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History of Welsh Language

history of welsh language traces back thousands of years, weaving a
fascinating tale of resilience, cultural identity, and linguistic evolution.
As one of the oldest living languages in Europe, Welsh holds a unique place
not only in the hearts of its native speakers but also in the broader
tapestry of Celtic languages. Understanding the history of Welsh language
offers insight into the people of Wales, their struggles, triumphs, and the
ongoing efforts to preserve this remarkable tongue.

The Origins of the Welsh Language

Welsh is a member of the Brittonic branch of the Celtic language family,
which also includes Breton and Cornish. The history of the Welsh language
begins with the ancient Britons, the Celtic people who inhabited much of
Great Britain before the Roman conquest. As Latin spread throughout the Roman
Empire, the native languages evolved, and Brittonic Celtic gradually
transformed into distinct dialects.

From Brittonic to 0ld Welsh

By around the 5th century, after the withdrawal of Roman forces from Britain,
the language spoken by the Britons began to diverge significantly. This
period marks the emergence of 0ld Welsh, which is the earliest recognizable
form of the Welsh language. 0ld Welsh inscriptions and manuscripts, such as
the famous "Book of Aneirin," provide valuable glimpses into the language’s
early structure and vocabulary.

During this era, the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms were expanding, pushing Celtic-
speaking communities westward into Wales. This geographic and cultural
isolation helped preserve the language's unique features and set the
foundation for the medieval Welsh identity.

Medieval Welsh: Flourishing in Literature and
Culture

The medieval period is considered a golden age for the Welsh language, with a
rich tradition of poetry, prose, and law being recorded in Welsh. The history
of Welsh language during this time reflects a vibrant literary culture that
thrived despite political upheaval.



The Role of Bards and Poets

Bards held an esteemed place in medieval Welsh society, composing intricate
poems that celebrated heroes, history, and mythology. The tradition of Welsh
bardic poetry, characterized by strict meter and alliteration, is one of the
oldest continuous literary traditions in Europe. Works such as the
"Mabinogion," a collection of mythological tales, are cornerstones of Welsh
literature and remain influential today.

Legal and Religious Texts

Welsh was not only a vehicle for creative expression but also for governance
and faith. The Laws of Hywel Dda, codified in the 10th century, were written
in Welsh and laid out a sophisticated legal system that governed Welsh
society. Meanwhile, the translation of religious texts, including early
versions of the Bible, helped maintain the language's relevance and
accessibility among the people.

Challenges and Decline: The Impact of English
Domination

The history of Welsh language took a challenging turn following the conquest
of Wales by Edward I of England in the late 13th century. English political
and cultural dominance increasingly marginalized Welsh, setting the stage for
centuries of decline.

Language Suppression and Social Shifts

Over time, English became the language of administration, law, and education
in Wales. The introduction of English-only policies in schools, particularly
following the 1847 "Blue Books" report, which criticized Welsh culture and
language, accelerated the decline of Welsh usage. Many Welsh speakers faced
social pressure to adopt English to access economic opportunities and social
mobility.

Survival in Rural Areas

Despite these challenges, Welsh continued to thrive in rural communities,
especially in the heartlands of North and West Wales. The language’s survival
was supported by oral traditions, chapel congregations, and a strong sense of
cultural pride that resisted Anglicization.



Revival and Modern Resurgence

The 20th and 21st centuries have witnessed a remarkable revival of the Welsh
language, fueled by grassroots activism, government support, and cultural
renaissance.

Welsh Language Movement

Starting in the late 19th century, movements dedicated to preserving and
promoting Welsh gained momentum. Organizations such as the Welsh Language
Society (Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg), founded in 1962, campaigned vigorously
for Welsh language rights, including bilingual education and official
recognition.

Legislative Gains and Education

Significant milestones include the Welsh Language Act of 1993 and the

Government of Wales Act 1998, which granted Welsh equal status with English
in public life. Welsh-medium education has expanded dramatically, offering
children the opportunity to learn and use Welsh fluently from an early age.

