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JOSEF HLADKY 

THE FIRST LATIN WORDS IN ENGLISH 

It is well known that Old English had an extremely low percentage o f loan 
words, about three per cent, which means it was a thoroughly Germanic lan
guage. Nearly al l these loans were o f Latin origin. The first Latin words to get 
into what later became O l d English were mostly words learned from Roman 
merchants and words learned by Germanic legionnaires. The number o f these 
words cannot be established beyond any doubt, the maximum estimate reaching 
about 170 words. The current state o f research is reviewed and the issues o f 
continental and insular borrowings are thoroughly discussed by Kastovsky 
1992. 

The core o f the following list are continental borrowings from Latin (as rec
ognized by most authorities) which have survived into modern times, in some 
cases reinforced from A N / O F in the Middle English period. Words which were 
readopted in Middle English and words which have disappeared from English 
are also given here. 

For the sake o f comparison, the history o f the same Latin words in Czech has 
been added to the entries. The Latin words either entered Czech via German or 
were borrowed directly from Latin. If there is no source indicated here, the link 
between Latin and Czech is in a common Indo-European root. 

CHURCH AND RELIGION 
cere 'ark' < L area (F arche was adopted into English and was the current term 

in 13c and 14c); C z archa < G ; C z rakev < L 
bisceop 'bishop' < popL *biscopus < ecclL episcopus; C z biskup < G 
cirice 'church' < WGerm *kirika < medGr kurikon; C z cirkev, prob. < G < G r 
Scetern(es)dxg, Sceterdceg, translation o f Saturn! dies 
READOPTED IN MIDDLE ENGLISH: 
predician 'preach' < Lpraidlcare 
engel 'angel' < CGerm < ecclL angelus; O F angele; C z andel < L 
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EDUCATION AND LEARNING 
scol, scolu < medL scola < L schola < G r (the native word was larhus 'lore-

house'); C z skola < L 
dihtan 'arrange, impose, write' < L dictare; modE dight; C z diktovati < L 
fers 'verse' < L versus; C z vers < L ; C z vrteti 
scrifan 'prescribe, assign' < L scrlbere; modE shrive; C z skrabati 
READOPTED IN MIDDLE ENGLISH: 
diht 'direction, piece o f writ ing' < L dictum 

PLANTS 
bete 'beet' < C W G e r m beta < L beta, perhaps o f Celtic origin 
cawel, caul 'cole ' < L caulis; C z dial, kel < G 
lilie ' l i l y ' < L iTlium; C z lilie < L 
minte 'mint ' < W G e r m *minta < L menta, mentha < Gr ; C z mota; C z col l . 

pfefrminc < G 
war/) 'neep' (dial, for 'tur-nip' < tur-nep) < L napus 
palm, palma, palme 'palm' < CGerm < L palma ('tree' through metaphor from 

'part o f hand'); C z palma < L 
pere, peru 'pear' < popL *pira 
piper, pipor 'pepper' < Lpiper < Gr ; Czpepf < L 
plume ' p lum' < Lprima, orig. p i . ofprunum; C z bluma < G 
popag, papoeg > popig 'poppy' < Lpapauum <papaver 
rose, rose 'rose' < L rosa; C z ride < L 
READOPTED IN MIDDLE ENGLISH: 
cesten 'chestnut' < L castanea; M E chesteine; C z kastan < L 
c / r a 'cherry' < L cerasus; M E cherie; C z tresne, SI ceresna, both prob. through 

Romance languages 
cymen ' cummin ' < L cuminum; O F cumin, comin; C z fow/w < G or F 
cjr /e/ 'gourd' < L cucurbita; A N gurde, O F gourde 
persoc 'peach' < Lpersicum < Persicum malum 'Persian apple'; MEpeche; C z 

broskev < L 
plante 'plant' < Lplanta; OFplante; Czplantaz < F 
s/yca, s/)7ce 'herb' < L spTca; modE spife; C z spychar < G 
LOST: 

