
what are the six celtic languages
What are the six Celtic languages? The Celtic languages are a fascinating group of languages that
form a branch of the larger Indo-European language family. These languages, which are primarily
spoken in the British Isles and parts of Brittany in France, have a rich history and cultural significance.
In this article, we will explore the six Celtic languages, their characteristics, historical contexts, and
the current state of their usage.

Overview of the Celtic Language Family

The Celtic languages can be divided into two main branches: Goidelic (or Gaelic) and Brythonic (or
Brittonic). This classification reflects both linguistic characteristics and geographical distribution. The
languages are known for their unique phonetic qualities, grammar, and vocabulary, which distinguish
them from other Indo-European languages.

The Six Celtic Languages

The six Celtic languages are:

Irish (Gaeilge)1.

Scottish Gaelic (Gàidhlig)2.

Welsh (Cymraeg)3.

Breton (Brezhoneg)4.

Cornish (Kernewek)5.

Manx (Gaelg or Gailck)6.

Each of these languages has its own unique features, history, and cultural significance.

1. Irish (Gaeilge)

Irish, or Gaeilge, is primarily spoken in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. It is one of the
official languages of the Republic of Ireland and is recognized as a minority language in Northern
Ireland.

- Historical Background: The origins of the Irish language can be traced back to around the 4th
century AD. It has evolved over centuries, influenced by various invasions and cultural exchanges.



- Modern Usage: Today, Irish is taught in schools and used in government and media. The Gaeltacht
regions, where Irish is the primary language, play a crucial role in preserving and promoting the
language.

2. Scottish Gaelic (Gàidhlig)

Scottish Gaelic, known as Gàidhlig, is spoken mainly in Scotland, particularly in the Highlands and the
Western Isles.

- Historical Background: Scottish Gaelic has its roots in Old Irish and began to diverge from Irish
around the 10th century. Its development was shaped by the cultural and political landscape of
Scotland.
- Modern Usage: Although the number of speakers has declined, efforts are underway to revitalize the
language through education and media. Organizations like Bòrd na Gàidhlig promote its use in various
aspects of Scottish life.

3. Welsh (Cymraeg)

Welsh, or Cymraeg, is predominantly spoken in Wales and is one of the most widely spoken Celtic
languages.

- Historical Background: Welsh has been spoken for over 1,500 years and is one of the oldest
languages in Europe. Its literary tradition dates back to the 6th century, with significant contributions
to poetry and prose.
- Modern Usage: Welsh is a co-official language in Wales, and there are strong government initiatives
to promote its use in education, media, and public life. The Welsh Language Act of 1993 and the
Government of Wales Act 1998 have solidified its status.

4. Breton (Brezhoneg)

Breton, or Brezhoneg, is spoken in Brittany, a region in Northwestern France.

- Historical Background: Breton is derived from the Brythonic branch of Celtic languages and has been
influenced by both Latin and French. It emerged as a distinct language during the early medieval
period.
- Modern Usage: The number of Breton speakers has been declining, but there are revitalization
efforts, including bilingual education and cultural festivals. The language has a strong cultural identity
tied to Breton music, dance, and traditions.

5. Cornish (Kernewek)

Cornish, or Kernewek, is a revived Celtic language that was historically spoken in Cornwall, England.



- Historical Background: Cornish became extinct as a community language in the late 18th century
but has undergone a revival since the 20th century. The language is closely related to Breton and
Welsh.
- Modern Usage: The revival of Cornish has included the development of educational resources,
community classes, and cultural initiatives. It is now recognized as a minority language in the UK and
enjoys support from local authorities.

6. Manx (Gaelg or Gailck)

Manx, or Gaelg/Gailck, is the native language of the Isle of Man.

- Historical Background: Manx Gaelic shares roots with Irish and Scottish Gaelic. The language
experienced a decline in the 19th and early 20th centuries, with the last native speaker passing away
in 1974. However, revitalization efforts have been successful in recent years.
- Modern Usage: There are now community initiatives, educational programs, and media productions
in Manx, contributing to a growing number of speakers. The Isle of Man government actively supports
the language's revival.

Challenges and Opportunities

Despite the rich history and cultural significance of the Celtic languages, they face numerous
challenges:

Declining Number of Speakers: Many Celtic languages are endangered, with declining
numbers of native speakers.

Government Support: While some languages, like Welsh, receive robust governmental
support, others struggle for recognition and resources.

Globalization: The dominance of English and other global languages can overshadow the
Celtic languages, making it difficult for them to thrive.

However, there are also significant opportunities for revitalization:

Educational Initiatives: Increasing interest in learning Celtic languages in schools and
universities can help sustain their usage.

Cultural Events: Festivals, music, and art that celebrate Celtic heritage draw attention to
these languages.

Digital Presence: The internet and social media provide platforms for promoting and using
Celtic languages in contemporary contexts.



Conclusion

In summary, the six Celtic languages—Irish, Scottish Gaelic, Welsh, Breton, Cornish, and Manx—hold a
unique place in the linguistic landscape of Europe. Their distinct histories and cultural identities enrich
the tapestry of human language. While they face challenges, ongoing efforts towards revitalization
and education offer hope for the future. Understanding what the six Celtic languages are not only
enlightens us about their past but also encourages us to appreciate the diversity of languages and
cultures that exist today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the six Celtic languages?
The six Celtic languages are Irish, Scottish Gaelic, Welsh, Breton, Cornish, and Manx.

Where is Irish spoken?
Irish is primarily spoken in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland.

What regions primarily speak Scottish Gaelic?
Scottish Gaelic is mainly spoken in Scotland, particularly in the Highlands and the Western Isles.

Is Welsh widely spoken in Wales?
Yes, Welsh is widely spoken in Wales and has a significant number of speakers, especially in the North
and West.

What is unique about Breton?
Breton is unique because it is the only Celtic language still spoken in continental Europe, primarily in
Brittany, France.

Is Cornish a revived language?
Yes, Cornish is a revived language that has seen a revival in recent decades after becoming extinct as
a first language in the 18th century.

What is the status of Manx today?
Manx is also a language that has been revived and is spoken on the Isle of Man, with efforts to
promote its use in schools and community.

How are Celtic languages related?
Celtic languages are part of the larger Indo-European language family and share historical roots,



though they have evolved separately over time.

Are there any resources available for learning Celtic
languages?
Yes, there are numerous resources available online, including courses, apps, and community classes
for learning Celtic languages.
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