
the art of language invention

The art of language invention is a fascinating and complex endeavor that taps into the depths of creativity
and intellectual exploration. It involves the creation of new languages, or conlangs, which can serve various
purposes such as artistic expression, cultural identity, or communication within fictional worlds. From
J.R.R. Tolkien's Elvish languages to the Dothraki and High Valyrian of George R.R. Martin’s "Game of
Thrones," language invention has captivated the imaginations of writers, linguists, and enthusiasts alike.
This article delves into the key aspects of language invention, including its history, methodologies, and
practical applications, while also examining the profound impact of conlangs in literature, film, and other
creative mediums.

Historical Context of Language Invention

Language invention is not a new phenomenon. Throughout history, people have created languages for
various reasons, often reflecting their cultural, social, and political contexts.

The Origins of Conlanging

1. Ancient Languages: Some of the earliest examples of constructed languages can be traced back to ancient
civilizations. The language of the ancient Egyptians, for instance, was highly complex and involved a
number of constructed scripts.

2. Religious and Philosophical Languages: In the Middle Ages, philosophers like Ramon Llull and John
Wilkins sought to create universal languages that could express all human concepts. This was often tied to
their religious or philosophical ideologies.

3. 19th Century Universal Languages: The 19th century saw a surge in attempts to create universal
languages, such as Esperanto, which aimed to foster international communication and understanding.

Modern Conlangs

The 20th century brought a new wave of language invention, particularly in the realm of literature and
entertainment.

1. Literary Examples: J.R.R. Tolkien's Elvish languages (Quenya and Sindarin) are prime examples of how
languages can enhance fictional worlds. Tolkien’s deep understanding of philology allowed him to create
languages that were not only linguistically rich but also culturally significant.



2. Film and Television: More recently, languages like Dothraki and High Valyrian from "Game of
Thrones," created by linguist David J. Peterson, have gained popularity. These languages were designed to
be functional within their respective narratives, adding depth to the storytelling.

Methodologies of Language Invention

Creating a new language involves several steps, each requiring careful consideration and creativity. Here's
a breakdown of the methodologies commonly employed in language invention:

Phonetics and Phonology

1. Sound Inventory: Decide on the sounds that will be present in your language. This includes consonants,
vowels, and any unique phonemes that distinguish your language from others.

2. Phonotactics: Establish rules regarding how sounds can be combined. For example, some languages may
allow certain consonant clusters while others do not.

Morphology and Syntax

1. Word Formation: Determine how words are formed. This involves creating rules for prefixes, suffixes,
and inflectional forms.

2. Sentence Structure: Define the grammatical structure of sentences. This includes deciding on the order of
subjects, verbs, and objects (SVO, SOV, etc.).

Vocabulary Development

1. Lexicon Creation: Start building a vocabulary by creating words for common concepts, actions, and
objects. This can be done through:
- Coinage: Inventing entirely new words.
- Borrowing: Adapting words from existing languages.
- Compounding: Combining existing words to create new ones.

2. Cultural Context: Ensure that the vocabulary reflects the culture and environment of the speakers. This
includes terminology for local flora, fauna, and traditions.



Writing System

1. Alphabet vs. Syllabary: Decide whether your language will use an alphabet (like English) or a syllabary
(like Japanese).

2. Script Design: Create a unique script that visually represents the sounds of your language. This could
range from simple characters to complex ideograms.

The Role of Conlangs in Culture and Society

Language invention is not merely a creative pastime; it can have significant cultural and social implications.

Cultural Identity

1. Preservation of Heritage: For some communities, creating or reviving a language is a way to preserve
their cultural heritage. Languages such as Cornish, Manx, and Hawaiian have experienced revitalization
efforts, highlighting the importance of language in cultural identity.

2. Artistic Expression: Conlangs allow artists and creators to express complex ideas and emotions in a unique
manner that may not be possible in natural languages.

Interpersonal Communication

1. Community Building: Conlangs often foster a sense of community among speakers. Online forums and
conventions have sprung up around specific conlangs, creating spaces for enthusiasts to connect and
collaborate.

2. Expression of Ideas: Constructed languages can provide new ways to express subtle nuances that may not
exist in other languages, offering alternative perspectives on communication.

Challenges of Language Invention

While the art of language invention is rewarding, it is not without its challenges. Here are some common
obstacles faced by conlang creators:



Linguistic Complexity

1. Consistency: Maintaining consistency in grammar and vocabulary can be difficult, especially as the
language evolves over time.

2. Complexity vs. Accessibility: Striking a balance between linguistic richness and ease of learning is
essential, particularly if the language is intended for others to use.

Community Engagement

1. Limited Audience: Unlike natural languages, conlangs often have a limited number of speakers, which
can affect their development and sustainability.

2. Interest Maintenance: Keeping the interest of a community can be challenging, particularly as trends in
media and entertainment shift.

Conclusion

The art of language invention is a rich and multifaceted field that blends creativity, linguistics, and cultural
exploration. It offers a unique opportunity for individuals to express their artistic vision, engage with
complex ideas, and connect with others who share a passion for language. Whether for personal enjoyment,
artistic pursuits, or cultural preservation, conlangs continue to thrive, enriching our understanding of
language and its role in human experience. As technology and globalization shape our world, the potential
for new languages to emerge and flourish remains as vibrant as ever. Ultimately, the art of language
invention is a testament to human creativity and the enduring power of communication.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is language invention and why is it important?
Language invention is the process of creating a new language or modifying an existing one. It is important
because it allows for the exploration of linguistic creativity, helps in building fictional worlds in literature
and film, and can also serve as a means of communication for specific communities.

What are some famous examples of invented languages?
Some famous examples of invented languages include Esperanto, created to foster international



communication; Klingon, developed for the Star Trek franchise; and Dothraki, created for the Game of
Thrones series. Each serves specific cultural or communicative purposes.

What are key elements to consider when inventing a language?
Key elements to consider include phonetics (sounds), grammar (structure and rules), vocabulary (words),
and cultural context (how the language reflects the people who speak it). Consistency and usability are also
crucial for the language to be effective.

How does the process of language invention reflect human creativity?
The process of language invention showcases human creativity by allowing individuals to express complex
ideas, emotions, and cultural identities through new linguistic forms. It reflects the adaptability and
innovation of human communication.

Can invented languages influence real-world communication?
Yes, invented languages can influence real-world communication by introducing new concepts, fostering
community among speakers, or even impacting linguistic trends. For instance, the popularity of languages
like Esperanto has led to real-world gatherings and exchanges among its speakers.
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