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Introduction

Gary Manchec-German & Maxim Fomin

The volume presents a selection of articles that were originally presented at the 9th  
International Colloquium of the Learned Association Societas Celto-Slavica held at 
the Quimper campus of the University of Western Brittany between 23–24 June 
2018. Volume 12, which will include a second complement of articles, will be pub-
lished next year. Following the modus operandi established at the previous colloquia 
of the Societas in Dubrovnik and Heidelberg, the conference itself was preceded by 
a workshop on the Typology of Breton held between 21–22 June 2018. It was the 
first time that international specialists gathered to discuss this important topic. 

This was also the first Celto-Slavica colloquium that has ever been organised 
in Brittany which, in many respects, is the least known and represented member 
of the Celtic language community, despite the fact that, aside from Wales, it counts 
the largest number of native speakers of any other Celtic country. Sadly, however, 
the majority of these speakers are over 70 years of age and the social, cultural and 
linguistic dynamics are such that the future of the language is seriously in ques-
tion. Nevertheless, the fact that so many international scholars travelled from so 
far to attend these events demonstrated their commitment and solidarity for their 
colleagues here in Brittany and for this we sincerely thank them. 

The colloquium was opened by Prof. Nicolas Bernard, Director of the University 
of Western Brittany’s Quimper campus (Pôle universitaire Pierre-Jakez Hélias) and 
Prof. Emer. Séamus Mac Mathúna (Ulster University), President of the Societas, 
who warmly welcomed the participants. The Chair of the colloquium, Prof. Emer. 
Gary Manchec-German (Centre for Breton and Celtic Studies, University of Western 
Brittany, Brest) followed up on this point by offering his sincere thanks to the 21 
speakers from around the world, all leading scholars in their respective fields, 
and as well as the numerous participants, many of whom had registered for both 
events. All had overcome many hurdles to get to Quimper in the midst of a crip-
pling nation-wide strike during which rail and air travel was severely hindered. 

Our thanks are due to Steve Hewitt (UNESCO), one of the world’s foremost 
specialists of Breton grammar and typology, for having accepted the invitation to 
organize the workshop which attracted many leading Breton and international 
scholars in the field.

This year’s theme for the Celto-Slavica colloquium was ‘Celtic Languages 
and Cultures in Contact’ designed as a follow-up to a workshop organized by Prof. 
Emer. Hildegard L. C. Tristram within the framework of the 13th International 
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Congress of Celtic Studies held in Bonn between 26–27 July 2007.1 For this 
reason, it was decided that the colloquium itself should be dedicated to Prof.  
H. L. C. Tristram, a staunch supporter of Celto-Slavica since the inception of the 
Societas in 2005, in recognition of her contribution to Celtic Studies. Prof. Manchec-
German read a short message by Prof. Tristram in absentia in which she wished the 
speakers and participants a very fruitful and successful colloquium.

Suffice it to say that the theme of the colloquium is the title of the University of 
Western Brittany at Brest newly-founded MA in Celtic Studies which now attracts 
students from France and abroad. The two-year post-graduate programme is one 
of the few in the world that offers courses in all the major Celtic languages and lit-
eratures, medieval and modern. This initiative has developed an especially close 
academic partnership with Ulster University, but also has intimate bonds with the 
University College Dublin and the University of Wales, Aberystwyth. 

This volume begins with two articles on Brittany’s distant past. The first is 
authored by Prof. Emer. Patrick Galliou and is entitled ‘Between East and West, 
Armorica and the European Bronze and Iron Ages’ in which he argues that the 
Armorican peninsula, far from being a cul de sac on the westernmost periphery of 
Europe was fully involved during the Bronze and Iron ages in the cultural muta-
tions occurring in western and continental communities which resulted in the 
development of new technological and artistic expressions. He presents numerous 
examples demonstrating the veracity of these affirmations. 

This is followed by Prof. Emer. Jean Le Dû’s article entitled, ‘The Celtic Element 
in Gallo-Romance Dialect Areas’. The author contests a doctrine which was blown 
out of proportion during the course of the 19th and early 20th century, namely, 
the hypothesis of a Germanic superstrate in the development of the French lan-
guage. The author affirms that this view largely occulted the possibility of a native 
Gaulish substratum in French. Relying on modern geolinguistics, he compares ALF 
(Atlas Linguistique de la France) maps with Breton ones, using the data recorded in  
Le Roux’s Atlas Linguistique de la Basse-Bretagne and Le Dû’s Nouvel Atlas Linguistique 
de la Basse-Bretagne and demonstrates that several of these maps reveal the presence 
of ALF data whose origin is clearly Celtic and not Germanic. He concludes that the 
Atlas Linguarum Europae and the Atlas Linguistique Roman have shown that borders 
between languages and even language families “are not waterproof”. 

Tragically, this contribution represents Prof. Le Dû’s very last article.  
He unexpectedly passed away on the morning of May 6, 2020. As a tribute to Jean’s 
ground-breaking research in Breton and Celtic studies, the volume editors and 

1. Tristram, H. L. C., 2007, The Celtic languages in contact: Papers from the workshop within the frame-
work of the XIII International congress of Celtic studies, Bonn, 26–27 July 2007,  Potsdam: Potsdam Uni-
versity Press. Less than one week before the present volume was sent to the publishers, we learnt 
of Hildegard’s tragic death, too late to present an obituary. It will thus appear in the next volume.
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members of the editorial board of the journal, including Prof. Séamus Mac Mathúna, 
Prof. Tatyana Mikhailova and Prof. Dafydd Johnston, decided that it should be ded-
icated to his memory. We enclose his obituary at the end of this volume. 

The next two contributions are dedicated to the Celtic countries relation-
ship to the sea. The first contribution is by Dr Maxim Fomin on ‘Name-Avoidance 
and Circumlocutory Terms in Modern Irish and Scottish Maritime Memorates’ in 
which the author analyses intangible aspects of the maritime heritage, in particular, 
stories of the sea, collected in Ireland and Scotland, in the late 19th and 20th centu-
ries. The author draws from the experience of Ulster University research project 
‘Stories of the Sea: A Typological Study of Maritime Memorates in Modern Irish 
and Scottish Gaelic Folklore Traditions’, funded by the UK Arts and Humanities 
Research Council, and aims to add to previous published studies on this subject.

This is followed by Prof. Yann Riou’s paper entitled ‘Nautical Toponymy and 
Fieldwork in Léon, Northwest Brittany’ in which he presents the history of collecting 
maritime toponyms in Brittany. In particular, the author presents the methodologies 
and results of massive, in-depth fieldwork undertaken by The Onomastic School 
of Léon along the Léon coast (north-western Brittany). Since the 1980s the partici-
pants have collected over 20,000 toponyms from well over a thousand informants. 
He stresses the fragility of these names many of which are preserved only in the 
memories of the rapidly vanishing last generation of Breton-speakers who made 
their livings on the sea or its related domains. The collection is unprecedented in 
scientific, anthropological and linguistic terms. 

The next contribution was co-authored by Dr Elena Parina and Lara Geinitz 
concerned with the study of ‘Val i may ysgrifenedig: Derivatives with Suffix -edig in 
Three Early Modern Welsh Texts’. In their analysis of the translations from English 
into Welsh, known as Gesta Romanorum, Marchog Crwydrad and Perl mewn Adfyd, 
they study trends in the usage of edig-derivatives. This suffix has been equated 
with past passive suffix in some grammars and the derivatives with it show sev-
eral specific features during the history of Welsh. The 16th century examples are 
studied  in comparison to the earlier 14th century data from Llyfr yr Ancr. A special 
focus is on correspondence with English originals: it appears that in the 16th century 
texts more adjectives are being translated by edig-derivatives than in the earlier 
sample, where the correspondence to Latin past participles prevails.

The final paper by Prof. Dr. Bernhard Maier looks at the beginnings of Celtic 
Studies in Ireland, Switzerland, France and Germany. ‘Celtic Correspondences: 
Letters from Whitley Stokes to Adolphe Pictet and from Henri d’Arbois de Jubainville 
to Ernst Windisch’ studies epistolary exchanges between the Irish Celticist and 
lawyer, Whitley Stokes (1830–1909), and the Swiss specialist in ballistics and ama-
teur linguist Adolph Pictet (1799–1875), on the one hand, and the German Celticist 
and Indologist, Ernst Windisch (1844–1918), and his French colleague Henri d’Arbois 
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de Jubainville (1827–1910), the first Professor of Celtic at the Collège de France and 
chief editor of the Revue Celtique, on the other. In particular, he demonstrates how 
the German and French scholars, who can be viewed among the founding fathers 
of Celtic Studies, shared a keen interest in the fabric of ancient civilisations and 
their reflection in literature. The author presents an overview of d’Arbois let-
ters to his German colleague demonstrating how they reflect specific problems of 
research, the institutional setting of Celtic Studies around the turn of the century 
as well as the personality of the correspondents. The author concludes by address-
ing the question of the extent to which a comprehensive analysis and appraisal of 
as yet unpublished scholarly letters may contribute to not only a more profound 
understanding of the formation and early history of Celtic Studies, but also to an 
enhanced appreciation of its present situation. 

Two major social events terminated the four-day event, the first was a con-
ference dinner which took place at the Prieuré Restaurant located in the oldest 
neighbourhood of Quimper. As its name suggests, the restaurant is attached to the 
10th century Locmaria Church constructed on the site of the original 1st century 
Roman town of Aquilonia along the River Odet. After a delicious and copious meal, 
the well-known Breton traditional singer, Brigitte Kloareg, led the participants in 
a good-spirited session of Breton and Celtic songs to which the Russian contin-
gent present added even more life culminating in a truly Celto-Slavic celebration! 

On Saturday morning, those participants who were able to stay took a tour 
bus to Locronan, the site where Saint Ronan of Ireland purportedly landed to con-
vert the local inhabitants to Christianity. After a noon meal of crêpes and cidre, the 
group travelled on to Landevennec, the site of one of the oldest Brittonic abbeys in 
Brittany. Purportedly founded in the 5th century by the Cornish cleric, Uuinuualoe 
(Saint Gwenolé), the abbey was one of the most important ecclesiastical centres in 
all of Brittany throughout the Middle Ages. After a guided visit of the museum 
and abbey ruins, the participants returned to Quimper where we all parted ways. 

This event would not have been possible without the hard work and financial 
assistance of several key players. Gary Manchec-German wishes to thank Isabelle 
Le Bal, of the city of Quimper, as well as the University of Western Brittany’s Centre 
for Breton and Celtic Studies and its director Ronan Calvez along with the Pôle 
Pierre-Jakez Hélias administration for their generous contributions to this event. 

Prof. Manchec-German offers  special thanks to Mr David Lesvenan, 
Administrative Director, Pôle Pierre-Jakez Hélias, who tirelessly collaborated 
with him  in coordinating the Breton Typology workshop and the Celto-Slavica 
Colloquium as well as in  obtaining financial support to pay the participants’ trans-
portation costs around Quimper as well as subsidising their conference meals at the 
university restaurant and negotiating special rates at Apart’Hotel in Quimper. His 
diligent efforts and expertise were a vital key to the success of these events. 
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Finally, he thanks the student volunteers, Myrzinn Boucher-Durand and Claire 
Puget for having assisted and translated for participants throughout the four-day 
event. Both editors express their sincere gratitude to Dr Ksenia Kudenko for her 
assistance in preparing the colloquium programme and helping with different other 
matters. Our final thanks are due to all the participants and speakers at the collo-
quium whose contributions made it a very special and stimulating event.2

University of Western Brittany’s Centre for Breton and Celtic Research 
Ulster University

2. The following papers were also presented at the colloquium: Cameron Wachowich (Toronto) 
‘Orosius Insularis: Notes on the Transmission and Reception of the Historiae adversus Paganos in 
Ireland and England’; Oksana Dereza (Moscow) ‘A Searchable Database of Old Irish Texts’; Tatiana 
Shingurova (Aberdeen) ‘The Druid Mog Ruith and St Molaga: Two Heroes of Munster’; Dafydd 
Johnston (Aberystwyth) ‘Some Examples of Calques from French into Middle Welsh’; Natalia 
Dolgorukova (Moscow) ‘Tradition celtique dans le lai Chievrefueil de Marie de France’; Angelike  
H. Rüdiger (Bangor) ‘The Druids and the Fairies: Searching for Wales’ National Identity during the 
18th and 19th Century’; Sabine Asmus and Eduard Werner (Leipzig) ‘Aspect — a Linguistic Category 
in Insular Celtic and Slavic? The Case of Sorbian and Welsh’; Till Vogt (Leipzig) ‘Breton and Lower 
Sorbian Word Order in Translations of the Gospel of Luke’; Ksenia Kudenko (Ulster) ‘Possible Man-
uscript Source and Some Contextual Considerations for Tochmarc Momera’; Greg Darwin (Harvard) 
‘Scandinavian and Scottish Seals: Gaelic and Norse Tradition in the Scottish Multiforms of a Migra-
tory Legend’; Nely van Seventer (Aberystwyth) ‘Sibli Revisited: Textual Relationships between the 
Welsh Tiburtina in the Red and White Books, and Peniarth 14’; Sonja Schnabel (Marburg) ‘How Did 
That End Up Here? — The Creative Work of Combining Motives in An buhez sante Barba’; Anna Mu-
radova (Moscow) ‘Breton-French Dictionary and Handbook: Vocabulaire nouveau ou colloque françois 
et breton as a Testimony of the Colloquial Language’.
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Between East and West:  
Armorica and the European Bronze and Iron Ages

Patrick Galliou

As one of the peripheral regions of Europe, the Armorican peninsula is often 
believed to have been a cultural backwater, one that was hardly ever reached by 
the major cultural and technological changes taking place in late prehistoric con-
tinental cultures. For people living away from the ocean, the latter is often seen 
as an obscure threat, an awful obstacle, a liquid wall isolating continental masses 
and cultures from one another. However, the ocean was always used as a passage-
way, a link between peoples, and, later regions bordering the Atlantic, from the 
south of the Iberian Peninsula to the North Sea (Cunliffe 2001: 21–63). In this vast 
sea-space, the Armorican peninsula, situated at the articulation between two mar-
itime zones — the Bay of Biscay to the south, the Irish Sea and the English Channel 
to the north — was a place where various cultural influences would come into con-
tact and thrive. Far from being a dead end, it was perfectly integrated, during the 
various phases of its long history, in the major cultural and technological currents 
running along the western façade of Europe. 

The Neolithic stone axes quarried and polished in the vast Sélédin (Plussulien, 
Côtes-d’Armor) workshops, active from 4200–2000 BC — with more than six million 
axes produced (Le Roux 1999) — found in southern Britain (Giot et al. 1979) and the 
Early Bronze Age (c.2000 BC) gold lunulae of Irish origin found in the Armorican 
peninsula, where some were imitated locally (Briard 1965: 71–3), together with the 
spread of megalithic funerary monuments along the Atlantic façade, are sure signs 
that, in the late millennia BC, men, goods and ideas circulated freely between the 
maritime regions of north-western Europe. The distribution maps of Rosnoën-type 
swords (Late Bronze Age I, 1275–1125 BC; ibid., 151–73) and of swords of the “carp’s 
tongue” complex (Late Bronze Age III, c.950–800 BC; ibid., 199–239; Brandherm et al. 
2014) also clearly show that these long-distance contacts were active along the whole 
Atlantic façade, from southern Spain to the Netherlands and Ireland, with remark-
able concentrations of finds at the mouth and along the course of the Somme, the 
Seine, the Loire and the Gironde, that is, of rivers leading into the heart of France 
(Cunliffe 2001: 50–8, fig. 7.14). 

Middle and Late Bronze Age metal artefacts dredged off the coast of Kent 
and Sussex (Samson 2006), in south-eastern Britain, tend to show that the estuaries 
of the Thames and of the Rhine also played a major role in these exchanges. This 
is largely confirmed by the discovery of a wreck, dated to the end of the Middle 
Bronze Age (c.1300–1150 BC) in Langdon Bay, to the east of Dover, with most of 
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the broken artefacts found on the seabed, meant for smelting, being of continen-
tal origin (Needham et al. 1987: 119–24; Clark 2004). On the French coast, the gold 
torques of British origin dredged off Sotteville-sur-Mer (Seine-Maritime) also tend 
to testify to the reality of cross-Channel exchanges during the Bronze Age in the 
eastern part of the Channel (Samson 2006). Further west, off Devon and Cornwall, 
similar finds reveal maritime exchanges between western France (Normandy and 
Brittany) and south-western Britain, with another Late Bronze Age wreck, discov-
ered between Prawle Point and Salcombe, in Devon, being loaded with 297 copper 
ingots and 27 tin ingots, together with metal artefacts (bronze axes and swords, 
a gold bracelet and torques) of continental origin (Muckelroy et al. 1979: 189–210).  
In western Brittany, a few objects of British origin and copper ingots found off-
shore again point to cross-Channel exchanges in the last days of the Bronze Age.

The basis of these “trade links” is still largely unclear. Armorican bronze-
smiths certainly made use of local tin, gleaned as cassiterite in the river sand flats 
(Briard 1965: 15–20), but it is likely that, lacking copper resources for the production 
of bronze artefacts, they imported ore or metal from insular sources, such as the 
Ross Island (Killarney) (c.2400–1900 BC) or Mount Gabriel (Co. Cork) copper mines 
in Ireland or their Welsh equivalent at Great Orme near Llandudno (c.1600–1400 BC) 
(Jackson 1980; O’Brian 1994: 45–57). Whether these exchanges were part of regular 
cross-Channel communications between insular and continental communities in 
need of metal resources and whether the latter were controlled by local aristocra-
cies, such as those developing in the Early Bronze Age on both sides of the Channel 
(Civilisation des premiers tumulus armoricains and Wessex group), are moot points.1

The fairly large number of Armorican socketed bronze axes found in south-
ern Britain (Briard 1965: 279–80, Fig. 107; Cunliffe 2001: 287–8, Fig. 7.21) shows that 
cross-Channel exchanges continued during the Early Iron Age, although their exact 
nature remains largely unknown, as such axes, which often had a high lead con-
tent, were not functional artefacts but elements of a palaeo-coinage (Briard 1987: 
37–50). Despite what Strabo tells us of British exports in the early Roman period —  
“It [the island] bears grain, cattle, gold, silver, and iron. These things, accordingly, 
are exported from the island, as also hides, and slaves, and dogs that are by nature 
suited to the purposes of the chase; the Celti, however, use both these and the native 
dogs for the purposes of war too” (Strabo [1923] 2006: 255, Geography IV.5.2) — most 
of these “trades” are and will remain invisible or unrecognisable.

In the early times of the Late Iron Age (5th to 2nd centuries BC), cross-Channel 
exchanges appear to have lost most of their impetus, this being probably due to the 

1. The Civilisation des premiers tumulus armoricains, in western Brittany, and the Wessex group, 
in central southern England, are Early Bronze Age cultures, characterised by single inhumations 
with lavish grave goods, placed under large barrows. 



11

PATRICK GALLIOU

end of the massive production of bronze artefacts that had characterised earlier times, 
and even more to the swift growth of Greek, Etruscan and Phoenician communities, 
inflecting towards the Mediterranean and Continental Europe the trade routes that 
had previously used the Atlantic seaways. Though a few objects certainly imported 
from Aquitania or the Iberian peninsula — such as the Harlyn Bay brooches, the 
Aust bronze statuette (Cunliffe 1978), the skull of a Barbary monkey from the Atlas 
mountains of Morocco found in Navan Fort (Northern Ireland) and dated 390–320 BC 
(Raftery 1994), or further south, the gold coin minted in Cyrenaica (322–15 BC) found 
on the shore at Lampaul-Ploudalmézau (Finistère) (Bousquet 1960: 317–23) — point to 
repeated contacts along the Atlantic façade, they certainly do not imply major mari-
time exchanges. It was during the same period (352–300 BC), however, that Pytheas, 
the Marseilles Greek adventurer, explored the Atlantic coasts, sailing possibly as far 
north as Iceland, recognising on his way Ushant (Ouxisama), the land of the Osismi 
(Ostimioi) and the British Isles (Strabo [1923] 2006: 253–61, Geography, IV.5; Cunliffe 
2001). But even though the tin trade from Cornwall to Gaul and the Mediterranean 
world is well attested by various documents (Carcopino 1957; Hawkes 1984: 211–33), 
nothing, in the Armorican archaeological record, shows that local resources were 
tapped for that long-distance trade with Mediterranean communities.2

That a form of Celtic was spoken in the Armorican peninsula in the first 
millennium BC is certain, as c.325 BC, Pytheas, as I have just pointed out, sailing 
northwards, identified Ouxisama (Ushant) and the territory of the Ostimioi (Osismi), 
both being perfectly recognisable Celtic names (Fig. 1). Other Celtic names, ethno-
nyms (Coriosolitae, Riedones, Veneti) and place names (Darioritum/Vannes, Vorgium/
Carhaix, Gesocribate/Le Conquet?) are only mentioned, often in a Latinised form, 
after the Roman conquest, but clearly demonstrate that Gaulish was the vernacular 
language in the peninsula (Fleuriot 1991: 165–94). The 3rd–4th century AD inscrip-
tion on an Iron Age stela at Plumergat (Morbihan) shows that it was still spoken, at 
least in some areas, till the end of the Roman period (Bernier 1970: 669–70).

2. The only evidence so far identified of early tin working is the Late Middle Bronze Age tin slag 
found at Délé-Braz in Plouarzel (Finistère), cf. Giot and Lulzac (1998).
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Fig. 1. The peoples of Iron Age Armorica

It is, however, equally obvious that the traditional model, which had iron-sword-
wielding Celts from a Central European Urheimat invading Gaul, Ireland and Britain 
and imposing their ways and their language upon the natives, is no longer tenable, 
as DNA studies have indeed repeatedly shown that there was no such thing as a 
common biologically heterogeneous Celtic population, even in reputedly Celtic areas 
such as Cornwall, Wales and Ireland (Leslie et al. 2015). Archaeology has similarly 
revealed no trace of such intrusions into native cultures — intrusions that would 
have shown in new forms of housing, religious or burial rites.

A close examination of the Iron Age cultures of the Armorican peninsula 
thus only shows that they had progressively evolved from Bronze Age identities in 
a multicultural Atlantic world extending from southern Spain to the British Isles, 
and not that they had undergone any such sea change. The reason why Armoricans 
came to speak Celtic is a problem that I am not going to address. It is high time 
that one should dissociate ethnic and linguistic facts from both the interpretation 
of artefacts and cultural trends. Objects and cultural elements should be referred 
to within a chronological framework, not in terms of ethnic developments. In fact, 
what is commonly called the “Celtic world” is nowhere near a homogeneous, uni-
form whole and should be seen as a loose mosaic of independent but interconnected 
communities. Their ways were largely related to their physical and economic envi-
ronment and to age-old traditions evolving under outside change. The Armorican 
tribes are a good case in point of this, as, if one looks at their archaeology, it is 
clear that their daily activities, mostly agricultural, and their building techniques 
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have nothing idiosyncratic about them,3 but were largely dependent on both their 
Atlantic environment and patterns of subsistence economy that had been wide-
spread in Northern Europe since the Neolithic agricultural revolution of the 5th to 
3rd millennium BC. In all these aspects of material life, there is nothing one would 
dare call “Celtic”, and major elements of “Celtic art”, such as the highly decorated 
pieces of jewellery and bronze artefacts found in Champagne or in the Rhine and 
Moselle valleys, appear only very rarely in the West. Neither do the vast proto-ur-
ban defended sites called oppida, largely regarded as the central places of early 
tribal states, which appeared in the 3rd century BC and multiplied in the 2nd and 
1st century from Bohemia to central France (Cunliffe et al. 1976). As some of the 
most telling traits of Late Iron Age developments commonly, but wrongly, associ-
ated with la civilisation Celtique are clearly missing in western France,4 should one 
therefore conclude that Armorica, being geographically distant from the major 
centres of La Tène culture, was totally excluded from these changes and evolved 
along its own lines?

