
Introduction

This volume presents a unified research programme in Venetan linguistics, 
articulated through a series of interconnected studies that jointly explore the 
structural, functional and historical dynamics of Venetan varieties. The investigation 
is organised along a set of converging analytical axes – morphology, textuality, 
sociolinguistics, lexicon and toponomastics – which are not treated as separate 
domains, but as mutually interacting dimensions of a single linguistic system. The 
chapters reflect sustained engagement with a shared set of theoretical questions 
and empirical domains and are conceived as complementary contributions to the 
same research programme. Although the individual studies originated at different 
stages of the author’s research and were initially prompted by distinct phenomena, 
sources or dialectological observations, these Sketches in Venetan Dialectology converge 
within a unified conceptual framework that foregrounds interaction, gradualness 
and relationality within and beyond the Romance domain: the volume aims to 
offer not only detailed case studies, but also a broader reflection on the structural, 
functional and historical dynamics of Venetan varieties. The chapters span the fields 
of morphology, textuality, sociolinguistics, lexicon and toponomastics, and reflect a 
commitment to integrating empirical rigour with theoretical depth. This coherence 
is not merely accidental, but points to an underlying conceptual framework: an 
approach to the study of Venetan that foregrounds interaction, gradualness and 
relationality within and beyond the Romance domain. The organisation of the 
volume does not follow a chronological criterion nor a geographical segmentation 
but is structured according to the density of interconnections among the different 
linguistic domains.

Within this framework, the reader will encounter independent yet 
interconnected studies: dialectal micro-analyses, etymological investigations and 
lexical micro-histories, morphological and syntactic phenomena, cases of fine-
grained territorial microvariation, as well as systematic intersections between 
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historical linguistics, sociolinguistics and toponomastics. Particular attention is 
devoted to minute empirical details whose theoretical relevance exceeds their 
apparent scale. For this reason, the volume is conceived neither as a handbook 
nor as an exhaustive description of Venetan, but rather as a laboratory of 
Venetan dialectology. The image of the laboratory is not employed in a merely 
metaphorical or superficial sense but refers to a precise epistemological stance. 
Each contribution isolates a circumscribed empirical domain and subjects it to 
analysis. These micro-phenomena function as testing grounds in which broader 
hypotheses concerning diasystemic organisation, morphomic structure, contact-
induced change and sociolinguistic stratification may be formulated and verified. 
The laboratory perspective presupposes that the internal architecture of a dialectal 
system often becomes more clearly visible at its margins: in residual forms, in lexical 
competition, in peripheral varieties and in toponymic sedimentation. Rather than 
proceeding deductively from an abstract model to the data, the analyses advance 
in an inductive and abductive manner, allowing small-scale evidence to recalibrate 
the understanding of the system as a whole. In this sense, the Venetan diasystem 
is regarded as a complex adaptive configuration whose structure becomes visible 
precisely through controlled micro-analysis. Each chapter or section enters dialogue 
with the others through shared analytical interests, typological overlaps or areal 
features, cumulatively contributing to a historical and sociolinguistic vision of 
Venetan dialectology. The volume is divided into four thematic sections, reflecting 
the principal axes of inquiry while allowing for cross-cutting perspectives and 
internal references: verbal morphology (Chs. 1-3), textuality and functions (Ch. 4), 
sociolinguistic reflections and their repercussions on the structure of the language 
system (Chs. 5-6), and elements of Venetan lexicon and toponomastics (Ch. 7).

