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A Caló Lexicon with data about  
its knowledge by a group  
of Spanish Gitanos or Calé1

Juan F. Gamella, Ignasi-Xavier Adiego,  
Cayetano Fernández Ortega

Introduction

Caló (also known as Romanó) is the mixed speech that Spanish Gitanos developed 
by combining a Romani lexicon and the Spanish grammar. Since Romantic tra-
velers and scholars documented this language in the first half of the nineteenth 
century (Conde; Bright 1818; Borrow 1841), Caló has been described as a dying 
language. However, there is a lack of data on the knowledge and use of this spe-
ech by Gitano speakers (Adiego 2005; Buzek 2011a). To begin filling this void, we 
developed a specific questionnaire that included a vocabulary of 360 key Caló 
terms with their Spanish translations, and we applied it to an intentional sample 
of 68 Gitanos and Gitanas in Andalusia. Our informants recognized 129 words on 
average, a greater knowledge than expected, although also more varied, as few 
youngsters recognized more than 80 terms. Today Caló is not learned by children 
as a mother tongue, nor considered a complete language. It is very rare to hear 
spontaneous conversations in Caló beyond a few phrases. 

In this paper we offer the wordlist used in that research with the English equi-
valencies. This lexicon may be used independently for new tests or in combina-
tion with the paper published in Romani Studies. In that paper we explored the 
knowledge of this Caló lexicon by Gitano speakers, and we advanced a tentative 
proposal of three main social environments in which Caló is learned, as well as 
a summary of the social and cultural relations that predominate in each of them. 
Additionally, we listed the words that are known by a majority of speakers and 

1	  The research and writing for this chapter was partially funded by the Grant Number SEJ-8286/2011 
of the Consejería de Economía, Innovación, Ciencia y Empleo of the Junta de Andalucía, Spain.
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the semantic fields to which they belonged, and provided some examples of the 
mixed discourses the informants produced when prompted with the terms from 
the questionnaire (see Gamella et al. 2015). 

The original wordlist was elaborated by Ignasi Adiego, and later tested and mo-
dified by Gamella and Fernández after a dozen initial interviews with Andalusian 
Calé. It comprises of the most common and widespread terms of the best wordlists 
and dictionaries available (Gamella et al. 2011, 2012). The original terms in the 
lexicon derived from about 265 predecessors, most of which were Romani words 
found in the early wordlists of the nineteenth century and subsequent Caló voca-
bularies (see Buzek 2011a for a history of the research on Caló). Some new terms 
were incorporated from the fieldwork research when we found terms that were 
used by our informants but had not been considered in the initial selection. The 
Caló items are grouped into 16 main semantic fields, such as those concerning 
food and drink, the body, kinship-descent and collective identity, basic actions 
and technology, law and authorities, animals, religion and belief and so forth. The 
vocabulary list contains sections of 19 of the 22 main semantic fields proposed by 
Haspelmath and Tadmor in their Loanwords Project (2009). The vocabulary list, 
however, is not derived from a list of meanings developed in comparative analysis. 
This method could not be followed in our case, as the knowledge of Caló by Gita-
nos is today mostly passive. Moreover, the wordlist comprises only a third of the 
1,460 items proposed in the Loanword Typology Project (Haspelmath/Tadmor 
2009; Buck 1949). We could not find more than a few hundred terms in the re-
pertoire of any living informant or any of the best vocabularies recently published 
(Gordaliza 2001; Montoya/Gabarri 2010). 

The respondents

The 68 final respondents resided in different areas of Eastern Andalusia, the city 
of Granada (25 cases), and the counties of Guadix (9 cases), Alhama de Granada 
(19 cases), Lucena in the province of Córdoba (6 informants) and two informants 
in the cities of Malaga and Almeria. Finally, five informants were living tempo-
rarily in Andalusia but had come from other Spanish regions such as Catalonia, 
Cantabria, Old Castile and Valencia. All these respondents defined themselves as 
Gitano men and women, and are recognized as such by their neighbors. 

