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The Latin language has a rich and fascinating history. It has played a significant 

role in shaping Western culture, and it continues to be a crucial language for a variety 

of academic and cultural pursuits. It is the root language for many modern European 

languages, including English, Spanish, French, and Italian. Different fields of study 

(including medicine, philosophy, theology, history, and literature) have developed 

under the direct influence of the Latin language. 

Latin is considered to be one of the oldest Indo-European languages. The Indo-

European language family includes Greek, Sanskrit, and Germanic languages. Latin’s 

oldest version is known as “Archaic Latin”. It was spoken around the lower parts of the 

Tiber River, including where modern Rome lies. As the city of Rome developed and 

eventually gained power, other languages of the Italian peninsula impacted Latin. One 

such example is Etruscan. This language is a mystery in itself as it does not seem to be 

related to other known languages beyond its influences on Latin. Due to the 

geographic proximity, Etruscan had a very large influence on the development of 

Archaic Latin, both spoken and written, around the 7th century BCE. As Rome 

continued to develop, by the late 6th century BCE when Rome had become a republic 

after overthrowing its kings, Latin had been developing as well. 

Classical Latin. By the time of the later 2nd century and early 1st century BCE, 

Latin had developed into what is known as “Classical Latin”. Typically, this form of 

Latin is the Latin associated with the golden age of Latin literature from Roman poets, 

philosophers, and orators, such as Ovid, Virgil, and Cicero. Thus, this is the form of 

Latin schools most often teach. That means the Latin people have in mind when 

thinking of Ancient Rome are thinking of a language that is already at least 600 years 

old. 

Vulgar Latin. Latin was spoken in all parts of Europe, the Mediterranean, and the 

Near East due to military expansion. In the 2nd century, Latin started changing and 

developing into what is known as “Vulgar Latin”. This is a form of Latin infused with 

aspects of other European languages, such as Celtic, Gaelic, Germanic, and other local 

languages. This is the form of the language that will eventually evolve into Medieval 
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Latin. In the Medieval and Renaissance era, more educated classes and the church 

continued to use Latin. It remained the language of education as Latin and Greek were 

the languages of the Classical world. Thus Latin became lost to the common folk, 

leading to the development of local Romance languages. And Latin became the 

language of Christian texts, international relations, and for classical European 

education. Since fewer people were actually speaking in Latin, the language changed 

and often became altered to match the grammar and syntax of other European 

languages. 

New Latin. Evolving from Renaissance Latin, “New Latin” was developed in the 

17th century CE and used specifically for intellectual works. This is part of the reason 

why the taxonomy of species and medical terms still uses Latin today. Much of 

scientific terminology today still use the New Latin roots. Eventually, Latin lost its role 

in science and education but still remained within the realm of Christianity, 

particularly Catholicism. Even today, Ecclesiastical Latin has continued to remain the 

language of the Catholic Church. Due to the seat of the Catholic Church being located in 

Rome, Italy, Italian has had a great deal of influence on the pronunciation of 

Ecclesiastical Latin. 

Ecclesiastical Latin actually has a unique role in history. While even today Latin is 

the language of the Catholic Church, in the past Latin language knowledge was often a 

way to control the knowledge of religion within Europe. Many people in Medieval and 

Renaissance Europe were illiterate. And likely had no knowledge of Latin due to a lack 

of comprehensive public education. Thus, followers of Christianity were unable to read 

the words of the Bible and other religious texts that were in Latin. This gave significant 

power to the churches and people who could read Latin, namely elites and ruling 

classes. With the reformation and emergence of new branches of Christianity in 

Europe, Latin was no longer the language of the Church. Many new branches allowed 

the Bible to be printed and mass to be held in local languages. As a result, more people 

were able to make their own interpretations of religious texts. And have greater 

knowledge of their religion. It was not until the mid-20th century that the Catholic 

Church allowed for mass in languages other than Latin. 

Latin is a fascinating language that has had a prominent influence on many of the 

languages we speak today. It has played a significant role in Italian, Spanish, 

Portuguese, French, Romanian and Catalan development. Latin is still used in the 

Catholic Church and is considered a vital part of the religious heritage of Western 

Christianity. 

As we mentioned above, its origins and the road the Latin made from being used 

by small groups of people in the Mediterranean region around 3,000 years ago to 

spreading all over the region and adopting quite a few dialects and regional variants, 

made its evolution extraordinary, transforming it in a very distinct language with 

unique characteristics and vocabulary.  Let us look at some examples. 
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For instance, Vulgar Latin (a version of Latin used during the Middle Ages) is 

considered to stay at the origins of Romance languages. Words from Vulgar Latin were 

afterwards borrowed by other languages such as English, German and Dutch which 

explains why there are so many similarities between them. 

Another example would be Spanish and French. Spanish has kept most of its 

words from Vulgar Latin, while in French, more than half of words originate from this 

period in history. The influence of Latin can also be noticed in areas like grammar, 

where many European languages use concepts like gender for nouns or conjugation 

for verbs that come directly from Latin. 

English also has been influenced by Latin. A large number of English words have 

their roots in either classical or medieval Latin language, including words like 

“animal”, “decide”, and “individual”. 

In addition to its influence on modern-day language, Latin continues to be widely 

used by academics, scientists and scholars who often use it as a tool for precision when 

discussing complex topics or ideas. For example, scientific terminology is often used in 

Latin because it provides greater clarity in describing specific concepts or phenomena. 

It means that anyone with knowledge of the language can understand these terms no 

matter what country they’re from or what native language they speak – making 

communication easier for everyone involved in these conversations. 

The powerful effect Latin has had on modern-day language and culture 

worldwide is evident and continues to influence the way we think, communicate, and 

understand the world around us. Its impact can be seen in many aspects of our lives, 

from language and education to science and religion. While some may view learning 

Latin as an outdated practice – its importance in understanding how modern 

languages evolved cannot be denied making it an essential part of any linguist’s 

education. 

Latin legacy is still alive today through modern European languages such as 

Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, French, and Romanian. 
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