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    George Borrow’s Romano Lavo-Lil: Word-Book of the Romany; Or, English Gypsy Language, first published in 1874, is a composite work of lexicography, translation, song collecting, and descriptive prose. This collection presents the book as an integrated whole rather than isolating its dictionary from its literary and documentary appendices. Its central purpose is to record and explain forms of Romany associated with English Gypsies, while placing vocabulary in relation to sayings, verse, religious texts, names, and accounts of Gypsy communities. The result is neither a novel nor a conventional grammar, but a varied reference work shaped by Borrow’s sustained interest in language and Romany life.

The alphabetical Word-Book forms the volume’s principal structure. Entries arranged from A to Z supply Romany words with English explanations, making the work useful as a lexical record while also revealing Borrow’s preference for language as living speech rather than as an abstract system. The opening material on the English Gypsy language and the later rhymed list of Gypsy verbs extend this instructional aim through different formats. Definitions, word lists, and verbal forms are therefore not merely ancillary matter: they are the foundation on which the volume’s songs, phrases, translations, and observations depend. Romano Lavo-Lil invites readers to attend closely to vocabulary, pronunciation, usage, and linguistic relationship.

Borrow supplements the word-book with short proverbial or conversational materials under the title Betie Rokrapenes, or “little sayings,” and with passages rendered into Romany. These include selections from Genesis, the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostles’ Creed, and a version of the Lord’s Prayer in the Gypsy dialect of Transylvania. The Book of the Wisdom of the Egyptians appears in the section titled Lil of Romano Jinnypen. Such texts demonstrate how religious and didactic language could be cast into Romany, while also providing extended specimens beyond isolated dictionary entries. Their presence gives the volume a comparative and translational dimension, linking English Romany material to a wider Romany linguistic world.

Poetry and song provide another major element of the collection. English Gypsy songs, including “Welling Kattaney,” “Lelling Cappi,” “The Dui Chalor,” and “Miro Romany Chi,” stand beside foreign Gypsy songs identified as Russian, French, and Spanish versions. These pieces preserve the book’s movement between Romany and English, often requiring Borrow to act as editor, translator, or mediator. Their inclusion broadens a vocabulary manual into a literary miscellany, supplying rhythm, repetition, narrative suggestion, and colloquial expression. Rather than treating song as decorative, the volume uses verse as evidence of language in performance and as a means of presenting the expressive resources associated with Romany speech.

The latter portions of Romano Lavo-Lil turn from lexical and poetic specimens toward historical and descriptive prose. “The English Gypsies” addresses such subjects as history, Gypsy names, fortune-telling, the hukni, and cauring. Accounts of metropolitan Gypsyries, including Wandsworth and the Potteries in 1864, are joined by notices of the Mount, Ryley Bosvil, and Kirk Yetholm. These sections make the work an important record of Borrow’s encounters, observations, and interests, while remaining inseparable from the author’s own nineteenth-century perspective. They situate words and songs within named places and social practices, rather than presenting Romany as a vocabulary detached from speakers and communities.

Borrow’s characteristic concerns are especially visible in the book’s mixture of linguistic curiosity, translation, travel-minded observation, and attraction to marginal or overlooked traditions. He had already written on Gypsies in The Zincali, and Romany language and Gypsy figures also occupy an important place in his autobiographical novels Lavengro and The Romany Rye. Romano Lavo-Lil differs from those narrative works in method: it favors lists, specimens, annotations, and short descriptive sections over continuous fictional storytelling. Yet the same attention to speech, locality, cultural encounter, and the meanings carried by names unifies this volume with the broader range of Borrow’s writing.

