Old Welsh Language

The Welsh language has been stated by J.R.R Tolkein as being “the senior language of the men of Britain”,[footnoteRef:1] and has been described as Celtic with some Latin, Irish, Norse, Norman French and borrowed English.[footnoteRef:2] It can have its origins traced back to prehistory where Welsh language originated from Indo European, a language which was spoken by semi nomadic people as early as 4000BCE.[footnoteRef:3] Welsh language can be divided into three time categories of; Old: 800CE-1100’sCE , Middle:1100’sCE – 1500’sCE, and Modern:1500’sCE onwards.[footnoteRef:4] It is thought of as the Sister language to Cornish and Breton which are part of the Brythonic branch of the Celtic family of languages with the Irish, Scottish and Manx languages forming the Goedelic branch in the same Celtic family.[footnoteRef:5] In order to understand the history of the Old Welsh language it is important to have knowledge of its origins and also how it then developed from Old to Middle Welsh.  [1:  Janet Davies, The Welsh Language: A History, 2nd edn. (Wales: University of Wales Press, 2014), p.13.]  [2:  Meic Stephens, The Oxford Companion To The Literature Of Wales, (Oxford: Oxford University press,1986), p.629.]  [3:  Davies, The Welsh Language, p.1.]  [4:  John T.Koch, Celtic Culture, A Historical Encyclopaedia,( ABC -Clio, 2006), p.1759.]  [5:  Stephens, The Oxford Companion, p.629.] 

Origins
Edward Lhuyd, (1660-1709) was a linguist who first attached the Celtic name to a series of languages.[footnoteRef:6]  Sir William Jones, a British phonologist, (1746-1794) saw the link of proto-Celtic   with the ancient proto-Indo-European language and from this, he compiled the family tree which showed nine different branches of which proto-Celtic the ancestor of Welsh was one.[footnoteRef:7] [6:   John T. Koch, Moodle: Introduction and Lhuyd <https://www.moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=3984&section=3>  [accessed 12 March 2024]]  [7:  Davies, The Welsh Language, p.1. ] 
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The Celtic language was split into two categories, P Celtic which was known as Brittonic and which was spoken in Wales, Cornwall and Brittany and Q Celtic which was known as Goidellic and was spoken in Ireland, Isle of Man and Scotland. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  Davies, The Welsh Language, p.5.] 

The language of Brittonic was the ancient language of Britain at the time it was invaded by Romans in 43 CE. The Romans remained in power in Britain until the fifth century and although Latin was the language used in administration, Brittonic remained the language of the masses with a few Latin phrases and words included. When the Romans had left Britain by 410CE, the language of Brittonic had completely reasserted itself.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:   Davies, The Welsh Language, p.7.] 

Shortly after the Romans left Britain, the Anglo Saxons arrived and had settled in Brittain by 500CE, reaching the Severn estuary by 577CE. This resulted in much of the country taking on the language of the Anglo Saxons but the remaining Brittonic speaking people moving to the Western fringes of Britain. It is generally thought that this is the point that the Brittonic languages separated although Edward Ward has stated that the Brittonic language had begun to fracture before the Anglo-Saxon migration.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Edward Ward, A Brief History Of The Welsh Language [video], 2021<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pMMcl-gi0JM> [accessed 10 March 2024].] 

 With the advance of the Anglo Saxons and their dominating language which became English, the remaining Brittonic languages evolved into four distinct languages dependent on their locations within Western Britain.
Cumbric in Southern Scotland and North Western Britain
Welsh in Wales
Cornish in Cornwall
Breton in Brittany
These four languages are considered to be closely related, although having developed individually due to their separate locations, they were evolving away from each other.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:   Ibid.] 

With the building of Offa’s Dyke in late 8th century from North to South of Wales and the dominance of the Vikings in the seas to prevent travel along the Atlantic seaboard, Welsh speakers became somewhat isolated from other languages, especially their sister languages of Cornish and Breton. The language changed and developed into Welsh although John Koch has raised questions as to whether it was different enough to be called a language rather than a dialect of Brittonic, with it only unifying to become a language in 11th century CE.[footnoteRef:12] It is thought that Brittonic was a synthetic language meaning that the ends of words were changed to convey meanings. This altered in Welsh so that meaning was given to sentences with prepositions and where they were located.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Koch, Historical Encyclopaedia, p. 1759.]  [13:  Davies, The Welsh Language, p.13.] 

To the Anglo Saxons, the remaining Brettonic speakers were known as Wealus or Welsh which translated means foreigner but the Welsh and Cumbric speakers adopted the name Cymry which originates from the Brittonic term Cambrogi meaning fellow countrymen enabling them to have some self-identity.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Davies, The Welsh Language, p.10.] 

