The Welsh language is one of the oldest spoken languages in Europe, originating some 2,500 to 4,000 years ago, far earlier than English and Gaelic. [footnoteRef:9245] It is no surprise that J. R. R. Tolkien said, ‘Welsh is of this soil, this island, the senior language of the men of Britain; and Welsh is beautiful.’  [footnoteRef:5548] [9245:  Davies, Janet, The Welsh Language: A History, New edition. (La Vergne: University of Wales Press, 2014), p2

]  [5548:  A lecture given at the University of Oxford, (21 October 1955) published in The Monsters And The Critics And Other Essays (1983), edited by Christopher Tolkien  ] 

It is recognized that Old Welsh started in the late 9th century BCE and continued until the second half of the 12th Century BCE when it evolved into Middle Welsh. [footnoteRef:31853] To fully understand the history of Old Welsh, it should be looked at within the framework of what came before and what followed. [31853:  Jackson, Kenneth Hurlstone, Language and History in Early Britain : A Chronological Survey of the Brittonic Languages, 1st to 12th Century A.D. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1953)] 

This essay sets out to explain the evolution of the language. Its origins and how it developed over time, and it will identify other languages that are closely related. It will look at the attested evidence of Old Welsh and the dating of that material. It will examine how Old Welsh transitioned into Middle Welsh, the similarities and differences between them and look briefly at the further transition into Modern Welsh.  
The Welsh language, which includes Old Welsh, Middle Welsh and Modern Welsh, is part of the family of languages known as Indo-European, as shown in Figure 1. By studying these languages, especially their most ancient examples, scholars have been able to reconstruct an unattested language known as Proto Indo-European which gives us the connection between the 10 Indo-European branches. 
[image: ]Fig. 1. The Indo-European Family Tree [footnoteRef:30851] [30851:  Davies, Janet, The Welsh Language: A History, New edition. (La Vergne: University of Wales Press, 2014), p2] 

Proto Indo-European was spoken in approximately 4000 BCE, originally in southern Russia or Anatolia by a people who later migrated across Europe and into Asia at which point the language would have started to evolve firstly into different dialects before finally becoming distinctly different languages. [footnoteRef:2423] One of these languages was Celtic, more correctly called Proto Celtic, which was also reconstructed. Figure 1. shows two specific groups of Celtic languages developing from Proto Celtic viz. Insular and Continental. This is one of two schools of thought as to how Proto Celtic split. There was an earlier model known as the p/q split which will be looked at later in the essay.  [2423:  https://www.britannica.com/topic/Indo-European-languages/Establishment-of-the-family] 

The development of the Proto Indo-European family tree first started in the 18th Century with the work of the scholar, linguist and historian Edward Lhuyd (1660 – 1709). [footnoteRef:2141] Prior to this, in the Middle Ages, people could see links between some of the Celtic languages, specifically those shown under the Brittonic branch in Figure 1. They grouped these together and referred to them as British or Brittonic. However, they were unable to see the connection with the Goidelic languages, something that only became clear from the work of Lhuyd. Lhuyd was the first scholar to adopt a scientific approach to the study of languages. During his lifetime the following six languages were alive and spoken: Irish, Scottish Gaelic, Manx (this died out in 1974), Welsh, Breton and Cornish (died out about 1899 but now revived). Lhuyd developed a form of linguistic science that was based on sound correspondences between two languages being systematic and the meaning of the words being related. Using this system, he and a small number of assistants that he trained in the new science, travelled to Ireland, Scottland, Wales and, briefly, Brittany where they collected linguistic evidence which then became the basis for his book Archaeologica Britannica, published at Oxford in 1707, establishing the existence of a Celtic language family a first using the term Celtic for this group of languages (something that was later to become very controversial but outside the scope of this essay). [footnoteRef:31974] Lhuyd also recognized a relationship between Latin, Greek and Celtic and by doing so almost discovered the Indo-European family. This discovery was made later in the 18th Century, by Sir William Jones (1774 – 1794). [footnoteRef:29345] At this time European scholars and linguists became aware of Sanskrit, the classical language of India and saw parallels with the Celtic languages. Williams presented a scientific paper in 1786 in which he mentions the Celtic languages, recognizing them as being part of the Proto-Indo-European family.  [2141:  bio for Lhuyd]  [31974:   https://www.oxforddnb.com/]  [29345:  https://www.oxforddnb.com/] 

