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A N I N T R O D U C T I O N 

T O E C C L E S I A S T I C A L L A T I N 





Sola Scripturarum ars est, quam sibi passim vindicant: 

Scribimus indocti doctique poemata passim. 

Hanc garrula anus, hanc delirus senex, hanc sophista ver-
bosus, hanc universi praesumunt, lacerant, docent, ante-
quam discant. Alii, adducto supercilio, grandia verba tru-
tinantes, inter mulierculas de sacris Uteris philosophantur. . . . 
Taceo de mei similibus, qui, si forte ad Scripturas sanctas 
post saeculares literas venerint, et sermone composito aurem 
populi mulserint, quidquid dixerint hoc legem Dei putant, 
nec scire dignantur quid prophetae, quid apostoli senserint: 
sed ad sensum suum incongrua aptant tes t imonia . . . . 
Puerilia sunt haec et circulatoTum ludo similia, docere quod 
ignores, imo, u t cum stomacho loquar, ne hoc quidem scire 
quod nescias. 
Noli offendaris in Scripturis Sanctis simplicitate et quasi vili-
tate verborum, quae vel vitio interpretum, vel de industria 

"sic prolata sunt, u t rusticam concionem facilius instruerent, 
et in una eademque sententia aliter doctus, aliter audiret 
indoctus. Jerome, Ep. 53 . 

* * * * * 
Saepe e t verba non latina dico u t intelligatis. 

Augustine in Ps. 1 2 3 . 
* * * * * 

Melius est reprehendant nos grammatici, quam non intelli-
gant populi. Augustine in Ps. 138 . 
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P R E F A C E 

TH I S book is written to meet the needs of a special class of 
students, namely of those tha t desire to study Ecclesiastical 

Latin. 
Ecclesiastical Latin may be denned as the form which the Latin 

language assumed in the hands of the Fathers of the Western 
Church and of their successors up to the time of the revival of 
learning. 

The book is divided into two parts : first, a summary of such 
syntactical rules as are necessary for the understanding of the 
works of these writers, with an explanation of the points in which 
Ecclesiastical Latin differs from Classical Lat in: secondly, a selec­
tion of passages taken from the works of some of the principal 
authors of the period with notes drawing the attention of the 
student to the appropriate sections of the syntax. 

The syntax has been treated on broad lines, and no a t tempt h a s 
been made to trace all the peculiarities of the countless writers of 
Ecclesiastical Latin who represent so many different countries and 
degrees of culture. 

The examples are taken as far as possible from the Vulgate New 
Testament, because this is the most readily accessible book be­
longing to the period. 

I t must not be assumed from the fact tha t the examples are 
taken from this source tha t the Vulgate is to be regarded as typical 
of Ecclesiastical Latin. 

I t is a translation, and often a very literal translation, of a 
Hebrew or Greek original. The Vulgate is not a Latin Classic in 
the sense t h a t the Authorised Version of t he Bible is an English 
Classic. 

I t will however be found tha t most of the constructions tha t 
commonly occur .in Ecclesiastical Latin are to be found in the 
Vulgate, and, generally speaking, examples have been given of 
these constructions only. A very slight a t tempt has been made 
to deal with the great variety of curious distortions of Latin which 
the translators made use of in the a t tempt to represent literally 
obscure passages in the Hebrew. 



X Preface 
Those who intend to use this book should possess a t the least 

a knowledge of the conjugations of Latin verbs .and the declen­
sions of Latin nouns such as m a y be got from any primer 1 . 

They should begin with the Vulgate New Testament which 
can be procured in the revised text of Wordsworth and White 
from the Bible Society. A brief dictionary of the Vulgate New 
Testament by Dr Harden has recently been published by t h e 
S.P.C.K. 

From this they may pass on to the study of the easier Fathers, 
such as Cyprian, or t o the Latin Hymns. 

Unfortunately there are not many editions of the Latin Fathers 
readily accessible to English readers. The only collection of cheap 
texts is found in the series "Opuscula SS. Pa t rum," edited by 
H. Hurter a t Innsbruck. The S.P.C.K. "Texts for Students" series 
contain some Latin texts. 

The author intends shortly t o publish a collection of Lat in 
Hymns. At present the only one available is the " Hymni Latini ," 
published by Clowes. 

