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Abstract. The article examines the phenomenon of dental mutation (also: dental 
umlaut), a historically poorly understood sound change attested in several North Sea 
Germanic languages, including Frisian, Low German, Dutch, whereby back vowels 
are fronted in the environment of dental consonants, as it is reflected in Middle Low 
German loanwords in Estonian, Latvian, and Livonian. Following an overview of the 
general history of umlaut in the Germanic languages and a survey of existing research 
on dental mutation, the study investigates whether the three recipient languages preserve 
traces of dental mutation that was present in their Low German source forms, but often 
not consistently represented in the written record of Middle Low German itself. While a 
clear-cut distribution of dental mutation cannot be established for the Low German loan-
words in question the investigation reveals notable discrepancies between the Latvian 
and Livonian correspondences, which point to a potential stratification of Low German 
loanwords in Livonian into an older layer borrowed directly from Low German and a 
more recent one mediated through Latvian. Dental mutation is thus proposed as a pos-
sible diagnostic criterion for establishing the relative chronology of such loanwords. 
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1. 	Introduction

Anyone who studies the numerous Low German loanwords found 
in Estonian1 will quickly and clearly see that, in a whole range of these 
words, the phonetic form of the Estonian word points to a Low German 

1	 “Estonian” is used here and throughout this text to refer to the form of the modern writ-
ten Estonian language, originally based on the central dialects of Northern Estonian. 
Dialectal forms were not taken into account in this study.
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form which, unlike its High German counterpart, features a front roun
ded vowel. This front vowel, which occurs in Low German in certain 
words, cannot in many cases be explained by the usual rules governing 
the occurrence of the palatal umlaut. Long treated only marginally in 
the research literature, this dental umlaut (also known as dental muta-
tion) was examined in greater detail for the first time by Jarich Hoekstra 
(Hoekstra 2007), who traced its occurrence primarily in Frisian, but also 
in other North Sea Germanic2 languages, without, however, reaching 
a definitive conclusion regarding the distribution of the phenomenon.

The dictionary of Low German loanwords in Estonian compiled by 
Jüri Viikberg (Viikberg 2016) is a valuable contribution to the study 
of this phenomenon, as it not only lists the Estonian equivalents of the 
words but also their parallels in Latvian and Livonian, two neighbouring 
languages that have borrowed Low German words to an equal extent. 
A comparison of the possible occurrence of dental mutation provides 
insight into different layers of loanwords and potential dialectal dif
ferences in Middle Low German in Estonia, Livonia and Courland.

2. 	Palatal metaphony: definition and fundamentals

The term umlaut (in a more strict sense also i-mutation, i-umlaut, 
palatal metaphony) denotes a fundamental historical sound process in 
the Germanic languages, in which a stressed back or low vowel is shifted 
forward (fronted) under the influence of a following unstressed front 
vowel or glide, in particular i, ī, or j. The vowels primarily affected are 
the back vowels: Germanic *u becomes ü, *o becomes ö, *a becomes 
e or ä. Since a cannot be genuinely shifted forward, it is raised instead. 
The result of this development are the characteristic front vowels of 
the Germanic languages, known in German as Umlaute and manifested 
synchronically in alternations such as Buch : Bücher or Sohn : Söhne 
(Russ 1996: 501).

Phonologically, umlaut is a combinatory sound change, that is, a 
context-conditioned assimilation in which the articulatory features of 

2	 The term “North Sea Germanic” is used here, as is customary in Germanic studies litera-
ture, to refer to the Germanic dialect form underlying Anglo-Saxon, Old Frisian and Old 
Saxon (Old Low German), or to the specific linguistic developments common to these 
language forms (cf. Euler 2022:30).
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the following vowel are anticipated in the stressed syllable nucleus. 
As the triggering factors gradually disappeared or changed (syncope 
of final i and ī, merger of unstressed vowels into ə), the former umlaut 
allophones lost their conditioned status and became independent phone
mes; this process is accordingly referred to as the phonemicisation of 
umlaut. The alternating vowels resulting from this process were retained 
in inflectional and derivational morphology as morphologically distinc-
tive devices, but in numerous cases were again reduced or completely 
eliminated by paradigmatic levelling (Russ 1996: 501). Umlaut is one 
among several phonologically active phenomena, as summarised by 
Nübling: ‘In Proto-GMC the grammatical endings together with the 
primary suffix were attached to the lexical base. If there was any phono-
logical interaction it was always from right to left, i.e., the grammatical 
part affected the lexical one (regressive assimilations such as rising of 
e > i before i, u or j, i-umlaut, u-umlaut, breaking, vowel lengthening, 
or vowel shortening).’ (Nübling 2020)

3. 	Palatal metaphony in the individual Germanic languages

The chronology and extent of palatal umlaut are by no means uni-
form across the Germanic languages: there are considerable differences 
both with regard to the vowels affected and with regard to the timing of 
their phonemicisation.

3.1. Old High German and Middle High German

In Old High German, only the umlauting of the short vowel a 
received orthographic representation; this is referred to as ‘primary 
umlaut’ (OHG gast (sg.) : gesti (pl.) ‘guests’). The umlauting of the 
remaining vowels and diphthongs (o, u, â, ô, û, ou, uo) most likely 
took place as well, but was not recorded in writing until Middle High 
German; this phenomenon is accordingly termed ‘secondary umlaut’. 
According to the standard theory (following Twaddell 1938), these are 
not two separate processes but rather two phases of the same phonemi
cisation (Russ 1996: 505–506). In Middle High German and Modern 
High German, umlaut is morphologically highly productive and is 
visible in plural formation, comparative forms, and verbal inflection.
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3.2. 		Old English and Old Frisian

In Old English, phonemicisation took place earlier than in the other 
Germanic languages, and the umlaut allophones already appear as in-
dependent phonemes in the oldest texts. At the same time, Old English 
shows an early tendency to unround the newly formed rounded front 
vowels, causing them to merge with their unrounded counterparts (OE 
brycg ‘bridge’, bryd ‘bride’). Through paradigmatic levelling, many 
umlaut alternations were also pushed back; what has been preserved 
are essentially the plural forms of old consonantal stems (fōt : fēt ‘foot : 
feet’, tōþ : tēþ ‘tooth : teeth’) and some comparative forms (Russ 1996: 
507).

Old Frisian shares with Old English both the broad scope of umlaut 
and the early unrounding of the newly formed rounded front vowels, as 
well as the far-reaching paradigmatic levelling of umlaut alternations. 
In Old Frisian, Germanic o and u merge through umlaut and subsequent 
lowering with the reflex of e (OHG kuri, but OFris. kere ‘choice’; Russ 
1996: 502). The conditioning factors (following i, ī, and j) had already 
disappeared or been reduced to ə in Old Frisian as attested in texts from 
the thirteenth century onward. Russ (1996: 509–510) emphasises that 
Frisian thus fits well into the general picture of North West Germanic 
umlaut development: phonemicisation of the fronted allophones, early 
unrounding and merger with unrounded vowels, and extensive levelling 
of the alternating forms.

3.3. 	Old Norse

For Common Scandinavian, the existence of umlaut allophones 
before i, ī, and j must be assumed. The triggering i was syncopated 
relatively early in some medial and final syllables (towards the end of 
the 7th century BC), which led to the phonemicisation of umlaut. Runic 
inscriptions represent umlaut phonemes only sparsely and unsatis
factorily; the manuscripts of the twelfth century introduce special signs 
such as ‹ø› and for this purpose, as also systematically described by the 
‘First Grammarian’s Treatise’ (anonymous, ca. 1150). Old Norse shows 
umlaut alternations in nominal inflection (maðr : menn ‘man : men’), 
in comparative forms, and in the subjunctive (Russ 1996: 507–508). 
The distinction between primary and secondary umlaut characteristic 
of German is unnecessary in Old Norse.
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3.4. 	Low German

In Low German, too, the i-umlaut is first and foremost the fronting 
of velar vowels by an [i] or [j] in the following syllable, and in this 
form dates back to the Old Low German (Old Saxon) period; however, 
only the umlaut of *a (> e) was consistently marked in Old Saxon, 
whilst the umlaut of *o, u, ö and ü remained unmarked for a long time, 
though it can be attested in the language itself through rhymes, loan-
words from neighbouring languages and, at times, consistent spellings 
(y, ø, overwritten characters) within Middle Low German itself. In the 
North Albingian-East Elbian region, under Nordic influence, the writ-
ten forms y or ø have been commonly used since the 14th century to 
denote ü/ö; however, around 1400, the unmarked spelling (without an 
umlaut symbol) established itself. Alongside the original i-umlaut, there 
is a more recent analogous umlaut, which is particularly evident in the 
verbal system. Certain sound combinations either prevent or facilitate 
the umlaut to varying degrees: combinations of h + consonant and those 
containing l allow it, but it is usually absent before stressed or strongly 
penultimate heavy final syllables (-lik, -inne, -nisse, -inge, etc.), leading 
to double forms (e.g. degelik ~ dagelik ‘daily’). Finally, ö/ü also arise 
secondarily through the labialisation of e/i before certain consonant 
clusters (e.g. silver > sülver ‘silver’) as well as through analogical for-
mations, so that in Middle Low German several different pathways for 
the formation of umlauted vowels coexist.