The first section opens with a quantitative and qualitative study of the 2sg ending 
-s in medieval Venetian (Ch. 1), absorbing the articles published in Castro (2017, 
2019a, 2019b). Although no longer productive in modern varieties, this morpheme 
offers insights into the morphosyntactic system of old Venetan and its alignment 
with neighbouring dialects. From the earliest attestations, Venetian documents 
display this specific morphological feature. The aim of the chapter is to investigate 
in depth the morpho-phonological conditions under which this element occurred 
in the medieval phase. The study presents a detailed collection of all sigmatic forms 
in a corpus of medieval texts and provides an overview of the present-day retention 
of sigmatic verbal forms in the lagoon varieties of Venice, Pellestrina, Chioggia and 
above all Burano, as will subsequently be shown in Ch. 5, devoted to this variety 
spoken in the northern lagoon. The diachronic data considered also make it possible 
to clarify certain aspects of the contemporary variety: the presence of athematic 
monosyllabic stressed verbs was already significant in medieval Venetian, and this 
accounts for the present-day retention of -s only in monosyllabic forms (of the type 
vustu?). In particular, the presence of -s in Venetian is examined in relation to its 
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presence in Ladin and Friulian, where it is regarded as a feature of ladinity, and as 
will be seen in greater depth for the conditional in Friulian and in the Dolomitic 
Ladin varieties (Ch. 3). The Ladin varieties also display the sigmatic morpheme 
in the plural (as will be seen in Ch. 7.6 with regard to plural micro-toponymy in 
Cadore), the palatalisation of ca and ga, as frequently argued in the so-called Ladin 
question, within which the toponymic evidence from the northern Vicenza area 
of the Contrada del Chian is inserted and discussed (Ch. 7.5). The morphology of the 
Venetan conditional is addressed in Ch. 2, with particular attention to its internal 
formation patterns and external typological affiliations, and gathers and reinterprets 
the writings by Castro (2021b) but above all finally presents a substantial amount of 
unpublished material contained in Castro (2021a), from which the core of this book 
originates. This chapter is devoted to the morphology of the Venetan conditional 
and reconstructs its paradigmatic organisation through a joint analysis of medieval 
data and modern varieties. The investigation shows that the apparent heterogeneity 
of the forms (derived from habui, habebam and from the sigmatic formations in 
-ss-) in fact corresponds to a systematic morphomic distribution, traceable to the so-
called E-pattern. Particular attention is devoted to the medieval coexistence of the 
endings in -ave and -ia, interpreted as a case of overabundance eventually resolved 
in a sociolinguistic sense in contemporary varieties, as well as to the probable 
exogenous character of the forms in -ia. Within a Word & Paradigm approach, the 
chapter thus highlights the structural coherence of the Venetan conditional 
system and prepares the typological comparison with the other northern varieties 
developed in the subsequent chapter. The conclusions reached in Ch. 2 lay the 
foundations for Ch. 3, which broadens the perspective to the other northern Italo-
Romance varieties and further tests the explanatory power of the interpretative 
model proposed for Venetan. This chapter for the first time organises a substantial 
body of unpublished material contained in Castro (2021a) and absorbs the writings 
by Castro (2024b) and the part by the same author contained in Benincà / Castro 
(2022). Chapter 3 in fact adopts the Venetan conditional system as a structural key 
for interpreting the distribution and development of conditional paradigms across 
the entire dialectal continuum of northern Italy. Through a comparative analysis 
involving the principal Gallo-Italian varieties (Lombard, Piedmontese, Ligurian, 
Emilian-Romagnol), the transitional Trentino varieties and Friulian, the chapter 
shows how the apparent fragmentation of the systems (mixed paradigms, uniform 
-ss- paradigms, uniform -ia paradigms) can be traced back to the interaction of only 
two historical formatives, habui and habebam, within a common – northern Italo-
Romance – morphomic configuration. From this perspective, Venetan does not 
represent merely one regional development among others, but the interpretative 
pivot as a transitional system, a bridge between conservative and innovative 
areas, from which the various Gallo-Italian and Friulian configurations emerge as 
structurally coherent and diachronically explicable.
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The second section highlights the link between diachrony and textuality. 
Chapter 4 analyses the uses and functions of the conditional in the medieval 
Venetan system, in comparison with the modern one, adopting a combined 
diachronic and functional perspective, following the studies by Castro (2022, 
2024a) and material already present in Castro (2021a). On the basis of a diasystemic 
corpus comprising Venetian, Paduan and Veronese texts up to the 14th century, the 
investigation shows the substantial morphosyntactic compactness of old Venetan 
and brings to light continuity – but also certain significant reorganisations – in the 
transition to the contemporary phase. Particular attention is devoted to temporal 
values (above all the future-in-the-past), modal values (attenuation, desirability, 
counterfactuality, evidentiality) and to the use of the conditional in the apodoses 
of hypothetical periods. The comparison shows that, whereas in the ancient system 
the future in the past is expressed predominantly by simple forms and the modern 
system favours compound forms, many modal functions remain substantially 
stable. The chapter also proposes a methodological reflection on the relationship 
between onomasiological and semasiological approaches, showing how the marked 
polyfunctionality of the conditional requires a constant dialogue between the 
analysis of forms and the analysis of functions.