Pottery, mostly used for everyday preserving, cooking and eating, is among the 
most common site finds in Iron Age contexts. Most of it, meant for home usage, was 
left plain, but some good quality, locally-made wares, distributed in the western-
most part of the peninsula, were carefully decorated. The earliest series, appearing 
in the late 6th to early 5th century BC, show a combination of lines of geometric pat-
terns stamped on a short range of pots (Giot 1971: 82–4, and see Figs. 2–3 below). 
They might, of course, be thought of as the rather simplistic artistic expression of 
local potters, unaware of the major innovations of Late Hallstatt/Early La Tène art, 
were it not for the presence of similar contemporary decorative styles in northern 
Italy and in the Hallstatt and La Tène cultures of the Alpine zone (Schwappach 
1969; see Fig. 2 below). 

3. Except for the series of underground chambers, known as souterrains armoricains, found in most 
farmsteads and agricultural settlements of the western part of the peninsula, and which could be 
used as underground storerooms (Giot 1990). Most are dated to the period extending from the Late 
Hallstatt to Middle La Tène phases.
4. Résidences aristocratiques, such as the one excavated at Montmartin (Oise) (Brunaux and Méniel 
1997), are also present in Armorica (see, for instance, Menez and Arramond 1997).
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Fig. 2. Some of the motifs stamped on Late Hallstatt / Early La Tène Armorican pottery 
(after Schwappach 1969, figs. 7-8)

Fig. 3. Early 5th century BC cinerary urn (Plovan, Finistère) (after Le Roux 1973)
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One could, obviously, imagine that such stylistic groups appeared independently 
in several areas, but a survey of regional pottery styles shows a thin spread of 
similar and slightly later wares in the in-between zones of Gaul (Gomez de Soto 
1999: 1–2). A dissemination from Italy and/or Central Eastern Europe seems more 
likely,5 with some of the motifs used, like svastikas, being favoured by western 
Armorican potters (Daire 2011: 41–52). However, the 5th century BC Kernavest 
(Quiberon, Morbihan) dagger (Revelière 1894: 157–66; Villard-Le Tiec et al., 2003: 
222–3) is, so far, the only metal object decorated in this style that has been found 
in the peninsula (Fig. 4). 

Fig. 4. The Kernavest (Quiberon, Morbihan) dagger (Musées de Vannes)

Other examples of such long-distance contacts may be also be found in a series 
of slightly later (4th century BC, mostly) high-quality pots, decorated with hand-
drawn curvilinear motifs, the best-known example of which is the Saint-Pol-de-Léon 
(Finistère) cinerary urn (Fig. 5). Its glossy surface is essentially decorated with 
large palmettes, a theme common in the Early La Tène art of the Champagne and 
the Rhine valley, and ultimately derived from Greek and Etruscan prototypes  
(Du Chatellier 1897: 25). 

5. This is also the case with the 4th century BC richly decorated metal helmets found at 
Saint-Jean-Trolimon (Finistère) and Agris (Charente), which, though evincing North Alpine and 
Mediterranean stylistic influences, were probably made in western Gaul (Gomez de Soto 1999: 2–3; 
on the Saint-Jean-Trolimon helmet, see Duval 1990).
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Fig. 5. Hand-drawn decoration of the Saint-Pol-de-Léon (Finistère) pot  
(after du Chatellier 1897)

Coming in a variety of shapes, Armorican stelae, of which more than 2,000 are 
known in Finistère and Morbihan, were used as grave markers in La Tène ceme-
teries (Daire 2005; Villard-Le Tiec 2011: 323–37). Though carefully hewn from hard 
granite, these monuments were generally left plain, only a dozen being decorated 
(surface erosion will, of course, have played havoc on them) with friezes of geomet-
ric patterns (spirals, svastikas, hooks and frets), largely similar to those stamped on 
contemporary potteries and probably derived from the same sources in the same 
time span (Daire et al. 1996: 123–56). The decoration of the Kerviguérou (Melgven, 
Finistère) stela (Fig. 6) is so close to that of the Ionic columns of the Metaponte 
(southern Italy) D temple, dated 470 BC, that a mere coincidence is very unlikely  
(ibid., 150–1), reminding us that, in spite of distances, men, craftsmen and mercenar-
ies, travelled widely in Europe. Scientific advances, using the strontium and oxygen 
isotopes present in ancient bones and teeth, have indeed shown that people travel- 
led all over the continent and to Britain, from as early as the 3rd millennium BC.6 

6. The “Amesbury Archer”, whose grave was discovered in Wiltshire and dated to c.2400 BC, prob-
ably originated from the Alpine zone (Fitzpatrick 2013). A young girl, aged 16 to 18, buried in Egt-
ved (Denmark) c.1370 BC, had moved several times from the German Schwartzwald to Denmark  
(Frei et al. 2015).
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Fig. 6. Decoration of the Kerviguerou (Melgven, Finistère) (Villard et al. 2003)

Iron Age Armorica was not, then, the cultural backwater it is often reputed to have 
been and its craftsmen were clearly in contact with distant Iron Age communi-
ties. It may of course be argued that Armorican tribes showed some backwardness 
in only adopting such innovations after a certain time lag, and that, besides, they 
were entirely passive, absorbing changes without in the least innovating them-
selves. A counterargument may, however, be found, among others, in the development 
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of La Tène sanctuaires à armes, best exemplified by the Tronoën, Saint-Jean-Trolimon 
sanctuary. Though badly excavated in the 19th century, the latter produced a number 
of iron weapons, including swords and spearheads, dated to the 3rd and 2nd centu-
ries BC, and fragments of iron and bronze helmets, probably originally decorated 
in gold leaf, high-value elite artefacts produced in the late 5th or early 4th century 
(Gomez de Soto 1999). Tronoën is, of course, one of many such sanctuaries where 
weapons were ritually “killed” before being devoted to the gods, but all are, so far, 
dated to the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC (Lejars 1989: 607–30). Tronoën is, therefore, to 
the best of our knowledge, the earliest example of that series. In that field, at least, 
Armorican communities, largely integrated in the north-western Gaulish cultural 
zone, certainly played a major role in Late Iron Age developments, which they oth-
erwise quickly absorbed in their own way (Giot 1973: 602–3).

University of Western Brittany, Brest
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The Celtic Element in Gallo-romance Dialect Areas

†Jean Le Dû

0. Introduction
The Gallo-Romance languages are derived from forms of vulgar Latin spoken by 
the descendants of Romanised Gaulish-speaking peoples, and influenced by the 
Germanic speech of the Frankish invaders who gave France its name. If few schol-
ars have doubted the Latin roots of the language, the influence of both the Celtic 
substrate and of the Germanic superstrate have long been a controversial matter 
not only for scientific but also for ideological reasons.

Relying on modern geolinguistics, I shall study some of Jules Gilliéron’s ALF 
(Atlas Linguistique de la France) maps as well as Breton ones from Pierre Le Roux’s 
Atlas Linguistique de la Basse-Bretagne and Jean Le Dû’s Nouvel Atlas Linguistique de 
la Basse-Bretagne. I shall try to show that several of these maps reveal the presence 
of ALF data whose origin is clearly Celtic and not Germanic, as has been presented 
by specialists of the French language, such as von Wartburg (1922–2002).

Study of the Atlas Linguarum Europae (ALE) and the Atlas Linguistique Roman 
(AliR) has shown that borders between languages and even language families are 
not impermeable to exchanges. It is high time to overcome language barriers and 
to bring about a new vision of the history of languages.

1. The changing status of Gaulish

1.1 Celtomania
Consciously or not, the development of linguistic ideas has always been under-
pinned by political or philosophical preconceptions. In France, many authors as 
early as the Renaissance began, for patriotic purposes, to magnify the Gaulish ele-
ment in French as a means to pay tribute to their pre-Roman heritage. Due to a pun 
associating the word Gallia ‘Gauls’ and gallus ‘rooster’, this bird became the symbol 
of the kings of France. Celtomania became popular with the publication in Paris, 
in 1703, of Antiquité de la nation et de la langue des Celtes, autrement appelléz Gaulois 
‘Antiquity of the nation and the language of the Celts, otherwise known as Gauls’, 
the work of the Breton Paul-Yves Pezron. Breton, to Pezron, was the direct descend-
ant of the language of Gomer, Japhet’s eldest son, Noah’s grandson.1 

1. Following Pezron, Theophilus Evans wrote Drych y prifoesoedd in 1713, in which he says the same thing 
about Welsh. It is for this reason that so many Welsh today claim it is the ‘oldest language in Europe’.
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Following Pezron, several Breton dictionaries were published, in particular the 
Dictionnaire de la langue Bretonne (Dictionary of the Breton Language) by Dom Le 
Pelletier, printed in Paris in 1752, which was very influential in France. 

Several 1789 revolutionaries considered the mass of the French people to be 
descendants of the Gauls, while the nobility’s forefathers had been Germanic con-
querors. Thus, Sieyès, in a 1789 pamphlet Qu’est-ce que le Tiers État? ‘What is the 
Third Estate?’, wrote: 

The Third Party [the common people] must not fear to go back in time. ... why would 
they not send back to the forests of Franconia all those families who still have the 
foolish claim to be from the race of conquerors, and to have inherited the rights of 
conquest?2

One can assess the scope of the doctrine when we read the following statement in 
Diderot’s Encyclopedia:

...our French is none other than the Gaulish of the old Druids, imperceptibly dis-
guised by all the changes necessarily brought about by the succession of centuries 
and the ever-changing circumstances (1751–72: 259). 3

Celtomania reached its peak with the foundation, in 1803, during Napoleon’s Empire, 
of the Académie Celtique ‘The Celtic Academy’. In its inaugural session of March 
1805, the Academy assigned itself the following mission:

The dual purpose of the Academy is as important, as useful as it is determined; it is 
the research of Celtic language and antiquities... Thus our goal must be, 1°. To find 
the Celtic language in the ancient authors and monuments; in the two dialects of this 
language that still exist, Breton and Welsh, and even in all the popular dialects, the 
patois and jargon of the French empire, as well as the origins of the languages and 
place names, monuments and uses that were derived from them, to provide dictio-
naries and grammars of all these dialects, that we must hasten to inventory before 
their total destruction; 2°. To collect, write, compare and explain all the antiquities, 

2. Le Tiers ne doit pas craindre de remonter dans les temps passés. … pourquoi ne renverrait-il pas dans 
les forêts de la Franconie toutes ces familles qui conservent la folle prétention d’ être issues de la race des 
conquérants, et d’avoir succédé à des droits de conquête?
3. … notre françois n’est rien autre chose que le gaulois des vieux Druides, insensiblement déguisé par toutes 
les métamorphoses qu’amenent nécessairement la succession des siecles & les concours des circonstances qui 
varient sans cesse.
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all the monuments, all the customs, all the traditions; in a word, to make the ancient 
statistics of the Gauls, and to explain ancient times by modern times.4

This institution, which had a positive part in inspiring the first collection of pop-
ular traditions in the First French Empire and giving birth to future folklore and 
ethnological studies, collapsed after the fall of Napoleon in 1814. It has since been 
criticised for overemphasising France’s Celtic heritage and even ridiculed by schol-
ars for having exaggerated the Gaulish influence on French. 

1.2 Bretonism
The ostracism that befell Celtic was further intensified in the 19th century with the 
development of the “Bretonist” theory popularised by the historian La Borderie, 
and among linguists by Joseph Loth’s thesis (1883) on the Breton immigration into 
Armorica from the 5th to the 7th centuries of our era. It put forward the idea that the 
Breton language had been imported wholly from Britain into the Armorican penin-
sula by emigrants fleeing the Anglo-Saxon invasions. According to Loth, all traces 
of Gaulish had by then disappeared and the country had been totally Romanised. 
From then on, any direct link between Breton and Gaulish was severed, and any 
allusion to a possible survival of Gaulish was rejected as a reversion to Celtomania. 
Brittany was no longer to be considered as a remnant of ancient Gaul, but as an 
extension of the British Isles on the mainland. Its language was deemed a sort of 
colonial language, paradoxically ranked among the Celtic insular languages. It is 
only in recent times that some scholars have taken a far less radical view on the 
possible survival of Gaulish (Falc’hun 1963, 1970, 1981; Fleuriot 1980; Evans 1990)

1.3 The rise of Germanic
The downfall of the ideas concerning a Celtic substratum in French left the door 
open to the glorification of the Germanic superstratum, which then rose to a prom-
inent position for various reasons. First of all, Romance studies had been born in 
19th-century German-speaking countries, thanks to the work of scholars from the 
University of Bonn, first and foremost Friedrich Diez (1794–1876). Second, the com-
plete restructuring of the French university system, as a result of France’s defeat in 

4. Le double but que se propose l’Académie est aussi important, aussi utile que bien déterminé ; c’est la 
recherche de la langue et des antiquités celtiques... Ainsi notre but doit être, 1°. De retrouver la langue 
celtique dans les auteurs et les monumens anciens; dans les deux dialectes de cette langue qui existe encore,  
le breton et le gallois, et même dans tous les dialectes populaires, les patois et jargons de l’empire français, 
ainsi que les origines des langues et des noms de lieux, de monumens et d’usages qui en dérivent, de donner 
des dictionnaires et des grammaires de tous ces dialectes, qu’ il faut se hâter d’ inventorier avant leur destruc-
tion totale; 2°. De recueillir, d’ écrire, comparer et expliquer toutes les antiquités, tous les monuments, tous 
les usages, toutes les traditions; en un mot, de faire la statistique antique des Gaules, et d’expliquer les temps 
anciens par les temps modernes.
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the 1870 Franco-Prussian War, was based on the model of the German system. When 
the first issue of Romanische Studien appeared in 1871, in Strasbourg (recently annexed 
into the German Empire), it was immediately followed by the French journal Romania, 
edited by two former students of German universities, Paul Meyer and Gaston Paris, 
the latter the translator of Friedrich Diez’s Grammar of Romance Languages. In the fol-
lowing years, from 1879 to 1883, five German journals began in the Latin, Romance 
and French fields, which gave rise to the publication of Clédat’s Revue des patois and 
Rousselot and Gilliéron’s Revue des patois Gallo-Romans in 1887. The German influence 
is such that the Swiss Walter von Wartburg’s Französisches Etymologisches Wörterbuch 
(FEW), written in German, is still the most important source for the study of French 
etymology. If we take into account D’Arbois de Jubainville’s theory on the constitu-
tion of French place names, which popularised the idea that many French toponyms 
are based on the names of their Germanic owners, we see that the odds are in favour 
of the superstrate side. In short, Germanic benefited from an increased concern and 
support, while Celtic became a poor and somewhat embarrassing relative. 

For reasons explained in section 1.1, the idea of possible Gaulish influence on 
French language and the survival of the Gaulish language in Brittany beyond the 
5th century has had trouble gaining acceptance among scholars and researchers pro-
posing hypotheses regarding a possible Gaulish substratum in French face an uphill 
battle. The romantic image of Brittany in Europe and elsewhere has left such a lasting 
mark that any questioning of the extant theory is frowned upon as a sort of heresy.

1.4 The role of geolinguistics
Modern developments in geolinguistics have provided tools that allow us to travel 
back in time using previously unpublished or neglected dialect data. The linguis-
tic atlases, far from remaining mere repositories of memories of bygone times, are 
now precious research tools for the history of languages. The time seems ripe to  
re-examine serenely the comparative contributions of Celtic — in this case, 
Gaulish — and Germanic in the formation of the French language. Why is French 
so different from its neighbouring Romance languages?

1.5 Lower Brittany and Romance-speaking France
The geographical area covered by the Atlas Linguistique de la France, as defined 
within the framework of Gilliéron’s Conférence de dialectologie de la Gaule Romane, 
delivered from 1883–1926 in the Paris École Pratique des Hautes Études, ignored the 
allophone regions. It is interesting to reconnect Lower Brittany with this area and 
try to show that the Romance domain has very strong links with the Celtic one: is 
it not the case that the Breton word for the French language is ar galleg, from gallica 
lingua, i.e. Gaulish? Gallo-Romance has two faces. Joseph Loth himself showed that 500 
of the most common Breton words — as well as the Welsh ones — are of Latin origin!
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2. Examining some maps
We will now discuss some maps, the configuration of which show the existence of 
an ancient linguistic continuum transcending the variety of languages within the 
territory that constitutes present-day France. The progressive extension of central 
French has pushed back many phonetic and lexical features to the fringes in areas 
that are now Lower Brittany, the Occitan and Franco-Provençal regions and, to a 
lesser extent, the northern and eastern borders of France. Former continuous areas 
have been broken up along the Atlantic at the estuary of the Loire river, which is 
both a barrier and a vector of new developments. The gap often widens along the 
coasts to join the Garonne, sometimes even moving southwards.

Our sources are the linguistic atlases and also, occasionally, forms that do not 
appear in the atlases but are uniformly used in Breton, such as brenn ‘bran’. Isolated 
maps, as interesting as they may be, can only have an anecdotal meaning. We will 
therefore endeavour to highlight the presence of many such distributional areas.  
It is only the superimposition of similar maps that can lead us to plausible conclusions.

 

Fig. 1. The distribution of ‘bran’ (Breton brenn and Southern French bran)
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Fig. 2. The distribution of ‘bran’ with the meanings of  ‘bran’ (French son (de farine) and ‘saw-
dust’ (French sciure)

2.1 Bren(n) ~ Bran ‘flour’ and ‘sawdust’ (ALF 1207, 1242; Dict. bret.)
According to the online CNRTL dictionary, the French word bran derives from a 
vulgar Latin *brennus of obscure origin, “perhaps Gaulish”. It also reads: “but the 
corresponding words in Celtic languages are probably not indigenous”. The word 
bren has everywhere in Breton the meaning of ‘bran’, and also, as in French, that 
of ‘sawdust’ in brenn-eskenn — literally, ‘saw bran’. 

Its presence in English, Welsh and Irish is generally attributed to a late borrow-
ing from French. Fig. 1 demonstrating the variants of the word bran/bren, meaning 
‘bran of wheat’ and ‘sawdust’ covers an area including western Brittany as well as 
the south and west of France. This continuum is broken at the mouth of the Loire 
by the intrusion of the word son, the French literary term meaning ‘bran’. Let us 
now compare the maps in Figures 1 and 3.
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Fig. 3. The distribution of ‘alder’ (Breton gwern and Southern French vernhe/vèrna)

2.2 Gwern ~ Vernhe/Vèrna ‘alder tree’ (ALF 74; Dict. bret.)
Here, too, the Breton word gwern corresponds to a southern French word vernhe/
vèrna. The word is undoubtedly the Gaulish word uerna, which first means ‘ swamp’ 
and also ‘alder’, a tree that grows in wetlands, and in Breton, incidentally ‘mast 
of a ship’. We can find the former meaning of ‘swamp’ in Rouergue (Mistral, TDF, 
sv verno), but also in Limousin (ALAL, t. 1, c. 234). The other Celtic languages also 
share this word: Welsh gwern, Gaelic fern. The likeness to the bran maps (Figs. 1 
and 2) supports the hypothesis of a Gaulish origin for gwern (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 4. The distribution of ‘mud’ (Breton fank and Occitan fanga)

2.3 Fank ~Fanga ‘mud’ (ALF 154; Dict. bret.)
The lexical map can reveal the very old implantation of a word. On the ‘mud’ map 
(Fig. 4) of the ALF we find fanga in the south, while the Breton word is fank. This 
word is said to proceed from a Germanic *fanga, derived, with a -ga suffix, either 
from an old Frankish *fani, or from Gothic (= English fen, incidentally). It is odd, to 
say the least, that the Germanic form should once again be found in the most remote 
areas of the region, where the Frankish population was least firmly established.

2.4 Merc’her/Merher ~ mercredi ‘Wednesday’ (ALBB 142; ALF 839)5

This map (Fig. 5) is similar to the previous one, but this time the gap extends from 
Loire to Gironde. The north of France is only represented by one point.

5. The dominant spelling used today is peurunvan. The author preferred ‘orthographe universi-
taire’. We have included both: orthographe universitaire, merher, and peurunvan merc’ her.
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Fig. 5. The distribution of ‘Wednesday’ (Breton (di-)merher, French mercredi and Occitan dimècres)

There is no question of origin this time: the word is indisputably Latin.
The broken areas teach us, if it were necessary, that the construction from dies 

mercurii is older on the territory than the reverse adopted by central French Mercurii 
dies, which resulted in mercredi. Breton has kept alive the alternation between the 
simple merher form and the form composed with di-, the first designating the day 
in general, the second, dimerher, the day closest to the moment when one speaks 
(i.e. next Wednesday or last Wednesday). This system can also be found in parts 
of the Massif Central (cf. Bras & Brun-Trigaud 2014). This same structure applies 
to all the days of the week, including, in Breton, the pagan Sunday disul from dies 
solis instead of dies Dominica.
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Fig. 6. The distribution of ‘table’ (Breton taul and Occitan taula)

2.5. Taol ~ taula ‘table’ (ALBB 578; ALF 1273)
This map (Fig. 6) looks like the previous ones, but covers a smaller area in the east.  
It is the result of a phonetic phenomenon: Breton and Occitan have kept the diph-
thongised form of the direct derivative of tabula > tabla > taula; Old French, which 
also had this diphthong, restored the etymological -b- under the influence of Latin 
and rejected the popular form which survived only in Brittany and the south 
of France.
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Fig. 7. The distribution of ‘beech’ (Breton faou and French fau)

2.6 Faou ~ fau ‘beech tree’ (ALBB 196; ALF 690)
Breton, like part of southern France, has retained fao, the reflex of Latin fagus.  
The conservative zone is even smaller than in previous maps. Areas of northern 
France, through which Germanic has spread, have also retained an old form, the 
word hêtre, from the Frankish *haister. It meant the young trunks that were used 
commercially to make sweeps or whips. The reign of Germanic-speaking kings 
had no doubt given more prestige to this Frankish word, which travelled just like 
the object it designated. It may also be that fagus became fou in French, an embar-
rassing homophone of the adjective meaning ‘mad’. 