I t is hoped tha t the book may be of use to ordination candidates; 
but there is also another class of student that the author had in 
mind when writing it, namely those who either begin the study of 
Latin after they leave school, or who wish to continue their s tudy 
for the purpose of improving their education. 

I t is to be feared tha t not many persons carry away enough Latin 
with them from school to enable them to read the Classical authors 
with any readiness; to such persons who wish to improve their 
knowledge of the language by private study the author offers the 
following suggestions. 

John Locke stated that in his opinion the best way for an adult 
t o learn Latin was by reading the Latin Bible, and so great a 
linguistic genius as Lord Macaulay did not disdain to learn German 
from a German Bible. The author feels confident from experience 
tha t those who begin with the Latin Bible and the easier Eccle­
siastical authors will be able t o go on to the study of the Classics, 
if they desire to do so, with far more intelligence and profit than 
if they had tried to approach them without some previous pre­
paration. He believes that , in the general absence of any oppor­
tunity of hearing spoken Latin and speaking the language oneself, 

1 For beginners the author recommends Latin for Beginners, by Benjamin 
L. Dooge. Ginn and Co. Gradatim, by Heatley and Kingdon, is also useful. 



Preface xi 
the next best course is to read as much as possible of such authors 
as are most easily understood 1 . 

The Gospels in the Vulgate are very simple and easy to under­
stand, and the same simplicity of style is also found in some of the 
early Ecclesiastical writers and in many mediaeval writers, especi­
ally in the Hymns and Liturgies. 

Speaking generally there is a directness and absence of arti­
ficiality about the Ecclesiastical writers which makes their works 
more easily intelligible than most of those of the Classical writers, 
except Caesar, and they have the advantage over his works in 
tha t they contain no long passages in "Orat io Obliqua." 

Much of Classical Latin is highly artificial, not to say unnatural, 
in its modes of expression. The authors whose works are most 
generally read wrote for a fastidious and highly cultivated society 
of litterateurs who, in most cases, thought far more of style than of 
matter. Their subject-matter was often borrowed from the Greek; 
they wrote rather t o please than t o instruct; and, especially under 
the early Empire, they wrote with a view to reading their works to 
admiring circles of friends, whose applause they hoped to arouse 
by some novel or far-fetched turn of expression. All Classical 
Latin literature, except the very best, is vitiated by rhetoric, and 
by the desire to say old things in a new way. 

The Christian authors, on the other hand, although most of 
them had been trained in the rhetorical schools, and although their 
writings show many traces of their training, were a t least men in 

1 The author is pleased to find that his opinion in this matter is confirmed by 
the high authority of the late Dr J . H. Moulton in the parallel case of an adult 
who wishes to learn Greek. 

Dr Moulton considers that this study may be most easily approached by 
the way of N.T. and Hellenistic Greek, which, in Latin, is paralleled by the 
Vulgate and the Ecclesiastical writers. 

Dr Moul ton's words are as follows: 
" Men who have had no educational advantages, called to the work (of the 

ministry) after many years away from school—how shall we best train them for 
service in which experience shows they may be surpassingly useful?... Perhaps 
the writer may contribute his experience of some years. Hellenistic Greek 
proves a far shorter road than the Classical grammar which the writer used in 
his schoolmaster days. A short and simple grammar and reader in New Testa­
ment Greek, written for the purpose, supplies the forms and syntax needed 
for intelligent reading of the sacred text; and with this basis it is found that 
students with an aptitude for languages can go on to Classical Greek when 
they have become proficient in the far easier Hellenistic." J . H. Moulton in 
Camb. Biblical Essays. 
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deadly earnest. They did not write to amuse the leisure of their 
friends: those of the first three centuries wrote with the fear of 
death always hanging over them to men who needed help and 
guidance in the face of the same terror: those belonging to the age 
after the triumph of the Church wrote of things which they held 
to be of eternal and sovereign importance both to themselves and 
to those who should read their books. This, generally speaking, 
gives their writings a simplicity and directness which greatly 
facilitates the progress of the learner. 

Even the Latin of the middle ages, although it is certainly not 
Ciceronian, and would not have passed current even with Jerome, 
yet is a wonderfully forcible and pregnant form of speech a t its 
best. 

