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History

Until the end of the nineteenth century, scholars could only dream of a truly comprehensive
dictionary of classical Latin —one that exhaustively dealt with all extant ancient sources. In
1893, the five German-speaking academies of sciences and humanities decided to make this
dream into a reality, resolving to initiate the project of a Thesaurus linguae Latinae, a “treasury
of the Latin language”. Key early figures included Eduard WoIfflin, a professor of classical philo-
logy in Munich, and Theodor Mommesen, professor of ancient history in Berlin.

In 1894, the painstaking work of collecting the material for the lexicon began, with the labor
divided between teams in Gottingen and Munich. By 1899, the process of writing articles would
start in Munich, which has been the headquarters of the Thesaurus linguae Latinae ever since.
The first fascicle — a portion of a larger volume —was published in 1900.

From the project’s earliest years, it became clear that both the complexity of the task and
the time required for its completion had been radically underestimated. A key problem was that
scholars wanted to view the material with fresh eyes, and needed time to develop methods for
compiling and classifying the material. Moreover, the team working on the Thesaurus wanted
the lexicon to incorporate new developments in research, particularly concerning early Chris-
tian and late Latin literature. As a result, during the first fifteen years — the originally estimated
timespan for completing the entire lexicon —the Thesaurus advanced only as far as the letter D.

The twentieth century as a whole was marked by both difficulty and progress. War and
political upheaval repeatedly brought work to a halt. After the Second World War, it was agreed
that the project was in need of a new administrative structure that would guarantee its
completion; this led to the founding of the International Thesaurus Committee in 1949, which
remains the governing body. Additional collaboration in the postwar period has made it a truly
global endeavour — today, the lexicon is a joint undertaking of more than 30 academies and
learned societies throughout the world. As of 2025, the lexicon is approximately 80% complete.

The following portions of the Thesaurus linguae
Latinae have appeared:

Volumes A—- M, O —-P, and R (2026).
Qand S will be completed after N. Proper names are included to the end of the letter D.
The latest information is on the website.

Praemonenda de rationibus et usu operis
An introduction to the Thesaurus and how to use it —not only in Latin, but also in seven
modern languages: English, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Russian, and Spanish.

Index librorum scriptorum inscriptionum, ex quibus exempla afferuntur

This volume supplies the key to the abbreviations used in the Thesaurus for Latin authors and
works and is also the most up-to-date and comprehensive overview of the textual heritage of
Latin antiquity: for each work it gives, inter alia, the standard editions and, where necessary,
the Greek originals (continuously updated on the website).

All printed texts are published by De Gruyter Brill, Berlin/Boston/Leiden, which also
supplies an online version of the entire Thesaurus.
Open access: http://publikationen.badw.de/en/thesaurus/lemmata
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Details of survival in the Romance languages, provided by
a Romance linguist.

Details of typical errors and corrupt passages in the
manuscripts as an aid to textual criticism.

For longer articles, an outline gives an overview of the
structure. Insofar as this is both possible and reasonable, the
structure follows the principle of dichotomy. Passages are
arranged chronologically within groups that are mutually
exclusive and presented in a hierarchy.

Individual articles are signed by the author.

Derivatives and compounds are listed at the end of each
article.

Textual notes on individual passages.

The headword is generally given in its basic forms, with
indications of the prosody (short vowels remain unmarked).
This is followed by the etymology, provided when necessary
by an external Indo-Europeanist.

An asterisk before the headword means that the article
does not quote all the collected instances; an al. (alia) shows
where further instances have been omitted.

Before the word and its meanings are described, the so-called
‘head’ of the article gathers together information about

the spelling, abbreviations, forms, etc., as well as ancient
comments on the meaning.
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« is compiled on the basis of all Latin texts surviving from
antiquity (until AD 600), both literary and non-literary

- for less common words cites every attestation, for the
rest (those marked with an asterisk) an instructive and
representative sample

- records all meanings (including technical usages) and
all constructions

- documents peculiarities of inflection, spelling, and
prosody

- supplies information about the etymology of the
Latin words and their survival in the Romance languages,
contributed by recognised authorities in the fields of
Indo-European and Romance studies

- collects the comments of ancient sources on the word
in question

The Thesaurus therefore offers for nearly every Latin word

a comprehensive, richly documented picture of its possibili-
ties and history — not only for classicists but for scholars in
related disciplines.

The Thesaurus is compiled at the Bavarian Academy of
Sciences and Humanities in Munich by an international team
of approximately twenty contributors. More than 80% of the
work has been completed and published.
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Brief, general information about the distribution of the headword.

To save space and draw attention to the headword, it is given in an
abbreviated form in the quotations.

The original text of the quotations is printed in roman type; ex-
planations are printed in italics, as are all other editorial additions
(headings, remarks about textual matters, etc.).

@

The original of translated texts is provided, as are parallel versions
(a citation is written in italics when it does not contain the head-
word).

The Thesaurus does not provide translations; to avoid misunder-
standings arising from false analogies with modern languages
and to formulate the meanings of words as precisely as possible
in accordance with the essence of the Latin language, it uses Latin
to describe all linguistic phenomena (which does not exclude

the occasional appearance of Greek).

Alarge number of cross-references by column and line number
serves to connect articles and sections.

For very common meanings, often only a few passages are
quoted; this is made clear at the beginning of the section.

Later attestations of a recurring combination are usually put in
parentheses after the earliest one; brackets are also used to bring
together passages linked by subject matter.

At the beginning of each numbered gathering the date of
imprimatur and the initials of the editorial team responsible
for the fascicle are found.

Assembling the material

To guarantee that the total number of attestations of the larger
words is still relatively manageable for the lexicographer, the follow-
ing compromise was made in assembling the material:

@ Only earlier texts (down to approximately the end of the second
century of our era) were reproduced in their entirety, word for word,
and replicated mechanically on slips; @ later texts (down to about
AD 600) were merely excerpted —in other words, they were worked
through from start to finish, but slips were made only for those
words or passages which appeared remarkable in some way.

In this way the collection of material went hand in hand with an
initial selection procedure which — as far as the later texts are
concerned — brought with it a substantial reduction of the material
to what was lexically relevant. Because the slips often contain
notes relating to a given text and its interpretation, the archives of
the Thesaurus, which continue to grow, remain the basis for the
lexicographical work; where necessary, electronic databases are also
consulted. Even after an article has been published, the archives
retain their value as a basic resource for scholars from all over

the world. The approximately 10 million slips will soon be available
online.

Compiling the articles

The contributor is allocated a particular word and given the box(es)
of slips containing the passages in which the word appears. With the
help of modern editions, commentaries, and other literature, he or
she checks all the examples of the word in relation to the manuscript
tradition and the constitution of the text, and also to spelling, pro-
sody, and grammatical form, with special attention to the meaning
and usage of the word in each occurrence.

This interpretation of the material leads to the development of
suitable categories for presenting the word and the formation of
groups of related occurrences; these, arranged in the appropriate,
mostly chronological order, illustrate the history of this word.

The article, revised by an editor and checked by the General Editor
and external specialists before being printed, offers the user the

sum of all the relevant observations, mainly via attestations arranged
according to meaning and usage; because the relevant context
usually appears in the quotations, the results presented in the article
can generally be verified straight away.

Box with
approx. 1,000 slips
for the word non