cipe 'onion ' < L cepa; C z cibule < O H G zibolle < L cipolla < cepa 

COOKING 

cete/ 'kettle' < CGerm *katilaz < L catillus; C z fcote/ < G 
cdc 'cook' < V L cocus < L coquus 
cycene 'kitchen' < WGerm *cocina < L coquma; C z kuchyne < G 
mylen ' m i l l ' < L motlnus; C z /w/yw < G 
panne 'pan' < V L panna < L patina; C z slangjfrw&a < G 
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FOOD AND DRINK 
butere 'butter' < L butyrum (< Gr); C z dial putra < G 
cese 'cheese' < WGerm *kasjo < L caseus 
must 'must, unfermented juice o f the grape' < L mustum; C z moSt < G 
rcedic 'radish' < L radic-, radix; -ish perhaps from blending with F radis; C z 

fedkev < G 
win 'wine ' < CGerm *winam < L vlnum; C z vino < G 
LOST: 

senep 'mustard' < L sinapi; G Senf 

ANIMALS 

catt 'cat' < LateL cattus 
draca 'drake, dragon' < WGerm *drako < L draco; C z drak < L 
pawa, pea 'peacock' < Lpava, Czpdv < G 
turtla, masc, turle, fern, 'turtle-dove' < L turtur; C z tetfev 
RE ADOPTED IN MIDDLE ENGLISH: 
elpend, ylpend 'elephant' < L elephans; M E olifaunt; C z dial, elefant < G r 
mid 'mule' < CGerm < L mOlus; O F mul; C z mul < L 
struta, stryta 'ostrich' < L struthio, M E ostrice; Czpstros < G 
VESSELS, BOXES ETC. 
cist 'chest' < Germ *kista < L cista; C z col l . kisna < G 
cuppe 'cup ' < L cuppa < ciipa; C z kupa 
disc 'dish ' < L discus; C z cfeyfo, prob. < L 
sacc 'sack' < L saccus < Semitic 5 0 9 ; C z sak ( > ,sdce&), zok < G 
j c r / « 'chest' < L scrinium; modE shrine; C z S A T V / J < G 
READOPTED IN MIDDLE ENGLISH: 
bytt 'leather bottle' < V L bottis; C z butylka < Rus < F 
ccelc, celc, L O E colic, calic 'cup' < L calic-; O F chalice; C z kalich < G 
scw/e/ 'd ish ' < L scutula, scutella; M E scute/ 
LOST: 
te/e/, / e M 'spoon, cup' < L labellum 
ore 'pitcher' < L L orca < L urceus 

TRADE 
cea/? 'bargain, price, market' < WGerm *kaupaz < L caupd 'small tradesman, 

innkeeper'; M o d E cheap, Cheapside, Chapman; C z kupovati < G 
mangere 'monger', derived from mangian 'to trade' < Germ *mai)gqjan < L 

mango 'dealer, trader' (< Gr) 
moneye < O F moneie; C z /m'/ice < G ; C z portmonka < F 
mynet 'mint, coin of money' < WGerm *munita < L moneta 'mint ' (in Rome; 

Moneta was an epithet o f the goddes Juno, in, or next to whose temple 
coins were minted); M E 
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toll 'payment, to l l ' < L toleneum 

MEASURE AND DISTANCE 

niil 'mi le ' < W G *mllja < L milia/millia, p i . o f mile/mille 'thousand' in the 
phrase millepassns orpassuum 'one thousand steps'; C z mile < G 

pund 'pound' < C G *pundo < Lpondo 'pound weight'; C z arch, pud < R < G ; 
C z funt < G 

ynce ' i nch ' < L uncia 'twelfth part' 
READOPTED IN MIDDLE ENGLISH: 
mydd 'bushel' < L modius; in modE as mud < Du , and as modius < L 
LOST: 

byden 'measure, barrel' < V L butina; Ger Butte 

DRESS 

belt 'belt ' < L balteus, o f Etruscan origin 
cug(e)le 'hood, c o w l ' < L cuculla; C z kukla < L 
purpure, fern, 'purple garment' < Lpurpura; Czpurpur < G 
LOST: 

