Analyse the Historical Evolution of the Welsh Language, considering linguistic influences, and key milestones in its development.
Caitlin Regola

The origins and evolution of the Welsh language, belongs to the family tree that is Indo-European languages. Indo-European languages vary across the globe, but this essay will focus on the branch of Indo-European language that is Celtic, which Welsh is connected to through a further subdivision that is now known as Brythonic. Welsh is not the only language that evolved from Brythonic, it has sister languages such as Cumbrian, Cornish and Breton (Davies, 2014, p. 2). It is difficult to fully understand how and why Languages travel, especially in a time that seems out of reach for so many, but the Welsh language spoken today has evolved and changed a number of times since the Bronze Age (Davies, 2014, p. 4) which is key to understanding its continued use today.
In this essay, it will aim to analyse the historical evolution of the Welsh Language, going back as far as the ninth century with the oldest piece of evidence of the usage of Welsh to date, to contemporary Wales highlighting key developmental milestones which can be credited to its survival. It also aims to understand environmental factors such as religion, colonisation, legislation and many other influences which paved the way for its eventual decline in usage today. The language is still spoken today, but for how long can it be sustained, with the question of its extinction is at hand.
The earliest evidence supporting the usage of Old Welsh is an inscription that is on the ‘Carreg Cadfan’ or Cadfan Stone in English which is situated at St Cadfan’s Church in Meirionnydd. It reads “CUN BEN CELEN TRICET NITANAM” which is almost completely intangible to a Welsh speaker today, it is said to have meant “Cyngen’s corpse dwells beneath me” referring to the body that was buried under the stone. The beginning of the Old Welsh language, which came into use after the demise of the Brythonic language around AD 400 to 700, is difficult to date simply due to the lack of literature or surviving literature. Nevertheless, the Carreg Cadfan memorial stone is a pivotal surviving example of the usage of Old Welsh which is dated around the 9th century (Davies, 2014, p16). Another example of the use of the language but this time in a different setting, is a piece of scientific commentary on the calendar and concerns detailing previous scientific works. This is named the Computus Fragment which is written in Old Welsh dating around AD 850-910 (Koch, 2006, p.470). The value of this source is extremely high as not only does it show the diversity of the language and the ability to converse, write and read but it also gives an insight to the learning at a higher level in medieval Wales. 
[bookmark: _Int_LaIbPQeT]Over a century later, a new Prince would take reign and become the first prince to successfully unite the vast majority of the country through law and order, named Hywel ap Cadell who is known more commonly as Hywel Dda (Davies, 2007 p.84). It is said that he was known as Hywel Dda (the good) as he was a fair and just king, which arguably can be referred to his many laws and different styles of punishment and his treatment of women, which at the time was largely different to the Common Laws in England (Watkin, 2012, p44) During this period, in the 10th century, although Prince Hywel did not own the entirety of the land in Wales, but because the entirety of the land succumbed to Welsh Law it was unified. During this time, the Welsh language could arguably be seen to be an essential component of the process of unity of the nation, and the strengths of unifying a country through a common language would solidify that ancestral link that many people of Wales feel today. This could argue that Wales as a country could, with thanks to the unifying and continuously spoken language, be considered a unified country year, with thanks to the unifying and continuously spoken language, be considered a unified country years prior to Gruffudd ap Llywelyn who had the entirety of Wales as his territory (Davies, 2007 p.85). It also suggests that the usage of Welsh was not only a language used purely commonly or religiously, but was used in legal, political and practical terms which highlights just how widely used it has been.

Sometime after the rise and fall of Hywel Dda, the use of Old Welsh would slowly but surely come to its end merging into what is now known as Middle Welsh. While there is no telling whether Middle Welsh was spoken more than Old Welsh, there are many more living pieces of literature to support its use. One such piece is the Llyfr Du Caerfyrddin, or in English the Black Book of Carmarthen. This book is thought to have been written around the year 1250 throughout the lifetime of a Welsh scribe which includes religious text, t, and poetry and is one of the first pieces of Welsh literature to mention the stories of Myrddin (Merlin) and King Arthur (Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru, n.d.). Around the years 1250 to 1350 brings us to Llyfr Aneirin (The Book of Aneirin) and also Llyfr Taliesin (The Book of Taliesin) which collectively are the earliest manuscripts in the Welsh Language which again include poetry and Welsh literature (Huws, 1993, p1). The importance of the Llyfr Du Caerfyrddin, Llyfr Taliesin and Llyfr Aneurin for the Welsh language lies in its preservation of some of the earliest Welsh poetry and prose and serves as a vigorous reminder of the importance of language preservation and without it the possibility of no historical accuracy. 
