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Introduction

THERE ARE LANGUAGES like German and Cantonese that will be familiar to you, even if you don’t know anyone who speaks them. But I would bet that you’ve never heard of Hmong, the whistling language of the Himalayas. Or Guarani, the majority language of Paraguay, which is too often disregarded, despite being more widely spoken than Spanish in the country. Rare Tongues is a journey through some of the more esoteric languages of our planet and what they can tell us about ourselves and our more familiar languages. Some languages I have studied and travelled to explore. Others have been chosen because of the crucial knowledge that they carry, knowledge that is in danger of being lost forever. Some of them have fascinating features that may make you question what we regard as a language at all. Others have turbulent histories and carry painful memories for those who dared to speak them amid political upheaval. And a few of them are under threat, their continued existence in question, because of creeping linguistic homogeneity, moving like a silencing killer across our landscapes, rendering words unspoken and forgotten.

Every language is unique and has something important to tell us about the world we live in. Each one of them can enlighten us about the manifold roles that they play in defining society, in enriching it, in enabling diverse communities to share knowledge and histories. This is what is at risk: when a language is no longer understood, an essential and inimitable way of seeing the world, of interacting with it, disappears too – and there is an undeniable link between the erosion of diverse cultures and climate change. Awareness is growing, but slowly. We are currently in the United Nations decade of indigenous languages (2022–2032), and activists and academics are highlighting what we still have and what we are in danger of forgetting. This book is my contribution to that chorus of voices: a personal call to reflect.

Since childhood, I’ve been fascinated by languages. In the seventies and eighties, when I was growing up on a sprawling council estate in Bellshill, North Lanarkshire, Scotland, you didn’t hear many people who sounded like me in the media. However, I discovered, even before I went to secondary school, that I could have two different types of language just by copying people on the television. I didn’t use what my family proudly called ‘Lorna’s posh voice’ very often, but I switched it on when I had to read something aloud at school or act in a play, or at the ballet school where I was the only kid from a council estate and it made me fit in better. And it wasn’t just the variations of my native tongue. Before I was born, my mum was the manager of a record shop, and so I was raised on all kinds of music, but especially the operas of Puccini. I’d follow the Italian words in English on those dual-language scripts you used to get inside opera album boxed sets, while my friend, whose dad ran the local Chinese restaurant, taught me Cantonese phrases in the playground, which I proudly repeated at home in the evening.

When I moved to London to study for my first degree in English Language and Literature, I learned that what I had always thought of as upper-class accents and my own, very different, way of articulating at home were more than just a way of speaking: they were a way of being. The soft, persistent rain that I called ‘smirr’ did not exist in London, and a phrase I might use with friends at home, teasing, ‘you silly cunt’ or saying ‘cunts everywhere’ to describe a busy street, represented something far stronger and more forbidden in the south.

I knew words that did not exist in Standard English and used them as part of my everyday vocabulary without even considering that people in my new home city might not understand them. In a second year phonetics class, we spoke of sociolinguistics and how class and accent were linked, a fashionable theory at the time. Our phonetics lecturer asked me if I would stand up and say a sentence to a packed lecture hall, so that everyone could hear a Scottish working-class accent. I was embarrassed, already finding it difficult to fit in with most of my peer group, who were from far wealthier backgrounds than me and didn’t have to juggle learning with jobs to finance their studies. But I stood up anyway, and aggression, which came more naturally to me than tears when I felt cornered, made me say, ‘This is a really ridiculous thing to ask me to do’ in the strongest accent I could muster. The lecturer, who was well-known, didn’t even have the awareness to blush, just thanked me and told me to sit down again.

Afterwards, though, I did come close to tears when I overheard two wealthy fellow students mimicking my accent and calling me the ‘Scottish charity case’ when I walked past the common room.

Yet, conversely, the fact that I had studied five years of Latin at my very rough comprehensive (because it was still regarded as a good thing to do in those days in Scotland) meant my first job as a cash-strapped student paid more for a day than I had earned in a month in my Saturday shop jobs at home. My English literature tutor asked me to help him translate some Medieval Latin texts for a book he was writing. It was a pleasure; I would have done it for half the cash, and he always arrived with wonderful cheese from Neal’s Yard and a glass of good wine for our sessions. He brought in texts that we then worked on together, acquired a British Library reader’s pass for me (it was still located in the British Museum then), and watched with amusement while I fell in love with Medieval Latin bestiaries and their beguilingly beautiful gilded illustrations. It was the best job I ever had as a student; in fact, it was the best job I had for a good few years afterwards too.

All this happenstance and accident of birth consolidated into a curiosity about how humans communicate with each other. What makes languages different from each other? How are language and landscape and language politics related? Which aspects of language develop because of where we live and how we live? And why do some languages die? What does it mean when they do?

It wasn’t until I began my postgraduate studies in linguistics, or, more precisely, in phonetics and phonology, and began to look at the sounds of languages across the world that I realized just how diverse and fascinating, and filled with local knowledge and history and culture, these systems of sounds could be. Moreover, it wasn’t just a particular accent that people assumed was indicative of your birthplace, your class, and even sometimes, ridiculously, your intelligence. Rather, there were entire languages haunted by a huge collection of assumptions that people could and did make when they encountered them.

These assumptions could work for you or against you, in terms of where you were placed in society, who you were judged to be, and what opportunities were open to you. So, despite being the most widely spoken language in Paraguay, Guarani speakers there are presumed to be poor and uneducated, unlike Spanish speakers. But in the United States, first-language Spanish speakers may be ridiculed and discriminated against, even when they are perfectly fluent in English. And when Singhalese became the official language of Sri Lanka in 1948, Tamils could no longer work in the government or in the civil service, even though there had been Tamil speakers in Sri Lanka since the second century bce. Colonization in its myriad forms often attempts to eradicate and forbid the use of the language of the colonized in the name of assimilation and education.

