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THE BALTIC é-PRETERIT REVISITED

1. As itis well known, the Baltic preterit suffixes *-@- and *-é- are in complementary
distribution in modern Lithuanian. With few exceptions, they are entirely predictable
from the present and/or the infinitive stem'. Modern standard Latvian has generalized
the a-preterit to all verbs, but the oldest documents and the dialects offer clear evidence
showing that the distribution of *-@- and *-é-preterits of modern Lithuanian continues
with minor modifications that of Common East Baltic and, presumably, that of Common
Baltic altogether?.

The consistency and synchronic regularity of the (East) Baltic preterit system makes
it difficult to relate its facts to those of the other Indo-European languages (apart from
the identity of the Baltic a-preterit with the Slavic second stem in -a-, everything else is
insecure). Before this is attempted, it is advisable to exploit as far as possible the internal
evidence of the Baltic languages themselves. This can be done in two possible ways:
either by focusing on the main principles of distribution of the *-a- and *-é- preterits
(i.e., where do we always or nearly always find only one of both preterits), or by focusing
on synchronically irregular or unexpected forms (i.e., *-&- or *-3- preterits in a class
of verbs that otherwise excludes them). Approaches along these lines, however, have
yielded mutually incompatible results.

2. Since the *-é-preterit is regular beside ia-presents (Lith. befti, béria, béré “strew,
scatter”) and in the type sakyti, sdko, sdké “say”, an old view, going back to Schleicher,
Kurschat or Osthoff?, considers the &-preterit to be a contraction of *-ija. *-ijd is to be

' This is self-evident for all suffixal formations. W. P. Schmid, — IF LXXI 286-296; IF LXXII
116122, showed that the preterit of simple thematic presents is also largely predicted from the structure
and vocalism of the root.

% Old Prussian also had both preterits, but their distribution does not correspond in all cases to that of
Lithuanian (e.g. OPruss. kira, ismigé vs. Lith. kiiré, uzmigo). The few attested forms do not suffice to
show to which degree the Old Prussian preterit system diverged from that of East Baltic. In addition, we
cannot forget the possibility that some of the attested forms are errors of the translators. In what follows
I will simply leave the Old Prussian facts out of consideration (as, on the other hand, it is usually done in
studies of the Baltic preterit).

3 A. Schleicher, Handbuch der litauischen Grammatik, Prague, 1856, 224f.; F. Kurschat,
Grammatik der litauischen Sprache, Halle, 1876, 280; H. Osthoff, Zur Geschichte des Perfects im
Indogermanischen, Strassburg, 1884, 60, 66.
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analyzed as a “regular” g-preterit added to a stem ending in *-i- that must have been
taken from the *-je/o-present.

From a comparative point of view, this explanation eliminates the necessity to look
for cognates of the Baltic e-preterit —in itself an advantage, since there are no particularly
obvious comparanda to this formation elsewhere in the family. We would just be left
with a general a-preterit to be accounted for. It is not in doubt that the Baltic @-preterit
is related to the Slavic second stem *-g- of verbs like berg, borati (aor. boraxw) “take”
or pifg, pesati (aor. pesaxs) “write”. It is reasonably certain that this Balto-Slavic
*-d-aorist triggered zero grade of the root, and it is possible, but by no means certain
that the extension of *-a- to the infinitive is a specifically Slavic innovation®, Its origin
is still unclear, but this doesn’t affect the Balto-Slavic reconstruction. As far as Baltic is
concerned, we would just have to assume that Baltic first generalized the a-preterit as
the only preterit marker and then created a new é-preterit of its own from *-ija. It is
also important to remark that the obligatory character of the second stem in -a- beside
Jje-presents in Slavic as opposed to the regular presence of the é-preterit beside ia-
presents in Baltic is a powerful argument for this theory, since it is precisely in this
class where the é-preterit (< *-ii@) should have originated.

Attractive as this theory might be, however, it must also face some serious problems.
The validity of the development *-iig@ > *-& has often been questioned, but I believe the
Baltic feminine é-nouns provide a very close parallel, for these are almost certainly
derived from earlier ija-stems (e.g. Lith. Zémé = OCS zemlja “earth”). é-preterits and
feminine é-stems thus support each other and the validity of the phonetic process at
hand. It is also not immediately clear why the preterit stem adopted *-i- from the present,
but one could envisage a number of possible scenarios explaining this (see below §5.1.).
In any case, nothing makes it @ priori an entirely unconceivable process.