This map (Fig. 7) looks like the previous ones, but covers a smaller area in the 
east. It is the result of a phonetic phenomenon: Breton and Occitan have kept the diph-
thongised form of the direct derivative of tabula > tabla > taula; Old French, which also 
had this diphthong, restored the etymological -b- under the influence of Latin and 
rejected the popular form which survived only in Brittany and the south of France. 
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Fig. 8. The distribution of ‘washing’ (Lower Breton bugad, Northern French buée, and South-
ern French bugada)

2.7 Bugat ~ bugada ‘washing’ (ALBB 48 and ALF 759)
The south-east of Lower Brittany uses the word bugat which forms a phonetic con-
tinuum with the Occitan bugada from bucata ‘lye’. Note the lenition of intervocalic 
/k/ > /g/ in both Breton and Occitan. It is derived from the verb *bucare, ‘doing 
laundry’ in Gallo-Romance. In Oïl, northern French, the same word became buée 
with the loss of the intervocalic consonant. Here, again, the Germanic word for the 
‘beech’ tree has been proposed as the source for this word and purportedly stem-
ming from Frankish *bûkôn, because the washing was originally done with ashes 
from this tree. This explanation is unlikely, however, considering that the map in 
Fig. 8) shows a very ancient bucata (bugada in modern Occitan), which is very dis-
tant from the early Germanic populated territories.
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Fig. 9. The distribution of ‘wheel’ (Breton rod and Occitan ròda)

2.8 Rod ~ roda ‘wheel’ (ALBB 550 and ALF 1570)
The Gaulish word roto- ‘wheel’ normally underwent the Celtic lenition process. 
The unvoiced intervocalic occlusive -t- > -d-, which was retained in Breton and 
Occitan, also lenited French to -d-, then a step further to -z- and was finally dropped 
so that it ended up in ruee, reue. Modern French roue is a back formation from the 
verb rouer. This map (Fig. 9) is similar to the previous ones. The Gaulish origin of 
roto is generally accepted.
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Fig. 10. The distribution of ‘chair’ (Breton kador and Occitan cadièra)

2.9 Kador ~ cadiera ‘chair’ ( (ALBB 406 and ALF 222)
The Latinised Greek cathedra has kept its intervocalic -d- in Breton and in Welsh 
(cadair) as well as in Occitan,6 an internal consonant that was dropped in northern 
French, as in the previous examples (see Fig. 10).

6. Welsh has retained the same word, cadair.



37

JEAN LE DÛ

Fig. 11. The distribution of the medial -b- in ‘April’ (Breton and Occitan) vs. -v- (French)

2.10 Ebrel ~ avril ‘April’  (ALBB 464 and ALF 104)
Another example of lenition completed in northern French: the internal -p- in 
aprilis, lenited to -b- in Breton and Occitan, was further lenited and became -v-.  
The Avril form of the Quimper region of Breton, south-western Lower Brittany, 
was borrowed from French (see Fig. 11).
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Fig. 12. The distribution of the verb ‘to sweep’ (Breton skubad, French escobar, chover)

2.11 Balan ~balai ‘broom’ and skubad ~ escobar ‘to sweep’ (NALBB 566 and 
ALF 109)
The Gaulish word balano-, meaning the plant ‘broom’ (cf. b- in Fig. 11) is at the 
origin of French balai ~ balayer, meaning ‘a broom’ and ‘to sweep’ respectively  
(Le Dû & Brun-Trigaud 2018). It is unquestionably of Celtic origin. The word ‘to 
sweep’ in modern Breton, however, is skubad, from scopa which is of Latin origin. 
As can be seen in Fig. 12, the word has survived on the fringes of French terri-
tory. In Lower Brittany, the plant name continues to be used under the forms of 
balan or banal
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Fig. 13. The distribution of ‘seventy’ (Breton dek ha tri-ugent, French soixante-dix and 
north-eastern, eastern and south-eastern France septante)

2.12 Dek ha tri-ugent ~ soixante-dix ‘seventy’ (ALF 1240 and Bret. Dict.)
This appears to be a spectacular example of Gaulish influence on French, just as 
balai in the previous example. The Celtic languages like Gaelic, Gaulish or Breton 
use a vigesimal numeral system (two twenties, six twenties, etc.). It seems that the 
Gaulish system supplanted the Latin-based septante, giving way to soixante-dix ‘six-
ty-ten’. In Breton this is dek ha tri-ugent ‘ten-and-three-twenty’ (Welsh deg a thrigain 
‘ten and three-twenty’). Note also pevar-urgent ‘four-twenty’ (Welsh pedwar ugain 
‘four twenty”) and French quatre-vingt ‘four twenty’. We can interpret this change 
as a resurgence of the Gaulish substratum in French. The Quinze-Vingts hospital in 
Paris, founded in the 13th century, was meant to house 300 (fifteen score) patients.  
It is speculated that the use of score for ‘twenty’ in English might be a calque on the 
Celtic vigesimal system (see Fig. 13 above).



40

THE CELTIC ELEMENT IN GALLO-ROMANCE DIALECT AREAS

Fig. 14. Distribution of internal lenition in Breton and Occitan b > v (Latin scrībō, Gascon escríver, 
Breton skriva); fortis initial w- > Breton gw- and in some French words v- > gu- (Latin vespa > guêpe 

‘wasp’ vs. Breton gwesped ‘wasps’). Note that Germanic areas have retained original v- or w-.

2.13 Gwesper ~ guêpe ‘wasp’ (NALBB 243; ALF 672)
We have just seen instances of Celtic lenition, a trait that marked the phonetic devel-
opment of the French language. Consonants in a weak position, especially between 
vowels, are lenified one step further than in Breton or Occitan (e.g. Latin scrībō, 
Gascon escríver, Breton skriva, French écrire). On the other hand, they are strength-
ened in the fortis initial position, a phenomenon that is still alive today in Breton. 
Thus, the Middle French boest (modern French boîte) ‘box’ has passed into Breton: 
as the word is feminine, it becomes ar west after the article. From this mutated 
form, some dialects have ‘reconstructed’ a new radical or unmutated form, gwest, 
in a manner similar to that by which French voiture has become gwetur. The map  
(Fig. 14) illustrates this phenomenon: just like vernhe became gwern, vinum became 
gwin in Breton or Welsh, and vespa became guêpe in French (in Breton gwesped). 
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Fig. 15. The distribution of ‘breeches’ (Breton brago(u), central French braie, and Occitan braga)

Is it really necessary to resort to a former unattested Low Frankish *waspa crossed 
with Latin vespa, which does not account for the initial g-? Paradoxically, the north-
ern fringe of France and Wallonia have kept initial v- or w-!

2.14 Brago(u) ~ Braga ‘breeches’ (ALBB 39; ALF 373)
The word for ‘pants, trousers’ was braca in Gaulish. It was replaced by braies in cen-
tral French, but survived in Occitan braga and Breton bragez, brago(u). Note once 
again the lenition of c (/k/) to g in both Breton and Occitan. Why, as we sometimes 
hear, would it have been borrowed in Breton from Lower Latin, especially if we 
envisage a close relationship between Breton and Gaulish (see Fig. 15)?
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Fig. 16. The distribution of the verb ‘to close’ (Breton sarret, serret, and Occitan sarrar)

2.15 Sarret ~ sarrar ‘closed’ (ALBB 559; ALF 554)
Old Latin words borrowed in Breton, Welsh and Cornish during Roman times have 
undergone the same process as words of Celtic origin. This map represents forms 
of serrer ‘to close’, issued according to the CNTRL from the popular Latin *serrare, 
an alteration of the late Latin serare ‘to close’. The analogy with the previous map 
(Fig. 15) is striking, to say the least (see Fig. 16). The Breton word sarret/serret is the 
past participle form of the word; serri(ñ) is the infinitive. 
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Fig. 17. The distribution of ‘thief’ (Breton laer, Occitan and eastern French varieties larron, 
ladre, larre)

2.16 Laer ~ larron, ladre, larre ‘thief ’ (ALBB 420 and ALF 1412)
‘Thief’ is in Breton laer, plural laeron. The Breton spoken on the island of Ouessant 
(Ushant for the English sailors) has retained the -d- in ladr, ladroun ‘thieves’  
(cf. lladr / lladron in Welsh). The Old French larron had a subjunctive lerre (inherited 
from Latin latrōnem, the accusative of latrō) and it would seem that the Breton word 
evolved from the form. Old Provençal likewise opposed laire to lairon (see Fig. 17).
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Fig. 18. The distribution of ‘dinner’ (Breton koan, French souper, and Occitan and eastern 
French varieties cena)

2.17 Koan ~ cena ‘dinner’ (evening meal) (ALBB 157; ALF 1254)
This map (Fig. 18) represents minute areas. The Breton koan ‘evening meal’, from 
Latin cēna, has kept the initial stop consonant k-, which has been affricated or spi-
rantised in modern Romance languages.
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Fig. 19. The distribution of ‘frog’ (Breton ran or rannig, and French raine, renouille in the 
French Alps)

2.18 Ran(ig) ~ rana ‘frog’ (ALBB 543; ALF 668)
We have here the example of a Latin word, rana for ‘frog’, which might have been 
used in Gaulish. It has disappeared from central French, but is still to be found 
in the south of Lower Brittany under the form of ran(ig) and in several small 
and very peripheral areas (Fig. 19). Central French has developed another word,  
grenouille, derived from the same root. French raine and rainette is in fact a species 
of grenouille (i.e. hyla arborea). Ran has remained with the sense of ‘tadpole’ in the 
north-east of Lower Brittany (i.e. Tregor). Breton also has the new word glesker, of 
unknown origin.
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Fig. 20. The distribution of ‘pincer’, ‘log tongs’ (Breton turkez, northern and eastern French 
and Walloon tricoises)

2.19 Turkez ~ turquois ‘pincer’,‘log tongs’  (NALBB 309 and ALF 1293)

To conclude, this map (Fig. 20) shows that exchanges between Lower Brittany and 
the Romance areas have never ceased. The word for ‘pincer’, ‘log tongs’ is found in 
eastern and northern France and in the Walloon tricoises, as well as in some scat-
tered areas. Breton has turkez, obviously of the same origin: it is the old French 
tricoises, turquois, turcois, a word perhaps derived from ‘tenailles turcoises’, meaning 
‘Turkish pincers’. Among its many uses, this tool can be used to displace burning 
logs in a fireplace. 
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3. Conclusion
The Atlas Linguarum Europae 1983–1990 has made a great leap forward by taking 
the entire European continent as its field of investigation. There has naturally been 
a tendency since the beginnings of geolinguistics to limit the interpretation of maps 
to single languages, or even to language families, as AliR does. Let us note, how-
ever, that the latter project has also taken into consideration non-French peripheral 
points for the sake of comparison, including two points in Lower Brittany, which 
made it possible, in some cases (e.g. for the CRADLE map), to show that the so-called 
“Celtic” region was the only one in France to have kept kavell, from the word  
cavellum of Low Latin origin. I plead in this article in favour of this transgression 
of linguistic boundaries and suggest that it should be undertaken more system-
atically within language groups linked by geography and history. Taking Breton 
into account seems to me to shed new light on some aspects of the evolution of the 
French language, both from a lexical and a phonetic point of view.

Taking Breton into account seems to me to shed new light on some aspects of 
the evolution of the French language, both from a lexical and a phonetic point of view.

The addition of Basque and Alsatian and Lorraine Platt vocabulary to this 
discussion would no doubt enrich this research. Many problems could thus be 
approached with a fresh eye; the benefits would certainly be shared by all parties.

University of Western Brittany, Brest
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Name-Avoidance and Circumlocutory Terms in Modern 
Irish and Scottish Maritime Memorates

Maxim Fomin

0. Introduction
In 1942, Seán Ó Súilleabháin’s Handbook of Irish Folklore was produced for collectors 
of the Irish Folklore Commission. Among many things related to the Irish folklore 
tradition, the handbook included a section on ‘Fishing Lore’ (Ó Súilleabháin 1942: 
27), asking the folklore collectors to record

large body of customs and superstition … attached to the art of fishing… details of 
local beliefs and customs connected with luck in fishing. Acts performed and rites 
observed by fishermen before setting out to fish, on their way to the fishing place, 
during the time of fishing, and on returning home subsequently. Words, sayings or 
acts forbidden among fishermen by custom or superstition. Objects carried by fisher-
men on their person or in the boats for good luck… Examples of fishing customs and 
beliefs… causes to which ill-luck may be attributed: meeting a fox or a (red-haired) 
woman when going fishing; mentioning certain words, names, persons, or animals 
while fishing; whistling.

This initial inquiry was followed by a questionnaire of a fuller scale distributed 
among the fishermen and members of coastal communities on ‘fishing beliefs’ by 
the Department of Irish Folklore at UCD in 1979 (see Ní Fhloinn 2018: 352–4 for fur-
ther detail). Questions relevant to this paper included the following:

Are certain kinds of people or certain animals thought to bring bad luck to the 
fishermen? 
Are people with certain surnames regarded as unlucky?

How do fishermen react to all of these?

What attitude do fishermen have towards red-haired people and red things in general?

The answers have since been carefully documented by the Department of Irish 
Folklore. Most recently, results of research into a specific aspect of the occupational 
lore of Irish fishermen, “namely, the idea that it was unlucky to mention certain 
words and entities while at sea” (Ní Fhloinn 2018: 13) was published. 
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Drawing upon Ní Fhloinn’s methodological framework, I would like to examine the 
corpus of maritime memorates collected by Ulster University’s Stories of the Sea 
project since 2010 drawing particular attention to various circumlocutory fishing 
terms and the fishermen’s sociocultural practice of name-avoidance. 

Conceptualised by Ní Fhloinn (2018, back cover), with regard to the topic of 
name-avoidance she noted:

‘Cold iron’ is a phrase that may be used by fishermen as a euphemism to avoid mis-
fortune at sea… The use of such euphemisms, which form a part of the work culture 
and occupational lore of Irish fishermen,… focuses on the belief that certain entities 
should not be mentioned while at sea, or while engaged in the business of fishing, 
for fear of attracting misfortune. Often, stock euphemisms or circumlocutions are 
used for the entities in question. Objects of ill omen typically involve animals, such 
as foxes, hares, pigs etc., and certain categories of people, such as red-haired women.

1. The meeting of red-haired woman as the omen of ill-luck
It is true to say that one of the most widespread beliefs regarding the bad luck at 
fishing is the one following the meeting of red-haired woman while going out fish-
ing. The example provided below is drawn from the memorate recorded by Michael 
Corduff in Co. Mayo, Portaclay, in 1955, where the informant witnessed the bad 
luck at fishing experienced by his father and the crew on his boat. In a nutshell, a 
member of the informant’s father fishing crew meets a red-haired woman on his 
way to the harbour. The fisherman is late, so the rest of the crew have to wait until 
he arrives, and then they go out to sea. The next morning the boat comes empty, 
with no catch, and the informant confirms he was an eye-witness to the effect that 
meeting of the red woman had on his father’s boat catch:

I was helping with others attending on my father’s curragh. One of the senior part-
ners in the curragh was rather late in arriving on the shore. 

— You are somewhat late this evening, Frank, my father said. 
— Yes, I know I am late, I forgot to bring my buoy, and I had to return home for it, 
and then as I came along, I unfortunately met with another mishap, which almost 
caused me to go back home again, and stay at home, was Frank Gannon’s reply. 

— What happened? further queried my father. 

— I met a certain woman and I never yet had any luck whether fishing or otherwise 
on any occasion on which she crossed my path. A red-haired woman, of course! was 
Frank’s rejoinder, rather chagrined by the inauspicious event. 
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— She might bring you luck this time, humorously commented another member of 
the crew. 

— I hope she does, but I will be very much surprised if it should happen.

The curragh with crew and fishing nets and appurtenant accessories set out in the 
wake of the setting September sun for the herring fishing grounds of Broad Haven 
Bay, having first recited the traditional prayer and blessed themselves with sea-wa-
ter, and we watched their departure until they pounded Cornboy Point, and went 
out of view… Next morning, I was up early, dressed hurriedly, and as was the cus-
tom of the boys of the neighbourhood, went to the shore to meet the fishermen re-
turned from the deep… Soon my father’s curragh which was the last to arrive hove 
in sight… It was empty save for a few dogfish and crabs…

My father and his crew were obviously discomfited at their failure, and had 
little to say. They went about their work of taking their nets and equipage out of the 
curragh and spreading them out to dry on the sandy greensward along the shore, 
devoid of their usual éclat and enthusiasm. Their manner was moody and subdued. 
When their work was done, and as they were walking along the path through the 
fields, Frank remarked to his comrades:

— Now, didn’t I tell ye this last night before we left the shore, and some of ye were 
treating the matter as a joke.
— Well! I made no joke of it, said my father adding, it’s not the first time it happened; 
neither is it the last.

(NFC 1395: 330–4) 

The oral account just cited obtains a flavour of a piece of creative writing. The 
memorate is recorded in long sentences, with citations from contemporary fiction to 
give his speech some extra flavour, and is embellished with words more appropri-
ate of a middle-class city dweller, probably also a University graduate (“chagrined”; 
“appurtenant accessories”; “discomfited”; “equipage”; “éclat and enthusiasm”) than 
those of a country fisherman.1

Suffice it to say, that the event just cited was described as vividly as it could 
have been, with examples of direct speech and dialogues reproduced happening 
between the fishing crew members, and descriptions of personal feelings expe-
rienced by the informant at the time of its happening. This plenty of detail in 

1. For example, the informant describes his haste to run ashore in the morning to welcome the 
return of the curraghs in the following way: “In my hurry, I took a shortcut across the fields, 
“brushing with hasty steps the dews away” and reached the beach just as the first curragh was 
hugging the shore” (NFC 1395: 331).
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the retelling of the event is rarely observed in the stories our project has col-
lected. More research is needed whether the person in question had any recourse 
to formal education and why he chose to retell the events using a high register 
of English — originally being reared up in the area of the Mayo Gaeltacht — but I 
cannot provide an answer to this now; it may have been that the whole incident was 
recorded at informant’s leisure and was sent to Michael Corduff by regular mail. 

What we can do is to analyse the memorate in more detail. The informant relates 
the dialogue between his father and the member of the crew who came late twice: 
firstly, at the beginning of the story, and secondly, when the story is coming to is end:

— What happened? 
— I met a certain woman and I never yet had any luck whether fishing or otherwise 
on any occasion on which she crossed my path. A red-haired woman, of course!

… as they were walking along the path through the fields, Frank remarked to his 
comrades: 

— Now, didn’t I tell ye this last night before we left the shore, and some of ye were 
treating the matter as a joke.

— Well! I made no joke of it… it’s not the first time it happened; neither is it the last.

At the close of the memorate, the informant provides his own explanation — he 
tries to rationalise the belief, and share his own view on the veracity of the inci-
dent — pointing out at the constant luck at fishing that his father’s crew always had 
until this particular moment; unfortunately, he never mentioned whether the ill-
luck on that particular occasion had further effect on their fishing in the future:

This little anecdote concerning the ill omen of the red-haired woman is no mere 
hearsay, but is derived from personal knowledge. I was on the scene when the fish-
erman before setting out to sea made his prediction that the night’s fishing would be 
a failure in consequence of the ill-omened meeting with the “bean ruadh” (red-haired 
woman) and I was there in the morning following to witness the fulfilment of the 
prediction of ill-luck. Of course, some will say it was all a matter of coincidence, that 
it was not the first time a boat came to land empty from fishing. Quite true, but on 
less favourable nights at least so far as sea, weather, and incidental conditions were 
concerned, my father’s curragh usually topped the list of the highest catch during 
the season. Certainly, it never drew blank as it had done on that particular night. 
However, the evidence suggests there is at least some doubt, and as people often say 
“there is something in it.”

(NFC 1395: 334)
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In Scotland, a similar belief was registered by Donald Mac Donald from John Mac 
Millan, 1933, who resided on Eriskay near South Uist. He originally recorded his 
data in Scottish Gaelic, which is evidenced by the biggest part of his collection, but 
he chose to translate the piece under discussion (providing a summary of his obser-
vations in the area rather than any concrete examples): “Fishermen in Eriskay have 
still a definite dislike of meeting a red haired person when on their way to fish” 
(SSSA, Donald Mac Donald Collection, vol. 2, p. 247).

This recollection of a belief involving a red-haired woman has given the oppor-
tunity to the informant to mention another wide-spread belief connected with 
women and fishing. The collector recorded the description of the practice of the 
fishermen taking their nets home during the winter fishing season, but leaving 
them inside the boat during the summer:

When the summer season is over every year, the fishermen leave their nets aboard 
until the winter season begins, but when this season is over they take them home in 
order to get the mended for the next season.

(Ibid.)

However, he says, he was told that,

as late as ten years ago (in the 1920s — M.F.), the fishermen used to carry their nets to 
their boats for the re-start of the season during the night. The reason for this curious 
practice was this. The fishermen were afraid that if they carried their nets to their 
boats in daytime some “cailleach” with the power of the evil eye would see them, and 
if this lady happened to be unkindly disposed towards the particular persons seen, a 
bad season would be the result. In order to avoid this the fishermen took advantage 
of the cover of night to shield them from the eyes of all vindictive “cailleachan”.

(Ibid., 248)

It is clear that the fishermen’s dislike or even fear of women that had certain powers 
against them included both the old women (with the power of the evil eye) and 
the red-haired women whose presence or interference would have provided simi-
lar effect on their fishing.2

2. On the power of evil eye and related phenomena in the Irish folklore tradition see examples 
collected by the National Folklore Collection under the topic of the evil eye (https://www.duchas.
ie/en/tpc/cbes/5283386); and in medieval Ireland, see Borsje (2012). 
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2. The meeting of red-haired animal or red coloured flesh fish as omen of ill luck
Similarly to red-haired women, red-haired animals were particularly ill-omened, 
such as foxes, hares, rabbits. This belief echoed by a well-known curse collected 
in the west of Ireland, 

Sionnach ar do dhuan agus giorria ar do bhaoite
Agus nár mharaigh tú aon bhreac ná go dtaga an Fhéile Bríde

A fox on your hook, and hare on your bait,
And may you kill no fish until St Brigid’s Day. 

(Ní Fhloinn 2018: 57–8) 

In some versions of the curse collected elsewhere sionnach (‘fox’) was replaced by 
coinín (‘rabbit’) ar do dhuan (‘on your hook’). These were certain things unlucky to 
talk about while fishing, and the fabulate ‘Fairy rabbit and blessed earth of Tory’ 
serves as an example warning what could happen to the fishermen if they pro-
nounce a certain word. Informant’s grandfather goes fishing. While the sea is calm, 
he and his fellow fisherman see a rabbit sitting on a cliff. When they try to frighten 
it away, the three waves came upon them and the curragh capsized:

Ba iascaire mór m’athair mór. Donnchadh Ó Duibhir ab ainm dó, agus le cois a bheith 
ina fhear mhaith farraige, bhí snámh iontach aige. Fear láidir i gceart a bhí ann fosta. Ba 
ghnách leis a ghabháil soir go ceann thoir an oileáin, agus fear ón bhaile sin a thabhairt leis 
amach a dh’iascaireacht. I bPort an Dúin a bhí an curach aige, agus ba thart ar an taoibh ó 
thuaidh den oileán a níodh sé cuid mhór dá chuid iascaireachta. 

D’imigh sé soir tráthnóna amháin deas samhraidh. Tharraing sé ar a chomrádaí, agus 
chuaigh an bheirt go Port an Dúin. Thug siad an acúinn agus an curach síos ó bharr an 
chladaigh, agus d’imigh siad thart ag tarraingt ar an aird a tuaidh. 

Tá áit ar an taoibh thoir den oileán comhgarach don Dún, a dtugann siad Poll an 
Rutáin air. Tá uaimh ann, agus théid siad isteach ar thaoibh daoithi agus amach ar an 
taoibh eile, agus tá aichearra mhór ansin le taoibh a bheith ag gabháil thart le gaosán an 
Toir Mhóir. Fríd Pholl an Rutáin a bhí siadsan ag gabháil an tráthnóna seo. Cha rabh smid 
ghaoithe ann, agus bhí an fharraige chomh ciúin le clár. 