Wars have been waged over the right to speak a language and wars may also have the eradication of a language as an aim. But they can also be used to establish a common peace and wipe out nationalism. This is what happened in 2017 when the four languages of former Yugoslavia, that is Bosnian, Croatian, Montenegrin, and Serbian, were declared to be four different versions of a single language. In an attempt to suppress strong national identities that had led to years of war, thirty linguists from across all four countries testified to the statement, which was greeted with dismay and disbelief by nationalists but welcomed by most speakers in each of the countries, whose only question was what a single language might most fairly be called.

And it is not only the power of language, but also its variety that makes it fascinating. There is articulation – the way our lips and tongues and teeth and the shape of the inside of our mouths can fashion sounds that seem impossible to one person yet are part of everyday communication to another. There are the words that these sounds make and how we use them. There are the spoken and unspoken meanings behind them, the way these are perceived. There are concepts hidden in a sentence or a whole perspective on a philosophy of a way of living encoded in a single word.

Agglutinative languages see what English speakers think of as suffixes and prefixes as building blocks to create a single word with a different purpose, so that ‘in the flower’, which has three distinct words in English, becomes the single word ‘kukassa’ in Finnish, with the ending ‘ssa’ showing that the word is what’s called inessive and refers to something being inside the named noun. And there are the structures that dictate the order in which words should appear, sometimes with a verb at the end, such as ‘Je t’aime’ in French, or sandwiched between subject and object, as in ‘I love you’.

Many Asian and African languages are tonal – that is, the meaning of a word is conveyed by pitch rather than by a series of sounds. The word ‘ma’ in Mandarin can mean ‘mother’, ‘horse’, or ‘to scold’, depending on whether your tone is level, high then low then high again or falling. The distinction is clear to a Mandarin speaker, yet the three words will often be indistinguishable to a speaker of an Indo-European language, such as Italian, German, English, or Hindi. Yet when, in accordance with his parents’ regional tradition, I was invited to choose an English name for my Chinese godson, I avoided any with the phonemes /r/ and /l/, opting for my late dad’s name, John, because I knew that neither of his parents, despite their excellent command of English, had ever mastered those particular sounds.

And landscape, the geography of where we live, can shape our communication too. Languages that are whistled rather than spoken exist in mountainous regions around the world. Historically, one language grew from Native American signing languages in the Great Plains of the eighteenth-century United States to meet the need for different linguistic communities to speak to each other; it went on to become one of the most important languages used for trade and inter-community exchange in the world.

And while our environment can shape language, those same words often carry information about the land and all that live in it. The loss of a language, therefore, can mean the disappearance of unique ecological knowledge. By revitalizing and promoting a multitude of tongues, linguistic activists are preventing rich and important knowledge about our world from being lost forever.

Languages can be the gateway to secret groups, societies, and clans and become the basis of criminal masterminding, allowing their speakers to discuss schemes and plots without fear of discovery. The language of the Hmong people in the Himalayas may be used to find a mate, and afterwards may grow and be adapted into something shared only by the couple who used it in their courtship, akin to the languages shared by twins as children, known and understood only by the two people who have created it.

When I began writing this book I was working and living just outside London. But then the pandemic happened, bringing new realizations of what is most important and new ways of working that, in my case, meant being able to be closer to family. So I returned to my linguistic beginnings, to Central Scotland. My accent grows stronger, day by day. I relearn words that I had stopped using because English friends and colleagues could not understand them. ‘Dreich’ (grey, wet, miserable weather), ‘greetin’ (crying/weeping), ‘chappin’ the door instead of knocking, ‘bletherin’ (either idly gossiping or saying something nonsensical or untrue), ‘hingin aboot’ (waiting), and ‘scunnered’ (sickened) are, once again, words I hear and use every day. It feels as if I am coming home to my own tongue as well as to my kin: it brings awareness and sorrow for those who may never experience that, because their mother tongue is no longer spoken or in decline, and happiness that my own Scots language, my mother’s tongue, is now on the rise, with young, brilliant, creative people sharing it as a badge of pride, and a new understanding of nuance and expression. I find myself grinning when I come across a phrase I haven’t heard for years: ‘Ma heid’s birlin’ (My head’s spinning), ‘Away n bile yer heid’ (Get lost), ‘Gie’s a lenny that’ (May I borrow that?). And at first, I was also slightly amazed that I understood them immediately, without any hesitation at all, as if they were somehow imprinted onto who I am linguistically. This persistence isn’t true of languages I’ve worked hard to learn. Despite living in Finland for almost two years, and once having a reasonable fluency in the language, I can barely manage a sentence in Finnish any more and can no longer understand even the simplest WhatsApp message from old friends without recourse to an online dictionary. With age, there is also a realization and sense of regret that I will never, ever achieve anywhere near the level of fluency in the other languages I know as that which I possess in my native tongues.

The intricate dynamics of language evolution, conflict, and extinction can serve as a microcosm for the broader sociopolitical landscapes in which they exist, illuminating how unusual, threatened, and extinct languages are not merely footnotes in linguistic catalogues but vibrant markers of cultural identity and historical evolution.

In my own journey, I’ve come to see that these rare tongues are intricately composed musical notes in the symphony of our human experience. These are not mere words and syntax but the keepers of unique worldviews, the battlegrounds of ethnic clashes, and the cries of societies struggling to preserve their heritage. Each one carries deeply personal stories; each one is a living testament to human resilience, adaptability, and the enduring quest for identity in a rapidly changing world.

This book is a tour of this glorious kaleidoscope. The chaotic, seemingly arbitrary differences, the incredible similarities and commonalities. Above all, it is about what we can learn from a closer look at the communication systems that are so fundamental to our human nature, and why their diversity matters.
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Latin and How Languages Develop

‘History does not merely touch on language but takes place in it.’

—Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections on a Damaged Life (2005)

‘Historia magistra vitae est’ (History is the teacher of life)

—Cicero, De Oratore II-36

IN AN ORNATE Roman Catholic church in central London, tucked anachronistically just behind Selfridges, I find myself transported back simultaneously to medieval times and to my own childhood. I am not Catholic, but the Latin mass is a thing that evokes mystery and awe and for me, having grown up in a violently sectarian part of Scotland, hints at a childhood curiosity about those kids who went to the other school across the road. It’s a complicated thing. I studied Latin at my rough comprehensive secondary school for five years and took a course in Medieval Latin as part of my undergraduate degree. The Catholic priest from the church at the edge of our estate gave me a Latin prayer book, and some neighbours gossiped for days about whether my parents were going to have a convert to deal with. To my mother and father’s credit, they just shrugged and said it was up to me.

