
The Harvard manuscripts and the first lectures on the Course of General 

Linguistics 

The saussurian studies present great emphasis in the manuscripts research of 

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913), these contain thousands of manuscripts pages that, 

in its majority, hold the genevan’s reflections around the linguistics studies. It is possible 

to find in these manuscripts a group of pages, catalogued in Harvard, which exposes 

issues concerning phonetics and phonology and, because of that, these pages become 

essential for the analysis of its content. Therefore, this presentation aims to analyze this 

material in order to investigate the saussurian’s formulation movement confronted with 

the theory founded on the Course in General Linguistics. 

 The Harvard manuscripts are known by this name because they were catalogued 

in Houghton Library at Harvard University. Its writings content, more specifically in the 

phonetics notebook, focus on subjects such as sound, phoneme, acoustic, phonetics and 

other issues around this matter. This content calls our attention once it seems to present a 

movement around Saussure’s formulations that are related to the theme of his first lectures 

on general linguistics in Université de Genève. Thus, despite the difference in years of 

the manuscripts – presumed from 1880’s – and the first lectures at the university in 1907, 

it appears that Saussure was already attentive to the theme around the sound which was 

later essential to the founding of modern Linguistics. 

 We aim to raise elements present in the Harvard manuscripts and the first lectures 

in the course of general linguistics so that we can figure out a movement in Saussure’s 

formulation. With this analysis, we attempt to get to the key elements that led the 

genevan’s linguist to the definitions of sound, phoneme and acoustic image – key 

concepts to the theory of the linguistic sign and the founding of the modern Linguistics. 

We will return to the studying of different linguists such as Jakobson (1969), Marchese 

(2009), Joseph (2012), Parret (2010) and D’Ottavi (2014) as basis of our analysis. 
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