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Note: Language areas are approximate only.
For more details see the relevant introduction.
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One of the rewarding things about travelling through Central Europe is the rich vari-
ety of cuisine, customs, architecture and history. The flipside of course is that you’ll 
encounter a number of very different languages. Most languages spoken in Central 
Europe belong to what’s known as the Indo-European language family, believed to 
have originally developed from one language spoken thousands of years ago. 

German belongs to the Germanic branch of the Indo European language fam-
ily and is quite closely related to English. You should find that many basic words in 
German are similar to English words. The Slavic languages originated north of the 
Carpathians and are now divided into Eastern, Western and Southern subgroups. 
Czech, Slovak and Polish all belong to the Western subgroup of the Slavic language 
family, while Slovene belongs to the Southern subgroup. Fortunately, (for travel-
lers at least), all these Central European Slavic languages are written in the Latin 
alphabet.  Hungarian is something of a linguistic oddity within Europe. Though clas-
sified as a member of the Finno-Ugric language group, making it a distant relative of 
Finnish, it has no other significant similarities to any other language in Europe – or 
the world for that matter.  

did you know?

• The European Union (EU) was established by the Maastricht Treaty in 1992. It 
developed from the European Economic Community, founded by the Treaty of 
Rome in 1957. Since the 2004 enlargement, it has 25 member states and 20 
official languages. 

• The EU flag is a circle of 12 gold stars on a blue background –  the number 12 
representing wholeness.

• The EU anthem is the ‘Ode to Joy’ from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.
• Europe Day, 9 May, commemorates the 1950 declaration by French Foreign 

Minister Robert Schuman which marked the creation of the European Union.
• The euro has been in circulation since E-Day, 1 January 2002. The euro’s symbol 

(€) was inspired by the Greek letter epsilon (ε) – Greece being the cradle of Euro-
pean civilisation and ε being the first letter of the word ‘Europe’.  

• The Eurovision Song Contest, held each May, has been running since 1956. For 
the larger part of the competition’s history, the performers were only allowed 
to sing in their country’s national language, but that’s no longer the case.

© Lonely Planet Publications. To make it easier for you to use, access to this 
chapter is not digitally restricted. In return, we think it’s fair to ask you to 
use it for personal, non-commercial purposes only. In other words, please 
don’t upload this chapter to a peer-to-peer site, mass email it to everyone 
you know, or resell it. See the terms and conditions on our site for a longer 
way of saying the above - ‘Do the right thing with our content.’
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