As the service progresses those gentle wafting smells of incense bring back to me those heady scents that emanated intriguingly through a chink in the door of the local Roman Catholic church as I passed by.1 Yet the only time I attended an RC service in my home town, again with the friendly priest, I was disappointed to my core, in a way that perhaps only adolescents can be, because the service itself was in English and the candles were little bulbs that came on when you inserted a coin.

Latin was an oddity on our curriculum. One of our Latin teachers was the dread of school bullies, and in fact had taught my mother’s generation too, although she had never been taught by him; she’d had to leave school at fourteen to bring in the money our family needed just to get by. Even still, she knew his formidable reputation. But because Mr Laird was hated by bullies, he was adored by me. Unlike many classes, his was a place of respite from torment. His ability to give the belt was legendary, although I never actually saw him belt anyone, but stories circulated of students with broken fingers and slash marks on their hands that took weeks to heal. I was grateful for the mythology, and happy too for the peace it afforded me. The first-year Classical Background class he taught only hinted at language, but there was promise that the unfolding understanding of Latin and ancient Greek would allow us to enter a world of metamorphoses and magical imaginings. In second year, language lessons began: tables of verbs and nouns in cases that I can still recite in my fifties; the strange classifications of words according to what they did in a sentence – nominative (the subject), vocative (direct address), accusative (the object), genitive (belonging to), dative (to or for), ablative (by, with, or from). It was years before I knew that these terms were also a window to learning other languages, and when I started on Finnish I recalled my Latin teachers and gave them more thanks than I ever had as a student. In second year, my teacher was one of our youngest. She was easy to like, and the bullies had mostly been weeded out at the end of first year, so a new world of possibilities opened to us. There were competitions in spoken Latin that involved a day off other classes and a minibus ride to a posh school in Glasgow (invariably the hosts were private schools). I won two years running, reading prose, Vergil and Pliny:


Quam quam animus meminisse horret, incipiam.

(Although my mind shudders at the thought, I will continue.)



But in the third year, I lost my place to a pupil at the hosting private school whose parents proudly boasted about the excellent tutor they had employed to lead her to success. Our practice classes were at odd lunchtimes, hours kindly donated by the teachers, both Mr Laird and Miss Tweedie, that I wish I had appreciated more at the time. But my teenage soul raged against what I thought of as inequity.

I didn’t know then that the chance to do Latin at all at a comprehensive school was far from usual. There was talk at parents’ day as to whether it was a useful subject. ‘Papish,’ some said, ‘should only be for Catholics’, ‘But you need it to be a doctor,’ others would retort, only for a third parent to chime in, ‘Like anyone from here is going to get into medicine.’

Less than a decade after I left school it was removed from the curriculum, discarded as outmoded and non-vocational. By then I had begun a PhD in Linguistics, had the best-paying student job I ever found using Latin, and had published a couple of short stories heavily influenced by classical myth. I wasn’t alone, far from it, in finding value in the skills learned from a language labelled as dead and dying, but I was to be the last generation of working-class kids to have the opportunity at all.

Even now, just as a tourist, exploring Pompeii and Herculaneum with my husband, I find a little gleam of pleasure when a familiar Latin word is legible on a faded fresco. I loved telling him about Pliny the Elder and Pliny the Younger, and how the latter’s account is how we know so much about the eruption of Vesuvius. For me, there was a thirty-five-year gap between translating Pliny’s words and seeing the two towns being carved and dug out of the ashes and the mud, but the continuity of history preserved and the thread of this ancient language running through my own life only seemed to highlight the relevance of history, and the languages of history, to all of us, no matter where we come from or who we are.

In those decades between the classroom and my imaginings of a lost world captured in a language described as dead, and my visit to a society still being discovered day by day, I had experienced first-hand what linguistic discrimination was. I changed from trying to disguise my own origins with an accent that was more respected to being proud of who I was and where I came from. My working-class dialect and vocabulary and the way I saw them interpreted by people I thought of as better, richer, more educated was the first time I had seen language as part of a societal marking; but it was only the beginning of a continuous experience. Only recently do things seem to be changing, only now is linguistic diversity celebrated, only now are many of the words that are intrinsic to my mother’s tongue, and to my own, seen as part of a language, Scots, rather than mere oddities of dialect and class.

But during that intervening time, I also encountered people whose languages and culture were threatened with a devastation more complete than even that of a volcanic eruption, for whom there would be no trace, no thread of understanding or being understood, passed down through millennia. I have spoken to others whose language is a way of keeping secrets and to those who want to make their words known and spoken by the masses as a way of preserving a culture, its stories, its history. But for me, because it is the beginning of my own story, my own endless fascination with languages, this book begins with Latin, its rise, decline, and legacy, and the story of why, although it might be the instance most familiar to many of us, it’s not the only language to have followed that trajectory.

Latin is the rarest of languages now, yet once it carried prestige and honour wherever it was spoken. Even this, the most powerful of historic languages, had a lifespan, its evolution and decline, over centuries, a perfect example of the way that language changes and is not always predictable in how it does so. It is a testament to how even the greatest of monolingual spreads can diminish and vanish, become no more than archaic mementos. The Latin mass, in particular churches or held only at occasional times, and the scientific nomenclature given to objects and creatures are the living memories of a language that once dominated the world.


A very brief introduction to Latin grammar

Latin grammar is known for its systematic and precise structure, and many traces of it remain in languages familiar to us today, including English. Looking in some detail at the grammar and how it’s structured will be helpful when we look at the evolution and description of some of the other rare tongues later in this book.

One of the fundamental aspects of Latin grammar is its system of cases. Nouns, pronouns, and adjectives are declined into various cases, indicating their grammatical function within a sentence.

