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Alfred Toth 

Topic prominence in the Latin language of the Itala and Vulgata1 

1. A topic marker is a particle which marks the topic of a sentence. The 

following examples, among many others, are given by Li and Thompson 

(1976, p. 462). 

 

In languages which are called topic-prominent, the informational or 

pragmatic notions of topic and comment/focus are considered more basic 

than the notions of subject and predicate. According to Öhl (2008, p. 243), 

topic-prominent languages show the following four main characteristics: 

1. Existence of a canonic topic position (e.g., beginning of a sentence). 

2. No connection between morphological marking and structural position of 

the subject. 

3. Morphological topic marking (yet not to be found in all topic-prominent 

languages). 

4. Constituent order is mainly SOV. 

However, traces of topic prominence can also be found in languages which 

are usually considered subject-prominent. Cf. the following example of a so-

called “double subject” construction in Non-Standard French (Lambrecht 

1980, S. 337). 

 

Li and Thompson (1976, S. 459) have shown, that subject prominence and 

topic prominence are just two out of four possible pragmatic types of 

language: 

 
1 I would like to thank Prof. Dr. Gualtiero Calboli and some peer reviewers, unknown to me, for worthful hints 
to newer literature. 
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Furthermore, Hagège (1978, p. 22) has demonstrated that the four possible 

language types are not static, but dynamic stages in a cyclic development. 

 

Languages therefore can change and can assume different phases concerning 

the codifying of subject and topic. 

2. As I have shown already in Toth (1994, with older literature), first century 

Latin already possessed some particles which could serve as topic markers 
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(cf. also Bortolussi 2014, Fedriani 2017, Kroon 1994, Pinkster 1990, p. 252 

ss., Rosén 2009). 

nam 

Philargyro etiam fundum lego et contubernalem suam, Carioni quoque 

insulam et vicesimam et lectum stratum. Nam Fortunatam meam 

heredem facio, et commendo illam omnibus amicis meis (Petron. 71,2 

f.) 

I am making Fortunata my heir, and I recommend her to all my friends. (Rouse, Loeb) 

Meine Fortunata setze ich ja als Haupterbin ein (Ehlers) 

enim 

Et facinus indignum, aliquis ovillam est et tunicam habet. Apes enim 

ego divinas bestias puto … (Petron. 56,5 f.) 

It is a gross outrage when people eat lamb and wear shirts. Yes, and I hold the bees to be the 
most divine insects … (Heseltine) 

Die Bienen halte ich ja für geniale Tiere (Ehlers) 

autem 

Dumque loquimur, sera sua sponte delapsa cecidit reclusaeque subito 

fores admiserunt intrantem. Mulier autem erat operto capite … 

(Petron. 16.2 f.) 

It was the veiled woman … (Heseltine) 

Nun, es war eine vermummte Frau, und sie sagte: … (Ehlers) 

vero 

"Videris tamen, inquit, non ero tui similis. Si quid vis, fac iterum". Ego 

vero deposita omni offensa cum puero in gratiam redii (Petron. 87,5 f.) 

Ich, ja ich vergaß alle Kränkung und schloß mit dem Knaben wieder Frieden (Ehlers) 

In all these examples, nam, enim, autem and vero mark a certain NP as topic. 

Generally, examples, in which these four particles (and probably a few 

others, cf. Kroon 1989) serve as topic markers, are rather scarce and 

colloquial (cf. Lindsay 1907, 92 ss., Hofmann 1978, passim). Latin is thus 

considered a subject prominent language. Nevertheless, the Latin which 

shows up in the bible translations between the 2nd and ca. the 4th century, the 

language of the Itala or Vetus Latina, shows topic markers and other topic 

strategies (cf. Toth 1994) in such an amount that the language appears to be 
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topic prominent. The following examples are collected from the different 

volumes of the Itala-edition by Jülicher (1963 ss.). 

