy, and their social and geographical mobility, all mean that
merchant writing is able to offer unique insights into certain vicissitudes of language
history.4 Nevertheless, the role of merchants has so far been the object of few
monographic studies or edited collections in studies of language standardisation.
Most recently, Wagner et al. (2017) brought together a series of papers which
considered the particular trade argots developed by merchants across several
languages, including English, Judaeo-Arabic writing, Norwegian, Italian, Yiddish,
German, and others. While that volume is not specifically concerned with the
question of standardisation, the authors noted that “traders play an important role
in promoting and spreading language standards” (Wagner and Beinhoff 2017: 5).
The role of merchants in language contact and their agency in terms of innovation
(i.e. the introduction of new variants in a language community) are just a fewways in
which they have been involved in processes of standardisation, either directly or
indirectly. This is especially the case for particular forms of supralocalisation or the
development of urban vernaculars. The papers contained in this special issue, on the
other hand, focus more specifically on the role of merchants as protagonists in the
various processes associatedwith standardisation, across a range of languages, some
from Germanic and some from Romance. Our overall aim has been to zoom in on
particular communities, historical periods, or textual exchanges which deal directly
with merchants and merchant writing, and which can help to place merchant
language and their deliberate or unintentional promotion of written dialects in a
broader sociolinguistic context for different vernaculars across Europe.

Scholars have returned repeatedly to merchant writing, particularly
correspondence, in studies of standardisation, largely as part of a broader effort to

3 Elspaß reminds us that the term ‘from below’ can evoke two concepts, the first referring to ‘the
operation of internal, linguistic factors’ and processes of language change which are ‘below the level
of social awareness’ (Labov 1994: 78), whereas standardisation from below calls tomind the ‘language
history frombelow’ in the studies cited above (Elspaß 2021: 93). Hereweuse the term in the historical-
sociolinguistic sense, describing “both the development of a vernacular to become a standard variety,
understood as a ‘a uniform and consistent norm of writing that is widely accepted by its speakers’
(Haugen 1994: 4340), and the emergence of language variants from vernaculars into a standard
variety, even despite the preference of other variants by language authorities” (Elspaß 2021: 93).
4 We use the term ‘merchant writing’ in a broad sense here to refer to all textual material produced
bymerchants, including letters, bills of exchange, accounts etc. Some of these are discussed below. An
overview of different text types of business and official correspondence from a historical perspective
is available in Dossena and Fitzmaurice (2006); see also Gobber and Milani (2002).

184 Brown and Auer



investigate processes of language change. The focus on merchant language can be
explained by several reasons. In part, for many European vernaculars there exists a
copious amount of writtenmaterial thatmerchants have bequeathed us, not to speak
of the abundant unpublished material that lays buried in archives and that is yet to
be explored. Editions ofmerchant letters continue to appearwith regular occurrence
(for Italy, for example, see Braunstein 2021; Formentin 2018; Tomasin 2016a),
providing a wide array of source material from which to choose. Furthermore,
merchant writing can provide a window into how communication was successfully
facilitated across early modern Europe, at a time of widespread linguistic variation.
As a mobile and geographically widespread presence, merchants “were involved in
building up a shared language of diplomacy, such as linguistic and intermediatory
skills, local know-how, or a developed inclination for letter-writing, data-recording,
and information-gathering” (Lazzarini 2015: 38). The heterogeneous typology of
merchants, some ‘big’ and some ‘small’, has meant that they performed different
negotiating roles across various trade and border zones.5 For all these reasons,
merchant writing continues to offer useful data for studies of standardisation
processes.