I t is foolish to condemn and neglect a whole period of literature, 
because the style in which it is written does not come up to a purely 
artificial and arbitrary literary standard. 

I t is not necessary to deny the great excellence of the Latin of 
the Augustan age, and of Cicero in particular, in order to see merits 
in the Latin of other periods. We may heartily agree tha t the 
Latin of the Golden Age is supreme and unapproachable. We 
may all wish to write like Cicero and do our best to imitate 
him; but this is no reason why we should refuse to see any merit 
in writers who, carried on by the natural development of the 
language, and by the strange and novel ideas which they were 
constrained to express, wrote in a different style, and with a 
different vocabulary. 

There is no more reason for setting up the writers of the Augustan 
age as models of style, and labelling all tha t does not conform to 
their standard as decadent or barbarous, than there would be for, 
setting up Dryden, Pope and Johnson as the only correct writers 
of English. No language in which it is still possible for an author 
to express his thoughts with precision and clearness can justly be 
called decadent or barbarous, even though it does not conform to 
a given standard; and i t is by this test, rather than by approxima­
tion to any "Classical" style, tha t the later authors should be 
judged. 

Although, as has been said, much of the work of the earlier 
Ecclesiastical authors is vitiated by the rhetorical devices common 
to the period in which they lived, and although many of the later 
authors are barbarous enough; yet, with few exceptions, all the 
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best known writings of Ecclesiastical authors of the first rank are 
worth studying in the original. 

There are very few books accessible on this subject. The following 
have been consulted: 
GOELZER . La Latinite de St Jerome (deals with Jerome's writings 

other than the Vg.). 
REGNIER . La Latinite" des sermons de St Augustin. 
K A U L E N . S&rachliches Handbuch zur Biblischen Vulgata. (New 

edition, Freiburg im Breisgau 1904.) 
ROENSCH. I tala und Vulgata. 
DALPANE. NUOVO Lessico della Bibbia Volgata (Firenze 1 9 1 1 ) . 
PEULTIER, ETIENNE, GANTOIS. Concordantiarum universae Scrip-

turae Sanctae Thesaurus. Paris. 
None of these books except the first and the last are very helpful. 
The author wishes to thank Dr H. J . White, Dean of Christ 

Church, for kind advice and encouragement. 

H . P . V. N . 

THORNCLIFFE, 

CLIFTON ROAD, 

HEATON MOOR, STOCKPORT 

November 1921 





THE ORIGIN AND CHARACTER OF 
ECCLESIASTICAL LATIN 

TH E basis, and much of the content, of Ecclesiastical Latin is to 
be found in the vernacular speech of the Roman people of 

which but little survives in literature. 
The form of Latin which is most commonly studied is tha t which 

is to be found in the writings of the great authors who lived in the 
century before the commencement of the Christian era. To this 
form of the language the name ' Classical' has been given, and it 
is often referred to as the Latin of the Golden Age. 

All the books of this period tha t have come down to us were the 
work of highly trained literary men who were thoroughly acquainted 
with Greek literature and who imitated of set purpose not only its 
form, but also its content. 

Vos exemplaria Graeca 
Nocturna versate manu, versate diurna, 

was the maxim which all of them followed. 
The consequence of this is t ha t 'Classical La t in ' is, speaking 

generally, a very artificial form of language. I t may be said of it, 
as has been said of Attic Greek (as portrayed in the literature of 
Athens), t ha t it is an artistic language which nobody ever spoke, 
but which everybody understood. 

This form of the language, however, was regarded in ancient, 
no less than in modern times, as an example to be followed, as far 
as possible. The writings of Cicero, Vergil, Horace and Ovid were 
studied in the schools of the Roman Empire in Africa, Gaul and 
Spain, no less than in Italy, as models of style and vocabulary, 
and left an ineffaceable mark on the language. They continued to 
be studied, though with less zeal and intelligence, throughout many 
periods in the middle ages and a t the Renaissance they came in for 
more than their own. 

To write like Cicero or Vergil became the passionate desire of 
all scholars and the chief end of education: the direction then given 
to literary study has influenced the course of teaching almost to 
the present day. 

