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TOWARD A GRAPHOLOGY OF OLD PRUSSIAN MONUMENTS:
THE ENCHIRIDION

Criticism of the orthography of the Old Prussian monuments is not a recent
development. Many scholars in the past have noted errors and inconsistencies in
the texts, and some have found them to be very deficient indeed!. In recent years,
however, this criticism has reached the intensity of an assault on the basic validi-
ty of the orthography, impuning its character to such an extent that it would seem
that nothing intelligent about the phonology of Old Prussian may be deduced
from the texts. This attitude can be summarized in Professor Schmalstieg’s words:

...I will not count heavily on the evidence of Old Prussian spelling. It seems obvious that
the different ways of writing a single word have no significance at all. ...it may well be madness
which would lead anybody to believe that he could make anything out of Old Prussian orthography?.

It seems to me that Schmalstieg differs from previous scholars in that they as-
sumed an underlying correct” text overlaid with errors, which could be peeled
away, revealing useful .material. Since Schmalstieg has said,

Nor do I believe that consistent spelling necessarily points to a correct rendition of a word.
A consistent spelling may just as well be an incorrect one.. .3,
there is no ’correct® text to be reconstructed, and nothing, indeed, can be learn-
ed about Old Prussian. His arguments suggest that the orthography is bad becau-
se scribes are inherently incapable of transcribing accurately, hence of course no
accurate text can even be imagined, except a phonetic transcription by a contem-
porary linguist. These views have been convincing to many scholars, and one can
scarcely cite an Old Prussian form without a strong disclaimer for the accuracy
of the spelling.

1 See for example G. Gerullis, Zur Beurteilung des altpreuBischen Enchiridions, — Streit-
berg Festgabe, 96—104; Z. Rysiewicz, L’accentazione dell’ antico prussiano, — StB VIL (1940)
88—147. R. Trautmann, Die altpreuBlischen Sprachdenkmadler, also mentions ,,mangeihaf-
ter Orthographie...*, 99,

? W. R. Schmalstieg, The Old Prussian Verb, — Baltic Linguistics, University Park
and London, 1970, 127.

3 W. R. Schmalstieg, An Old Prussian Grammar, University Park and London, 1974,
305.



In this paper I would like to come to the defense of the Old Prussian ortho-
graphy. To do this I must begin with a discussion of the methodology of text
analysis.

When a scientist is confronted with a mass of complex, seemingly contradicto-
ry data which he must account for, the first step in the process of analysis must be
to narrow the focus of investigation so that, as much as possible, phenomena can
be examined in isolation. Similarly, faced with the many errors and inconsisten-
cies of the Old Prussian monuments, the first step is to narrow the field of study
to individual texts, and further, to natural subsets of those texts. Since we know
that spelling systems may often show differing spelling principles for roots and
for desinences which carry grammatical as well as phonological information, we
must examine the orthography of stems and endings separately. Finally, we must
pay especially careful attention to the spellings of single lexemes which have a
high-frequency occurrence. In a systematic orthography, for non-linguistic, cultu-
ral reasons, the same phoneme may be spelled differently in different lexemes, but
identically in all occurrences of a given lexeme. Moreover, the variants which do
occur in the repeated occurrences of the same word provide the best ’laboratory®
control over the environment of the given variation.

For all these reasons most of this paper will deal with one text, the Enchiri-
dion, primarily touching on the orthography of stems, and paying special atten-
tion to high-frequency vocabulary in the text. Note that such a subset of the cor-
pus of data may be internally consistent, while appearing to be inconsistent with
respect to other subsets of the corpus. When one starts from the premise that a
good, linguistically informative text is not possible, it is a waste of time to analy-
ze parts of the data®.

The next methodological consideration is the goal of analysis. The text is
a human artifact, representing human language. As a complex artifact it may
be filled with errors, and the first task of investigation must be the reconstruction
of an ideal normative text. In performing this task, one must distinguish between

4 The consequences of these two approaches can be seen in Schmalstieg’s review of Stang,
Vergleichende Grammatik der baltischen Sprachen (Language 44/2, 390). Stang, analyzing sepa-
rately the three Catechisms, notes the spellings for the desinences *-kan, etc., in the texts: 1. -kun,
~cun, ~con; II. -quan; IIL. -kan. Stang tries to explain this observed consistency, this
pattern, this manifest orthographic development, by proposing differing dialects. That
may or may not be correct, but Schmalstieg sees the whole phenomenon as “orthographic
vacillation* due to sccibal inability to record phonetic labialization. Because he denies the
possibility of scribal competence, he ignores the most important fact in Stang’s presenta-
tion — each text presents a differing orthographic norm for representing the desinences in
question. There is no vacillation*. The problem is as much to account for the systematic distri-
bution of the so-called variants among the three monuments, as it is to account for their particu-
lar forms.
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differing kinds of error; a transcribing error, based on mishearing, must not be
thrown in the same heap as a purely text error, a slip of the pen, a misreading
of handwriting, or a composing error, made in the print shop. These in turn are
not the same as errors due to translator’s misapprehension. Taking all errors to-
gether without any sensitivity to such distinctions creates a false impression of
the validity of the text®.

