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The concept of a colloquial variety of Latin as an intermediate variety
between Latin and the Romance languages has a long standing. Sometimes
called Vulgar or Popular Latin, this variety is often conceptualized as a
discrete linguistic variety, which is held responsible for the changes in the
provincial realization of Latin. Since a great deal of evidence for this variety
is collected from written texts, studies on the emergence of the Romance
languages have tended to ignore the actual process of language acquisition
in the provinces of the Roman empire. In the present paper I draw attention
to the work of two early scholars, the Italian Celso Cittadini (1533–1627)
and the Frenchman Pierre-Nicolas Bonamy (1694–1770), who did concern
themselves with the acquisition of Latin, referring to the role of the Roman
army in spreading the Latin language throughout the empire. Their
suggestions about the process of Latinization can be substantiated with data
on the military presence in the provinces of the Roman empire.

1.

A tale of two languages
In his customary florid style, Leonard Palmer (1906–1984) called Vulgar
Latin a “shimmering mirage” that becomes visible only when writers momentarily
ignore the normative rules of their school learning: “There are, as it were, in the
dead landscape of literary Latin, seismic areas where occasional eruptions reveal
the intense subterranean activity which one day will make a new world of language” (1954: 149). This conjures up the image of a submerged variety of the language, visible only occasionally through errors in informal texts and inscriptions.
Palmer underscores the variety of different colloquial styles, not all of which made
it into the literary language. Some of these, like the colloquial language of the
educated elite, could hardly be called ‘Vulgar Latin’; nonetheless, Palmer believes
they all are somehow connected with the emergence of the Romance languages.
Palmer’s characterization of Vulgar Latin may have rhetorical qualities, but the
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value of this notion for understanding the origin of the Romance languages is
questionable.
In the present paper I shall first deal with the emergence of the idea of
a variety called Vulgar Latin as a way to explain the relationship between the
Latin of the literary texts and the Romance languages. Section 2 introduces two
authors who approached this relationship from a different angle by focusing on
the acquisition procss of the language in the provinces of the Roman empire, the
Italian Celso Cittadini (1533–1627) and the Frenchman Pierre-Nicolas Bonamy
(1694–1770), who credited the Roman soldiers with the transmission of the language. Section 3 discusses the role of the army in the process of Latinization.
Section 4 looks at the chronology of the interaction between Roman conquerors
and indigenous population, and Section 5 pinpoints the breaking off point, when
the Romance languages began to be regarded as independent languages.
In 1979 Paul Lloyd remarked that “[i]n fact, there has been no progress at
all in the definition of ‘Vulgar Latin’, but simply a constant repetition of previous
definitions” (1979: 113). He gave vent to his amazement that the confusion surrounding the term was commonly acknowledged by scholars, but did not lead to
any initiative to discard it once and for all (1979: 120; see Adams 2013: 5; Lüdtke
2016: 149, 479; Eskhult 2018: 192).
Lloyd’s warning about the risk of reifying ‘Vulgar Latin’ has not lost its
urgency today; it is repeated by Nigel Vincent (2016: 7) with respect to the routine
treatment of ‘Vulgar’ Latin as an intermediate language variety, serving as the
‘missing link’ between Classical Latin and the Romance languages. The introduction of this construct is commonly thought to go back to the establishment of
Romance studies in Germany in the early nineteenth century (Swiggers 2001).
Right at the beginning of his comparative grammar of the Romance languages,
Friedrich Diez (1794–1876) reminds his readers that these languages did not
derive from Classical Latin:
Alle [romanische Sprachen] haben ihre erste und vornehmste Quelle in der lateinischen. Aber nicht aus dem classischen, dessen sich die Schriftsteller bedienten,
flossen sie, sondern …, aus der römischen Volkssprache, welche neben dem classischen Latein im Gebrauch war. (Diez 1836: I, 1)