N.E.I , . I 



2 The Origin and Character 
In spite of the protests of Erasmus, style was set up as the end 

after which the scholar must strive, and tha t a style not his own, 
bu t a style imitated from great writers who lived nearly two 
thousand years ago under quite a different civilization, and in 
another sphere of thought. The skill most commended was tha t 
which caught some trick of phrase and adapted i t to the transla­
tion of contemporary forms of expression. I t was this ' Ciceronian-
ism,' as i t has been called, tha t did so much to kill Latin as a living 
language, because it checked all spontaneity and preferred to 
galvanize a corpse rather than to encourage the growth of a living 
organism. 

During the time when the Classical literature was growing into 
perfection and passing into the stage of imitation and decay the 
Vernacular Latin also continued to grow and, like all growing 
organisms, to absorb many elements from its surroundings. 

Those who spoke it were not deterred by any fear of the school­
master or the audiences in the recitation rooms from adding new 
words when they were required to express new ideas. 

The genius of the old Latin language, like tha t of the old Roman 
people, expressed itself in action and was rich only in verbs and 
in concrete terms. Abstract ideas were quite foreign to native 
Latin thought, and, when the introduction of Greek philosophy 
rendered it necessary to express such ideas in speech, recourse was 
had either to a periphrasis or to new-coined or adopted words. 

Substantives ending in to, ia and tas began to increase in number 
and also adjectives in is; but the Classical writers avoided these 
new methods of expression as far as possible, or introduced them 
with an apology. I t was not until the old Latin families had been 
killed off in the civil wars, until Greek became the language of 
all educated men in Rome and the most celebrated Lat in authors 
began to arise, not in Italy, but in Spain and Africa, tha t the 
boundaries of the old Latin speech were gradually broken down, 
and a flood of new words and constructions, mostly borrowed from 
Greek, or suggested by.it, mingled with the stately current of the 
ancient diction. Such words as essentia, substantia, personalis, 
possibilis then came info use, all, be i t noted, words tha t have 
passed into English. The Latin language ceased to be the language 
of a nation and became the language of an empire. 

I t was just ab6ut this period tha t Ecclesiastical Latin came into 
existence. 

http://by.it


of Ecclesiastical Latin 3 
The language in which the Christian writers first wrote was, of 

course, Greek. Greek, thanks to the conquests of Alexander, was 
the lingua franca of the East where Christianity took its origin. 

When St Paul wished to write to the Church in Rome, he wrote 
in Greek. When St Clement (a Roman Bishop) wrote to Corinth 
he also wrote in Greek. Many of the earliest inscriptions in the 
Catacombs are in Greek. Latin does not seem to have been com­
monly used in the Roman Church until the end of the second 
century 1 . 

I t was not for Rome tha t a Latin translation of the Bible was 
needed, b u t for Africa, Gaul and Spain, and perhaps for t he 
country congregations of Italy. 

The first Christian writing in Latin of which we have any know­
ledge is this Latin version of the Bible. I t is commonly known as 
the Old Latin version and will be referred to here by the abbrevia­
tion OX. I t is not known with any Certainty by whom or when this 
translation was made. I t seems to have been a composite work 
made by several hands, perhaps a t different periods. I t had one 
marked peculiarity: it was an extremely literal translation. 

"We have already said," writes Gaston Boissier, " t h a t the first 
persons who translated the Holy Scriptures into Latin were not 
professional authors, bu t only scrupulous Christians who desired 
no other merit except tha t of being faithful interpreters. Pre­
occupied before all things with the object of basing their version 
on the text, they created new words, invented strange expressions, 
and tortured the ancient language without pity, to make it fit the 
genius of a foreign idiom. Can anyone imagine what an admirer 
of Vergil or a pupil of Cicero must have had to suffer when thrown 
into the middle of this barbarism 2 ? " 

At the beginning of the third century we find t h a t a generally 
received translation of the Bible was coming into use a t Carthage, 
and by the middle of the century it was quite established. 

This translation underwent many revisions. A rather smoother 
version circulated in Italy and Gaul: another, still more refined, 
was used by St Augustine in the fourth and fifth century, and this 
is sometimes called the Itala. 