By the year 1282, Llywelyn ein Llyw Olaf, the last prince of Wales was killed and along went what was the last of Welsh independence. During this time, Historian John Davies argues that not enough recognition has been given to the Welsh way of life from the downfall of Wales up until the 16th century which brings us to the reign of King Henry VIII (Davies, 2007, p156). Although the events of 1282 changed the course of Welsh political discourse and identity for the foreseeable future, the people of Wales continued to speak read and write in Welsh which is evident in the three manuscripts previously mentioned. Many other manuscripts can be dated across the era of 13th to 16th centuries with similar importance to Middle Welsh language and imply the same level of Welsh used are but not limited to the Llyfr Gwyn Rhydderch (The White Book of Rhydderch) and Llyfr Du Basing (The Black Book of Basingwerk) Huws, 1993). During the 15th century, Wales would see their first King of England with strong Welsh ancestry. The Battle of Bosomworth saw Henry VII, born in Pembrokeshire West Wales, would defeat Richard III and claim the throne (Chrimes, 1999). Henry gained followers in Wales which supported his triumph and victory, there was yet to be any impact on the Welsh language and identity through any policy, but it is important to note this is the alleged period where the Welsh language was changing from Old to Middle Welsh. 
Nonetheless, a grave danger was about to face the people of Wales which could be argued was a colonial tactic used to divide, weaken and conquer the land, language and the people. After the death of Henry VII, his second son Henry VIII took on the heavy burden of the crown (Scarisbrick, 2012), although through Henry VIII’s father had Welsh ancestry, the divide between Welsh identity and Henry VIII’s recognition of the Welsh could not be larger. The 1536 Act of Union was a series of legislative acts that the former King of England imposed which were aimed to annex Wales to the Kingdom of England, while forming the Council of Wales and the Marches. These were introduced with the intention of centralised administration, strengthening England’s power legally and politically with Wales (Davies, 2007, p228). Whether on design or not, these acts of union also aimed to alienate the courts and Welsh speakers and reduce the number of Welsh-speaking individuals by only allowing English to be the language used in Welsh courts. This would in time cause a class war between the Welsh speakers and bilingual/English-speaking Welsh people, further alienating the people from their native tongue. Arguably, this can be credited to the slow but worrying decline of Welsh speakers, as many people would refer to teaching their children English and anglicising their names with hopes of a better quality of life (Davies, 2007, p232).
Years after the reign of Henry VIII had come to its end and Welsh was now framed as an inferior language, his daughter Elizabeth I took the throne. During this time, an Act was brought to parliament with the request to translate the entirety of the Bible with a prayer book into Welsh (Thomas, 1980). It was requested by William Salesbury of Denbighshire, who notably had previously published a collection of Welsh proverbs in 1546 followed by the first Welsh-English dictionary in 1547 (Cannon, 2015). The idea of translating the Bible had appealed to the protestant Queen as a way of further unifying the country, thus Salesbury and the act were granted an approval under a time limit of five years to complete the process. The publication of the First Testament in Welsh was groundbreaking for the development of the Welsh language as it was seen as a formal version of the spoken language, a more teachable and respectable form of it. Salesbury was unable to finish the entirety of the Bible, which was then taken on by Bishop William Morgan, (Davies, 2014 p.40). allowing people across the Nation to comfortably hear, speak and sing God’s word whilst simultaneously sustaining the Welsh language. The importance of this act can be highlighted through the story of Mary Jones. Fifteen-year-old Mary had walked barefoot determined to gain a copy of a spare Welsh Bible. Mary was educated by the circulating schools which was founded by Griffith Jones and succeeded by Bridget Bevan, with the intention of educating people of all ages about god’s word and the newly translated Welsh bible across Wales throughout the winter (James, n.d.).
