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Multilingualism on the current territory of Austria has existed for a long period of time. 

Roughly since the 6th and 7th centuries, Slavs have settled in Central Europe, including much 

of present-day Austria. The subsequent expansion of the Magyars as well as the 

Bavarianisation of the area separated the northern and southern Slavs. For the former 

Habsburg state, we have to reckon with eleven main languages in addition to numerous 

smaller ones. Moreover, already the main languages represented a number of widely 

divergent languages: German; two Romance tongues, Italian and Romanian; a range of Slavic 

languages from all the three branches of that family — western, eastern, and southern; and 

Hungarian, or Magyar, from the Finno-Ugric group.  

Now, due to the long history of mutual language contact, especially Slavic languages have 

had a considerable influence on German and attitudes towards multilingualism in Austria. 

Moreover, the Habsburg state’s capital Vienna and its surroundings were multilingual not 

only due to migration movements triggered by the influx into the flourishing centre of the 

monarchy. A varying degree of German-Slavic bi- and multilingualism had been common in 

the rural areas east and north-east to Vienna for centuries. Therefore, we can conceive of this 

whole region as a micro-area of linguistic convergence and language contact within a larger 

Central European area. 

With regard to the multilingual setting in the Habsburg state and its repercussions to this day, 

our talk outlines the basic assumptions, the methodological toolkit as well as the main general 

findings of our research projects on language contact in this area which have been running 

since 2016 as part of the special research programme (SFB) “German in Austria. Variation – 

Contact – Perception”. We conclude with possible implications for further linguistic research 

in multilingual historical contexts and some links to contemporary phenomena. 
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