side ' s i lk ' < V L seda < L seta 

FURNITURE, HOUSEHOLD ITEMS 

port 'door, gate' < Lporta; Czprati; Czportyr < G ; C z fortna < G 
pyle, pylu ' p i l l ow ' < Lpulvinus 
scamol 'bench, stool' < L scamellum, dimin. o f scamnum; modE shambles; C z 

skamna < L 
wlc 'dwell ing, vil lage' < L vTcus; modE wick; C z ves 
LOST: 
fcecele ' torch' < L facula 
mese, mise 'table' < L messa < mensa; C z misa < V L ; C z menza < L 
BUILDING ARTS 
cealc 'chalk' < WGerm < L calc- ' l ime ' 
copor 'copper' < Germ *kupar < L cuprum < cyprium (as) 'metal o f Cyprus' 
pic 'pi tch ' < CGerm < Lpic- pix 
post 'p i l lar ' < Lpostis 
pytt 'pit ' < W G e r m *putti, puttja < Lputeus 
tigele ' t i le ' < L tegula; C z cihla < G 
torr ' tower' < L turris; reinforced in M E by tur < A N 
READOPTED IN MIDDLE ENGLISH: 
cruft(e) 'crypt' < L crupta, crypta; C z hrob; C z krypta < L ; C z kruchta < G 
scindel 'roof-shingle' < L scindula; M E scincle; C z sindel < G 
solor, solere 'upper chamber' < L solarium; A N soler; modE sollar 
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LOST: 
mur ' w a l l ' < L murus; Slovak miir < G 

CRAFTS, TOOLS 
ancor 'anchor' < L ancora; Czpavouk 
cylen ' k i l n ' < L culina; C z kulinarni < L 
pipe 'pipe' < V L p i p a , ult. from L pTpare, imit.; C z p i p a < It; Czfqjjka < G 

'pin, peg' < Lpinna 
sicol, sicel ' s ickle ' < V L *sicila < Campanian L secula 
sittere 'shoemaker, (Scot. & north.E.) souter' < L sutor; C z siti 
READOPTED IN MIDDLE ENGLISH: 
regol 'wooden ruler' < L regula; C z fehole < L 
LOST: 

clus(e) 'bolt, enclosure' < V L clusa < clausum 

MILITARY ACTIONS 

pll 'pointed stake, javel in ' < Lpilum; modEpile 'dart, spike' 
strait ' road' < L (via) strata; modE street; C z stfiti 
weall ' w a l l ' < L vallum; C z val < G ; C z interval < L ; C z konvalinka < L 

OTHER WORDS 
fals 'false' < L falsus; Czfales < G 
plaster 'medical application' < Lplastrum; Czflastr < G 
segn 'banner; < L signum; C z signal < L 
tyrnan ' turn' < L tornare, turnare; C z turnaj < G < F; C z turnus < L ; C z storno-

vat < It; C z turniket < F; C z turne < F; C z tornado < Sp 
READOPTED IN MIDDLE ENGLISH: 
casere 'emperor' < L Caesar; M E Cesar; C z cisaf < G 
trifet 'tribute' < L tribOtum; M E < L 

N o claim can be made that the above list is complete or that it brings some f i 
nal answer to a question. The main idea has been to show that a majority o f the 
Latin borrowings survived into modern English and that a minority disappeared, 
just as many other Old English words o f domestic origin. 

There are words which are regarded as continental by some authoritities on 
the subject and which have not been included here, eg. munuc. The reason is the 
degree o f likelihood that the concept o f monasticism was known to the speakers 
of Germanic dialects before they accepted Christianity. Monasticism existed in 
India and in other parts o f As ia long before Christianity and the first Christian 
monks lived in Egypt (St. Anthony, c. 270 A D ) . In 340, St. Athanasius went to 
Rome and brought the knowledge o f monastic life to Western Europe. Monas
ticism soon became common in Rome and throughout Italy and then it spread to 
Gaul and to northern Africa. The patriarch o f Western monks, St. Benedict o f 
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Nursia, lived in 480-553, ie after the Angles, Saxons and Jutes came to Britain. 
There is also an argument in favour o f regarding munuc a continental borrow
ing: it was first used o f the hermits and only later was widened to embrace the 
coenobites. 
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