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W
hile many people take up
foreign languages to con-
verse with business part-
ners or for use when trav-
elling, some language

enthusiasts here have no native speakers
to talk to.

A small community of dedicated ama-

teur linguists are picking up languages
such as Latin and Sanskrit, which have
not been used outside of highly special-
ised settings for thousands of years, out of
sheer interest in history and culture.

Says teacher Nalini Moorthi, 29, whose
interest in ancient Roman and Greek socie-
ties was piqued when she studied history
in university: “I wanted to be able to read
ancient texts in their original language so
that the beauty of the language would not
be lost through translation.”

Meanwhile, Dr Rizal Yusof, 35, a profes-
sor at the National University of Malaysia,
has been commuting to Singapore from
his Johor home every weekend since Octo-
ber last year to learn Latin for an upcom-

ing research trip to the Vatican, where Latin
is the official language.

Besides teaching themselves through
textbooks or relying on bilingual English-
Latin collections from the National Library,
these language buffs go to local tutors who
teach classical languages.

Ranging from $120 to $400 a month, the
fees are comparable to the cost of learning
modern languages.

Mr Tai Yu Hsiang, 33, has been teaching
Latin and Ancient Greek for four years and
estimates he has had about 50 students so
far. He says: “Some students take up the lan-
guages because their interest was prompted
by religion – Latin for Catholics and Greek
for Protestants. Others hope to improve
their writing skills and linguistic capability
as well as understand the roots of modern
European languages and literature.”

He himself felt drawn to the study of
Western classics after reading English trans-
lations of Horace, a “notoriously untranslat-
able” Latin poet.

He was in his third year of a local electri-
cal engineering course when he left for Glas-
gow, Scotland, to get a degree in classics. His
parents, a businessman and a kindergarten
principal, supported his decision. They
themselves are fond of Classical Chinese, a
literary language which died out in the early
20th century.

Another Latin and Ancient Greek teach-
er, restaurant manager Fabrizio Righi, 44,
who learnt classical languages in high
school in Rome, has been giving free lessons
over the past year and plans to teach in com-
munity centres such as Senja, which is near
his home.

A permanent resident, the Italian pre-
viously spent 16 years in Eastern Europe as a
manager for international charity Caritas,
but relocated because his spouse is Singapo-
rean.

Describing his teaching methods, he says
he highlights the heyday of Latin by show-
ing his students “ancient Latin, Italian,
Spanish recipes, music, sport, role-playing”
and other examples of the language.

Study of Latin is already required for
Catholic priests-in-training at the St Francis
Xavier Major Seminary in Punggol. Biblical

Hebrew and Greek are also taught at the
seminary in alternate years.

The seminary’s administrator says that
while most students are either seminarians
or religious sisters and brothers, Catholic
laypeople do apply to audit classes as well.
This year, the seminary has 11 students in
its Latin class and six in its Greek class.

Another popular ancient language is San-
skrit, the 4,000-year-old forerunner of
numerous Asian and European languages,
including Malay and English. Hinduism’s
oldest scriptures, the Vedas, are written in
Sanskrit and many rites are conducted in
the language.

The Ramakrishna Mission in Bartley has
held free classes in Sanskrit since 1967. Mr
Swami Muktirupananda, 71, president of
the mission, says: “The course is to acquire
the basic knowledge of the language to
read, write and to understand simple San-
skrit texts.” He adds that many students
pick up the language to read Hindu and Bud-
dhist texts as they were written, rather than
depend on translations.

Magazine editor and part-time Sanskrit
teacher Rahul Joshi, 31, says that even
though there is little surviving secular San-
skrit literature, “people can learn a lot of

Buddhist and Hindu philo-
sophy, as copious as those
in Latin and Greek”.

Mr Joshi, whose mother
tongue is Marathi, is a com-
puter scientist by training
but decided to learn San-
skrit in 2006 to better appre-
ciate the Vedic scriptures.

One of his students, Dr
Ashish Kumar, 42, who
speaks Hindi and Bengali,
says that after studying San-
skrit for a month, he is
rediscovering his cultural
roots. “Learning any lan-
guage opens doors to a new
culture,” says Dr Kumar,
who works in the telecom-
munications sector. “In this
case, it helps that the cul-
ture is my own.”

And one classical Eastern
European language, once used by the Rus-
sian literati, has not been spoken or written
widely for centuries. But the Russian Ortho-
dox Church, which forms a community of
more than 100-strong in Singapore, still
holds its Divine Liturgy in Church Slavonic,
and the language is important to its parish-
ioners both Russian and Singaporean.

Language students often have several
modern languages under their belts.

Ms Pavithra Raja, 25, who learnt Sanskrit
when she was in primary school, also speaks
Hindi and French, while her National Insti-
tute of Education colleague Andrea Po, 25,
speaks Mandarin and Thai. Both of them
are studying Latin.

They say that studying the more com-
plex grammar of older languages gives them
a better understanding of related modern
tongues. Even though they are learning lan-
guages which they have no one to practise
with, they say their enthusiasm for history
and culture keeps them going.

As Mr Joshi says: “There’s still a village in
India – Mathur in Karnataka – where 4,000
residents speak Sanskrit as a mother tongue.
So it’s not quite a dead language yet.”

leowhma@sph.com.sg

ST PHOTOS: TED CHEN, NG SOR LUAN

Fans of rarely used tongues
such as Latin, Sanskrit and
Greek continue to study
them for their own interest

Greek makes
them tick
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Mad about
languages:
(from far left)
Latin student
Pavithra Raja,
Sanskrit teacher
Rahul Joshi,
Latin student
Andrea Po,
Latin and Greek
teacher Tai Yu
Hsiang, and
Latin and
Ancient Greek
teacher Fabrizio
Righi (below).
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