He mentions François Raynouard’s (1761–1836) proposal in his study on the troubadours (1821) to posit a common ancestor for the contemporary Romance languages, but does not follow the latter’s identification of this Proto-Romance with
Old Provençal. Instead, he looks for the origin of the Romance languages in the
colloquial language of the Romans (römische Volkssprache or Volksmundart).
Later German writers, such as Hugo Schuchardt (1842–1927) in his Vokalismus des Vulgärlateins (1866) and Wilhelm Meyer-Lübke (1861–1936) in his
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Grammatik der romanischen Sprachen (1890), did use the term Vulgar Latin
(Vulgärlatein[isch]), although Meyer-Lübke restricted its use to the Latin spoken
in areas outside the Romania, for instance in North Africa, as well as to those
reconstructed forms that deviated from the regular correspondence with Latin
(1890: I, 6). The latter use is clearly dependent on the paradigm of historical comparative linguistics; it was applied by him only reluctantly:“Vor dem Mißbrauch,
wonach man dem Vulgärlatein alles in die Schuhe schickt, was man im Augenblick im Romanischen nicht zu erklären vermag, kann nicht genug gewarnt werden” (1890: I, 7).
This warning notwithstanding, throughout the nineteenth century the standard practice in treating the origin of the Romance languages included culling
Vulgar Latin elements from the corpus of informal texts (Jorge 2018). Some preferred to call such elements collectively ‘Vulgar Latin’, others opted for different
labels.
Latin authors had their own terminology to refer to non-literary elements
in the language. When Cicero (106–43 BCE) or Quintilian (c. 35–c. 100 CE)
use such terms as sermo plebeius or sermo vulgaris, they refer to casual, everyday
speech (Adams 2013: 12–22). This ‘vulgar Latin’ had nothing to do with the
notion of Vulgar Latin as the Volkssprache from which the Romance languages
were supposed to derive. It is more akin to its use in Dante’s (1265–1321) De vulgari eloquentia. With this term, Dante referred to the Italian vernacular language
of his time (see Diez 1836: I, 76f.; Tavoni 1990; Gensini 2009). He was convinced
that the status of this vernacular could be raised by producing literary works, so
that it would become as illustre as Latin itself (Holtus 1989).
According to Dante (in Tavoni 2017), the Romance vernaculars derived
from one language (De vulgari eloquentia I, 8, 5), but, as Josef Eskhult (2018: 200)
clarifies, he did not believe that this language was Latin. In fact, he claimed it was
the other way round: Latin derived from that same original Romance language,
having been created by the Romans as a locutio secundaria. Dante postulated that,
in addition to their spoken language, some language communities, among them
the Greeks and the Romans (Schöntag 2017b: 565f.), developed a secondary language which was called grammatica. This locutio secundaria was an invented, artificial language, intended to counter the variability of the spoken language that
represented a threat to mutual understanding in the speech community.
The opposition between two locutiones, a spoken native language and an artificial learned language (which Dante calls gramatica) should not be interpreted
in terms of diglossia or bilingualism, as is sometimes assumed (Eskhult 2018: 199;
Schöntag 2017b: 559; Tavoni 2017: 11). Dante believed that the written standard
had been invented as a response to the growing variability in spoken language. The
difference between the vernacular language and the standard language was formu-
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lated by him in terms of nature (secundum naturam) vs. convention (secundum
placitum), or in terms of being learnt spontaneously by small children vs. being
learnt at school at a more advanced age and used only by a literary elite. Dante does
not call the two varieties linguae, but locutiones (Imbach & Rosier-Catach 2005), a
term typical of logic and philosophy, rather than linguistics.1
At first, Dante’s ideas did not play a significant role in the debates in Italy
about the nature of Latin (Marazzini 2018: 16–17), but the political context of the
Italian Quattrocento brought the issue of the language spoken by the Romans in
Antiquity to the fore (Raffarin 2015: 29–31), leading to a renewed interest in his
treatise. The two main positions in what came to be called the questione della
lingua (Schöntag 2017a) were represented by Flavio Biondo (1392–1463) and
Leonardo Bruni (1370–1444). According to Biondo (2015 [1435]), everyone in
Ancient Rome had spoken Latin; variation between the speakers was based on
a difference in style and had not led to a split between separate languages. In
Biondo’s view, contemporary Italian was basically Latin, albeit a form of the language that had become corrupted during the fifth-century Barbarian invasions
(Schöntag 2017a: 117f.; Marcellino 2019).
Bruni (2015 [1435]), on the other hand, claimed that a vulgar language had
always coexisted with the Classical language. According to him, Italian was just
the same impure form of Latin that had always existed (Schöntag 2017a: 117).
Therefore, he claimed, all writers had to do was revert to the use of pure Latin.
According to Eskhult (2018: 202), Bruni’s ideas came close to Dante’s view of the
language situation in Ancient Rome when he called the two distinct varieties of
Latin prima and secundaria: the primary variety was the language people learnt
from their parents, which they spoke on the basis of natural instinct, whereas the
lingua secundaria was the grammatical language learnt at school. Unlike Dante,
however, Bruni did not believe that the vernacular language could be refined by
developing a secundary variety with grammatical rules, but thought that the best
solution was to avoid the popular variety altogether, employing only the grammatical language. In this respect, it was Biondo whose ideas were more in line
with Dante’s view that the difference between the two locutiones resided in the

1. It is beyond the scope of the present article to investigate the sources of Dante’s distinction
between two locutiones. He was certainly familiar with the linguistic theories of the Modistae
(Alessio 2015: 136), and there are parallels between his distinction and the one set up by Robert
of Kilwardby (c. 1215–1279), according to whom the science of grammar was needed to reestablish order in natural speech (Alessio 2015: 138). Lo Piparo (1986) acknowledges Dante’s
familiarity with the Modists’ writings, but stresses the difference in the agenda underlying his
gramatica and the considerations of Modistic grammar. At any rate, it is clear that his ideas are
quite different from the preoccupations of modern sociolinguistics.
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lack of latinitas of the forma vulgaris. Biondo’s solution consisted in developing
grammatical rules for the volgare.

2.

