
Introduction – Part 1: Language and speakers

Old Lithuanian
JOLANTA GELUMBECKAITĖ



Roadmap

 Historical information

 Genetic affiliation

 Varieties

 Language map

Old Lithuanian – Introduction, Part 1 2



Old Lithuanian – Introduction, Part 1 3

“who wants to know how distant ancestors of the Indo-Europeans spoke
need only to look at the mouth of a Lithuanian farmer”

Interest in Lithuanian
Antoine Meillet (1866–1936):
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Conservativity Sanskrit  Lithuanian

Dievas davė dantis,
god:NOM.SG give:3PST tooth:ACC.PL

duos ir duonos
give:3FUT and bread:GEN.SG

‘God gave the teeth, [God] will give also 
bread’
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Baltic languages
Northern dialect of Indo-European:
 Lithuanian
 Latvian
 Old Prussian
• Curonian
• Semigalian
• Selonian
• Yotvingian
• Scalvian
• Galindian (West- and Dnepr-)
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“I would suggest calling 
this family the Baltic 
languages family or 
somehow else”

Georg Heinrich Ferdinand Nesselmann (1811–1881):
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Magnus Ducatus Lithuaniae

 From the 13th c. to 1795 the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania (Lithuania Maior, 
Lithuania propria)

 Curonians lithuanianized (15th c.)

 Semigalians, Selonians lithuanianized up
to the presens Latvian boarder (15th c.)

 Lithuanian grows into the lands of the
Yotvingians and partly of the Prussians
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Lithuania Minor
(Prussian Lithuania, Kleinlitauen)
 Duchy of Prussia (since 1525)
 Kingdom of Prussia (since 1701)
 East Prussia (since 1773)

Lithuanians inhabited the north-eastern
part, along the Curonian Lagoon, the
peninsula of Samland. In the first half of
the 16th c. in the districts of Ragnit, 
Insterburg, Tilsit, Labiau, Schaaken, 
Gumbinnen, Laukischken.
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 Long nasal vowels /aː/<ą>, 
/æː/ <ę> narrowed to /uː/
<ų>, /iː/ <į> in the east

 Nasal diphthongs /am/, 
/an/, /em/, /en/ narrowed 
to /um/, /un/, /im/, /in/ in 
the east

Dialectal differentiation of Lithuanian (10th c.)

 Clusters *-tja-, *-dja- developed to /tje/ 
<te>, /dje/ <de> in the west and to /tſja/ 
<čia>, /dʒja/ <džia> in the east

 /lj/ before the front vowels /æː/ <e>, 
/eː/ <ė>, /ɪ/ <i>, /iː/ <y>, /ei/, and /en/ 
in the west
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Interdialects in Lithuania Maior

 Eastern (= “Lithuanian”, “Dzūkian”)
current in the bishopric of Vilnius 
(founded in 1387); based on the 
Vilnius koine, which developed from 
the East Aukštaitian dialect 
(subdialect of the Vilnius region)

 Middle (= Central, “Žemaitian”)
current in the bishopric of Žemaitija 
(founded in 1417), mostly in the 
former territory of the Duchy of 
Samogitia; based on the West 
Aukštaitian dialect of Kėdainiai

12



Lithuanian in Lithuania Minor

 Western (= “Prussian”) — current 
in the Duchy of Prussia; based on 
the South-West Aukštaitian 
dialect, which remained more 
archaic than the other dialects. 
The dialectal differentiation here 
was smaller than in the 
Lithuanian state. Standard 
Lithuanian, which is based on the 
Kaunas region subdialect, is 
closest to the Western variety of 
Old Lithuanian.
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Variations of Old Lithuanian



Old Lithuanian (ca. 1503/1520—1800)

(1) 16th—17th century
 “Dzūkian prayers” (Pater noster, 

Ave Maria, Credo) in: Nicolaus 
de Blony, Tractatus sacerdotalis 
(Straßburg: Martin Flach, 1503)
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Old Lithuanian (ca. 1503/1520—1800)

(2) 18th century
 Christian Gottlieb Mielcke (1732–1807), 

Anfangs=Gründe einer Littauischen Sprach=Lehre
(Königsberg: Hartungsche Hofbuchdruckerei, 1800)
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