 From the 5th to 8th centuries, while Welsh was developing, there remains no written evidence of the language but there may be place names that are from this primitive Welsh period. This lack of evidence of written primitive Welsh language, Janet Davies feels, was not due to lack of writing, but due to the fact that despite it having been written down, nothing has survived.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Davies, The Welsh Language, p.13.] 



Old Welsh
   Old Welsh is classified in this essay as extending from 800CE to 1100’s CE. In 400CE the inhabitants of Wales spoke Brittonic but by 700CE the inhabitants of Wales spoke Welsh.[footnoteRef:16]  The spoken language of Old Welsh is known to have emerged from the Brittonic language. There were sound changes similar to Breton and Cornish which had a dramatic effect on the language, these included loss of the final syllable, reorganisation of vowel length and stress of the last syllable in a sentence.[footnoteRef:17] Other changes happened later with reorganisation of the structure of the sentences which had an effect on the structure of the language itself.[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  John Davies, A History Of Wales, (England: Penguin Group,1993), p.69.]  [17:  David Willis, Old And Middle Welsh (2009) p.3. <https://www.davidwillis.net/old_and_middle_welsh.pdf> [accessed 10 March 2024].]  [18:   Willis, Old And Middle Welsh, p.38.] 

The writing system that was used in Old Welsh was the basic Latin alphabet. Welsh was still in its early stages of growth and some of the more common sounds of today had not been developed . Examples of this are  Ll  where lau meaning hand changed to llau in modern Welsh and Dd  where diued meaning end had changed to diwedd.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Wikipedia, Old Welsh (2023)< https://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Old_Welsh > [accessed 12 March 2024].] 

There is very little written in Old Welsh although there are some place names that are known to be Welsh from Latin sources. The oldest attested inscription is from a Stone in St Cadfan’s church at Tywyn Wales. It is known as the Cadfen Stone and is thought to have been written in Old Welsh sometime around the 8th century .[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Willis, Old And Middle Welsh, p.1.] 


[image: undefined]

The Cadfen Stone[footnoteRef:21] [21: Wikipedia, Cadfan stone (2023) <https://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cadfan_Stone#/media/File:Carreg_Cadfan.jpg> [accessed 12 March 2024]
] 






The inscription was interpreted by Nancy Edwards (2013) and states that Tengrumui wife of Adgan lies near to Bud and Marciau, The mortal remains of the three, Cun woman, a mortal wound remains, The mortal remains of four.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Ibid] 

The oldest attested text is known as the Surrexit Memorandum originally dated as late 8th century but now thought to be 9th century. It is written in the margins of an illuminated manuscript called the Litchfield Gospels which would have been written prior to the text and had probably travelled backwards and forwards over the Welsh border but now is found in Litchfield Cathedral (Staffordshire). It records the settlement of a land dispute between Tudfwlch son of Llywyd and Elgu son of Gelli and although transcribed with Roman letters, it is seen to be written in Old Welsh. Some of the words in the memorandum have now become obsolete but many of the written words are similar to the Welsh written today so can be understood, although when read out loud, the emphasis on multi syllabled words is on the end syllable rather than the penultimate syllable of modern day Welsh.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  John T. Koch, Moodle: Old Welsh, Old Breton, Old Cornish, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=3984&section=7  [accessed 12 March 2024]] 

Another very important document containing probably the longest piece of prose in Old Welsh is the Computus Fragment which is a leaf of parchment that most likely fell out of another manuscript, dated to 10th century. It is a scientific text that describes the movement of the moon, stars and constellations in relation to the dating of Easter which was a controversial subject between Celtic and Anglo Saxon churches. The text was written using some scientific language with long sentences and thus difficult to understand contextually due to it only being a page of transcription. [footnoteRef:24] [24:   Ibid] 


	Old Welsh 
	Modern Welsh
	English translation
	Comments

	Urd
	Urdd
	Order
	Dd had not been developed in Old Welsh

	Loyr
	Lloer
	Moon
	Ll had not been developed in Old Welsh

	Serenn
	Seren
	Star
	

	Hinnith
	Hynny
	Those
	Th disappeared from Old Welsh



A table demonstrating the similarities and differences of Old Welsh and Modern Welsh from the Computus Fragment.
Possibly one of the most illuminating pieces of prose is known as Y Gododdin, controversially written in 13th century which is outside the dates associated with Old Welsh language. It is a collection of elegies by Aneirin (a court poet living in 7th century) about warriors who gathered and feasted for a year in Din Eidyn (Edinburgh) before attacking Catraeth (Catterick in Yorkshire) in the sixth century. The Y Gododdin that exists is thought to have been written by two scribes. The first being quite confident in their writing with the manuscript polished in a literacy sense ready for recital. The second scribe, it appears, was not so experienced and most likely just copying what was in front of them therefore not able to modernise the words from Old Welsh into the Welsh of the time.[footnoteRef:25] This fortunately has enabled linguists to have more of an insight into the construction of the Old Welsh language.  [25:  Ibid] 

Within this manuscript is also a poem known as Peis Dinogat which is the oldest known Welsh lullaby, thought to have been written in approximately 650CE. Although it is written in Old Welsh, it is not thought to have originated in Wales as there are references to Derwent in Cumbria. Aneirin along with Taliesin (a court bard from 6th century), were considered to be the founders of the Welsh poetic tradition although there is some controversy over Aneirin;s  origins as he is thought to be from the Old North, not Wales. There is some thought that the original scripts were written in Cumbric, the ancient language of the North of England and South Scotland but probably there was very little difference in the languages to cause many problems with translation and copying. [footnoteRef:26] [26:  Davies, The Welsh Language, p.17.] 

