Analyse the historical evolution of the Welsh language, considering linguistic influences, changes, and key milestones in its development.
  The Welsh language, though perceived by many now as a language in danger of dying, is one of only three languages which have survived from the Western Roman Empire, and has the oldest unbroken history of the British languages, from 2,500 years ago.[footnoteRef:2]  It has weathered millennia of warfare, political, religious, industrial turmoil and all attempts from interlopers and countrymen to stamp it out.[footnoteRef:3]  Even 300 years ago, ninety percent of the population of Wales was monoglot Welsh speaking.[footnoteRef:4]  It has not, however, been kept alive by remaining static.  It has adapted with commendable alacrity to changes and pressures wrought by governments, migration, conquest, and the industrial revolution.[footnoteRef:5]  This essay seeks to analyse how the Welsh language has been influenced by other languages which have been introduced through these events, the changes in both written and spoken language, and chief developments in law, distribution and association with identity.[footnoteRef:6]   [2:  Janet Davies, Welsh Language: A History (University of Wales Press, 2014), p12]  [3:  Davies, (2014)]  [4:   James Harris, ‘Language, Historical Culture and the Gentry of Later Stuart Cornwall and South-West Wales’, Historical Research : The Bulletin of the Institute of Historical Research, Vol 95.269 (2022), pp. 348–69]  [5:  Davies, (2014)]  [6:  Robin Mann, ‘Negotiating the Politics of Language: Language Learning and Civic Identity in Wales’, Ethnicities, Vol 7.2 (2007), pp. 208–24; Diarmai Mac Giolla Chríost, Patrick Carlin, and Colin H. Williams, ‘Translating y Cofnod: Translation Policy and the Official Status of the Welsh Language in Wales’, Translation Studies, Vol 9.2 (2016), pp. 212–227] 

  To study the history of the early development of the Welsh language is to study the history of the country’s conflict, conquest and rebellion.  First, the conquest of Britain by early settlers, establishing 2 branches of the Celtic language from the Indo-European dialects.[footnoteRef:7]  They tell of friction even before Roman interlopers decided to invade.  Goidlec, or Q-Celtic was confined to what is now Scotland and Ireland, whereas Brittonic or P-Celtic was the language of the majority, covering Cumbria, Wales, Cornwall and, as the Britons migrated, the Island of Breton.[footnoteRef:8]  This divide may be one reason behind the animosity in folklore toward Ireland, and some Arthurian myths, in which Arhtur united Breton, Wales, Cornwall and some European countries, against the Irish, and notably absent from the list is specific mention of the ‘Picts’ or Scottish.[footnoteRef:9]   [7:  Davies, (2014), pp 2-5]  [8:  Davies, (2014), pp 2-5; Harris (2022), p 348-9]  [9:  The Mabinogion, trans. by Sioned Davies, (2007, Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp 208-209] 

  Brittonic and Gaulish can regarded as largely the same language in the early years around 600 BC, and though some influence from Gaulish can still be seen in the Breton language, its influence is for the most part, insignificant in the evolution of Welsh.[footnoteRef:10]  Far more impactful, was the invasion of the Roman Empire, and its eventual complete conquest of Wales.[footnoteRef:11]  Welsh borrows almost as heavily from Latin as English.  Generally Latin was used for things the natives didn’t already have words for.  Some of the most notable entries from this period include ystafell, from the Latin stabellum (English for stable), trawst, from the Latin transtrum (English for joist) and the word caer from Latin castrum or civitas (English for fort or fortified camp).[footnoteRef:12]  This last pervaded and endured through place names, understandably, after the number of fortifications the Roman army was obliged to raise in order to subdue the Deceangli, Ordovices, Silures and Demetae tribes.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  Davies, (2014), pp 6-7]  [11:  Gwyn A. Williams, When Was Wales (1985, Penguin), p 18]  [12:  Davies, (2014), pp 7-8; Mel Julian Jones, Finding Caerau – Part One, < https://caerheritageproject.com/2014/09/03/finding-caerau-part-one/ > [accessed 01/02/2024]]  [13:  Williams (1985), p 1, 13] 

