
Jens Nørgård-Sørensen In Memoriam*

Jens Nørgård-Sørensen (1954–2015) was an outstanding linguist, one 
of the most prominent academic leaders in Slavic studies, a dedicated 
teacher, an active organizer of educational and research networks, and 
a friend who we will dearly miss.

Nørgård-Sørensen the Scholar

Professor Jens Nørgård-Sørensen was born on 31 July 1954. He gradu-
ated from Aarhus University in 1976 and received his MA there in 1981, 
earning a University Gold Medal for his MA thesis “The category of 
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After several years as a research fellow and then an assistant professor, 
he advanced to reader (lektor) at the University of Copenhagen in 1991. 
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(dr. phil.) at the University of Copenhagen in 1992. In the period 2004–
09 he held an extraordinary professorship. In addition to his role as 
teacher and academic advisor, Nørgård-Sørensen served his university 
in a variety of leadership functions, including two terms as department 
chair. He represented the University of Copenhagen as a visiting fellow 
in Cambridge, UK (1994–95) and St. Petersburg (2010) and at numerous 
conferences in Slavic and general linguistics around the world. Jens had 
also planned to come to Moscow as a visiting fellow in the fall semester 
of 2015. He was an active member of the Slavic Linguistics Society and 
presented papers at several SLS annual meetings, including the found-
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of the last SLS annual meeting in Heidelberg (September 2015), but un-
fortunately did not take place. Since 2005, Nørgård-Sørensen had been 
editor-in-chief of the journal Scando-Slavicaï1���1 �����1 W__]1 �º1 ���1
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Tragically, the appointent took place just a month before his untimely 
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long serious illness, but his death was a shock to everybody. 

Among Slavic and general linguists Nørgård-Sørensen was known 
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to the theory of grammaticalization. Nørgård-Sørensen’s doctoral dis-
sertation Coherence theory: The case of Russian, which was published in 
1992 in the series Trends in linguistics: Studies and monographs, vol. 63 
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grammar mechanisms with lexicon and a holistic vision of natural lan-
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and methods, including elements of logical analysis, functional sen-
tence perspective, and discourse analysis. Nørgård-Sørensen was one 
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included a chapter on word order, intonation, and theme–rheme struc-
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in general and in his second monograph, Russian nominal semantics and 
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animacy, gender, case) and verbal categories (tense, aspect, mood). As 
an expert in historical Slavic grammar, Nørgård-Sørensen looked for 
support of his hypothesis on the underlying similarity of nominal an-
imacy and verbal aspect in the parallel development of these catego-
ries in the Slavic languages. The same year, the collective monograph 
Connecting grammaticalization, coauthored by Nørgård-Sørensen with 
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grammaticalization changes and argue that grammatical change al-
ways comprises semantic change. Nørgård-Sørensen’s contribution to 
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an original account of case theory based on the functional approach, 
but its message can nevertheless be translated into the metalanguage 
of formal frameworks as well. Nørgård-Sørensen claims in this chapter 
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was based on the inventory of verbal constructions and was not strict-
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exhibits a typological shift which can be explained as the morphologi-
zation of verbal syntax. 

A comparative reading of Nørgård-Sørensen’s three books gives 
the impression that the focus of his interest gradually changed from 
the purely synchronic analysis of Modern Slavic data to contrastive 
linguistics and diachronic typology. Still, his research articles, book 
reviews, and conference papers suggest that he in fact pursued these 
lines of research in parallel. For instance, his paper on clausal topology 
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later years, Nørgård-Sørensen established an international network, 
supported by the Nordic Council of Ministers in cooperation with 
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post-graduate education through conferences in Slavic, Nordic, and 
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dents. Jens was always a very generous, active, and highly competent 
project leader and has contributed much to the success of thematic con-
ferences in the series Typology of Morphosyntactic Parameters (TMP) 
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versity for the Humanities (now Moscow Pedagogical State University) 
in Moscow in 2013 and 2014. His last talk at the 2014 TMP conference 
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was also cofounder of the series of international conferences in gen-
eral, Nordic, and Slavic linguistics for graduate and doctoral students 
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TMP conference intends to grant the Jens Nørgård-Sørensen’s award 
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The exceptional level of Nørgård-Sørensen’s scholarship was rec-
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he contributed numerous articles on Slavic languages and on Slavic 
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With his death, the Slavic community has lost one of its leaders, a per-
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ternational scholar who dedicated his life and research to major prob-
lems of Slavic and general linguistics.

Jens Our Friend

Jens Nørgård-Sørensen lost Merete, his wife of nearly forty years, who 
tragically passed away in 2013. He is survived by their three children 
���1���1�������������ð1���1�¢1�1�������ï1 ����1 ��1�1 ��������1���-
sonality who had a rare gift of being both delicate and direct at the 
same time. He loved his family, life, arts, music, and singing—and his 
passion for music and singing lives on in his children. After the death 
of his beloved wife, Jens prepared for publication Merete’s two novels, 
making the way for her posthumous debut as an author in 2015.

Jens will be deeply missed by the students he taught and advised, 
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and by all people who will turn to his legacy as a scholar. 
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