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Roadmap

 Writing system(s) of Old Lithuanian

 Letters and diacritics

 Sample of a written text (manuscript, print)
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Alphabet of 
Modern 
Lithuanian
 32 letters + 3 digraphs

(ch, dz, dž)

 4 nasal vowels:
ą, ę, į, ų

 5 more letters with 
diacritics:
č, š, ž, ė, ū



First Lithuanian alphabet

 Alphabet in the first
Lithuanian printed book, 
the Catechism by
Martynas Mažvydas, 
MžK 1547:

• 23 capital and 25 lower
case (+ ſ, u) letters
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 Mažvydas adopted the diacritic nasals <a̷ > and <e̷ > from Polish (< Stanisław 
Zaborowski, Orthographia, 1514):

• da̷gaus ‘heaven:GEN.SG’ (= dangaus)
• te̷ ‘there’ (= ten)

 No Lithuanian printed letters for the other two nasals <į>, <ų> in the 16th c.
(since there were no equivalents in Polish, thus none corresponding typefaces)

Marking of nasals
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 All four nasal vowels are present in the handwritten Lithuanian texts of the 
16th c.: the Bible translation (1579–1590) by Johann Bretke (Jonas Bretkūnas, 
1536–1602) and the Wolfenbüttel Postil (1573/1574):

• <ạ> budạ ‘manner:ACC.SG’, drạſei ‘brave:ADV’.
• <ẹ> garbẹ ‘honour:ACC.SG’, ſchwẹſti ‘hallow:PTCP.PST.PASS.NOM.PL.M’
• <ị> materị ‘woman:ACC.SG.F., drịſti ‘dare:INF’
• <ụ> butụ ‘be:3COND’, Kụkalei ‘weed:NOM.PL’

Marking of nasals



August Schleicher (1821—1868)
Handbuch der litauischen Sprache 1. 
Litauische Grammatik, Prag: 1856:

ą ę į ų
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KlG 1653, KlC 1654

 Daniel Klein (1609—1666)
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Hanc Caunenſium Dialectum
ſeqvimur in Ducatu Prußiæ, 
utpote omnium optimam &
commodißimam

(KlG 1653, fol. A8v)



 The Lithuanian alphabet in the Grammar of Daniel 
Klein: 22 letters and their allographs (altogether
37):
• IntroducƟon of <ė> /eː/ in stressed posiƟon

ėdʒ́ios ‘manger’, ſėkla ‘seed’, tėwas ‘father’

• Etymological spelling of the nasal vowels:
ſu̷ſti ‘to send’, graʒ́u̷ :ACC.SG ‘pretty’
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KlG 1653, KlC 1654
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To be abandoned:
 <f>, <h>, <x>, and <q>
 <tcʒ> and <tſch> for /ʧ/
 <ſch> for /ʃ/
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To be used:
 <ć> for the soft /ʧʲ/
 <cʒ> for the hard /ʧ/
 <ś> or <ſʒ> for /ʃ/
 <ʒ́> for /ʒ/



DK 1595, DP 1599
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 Mikalojus Daukša (1527/1538—1613), Catholic theologian and author of 
the first printed books in Lithuania proper, Kathechismas (DK 1595) and 
Postilla Catholicka (DP 1599), was supported by the bishop of Žemaitija 
Merkelis Giedraitis:

• Enrichment of the alphabet through diacritics

• Letters with accent marks
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DK 1595, DP 1599

Alphabet in the first
Lithuanian printed 
books in the Grand 
Duchy of Lithuania, 
the Catechism (DK
1595) and the Postil
(DP 1599) by
Mikalojus Daukša.
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 Jonas Juška (1815—1886), Kałbos Lëtuviszko lëżuv’o ir lëtuviszkas
statraszimas arba ortograpija (St. Petersburg, 1861), borrowed two
letters from the Czech alphabet:

• <č> for the voicless affricate /ʧ, ʧʲ/

• <š> for the voicless fricative /ʃ, ʃʲ/

 Kazimieras Jaunius (1848—1908):

• <ž> for the voiced fricative /ʒ, ʒʲ/

• <ū> /uː/

Last upgrade



A printed Old Lithuanian text…
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MžK 1547, 8



… and a handwritten one
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WP 1573/1574, fol. 1r