Instead of concerning themselves with the problem of a normative text, some
scholars have proceeded directly to underlying (morpho-) phonological reconstruc-
tions. Abandoning the text, they posit Old Prussian forms based on the ”compa-
rative method®, i. e. comparing the grammars of the attested East Baltic langua-
ges for clues to the original Old Prussian forms. Such an approach is fallacious
and leads to many distortions. One can see its error by considering the extinct Bal-
tic language(s) to the East. What was the verb system in that language ? Let us look
at Lithuanian and Latvian and reconstruct® an appropriate verb system for this
unattested language. Why is such a procedure pointless? It seems to me that an
unknown Baltic language is linguistically interesting precisely in how it differed
from attested languages. Apart from its basic frivolousness, reconstructing a case
ending for such a language is useless because the result is inherently biased in
favor of similarity with the attested languages. Similarly, all we know of Old
Prussian is in the monuments. What was this language really like? That can only
be answered by analyzing the data that we have. How did Old Prussian differ
from Lithuanian and Latvian? That is the interesting question. If we abandon the
orthography and reconstruct Old Prussian on the basis of Lithuanian and Latvian,
we are introducing a methodological bias in favor of similarity which distorts the
actual identity of the Old Prussian language.

The distortions caused by abandoning the task of normative text reconstruc-
tion in favor of ’etymologizing® reconstruction can be seen in recent treatments
of the active verb desinences and of the third person personal pronouns. In the
case of the verbs, the 1st person plural ending has been reconstructed as *(-ma) on
the basis of the “comparative method®, even though the only lst person plural
desinence attested in the Enchiridion, occurring in fifty-five different verbs, is -mai.
It is even considered that the ending could have been *(-me), parallel with the 2nd
person plural *(-ze), since one of the variants for this desinence is -tai, along with
-ti, -tei, and -te®. Only the conviction that the orthography is utterly meaningless
could allow such speculation, since in fact the odds against such a random dis-
tribution of spellings for identical vowels for the 1st and 2nd person plurals are

5 My work on the Elbing Vocabulary, for example, convinces me that that monument in-
corporates a good orthography, but was poorly copied.
¢ W. R. Schmalstieg, OP Verb, 130.
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astronomical. Note that this has nothing to do with a theory of scribal competence;
the odds against the endings being identical would be astronomical even if
Prussian had been recorded by trained apes or parrots.

Similarly, this ”comparative method“ reconstructs the stem *(tzan-) for the
3rd person pronoun, dismissing as orthographic vacillation the two variants at-
tested in the Enchiridion, fan- | tgn- and ten-. However, these variants have a sys-
tematic distribution: fan- | tan- occurs in the masculine Nominative sg. fifty-three
times, ten- occurs in other cases fifty-six times, with but two deviations — one masc.
Acc. pl. tannans, one fem. Nom. sg. tanng. Clearly the Old Prussian of the Enchi-
ridion had a systematic stem alternation tan ~ ten, whatever its origin. In a norma-
tive text reconstruction I would correct the two exceptions to *fennans, *tennd;
presumably a comparative® reconstruction would 'read“ the fifty-six occurren-
ces of ten- as *(tan-).

In arguing that the orthography of the Enchiridion is “good*, I must discuss
the question of how the text was made, the competence of the transcriber, and
the nature of the data that linguists can expect to gather from a ~’good* orthogra-
phy. Let me start by saying that I have no a priori assumptions about scribal abi-
lities or linguistic motivations. Arguments based on the spelling abilities of Ameri-
can college students are no more relevant than their architectural abilities are
relevant to the question whether the cathedrals of the 16th Century Koenigsberg
‘were well-built. Rather, I start with the text which we have, searching for patterns,
for consistencies, and I attempt to construct hypotheses which will account for
‘what we observe. The evaluation of the ability of the scribe is made after study-
ing the text; it is not an assumption which we allow to color our study”.

I will begin with what the text is not. It is not a phonetic or phonemic trans-
cription of Old Prussian. This would seem obvious, but apparently there is a mis-
conception that earlier scholars interpreted the text as though the spelling were
phonemic. This is not correct. I am not aware of any treatment of the Old Prus-
sian texts which assumes or states that the spelling was phonemic. The earlier wri-
ters in the field, Berneker, Trautmann, Bezzenberger, even Endzelins, were pre-
phonemic in their approach, which was either “’philological“ or neo-grammarian.
This leaves the question whether a spelling system can be non-phonemic or non-
morphophonemic (or rather, not consistently phonemic or morphophonemic) and
still be “’good®, structured, systematic, and linguistically informative. I think the

? I do make one assumption which is at the basis of any scientific approach. I assume that
all phenomena have causes. This is not to claim that all causes can be discovered, which is obvi-
ously not true in the case of the historical human sciences. Nevertheless, I cannot imagine any ob-
servable manifestations of human behavior, including so-called ’random*® vacillations in speli-
ing in a text, to be truly causeless.
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