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This paper aims to provide an overview of the development of scholarly lexicography of the Estonian 

language as a second language in an historical and a theoretical perspective. The paper describes what 
kind of information is presented traditionally in dictionary entries on the level of morphology, derivation, 

syntagmatic relationships and paradigmatic relationships. In addition, taking into consideration 

theoretical and practical viewpoints of modern lexicography on what kind of information should be 

presented in a dictionary entry so that the dictionary could be classified as a production dictionary 

(Apresjan (ed.) 2006; Atkins & Rundell 2008; Bo Svensе́n 2009; Novikov 2001; Siepmann 2006), the 

author is going to illustrate what kind of information should be added into the entries of a learners’ 

dictionary of the Estonian language as a second language so that they could be used as production 

dictionaries. 

In an historical perspective the analysis of the learners’ dictionaries, which were published during the 

last 160 years, indicated that dictionary compilers provide dictionary users mostly with information 

about inflectional formation; meanwhile, the information about word formation (derivatives, compounds), 
syntagmatic and paradigmatic relationships is almost neglected. On the other hand, learners’ 

dictionaries meant for speakers of Estonian as a first language provide much more information: the 

information about inflectional formation, word formation, synonyms, antonyms, paronyms is presented 

explicitly. The information about syntagmatic relationships is presented mostly implicitly by means of 

examples at the level of phrases, clauses and sentences. 

The author puts forward detailed proposals for what kind of formal (inflectional formation, derivatives, 

compounds), semantic (mostly content-paradigmatic information) and syntagmatic (syntactic valency, 

collocations, idioms) characteristics should be given in a dictionary of the Estonian language as a second 

language and demonstrates practical implementations of explicit systematic description of syntactic 

valency and collocations of different parts of speech (nouns, adjectives, adverbs, verbs, quantifiers). 

 

1. Introduction  

 

The main objects of the study are semasiological Estonian-Russian learners’ dictionaries 

meant for speakers of Estonian as a second language. Additionally, monolingual learners’ 

dictionaries meant for speakers of Estonian as a first language were investigated. 

 

The first aim of the study was to analyze and get a systematic overview of what kind of 

formal, syntagmatic and semantic information is offered in the dictionary entries and how the 

amount and type of information has been changing diachronically. The second aim was to 

characterize dictionaries from the typological point of view according to their functional 

characteristics: whether they can be classified as production dictionaries or as reception 

dictionaries. As a result of this analysis, it became possible to make practical suggestions on 

what kind of information should be provided for learners’ dictionaries meant for speakers of 

Estonian as a second language so that they could be used as production dictionaries. 

 

The main preconditions for the development and formation of Estonian-Russian scholarly 

lexicography were the translation activities during the Protestant Reformation period 

beginning in the mid-1520s, the publication of the first Estonian language grammar in the year 

1637 (Stahl 1637) and the compilation of German-Estonian dictionaries in the XVIII and XIX 

centuries (Hupel 1780, Wiedemann 1869). The first known Estonian-Russian dictionary came 

into existence in the year 1853 (Lunin 1853). As a basis for the data of the dictionary the 

author has assumed the data and compilation principles presented in Hupel’s (1780) 

dictionary. This fact allows the assertion that the formation of Estonian-Russian scholarly 

lexicography is rooted in the Baltic German lexicographic traditions. 
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To achieve the aim of the study nine scholarly Estonian language dictionaries were 

investigated: six Estonian L2 scholarly dictionaries (Lunin 1853; Kuusik 1916; Käbin, 

Pekarsky 1923; Neumann 1925; Stalnuhhin, Välja 1998, EVÕ 1984) and three Estonian L1 

scholarly dictionaries (ÕpÕS 2004; TEA 2004; TEA 2008). 

 

Below, the analysis of the kind and manner of formal, syntagmatic and semantic information 

given in analyzed dictionaries is presented.  

 

2. Inflectional information  
 

The presentation of inflectional information in general Estonian language dictionaries has 

been analyzed by different Estonian linguists (Langemets et al. 2005: 79–84, Viks 2000: 486–

495, Viks 2008: 258). For general dictionaries of the Estonian language it is typical to present 

inflectional information as outside matter by means of systematic surveys in the form of model 

paradigms with numeral codes.  