A more serious problem, of course, is that the é-preterit is not only found beside ia-
presents and in the type sakyti, sdko, saké. It is regular beside simple thematic presents
to TET roots (type vesti, véda, védé “lead”, dial. Latv. vede, OPruss. wedde-din) and it
is found in other classes as well (e.g. Lith. madlti, mdla, malé “grind”, musti, musa,
musé “beat”, trinti, trina, tryné “rub”), including irregular or isolated verbs where the
é-preterit can hardly be a recent innovation (e.g. dioti, dioda, davé “give”, initi, ima,
émé “take”, ginfiti, gimsta, gimé “be born”, mifti, mirsta, miré “die”, virti, vérda, viré
“boil (tr./intr.)”). In some of these classes the é-preterit is certainly not very old (e.g.
Lith. mdle vs. dialectal mdlo, Latv. malu), while the é-preterits miré or gimé could be

“If the last statement is correct, this Balto-Slavic a-aorist must be kept apart, descriptively, from the
second stem in *-d- of verbs like OLith. giemi, gieddti “chant”, miegmi, miegdti “sleep”, raumi, raudoti
“weep” (modern Lith. giedu, miegit, rdudu), OCS swpi-, svpati “sleep”, svci-, sbcati “piss”.
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attributed to an earlier *-je/o-present that was later replaced by other formations (e.g.
mirsta, gémalgimsta for earlier *miria, *gimia)®, but there will always remain a number
of relatively old é-preterits that cannot stem from *-ija. The “*-jjG > *-¢ theory” is thus
forced to assume a wide and apparently arbitrary extension from the original nucleus of
e-preterits, not always easy to understand.

I am not aware of any attempt to trace the details or the motivation of such a spread
(I will try to do it below). No wonder that this theory has not met with general approval
in its original, strongest formulation. Nevertheless, its explanatory power for the types
berti, béria, beéré and sakyti, sdko, sdké remains appealing. It is thus my impression that
while some scholars would simply reject the theory altogether, other would be inclined
to accept a “mild” version of it: *-ij@ > *-¢& would be applicable only to these types, but
not to the é-preterit as a whole®. The *-& of béré or saké would thus have a different
origin from that of véde, muse, divé or viré. It must be observed, however, that the
origin of this “second” e-preterit remains unclear. A unitary explanation should certainly
be given preference. .

3. An entirely different approach emphasizes the evidence of synchronically irregular
forms. These are not very common, but some do exist, although their historical
interpretation is by no means self-evident. Probably the most surprising fact (and the one
that most clearly appears to point to a given historical interpretation) was Endzelin’s
discovery, almost a century ago, that at least two verbs, (Lith.) kepti “bake, fry” and dégti
“burn (tr./intr.)”” have left clear traces of an original contrast in the preterit between transitive
*kep-é-, *deg-e- and intransitive *kep-a-, *deg-a-'. Such a contrast is fully isolated within
the Baltic preterit system and must be an archaism.

Endzelin’s interpretation was straightforward: the two preterits were originally linked
to a contrast of transitivity. This theory was embraced by Stang, as well as by other

3 So, for instance, Barton, — IF LXXXV 257ff. See below §6.2.2.

% So, for instance, H. Pe ders e n, Prace lingwistyczne ofierowane Janowi Bandouinowi dla uczcze-
nia jego dziatalnosci naukowej 1868-1921, Krakdéw, 1921, 65ff.; La cinquieme déclinaison latine,
Kgbenhavn, 1926, 10ff.; A. Vaillant,—BSL XL 7, 15; W.R. Schmalstieg, — Lingua X 93ff., LgB
I 30ff.; J. Kurytowicz BPTJ XXII 176ff.; J. E. Rasmussen, Papers from the 6™ International
Conference on Historical Linguistics, Amsterdam, 1986, 441; G. Michelini, — ZfS1 XXXV 841ff..