Latin nouns are inflected, meaning they change their endings to indicate grammatical case, number, and gender. Nouns belong to different declensions, and mastering these declensions is crucial for accurate translation and sentence construction. There are five main noun declensions in Latin, each with its own set of endings and patterns.

Latin is a fusional language. That means that when you add a morpheme (a segment) to a base word, it tells you more than one thing about the word. One of the properties it indicates is case. Latin employs six main cases, each serving a specific grammatical function within a sentence. Nouns, pronouns, and adjectives change their endings to indicate the case to which they belong. Because the notion of cases will feature in several of the languages we’ll look at, let’s look at the cases of Latin and what they mean a word is actually doing in a sentence.

In Latin, the nominative case is used for the subject of a sentence or a predicate nominative (a noun or pronoun that follows a linking verb and renames or describes the subject):


Puella ambulat. (The girl walks.)



A genitive suffix indicates possession or relationship, often translated as ‘of’ or ‘belonging to’:


Liber magistri. (The book of the teacher.)



The indirect object, or the person or thing to or for whom something is done, is denoted by the dative:


Donum amico dedi. (I gave the gift to my friend.)



And the accusative marks the direct object of a verb:


Puellam vidit. (He saw the girl.)



The ablative is slightly more complex because it can have different functions, including indicating the means or instrument by which something is done, or its location and separation:


Cum amico ambulo. (I walk with my friend.)



Finally, the vocative is used to address or call someone or something:


Salve, amice! (Hello, friend!)



Recognizing the case of a noun is essential for understanding its role in a sentence and determining the appropriate form and agreement of other words within the sentence. Adjectives in Latin agree with the nouns they describe in case, number, and gender. For example, the adjective ‘magnus’ (big) would become ‘magna’ when describing a feminine noun in the nominative singular (e.g., ‘magna domus’ – big house). Prepositions in Latin usually require nouns to be in either the accusative or the ablative case. For example, ‘in’ can take the accusative when it means ‘into’ (e.g., ‘in domum’ – into the house) or the ablative when it means ‘in’ (e.g., ‘in domo’ – in the house).

Just as in English, Latin verbs undergo conjugation to express tense, mood, voice, and person. There are four main conjugation patterns that verbs can follow. For instance, the verb ‘amo’ (I love) belongs to the first conjugation. In the present indicative tense, it changes as follows: ‘amo’ (I love), ‘amas’ (you love), ‘amat’ (he/she/it loves), ‘amamus’ (we love), ‘amatis’ (you all love), ‘amant’ (they love). Latin verbs also have different moods, including the indicative (stating facts), subjunctive (expressing doubt, possibility, or necessity), and imperative (giving commands). Each mood has its own set of endings and conveys different nuances of meaning and attitude. For example, the present subjunctive of ‘amo’ is ‘amem’ (I may love), ‘ames’ (you may love), and so on.

Latin verbs express various tenses to indicate the time at which an action occurs. The main tenses in Latin include the present (corresponding to, for example, I love), imperfect (I was loving or used to love), future (I will love), perfect (I loved), pluperfect (I had loved), and future perfect (I will have loved).

Unlike English and many other languages, Latin employs a relatively flexible word order due to its inflected nature. While the typical word order is subject-verb-object (SVO), Latin allows for variations to emphasize certain elements or achieve stylistic effects. Instead of relying heavily on word order, Latin uses noun cases to establish relationships between words within a sentence. This brief overview of Latin will help us understand some of the links to contemporary languages in the following chapters, as well as to illustrate the legacy of Latin.


A short history

Archaeology indicates that people lived around the area we now call Rome as early as 1000 bce. And by the eighth century bce a small settlement had mushroomed in the area around what we still know as the Roman Forum. The way of life of the very first people who lived there remains shrouded in mystery, but they did use a form of the Latin language and were already literate, after less than two hundred years had passed, because an inscription on the Forum Romanum dates from the sixth century bce.

Latin was only one of the languages used within the continental mass we now call Italy. Oscan and Umbrian were native to the area too, the former in much of southern Italy, the latter in Umbria, and early inscriptions show that all three languages had many similarities, although they were different enough that it’s unlikely a speaker of one could understand and communicate with a speaker of the others. All these languages had only a small number of speakers and with other languages in the region formed a group we now label as Italic languages. Italic languages, however, are another subset of the Indo-European languages we mentioned earlier, a group that also includes languages as different as Gaelic, Bengali, and Latvian, and whose diversity gives us a plethora of information about early migration and trade. The Etruscans were yet another neighbour of this small Roman settlement. The two groups were politically, economically, and socially intertwined, and, although their two languages were unrelated, their alphabets were not, with the Romans adopting a modified version of the Etruscans’ alphabet to write their own language. This is the same alphabet we use for many languages, including English, today. From the fifth century bce, the Roman settlers were farmers and fighters. And it was by combining these two skills that Latin slowly began to spread throughout Italy and, eventually, much further afield.

As the soldiers conquered and occupied neighbouring territory, they brought their language and customs to an ever-widening area. Soldiers were rewarded at the end of their service with parcels of land in the new colonies, where they could farm and raise families. They settled like this, not only across Italy, but even as far as North Africa, modern-day Tunisia. Yet, despite this, the Romans were not yet the most important culture of the time: that was a distinction held by the Greeks. Like the Romans, the Greeks were intrepid fighters, but they were also sophisticated, creating works of literature and art. When the Romans finally conquered southern Italy and Sicily, which had hitherto been Greek, they encountered a highly developed culture and a new language. Retaining Latin, they adopted Greek as a second language, with most prominent Romans knowing it fluently, and began to build a literature of their own.

By 300 bce, Latin was the official language of the empire. The first literature was unsophisticated, usually rough translations of Greek genres and forms. Initially, although it was used for law, politics, and religion, it coexisted alongside Greek dialects, but when Latin was made a compulsory language, the use of which could bring reward and recognition, it quickly surpassed other tongues. The Romans continued to conquer and occupy, taking their language with them, and the peak of Latin’s linguistic development was achieved in 100 bce with the literature of Cicero, Vergil, and Ovid. Latin’s success, its growth and usage, was a manufactured thing, part of a skilful Roman strategy to maintain unity and control over their conquered nations, and Romans made their language a mark of prestige as well as a sign of their dominance, promoting stories where knowledge of the language brought great reward.