3.5. 	Middle and Modern Dutch

Dutch shows palatal umlaut primarily in short vowels; long vowels 
and diphthongs are not affected except in northern and eastern dialects. 
The umlaut of Gmc. *a merges with the reflex of Gmc. *e (MDu. bedde 
‘bed’); the umlaut of *u is visible mainly in secondarily lengthened 
vowels (Du. deur ‘door’, sleutel ‘key’). Morphologically conditioned 
umlaut alternations have largely been eliminated by levelling; only a 
few isolated forms survive, such as beter (‘better’) and lest (archaic for 
laatst ‘latest’; Russ 1996: 508–509).
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4. 	Dental mutation

The phenomenon of dental mutation discussed here was initially 
examined in greater detail in relation to Frisian; for this reason, the 
development in Frisian is presented here before that in other Germanic 
languages.

In the dialects of the Frisian language, which has historically been 
divided into three separate areas, there exists a group of words that ap-
parently show the results of an i-umlaut of the Germanic short vowel 
*u, although no historical triggering factor (an i or j in the following 
syllable) can be demonstrated. This phenomenon, hitherto little studied, 
was first investigated in detail and systematically described by Jarich 
Hoekstra (2007). Hoekstra argues that the fronting of the vowel was 
caused by the presence of a dental consonant in immediate proximity 
to the mutated vowel, and, following Nörrenberg (1932), refers to this 
change as ‘dental mutation’ (Hoekstra 2007: 43).

4.1. 	Terminological history and state of research

Insofar as it has been treated at all, the phenomenon is known in 
the research literature under various names. Earlier scholars speak 
of ‘secondary umlaut’ (so Sarauw 1921), of ‘spontaneous umlaut’ or 
‘spontaneous palatalisation’3 (so Löfstedt 1928: 153 for North Frisian, 
cited after Hoekstra 2007). These terms reflect the puzzlement regarding 
a change for which no immediately obvious phonetic motivation 
seemed to be present. Sarauw (1921: 295–300) had already noted for 
Low German that northern dialects in particular show mutated forms in 
a number of words that are difficult to explain, and assembled extensive 
documentary evidence for such ‘secondary’ forms: examples include, 
among others, the lexemes for ‘sun’, ‘son’, ‘sow’, ‘root’, or adverbs 
such as ‘without’, ‘through’, and ‘around’, where back-vowel forms 
(with o, u, ō, ū) alternate with front-vowel forms (with ö, ü, ȫ, ǖ) in 
other dialects (Sarauw 1921: 295–300). Walter Mitzka, in his study of 
East Prussian Low German (Mitzka 1920), similarly refers to such um-
laut phenomena as Systemzwang (‘systemic pressure’) without attempt-
ing an explanation.

3	 In Germanic and Indo-European linguistics, this type of change has traditionally been 
referred to as “palatalisation” (in parallel with corresponding changes in consonants). 
Nowadays, the term “fronting” is generally used.
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The term ‘dental mutation’ was coined by Erich Nörrenberg (1932), 
who demonstrated that in many North German dialects the vowels u and 
o are shifted to ü and ö respectively in a dental environment (Hoekstra 
2007: 49). Löfstedt (1928: 153–154) had previously been the first to 
explicitly highlight the parallelism of the Frisian forms with their Low 
German counterparts for North Frisian; for West Frisian and the broader 
Frisian context, the phenomenon remained largely unrecognised.

4.2. 	Dental mutation in Frisian

Hoekstra identifies essentially two main conditioning environments 
for dental mutation in Frisian.

Dental mutation before n and after s. The best-documented con-
text is the position before the nasal dental n and the position after s (or 
between s and m). The core examples in Old Frisian are sunne (‘sun’) 
and tunne (‘barrel’): West Frisian has sinne and tûne respectively, 
Fering-Öömrang (North Frisian) has san and tan (with a subsequent 
lowering i > e > a), whereas Saterland Frisian shows Sunne and Tunne 
without any vowel change (Hoekstra 2007: 44–45). In the position after 
s, West Frisian likewise shows dental mutation: OFris. sumur (‘sum-
mer’) > WFris. simmer; Mooring (Mainland North Frisian) corres
pondingly has samer (Hoekstra 2007: 47).

The lack of dialectal homogeneity is striking here: dental mutation 
before n and after s is restricted to North and West Frisian and is com-
pletely absent in East Frisian (Saterland Frisian); even within North 
and West Frisian, discrepancies arise, since not all dialects show the 
mutated vowel in all potentially affected words. This stands in contrast 
to genuine i-umlaut, which operated more consistently throughout. The 
phenomenon is furthermore limited in the number of lexemes affected; 
it comprises only isolated words and thus differs from the wider distri-
bution exhibited by dental mutation in Low German or ‘spontaneous 
palatalisation’ in Dutch (Hoekstra 2007: 56).

Dental mutation before r-clusters. As a second, formally distinct 
context, Hoekstra identifies the position before consonant clusters in-
volving r. Words such as OFris. word (‘word’) or forsk (‘frog’) consis
tently show forms with reflexes of Gmc. *u in the other Germanic 
languages (OE word, OHG wort), whereas West Frisian wurd and 
Fering-Öömrang faask (< OInsNFris. *fersk) exhibit an e-vowel that 
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can be satisfactorily explained neither by i-umlaut nor by any other 
means (Hoekstra 2007: 47–48). Similarly, the word group for ‘grain, 
corn’ (OFris. *kerl) and ‘to curdle’ (*kerlia) shows forms with e in 
all Frisian dialects, while Dutch and Low German have reflexes of o 
(Hoekstra 2007: 58).

From a phonetic perspective, it should be noted that dental muta-
tion before r-clusters has a different starting point from umlaut before 
n: while the latter, analogously to i-umlaut, follows the path u > ü > e, 
for the forms before r a change from o via ö to e must be posited. In 
all Frisian dialects, ö as the result of dental mutation is unrounded to e; 
this process also occurs sporadically in Low German and Dutch (e.g. 
MLG derp or Du. dial. mergen ‘morning’; Hoekstra 2007: 59). Since 
this change is older than that before n and s, dental mutation before 
r also appears in East Frisian, which otherwise does not exhibit den-
tal mutation (cf. Saterland Frisian mäiden ‘morning’, Tärp ‘village’ in 
Hoekstra’s material).

4.3. 	Dental mutation in the North Sea areal

Frisian is not alone in exhibiting dental mutation. Hoekstra shows 
that fronting tendencies in the proximity of dental consonants occur in 
all languages of the North Sea area: alongside Frisian and Low German, 
also in Dutch, Danish, and possibly English (Hoekstra 2007: 54).

For Low German, Nörrenberg (1932) had already demonstrated, 
using East Frisian Low German data, that u and o become ü and ö 
respectively before or after dental consonants: e.g. sünne (‘sun’), tünne 
(‘barrel’), sön (‘son’), sömmer (‘summer’), dörp (‘village’), and others 
(Hoekstra 2007: 53). Sarauw (1921: 295–300) had presented corre-
sponding evidence for a large number of Low German dialects, from 
which it emerges that northern dialects in particular use mutated forms: 
for ‘sun’, East Frisian4 shows sünne, Hamburg sünn; for ‘son’, söne in 
the Göttingen-Grubenhagen area and söhn in Hamburg; West and East 
Westphalian, on the other hand, retain the unmutated forms sunne and 
suon(e) (Sarauw 1921: 295–296). Umlauted variants of adverbs such as 

4	 This refers to the Low German dialect commonly known as ‘East Frisian’; it should not 
be confused with the equally named (with the exception of Sater Frisian) extinct variant 
of the Frisian language in East Frisia. 
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sünder (‘without’), dör (‘through’), and ümme (‘around’) likewise occur 
primarily in the northern dialects, while conservative inland dialects 
retain u and o (Sarauw 1921: 299–300).

Dental umlaut has also left traces in Danish: Old Danish o before n 
and u before nn, nd appears as ö after r, s, or t (Dan. søn ‘son’, tønde 
‘barrel’, tynd ‘thin’, tønder ‘tinder’ < ON tundr; Hoekstra 2007: 53). 
In Dutch, Van Loon (1986: 66–70) describes a tendency referred to as 
‘spontaneous palatalisation’, in which the product of Gmc. u appears in 
coastal regions as ö or ö: (e.g. zeumer ‘summer’, zeune ‘son’, veugel 
‘bird’; Hoekstra 2007: 54). Hoekstra here refers to Van Loon’s (1986) 
approach of understanding the phenomenon as a North Sea Germanic 
(Ingvaeonic) feature, since the context involved is somewhat broader 
than in Low German dental mutation.

4.4. 	Explanatory approaches: polygenesis, borrowing, 
or common source?

The similar geographical distribution and the frequent coincidence 
of the same word material across different North Sea languages raises 
the question of the historical relationship between these phenomena. 
Hoekstra (2007: 54–55) outlines three basic explanatory possibilities.

First, polygenesis cannot be excluded: assimilation phenomena be-
tween dental consonants and vowels belong to the more universally 
common sound developments, so that independent developments 
in neighbouring languages are entirely conceivable. Second, a con-
crete influence of one language on the others has been discussed for 
earlier periods: Janssen (1937) had suspected that dental mutation in 
Low German derived from a Frisian substrate; conversely, Löfstedt 
(1933) concluded that Frisian forms could have been borrowed from 
Low German. Hoekstra himself assumes, for dental mutation before n 
and after s, that in Frisian this mostly involves loanwords from Danish 
or Low German with sound substitution, i.e., Low German or Danish 
forms with ü were replaced at the point of borrowing by the phonologi-
cally closer Frisian i (Hoekstra 2007: 57).

For dental mutation before r-clusters, on the other hand, an autono-
mous development in Proto-Frisian appears more plausible, since the 
phenomenon is older: it encompasses East Frisian dialects as well and 
thus cannot be explained by later borrowing relationships. Hoekstra 
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therefore proposes that it represents an ancient North Sea Germanic 
tendency to front back vowels in the proximity of a dental consonant, 
which maintains a degree of continuity in Frisian, Low German, Dutch, 
and possibly English (Hoekstra 2007: 55, 59–60). Many questions 
nevertheless remain open.

