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The lexicographic history of the Philippines 
started with the missionary vocabularios. For 
Bicol, Lisboa’s dictionary was the first. It was 
compiled between 1609 and 1611 and published 
in 1754. The current translation of the 
vocabulario was based on the second edition 
which came out in 1865. Vocabularios were 
compiled to assist the friars in teaching the 
gospel to the indigenous population. The target 

users of these dictionaries were the missionaries. This is evident in 
the design of the dictionary and its microstructure, orthography, 
grammatical notations, and meaning references.

The translation is divided into three sections: the preliminaries, 
the dictionary itself, and some concluding notes. The preliminaries 
include a dedication page, a table of contents, notes from one of 
the translators and from the publishers, the translated reimpreso 
and letters from the 1865 edition, and a brief user’s guide. The 
main section contains the translated dictionary, while the last part 
includes references, acknowledgments, biographical notes about 
the translators, and a brief mention of Dr. Dominador Almeda, the 
person who commissioned the translation in the 1970s.

Although brief, the addition of Jeremiah Cordial’s linguistic 
notes on the form and use of the dictionary in the preliminaries 
provides essential information for one to navigate the vocabulario. 
Cordial’s notes on accent, orthography, and affixes are invaluable 
especially since the translators decided to be faithful in form to the 
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1865 edition. Current lexicographic practices, however, would include 
an extended version of Cordial’s notes in the form of a grammar 
sketch, a phonological inventory with orthographic equivalencies, 
rules on phonological processes, notes on morphosyntactic features 
and linguistic peculiarities, among others, in what is referred to 
as the front matter of dictionaries. For example, lexicographers of 
Philippine languages must deal with the agglutinative nature of our 
languages in the front matter. This has a huge impact on decisions 
relating to entries and headwords. The missionaries, however, 
were not remiss on grammatical notes; these were included in an 
accompanying volume to the vocabularios, the artes—language 
grammar notes. Unfortunately, the current translation of the 
vocabulario did not include a translation of the Arte de la lengua bicol 
which would have filled the void that is the front matter.

The translation of the dictionary is remarkable. Navigating the 
structural and semantic differences among three languages, Bicol, 
Spanish, and English is truly an achievement. In addition, both the 
Spanish and Bicol forms and usages are from a different century, and 
given what we know about the nature of language, some of the entries 
and the meanings have already undergone phonological and semantic 
shifts and others, obsolescence. It was therefore prudent that the 
translator remained faithful to the text and structure of the 1865 
edition and did not attempt to render the translation in contemporary 
form. The orthographic representations were kept in their original 
form, the misplacements of certain words in the alphabetic array 
were also retained, and the misanalyses of word forms in illustrative 
sentences and semantic references were also maintained.

For example, in terms of reference, the definition that appeared 
with the entry LUCBAN is “naranjas grandes de sangley” and was 
translated as “big Chinese oranges.” The references to naranjas and 
sangley were retained. This was how the compilers of the Lisboa 
dictionary saw and interpreted the LUCBAN. The contemporary 
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definition of LUCBAN (suha in Tagalog) would probably not refer to 
it as huge Chinese oranges, after all, the LUKBAN (contemporary 
orthography) are not oranges and are native to the Philippines and 
the rest of Southeast Asia. 

Retaining the orthography was perhaps a practical decision 
on the part of the translators to avoid restructuring the entire 
dictionary in terms of alphabetization. However, clerical 
orthography does not reflect the phonetic structure of Philippine 
languages. Take the entry DIUALDIUAL for example. The entry 
also includes in its microstructure the forms NADIUALDIUAL, 
DINIDIUALDIUALAN, and YDINIDIUALDIUAL. The word 
as spelled is difficult to read because of the sequence of vowels in 
the medial position of the word. This sequence of vowels violates 
the phonotactic constraints of the language. The basic syllable 
structure of Bicol is composed of an obligatory consonantal onset 
and a vowel peak. Each vowel is a syllable peak. This vowel sequence 
then presents a challenge to the syllable system of the native speaker. 
Vowel sequences may also be interpreted as diphthongs. However, 
diphthongs do not exist in Bicol. In addition, the prefix i- was also 
rendered as y-, forming an unfamiliar consonant cluster in the initial 
position of the word. Three entries down, one sees a separate entry 
DIUAL, the base form of the reduplicated form DIUALDIUAL. 

Other orthographic decisions that were retained that may be 
difficult for contemporary users of the dictionary are the use of the G̃ in 
words like G̃ NABIL (ngabil) “lower lip” and LAG̃ NIT (langit) “heaven”; 
the use of C and Q; the use of a five-vowel orthographic system for a 
language with a three-vowel system; the use of vowel sequences such 
as -ue for -i in examples like AGUE (agi) “the tracks or traces left of 
the passing.” The orthographic system used in the vocabulario reflected 
how the dictionary’s compilers interpreted and mediated an unfamiliar 
phonetic system through the sound system of their language. These 
representations were their perception and interpretation of the sounds 
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of Bicol, which proved different from the phonemic imaginations and 
phonetic production of the native speaker.

There are entries in the translated dictionary that seem to be 
misplaced in terms of alphabetization. For example, the word 
BISANG comes after BISIBOS, and the word LABAG occurs 
after LABHA. However, upon checking, one realizes that these 
mis-alphabetized forms go back to the 1865 edition and were not 
corrected in the translation. Further investigation proved that these 
instances were because of misspellings in the 1865 edition. The 
1754 compilation has BISLANG instead of BISANG and LABHAG 
instead of LABAG. The translation was faithful even to the mistakes 
of the 1865 edition. This is important because had the translators re-
alphabetized the entry, these mistakes would have gone unnoticed. 

It is difficult to comment on the grammar notes within the 
microstructure of the entries without access to the Arte de la Lengua 
Bicol. However, we can say that a huge part of the grammatical 
analyses of Philippine languages during this period were based 
on the existing grammatical analyses of Latin and Spanish. The 
grammatical structures of Latin and Spanish are very different from 
those of Bicol and other Philippine languages.

The translators’ dedication to the form of the 1865 edition 
may pose challenges to general dictionary users, but it is useful, 
not to mention interesting, to linguists and language researchers. 
This project is a huge step in Bicol colonial linguistic research 
and historiography. With the translation now available, scholars 
can annotate the translations and provide various analyses on 
linguistic diachrony, semantic movements, language attrition and 
obsolescence, etymologies, domain analysis, and even morphosyntax. 
However massive this lexicographic work (and its translation) may 
be, it remains undone. Lexicographic work is always unfinished 
and never perfect. This is the nature of lexicography. This is also the 
nature of translation. The work continues. 
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