The sample of respondents was varied by gender and age. It included both 
men and women from an age range from 17 to 80 years. The average age was 47 
years. The level of education was varied. The sample included people who were 
illiterate, who had attended school for a few years, and even some college gradua-
tes. They also held different jobs, such as seasonal farm workers, street licensed 
vendors, Flamenco performers, waiters, and even managers and teachers. 
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Most informants considered the questionnaire to be adequate and complete. 
Almost all recognized that the terms included belonged to the “Gitano speech” 
and were similar to those they and their families used. Often they wanted to keep 
a copy for future consultation of study. 

The questionnaire tried to elicit the active knowledge of respondents by pro-
viding a Caló Spanish term and asking the Caló translation or equivalency. This 
did not work well in many cases, and often the whole interview was changed into 
a game of identifying and translating Caló terms and expressions. It was a mixed 
process. A term was accepted as known by the informant if he or she provided 
an unequivocal translation into Spanish of the original Caló term. Often the Caló 
term worked as a cue for a string of memories to be retrieved, including dear 
relatives that may have died, concrete expressions and phrases said in memorable 
circumstances, and other versions of the Caló term itself (see Table 1, columns 
six and seven). It was, therefore, a complex experience in which often the respon-
dents developed their own understanding of the exchange. Only a fraction of 
what we learned is preserved in tables and numbers, which should be understood 
as an index of the vitality of some lexical items of this agonizing form of collective 
expression and affirmation.

The vocabulary and its knowledge by Gitanos

In Table 1, the first three columns show first the English and Spanish translations 
and then the Caló terms used in the interviews. In the following two columns we 
include the number and percentage of informants who recognized each Caló term. 
The last two columns include the variations of each term most frequently quoted 
by informants and the alternative terms they also offered for the same Spanish 
items. For instance, concerning the term “tomatoes”, most informants recognized 
the three voices offered: grumajes, gromayes and romañes, but several respondents 
used other slightly different versions such as gromanyes (8 cases), grumayes (5 cases) 
and grumanyis (2 cases). Baquerar (to speak) was also quoted as naquerar and laque-
rar. And so forth. The widespread variations point to a lack of standardization of 
the Romanó lexicon as it is transmitted and used in different communities. The 
analysis of the structural variations of the vestiges of Caló requires a more specific 
research in other regions and Gitano networks and communities.

On average, the 68 respondents knew 129 of the 355 terms, a 36% of the whole 
vocabulary. Most Gitano adults recognized 10 to 70 percent of this vocabulary. 
There is, however, an important sector of Gitano middle-aged and old people who 
know over 150 terms, and the most proficient speakers know between 180 and 
250. However, a quarter of all respondents knew less than 86 terms. In sum, there 
was considerable variation among respondents concerning both their passive and 
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active use and knowledge of Caló terms. (see Table 1). Men identified more Caló 
words on average, but they were also more varied in their answers.

Table 1 also contains data on the terms most commonly recognized or retrieved 
and the semantic fields to which they belong. Some semantic fields contain Caló 
terms that are recognized by a large proportion of users and retrieved more eas-
ily. Thus, these are the areas of meaningful communication that seem more alive 
in what is left from Romanó. As shown in Table 1, there is a set of terms, around 
55, which are known by more than three quarts of all respondents. These are 
the most popular Caló terms in this region today. The most commón are Undibel 
(God), bata (mother), najar(se) (to go), and camelar (to love), quoted by 99% of all 
respondents. Followed by sacais (eyes), bato (father), lache (shame), the three were 
quoted by 97% of informants. Quer (house) quoted by 96%, jalar (to eat), balichó 
(pork) busnó (non-Gypsy), ronear (to show off) recognized by 94% of informants.