The enduring importance of Romano Lavo-Lil lies in its unusual breadth and in the visibility it gives to the processes of collecting, defining, translating, and arranging linguistic material. It remains a historical artifact of nineteenth-century writing about Romany people as well as a substantial work by an author known for his devotion to languages and translation. Modern readers may approach its terminology and representations with awareness of their period and of Borrow’s authorial position. Within those limits, the collection offers a distinctive combination of dictionary, phrasebook, verse anthology, translated scripture, place record, and social commentary, illustrating how Borrow made language itself the organizing subject of a book.
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    George Borrow’s Romano Lavo-Lil: Word-Book of the Romany, published in 1874, emerged from a nineteenth-century British fascination with language, travel, and supposedly vanishing popular cultures. The volume gathers vocabulary, dialogues, songs, translated religious texts, anecdotes, and observations on English Gypsy communities, rather than functioning as a modern dictionary alone. Its mixed form reflects Borrow’s career as a linguist, translator, traveler, and literary antiquarian. By the 1870s, the expansion of railways, policing, urban development, and compulsory schooling was reshaping mobile communities across Britain. Borrow presented Romany speech and custom as living evidence of a distinct people, while also framing them through the romantic assumptions of his age.

The peoples now commonly called Roma originated in northwestern India, with linguistic evidence linking Romani to Indo-Aryan languages. Their westward migrations unfolded over centuries, and groups reached southeastern Europe by the late medieval period before appearing in western Europe during the fifteenth century. In England, they were commonly described as “Egyptians,” a label arising from a mistaken belief about their origins; that history survives in the word “Gypsy.” English legislation, including the Egyptians Act of 1530 and later measures, treated itinerant Roma as suspect outsiders. Borrow’s discussions of names, origins, and foreign dialects draw upon this long history of migration, misidentification, exclusion, and cultural adaptation.

Borrow wrote when comparative philology was becoming a major European discipline. Scholars increasingly used grammatical structure and shared vocabulary to trace relationships among languages, especially after the recognition of the Indo-European language family in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Romani’s connections with Indian languages gave it particular interest to philologists, while its borrowings from Greek, Slavic, Germanic, and Romance languages recorded the routes of migration. Borrow was not a systematic academic linguist by later standards, but his word lists, verb rhymes, and dialect comparisons made Romani intelligible to English readers. They also helped establish language as a central marker of Romani history and identity.

Borrow’s perspective was shaped by his personal encounters and literary self-fashioning. Born in 1803, he learned numerous languages and became associated with the British and Foreign Bible Society, for which he traveled in Russia, Portugal, and Spain during the 1830s. His later semi-autobiographical books Lavengro (1851) and The Romany Rye (1857) popularized an image of Borrow as an intimate of Gypsy life. Romano Lavo-Lil extends that persona into documentary form. Yet his access was uneven, mediated by selected acquaintances and by his own desire to preserve memorable speech. Contemporary readers therefore encountered both valuable linguistic material and a highly individualized, romanticized interpreter.

Christian missionary activity also informs the collection’s translated passages from Genesis, the Lord’s Prayer, the Apostles’ Creed, and other scripture. The Bible Society movement sought to disseminate scripture in vernacular languages, treating translation as both evangelical work and linguistic documentation. Borrow’s earlier employment in Bible distribution made this approach especially familiar to him. Rendering Christian texts into Romani implied that Romani was capable of literary and sacred expression, challenging assumptions that it was merely cant or slang. At the same time, such translations participated in wider efforts to reform, settle, or assimilate Gypsy populations. The religious sections thus combine linguistic respect with the paternalistic pressures of Victorian evangelism.

The songs and tales in the book belong to a wider nineteenth-century movement to collect folklore before industrial modernity seemed to erase it. Across Europe, collectors sought ballads, dialects, customs, and oral narratives as survivals of national or ethnic pasts. Borrow included English songs alongside versions identified as Russian, Spanish, and French, emphasizing both transnational connections and local variation. His presentation often treats performers as bearers of an authentic, endangered tradition. This appealed to Victorian readers drawn to picturesque rural life, but it could obscure the ordinary economic and social diversity of Romani communities. Oral performance was not simply a relic: it remained a changing practice shaped by travel, work, family, and exchange.

