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History of Welsh Language

The history of the Welsh language is a rich tapestry woven from the threads of culture,
identity, and change. Emerging from the ancient Brittonic languages, Welsh has endured
millennia of political upheaval, cultural shifts, and language contact, adapting and thriving
in a landscape marked by both adversity and resilience. Understanding the history of the
Welsh language not only sheds light on its evolution but also on the broader cultural and
social changes that have shaped Wales.

Origins of the Welsh Language

Brittonic Roots

The Welsh language traces its origins back to the Brittonic languages spoken by the Celtic
tribes in the British Isles before the Roman invasion. Brittonic, or Brythonic, was part of
the Celtic language family and included several dialects, including:

1. Old Welsh: The earliest form of Welsh, widely used from the 6th to the 12th centuries.
2. Cumbric: Spoken in parts of what is now northern England and southern Scotland.
3. Cornish: Once spoken in Cornwall, it shares roots with Welsh.

Roman Influence

The Roman conquest of Britain (43-410 AD) brought Latin influences to the region, but the
native Brittonic language persisted among the Celtic populations. Latin introduced new
vocabulary and concepts, particularly in administration, trade, and military, but the core
of the Welsh language remained largely intact.

The Early Medieval Period

Literary Development

By the 6th century, Welsh was developing its own literary tradition. The earliest known
Welsh texts are attributed to this period, showcasing the language's evolution. The Book of
Aneirin and The Book of Taliesin, both written in the 10th century, are significant
examples of early Welsh poetry, celebrating heroes and historical events.



Christianity and Monastic Influence

The spread of Christianity in Wales fostered the creation of religious texts in Welsh.
Monasteries became centers of learning and literacy, where monks translated Latin
religious texts into Welsh, contributing to the preservation and development of the
language. The Laws of Hywel Dda, written in the 10th century, also reflect the legal and
social structures of Welsh society, further embedding the language in governance.

The Norman Conquest and Its Impact

In the 11th century, the Norman invasion introduced a new layer of complexity to the
Welsh language. As the Normans established control over Wales, French and English
began to seep into the vernacular. This period saw significant changes:

- Bilingualism: The ruling class often spoke Norman French, while the majority of the
population continued to use Welsh. This bilingualism led to the incorporation of many
French terms into Welsh.

- Language Shift: Over time, particularly in urban areas and among the gentry, English
began to replace Welsh as the dominant language, leading to a decline in Welsh literacy
and usage.

Welsh in the Modern Era

The Industrial Revolution

The Industrial Revolution in the 18th and 19th centuries brought dramatic social and
economic changes to Wales. The influx of workers into industrial towns and cities led to
significant language shifts:

- Urbanization: Many Welsh speakers moved to English-speaking areas for work, resulting
in a decline of Welsh in urban settings.

- Education: The introduction of compulsory education in English further marginalized the
Welsh language. Welsh was often seen as inferior, and children were punished for
speaking it in schools.

Nationalism and Cultural Revival

Despite the decline, the late 19th and early 20th centuries witnessed a resurgence of
interest in Welsh culture and language:

1. Literary Societies: Organizations such as the Gorsedd of Bards were formed to promote
Welsh literature and poetry.



2. Eisteddfod: The National Eisteddfod, celebrating Welsh language and culture, became a
focal point for national identity and pride.

3. Political Movements: The rise of nationalist sentiments in Wales, particularly through
the Welsh nationalist party Plaid Cymru, advocated for the preservation and promotion of
the Welsh language.

Legislation and Official Recognition

Language Acts and Policies

The late 20th century marked a turning point for the Welsh language with significant
legislative changes:

- Welsh Language Act 1967: This act allowed the use of Welsh in legal proceedings and
public administration, marking a significant step towards equal status for Welsh.

- Welsh Language Act 1993: Further strengthened the use of Welsh in public life,
requiring public bodies to provide services in Welsh.

Establishment of the Welsh Assembly

The establishment of the Welsh Assembly (now the Senedd) in 1999 provided a platform
for promoting the Welsh language. It enabled the enactment of policies to support Welsh
medium education, increase the visibility of the language in public life, and foster a
bilingual society.

Welsh Language Today

Current Usage and Demographics

As of the 2021 census, approximately 29% of the population in Wales reported being able
to speak Welsh. The distribution of Welsh speakers varies significantly:

- Urban vs. Rural: Welsh is more commonly spoken in rural areas, particularly in North
and West Wales.

- Education: The growth of Welsh-medium education has played a crucial role in
increasing the number of speakers, with many children learning Welsh as their first
language.



Challenges and Opportunities

Despite its revival, the Welsh language faces ongoing challenges:

- Globalization: The influence of English and globalization poses threats to the vitality of
Welsh.

- Digital Presence: While there is a growing digital presence for Welsh, efforts are needed
to ensure the language thrives in online spaces.

Conversely, numerous initiatives aim to promote and protect the language, including:

- Welsh Language Strategy 2017: Aimed at increasing the number of Welsh speakers to
one million by 2050.
- Cultural Programs: Festivals, music, and media initiatives that celebrate Welsh culture
continue to flourish.

The Future of the Welsh Language

The future of the Welsh language is intertwined with the identity and culture of Wales. As
efforts continue to promote bilingualism and strengthen the language's status, the history
of the Welsh language serves as a reminder of the importance of cultural heritage and
linguistic diversity. The journey of the Welsh language, from its ancient roots to its
modern revival, reflects the resilience of a people committed to preserving their identity in
an ever-changing world.

In conclusion, the history of the Welsh language is not merely a chronology of events; it is
a narrative of struggle, identity, and revival. As Wales moves forward, the language
remains a central pillar of Welsh identity, fostering a sense of belonging and community
among its speakers. The commitment to safeguarding and promoting Welsh ensures that it
will continue to thrive for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the origins of the Welsh language?

The Welsh language, or Cymraeg, is a Celtic language that originated from the Brythonic
branch of the Celtic family, which also includes Cornish and Breton. Its roots can be
traced back to the early medieval period around the 6th century.

How has the Welsh language evolved over the centuries?

The Welsh language has undergone significant changes from Old Welsh to Middle Welsh
and then to Modern Welsh. The introduction of Norman influence in the 12th century and
the English conquest in the 16th century further shaped its evolution, leading to the
development of standardized forms in the 20th century.



What role did the Laws in Wales Acts play in the Welsh
language?

The Laws in Wales Acts of the 1530s and 1540s enforced the use of English in legal and
administrative matters, which severely restricted the use of Welsh. However, this period
also prompted efforts to standardize and preserve the Welsh language, including the
translation of the Bible into Welsh in 1588.

What is the significance of the Welsh Language Act of
19932

The Welsh Language Act of 1993 aimed to promote and facilitate the use of the Welsh
language in public life. It granted Welsh equal status with English in certain contexts and
established the Welsh Language Board to oversee language policy and development.

How is the Welsh language taught and promoted today?

Today, the Welsh language is taught in schools across Wales, and initiatives such as the
'‘National Curriculum for Wales' include Welsh as a compulsory subject. There are also
various media outlets, cultural events, and community organizations that promote and
celebrate the language.

What is the current status of the Welsh language?

As of the 2021 Census, approximately 29.6% of the population in Wales reported being
able to speak Welsh. While the language has seen a revival in recent decades, it still faces
challenges due to the dominance of English, but ongoing efforts aim to increase its use
and status.
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