Chonaic siad coinín ina shuí in airde ins an bhinn os a gcionn, agus dar leofa go rabh 
sé dána i gceart. Tharraing m’athair mór isteach a chéaslaigh, agus thoisigh sé dá bhualadh 
ar bhéal an churaigh, ach dheamhan ribe a bhog siad ann, agus char fhág sé áit a bhoinn. 
Bhí an curach caite ansin ar an uisce, agus thoisigh an bheirt a’ scairtí agus a’ bhúirfí, ach is 
cosúil nach rabh tóir ar bith le cur air. 



57

MAXIM FOMIN

“A Dhonnchaidh,” arsa fear a bhí i ndeireadh an churaigh le m’athair mór, “chan coinín 
saolta é seo!” Leis sin féin tíonn siad an tonn mhór ag tarraingt orthu. “Coisreacan Dé 
orainn!” arsa siadsan. 

Tháinig an tonn orthu, agus d’éirigh an curach ar an toinn thair a leath. Leis sin 
féin tíonn siad tonn eile ag tarraingt orthu a bhí i bhfad ní ba mheasa ná an chéad cheann. 
Bhuail an tonn seo an curach sa taoibh, agus chuir sí a tóin os a cionn, agus sula rabh faill 
acu a n-anam a thabhairt do Dhia is do Mhuire, tháinig tonn eile den chineál chéanna, 
agus thaosc sí anuas sa mhullach orthu féin agus ar an churach, ach mar sin féin char lig 
siad amach a ngreim. Scairt m’athair mór leis an fhear eile greim maith a choinneáil ar an 
churach. Chuaigh sé féin ar an tsnámh, agus é ag tarraingt an churaigh ina dhiaidh lena 
leathláimh. Cha rabh sé ábalta an curach a thabhairt chun talaimh san áit a rabh siad, agus 
b’éigean dó an curach agus an fear a bhí crochta aisti a tharraingt ina dhiaidh píosa fada. 

Bhí go maith. Streacháil sé leis go dtug sé an curach isteach ag taoibh leice, agus d’éirigh 
leis a chomrádaí a chur i dtír. Nuair a tháinig siad chucu féin beagán, thiompaigh siad an 
curach, ach bhí an dá chéaslaigh ar an tsnámh go fóill. Chuaigh Donnchadh ar an tsnámh 
arís, agus chuaigh sé amach, agus thug isteach na céaslaigh. Chuaigh an bheirt amach ansin 
gur thóg siad na crannógaí agus an treachlaisc eile a chaill siad. Phill siad isteach go Port an 
Dúin ansin fliuch báite, briste brúite. 

Bhí barúil ag an bheirt fhear sin rith a saoil, agus chualaí mé féin m’athair mór ag 
trácht air fiche uair, gur coinín sí a bhí sa cheann a bhí in airde sa bhinn os a gcionn, agus 
gur fhéach sé lena gcailleadh. Bhí gráinnín de úir Thoraigh leofa ins an churach, agus, ar 
ndóiche, char éirigh leis siocair go rabh.

My grandfather, Donnchadh Ó Duibhir, was a great fisherman, and as well as being 
a good seaman he was a wonderful swimmer. He was a very strong man, too. He 
used to go over to the eastern point of the island, and take a man from that area out 
fishing with him. It was in Port an Dúin he kept his curragh and it was on the north 
side of the island he did most of his fishing.

One fine summer evening he went east to meet his comrade and the two of 
them went over to Port an Dúin. They took all the boat-gear and the curragh down 
to the edge of the strand and set out for the northern shore.

There is a place on the east of the island near the Dún called Poll an Rutáin.

There is a cave there, and one goes in one end and out the other and it is a 
shortcut compared with having to go round the nose of Tor Mór. It was through Poll 
an Rutáin they were going that evening. There was not a breath of wind and the sea 
was as flat as a board.

They saw a rabbit sitting up on the height overhead and it seemed to them it 
was very bold. My grandfather drew in his paddle and began to beat it against the 
edge of the curragh but not a hair did they move of the rabbit which did not stir from 
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where it sat. The curragh was bobbing about on the water by then and both men 
began to shout and roar but it seems there was no hunting it away. “Donnchadh, 
that is no earthly rabbit!” said the man in the stern of the curragh to my grandfather. 
With that they saw a great wave coming upon them.

“God save us!” they cried. The wave swept the curragh halfway over its crest. 
With that they saw another wave much worse than the first one. It struck the cur-
ragh amidship and capsized it, and before they had time to offer their souls to God 
and Mary another wave of the same kind broke over them, but they did not let go 
their hold of the curragh. My grandfather shouted to the other man to keep a good 
grip, and he himself began to swim and draw the curragh after him with one hand. 
He was not able to bring the curragh to land where he was, and he had to draw the 
curragh and the man hanging on it a long way.

Well and good. He struggled on until he got the curragh in beside a flat rock 
and succeeded in landing his comrade. When they had come to themselves a little 
they turned the curragh but the two paddles were still afloat. Donnchadh went out 
swimming again and brought in the paddles. They both went out then and rescued 
the line-frames and other gear they had lost. They returned to Port an Dúin sodden 
wet, bruised and exhausted.

As long as they lived both men held, and I heard my grandfather speak of it a 
score of times, that it was a fairy rabbit they had seen on the height above them and 
that it was trying to drown them. They had a small amount of the earth of Tory in 
the curragh, and that surely is why it did not succeed.

(Fomin and Mac Mathúna 2016: 5-6)

The informant believed it was the fairy rabbit his grandfather and his fellow fish-
erman had seen and because they had had an antidote against the fairies, which in 
this instance had been a morsel of the earth of Tory kept in the curragh, the fairy 
rabbit had not succeeded to drown them.

Things unlucky to talk about while fishing also included the mention of the 
red colour in general, and of red coloured flesh animals (such as pork) and fish 
(such as salmon). The fishermen used to employ a number of euphemisms for the 
word ‘salmon’, for instance ‘the silvery fellow’, an buachaill, ‘the boyo’, ‘the gentle-
man’, an duine uasal, ‘the beastie’ (Ní Fhloinn 2018: 105–7, 115).

Special type of herring with red fins was inauspicious as well:

Bhíodh scadáin le feiceáil fadó ó shin a mbiodh a gcuid eiteóg dearg, agus ní tháinig beathach 
éisc isteach i mbád ariamh a bhí comh mí-shona le ceann acu sin. Bhíodh contúirt bháite ar 
an bhád ná ar an fhoirinn dá dtigeadh ceann acu sin chun an bháid. 
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Tá ball dubh ar chúl a chinn ar an scadán ar dhéanamh comhartha [leg. cónrach], agus 
deirtear gur fágadh sin air mar chuimhneacháin do iascairi go bhfuil caill air!

(Ó hEochaidh 1965: 47)

There was herring to be seen long ago, whose fins used to be red, and it was the 
most unfortunate creature of all to be taken into the boat ever. If any such creature 
would end up in the boat, the boat or the crew would be perceived to be in danger of 
drowning. There is a black spot at the back of its head on the herring to put a mark 
on it and it is said that it was left on it as a warning to the fishermen that it is harmful!

The example of breaking the taboo when certain words are mentioned while at sea 
is a fabulate ‘The devil against the prayers’. It was collected by Seán Ó hEochaidh 
on 15 July 1937 from Conall Ó hEochaidh in Teelin, Co. Donegal. The story is about 
fishermen who had no luck fishing salmon on a Sunday. When they were at sea 
fishing, they tried to say the Rosary three times. Each time they were interrupted 
and when they pulled in the nets, there was no fish. On the third attempt, one of 
the fishermen said that were it not for “the devil”, they would have caught some 
fish. No sooner had he said this, when “a ball of fire” rose up in the nets.  

Nuair a fuair siad greim ar an eangach an tríú huair dúirt fear dá raibh sa bhád murab 
é an diabhal féin a bhí ann go maródh siad an iarraidh seo é agus ní raibh an focal 
amach as a bhéal gur éirigh an cnap tine amuigh san eangach agus siúd amach leis thar 
na hiompair.

(NFC 390: 101)

When they had the net by the lugs the third time one of the crew said they would 
catch it this time unless it was the devil himself! The word was not out of his mouth 
before a ball of fire leaped out of the net and over the corks.

In the prelude to the story, the informant explains, the story was told to him by his 
father while they were sitting out at sea fishing. He says:

Nuair a bhí mise i mo ghasúr bheag ag iascaireacht i gcuideachta m’athara, san oíche i 
gcónaí nuair a bhíodh na líonta curtha againn sin an rud a gcaitheadh na seandaoine an 
t-am ina chionn go mbeadh am tógála ann ag insint scéalta dá chéile, agus ar an dóigh 
sin ní mhothíodh sinn an t-am ag dul árd. Seo scéal beag iontach amháin a chuala mise 
m’athair a insint.

(NFC 390: 101)
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When I was a young boy fishing in the company of my father, always at night when 
we would have the nets put out, this is what the old men used to do, spending their 
time until the time was up to lift the nets was to tell stories to each other, and in that 
way we did not notice the time to pull the nets up. This is one excellent short story 
that I heard my father tell.

Because the father and his son (the informant) were in their boat in the middle of 
the sea fishing, the father had resorted to using euphemisms to describe various 
objects in his story, including red salmon they tried to catch. In so doing, he invoked 
circumlocutory terms to describe the salmon, which I have outlined in bold in the 
citation above, such as ‘the devil’ and ‘a ball of fire’ — suggesting the red aspect of 
the fish they were trying to catch. The informant, recalling the story told by his 
father at a later point in time, conveyed that story verbatim to the Irish Folklore 
Commission collector, so that he did not change a word of it, and in so doing, the 
euphemisms used by the informant’s father at the time of fishing — and during the 
telling of the story — were kept the way they had been pronounced during the first 
telling of the story at sea.

3. The inauspicious days for fishing and antidotes to bring luck at fishing
Sunday was one of the special days when one was not supposed to fish. Going 
fishing on the day of the Sabbath was considered particularly unlucky which can 
be linked to a wide-spread folklore motif ‘Breaking the Sabbath’ (ST C 631). The 
memorate ‘Two boats that sank at Concroome Harbour’ (‘An Dá bhád a báthadh i 
gCuan Cromtha’) collected by Tadhg Ó Murchadha from Muirís Ó Ríoghbhardán 
in Baslickane, Co. Kerry, on 13 October 1935 (NFC 146: 568–70) reported the sink-
ing of two ships because, as the informant reported, the crew of the ships did not 
attend the Sunday Mass. 

Another day of special significance for the fishermen was St. Martin’s Day 
(11 November). Local belief legend, collected by Tomás Ó Ciardha in 1935 in 
Duncormick, Co. Wexford (Fomin and Mac Mathúna 2016: 24–6), speaks about the 
boat crew drowning on the eve of St. Martin’s Day as they went into sea ignoring 
the warning of a horse rider who appeared to them prior to the journey.

The luck at fishing in fact was achieved through a number of means, and we 
have them registered in the NFC holdings as the answers to the following ques-
tions of the Fishing Lore Questionnaire mentioned in the introduction to the article, 
such as “Were there any objects carried on the boat for luck?” or “Do fishermen 
ever pray while fishing?”.

The use of the sacred objects is given as an explanation by the informants 
as to why they did not drown on a particular occasion. In the fabulate ‘The devil 
against the prayers’ I have just cited, the fishermen were saying the Rosary during 
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the time of the Sunday Mass to avert bad luck from the boat. The fabulate ‘The 
fairy rabbit’ also cited earlier contained a reference to the blessed clay of Tory that 
was kept in the boat to protect the fishermen from mischief.

It was recorded that the skipper of the boat could also administer holy water 
on the fairy boats to avert dangers of drowning. This is illustrated by the local 
legend ‘Magic cloud and magic boat’ collected by Sean Stundún from Conchobhar 
Ó Riogáin, 1934, Clear Island, Co. Cork:

A boat was coming from the leac sometime after midnight, and about midway 
between the Fastnett, they saw what they thought a shower rising to the north 
west. It got up suddenly and approached them quick, and it was making a terrible 
noise — just the same as a gale of wind. They lowered all sails to be prepared for it 
when it would come. And when they looked again, it looked like a cloud of smoke 
with a fire underneath. The crew got frightened; they were right in its track; and it 
was very close to them. The skipper of the boat went down in the cabin and brought 
up a bottle of holy-water and have sprinkled it between them and the cloud; and 
making the sign of the cross with it, it turned right away from the boat  and they 
didn’t see any more of it. 

And the ski cleared and the stars came out and ’twas a fine night again after. 
They made all sail on the boat again for to come home and directly when they had 
got the boat under way, there was a full-rigged ship right ahead close to their steam, 
and they had to tack from her, and when they tacked she was ahead of them again. 
And they made three of forward tacks and she was ahead of them every time. So 
they had to use the holy water again — on her, the same as on the cloud and she sud-
denly disappeared and they saw no more of her.

(NFC 49: 247–9)

Other important objects included cinders or burning coal (aibhleog bheo ‘live coal’) 
kept onboard while fishing out at sea. The mention of cinders could have given rise 
to the wide-spread antidote against bad luck — fishermen were supposed to say ‘cold 
iron’3 if any of the fishing prohibitions were accidentally broken. 

There was a connection between the priest and the fishermen too, and the 
priest was an important agent against fairies and bad luck. Here I provide an exam-
ple from the local legend ‘The child from the sea and Kilstiffin’, collected by Tadhg 
Ó Murchadha from Dómhnaill Bán Ó Loinsigh on 11 November 1942 in Kilcloher, 

3. It is mostly likely that ‘cold iron’ could have arisen through a phonetic near sameness of the way 
it was pronounced by the Irish fishermen (‘cowl iron’), which I think comes from ‘coal iron’ and, 
more so, from its Irish equivalent gual iarainn.
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Co. Clare, where the priest helps the fishermen by admonishing to put the fairy 
baby girl back into the sea and as a result their luck in fishing increases:

Ach ní fheadar-sa ann ag iascaireacht a bhíodar, ach gur tógadh thíos sa mbád é (e.g. an 
leanbh). Déarfadh duine eile leat gur currach a bhí acu. Ach do tugadh an leanbh aníos, pé 
ar domhain é, agus go dtí an sagart le haghaigh é a bhaistiú. Dúirt an sagart leo an leanbh 
a thabhairt amach agus do scaoileadh síos san áit chéanna, thar n-ais arís. Ach deirtí, ina 
dhiaidh sin, go raibh an-ádh éisc air, pé acu bád nó currach é. Ach ní fheadar mé féin ach 
mar a d’airíos. Ach níl aon bhaint le haon rud a gheobhaidh tú sa bhfarraige mar sin, ach 
fág mar a raibh sé é. Is dócha gurb é an ceart é.

(NFC 861: 756)

All they were doing was fishing, but he (the child — M.F.) was taken up into the boat. 
Other people would say that they had a curragh. But the child was taken up, what-
ever on earth it was, and taken to the priest for her to be baptised. The priest said to 
them to take the child out and let it down in the same place, back again. But it used to 
be said, after that, that it had great luck for fish, it a boat or a curragh. I don’t know 
but that is what was said. But this has no connection with anything you would find 
in the sea like that, — it seems like it was right.

Contrariwise, acting against witches (cf. section 1 above) was most definitely to bring 
drowning and bad luck on the fishermen; stories of this kind are connected with 
a wide-spread migratory legend (Almqvist’s MLSIT 3036, ‘A Ship-sinking Witch’), 
which in its turn is based upon a widespread folklore motif ST D2142.1.4. Wind raised 
by troubling vessel of water (see Mac Cárthaigh 1992–3). In the belief legend ‘Prochlaisc 
fairy woman’, collected by Seán Ó hEochaidh from Séamus Mac Amhlaoigh, Inver, 
Co. Donegal, on 27 November 1957, an old woman has a heated argument with the 
hostess, causing her anger and further action: the witch performs a magic practice 
drowning the husband and the son of the hostess (see further Fomin 2011): 

Thosaigh an gearradh cainte mar seo eadar an bheirt agus diabhal i bhfad gur ghlac an 
tseanbhean mothú feirge, agus d’éirigh sí ina seasamh agus bhí mias adhmaid thíos i gcionn 
an tí. Bhí cupán beag léi ina póca agus chuir sí an cupán isteach sa mhias. Chuaigh sí ar a 
leath-ghlúin ansin agus thosaigh sí ar a cuid rannta. San am seo bhí bean an tí ag nigh cúpla 
práta taobh amuigh den doras, a bheadh bruite aici nuair a thiocfadh a cuid fear abhaile 
in am luí. Mhothaigh sí an tormán agus an támhach táisc ag tarraingt uirthi agus nuair 
a d’amharc sí síos uaithi bhí tonnta mar bheadh farraige mhór ag teacht aníos an cabhsa. 
Rith sí isteach chun tí, agus ní raibh an tseanbhean bhocht le fáil thíos ná thuas aici agus ní 
thiocfadh léi a ghabháil amach i ngan fhios di. Bean sí a bhí inti i rith an ama agus ní raibh 
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sí ach ag fanacht le seans go ndéanadh sí an dochar. Thóg sí an fharraige san am ar chuir sí an 
cupán isteach sa mhias, agus báthadh, féadaim a rá, iomlán a raibh amuigh ag iascaireacht 
an oíche sin. Tá sé ainmniste ariamh ó shin — Oíche Báthadh Phrochlaisc.

(NFC 1204: 468–9) 

This sharp talk started between the two and it wasn’t long before the old woman 
was overcome with anger, and she rose and stood up and there was a basin of water 
in front of the house. She had a small cup in her pocket and she put the cup into the 
basin. She went down on one knee then and started with her spells. In those days 
the woman of the house washed a couple of potatoes outside the door, which would 
she would have boiled by the time her man would come home at bed time. She 
heard the noise and the commotion coming towards here and when she looked down 
there were waves as if from a large sea coming up in her direction. She ran into the 
house and the old woman was nowhere to be found and she could not have gotten 
out without her knowing. She was a fairy woman the whole time and she was just 
waiting on a chance for her to do damage. She raised the sea when she put the cup 
into the basin, and if I can say so, all who were fishing that night were drowned.  
It has since been named — The Drowning Night of Prochlaisc.

4. Conclusion 
Some of the stories cited above were collected from the fishermen and coastal dwell-
ers by Seán Ó hEochaidh, probably, the longest serving collector of the Irish Folklore 
Commission. He reported that his informants were not always eager to share their 
experiences with the collector. It was by sheer accident and chance, that he really 
(like other collectors) succeeded in collecting these personal accounts as these had 
sometimes been too personal to be told to an outsider. An account of a characteris-
tic encounter of that sort was reported by Seán Ó hEochaidh in the Thomas Davies 
Memorial Lecture he presented in 1954 (1966: 11):

Tá cuimhne mhaith agam a bheith ar oileán ar chósta thiar Thír Chonaill, ocht mbliana 
déag ó shin. Tugadh tuairisc dom fá iascaire a bhí ina chónaí ar an oileán, a raibh clú air 
a bheith ina an-seanchaí… Tharraing mé ar an fhear seo. Bhí sé fá theach ag gabháil ’un 
boinn dom agus ba é a bhí fearadh-fháilteach. Dar liom go ndéanfainn iarracht cuid den 
seanchas a raibh mé a lorg a bhaint as. Ach is é sin a raibh ar a shon agam! Chuireann 
ceist air agus ghéibhinn freagra mar a gheobhadh oifigeach fiosrúcháin pensiúin seanaois:  
“Tá” agus “Níl”, “Sea” agus “Chan ea”. 
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Shíl mé go raibh mo chluiche tugtha agus go gcaithfinn imeacht le mo dhá láimh comh fada 
le chéile. I gcionn tamaill d’éirigh mo dhuine den chathaoir agus bhuail sé air ag líonadh a 
phíopa. Nuair a d’éirigh seisean shuigh mise ar an chathaoir ar éirigh sé di, agus tharraing 
mé aníos fáscadh den eangaigh ar mo ghlúine. Rug mé ar an snáthadán agus lean mé de 
léasadh an phoill a raibh seasean ag gabháil de. Tá sé i mo shúile ó shin an stán a tháinig 
ann, agus an aibhleog leagtha ar bhéal an phíopa aige, agus an aoibh a tháinig ar a aghaidh 
nuair a chonaic sé go raibh rud ínteacht i gcoitinn eadrainn.

I remember well being on an island on the western coast of Donegal, 18 years ago 
(i.e. 1936). They told me about a fisherman who lived on the island, who was well 
known as a good storyteller… I went to see the man. He was in the house, coming to-
wards me and so he was most welcoming. So I thought I would try to get him to tell 
me some of the types of stories that I was looking for. But nothing was forthcoming 
from him other than: “Yes” and “No”, “Aye” and “Nope”. 

I thought the game was up and I would have to leave empty-handed. In a little 
while, he rose from his chair and lit his pipe. When he stood up, I sat down on his 
chair, and began mending the net that he had been working on. I can still see the 
stare that came upon him, and a pleasant expression coming on his face when he saw 
that there was something in common between us. 

In this vivid recollection of his personal experience, the collector was able to rec-
ognise that the unease that kept the informant from sharing his stories was due 
to the fact that “he was a fisherman from birth and like all fishermen he kept his 
mind to himself and a bridle on his tongue until he got to know me”.4 One can sur-
mise from this observation that it was only when the fisherman realised that the 
collector was of the same flesh and blood as he was, coming from the stock of the 
Irish fishermen, he was able to open up to him, to tell his stories; had the collector 
intuitively, and almost subconsciously not demonstrated that he also belonged to the 
fishermen’s professional community, such stories — full of personal encounters with 
the supernatural, sometimes obtaining good luck and sometimes suffering from ill 
fate — would not have been told and would have never been subsequently recorded.

Ulster University

4. “Bhí sé ó dhúchas ins an iascaire seo, ár ndalta uilig, a intinn a choinneáil aige féin agus srian 
a choinneáil ar a theanga gur chuir sé aithne orm” (Ó hEochaidh 1966 [1954]: 11). Further on Ó hEo-
chaidh and on various incidents he recorded while he was working as the Irish Folklore Commis-
sion collector see Ó Tiarnaigh 2015 and 2018.
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Map 1. Localisation of the stories cited (in their order of appearance).
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Appendix 1. List of locations mentioned (see Map 1) 

1. Portacloy, Co. Mayo (Ireland)
2. Eriskay island, South Uist, Outer Hebrides (Scotland)
3. Tory island, Co. Donegal (Ireland)
4. Teelin, Co. Donegal (Ireland)
5. Baslickane, Co. Kerry (Ireland)
6. Duncormick, Co. Wexford (Ireland)
7. Clear Island, Co. Cork (Ireland)
8. Kilcloher, Co. Clare (Ireland)
9. Inver, Co. Donegal (Ireland)
10. Rathlin O’Birne island, Co. Donegal (Ireland) 

Abbreviations

NFC — National Folklore Collection, Main Manuscripts Collection, University 
College Dublin (UCD), Ireland.
SSSA — School of Scottish Studies Archive, University of Edinburgh, Scotland.
ST — Thompson, S., 1955–8, Motif-index of Folk-literature: A Classification of Narrative 
Elements in Folktales, Ballads, Myths, Fables, Medieval Romances, Exempla, Fabliaux, 
Jest-books, and Local Legends, Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
MLSIT — Migratory Legend Suggested Irish Type (Almqvist 1991).
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Nautical Toponymy and Fieldwork in Léon,  
North-west Brittany1

Yann Riou 

Dedicated to Per Pondaven (1962–2008)  
and all the Arvoriz2 who so patiently answered our questions

Introduction
Professor German insisted that I present this paper about a branch of linguistics 
the importance of which has long been recognised, namely, nautical toponymy, the 
study of place names in the maritime domain. 

