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v

Over the past several decades, Indo-Europeanists have felt increasingly 
compelled to justify their ‘old-fashioned’ line of work to colleagues in 
theoretical, computational, and other ‘modern’ branches of linguistics. 
Unfortunately, as more than one scholar has bemoaned, it is a daunting 
task for any one person to master the methods of Indo-European histori-
cal and comparative linguistics along with the requisite philologies, while 
also keeping up with contemporary phonological, syntactic, and seman-
tic theory. It is, therefore, hardly surprising that most researchers have 
shied away from this dilemma, preferring either to concentrate on tradi-
tional problems and methods or to abandon their focus on ancient and 
medieval languages for more general issues of language acquisition 
and change.

Our honorand, by contrast, has confronted this challenge from the 
very beginning of his career and, thereby, carved out a name as one of 
very few Indo-Europeanists in the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
centuries to make an impact on multiple subfields of linguistics. After 
receiving training in classical languages and Indo-European linguistics 
from some of the foremost names in the field such as Anna Morpurgo 
Davies at the University of Oxford and Warren Cowgill at Yale University, 
Don taught classics at Bard College for two years; and then, in 1985 he 
joined the faculty of the Department of Linguistics at the University of 
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Pennsylvania, where he has remained ever since. He quickly made a name 
for himself with publications on Ancient Greek dialect grammar, the 
topic of his dissertation, as well as pioneering studies of Tocharian his-
torical phonology and morphology, culminating in his 1996 monograph 
on the relative chronology of sound changes from proto-Indo-European 
to proto-Tocharian. At the same time, Don did not hesitate to respond to 
the overblown claims of long-range comparison and linguistic macro-
families that were then being hyped in the popular press, always taking 
care to explain the principles and mathematics behind the Comparative 
Method and the demonstration of genetic relationships among languages.

Don’s career in the twenty-first century has been marked, above all, by 
two trends: his enormous contributions to English and Germanic histori-
cal linguistics; and his increasingly fruitful collaboration with computer 
scientists in developing models to test phylogenetic hypotheses of the 
relationships among the Indo-European languages. It is no exaggeration 
to say that the appearance of From proto-Indo-European to proto-Germanic 
(2006; 22017) caused a sensation in Indo-European and Germanic lin-
guistics, and the follow-up volume The development of Old English (2014, 
with Ann Taylor) is, without doubt, the most thorough historical gram-
mar in existence of Old English and its many dialects up to ca. 900 ce. 
He also put in print many of his views on language change in general, 
particularly in Historical linguistics. Toward a twenty-first century reintegra-
tion (2013, with Joseph F. Eska), and composed a series of pedagogically 
oriented guides such as An introduction to grammar for language learners 
(2018) and A historical morphology of English (2021). At the same time, 
he continued to investigate problems of linguistic classification and phy-
logenetic relationships from a mathematical and computational perspec-
tive. His work with Tandy Warnow and her associates, which stretches 
back to the 1990s, yielded a stream of publications in leading journals 
that have captured global attention and, in no small part, furthered the 
current upsurge of research in computational phylogenetics.

Throughout his career, Don has been inspired by a fervent belief that 
historical linguistics, and, for that matter, linguistics as a whole, is a sci-
ence guided by scientific methods and principles. His statements to that 
effect and responses to disbelieving audiences not infrequently come 
across as pointed, even polemic; but all who have witnessed him in the 
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lecture hall can testify to his genuine passion for the intellectual enter-
prise of studying language change. Whether the tried-and-true 
Comparative Method or the newly emerging computational methods for 
investigating language relationship, Don teaches that ‘the method works’ 
(on precisely controlled data, that is) and that the results are not only to 
be taken seriously even when they contradict expectations, but are them-
selves of intrinsic interest above and beyond what they can reveal about 
human prehistory. To a bored undergraduate’s in-class query ‘Why should 
we bother reconstructing dead languages?’, only Don could respond with 
enthusiastic gestures of both arms and the honest retort: ‘Because we can!’

We are proud to present this volume of original studies by 18 of Don’s 
colleagues and former students as a small token of our admiration for his 
numerous achievements. In addition to the contributors themselves, we 
would like to thank Michael Weiss and especially Amy Forsyth for invalu-
able assistance in preparing the bibliography of Don’s publications; Alisha 
George of the Penn almanac for furnishing the photo of Don; and Cathy 
Scott of Palgrave Macmillan for her help at every stage of the process, 
from proposal to publication. Please join us in congratulating Don on 
reaching this milestone in his life and career and wishing him many more 
productive years to come!

March 2024

Blacksburg, VA, USA Joseph F. Eska
Poznań, Poland Ronald I. Kim
Munich, Germany Olav Hackstein
New Concord, OH, USA Jean-François Mondon
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Fig. 3.1 Panel (a) shows a genetic tree with leafset {A, B, C, D, E, F}. 
Panel (b) shows the tree-based phylogenetic network formed 
by adding two contact edges to the genetic tree. Panel (c) 
shows an unrooted version of the rooted network in (b). Panel 
(d) shows all four rooted trees contained inside the rooted 
network from (b), with the first being the genetic tree from 
(a). Panel (e) shows the unrooted versions of the rooted trees 
in (d). Panel (f ) shows three quartet trees; q1 is displayed in T1 
and T2, but not in T3 or T4; q2 is displayed in T3 and T4, but 
not in trees T1 or T2; and q3 is not displayed in any of these 
trees. Because q1 and q2 are each displayed by at least one tree 
in the network, the set Q(Nr) of all quartet trees displayed by 
trees in the network N will contain both q1 and q2, but will 
not contain q3 49

Fig. 3.2 Character evolution on a rooted tree. Panel (a) shows  
evolution without any homoplasy, panel (b) shows homoplasy 
due to parallel evolution (i.e., two 0→1 transitions), and  
panel (c) shows homoplasy due to back-mutation (note the 
1→0 transition, where 0 is the ancestral state) 50
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