	
	
	



A sense of place.  Sarah Carver.
Celtic was the language spoken over the whole of what is now known as England. This piece seeks to understand and characterise Celtic place-names in modern England. 
‘Place-names begin life as useful, functional, meaningful descriptions of some feature that needs labelling and identifying.’[footnoteRef:10820] [10820:  David Parsons, Lecture 1 to B.A Celtic Studies HPCS5071 Welsh And Celtic Place-Names, October 2021 < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=8532 >] 

Language evolution, perceptions of what place means to the individual, and the collective, has a myriad of components. ‘In the case of Celtic names there is an extra layer of uncertainty in anything said about them, as well as additional skills required for studying them’.[footnoteRef:11246]  [11246:  Oliver Padel, ‘Brittonic Place-Names In England,’ in J. Carroll and D.N. Parsons (eds), Perceptions of Place (Nottingham: 2013), 1–41 p. 1

] 

The earliest records of connected Celtic languages, are the inscriptions dating from 500BC-200AD, which have been discovered in various parts of the European continent, in Gaul (Gaulish) Celtiberian (Spain) and Northern Italy (Lepontic). Two thousand years ago Celtic languages were widely spoken across Europe, Britain, and Ireland, demonstrating the close links of languages in Europe. The principal languages of Europe are all developments of Indo-European languages and can be recognised in a range of word and sound correspondences. 
Early Celtic place-name correlation in different countries is demonstrated by the example of Noviomagus (New Market) now modern-day Chichester in England and Noviomagus now modern-day Nijmegen in the Netherlands. 
Names on maps are of great antiquity, little fragments of language, a linguistic label and all contribute to our modern understanding of the development and present use of place-names. As is the nature of all things, over time they change, are reinterpreted, misinterpreted, and deceptive. The topic of Celtic place-names in England is particularly beset by the kinds of difficulties for which place-name studies generally are well known.[footnoteRef:1365] [1365:  Oliver Padel, ‘Brittonic Place-Names In England,’ in J. Carroll and D.N. Parsons (eds), Perceptions of Place, (Nottingham: 2013), 1–41 p. 1
] 

Place names reflect the past and connect the present. But what is in a place name, what can it tell us about the people, landscape, languages, and circumstances of history? David Parson’s suggests place-names ‘preserve snippets of the language of the period, they reflect what is felt to be of importance in describing the feature.’[footnoteRef:12441] [12441:  David Parsons, Lecture 1 to B.A Celtic Studies HPCS5071 Welsh And Celtic Place-Names, October 2021 < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=8532 >
] 

Celtic place-names denote tribal distribution and territories and have changed in the course of history. Ptolemy’s Geography of Britain contained detailed place and tribal names, and the British section of the Antonine Itinerary includes lists of stopping places on roads, towns, and forts.
Margaret Gelling discusses the importance of languages in unravelling the history of English place-names, The reason for this complexity, according to Gelling, is the succession of languages spoken in the British Isles, which have influenced the development of placenames. ‘In England there are six successive layers to be distinguished.’[footnoteRef:2] A non-Indo-European language, followed by Celtic/British, Latin, Old English, Old Norse and finally Norman French.  [2:   Margaret Gelling, ‘The Languages’, Signposts To The Past, 2nd ed. (Chichester:1988), p. 20
] 

Deciphering the meaning of English place-names and the methods by which their meaning may be discovered, necessitates detailed exploration of influencing aspects including, categories of names, geographical distribution of Celtic names, connection of Celtic names in other languages, the process of natural language evolution, and transformation, through the mediums of trade, migration, invasions, and occupations. 
Place-names or toponyms communicate the history or appearance of the location, Patrick Sims-Williams is more eloquent in his description, ‘The toponymy of the landscape can be compared to a palimpsest upon which successive linguistic groups have written their signatures.’[footnoteRef:4204]  [4204:  Patrick Sims-Williams, ‘Place-Names And Ancient Linguistic Geography,’ (2006) 1-15 p. 1
   <   https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/folder/view.php?id=381435 >                                ] 

Toponyms frequently contain words for natural features; rivers, fords, and other waterways are particularly common. This may partly be because settlements were often built near sources of fresh water, and because waterways provided a means of easy transportation, linking distant communities. Topographically, waterways and hills can be useful places to settle for several reasons, including defensibility, visibility, and ecological features, proximity to water and good farmland. The original meanings of villages, manors and farms can often be historically understood by examining the earliest spellings available. However, the root words that make up a place-name can be difficult to see in modern English spellings.
In Britain, apart from some fragments from Roman Bath, the first vernacular Celtic inscription is the one in Old Welsh from Tywyn, c. 800 AD.[footnoteRef:996]  [996:  Patrick, Sims-Williams, Place-Names And Ancient Linguistic Geography, 1-15 p. 3

] 