5. 	Low German dental mutation in loanwords of Estonian, 
Livonian, and Latvian

5.1.		Occurrence and distribution

The diffuseness and dialectal inconsistency of dental mutation in 
Low German discussed so far – one and the same word may appear 
mutated in some dialects and unmutated in others – has a parallel in 
Latvian, Livonian, and Estonian loanwords from Middle Low German. 
A survey of the relevant word material suggests that all three languages 
systematically reflect the phonological value of the Low German source 
form at the time of borrowing, independently of the Middle Low Ger-
man writing tradition, which often does not indicate dental mutation 
orthographically, or does so inconsistently.

The dictionary of Low German loanwords in Estonian (Viikberg 
2016) which served as the basis for this study, as it not only lists 
Estonian loanwords from Low German but also their Latvian and 
Livonian equivalents, records a total of 316 lexemes in whose Low 
German source form a labial vowel occurs in immediate proximity to a 
dental consonant. The total number of Low German loanwords listed in 
the dictionary amounts to 990; 316 of these, therefore, account for just 
under 32 per cent of the total number of loanwords recorded. Since the 
precise conditions for the occurrence of dental mutation are unclear, all 
lexemes in which dental mutation was theoretically conceivable were 
included in the investigation. From the list thus compiled, all words not 
simultaneously attested in all three recipient languages were excluded. 
Unfortunately, this excludes a large number of lexemes that are well 
attested in two of the languages under investigation; however, any study 
involving this type of only partially attested word would first require a 
closer examination of why these words are attested in only part of the 
Estonian-Livonian-Latvian language area.
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When it comes to the Livonian data, caution is advised in some in-
stances: unlike the majority of the Estonian and Latvian words used 
here, the Livonian words do not necessarily derive from a more or less 
standardised written form, but are drawn from all the materials used by 
Lauri Kettunen for his Livonian dictionary (Kettunen 1938), which, in 
addition to Courland Livonian forms of the Eastern and Western dia-
lects (which differ particularly in terms of the preservation of rounded 
front vowels), also contains significantly older evidence from Salis 
Livonian. Nevertheless, it is assumed here that the presence of a front 
vowel reflects a common Livonian state. For a more detailed overview 
of sound changes in Livonian, see Kallio (2016) and O’Rourke (2025).

For a large proportion of words showing ö or ü in their Estonian 
form, the vowel is likely the result of regular palatal umlaut in Low 
German, as indicated primarily by the presence of a mutated vowel (as 
ö or äu/eu or ü) in the corresponding High German form, meaning that 
no Low German dental mutation is involved. However, the vocalism of 
these words also shows fluctuations in the three recipient languages that 
do not correspond to the expected regular phonological development.

The starting point is the observation that the three languages sub-
stitute Middle Low German long vowels in characteristic ways. Low 
German long ō appears in Estonian as oo, in Latvian as the diphthong 
uõ,5 and in Livonian as uo (e.g. MLG mode → Est. mood, Latv. muõde, 
Liv. mùo̯ᴅ; MLG krone → Est. kroon, Latv. kruõnis, Liv. krùo̯n). Low 
German long ū appears in Estonian as uu, in Latvian as ũ, and in Livo-
nian as ū (e.g. MLG kruke → Est. kruuk, Latv. krũka, Liv. krūk̀; MLG 
brun → Est. pruun, Latv. brũns, Liv. brūni). These substitution patterns 
are highly regular throughout the entire loanword stock and provide the 
basis for the correspondence groups under 6.4.1 and 6.6.1.

What is crucial is that alongside these, two further, smaller groups 
exist in which the correspondences in all three recipient languages 
deviate from this basic pattern: in Estonian, öö appears instead of oo 
and üü instead of uu; in Latvian, ie or ē appears instead of the expected 
uõ, and ī instead of the expected ū; and Livonian follows suit with 

5	 In the historical phonological notation of Latvian, the symbol õ represents the vowel o 
(either on its own or as part of a diphthong) in the level tone. This should not be confused 
with the Estonian vowel õ, which denotes the vowel [ɤ], or with the notation õ used in 
the Livonian written language to denote the schwa vowel [ə] in unstressed syllables.
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corresponding front vowels. Since none of the three languages has an 
independent phonological motivation for these deviations, they must 
reflect the phonological value of the Middle Low German source form: 
the donor form must in these cases have had not ō or ū, but the corre-
sponding umlaut ȫ or ǖ respectively. Estonian substitutes MLG ȫ with 
öö and MLG ǖ with üü; Latvian substitutes MLG ȫ with ie/ē and MLG 
ǖ with ī, and Livonian behaves in parallel.

For the long vowel ȫ, this can be illustrated with several examples. 
In group 5.2.1, words such as MLG love, rore, and rover show öö in 
Estonian (Est. lööv, röör, röövel), ie in Latvian (Latv. liẽvenis, riẽris, 
rieveris), and ie in Livonian: front vowels pointing to a Low German 
source form with ȫ. Low German boninge, vorsēle, and vormunder like-
wise show öö in Estonian (Est. pööning, vööslemid, vöörmünder), ē in 
Latvian (Latv. bẽniņš, vẽrzeles, vẽrmiñderis), and ē in Livonian as well. 
The Estonian öö thus clearly indicates that despite the usual Middle 
Low German spelling with ‹o›, a mutated vowel was present.

For the long vowel ǖ, the picture is entirely analogous. Words such 
as MLG mûr, stûrman/stûren, and slûse show üü in Estonian (Est. müür, 
tüürimees/tüürima, lüüs), ũ in Latvian (Latv. mũris, stũrmanis/stũrêt, 
slũžas), and ī in Livonian: correspondences pointing to a Low German 
source form with long ü. For MLG nuk and turcke, a umlaut ü can thus 
be reconstructed: in Estonian the correspondences are nüke and türgi, 
in Latvian i appears (Latv. niķi, turks), and in Livonian correspondingly 
i (Liv. nik̄, tir̄k̀). Estonian thus directly reflects the mutated vowel that 
underlies the Low German spelling with u, while Latvian and Livo-
nian independently confirm this finding through their front vowel cor-
respondences.

The following substitution scheme can be summarised as follows:

MLG ō → Est. oo, Latv. uõ, Liv. uo | MLG ȫ (umlaut) → Est. öö, Latv. 
ie/ē, Liv. ie/ē

MLG ū → Est. uu, Latv. ū, Liv. ū | MLG ǖ (umlaut) → Est. üü, Latv. ī, 
Liv. ī

This scheme allows the Estonian, Latvian, and Livonian corres
pondences to be used as complementary and mutually supporting 
sources for the reconstruction of the Middle Low German phonologi-
cal state. Estonian reflects dental mutation most directly, preserving ö 
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and ü as such; Latvian and Livonian (which had front rounded vowels 
well into the 20th century, unrounding them only in the last decades) 
confirm the mutated phonological value through their choice of front 
vowel correspondences, even where the Middle Low German writing 
tradition uses o and u instead of ö and ü. The recipient languages thus 
attest a phenomenon that in the donor language itself operated only in-
consistently, varying dialectally, and was for the most part invisible in 
the written record. Detailed accounts of the orthographic representation 
of umlaut in labial vowels can be found in Agathe Lasch (1914: 41–46). 
For the sake of consistency, in all following instances of Middle Low 
German words the unmarked graphemes ‹o› and ‹u› are used.

A further caveat concerns the Livonian evidence specifically. While 
Estonian preserves Middle Low German ö and ü directly as such, the 
case of Livonian is less straightforward: The shift ö > e and ü > i within 
Livonian itself did not take place until the 20th century (cf. the cor-
responding lexemes in the dictionaries of Sjögren (1861), Kettunen 
(1938), on one hand and in Viitso & Ernštreits (2013) on the other hand. 
Whenever Middle Low German ö and ü correspond to elder Livonian 
(i.e. Livonian prior to the 20th century unrounding) e and i (or to o and 
u) such loanwords may therefore be suspected to have entered Livonian 
via Latvian rather than directly from Middle Low German. Suhonen 
(1973) indeed claims that most Middle Low German loanwords in 
Livonian were mediated by Latvian.

One further complication remains to be addressed. Besides the pri-
mary ö and ü it inherited from Proto-Finnic, older Livonian also devel
oped secondary ö and ü of its own, through an internal umlaut process 
that set in only after the relevant Latvian and Middle Low German 
loanwords had already entered the language. On this basis, the corres
pondences found in 6.2.3, 6.4.2, 6.7.3 and 6.8.1 (the discrepancy cases of 
the second type discussed in 5.2, where a front vowel in Livonian stands 
opposite a back vowel in Latvian) permit a rather different explanation 
than direct inheritance from Middle Low German: the Middle Low 
German ö/ü would first have been taken over into Latvian as unmutated 
o/u; Livonian would then have borrowed this same unmutated o/u from 
Latvian, at a stage still prior to its own umlaut; only afterwards did that 
Livonian o/u become ö/ü through the language-internal umlaut, before 
finally arriving at the e/i attested in the modern language.
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5.2. 	Discrepancies between Latvian and Livonian

Agreement between Latvian and Livonian is not, however, complete 
in all cases. Some words show differences that may themselves reflect 
the dialectal distribution of umlaut in Low German. In such cases it 
would have to be postulated that the recipient languages did not always 
have the same Low German dialectal form as their source. The cases in 
question can be grouped into three types.