A new idea
None of the arguments advanced for either position in the debate about the
language situation in Ancient Rome made any reference to the actual process of
language acquisition that had led to the spreading of Latin in the provinces. Most
of the participants in the debate, Biondo and Bruni included, took for granted
that the inhabitants of the provinces had taken over the new language wholesale,
whether this was the pure Classical language or an impure version of it. Very few
people thought differently. One of them was Celso Cittadini (1533–1627), who
in 1601 published his Trattato della vera origine, e del processo, e nome della nostra lingua scritto in volgar sanese (Swiggers 2014: 19; Schöntag 2017a: 124–126;
Cittadini 2019 [1601]), in which he claimed that Latin had always been divided
into “due manieri di lingua, l’una pura latina … e l’altra mescolata di barbarismi e
di falsilatini del vulgo e de’ cittadini e de’ contadini e de’ forestieri idioti e senza
lettere” (Cittadini 2019 [1601]: 123f.), rejecting the idea that Italian was the product of a process of language corruption during the Barbarian invasions. Eskhult
(2018: 221) interprets Cittadini’s ideas as an early conceptualization of diglossia.
Yet, this is not in accordance with Cittadini’s description: his lingua antiqua del
vulgo is the language of the vulgus, but this does not make it identical with the Low
variety in Ferguson’s (1959) notion of diglossia, which functions as the everyday
language for all members of the speech community, not only for the lower classes.
To some extent, Cittadini agrees with Bruni that the two ways of speaking had
always coexisted. Unlike Bruni, however, he links this with the acquisition of the
language in the provinces, holding the Roman soldiers responsible for the transmission of a mutilated form of Latin:
Oltracciò i soldati delle legioni che per la maggior parte erano delle provincie
e per conseguenza di varii e diversi linguaggi ed anco gli stessi nati in Roma,
ma stati longamente fuora alle guerre o nelle guarnigioni o per altro in diverse
parti del mondo, quando venivano o tornavano a Roma, con la conversation
loro e uso di nuove lingue, corrompevano la purità della lingua latina in coloro
che l’havevano, parlando essi mezzo barbaramente, cioè volgarmante [sic].
(Cittadini 2019 [1601]: 128)

Cittadini did not go so far as to speculate about the language type resulting from
this process, but just stated that it was the soldiers’ language or languages that
ended up becoming the native language of the new speakers.
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A more elaborate view of the process of language transmission is found
almost a century later in the Mémoires presented by Pierre-Nicolas Bonamy
(1694–1770) to the Académie Royale des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres (Albrecht
1975; Swiggers 2014: 27–28; Jorge 2018: 392). Bonamy states that it is obvious that
French, Spanish, and Italian derived from the “langue vulgaire des provinces”, and
not from Classical Latin (1756: 597). Some of his peers were reluctant to accept
the relationship between French and Latin and preferred to link French with the
Celtic language that had been spoken in France before the Roman conquests.
Bonamy believes that this mistaken belief stemmed from the fact that they compared French with Classical Latin (1756: 607), without taking into account the
context of language acquisition:
Comment, après tout, le simple peuple, parmi les Gaulois, avoit-il appris la
langue Latine? ce n’étoit assurément pas dans les Académies dont j’ai parlé, ni
dans les livres écrits en cette langue; ce ne pouvoit être qu’en l’entendant prononcer aux Romains, soldats, marchands, artisans, esclaves, qui n’avoient pas plus
fréquenté les écoles d’Italie que les Gaulois celles des Gaules. (Bonamy 1756: 594)

Bonamy sees the role of the soldiers as providing the model for the new learners
who learnt the language “par la fréquentation avec les Romains de toutes sortes
de conditions” (1756: 641). He did not consider the soldiers’ language to be a corrupted form of Latin (Albrecht 1975: 27). For him, the Latin spoken by those who
came to the provinces as soldiers or traders was simply the popular variety of
Latin, representing the natural development of the language, while Classical Latin
was a construct, mirroring Dante’s lingua secundaria.
Bonamy’s explanation of the difference between Classical Latin and the
Romance languages has not been taken over by the communis opinio in Romance
studies. Modern handbooks of the history of the Latin language still routinely
include a chapter on Vulgar Latin, treating it as an intermediate variety between
Latin and the Romance languages, without concerning themselves with the actual
process of transmission of the language, but taking for granted that it was this
variety that was adopted intact by the indigenous population.2 Väänänen
(1981: 4–6) describes the modern discussions on the status of Vulgar Latin as
a tension between two conceptions. On the one hand, there is the tendency to
regard Classical Latin and Vulgar Latin as basically one language, where the latter

