                                                      Celtic place names in England

 Place names have been used for thousands of years and are fundamental in painting a history of an area.  They are part of our cultural heritage and describe historical events, language and landscapes.[footnoteRef:1] Most names have an older original name than is known now. Some of them in England are from Celtic origin but there are others that are from other old languages that are recognised in England: those from a non-Indo – European language, Old English, Scandinavian, Norman French and Latin origins.[footnoteRef:2]  These all must be considered when studying the subject of place names along with recognition of who used them. The countries of Scotland, Ireland and Wales still retain remnants of Celtic culture and languages and have many place names from Celtic sources.[footnoteRef:3] The study of place names is always developing, and names have a good survival rate with many over a thousand years old but many much older,[footnoteRef:4] for example London may be dated as 115 CE and is possibly originally a pre-Celtic name. Place name study is not just etymological, but it is put into context with linguistics, historical, geographical and archaeological studies, and it gives evidence of migrations, conquest, languages and settlements of the past.[footnoteRef:5] It is stated place names preserve fragments of history especially in some areas where there is no archaeological evidence to be found. [footnoteRef:6] The study of Celtic English place names is performed mainly by linguists that specialise in Old Welsh, Old English and Old Norse as these are the languages from which most place names originate in England.[footnoteRef:7]  In order to interpret the meanings  behind Celtic place names , it is important to trace them back to the relevant language, understand the process of linguistic change, compare with other names and take into account any local history or features. [footnoteRef:8]  [1:   A.D.Mills, Oxford Dictionary Of Place Names, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), p. xi.]  [2:   Margaret Gelling, Signposts To The Past, 3rd ed, (West Sussex: Phillimore &Co Ltd, 1997),p.19.]  [3:  Mills, Oxford Dictionary, p. xi.]  [4:  Mills, Oxford Dictionary, p. xv.]  [5:  Mills, Oxford Dictionary, p. xxv.]  [6:  Patrick Sims- Williams, Ancient Celtic Place Names In Europe And Asia Minor, Introduction, p.7, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/moodle /folder/view.php?id=381435 [accessed 19 November 2024].]  [7:  Gelling, Signposts, p.88.]  [8:   David Parsons, Lecture 2:annotated powerpoint, slide 13, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=8532&section=3 [accessed 19 November 2024].] 

This essay will be providing an overview of Celtic place names in modern England, how some names originated and how they are distributed within England. It will also be looking at how  place names are known in original written sources and the relationship of Celtic names with  other languages from England.  
Celtic place names can be found in known areas previously inhabited by Celts throughout Europe for example the word Dwr- meaning water can be found in Dauro (Portugal), Dordogne (France) and Derwent (England). [footnoteRef:9] The Brittonic language is a descendent of Common Celtic language (fig 1) and Brittonic speaking peoples originally covered the whole of England and Wales.  This means that most Celtic names in England are of this language however, some are Gaelic which may be found in the border counties of Scotland. It is thought that Brittonic became Old Welsh after the Romans left Britain. [footnoteRef:10] [9:   Sims- Williams,  Ancient Celtic Place Names, p.7.]  [10:  Eilert Ekwall, The Concise Oxford Dictionary Of English Placenames, 4th Ed, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959 ), p. xxi.] 
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                                                                                                                    Branches of Celtic language in Britain[footnoteRef:11] [11: David Parsons, Celtic place names in England, slide 5,  https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=8532 [accessed 19 November 2024]. ] 



All placenames fall into three main categories,
 Folk – names of habitants- tribes. for example, Jarrow -settlement of Fenn people.
 Habitative -larger group of names that describe inhabited areas ranging from homesteads to villages, for example, Aylesbury-stronghold of a man named Aegal.
 Topographical - form the largest group and describe physical features, including rivers, hills or large woods, for example, Hereford- ford for passage of army. [footnoteRef:12] [12:  Mills, Oxford Dictionary, p.xiv.] 

In addition, many Celtic place names have personal names as their origin, although there are only a few that have survived in written records. Evidence of natural history and human activity from agriculture to industry can also be found.[footnoteRef:13] Typically, names in Scotland which are Gaelic, often include ard (height), baile (homestead), beinn (mountain). Welsh names include natural features aber (river mouth), caer (fort ) and nant (stream).[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Mills, Oxford Dictionary, p. xxvii.]  [14:  Mills, Oxford Dictionary ,p. xxv.] 

Most place names are compounds, containing either a noun, adjective, river or name (personal or tribal) and then a qualifying element. In England, the qualifier is found first, for example, Malvern – mel & brinn meaning bare hill.  In Cornwall and Welsh or Scottish border counties, the qualifier is usually in second place, and this process of change probably happened in the fifth or sixth centuries,[footnoteRef:15]  for example Leominster- church in Leon. This pattern, typical of Celtic place names is also seen in the Celtic countries of Ireland, Wales and Scotland.[footnoteRef:16]  [15:   O.J.Padell, Brittonic Place Names in England, p.12, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/moodle/folder/view.php?id=381435 [accessed 19 November 2024].]  [16:  Mills, Oxford Dictionary, p. xx.] 

Simms Williams states that to identify place names as Celtic, they must have all or some of the following: Celtic sound changes from other Indo-European languages, a presence of Celtic morphology, suffixes and inflexions, a match to already known Celtic words and found where there are known Celtic settlements.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Sims- Williams, Ancient Celtic Place Names, p. 8.] 