 

Since the Estonian language has a complex system of nominal inflection (e.g. nouns and 

adjectives decline in fourteen cases), this type of information is presented in all analyzed 

scholarly dictionaries as well. As a rule, inflected forms of lexemes presented under lemma 

form explicitly, but the amount of information varies from some forms to full form database.  

 

3. Word formation (the presentation of derivatives and compounds) 

 

There is no general system for presenting information about derivatives and compounds of 

lemma in the Estonian language lexicography. 

 

Among Estonian L2 scholarly dictionaries there were no dictionaries which would explicitly 

present this kind of information. 

 

On the other hand, this type of information is presented in Estonian L1 dictionaries: 

compounds and derivatives are presented as sublemmas of lemma and they are highlighted by 

means of a specific structure indicator or as individual entries with a component-internal 

cross-reference to a connected word.  

 

4. Syntagmatic information (syntactic valency and collocations) 

 

At the moment there are no syntagmatic specialized dictionaries of Estonian language which 

would provide syntactic and semantic valency of lexemes of different parts of speech. There is 

only one specialized dictionary which explicitly provides information about the verbal 

government (Pool 1999). 

 

As Bo Svens е́n (2009: 143) states, information about constructions is an important element in 

most types dictionary, but above all in dictionaries intended for production (in the native 

language as well as in a foreign language) or for translation into a foreign language, i.e. in L1 

dictionaries and L1→L2 dictionaries. 

 

A brief overview of the kind and manner of syntactic information in Estonian language 

dictionaries is presented in the article ‘Syntactic information in dictionaries: problems and 

solutions’ (Langemets et al. 2005). The authors emphasize that syntactic constructions have 

been described in several Estonian dictionaries, but mostly implicitly, by means of case 
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examples, as no general syntactic encoding system has yet been elaborated (Langemets et al. 

2005: 72). 

 

The same situation occurs within Estonian L1 and L2 scholary dictionaries: all relevant 

information is presented mostly implicitly on the level of examples. Probably the reason is 

behind the general attitude that grammatical information should be presented in grammar 

textbooks, not in dictionaries.  

 

The analysis of Estonian language grammar textbooks and studies (EKG II 1993: 8, 114-119, 

Rätsep 1978: 64, Langemets et al. 2005: 91–93, Kerge 2000: 18–19, 22-44, Muischnek 2006) 

indicated that from a grammatical point of view, in order to provide the users of the Estonian 

L2 dictionary with all necessary constructional and collocational information, there is a need 

to include into the dictionary entries the following information: 

 

 for noun entries – case, adposition and infinitive government and noun+noun, 

adjective+noun, noun (subject)+verb and noun (object)+verb collocations; 

 for adjective entries – case, adposition, infinitive government and adverb+adjective 

collocation;  

 for verb entries – object, case, adposition, infinitive, utterance government and 

verb+adverb collocations;  

 for adverb entries – case government and adverb+adverb collocations;  

 for quantifier sentries – case government. 

 

5. Semantic relationships 

 

In Estonian scholary lexicography there is no tradition to present semantical relationships 

explicitly in the individual entries. The information about hyperonyms, hyponyms and 

synonyms typically occur in the definition format and the information about antonyms is 

mostly neglected. There are also some dictionaries which present antonyms as individual 

entries with cross-references to connected words, e.g. TEA 2008.  

 

The study of Estonian L2 dictionaries showed that dictionaries provide mostly inflectional 

information and Russian equivalent. Syntagmatic and semantic information, which play a 

significant role in the second language acquisition process and production of grammatically 

correct Estonian texts, is almost neglected. For that reason, analyzed Estonian L2 dictionaries 

can be classified mostly as reception dictionaries. They do help to understand Estonian text, 

but they do not offer sufficient amount of information needed for production of Estonian text. 

Diachronically, the amount of information on the microstructural level did not change 

significantly: mostly inflectional information was presented explicitly. 

  

On the other hand, learners’ dictionaries meant for speakers of Estonian as a first language 

provide much more information: the information about inflectional formation and word 

formation is presented explicitly. The information about syntagmatic relationships is presented 

mostly implicitly by means of examples at the level of phrases, clauses and sentences. 

 

The analysis of the information, which is typically presented in Estonian L2 dictionary entries, 

indicated that lexicographers of the Estonian language as a second language need to elaborate 

new format for explicit presentation of word formation, syntagmatic and semantic information 

in dictionary entries.  
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