I shall outline the history of toponymy as a science in Brittany and explain the 
urgent need to collect orally-transmitted toponyms in the maritime areas. I shall then 
describe the approach adopted by a team of researchers to which I belong, which is 
dedicated to the massive collection of toponyms from the older Breton-speaking inhab-
itants of Léon, north-western Brittany.3 Finally, I shall propose some examples of how 
the collected data can be exploited, for both ethnographic and linguistic purposes. 

1. Toponymy
In his thirst for knowledge, man has long been interested in the origin of place 
names, more or less seriously, but always sincerely. Specialists generally agree that 
the father of toponymy, as a scientific discipline, was Henri d’Arbois de Jubainville, 
whose Recherches sur l’origine de la propriété foncière et des noms de lieux habités en 
France was published in 1880. Subsequently, researchers such as Auguste Lognon, 

1. This article has been written for the benefit of non-French- and non-Breton-speaking scholars 
and was inspired by a lecture given by the author in Concarneau (Finistère, France) in October 
2014. The latter was published in 2015 in the collection Retours de mer under the title of ‘La topon-
ymie nautique, un chenal vers la mémoire des populations littorales’ (‘Nautical toponymy: a chan-
nel towards the memory of coastal populations’). https://www.locus-solus.fr/product-page/re-
tour-de-mer-m%C3%A9moires-maritimes-en-chantier. A complete and richly illustrated version 
can be found on the website Histoire Maritime Bretagne Nord by Pierre-Yves Decosse: https://
www.histoiremaritimebretagnenord.fr/app/download/13566623327/La+toponymie+nautique.pdf 
?t=1581688467. My special thanks are to my dear daughters, Pauline & Audrey, for their help with 
the English translation of the original French contribution. They have also translated the original 
passages from French to English cited throughout the article.
2. Inhabitants of the Arvor, a thin coastal area wedged between the sea and the Breton hinterland. 
3. The north-western part of Brittany, which schematically corresponds to northern Finistère.



70

NAUTICAL TOPONYMY AND FIELDWORK IN LÉON

Auguste Vincent, Albert Dauzat, Charles Rostaing and Ernest Nègre were inspired 
to study the toponymy of France. In order to discover the origins of the place names 
in which they were interested, they developed an efficient method: searching for 
the oldest forms of the names in question. Naturally, the older the attested form, 
the more likely it was to resemble the original form. Names collected in cartular-
ies usually bring us back before the year 1000 AD. However, one should remain 
vigilant regarding certain Latin forms transcribed by occasionally mischievous 
monks. One can cite the example of Bonneuil, noted as Bonus Oculus in the 13th cen-
tury (Morvan 2004: 9), or Paimpont, noted as Panis Pontis in 1207 (Vallérie 1995: 130).

But even if great care is taken, this approach can be hardly applied to place 
names in the maritime domain. The first serious nautical charts, that is, the only 
ones likely to provide a corpus of nautical toponyms, did not appear until the end 
of the 16th century. In the eyes of linguists, these forms are not old enough to allow 
the drawing of significant etymological lessons.

It is unfortunate that the equivalent of the Napoleon cadastre (Cadastre 
napoléonien)4 was not established for the maritime zone. One can only imagine the 
scope of this gigantic undertaking, which began during the reign of Napoleon and 
ended a few decades later, and which provides a detailed plan of the plots of land 
for each commune in France accompanied by the imposing ‘state of sections’ (Etat 
des sections), where the name of each parcel of land is generally recorded in the 
vernacular language. The motivations for this enormously ambitious project were 
of course legal and above all fiscal. The State was investing in the future. These 
administrative considerations make it easier to understand why nothing similar 
exists in the French maritime regions. 

Toponymists wishing to do research into maritime areas must therefore aban-
don the idea of searching for old forms and turn to more recent sources. There are 
mainly two that are worthy of interest.

The first is the collection of maps surveyed from 1816–38 by the hydrographic 
engineer Charles-François Beautemps-Beaupré following a 1/145,000 scale offering 
relatively few toponymic results. Those nautical charts were originally designed to 
provide mariners with reliable documents that would guarantee navigational safety 
and thus avoid any potential dangers. It is also clear that the cartographers who 
carried out the field surveys did not master the Breton language. There are many 
more misspellings than in the Cadastre, where the land surveyors were inevitably 
assisted by municipal and parish officials. The latter were generally very much 
aware of the correct spelling and grammar of their own language.

4. A detailed cadastral map of over one hundred million land parcels throughout France instituted 
by Napoleon I in 1812.
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On the other hand, a different source was commissioned and produced by the 
French Army. The maps made by the Royal geographical engineers are in fact older 
than those of Beautemps-Beaupré and bring us back a few years before the French 
Revolution (between 1776–83). They showcased many original names, bearing clear 
evidence of careful field investigations, breaking with an old tradition of compiling 
previous publications. Former cartographers had the unfortunate habit of copying 
one another, sometimes amplifying the errors of their predecessors in the process. 
The toponymy presented by the King of France’s geographic engineers is dense on 
the foreshore and in the immediate vicinity of estuaries, which are important areas 
militarily. Naturally, the dearth of data increases the further one goes out to sea. 

These are therefore about the oldest written sources available to the researcher 
in Breton nautical toponymy. 

1.1 A toponymy of nautical charts to be reviewed
Research in French toponymy was in full swing after World War I. Researchers 
found an almost virgin domain in which they could test their theories. This devel-
opment accompanied the expansion of linguistics and particularly the field of 
dialectology. It was in 1937 that Albert Dauzat, director of studies at the Ecole 
Pratique des Hautes Etudes, introduced a course in toponymy and dialectology. After 
the war, toponymy researchers continued their investigations and communicated 
the results of their work in journals such as Onomastica (1947–8), and later La revue 
internationale d’onomastique (1949–77). 

It is in this context of intellectual effervescence linked to the study of maritime 
place names that a major undertaking was launched regarding the toponymy of nau-
tical charts in western Brittany (Gendron 2008: 23–4). This was thanks to Admiral 
Henri Dyèvre, a Breton-speaking native of Poullaouen, and author of a short gram-
mar of the local Breton. This experienced seaman, who was in charge of the Harbour 
Pilot School from 1936–7, took over the Central Hydrographic Service in August 1944 
and continued to show interest in nautical charts and in particular in the Breton 
names, which were, by his own admission, poorly reported. Henri Dyèvre, who 
became a first-class General Hydrographic Engineer in 1948, notes that “Breton 
names, misunderstood by hydrographers and phonetically transcribed in ways 
that are barely imaginable, have literally been massacred and are in many cases 
hardly recognizable” (Dyèvre 1950: 91). Therefore, that same year, he decided to 
launch a complete revision of the toponymy of the coasts of western Brittany. His 
team included linguists and renowned scholars who could go out into the field to 
carry out their investigations and to meet local speakers and note down the names 
used locally in Breton for the places already identified on the nautical charts of 
the area to be surveyed.
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From 1949–71, the results of these ambitious surveys were published in the Annals 
of Hydrography. A total of 9,329 names were compiled and presented in 19 publica-
tions, creating a fine corpus for Breton linguists and toponymists to study. 

1.2 A new approach to nautical toponymy
Admiral Dyèvre’s approach, although daring and innovative in many ways, was 
criticised by the Breton linguist Roparz Hémon. In particular, he highlighted the 
absence of phonetic transcriptions for the names collected, as well as the limited 
number of informants. 

A few years later, in 1986, it was another Breton linguist, Mikael Madeg, who 
focused his attention on nautical toponymy and its scientific method. Preparing an 
ethnographic novel about the seaweed-collecting boats of Landéda and Saint-Pabu 
present on the island of Bannec (south of Ouessant), he carried out some toponymic 
surveys to situate his story. It is there that he discovered a real treasure — toponyms 
stored in the memories of the old people living along the coast, never recorded in 
writing and totally absent from the study of Joseph Cuillandre, who was, in 1949, 
the first to present the work commissioned by the Hydrographic Service. 

Mikael Madeg, who graduated from the prestigious Ecole normale supérieure, 
had already got some experience of fieldwork. He had written a thesis on the nick-
names of Léon, which led him to build up a network of informants throughout 
northern Finistère (i.e. Léon, Map 1). Before starting his work to collect toponyms, 
he had formulated a number of methodological principles. In particular, unlike his 
predecessors, he freed himself from the trap of etymology. In his view, during the 
first stage, the researcher should first collect names never recorded in writing, note 
them down in phonetic script, identify their location as well as possible, propose the 
variants that can be heard and attach a commentary for each name when neces-
sary (names that are linguistically intriguing, popular legends linked to a given site, 
traditional activities associated with the place, etc.). Etymological research should 
be carried out at a later stage, once the toponymic corpus has been established.

During his investigations in the field, Mikael Madeg met two young research-
ers in the early months of 1988, Per Pondaven and myself. Both of us had already 
started oral investigations with the aim of making a nautical map of our area 
(Argenton for Per, Lampaul-Plouarzel for myself; cf. Map 2). Mikael Madeg had no 
trouble convincing us of the merits of his approach and invited us to support him 
in the task he had set for himself: the collection of all the place names, whatever 
they were, along the Léon coast. The project was a little crazy and, perhaps, overly 
ambitious. In order to accomplish the task, it was necessary to cover the entire coast 
from Landerneau to Morlaix without forgetting the islands of Batz, Ouessant and 
the Molène archipelago. The realisation and publication of this work would take us 
several years. The first volume came out in 1991 and the last ones in 2004, which, 
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in the case of Pondaven,5 was actually the result of 19 years of diligent fieldwork. 
In the end, 14 volumes, published by Ar Skol Vrezoneg, present about 20,000 names 
collected orally on the Léon coast from 913 informants. Indeed, it is very possible 
that this stretch of Breton coastline has been the object of the most comprehensive 
collection of nautical toponyms ever conducted in the world to date. 

Map 1. The coastline of Finistère, western Brittany

5. “In particular, he (i.e. Madeg, M - Y. R.) took part in the whole enterprise of collecting the place 
name heritage along the Léon coast. In the end, he was the main craftsman of this endeavour hav-
ing done all the formatting work” (Kêredol 2010: 221).
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This work, resulting from an innovative methodological approach, was carried out 
within the framework of the Ecole onomastique Léonarde (henceforth, EOL), according 
to the name chosen by Mikael Madeg. The Madeg-Pondaven-Riou trio investigated 
other branches of onomastics as well. In the same spirit of massive collections from 
Breton speakers, they published results of fieldwork relating to surnames (Madeg 
et al. 2009) and first names (Madeg et al. 2006). 

The approach taken by the EOL researchers was particularly time-consum-
ing. It was necessary to be patient in order to be able to exploit a large corpus of 
data that yielded relevant conclusions. An alternative method among some ono-
masticians ignores the pronunciation of the place names and is only dedicated to 
etymology and historical linguistic reconstruction, but this view runs contrary to 
the EOL approach.

In many cases, however, a knowledge of the local pronunciation makes it pos-
sible to choose between two hypotheses. Bernard Tanguy instigated the study of 
both the old forms of place names as well as their pronunciation by local people. 
For instance, regarding a locality in Finistère, he wrote: “a village in Plouider 
(Finistère) is written Tonanéac’h by the Nomenclature, but Toranéac’h in the Cadastre. 
Which form does one choose? Knowing the pronunciation would probably solve 
the dilemma” (Tanguy 1975: 34). In the same vein, Gwennolé Le Menn (1993: 123), 
wrote the following about the surname Guichou: “The surnames Guichous and 
Guichoux are different and of uncertain etymology if the final ‘s’ is pronounced.” 

These examples demonstrate that oral forms provide a mine of information 
crucial for onomastic research. 

An example from our own collection will certainly help to better understand 
the EOL approach. In Lampaul-Plouarzel, a place name Pors-Cave was recorded at 
the time of our investigation. Some researchers saw this as a sign of the existence 
of a shipowners’ cellar in a place formerly dedicated to coastal shipping. Others, 
relying on the Porscav form exhibited on the IGN map, preferred to see a Porzh Skav, 
which could be rendered as the ‘Port of the Elderberry’. There are indeed elderberry 
bushes on the site. The oral forms found locally do not shed any light on the matter. 
One can indeed hear Poskaf, or even Pouskaf. The name, which is well known, is 
obviously a reduced form. This phonetic erosion must be less prevalent in commu-
nities that know the name but rarely use it. In 2003, on Molène Island, off the coast 
of Lampaul, we collected another form of this name as Porz ar Skaf. This led us to 
find out about the term skaf, probably to be interpreted as cabotage escaffe,6 origi-
nally an Old French term for the rowing boat. What is interesting in this example 

6. This is the most common spelling of the word found in the French acts of the Atlantic coast and 
is commonly accepted by researchers working on Western European maritime history towards the 
end of the Middle Ages. The oldest attested, escafe, dates to 1288 (Greimas 2007 s.v.). 
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is that the name of the port corresponds to the name of the nearest hamlet. Written 
forms exist, and allow us to go back in time: Porscave (1906), Porscaff (1880), Porsascaff 
(1862), Porsarscaf (1836), Porzascaf (1762), Pors ar Scaff (1756) and Portz an Scaff (1716). 
The form collected in Molène thus takes us back at least 250 years! 

The importance of the oral forms is therefore not to be underestimated, let 
alone ignored. Unlike written forms, they only exist in the memories of older people 
in or from Brittany. The urgency of collecting them is important, especially in such 
coastal locations where the oldest forms have never been recorded.

2. Surveys in the maritime environment
It is well understood that the surveys, carried out on a theme that might be viewed 
at first glance as uninviting, open a door to the collective memory of the coastal 
populations. Our approach, which requires a large number of informants, has ena-
bled us to meet many of the actors/witnesses of coastal activities and events. Each 
one is convinced that he or she knows a small section of the foreshore perfectly 
well and de facto recognises the importance of his or her testimony in the context 
of our investigations. That way, the collector can quickly build up a dense network 
of informants on a neutral subject that does not suggest any negative value judge-
ment about the community or any other attitude that might portray the social group 
being investigated in a damaging light. It is therefore an exceptional opportunity to 
contact, for example, seamen (former seaweed gatherers for the most part) who are 
not spontaneously identified when one begins looking for informants at the start of 
an ethnographic project. Refusals to give an interview are very rare. Quickly, one 
creates a privileged network, after determining the skills of each person and their 
enthusiasm to conjure up memories of the past. An interview ending with “Feel 
free to come back any time” is a sign of fruitful future exchanges, the informant 
being in a frame of mind to offer more feedback about a bygone era. The collec-
tor must take advantage of the first opportunity to visit to obtain any information 
that he might have neglected or misunderstood during preceding conversations.

As well as acquiring detailed maps of the area under study, the researcher 
must be well aware of the activities practised locally beforehand and s/he should 
not hesitate to ask the informants for precise explanations if any doubts remain. 
For a very simple activity such as coastal fishing, for example, it may come as a sur-
prise to learn that the crevice in the rocks where a conger eel or a lobster hides 
may have a name of its own! The usual Breton term all along the Léonard coast for 
such a crevice or hole is keo (cf. Giraudon & Riou 2013: 26–8). Very often, such holes 
are only known to a few coastal fishermen who keep their locations a secret, just 
like mushroom pickers who never reveal the places where ‘their mushrooms’ can 
be found. For that reason, it is almost surprising that they can have a name. They 
are often associated with the name or nickname of their ‘discoverer’: 
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Keo Lerm (‘Guillaume’s keo’, Trielen), Keo Chouan (‘the keo of Chouan’, Cléder),  
Keo ar Beig (‘the keo of little Hervé’, Island of Batz). They can be located in the 
fisherman’s area, Keo en he Gevred (‘the keo of the south-east wind’, Plouarzel),  
Keo Gwalarn Vian (‘the keo of the little north-west wind’, Plouguerneau). They can 
be associated with a well-known nautical name, such as Keo Pil ar Vartoloded (‘the 
keo of the seamen’s rock’, Kerlouan), or more simply specified by the name of the 
species that is supposed to live there, Keo al Legestr (‘the lobster keo’), Keo ar Zilienn 
Goz (‘the big conger’s keo’). Finally, they can be specified by a qualifying adjective, 
ar C’heo Kamm (‘the twisted keo’), ar C’heo Munud (‘the tiny keo’), ar C’heo Plad 
(‘the flat keo’). Nor should we forget ar C’heo Braz (‘the big keo’) or ar C’heo Bian 
(‘the small keo’)... One hundred and thirteen keo-names were recorded during our 
investigations. As these names generally belong to the intimate family sphere, or 
at best to the local community, one can obviously suppose that only a small frac-
tion of the total was collected.

 

Map 2. Western Finistère and the north-western Léon coastline (i.e. northern Finistère)
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Names of headlands, creeks and rocks, on the other hand, are generally easier to 
obtain, as long as they are not associated with a person’s name or the nickname 
of a person who is known to the informant. For example, an old fisherman and 
former crewman on a gabbart (transport vessel)7 from Lampaul had given the name 
Karreg ar C’hristof (‘Christophe’s rock’) and, during the discussion, he spontane-
ously provided an additional form, Karreg Kristof Vraz (‘the rock of big Christophe’), 
as a variant, specifying that it was not an ‘official’ or ‘real’ name in the sense that 
he remembered Christophe Lucas very well. Kristof Vraz was 50 years older than 
the informant but was still known by his nickname.

During the interviews, interesting anecdotes resurfaced about the aforemen-
tioned Kristof, in particular, details concerning the shipwreck of a gabbart named 
the ‘Victor’. The informant’s statements were later corroborated, thanks to the 
seafarer’s identification number: Christophe Lucas had indeed embarked on the 
Victor in 1907 and, strangely, had disembarked on the island of Groix (and not at 
Le Conquet, as should have been the case). It is in fact necessary to know how to 
listen to talkative informants who are eager to tell stories about the names they 
give. This is an extract of the informant’s recollections and provides a clear exam-
ple of the kinds of anecdotes often associated with the elicited toponyms:

He was on board when the ‘Victor’ went down. Loaded with wood or coke, the ship 
was leaving Quimper for the Conquet. The weather was bad when they left the port, 
and Moutoñ, the boss — a Russaouen from Keryevel — was asleep in his bunk. Kristof 
Vraz, at the helm, was worried that the weather was going to get worse… 

– Don’t you think we’d better head for Loctudy? This is not any kind of weather to 
sail anywhere in! 
– No, no! We’ve already gone too far!

The sea was getting rougher and rougher, and gale force winds were blowing. Once 
at sea, the mainsail tore under the force of the wind, and a wave tore off the coach-
roof! The crew cut the sail to cover the hole, but the seawater was still pouring in the 
hold, and the ‘Victor’ was gradually sinking. Fortunately, two returning tuna boats 
came to their rescue. The first one failed to get close enough, but the second one did 
and the crew leapt aboard. 

7. Cf. Bethell 1993. In this article, the author studies the geographical distribution of the term gabbart 
and its linguistic variants. It is spread across a territory west of the Greenwich Meridian between 
Aquitaine and Scotland, including Ireland and Wales. The term is totally absent in the Mediterra-
nean. The etymology of ‘gabbart’ is uncertain but possibly Celtic. Léon Fleuriot (1980: 211) notes the 
existence of Old Breton caubal in Cartulary of Redon, chart 207, with the definition of ‘a kind of vessel’. 
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Moutoñ broke his leg when he landed on the deck! Moutoñ, Kristof Vraz and Jakez 
Kolo were all put ashore in Lorient.8 

The notion of what constitutes a ‘real’ name in the mind of the former gabarrier 
is no less interesting. It shows that the Arvoriz have a dual vision of their envi-
ronment: there are official community names, which they assume are shared by 
all, and nicknames used in a more clannish,9 almost confidential register. This is 
why they have quite a hard time understanding why a researcher would be inter-
ested in entering a family’s intimacy, by writing down names that are only used 
by them. “These names are used between us...” Sometimes, the toponym is associ-
ated with a nickname that one does not wish to communicate to an outsider, for 
fear of being disloyal to one’s social group. In such tightly-knit communities, one 
does not want to cause offence to any neighbour and face the risk of being shunned.

Religion also has its part to play here: “woe unto him, through whom offences 
come” (Luke 17:1). But most of the time, withholding names/nicknames is simply so 
natural that the informant will not even think of providing them. One can speak 
of an almost unconscious withholding of such private information. This is where 
the talent and experience of the collector make a big difference. 

Alain Le Berre suggested:

Any investigation begins with an observation on the spot, then with the reading of 
the map; the informant is then given complete freedom to develop his memories and 
to chain them together according to his memory. Only then can the great effort of 
maieutic work begin, and, thanks to the flexible application of the plan determined 
by the lexicon, the initial results can be doubled.10 

To do so, the command of vernacular Breton, the usual working language of most 
informants, is critically important, because in this natural linguistic context, names 
buried in a corner of the memory naturally resurface. I experienced this person-
ally. After interviewing an informant in French, I returned later and conducted an 
interview with the same person in Breton and, in this way, managed to glean some 
valuable new information that could not have been elicited in French.

8. For a complete ethnographic study of the community of seafarers of Lampaul-Plouarzel invested 
in demarcation or cabotage (maritime transport) see Riou 2011.
9. This notion of an extended family, based on solidarity, is confirmed by many old and hereditary 
nicknames, which thus strengthens clan membership.
10. “Toute enquête commence par une observation sur place, puis par la lecture de la carte; en-
tière liberté est alors laissée à l'informateur pour développer ses souvenirs et les enchaîner selon 
sa mémoire. Le grand effort de maïeutique commence seulement ensuite, et, en appliquant avec 
souplesse le plan établi par le lexique, on arrive à doubler les résultats initiaux” (Le Berre 1966: 44).
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I recall my first interview in Breton with Mathurin Allançon, who was born in 
1905. He was a retired gabarrier and had spent his first years as an apprentice 
seaman sailing between Brittany and Wales. He was a fascinating and precise man 
whom I saw regularly because he was my maternal grandfather’s brother-in-law. 
Thanks to this family connection, he was one of the first people I consulted with 
the aim of producing a nautical toponymy map of Lampaul. In 1993, during our 
first interview, conducted entirely in Breton, my great-uncle spontaneously speci-
fied two names on a rocky massif called Ar Roc’ h: Kreiz ar Roc’ h (‘middle of “rock”/ 
Roc’ h’) and Penn ar Roc’ h (‘the end of Roc’ h’).

Some might think that these names are not very valuable because they are 
purely descriptive. However, it was the EOL’s position that they deserve their place 
in a toponymic inventory every bit as much as any town name, like Perros (Penn 
ar roz: ‘the end of the hill’) or Paimpol (penn ar poull: ‘the end of the pool’). No one 
would even imagine denying these towns their status as place names. 