2. For an older status quaestionis see Mohrmann (1951), who focuses on the differentiation
of Latin as the result of a number of sociolinguistic circumstances, including substratal influence and the impact of Christianization, and Tovar (1964), who warns against the concept of a
unitary Vulgar Latin and draws attention to factors of differentiation. Kiesler (2018) is a more
recent summary of the different positions and problems.
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is the popular or colloquial register of the former. Grandgent’s Introduction to Vulgar Latin (1907: 3), for instance, gives the following definition: “What we call Vulgar Latin is the speech of the middle classes, as it grew out of early Classic Latin”.
Grandgent adds that this Vulgar Latin was different from the language of the cultural elite, but also from that of the rustic speakers in the countryside, as well as
from that of the lowest layers of society. As sources for the difference between
Vulgar and Classical Latin he employs observations by the Latin grammarians,
as well as the informal texts that have since become the canon for Vulgar Latin.
He believes that these materials provide glimpses of a spoken variety of Latin
that was responsible for the emergence of the ‘new’ Romance languages, and concludes from this that spoken Latin died out in the sixth or seventh century CE,
when the Romance languages replaced it. According to Grandgent, those differences between the Romance languages and Classical Latin that cannot be documented in the ‘Vulgar Latin’ texts and that do not manifest themselves until after
the emergence of the Romance languages, had always been there as submerged
variants, which is basically what Bruni had proposed in the fifteenth century.
The alternative explanation posits a gradual change from Latin to the
Romance languages. Eugenio Coseriu (1921–2002) suggests that at first Classical
Latin and the colloquial language did not diverge very much, but at a later stage
the developing colloquial language began to deviate from the codified Classical
language (Coseriu 1954). In essence, this is the same scenario as the one proposed by James Adams (2013: 234). He does not believe in submerged varieties,
but allows for variation in Latin across social layers, opposing the kind of reasoning that sees in isolated instances of a phenomenon the forerunner of a development that did not take place until much later (see also Clackson 2016a: 6). In his
view, Latin and the vernaculars grew apart gradually until the vernaculars were
recognized as languages in their own right. This view bears more resemblance to
Biondo’s position in the controversy.
In both scenarios, the image presented is that of Romans handing down
their language as a wholesale package to the provincial populace. At first, the
learners may have had to struggle in adapting to their new language, but, just
like they accommodated to Roman culture and law, they ended up by taking over
the language imposed on them. The next generations then became native speakers of Latin, perhaps with some slight modifications. Such approaches do not
leave much room for a discussion of the acquisition process itself. It is generally
accepted that accommodation to Roman culture and law was a process of negotiation between indigenous customs and imperial standards, which led to considerable regional differences. Yet, with respect to the acquisition of the language,
scant attention is given to the processes involved. None of the nine definitions of
Vulgar Latin listed in Reinhard Kiesler’s introduction (2018: 10–12), for instance,
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makes any reference to the acquisition of Latin by second language learners. What
these definitions have in common is the emphasis on Vulgar Latin as a spoken
non-standard variety of Latin, either as a variety that has always been there, or as
a form of Late Latin, for instance in the definition proposed by Coseriu (1954).
For Veikko Väänänen (1905–1997) Vulgar Latin is the traditional (though not
very appropriate) term for the successive stages of the language from the first century BCE till the first written testimonies of the Romance languages (Väänänen
1981: 4). But in all scenarios the Latin language is transmitted intact by native
speakers to the inhabitants of the provinces.3
In this respect, nothing much has changed between the questione della lingua debates and modern theories about the origin of the Romance languages.
Michel Banniard’s (2011: 42) assertion that “[a]bsolument rien n’empêchait tous
les habitants de l’empire de devenir des locuteurs latinophones au même titre
que leurs conquérants” reflects the same general idea about language acquisition
that Biondo had formulated, implying that after the language shift had been completed, everyone spoke a language unaffected by any changes during the acquisition process. Along the same lines, Helmut Lüdtke (2016: 401f.) maintains that
younger people from the higher classes in the city were more adept at learning
Latin than older people from the lower classes in the countryside and boldly
claims that “[d]er Sprachwechsel war abgeschlossen, als die letzten älteren, auf
dem Lande ansässigen Unterschichtssprecher der betreffenden vorrömischen
Sprache gestorben waren”. This begs the question of the model these people followed in learning the language.

3.

From whom did they learn Latin?
Is there any substance to the suggestions made by Cittadini and, after him,
by Bonamy about the spreading of Latin through the intermediary of the Roman
soldiers? Within a relatively short period of time the Roman Empire expanded
to include vast areas in Europe, North Africa and the Levant. The conquests
involved a swift military deployment, followed by the stationing of relatively small
garrisons across a vast region amidst numerically superior masses of speakers of
other languages. These small clusters of military presence served as centers of
attraction for the subdued populations and as sources from which culture, cus3. Noteworthy exceptions are Maximilian Křepinský (1875–1971), who refers to the time
“lorsque les indigènes dans les provinces ont essayé de parler la langue de leurs vainqueurs”
(1958: 1), which puts the responsibility for the changes squarely on the new learners; and
Theodoro Maurer (1906–1979), who speaks of “uma população mista, que em grande parte
aprendera o latim imperfeitamente por uma rapida assimilação” (Maurer 1962: 63).
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toms, religion, and language could spread. In the western parts of the empire, once
Roman administration and law had been introduced, large numbers of people
adopted the language of the Romans as a second language. They did so as a matter of convenience or because of the prestige knowledge of the imperial language
brought with it, not because learning the language was imposed on them. The language policy of the Roman administration did not involve compulsory learning of
Latin (Rochette 2011). The farther away from the center of the empire, the scarcer
the formal institutions for learning. Conversely, a province close to Rome, like
Gaul, offered more opportunities for learning than other regions did, and these
survived for a longer period of time, even after the fall of the empire (John 2022).
But even there the common people did not have many chances to profit from the
educational network, although they were no doubt exposed much more to contact with native speakers through the commercial channels.
For the vast majority of the population acquisition of the imperial language
took place without monitoring, with only minimal participation of native speakers as a model. Most of the learners lacked any literacy skills (Becker 2014: 274,
referring to Goetz 2003: 33), and even when they received a modicum of schooling, they were far from proficient when trying their hand at writing.4 There was
no doubt a provincial elite, consisting of wealthy people who could afford the best
education for their children, but they were a tiny minority, for whom Roman culture and the Latin language became a new identity marker.5 For the rest of the
population, it was a prestigious model, to be emulated, but out of reach.
The model the Roman conquerors provided for language learning was not
a standardized form of the language, frequently not even a native variety, since