Another reason for the ongoing interest in merchant correspondence relates
precisely to their position as trade ‘intermediaries’ in European society and the
emergence of a middle social class. In this sense, merchants occupy an intermediate
position along the continuum for those seeking evidence of language change
‘from below’. Whilemost merchants were part of a professional organisation such as
a guild, they often acted independently of themselves with little to no regulation
in their writing. Thus, merchant texts are some of the least likely to be subject
to influences from authorities, that is, language ‘from above’.6 In most histories
of standardisation in European vernaculars, such influences from above can be
identified with the interventionist attempts from a state institution or linguistic
academy. Oftentimes these attempts were aimed at regulating language in a
particular way; at the same time, writers may have been subject to influences from
literary or other external models of writing (for English, see for instance Magnusson
1999: 114–138 on merchant discourse and letter writing manuals). This is rarely the
case with merchant writing, however. In general, merchant letters are composed
quickly. Writers needed to be able to send large quantities of correspondence in
order to facilitate the rapid exchange of business information relating to currencies,
exchanges rates, weather, ships and shipping, movement of peoples, not to mention
the relative prices of goods and services (Spufford 2002). Originating in Italy, a

5 See the useful review article by Carboni (2014), and the section Lingue senza nazioni [Languages
without nations].
6 For an excellent overview of language standardisation ‘from above’, see Rutten and Vosters (2021).
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bespoke script was developed precisely for this purpose known as la mercantesca.7

This script was cursive, quicker to write compared to previous types of script that
had been circulating, such as Gothic or miniscule. Depending on the type of
merchant, their education, their network, and their background, merchant writing
can therefore be considered at one end of a continuum of formal/informal writing.
Merchants with greater literacy may be more likely positioned somewhere along
the middle of this continuum, perhaps incorporating the most local and dialectal
features into their writing while still attempting to aim for a higher degree of
formality. For these reasons, merchant texts allow greater access to a ‘language
of immediacy’ (Koch and Oesterreicher 2012: 445–451) for studies of standardisation,
with a more immediate focus on ‘language in use’ that is free from any authority.
In this sense, Graser and Tlusty (2009) have spoken of ‘layers of literacy’ and a
distinction between non-professional versus professional writing in sixteenth-
century Germany. In line with this, Rees Jones (2014: 220) links merchant writing in
LateMedieval England (amongst other text types produced in cities) to ‘civic literacy’,
i.e. the creation of records and archives for self-government as well as “writing in
creating a sense of identity and purpose within a civic community”, e.g. writing
produced by individual merchants ormerchant guilds.8 In short, it is the very nature
of merchant writing itself that allows for a deeper investigation into aspects of
standardisation from below. In this sense, it is here where conventionalization
and a “widespread acceptance of varieties and variants” are likely to be found
(Elspaß 2021: 93, his emphasis).9

The dispersion of merchants over large geographical distances has also led to
a re-examination of how communication was effectively carried out, given the high
degree of dialectal variation of many European vernaculars. In the case of Italy,
previous scholars had stressed the ‘mutual unintelligibility’ of vernaculars, a point
stressed by modern dialectology and its emphasis on the high degree of diatopic
variation (Muljačić 1997).10 Merchant writing has been used as evidence to reassess
the degree of mutual intercomprehension present in Late Medieval Italy. By looking
at the successful, and continual, communication between merchants as a case study,
scholars have argued recently that the typological differences between vernaculars
was not as pronounced as had once been thought (Carlucci 2020; Tomasin 2021). The
existence of pluricentric/pluriareal languages has given researchers the possibility

7 Ceccherini (2008, 2009, 2010).
8 See Schaeken (2019) about writing on birchbark for correspondence and administration in the
Medieval merchant city of Novgorod and other cities in the Northwest of Russia.
9 On themeaning of ‘acceptance’ in standardisation, seeMilroy andMilroy (1991: 27–28). The concept
of acceptance was also part of Haugen’s original model, although often conceptualized in broader,
social terms (Haugen 1966).
10 For a reassessment of this position, Vincent (2006).
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to exploit genres, text types, writing traditions etc. which permit these regional
elements to come to the fore. Unsurprisingly, merchant or commercial texts (as well
as private writing, government writing) “has allowed scholars to chart not only the
development and use of regional norms […] but also the swift effect of legislation
and the accompanying shift in actual writing practices” (Vandenbussche 2022: 223).
The social and geographical mobility of merchants is precisely the type of writing
which is more likely to provide evidence for regional variation.11 Attention to the
pluricentric/pluriareal linguistic traditions has often been a prominent feature in
studies of language standards in historical sociolinguistics (Brown 2020; Li 2020;
Regis 2017). The incorporation of a plurilingual perspective allows a more nuanced,
more complete picture to come to the fore. This is the case, for example, in Sadovski-
Kornprobst’s recent work on multilingualism in Venetian Dalmatia, who has shown
that “Slavic is quite visible as a spoken language in the extant administrative sources,
while it was not used as a written language by the Venetian administration or by the
inhabitants of Split in their communicationwith this administration” (2021: 226–227).

