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Abstract 

The Celtic period represents an important stage in the linguistic history of 

Britain. Before the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons and the formation of the English 

language, much of Britain was inhabited by Celtic-speaking peoples. Their 

languages belonged to the Indo-European language family and played an 

important role in shaping the early linguistic landscape of the British Isles. 

Although the direct influence of Celtic languages on Old English vocabulary 

was relatively limited, Celtic elements survived particularly in geographical 

names, river names, and certain lexical items. This article examines the historical 

background of Celtic settlement in Britain, the main Celtic languages spoken 

during the period, their linguistic characteristics, and their later influence on the 

development of English. 
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Introduction 

The history of the English language cannot be understood without considering 

the languages spoken in Britain before English appeared. Long before the 

Anglo-Saxon settlement of the fifth century AD, Britain was inhabited by 

different Celtic-speaking communities. These peoples played a significant role 

in the cultural, political, and linguistic history of the British Isles. 

The term Celtic refers to groups of Indo-European peoples whose languages 

were once spoken across large parts of Europe. Celtic-speaking communities 

reached and developed throughout the British Isles during the centuries before 

the Roman conquest of Britain in AD 43. Consequently, Celtic languages 

became among the most important languages of pre-Roman Britain. 

However, it is important to emphasize that there was no English language 

during the Celtic settlement period. English developed much later from the 

Germanic dialects brought to Britain mainly by the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes 

beginning in the fifth century AD. Thus, when discussing “English during the 
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Celtic period,” scholars are actually examining the linguistic background that 

existed before English and the influence that Celtic languages later had on it. 

Celtic-speaking communities became established in Britain during the first 

millennium BC. Rather than representing one unified nation, the Celts consisted 

of numerous tribes and communities sharing related languages, cultural 

traditions, and social practices.1 

Among the Celtic tribes recorded in Britain were the Iceni, Brigantes, 

Trinovantes, Catuvellauni, and Silures. These communities occupied 

different areas and developed their own political and cultural traditions. 

Celtic society was largely tribal. Agriculture, animal husbandry, metalworking, 

warfare, trade, religion, and oral traditions played important roles in everyday 

life. The Druids, who functioned as religious figures, teachers, judges, and 

guardians of traditional knowledge, were particularly important in Celtic 

society. 

The Celtic tradition was predominantly oral. Religious knowledge, legends, 

genealogies, poetry, and historical narratives were often transmitted from 

generation to generation through speech rather than extensive written 

documentation. 

Celtic languages belong to the Indo-European language family. The Celtic 

branch is generally divided into two major groups: 

1. Brittonic or Brythonic Celtic 

2. Goidelic or Gaelic Celtic 

Brittonic languages were mainly spoken in Britain and eventually developed 

into languages such as: 

Welsh; 

Cornish; 

Breton. 

Goidelic languages became especially important in Ireland and Scotland and 

developed into: 

Irish; 

Scottish Gaelic; 

Manx. 

 
1 Baugh, A. C., & Cable, T. (2013). A History of the English Language (6th ed.). London: Routledge. 
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During the period immediately preceding and during Roman rule, varieties of 

Brittonic Celtic were widely spoken throughout much of Britain. 

The existence of modern Welsh and revived Cornish demonstrates that the Celtic 

linguistic tradition survived despite the later expansion of Latin and Germanic 

languages.2 

Celtic languages possessed several grammatical characteristics that 

distinguished them from the Germanic languages from which English later 

developed. 

One notable feature found in a number of Celtic languages is initial consonant 

mutation, in which the beginning of a word changes according to its 

grammatical environment. 

Welsh, for example, demonstrates several types of consonant mutation. Such 

grammatical processes are considerably different from the morphological 

structures characteristic of English. 

Another characteristic of Celtic languages is their system of grammatical 

inflection and their distinctive syntactic structures. Some Celtic languages 

commonly use a verb-subject-object word order. 

For example, whereas English normally follows: 

Subject + Verb + Object 

as in: 

The man sees the house. 

traditional Celtic constructions may place the verb before the subject. 

These characteristics demonstrate that Celtic languages developed grammatical 

systems significantly different from those of Germanic languages. 

In AD 43, the Roman conquest of Britain began under Emperor Claudius. 

Roman control expanded over much of Britain, although certain northern and 

western areas remained outside complete Roman domination. 

Latin became important in: 

government; 

military administration; 

trade; 

law; 

education; 

 
2 Koch, J. T. (Ed.). (2006). Celtic Culture: A Historical Encyclopedia. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO. 
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urban life. 

Nevertheless, Celtic languages did not disappear. Many ordinary inhabitants 

probably continued speaking Celtic languages in everyday communication, 

particularly outside heavily Romanized urban centres. 

Britain therefore experienced a period of linguistic contact between Latin and  

Celtic languages. 

This contact introduced Latin vocabulary into local speech and prepared the 

linguistic environment for further changes following the collapse of Roman 

authority in the early fifth century. 

A major transformation began after Roman rule in Britain ended around AD 

410. Germanic groups traditionally identified as the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes 

migrated to and settled in Britain. 

They spoke West Germanic dialects that eventually developed into Old English. 

As Germanic settlements expanded, Celtic-speaking communities were 

increasingly concentrated in western and northern regions, including areas 

corresponding roughly to modern: 

Wales; 

Cornwall; 

parts of Scotland. 

Some Celtic-speaking groups also migrated across the English Channel to 

Brittany in present-day France. Their language contributed to the development 

of Breton. 