From 410 AD, however, the Roman Empire no longer had a hold on Britain, and the Anglo-Saxons superseded them as conquerors and settlers.[footnoteRef:14]  In the interim, though there were not invaders but migrants, the Irish had a surprising influence in the North and Midlands of Wales, which also remain visible in the county names of Gwynedd, Dyfed and, most recognisably, Brychan from the Irish Broccan.[footnoteRef:15]  After this brief peace, however, the linguistic battle once more mirrors the physical, as Offa’s Dyke was created, defining those behind it as welas, foreigners, though to each other they became Cymraeg, fellow countrymen, bound together in opposition to their oppressors.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Davies, (2014), pp 8-10]  [15:  Davies, (2014), p 8]  [16:  Davies, (2014), pp 11-12; Williams (1985), p 3, 27] 

Here is the beginnings of Welsh as its own language, though at this stage only as a distinct dialect of Brittonic, separating the people behind the Dyke from the 3 other solidifying language groups, also now defined by land wedges.[footnoteRef:17]   [17:  Davies, (2014), p 10] 

Here a digression needs to be made to address the geographical linguistic bleed which occurred even into the late medieval period, typifying the native Briton’s continuous fight to not allow the definitions of others to identify them.  The most robust evidence for this is the manuscripts which have been discovered written in medieval Welsh across the established border, whether written by Welsh migrants to England, or natives of Cumbria and the east banks of the River Severn.[footnoteRef:18]  It may therefore be assumed that Cambric had an influence on the evolution of the Welsh language as independent and visa versa.[footnoteRef:19] Throughout its history Welsh has continued to struggle in confinement, and during the industrial revolution, Liverpool had a number of wealthy Welsh speakers.  Likewise, the Marches, especially on the eastern and southeastern fringes have been more ready to adopt English as their native tongue, evidenced in census data of the period.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Ceridwen Lloyd-Morgan, ‘Writing Without Borders: Multilingual Content in Welsh Miscellanies from Wales, the Marches and Beyond’, pp 175-191, Insular Books: Vernacular Manuscript Miscellanies in Latin Medieval Britain, ed. Margret Connolly and Raluca Radulescu (Oxford University Press, 2015)]  [19:  Davies, (2014), p 8]  [20:  Davies (2014), p 73; Gwenfair Parry and Mari A Williams, A Social History of the Welsh Language: The Welsh Language and the 1891 Census (University of Wales, 1999), p 459] 

Perhaps the clearest reflection of Welsh history in the language is the influence of French after 1066 AD.  Though the Welsh people periodically rebelled against the subjugation of the Normans, especially from 1200 to 1450 AD, they could not escape the fortified towns and the colonists which occupied them.[footnoteRef:21]  The Marches of the south and east were especially affected by Norman settlers which were integrated more easily than in the North.  There, the bastions of Edward I needed to be constructed to accommodate them, creating more segregated communities; those inside and those outside the walls.[footnoteRef:22]  This dichotomy is reflected in how French was incorporated into Welsh. [21:  Samuel Liberty, A Study of Conwy and Caernarvon Castles in Wales: A colonial Re-examination of the Conquest of Wales 1284, Masters Thesis (University of North Texas, 2020) pp 1-5]  [22:  PLB Consulting Ltd., Interpretation Plan for the castles and town walls of Edward I for Cadw May 2010, < https://cadw.gov.wales/sites/default/files/2019-04/InterpplanCastlesEdwardI_EN.pdf  > [accessed 3/11/2023]] 

As in the Marches, many words were integrated into the existing language, in much the same manner Latin was when the romans had occupied Wales using the same intrusive method as the Normans.  Many words which a modern audience might interpret as ‘Wenglish’, are borrowed (with the understandable same linguistic development as English), directly from French, not its child.[footnoteRef:23]  Barwn from the French baron, Ffiol from the French viol and palffrai, from the French palfrey.[footnoteRef:24] However, the rebellion, distinct identity and desire for independence is reflected in the very survival of the Welsh language, though it was undeniably changed. [23:  Nadezda Emelianova, ‘Wenglish: Peculiarities of Language Structure and Speech Forms’ pp. 46-52, Language of International Communication: Linking Interdisciplinary Perspectives (2014), pp 46-47]  [24:  Davies, (2014) p 22] 