The third section presents sociolinguistic profiles of varieties that retain archaic 
structures or display peculiar trajectories of linguistic maintenance. Chapter 5, 
absorbing the writing by Castro (2023b), offers a sociolinguistic portrait of Burano 
and more generally of the northern Venetian lagoon, where conservative features 
such as the sigmatic 2sg (Ch. 1) and archaic conditionals in -ave (Ch. 2) are still 
in use, albeit subject to particular sociolinguistic and functional conditions. This 
chapter explores the configuration of the Venetian linguistic space from the case 
of the northern lagoon, asking how the boundaries between urban Venetian and 
peripheral lagoon varieties are perceived, constructed and negotiated by speakers. 
The analysis shows that the area cannot be described as a set of clearly separated 
dialects, but as a zone of overlapping systems, shaped by centripetal forces 
(towards urban Venetian and Italian) and centrifugal forces (which sustain local 
distinctiveness through conservation and selective reanalysis). After reconstructing 
the long history of the perception of northern lagoon diversity – attested already 
in the medieval and early modern periods – the chapter proposes a sociolinguistic 
investigation based on elicitation and comparative micro-analysis, with particular 
attention to the maritime lexicon of Burano and Caorle, treated as a privileged 
domain for observing the tension between structural conservation, innovation 
and identity. The phonetic, morphological and morphosyntactic data show 
partially divergent trajectories: Burano tends to retain more conservative features, 
whereas Caorle proves more permeable to urban and Italian models. The result 
is a picture of complex variation, in which diatopic distance rapidly intertwines 
with diastratic and diafasic dimensions, and in which linguistic boundaries are 
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not simply geographical, but are continually produced and renegotiated within 
speakers’ repertoires. Chapter 7, following the writings by Castro (2024c), shifts 
the focus to Arborea, in Sardinia, a 20th century settlement founded by Venetan 
migrants, and explores processes of linguistic conservation and adaptation in a 
transplanted dialect. This chapter offers a sociolinguistic sketch of the Venetan 
variety spoken there, spoken today by the descendants of settlers who arrived from 
Veneto in the 1930s. On the basis of a historical reconstruction of the community 
and field data collected in 2024, the chapter questions the existence and status of 
a Venetan of Arborea, showing that no genuine unitary koine has emerged, but 
rather a coexistence of varieties (Liventino, Vicentino, Polesano) maintained in 
different forms and progressively restructured under the influence of Sardinian 
regional Italian. The current situation appears stratified: after a long phase of stable 
diglossia between Venetan and Italian, the fourth and fifth generations show clear 
signs of dialect attrition, while still retaining significant phonetic, morphological 
and lexical features (continental archaisms, metaphonic outcomes, characteristic 
verbal forms), alongside contact-induced innovations such as prosodic and 
syntactic phenomena of Sardinian origin. The Venetan of Arborea thus emerges as a 
secondary dialect, suspended between conservation and adaptation, an exemplary 
case of a migration language balancing geographical isolation and the pressure of 
dominant codes, and a privileged terrain for the joint study of dialectology, contact 
linguistics and sociolinguistics.

