Assignment One — Welsh and Celtic Place Names (HPCS6017) - Heidi Wyldewood (2110492)

An essay of 1500 words characterising the Celtic place-names known from modern England

In his Geographica, Ptolemy recorded many Celtic place names of Britain during the second century
AD.! That, and the ‘Antonine Itinerary’, written during the Roman occupation, provide some of the
earliest systematic documentation of toponyms for an England whose borders were not established
until the early Middle Ages, when the spoken language of the population was also wholly
transformed by the Anglo-Saxons.? Today however, it not just English that is mediated via its place
names.® The Romans, Vikings and Normans all imparted their influence too, but Celtic remains the
earliest linguistic stratum to be revealed and understood from a minority of place names in England,
although it is acknowledged that some undeciphered terms may be older still.* These Celtic traces
are mostly Brythonic, apart from a few Goidelic outliers, their evolution tracked through the likes of
monastic or legal charters to modern day usage.’

York (Yorkshire) is one such place whose etymological history bears out the challenges presented in
this detective process. The Celtic name Eborakon (‘yew tree estate’ or perhaps ‘estate of a man
called Eburos’) was first recorded in its Latinised version Eboracum, which was reinterpreted as a
combination of the former name with the English suffix -wic, Eoforwic or Eoforic (wild boar town), in
Anglo-Saxon times due to their misunderstanding of the original meaning.® Then later under Danish
influence became Jorvik.” This example’s two possible meanings also demonstrate the main types of
Celtic toponyms: geographical designations or descriptors and personal or tribal names denoting
forms of ownership or boundaries, although few names present with components linked to
habitation in England.® A minority of place-names were also linked to deities, indicating local sacred
practice: Colchester (Essex) formerly as Camulondunum (fortress of Camulos) and Bath (Somerset) as
Aquae Sulis (waters of Sulis).®
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The functional necessity of nomenclature for navigation is seen in the high representation of rivers,
hills, woods, marshes, and rocky outcrops in early place-names.?® Owing to the longevity of rivers as
recognisable and unchanging barriers or conduits, most of their names are Celtic in origin, such as
the Thames, the Teme, the Tame, and the Tamar stemming from *tam- (dark) or *ta- (flow turbidly),
and some early river name forms also indicate their deification as a feminine presence: Brent as
Brigantia, the Eye as Cuda, and the Warfe as Verbeia.l! Local names of larger waterways were those
mostly likely to be adopted by newcomers and, even if a rapid erasure of the vernacular tongue
followed, were stable over time.? Additionally, where there was more integration between newly
dominant English speakers and local populations the more likely smaller rivers and streams were to
retain their Brythonic names.®® This pattern is born out for Celtic place-names in England overall,
with the density increasing to the west and north-west, and Cornwall is unique in its complete
retention of Brythonic toponyms.!* Celtic hydronyms are found to be incorporated into nearby place
names too; Warenford (Northumbria) and Wheelock (Cheshire) illustrate this.’® Water related
names, such as *iska (water, fish) in Axminster or Exeter, or *dubr- (water) in Dawlish (Devon),
Dewlish (Dorset) and Dover (Kent), are also common near rivers.'®

Other topographical examples include Andover (Hampshire) from *onn (ash tree) + *dubr- (waters);
Mamble (Worcestershire) from *mamm (breast-like hill) ; Malvern (Worcestershire) *mel (bare) +
*brinn (hill); Morchard (Devon) from *mgr (great or big) + *céd (wood or forest); the various
Nymptons (Devon) from *nimet (holy place or sacred grove); and Ross (Northumbria) from *ros
(moor or healthy upland).'’

The main forms of Brythonic toponyms are simplex, containing a single element, like Penn
(Buckinghamshire) from *penn (hill or headland), or compound, containing a qualifier (noun or
adjective) followed by a generic (noun) like the phrase name Penkridge (Staffordshire) from *penn +
*crug (tumulus on a hill or headland).*® The switch to generic followed by qualifier is generally
considered to be a later compound form, but this is not always the case, see the generic duro-
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(walled town or fort) presenting first in early names, therefore is not a reliable dating method.*®
Other compounds include personal names along with a suffix which are rarer in England, such as
Uriconio (town of Virico) now Wroxeter (Shropshire) and Sulloniacis (estate of Sullonios); and
hybrids which, like Brewood (Staffordshire) from Celtic *brez (hill) + Old English wudu (wood);
Branxton (Northumbria) from Celtic Branoc (personal name Branoc) + Old English tin (farmstead);
and Mansfield (Nottinghamshire) from Celtic *mamm (breast-like hill) + Old English feld (field), are
never devised initially as such, but comprise earlier Celtic names and later additions of non-Celtic
elements.?’ Tautological hybrids arise from a lack of understating the earlier place-name: Chetwode
from Celtic *céd (wood) + Old English wudu (wood) and Breedon on the Hill from Celtic *brez- (hill) +
Old English dun (hill) + Modern English hill.*

Not all the Brythonic elements are pre-Roman either, some are found to have emerged later in the
chronology near the Welsh or Cornish borders, as demonstrated in Devon by the ecclesiastical
*lann- (church enclosure) in Landkey and Landcross and, unusually, a habitation term *tref- (farm)
in Trellick, Trebick and Treable.?? It is also worth noting that although Latin had little impact on
place-names beyond centralised towns or officialdom, because it remained largely a language of
administration or education during the Roman occupation and again later in the Middle Ages, some
loanwords made their way into what became Welsh, and are therefore found in some place-names
in England. Tarvin (Cheshire), for example, appears to be rooted in a Brythonic word for boundary,
found in modern Welsh as terfyn, but there is a question mark over whether that was originally a
borrowing from the Latin terminus.” A few Goidelic toponyms created by tenth century Viking
activity, such as Liscard and Arrowe, are found in the Wirral Peninsula.?

In summary then, place names in England that have in the past evidenced, or currently bear, Celtic
elements are predominantly of topographical origin, including a high proportion of river associated
names, rather than personal names or habitations. Nearly all are Brythonic, not Goidelic. The density
of occurrence is overall greater in the west and north and many Celtic traces are partially obscured
by Latinisation or Anglicisation, or the elements are found today as part of hybridised compounds.
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