When the Anglo Saxons invaded from East and North Europe, the Brittonic language (now known as Welsh) was still spoken by all of Britain despite the Romans having been in power for four centuries. This was due to Latin not being taken up by Brittonic speakers other than in administration. These Germanic tribes brought their own language which became Old English and by the arrival of St Augustine in 597CE, most of south and east England were Germanic speaking.[footnoteRef:18]  The Celtic people moved westwards thus retaining the Brittonic language in the West of England. This is signified by Celtic place names reducing in the east of England and increasing as one travels Westwards. This has been described as thinning of the Germanic language as one travelled west.[footnoteRef:19]  There are very few Celtic place names in the east of England, with minimal numbers throughout England. Written records by Anglo Saxons in the eighth century show that Celtic names had virtually vanished from east and central England.[footnoteRef:20]                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   [18:  Gelling, Signposts, p.63.]  [19:  David Parsons, Tracking The Course Of The Savage Tongue Place Names And Linguistic Diffusion In Early Britain, p.170, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/moodle/folder/view.php?id=381435 [accessed 19 November 2024].]  [20:  Padell, Brittonic Place Names, p.10.] 
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Fig 2 British river names from Jackson 1953 [footnoteRef:21] [21:  Gelling, Signposts, p.89.] 

The varying densities of Celtic names is demonstrated by Jackson’s map of Brittonic rivers       (Fig 2) which  show an increase of Celtic river names and tributaries the further west travelled which is also a similar pattern followed by Celtic placenames. [footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Padel, Brittonic Place Names, p.8.] 

The first written evidence of Celtic people was by Pytheos of Marseilles 325CBE who stated that the ancestor language of what is now Welsh was spoken all over Britain.[footnoteRef:23] As knowledge of Britain grew so did written records and Brittain was known as Albion (the world) and Brittanica (tattooed folk) which were both Celtic names. [footnoteRef:24] [23:  Gelling, Signposts, p.19.]  [24:  Parsons, Celtic Place Names, slide 7.] 

Caesar first came to Britain in 55CBE and wrote of the Celts and recorded some place names.[footnoteRef:25] Romans who inhabited Britain from the first to fifth centuries were prolific writers but the tradition in Brittain was an oral tradition therefore place names were not written. There were  also very little contemporary records between the fifth and eighth centuries written by the Anglo Saxons. Although there is some evidence of place names in Anglo Saxon writing of the seventh century, most names appeared in the Domesday book of the eleventh century.  Dating of place names can be difficult and very often its date can only be interpreted as before its first mention  in literature. [footnoteRef:26]  [25:  Ekwall, The Concise Oxford Dictionary, p. xxi.]  [26:  Parsons, Tracking The Course, p.170.] 

The study of place names has a long history, and there have been many early writers for example William Camden who wrote Brittannia and John Aubrey who attempted to complete a survey of English place names. In the twentieth century, there has been renewed interest of Celtic history introducing scholars for example Eilert Ekwall who had an interest in placenames and Professor Kenneth Jackson, a Celtic linguist.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Padel, Brittonic Place Names, p.1.] 

As Celtic people are classed as ‘speakers of a Celtic language’, it is important that when studying Celtic place names, linguists use their knowledge of Brittonic, Gaelic languages, Old English, Old Norse and Latin, because speakers of these languages co-existed with Celtic people resulting in overlapping of words and meanings. To demonstrate this is the town of Stratford upon Avon where Anglo Saxons gave the name Stratford to a settlement where a Roman road crossed the river Avon – the river originating from the Celtic Britons thus the name has come from three sources.[footnoteRef:28] There are many Celtic place names in Cornwall which had its own Celtic language until the eighteenth century. Many of their names consist of topographical features for example rivers, towns or forts for example, Penzance -Holy headland,  as well as saints names for example St Mawes- town of Sanctus Maudetus (patron saint).The names are recognisable because of the similarity with the Brittonic language. Gaellic Celtic place names are found in the border counties of England and Scotland, for example, Glassonby in Cumbria. Some place names have been ‘Scandinavised’,[footnoteRef:29]  for example, Lichfield – Germanic added to Celtic. There are very few Latin names in Brittain probably because they nor the French forced their language onto the country, although French was adopted by England after the invasion and there is evidence that many personal names of Celtic origin were lost and made into Christian names. Carlisle in Cumbria is one of a few place names which has a mixture of Celtic and Latin- Lugavelio, place belonging to Luguvalos– Celtic cair added after the Roman period.[footnoteRef:30] [28:  Sims-Williams, Ancient Celtic Place Names, p.1.]  [29:  Ekwall, The Concise Oxford Dictionary, p.xxiii.]  [30:  Mills, Oxford Dictionary, p.99.] 

Placenames are believed to be ‘Signposts to the past’[footnoteRef:31] and can be as important as archaeology, linguistics and historical sources in discovering the history of an area. By using these three specialities, Celtic history has benefitted greatly from studying place names as they demonstrate the past location of Celts, their migratory journey, the geographical landscape of the areas and any historical events that may have occurred. As has been demonstrated, the Celtic placenames in England increase in density the further west and north one travels away from where the Anglo Saxons landed, towards the known Celtic countries of Wales, Scotland and Cornwall.  Place names can be totally Celtic, or hybrids with compounds, from the many different languages that were in England over the past few thousand years during the occupation of Celts in England. Words that were used in the ancient languages and are now obsolete, may not have been discovered but for their presence in place names.[footnoteRef:32] [31:   Brynley F.Roberts, Welsh Place Names Explained,(Llanwrst: Gwasg Carreg Gwalch, 2016), p.18.]  [32:  Mills , Oxford Dictionary, p.xxviii.
All examples of place names, unless referenced, are taken from A.D Mills, A Dictionary Of British Placenames, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991). ] 
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