
Phonology – Part 1: Segmental phonology

Old Lithuanian
JOLANTA GELUMBECKAITĖ



Roadmap

 Segmental phonemes: 
• Consonants
• Vowels
• Diphthongs

Old Lithuanian – Phonology, Part 1 2



Old Lithuanian – Phonology, Part 1 3

Phonemes: Consonants



Consonants
 The Middle and the Eastern varieties of Old Lithuanian show no softening of 

/l/ before the front vowel, and before the non-gliding vowel. Instead, they
have a “dark” /ɫ/ in all positions
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Consonants

 In Eastern Old Lithuanian, the opposition between hard and soft 
/r, rj/ and /ʒ, ʒʲ/ was neutralized:

• graytay ‘fast:ADV’ (SP I 1629 248,10) (= SL greitai)
• kryʒ̇aus ‘cross:NOM.SG’(AK 1605 55,18) (= SL kryžiaus)
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Consonants
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Vowels
 The inventory of vowels of Lithuanian consists of 12 main phonemes

and 1 peripheral phoneme /ɔ/ being used only in recent loanwords
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Vowels
 Short and long vowels are different phonemes, which build quantitative 

(short—long) oppositions:

• pùsti [ˈpusʲ tʲɪ] swell:INF— pū́sti [ˈpuːsʲ tʲɪ] blow:INF

• dúona [ˈdʊ͜ɑna] bread:NOM/INS.SG— dúoną [ˈdʊ͜ɑnaː] ACC.SG

 Vowel lenght is phonemic and independent of the accent position:
• ùpių [ˈʊpʲuː] river:GEN.PL – krantų̃ [krʌnˈtuː] shore:GEN.PL
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Vowels
 ō < PBalt. *ā: mótė ‘mother’:

• <a>: ſʒadị word:ACC.SG (WP 1573/1574 3r,31) (= SL žõdį)
• <o> in stressed, <a> in unstressed position: ſʒodi (VK 1579 2,13); ſʒodʒia

GEN.SG (VK 1579 3,17) (= SL žõdžio)

 The gliding long vowels are of secondary origin historically:
• PBalt. *ō > uo [ʊ͜ɑ]: dúoti ‘give’ (< PBalt. *dō-)
• EBalt. *ẹ̄ > ie [iɛ͜]: diẽvas ‘god’ (< PBalt. *deiv̯as)
• The spelling of these secondary diphthongs <ie> and <uo> was introduced

by Konstantinas Sirvydas in the 17th century
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Vowels
 The inventory of vowels of the Middle variety of Old Lithuanian

is similar to Western and differs from the Eastern one
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Vowels
 The opposition between the vowels /a/ and /ɛ/ after soft (palatalized) 

consonants was neutralized in Old Lithuanian. In the Middle and Eastern 
varieties, palatalization was more distinct
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Vowels
 The main difference between Modern Lithuanian and Western Old Lithuanian 

is the maintenance of the four nasal long vowels in Western Old Lithuanian. 
The process of denasalizaƟon affected the high nasals /iːn, uːn/ <į>, <ų> earlier 
than the low ones /æːn, aːn/ <ę>, <ą>
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Vowels
 In Eastern Old Lithuanian, denasalization took place already in the preliterate period
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Diphthongs
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 Vowel diphthongs: ai, ei, au, iau (=eu)

 PBalt. *ei̯ > stressed: diẽvas ‘god’ / unstressed: deivė͂ ‘goddess’

 Dewas ‘god’ (= SL die ͂vas) / deiwiſte ‘deity’ (= SL dievy͂stė), but deiwiſchkas ‘divine’ (= SL 
diev͂iškas)

 No phonetic contrast between ai and ei after palatalized consonants in Western Old 
Lithuanian: broleis brother:INS.PL (= SL broliais)



Nasal and liquid diphthongs
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 Nasal and liquid sonorants (resonants) build tautosyllabic sequences:

• liquid diphthongs: /il/, /ul/, /el/, /al/, /ir/, /ur/, /er/, /ar/
• nasal diphthongs: /im/, /um/, /em/, /am/, /in/, /un/, /en/, /an/

 Liquid diphthongs are stable. There are two exceptions, when, at the end of the 
Old Lithuanian period, the nasal disappeared and caused nasalization of the 
preceding vowel:
• nasal diphthongs /in/, /un/, /en/, /an/ stand before a fricative: *-an-S- > -ą-S-
• nasal diphthongs /in/, /un/, /en/, /an/ stand in word-final position: *-an > -ą



Nasal diphthongs
 Nasalization in Western Old Lithuanian was

strong until the 18th c.:

dranſei bravely

(WP 1573/1574 5r,12) (= SL drąsiai)

paſchwẹſtụ, paſchwenſtụ hallow:3COND

(WP 183v,8; 258r,27)

paſchwęnſtu
(VK 1579 51,13) (= SL pašvęstų)
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