From 1100-1200 AD Welsh truly became its own language, the Medieval Welsh of the manuscripts closer to something modern Welsh speakers would be able to roughly identify, but not yet fully the contemporary form the next several centuries would shape it into.[footnoteRef:25]  The main change was taking hold before the Norman invasion; the use of prefixes or context to denote meaning and the loss of suffixes on words such as abona (becoming the modern afon for river).  Previously, Brittonic had been a synthetic language, like Latin – which perhaps accounts for the readiness with which words were taken from the Romans – using suffixes to clarify meaning.  Given the dramatic, widespread nature of these changes (the evolution of language took place across the British Isles) it would have been easy for Welsh speakers to simply adopt French, to gain favour with their conquerors.  However, “Despite the influx of French and English speakers, Wales remained overwhelmingly Welsh speaking throughout the Middle Ages.”[footnoteRef:26]     [25:  Lloyd Morgan (Oxford University Press, 2015); Davies (2014), pp 16-23]  [26:  Davies, (2014), p 13- 26] 

  This is remarkable when taking into account not only the influx of settlers and soldiers, but the blow taken to bardic tradition which accompanied the defeats of the Welsh princes, Llewellyn and Glyndwr.[footnoteRef:27]  The landed gentry, and especially the royal courts were patrons of the Welsh bards, keeping the language alive in an official capacity even when French or Latin were the languages or court and church.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Owain Maredudd, Welcome to Conwy: The Story of a Historic Town, 2nd ed (Gwasg Carreg Gwalch, 2013)]  [28:  Daffydd Johnston, ‘Welsh Bardic Miscellanies’, pp. 194 – 209, Insular Books: Vernacular Manuscript Miscellanies in Latin Medieval Britain, ed. Margret Connolly and Raluca Radulescu (Oxford University Press, 2015), p 195; Davies (2014), pp 25-32] 

The poets helped root the language in tradition, and the culture of the Wales became intertwined with the language used to tell their stories.  This is evident in the Four Branches of the Mabiogi, which were likely oral tales before being written, where sections of the stories are included simply explanations for the names given to people and places.[footnoteRef:29]  Welsh could be seen during this period as a “language of learning and culture.”[footnoteRef:30]  However, this changed with the deaths of the Welsh princes.  The bards ceased being a professional body, and eventually, after the Act of Union in 1536, the long and illustrious history, along with the developments of formal metre faded into obscurity.[footnoteRef:31]  Welsh became a colloquial language, spoken by the common folk and not those who ruled them.[footnoteRef:32]  From this period onward, the history of the evolution of the Welsh language becomes less one of changes, influences and borders, and more the story of its survival. [29:  Davies, (2007)]  [30:  Davies (2014), p 27]  [31:  Gareth Elwyn Jones and Gordon Wynne Roderick, A History of Education in Wales, (University of Wales Press, 2003), pp 3-6]  [32:   Trevor Herbert; Gareth Elwyn Jones, Tudor Wales (University of Wales Press, 1988), p 5-7] 

The Act of Union was undoubtedly a key milestone in the evolution of the Welsh language, though whether it marked a series of official efforts to stifle the language and culture of the Welsh, or as a catalyst for the following, continuous efforts to revive the language by one means or another.[footnoteRef:33]  Though the Act of Union made Wales officially part of England  it also defined the Welsh people almost entirely by their language, stating “henceforth, no person or persons that use the Welsh speech or language shall have or enjoy any manner, office or fees within this realm of England.”[footnoteRef:34]  The Act robbed the Welsh language of the remaining vestiges of official status which remained, creating a landed gentry with no incentive to learn Welsh.  Though in law, this was to remain the case for centuries, within three decades, another key event was to ensure the survival of Welsh, regardless which language the courts accepted.   [33:  Herbert; Jones, (1988), p 5, 135, 114 - 115]  [34:  Herbert; Jones, (1988), p 7; Williams (1998), pp 75-80] 