Borrow’s accounts of fortune-telling, horse dealing, hawking, and urban encampments reflect the pressures placed on itinerant livelihoods in Victorian Britain. Public concern about vagrancy and crime, reinforced by newspapers and local authorities, frequently turned mobile families into objects of surveillance. The entries on Wandsworth and the Potteries in 1864 locate Gypsy life within rapidly expanding London, where building projects and industrial growth displaced poorer residents. Such scenes complicate the pastoral image often attached to Gypsy camps: Romani people lived beside railways, factories, markets, and working-class districts. Borrow criticized some hostile stereotypes, yet he also repeated categories such as “Gypsyry” that separated Roma from mainstream society.

The collection’s references to places such as Kirk Yetholm, long associated with Scottish Gypsy families, and to named individuals such as Thomas Herne preserve fragments of communities facing intensified social change. By the later nineteenth century, census practices, local regulation, charitable intervention, and popular ethnography increasingly classified people by residence, occupation, and race. Borrow’s work contributed to public knowledge of Romani language and culture, but its reception was shaped by Victorian tastes for exoticism and by expectations that Gypsies were disappearing. Modern readers can value its records of words, songs, and encounters while recognizing its limits. Romano Lavo-Lil is therefore both a linguistic source and a document of nineteenth-century power, curiosity, and representation.





Synopsis (Selection)




Table of Contents




    The English Gypsy Language
An introductory survey presents English Romany as a living, mixed, and socially distinctive speech. Its practical, observational tone foregrounds vocabulary, usage, and the cultural setting of Gypsy life.
Romano Lavo-Lil—Word-Book of the Romany (A–Z; Rhymed List of Gypsy Verbs)
The alphabetized word-book gathers Romany terms, especially their English-Gypsy forms, into a utilitarian lexical reference. A rhymed verb list adds a mnemonic, playful counterpart, joining philological interest to oral-language texture.
Betie Rokrapenes Little Sayings; Betie Rokrapenes
These brief sayings collect compact pieces of Romany expression, favoring proverbial wit, conversational phrasing, and memorable turns of speech. Their fragmentary form emphasizes idiom and voice rather than sustained narrative.
Cotorres of Mi-Dibble’s Lil Chiv’d Adrey Romanes; The First Day; The Fifth Day; The Creation of Man; The Lord’s Prayer; The Apostles’ Creed; The Lord’s Prayer in the Gypsy Dialect of Transylvania
This group renders selected biblical passages and devotional formulas in Romany, including creation scenes, prayers, and a creed. The texts place sacred language alongside linguistic demonstration, highlighting the adaptability and regional variety of Romany expression.
Lil of Romano Jinnypen—Book of the Wisdom of the Egyptians
This wisdom-oriented piece frames moral and reflective matter through a Romany linguistic lens. Its emphasis is less on plot than on proverbial knowledge, ethical observation, and the prestige of inherited sayings.
Romane Navior of Temes and Gavior—Gypsy Names of Countries and Towns
A list of Romany names for countries and towns maps geography through Gypsy vocabulary. The section shows how travel, settlement, and naming connect language to a mobile cultural world.
Thomas Rossar-Mescro, or Thomas Herne; Thomas Rossar-Mescro
These linked narratives center on Thomas Herne, using anecdote and character portraiture to evoke Gypsy identity and reputation. Their storytelling blends biographical interest, oral color, and attention to the tensions between community memory and public legend.
Kokkodus Artarus; Mang, Prala—Beg On, Brother; Mang, Prala
These short pieces draw on Romany speech and incident to create vivid, compact scenes. Their recurring appeal lies in colloquial energy, humor, hardship, and bonds of kinship or fellowship.
English Gypsy Songs: Welling Kattaney—The Gypsy Meeting; Lelling Cappi—Making a Fortune; The Dui Chalor; Miro Romany Chi; Ava, Chi; The Temeskoe Rye; Camo-Gillie; Tugnis Amande; The Rye and Rawnie; Romany Suttur Gillie; Sharraffi Kralyissa; Plastra Lesti
This sequence collects English Gypsy songs of courtship, meetings, travel, want, status, and romantic attachment. Their distinctive force comes from direct address, refrain-like movement, and a lively mingling of tenderness, bravado, and communal observation.
Foreign Gypsy Songs: The Romany Songstress from the Russian Gypsy; L’Erajai; Malbrun from the Spanish Gypsy Version
These songs broaden the collection beyond England, presenting Romany-associated lyric traditions from Russian, French, and Spanish settings. The shift in locale preserves recurring themes of love, loss, wandering, and performance while stressing the language’s international reach.
The English Gypsies: Tugney Beshor; Their History; Gypsy Names; Fortune-Telling; The Hukni; Cauring; Metropolitan Gypsyries; Wandsworth, 1864; The Potteries, 1864; The Mount; Ryley Bosvil; Kirk Yetholm
This concluding body of sketches examines English Gypsy communities through history, names, occupations, fortune-telling, and particular places or individuals. Its documentary, anecdotal mode repeatedly returns to mobility, marginalization, self-description, and the changing conditions of Gypsy life.
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The Gypsies of England call their language, as the Gypsies of many other countries call theirs, Romany or Romanes, a word either derived from the Indian Ram or Rama, which signifies a husband, or from the town Rome, which took its name either from the Indian Ram, or from the Gaulic word, Rom, which is nearly tantamount to husband or man, for as the Indian Ram means a husband or man, so does the Gaulic Pom signify that which constitutes a man and enables him to become a husband.