There was the tale of Vindicius, a young slave whose knowledge of Latin enabled him to discover a rebellious plot and whose reward was freedom and Roman citizenship, told by Livy in the first year of the Roman Republic. According to the story, the House of Tarquin were angry and defiant at the loss of royal privilege they had enjoyed under the monarchy. Many of their friends and allies were similarly disaffected; no longer able to go to the king for favours, they felt that the laws of the republic had reduced them to a position no better than slaves. The former king, Tarquin the Proud, petitioned to have his property returned to him. Afraid that refusal would be seen as a declaration of war, most of the senate acquiesced, allowing the exiled royal and his entourage to delay their departure from the city while the means to transport their belongings was arranged. In fact, the whole petition was a cover for a plan to regain the crown.

As the former king and his loyal supporters dined together, they were overheard by Vindicius, a young slave of the household that was hosting them. Unusually for a slave, Vindicius was fluent in Latin and was able to not only understand the overheard conversation but also read documents in the Latin language. Realizing that the word of a slave was likely to be doubted, he found papers to substantiate his eavesdropping and took them to the consuls, who immediately arrested the perpetrators.

When the issue of the restoration of property was raised again, it was decided that it should be given to the slave, as well as his freedom and Roman citizenship. His knowledge of the language had saved the republic as well as brought him personal wealth and position. It’s unlikely that Livy’s story – although regarded for centuries as history – is true.2 But it served as perfect propaganda for how knowledge of the Latin tongue could lead to success and prosperity and make emancipation an aspiration, not just a dream. It’s a tale that we’ll see repeated again and again over centuries: the prioritization, the apparently unstoppable domination, of the dominant tongue.

The growth of literature fixed the classical language so that, for the first time, officialdom and literature mirrored each other in a formal and prescribed form. But a popular, more colloquial language continued to develop too, and a divergent form, Vulgar Latin, gradually emerged. This was not a separate language, but rather a different form. Vulgar, the word, comes from ‘vulgaris’, meaning common, but it’s often noted, correctly, that the written evidence and traces we have of Vulgar Latin are not from slaves, servants, or those at the lowest levels of Roman society – because, for the most part, these groups would have been unable to leave any – but rather from the middle and merchant classes, who had learned how to write. As in English, even in Roman times the word ‘vulgar’ had derogatory connotations and could refer to a lack of education or someone from a ‘lower class’, but the language was far more widespread than that suggests.

As noted, Classical Latin was already established with a body of written work. But there are literary remnants of colloquial Latin too: the works of Roman playwright Plautus, even though they date from the very earliest period of what is usually regarded as Vulgar Latin, show examples of this in their dialogue.

Titus Maccius Plautus was a Roman playwright of the third century bce, best known for his comedic works. His work offers a glimpse into the Latin of the people and shows us its humorous scope, while its use helped to develop the characters of slaves or lowlife figures, such as Ballio, a pimp, in his play Pseudolus.

Plautus’ knack for employing wordplay and witty remarks, combined with the novelty of this technique, which created comedic effects in his plays, gave him popular celebrity. By using colloquial forms and vocabulary, he captured the everyday language and humour of the general populace, as well as gifting posterity with grammatical clues as to the development of the language.

At Herculaneum, ancient graffiti also attests to the pervasiveness of Vulgar Latin. At Herculaneum Bar, we learn that ‘Two friends were here. While they were, they had bad service in every way from a guy named Epaphroditus. They threw him out and spent 105 and half sestertii most agreeably on whores.’ Then we can smile a little at the words next to a drawing of a phallus, which read ‘Handle with care’.3

By the second century, Vulgar Latin was in the ascendant – even civil and religious documents were being transcribed into Vulgar Latin so that they might be shared with a wider readership. The nineteenth-century linguist Wilhelm Meyer-Lübke argued convincingly that Vulgar Latin, the everyday spoken language, was in fact the prototype for the numerous European languages that would later evolve, with the static written Classical Latin being a far more artificial, prescribed form that was lauded, but not actually used.

A more modern parallel to Meyer-Lübke’s insight might be the position the so-called ‘Queen’s English’ held across Great Britain for much of the twentieth century. Even in my 1980s university seminar group, taught by some of the world’s best-regarded linguists, it was referred to as the ‘correct form’ –despite being a form of English rarely heard outside a very small, and dwindling, group of British speakers.

Let’s look at the ways in which the two Latin forms differ, in the light of Meyer-Lübke’s claim. The distinction between Vulgar Latin and Classical Latin encompasses differences in grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, and syntax. Vulgar Latin displayed a simplification of the verb system compared to Classical Latin. Verb conjugations became more regularized, with fewer distinct endings. Irregular verb forms were often simplified or replaced with more regular patterns. The synthetic future tense, for example, was gradually replaced by periphrastic constructions with the verb ‘habere’ (to have) and the infinitive. One of the most significant grammatical changes in Vulgar Latin was the erosion of the case system found in Classical Latin, which we looked at earlier. We saw that Classical Latin had a robust case system with six cases (nominative, accusative, genitive, dative, ablative, and vocative); however, Vulgar Latin experienced a reduction in case distinctions. Nouns began to rely more on prepositions to express relationships and the functions of cases. Vulgar Latin increasingly employed prepositions to convey the meanings that Classical Latin expressed through case endings. Prepositions provided more explicit indicators of relationships between nouns and their modifiers. This shift led to the development of prepositional phrases, just as we have in English today, as an alternative to the more inflected phrases of Classical Latin.

Word order became more fixed, with subject-verb-object (SVO) becoming the predominant word order, whereas Classical Latin allowed for more flexibility in word placement due to the inflectional endings indicating grammatical roles. This change meant Vulgar Latin now had similar word order patterns to those found in modern Romance languages.