Welsh in Media and Technology

The rise of Welsh-language media outlets, including the television channel
S4C and radio stations like BBC Radio Cymru, has played a crucial role in
normalizing the language in daily life. Additionally, technology and digital
platforms now offer Welsh speakers new ways to communicate and share cultural
content, ensuring the language remains vibrant and relevant.

Understanding the Importance of Welsh Today

The history of Welsh language is not just a story of the past; it is a living
narrative that shapes Wales’s identity and future. Today, Welsh is spoken by
over half a million people and continues to be a symbol of national pride.

Tips for Learning and Supporting Welsh

For those interested in the Welsh language, engaging with its history can
enrich the learning process. Here are a few practical tips:



e Immerse yourself in Welsh media — watch S4C programs or listen to Welsh
radio to get accustomed to the sounds and rhythms.

Explore Welsh literature and poetry to connect with the culture and
historical context.

Participate in local classes or online courses; many resources now cater
to all skill levels.

Visit Wales and engage with Welsh-speaking communities to experience the
language in its natural environment.

Welsh is more than a language; it is a bridge to the past and a vibrant part
of the present. Its history reveals how language can endure through adversity
and adapt through generations, reminding us of the power of cultural heritage
to inspire and unite.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the Welsh language?

The Welsh language originated from the Brythonic branch of the Celtic
languages spoken by the Britons during the Iron Age and Roman periods in
Britain.

How old is the Welsh language?

Welsh is one of the oldest living languages in Europe, with roots tracing
back over 1,400 years, evolving from the Brittonic language spoken after the
Roman withdrawal from Britain.

What role did the Welsh language play in medieval
Wales?

During medieval times, Welsh was the dominant language in Wales and was used
in literature, law, and daily communication, including the famous medieval
Welsh manuscripts like the Mabinogion.

How did the English conquest impact the Welsh
language?

Following the English conquest of Wales in the 13th century, English became
the language of administration and power, leading to a decline in the
official use of Welsh, though it remained widely spoken among the Welsh
people.



What was the effect of the Laws in Wales Acts 1535
and 1542 on the Welsh language?

These Acts integrated Wales into England legally and politically and mandated
English as the language of administration and courts, which marginalized
Welsh in official contexts for centuries.

How did the Welsh language survive during the 19th
and 20th centuries despite Anglicization?

Welsh survived through strong community use, religious revival with Welsh-
language chapels, and the establishment of Welsh-medium schools, preserving
the language despite pressures from English dominance.

What modern efforts have been made to revive and
promote the Welsh language?

Efforts include the Welsh Language Act 1993, the establishment of Welsh-
language media like S4C, increased Welsh-medium education, and official
government policies supporting bilingualism.

How significant is the Welsh language in Wales
today?

Today, Welsh is an important part of Welsh identity and culture, with over
700,000 speakers, official bilingual status, and growing presence in
education, media, and public life.

Additional Resources
The History of Welsh Language: An Analytical Review

history of welsh language reveals a rich tapestry of cultural resilience and
linguistic evolution that has spanned over a millennium. As one of the oldest
living languages in Europe, Welsh (Cymraeg) serves not only as a mode of
communication but also as a vital emblem of Welsh identity and heritage. This
article provides a comprehensive exploration of the history of Welsh
language, tracing its origins, development, decline, and contemporary
revival, all while highlighting key historical milestones and sociolinguistic
factors that have influenced its trajectory.

Origins and Early Development

The Welsh language belongs to the Celtic branch of the Indo-European language
family, specifically within the Brittonic subgroup, which also includes



Cornish and Breton. The history of Welsh language can be traced back to the
early medieval period, evolving from the Common Brittonic spoken by the
Celtic inhabitants of Great Britain before and during Roman occupation. By
approximately the 6th century AD, 0ld Welsh began to appear in written form,
primarily through inscriptions and religious texts.