Before entering on the subject of the English Gypsy, I may perhaps be expected to say something about the original Gypsy tongue. It is, however, very difficult to say with certainty anything on the subject. There can be no doubt that a veritable Gypsy tongue at one time existed, but that it at present exists there is great doubt indeed. The probability is that the Gypsy at present exists only in dialects more or less like the language originally spoken by the Gypsy or Zingaro race. Several dialects of the Gypsy are to be found which still preserve along with a considerable number of seemingly original words certain curious grammatical forms, quite distinct from those of any other speech. Others are little more than jargons, in which a certain number of Gypsy words are accommodated to the grammatical forms of the languages of particular countries. In the foremost class of the purer Gypsy dialects, I have no hesitation in placing those of Russia, Wallachia, Bulgaria, and Transylvania. They are so alike, that he who speaks one of them can make himself very well understood by those who speak any of the rest; from whence it may reasonably be inferred that none of them can differ much from the original Gypsy speech; so that when speaking of Gypsy language, any one of these may be taken as a standard. One of them—I shall not mention which—I have selected for that purpose, more from fancy than any particular reason.

The Gypsy language, then, or what with some qualification I may call such, may consist of some three thousand words, the greater part of which are decidedly of Indian origin, being connected with the Sanscrit or some other Indian dialect; the rest consist of words picked up by the Gypsies from various languages in their wanderings from the East[1q]. It has two genders, masculine and feminine; o represents the masculine and i the feminine: for example, boro rye, a great gentleman; bori rani, a great lady. There is properly no indefinite article: gajo or gorgio, a man or gentile; o gajo, the man. The noun has two numbers, the singular and the plural. It has various cases formed by postpositions, but has, strictly speaking, no genitive. It has prepositions as well as postpositions; sometimes the preposition is used with the noun and sometimes the postposition: for example, cad o gav, from the town; chungale mannochendar, evil men from, i.e. from evil men. The verb has no infinitive; in lieu thereof, the conjunction ‘that’ is placed before some person of some tense. ‘I wish to go’ is expressed in Gypsy by camov te jaw, literally, I wish that I go; thou wishest to go, caumes te jas, thou wishest that thou goest; caumen te jallan, they wish that they go. Necessity is expressed by the impersonal verb and the conjunction ‘that’: hom te jay, I must go; lit. I am that I go; shan te jallan, they are that they go; and so on. There are words to denote the numbers from one up to a thousand. For the number nine there are two words, nu and ennyo. Almost all the Gypsy numbers are decidedly connected with the Sanscrit.