Vulgar Latin exhibited changes in the pronoun system, including the loss of some distinct forms and the emergence of new ones. For example, the third-person pronoun ‘ille’ developed into Romance-language equivalents such as ‘el’ (Spanish) and ‘il’ (Italian), while the second-person pronoun ‘tu’, now familiar to us from modern-day French, replaced the Classical Latin ‘vos’ as the singular pronoun for ‘you’.

Vulgar Latin also incorporated a considerable number of loanwords from neighbouring languages and dialects. This influx of new vocabulary enriched the lexicon and contributed to the formation of the Romance languages. Loanwords from Germanic tribes, such as the Visigoths and Lombards, and Celtic and Arabic languages influenced the development of Vulgar Latin vocabulary. This continuum of linguistic changes that occurred over time in the evolution of Vulgar Latin eventually led to the emergence of the distinct Romance languages, each with its own grammar, vocabulary, and phonological features.

Rome’s growth and expansion, and most importantly, the central control that had brought some consistency to the language used across its vast territory, came to an end in 476 ce. But its disintegration had begun much earlier. Under Constantine’s rule, Christianity had become the dominant religion, and the new faith consequently spread across the empire. The notion of the emperor as divine ruler, among a panoply of other worshipped gods, was in direct contradiction to the Christian idea of a single supreme Lord God. Constantine also split the empire into two – western and eastern – establishing the capital in the latter of these, which he named Constantinople after himself. Many scholars believe that this original split was made to create a new city, detached from the corruption that Constantine saw as all-pervasive in Rome. The Byzantine Empire, as the eastern side, used Greek as its primary language. The Latin-speaking Roman Catholic territory of the western empire owed huge amounts of debt to the east and suffered a series of weather incidents that led to decreased food production and higher prices, popular revolts, and the inability to halt invasions by Germanic barbarian tribes. It was the success of a ruler of one of these tribes, Odoacer of the Sciri tribe, that brought the defeat of the last Roman emperor. In a haunting memory of one of the founders of the empire, Romulus, it was the death and deposition of a namesake that brought the western part of the empire to the end of its long existence. Meanwhile, in the eastern Mediterranean, Greek continued to retain its hold as the lingua franca, and the gradual dwindling of Latin’s linguistic hegemony across the western region began. With a dearth of common infrastructure between occupied territories, Latin changed into distinct Latinate languages, such as French, Spanish, Italian, Catalan, and Portuguese.

Latin did not die. It evolved. It continued to be the language of the Roman Catholic Church, providing continuity and stability during this period of political and social upheaval. Latin was still used for liturgical texts, theological works, legal documents, scientific writings, and philosophical treatises. During the Middle Ages, Latin developed regional variations and absorbed elements from the vernacular languages spoken in different parts of Europe. This resulted in the emergence of distinct local forms of Medieval Latin. For example, in areas heavily influenced by the Germanic languages, such as Germany and England, Latin incorporated grammatical and lexical features from Old High German and Old English. These traces remain in many modern languages today.

Even in English, where Germanic roots dominate, we still find many Latin forms, often in words we think of as more learned or formal – for example, ‘Ego’ meaning ‘I’ in egotistical, ‘Mater’ and ‘Pater’ meaning ‘Mother’ and ‘Father’ in words like maternal and paternal, ‘pulcher’ meaning ‘beautiful’ in the English ‘pulchritudinous’. The Church retained it as the language of worship, and thus, as the Church gained power and influence, so did the language once more.

Latin would once again regain its power, stretching its reach to countries that even the Romans had not introduced it to. While the populations of Europe spoke their own distinct language derivatives, priests and intellectuals continued to use Latin, and from the eighth to the fourteenth century Latin enjoyed a whole new heyday. This form of the language, Medieval Latin, the Latin of the Middle Ages, or Ecclesiastical Latin, was used in Europe from the sixth to the fifteenth century. Charlemagne, also known as Charles the Great, king of the Franks from 768 and the emperor of the Carolingian Empire from 800 until his death in 814, played a significant role in the promotion and preservation of the Latin language.

Latin had already undergone significant changes from its classical and vulgar forms and had evolved into what is now called Late Latin, which was influenced by Germanic and Romance languages. However, it remained the language of the Church, administration, and scholarship throughout Western Europe. Charlemagne recognized that Latin could be a unifying force within his empire, which spanned much of modern-day Western Europe. He saw the preservation and promotion of Latin as a way to maintain continuity with the Roman Empire and to establish a cultural and intellectual legacy for his reign.

To achieve these goals, Charlemagne implemented several language-related initiatives. He sought to establish a standardized form of Latin that could be used for administration, education, and religious purposes. He supported the work of scholars such as Alcuin of York and encouraged the creation of standardized grammars, dictionaries, and textbooks. These efforts aimed to stabilize and regulate the use of Latin across different regions of his empire. Charlemagne’s reign witnessed a period of cultural and intellectual revival known as the Carolingian Renaissance. He established a court school at his palace in Aachen, attracting scholars from across Europe. The school emphasized the study of Latin literature, grammar, rhetoric, and theology. Charlemagne himself was known to be a patron of learning, and he actively participated in scholarly discussions and debates.

One of Charlemagne’s most lasting contributions to Latin was the establishment of the Carolingian minuscule script, a clear and legible handwriting style that replaced the earlier uncial and half-uncial scripts. This new script facilitated the copying and dissemination of Latin manuscripts and became the basis for the development of Medieval Latin scripts. Then, in 787, Charlemagne issued the Capitulary on Education, a decree that aimed to improve the education system within his empire. The decree emphasized the importance of Latin as the language of instruction in schools and monasteries. It required the establishment of schools in every diocese and monastic community, where Latin grammar, rhetoric, and other subjects would be taught. Recognizing and promoting the value of Classical Latin literature, Charlemagne sought to preserve ancient works that were at risk of being lost. He ordered the copying and preservation of manuscripts containing important classical texts. Monastic scriptoria played a crucial role in this endeavour, as monks diligently transcribed and preserved Latin manuscripts, including works by Roman authors like Cicero, Vergil, and Ovid.