Having established that Proto Celtic developed out of Proto Indo-European, the next point to address in this essay is how Proto Celtic split into 2 distinct groups. In Figure 1., this is shown as Insular and Continental which, mentioned previously, is a more recent model with the earlier traditional model being divided into the P-Celtic and Q-Celtic languages. P-Celtic refers to the occurrence of the sound p in the language, found in Gaulish and Brittonic. Q-Celtic refers to the occurrence of the sound k (spelled c, earlier q), both derived from an ancestral form *kw in the Indo-European parent language, found in Goidelic and Celtiberian. [footnoteRef:8198] Using his science-based approach, Lhuyd identified that a p sound exists in Brittonic words where there is a corresponding c sound in Goidelic. The reason two models exist is due to an issue between several interpretations of how the primary splitting into the corresponding sub-groups first started. As a result, Goidelic and Brittonic are identified as more closely related by the Insular – Continental model.  [8198:  https://www.britannica.com/topic/Brythonic-languages] 

Before looking at the actual evidence of Old Welsh, it is worth noting that what manuscripts remain are most probably a part of what would have been a larger corpus of manuscripts. This is the fragile nature of the parchment and the huge impact of the dissolution of the monasteries during the reign of Kind Henry VIII. [footnoteRef:25378] [25378:   BERNARD, G. W. “The Dissolution of the Monasteries.” History 96, no. 4 (324) (2011): 390–409. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24429244.
] 

Of those examples of Old Welsh that have survived the most notable and best studied are the following:
Y Gododdin. This is a poem, written in Welsh, that has been preserved in the Book of Aneirin, a manuscript that dates from around 1265 CE in the Middle Welsh period. [footnoteRef:29821]The subject matter of the poem is a large group of warriors who, after a year of feasting in a place called Din Eidyn (Edinburgh) go to battle in a place called Catraeth (Catterick) in 600 CE. An important point to note is that the very early Welsh poems are Welsh in the linguistic sense and not specific to the country now known as Wales. At the time of the battle of Catraeth, an early form of Welsh would have been spoken in the western Britain from Cornwall up to southern Scotland. [footnoteRef:6291] The manuscript is the work of two scribes, both of which are copying from earlier material. Scribe A is a more competent scribe and writes in contemporary orthography. In contrast, Scribe B uses an outdated orthography. The content and the orthography both suggest that the poem originates from a much earlier time than the 13th century CE manuscript. Accurate dating of early literary text is difficult. In the case of Y Gododdin, many respected scholars have given their opinion as to the date of the poem ranging from late 5th Century CE to the 9th or 10th century CE.  [29821:   https://www.library.wales/discover-learn/digital-exhibitions/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/book-of-aneirin]  [6291:  Johnston, Dafydd, The Literature of Wales. (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1994)
] 

The Surexit Memorandum is a legal text written in Old Welsh (with some Latin words) in the margins of an older Latin manuscript, the Lichfield Gospels (more recently known as the St. Chad Gospels but also known as the St Teilo Gospels and variants therein). [footnoteRef:27281] It is the oldest example of written Welsh that exists in a manuscript, dating from the late 9th century CE. [footnoteRef:3527] The text is written in an early mediaeval script based on Roman letters. There are three separate texts on one page of the manuscript. The first records that a man called Gelhi trades a horse for the actual book in which the text is written. He then gives the book to the church of St Teilo in Welsh town of Llandeilo from where is travel at some point to the city of Lichfield in England. The second is the actual Surexit Memorandum that records a land dispute and the judgement that was passed down. Curiously it consists of two parts written separately on the page and linked by a barred d and obelus, marked by small, orange circles. The second part records a list of Ango-Saxon names. As to the reason for the separation, it can only be surmised, and it is probably lost with the passage of time. There is some evidence to show that some erasure took place on the page but again the reason for this is unknown. Interestingly, quite a large number of the Welsh words in the Surexit and still found with little or no change in Modern Welsh. Some examples of this are: tir (land); cas (nasty), did, dydd (day). [27281:  https://lichfield.ou.edu/141-intrigue]  [3527:  https://mwyostoririaith.cymru/en/cymraeg-cynnar-hen-gymraeg/] 