After these observations on what may be called the best preserved kind of Gypsy, I proceed to a lower kind, that of England. The English Gypsy speech is very scanty, amounting probably to not more than fourteen hundred words, the greater part of which seem to be of Indian origin. The rest form a strange medley taken by the Gypsies from various Eastern and Western languages: some few are Arabic, many are Persian; some are Sclavo-Wallachian, others genuine Sclavonian. Here and there a Modern Greek or Hungarian word is discoverable; but in the whole English Gypsy tongue I have never noted but one French word—namely, tass or dass, by which some of the very old Gypsies occasionally call a cup.

Their vocabulary being so limited, the Gypsies have of course words of their own only for the most common objects and ideas; as soon as they wish to express something beyond these they must have recourse to English, and even to express some very common objects, ideas, and feelings, they are quite at a loss in their own tongue, and must either employ English words or very vague terms indeed. They have words for the sun and the moon, but they have no word for the stars, and when they wish to name them in Gypsy, they use a word answering to ‘lights.’ They have a word for a horse and for a mare, but they have no word for a colt, which in some other dialects of the Gypsy is called kuro; and to express a colt they make use of the words tawno gry, a little horse, which after all may mean a pony. They have words for black, white, and red, but none for the less positive colours—none for grey, green, and yellow. They have no definite word either for hare or rabbit; shoshoi, by which they generally designate a rabbit, signifies a hare as well, and kaun-engro, a word invented to distinguish a hare, and which signifies ear-fellow, is no more applicable to a hare than to a rabbit, as both have long ears. They have no certain word either for to-morrow or yesterday, collico signifying both indifferently. A remarkable coincidence must here be mentioned, as it serves to show how closely related are Sanscrit and Gypsy. Shoshoi and collico are nearly of the same sound as the Sanscrit sasa and kalya, and exactly of the same import; for as the Gypsy shoshoi signifies both hare and rabbit, and collico to-morrow as well as yesterday, so does the Sanscrit sasa signify both hare and rabbit, and kalya to-morrow as well as yesterday.

The poverty of their language in nouns the Gypsies endeavour to remedy by the frequent use of the word engro. This word affixed to a noun or verb turns it into something figurative, by which they designate, seldom very appropriately, some object for which they have no positive name. Engro properly means a fellow, and engri, which is the feminine or neuter modification, a thing. When the noun or verb terminates in a vowel, engro is turned into mengro, and engri into mengri. I have already shown how, by affixing engro to kaun, the Gypsies have invented a word to express a hare. In like manner, by affixing engro to pov, earth, they have coined a word for a potato, which they call pov-engro or pov-engri, earth-fellow or thing; and by adding engro to rukh, or mengro to rooko, they have really a very pretty figurative name for a squirrel, which they call rukh-engro or rooko-mengro, literally a fellow of the tree. Poggra-mengri, a breaking thing, and pea-mengri, a drinking thing, by which they express, respectively, a mill and a teapot, will serve as examples of the manner by which they turn verbs into substantives. This method of finding names for objects, for which there are properly no terms in Gypsy, might be carried to a great length—much farther, indeed, than the Gypsies are in the habit of carrying it: a slack-rope dancer might be termed bittitardranoshellokellimengro, or slightly-drawn-rope-dancing fellow; a drum, duicoshtcurenomengri, or a thing beaten by two sticks; a tambourine, angustrecurenimengri, or a thing beaten by the fingers; and a fife, muipudenimengri, or thing blown by the mouth. All these compound words, however, would be more or less indefinite, and far beyond the comprehension of the Gypsies in general.