Charlemagne’s efforts to promote and preserve Latin had a profound and lasting impact on European culture and education. The educational reforms he initiated laid the foundation for the medieval educational system, with Latin remaining the primary language of learning for centuries to come. His support for scholarship and the preservation of Latin texts contributed to the transmission of classical knowledge to subsequent generations. Moreover, the Carolingian minuscule script became the basis for the development of various European scripts, including the script used for writing the Latin language.

Charlemagne’s reign marked a crucial period in the history of the Latin language. His championing and promotion of the language had vital roles in the continued significance and influence of Latin in medieval Europe, ensuring that Latin was once again esteemed as a language of intellectual and cultural exchange. Medieval Latin was the language of scholarship and intellectual discourse throughout Europe. Monks, scholars, and theologians used Latin to write and translate works in various fields, including theology, philosophy, law, medicine, and science. Prominent figures like St Thomas Aquinas, Roger Bacon, and Hildegard of Bingen composed their influential works in Medieval Latin.

But with the emergence of the Renaissance, just as the Middle Ages ended, the use of Medieval Latin began to decline again. A revival of interest in the classical world and the growing importance of vernacular languages led to the transition from Medieval Latin to Renaissance Latin. This latter sought to revive the purity and elegance of Classical Latin as part of a wider movement towards the restoration of classical influence and literature.

The Renaissance period, spanning roughly from the fourteenth to the seventeenth century, marked a significant shift in intellectual, cultural, and artistic pursuits throughout Europe. This revival of interest in the classical world was coupled with a desire to emulate the achievements of ancient Rome and Greece. It was a time of intellectual and cultural rebirth, characterized by a renewed interest in the literature, philosophy, and art of ancient Greece and Rome. The rediscovery and renewed popularity of classical texts, such as those of Cicero, Vergil, and Ovid, sparked a movement to revive and imitate the language and style of Classical Latin. Humanist scholars, inspired by the ideals of the ancient world, played a crucial role in promoting the use of Renaissance Latin. Renaissance Latin aimed to emulate the purity, elegance, and stylistic norms of Classical Latin. Scholars and writers sought to revive the language of classical authors, often referred to nostalgically as the ‘Golden Age’ of Latin literature. The emulation extended to the vocabulary, grammar, and rhetorical devices used in classical texts, with the new form including many of the linguistic features and grammatical structures of Classical Latin. However, it also developed its own distinct characteristics. It incorporated neologisms and loanwords from contemporary vernacular languages to express new concepts. In an odd return to its history, the general syntax of Classical Latin returned, with the use of cases, declensions, and conjugations. However, the use of complex sentence structures and rhetorical devices became more refined. Eloquence and clarity of expression were emphasized and admired. Writers often employed rhetorical devices, such as metaphor, alliteration, and antithesis, to enhance the persuasive and aesthetic qualities of their texts, with the use of rhetorical figures and devices aiming to recreate the rhetorical tradition of ancient Rome.

Renaissance Latin was primarily used in scholarly and intellectual circles and increasingly came to serve as the language of diplomacy, scientific discourse, legal texts, philosophical treatises, and theological works. Renaissance scholars composed works in Latin to reach a wider European audience and to establish continuity with the intellectual traditions of the past. Latin became the lingua franca of learned communities throughout Europe, allowing scholars from different regions to communicate and share knowledge. But while Renaissance Latin remained a dominant language in academic and intellectual spheres, the growing influence of vernacular languages cannot be overlooked. The rise of national languages, such as Italian, French, and English, led to the development of a bilingual culture. Scholars and writers often wrote in both Latin and their native languages, selecting the appropriate language for the intended audience and subject matter.

The use of Renaissance Latin gradually declined with the advent of the printing press and the dissemination of vernacular literature. The increasing availability of books written in local languages led to a shift away from Latin as the primary language of communication and scholarship. It did, however, leave a legacy, and the influence of Renaissance Latin on the development of modern European languages, as well as the formation of scientific terminology, is apparent in our world today.

And there’s a literary facet to our heritage from Renaissance Latin too. Many of the best-known British writers of the time borrowed from the classics, even if it wasn’t always direct. Several of the stories in Boccaccio’s Decameron, which in turn would be an inspiration for both Chaucer and Shakespeare, were borrowed from Ovid’s Metamorphoses – although the plagiarism doesn’t begin with Chaucer because Ovid himself was not a creator, but rather a collector and translator of myths and legends, which he cleverly collated under the theme of transformation, thus creating the early Latin inspiration for many of those we regard as the canonical writers of the Renaissance.

When Chaucer wrote his beautiful Troilus and Criseyde, he announced that he was translating the story from the Latin works of Lollius. But Lollius did not exist, was part of the fiction itself, a nod to the prestige that could be had by showing a link to ancient, less well-known Latin texts, and Chaucer took the story from Boccaccio’s Il Filostrato (c. 1335) and Benoît’s Le Roman de Troie (c.1155–60). The influence of Il Filostrato is especially obvious, with stanzas matching almost word for word and the whole scene structure clearly taken from Boccaccio’s story.4 Shakespeare, too, borrowed heavily from Bocaccio with Othello, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, and As You Like It having few divergences in their narratives from the Decameron. The prestige and importance of Latin, its association with scholarliness and culture, made it important for writers who wished to be treated seriously to show their links with its past; but to retain an aura of originality, they obscured the true Latin roots and created new, more exciting, unknown ones to impress and attract their readers.

The Renaissance was the last glorious rise of Latin. Thereafter, it was confined to certain spheres – medicine, the Church, science – where it resides today, its traces running through our lives, rarely acknowledged or even fully understood but nevertheless familiar.


Manchu: the language of a lost empire

The longevity of Latin and its spectacular past are mirrored in another language, much less well-known in the west, which also once held a great empire together. Although they belong to different language families and emerged in very distinct cultural and geographical contexts, the Manchu language has a similar trajectory to Latin, mirroring its history of prestige and power and eventual decline.

Also known as Manchu-Tungusic, Manchu belongs to the Tungusic language group, one of a family of languages spoken in Eastern Siberia and Manchuria by Tungusic peoples. Historically, it was the official language of the Qing dynasty in China and was spoken by the Manchu people, who ruled over China from the mid-seventeenth century until the early twentieth century.

