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Hans-Jørgen Uldall is most widely known for his
Outline of glossematics, which was finally published
only two months before his premature death. Born in
Silkeborg, Denmark, the son of a doctor, he began
studies at the University of Copenhagen in 1924 as a
medical student, but soon changed to English and
quickly drew the attention of his professor – Otto
Jespersen. After studying under Daniel Jones in
1927, and achieving a native command of English,
he was invited, in 1929, to teach at the University of
Capetown as deputy for D. M. Beach. A teaching stint
followed at the School of Oriental and African Stud-
ies (SOAS) for most of 1930. Then, on Jespersen’s
recommendation, in 1931 he went to California
to carry out fieldwork for Franz Boas. He studied
Southern Maidu in 1931 and in the summer of
1932. During his time in the United States, he studied
anthropology under Boas at Columbia University and
registered as an M.A. student there, although he never
submitted his thesis. After some initial publication
based on Jones’s phoneme theory, he hesitated to
complete his Maidu publication because he felt the
need for a revised theoretical base.

In 1932, Uldall returned to Denmark and remained
there until 1939. Jobs were hard to find, and Uldall
had not completed his Danish degree. He had various
temporary posts, initially associated with his old pro-
fessor, Jespersen. He considered going abroad but his
wife became ill with tuberculosis and died in 1937.
Uldall was also kept in Denmark through his associa-
tion with Hjelmslev, whom he had met shortly after
returning, through the Linguistic Circle of Copenha-
gen. A phonology of Danish was planned under the
Prague model but never completed. The work, involv-
ing Hjelmselv, Uldall, and Paul Lier, led to the devel-
opment of a new theory that they called glossematics
(q.v.). They planned various publications, but mod-
ifications to the theory delayed publication. In
1937 they agreed on the basic model and hoped to
finish two publications on phonematics and Danish
phonology. However, in 1939, Uldall felt obliged to
take a post with the British Council in Athens, al-
though he still intended to spend a significant part
of the year in Denmark.

His intent was to go to Athens, but wartime cir-
cumstances prevented it. He found himself in Egypt
instead, with his new bride, Elizabeth Anderson.
They taught for the British Council in Cairo, Tel
Aviv, Baghdad, and Alexandria. Throughout the
war, Uldall was completely cut off from Hjelmslev.
Their attempts to reestablish their working relation-
ship of the late 1930s failed, interrupted by Uldall’s
further work for the British Council, and then for
Tucuman University in Argentina, as well as work in
Edinburgh (where Elizabeth, his wife, was appointed
to the University in 1949). Even most of a year spent
in Denmark (1931–1932) failed to further collabora-
tion between the two, not least because their views
had diverged. Hjelmslev felt unable to sign off on the
proposed publication by Uldall, which was critical to
his career. The publication appeared only two months
before his death in Lagos, where he was a senior
lecturer at the University of Ibadan.
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