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Latin and Vulgar Latin. Word choice, sentence structure and pronunciation of CL differed greatly 
from the common speech. From the time of Augustus’s death at around the year 14 AD until around 
200 AD, one speaks of post-classical Latin, the most known representatives of which include Sen-
eca, Pliny and Tacitus.

Language is a multi-layer system of different registers
A language is not a uniform structure but consists rather of numerous heterogeneous groups of 
speakers speaking different variant forms of the same language. The Latin spoken in Rome was 
known as sermo urbanus, in contrast to rural Latin, which was called sermo rusticus and employed 
such forms as Clōdius and prēndō for the standard Claudius and prehendō. This variation among 
the speakers of one language is known as a dialect or diatopic difference. A community of speak-
ers can be further divided into subgroups sharing similar occupations or age. The characteristic use 
of language of such a subgroup is known as a sociolect or diastratic difference. Examples include 
the language of soldiers, known as sermo militaris, or the language of lower social status, known 
to the upper class as sermo plebeius or sermo vulgaris. Be it consciously or unconsciously, every 
person adapts his or her language style to the requirements of the situation. Cicero’s speeches de-
livered before the senate do not give an insight into the normal conversation at a market fish stand. 
The Latin term sermo familiaris designated the style of language employed when speaking to fa-
miliar persons and the term sermo cotidianus designated everyday language. These differences of 
language usage are called diaphasic differences (cf. Müller-Lancé 2006:52–58).

Classical Latin (CL) and Vulgar Latin (VL)
The usage of diatopic, diastratic and diaphasic registers of a language may change and overlap over 
a period of time. In classical times, the educated speech was equated with the sermo urbanus, and 
the uneducated speech was equated with the sermo rusticus regardless of where the speaker came 
from. The diatopic contrast shifted to a diastratic contrast. When even educated speakers like the 
patrician Publius Claudius, by calling himself Clōdius, adapted to the everyday language of the 
common people, the contrast shifted from diastratic to diaphasic. The commonly spoken language 
of everyday life is called Vulgar Latin (VL), in contrast to the written language of Classical Latin 
(CL), which is mainly represented by Cicero’s writings. Furthermore, in this book the term VL is 
phonologically defined by starting from CL because already in classical times VL showed a stronger 
tendency to integrate the phonological features illustrated in appendix 4 into its language system. 
The given sound change numbers (SCN) refer to the index of the book in which all phonological 
changes are enumerated.
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