In the first type, Latvian shows a front vowel while Livonian shows 
a back vowel. With öös (MLG öse), Latvian has iẽzes/ẽze with ie/ē, 
while Livonian has ōzə̑/ǭz with ō/ǭ. Similarly with sült (MLG sulte): 
Latvian has zilt̃e with i, Livonian zuĺ̄t̀ with u. In these cases Latvian 
points to a mutated source form with MLG ǖ, Livonian to an unmutated 
one with MLG ū.

In the more common second type, Livonian shows a front 
vowel while Latvian shows a back vowel. With kört (MLG schorte), 
Latvian has skuõtele with back uõ, while Livonian has kīrt̆tan, kǖrt̆tan 
with front vowels. Similarly, kütt (MLG schutte) shows u in Latvian 
(šķutas) but (later unrounded) ü in Livonian (küt(mīez)); tükk (MLG 
stucke) has Latvian stuķis with u, Livonian stik̄ with i; and türgi (MLG 
turcke) has Latvian turks with u, Livonian tir̄k̀/tür̄k̀ with i/ü. A similar 
correspondence appears with tuur (MLG stor): Latvian stuõre/stūre, 
but Livonian tīr/tǖr; and with lood/loodima (MLG lode/loden), where 
Latvian has uõ but Livonian ē/ȫ. In all these cases Livonian points to a 
mutated source form, Latvian to an unmutated one.

In the third type, neither Latvian nor Livonian shows a front vowel, 
although Estonian points to a mutated vowel. With nöör (MLG snor), 
both Latvian (snuõre) and Livonian (snùo̯r) show back-vocalic diph-
thongs. Similarly with lüüs (MLG slûse): Latvian slũžas and Livonian 
služ/slūžõd both show back vowels despite Estonian üü. In these cases 
Estonian remains the sole witness to a mutated phonological value in 
the source form.

Finally, there is a special case within Latvian itself: with nööp (MLG 
knop), Latvian preserves both variants side by side, knuõpe with back 
uõ and knẽpes with front ẽ, while Livonian knows only the mutated 
form knēp̀.
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6. 	Survey of word correspondences

The individual vowel correspondences are set out in tables below; 
each table is accompanied by a brief explanatory text. 

6.1. Estonian ö (short)

Words with short ö in Estonian form two subgroups, depending on 
the vocalism of their Latvian and Livonian correspondences. The group 
is small overall.

6.1.1.	Est. ö – Latv. uõ – Liv. ē̮/ī/ǖ

The sole representative of this group is kört (MLG schorte, MoHG 
Schürze ‘apron’). Latvian has skuõtele with back uõ, pointing to 
an unmutated source form; Livonian, on the other hand, shows one 
back-vocalic variant (kē̮rt̆tan) and two front-vocalic variants (kīrt̆tan, 
kǖrt̆tan), presenting a divergent picture. This is a discrepancy case of the 
second type (cf. Section 5.2): Livonian points to a mutated source form 
with MLG ȫ, Latvian does not. The word also shows palatal umlaut in 
its High German counterpart, so this is not a case of Low German dental 
mutation.

Table 1. Est. ö – Latv. uõ – Liv. ē̮/ī/ǖ.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
kört schorte skuõtele, skuõrtele; šķuotele kē̮rt̆tan,6 kīrt̆tan, kǖrt̆tan

6.1.2.	Est. ö – Latv. e – Liv. e

Three words show consistently Latvian and Livonian e: köster (MLG 
koster, MoHG Küster ‘verger, sexton’), mölder (MLG moller, MoHG 
Müller ‘miller’), and röst (MLG roste, MoHG Rost ‘grate’). In all three 
cases, Estonian ö corresponds to an e-vowel in both Latvian (ķesteris, 
meld̃eris, reste) and Livonian (kes̆tàr, mēldaŕ, rest). In this group, MLG 
roste is the only lexeme for which dental mutation is to be assumed, 

6	 It should be noted at this point that in Livonian there occurs a sporadic shift from õ to ü, 
which has not yet been adequately explained and which could also be assumed to have 
taken place in this word (cf. Posti 1942: 17–19, O’Rourke 2025: 59–61).
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since the other two lexemes also show a mutated vowel in their High 
German counterpart.

Table 2. Est. ö – Latv. e – Liv. e.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
köster koster ķesteris, šķesteris kes̆tàr, kes̆tàŕ
mölder moller meld̃eris mēldaŕ, mēldar
röst roste reste rest

6.2.	Estonian öö (long)

Words with long öö in Estonian can be traced back to MLG long 
ȫ, provided their Latvian and Livonian correspondences show front 
vowels. The group is divided into three subgroups according to the type 
of vowel correspondence; some words are listed in two subgroups due 
to dialectal variation.

6.2.1. 	Est. öö – Latv. ie – Liv. ie/ē/ȫ

Three words show ie in Latvian: lööv (MLG love, MoHG Laube 
‘arbour, canopy’), röör (MLG rore, MoHG Röhre ‘tube, pipe’), and 
röövel (MLG rover, MoHG Räuber ‘robber’). Note that the first Latvian 
form of röövel (ruõvelis) has a back-vocalic uõ diphthong; since only 
the second form rieveris has ie, this word could also be placed under 
6.2.3 (see there). The Livonian form rǜör represents an older phonologi-
cal stage than the delabialised rìer. The back-vocalic variant in Latvian 
in this group may point either to an umlaut that did not occur or to a 
later assimilation to other lexemes of the same stem. Here too, palatal 
umlaut is to be assumed on the basis of the High German counterpart.

Table 3. Est. öö – Latv. ie – Liv. ie/ē/ȫ.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
lööv love liẽvenis, liẽvenes, liẽviņš; lieve lìe̯və̑ᴅ
röör rore riẽris, iẽris; riẽre rǜör, rìer
röövel rover ruõvelis; rieveris (see also 2c) rēviĺ, rȫviĺ, rièe̯viĺ
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6.2.2.	Est. öö – Latv. ē – Liv. ē

Six words show long ē in Latvian: Est. nööp (MLG knop, MoHG 
Knopf ‘button, knob’), pööning (MLG boninge ‘loft, attic’), vöörmünder 
(MLG vormunder, MoHG Vormund ‘guardian’), vööslemid (MLG 
vorsele, MoHG Vordersielen ‘front traces’), öös (MLG ose, MoHG Öse 
‘eyelet’), and nöör (MLG snor, MoHG Schnur ‘cord, string’). The first 
four also show ē in Livonian and can thus be unambiguously assigned to 
this group. Nööp and öös show both a ē-form and a uõ-form in Latvian 
and are therefore listed again under 6.2.3. With öös, Livonian (ōzə̑/ǭz) 
has back vowels, pointing to a discrepancy case of the first type (cf. 
Section 5.2). With nöör, both Latvian (snuõre) and Livonian (snùo̯r) 
show back vowels; this word is also listed under 6.2.3. On the classifica-
tion of vöörmünder: the first Livonian form vǟrbinder has a lowered ǟ, 
while later forms (vērminder, pērmendə̑r) show ē. Dental umlaut is to 
be assumed for the MLG lexemes knop, snor, vormunder, and vorsele; 
the remaining ones probably involve regular palatal umlaut. Of the two 
lexemes for which dental mutation can be assumed (MLG knop and 
snor), Latvian shows a fluctuation between front and back vowel, while 
Livonian shows an unmutated vowel in only one lexeme.

Table 4. Est. öö – Latv. ē – Liv. ē.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
nööp knop knuõpe; knẽpes (see also 2c) knēp̀, knȫp̀; knēp
nöör snor snuõre (see also 2c) snùo̯r
pööning boninge bẽniņš, bẽliņgis bēniɢ
vöörmünder vormunder vẽrmiñderis, pãrmeld̃eris, 

pẽrmiñderis
vǟrbinder, vērminder, 
pērmendər; pērmendə̑r, 
pìe̯rmendə̑r

vööslemid vorsēle vẽrzeles; virzeles vērzə̑lᴅ, vir̄zə̑lᴅ, vir̄žə̑lᴅ
öös öse iẽzes, ẽze (see also 2c) li’ek̆k-ōzə̑; ǭz

6.2.3.	Est. öö – Latv. uõ – Liv. uo/ē

This subgroup contains words whose primary Latvian form has a 
back-vocalic uõ diphthong, indicating a non-mutated Low German 
source form, even though Estonian shows öö. Nöör (MLG snor) and 
nööp (MLG knop) are also listed under 6.2.2, since their Latvian forms 
show both uõ and ẽ. Öös (MLG ose) has both ie and ẽ in Latvian; but 



88   Axel Jagau

since the Livonian form (ōzə̑/ǭz) shows back vowels, double member-
ship is justified here as well. Röövel is listed here because its first Lat-
vian form ruõvelis contains uõ; the second form rieveris with ie also 
justifies its classification under 6.2.1. For MLG snor and knop, dental 
mutation is to be assumed; for ose, palatal umlaut.

Table 5. Est. öö – Latv. uõ – Liv. uo/ē

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
nöör snor snuõre (see also 2b) snùo̯r
nööp knop knuõpe; knẽpes (see also 2b) knēp̀, knȫp̀; knēp
öös ose iẽzes, ẽze (see also 2b) li’ek̆k-ōzə̑; ǭz
röövel rover ruõvelis; rieveris (see also 2a) rēviĺ, rȫviĺ, rièe̯viĺ

6.3.	Estonian o (short)

Words with short o in Estonian show no fronting and derive from 
MLG o or u. The subgroups reflect different phonological developments 
in the recipient languages; group 6.3.5 contains words with inconsistent 
or ambiguous correspondences.