Mathurin Allançon went on to provide another toponym, Poull Lapig, that 
none of my other informants had ever mentioned (nor would have thought of men-
tioning) when speaking French. This name designates a freshwater pool at the foot 
of a cliff near Pors-Scaff. The meaning of Poull Lapig is no longer understood today 
but lapig should probably be interpreted as being composed of lap (a deverbal noun 
from French laper, a cognate of English ‘to lap’) + the Breton diminutive suffix -ig 
(‘the pool of little laps’). It gets its name because the sea waves ‘lap’ this freshwater 
pool at every high tide. For this reason, it is indeed a genuine maritime toponym. 

Collecting information from different maritime communities can reveal 
discrepancies in the naming of a site. Porz Gored 11 (‘the port of the weir’), on Lampaul-
Plouarzel shore, is known by the sailors of Trézien as Toull ar Stripou (‘the hole of the 
entrails’). The latter name, unknown to the inhabitants of Lampaul, probably refers 
to the sinking of an English refrigerated steamer by a German submarine in World 
War I. Its load of meat washed up on the shore in question. Anecdotes about this 
wartime event were common during field investigations (Riou 2005: 5–13). But gen-
erally speaking, in those areas of the coast that have been continuously inhabited, 
the toponyms used are rather homogeneous. It does not matter whether the admin-
istration has redefined the parish borders. Things get complicated offshore when 
the seamen who navigate in these areas are not in daily contact and only occasion-
ally meet in these areas. We were able to observe this to the south of the Molène 
archipelago, a territory frequented by all the maritime communities of the Iroise 
Sea. A remarkable boulder, rising ten metres above the lowest tides that are indi-
cated on nautical charts, is called ar Youc’h by the people from Molène. This is the 

11. The term kored/ar gored is no longer understood by the Bretons contacted, not even by the older 
ones, born around 1890.
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usual word in western Léon to designate a high, almost pointed rock. The seasonal 
seaweed gatherers (or goémoniers) of Saint-Pabu call it ar Bos Teo (‘the big shoal’) and 
the fishermen of the island of Sein name it ar Faot (unknown etymology). 

Macrotoponyms can also be affected by toponymic polymorphism. The Pointe 
de Corsen, for example, in Plouarzel, the westernmost point of the continent in 
Finistère, is generally called Beg Korzenn. The local people call it Beg ar Chach (‘the 
point or headland of the dogs’); in Le Conquet, people speak of Beg Paol (‘Saint Paul’s 
point’). The Bretons are very close to their saints, which generally dispenses them 
from specifying the name with the term sant (‘saint’), and the fishermen of Portsall 
use several forms: ar Beg Pell (‘the distant point’), ar Beg Braz (‘the great point’) or 
ar Beg Du (‘the black point’). 

2.1 Distant place names 
It is not surprising to find references to people from the island of Sein in a work 
devoted to Léonard toponymy. Intrigued by a few names off the Pointe Saint Mathieu 
that none of our very good informants knew, it was Per Pondaven who decided to 
conduct the survey around the island of Sein. He met three retired fishermen who 
were able to give him names as far north as Ouessant and who used the names 
we were asking about, especially those using plasenn (‘shoal’). The conclusion was 
clear and instructive: when the Beautemps-Beaupré team came to map the area at 
the beginning of the 19th century, they relied on the knowledge of local pilots, and 
those from the island of Sein therefore informed hydrographers of nautical names 
up to the south of the island of Béniguet, in the Léonard zone. 

As far as this last example is concerned, it is clear that the territorial notion of 
maritime communities is not restricted by parish borders and this is probably a topic 
that needs to be explored more deeply in terms of fieldwork methodology. The search 
for place names is often subconsciously associated with cartographer’s interests: 
the desire to record authentic names for a given territory, in fact, to make a map as 
honestly and accurately as possible. It is therefore natural to ask the people in the 
local communities that live there. The process of making an inventory of all the top-
onyms used by a given maritime group is more demanding and is really a matter 
of ethno-toponymy. Thus, a researcher questioning the fishermen of the island of 
Sein cannot be satisfied by simply recording the names of only the most dangerous 
rocks, shoals or reefs around the island. He/she would have to work on the entire 
Iroise Sea, as Per Pondaven did around Molène, and also on the coasts of Portugal 
since the most daring of the Sein fishermen ventured that far south to fish for lob-
ster. This work has never been done to our knowledge and, unfortunately, it must 
be admitted that it is a little late to do it, even if the Breton language was still very 
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much alive on the Island of Sein in 2014.12

I undertook such a study with the last Breton gabarriers of Lampaul-Plouarzel. 
The research done by Bernard Cadoret and his team (1985) enabled us to dis-
cover how long this activity has been going on in the Iroise Sea and to discover 
the usual destinations of the Lampaul seamen: Brest, Landerneau, Port-Launay, 
Audierne... It was thus legitimate to question the gabarriers about the names of the 
landmarks of their maritime routes. The toponymy that I collected is not, as one can 
imagine, very dense. The gabarriers, who practise bornage (‘small-scale coastal trade 
between two points’), are generally satisfied with macrotoponyms; their needs are 
not the same as those of fishermen or seaweed gatherers, for example. 

Maps of gabarrier toponymy have been presented in Paroles de Gabariers.13 
Toponyms located on the Léonard coast were presented and commented on in EOL 
publications. One can mention Bae ar Bopred (‘the Bay of the bowsprit’), located 
north of Pointe Saint-Mathieu, a small bay sheltered from the violent currents, in 
which the gabarriers would take refuge when they arrived too late to ‘pass Saint-
Mathieu’. These sailors took advantage of the tides as a natural lift to get to Brest. 
They left Lampaul at full tide, i.e. when the sea is high, and headed south thanks 
to the ebb tide, the current being linked to the tide is going out. But six hours later, 
it was the other way round: the tide would rise again and those who had not yet 
been able to get round the Pointe Saint-Mathieu had to wait in the shelter of the 
current or else risk having their vessel driven back by the current back to where 
they had come from! This lovely toponym could only have been collected from the 
gabarriers and one should know how to take advantage of the wise remarks that 
explain its existence. Informants are generally good teachers and are as patient as 
Job. In the company of these gabarriers, it was possible for me to mention more dis-
tant destinations: Enez Vaz (l’Ile de Batz), Montroulez (Morlaix), Kemper (Quimper), 
Konkerne (Concarneau), but also Naoned (Nantes), Bourdel (Bordeaux), an Ôr Nevez 
(Le Havre), Londrez (London)... names that belong as much to Lampaul’s onomastic 
heritage as Porz Paol (the port of Saint Paul, just to the south of Lampaul) or Porz Skaf 
(the port of the escaffe, directly to the north of Lampaul), the two ports of the town. 

It was precisely from Porz Paol that a seaweed gathering flotilla used to set 
sail daily during the season towards the south of the Molène archipelago. The his-
tory of this community of fishermen-seaweed gatherers (or goémoniers) has not been 
studied and is therefore not well known. Mikael Madeg, during his first visits to 

12. During field surveys, Christian Fagon and myself discovered an unusual lexical richness. In particu-
lar, we noted the attestation of the names ar mor klei and ar mor diou, which respectively designate the sea 
to the north of the island (to the left -klei- of the island when looking east) and to the south of the island 
(to the right -diou- when looking east). A lexicon of islander Breton was published in Fagon and Riou 2015.
13. Cf. Riou 2011, page 304 for the Aulne (‘the Châteaulin river’), 314 for the Elorn (‘the Landerneau 
river’), 291 and 293 for Brest commercial port and its surroundings.
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Trézien and Lampaul, did not measure the importance of the phenomenon, nor 
the toponymic richness that could result from it.14 One must imagine, in the 1930s, 
about 30 sloops leaving Porz Paol with the tide to go to Quéménès and Béniguet 
islands and the surrounding reefs or islets. These sailors also took advantage of 
the natural lift described above to reach places located about 12 kilometres from 
their home port. There, they cut kelp seaweed in particular. An even larger flo-
tilla, taking women and children with them, would sail there at high tide to pull 
the precious ‘little seaweed’ (Chondrus crispus) out of the rocks. The result of this 
community activity was a real colonisation of these islands and their surround-
ings, a de facto appropriation that resulted in a massive creation of toponyms: more 
than a hundred names were collected during the summer of 1999 (cf. Madeg et al. 
2004). They are distributed as follows: 20 around Triélen, 30 around Quéménès, 30 
around Litiri and 25 around Béniguet. In order to assess these figures, it would be 
necessary to define the notion of toponymic density, which would be expressed 
according to toponyms per zone, for example, which would require the ability to 
easily evaluate the surface areas of the foreshore in particular. By way of compar-
ison, it can be noted that on the Lampaul coastline, 140 toponyms were collected, 
for a coastal distance of about seven kilometres. 

It should be noted that some Porz Paol goémoniers spent entire winters as 
sub-tenants on the islands of Béniguet and Quéménès. They came there, some with 
their families, to collect seaweed on the beaches and lived in deplorable conditions, 
generally dwelling in primitive shelters constructed on the lee shore that were pro-
tected from the prevailing winds.

Ultimately, the southern part of the Molène archipelago appears to be a natu-
ral extension of Lampaul-Trézien, where the Porz-Paol goémoniers felt at home for more 
than a century. Their descendants benefit from this heritage: many of them continue 
to fish lady crabs and abalones at low tide (and especially neap tides) and some of them 
have managed to keep the ‘small seaweed’ activity going despite recent legislation (2008) 
that dealt a severe blow to this shared popular activity. This is a shame because what 
was left of the flotilla continued to sail to Quéménès and Béniguet to collect the small 
seaweed. The oldest of these people still spoke Breton among themselves and named 
the rocks according to their predecessors’ traditional logic. The following ones are 
just a few of the most recent creations: Sklosenn Feñch al Lannig (‘François of Lannic’s 
shoal’; François used to work there), Sklosenn an Eiz Sahad (‘the shoal with eight bagfuls’: 
the ninth bag of small seaweed was never filled) or the humorous Sklosenn ar Boan Gein 
(‘the shoal of back pain’; which speaks for itself!). All three names date from the 1980s. 

14. See Madeg 1991. Only three informants are mentioned for Lampaul and Trézien: Henri Tassin, 
who owned the island of Quéménès; Marcel Quéméneur, who rented the farm on the island of  
Trielen; and Jakig Jourden, fisherman-goémonier from Rumeur in Trézien.
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2.2 Highlighting the results of toponymic surveys
To date, no table of the 20,000 nautical toponyms of Léon has been drawn up. 
However, it is being compiled, and once completed, it will be possible to draw many 
lessons from it and will be a highly valuable document for all specialists of the 
Breton seaside: historians, linguists, biologists, ethnologists... A minimum knowl-
edge of Léonard Breton dialect15 will nonetheless remain a prerequisite to access 
the comments that accompany each name. 

Mikael Madeg, the founder of the EOL, has not yet exploited the enormous mass 
of names and comments at his disposal, over which he has an obvious legitimacy. He 
has a keen interest in writing novels and studying nicknames and local legends, and 
has probably not had the time to devote himself to a synthesis of toponymic collec-
tion, especially since he has established himself as a publisher. Recently retired, he 
still has a lot on his plate.16 However, it is worth mentioning Peñse e Bro-Leon, pub-
lished in 2007, a book accompanied by a CD with the testimonies and eyewitness 
accounts of Arvoriz from Léon about the recovery of all kinds of shipwrecks along 
the coast. He is also the author of a fact-filled article (Madeg 1992) of non-lexico-
graphical words that he collected along the Léonard coast. It gives a vivid account 
of the author’s amazement at the abundant wealth of vocabulary and expressions 
of the Léonards that he encountered on the coast during his toponymic surveys.17 

Per Pondaven, who was the most experienced seaman of the three members 
of the EOL,18 had very early on begun to analyse the fruit of his labour. His regular 
discussions with his friend and neighbour Pierre Arzel probably had something to 
do with it. In 1992, he published ‘The study of some toponyms revealing the pres-
ence of old fishing weirs on the western Léon coastline’ (Pondaven 1992), divulging 
how our ancestors left us names that, even if they are no longer understood today, 
can contribute to a better understanding of the history of fishing. One year later, he 
published another article (Pondaven 1993), offering an original discovery of the abers 
(‘estuaries’) of Bas-Léon through the prism of toponyms that he collected and com-
mented on for the benefit of those not familiar with maritime communities. Maritime 
history, legends, saints’ lives and dialectology are thus made available to everyone.

15. We are often asked the question “Why do you publish your toponymy research in Breton?” One 
answer, from Mikael Madeg, is: “What would we say about a Russian or American “specialist” of 
French literature or French history, who would only know Russian or English? We would laugh in 
his face” (Madeg 2010: 112).
16. Since 2007, he has published an average of seven books per year. See http://fr.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Mikael_Madeg
17  Since the beginning of 2015, Mikael Madeg has been working on the creation of a Breton dic-
tionary of Léon. He estimates this to be a ten-year-long project. See, for example, Madeg 2018. Arvor 
Breton will certainly figure prominently.
18. See Pondaven and Riou 2009: 165–72. 
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The elaboration of lexicons is the logical outcome for fieldwork. It is necessary to 
provide non-specialists with the basic keys to better understand the collected topo-
nyms. Admiral Dyèvre had, as early as 1962, published a geographical lexicon (1962, 
1991) in which the most frequent terms in the collection carried out under his direc-
tion were explained. Mikael Madeg (2010: 119–29) also published a basic Léonard 
toponymic vocabulary, which goes beyond the framework of nautical toponymy in 
the strict sense of the term. Per Pondaven, for his part, worked on the elaboration 
of a lexicon resulting from his collection and presentation of the vocabulary attested 
in nautical toponymy and understood by the Breton-speaking informants contacted 
(Pondaven 2009). The first part of this posthumous book deals with descriptive top-
onymic terms, the second part deals with vocabulary relating to the sea in general 
and the third part, which is not the least interesting, displays technical vocabulary 
of fishing as it was understood by the Breton fishermen-goémoniers. This work was 
in progress when its author perished at sea in January 2008. 

2.2.1 Popular rhymes and sayings
Toponyms are sometimes associated with a saying. Per and myself were very fond 
of this ‘short genre’ and collected quite a number of these, which are so dear to 
my friend and fellow collector, Daniel Giraudon. Here are a few examples that we 
offered to the general public in 2003: 

E Toull ar Veoc’h
Serr da lien ha chom peoc’h!

In ‘the Cow’s Hole’, 
Lower your sail and shut up! 

This saying, which gives a good idea of seafarers’ sense of humour, also has a pre-
ventive and even educational function. Seamen are confronted with a treacherous 
environment and must know how to deal with it. It is not the sea that must adapt 
to man but the opposite. The Toull ar Veoc’ h in question refers to a hazardous chan-
nel to the north-east of the island of Béniguet. The currents there are very violent 
with a high tidal range and the surrounding area is strewn with rocks lurking 
above and below the sea surface. Therefore, in sailing times, it was preferable to 
hold one’s breath while sailing through this area. 

E Lahaouog
E vez paket meur a henaouog
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In Lahaouog 
Many a fool gets caught. 

In this case, we are dealing with a saying known only to the families around 
Argenton. Lahaouog19 is the name for a reef on a large foreshore area between the 
island of Yock and the mainland. Fishing enthusiasts who linger there a little too 
long gathering shrimp when the tide rises have no other choice but to take shelter 
on this rock and wait for the next tide to return to the mainland, all this under the 
scornful, teasing eyes of the Argenton inhabitants. Gand ar vez! (‘Shame on them!’ 
lit. ‘with shame / humiliation!’). It is probably to avoid such embarrassment, which 
is so badly accepted in these maritime communities, that the Arvoriz of the area 
passed on this saying to their children. The educational aim is obvious and very 
revealing of the mentality of the people.

Many other sayings, some of which are a little on the bawdy side, reveal a trait 
of the people along the seaside (see Pondaven and Riou 2012), which, illustrated with 
cartoons by Nono, promises to provide the reader with a good laugh.

2.2.2 Toponymy: a tool for archaeologists
We know that archaeologists are interested in microtoponymy (plot names) on a pro-
spective basis. Hervé Kerebel was able, for instance, to establish a link between the 
toponym Cruguel and the presence of a cairn (Kerebel 1988). However, one must 
be cautious regarding the induced information, as was demonstrated by Yohann 
Sparfel and Yvan Pailler concerning the location of menhirs (Sparfel & Pailler 2010: 
41–5). As far as nautical toponymy is concerned, it is the DRASSM (Department 
of Underwater and Submarine Archaeological Research) and the ADRAMAR 
(Association for the Development of Maritime Archaeological Research) that show 
interest in the work of the EOL. 

A toponym such as Toull ar Glaou (the coal hole), spotted off the coast of 
Kerlouan, allowed them to detect the wreck of a coal-carrying steamer. But they 
also face the problem of the lack of a table listing the 20,000 toponyms, as well as the 
French translations to access the comments.20 In this example we can, once again, 
see that a toponym conceals within itself information that a wise researcher can 

19. The suffix -og is very common on the coastline of Bas-Léon. It is also attested at the end of the 
Crozon Peninsula, as well as on the islands of Batz and Sein. If it presents a sign of archaism, the 
linguist Kenneth Jackson sees in it a regression of the evolution -oc>-euc>-ec that took place every-
where else in Breton-speaking Brittany. -Og suffixes were also found in anthroponyms during our 
field investigations: Cheunog (Yves), Jilog (Achille), Filog (Théophile), Biog (Yann + Mari > Yann-Vari 
> Vi > Bi > Biog... as Jean-Marie), Yannog (Jean) or Feityog (Hervé > Herveig > Veig > Feik > Feikog...). 
These forms often have a pejorative connotation. 
20. Another problem, which is significant, is related to the system chosen to locate toponyms: a sys-
tem of Cartesian coordinates (abscissa-ordinate), (x,y) from an origin defined on maps that are no 
longer available in stores.
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exploit. Even at the end of the oral tradition, we can decipher the landscape thanks 
to the names bequeathed by our elders. But it is still necessary to take the trouble to 
collect this very fragile nautical toponymy from the last speakers to have worked 
on the coast, following in the footsteps of their parents and grandparents. As Per 
Pondaven expressed it, “Orality is a very fragile means of transmission, but it rep-
resents the fine thread of ancestral continuity that each generation extends a little 
further” (Pondaven 2002: 99–101). 

In today’s world, the break in the transmission of these toponyms is patently 
obvious, if only because it is dependent on a dying popular language, whether it 
be the Gallo-speaking region of eastern Brittany or the Breton-speaking region of 
western Brittany. The safeguarding of Breton nautical toponymy outside of Léon, 
is now more urgent than ever, and is now in the hands of our political leaders, 
who are the only ones who could organise and finance a vast survey of the entire 
Brittany coast. 

3. Conclusion
Nautical toponymy collected in the spirit of the EOL is an efficient means to gain 
access to coastal communities that are often reputed to be closed. Creating a network 
of knowledgeable informants is an ideal platform for dialectal and ethnographic 
research, which is not the least of its advantages. 

Our wish, and I am speaking here on behalf of the members of the EOL, is 
to see other investigators continue the work of systematically collecting toponyms 
along the coast of Brittany, an activity that is all too often portrayed in a trivial 
and superficial light. 

Institut supérieur de l’electronique et du numérique, Brest
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Val i may ysgrifenedig: Derivatives with Suffix -edig in 
Three Early Modern Welsh Texts

Elena Parina & Lara Geinitz

1. Introduction
The association of Latin and English past participles with Welsh derivatives with 
the suffix -edig has a long tradition.1 In the 16th century, Gruffydd Robert makes 
subtle points about the partial correspondence of edig-derivatives with Latin par-
ticiples (see Robert 1939: 172–6, discussed in detail in Poppe (in prep.)). Referring to 
English, William Gambold (1727, 1833: 87) states that “[t]he participles of the Preter 
sense, which in English end in d, t, or n, are made in Welsh by adding edig to the 
radix of each verb’s formation, as câr, caredig; dysg, dysgedig; lladd, lladdedig”. In his 
outline of Welsh verbal morphology, John Strachan suggests that “[t]here is a pas-
sive participle in -edic and a verbal [sic] of necessity in -adwy” (Strachan 1909: 63). 

Following him, John Morris-Jones discusses edig-derivatives as part of the 
regular verbal paradigm, and he too describes their meaning in terms of Latin 
grammar: “Verbal adjectives are formed from the stem of the verb either without  
a suffix or with the suffixes -edig, -adwy ... all regular transitive verbs may have 
v.a.’s in -edig and -adwy. The former has usually the sense of a past pass. participle, 
the latter of a fut. pass. part., or gerundive” (Morris-Jones 1913: 396). In a recent pub-
lication on translations between English and Welsh, Rottet and Morris (2018: 312) 
note that edig-derivatives are “mainly associated with the English past participle”, 
as in the example ‘her voice was educated’ ≈ ‘roedd ei llais yn swnio’n addysgedig’. 
But they also show that this equivalence is only partial and that edig-derivatives 
“can sometimes be better rendered in English as present participle equivalent”  
(as in ‘i anadlu’r ager a godai o’r jwg o ddŵr berwedig’ ≈ ‘to inhale the steam from 
a jug of boiling water’); furthermore, while translating from English, “it should be 
not taken for granted that a verb-noun modified by the adjectival suffix -edig2 can 
always be an acceptable equivalent for an English past participle” (as in ‘Taking it 
from the folded1 sheet of plain paper, he read its pencilled2 message in an educated3 

1. Research for this paper was conducted within the project ‘The Welsh Contribution to the Early 
Modern Cultures of Translation: Sixteenth-Century Strategies of Translating into Welsh’, located 
at the University of Marburg and led by Dr Elena Parina and Prof. Erich Poppe, which is a part 
of the German Research Council’s (DFG) Priority Programme 2130 ‘Cultures of Translation in the 
Early Modern Period’.
2. For a more adequate description of derivation with this suffix, see Russell (1990: 76–80, 103–8) 
and Zimmer (2000: 488–96).
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and quite shaky4 italic…’ ≈ ‘Cymerodd y darn papur gwyn a oedd wedi ei blygu1 
a darllen y neges a ysgrifennwyd â phensel2 mewn ysgrifen addysgiedig3, digon 
crynedig4’

3 (Rottet & Morris 2018: 312–3)).
In the analysis of the texts of Oxford, Jesus College MS. 119 (The Book of the 

Anchorite of Llanddewi Brefi, dated 1346, hereafter referred to as Llyfr yr Ancr or 
LlA),4 Parina and Poppe found that for the translated texts we can compare with 
an assumed Latin source about two thirds of edig-derivatives correspond to Latin 
past passive participles (see Parina & Poppe (forthcoming)). We demonstrated that 
most of the lexemes used are derived from verbal stems and that other derivational 
patterns exist, but are exceptions. We were also able to establish different strate-
gies of their usage by different translators; in some texts, the suffix seemed to be 
more productive than in the others. 

As our research moved on towards the 16th century, we were interested in 
trends in the usage of edig-derivatives in this later period in the history of the Welsh 
language. The aim of this contribution is to analyse a sample of three translated 
texts from the 16th century: Gesta Romanorum, Treigl y Marchog Crwydrad and Perl 
mewn Adfyd. All of them are translated from English, and our focus is similar to 
that in the study of the texts in Llyfr yr Ancr: for each text, we aim to identify the 
main types of grammatical equivalents in the source language. Our main question 
is the degree of correspondence with English past participles, but we will also look 
at the derivational patterns and the productivity of the suffix. In this way, we hope 
to detect diachronic trends in the development of the edig-suffix.

