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On 13 October David Wilkins died in Sydney, some months after being diagnosed with Motor
Neurone Disease. He was 67.

In 1981 he graduated from The Australian National University with BA (Asian Studies) Hons
(with University Medal); his subthesis 'Towards a theory of semantic change' was eventually
published in 1996 as 'Natural tendencies of semantic change and the search for cognates'
(Durie & Ross eds, The Comparative Method reviewed, OUP). As a reviewer noted, this novel
development of "universals of semantic change" brought "rigor and method into diachronic
semantics".

From July 1982 he worked in the bilingual-bicultural program at Yipirinya School in Alice
Springs. His ANU PhD was awarded in 1990, with a thesis 'Mparntwe Arrernte (Aranda):
Studies in the structure and semantics of grammar' supervised by Avery Andrews and Harold
Koch.

In 1988 he was at University of California, Davis, then from 1990 to 1992 at SUNY Buffalo.
Nick Evans and David's course on polysemy at the 1992 ALI (Univ. Sydney) was a notable
point in their years of collaborating. That was just one of David's many fruitful collaborations.
and indeed he put much into co-authoring and mentoring.

From 1993 to 2000 David was a researcher at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics
(MPI), Nijmegen. After a stint in Cairns he was from 2001 to 2006 at the Center for Aphasia
and Related Disorders in the Veterans Administration (VA) Northern California. Then he
moved to Sydney, where he lived simce 2006.

He was fluent in Indonesian, Arrernte, Italian, and Dutch. Creativity and rigour marked his
ventures in many subfields of linguistics: as well as semantics, also bilingual education,
ethics, Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) (in which he co-held 4 US
patents), gesture and multimodality. and language reclamation.

A list of his papers is at https://www0.anu.edu.au/linguistics/nash/wilkins.html

-David Nash

24/10/2025, 20:42


https://als.asn.au/EEGateway?b=vZgGv7icxJzqmngHVuiLXA%3d%3d&c=Jt09pxmk%2fVFuntnBPYcSnA%3d%3d
https://als.asn.au/EEGateway?b=vZgGv7icxJzqmngHVuiLXA%3d%3d&c=Jt09pxmk%2fVFuntnBPYcSnA%3d%3d