6.3.1. Est. o – Latv. a – Liv. o

Five words show Latvian a and Livonian o as correspondences to 
Estonian o: kloppima (MLG kloppen), kross (MLG grosse, MoHG 
Groschen ‘groat’), lont (MLG lunte, MoHG Lunte ‘fuse, match’), rott 
(MLG rotte, MoHG Ratte ‘rat’), and volt (MLG volde, MoHG Falte 
‘fold, pleat’). The Latvian a in these words is likely a regular corre-
spondence to MLG o. None of these lexemes shows umlaut.

Table 6. Est. o – Latv. a – Liv. o.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian

kloppima kloppen klapêt globàt̆tə̑, klop̀pə̑
kross grosse grasis groš̄
lont lunte luñte loń̄t ̀
rott rotte rate rot̄; rot ́
volt volde palt̃e; polds fal̄
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6.3.2.	Est. o – Latv. u – Liv. u/uo

Six words show Latvian u and Livonian u or uo: korsten (MLG 
schorsten, MoHG Schornstein ‘chimney’), korv (MLG korf, MoHG 
Korb ‘basket’), mold (MLG molde, MoHG Mulde ‘trough’), polt (MLG 
bolte, MoHG Bolzen ‘bolt’), polvärk (MLG bolwerk, MoHG Bollwerk 
‘bulwark’), and toll (MLG tol, MoHG Zoll ‘toll, inch’). The Latvian u 
here derives from MLG o; Livonian shows the typical uo diphthong as 
the correspondence to MLG ō/o. None of the lexemes shows umlaut.

Table 7. Est. o – Latv. u – Liv. u/uo.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
korsten schorsten skurs̃tenis kùo̯ŕš̆šə̑n; kuoŕššǝn; kūoršnig, kūoršõn
korv korf kurṽis kur̄v
mold molde muld̃a moĺ̄ᴅ
polt bolte bult̃a, bult̃e bol̄́t ̀
polvärk bolwerk † bulṽerkis bulà-, bul̄drik-pūᴅ
toll tol tull̃is, tull̃e; coll̃is tol̄́

6.3.3.	Est. o – Latv. uõ – Liv. uo

Two words show the standard correspondence for MLG ō: Latvian 
uõ and Livonian uo. Kortel (MLG quorter, MoHG Quartier ‘quarter, 
billet’) and torn (MLG torn, MoHG Turm ‘tower’) thus show the pat-
tern typical of group (4a), but have a short o in Estonian.

Table 8. Est. o – Latv. uõ – Liv. uo.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
kortel quorter kuõrtẽlis kùo̯ŕt̆tiĺ
torn torn tuõrnis tor ́̄n, tùo̯rn

6.3.4. Est. o – Latv. o/u – Liv. o

Nine words show Latvian o or u and Livonian o. These include 
oldermann, porss, post, pott, rosin, tokk, tropp, tross, and vorm. These 
are direct borrowings of MLG words without any special vowel change.
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Table 9. Est. o – Latv. o/u – Liv. o.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
oldermann oldermann † ald̃ermanis ōldə̑r, ōldar
porss pors † puraši pōrs̆sa, por̄s
post post poste postõn
pott pot puods pot ́̆tà́

rosin rosin † razĩnes; rozīn rozìń
tokk stok stok̄s stok̄
tropp drope drapes trop̄, drop̄
tross trosse † trasa droš̄, droš̄́k
vorm forme porme; vormis pūorm; foŕ̄m

6.3.5. 	Inconsistent correspondences

Nine words show inconsistent vowel correspondences; some are 
internationalisms for which umlaut cannot be assumed, or cannot be 
assumed unambiguously: orel, plokk, prohvet, skorpion, soldat, tohter, 
topsel, tosin, and trompet. Noteworthy in this group are the two Livo-
nian lexemes that show an umlaut result (MLG orgel and block).

Table 10. Inconsistent correspondences.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
orel orgel ẽrģeles ērgilᴅ́
plokk block bluķis blek̄, blök̄, blok̄
prohvet prophete praviẽts pravie̯t,̀ pravie̯š́
skorpion scorpion skarpijs; skorpions skorpion skorpion/skorpions
soldat soldat zal̄dãts zōldat̀
tohter docter dakteris dok̆tàr
topsel toppseil † stopzẽģelis, tōpzẽģelis toppūŗaz
tosin dos ducis dut ́̄ š́
trompet trumpit strumpis; trumete; 

trumpe; trompete
trum̄p̆pə̑t ̀
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6.4.	Estonian oo (long)

Words with long oo in Estonian derive from MLG long ō. By far the 
largest group 6.4.1 shows the regular substitution pattern; the smaller 
groups 6.4.2 and 6.4.3 deviate from it and point to dialectal variants in 
the Low German source.

6.4.1. Est. oo – Latv. uõ – Liv. uo

This is the largest group, with 27 words showing the regular substi-
tution pattern MLG ō → Est. oo, Latv. uõ, Liv. uo. It includes, among 
others, kool (MLG schole, MoHG Schule ‘school’), kroon (MLG krone, 
MoHG Krone ‘crown’), loor (MLG flor, MoHG Flor ‘gauze, crepe’), 
mood (MLG mode, MoHG Mode ‘fashion’), pood (MLG bode, MoHG 
Bude ‘booth, stall’), roos (MLG rose, MoHG Rose ‘rose’), and voor 
(MLG vore, MoHG Fuhre ‘cartload’). The uniformity of this group 
confirms the regularity of the sound substitution. None of the lexemes 
shows umlaut.

Table 11. Est. oo – Latv. uõ – Liv. uo.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
klooster kloster kluõsteris klūostǝr; klùo̯stə̑r
kool schole skuõla skùo̯l
koolmeister schol(e)mester † skuõlmeĩsteris skùo̯lmeì̯stə̑r
kooner schonen skuõnêt skùo̯ńə̑
koor kor kuõris kùo̯ŕ
krooge kroke kruõka; kruoķis krùo̯i̭k̀
kroon krone kruõnis; kruona krùo̯n; krūonõ
kroonima kronen kruõnêt krùo̯nə̑
loor flor pluore; flōrs plùo̯ŕ; plōr
loorber lorbere † luõzbẽres; luorbẽres lùo̯zbə̑r, lùo̯rbōr
loots lotsman luotis lùo̯tš́́
mood mode muõde mùo̯ᴅ
moorima smoren smuorêt; šmuõrêt šmūorõ
moos mos † muõze kuŋ̄k̆kiĺ-mùo̯z
pood bode buõde bùo̯ᴅ́
pool spole spuõle spùo̯ĺ
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Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
poort borde † burde bùo̯ŕ; bort
pootima poten puõtêt, puõrtêt pùo̯t̆tə̑; proppõ
pootshaak boshake buõstaks; buosāks bùo̯ts-ò̬i̭k
roos rose ruõze; ruõdze rùo̯ž; rōza
tooder stoder stuõdere stu’odə̑r
toop stop stuõps tùo̯p̀, stùo̯p̀
toos dose duõze dùo̯ž́
toot stot † stuõte stùo̯t ́ ̀
troon tron truonis trūonõ
vooder voder vuoders, uõdere ùo̯d́ə̑r
voor vore uõre; uõrmanis; vuormans fūrmań; ùo̯ŕə̑

6.4.2. Est. oo – Latv. uõ – Liv. ē

With lood (MLG lode, MoHG Lot ‘plumb bob’) and loodima (MLG 
loden, MoHG loten ‘to plumb’), Latvian shows regular uõ while Livo-
nian shows ē (Liv. lēᴅ´, lēt́t́ə̑). This is a discrepancy case of the second 
type: Livonian points to a mutated source form with MLG ȫ, while 
Latvian shows the regular back vowel correspondence. At least for 
the source of the Livonian correspondences, dental mutation may be 
assumed.

Table 12. Est. oo – Latv. uõ – Liv. ē.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
lood lode luõde lēᴅ́; lēᴅ́, lȫᴅ́
loodima loden luõdêt lētt́ə̑́, lȫtt́ə̑́; lùo̯də̑

6.4.3. 	Est. oo – Latv. u/o – Liv. ō

Four words show Latvian u or o and Livonian ō with Estonian oo: 
knoop (MLG knop, MoHG Knopf ‘button, knob’), pootsman (MLG 
botsman, MoHG Bootsmann ‘boatswain’), proov (MLG prove, MoHG 
Probe ‘test, sample’), and the derivative proovima. The back-vocalic 
correspondences in Latvian and Livonian point to a Low German source 
without umlaut.
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Table 13. Est. oo – Latv. u/o – Liv. ō

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
knoop knop † knupis knop̄
pootsman botsman bocmanis bōtsmaņ
proov prove pruõve; prauve prōv
proovima proven pruõvêt; prauvêt prōvə̑

6.5. 	Estonian u (short)

Words with short u in Estonian derive from MLG u. The large group 
6.5.1 shows the regular pattern; group 6.5.2 deviates from it in that Li-
vonian shows o instead of u.

6.5.1.	Est. u – Latv. u – Liv. u/ū

25 words show consistently Latvian and Livonian u as the corre-
spondence to Estonian u. These include, among others, junkur (MLG 
junker), munk (MLG monk), pruun, etc. (see table). The uniformity of 
this group confirms the regular substitution pattern for MLG u. None of 
these lexemes shows umlaut.