2. Information on the texts analysed
All three texts are translated from English, but English is not the language of their 
ultimate source text: the original of Gesta Romanorum was composed in Latin; Treigl 
y Marchog Crwydrad in French; and Perl mewn Adfyd in German. 

The Latin Gesta Romanorum must have been composed in the 14th century; 
their manifold manuscript witnesses were studied by Oesterley (1872), who estab-
lished a separate Anglo-Latin version of the texts. This version is found both in Latin  
(in manuscripts) and in English (in three manuscripts and in print). The first edition 
was published by Wynkyn de Worde in 1510 and was reprinted many times; in 1577, 
Richard Robinson printed a revised Protestant version (Williams 2000: xviii–xix). 
The Welsh text is found only in one manuscript, Aberystwyth, National Library of 
Wales MS. 13076 B (Llanover B 18), dated s.xvi/xvii, written by Llywelyn Siôn (on the 

3. In this example, an English past participle corresponds to an adjective with the suffix -edig 
only once (educated – addysgiedig). In the pairs indexed with 1 and 2, the English past participle 
corresponds to Welsh relative clauses, and in the pair indexed with 4, the English verbal adjective 
is translated by an edig-derivative.
4. First edited in Morris-Jones and Rhŷs (1894), quoted in this article after Luft et al. (2013).
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scribe, see Philipps 1959). The correspondences between English and Welsh texts are 
so close that there is no doubt that the Welsh text was translated from English, but 

[a] comparison between the moralizations of the Welsh Gesta and those of Wynkyn 
de Worde and the protestanised version of Richard Robinson respectively shows 
that the Welsh version is not a hand-tied translation but a free rendering. Out of 205 
points of comparison, the Welsh Gesta was 45% independent of both English texts; 
there was a 31% agreement with Wynkyn de Worde, a 19% agreement with Robin-
son but only a 4% total agreement with both. 

(Williams, in preparation)

For this study, we analysed a sample of 10,000 words (starting with the beginning 
of the fifth story) taken from the edition by Williams (2000), comparing the pas-
sages to both English print editions (1510 and 1577).5 We refer in the following to 
this text as Gesta Romanorum or GR.

The French work Le Voyage du Chevalier Errant was published by Jean Cartigny 
(c.1520–c.1578–80) in Antwerp in 1557 (Smith 2002: xii). It was translated into several 
languages; the English translation by William Goodyear was published in London 
in 1581, under the title The Voyage of the Wandering Knight, and was dedicated “to the 
right worshipfull sir frauncis drake, knight”. In Welsh, Treigl y Marchog Crwydrad 
appears in five manuscripts, the earliest of which is Aberystwyth, National Library 
of Wales, Llanstephan MS. 178, dated c.1585 — only five years after the English trans-
lation was published (Smith 2002: xii). The translation refers to the English version 
as the source (see Smith 2000: 3). For this study, we analysed the first 10,000 words 
of the Smith 2002 edition. In the following, we refer to this text by its traditional 
Welsh title Marchog Crwydrad or MC (references are given to lines).

Both Gesta Romanorum and Marchog Crwydrad belong to the Glamorgan school 
of translation, a Recusant milieu responsible both for copying earlier texts as well 
as for translating religious and moralistic texts popular in England and on the 
Continent in the 15th and 16th centuries (Thomas 1997: 255). It is important that 
their language is supposed to be unaffected by that of the most influential trans-
lator into Welsh of the time, William Salesbury, and of further Bible translators  
(see Williams 1948: 176), which gives us an opportunity to look at two strands of 
the Welsh prose language.

Our last text belongs to a different layer of Welsh literature — the Protestant 
one, which explicitly pays tribute to the Bible translators. A German treatise  

5. The data from Gesta Romanorum and Marchog Crwydrad are based mainly on the BA thesis by 
Lara Geinitz (2019).
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Ein Kleinot Von Trost und Hilf in allerley Trübsalen was published by Otto Werdmüller 
in Zürich in 1548. In 1574, an English translation by Miles Coverdale was published 
under the title A Spirituall, and most Precious Pearle… in London.6 In 1595, Hugh 
Lewis (on the translator, see Williams 1959) published his translation of the English 
version in Oxford (the first Welsh book printed in Oxford), referring to the 1588 
translation of Bible with the highest esteem. For this study, we used the parallel 
edition of the Welsh and English texts established in Parina (2015), which includes 
15,000 Welsh words (from the first 13 chapters), taken from the Mittendorf and 
Willis (2004) Historical Corpus of the Welsh Language 1500–1850 with the permission 
of David Willis. We refer in the following to this text as Perl mewn Adfyd or PmA.

3. English equivalents in the assumed sources
First, we will look at the English equivalents in the source texts and try to distin-
guish the main trends. The data is summarised in the following table:

Table 1. Grammatical classes of the English equivalents in the 16th-century texts

English 
equivalents GR % in 

GR MC % in 
MC PmA % in 

PmA Total % 
total

Past  
participle 13 39.4 6 22.2 14 31.1 33 31.4

Adjective 0 0 11 40.7 24 53.3 35 33.3

Noun 15 45.5 2 7.4 2 4.4 19 18.1

Adverb 2 6,1 3 11.1 4 8.9 9 8.6

Present  
participle 0 0 2 7.4 0 0 2 1.9

Other cases 3 6.7 2 7.4 2 4.4 7 6.7

Total 33 100 27 100 45 100 105 100

3.1. Past participles
As can be seen from the table, English past participles are translated with  
edig-derivatives in every text:

6. We quote the English text from the 1812 edition in modernised orthography.
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(1)
Than sayd he I am boū∣de euery daye too paye .ii. d. to my fader for whan I was 
yonge my fader spente on me .ii. d. dayly 

(GR – WdW 1510)7

A’r gof a ddywad, ‘Idd wyf j yn rwymedig8 i daly dwy baenydd y’m tad, kans pan 
oeddwn j yn jevank, ef a gostawdd y’m tad ddwy baenydd vy magv. 

(GR – Williams 2000: 553)

(2)

But it is forbidden to take counsell of fooles (Voyage 1581: 5)

ond i mae yn warddedig9 gymeryd cyngor gan ffolaid (MC – Smith 2002: 165)

(3)
Be it in case that thou wert deprived of all manner of bodily comfort; yet in thy 
breast and heart thou hast the knowledge of Jesus Christ 

(Pearle 1579/1812)

Bwrw dy fod ‘n ymddifad, ne ‘n ysbailedig,10 o bob diddanwch corfforawl, etto yn 
dy ddwyfron a ‘th galon, mae genyt wybodaeth o Iesu Christ 

(Perl 1595)

We find English past participles translated by edig-derivatives in different syntac-
tic functions; in English, they can be used attributively (4), predicatively (5) or in 
passive constructions (1–3, 6–7): 

7. The conventions for the examples are as follows: we quote first the source text, then the Welsh 
translation. For Gesta Romanorum, we quote the English text from the EEBO encoded text of the 
1510 edition as WdW 1510, without page numbers, since in the edition the pages are unnumbered. 
We quote the Welsh text following Williams (2000), giving reference to the line where the word dis-
cussed is found. For the MC text, we quote the English text using the EEBO encoded text as Voyage 
1581 and reference to the page, and the Welsh text following Smith (2002), giving reference to the 
line where the discussed word is found. For Perl mewn Adfyd, we use the parallel edition (Parina 
2015), referring to the texts as Pearle 1579/1812 and Perl 1595.
8. GPC s.v. rhwymedig, from the stem of the verb rhwymaf ʻto bind ;̓ 1st att. 13th c. 
9. GPC s.v. gwaharddedig, from the stem of the verb gwaharddaf ʻto prohibit ;̓ 1st att. 1346.
10. GPC s.v. ysbeiliedig, from the stem of the verb ysbeiliaf ʻto plunder ;̓ 1st att. 13th c.
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(4)
and he comforted them also with the promise of the blessed seed (Pearle 1579/1812)

ac ef a ‘i diddanodd hefyd a gaddewid o’r bendigedic11 had (Perl 1595)

(5)
If the generation of mankind had been conformable unto the law of God, and had 
not swerved from the same, it had been altogether thoroughly happy and blessed 
evermore 

(Pearle 1579/1812)

pe i buase hiliogaeth dyn, yn vfuddol i gyfreithie duw, ac heb yscogi oddiarnynt,  
e fuasse yn ollawl yn gwbl ddedwydd, fendigedig, yn dragowydd 

(Perl 1595)

(6) 

And to theym than sayd the ymage lyfte vp your eyen and beholde what is wryten 
in my forhede 

(GR – WdW 1510)

A’r ddelw a ddywad wrth y kenadav, ‘Edrychwch beth a sydd yn ysgryvenedig12 
y’m talken.’ 

(GR – Williams 2000: 521)

(7)

as it is written (Voyage 1581: 14)

val i may ysgrifenedig (MC – Smith 2002: 437)

3.2. Adjectives and adverbs
When we assess the data from all the texts together, the English equivalent most 
frequently translated by an edig-derivative is not a past participle, but an adjec-
tive. Interestingly, the texts here vary considerably. While in Gesta Romanorum no 
such examples are found, in Marchog Crwydrad and Perl mewn Adfyd this type of 
equivalence occurs more often than that discussed in 3.1. Some of these equiva-
lents recall the trends identified in LlA. Thus, in MC, we find examples of English 
adjectives (and adverbs, see ex. 15) with the suffix -able, which corresponds to  
(and partly originates from) the Latin suffix -(b)ilis.13 

11. GPC s.v. bendigedig, from the stem of the verb bendigaf ʻto bless ;̓ 1st att. 12th c.
12. GPC s.v. ysgrifenedig, from the stem of the verb ysgrifennaf ʻto write ;̓ 1st att. 13th c.
13. See OED s.v. -able, suffix.
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(8)
Euerie one ought to for∣sake her, for yt the end of such as be ruled by her pre-
ceptes, tread in her paths, & daūse after her pipe, is proued by expe∣rience to be 
daungerous, deadly, and dampnable.14 

(Voyage 1581: 28)

Canys pob dyn a ddylyei chysay hi ag ymwrthod a hi, canys diwedd pob dyn ag a 
sydd yn cymeryd y rhioli gan Ffolineb, ag yn cerdded y llwybrey hi, ag yn dawnsio 
gyda’y ffibe hi, periglys marwol a damnedig15 ydiw. 

(MC – Smith 2002: 898)

Compare the following example from Ystoria Lucidar:

(9)
Ar lleuat a|syr a|wisgir yn andywededic echdywennedigrwyd. 

(LlA, Ystoria Lucidar 59v)

Luna et stellae vestientur ineffabili splendore. 

(Lefévre 1954: 463)

Moon and sun will be dressed in ineffable splendour.

with annywededig (negation + dywed- ‘to speak’ + -edig) translating ineffabilis (see 
also Rowles 2008: 155, 314)

There are also examples of edig-derivatives translating adjectives that cannot 
be interpreted as passive16 (broadly speaking passive): 

(10)
And though I am narrow & painfull to passe, yet if thou wilt follow me, I wil make 
thée merry, & guid thée in ye very way, which God hath ordeined to lead vnto true 
blessednes. 

(Voyage 1581: 31)

14. Compare also ̒ that mans death is damnableʼ (Voyage 1581: 33) ≈ ̒ may bywyd y rhaini a’y hangay 
yn ddamnedigʼ (MC – Smith 2002: 1068) 
15. GPC s.v. damnedig, from the stem of the verb damnaf ʻto condemn ;̓ 1st att. 1552 — see Smith (2002: 
xxxi) on further English loanwords in the text.
16. For a more precise terminology — patient-oriented for passive and agent-oriented for passive parti-
ciples/adjectives — see Haspelmath 1994: 152–4.
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Ag er fy mod i yn gyfing ag yn boenedig17 y’m tramwy, eto, os myny vy nilyn i, 
mi a’th wnaf yn llawen, ag a’th arwenaf yn gyfarwydd y’r ffordd iniawn, yr hon 
a ordeinoedd Duw i vyned i wir ddedwyddyd. 

(MC – Smith 2002: 995)

(11)

An example have we set before our eyes in the prodigal and desperate son, which 
did so humble and submit himself

(Pearle 1579/1812)

mae i ni siampl o hyn, o flaen ein llygaid, o ‘r mab treilgar, anobeithedic,18 yr hwn, 
a ‘i vfuddhaodd, ac a’i darostyngodd i hunan 

(Perl 1595)

(12)

And with such manner of persons the whole trade of their former life, with all 
their labour, travail, and afflictions, in their superstitious serving of God.

(Pearle 1579/1812)

Ac i ‘rr cyfryw ddynion, oll gwrs i bywyd o ‘r blaen, i oll lafur, a ‘i trafael, a ‘i 
goglud oll, yn ei argoeledig19 wasnaethu duw.

(Perl 1595)

As well as poenedig above, trancedig, another active adjective, is used already early 
and found in LlA in the same sense (yr byt tranghedic (14v) ʻof the transitory worldʼ 
for transitorium mundum (Lefévre 1954: 378)):

(13)
How transitory and vain are all things that we have here upon earth! 

(Pearle 1579/1812)

O mor drancedig20 ac mor ofer yw ‘r oll bethau sydd genym ar y ddayar yma?

 (Perl 1595)

17. GPC s.v. poenedig, from the stem of the verb poenaf ʻto hurt ;̓ 1st att. 13th c.
18. GPC s.v. anobeithiedig, from the stem of the verb anobeithiaf ʻto despair ;̓ 1st att. 1595.
19. GPC s.v. argoeledig, from the noun argoel ʻsign, omen ;̓ 1st att. 1595.
20. GPC s.v. trancedig, from the stem of the verb trengaf ʻto die, perish ;̓ 1st att. 13th c.
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Similarly, adverbs are translated sometimes by edig-derivatives. Such examples are 
found in all the three texts: 

(14)
And whan the Emperours so∣ne sawe that he came vnto hym and salued hym re-
uerently and sayd. My lorde lo I gyue to ye this balle of golde on my faders behalfe. 

(GR – WdW 1510)

Pan welas mab yr amherawdr hynny, ef a ddaüth geir bronn y brenin newydd,  
ag a’i nrydeddawdd ef yn ostyngedig,21 gan ddwedvd, ‘Arglwydd, dyma bel o aür, 
yr honn a wyf j yn ẏ roddi y ti wrth wllys vy nhad.’ 

(GR – Williams 2000: 64–5)

(15)

Saint Luke very notably and sincerely hath deliuered in writing, the painfull and 
holy perigrination of that great vessell of election Saint Paule, together with the great 
trauell hée tooke to preach the Gospell, and the faith of Iesus Christ, to all the Gentiles. 

(Voyage 1581: 1)

A hefyd Saint Lvwc yn nodedig22 ag yn byraidd a draethoedd o boen y bendigaid 
berindod a wnaeth y mawr lestr dewisedig23 Sant Pawl a’r gofid hefyd a gymerth 
ef i bregethy’r Efengil a ffydd Iesu Grist y’r cenedloedd oll. 

(MC – Smith 2002: 26)

(16)

Trouble and affliction do help and further us to the knowledge of ourselves, and of 
God also, and especially to wisdom. 

(Pearle 1579/1812)

Gorthrymder ac adfyd, a ‘n helpiant, ac a ‘n cynorthwyant, i ‘n adnabod ein hu-
nain, a duw hefyd, ac yn anwedic24 a ddyscant ddoethineb. 

(Perl 1595)

21. GPC s.v. gostyngedig, from the stem of the verb gostyngaf ʻto lower, bow ;̓ 1st att. late 15th c.
22. GPC s.v. nodedig, from the stem of the verb nodaf ʻto note ;̓ 1st att. 14–15th c.
23. The equivalents vessel of election: llestr etholedig go back to Acts 9:15, where a noun phrase with 
the second noun being used as a genitive of the characteristic attribute, a construction typical for 
Hebrew, is used (see Ellicott’s Commentary for English Readers via biblehub.com). Greek σκεῦος 
ἐκλογῆς is translated in the Vulgate as vas electionis, but as chosen vessel in the King James Bible and 
llestr etholedic in both Welsh translations (1567 and 1588).
24. GPC s.v. enwedig, from the stem of the verb enwaf ʻto name ;̓ 1st att. 14th c.
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3.3. Further equivalents
Not numerous in our sample, but still interesting, are the cases where  
edig-derivatives translate English equivalents other than past participles and adjec-
tives (and adverbs).

In MC, twice an edig-derivative translates an English present participle  
(compare the examples from Rottet and Morris quoted in the introduction):

(17)
First he fashioned their standing Images, & set thē in ye midst of ye citie of Babi-
lon, & that was ye first begin∣ning of Idolatry 

(Voyage 1581: 14)

Yn gyntaf, vo lynioedd y delway safedig25 hwynt, ag a’y gosodes ynghenol dinas 
Pabilon, ahyny oedd y dechreyad cyntaf ar y gay addoliaeth. 

(MC – Smith 2002: 423)

This type was analysed by Russell (1990: 78), who showed that “active verbal 
adjectives” are formed from intransitive verbs. We saw a similar example with an 
additional potential meaning in trancedig ‘transitoryʼ above. In Llyfr yr Ancr, a cor-
responding example is:

(18)
Sicut dulcis fons sitientem agricolam (Lefévre 1954: 470)

megys ffynnaỽn o|dỽfuyr melys yn dadebru llauur6yr sychedic (Ystoria Lucidar, 64v) 

We also see nouns being translated by edig-derivatives; two examples will be dis-
cussed here. The nominalised plural form caredigion occurs in our sample of Gesta 
Romanorum 13 times as the address in the moralisatio or interpretation, as in:

(19) 
Dere frendes this Emperour is the fader of heuen (GR – WdW 1510)

Vy ngharedigion,26 yr amherawdr hynn yw’r Tad o’r nef (GR – Williams 2000: 85)

The address fy ngharedigion ʻmy belovedʼ with the possessive pronoun is not fully 
equivalent to the English dere frendes in the corresponding passages in both the 

25. GPC s.v. safedig, from the stem of the verb safaf ʻto stand ;̓ 1st att. 13th c.
26. GPC s.v. caredig, from the stem of the verb caraf ʻto love ;̓ 1st att. 13th c. Instances of using this 
word as an address are found already in the 13th century: cf. fo ditheu uyg caredic i (Brut Dingestow, 
NLW 5266: 262, after Isaac et al. 2013 corpus Rhyddiaith 13 g. ‘flee, my beloved oneʼ — translating 
Latin fuge, dilecte mi (Geoffrey of Monmouth X 165: 225)).



101

ELENA PARINA & LARA GEINITZ

Wynkyn de Worde 1510 and Robinson 1577 versions, nor to the Latin carissimi in 
the ultimate source (see Oesterley 1872: 274, 276, 277). But the third story of the 
collection (not attested in our Welsh manuscript, which starts in the middle of the 
fourth story; see above) the address in the interpretation is My friends (in both ver-
sions, GR – WdW 1510: 6, GR – Robinson 1577/1595: 9) 

Another interesting example is found at the very beginning of Marchog 
Crwydrad. Whereas the introductory sentence starts in English with a learned 
word, historiographer, in Welsh, the translator paraphrases the sentence and makes 
gwur dyskedigion ‘learned men’ the subject of it and ystoriae diwiol a budol ‘divine 
and worldly stories’ the direct object:

(20)

MANY HISTORIOGRAPHERS both Poets and Orators, as well prophane as  
diuine, haue by writing notified diuers persons, with their voyages & aduentures.

(Voyage 1581: 1)

Llawer o ystoriae diwiol a budol a draethes gwur dyskedigion27 y ddangos treigl 
ag antyrey llawer o ddynon yn y byd yma. 

(MC – Smith 2002: 7)

Many divine and worldly stories were told by learned men to show voyages and 
adventures of many persons in this world. 

(translation of the Welsh text by E. Parina)

This section discussed several grammatical classes of English words that are 
translated by edig-derivatives in the sample. Past participles are present in every 
text. Another important category, adjectives, is found frequently in the two later 
texts — even, in the Perl mewn Adfyd sample, in more than half of the cases — but 
is absent in our Gesta Romanorum sample. Present participles are found only twice 
(one lexeme) in one text, which shows that this equivalence is rare in our sample. 
We have also seen nouns translated by edig-derivatives, but these examples are 
more indicative of individual translatorsʼ strategies than of any grammatical trends.

27. GPC s.v. dysgedig, from the stem of the verb dysgaf ʻto teach ;̓ 1st att. 14th c. Cf. also similar equiv-
alence E. clerke ≈ W. gwr dysgedig in Gesta Romanorum: This Emperoure called vnto hym a clerke: 
A’r amherawdr a alwodd ar wr dysgedig a oedd yno (GR – Williams 2000: 503–4). Also noteworthy 
is the agreement of the adjective — this being the only case out of 15 in our sample from three 
16th-century texts where the edig-attribute is used in plural form with a plural head (on the plurals 
of adjectives in -edig in Middle Welsh see Nurmio 2019: 198–203).
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4. Comparison with translations from Latin in Llyfr yr Ancr
The following table shows the relative frequency of certain grammatical classes 
translated with edig-derivatives from Latin in the texts of Llyfr yr Ancr, where we 
have access to the assumed sources, and separately in Ystoria Lucidar, with some 
data for the 16th-century sample from Table 1 repeated here for readers’ convenience.

Table 2. Grammatical classes of the Latin and English equivalents in the 14th- and 16th-century texts

All texts LlA 
with assumed 

source
Lucidar GR MC PmA

past  
participle 117 87 13 6 14

pp in % 67.6% 70.2% 39.4% 37% 31.1%

adj 33 25 0 11 24

adj in % 19.1% 20.2% 0% 40.7% 53.3%

Total 173 124 33 27 45

Comparing the two sets of data, we see that the correlation of edig-derivatives with 
past participles is stronger in the LlA texts. In the 16th-century texts, edig-deriva-
tives also translate past participles, but at least in our sample the proportion of this 
group of examples to the total number is less for every text. We also see the greater 
number of adjectives translated by edig-derivatives in our sample from the two 
later texts. On the level of particular lexemes and grammatical classes, the exam-
ples from the 16th-century sample show many resemblances to the language of Llyfr 
yr Ancr, but there is also a quantitative change. Further analyses of larger samples 
are necessary to test whether these trends can be substantiated.