Welsh in the Early Medieval Period

During the early medieval era, the Welsh language flourished as the dominant
tongue in the territories that now constitute Wales. The survival of Welsh
was closely tied to the political fragmentation of Britain following the
Roman withdrawal, which saw the establishment of distinct Welsh kingdoms such
as Gwynedd and Powys. The language was extensively used in oral traditions,
poetry, and legal codes, including the Laws of Hywel Dda, a 10th-century
codification of Welsh customary law.

The history of Welsh language during this period is notable for its rich
literary output, particularly in the form of bardic poetry. These poems,
often composed by professional poets known as bards, played a crucial role in
preserving the language and culture. Manuscripts such as the "Black Book of
Carmarthen" and "Book of Aneirin" are among the earliest surviving examples
of written Welsh, offering invaluable insights into the language’s structure
and vocabulary.

Medieval and Early Modern Challenges

The Welsh language’s history is marked by significant challenges, especially
following the English conquest of Wales in the late 13th century. The
imposition of English rule under Edward I had profound implications for Welsh
linguistic identity.

Impact of English Conquest and Legal Changes

The Statute of Rhuddlan (1284) formalized English control over Wales and
began a process of administrative anglicization. English became the language
of government, justice, and education, relegating Welsh largely to private
and rural domains. Despite this, Welsh remained the majority language among
the populace for several centuries.

The Acts of Union (1536 and 1543) incorporated Wales into the Kingdom of
England, institutionalizing English as the official language of
administration and law. These measures significantly diminished the status of
Welsh in public life. However, the translation of the Bible into Welsh by
William Morgan in 1588 was a pivotal moment, reinforcing Welsh as a literary
and religious language, and bolstering its survival.



The Role of Religion and Literature

Religious institutions played an ambiguous role in the history of Welsh
language. While the Anglican Church favored English, the rise of
Nonconformist chapels in the 18th and 19th centuries revitalized Welsh
through hymnody and preaching. The proliferation of Welsh-language chapels
helped sustain the language among working-class communities.

During this era, Welsh literature experienced a renaissance. Poets and
novelists contributed to a growing body of work that celebrated Welsh culture
and history. The National Eisteddfod, an annual festival of Welsh literature,
music, and performance, was established in the 19th century, cementing Welsh
as a vibrant cultural force.

Decline and Revival in the Modern Era

The 19th and 20th centuries witnessed a marked decline in Welsh speakers,
largely due to industrialization, urbanization, and the dominance of English
in education and media.

Factors Contributing to Decline

The history of Welsh language during the Industrial Revolution illustrates a
complex dynamic. On one hand, the migration of Welsh speakers to industrial
centers concentrated the language in urban areas. On the other, the English-
language education system and economic incentives encouraged assimilation.
The infamous "Welsh Not," a disciplinary practice in schools that punished
children for speaking Welsh, epitomized institutional efforts to suppress the
language.

Census data reflects this decline starkly: in 1891, over 54% of Wales'’s
population spoke Welsh, but by 1981, that number had fallen below 20%. This
demographic shift raised concerns about the language’s viability.

Welsh Language Movement and Legal Recognition

In response to the decline, the 20th century saw the emergence of organized
efforts to revive Welsh. Cultural and political activism, notably through
groups like Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg (Welsh Language Society), campaigned
for language rights, bilingual education, and official recognition.

Significant milestones include the Welsh Language Act 1967, which granted
limited official status to Welsh, and the more comprehensive Welsh Language
Act 1993, which established Welsh and English as equal in public



administration. These legislative acts have been critical in promoting
bilingualism and normalizing Welsh in government, media, and education.

Contemporary Status and Future Prospects

Today, Welsh is spoken by roughly 20% of the population in Wales, with
varying degrees of fluency. The history of Welsh language continues to evolve
as governmental policies, educational programs, and technological innovations
foster a renewed interest and usage.

Modern Education and Media Influence

One of the most effective tools in revitalizing Welsh has been its
integration into the educational system. Welsh-medium schools have grown
significantly, enabling children to learn and use Welsh from an early age.
Digital media, radio, and television stations such as S4C offer Welsh-
language content that appeals to younger generations, helping bridge the gap
between tradition and modernity.