The first of these versions is found in the writings of Cyprian 
and in the Codex Bobbiensis. The second is found in the Codex 

1 See Sanday and Headlam, Romans, p. lii. 
* La Fin de Paganism*, vol. i, p. 351. 

1—2 



4 The Origin and Character 
Veronensis. The third is found in the writings of Augustine and 
in the Codex Brixianus. 

In these versions the translation of the O.T. was made from the 
Greek version known as the Septuagint (commonly called the LXX) 
which was accepted by the early Church as quite as authoritative 
as the Hebrew original which few Christians could read. This LXX 
version was also a very literal translation of the Hebrew, literal 
to the verge of unintelligibihty in many places, especially in the 
poetical and prophetic books. 

Thus the O.L. version of the O.T. was the literal translation of 
a literal Greek translation of a Hebrew original, and it is not 
wonderful if not only the beauty, bu t also the sense, of the original 
often disappeared under such handling. 

The O.L. version of the N.T. was made from the Greek original. 
Anyone who wishes to see how literal i t is may compare the Latin 
version of the Epistle to the Ephesians with the Greek original 
and then with Beza's version. 

The most potent influences in the formation of early Ecclesiastical 
Latin were (i) the Vernacular Latin of the period, by which the 
Fathers allowed themselves to be influenced in order tha t they 
might be understood by half-educated people, (2) the O.L. version 
of the Bible with its many Graecisms and Hebraisms, (3) the 
Classical Latin as taught in the schools, of which all the Fathers 
were pupils, or even teachers. 

We might perhaps add a fourth source of influence to the above, 
namely the writings of Tertullian, who was an author of a very 
original and independent type of genius and who had great in­
fluence on all his Christian successors, especially on Cyprian. 

The O.L. version of the Bible did not however influence later 
Ecclesiastical Latin directly. 

The text got into such a bad condition a t the end of the fourth 
century tha t Pope Damasus commissioned the most famous 
scholar of the day to re-edit it. 

This man Eusebius Hieronymus, or Jerome, as he is commonly 
called, had studied Latin in Rome under Donatus, was well 
acquainted with Greek and had some knowledge of Hebrew. When 
he set to work on the task imposed on him by Pope Damasus he 
found tha t the translation of the O.T. was so incorrect and corrupt 
that nothing bu t a complete retranslation of the whole from the 
Hebrew could produce a satisfactory result. He therefore set him-
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self to improve his knowledge of Hebrew and, in the face of great 
opposition and much prejudice, he retranslated the whole of the 
O.T. from the Hebrew original. But in so doing he seems to have 
kept as near as he could to the version which he was trying to 
supersede, and not t o have made any a t tempt to translate i t into 
such Latin as he wrote himself in his letters and commentaries. 
Perhaps he found i t was impossible to bring about any nearer 
approximation of the languages, or perhaps he feared t i e storm 
of obloquy tha t any such at tempt would have aroused; in any case 
his version is a revision of the O X . with the help of direct reference 
to the Hebrew, and not a new translation, such as might have 
been expected from a man of Jerome's literary powers. I t is not 
in any sense a Latin Classic as the English Bible is an English 
Classic, and Cardinal Bembo was not altogether without excuse 
when he warned a brother Cardinal not to read the Vulgate—as 
Jerome's Latin version is called—lest he should spoil his Latin style. 

The popular prejudice against Jerome's version was such tha t 
it was found impossible ever to induce the people to accept his 
version of the Psalms—the par t of the O.T. most familiar to 
them from its use in public worship. To this day in the official 
edition of the Vulgate the version of the Psalms is not the one 
tha t Jerome made from the Hebrew, but a revision of the Old 
Latin version tha t he made in the early par t of his life with the 
help of the Greek of the L X X only. 

Those who wish to get some idea of what the OX. version of the 
O.T. must have been will get a good idea by reading the Psalter 
in the Vulgate. 

Jerome did not think i t necessary to make a new translation 
of the New Testament. H e revised the Gospels carefully and the 
rest of the N T . in a cursory manner. 

He did not set much store by the books of the Apocrypha and 
therefore only retranslated Tobit and Judith, and did not even 
revise the others. The result of his labours is thus a composite 
work which after a time won universal acceptance and was de­
clared by the Council of Trent to be 'authentic. ' This version, as 
has been said, is called the Vulgate, or commonly received version. 
An authoritative text was edited by order of Popes Sixtus V and 
Clement VII and can be procured in many editions 1 . Of late years 

1 An edition in good type and convenient form is that of Hetzenauer, pub­
lished by Pustet. 


