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Latin Derivatives in English and French 
Lesson 1: Numbers 

 
Words That Come from Latin in Other Languages 
Did you know that many English and most French words come from Latin?  Over 60% of 
English words are derived from Latin, either directly or through borrowings from French. 
 
Latin was a language spoken by the ancient Romans in Italy, as well as by people all over their 
large empire, about 2500-1500 years ago.  Latin continued to be used as a spoken and written 
language in schools, universities and religious institutions for many centuries after the Roman 
Empire ended about 1500 years ago, and it has remained important in those contexts in the 
Western world.   
 
The Romance languages, including French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese and Romanian, 
developed gradually from Latin in some countries that had been part of the Roman Empire.  As a 
result, most words in these languages are derived from Latin words.   
 
In addition, because Latin has been used by educated people, they have created words from Latin 
roots to name new things and ideas, which are used in many European languages.  These terms 
include words in all the sciences, humanities and social sciences, as well as law, government, 
religion and the arts. 
 
In this lesson, you will learn about how some English and French words come from Latin words 
about numbers, and you will also learn about Roman numerals. 
 
Cardinal and Ordinal Numbers 
Cardinal numbers are counting numbers, e.g., 1, 2, 10, 5287, etc. 
Ordinal numbers indicate where something occurs in a sequence, e.g., first, third, tenth, fifty-
sixth, etc. 
Both cardinal and ordinal numbers in Latin yield English and French derivatives. 
 
Roman Numerals 
In the table below, Roman numerals are also given for each English (Hindu-Arabic) numeral. 
Here is a quick guide to Roman numerals: 
I = 1 V = 5 X = 10  
When an equal or lower number is written after another number, it is added:  III = 3, VI = 6, 
XVII = 17, 
XX = 20 
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When a lower number is written before a higher number, it is subtracted:  IV = 4, IX = 9, XIX = 
19 
 
Note:  Some of the English numbers look a lot like the Latin ones, e.g., six and sex.  However, 
the English numbers are not derived from Latin. They are cognates: “cousin” words that come 
from the same root in an earlier language, from which both English and Latin developed.  
Similarly, the numbers in all the Romance languages are cognate with each other.  They 
resemble each other because they are all derived from Latin roots; e.g., French deux, Italian duo 
and Spanish dos all come from Latin duo.  
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H-A 
Numeral 

Roman 
Numeral 

Latin Cardinal 
Number 

French 
Cardinal 
Number 

Roman Ordinal 
Number 

1 I unus un(e) primus 
2 II duo (combining form 

bi-) 
deux secundus 

3 III tres trois tertius 
4 IV quattuor quatre quartus 
5 V quinque cinq quintus 
6 VI sex six sextus 
7 VII septem sept septimus 
8 VIII octo huit octavus 
9 IX novem neuf nonus 
10 X decem dix decimus 

 
Can you place the derivatives correctly? 
Using the English derivatives from Latin number words in the box below, complete each 
sentence with a word that makes sense.  Answers are on the next page.  Note:  You will not use 
every word. 
 
unicorn  unison   unity    premier  première prime 
dual    binary   bicycle   second  triple    tertiary   
quarter   quadruple quinquireme  quintet  sextet    sextuple 
octave   October November decimal   decimate  December 
 
1. “I ________________ the nomination!” 

2. _______________ was originally the ninth month in the Roman calendar. 

3. We can increase our profits by three, four or even six times:  in other words, we can 

_____________, __________________ or even ________________ them! 

4. In math, a system based on the number ten is called _________________________, while a 

system based on the number two is called ______________________. 

5. The person with the top job in the government of a Canadian province is called the 

________________. 

6. If you divide something into four equal parts, each one is called a 

_______________________. 

7. An ancient Roman ship with five banks of oars or five rowers per oar is called a 

________________________. 
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8. An animal with one horn is called a ___________________________. 

9. The first time a show is performed is called the _____________________. 

10. Five people playing music together are called a _________________________. 

11. __________________ numbers are “first” because they can’t be factored into any more basic 

numbers. 

12. When everyone is singing the same note, they are singing in 

__________________________. 

13. Below the primary and secondary layers is the _________________ layer. 

14. A state of oneness is called ___________________. 

15. A musical note and the same note eight notes above it are said to be an _______________ 

apart. 

 
 
Enrichment:  Langfocus: The Romance Languages and What Makes Them Amazing  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6o140Ni6yiM&t=32s 
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Answers 
 

1. second 
2. November 
3. triple, quadruple, sextuple 
4. decimal, binary 
5. premier 
6. quarter 
7. quinquireme 
8. unicorn 
9. première 
10. quintet 
11. prime 
12. unison 
13. tertiary 
14. unity 
15. octave 