Originally a semi-nomadic people, the Manchus lived in Manchuria, an area encompassing present-day north-eastern China, parts of Russia’s Far East, and the Korean Peninsula, around the Amur. It’s a place of fast-flowing rivers and mountains whose summits are hidden in clouds throughout much of the year, a region that reflects the original hunting-andgathering way of life of its people. The early history of Manchu is closely intertwined with the rise of the Jurchen people, who established the Jin dynasty in the twelfth century. The Jurchen language, also belonging to the Tungusic language family, was spoken by these early ancestors of the Manchus. The Manchu language gradually evolved from Jurchen as the Jurchen people assimilated with other Tungusic-speaking tribes in the region. The emergence of the Manchu language as a distinct entity can be attributed to the consolidation of power by the Aisin Gioro clan, who eventually established the Qing dynasty.

When the Manchus conquered China and established the Qing dynasty in 1644, they adopted many aspects of Chinese culture and governance. However, they also maintained their distinct Manchu identity, including their language, making Manchu the official language of the imperial court alongside Chinese. During the Qing dynasty, the Manchu language played a crucial role in government administration, with all important documents and official communications being conducted in Manchu. The ruling class, including the emperor and the nobility, were required to be fluent in Manchu, while Chinese was mainly used by the common people. The language of a small group of hunters grew to become one of diplomacy, culture, and control.

Manchu was written using what was known as ‘Manchu script’ or ‘Manchu alphabet’. It was derived from Mongolian script and bears some resemblance to it. Initially, Manchu script was primarily used for writing administrative documents, historical records, and literature related to the ruling class, but ultimately it came to be the principal language for the translation of Chinese classics and the compilation of official historical texts.

Like Classical Latin, Manchu underwent processes of standardization. We’ve seen how Latin evolved through its different varieties and how the standard form of the language was used for formal communication, literature, and government affairs throughout the Roman Empire. Similarly, Manchu went through a standardization process during the Qing dynasty when, under the patronage of the emperors, it was codified and developed into a literary language with its own grammatical rules and norms.

Manchu has a complex system of vowels and consonants, with a total of fifteen vowels and twenty-one consonants. It too is an agglutinative language so, like Latin, affixes are added to the end of words to indicate tense, aspect, mood, number, possession, and other grammatical functions. This agglutinative nature allows for the creation of complex words with multiple affixes.

It has six grammatical cases – it does not include the Latin vocative case, but has nominative, accusative, genitive, dative, ablative, and locative. The cases are indicated by adding suffixes to the noun. One distinctive feature of the Manchu language is its use of classifiers, which are used to indicate the number and type of objects being referred to. For example, instead of saying ‘three horses’, a Manchu speaker would say ‘horse three heads’.

The language thrived, adapting and absorbing influences from the diverse cultures that coexisted within the empire’s borders. Manchu absorbed loanwords from Mongolian, Tibetan, and Chinese and became the lingua franca of disparate cultures and peoples for almost three centuries.

But, as the nineteenth century unfolded, Manchu faced its first tribulations. The ruling elite, in a bid to solidify their position and reconcile with their Chinese subjects, gradually adopted the language and aspects of the culture of the people they ruled. This led to a decline in the use of the tongue among the ruling class and the general population. As China modernized in the late nineteenth century, the use of Mandarin Chinese became more widespread, and the Manchu language began to lose its prominence.

The social and political changes that accompanied the fall of the Qing dynasty in 1912 and the establishment of the Republic of China further marginalized the Manchu language. Mandarin was promoted as the national language, and policies were implemented to unify the diverse linguistic landscape of the country under a single language. These efforts resulted in the reduced use and recognition of minority languages, including Manchu. What had once been a prominent and influential tongue in China now found itself in a precarious state, facing the challenge of a quickly dwindling number of speakers, who often suffered from persecution and discrimination.

Today, it’s officially classified as an endangered language. The remaining Manchu speakers are almost exclusively elderly individuals who have inherited the language from earlier generations, and they are concentrated in China’s north-eastern regions, particularly in Heilongjiang, Jilin, and Liaoning provinces, although the language is also spoken by some Manchu communities in other parts of China and in the diaspora. The exact number of Manchu speakers is difficult to determine, as there are no comprehensive surveys or official statistics available. Though many Manchus adopted Chinese names and assimilated into society to escape the persecution that followed the 1911 revolution, there are estimated to be ten million ethnic Manchus around the world. The number of fluent speakers is reckoned to be less than twenty.5

But Manchu language instruction and preservation efforts have gained some momentum in recent years. The Chinese government, as well as various academic institutions and cultural organizations, have recognized the importance of preserving the Manchu language as an integral part of China’s cultural heritage. Manchu language classes have been introduced in universities and research institutions across China. These programmes aim to train new generations of Manchu language specialists and promote the use of the language in academic and cultural contexts. Additionally, there are initiatives to develop language-learning materials, dictionaries, and textbooks to support the study and revitalization of the language.

Beyond China, there are also efforts to maintain and promote the Manchu language. In the Manchu diaspora communities, particularly in countries like Russia, South Korea, and Japan, there are individuals and organizations working to revive the language and its cultural significance. But revitalizing any language is a complex task. The inter-generational transmission of the Manchu language has been irreparably disrupted, and the language faces challenges in being adopted and used in contemporary settings. Chinese government support tends to centre on the language as a historical artefact, rather than as a language to be reintroduced to modern society. The dominance of Mandarin Chinese and the influence of global languages like English further complicate efforts.

The digital age has opened up new possibilities for the preservation and promotion of the language. Online platforms, websites, and social media communities have emerged as spaces where Manchu enthusiasts and speakers can connect, share resources, and engage in language-related discussions. The internet offers a means of reaching a wider audience and fostering a global community interested in the preservation of endangered languages. Manchu Sky, an online forum with more than five thousand members, is uniting Manchurians across great geographical distances. Members can share sound clips, language-learning initiatives, and even Manchu songs.
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