The most active semantic field appears to be that of family and ethnic identity. 
However, amongst the terms Gitano people use commonly to denote close related-
ness or kinship only a few derive from Romano. The two most important are bata 
or matu for mother (recognized by 99% of all informants) and batu or patu for 
father (97%). On the contrary, a semantic field of intense vitality is that of ethnic 
labeling and the references to non-Gypsies. Besides to the universal term: payo/a, 
some informants knew eight Romanó terms to refer to non-Gitanos: Busnó (94% 
of all respondents), Gachó (85%), Lacró (59%); Jambo (56%); Sesó or Sesor (5 cases), 
Bengues or Mengues (4 cases), Julai (4 cases) and Jeray or Eray (2 cases). Many Gita-
no informants also used Spanish terms such as “castellano”, ‘Castilian’ and “vecino”, 
‘neighbor’ to denote non-Gitanos in a less insulting way.

Secondly, a small group of basic verbs are widely used in Caló structures and 
they remain widely known. For instance, sinar, sinelar as ‘to be’ is recognized by 
77% of respondents; estubelar, estiñelar ‘to be’ or ‘to stay’ ( by 72%); najarse o naje-
larse, ‘to go’ (99%); abiyelar, ‘to come’ (by 68%); and chanelar ,‘to know’ (by 81%).

The terms for body parts and functions are also widely known and represent an 
area of the old Romanó lexicon relatively well preserved. Thus, the most popular 
word in this semantic field is sacais, ‘eyes’ (97%). Terms to refer to the authorities 
and repressive forces (the police, the Guardia Civil, the army), as well to deviant 
figures and practices have been preserved. This fact points both to the marginal, 
persecuted and even outlawed overtones of many Gitano lives, and to the contem-
porary influence of the Caló lexicon in the Spanish delinquent and jail slang.

Words for foods and drinks are another important semantic field in the pre-
served Caló lexicon. On the contrary Caló words for old occupations, trades and 
instruments are disappearing from the memory of Gitanos, perhaps because they 
have been made obsolete by social and technological change. The same seems 
to apply to the fields of animals, especially productive, working animals, that of 
dress, and that names for places and accidents in the countryside.
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Final remarks

As far as we know, this was the first extended and comprehensive study to con-
sider usage patterns and the knowledge base of a large sample of potential Caló 
speakers. They identify themselves as Gitanos or Calé and affirm that Caló is the 
“lengua gitana”, the Gitano language. But they also admit that this language is 
agonizing, almost completely “perdido” (lost), and they affirm this in their actual 
language, Spanish. Most informants declare they feel sorry about this state, but 
are not optimistic about changing this trend. Apart from a reduced use as a cryp-
tic resource to hide some messages from strangers, the main use of Caló appears 
to be the expression and reaffirmation of ethnic identity and cultural difference. 

 The living vocabulary of Caló includes about 400 terms. They derive from 
about 300 Romani predecessor expressions that can be found in most of the 
written vocabularies recorded since the late eighteenth century (see Adiego 2004, 
Buzek 2011a). The proposed lexicon includes a large proportion of this living 
vocabulary, at least concerning Andalusia. 

The proposed lexicon seems to have been adequate for measuring the different 
levels of knowledge of the Caló lexical repertoire. Thus, this is not only another 
Caló vocabulary. It pretends to be a model of the present state of the use and 
knowledge of a mixed language by its original users. If this mixed language was 
mostly distinguished by its lexical repertoire, it seems adequate to start by stu-
dying lexical knowledge, and to use a lexicon as the priming cue for retrieval of 
memories and expressions. We observed that knowledge of a larger number of 
terms seemed to correlate with a higher competence in generating more complex 
and articulated sentences even if predicated with Spanish grammar. On the other 
hand, by pointing to the proportion of people who may or may not identify diff-
erent terms, the lexical research undertaken offered a model of the parts of Caló 
that may be alive in the minds and interactions of its original speakers. In sum, 
this is a model to be tested, and not just a wordlist. The task ahead is to expand 
the research to other regions and countries where Caló has been spoken and to 
establish the part of this important mixed language that remains alive and to 
document it for future Gitano generations. Some Gitanos themselves are already 
making good progress in this job (see Montoya/Gabarri 2010).
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