Late 18th and early 19th century Wales saw a different teaching technique, with the legacy of Griffith Jones and Bridget Bevan long gone, the terror of the Blue Books would now unfold. Before this, some key milestones were developing regarding celebrating the Welsh language and its longstanding bardic tradition. Now celebrated today as the Eisteddfod Cenedlaethol, in 1792 Iolo Morganwg created Gorsedd of the Bards in London (Constantine, 2006, p.1) which would open up the tradition of celebrating language through the art of poetry, songs and hymns. This can be argued to be one of the most important developments in Modern-day Wales as a successful legacy in the usage and celebration of the Welsh language. Fast forward to 1846, it is reported that in the South of Wales, 50,000 students did not attend English medium day schools in comparison to Welsh medium Sunday schools. (Davies, 2014, p.65) Although these numbers may be convincing enough to suggest the decline of the English language, the long-term suffering of 1536 and the class wars leaving Welsh speakers alienated and second-class citizens were far from a distant memory. This would lead to the extremely controversial language of the commissioners’ report. In time, the Blue books would change the course of education for many, with the unfortunate use of the ‘Welsh Not’  now implemented on students who would speak their most comfortable native language, and the last student who would be wearing the ‘Welsh Not’ would find them to be in a most unfortunate situation, a cane to the hand. This was an event which would soon shape the people of Wales and their relationship with the language. 
In the 20th and 21st centuries, a National Identity would slowly creep its way into the public domain, but in small or hidden numbers. The use of the language was slowly declining, but Wales was yet to wake up and make that radical change which Saunders Lewis famously preached in Tynged yr Iaith. Tynged yr Iaith was a BBC2 radio lecture from the President of Plaid Cymru, a newly formed political party with a Nationalist movement at heart (Williams, 1962). Lewis refers to Mr and Mrs Beasley of Llanelli who reportedly battled through the course of eight years for Welsh tax forms, refusing to pay which resulted in many court appearances. This successfully resulted in bilingual tax forms from there on (BBC, 2015). Following the much-needed wake-up call from Saunders Lewis, Cymdeithas yr Iaith was born. (Cymdeithas yr Iaith, n.d.)  the ongoing group campaigns for the longevity of the language, which established the Welsh Language Act and the first and only Welsh medium TV Channel. Fast forward to 1993, following pressure from groups such as Cymdeithas, the Welsh Language was finally given equal status through the Welsh Language Act 1993 (Welsh Government, 2020). Six years later, following two referendums the people of Wales voted for devolved powers, beginning what is now known as the Senedd (Dewdney, 2020). While the language is still in decline in the 21st century, the Welsh government have a major plan in place, thanks to their devolved powers, to gain a million Welsh speakers by 2050 (BBC, 2022). But the fight is not over yet, a UNESCO tool that is the World Atlas of Languages suggests that Welsh is a potentially vulnerable language (UNESCO, n.d.) and if measures aren’t put into place, Welsh could become the next Cornish. 
To conclude, it is sufficient to say that without people such as Iolo Morganwg, William Morgan, Griffith Jones, Bridget Bevan, Saunders Lewis and many other notable heroes, the Welsh Language would be in danger, or worse extinct. It is almost impossible to link Welsh’s continued use without the religious aspect, and hardly a leap to link the hierarchical relationship between England and Wales as a downfall for the Welsh language. Between the sixteenth century and the present, Wales has hardly had a period in which Welsh was not regarded as the language of a second-class citizenry, albeit Wales may now attempt to repair the harm caused through the Welsh Language Act and the ongoing activism that bleeds through Cymdeithas yr Iaith. It may seem impossible to some to see the governmental plans of ‘un miliwn erbyn 2050’ (one million by 2050), but in the words of Saunders Lewis “trwy ddulliau chwyldro yn unig mae llwyddo” (BBC, n.d.). It will only survive so long as the people want it to.
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