4. Based on the epigraphical evidence it is sometimes assumed that a sizable percentage of
the population of the provinces were literate. Curchin (2004: 206–214), for instance, claims
that many more people in Central Spain were literate than is commonly estimated because of
the number of inscriptions, but this is rather unlikely. After all, having a monument with an
inscription erected in one’s honor does not mean that one can actually read the inscription.
It just means that one is following the Roman custom without necessarily being proficient in
the language of the inscription. A more balanced judgment is given by Nedeljković (2015: 325),
who speaks of the “notoriously meagre ‘epigraphic layer’ of the population”. Rutgers (1995: 189)
appeals to common sense when he observes that “[i]nscriptions inform, in the first place, about
the level of education of the person who carved these inscriptions. They inform only indirectly,
however, about the level of education of the person ordering an inscription”.
5. For the role assigned to the provincial elites in the grand scheme of Roman expansion, see
Millett (1990, especially 38). For the survival of the ‘Roman’ identity after the fall of the empire,
in particular in the Gallo-Roman world, see Mathisen (2018); John (2022).
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many Roman soldiers were new speakers themselves.6 In many parts of the
empire, the Roman garrisons consisted of legionaries who had been recruited
elsewhere (Haynes 1999: 166). There was no consistent policy to station auxiliaries as far away as possible from the place where they had been recruited, but
there were often practical reasons for posting them from one province to another
(Haynes 2013: 121f.). Besides, the regiments were in constant need of replenishing, so that most of them ended up being multiethnic anyway. Actually, this was
likely to be regarded as less risky than ethnical homogeneity when it came to
maintaining discipline (Haynes 2013: 206).
Adams (2013: 856) treats the language of soldiers as a stylistic variety used
by a particular social class. He cites the example of a decurion’s letter to his commanding officer in which the 3rd pers. pl. ending -unt is used with verbs of the -ēre
conjugation, as in habunt, debunt, instead of the standard forms habent, debent.
Adams adduces this as evidence showing that not all non-standard variants start
in the lowest social classes. One could, however, also reason the other way round:
if a decurion could use such forms in a letter to his superior officer, he is bound
to have used forms that were far less standard in addressing non-native speakers,
whether civilians or recruits. Even when the soldiers were native speakers, they
must have resorted to a variety of foreigner-directed speech in their contacts with
the indigenous population. This modified and reduced form of speech constituted
the model emulated by the new learners of Latin. The main question is therefore
which forms of Latin were selected when addressing new learners, whether Greek
slaves in Rome, Gaulish peasants, German prisoners of war, or British traders.
The army’s impact on Latinization in the provinces extended beyond the
immediate contact with legionaries. It is commonly assumed that after their active
service veterans founded provincial centers from where Roman culture spread.
Numerically, however, the presence of veterans cannot have been very significant.
Haynes (2013: 341) calculates for the first/second centuries an average total number of veterans from among both the auxiliaries and the legionaries of 82,000 to
120,000, which amounts to approximately 0.2 to 0.3 percent of the total provincial population. This figure may be compared with Woolf ’s (1998: 138) estimate
of the total number of inhabitants of the three Gallias at twelve million, of which
at most ten percent lived in urban centers, the rest in the countryside where there
were even less opportunities of meeting with Roman soldiers or traders.7 Haynes
6. Among the legionaries there may have been relatively more individuals who had attained
a certain level of literacy, especially among the commanding officers (Speidel 1995), but these
were not necessarily the ones in frequent contact with the local population.
7. For other estimates of the numerical strength of the provincial population at the time of the
Roman conquests see Kiesler (2018: 28–31), who quotes 10 million for Gallia and 3–5 million
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(2013: 339–367) is therefore right in being somewhat skeptical about the actual
impact of veterans in provincial society. He remarks that in many cases veterans
tended to settle in the neighborhood of military establishments, or even in the
extramural settlements outside the garrison. Veterans did receive land grants, but
it is doubtful that after a long period of active military duty they would wish to
take up a farmer’s life. In fact, “[a]uxiliary veterans seem to capitalize on what is
there rather than create something afresh” (Haynes 2013: 366f.).

4.

