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 This portrait with a selective bibliography should 
commemorate last year’s decease of universal linguist 
Johann Knobloch, who did not cease with his rich 
publishing activity even in his advanced age. To a 
significant degree, he touched on linguistic themes both 
universal, where he acquired a distinctive perspective by 
studying original Caucasian languages, and Indo-European, 
in which he established his position as a classical 
philologist, Germanist and Slavicist and last but not least as 
an expert in Romany dialects and modern Balkan 
languages. A noteworthy part of his scholarly production 
includes themes of comparative mythology. We believe 
that the career and particularly the work by Johann 
Knobloch represent useful inspiration to all those 
interested in the above-mentioned themes. 
 Johann Knobloch was born on January 5th, 1919 in 
Vienna as the third child of a Major in the Austro-
Hungarian army. After the dissolution of monarchy, the 
family moved to Prague, where his father died in 1920. His 
widowed mother moved to her parents’ home in German 
Wiesbaden. Johann began school there at the age of four 
and thanks to a local teacher he was able to continue until 
he was six. At that time, the court decided that his 
guardian would become his father’s brother living in 
Znojmo. Prior to attending school, he had to return to 
kindergarten, where he learned Czech. After five years in 
elementary school, he continued his studies at a German 
grammar school. In 1935, he undertook an adventurous 
journey to the Balkans even then led by his interest in the 
modern Balkan languages, particularly Albanian. A year 
later he spent his vacation studying French at Alliance 
française in Paris. In 1938, he took his school leaving 
exams at the grammar school. One of the subjects in the 
exam was Czech. In the same year he begins his studies at 
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the university in Vienna. Among his teachers were W. 
Havers (Indo-European linguistics), F. Liewehr (Slavistic), 
E. Frauwallner (Indology), H. Kofler (Semitic languages, 
especially Hebrew), W. Christian (cuneiform), W. Czermak 
(Egyptology), and R. Bleichsteiner (Caucasian languages). 
He engaged privately in studying Albanian from N. Jokl. 
 In December 1939 he was drafted into the 
Wehrmacht and the following year he was transferred to 
France where he suffered a serious injury. As JK said 
himself, the loss of his leg probably spared him from later 
losing his life, the fate of all his fellow students from the 
University of Vienna. As a disabled person, he was allowed 
to return to university, where, in 1944, he defended his 
dissertation on German Romany people Sinti in 
Burgenland and received his doctorate. It should be noted 
that the Romany people, whose language and customs he 
recorded, were sent to concentration camps. This unique 
work was published in 1953. At the University of Vienna, 
he also passed the state exam in Czech and Russian. 
 In the second half of the 40’s, he made his living by 
teaching languages at a language school. He taught Czech, 
Russian, German for foreigners, Latin and Greek. Up until 
1949, he did not have any citizenship - only then was he 
granted Austrian citizenship. In 1951, he submitted his 
habilitation thesis Zur Vorgeschichte des indogermanischen 
Verbums at the philosophical faculty of Innsbruck 
University. In the same year, he became the honorary 
assistant of H. Ammann in the Seminar for Comparative 
Linguistics at Innsbruck University. In 1953, he worked 
one semester as a lector of Russian at the university in 
Bonn, and after that as a professor at the university in 
Greifswald. A year later he became the director of the 
Department for Comparative Linguistics there. However, 
in 1957 he returned to Innsbruck, where he was appointed 
first an associate professor and later full professor of 
Comparative Indo-European Linguistics (1961). 
Meanwhile, he refused the same position in Mainz (1960), 
but in 1963 he accepted the offer of professorship after G. 
Deeters in Bonn. Four years later he also became the head 
of the Department of General Linguistics and occupied a 
double chair for General and Comparative Linguistics. 
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During that time he also obtained German citizenship 
(1965). In 1984, he retired but he still retained some 
lectures, regularly organized the “Linguistic colloquium” 
for both German and foreign linguists, and still continued 
to publish and popularize linguistics. Throughout this 
entire period, even the emeritus, he remained an 
indefatigable propagator of the Czech language. For as 
long as the Czech embassy resided in Bonn, JK was a 
regular honorary guest on the day of Czech bank holidays 
(28th October). In the last years of his long life he 
suffered from Alzheimer’s and ceased to communicate with 
the people around him. Fortunately the memories of him 
retained by his students, colleagues and friends, and 
particularly his work, continue on even after his death in 
August 2010. Sripta manet 
 Knobloch’s bibliography is extraordinarily rich, and 
comprises hundreds of articles and an even greater 
number of reviews. Just a selection is listed here. His most 
ambitious project was undoubtedly the Sprachwissen-
schaftliches Wörterbuch, a detailed encyclopedia of general 
linguistics, which started publication in 1961 in 
Heidelberg, but remained unfinished, reaching the 
entries on the letter G (1998). In 1964 and 1967, 
together with his colleagues from the Bonn Linguistic 
Colloquium, he participated in the production of volumes 2 
& 3 of the series “Europäische Schlüsselwörter” (Munich: 
Hueber). In 1974 he initiated the series Semantische Hefte 
(1974, 1975 Hamburg; 1976, 1981 Heidelberg). Since 
1979 he participated in issuing the journal Muttersprache: 
Zeitschrift zur Pflege und Erforschung der deutschen Sprache 
(Wiesbaden). As editor or a co-editor, he assisted the 
publication of several Festschrifts and Gedankschrifts: 
Amman-Festgabe, I-II (Innsbruck 1953-54); Natalicum Carolo 
Jax Septuagenario, I-II (Innsbruck 1955); Vorderasiatische 
Studien: Fs. für V. Christian (Wien 1956); Serta Philologica 
Aenipontana (Innsbruck 1962); Leo Weisgerber: Rhenania 
Germano-Celtica (Bonn 1969). 1961 he organized and a year 
later published II. Fachtagung für Indogermanische und 
Allgemeine Sprachwissenschaft (Innsbruck 1962). He 
contributed dozens of entries to the encyclopedia Die 
Weltliteratur. Biographisches, literarhistorisches und 
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bibliographisches Lexikon in Übersicht und Stichwörtern, 
published in Vienna (1951-53-54). From his innumerable 
articles and papers, we select the following: 
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From the large amount of Knobloch’s reviews at 
least the following should be mentioned: 
Ernout, A. – Meillet, A.: Dictionnaire étymologique de la 
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Altertumswissenschaft 19, 1966, 244-247. 
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Wien 1947, Indogermanische Forschungen 60, 1952, 320-23. 
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The biography of Johann Knobloch until 1984 was written 
by G. Schmidt, the complete biobliography until 1984 was 
compiled by H. Bothien, M. Efstathiou and U. Seefloth. 
This all as a part of publication Sprachwissenschaftliche 
Forschungen: Festschrift für Johann Knobloch (zum 65. 
Geburtstag), ed. M. Ölberg, G. Schmidt, H. Bothien, 
Innsbruck 1985, XV-XVI, XVII-XLI. 
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