The verbs are very few, and with two or three exceptions expressive only of that which springs from what is physical and bodily, totally unconnected with the mind, for which, indeed, the English Gypsy has no word; the term used for mind, zi—which is a modification of the Hungarian sziv—meaning heart. There are such verbs in this dialect as to eat, drink, walk, run, hear, see, live, die; but there are no such verbs as to hope, mean, hinder, prove, forbid, teaze, soothe. There is the verb apasavello, I believe; but that word, which is Wallachian, properly means being trusted, and was incorporated in the Gypsy language from the Gypsies obtaining goods on trust from the Wallachians, which they never intended to pay for. There is the verb for love, camova; but that word is expressive of physical desire, and is connected with the Sanscrit Cama, or Cupid. Here, however, the English must not triumph over the Gypsies, as their own verb ‘love’ is connected with a Sanscrit word signifying ‘lust.’ One pure and abstract metaphysical verb the English Gypsy must be allowed to possess—namely, penchava, I think, a word of illustrious origin, being derived from the Persian pendashtan.

The English Gypsies can count up to six, and have the numerals for ten and twenty, but with those for seven, eight, and nine, perhaps not three Gypsies in England are acquainted. When they wish to express those numerals in their own language, they have recourse to very uncouth and roundabout methods, saying for seven, dui trins ta yeck, two threes and one; for eight, dui stors, or two fours; and for nine, desh sore but yeck, or ten all but one. Yet at one time the English Gypsies possessed all the numerals as their Transylvanian, Wallachian, and Russian brethren still do; even within the last fifty years there were Gypsies who could count up to a hundred. These were tatchey Romany, real Gypsies, of the old sacred black race, who never slept in a house, never entered a church, and who, on their death-beds, used to threaten their children with a curse, provided they buried them in a churchyard. The two last of them rest, it is believed, some six feet deep beneath the moss of a wild, hilly heath,—called in Gypsy the Heviskey Tan, or place of holes; in English, Mousehold,—near an ancient city, which the Gentiles call Norwich, and the Romans the Chong Gav, or the town of the hill.

With respect to Grammar, the English Gypsy is perhaps in a worse condition than with respect to words. Attention is seldom paid to gender; boro rye and boro rawnie being said, though as rawnie is feminine, bori and not boro should be employed. The proper Gypsy plural terminations are retained in nouns, but in declension prepositions are generally substituted for postpositions, and those prepositions English. The proper way of conjugating verbs is seldom or never observed, and the English method is followed. They say, I dick, I see, instead of dico; I dick’d, I saw, instead of dikiom; if I had dick’d, instead of dikiomis. Some of the peculiar features of Gypsy grammar yet retained by the English Gypsies will be found noted in the Dictionary.

I have dwelt at some length on the deficiencies and shattered condition of the English Gypsy tongue; justice, however, compels me to say that it is far purer and less deficient than several of the continental Gypsy dialects. It preserves far more of original Gypsy peculiarities than the French, Italian, and Spanish dialects, and its words retain more of the original Gypsy form than the words of those three; moreover, however scanty it may be, it is far more copious than the French or the Italian Gypsy, though it must be owned that in respect to copiousness it is inferior to the Spanish Gypsy, which is probably the richest in words of all the Gypsy dialects in the world, having names for very many of the various beasts, birds, and creeping things, for most of the plants and fruits, for all the days of the week, and all the months in the year; whereas most other Gypsy dialects, the English amongst them, have names for only a few common animals and insects, for a few common fruits and natural productions, none for the months, and only a name for a single day—the Sabbath—which name is a modification of the Modern Greek κυριακηὴ.

Though the English Gypsy is generally spoken with a considerable alloy of English words and English grammatical forms, enough of its proper words and features remain to form genuine Gypsy sentences, which shall be understood not only by the Gypsies of England, but by those of Russia, Hungary, Wallachia, and even of Turkey; for example:—


Kek man camov te jib bolli-mengreskoenæs,

Man camov te jib weshenjugalogonæs.

I do not wish to live like a baptized person. [11a]

I wish to live like a dog of the wood. [11b]





It is clear-sounding and melodious, and well adapted to the purposes of poetry[2q]. Let him who doubts peruse attentively the following lines:—


Coin si deya, coin se dado?

Pukker mande drey Romanes,

Ta mande pukkeravava tute.

Rossar-mescri minri deya!

Wardo-mescro minro dado!

Coin se dado, coin si deya?

Mande’s
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