Before the Bible had its most famous translation, the King James Version, William Salesbury produced a Welsh translation of the epistles and gospels.[footnoteRef:35]  Given how closely linked religion and state were prior and during this period, it is surprising that in 1563 there was also an act passed requiring church services be performed in Welsh, and that all congregations have access to Welsh versions of what had been translated of the Bible as well as books of common prayer, though only if English copies were also provided.[footnoteRef:36]  It could be argued that this was actually responsible for later declines in the Welsh language, as the reason given for this uncharacteristic philanthropic gesture towards the Welsh was “by comparing both tongues together the sooner [they would] attain to a knowledge of the English tongue.”[footnoteRef:37] Dai Smith portrays almost every event in Welsh history as another milestone on the steep slope of inevitable decline in language and culture, and assigns to the Welsh people an eagerness to embrace English, stating that “English did not have to struggle to penetrate into Wales”.[footnoteRef:38] [35:  Davies (2014), p 37]  [36:  Ibid.]  [37:  Davied (2014) p 37; Dai Smith, Wales A Question for History, (Bridgend: Seren, 1994)]  [38:  Smith, (1994), p 49] 

Considering that just over a hundred years later in 1700, around ninety percent of the population in Wales was still solely Welsh-speaking, the 1563 Act likely had the opposite effect, and few used the dual copies simultaneously.[footnoteRef:39]  The real triumph, however, came in 1588.[footnoteRef:40]  Though the poetry of Wales and the formal form of the language were not to enjoy the same status until the 18th century at the earliest, the Reformation gave a reason for its revival.  William Morgan gave the first full translation of the Bible, and, perhaps in an effort to reflect the poetry of the Latin and English translations, chose to use what he thought of as “correct and majestic Welsh”, or the strict metres, style, and archaic word choices of the old poets.[footnoteRef:41] This led to a dichotomy between the persisting written and oral forms of Welsh, the latter being far less ridged in structure, allowing numerous regional variations in the language to develop.[footnoteRef:42] [39:  Harris (2022), p 350]  [40:  Noel A Davies, Wales: Language, Nation, Faith and Witness (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1996)]  [41:  Davies (2014), p 40-41; Davies, (1996)]  [42:  Davies (2014), pp 183-184] 


Generally, in the twenty-first century, the oral form is taught to learners as written, with the more archaic structures being acknowledged as ‘formal’ Welsh, which both tightens the gap between the two forms, and pushes the historical, poetic style to a neglected corner.[footnoteRef:43]  The version of Welsh language which was closer to historical poetry, though neglected in daily use, found a foothold in a period of general apathy regarding the Welsh language began, and emphasis was put on learning classical languages like Latin.[footnoteRef:44] [43:  Davies (2014), pp 183-184]  [44:  Jones; Roderick, (1988), p 8] 

The most unlikely source is largely responsible for this revival.  The English Romantics of the mid to late eighteenth century ignited interest in Welsh language and culture – the latter was often invented to suit similar traditions around Britain and Europe, for example the numerous stone circles which were erected during this and later periods – viewed it, as Tolkien would later remark, to be the “senior language of the men of Britain”.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  Davies (2014), p 13; Prys Morgan, ‘From a Death to a View: The Hunt for the Welsh Past in the Romantic Period’, The Invention of Tradition, Canto edition. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,2012), pp. 43-100 (pp. 56-62)] 

The industrial revolution was just beginning in Britain, and many sought to preserve the purity of the idyllic valleys, mountains and rural communities who still held on to an ancient heritage, which began to be regarded as common to all.[footnoteRef:46]  This revival is largely responsible for the popularisation of Eisteddfods, which scholars claimed to have their roots in traditions from the early medieval period, when poets were still employed in courts.[footnoteRef:47]  Aside from several decades when the events regressed into drunken parties, this gave the Welsh language another avenue to status, especially as no Welshman was appointed to the office of Bishop in Wales from 1714 to 1870.[footnoteRef:48]   [46:  E.J. Hobsbawm, ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, The Invention of Tradition, Canto edition. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,2012), pp. 1-14 (pp. 1-3)]  [47:  Hywel Teifi Edwards, Writers of Wales: The Eisteddfod, (University of Wales and The Welsh Arts Council, 1990) p 4-10]  [48:  Davies (2014), p 44, 56] 

