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Part One

Q

The Celts 
and The 
Romans 

Q
(40 bc – ad 450)

 



Although the English language does not begin with 
the Celts, it is important to set the stage for its arrival. 

The Celts were Iron Age settlers in the British Isles, who 
migrated from central Europe from about 500 bc. By the 
time the Romans arrived in Britain the Celts were living 
as regional, warlike tribes. They were skilled farmers, 
potters and metal workers and were already known to be 
trading with the Roman colonies. Their craftsmen have 
left us evidence of intricately carved designs, but what of 
their language? 

There is general agreement that a distinct Celtic 
language, separate from that of the Celtic tribes living in 
other parts of Europe, was spoken in Britain from around 
the middle of the first millennium bc up until the arrival 
of the Romans in the first century ad. The Celts left no 
written record of their history, however, so we must 
depend on their contemporaries for enlightenment. 

Q

Continental Celtic versus 
Insular Celtic

Early Greek and Roman scribes such as Herodotus 
(450 bc) and Polybius (200 bc) make reference to a 

loose ethnic grouping as the Keltoi or Galli in their written 
histories: a largely tribal society of warlike, iron-based 
communities. The similarity in stone inscriptions and 
artefacts discovered in Europe and Britain dating from 
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this period points towards a form of shared language. 
The Keltoi described in the ancient Greek histories were 
the early Celts, dispersed as far south as the Iberian 
Peninsula, and as far north as the Scottish highlands.

Although there are undoubted similarities between 
these tribal groups in terms of linguistic unity (e.g. 
alphabetical symbols and verb, subject, object word 
order), the chronicles of the ancient historians are 
contradictory and confusing. The Roman writer Tacitus 
stated that the language spoken by the Gauls was very 
similar to the language spoken by the early Britons. Julius 
Caesar, however, saw little similarity and noted that the 
three principal tribes of Gaul spoke in noticeably distinct 
dialects. As a result, to view the Celtic languages as 
belonging to one unified ethnic grouping is problematic, 
with modern historians preferring to divide the various 
dialects and forms into two distinct groups: Continental 
Celtic and Insular Celtic. 

The first of these groupings, Continental Celtic, 
comprises Lepontic (spoken in the southern Alpine 
region), Celtiberian (spoken in parts of north-eastern 
Spain and Portugal), Gallaecian (north-western Spain 
and northern Portugal) and Gaulish (France and 
northern Alpine region). The second grouping, Insular 
Celtic, comprises two distinct linguistic families: 
Goidelic and Brythonic, which subdivide into other 
related languages. The former (Goidelic) includes Irish 
and Scottish Gaelic and Manx and the latter (Brythonic) 
Pictish and Cumbric (both extinct), British, Welsh, 
Breton and Cornish. As virtually all Continental Celtic is 
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now extinct, exact geographical boundaries are a matter 
of vague approximation. In all probability, certain tribes 
were nomadic and this added to a crossing and merging 
of dialects, hence the conflicting views of Julius Caesar 
and Tacitus.

Linguistic researchers and historians have based 
the distinction between the two forms of Celtic on the 
hypothesis that the various forms spoken in the British 
Isles evolved similar changes and innovations that don’t 
appear prevalent in Continental Celtic. Insular Celtic 
verbs have different conjugational forms (verb endings) 
depending on where they appear in a sentence. For 
example, the Old Irish Celtic verb ‘biru’ in the first person 
singular means ‘I carry’. The negative form, however, is 
represented by the conjunct ‘ni biur’ (‘I do not carry’ or, 
strictly speaking, ‘not I carry’). This addition of a particle 
at the beginning of a sentence and the conjugated verb 
ending, appears to be a trait particular to the Insular 
Celtic family of languages and is not apparent in 
Continental Celtic, leading to the hypothesis that the 
Celtic languages of the British Isles, the earliest recorded 
tongue of our ancestors, evolved independently from the 
Celtic languages of Europe. 

Q
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The Ogham Alphabet

The Celts left no written records to show us what 
their language looked like, although some coins 

exist with the names of Celtic leaders on them. Later 
literature incorporated inherited legends and histories 
from the time, but these endured due to the tradition of 
oral storytelling. 

The Ogham Alphabet may be the closest we can get 
to what the writing of this time may have looked like. 
Traces of Ogham are found on around four hundred 
stone inscriptions and stone monuments dotted mostly 
around southern Ireland, Wales and the west of England 
(Devon and Cornwall). 

Ogham is sometimes referred to as the Celtic Tree 
Alphabet as each of the twenty symbols corresponds to 
the name of a tree. The symbols themselves consist of a 
series of lines or slashes stemming out from or crossing 
a vertical line (like branches). The letters are grouped 
into four sets of five according to the point at which 
they cross or stem from the downward stroke or ‘druim’ 
(meaning ‘spine’). Examples of vowels and consonants 
are:

Letter

B

L

D

C

Name

Beith

Luis

Dair

Coll

Tree

birch

rowan

oak

hazel

Letter

M

G

A

I

Name

Muin

Gort

Ailm

Iodhadh

Tree

vine

ivy

silver �r

yew
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