One particular research finding from recent years has been a focus on language
selection in merchant writing. What has emerged from the application of this
research paradigm is the importance of the “symbolic aspect of the choice” in a
business context and its political value (Lazzarini 2015: 241). Here the question of
accommodation theory has also been applied, since merchant sellers are clearly
willing to accommodate to their interlocutor in a linguistic sense (when their
linguistic skills enabled them), in order to “butter up” their business partner for a
better deal (Brown 2017, 2023). In some cases, merchants mixed their languages in
a free way; in other cases, they made full use of their linguistic repertoire for
strategic gain (Guidi Bruscoli 2011, 2014b). Part of this strategy involved circulating
information to particular actors at particular times, revealing the competitive
advantage that news about certainmarkets could bring. It is unsurprising, in a sense,
that merchants made “strategic choices”, sometimes facilitated by a non-vehicular
language, in order to curry all sorts of favours, thus mirroring forms of linguistic
accommodation in other domains of activity. This was the case, for example, on the
occasion of a famous embassy sent by Florence to France in thewinter of 1461–1462 to
congratulate the new king, Louis XI. The choice of the vernacular over Latin in this
case meant that “the symbolic value of the linguistic choice was more important
than the primary goal of being understood” (Lazzarini 2015: 246). In other cases,

11 In some cases, itinerant merchants provide a “semi-permanent presence” in weekly markets,
such as in the towns of Achi (Guatemala) allowing particular vernaculars to survive. For centuries,
“market networks have sustained multilingual regional spaces in which languages such as K’iche’,
Q’eqchi’ and Kaqchikel are regularly spoken beyond their traditional areas in Guatemala” (Romero
2021: 630).
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merchants played a role in spreading new variants in a community. Nevalainen
and Raumolinen-Brunberg (2003), for example, found that the English Royal Court
was influential in the diffusion of new northern variants but that these northern
forms “were adopted by Londonmerchants andfirst spread through correspondence
in the City” – this is just one example of linguistic features that can be seen as a
standardisation process from below (Elspaß 2021: 106).

Another particularly fertile area of investigation has been the study ofmerchant
texts in order to discern evidence ofmixed languagewriting (Wright 1999, 2012, 2013).
More and more, scholars are looking to merchant writing for early evidence of how
communicationwas negotiated amongmultilingualmerchants, across distances that
were geographically vast (Bowles and Brown 2022; Manni 2016; Sosnowski 2003).
There has also been a renewed emphasis on the various typologies of merchant
writing, and the different ways in which that writing might show a patterned
linguistic variation. While the articles contained in this special issue take ‘corre-
spondence’ in a broad sense to focus on letters and letter writers, merchant writing
can also encompass awide range of text types such as bills of exchange, accounts and
account books, receipts, invoices, bills of lading andmanymore (for Italy, see Gobber
andMilani 2002). One issue that still needs further investigation is a cross-cultural or
cross-linguistic comparison of how merchant language varies across these different
typologies. Even the question of what a ‘letter’ is, when viewed in historical
perspective, is not straightforward when thinking about the past, especially as
merchant writing is often found mixed together with other types of writing such as
travel accounts, literary references, or interspersed with private and public ac-
counts. Indeed,Meluzzi’s (2023) recent investigation of the various languages present
(Italian, German, French) in the Menzes family of merchants in Bolzano distin-
guishes between private, commercial and official correspondence, noting that “these
documents show an elevated level of linguistic awareness in selecting different
linguistic codes according to both the content and addressee of the letter” (Meluzzi
2023: 261).

