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Summary and Keywords

The Romance languages have been involved in many situations of language contact. 
While language contact is evident at all levels, the most visible effects on the system of 
the recipient language concern the lexicon.

The relationship between language contact and the lexicon raises some theoretical issues 
that are not always adequately addressed, including in etymological lexicography. First is 
the very notion of what constitutes “language contact.” Contrary to a somewhat dated 
view, language contact does not necessarily imply physical presence, contemporaneity, 
and orality: as far as the lexicon is concerned, contact can happen over time and space, 
particularly through written media. Depending on the kind of extralinguistic circum
stances at stake, language contact can be induced by diverse factors, leading to different 
forms of borrowing.

The misleading terms borrowings or loans mask the reality that these are actually adapt
ed imitations—whether formal, semantic, or both—of a foreign model. Likewise, the com
mon Latin or Greek origins of a huge proportion of the Romance lexicon often obscure 
the real history of words. As these classical languages have contributed numerous techni
cal and scientific terms, as well as a series of “roots,” words coined in one Romance lan
guage can easily be reproduced in any other. However, simply reducing a word’s etymolo
gy to the origin of its components (classic or otherwise), ignoring intermediate stages and 
possibly intermediating languages in the borrowing process, is a distortion of word histo
ry. To the extent that it is useful to refer to “internationalisms,” related words in different 
Romance languages merit careful, often arduous research in the process of identifying 
the actual origin of a given coining. From a methodological point of view, it is crucial to 
distinguish between the immediate lending language and the oldest stage that can be 
identified, with the former being more relevant in a rigorous approach to comparative 
historical lexicology.

Concrete examples from Ibero-Romania, Gallo-Romania, Italo-Romania, and Balkan-Ro
mania highlight the variety of different Romance loans and reflect the diverse historical 
factors particular to each linguistic community in which borrowing occurred.
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1. Romance Languages and Language Contact: 
A Short Historical Overview
Romance languages are the modern representatives of the evolution of spoken Latin (also 
called proto-Romance, from a comparatist point of view). Given the extension of the terri
tories in which these languages are spoken, both in Europe (often referred to as ‘Roma
nia (vetus)’) and overseas (covering an area referred to as ‘Romania Nova’), it is no sur
prise that they experienced a great deal of language contact, both intra- and extra-Ro
mance. While language contact may lead to various types of linguistic change, this article 
focuses on lexical borrowings (or loanwords) in the following four main Romance blocks: 
Ibero-Romania (Galician/Portuguese, Castilian, Catalan, etc.); Gallo-Romania (French and 

oïl dialects, Francoprovençal, Occitan and Gascon); Italo-Romania; and Balkan-Romania.

The coming-of-age of Romance languages as “high” languages (in the diglossic scheme of 
Ferguson, 1959) slowly started with the first written documentation, which dates back to 
only slightly before the beginning of the second millennium. Therefore, the lexical conse
quences of language contact that took place in the first millennium (most notably, Ger
manic influences on the genesis of Romance languages) will not be addressed here.

2. Language Contact and the Lexicon: Theoreti
cal Issues
This section deals with the definition of language contact and lexical borrowings, the 
problem of false Hellenisms and Latinisms, internationalisms, and the difference between 
so-called near and remote etymologies.

2.1 What Is “Language Contact”?

A somewhat dated conception of language contact sees it as a situation in which “deux 
langues . . . sont parlées en même temps dans une même communauté, et à des titres 
divers par les mêmes individus [two languages are spoken at the same time in a given 
community, and in various ways, by the same individuals]” (Mounin, 1974, p. 82 (our 
translation)). In fact, as far as loanwords are concerned, it is not necessary to limit the 
discussion to spoken language, nor is it necessary to assume that all speakers of a given 
speech community must be fluent in both languages for “contact” to happen (see Hoff
man, 1991, pp. 11–32; Mackey, 1976; Thomason, 2010).

The modern study of loanwords coincides with the larger question of language contact.1 

While seminal works by Haugen (1950) and Weinreich (1953) still form the basis of most 
theoretical discussions of loanwords, these authors focused primarily on the synchronic 
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effects of language contact in bilingual communities. The same is true for many signifi
cant contributions that followed within a sociolinguistic perspective (see Poplack, 2018, 
for an overview). Some scholars attempted to redress the bias toward synchronic oral 
studies by reasserting the importance of diachronic approaches—starting, for Romance 
languages, with Goddard (1969, 1976, 1977) and Hope (1962, 1963, 1971)—but an ade
quate theoretical integration of both sociolinguistic and philological approaches remains 
lacking (see LoVecchio, 2018). This is regrettable, since many lexical borrowings are first 
introduced in each language via translations or other written sources—a fact yet widely 
acknowledged by etymological lexicographers.

A promising question is to ask how languages come into contact. Three main scenarios 
are discussed in the next subsections: language contact induced by population move
ments, by geographic proximity, and by cultural influence.

2.1.1 Language Contact Induced by Population Movements
The first thing that language contact suggests is the movement of people across the 
globe. Due to exploration, conquests, colonization, or just emigration, such movements 
usually have major consequences on the languages at stake, eventually leading to, in the 
most extreme cases, language attrition and language death—but they can also simply re
sult in lexical borrowing.

In the Romance world, the two most significant events involving massive population 
movements, just after the Germanic invasions, were the Arab takeover of the Iberian 
Peninsula (resulting in almost eight centuries of presence) and the Slavic penetration into 
the Balkans, which definitively separated the Romanian language from the rest of the Ro
mance-speaking countries. Consequently, Ibero-Romance and Balkan-Romance languages 
have been subject to the influence of, respectively, Arabic and Slavic.