Table 14. Est. u – Latv. u – Liv. u/ū.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
junkur junker juñkurs jūŋk̆kar, juŋ̄k̆kə̑r
kunst kunst skuñste; kuñstĩba kun̄́št, skun̄́št
lust lust luste luš̄́t
lustima lusten lustêt luš̄́tə̑
munk monk mũks mūk̀
munster munster muls̃turs, muñsturs mun̄stie̯r
munsterdama munster muls̃turêt, muls̃terêt, musterēt muñstie̯rt̆tə̑
nukk nok(ke) niķi nik̄
nunn nunne † nuñne non
pulber pulver pulṽeris pul̄vie̯r
pull bulle bull̃is buĺ̄
pung punge punga pūŋga
punn spunt spuñde; spuñdêt pun̄́
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Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
punt bunt buñte bun̄́t ̀
puss busse † bikse; buksis bus̄, buš̄
rull rulle rull̃is, rull̃e rul̄; ruĺ̄
rullima rullen rull̃êt ruĺĺ̀ə̑
rumm trumme rumba rūmba
rung runge ruñga rūŋga
suhkur sucker sukurs; cukurs tsuk̀kə̑r
summa summa zum̃ma, summa summa
trump trump trum̃pis, trum̃ps, trum̃pa trum̄p̀, strum̄p̀
tull dulle duļļi tol̄; toĺ̄, duĺ̄
tund stunde stuñda stun̄́ᴅ
tuvi duve dũja, dũve dūi, dūji

6.5.2.	Est. u – Latv. u – Liv. o

Three words show Latvian u but Livonian o: kruvi (MLG schruve, 
MoHG Schraube ‘screw’), pudel (MLG Buddel ‘bottle’), and tuhvel 
(MLG tuffele, MoHG Pantoffel ‘slipper’). The Livonian corres
pondences in this group show greater irregularity.

Table 15. Est. u – Latv. u – Liv. o.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
kruvi schruve skrũve skre̮ù̯v, skriù̯v
pudel buddel budele pot̆tìĺ, pot́̆tìĺ
tuhvel tuffele tupele top̀piĺ

6.6.	Estonian uu (long)

Words with long uu in Estonian derive from MLG long ū. The large 
group 6.6.1 shows the regular substitution pattern; groups 6.6.2 and 
6.6.3 deviate from it.
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6.6.1.	Est. uu – Latv. ũ – Liv. ū

20 words show the regular pattern MLG ū → Est. uu, Latv. ũ, Liv. 
ū. These include, among others, kruuk (MLG kruke, MoHG Krug ‘jug, 
mug’), pruun (MLG brun, MoHG braun ‘brown’), ruun (MLG rūne 
‘gelding’), and tuut (MLG tute, MoHG Tüte ‘paper cone, bag’), etc.

Table 16. Est. uu – Latv. ũ – Liv. ū.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
kruuk kruke † krũka kruk̄, krūk̀
kruup gruup † grũbas grup̄; grūbõd, grūpõd
kruus krus krũze; kruoze, krũza krūz
kruusemint kruse krũzaminta, krũzemente; 

krūzmę̄tra
krūz-mät̆tə̑r

kuur schur skũra, skũre; šķũre, šķũris; 
kūre, kūris

kūŕ

luuk luke lũka lūk; lūk̀
luurama luren † lũrêt lūrə̑, lūŕə̑
pruuk bruk brũķe brùi̭k̀
pruukima bruken brũķêt brùi̭k̆kə̑
pruul bru brũveris, brũvelis bre̮ù̯və̑
pruulima bruwen brũvêt bre̮ù̯və̑
pruulis bruwelse brũzis, brũvũzis brūz
pruun brun brũns brūni
pruut brut brũte brūt́ ̀

puuslak buk būslags, būšlaks, būkslaks pūslak
ruum rum rũme rūi̯m, rùim, rūm
ruun rune † rũnis rūna; ru’inə̑; rūnõ
tuurima duren † dũrêt dūrə̑
tuut tute tũte tūt̀
tuutu tute tūta; tũte tūt
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6.6.2.	Est. uu – Latv. uõ/ū – Liv. uo/ō/ü  
(with Livonian discrepancy)

The two words in this group show back vowels in Latvian, but one 
of them shows front vowels in Livonian, corresponding to a discrepancy 
case of the second type (cf. Section 5.2). Pruukost (MLG vrokost 
‘breakfast’) has Latvian bruōkasts with uo and Livonian brùo̯kst/brōkst. 
Tuur (MLG stor, MoHG Stör ‘sturgeon’) has Latvian stuõre/stūre (back 
vowels) but Livonian tīr/tǖr (front vowels), pointing to a mutated MLG 
source form with ǖ.

Table 17. Est. uu – Latv. uõ/ū – Liv. uo/ō/ü.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
pruukost vrokost bruōkasts, bruōkastis brùo̯kst; brōkst
tuur stor stuõre; stūre; stora tīr, tǖr, tīrkala

6.6.3.	Est. uu – Latv. ũ/ū – Liv. õu

The two words borrowed from the same stem show Latvian ũ and 
Livonian õu: kruupink (MLG schruuvbenk, MoHG Schraubbank ‘vice, 
screw bench’) and kruustangid (MLG schruwstangen, MoHG Schraub-
stangen ‘screw rods’). The Livonian vocalism is irregular here and 
might point to a borrowing from an earlier form High German rather 
than from Low German. 

Table 18. Est. uu – Latv. ũ/ū – Liv. õu.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
kruupink schruuvbenk skrũvbeņ̃ķis skrõubenk
kruustangid schruwstangen skrũve skrõustik

6.7.	Estonian ü (short)

Words with short ü in Estonian derive from MLG ü. The subgroups 
differ according to whether Latvian and Livonian reflect the front-
vocalic character of the source form. Some words are listed in two 
groups due to discrepant correspondences.
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6.7.1.	Est. ü – Latv. i – Liv. i/ü

Ten words show i in Latvian as the front vowel correspondence to 
MLG ü. Livonian mostly follows with i or ü: müts (MLG mütze), nüke 
(MLG nuk), nüppel (MLG knüppel), prügi (MLG brügge), prügitama 
(MLG brüggen), sült (MLG sulte), trükk (MLG druck), trükkima (MLG 
drücken), türgi (MLG turcke), and tükk (MLG stucke). On sült: Livo-
nian here shows u (zuĺ̄t̀) instead of the expected front vowel; this word 
is accordingly a discrepancy case of the first type (cf. Section 6.2) and 
does not fit group 6.7.2 either. On tükk: Latvian has stuķis with u, Livo-
nian stik̄ with i; the word is therefore also listed under 6.7.3. On türgi: 
both Latvian (turks) and Livonian (tir̄k̀/tür̄k̀) show mixed forms; the 
word is correspondingly also listed under 6.7.3.

Table 19. Est. ü – Latv. i – Liv. i/ü.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
müts mutze mice mit̄š
nüke nuk niķi nik̄
nüppel knuppel knipele; † knipelêt knip̆pìĺ
prügi brugge bruģis, bruģe bri’ɢ
prügitama bruggen bruģêt bri’ggə̑, bri’ktə̑
sült sulte † zilt̃e zuĺ̄t ̀(see note; see also 7b)
trükk druck driķe druk̄
trükkima drucken driķêt, drukât druk̀kə̑
tükk stucke † stuķis (see also 7c) stik̄
türgi turcke turks (see also 7c) tir̄k̀, tür̄k̀

6.7.2.	Est. ü – Latv. u – Liv. u/ū

Three words show Latvian u and Livonian u/ū, which points to a 
Low German source without umlaut or to a borrowing from an un
mutated dialectal form: lühter (MLG lüchter, MoHG Leuchter ‘candle-
stick, lantern’), rünt (MLG gründel, MoHG Gründling ‘gudgeon’), and 
sült (MLG sulte, MoHG Sülze ‘brawn, head cheese’). On sült: Latvian 
has zilt̃e with i, not u; since the front vowel is preserved in Latvian, sült 
is primarily classified under 6.7.1. It appears here because Livonian 
shows u, which corresponds to the pattern of 6.7.2.
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Table 20. Est. ü – Latv. u – Liv. u/ū.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
lühter lüchter lukturis luk̆tàr, luk̄tə̑r
rünt gründel † gruñdulis grūndiĺ
sült sulte † zilt̃e (see also 7a) zuĺ̄t ̀

6.7.3.	Est. ü – Latv. u – Liv. i/ü

Four words show Latvian u (back vowel) and Livonian i or ü 
(front vowels), corresponding to a discrepancy case of the second type 
(cf. Section 5.2): Livonian reflects the front-vocalic character of the 
MLG source, Latvian does not. Kütt (MLG schutte, MoHG Schütze 
‘marksman, huntsman’) has Latvian šķutas with u, but Livonian küt 
(mīez) with ü. Püss (MLG busse, MoHG Büchse ‘rifle, tin’) has as a 
Latvian parallel form bise with i, i.e., a front vowel, which would sug-
gest classification under 6.7.1; the Livonian form bis̄ confirms this. Pütt 
(MLG bütte, MoHG Bütte ‘tub, vat’) has Latvian bute with u, Livonian 
pit̄ with i. Tükk and türgi can also be classified under 6.7.1; see there.

Table 21. Est. ü – Latv. u – Liv. i/ü.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
kütt schutte šķutas küt mīez; küt̄ mìe̯z; kitmīez
püss busse bise; busa bis̄
pütt bütte bute pit̄
tükk stucke † stuķis (see also 7a) stik̄
türgi turcke turks (see also 7a) tir̄k̀, tür̄k̀

6.8. 	Estonian üü (long)

Words with long üü in Estonian derive from MLG long ǖ. The sub-
groups differ according to the type of vowel correspondence in Latvian 
and Livonian and show varying degrees of reflection of the MLG 
umlaut.
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6.8.1.	Est. üü – Latv. ũ/ū – Liv. ī

Five words show Latvian ũ and Livonian ī: müür (MLG mur, MoHG 
Mauer ‘wall’), müürima (MLG muren, MoHG mauern ‘to build a 
wall’), tüürimees/tüürman (MLG sturman, MoHG Steuermann ‘helms-
man’), tüürima (MLG sturen, MoHG steuern ‘to steer’), and küün 
(MLG schûne, MoHG Scheune ‘barn’). On küün: Latvian has šķũnis 
with ũ, Livonian kīń/skīń with ī.