What this research trajectory has revealed is the much greater presence of
morpho-phonological variation than what had previously been recorded, as well as
the high degree of lexical (and therefore cultural) exchange in much early European
business writing. Scholars have for instance exploited merchant writing to investi-
gate the presence of loanwords in merchant texts (Bowles and Brown 2022;
Cella 2007, 2009, 2010; Kaislaniemi 2017a, 2017b; Scharinger 2023; Tiddeman 2018,
2020, 2022, 2023). Studies of lexical exchange have led to reinterpretations of the role
of merchants in language history and standardisation, especially with regard to the
degree of integration between different languages and the extent of code-mixing.
By following the ‘social life of words’, new research paradigms are emerging such
as ‘lexical sociolinguistics’ (Wright 2022), stressing the mixed nature of historical
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non-literary writing. Other studies have sought to highlight the dialectal variety
inherent in merchant texts. For example, Tomasin (2019) has recently provided a
critical edition of merchant letters with full philological apparatus, showing the
interesting mixed forms of early Tuscan and Occitan. Other studies of merchant
communities in overseas territories have led to new insight into merchants and
lexical exchange, such as the Italian communities in the City of London (Bradley
2018), while others still have been able to shed light on how languages can function as
network formation in early modern Europe (Guidi Bruscoli 2014a, 2014b, 2015, 2016;
Guidi Bruscoli and Lutkin 2017).12 Indeed, languages themselves could form part of a
broader communication strategy across various groups, resulting in often partial or
semi-communication practices (Braunmüller 1996, 1997, 2000). Even merchant ship
names can provide evidence for languagemixing in themultilingual environment of
medieval Britain (Trotter 2003). What these cases all point to is the multilingual
competence of merchant writers, quickly adopting and adapting their linguistic
repertoire to a multilingual environment and acquiring new skills to be able to
engage in trade. The implications for language standardisation are that the histories
of standard languages will need to be revised in order to account for this variation –

and extension – of language at their origins.
In fact, Wright (2020) has recently suggested that the history of English can be

rewritten in terms of a paradigm of variation. By considering themultilingual nature
of business writing, it is possible to consider the multilingual origins of the history of
Englishmore generally. More precisely,Wright (2020: 13) notes that “[t]rade and craft
guilds correlate with early adoption of monolingual supralocal English”. Parallels
across differing language traditionsmust be drawn carefully, however. For example,
in the history of Italian, it is more difficult to suggest a similar hypothesis. It is well
known that Italian was born as a written, literary language, following the success of
the so-called ‘three crowns’ of Florence (Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio). Consequently,
Italian has remained ‘locked into literature’ for most of its existence. Its codification
in the early sixteenth century was based on this writing of the fourteenth century,
while Italians continued to speak their local vernaculars (and in many centres
of activity, also to write them). Nevertheless, certain authors are beginning to
investigate the so-far untold history of ‘Italian in contact with other languages’,
particularly with regard to non-literary writing (Carboni 2014; Petrocchi and

12 Much archival work is still to be done in order to recover the ‘hidden’ groups of merchants in
foreign lands and territories, in order to reconstruct the history of particular trading groups who
often travelled across large geographical distances. See Guidi Bruscoli (2016) for Italianmerchants in
English archives, as well as Guidi Bruscoli (2014b) on a Florentine merchant in Lisbon during the
Portuguese empire. Other work on Italian merchants in London and Paris has looked as evidence of
language contact (Trotter 2011). For a Florentine merchant and his correspondence with German-
speaking clients, see Weissen (2000).
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Brown 2023). Pioneering work by Tomasin has begun to look at the languages of
non-Venetians and linguistic interaction, for example, but also the mixed language
nature of merchant writing between Tuscans and non-Italian writers further afield
(Tomasin 2016a, 2016b, 2017, 2019). As new research becomes available on the large
merchant networks that became established in early modern Europe (e.g. Puttevils
2016; Stanley 2018; Crailsheim 2020), historical sociolinguists will be better positioned
to explore various aspects of social structure and linguistic variation in historical
perspective in language standardisation.

