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Write an essay characterising the Celtic place-names from ONE of the following areas: (i) European Continent, (ii) Modern England, (iii) Modern Scotland.
	
This essay will offer a very brief overview of the characteristics of Scottish place-names and discuss their linguistic origins and overall distribution and development. It will briefly cover some historical events pertinent to the subject and will make a short study of specific words from Gaelic and Brittonic sources, including cognate forms.
The place-names of Scotland can be categorised broadly into three distinct linguistic origins: Goidelic (Q-Celtic), which evolved into the Gaelic of Ireland, the Isle of Man, and Scotland, initially localised to the area of Argyll, Brittonic (P-Celtic), which became Welsh, possibly Pictish and Cumbric, and covered north and eastern Scotland, and finally, Scandinavian. There are several theories regarding the development of Gaelic in Scotland, the most popular assertion, as Ball and Müller state, being that: ‘Gaelic was brought into north-western Scotland by settlers from Ireland – around the year 500 AD according to the traditional dating.’[footnoteRef:1] The existing Brittonic language was therefore subsequently replaced by the Irish Gaelic, and thus the area of Argyll became Gaelic-speaking.  [1:  Martin J. Ball and Nicole Müller, The Celtic Languages, 2nd edn. (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009), p. 230] 

This is a very neat and tidy theory and makes logical sense, however, the validity of it has been challenged by scholars such as Ewan Campbell who suggests that because the distance between Argyll and Ireland is, at its shortest point, only 20km, this meant that open communication was very likely between the two areas and: ‘Both are clearly part of one archipelago where good sea communications would enable the same language to continue to be spoken and develop in tandem.’[footnoteRef:2] From this perspective, it may be that Gaelic was already established in Argyll because the people living either side of the North Channel were anciently one single population, frequently crossing the waters between Argyll and northern Ireland. He believes that the population of Argyll ‘maintained a regional identity from at least the Iron Age through to the medieval period and that throughout this period they were Gaelic speakers.’[footnoteRef:3] Campbell goes on to suggest that the linguistic barrier between Goidelic and Brittonic was more likely to be topographical, in the form of the Scottish Highlands, than the North Channel, which would have separated Goidelic from Brittonic speakers in the north east, and is just as plausible as the migration theory.  [2:  Ewan Campbell, ‘Were the Scots Irish?’, Antiquity 75 (2001), p. 290.]  [3:  Ewan Campbell, p. 291.] 

	Whichever theory is correct, there is no doubt that by 500 AD, Gaelic was spoken in the west of Scotland. Around the ninth century, as Viking raids were causing huge problems in Britain, the Gaels of Argyll began an expansion campaign which meant that Gaelic:
	…ousted Pictish in the north-east and subsequently became established in the south-	west and south-east of what is now Scotland, as the Gaelic kings of the Scots 	annexed the British kingdom of Strathclyde and the northern part of the Anglian 	kingdom of Northumbria.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Ball and Müller, p. 230.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk87283210]This expansion lasted until the twelfth century, at which point Gaelic began to retreat westwards. In terms of place-nomenclature, it is logical therefore, to expect a great concentration of Goidelic influences throughout all regions of Scotland due to such expansion. Take for one example the word baile meaning ‘settlement’ in Scots Gaelic; this word appears in countless Scottish place names as ‘bal’, such as Ballachulish (Baile a’ chaolais), and Balquidder (Baile chuil tir). Its distribution can be seen on the following map:
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Description automatically generated][footnoteRef:5] [5:  Unknown Contributor, File: Bal Element in Scottish Place Names. Png, (2020) http://www.commons.wikimedia.org [accessed 08 November 2021]] 

It is interesting to note that there is a far greater distribution of the ‘Bal’ place name towards the east of Scotland, suggesting the movement and settling of Gaelic speakers into this area during the expansion period noted above. We can see the Gaelic influence in other popular Scottish place-names, such as those beginning with the word ‘kil’. This word derived from the Gaelic cill  meaning ‘chapel’ or ‘church’ and is present in such names as Kilmarnock, Kilconquar and so on. Another common example is that of dun, which forms the place names Dundee, Dunkeld, meaning ‘fortress’ or ‘castle’.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Unknown Contributor, Scots and Picts, http://www.bbc.co.uk/scotland/ [accessed 09 November 21]] 