The Cumbric language which linguists are unable to decide whether it is a dialect or separate language, has been called the Welsh language of the North and has mainly been attested by 
place names in North England and South Scotland for example Carlisle and Catterick.[footnoteRef:27] It has been suggested however that the name comes from an anglicised root of the Welsh name Cymraeg and is possibly a geographic term rather than a linguistic term.[footnoteRef:28] Old Welsh is also considered to be very similar to Old Breton and old Cornish. Both have evidence of manuscripts attesting to their language with crossover of some words from Welsh which proves the similarities with Old Welsh.[footnoteRef:29] [27:  Ben Llyeln, Cumbric The Welsh Language Of The North [video],2022, https://www.uk.video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=mcafee&ei=UTF-8&p=cumbric+the+welsh+language+of+the+north&type=E210GB384G91826#id=1&vid=58c9387f11ba76decbe04fe53f7adcaa&action=view [accessed 12 March 2024].]  [28:  Koch, A Historical Encyclopaedia, p.515.]  [29:   Koch, Moodle: Old Welsh.  ] 

Middle Welsh
By the end of the 11th century which is the period thought to be the start of the Middle Welsh period, the language had changed from Old Welsh, with the biggest difference being new spellings of words and sound changes which included loss of some consonants (this is thought to be more of a change of preference rather than a forced change).[footnoteRef:30] This was the period of the great poets who are described by Stephens as being ‘the custodians of the language.’[footnoteRef:31] Welsh had become a versatile language ,with Wales considered to have one of the longest literary traditions in Europe,[footnoteRef:32] and it ‘providing a great agency for good literature.’[footnoteRef:33] Tales such as those from the Mabinogi which had links to Celtic folktales were told by storytellers over many centuries in the courts throughout Wales.  [30:  Willis, Old And Middle Welsh, p.3.]  [31:  Stephens, The Oxford Companion, p.629.]  [32:  Davies, The Welsh Language, p.22.]  [33:  Davies, A History Of Wales, p70.] 

Throughout this period, there was only one literary language in Wales and most of the people were still speaking Welsh which had become deeply rooted, but there were different dialects being spoken throughout the land.[footnoteRef:34] Gerald of Wales (1146-1223) commented on how the Welsh language was richer in the north of Wales probably because there were fewer foreigners and noted how the language in South Wales was better articulated. He also commented on the similarity of Welsh to Cornish and Breton.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  Davies, The Welsh Language, p.25.]  [35:  Lewis Thorpe, Gerald of Wales, The Journey Through Wales And Description Of Wales, (England: Clays Ltd ,2004), p.231.] 

Old Welsh was a clearly defined language which was present from 800CE to 1100CE in Wales, It was descended from the Brittonic language that was originally spoken in Britain and  which ended in the Western areas of Britain due to population migration. It was closely linked to the other Brittonic languages of Old Breton, Old Cornish and Cumbric. There are several written pieces that have been attested as being written in Old Welsh which allows linguists to study how the language was spoken and written. The language gradually developed into a newer version of Welsh called Middle Welsh, which in turn has now become the modern version of the language and which is still widely spoken in Wales.
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Proto Celtic                    Italic                         Germanic

                            Brittonic, ,       Goidellic
                                  
                            Welsh                 Irish
                            Cornish              Manx
                            Breton               Scottish

There are 2 schools of thought that the celtic people spread across Europe possibly from language originated on the Atlantic seaboard in the late  bronze age and …………. P4
In the late Iron age Celtic speaking people from Spain to Britain including Ireland Gaul Germany Italy and the Danube basin. There are 4 types of Celtic languages recognised by linguists (what are they ?)
 Q celtic Ireland, Scotland and Isle of Man 
P Celtic ancestor of Welsh > Wales, Cornwall and Brittany (p5)
Ireland was never conquered by the Romans although they landed in NW Wales where there remain some names from Ireland  Lleyn peninsular, Dyfed.

possibly from the steppes of Russia or Anatolia. People then migrated East and west from Bengal to Portugal with Dialects then forming separate languages.(p1)
There are some Brittonic words similar to latin ie derivation is similar when changed to Welsh with the end of words disappearing p69
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