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“KORTLANDT’S HYPOTHESIS” AND OLD PRUSSIAN STRESS*

Hitherto, our sole direct source of information on the placement of stress m
Old Prussian has been the third and last of the Catechism texts, Abel Will’s 1561
translation of Luther’s Enchiridion. Here, it is generally agreed that word stress is
indicated by the marking of length on a stressed syllable with a macronlike device:
wirans ‘man, acc. pl.” : Lith. vyrus (with -ij- as an allograph of -i-)'. In diph-
thongs,as Fortunatov (1880, 153 {f.) has shown, the marking of (secondary)
moric length indicates not only word stress, but also syllable tone: rankan ‘hand,
acc. sg.” (Lith. rarikq, with Baltic circumflex) : kaiilins ‘bone, acc. pl.” (Lith.
kdulus, 1.e., Baltic acute). In the Enchiridion, then, the representation of stress
and vowel/mora length 1s graphically merged, and word stress 1s directly attested
only for long vowels. ,

There is no communis opinio regarding the indication of stress on short vow-
els. On the one hand, Trautmann (1910, 196), Van Wijk (1918, 101), and
Rysiewicz (193840, 101-2) find that short accented vowels are indeed repre-

“sented graphically, by a doubling of a following (intervocalic) consonant: buttan
['butan] : Lith. butas, gallan ['galan] : Lith. gdlg, enmigguns [en'miguns] : Lith.
fmiges. Smoczyfhski 1990 extends this interpretation to other environments.
On the other hand, Berneker (1896, 102), Endzelin (1944,23-24,27), and
Schmalstieg (1974, 25) argue that Will’s doubling of a consonant is simply a
device to mark the shortness of a preceding vowel, “nach dem Vorbild der deutschen
Orthographie”, according to Endzelin (1944, 23). In this case, a geminate con-
sonant (-j- and -w- are never doubled) could be found after either a stressed or

* The preparation of this paper was facilitated by F. Kortlandt’s posting of the three Old Prussian
catechisms on his web page: <http: [ www.let.rug.nl/~schaeken/kortlandt html> and has benefitted greatly
from discussions with Rick Derksen (Leiden). Needless to say, any shortcomings are my own.,

' Abel Will says as much in the foreword to the Catechism (cited according to Maziulis 1981, 105):
“Damit aber der leler [olche {prach nach jrer Natiirlichen art ver[tendliglich lefen kénne: vnd es die zuhérer
auch verltehen / ilt dieles fleillig zu mercken / das die Fiinff Vocales gemeiniglich durch eine lange Pronun-
ciation aussgesprochen werden / Derwegen [olche buchltaben jhre [ondere zeychen haben miillen / Wo nun
diefe nachfolgende verzeychnus an einem folchen buchftaben im wort erfunden, muss der[elbige mit [einem



unstressed vowel, and, conversely, the single writing of a consonant indicates the
length of a preceding vowel (regardless of stress)’.

While these two approaches agree in regarding Will’s use of single and gemi-
nated consonants as essentially reflecting contemporary German orthographic prac-
tice, a fundamentally different interpretation of the doubling of consonants in the
Enchiridion has been put forward by Kortlandt (1974), who, starting from nu-
merous writings of the type semmé, dessimpts, ettrai, with a macron on the vowel
following a geminated consonant’, proposes that such a notation indicates the stress
of a following, rather than preceding vowel (or simple brevity). As Kortlandt
explains (loc. cit., 300), “Considering that it is a priori more probable that double
consonants occur under the same conditions in word forms without a macron as
they do in word forms where we can derive the place of the stress from the macron,
we can formulate the following HYPOTHESIS: a double consonant indi-
cates that the next vowel was stressed” (original emphasis). The
above buttan (Lith. butas), gallan (Lith. ga ilq), enmigguns (Lith. jmiges) Would thus
represent “bu'tan”, “ga’lan”, “enmi’'guns”, all with final stress.