The idea that Old Welsh words taken from a 9th century text are still in use in Welsh today leads to the next topic to be looked at in the essay. Namely, how Old Welsh transitioned into Middle Welsh, the similarities and differences between them and to look briefly at the further transition into Modern Welsh.  Middle Welsh is the name given to the Welsh used between 1100 – 1500 CE. A lot more examples of Middle Welsh have survived than have in Old Welsh including poetry and prose. 
An example of Middle Welsh that has survived and is held to be an exemplar is:
The Mabinogion. This is the name given to eleven medieval tales translated from Welsh between 1838 and 1849. The Mabinogi is a sub-set of the Mabinogoion, consisting of four separate stories which have very loose links. It is probable that they are all the work of a single author working in the later part of the eleventh century CE. [footnoteRef:24377] The stories come from The White Book of Rhydderch, housed in the National Library in Aberystwyth. [footnoteRef:11505] And Red Book of Hergest and housed in the Bodleian Library, Oxford. [footnoteRef:2440] The stories contain tales of love, conflict, betrayal and magic. Some are also dark and tell of violence and revenge. Others contain accounts of supernatural, otherworldly events. [24377:  Johnston, Dafydd, The Literature of Wales. (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1994)
]  [11505:  https://www.library.wales/discover-learn/digital-exhibitions/manuscripts/the-middle-ages/white-book-of-rhydderch/]  [2440:  https://www.jesus.ox.ac.uk/about-jesus-college/history/libraries-and-archives/manuscripts/] 

Moving forwards in time to the 16th century CE, a key influence on what was then early Modern was the development of printing in 1500 and the translation and printing in Welsh of the Bible in Welsh in 1588. [footnoteRef:18735]  Printing fast replaced manuscripts and introduced standardization into the language especially the revised version of the Welsh Bible printed in 1620. This brought about a level of consistency in spelling that was unknown in manuscripts. In the printed form, the letter d appeared both as a single letter and as dd at both the start and end of words and the single letter r also became the letter rh. The verb also moves to the second position in the sentence.  [18735:  >>>] 

In summary, Welsh is no doubt a reliant language that has been spoken continuously for centuries. It has prevailed against invasions, changes in legislation and out and out attempts to make it a second-class language. It has been passed from generation to generation along with a rich tapestry of Welsh culture and tradition that has kept it alive.


Bibliography
Davies, Janet, The Welsh Language: A History, New edition. (La Vergne: University of Wales Press, 2014)
The Monsters And The Critics And Other Essays (1983), edited by Christopher Tolkien  

Jackson, Kenneth Hurlstone, Language and History in Early Britain : A Chronological Survey of the Brittonic Languages, 1st to 12th Century A.D. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1953)

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Indo-European-languages/Establishment-of-the-family

https://www.oxforddnb.com/

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Brythonic-languages

https://llandeilofawr.org.uk/gospels.htm

CHARLES-EDWARDS, GIFFORD, and HELEN MCKEE. “Lost Voices from Anglo-Saxon Lichfield.” Anglo-Saxon England, vol. 37, 2008, pp. 79–89. JSTOR, http://www.jstor.org/stable/44510973. Accessed 13 Mar. 2024.







image.jpg
CELTIC
(Insular)
(GOIDELIC BrirTONIC
Scots Gaelic Cumbrian
Manx Gaelic Welsh
Irish Gaelic Cornish
Breton

THE INDO-EUROPEAN FAMILY TREE

TOCHARIAN GREEK

ANATOLIAN

(Continental)

Celtiberian Gaulish Galatian

North

Icelandic
Faroese
Norwegian

Swedish
Danish

PROTO INDO-EUROPEAN

ITALIC ARMENIAN ALBANIAN

(Latin)
Italian
Romanian
Rhaetian
Sardinian
French
Occitan
Catalan
Spanish
Portuguese
GERMANIC
West East
German  Gothic
English
Frisian
Flemish
Dutch

Afrikaans

BaLric
Latvian

Polish

BALTO-SLAVIC
SLavic

South East |
Bulgarian Belorussian

Czech Macedonian Russian

Slovak Serbo-Croat Ukranian
Sorbian  Slovene ;
INDO-IRANIAN
[RANIAN INDO’A@YAN
Ossetic (Sanskit)
Kurdish North-West Westand Midland  East
Persian Panjabi  South-West jasthani Assames
Baluchi Lahnda Gujurati ihart Bengali
Tadzhik Sindhi Marathi Hindu/ Oriva
Pashto Pahari Konkani Urdu :
Dardic Maldivian
Sinhalese