7J. Endzelin, — KZ XLIII 18f.; Lettische Grammatik, Heidelberg, 1923, 567f., 667; Latvie$u
valodas skanas un formas, Riga, 1938, 190; Latviesu valodas gramatika, Riga, 1951, 734f. The facts are
well known: dialectal Latvian tr. dadZa : intr. daga, tr. cepé- : intr. sa-capa, iz-capa. Pairs like these
may have also existed in Lithuanian, cf. also dialectal Lithuanian intr. képti, kefipa, képo “get dry” ;
Klein degiu “accendu”, degu “ardeo”, Universitas deginu “pale”, degu “gore” (1 haven’t been able to
locate in the Universitas the often quoted preterit degau, but it is perhaps to be inferred from its author’s
note, p. 42, “verba in u non iu desinentia habent praeteritum indicativi in aw, praeter ...”, among which
exceptions degu is not mentioned).
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authorities®. It remains one of the main theories on the primitive distribution of the two
Baltic preterit suffixes, which has triggered a number of more speculative ideas on how
the putative system trans. *-&- : intrans. *-d- could have come into being’.

This theory allows a totally different interpretation of the type befti, béria, béré. ia-
presents are typically transitive in Baltic and are very often found beside intransitive
nasal and sta-presents, which regularly select a-preterits. The presence of é-preterits
beside ia-presents would thus be due to their transitive value. One could even go on
and speculate that a previous system pres. *ber-a- : pret. *bir-é- (tr.) / *bir-a- (intr.),
*uert-a- 1 *yirt-e- (tr.) / *uirt-a- (intr.) underlies pairs like befti, béria, béré “strew,
scatter” : birti, byra, biro “fall”, vefsti, vefcia, vefté “turn over” : vifsti, vifsta, vifto
“turn into, become”, the presents being back formed to the preterit, but given the
productivity of the system there are no grounds to prefer this over other possible
scenarios. The transitivity of the é-preterit would also account for its regularity beside
TeT-a presents (vesti “lead”, etc.), because these are typically transitive. The preterit of
Old Lithuanian athematic presents without a second stem to some degree also supports
this view (tr. édé, divé vs. intr. bégo, sédo).

The problem, of course, is that there is no dearth at counterexamples, including
isolated verbs. Transitive a-preterits are by no means uncommon: riso “tied up”, lupo
“skinned, barked”, kirto “fell”, (dial.) mélo “ground”, etc.'’ Intransitive é-preterits are
not so common, but one finds some disturbing examples like miré “died”, gimé “was
born”, gulé “lay down”, etc. Since the Baltic preterit system of simple thematic presents .
is largely regulated by root vocalism and stem structure, a case for Endzelin’s theory
could be advocated by assuming that the status of the two Baltic preterit suffixes shifted
from one in which they were meaningful morphemes to another in which they are just
positional variants governed by the present stem. Presents of the type CaC-a, CiC-a or
CeRC-a would have ended up selecting the &-preterit, irrespective of their diathetic
value. But even granting a strong remodeling of the system along these lines, it is still
difficult to understand why classes mostly composed of transitive verbs like these selected
the d-preterit or why do we have isolated intransitive é-preterits like mireé.

There are also problems in relating the putative Common Baltic preterit system
trans. *-é- : intrans. *-@- to the facts of the other Indo-European languages. As observed

® Ch. Stang, Das slavische und baltische Verbum, Oslo, 1942, 189ff.; Vergleichende Grammatik
der baltischen Sprachen, Oslo, 1966, 377ff.; H. K611 n, Opositions of voice in Greek, Slavic and Baltic,
Kgbenhavn, 1969, 301f. and passim; Barton, — IF LXXXV 252ff.

E.g. G. Klingenschmitt, Das altarmenische Verbum, Wiesbaden, 1982, 3ff.; Rasmussen,
Papers from the 6™ International Conference on Historical Linguistics, Amsterdam, 1986, 44 1ff.

"% A list of primary transitive verbs with the d-preterit can be found in Stan g, Vergl. Gramm., 385.
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virtually all types of verbs. We will then start from an original preterit *kep-d-, *deg-a-
(that almost certainly had replaced earlier sigmatic aorists *kep-s-, *dég-s-) which was
both transitive and intransitive in just these two verbs.

As a second assumption, let us assume that the type of vesti “lead”, nesti “carry”,
sekti “follow”, besti “dig”, etc. acquired a new, typically transitive é-preterit from
some external source, a source that can only have been the é-preterit (< *-ijd) of ia-
presents. The new é-preterits *vede, *neseé, etc. simply replaced the older a-preterits
*vedd, *nesa, as could be expected, but in the case of kepti and degti a special
development took place.

"' T use this term only as a descriptive label.
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