Table 22. Est. üü – Latv. ũ/ū – Liv. ī.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
müür mûr mũris mīr
müürima mûren mũrêt mīrt̆tə̑; mīrtõ
tüürimees, tüürman stûrman stũrmanis tīrman̄́, tǖrman̄́
tüürima stûren stũrêt; stūrēt; štĩrêt tīrə̑, tǖrə̑
küün schûne šķũnis kīń, skīń

6.8.2.	Est. üü – Latv. ĩ/ī – Liv. ī

Five words show both Latvian and Livonian ī, pointing to a MLG 
source with ǖ that was substituted in both recipient languages by a high 
front vowel: klüüs (MLG klûse, MoHG Klüse ‘hawsehole’), klüüver 
(MLG klûver, MoHG Klüver ‘jib sail’), püül (MLG bûdelen, MoHG 
beuteln ‘to bolt, sift’), üür (MLG hure, MoHG Heuer ‘hire’), and the 
derivative üürima (MLG hûren, MoHG heuern ‘to hire’). Of these 
lexemes, MLG kluse and kluver are borrowings from Dutch; the others 
show palatal umlaut.

Table 23. Est. üü – Latv. ĩ/ī – Liv. ī.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
klüüs kluse klĩze klīz
klüüver kluver klīveris; klīvers klīvə̑r
püül budelen † bĩdele bil̄t̆tə̑; bilt
üür hure ĩre; eire īr
üürima huren ĩrêt īrə̑
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6.8.3.	Est. üü – Latv. ũ/ū – Liv. u/ū

Only lüüs (MLG sluse, MoHG Schleuse ‘sluice, lock’) belongs 
to this group. Both Latvian (slũžas) and Livonian (služ/slūžõd) show 
back vowels, even though Estonian has front-vocalic üü. This word 
thus belongs to the third discrepancy type (cf. Section 5.2): Estonian 
is the sole witness to a mutated phonological value in the source form. 
The diphthong of the High German counterpart points to an originally 
mutated form.

Table 24. Est. üü – Latv. ũ/ū – Liv. u/ū.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian

lüüs sluse slũžas služ; slūžõd

6.8.4. 	Est. üü – Latv. ie – Liv. ē

The sole word in this group is müüser (MLG möser, MoHG Mörser 
‘mortar’). Latvian has miẽzeris with ie, Livonian mìe̯zə̑r/mīzõr with ie 
or ī. The High German ö in Mörser shows that this involves not dental 
mutation but regular palatal umlaut; the vowel correspondences in 
Latvian and Livonian follow the pattern for MLG ȫ.

Table 25. Est. üü – Latv. ie – Liv. ē.

Estonian MLG Latvian Livonian
müüser möser miẽzeris mìe̯zə̑r, mīzõr

7. 	Sorting occurrences: dental vs. palatal umlaut

Not every occurrence of ö/öö or ü/üü in Estonian, and of the cor-
responding front vowels in Latvian and Livonian, derives from Low 
German dental mutation. In a considerable proportion of the material, 
regular palatal umlaut is involved, recognisable by the fact that the cor-
responding High German form also shows a mutated vowel or its fur-
ther development (e.g. MLG lüchter to MoHG Leuchter, MLG hure to 
MoHG Heuer). In these cases the front vowels in the three borrowing 
languages derive from an already mutated Low German source, without 
any specifically dental context being required.



On dental mutation in Estonian, Latvian and Livonian   101

Dental umlaut, on the other hand, may be assumed where the High 
German counterpart shows no umlaut (e.g. MLG roste to MoHG Rost, 
MLG mur to MoHG Mauer), the dental context is present in the MLG 
form, and Latvian, Livonian, or Estonian nevertheless show front vowels.

7.1.	Substitution scheme and basic patterns

Without umlaut, the three languages substitute MLG long vowels 
as follows:

Table 26. Substitution of MLG long vowels without umlaut.

MLG vowel Estonian Latvian Livonian
ō (long) oo uõ uo
ū (long) uu ũ ū
o (short) o a, u, or o o
u (short) u u u/ū

Where the recipient languages instead show front vowels, this points 
to a clearly mutated vowel in the Low German source:

Table 27. Substitution of MLG long vowels with umlaut.

MLG vowel (mutated) Estonian Latvian Livonian
ȫ (umlaut of ō) öö ie or ē ie or ē
ǖ (umlaut of ū) üü ī ī
ö (umlaut of o) ö e e
ü (umlaut of u) ü i i

7.2.	Cases of dental umlaut: survey by congruence

7.2.1. 	All three languages show congruent front vowels

This is the case in which dental mutation is most clearly recoverable: 
Estonian, Latvian, and Livonian agree and all point to a mutated MLG 
source form.
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Table 28. Front vowels in all three languages.

Group Estonian MLG HG (no umlaut) Est. Latv. Liv.
5.1.2 röst roste Rost ö e e
5.2.2 vööslemid vorsele Vordersielen öö ē ē
5.7.1 nüke nuk Nock(e) ü i i

With vöörmünder (MLG vormunder, MoHG Vormund), Latvian and 
Livonian likewise agree.

With nööp (MLG knop, MoHG Knopf), Livonian consistently 
shows ē, while Latvian fluctuates between uõ (back diphthong) and ẽ 
(= long ē), so that Livonian points more clearly to possible dental muta-
tion.

7.2.2.	Only Estonian shows a front vowel

In these cases Estonian is the sole witness to a mutated vowel in the 
Low German source. Latvian and Livonian show the back vowel cor-
respondence, as if no umlaut had taken place.

Table 29. Front vowel only in Estonian.

Group Estonian MLG HG (no umlaut) Est. Latv. Liv.
5.2.2 nöör snor Schnur öö uõ uo
5.8.3 lüüs sluse Schleuse üü ũ u/ū

With nöör, both neighbouring languages show regular back vowels; 
Estonian may either have had a different, mutated dialectal form as its 
source. With lüüs (HG Schleuse, with a diphthong as the umlaut result), 
the High German counterpart also supports the assumption of an origi-
nally mutated vowel.

7.2.3.	Latvian shows front vowel, Livonian back vowel

In this rare type (discrepancy type 1 in Section 5.2), Latvian shows 
a front vowel as a sign of umlaut, while Livonian shows a back vowel.

Table 30. Front vowel in Latvian, back vowel in Livonian.

Group Estonian MLG HG Est. Latv. Liv.
5.7.1 sült sulte Sülze ü i u
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Latvian (zilt̃e) clearly shows the front vowel i; Livonian (zuĺ̄t̀) has u. 
Estonian ü and Latvian i point to a mutated MLG source form ǖ (as does 
the High German counterpart); Livonian appears to have been borrowed 
from an unmutated variant.

7.2.4.	Livonian shows front vowel, Latvian back vowel

7.2.4.1.	Short vowel (ü → Latv. u, Liv. i/ü)
This is the most common discrepancy type (type 2 in Section 5.2): 

Livonian points to umlaut, while Latvian shows the regular back vowel. 
With tükk and türgi, the dental mutation is also attested in the High 
German counterparts (Stück, Türke), supporting the assumption. With 
kütt (HG Schütze), High German also shows umlaut; here palatal umlaut 
is involved, preserved in Livonian but not in Latvian.

Table 31. Short vowel (ü → Latv. u, Liv. i/ü).

Group Estonian MLG HG Est. Latv. Liv.
5.7.3 kütt schutte Schütze ü u ü
5.7.1/3 tükk stucke Stück ü u i
5.7.1/3 türgi turcke Türke ü u i/ü

 7.2.4.2. Long vowel (ǖ → Latv. ū, Liv. ī)
This is the largest and most consistent subgroup. Five words consist-

ently show long ū in Latvian and ī in Livonian. Estonian has üü in all 
cases. This group appears to point to a different source of borrowing for 
Estonian and Livonian on the one hand and Latvian on the other, since 
a substitution of Middle Low German long ǖ by a back-vocalic ū is not 
what would be expected in Latvian.

Table 32. Long vowel (ǖ → Latv. ū, Liv. ī).

Group Estonian MLG HG (no 
umlaut)

Est. Latv. Liv.

5.8.1 müür mur Mauer üü ū ī
5.8.1 müürima muren mauern üü ū ī
5.8.1 tüürimees/tüürman sturman Steuermann üü ū ī
5.8.1 tüürima sturen steuern üü ū ī
5.8.1 küün schune Scheune üü ū ī
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7.2.4.3.	Long vowel (ȫ → Latv. uõ, Liv. ē)

With lood/loodima, it is exclusively Livonian that shows ē as a front 
vowel correspondence to an assumed MLG ȫ, while Latvian has uõ as 
the regular correspondence to MLG ō. Estonian oo likewise corresponds 
to the unmutated form. The Livonian forms would thus be the only wit-
nesses to a possible dental mutation.

Table 33. Long vowel (ȫ → Latv. uõ, Liv. ē).