Thus, the emergence of English was connected with a major linguistic transition 

in Britain from predominantly Celtic and Romano-British linguistic traditions to 

increasingly Germanic speech in large areas.3 

One of the most interesting questions in the history of English concerns the 

degree of Celtic influence on Old English. 

Compared with Latin, Old Norse, and French, the number of clearly identifiable 

Celtic loanwords in early English is relatively small. Nevertheless, Celtic 

influence remains visible, particularly in geographical vocabulary. 

Some English words have traditionally been associated with Celtic origins, 

including words such as: 

crag – a steep or rugged rock; 

tor – a rocky hill or peak; 

 
3 Russell, P. (1995). An Introduction to the Celtic Languages. London: Longman. 
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and several other regional words. 

However, the strongest and clearest Celtic influence can be observed in place 

names and river names. 

Many ancient geographical names in Britain preserve Celtic linguistic elements. 

River names are especially important because names of major geographical 

features often survive political and linguistic changes. 

Examples traditionally associated with Celtic origins include: 

Avon 

Thames 

Severn 

Wye 

Exe 

The name Avon, for example, comes from a Celtic word meaning “river.” As a 

result, several rivers in Britain are called Avon. 

Celtic elements also appear in settlement names. The element -combe, meaning 

approximately “valley,” survives in English place names such as: 

Ilfracombe; 

Wycombe. 

Another element, tor, referring to a hill or rocky height, remains especially 

common in parts of southwestern Britain. 

These geographical names provide valuable evidence of Celtic linguistic 

presence even in regions where Celtic languages were later replaced by English. 

     Traditionally, scholars emphasized the limited lexical influence of Celtic 

languages on Old English. More recent linguistic discussions have also 

considered whether prolonged contact with Celtic speakers may have influenced 

certain grammatical developments in English. 

Some scholars have proposed possible Celtic connections with features such as 

progressive constructions.4 

Modern English uses structures such as: I am reading. 

The frequent use of be + verb-ing constructions is particularly characteristic of 

English compared with many other Germanic languages. 

 
4 Russell, P. (1995). An Introduction to the Celtic Languages. London: Longman. 
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Because Celtic languages also possess prominent progressive constructions, 

some researchers have suggested that language contact may have encouraged 

their development in English. 

Another area sometimes discussed is the use of certain auxiliary constructions 

and patterns of syntax. 

Nevertheless, these theories remain subjects of scholarly debate. It is difficult to 

establish whether such similarities resulted directly from Celtic influence or 

developed independently within English. 

Therefore, Celtic grammatical influence on English should be considered a 

possibility rather than treated as an entirely proven historical fact. 

Although Celtic vocabulary did not become a dominant component of English, 

the Celtic period remains extremely important for understanding Britain's 

linguistic history. 

The Celtic languages represent a linguistic layer that existed before English and 

survived despite Romanization and later Anglo-Saxon settlement. 

Welsh is the strongest surviving Brittonic Celtic language today. Cornish 

disappeared as a traditional community language but has undergone modern 

revival efforts. Breton continues to be spoken in Brittany, while Irish, Scottish 

Gaelic, and Manx represent the Goidelic branch of the Celtic language family. 

Consequently, Celtic linguistic culture remains part of the modern linguistic 

diversity of Britain and Ireland. 

The Celtic period formed an essential part of the linguistic background from 

which the later history of English emerged. Before the arrival of the Anglo-

Saxons, Celtic languages were widely spoken throughout Britain. The Roman 

conquest introduced Latin into this linguistic environment, while the Anglo-

Saxon migrations of the fifth and following centuries brought Germanic dialects 

that ultimately developed into Old English. 

Although Celtic influence on the vocabulary of English appears relatively 

limited compared with Latin, Old Norse, and French influence, its historical 

importance should not be underestimated. Celtic elements have survived 

especially clearly in river names, geographical terminology, and place names 

throughout Britain. Scholars have also investigated possible Celtic influence on 

certain grammatical structures of English, although some of these theories 

remain debated. 
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Therefore, the Celtic period should be regarded not as an early stage of the 

English language itself, but as an important pre-English linguistic period. The 

study of Celtic languages provides valuable insight into the linguistic 

environment of ancient Britain and helps explain how centuries of migration, 

conquest, and language contact contributed to the eventual development of the 

English language.  

 

References 

1. Baugh, A. C., & Cable, T. (2013). A History of the English Language (6th 

ed.). London: Routledge. 

2. Filppula, M., Klemola, J., & Paulasto, H. (Eds.). (2008). English and Celtic 

in Contact. New York: Routledge. 

3. Koch, J. T. (Ed.). (2006). Celtic Culture: A Historical Encyclopedia. Santa 

Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO. 

4. Russell, P. (1995). An Introduction to the Celtic Languages. London: 

Longman. 

5. Sims-Williams, P. (2003). The Celtic Inscriptions of Britain: Phonology and 

Chronology, c. 400–1200. Oxford: Blackwell. 

6. Schrijver, P. (1995). Studies in British Celtic Historical Phonology. 

Amsterdam: Rodopi. 

7. Higham, N. J., & Ryan, M. J. (2013). The Anglo-Saxon World. New Haven: 

Yale University Press. 

 

 


	LANGUAGE IN BRITAIN DURING THE CELTIC INVASION PERIOD
	Mamataliyeva N. X.
	TESU, DSc. Dots.
	Abstract
	The Celtic period represents an important stage in the linguistic history of Britain. Before the arrival of the Anglo-Saxons and the formation of the English language, much of Britain was inhabited by Celtic-speaking peoples. Their languages belonged ...
	References


