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As Gorter (2006: 1) notices, “language is all around us in textual form”. The purpose of this paper is to discuss the relationship between language, awareness and the linguistic landscape using Estonia as an example. Using the term ‘linguistic landscape’ I subscribe to the definition given by Landry and Bourhis (1997: 25): “The language of public road signs, advertising billboards, street names, place names, commercial shop signs, and public signs on government buildings combines to form the LL of a given territory, region, or urban agglomeration.”

A linguistic landscape is a complex combination of meanings, messages, purposes and contexts of words and images displayed and exposed in public spaces. The multimodality of signs represents observable manifestations of the ways in which linguistic landscape actors with different linguistic and cultural backgrounds and diverse (multiple) identities use language(s) in everyday practices. Linguistic landscape actors are creators and owners of signs, readers/users of those signs and official authorities who constantly negotiate different policies on information arrangement on public signs.

In my paper I will analyse examples from a corpus of photographs of multilingual signage, consisting of advertisements in local newspapers and on streets, labels in markets, banks and shops (bank/shop fronts), shop, restaurant and street signage, and other advertising material I have collected since 1998 (and digitally recorded since 2006). When collecting my data, I noted down the location of each sign that I photographed and paid special attention to the functions of the visual display of Estonian-Russian new creation in public space.
Using the data from my corpus, I will show how Estonian (the only official language), Russian and English are combined on multilingual signs. Linguistic landscape data show that languages are not homogeneous and a linguistic element cannot always be attributed to a particular variety. Although power relations between languages, the overt and covert prestige of languages, language awareness and ideologies, discourses about languages, shared values, etc. matter, it is impossible to always predict what happens in written multilingual communication. The linguistic landscape includes not only the choice of language (Estonian, English, Russian, etc.), but also the creative use of all language resources.
This is an ethnographically informed research project because, as a member of the local community, I have a deeper understanding of how such signs are perceived: I am able to go far beyond the simple visual analysis of the text.

Keywords: written multilingualism, public space, English, Estonian, Russian

References
Gorter, D. 2006. Introduction: The Study of the Linguistic Landscape as a New Approach to Multilingualism. In Durk Gorter (ed.). Linguistic Landscape: A New Approach to Multilingualism, 1–6. Clevedon–Buffalo–Toronto: Multilingual Matters LTD.

Landry, R. & Bourhis, R.Y. 1997. Linguistic landscape and ethnolinguistic vitality: An empirical study. Journal of Language and Social Psychology 16, 23–49.
1