Finally, the last section is represented by Chapter 8, which gathers a series of 
observations in the lexical and toponomastic domain, absorbing and developing 
the studies by Castro (2021c, 2023a, 2023c, 2025) and the part written by the author 
in Castro / Vigolo (2023) and Castro / Verzi (2024). The chapter consists of a series 
of case studies in which a number of apparently minute lexical, derivational and 
toponomastic cases are used as probes to explore the internal structure of the 
Venetan diasystem and its contact dynamics. The micro-history of the verb catar 
(par. 7.1) shows how an element once fully integrated into urban Venetian has been 
progressively expelled from the lagoon repertoire under the joint pressure of Italian 
and of the modelling role of Venetian itself within the Venetan macrodiglossia, 
while continuing to survive in mainland varieties with low diastratic and diafasic 
marking. The case shows how lexical change may operate not so much on the 
semasiological plane as on the onomasiological one, through a hierarchical 
restructuring of the repertoire. In par. 7.2, the analysis of phytonyms (àere, opio, 
figher, lavrano, lavraner, osmarin) and their traces in Venetian and mainland toponymy 
and odonymy instead shows how botanical lexicon, cultural memory and territorial 
organisation intertwine. Some bases prove central on the mainland but marginal or 
absent in urban Venetian, others are productively reflected in mainland toponymic 
formations with collective suffixes (-aro, -ano, -eto), revealing etymological and 
areal stratifications that document continuities, semantic specialisations and 
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interference with neighbouring domains (Ladin, Friulian, Cisalpine area). The 
Bellunese microtoponym Gasnil treated in par. 7.3 offers a case of reconstructive 
etymology grounded in the interaction between derivational morphology and 
historical landscape: interpreted as the outcome of castanilem, the name makes 
it possible to connect linguistic structure, cadastral documentation, chestnut 
economy and communal organisation, showing how phyto-toponymy may preserve 
traces of ancient agrarian and roads arrangements. In par. 7.4, the group of Agordino 
deverbal nouns in -anda and -ada brings to light an aspectual opposition fossilised 
in nominal morphology: the forms in -anda retain an imperfective and dynamic 
value, a trace somehow still legible in its unfolding, whereas those in -ada refer to 
the completed event. From this lexical nucleus, centred on the semantic domain of 
footprint and trampling, the chapter opens onto the foot-toponymy, illustrating 
the types Pécol (from pediculus) and Troi (of Celtic origin), which designate 
paths formed by the repeated passage of humans and animals and attest to the 
historical depth of this semantic field in the Alpine space. The discussion of the 
Contrada del Chian, in par. 7.5, critically addresses one of the alleged toponomastic 
arguments in favour of the ancient palatalisation of ca and ga in the Venetan area. 
Through archival and cartographic verification, the chapter demonstrates the 
actual historical existence of the toponym (attested in the Napoleonic cadastre of 
1812) but reduces its probative value: the documentation is unique, the localisation 
microtoponymic and the etymology uncertain, open also to possible Germanic 
explanations. The case thus becomes a methodological example of prudence in the 
use of toponymy as structural evidence. Finally, the analysis proposed in par. 7.6 
of the microtoponyms of northern Cadore offers a morphologically fine-grained 
cross-section: sigmatic, palatal and vocalic plurals, irregular forms and analogical 
reanalyses document the coexistence of inherited Ladin features and innovations 
of Venetan origin. Anthroponymic and plural toponymy thus becomes a privileged 
space for observing morphological stratification, competition between inflectional 
models and phonological repairs active within the system. Taken together, these 
cases demonstrate that the lexicon and micro-toponymy constitute privileged 
points of access to the complexity of the Venetan diasystem: it is precisely in the 
details – in the competition between two verbs, in a suffix, in the name of a path or 
a village – that the tensions between centre and periphery, between conservation 
and innovation, between contact and identity become visible.

The volume proposes a model of linguistic analysis in which morphology, 
textuality, sociolinguistics and onomastics are placed in mutual dialogue. Rather 
than treating these domains as separate compartments, it presents them as 
intersecting dimensions of a single linguistic system. The essays show how empirical 
data – drawn from historical corpora, dialect surveys and toponomastic sources 
– may sustain both detailed descriptions and broader theoretical syntheses. The 
relations between the chapters are not only thematic, but epistemological: they 
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reflect the commitment to conceiving language as a complex adaptive system, 
historically stratified and socially situated. These connections develop vertically 
(from data to theoretical generalisation), horizontally (between subdisciplines of 
linguistics) and diagonally (linking synchrony and diachrony). Sketches in Venetan 
Dialectology thus presents itself not simply as a collection of essays, but as a research 
laboratory: an example of how targeted local studies may contribute to general 
linguistic theory and of how the Venetan context offers particularly fertile ground 
for such exploration.
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