Together with this hypothesis, Kortlandt (loc. cit., 302) proposes a progres-
sive stress shift for Old Prussian analogous to Dybo’s law for Slavic (advancement of
stress from a non-acute syllable to the next syllable, 1rrespective of its prosodic com-
position), except that in Old Prussian the conditions for stress displacement are
more restricted: here stress advances only from a short syllable; circumflex syl-
lables are unaffected: “a stressed short vowel lost the ictus to the following syl-
lable”*. This would account for such comparisons as OPr. nom. sg. semmé “earth’ :
Lith. Zéme, OPr. 3 sg. pret. weddé(din) ‘lead’ : Lith. védeé, OPr. fem. sg. twaia ‘your’ :

EE I 14

2 As Endzelin (1944, 23-24) points out, the marking of a short vowel through the gemination of a
following C is not absolutely consistent in these texts; for example, it is rare before another C (siggnat =
signat). (It is, however, typically found before a resonant: maddla, tickra.) As Endzelin further notes, conso-
nant gemination is less common in suffixes than in roots (spartina, spartinno), is almost completely lacking
across a prefix-root boundary (pallaip- is the only example), and is never found in word-final position (kas).

* 1 count 193 examples (including hyphenated words) of this sort in the Enchiridion, including forms
with the structure -VCCij- (Dellijks), -VCCrV- (tickrémai), and stressed diphthong after the geminated conso-
nant (sallaiibiskan). The only examples here of a geminated consonant following a stressed syllable (vowel or
diphthong) are polijcki 27'°, driicktai 66", billit 79%, dinckama 79", lassinnuns 104%, drickiawingiskan
119", dinckun 1327,

“Dybo 1982, 247, note 25, refers to “3axon Koprnauara” and says that he himself had proposed some-
thing similar at a conference on Nostratic in 1973. Commenting on Kortlandt’s Hypothesis, he notes that it
“eliminates the ‘mystical nature’ (MucTH4eckuii xapakrep) of the connection between ictus and double conso-
nants”. He is apparently referring to the view put forth in the works of Trautmann (1910, 196), Van Wijk
(1918, 101), and Rysiewicz (1938-40, 101-2), that the doubling of a consonant in the various Old Prus-
sian texts is an attempt at representing the stress of a previous short vowel.
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Russ. meos, meoé (original barytone), OPr. dat. pl. gennamans ‘woman’ : Russ.
arcend , oceny (original barytone). Circumflex bases retain their original stress: OPr.
acc. pl. rankans ‘hand’ : Lith. rankas (circumflex base with Saussure’s law), OPr.
~ acc. pl. dusins ‘ear’ : Lith. ausis (circumflex base with Saussure’s law).

As supporting evidence for such a stress advancement in Old Prussian,
Kortlandt (loc. cit,, 300) cites the “remarkable alternation between e and a
before a double consonant in wirdemmans, waikammans and giwemmai, giwammai.
The vacillation is more easily explained as the result of a pretonic neutralization
“than as an unmotivated alternation in the stressed syllable. ... (p. 302:) Here again
the final stress in the Old Prussian forms 1s supported by the vanants gannan, gannai,
gannans, which point to a weak pretonic vowel”. Butas Parenti 1998, 136 has
‘indicated, this “remarkable alternation” is found equally well in syllables which
according to Kortlandt’s hypothesis would be stressed, and the alternation would
therefore be unmotivated: ucke- (1x) of vckcelangewin-giskai 59*” : ucka- (5x;
vckalang wingiskai 39", etc.); 81* wesselingi 81%* : Wessals 121° (Parenti
loc. cit. cites other examples). The alternation is also found in kittewidei 49° and
kittewidiskai 129" : kittawidin 115%; pogattewinlai 103'""" : pogattawint 77", which
accordingto Kortlandt (p. 303) are not actually exceptions to his hypothesis, but
represent stress on the syllables -wid- and -win-, the -w- having exerted a certain
reducing effect on the preceding vowel; a stop preceding this vowel is written doubly.

On the other hand, there are words of relatively high frequency throughout the
Enchiridion, like tebbei (11x; hyphenated forms are included for all counts), mennei
(9x), adder (72x), paggan (26x), pallaips (25x), labban (25x), segge/segge (12x),
gemmons{6x), which never show an alternation e ~ a in actual or purported pretonic
position; etymological a and e are kept distinct here (cf. also Levin 1982, 206—
209)°. | |

The graphic alternation of e ~ a in the Old Prussian texts is a complex 1ssue
which almost certainly has several motivating factors. For cases like giwemmai,
wirdemmans, gennan, Stang 1966, 27 sees the fronting of a stressed a before a
nasal. Other instances, such as Sacramentan ~ Sacramenten reflect, according to
Stang, a reduced pronunciation of the vowel in unstressed position. Still other in-
. Stances in the Enchiridion of graphic e ~ a contain an etymological e, and may
“reflect the open pronunciation of this vowel (as is the case in the Elbing Vocabu-