Challenges and Opportunities

Despite these advances, challenges remain. The geographic concentration of
Welsh speakers in certain areas, such as Gwynedd and Carmarthenshire,
contrasts with lower usage in urban and border regions. Economic factors,
migration, and the dominance of English-language media still pose threats to
widespread everyday use.

However, the resilience demonstrated throughout the history of Welsh language
suggests a strong foundation for its future. Community initiatives,
technological tools like language apps, and government strategies aimed at

increasing the number of Welsh speakers to one million by 2050 reflect a
strategic commitment to language preservation.

Summary of Key Milestones in the History of
Welsh Language

e 6th Century: Emergence of 0ld Welsh in written form.
e 10th Century: Codification of Welsh laws under Hywel Dda.

e 1284: English conquest and Statute of Rhuddlan impose English rule.



e 1536-1543: Acts of Union integrate Wales into England; English becomes
official language.

e 1588: William Morgan’s Welsh Bible translation.

e 19th Century: National Eisteddfod and Nonconformist chapels bolster
Welsh culture.

* 1967 & 1993: Welsh Language Acts provide legal recognition.

e 21st Century: Expansion of Welsh-medium education and digital media
presence.

The history of Welsh language exemplifies a linguistic journey marked by
endurance and adaptation. Its survival amid political suppression and social
change underscores the deep-rooted cultural pride of the Welsh people. As
efforts continue to revitalize and normalize Welsh in contemporary society,
this ancient language remains a living testament to Wales’'s unique historical
and cultural landscape.
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history of welsh language: The Welsh Language Janet Davies, 2014-01-15 The existence of the
Welsh-language can come as a surprise to those who assume that English is the foundation language
of Britain. However, ]. R. R. Tolkien described Welsh as the 'senior language of the men of Britain'.
Visitors from outside Wales may be intrigued by the existence of Welsh and will want to find out how
a language which has, for at least fifteen hundred years, been the closest neighbour of English,
enjoys such vibrancy, bearing in mind that English has obliterated languages thousands of miles
from the coasts of England. This book offers a broad historical survey of Welsh-language culture
from sixth-century heroic poetry to television and pop culture in the early twenty-first century. The
public status of the language is considered and the role of Welsh is compared with the roles of other
of the non-state languages of Europe. This new edition of The Welsh Language offers a full
assessment of the implications of the linguistic statistics produced by the 2011 Census. The volume
contains maps and plans showing the demographic and geographic spread of Welsh over the ages,
charts examining the links between words in Welsh and those in other Indo-European languages,
and illustrations of key publications and figures in the history of the language. It concludes with
brief guides to the pronunciation, the dialects and the grammar of Welsh.

history of welsh language: The Welsh Language and Its Social Domains, 1801-1911
Geraint H. Jenkins, 2000 This volume contains 22 chapters dealing with the status of the Welsh
language in a wide range of social domains, including agriculture and industry, education, religion,
politics, law and culture.

history of welsh language: Language and Community in the Nineteenth Century Geraint
H. Jenkins, 1998 This text aims to deepen the understanding of the relationship between the Welsh
language and community in the 19th century, by revealing parallels and contrasts evident at
regional or local level.

history of welsh language: The Welsh Language and the 1891 Census Gwenfair Parry, Mari A.



https://stg.hffa.com/archive-th-096/history-of-welsh-language.pdf

Williams, 1999 The 1891 census was the first to collect information about the language spoken by
the people of Wales, and is therefore a particularly reliable source for historians analyzing the
socio-economic structure of Weslh- and English-language ability and the process of language change
in Wales at the end of the 19th century.

