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Obituary

Hans-Georg Obenauer (1944-2019)

https://doi.org/10.1515/tlr-2021-2056

It was with a sense of grievous loss that we learned shortly before Christmas 2020
that Hans-Georg Obenauer had passed away on November 14th 2019. Until he retired
in 2012 Hans-Georg was a “directeur de recherches” at the French CNRS and a
member of the UMR 7320 “Structures formelles du langage”, CNRS, Paris — St Denis.
Within that institutional framework he coordinated the research program “Archi-
tecture of the Clause — articulation and interpretation of its functional structure for
many years. It was that research program and the various workshops and colloquia
that Hans-Georg organized around it that led to the fruitful international cooperation
within which the research of many of us developed, to this very day for some of us.

Hans-Georg put the solid background in Romance philology he had acquired
in Germany to excellent use when he first came into contact with modern lin-
guistics at the Université d’Aix-en-Provence in the late 60s. He continued to do
so when he later worked at the linguistics department of the Université de Paris
VIII - Vincennes. He also took part in a famous summer school at UMass, Amherst
in 1974 and was later a visiting scientist at MIT.

Both his Universitdt Stuttgart doctoral dissertation “Etudes de syntaxe inter-
rogative du francais” (1975) and his 1994 Université de Paris VIII Thése de doctorat
d’état “Aspects de la syntaxe A-barre: effets d’intervention et mouvements des
quantifieurs” are a testimony to Hans-Georg’s fascination with the syntax of
operators and his unfailing will to describe their intricate behavior in French and
other Romance languages. It was his work on so-called “Quantification at a
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distance” in French that led to his discovery of certain A-bar movement constraints
that later on played an important role in the theory of intervention effects as
conceptualized in Rizzi’s Relativized Minimality framework. His work in the inter-
rogative domain also unearthed intriguing facts concerning French interrogative
que, Stylistic Inversion and Que est-que ce que questions, and his analyses of these
facts are still a starting point in the current research of many Romance syntacticians.

A related though autonomous topic of his research concerned the typology
of questions, especially what he called “non-standard questions” or “special
questions”. Before the 1990s, syntactic and semantic research in this domain was
scarce and was at best relegated to pragmatics, language use or contextual
determination. Hans-Georg’s pioneering comparative work in this domain
demonstrated impressively that most previous work had grossly underestimated
the syntactic foundations of the subtle interpretive variations at work in in-
terrogatives. Non-canonical interpretations enriching questions with emotional
components of surprise and disapproval were shown to rest not on some vague
context conditions but to rely syntactically on the universal availability of dedi-
cated functional projections. This required an innovative extension of the left
periphery of the clause, as shown by data from certain Northern Italian dialects.
His careful work on such dialects highlighted the crucial role played by the study of
cross linguistic micro variation in detecting the precise syntactic correlates of the
very specific interpretive properties of non-canonical questions. The by-now
standard terminology Surprise-Disapproval Questions (SDQs) or Can’t-find-the-
Value Questions (CfvQs) was in fact coined by Hans-Georg after his meticulous
research had identified distinctive structural signatures behind them. This part of
his work amounts to nothing less than the insight that Universal Grammar makes
structural means available for the syntactic encoding of nonstandard questions,
including echo questions, rhetorical questions, why-like what questions etc. In a
series of highly ambitious and well-attended workshops, Hans-Georg extended his
research agenda and existing cooperations to additional Romance languages and
to other language families, notably Basque, Chinese, Germanic and South-Asian.

Hans-Georg was above all else entirely devoted to linguistic research. Some of
us recall endless nightly phone calls from Paris in which data had to be checked
and theoretical consequences had to be explored. This was probably the reason
why the retirement that was forced on him by the system left him facing an abyss,
although it remains unclear why he stopped doing linguistics and interacting with
his colleagues abruptly. His highly successful research and his international
reputation could have made it easy for him to be associated to external research
structures and colleagues who would have benefitted greatly from his consider-
able knowledge and experience.
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The fact that between his death and the time we found out about it more than
one year elapsed shows that Hans-Georg had willingly severed all connections not
only with his past universe but also with his closest colleagues and friends. The
“raison d’étre” of this remains an enigma for us as well as a source of deep sadness
and regret.

Josef Bayer

Paola Beninca
Nicola Munaro
Cecilia Poletto
Jean-Yves Pollock




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (Euroscale Coated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.7
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 1
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 600
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1000
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.10000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /DEU <>
    /ENU ()
    /ENN ()
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName (ISO Coated v2 \(ECI\))
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName <FEFF005B0048006F006800650020004100750066006C00F600730075006E0067005D>
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 8.503940
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /UseName
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