The colonization of the New World, followed by the sinister tragedy of slavery, also led to 
massive population movements. Romance languages ended up being in contact with Na
tive American languages, but also with imported African languages, and later with North 
American English. A second wave of colonization, in the 20th century, brought French 
and Portuguese to the African continent, giving rise to Africanized varieties of these lan
guages, strongly influenced by African languages.

Finally, the more recent phenomenon of immigration in large metropolitan areas in Eu
rope has created the conditions for further linguistic transfer. This could also be said, for 
example, of Italian communities in big cities outside Europe (e.g., Buenos Aires, São 
Paulo, or New York), which contributed many words to, respectively, Argentinian Spanish, 
Brazilian Portuguese, and American English.

2.1.2 Language Contact Induced by Geographic Proximity
Contact can also happen due to geographic proximity or to satisfy commercial, religious, 
and/or political needs.
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The distance between languages that come into contact can range from closely related di
alects to idioms that have nothing in common genetically, even though they can be close 
neighbors. Though lexical borrowings from very distant languages tend to stand out the 
most, borrowings between neighboring dialects and regiolects (regional varieties of stan
dardized languages)—while far less visible—account for a significant part of the bor
rowed lexical stock. In a diglossic situation, lexical transfers between a Dachsprache (a 
“roof” or “umbrella” language, Kloss, 1987) and the less prestigious dialects with which it 
coexists are particularly frequent. In the Romance world, French, for instance, has adopt
ed and adapted a large number of lexical items that initially belonged to the so-called pa
tois (primary Gallo-Romance dialects); conversely, the patois also borrowed massively 
from French—even though this aspect of the phenomenon is far less studied (see Cham
bon, 2009 and Kristol, 2009).

2.1.3 Language Contact Induced by Cultural Influence
Since the invention of writing, the influence of a given language has been able to spread 
throughout time and space and is not determined by proximity. Other inventions, such as 
print, radio, cinema, television, and the Internet, have made it possible for certain lan
guages to exert their influence regardless of any geographical considerations. Typically, 
this influence is observed in languages that are the vehicle of a prominent or powerful 
culture.

As far as loanwords by cultural influence are concerned, translations have traditionally 
been the main means of transmission (see Lépinette, 1998). To begin with, European lan
guages owe a considerable amount of their lexical stock to Latin and Ancient Greek: dur
ing the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, every literary, philosophical, or scientific text 
from antiquity had to be translated, and lexical equivalents were coined. The easiest way 
was to keep the Latin (or Greek) word and to adapt it superficially. It is not always ac
knowledged that Latinisms are actual borrowings, but even though Romance languages 
descended from Latin, a word like cubitus (‘ulna’) was at first a foreign body in French 
and had to be adapted to the linguistic system of that language in order for it to function 
properly. It is not pronounced the way it was in Latin, nor does it have any declension or 
inflection. Importantly, Latin and Ancient Greek often acted as intermediaries between 
Arabic or Hebrew and Romance languages (for instance, in translations of astronomy or 
algebra treatises, or the Bible).

Some “vulgar” languages soon became as influential as their ancient predecessors. The 
influence of Italian during the Renaissance was so overwhelming that it even caused a 
backlash against Italianisms in France (e.g., Estienne in Balsamo, 1992; Smith, 1980). Re
sistance against what is perceived to be an invasion of foreign words is a very common 
phenomenon; French influence in Spain during the Enlightenment led to the exact same 
outcome (e.g., Capmany in Étienvre, 1988), not to mention the French reactions against 
English borrowings in the 20th century (e.g., Étiemble, 1964). However, rejection of loan
words is not the only possible outcome. Romanian, for example, borrowed an enormous 
number of French words in the 19th and 20th centuries, but the fact that this was seen as 
a conscious strategy to make Romanian “more Latin” again—a phenomenon called 
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re‑Romanization—seems to have weakened resistance against the French influence (even 
though some resistance did exist; see Sora, 2006, p. 1730). Spanish also left its imprint on 
the vocabulary of most European languages, particularly as the main vector for the intro
duction of Amerindianisms, and without strong resistance. The influence can also remain 
invisible: in the 19th and 20th centuries, German science imposed itself on the world by 
means of its terminology (see Roegiest, 2006A, p. 1693); a significant stock of supposedly 
“international” scientific terms are actually adaptations of words that were initially 
coined in German, even though etymological and general dictionaries are not sufficiently 
aware of it (see, for instance, Rainer, 2001). The English language is also, of course, the 
source of numerous borrowings in the Romance languages, both visible and invisible, a 
phenomenon that started in the 18th century but reached astronomical heights in the 
20th (for recent overviews, see Fischer & Pułaczewska, 2008; Görlach, 2001, 2002). The 
influence and prestige of English are so strong that many languages have even invented 

pseudo-Anglicisms (see Furiassi & Gottlieb, 2015). Russian is far less important as a lend
ing language, but Romanian has a few hundred words of Russian origin (Buchi, 2010, p. 
535).

2.2 What Is a (Lexical) Borrowing?

The term borrowing is a metaphor which tends to obscure the fact that so-called borrow
ings or loans are actually neologisms in a given language, coined as adapted imitations of 
a foreign model, and display a series of differences—whether phonetic, morphological, se
mantic, or pragmatic—compared with their model. Even though many loanwords look 
very similar to, if not the same as, their written model in the source language, there is no 
such thing as a borrowing without adaptation. The naive view that some borrowed words 
are “the same” in both source and target languages is due to the overwhelming promi
nence granted to the written code in many societies.