3 Since etymological e is rendered consistently in high-frequency examples such as tebbei, mennei, seggé,
gemmons, | have reservations concerning Parenti’s (1998, 138-139) reiteration of Schmalstieg 1959:
“in Old Prussian, as in modern Lithuanian, there was no opposition between /a/ and /e/ in the position after a
consonant”.



lary: Levin 1971, 12, 17), which is apparently marked in Catechism II by the
graph &: [l zst (est) : Ll ast, IL haese ‘“from’ : Ill esse/asse, 1] zsse ‘be, 2 sg. pres.” : 111
essei/assailassei. '

In fact, there are several other compelling reasons, both linguistic and cultural,
for preferring the traditional interpretation of consonant gemination (in Endzelin’s
formulation) to Kortlandt’s hypothesis. To begin with, the Enchiridion text itself
provides a number of graphic counterexamples to Kortlandt’s hypothesis. These
include:

a) Multiple writings of double C: Omitting compounds (like stessepaggan) on
the grounds that they may have more than one stress, we have tickinnimai 35°
saddinna 97", isspressennen 67" (3 sets!), perweckammai 31%, pickullas 51'°,
preistattinnimai 1117, kackinnais 1177, Crixtissennien 131'%, and others.

b) Expected double consonants lacking: ismigé 101", budé 89", Supiini 67°,
69%, pagar 27°, peroni 103%,

¢) Forms i which double consonants are not immediately pretonic (again,
excluding compounds like ackewijstin 125°) Pallaipsitwei 35¢, pérgimmans 413,
kumpinna 51", polijcki 57", Jssprettingi 75'%, aii-pallai 79*°*, widdewi 97'°
Widdewiumans 97°, boiisennien, 103%, skijstinnons 103°, and others. Note also
giwassi (2x) alongside the spelling giwasi (1x). On the basis of such forms,
Endzelins (1943, 19; 1944, 27) raised doubts concerning Trautmann’s formu-
lation.

d) Instances of vowel reduction after a doubled consonant (suggesting an un-
stressed syllable): tickars 47°, 61%°, 77" (indicating reduced final: *'tikrs), tickran;
tans 37" (repeatedly) < *'tanas, although Kortlandt argues that tennd/tanna is by
progressive stress shift; Trinta_winni 89*° (-i < unstressed -¢, if this is not in fact
an -I ~ -ia stem, on which c¢f. Levin 1971, 82 ff.).

e) Forms such as semme 105" ‘earth’ : Lith. Zémé, OPr. 3 sg. pret. weddé(din)
101" “lead’ : Lith. védeé, which serve in part to motivate Kortlandt’s hypothesis, are
somewhat suspect in view of the fact that etymological long -é- in the Enchiridion is
otherwise routinely represented as -i- (Stang 1966, 46)". |

Kortlandt’s hypothesis 1s also less compelling when the cultural context under-
lying the appearance of the catechisms 1s brought to bear on the question of Old

% Note also Derksen 1996, 366: “Words of the type widdewd constitute an exception to the general
rule that a double consonant indicates that the next vowel was stressed”. As in the examples kittewidei,
pogattewinlai, Kortlandt (loc. cit., 303) sees in widdewii the “reducing effect of the w on the preceding )
pretonic vowel”.

"Smoczynski 1990, 192, note 12, views the macron of & as an abbreviatory device for a diphthong ei.
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- man-speaking clergy (rather than for 20"-century linguists) adopt an orthographic
convention presumably unfamiliar to the speakers? Nor is there any evidence (e.g.,
in Hartknoch 1684) of a German-derived Old Prussian writing tradition which
over time may have evolved into the system envisioned by Kortlandt, and upon
which Abel Will might have drawn; and no such system is found among those
languages in the Baltic region which were subject to German cultural influence. For
Latvian, which distinguishes vowel length, earlier orthographic practice shows a
doubling of consonants after short vowels: Older Latvian jzittas (citas), taggad
(tagad), azzis (acis), labbi (labi), tu effi (esi), turram (turam), Semme (zeme). The
same practice of doubling consonants to denote the shortness of preceding vowels
prevailed in Estonian up until Ahren’s spelling reforms of the mid-19" century,
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