As mentioned above, the articles in this special edition of Journal of Historical
Sociolinguistics each address a specific question of the role ofmerchants in processes
of standardisation in each author’s particular language speciality. The commonality
underlying each author’s approach has been the focus on merchant writing and an
aspect of language standardisation, looking at how merchants can be seen as agents
of linguistic change across various European vernaculars at various points in time
in historical perspective.

Joshua Brown’s article “Dialect levelling and merchant writing in Renaissance
Italy” focuses on one specific process in language standardisation, dialect levelling, in
thirteenth- and fourteenth-century writing. He looks at verb polymorphy and the
presence of devoicing in past participles to illustrate the infiltration and spread of
these features inwriting fromnorth Italy, a typologically distinct linguistic area from
Tuscan. He shows how merchants adopt a wide variety of forms, noting that the
degree of polymorphy is generally much more present in merchant writing than in
other types of writing from the past. Overall, Brown finds that the spread of the 1pl.
verb Tuscan verb ending and unvoiced variants in past participles can be seen as a
case study for the broader patterns of language evolution ‘from below’ that were
unfolding in Renaissance Italy.

The focus of Andrea Sánchez Vicente’s article “The acquisition of sociolin-
guistic variation by multilingual merchants: The case of seventeenth-century
Spanish” is on multilingual merchants from the Low Countries and how they
accommodated towards the Spanish norm of the seventeenth century. More
precisely, she looks at these ‘agents of linguistic change’ in a total of 131 letters
written in Spanish by four Dutch merchants to look at howmultilingual merchants
differ from monolingual norms and why this might be the case. The study re-
veals a large number of intra- and inter-speaker variation, showing how both
accommodation and non-accommodation towards the standard is played out in
the letters. The article shows how this variation can be seen as an instance of
broader societal trends, showing how linguistic variation can be explained by
considering the economic and social conditions underlying merchants’ acquisition
of linguistic repertoires.
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The article “Comparing the register of seventeenth-century Dutch business
letters to private letters: Formulaic language and French-origin items” by Marijke
van der Wal and Gijsbert Rutten is based on the Prize Papers, i.e. documents that
were confiscated during war times. Beginning with a definition of genre based on
the situational context and communicative purpose, van der Wal and Rutten
describe how commercial letters can be characterized in terms of particular phrases
or expressions that are repeatedly exchanged between business partners during
trade deals. Adopting both a quantitative and qualitative approach, they focus on
formulaic phrases as well as specific foreign borrowings from French. This analysis
allows them to consider the characteristics of traders’ letters, showing how formulae
do not constitute genre differences per se, but that the frequency of differences
between the genres indicate different registers. Van der Wal and Rutten call for
further research into the distribution of grammatical phenomena in the future,
such as schwa-apocope and negation, noting that register differences may be even
more pronounced when professional correspondence produced by large trading
companies is taken into account.

In her article on “Dialect polishing and solidarity with ‘the others’: Merchants
as language creators in the nineteenth century”, Agnete Nesse looks at the lin-
guistic choices at an intergenerational level, focusing on a group of merchants
and their sons in Bergen during the nineteenth century. These merchants wrote
Danish but also had some competence in German, English, and some French. At the
time of Romanticism and national building, these men took a step back from their
mixed city dialect and began studying Old Norse and rural dialects. In 1868, they
formed an organization called Vestmannalaget ‘the Westmen’ that aimed at
contributing to the creation of a new Norwegian standard. In contrast to ‘the
Westmen’, in other parts of Norway, most promoters of the new standard lan-
guage, who prided themselves in the use of their own dialects and cultures, had a
rural background. As regards the Bergen merchants, Nesse finds that they had an
ideological agenda to ‘cleanse and polish’ dialects in order to produce a refined,
language standard.

The contributions to this special issue provide an insight into merchant writing
in relation to language standardisation from different perspectives, with a focus on
different languages and countries, different periods during which processes of
language standardisation were going on. Given the wealth of material still to be
explored, historical sociolinguistics will have the opportunity for years to come to
further explore aspects of merchant writing, be it correspondence, accounts or
other relevant texts, and their role in different processes of language standardisation
in a wide range of languages.
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