Let’s consider the example of French comité > Spanish comité. A quick, superficial look at 
this loanword could lead to the interpretation that it shows no adaptation. However, the 
French phoneme /e/ and the Spanish phoneme /e/ at the end of comité are two different 
realities, under the perspective that a phoneme is a set of distinctive features that exists 
only within a given, language-specific system of oppositions. French /e/ is a /+mid-high/, / 
+oral/, and /-labial/ phoneme because it is distinguished from /ε/, /ɛ̃/ and /ø/; such phono
logical features do not apply to Spanish /e/, which is front and mid. Moreover, Spanish 
polysyllabic words are necessarily stressed on a given syllable—a prosodic feature not 
shared by French. Stressing French comité on the first or second syllable might sound 
strange, but it would not turn it into a different word; in Spanish, different stress would 
transform it into another lexical item (already existing or not). As far as morphology is 
concerned, the plural form comités would be pronounced with final [es] in Spanish but fi
nal [e] in French (regardless of the spelling). And, finally, a distributional analysis of 
comité in both languages would certainly show semantic and pragmatic differences. In 
short, a loanword is a new coining in every aspect.
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Now the question to answer concerns the kind of adaptation which is at work. There are 
many existing typologies, and it is outside the scope of this article to list them and evalu
ate their respective qualities.2 Here, it is simply necessary to stress the importance of 
morphological adaptation among intra-Romance borrowings. Words coined using ele
ments of Greek or Latin origin can easily be reproduced from one Romance language to 
another since equivalents for all classical morphemes exist across these languages (e.g., 
French négritude [Lat. NEGR(O) ‘black’ + -ITUDO, abstract suffix] > Spanish negritud). 
The resulting word looks native, its pronunciation and grammatical integration present 
no problem, and its “foreign” origin is invisible. This invisibility can be a problem for ety
mologists, as the next section will show.

2.3 “False” Hellenisms and Latinisms

Words made up of Greek or Latin morphemes look like native Romance words. They could 
have been coined in any given Romance language without necessarily following a foreign 
(Romance) model. It is necessary to study a word’s first attested uses (including dates, 
meanings, presence in translations, and other pertinent factors) in order to trace its actu
al origin and the path it took thereafter. To offer an example, let us consider how metric 
system terminology has been handled by Spanish lexicography, in the Real Academia’s 

Diccionario de la lengua española, or DRAE. Spanish metro (‘meter’) is presented there as 
being of Greek origin: “Del gr. μέτρον, métron ‘medida’”. While this might be true for 
French mètre, in fact, Spanish metro is a late (1852) adaptation of the French word rather 
than a direct loan from Greek. French mètre first appeared a few years after the French 
Revolution (1791, TLF), with a much more precise meaning than just 
‘medida’ (‘measure’). The various editions of the DRAE interpret the whole metric system 
terminology in terms of Greek or Latin morphemes, thus relegating French lexical geneal
ogy to invisibility. By contrast, the Italian dictionary Zingarelli, 2018 (Cannella & Lazzari
ni, 1993) acknowledges that Italian metro comes from fr. mètre, as well as chilogrammo 

from fr. kilogramme, and so on.

2.4 So-Called “Internationalisms” and “Multiple Etymologies”: Reali
ty, or Easy Way Out?

Many lexical types have equivalents in most European languages, a phenomenon some
times referred to as internationalisms (see Wexler, 1969; Braun, Schaeder & Volmert, 
2003 is the fullest treatment to date). While this denomination might be valid synchroni
cally, a diachronic approach must identify the various pathways taken by related neolo
gisms in different languages by analyzing a set of clues, both external (e.g., translations) 
and internal (i.e., formal and semantic characteristics). Some reference works will some
times talk of “multiple etymologies” as they attempt to identify the exact origin of a given 
word in each language.

To show that “multiple etymologies,” though by no means frequent, are not an impossible 
scenario, let us consider the following example. French aromathérapie (attested since 
1926; see Thibault, 2009A, p. 115) became aromaterapia in Peninsular Spanish (attested 
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only since 1993 and synchronically interpreted by the Real Academia as a compound of 
“gr. ἄρωμα árōma ‘aroma’ y -terapia”). It is clearly a Gallicism in this variety of Spanish. 
But when the same word is found in a Miami newspaper (El Nuevo Herald, March 28, 
1997 < CREA), the chances are good that the word in this particular cultural and geo
graphical context was modeled after English aromatherapy (itself a borrowing of the 
French word), first documented in 1949 (OED online).

2.5 “Etimologia prossima” vs. “remota”: How Far Back Do We Go?

Dictionaries often skip steps in the etymological information they provide, going back to 
the oldest language that can be documented for a given lexical item, without acknowledg
ing the importance of intermediate stages that must be taken into account in order to un
derstand the formal and semantic properties of a given loanword (see Durkin, 2009, §5.2). 
A good example of this is the French word slip ‘underwear (briefs, panties)’ (attested 
since 1913, see TLF s.v. slip), originally an adaptation of English slip in the compound 

bathing slips ‘bathing-drawers’ (1904, OED s.v. slip , II.4.f.), without any direct semantic 
link to the much more common English meaning ‘an article of women’s attire, formerly an 
outer garment, later worn under a gown of lace or similar material’ (1904, OED s.v. slip , 
II.4.c.). The fame and commercial success of the French fashion industry led this word to 
be disseminated with its French meaning in many other European languages, but (etymo
logical) dictionaries systematically give English slip as the etymon, not realizing that this 
word in modern English refers to a different reality.

