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Rhaeto Romansh

The context



Origins

Romansh originates from the spoken Latin 
brought to the region by Roman soldiers, 
merchants, and officials following the conquest 
of the modern-day Grisons area by the ancient 
Romans in 15 BC. 



Celtic background

Before that, the inhabitants spoke Celtic and 
Raetic languages, with Raetic apparently being 
spoken mainly in the Lower Engadine valley.

Traces of these languages survive mainly in 
toponyms, including village names or in names 
of animals or plants. 



Celtic background: examples

Crap = Stone Izun = 
Blueberry

Schember = 
Swiss pine

Tschess = 
Vulture

Urblauna = 
Rock ptarmigan

Carmun = Least 
weasel

Giop  =  juniper 
thicket

Giutta = Barley



Rhaeto Romansh

The pre-Romansh languages



Celtic in Rhaetia 

• Lepontic is an ancient Alpine Celtic language 
that was spoken in parts of Rhaetia and 
Cisalpine Gaul (what is now Northern Italy) 
between 550 and 100 BC. 

• Lepontic is attested in inscriptions found in 
an area centered on Lugano, Switzerland, 
and including the Lake Como and Lake 
Maggiore areas of Italy.



Rhaetian language

• The Rhaetian language had remarkable analogies 
with the Etruscan for which it was thought of a 
common origin. 

• The ancient Romans themselves considered the 
Rhaetian people descendants of Etruscans.

• The most interesting thing is that they shared a very 
similar alphabet.

• The links with the Celtic populations were very 
strong enough to lead to the adoption of Celtic 
religious elements, as well as a Celtic influence on 
the language.



The alphabet

• Lepontic is known from around 140 inscriptions written 
in the alphabet of Lugano, one of five main Northern 
Italic alphabets derived from the Etruscan alphabet. 

• Similar scripts were used for writing the Rhaetian and 
Venetic languages and the Germanic runic alphabets 
probably derive from a script belonging to this group. 

• Specifically, the Raetic alphabet of Bolzano is often 
advanced as a candidate for the origin of the runes.



Rhaeto Romansh

The decline



The beginning of the 
decline

• The pre-Roman languages (Rhaetian and Celtic) 
extinct by the 5th–6th century, when Raetia 
became part of the Ostrogothic Kingdom. 

• Around 537 AD, the Ostrogoths handed over the 
province of Raetia to the Frankish Empire,  and 
around 765, Charlemagne assigned a Germanic 
duke to administer the region. 

• Additionally, the Diocese of Chur was transferred 
by the Roman Catholic Church from the 
Archdiocese of Milan to the Diocese of Mainz in 
843. 



The beginning of the 
decline

• The combined effect (a German Duke and a German 
Bishop) created a cultural reorientation towards the 
German-speaking north.

• German language was considered the language of the 
élite while the local languages were considered  
“languages of the farmers”.

• The Rhaeto-Romansh started to receive pressure from 
the German language and suffered the first contraction.



The first evidence

• The Würzburg pen test is the oldest known written 
evidence of the Romansh language.

• A manuscript of De officiis of Cicero, today at the 
Universitätsbibliothek in Würzburg, in a white space 
contains some X-XI century notes, including one in 
Romansh, which is the first ever written evidence of this 
language.

• However it is necessary to wait for the Protestant reform to 
start having texts of a certain importance (XVI century).



Why the Romansh did not 
create a unified language?

• The main reason for which a uniform 
standard for all idioms did not develop 
for centuries was the lack of a Romansh 
political and cultural center. 

• The city of Chur, the only one that could 
have risen to such a function, ended up 
under Germanic influence already in 
ancient times, and from the fifteenth 
century it was already a German-only 
city. 



Ladin language?

The same condition influenced also the ladin
language that was subjected to a strong 
process of Germanization and that could not 
find a center capable of expressing a strong 
cultural current to create a standard Ladin
language.



Rhaeto Romansh

Today



Rhaeto-Romansh



The decline of Romansh?

Nowadays Romansh is spoken by just over 40,000 people throughout the Canton 
of Grisons, which make up 15% of the canton Grisons.



The 
germanization 
of Grisons



And the Ladin language?

• The Ladin language is recognized as 
a minority language in 51 
municipalities in Trentino-Alto 
Adige and Veneto.

• The officially Ladin area has about 
92,000 inhabitants, but it is not 
possible to accurately indicate the 
number of speakers in the Ladin 
language.

• Outside the officially recognized 
area, in particular in Val di Non in 
Trentino, 23.19% declared 
themselves Ladin, compared to 
17.54% in 2001.



Rhaeto Romansh

A group of languages



Romansh



Ladin



Rhaeto Romansh

Rhaeto-Romansh and Wikimedia



Wikisource
912 pages



It.Wikisource
843 pages
Ladin
language



It.Wikisource
382 pages
Romansh 
language



Wikimedia projects

• Wikipedia
• Romansh (3’672 articles)

• Ladin (incubator)

• Wikisource
• Not existing

• Wikitionary
• Romansh (closed)



Rhaeto Romansh

A new model



Integrated 
system

Wiktionary
Integration of lexemes 

in Wiktionary pages

Wikidata
Lexemes extracted from and 

referenced to Wikisource

Wikisource Texts in Romansh and ladin



The project of 2020-2021

Subset of words

Selection of most 
representative words (~100)

Extraction from 
Wikisource

Connection with Wikisource
historical documents

Population of Wikidata 
(Lexemes)

Use of Lexemes structure to 
store the words in different 

linguistic versions

Integration of Wikidata 
in Wiktionary

Integration of these words in 
Wiktionary using Wikidata

infoboxes

Atlas and Lexicon

Visualization



How the Wiktionary page should look like

Casa (Sursilvan)
Tgea, Tgeasa (Sutsilvan)
Tgesa, tga (Surmiran)
Chesa (Puter)
Chasa (Vallader)

Ciasa (Ladin)
Cèsa (Fodom)
Ciasa (Ampezzan)
Ciasa (Badiot)
Ciësa (Gardein)
Cèsa (Fascia)

Chasa (Rumantsch Grischun)

Casa
Tgea
Tgeasa

Tgesa
Tga

Chesa

Chasa Ciasa

Ciësa
Cèsa

Ciasa

Cèsa

Ca
Cà Caa Cà

Ciasa

Pronunzia

[modificaziun]

[modificaziun]

Etimologia [modificaziun]

Historgia [modificaziun]
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