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ABSTRACT

Widdowson (1997) was the first to advocate the possibility of exploiting archival resources in the UK as “primary evidence for the study of linguistic variation and change.” His conclusion was that “the data remains hidden and inaccessible, scattered in numerous, often obscure repositories.” He appealed for a collective initiative whereby these regional resources would be identified, collated, preserved and enhanced for future exploitation by researchers in the fields of sociolinguistics and dialectology. The flurry of papers analysing early corpora of this sort presented at recent national and international conferences demonstrate the extent to which his vision has begun to impact upon research. 

The present paper highlights the methodological advantages and disadvantages engendered by enhancement projects of this kind by examining a folklore corpus exploited in my research into the impact of language contact on Irish-English syntax. The data-set in question was culled from the archival resources of the Irish Folklore Department at University College Dublin where they have been gathering materials relevant to linguists since 1935. It was collected under the auspices of the Irish Folklore Commission (between 1942 and 1974) by a South Armagh folklorist called Michael J Murphy. Although it is a unique and invaluable resource in several respects, I have had to invoke considerable ‘artistry’ in order to make the ‘best use’ of it as a sociolinguistic tool!