For example, (European) Portuguese dictionaries propose only an English origin for this 
loan: “Do ingl. slip” (Academia das Ciências de Lisboa, 2001, s.v. slipe); “Do inglês to slip, 
«deslizar»” (GDLP; Teixeira, 2010, s.v. slip). These sources give no indication that the 
meaning of the Portuguese word can be explained only by the existence of the French 
cognate. Likewise, for Italian: “vc. ingl., da to slip ‘scivolare, scorrere’, propr. ‘indumento 
che s’infila con facilità’; 1935” (Zingarelli, 2018, s.v. slip). As for Spanish, it is reassuring 
to find that the latest edition of the DRAE (2014) finally recognizes the intermediate 
French etymon—“Voz fr., y esta del ingl. slip ‘combinación, enagua’” (“French word, from 
Engl. slip ‘combinación, enagua’”)—unlike previous editions, which had attributed it sole
ly to English. Further examples of this phenomenon can be found in Spence (2004).

3. Linguistic Areas: Bibliographic Overview and 
Examples
Romance languages owe a very significant portion of their lexical stock to Latin (see Rein
heimer Rîpeanu, 2004, for a general outline; Bustos Tovar, 2006, and Dworkin, 2012, for 
Ibero-Romance, Bork, 2006, for Gallo-Romance, Ernst, 2006, for Italo-Romance and Sch
lösser, 2006B, for Balkan-Romance; Schlösser, 2006A, for Hellenisms). The reverse is also 
true: Medieval Latin was strongly influenced by vernacular languages (see Goullet, 2009, 
on Gallicisms in Medieval Latin). On the other hand, the stock of loanwords of Romance 
origin in non-Romance languages is huge, too: the English language, for one, owes a ma

3

3
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jor debt to Latin and Medieval French in the construction of its lexicon (see Durkin, 2009, 
2014; Trotter, 2009; cf. Schultz, 2012, for modern Gallicisms in English; see article “Ro
mance in Contact with Germanic”).

The remaining sections provide a brief overview of the most important categories of loan
words in the Romance-speaking world: Ibero-Romania (Section 3.1.); Gallo-Romania (Sec
tion 3.2.); Italo-Romania (Section 3.3.); Balkan-Romania (Section 3.4.). (Each section will 
treat borrowings from different language groups separately and provide major biblio
graphical references and a few examples.)

3.1 Ibero-Romania

The Ibero-Romance languages, which can be divided into three main groups: Galician/ 
Portuguese (Section 3.1.1); Spanish (Section 3.1.2.); Catalan (Section 3.1.3), were first 
strongly affected by intensive contact with Arabic due to eight centuries of presence in 
the Peninsula (see Montero Muñoz, 2006, for an overview); Occitan and French influence 
is as old as the Camino francés (Way of Saint James) pilgrimage route to Santiago de 
Compostela. Later, other European languages (Italian, German, English) would leave 
their imprint on Ibero-Romance vocabulary through cultural influence. The exportation of 
Spanish to the New World resulted in a considerable stock of words of Amerindian origin 
that spread from Spanish to other European languages. In the 19th and 20th centuries, as 
Spanish was spoken more and more in the so-called bilingual regions—Galicia, Basque 
Country, Catalonia—new borrowings arose through language contact. Likewise, Spanish 
inherited Italianisms in Argentina and Anglicisms in the United States.

Approximately half of all Arabic loanwords are common to all three major Ibero-Romance 
languages (Benarroch, 2010, p. 560), but some occur only in one of them (cf. Portuguese 

alface ‘salad’, Sp. alubia ‘bean’); many show agglutination of the Arabic article a(l)-, but 
less frequently in Catalan (Port. armazém, Sp. almacén, but Cat. magatzem ‘store’; Port. 
açucar, Sp. azúcar, but Cat. sucre ‘sugar’). Scholars have been very busy trying to explain 
regional differences in the adaptation of Arabic loanwords. The in-depth work of Winet 
(2001, 2006) focuses primarily on the role of the article in Ibero-Romance Arabic loan
words and the factors that might have triggered its agglutination. The most authoritative 
work on Arabic etymologies in these languages is Corriente’s Diccionario de arabismos y 
voces afines en iberorromance (1999; see Colón, 2000, for a review); for a more recent 
reference work restricted to Portuguese, see Alves (2013).

3.1.1 Galician/Portuguese
Spanish influence on Galician has been constant and decisive throughout its history due 
to the political annexation of Galicia. Portuguese, by contrast, has been far less influ
enced by Spanish, even though hundreds of words can be interpreted as Hispanisms— 

some of them used only in border areas or in Brazil (see Schmid, 2006, p. 1787).