history of welsh language: A social history of the Welsh language ,

history of welsh language: Welsh - A vanishing language through English loans Nadine
Kroschel, 2006-07-20 Seminar paper from the year 2002 in the subject English Language and
Literature Studies - Linguistics, grade: 2,6, University of Marburg, course: PS Semantics, language:
English, abstract: There is a Welsh proverb which says: “Cenedlheb iaith cenedl heb galon”and
which means “Anation without a language [is] a nation without a heart”. At the beginning of the
third millenium Welsh is spoken by around half a milion people in Wales or about 20 percent of the
population of 2.7000.000. This is more than double the number that spoke Welsh in the Middle Ages
but around half the number that spoke it at the beginning in the 20th century. Welsh is understood
by about 750.000 people in Wales. Welsh speakers are scattered in equal numbers all over the
country. Some areas in the North and West are thought of as the Welsh heartland because the
percentage speaking Welsh there is quite high, from 50 to 80 percent! But nummerically, Cardiff
and Swansea areas have as many Welah speakers as the counties of north Wales. Welsh has been
spoken for 1600 years and the Welsh language survived until today although people - especially the
English people- tried more than once to bann it away. The English language has had and still has a
strong influence on the Welsh language. History is one of the main reasons which made the Welsh
language vanish.In the first part of my work I will have a look on the History of the Welsh language.
What happened in the past that there are only 20 percent of the Welsh population who can speak
Welsh left? In the second part I will examine the process of borrowing words from another language.
The Welsh language mainly changed through borrowing words from the English language. As well as
the Welsh gentry adopted the English manner and culture it also adopted the English language. In
this part I will look in which way both languages borrowed from another and what were the reasons
for borrrowing. In the last part I will answer the question if Welsh is a vanishing language and if it is
the fault of the English language that Welsh nearly died out.

history of welsh language: The Welsh Language Before the Industrial Revolution Geraint
H. Jenkins, 1997 The Welsh language is the oldest living European language. This volume surveys
the social history of the language in modern times. Its political status is considered, together with
the use of Welsh in the courts, and in religion, education and scholarship. The promotion of the
status of Welsh is also discussed, to counteract the stigma attached to it by the language clause of
1536.

history of welsh language: When was Wales? Gwyn A. Williams, 1985

history of welsh language: The Welsh Language Griffith John Williams, Welsh Folk Museum,
1972

history of welsh language: The Welsh Language Cennard Davies, 2006 The fascinating story
of Welsh from its earliest beginnings to the present day, giving the reader an insight into the
development of Britain's oldest surviving living language.

history of welsh language: The Welsh People Sir John Rhys, Sir David Brynmor Jones, David
Brynmor-Jones, 1900

history of welsh language: Spreading the Word John Aitchison, Harold Carter, 2003-12-01
The Welsh language and the 2001 census - an analysis of the state of the Welsh language at a crucial
turning point in its long history.

history of welsh language: Statistical Evidence Relating to the Welsh Language 1801-1911
Dot Jones, 1998 This study presents a compendium of statistical material relating to the Welsh
language in the 19th century. Divided into five sections, the statistical findings are presented in
tabular form, together with explanatory maps. The volume offers a mirror to the changing linguistic
character of Wales in a critical period in its history.

history of welsh language: The Welsh Language in Cardiff Owen John Thomas, 2021-01-27




A history of the Welsh language in Cardiff, Wales over a thousand years.

history of welsh language: The Welsh Language - Its Origin and History Griffith John Williams,
1972

history of welsh language: The Welsh L.anguage - Its Modern History and Its Present-day
Problems Ifan ab Owen Edwards, 1951

history of welsh language: Let's Do Our Best for the Ancient Tongue Mari A. Williams, Geraint
H. Jenkins, 2000 The sixth volume of an authoritative series presenting a penetrating analysis of the
social history of the Welsh language during the 20th century, comprising 21 essays by renowned
scholars based on thorough research exploring the negative and affirmative aspects of the Welsh
language in literary and religious, political and legal, educational and cultural fields.

history of welsh language: A sketch of the history of the Welsh Language and
Literature. Reprinted separately from Charles Knight's "English Cyclopaedia.". Thomas
Watts, 1861

history of welsh language: The Welsh Language--its Origins and History Griffith John
Williams, 1972

history of welsh language: The Welsh People Sir John Rhys, David Brynmor-Jones, 1969
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