Previous to the industrial revolution those who settled in Welsh communities were absorbed and began speaking Welsh.  However, the volume of workers could not be integrated fast enough, and many Welsh people were obliged to learn English to communicate with the large influx of monoglot English speakers.[footnoteRef:49]  The industrial revolution also saw the introduction of the railway to Wales, linking previously isolated communities to trading hubs which meant more exposure and greater need to learn the English language.[footnoteRef:50]  Though only 30 percent of the population still spoke Welsh, according to the 1891 census, 45.5 percent spoke English, and 24 percent were bilingual.  Some doubted the credibility of the report, but considering that by 1911, there were only 190, 292, monoglot Welsh speakers, it is likely that many who had been able to confine themselves to only Welsh, were now obliged to lean English.[footnoteRef:51]  The nineteenth and early twentieth century were undoubtedly the periods of greatest decline for the use of the Welsh language.   [49:  Davies (2014), p 55-58]  [50:  Dot Jones, The Coming of the Railways and Language Change in North Wales 1850-1900, (Aberystwyth, 1995)]  [51:  Parry; Williams, (1999), p 11; Davies (2014), p 81] 

Some credit for the survival of Welsh as a unique language must, once again, been given to the persistent Christian sentiment which existed in Wales during these two centuries.  Non-conformity had a grasp on Wales to a greater extent than the rest of Britain, and services were largely held entirely in Welsh.[footnoteRef:52]  This, unfortunately declined after the First and Second World Wars which perhaps account for the drastic measures called for from the 1960’s onwards.[footnoteRef:53]  Plaid Cymru, the Welsh Nationalist party was formed in the 1940’s but made little progress towards achieving devolution or independence, despite the appointment of a Welsh Office and Secretary of Wales in 1964.[footnoteRef:54] [52:  Davies (1996), p 14-16]  [53:  Davies (1996), p 16]  [54:  Davies (2014), p 103-113] 

In 1962 a former president, Saunders Lewis, made a speech which bluntly told the Welsh people that if they didn’t act, their language would die.[footnoteRef:55] This inspired the formation of the Welsh Language Society, which pushed for official recognition of the Welsh language and bilingual road signs.[footnoteRef:56]  Although there was still a decline in the 1970’s, more Welsh media was being published and in the following decade SC4, a dedicated Welsh channel for programmes was created and in 1988 Welsh was established as a core subject in English medium schools in Wales.[footnoteRef:57] [55:  R.M. Jones ‘Beyond Identity?  The Reconstruction of the Welsh’ The Journal of British Studies, Vol 31, (1992) pp 330 – 357 (p 351)]  [56:  C.H. Williams, ‘Non-Violence and the Development of the Welsh Language Society 1962-1974’, Welsh History Review, Vol. 8, (1976) pp. 426 (pp. 428 – 442)]  [57:  Davies, (2014) pp 107, 114-128] 

It was in the 2000’s though, that the revival effort truly made rapid, though localised progress.  Although, through the gradual decline of the last two centuries there is now only pockets of first language Welsh speakers, in the Welsh Assembly the Welsh language was finally given priority.[footnoteRef:58]  New words were also added, drawing from Latin, English and existing Welsh vocabulary.  After the 2001 terrorist attacks, when debates were held about migrants learning English, there were also debates held about migrants to Wales learning Welsh, where in the past the assumption was that the Welsh would learn the ‘dominant’ language.[footnoteRef:59]   [58:  Chríost, Carlin, Williams, (2016), pp. 212–227]  [59:  Davies (2014), p 145; Mann, (2007), pp. 208–24] 

In conclusion the history of the evolution of the Welsh language is akin to a linguistic tug of war, the opposing side always threatening to topple the language, yet the Welsh people pulling it back from the precipice.  From early in its history, though it was the language of the natives, it was defined by invaders as the language of ‘the other’, despite periodic efforts to change this, it has remained so almost since the Norman kings conquered the island.  Wales has become a bilingual country, characterised by the dominant language of Westminster, and the language of the people fighting for dominance.  There is debate about whether this mentality has led to further alienation of those who would learn and use the language, or is responsible for encouraging the language to revive.[footnoteRef:60] [60:  Mann, (2007), pp 208 -224] 
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