French influence on Portuguese started in the Middle Ages (along with Occitan at that 
point in time) and has never really stopped (see Schmid, 2006, pp. 1794–1795). French 
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borrowings in technical or scientific fields are quite common in Portuguese and often co
exist with corresponding loanwords in Spanish (Messner, 2001) and many other lan
guages. For example, Portuguese dictionaries readily acknowledge French genealogy 
when it comes to the metric system, contrary to the practice of Spanish dictionaries: 
“Quilómetro. [De quil(o)- + metro, atr. do fr. [= through Fr.] kilomètre.]” (NDLP). Strictly 
Portuguese Gallicisms are far less frequent but attested all the same (abajur ‘lampshade’ 
< Fr. abat-jour; chapéu ‘hat’ < Fr. chapeau; batom ‘lipstick’ < Fr. bâton [de rouge à lèvres]). 
Italianisms in semantic fields such as music or gastronomy are obviously as frequent in 
Portuguese as they may be in any other Romance language, but more interesting is the 
existence of slang words of Italian origin in Brazilian colloquial language (Meo Zilio, 1983) 
due to Italian immigration in the 19th and 20th centuries. Contact between speakers of 
Spanish and Portuguese in northern Uruguay, close to the Brazilian border, has given 
birth to a mixed code called Portuñol by its speakers (see Lipski, 2009).

Numerous dictionaries give lists of “foreign words” in Portuguese: Alves (2000); Machado 
(1994); Neves Simas (2016); Rodrigues (2009); Telles Dias Teixeira (2008); Terra, de 
Nicola, & Menón (2003). Some specialize in borrowings of German and (more so) English 
origin (Schmidt-Radefeldt & Schurig, 1997; Soares dos Santos, 2006). Buchi (2010) pro
vides exhaustive information on Portuguese borrowings of Russian origin (many of which 
transited through French).

In the New World, Portuguese encountered Native American languages, resulting in a 
considerable stock of loanwords (e.g., meruim ‘mosquito’ < Tupi-Guarani, Lingua Geral 
meru‑i). The importation of African slaves also had linguistic consequences and led to nu
merous borrowings from African languages (e.g., quilombo ‘remote hiding place of fugi
tive slaves’ < Kimbundu kilombo). The most authoritative work on both topics is still 
Friederici (1947), which provides an abundance of historical data. Some Portuguese 
words of Amerindian (piranha) or African (banana) origin have spread to many other Eu
ropean languages (see article “Spanish-Based Creole Languages” in this encyclopedia).

3.1.2 Spanish
Spanish has always been in close contact with the other languages of the Iberian Peninsu
la; the other major European languages have also left their imprint on its lexicon (see 
Dworkin, 2012, for an in-depth presentation). Portuguese influence on Spanish is very old, 
but not always easy to identify; see Dworkin (2017) for a methodological discussion. On 
the influence of Galician on regional Spanish in Galicia, see García (1976, 1986), Abuín 
Soto (1977), and Mas (1999). Regional Spanish of the Canary Islands was partially built 
on a Portuguese substrate; a considerable number of regionalisms in the archipelago are 
of “Luso” origin (e.g., fechar ‘to close’ < Port. fechar) (see Corbella, 2017; Corrales & Cor
bella, 2013; and Lüdtke, 2017). This influence was exported to the New World (see Cor
bella & Fajardo, 2017; Granda, 1978 on the Portuguese lexical legacy in Latin-American 
Spanish).
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Borrowings from Basque are as old as the Spanish language itself and appear in basic lex
ical fields (e.g., izquierdo ‘left’, DCECH, Corominas, & Pascual, 1980–1991; see article 
“Romance in Contact with Basque”), but regional Spanish in the Basque Country displays 
a number of Basquisms that are not necessarily used in the rest of the country (see Etxe
barría, 1988; Zárate, 1976).

Catalan is the second most spoken language in Spain. Its influence on Spanish is very old 
(see Colón, 1967B, 1968, for a historical overview). In more recent years, influence has 
been growing, due to high rates of bilingualism in Catalonia, the Valencia region, and the 
Balearic Islands. Badia i Margarit (1978), Casanovas Català (1996A), and Sinner (2004) 
treat the subject for Cataluña as a whole, but many publications focus on a particular 
zone: Barcelona (Kailuweit, 1996; Vann, 2001; Wesch, 1992), Valencia (Casanova, 1996), 
Mallorca (Moll, 1961), Lleida (Casanovas Català, 1996B), or Aragón (Fort Cañellas, 1987).

Outside the Peninsula, French is by far the language that has exerted the most decisive 
influence on the Spanish lexicon, from the Middle Ages to the 21st century; see Forest 
(1916) on the oldest borrowings (12th and 13th centuries) and Pottier (1967) for a broad 
historical overview (as well as Colón, 1967A, 1968, on Occitanisms, for a more complete 
view of the influence of medieval Gallo-Romance on Ibero-Romance). The importation of 
Gallicisms reached its peak in the 18th century, when French was dominant everywhere 
among European elites and French novels as well as scientific treatises were translated in 
great numbers yet without due care. This triggered a strong purist backlash (see Étien
vre, 1988; Rubio, 1937 on Capmany), of which the famous dictionary by Baralt (1855, 
1874) is the most visible representative. Baralt’s dictionary seems to have had an in
hibitory effect, as inventories of Gallicisms in Spanish started reappearing only at the 
very end of the 20th century (with the exception of a few doctoral theses, such as Iriñiz 
Casás, 1957 or Krohmer, 1967). Varela Merino (2009), a rich, exhaustive source of 16th- 
and 17th-century Spanish Gallicisms, challenges the idea that the Siglo de Oro (Golden 
Age) was a rather poor period for French borrowings in Spanish. Curell Aguilà (2009) 
gives a very up-to-date portrait of Gallicisms in contemporary Peninsular Spanish. García 
Yebra (1999) compiled the only dictionary that deals specifically with “morphological” 
and “prosodic” influence. The author examines formal irregularities in order to determine 
whether a given neologism built on the model of Latin or Ancient Greek morphemes has 
undergone French influence. For instance, Sp. solidaridad is not the expected outcome of 
Sp. solidario + ‑edad, which would have given *solidariedad (cf. Port. solidariedade and It. 
solidarietà); it is merely an adaptation of Fr. solidarité (on this important work and some 
of its flaws, see Thibault, 2009B). It would be naive to think that all Spanish-speaking 
countries share the same Gallicisms; on specifically Latin-American French loanwords, 
see, for instance, Perl (1981) and Sala, Munteanu, Neagu, and Şandru-Olteanu (1982).