And when did they learn it?
The argument of gradual change in the development from Latin to the
Romance languages is seemingly supported by the evidence of written texts. Yet,
this evidence must be used with caution. Writing always imposes restrictions, and
anyone using this medium has to adapt to the conventions of the written standard. Errors encountered in texts, whether inscriptions or papyri or manuscripts,
cannot be adduced as direct evidence of the contemporary spoken language.8 As
long as formal education is a prerogative of the elite, errors occur only infrequently in writing, but as the average level of schooling grows, the number of
semi-literate people increases as well, leading to an increased frequency of errors.
Written texts are therefore always suspect as evidence of the progression of linguistic changes: what they represent is the fluctuating influence of the standard
language (Versteegh 2002).9
The confusion in the use of declensional endings is a case in point. Béla
Adamik (2019) discusses mistakes in inscriptions from Latin Africa in connection
with József Herman’s (1924–2005) thesis about the collapse of the case system in
African Latin (Herman 2000 [1967]: 52–54). Erroneous expressions like curantes
for Hispania; Italia had about 6–8 million inhabitants at the time of Augustus. Gulyás (2019: 13)
claims a maximum of 500,000 Romans in Gallia on a total of 10 million local inhabitants.
8. This even applies to the matter of language choice in the community. Rutgers
(1995: 176–209) shows that the Jewish community in Rome continued to use Greek as the language of funerary inscriptions to a much larger degree than the Christian community. But this
does not mean that the Jewish community was less Latinized: after all, even in the inscriptions
that were written in Greek, Latinized names were used frequently.
9. The distinction is complicated by the fact that Classical writers may also use colloquialisms
to satyrize the speech of certain people, as in Petronius’ Cena Trimalchionis, or to paint a
couleur locale, as in Plautus’ comedies, or for the more mundane reason of lack of competence
in written Latin, as in Egeria’s account of her travel to the Holy Land, or to emphasize their
bond with the common believers, as in the case of Christian authors, or just simply for the fun
of being vulgar, as in some of the graffiti in Pompeii (Clackson 2016b). In all of these examples
the authors are native speakers.
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filios eius ‘while his sons were in charge’, in which the accusatives are supposed
to represent an ablative absolute curantibus filiis eius, cannot be explained phonetically (Adamik 2019: 18). The use of an ablative absolute betrays a certain
amount of schooling since this construction is unlikely to occur frequently in colloquial language. Such hypercorrect attempts to follow the rules of Classical Latin
demonstrate the persistence of a declensional system in the standard grammar,
and at the same time a lack of proper schooling.
The written evidence suggests a scenario in which after the first language
contacts between Romans and indigenous population, when more and more people were exposed to contacts with the Roman conquerors, the general proficiency
in Latin improved until, eventually, the entire population became native speakers
of Latin. If, however, the written sources are assigned a less conspicuous place, the
contours of a different course of events become visible. If the change was not gradual, but sudden and provoked by the conquests, the early contacts between the
invaders and the indigenous population must have generated reduced varieties
of the conquerors’ language in the form of Latin pidgins that served as means of
communication between conquerors and conquered. In due time, when the colonizers were there to stay, the next generations turned these into their native language by a process of creolization.
For the acquisition of Latin in the provinces of the Roman empire, theories
of early pidginization, followed by creolization, have been advanced from time to
time (Schlieben-Lange 1977).10 The suggestion of this scenario has met with quite
some opposition. Roger Wright (2002: 27) rejects all explanations in terms of creolization because in his view they frame the inhabitants of the provinces as incapable of learning Latin properly. He attributes the changes in provincial Latin to a
process of koineization, instead, which led to simplification and homogenization
of the Italic languages when groups of soldiers brought different language varieties to the newly conquered territories.11 Herman (2000 [1967]: 122) concedes
that ‘foreigners’ learning Latin may have had a significant impact: “maybe it was
they who transmitted to their descendants the language that they had learned in
this unsystematic way”. He also refers to the learners’ tendency to simplify the

10. For earlier suggestions in this direction by Křepinský and Maurer see above n. 3. Gulyás
(2019) compares the adoption of Latin in the Roman empire with that of French in Martinique
in colonial times, which resulted in the emergence of Kréol, a creolized variety of French.
11. In fact, creolization is one of the notions that have been proposed as replacement for
that of ‘Romanization’, along with hybridization or Mediterraneanization or interconnectivity
(Versluys 2014). Webster (2001) borrows the notion of creolization from cultural studies, using
it slightly differently from the way it is used in linguistics, by conceptualizing creolization as a
process of blending elements from different systems.
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structure of the language, linking this with the simplified structure exhibited by
the Romance languages. But, he says, “this is, in the end, only a hypothesis”.
It is true that there is no direct evidence of Latin as spoken by the masses
of foreigners attracted to the capital, let alone of the way it was spoken in the
provinces of the Roman empire. Yet, as Robert de Dardel and Jacob Wüest (1993a,
1993b: 37) observe, it would be paradoxical to suppose that at first the new speakers in the provinces spoke perfect Latin and then, when the Roman Empire
crumbled, progressively started to ‘corrupt’ the language. According to them, the
Romance languages emerged at the very beginning of the Roman conquests when
the Romans entered the provinces and communicated with the autochthonous
population in a pidginized variety of Latin:
De fait, si le processus d’apprentissage du latin par des populations allophones
est pour quelque chose dans la réduction des flexions latines, leur déclin a dû
commencer le jour même où les premières populations non latinophones se sont
mises à apprendre le latin, ce qui est absolument incompatible avec la chronologie traditionnelle, qui repose sur l’idée d’une désagrégation progressive et plutôt
tardive de la déclinaison. (de Dardel and Wüest 1993b: 32)