Group Estonian MLG HG Est. Latv. Liv.
5.4.2 lood lode Lot oo uõ ē
5.4.2 loodima loden loten oo uõ ē
5.6.2 tuur stor Stör uu uõ/ū ī/ǖ

7.3. 	Consonantal environments

The following tendency can be derived from the material with regard 
to which dental consonants favour umlaut:

Umlaut before or after r: Most strongly represented. Müür (mur), 
tüür- (stur-), vööslemid (vorsele), röst (roste), vöörmünder (vor-), nöör 
(snor). This corresponds to Nörrenberg’s (1932) observation that r was 
the strongest trigger of dental mutation.

Umlaut after n: nüke (nuk), nööp (knop).
Umlaut before s: lüüs (sluse).

8. 	Conclusion

A clear distribution of dental mutation cannot be demonstrated for 
the Low German loanwords in Estonian, Latvian, and Livonian. This is 
partly because the vocabulary documented in all three languages, based 
on the current state of research, is relatively limited. A noteworthy result 
of the investigation is, however, that there appear to be a number of 
cases in which the developments in Livonian differ from those in Lat-
vian. This could potentially indicate that the Low German variety from 
which the respective lexemes were borrowed differed with regard to 
the distribution of dental mutation, which in turn might suggest that dif-
ferent Low German dialects (or dialects in which dental mutation was 
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unevenly represented) were spoken in Courland and Livonia. However, 
another possibility that should be considered is that of a later borrowing 
from Estonian into Livonian, as was particularly common during the 
period when the Livonian language was being developed into a literary 
language. This possibility has not been taken into account here. The 
number of such words in the material is likely to be very small, though.

A further observation concerns those cases in which Latvian shows 
no dental mutation for a given lexeme, while Livonian attests two paral-
lel forms, one with and one without dental mutation. In such instances, 
the Livonian form without dental mutation may plausibly be interpreted 
as a later re-borrowing of the Low German word via Latvian, rather than 
as an independent borrowing directly from Low German.

This in turn points to a broader potential of the dental mutation cri-
terion as a diagnostic tool: the presence or absence of dental mutation 
could in principle serve to distinguish an older stratum of Low German 
loanwords in Livonian – those borrowed directly from Low German – 
from a more recent stratum of words that entered Livonian via Latvian 
or were re-borrowed through it at a later stage. Establishing such a 
chronological stratification of Low German loanwords remains a While 
a clear-cut distribution of dental mutation cannot be established for the 
Low German loanwords in question (not least due to the limited size 
of the available material) the investigation reveals notable discrepan-
cies between the Latvian and Livonian correspondences, which point 
to a potential stratification of Low German loanwords in Livonian into 
an older layer borrowed directly from Low German and a more recent 
one mediated through Latvian. Dental mutation is thus proposed as a 
possible diagnostic criterion for establishing the relative chronology of 
such loanwords. Importantly, this approach would also be applicable to 
loanwords that have no Estonian counterpart and have therefore fallen 
outside the scope of the present investigation.

The present study can thus only be a beginning. It is limited both by 
the size of the available lexical material and by its restriction to words 
attested in all three languages under consideration. Nevertheless, it may 
offer a methodological starting point for the broader investigation of the 
role of dental mutation in tracing the origins and chronology of Low 
German loanwords in Livonian.



106   Axel Jagau

References

Euler, Wolfram. 2022. Das Westgermanische. Seine Rekonstruktion von der Heraus-
bildung im 3. Jahrhundert bis zur Aufgliederung im 7. Jahrhundert. Berlin: Verlag 
Inspiration Unlimited.

Hoekstra, Jarich. 2007. Dental Mutation ‘Dentalumlaut’ in Frisian and Other Languages 
on the North Sea Littoral. NOWELE North-Western European Language Evolution 
50. https://doi.org/10.1075/nowele.50-51.02hoe.

Janßen, Hans 1937. Die Gliederung der Mundarten Ostfrieslands und der angrenzenden 
Gebiete. Marburg: Elwert’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung.

Kallio, Petri. 2016. Historical Phonology from Proto-Finnic to Proto-Livonian. Eesti ja 
soome-ugri keeleteaduse ajakiri / Journal of Estonian and Finno-Ugric Linguistics 
7(2016). 39–65. https://doi.org/10.12697/jeful.2016.7.1.02.

Kettunen, Lauri. 1938. Livisches Wörterbuch mit grammatischer Einleitung. (Lexica 
Societatis Fenno-Ugricae V.) Helsinki: Suomalais-Ugrilainen Seura.

Lasch, Agathe. 1914. Mittelniederdeutsche Grammatik. Halle: Max Niemeyer.
Löfstedt, Ernst. 1928. Die nordfriesische Mundart des Dorfes Ockholm und der Hal-

ligen I. Lund: Gleerupska Univ.-bokhandeln.
Löfstedt, Ernst. 1933. Beiträge zur nordfriesischen Mundartenforschung. Lund: Ohls-

son.
Mitzka, Walter. 1920. Ostpreußisches Niederdeutsch nördlich vom Ermland. Deutsche 

Dialektgeographie, Heft VI. Marburg: N. G. Elwert’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung.
Nörrenberg, Erich. 1932. Zwei lautliche Eigentümlichkeiten der Emder Mundart. 

Niederdeutsche Studien. Festschrift für Conrad Borchling. 278–305. Neumünster: 
Wachholtz.

Nübling, Damaris. 2020. Inflectional Morphology. Nouns. In Michael T. Putnam & B. 
Richard Page (eds). The Cambridge Handbook of Germanic Linguistics. 214–237. 
Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108378291.011.

Posti, Lauri. 1942. Grundzüge der livischen Lautgeschichte. (Mémoires de la Société 
Finno-Ougrienne 85.) Helsinki: Suomalais-Ugrilainen Seura.

O’Rourke, Patrick. 2025. Lounaisitämerensuomi. lounaisten itämerensuomalaisten 
kielten murteellinen kehitys. Tartu: Tartu ülikooli kirjastus.

Russ, Charles V. J. 1996. Umlaut in Frisian and the Germanic languages. Some thoughts 
on its genesis and development. NOWELE North-Western European Language Evo-
lution 28–29(1). 501–512. https://doi.org/10.1075/nowele.28-29.35rus.

Sarauw, Christian. 1921. Niederdeutsche Forschungen I. Vergleichende Lautlehre 
der niederdeutschen Mundarten im Stammlande. Copenhagen: Bianco Lunos 
Bogtrykkeri.

Sjögren, Johan Andreas. 1861. Livische Grammatik nebst Sprachproben. Hrsg. von Fer-
dinand Johann Wiedemann. St. Petersburg: Eggers.

https://doi.org/10.1075/nowele.50-51.02hoe
https://doi.org/10.12697/jeful.2016.7.1.02
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108378291.011
https://doi.org/10.1075/nowele.28-29.35rus


On dental mutation in Estonian, Latvian and Livonian   107

Suhonen, Seppo. 1973. Die jungen lettischen Lehnwörter im Livischen. (Suomalais-
Ugrilaisen Seuran Toimituksia 154.) Helsinki: Suomalais-Ugrilainen Seura.

Twaddell, William F. 1938. A note on Old High German umlaut. Monatshefte. 30. 
177–181.

Van Loon, J. 1986. Historische fonologie van het Nederlands. Leuven/Amersfoort. 
Uitgeverij Acco.

Viikberg, Jüri. 2016. Wörterbuch der niederdeutschen Lehnwörter des Estnischen. 
Electronic dictionary. Tallinn: Eesti keele instituut. https.//www.eki.ee/dict/asl/.

Viitso, Tiit-Rein & Valts Ernštreits. 2013. Līvõkīel-ēstikīel-lețkīel sõnārōntõz. Tartu/
Rīga: Tartu Ülikool/Latviešu valodas aģentūra.

Kokkuvõte. Axel Jagau: Dentaalmutatsioonist eesti, läti ja liivi keeles. 
Artikkel käsitleb nn dentaalmutatsiooni (ehk dentaalmetafoonia) nähtust, kee-
leajalooliselt siiani puudulikult mõistetud häälikumuutust, mida on tähelda-
tud mitmes põhja(mere)germaani keeles, sealhulgas friisi, alamsaksa, hollandi 
ja taani keeles. Selle protsessi käigus tagavokaalid dentaalsete konsonantide 
mõjupiirkonnas muutuvad eesvokaalideks. Muutus kajastub ka keskalamsaksa 
laensõnades eesti, läti ja liivi keeles. Pärast ülevaadet metafoonia üldisest aren-
guloost germaani keeltes ning senisest uurimistööst dentaalmutatsiooni kohta 
uurib artikkel, kas kolmes laenavas keeles leidub jälgi dentaalmutatsioonist, 
mis oli olemas nende alamsaksa lähtevormides, kuid mida keskalamsaksa kir-
jalikus allikmaterjalis endas ei ole sageli järjekindlalt kajastatud. Kuigi käsit-
letavate alamsaksa laensõnade puhul ei õnnestu tuvastada dentaalmutatsiooni 
selget levikumustrit, ilmnevad uurimuse käigus märkimisväärsed erinevused 
läti ja liivi vastete vahel, mis viitavad võimalusele, et alamsaksa laenud liivi 
keeles jagunevad mitmeks kihiks: vanem kiht, mis on laenatud otse alamsaksa 
keelest, ning uuem kiht, mis on vahendatud läti keele kaudu. Sellest lähtuvalt 
pakutakse dentaalmutatsiooni välja võimaliku diagnostilise kriteeriumina sel-
liste laensõnade suhtelise kronoloogia kindlaksmääramiseks.

Märksõnad: metafoonia, laensõnad, keeleajalugu, keelekontaktid, eesti keel, 
läti keel, liivi keel, alamsaksa keel, germaani keeled
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