Italian has also exerted a constant influence on Spanish vocabulary, albeit less so than 
French; see Terlingen (1943) for a historical panorama and Formisano (2006) for a more 
recent overview. Rainer (2005, 2011) offers detailed case studies of specific Italianisms. 
Once again, it must be stressed that Latin America has borrowings of its own, particularly 
in Argentina, due to intensive Italian immigration in the 19th and 20th centuries (some 

https://global.oup.com/privacy
https://oxfordre.com/linguistics/page/legal-notice
https://oxfordre.com/linguistics/DocumentId/acrefore-9780199384655-e-423


Language Contact and the Lexicon of Romance Languages

Page 11 of 29

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, LINGUISTICS (oxfordre.com/linguistics). (c) Oxford University 
Press USA, 2020. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited (for details see Privacy Policy 
and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 01 September 2020

examples from Gobello, 1988: canzoneta ‘Neapolitan folk song’, minestrón, -one ‘kind of 
soup’, se me ne frega ‘I couldn’t care less’). A particular variety of colloquial Río de la Pla
ta Spanish, Lunfardo (see Gobello, 1994), has incorporated a good deal of Italian words 
(standard or regional), such as manyar ‘to eat’ (< It. mangiare), some of which have be
come common elements of the lexicon. The most extreme case of Italian-Spanish contact 
can be found in Cocoliche (see Annecchiarico, 2012; and Schmid, 2006, p. 1798), which 
emerged in the speech of Italian immigrants in the early 20th century and has been rep
resented in many theatrical texts (see Engels, 2012; and Golluscio de Montoya, 1979).

A long history of commercial contact with Flanders and Holland, as well as Spanish mili
tary occupation of Flanders in the 16th and 17th centuries, explains the existence of a 
number of Dutch loanwords in Spanish—even though a number of them transited through 
French (see Roegiest, 2006B).

In modern times, borrowings from English have become increasingly frequent (see, e.g., 
Alfaro, 1970; Lorenzo, 1996; Medina López, 2004; Pratt, 1980; Rodríguez González, 
2017). The influence of the United States in Latin-American countries—where proximity 
and familial ties due to recent emigration have made the influence of English much more 
conspicuous than in Spain—has accounted for a substantial number of Anglicisms specific 
to that context (see Detjen, 2017). One excellent example is the difference between Euro
pean Spanish ordenador (< Fr. ordinateur ‘computer’) and Latin-American Spanish 

computador(a) (< Engl. computer; DiccAmer, 2010). In the United States, intensive con
tact between both languages has led to the emergence of a mixed code usually referred 
to (and often derisively) as Spanglish (see Otheguy, 2008; Stavans, 2008).

Slavisms are far less numerous in Spanish, but an exhaustive inventory of Russian loan
words (many of which came through French) can be found in Buchi (2010).

The oldest Spanish borrowing from a Native American language is as old as the “discov
ery” of America itself: canoa ‘canoe’ (< Arawak) first appears in Christopher Columbus’s 
diary in 1492 (Friederici, 1947; DCECH, Corominas & Pascual, 1980–1991; see article 
“Spanish in Contact with South-American Languages, with Special Emphasis on Andean 
and Paraguayan Spanish”). Many other Amerindianisms (such as tomate ‘tomato’, patata 

‘potato’, maís ‘corn’, etc.) soon spread to other European languages. However, some 
countries also have borrowings all their own, for example, Mexican Spanish escuintle 

‘mongrel dog; (fig.) child’ (< Aztec itzcuintli).

3.1.3 Catalan
The literature on borrowings in Catalan is not as comprehensive as for Spanish, but two 
relatively recent dictionaries stand out: Barri i Masats (1999) for Gallicisms and Gómez 
Gane (2012) for Italianisms.

The English occupied the island of Menorca from 1708 to 1802. Badia i Margarit (1953, 
p. 280) explains: “During this time contact between the English officials and the inhabi
tants of the island was friendly and therefore rather close and resulted in the adoption of 
many anglicisms . . . conveniently adapted to the phonetics of Catalan”; this article treats 
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them from a phonetic and semantic point of view. Ortells and Campos (1983) offer a more 
recent study on the subject and deal with historical and etymological issues. Finally, 
Buchi (2010) has thoroughly studied Russian loanwords in Catalan.

3.2 Gallo-Romania

In the Gallo-Romance context, lexical transfers between French and its closest cousins— 

oïl, Francoprovençal and Occitan dialects—have played an important role in the configu
ration of the lexicon, as a quick look at any French etymological dictionary will confirm 
(rescapé ‘survivor’ < Picard; barrique ‘barrel’ < Gascon; chalet ‘cottage, cabin’ < Franco
provençal; see Trotter, 2006, pp. 1780–1783, on Occitan loanwords in French). Gallo-Ro
mance dialects have also borrowed many French words, but scholarship on this topic is 
much rarer (see Chambon, 2009, and Kristol, 2009, about French influence on, respec
tively, Occitan and Francoprovençal).