This is similar to Křepinský’s (1958: 1) suggestion that the Romance languages
emerged right at the beginning of the Roman conquests. De Dardel and Wüest are
certainly right in drawing attention to the fact that the Romans formed a minority
in the provinces and had only minimal impact on the population beyond a tiny
elite. But, when they say (1993b: 37) that the emerging pidginized form of Latin
could not give rise to any kind of sudden creolization since the indigenous languages remained in use for a long time after the Roman conquest, this misrepresents the nature of the process. As long as there are no native speakers, it is very
well possible for a pidginized variety to be spoken for a long period of time without any tendency to creolization. Such expanded pidgins assume new functions
beyond that of a crude means of communication. Eventually, often in mixed marriages, creolization sets in when a generation of native speakers grows up.12
As for the role of the indigenous languages, there may have been some measure of bilingualism in the auxiliary units of the Roman army in those cases
where the majority of recruits came from one area, but this seems to have been
the exception. In most auxiliary units, the use of other languages than Latin
(and Greek in the East) was probably limited to incidental contacts between fel12. On the typology of pidgins and creoles see Bakker (2008), who coined the term ‘pidgincreoles’ for those cases where the use of a pidgin variety is expanded to the point where it becomes
the main language of a speech community, sometimes even acquiring a number of native speakers in the process.
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low soldiers who happened to come from the same region. Local bilingualism
between the soldiers of the garrisons and the indigenous population must have
been widespread, as evidenced by the number of loanwords in both directions. In
those cases where soldiers formed more or less permanent partnerships with local
women, this bilingualism may have stretched to households in the vici outside the
army camp. But in the majority of cases, the ‘language of the Romans’ was bound
to be the target language for children growing up in this environment because of
its prestige and the tempting prospect of a profitable relationship with the Roman
administration.
The net result was a population at large with varying proficiency in reduced
forms of Latin, with children in mixed marriages growing up speaking a creolized
variety of Latin. Only a select group of children from a small elite were granted
access to Latin grammar and literature in formal education. This situation was
not unlike that in other empires, such as the Arabo-Islamic empire that was established from the seventh century onwards, or for that matter, the colonial empires
established by the European nations from the sixteenth century onwards.

5.

Two languages instead of one
From a linguistic point of view, the concept of a general Latin speech community (Lüdtke 2016: 50, 74) does not make much sense: the new speakers may
have believed they were learning the language of the Romans, but for Roman
native speakers most of them remained foreigners speaking a barbaric form of
Latin. Within each region, a local diglossia emerged, in which those who received
a formal education were able to use a standard form of Latin in writing and
in formal speech, while in speaking informally everyone employed a distinctly
different colloquial language. Within the empire, mutual intelligibility may have
existed between some speakers from different regions, while being absent for others, depending on the level of education: an educated speaker from Iberia could
communicate easily with an educated speaker from Dacia, while illiterate speakers from the two regions could not understand each other.13 All speakers held on
to the fiction of a standard Latin, which remained oriented towards the Roman
norm. The epigraphical material presents the same image of a non-differentiated

13. On regional differences between Latin as it was spoken in the provinces see Palmer
(1954: 174) and Adams (2007). On the impact of the Barbarian invasions see also Becker
(2014: 272), who points out that these were not directly responsible for the fragmentation of the
Romance languages, but by isolating the regions from Rome and from each other, they put an
end to the unifying force of Latin and opened the gate for further fragmentation.
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Latin throughout the empire, with only marginal regional differentiation.14 When,
eight centuries after the Roman conquest of Gaul, the Council of Tours (813) recommended the use of the vernacular language (rustica romana lingua) in church,
they called this language romana, apparently still regarding it as a (rustic) variety
of the language of the Romans (Kramer 1998).
According to Wright (2016: 17), the debate about the date of the emergence
of regional varieties of Latin boils down to a discussion between reconstructionists and Latinists. In somewhat different terms Christine Mohrmann (1903–1988)
had already remarked on the tension between those who were looking for ProtoRomance by reasoning backwards, and those who attempted to find Popular Latin
in the texts (Mohrmann 1951: 145). Reconstructionists hold that Romance varieties were formed at an early date, whereas Latinists tend to believe that Latin
survived much longer. Vincent (2016: 6–7) summarizes the debates about Vulgar
Latin in the same vein. Referring to the two scenarios set up by Witold Mańczak
(Mańczak 1977), he says that it boils down to the question of whether Vulgar
Latin is the sister or the daughter of Classical Latin. Just as in the debates about
the questione della lingua the position one takes depends on one’s view about the
demarcation between the varieties at use in the Roman empire and, after its fall,
in the former provinces. Wright’s (1982) central thesis holds that the Romance
vernaculars and Latin were not conceptualized as two separate languages until
the Carolingian Renaissance of the ninth century, when the imperial chancellery
made a concerted effort to improve the standard of written Latin in order to
create a clear difference between Latin and the local vernacular. He claims that
this development began with the scripturalization of the vernacular variety, generating the need for a new orthography. Vernacular words and forms started to
appear at first in Classical Latin texts, spelled more or less according to the Latin
orthography (see Frank–Job and Selig 2016). But when entire texts began to be
written in the vernacular, a new orthography was needed to cover all the forms. At
that point, it became obvious that the two linguistic varieties were in fact distinct
(Wright 2002: 40f.).
The awareness and conceptualization of two different languages does not
preclude the possibility that the two varieties had diverged at a much earlier date.
Wright is certainly right when he maintains that a linguistic change is never a mat-