The river name Itchen in Hampshire appears to belong to an unknown early Indo-European language. Brittonic river-names in England can sometimes be obtained by considering types of river-names found in later Brittonic areas, particularly Wales; some Brittonic river-names in England can be interpreted as having been based on words for animals, birds, and weapons. 
Important considerations are the extent to which areas within England differ regarding the density of Brittonic names. Types of Brittonic name which have survived across England. Category of places which have Brittonic names which is helpful when trying to ascertain if a name is Brittonic. Names that contain a single Brittonic component, such as Liss, or Celtic elements merged with an Old English element.
Margaret Gelling states that ‘The written sources for Roman Britain offer relatively rich material for the study of British place-names in use from the first to fifth centuries AD’[footnoteRef:12434]  [12434:  Margaret Gelling, ‘The Place-Names of Roman Britain’, Signposts To The Past, 2nd ed. (Chichester, 1988). p. 37] 

The place-name evidence for the Roman period in Britain indicates that the Romans mostly adopted local Celtic place-names just as they did in other parts of their European Empire. An example is ‘Anderitum, ‘great ford(s)’, ande- ‘great, big’ and ritu-’ford, modern day Pevensey and Andredesceaster to the Anglo- Saxons.’[footnoteRef:7817] Infrequently, the Romans incorporated British words with Latin in the creation of topographical names in important places, for example Aquae Sulis, modern Bath. ‘Aquae Latin water’, and ‘Sulis’ the British goddess ‘The waters of Sulis.’ Celtic place-names of defined categories include, names of tribes or territories, important towns for example Dover, names of hills and forests such as Penge, and river-names like Avon. [7817:   David Parsons, Lecture 3 to B.A Celtic Studies HPCS5071 Welsh And Celtic Place-Names, October 2021 < https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=8532 >
] 

It is the belief that British names that survived into English from the Roman period were passed on orally. However, the debate continues as to whether British Celtic remained a spoken language in England until the arrival of the Anglo Saxons. In examining this period of Celtic language survivability there are layers of factors to consider with regional differences. Vagaries surround evidence in the Romano-British period in the South-eastern regions. 
Can the available evidence decipher and explain Latin impact, and possibilities of pockets of evolved bilingualism in the population, other than at the level of governance and administration? We must also consider population reluctance and resistance to the colonial Latin language influence of Rome. Naturally, the same principles will apply to the Anglo-Saxon influence on the population and language. Did the Celtic speakers migrate to other areas, or was Celtic abandoned over the centuries as assimilation occurred, and how much of the language change was the result of force, oppression, and destruction of the Celtic tribes? 
British names with solid etymological evidence are often topographical, river names used as settlement-names without added suffix. Names containing a word for a fort or town. Names created by suffix addition to a personal name. Intriguingly, a lack of habituative names in the Roman period may be suggestive of a lack of contact, and cohesion. ‘There are, however, a respectable number of place-names in these Romano-British sources for which experts in the British language are prepared to give a firm etymology.’[footnoteRef:741] Brittonic language survival is seen in certain types of features, including shore forts, and river names such as the Brent. ‘The ending of Roman Britain is a subject of few facts and many theories.”[footnoteRef:12230] [741:  Margaret, Gelling, Signposts To The Past, 2nd ed. (Chichester, 1988).
]  [12230:  David Mattingly, An Imperial Possession: Britain in the Roman Empire (London, 2007), p. 529.] 

The arrival of the Anglo Saxons and the period up to the 7th century produced no contemporary records, but this was a time of profound change, and language shift to Old English which is reflected in the name changes that emerge in the landscape. Paul Cullen argues ‘The Anglo Saxons had a vast and subtle topography which can be decoded by fieldwork.’[footnoteRef:15040] [15040:  Paul Cullen, Perceptions of Place, English Place- Names and Landscape Terminology, English Place- Name Society, Supernumerary Volume 2012 p. 161- 180 p. 166
] 

The Anglo-Saxon conquest and settlement of Britain began in the 5th century AD, spreading from east to west and culminating in the occupation of the whole of what is now England, except for Cornwall and some areas along the Welsh border. The Anglo-Saxon's language is what we now refer to as Old English. It is in this language of Old English, that many of the place-names now in use in England were constructed. English place-names are the result of domination by the Anglo-Saxons of the Celtic-speaking Britons, and the gradual imposition of the Old English language on them. However, many Celtic names were borrowed/ adopted by the Anglo Saxons. Regional Celtic place-name survival in England from this period into modern times is not fully documented. 
Kenneth Jackson's influential and much debated map[footnoteRef:25700] documenting the survival of Celtic in river and stream names across England, implied greater Celtic language survivability in areas less affected by Anglo Saxon conquest such as the counties of England further west. Shropshire in the context of the map is examined in further detail by David Parson’s.[footnoteRef:700] [25700:  Kenneth Jackson, Language and History in Early Britain. Edinburgh: University Press 1953) p. 220]  [700:   David, Parsons, ‘Pre-English River-Names And British Survival In Shropshire’, University Of Wales Centre For Advanced Welsh And Celtic Studies, Nomina 36 107-123
] 

Celtic place names that survive in modern times are the names that transitioned through the Anglo-Saxon period and are preserved in England for example, Liss from a word meaning ‘court’. 
 The study of place-names incorporates various disciplines including, linguistics, history, geography, and archaeology, providing an understanding of social and language changes, enhancing our connection to the past, and our understanding of the present. Admiring the beauty of a fingerpost now takes on more significance, the lonely sentinel of the crossroads holds its secrets well.
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