Loanwords from one regional French variety to another are also notable (e.g., bardjaquer 

‘to chat’ originated in southeastern France but has spread to Switzerland; see DSR, 
Thibault, 1997). Some words originally regional in scope may undergo a process of “déré
gionalisation”—particularly with the help of the media—and become widely known (e.g., 
quésaco? ‘what is that?’ < Prov. qu’es aco, see TLF). Canadian terminologists have coined 
a lot of French equivalents meant to replace Anglicisms; some of them are somewhat 
common in European French (courriel ‘e-mail’), but Canada’s major contribution lies in 
the formation of feminized forms, particularly those ending in -eure, which have become 
common in European French (see Thibault, 1996, p. 357).

French in Europe has also been in contact with close neighbors, such as Breton, Alsatian, 
Swiss German, or Flemish. Von Wartburg (1968, pp. 1–17) gives a list of Celtisms, mostly 
words of Breton origin used in French and other “oïliques” varieties (see Chauveau, 1986, 
for a critical review). Tappolet (1913) is a study of Swiss-German loanwords in Swiss 
French; see Knecht (2000) and Thibault (2000) for a sociolinguistic point of view. Rézeau 
(2015) is not, strictly speaking, a list of Alsatian borrowings in Alsatian regional French, 
but many of the words treated in this dictionary are actual Germanisms; the same could 
be said of DSR (Thibault, 1997) for Switzerland. On loans of German and Dutch origin in 
French, see Roegiest (2006A, 2006B); Baetens-Beardsmore (1971, 1979) treats Flemish 
loanwords in Belgian French (and particularly in Brussels).

As for other Romance languages, Italian has left the most significant imprint on Gallo-Ro
mance—while simultaneously triggering the strongest backlash—although this was con
fined mainly to the Renaissance. See Smith (1980) for a critical edition of Estienne’s fa
mous Deux dialogues du nouveau langage françois italianizé, a rebuke of the use of Ital
ian or Italianized words. The influence of Italian was not only lexical but affected the 
whole literary sphere and had enemies as well as supporters (see Balsamo, 1992). For a 
historical overview of Italian loanwords in French, see Hope (1971; cf. Malkiel, 1975, re
view); for more recent surveys, see Lemaire (1984) and Stammerjohann, Arcaini, Carta
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go, and Galetto (2008). Rainer (2011, 2014) provides meticulous case studies that stand 
out for their impeccable research methodology.

Anglicisms are innumerable in modern French and have given rise to considerable schol
arship (to cite only a few, see Höfler, 1982; Rey-Debove & Gagnon, 1980; Saugera, 2017; 
von Wartburg, 1967A); Anglo-American influence on the French language has also been 
harshly rebuked by some (see Étiemble, 1964, for a paradigmatic example). In North 
America, the intimate contact between French and English has resulted in numerous bor
rowings specific to that context; see Poirier (1978) for a historical overview and DHFQ 
(Poirier, 1998) for lexical monographs on numerous French-Canadian Anglicisms (cent 
‘one hundredth of a dollar’, char ‘car’, chesterfield ‘sofa’, etc.). In Moncton (New 
Brunswick) and the surrounding area, French-English contact has given birth to a mixed 
code called Chiac (see Perrot, 2005; Thibault, 2011).

Buchi (2010) treats Russian loanwords in French exhaustively. For modern Hellenisms, 
see von Wartburg (1968, pp. 19–23) and Minervini (2012).

Outside Europe, French has been in contact with numerous other languages from which 
it has borrowed scores of terms. Arveiller (1963) is a fundamental work on the history of 
“termes de voyage en français”; von Wartburg (1967B) is dedicated to what the German 
tradition calls Orientalisms (words of Arabic, Persian, Turkish, or Hebrew origin), as is Ar
veiller (1999). Kiesler (2006) offers an overview of Arabisms in Gallo-Romance. Minervini 
(2012) is a historical study of Arab (and Greek) loanwords in the French lexicon of the 
eastern Mediterranean basin. Naturally, Arabisms are also treated in mainstream French 
lexicography (see Baiwir, 2014, on the treatment of Arabisms in the TLF); it must be 
stressed that these often came to French through Spanish or Italian. In North Africa, re
gional French varieties have Arabisms of their own, not shared by the rest of the French- 
speaking world. Dictionaries of North African French varieties tend to treat such lexemes 
with an abundance of details. Standard French has also inherited a few words of sub-Sa
haran African origin (von Wartburg, 1968, pp. 86–89), but dictionaries of regional African 
French varieties include hundreds of additional loanwords borrowed from native African 
languages (for a bibliography of regional French lexicography, see Thibault, 2008). Mixed 
codes have resulted from intensive language contact between French and African lan
guages (such as Nouchi; see Boutin & Kouadio N’Guessan, 2015) or between French, 
English, Pidgin English, and African vernaculars (Camfranglais, see Eloundou Eloundou, 
2015, and Féral, 1998).

French Amerindianisms are treated in Arveiller (1963), Friederici (1947), and von Wart
burg (1968, pp. 55–85). North American French varieties have Amerindian loanwords of 
their own, many of which have received comprehensive lexicographical treatment in 
DHFQ (Poirier, 1998) (caribou ‘reindeer’, carcajou ‘wolverine’, sagamité ‘Native American 
stew made from hominy or Indian corn and fat’, etc.). A mixed language called Mitchif 
was born out of contact between French-Canadian trappers (“coureurs de bois”) and in
digenous Cree women (see Papen, 2005).
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3.3 Italo-Romania

Italy’s political unification came quite late, in 1861. The spread of standard Italian to all 
parts of the country and across social classes is a very recent phenomenon; consequently, 
dialects remain much more strongly rooted in Italy than in France, and so is their influ
ence on the standard language. Some Italian words of regional origin have even become 
widespread in many other European languages, such as grappa, mascarpone, osso buco, 
and panettone, all of which are Italian adaptations of words from the Lombard dialect.