At this time, the far Northern regions of Scotland, the Orkneys, Shetland, and the Outer Hebrides had been completely settled by the Scandinavian invaders, so the place-names in those areas are almost entirely Scandinavian in origin. In the Hebrides, there is an overlay of Gaelic names and Gaelic pronunciation of Scandinavian place-names as more settlers became Gaelic speaking from the later Medieval period onwards. It is interesting to note that in Orkney and the Shetlands, it is unlikely that Gaelic was ever spoken there, as the place-names retain their clearly Scandinavian roots. 
Some Scottish place-names appear that have cognates with Brittonic, or according to Nicolaisen, Pictish language. He cites  pert, (wood, copse, Welsh cognate: perth) pevr (radiant, beautiful, Welsh: pefr), lanerc (clearing, glade, Welsh: llanerch) and aber as having Pictish elements. Knowledge of the Pictish language derives from inscriptions and certain place names; a common example being place names that contain the p-Celtic word pett (meaning a ‘share or portion of land’), which appears as ‘pit’ in modern language in places such as Pitlochry (Pit Cloich Aire – meaning ‘place of the sentinel stone’).[footnoteRef:7] The Picts present a problem linguistically because the surviving inscriptions written in Pictish remain indecipherable, so this suggests that the Picts may have spoken a different language to the Brittonic Celts. The fact that they also used ogham inscriptions may hint at an understanding of Goidelic language considering the ogham is of Irish origin. This point alone may render Nicolaisen’s claims somewhat questionable. However, whether this is true is irrelevant for the purposes of this essay, what matters is that these words, having identifiable Welsh cognates, demonstrate that a Brittonic language was being spoken in the eastern portion of Scotland before Gaelic overwhelmed it.  [7:  Unknown Contributor, History of the Town, http://www.pitlochry.org [accessed 09 November 2021]] 

Aber, meaning ‘river mouth’ has its cognate in Gaelic as inbhir/inbhear  - (inver). Nicolaisen suggests that aber  is ‘controversial’ because:
…it was for a time claimed as a Gaelic term by the proponents of the theory that 	Pictish was qu-Celtic (or Goidelic) and not p-Celtic. It is, however, quite clearly the p-	Celtic equivalent of Gaelic inbhear.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  W.F.H Nicolaisen, Scottish Place-Names, 2nd edn. (London: B.T Batsford Ltd, 1979), p. 164.] 

Place-names beginning with Aber tend to be localised towards the east of Scotland, and obviously around the mouths of major water courses, such as Aberdeen, Aberdour and so on. Brittonic speakers once occupied the whole of Britain apart from the far north of Scotland. Some migrated to Brittany from the fifth century and others had been pushed into Wales, the south-west, Northern England, Cumbria, and southern Scotland. The distribution of Aber place names therefore represents the survival of Brittonic/Pictish linguistic influences which were absorbed rather than supplanted. Conversely it is not surprising to note that the number of place-names beginning with ‘Inver’ are most common in the western highlands and the region of the Grampian mountains. The largest town with this element is Inverness in the far north.
 In all these examples we note that the place-names follow the expected Celtic compounds of placing the generic element before a specific element: Baile a’ chaolais (Ballachulish) meaning ‘Settlement (generic element) on the straight (specific element); Inbhir Nis (Inverness) unsurprisingly means ‘Mouth of the river Ness’; and similarly, Obar Dheathain (Aberdeen) translates as ‘mouth of the river Don’. 
To conclude this short essay, one might ask ‘why is the study of place-names important?’ The answer to that is surely that it is a way of preserving information and offering a window on languages that have since become lost. It also teaches us of the connection between extinct and modern language, as in the case of Brittonic and Welsh. The distribution of Gaelic highlighted in this essay for example, shows how populations moved and how language was replaced to reflect these migrations, and ultimately, as it receded west, how the language began to disappear. The survival of Brittonic elements reminds us of an ancient linguistic connection to a language, now extinct, that possibly survives in a modified form in Welsh. The place-names of Scotland hold within them a wealth of information concerning the social history of the area, from migrations, invaders and conquerors to the spread and evolution of language, and the similarities and differences between them.
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