2.1. enim 

2.1.1. enim = vero 

Luc. 1, 18 

 

2.1.2. enim = autem 

Marc. 1, 16 

 

2.1.3. enim = et 

Joh. 3, 14 

 

enim cannot only follow its NP, but also precede: 

Joh. 5, 7 

 

2.2. autem 

2.2.1. autem = vero 

Luc. 2, 19 
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2.2.2. autem = ergo 

Luc. 3, 7 

 

2.2.3. autem = enim 

Matth. 3, 10 

 
autem = enim = Ø: 

Joh. 1, 9 

 

2.2.4. autem = nam 

 

iam autem = cum autem iam = iam cum = et cum iam: 

Joh. 7, 14 

 

In the following text, autem first marks Maria as new topic (by preceding the 

NP) and then Elisabeth in the topic change-construction (by following the 

NP): 
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Luc. 1, 56 ss. 

 

2.2.5. autem = et 

Luc. 1, 34 

 

2.2.6. autem = etiam 

Luc. 1, 62 

 

at NP = NP autem : 

Luc. 5, 33 
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et VP = VP autem: 

Luc. 4, 32 

 

Marc. 1, 9 

 

Luc. 5, 3 

 

 

Inversion est autem/autem est can be found in: 

Joh. 3, 19 

 

Cf. also the inversion in: 

Luc. 5, 4 

 

et ipse = ipse autem 

Luc. 6, 20 
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In the following examples, et has pretty much the function of a dummy 

(expletive): 

Luc. 4, 33 

 

Luc. 5, 29 

 

The following example shows resumptive topic changing, marked by et, 

where one would expect ille autem (which is actually used when the topic 

changes again). 

Luc. 1, 63 

 

et tu = tu autem 

Luc. 1, 76 

 

NP autem = et NP 

Luc. 2, 8 
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et VP = VP autem 

Marc. 1, 9 

 

 

Greek καἰ is translated by autem: 

Marc. 2, 17  

Καὶ ἀκούσας ὁ Ἰησοῦς λέγει αὐτοῖς 

 

Marc. 1, 28 

καὶ ἐξῆλθεν ἡ ἀκοὴ αὐτοῦ 

 

autem in topic introduction. Note that in cases like this the Greek text has 

neither καὶ nor any other particle, so that the topic marking used is genuinely 

Latin: 

Ἦν Ἀνδρέας ὁ ἀδελφὸς Σίμωνος Πέτρου 

Joh. 1, 40 

 

et ipse NP erat = erat autem NP 

Luc. 3, 23 

Καὶ αὐτὸς ἦν Ἰησοῦς ἀρχόμενος 
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ipse autem = ille vero 

Marc. 1, 45 

ὁ δὲ ἐξελθὼν ἤρξατο κηρύσσειν 

 

2.3. ergo 

2.3.1. ergo = vero 

Luc. 4, 7 

σὺ οὖν ἐὰν προσκυνήσῃς ἐνώπιον ἐμοῦ 

 

2.3.2. ergo = itaque 

Luc. 3, 8 

ποιήσατε οὖν καρποὺς ἀξίους τῆς μετανοίας 

 

Cf. also the following synopsis ap. Toth (1994, p. 204): 

Matth. 22, 25: Vulg.   erant autem apud nos septem fratres 

   Vet. Lat.  ergo 

Marc. 12, 20: Vulg.   septem ergo fratres erant 

   Vet. Lat. a  erant autem 

   Vet. Lat. c  septem igitur fratres fuerunt 



11 
 

   Vet. Lat. aur/l vg ergo 

Luc. 20, 29:  Vulg,   septem ergo fratres erant 

   Vet. Lat. ff2  autem 

   Vet. Lat. d  Ø, 

where autem, ergo, igitur and Ø are mutually exchangeable. Although in 

these cases, the Greek original text uses topic markers, too, the 

exchangeability of them which shows up in Latin is again genuine. 
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