Greek influence began with Hellenisms in Latin but continued in the form of Modern 
Greek borrowings in Italian (see article “Greek in Contact with Romance,”; Cortelazzo, 
2006).

Among Romance languages, French is the one that has exerted the strongest influence on 
Italian. For a historical sketch of the situation, see Bezzola (1924) and Hope (1971). Cella 
(2000) is a study of medieval Gallicisms based on the TLIO textual database. Ansalone 
and Félix (1997) offer a recent lexicographic survey. On the handling of French borrow
ings in the most comprehensive etymological dictionary of Italo-Romance, the Lessico Eti
mologico Italiano (LEI, still in progress; Pfister & Schweickard, 1979–), see Pfister (1997) 
and Lubello (2002). Thomassen (1997) and Pierno (2009) are case studies dedicated, re
spectively, to the vocabulary of culinary arts and dance. As elsewhere, the impact of 
French culminated in the 18th century (see Bernardoni, 1812, for an example of puristic 
backlash, and Della Valle, 1993, pp. 72–73, for a discussion of the anti-puristic reactions 
by lexicographers throughout the 19th century).

Spanish influence on Italo-Romance reached its peak in the 16th century, following on 
Spanish political expansion in Sicily and the Kingdom of Naples; see Beccaria (1985) and 
Formisano (2006). German borrowings are rather numerous in northern Italo-Romance 
dialects due to geographic proximity (Swiss cantons of Tessino and Graubünden; Südtirol) 
or particular political events (Austro-Hungarian Empire domination in the north), but they 
are far less frequent in the standard language (see Morlicchio, 2006). English loanwords 
are treated in Amato, Andreoni, and Salvi (1990); Klajn (1972); and Rando (1987); for 
Italian Russisms, see Buchi (2010). Variano (2016) provides an exhaustive study of 
Amerindianisms in Italo-Romance, presented in the same format as an LEI entry. Such 
borrowings would not have resulted from direct contact with speakers of Native Ameri
can languages but mostly through translations of texts originally written in Spanish, Por
tuguese, or French.

3.4 Balkan-Romania

Slavic influence is tied to the very genesis of Romanian, as Slavic acted as a superstrate 
(“on peut dire sans exagération que l’ancien slave méridional a rempli pour le roumain le 
rôle que l’ancien bas francique a joué dans la constitution du français” [it would be no ex
aggeration to state that Old South Slavic fulfilled the same role for Romanian as Old Low 
Frankish did in the construction of French], Buchi, 2006, p. 1628 (our translation)). Old 
Church Slavonic, a variety of Old Slavic used by the Orthodox Church, was introduced in 
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the region in the 10th century and used until the mid-17th century, which resulted in a 
massive influence in the development of the abstract lexicon. Turkish, the language of the 
Ottoman Empire, also left its imprint on the Romanian lexicon (Suciu, 2006), as did Mod
ern Greek (Dahmen, 2006).

Toward the end of the 18th century, French influence on the Romanian lexicon emerged 
and grew steadily, with French soon becoming the main source of lexical expansion. It is 
not always easy to demonstrate the French origin of a word, particularly when it comes to 
scholarly terms that could be Latinisms, Romanian neologisms coined out of Greek or 
Latin morphemes, Italianisms, Germanisms, or even Anglicisms; a number of factors have 
to be considered, such as morphology or oxytonic stress. Nevertheless, the percentage of 
Gallicisms in modern Romanian has been evaluated at almost 40% by various authors (So
ra, 2006, p. 1728). On French loanwords in Romanian, see DILF (Costăchescu, Dincă, 
Dragoste, Popescu, & Scurtu, 2009–2010).

Italian is the second most important Romance language when it comes to loanwords in 
Romanian. Its influence culminated around 1800 and affected mainly technical and scien
tific terminology. The precise identification of Italianisms presents the same problems as 
with Gallicisms, as they could be interpreted as Latinisms or internationalisms of other 
origin.

Finally, the Soviet era resulted in a stock of Russian loanwords that were added to the al
ready existing Slavisms (see Buchi, 2010 and Costăchescu, 2018).

Links to Digital Materials

CREA = Corpus de referencia del español actual, 1975–2004.

DRAE = Diccionario de la Real Academia Española.

TLF = Trésor de la langue française informatisé.

TLIO = Tesoro della Lingua Italiana delle Origini (the textual database is available 
here).

OED = Oxford English Dictionary.
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Notes:

(1.) For a critical overview of the study of loanwords, see LoVecchio (2019, pp. 14–95).

(2.) Most loanword typologies still rely in large part on the one defined originally by Hau
gen (1950, following Betz, 1949) on the basis of importation versus substitution and large
ly focussing on formal aspects. However, this classification, articulated from a limited cor
pus of several European languages, should hardly be considered universal (Oksaar, 1972, 
p. 494). For an overview, more synthetic than critical, of some of the different typologies 
proposed, see Gómez Capuz (1998); see also Haspelmath and Tadmor (2009) for an 
overview of the phenomenon in the world’s languages.
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