14. Paul Gaeng (1992) seeks to reconcile the apparent uniformity of the language of the
inscriptions with the notion of a locally differentiated Latin as the source of the Romance
languages. He believes that statistical analysis of the inscriptions may yet bring out local differences. It should, however, be kept in mind that without taking into account the social stratification and the chronology of the inscriptions from different regions, the significance of such
comparisons remains rather low.
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ter of one structure replacing another overnight. But when he asserts that “[i]n
real life all individual linguistic changes involve a period in which both the old
and the new phenomenon are used, and both are understood” (Wright 2002: 37),
the question is whether this applies across the board to all speakers: in some
cases each variant may well be used by different groups of speakers (or rather:
by a group of speakers and a group of learners), who do not necessarily understand both variants. In fact, they may have coexisted for a long time, just like the
High and Low varieties in any other diglossic speech situation. The two varieties
were not assigned to different layers of society, but all speakers shared a continuum from Low to High speech, albeit not with the same bandwidth for everyone:
depending on one’s education, speakers had at their disposal a smaller or larger
part of the diglossic continuum. All members of the community were convinced
that they spoke the same language and pretended that the Low variety either did
not exist or was nothing more than a collection of linguistic mistakes.

6.

Conclusion
For a long time, the disguise of the written texts has kept the new varieties
that emerged during the first contacts between Roman conquerors and indigenous population hidden from sight. One might have expected that the problematic value of written documents for the reconstruction of the spoken language
would have put a stop to the notion of an intermediate language, but the idea
lingers that Vulgar Latin was an actual variety of the language, retrievable from
the texts and helpful for the reconstruction of Proto-Romance.15 Significantly,
the main conferences on this topic, organized since 1985 have retained the title
of Latin vulgaire – Latin tardif, even though, as Väänänen (Väänänen 1981: 3)
points out, one of the founders, Einar Löfstedt (1880–1955), admitted that one
could never find an adequate definition for the notion of ‘Vulgar Latin’ (Löfstedt
1956 [1933]: II, 355). It is a notion that distracts from the dynamics of language
acquisition in the provinces of the Roman empire. This is the fundamental insight
that Cittadini and Bonamy contributed to the study of the Romance languages:
what the inhabitants of the provinces were exposed to was the Latin of common
soldiers and traders, often vulgar no doubt, but not the Vulgar Latin introduced
by scholars to fill the gap between Latin and the Romance languages. For different
15. In this respect, the term ‘Vulgar Latin’ is used in much the same way as the term ‘Middle
Arabic’ in studies of Arabic, which often serves as a label for a separate variety of Classical Arabic that is supposed to be the ancestor of the modern Arabic dialects (Janson 2012). Blau (1982)
has shown that it is methodologically more correct to refer with this term to a category of texts
that aim at writing Classical Arabic, but fall short of reaching this aim (see also Versteegh 2005).
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reasons, each from his own perspective, Cittadini and Bonamy might have agreed
with Vincent’s (2016) proposal to avoid all labels that suggest the existence of separate languages, in particular the term Vulgar Latin, and to stick to the name Latin
instead. Lloyd was right when he advocated discarding the term once and for all.
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Résumé

L’idée qu’il a existé une variété du latin servant d’intermédiaire entre le latin et les langues
romanes est bien enracinée. C’est à cette variété, dénommée parfois latin vulgaire ou populaire
et souvent conçue comme une variété linguistique séparée, que l’on a souvent attribué la responsabilité des modifications structurelles qu’a connues le latin dans les provinces de l’empire
romain. Etant donné que la plupart des preuves plaidant pour cette variété sont dérivées de
sources écrites, les études sur l’émergence des langues romanes tendent à négliger le processus réel par lequel s’est accomplie l’acquisition de la langue dans les provinces. La communication présente entend attirer l’attention sur l’œuvre de deux savants, l’italien Celso Cittadini
(1533–1627) et le français Pierre-Nicolas Bonamy (1694–1770). Tous deux s’intéressaient au
processus d’acquisition du latin, renvoyant au rôle de l’armée romaine dans la propagation de la
langue latine dans l’empire. Des données sur la présence militaire impériale dans les provinces
corroborent leurs idées concernant le processus de latinisation.

Zusammenfassung

Die Hypothese, dass eine Varietät des Lateinischen das Bindeglied zwischen dem Lateinischen
und den romanischen Sprachen darstellte, geht weit zurück in die Zeit. Diese Varietät, manch-
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mal Vulgärlatein oder Volkslatein genannt, wird für die strukturellen Änderungen in der Realisierung des Lateinischen in den Provinzen des römischen Reiches verantwortlich gehalten.
Dadurch, dass ein Großteil der Evidenz für diese Varietät auf schriftlichen Quellen beruht,
hat die Forschung den aktuellen Prozess des Erwerbs des Lateinischen in den Provinzen gelegentlich vernachlässigt. Dieser Aufsatz befasst sich mit den Beiträgen von zwei frühen Gelehrten, dem Italiener Celso Cittadini (1533–1627) und dem Franzosen Pierre-Nicolas Bonamy
(1694–1770), die sich mit der Latinisierung in den römischen Provinzen beschäftigten und
in diesem Zusammenhang auf die Rolle der römischen Armee hinwiesen. Der heutige Forschungsstand über die militärische Präsenz der Römer in den Provinzen unterstützt die Theorie der Latinisierung dieser beiden Gelehrten.
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