5. Derivational patterns and time of attestation
It seems that we can detect diachronic change also in the derivational patterns of 
edig-derivatives, even if only tentatively, given the small size of our sample. 
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Table 3. Derivational patterns of edig-adjectives in the 16th-century texts

 GR % GR MC %MC PmA % PmA

Vs 12 100 15 83,3 20 87

Vn 0 0 1 5,6 1 4,4

N 0 0 1 5,6 2 8,7

A 0 0 1 5,6 0 0

Total 12 100 18 100 23 100

In GR, we find only derivations from verbal stems; in both MC and PmA, other 
derivational patterns are also found. In MC, a lexeme is attested that is recorded in 
GPC only from 1722 onwards (in a manuscript of Gambold’s dictionary):

(21)
all manner of warres both forreine and ciuill, attempted (Voyage 1581: 5)

a phob ryw ryfel yn vwriadedig (MC – Smith 2002: 180)

The word bwriadedig ʻattempted; proposed, intended, designedʼ is derived from the 
noun bwriad ʻaimʼ according to GPC, but an alternative derivation from the verb 
stem of the corresponding verb bwriaduis also possible (likewise argoeledig < argoelaf 
and cancredig < cancraf ). The same derivational pattern is found twice in PmA — in 
argoeledig above (this being the first attestation of the word), and in cancredig:

 (22)
The rusty and cankered iron, through the file is made bright and smooth 

(Pearle 1579/1812)

Yr hayarn rhydlyd, cancredic, gan y llif ddur, a loewir, ac a lyfnheir (Perl 1595)

Cancredig ̒cancerous, gangrenous; rustyʼ is derived from cancr ̒cancerʼ and is an adjec-
tive first found in this text. It also is most likely induced by its English equivalent.
A comparison between the derivational patterns found in Llyfr yr Ancr and in the 
three 16th-century texts yields the following results:
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Table 4. Derivational patterns of edig-adjectives in the 14th- and 16th-century texts28

LlA 
total 
types

Ystoria  
Lucidar GR MC PmA

VS 70 36 12 15 20

VS in % 93.3% 92.3% 100 83.3% 87%

All other 
patterns 5 3 0 3 3

All other pat-
terns in % 6.7% 7.7% 0 16.7% 13%

Total 75 39 12 18 23

We can thus see that derivation from verbal stem remains the default pattern, but 
the proportion of other patterns increases slightly in the sample of the two later 
texts. Certainly, these trends need to be checked on a larger sample.

Derivational patterns are connected to the question of the productivity of the 
suffix. An indication of its productivity in the ideolect of the translator could be the 
time of first attestation. While in Gesta Romanorum all the edig-lexemes are attested 
at least already in the 15th century, in the sample of Marchog Crwydrad there are 
three lexemes recorded only from the 16th century onwards, and in Perl mewn Adfyd 
there are six, with four of them, according to GPC (argoeledig, cancredig, pydredig, 
anobeithedig), being first attested in this text.

6. Conclusion
Our analysis of grammatical classes of English words translated by edig-derivatives 
in a sample of three 16th-century texts shows that the correspondence of edig-deriv-
atives with past participles varies in them and is less obvious in the two later texts, 
Marchog Crwydrad and Perl mewn Adfyd, than in the Gesta Romanorum. When we 
compare the results to the 14th-century data from Llyfr yr Ancr, we see that the link 
with the past participle in the source language weakens. On the other hand, more 
adjectives are being translated by edig-derivatives in our sample. This comparison 

28. In this table lexemes like cancredig are counted according to the derivation suggested in GPC, 
although, as stated above, derivation from the corresponding verb stem is also viable — we would 
like to thank the anonymous reviewer for drawing our attention to this alternative.
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between the source text and the target text helps us to approach Welsh data from a 
contrastive linguistics perspective — seeing both the domains where the participles 
of Latin and English intersect with Welsh edig-derivatives and the cases in which 
Welsh edig-derivatives have different semantics.

Concerning derivational patterns, our small sample yields no examples of 
derivation from nouns in Gesta Romanorum, but possibly there are some isolated 
examples in the two later texts. We also observe that Marchog Crwydrad and Perl 
mewn Adfyd use more words that are not previously attested, and this might be an 
indication of the productivity of -edig as an adjectival suffix. 

The sample analysed here thus appears to contradict Russell’s observation that 
“in later Welsh -edig became a full-scale passive participle marker as the few active 
-edic derivatives were superseded by other patterns” (Russell 1990: 79). Whether the 
development of the suffix in Early Modern Welsh is indeed more complex than the 
trajectory suggested by Russell or whether our findings result from the smallness 
of the text sample remains to be studied. For future analysis, extending both the 
number of texts for the period explored in this pilot study as well as the chrono-
logical range of Welsh texts, including translations, will help to arrive at a clearer 
picture. This, in turn, could facilitate a comparison of Welsh data with that of other 
languages apart from English and Latin.29 

Philipps-Universität Marburg (Elena Parina & Lara Geinitz) 
Institute of Linguistics, Russian Academy of Sciences, Moscow (Elena Parina)

29. For a broad typological perspective on participles in the languages of the world, see Shagal 
(2019); on a study of Russian verbal adjectives, see Generalova (2016).
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Abbreviations

GPC GPC Online. University of Wales Centre for Advanced 
Welsh & Celtic Studies, 2014. http://geiriadur.ac.uk/
gpc/gpc.html.

GR – Robinson  
1577/1595

Robinson (1577/1595), A record of auncient histories, 
entituled in latin: Gesta romanorum discoursing vpon 
sundry examples for the aduancement of vertue, and 
the abandoning of vice. no lesse pleasant in reading, 
then profitable in practise (1595). London, By Thomas 
Est. ProQuest.

GR  –  WdW 1510 Gesta Romanorum (1510), London, Enprynted at London 
in Flete streete, by me Wynkyn de Worde. ProQuest.

GR  – Williams (2000) Williams, P., 2000, Gesta Romanorum, Caerdydd: 
Gwasg Prifysgol Cymru.

MC  – Smith (2002) Smith, D. M., 2002 Treigl y Marchog Crwydrad  
[The Voyage of the wandering knight], Caerdydd: 
Gwasg Prifysgol Cymru.

Pearle 1579/1812 Werdmüller, O., 1511–52 (1579), A spiritua[l and] most 
precious [pearle tea]ching al men to lou[e & em]brace the 
crosse as a most [sure &] necessary thing vnto the soul 
w[hose] comfort is to be taken [thereof] wher and how 
both consolation and aid in all maner of affliction is to 
bee sought, and againe hovv all men shoulde behaue them-
selues therein according to the word of god / written for thy 
comfort by a learned preacher otho VVermulierus ; and 
translated into englishe by M. miles coverdale, London, 
Jmprinted at London by Hugh Singleton, dwellyng 
in Creede Lane, at the signe of the golden Tunn, neer 
vnto Ludgate. ProQuest.
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A Spiritual and most preciouse perle, teachynge all men 
to loue & imbrace ye crosse as a most swete and necessarye 
thinge unto the soule: what comfort is to be taken thereof: 
where and howe bothe consolacion and aide in al maner of 
afflyccions is to bee sought: and agayne howe all men should 
behaue themselves therin, accordyng to the Word of God. 
London: Messrs. Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme, and 
Browne, Paternoster, 1812. https://archive.org/details/
spiritualmostpre00werd.

Perl 1595 Werdmüller, O., 1511–52 (1595), Perl mewn adfid neu, 
perl yspiydawl, gwyrthfawrocaf yn dyseu i bôb dyn garu, 
a chofleidio y grocæmeis peth hyfryd angenrheidiawl ir 
enaid, pægorffordd syvw gael o honi, ple, ac ym ha fodd, 
y dylid ceisiaw diddanwch, a chrymorth yni holadfyd: 
A thrachefn, pe wedd y dyle bawh i vmddwyn i hunain 
mewn blinder, yn ol gair auw. a escrifonnwyd yn gyntaf 
mewn doitich gann bregethwr dyscedig otho wermulerus, 
ac a droed ir saesonaeg gann D. miles coverdal, ac yvaw-
rhon vn hwyr ir gambraeg gann. H.L Oxford: Joseph 
Barnes. ProQuest.

Voyage 1581 Cartigny, J. D., 1520?–78 (1581), The voyage of the wan-
dering knight. deuised by iohn carthenie, a frenchman: 
And translated out of french into english, by VVilliam 
goodyear of south-hampton merchant. A vvorke vvorthie of 
reading, and dedicated to the right worshipfull sir fraun-
cis drake, knight London, By Thomas East. ProQuest.
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Celtic Correspondences: 
Letters from Whitley Stokes to Adolphe Pictet   

and from Henri d’Arbois de Jubainville to  
Ernst Windisch

Bernhard Maier

0. Introduction
On 15 August 1894 Kuno Meyer wrote to Ernst Kuhn, then Professor of Aryan 
Philology and Comparative Indo-European Studies in Munich:1

Dear Professor, 
It is very important to me to know whether the library of Johann Kaspar 

Zeuss was transferred to Munich after his death (1856). Might I ask you to make 
enquiries some time when you are there again, and also let me know if possible 
whether any manuscript material of any kind from his pen is to be found in the 
books or anywhere else? You would oblige me greatly by this. I have recently been 
to Kronach, Zeuss’s home town, and did not find as much as a single line or a book 
of his. It is all scattered into the wide world.— From mid-September my address 
will be once more University College, Liverpool.

With my best thanks in advance,
Sincerely yours, 
Kuno Meyer2

While Kuhn’s answer to Kuno Meyer does not seem to have survived the vicissi-
tudes of time, its contents may be inferred from the letter which its recipient sent 

1. For an edition of the German original see Maier 2016. The translation of relevant passages in 
German and French throughout the article was carried out by the author.
2 “Sehr geehrter Herr Professor! Es liegt mir sehr daran zu wissen, ob die Bibliothek von Joh. Kas-
par Zeuss nach seinem Tode (1856) nach München gekommen ist. Dürfte ich Sie bitten, gelegentlich, 
wenn Sie wieder dort sind, nachzufragen; auch mir ev. zu sagen, ob Handschriftliches von ihm 
irgend welcher Art in den Büchern oder sonst zu finden ist? Sie würden mir dadurch eine große 
Gefälligkeit erweisen. Ich war neulich in Kronach, der Heimat von Zeuss, u. fand auch nicht eine 
einzige Zeile od. ein Buch von ihm mehr vor. Alles in die weite Welt zerstreut. — Von Mitte Sept. 
an ist meine Adresse wieder University College, Liverpool. Mit bestem Dank im voraus Ihr sehr 
ergebener Kuno Meyer” (Maier 2016: 109).
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in response, telling Kuhn on 18 December 1894 that he would not like to molest him 
any further with a matter which in the end would yield only insignificant results, 
for he had been compelled to give up his plan to collect materials for a biography 
of Zeuss as hardly anything could be gleaned from those few acquaintances of 
Zeuss that were still alive.3 About a month before, Meyer had already told his old 
teacher Ernst Windisch:

He [Zeuss] seems to have led a rather solitary life, which of course was only natural 
in Vogtendorf. Incidentally, the two priests who I was told were close friends of his 
(and who are still alive at a ripe old age in Bavaria) informed me by letter that they 
had known him only superficially. One of them was called to administer him the last 
sacrament, but found that he had already passed away. For this reason I cannot, as 
I had hoped, put together something about the life of Zeuss and publish it, but when 
we publish our journal I hope to adorn the first volume with his portrait.4

In the end, it was not the Zeitschrift für celtische celtische Philologie 1 (1897) but rather 
Celtica 3 (1856) which was to be adorned with the portrait of Zeuss.5 Nevertheless, 
the above-quoted letters of Kuno Meyer are not without interest, for without them 
we would never have known about the considerable efforts that he made in order 
to pay the founder of Celtic Studies his respect, realising that it is only by studying 
the origins and history of an academic discipline that one can fully appreciate its 
present state and its place in society. Victor Tourneur’s Esquisse d’une histoire des etudes 
celtiques, the first monograph history of Celtic Studies, was published as early as 
1905, but in a private letter to J. Glyn Davies written immediately on its publication 
Kuno Meyer found it “very disappointing” and “not even a good book of reference”.6 
More than a hundred years later, a comprehensive history of Celtic Studies still 
remains to be written, but anybody waiting for it may draw comfort from the fact 
that in the age of digitisation the vast amount of unpublished manuscript material is 
so much more readily available to the researcher that such a volume is bound to be 
both more comprehensive and more colourful than anything that could have been 

3. Maier 2016: 111.
4. “Er scheint recht einsam gelebt zu haben, was in Vogtendorf freilich natürlich war. Die beiden 
Priester, die mir als besonders befreundet mit ihm genannt wurden, und die beide noch in hohem 
Alter in Bayern leben, schreiben mir übrigens, dass sie ihn nur ganz oberflächlich gekannt hätten. 
Der eine von ihnen wurde gerufen, ihm das letzte Sakrament zu erteilen, fand ihn aber schon ver-
schieden. Es ist mir daher auch nicht möglich, wie ich gehofft hatte, irgend etwas über das Leben 
von Zeuss zusammenzustellen u. zu publizieren, doch hoffe ich, wenn unsere Zeitschrift zu Stande 
kommt, das erste Heft mit seinem Bildnisse zu schnücken” (Maier 2016: 110).
5. See Hablitzel 1987: appendix no. 31, and cf. the contributions in Hablitzel and Stifter 2007.
6. See Maier 2017: 109.
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achieved a generation ago. The following extracts from letters written by outstand-
ing scholars during the formative early years of the newly established discipline 
will hopefully serve to illustrate the point. 

1. The letters of Whitley Stokes to Adolphe Pictet
When Johann Caspar Zeuss laid the foundations of modern Celtic Philology with his 
Grammatica Celtica (1853), he had at least three immediate fore run ners: the English 
physician and anthropologist James Cowles Prichard (1786–1848) with his book  
The Eastern Origin of the Celtic Nations (1831), the Swiss specialist in ballistics and 
amateur linguist Adolphe Pictet (1799–1875) with his essay ‘De l’affinité des langues 
celtiques avec le sanscrit’ (1836), and the German found ing father of Compara tive 
Philology Franz Bopp (1791–1867) with his treatise ‘Über die celtischen Sprachen vom 
Gesichtspunkt der ver gleichenden Sprach forschung’ (1838). However, as Prichard 
had died as early as 1848 and Bopp had moved on to studying other branches of 
Indo-European, it was only Adolphe Pictet who continued his Celtic researches in 
the wake of Zeuss’ seminal work, publishing articles in scholarly periodicals and 
correspond    ing with fellow scholars in Ireland, Britain, France and Germany. For 
the last sixteen years of his life, Pictet exchanged letters with Whitley Stokes, who 
was just beginning to make his name in Celtic Philology at that time. While Pictet’s 
letters to Stokes have yet to be traced, 26 letters and two postcards from Stokes to 
Pictet are extant among the papers of Adolphe Pictet in the Library of Geneva.7  
The correspondence appears to have begun in the spring of 1859, after the Swiss 
scholar had sent Stokes a copy of his lengthy Essai sur quelques inscriptions en langue 
gauloise (in which he had consistently misspelt Stokes’ first name, writing ‘Whitney’ 
instead of ‘Whitley’). Despite this blunder Stokes was evidently gratified at this rec-
ognition of his work and replied within less than a week, gratefully acknowledging 
the gift while eagerly taking the opportu ni ty to submit alternative interpretations 
on philological points of detail:8    

7. Bibliothèque de Genève, Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 153–211, 214–221, 147v. 
8. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 153–154. In my quotations from Stokes’s letters, I have replaced Greek and Irish 
characters by their Latin equivalents, italicising the words in question. Italics are also used for 
words which Stokes underlined.
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3 New Square 
Lincolns Inn. London. 

March 3. 1859.

Sir

I beg leave to return my thanks for your kindness in sending me a copy of 
your essay (which reached me only on Monday last), as well as for the flattering 
manner in which you have mentioned my name therein. I had previously studied 
the inscriptions given by M. de Belloguet, & had, I am proud to say, arrived at one 
or two of your conclusions (e. g. I had recognised dugiiontiio as the nom. sg. of a 
stem in tiôn). There are, however, a few points in which I cannot bring myself to 
agree with you; & these will, I trust, be noticed by you in a 2d edition of your essay.

In what follows, Stokes meticulously listed additions and corrections on some fif-
teen points of detail, noting among other things that Gaulish “namaus-ati-s is surely 
to be compared with Latin stems like Arpin-ati, Aquin-ati”, that Gaulish “eiōrou 
cannot be connected with iarraim (there is no such word as iaraim — O’Reilly has 
misled you)”, that Gaulish sosin “cannot be compared with the Irish sosin, for the 
second s in the Gaulish form would certainly have been lost between the vowels”, 
that Gaulish etic seems to him “a conjunction eti-c ‘and’, the c being the pronominal 
enclitic so common in Latin & Umbrian”, and that Gaulish VCVETIN was  “surely 
an acc. sg. of an i-stem like RATI-N”. He concluded his letter by writing:

I cannot help expressing my belief that there are more Gaulish inscriptions lying un-
noticed in the provincial museums of France. I have no doubt that there are some in 
Galatia. With the earnest hope that your investigations may tend to direct attention 
to these valuable linguistic relics, I have the honour to remain

your obedient servant
Whitley Stokes.

As a postscript he added:

You will be glad to know that Siegfried is now Professor of Sanskrit & Comparative 
Philology in the University of Dublin; also that Edwin Norris (decipherer of Cune-
iform inscriptions) has just completed an edition of the Cornish drama. Have you 
Duchalais? I have not yet had time to see whether CASSIA TOVTA SEGVSIAV(A) 
Glück K N. 153 is all Gaulish.

Occupying four closely written pages, Stokes’ first letter to Pictet may be said to be 
fairly typical of those that were to follow — both in its length and in its style and 
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contents. On the one hand, Stokes was always ready to pay deference to the older 
and more experienced scholar (who was, after all, five years older than his own 
father), but on the other hand, he was also keen to assert views of his own, com-
menting on the ideas of his correspondent, and correcting interpreta tions which he 
thought erroneous. Moreover, he passed on information concerning new discover-
ies, work in progress, and the doings of other Celticists. Reading Stokes’ letters to 
Pictet today, the most interesting passages are those in which he refers to newly 
discovered material that has long since become classic and those in which he talks 
about his fellow scholars, bringing to life a range of names which most modern 
students of Celtic only know from the battered leather spines and foxy title-pages 
of those stately, well-worn volumes dating back to the early days of the discipline.

A prominent feature in this correspondence is the two scholars’ mutual inter-
est in Continental Celtic.9 As the sum total of Gaulish inscriptions known today 
is not so much larger than it was 150 years ago, Stokes’ comments on them tend to 
round up the usual suspects, a provisional list of familiar names including the well-
known inscriptions from Alise-Sainte-Reine, Vaison, Vieux-Poitiers and Todi. Some 
of Stokes’ interpretations are rather wide of the mark, such as the above-quoted 
analysis of the form dugiiontio, which is now generally taken to be the third person 
plural of a present relative form, corresponding to Old Irish bertae. On the other 
hand, Stokes in several instances already gave what is still regarded as the correct 
interpretation — or at least as one of several plausible possibilities. With regard to 
the Todi inscription, Stokes’ interpretation was pioneering, as he himself realised:10 

Lottner (as he himself wd be the first to acknowledge) had nothing to do with deter-
mining the Celticity of the Todi-inscription. I am rather proud of this inscription, as 
I persisted in my view notwithstanding a severe snub (as we say) from Aufrecht, to 
whom in my innocence I communicated my discovery. 

Unsurprisingly, in those days there were still doubts on the Celticity of several other 
Gaulish texts, Stokes telling Pictet in a letter dated Easter Sunday 1859:11

You & Jacob Grimm will probably now see fit to change your readings of the for-
mulas of Marcellus — now, I mean, since the publication of the Gaulish inscriptions. 
One, for instance, (which I quote from memory) you will probably read

9. See Blom 2011.
10. Letter dated 6 December 1867 (Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 193–194).
11. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 157–158.
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tetun | creson | co | bregan | gresso

in | mon | derco | marcos | axati | son

I follow Siegfried in translating in mon derco “in meo oculo”. Marcos nom. sg. gresso 
gen. sg. bregan acc. sg. of a fem. â-stem. Pity it is that the reading of these formulae 
are so doubtful. I suspect axati to be a verb in the 3rd sg. pres. indic. act. You mention 
in your Essai that Zeuss acknowledged their celticity. Have you a copy of his letter? 
It would be very precious to Siegfried & myself. 

Apart from their common interest in Old Celtic inscriptions, Stokes also shared 
Pictet’s interest in the Gaulish personal names that had been preserved by classi-
cal authors, writing from Calcutta on 1 Jan. 1868:12

I have lately read the latter half of your paper on Gaulish names compounded with 
epo-, marco- etc. (the first half is not procurable here!). Could not epo- in some of these 
names have sunk down to merely an intensive prefix, like march- in Welsh & horse- in 
English? Epo-so-gnâtos hochwohlgeboren!

He was also delighted when he learnt that Pictet planned to make a study of Gaulish 
river names, telling him on 12 January 1869, “If I can contribute any thing which 
you think of value I shall be not only happy but proud”.13

As an example of Stokes’ interest not only in Gaulish names, but in all sorts 
of Celtic words transmitted by classical authors, one might quote in full the fol-
lowing card written at Simla on 17 August 1874:

My dear Monsieur Pictet
A conjectural emendation of Pliny, which has just occurred to me, will, I think, 

inter est you. Plin. XVIII c. 40, cited by Diefenbach Origg. Eur. 235 “Secale Taurini 
sub Alpibus asiam vocant.” For asiam read sasiam (the initial s was dropt owing to 
the final s of the pre ced ing word), and we get the Old Celtic equivalent of Skr. sasya 
“granum”, Zend hahya, which Rhys had already found in Welsh haidd ‘barley’. 

I hope you will approve of this &, if so, that it may be in time for the new 
edition of Origines. It is a pity that sasya is neuter, sasia feminine & haidd masculine: 
mais dans ce monde on ne peut pas avoir toute chose.

Yours very sincerely
Whitley Stokes

12. Ms. fr. 4229, f. 199.
13. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 202–203.
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Turning from Continental Celtic to the Insular Celtic languages, we may note that 
Stokes was mainly concerned with the mediaeval forms of Insular Celtic, and that 
although Welsh and Breton were not neglected, Old and Middle Irish clearly took 
pride of place in his researches. While his work on Continental Celtic was often 
about the correct grammatical analysis of a given form, one of his main interests in 
Irish Philology was to establish the correct meaning of lexical items and to elimi-
nate ghost-words which continued to be taken at face value by Indo-Europeanists 
unfamiliar with the problems of Irish lexicography. Having been told that Gaulish 
eiōrou could not possibly be connected with Irish iarraim, his Swiss correspondent 
appears to have pointed to O’Donovan as his authority, upon which Stokes declared:14

Anything that O’Donovan or (still more) Curry, say about Irish words deserves at-
tention. But I think they are both wrong about iarraim. I have never met this form in 
a ms. always iarfaigim. And you observe neither of them gave Siegfried an instance 
of the occurrence of iarraim.

In a similar vein, Stokes told Pictet some months later:15

I strongly suspect the Celticism of maistir. Curry has never seen it in a ms. & believes 
it to be quite a modern word. It is used, he says, as a delicate expression for urine in 
the South. Perhaps it may be nothing but the English moisture.

As is plain from many scathing references, Stokes’ bête noire in the field of Celtic 
lexicography was Edward O’Reilly (1765–1830), whom Pictet had innocently taken 
as a respectable authority. However, when Stokes received the second volume of Pictet’s 
Origines indo-européennes, he was delighted to find that his warnings had been heeded:16

First let me congratulate you on the healthy scepticism regarding O’Reilly which you 
shew in several places, and which I trust you will continue to cultivate. […] O’Reilly 
was grossly ignorant & did not possess even a vernacular knowledge of Irish.

When Pictet told him that that he was going to prepare a second edition of his book, 
Stokes recommended that he also consult John Rhŷs, as it was “most desirable 
that a classical work like yours shd be freed from the forgeries & blunders of Pughe 
& O’Reilly.”17

14. Letter dated Easter Sunday 1859 (Ms. 4229, ff. 157–158)
15. Letter dated 30 July 1859 (Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 167–168).
16. Letter dated 16 September 1863 (Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 179–190). 
17. Letter dated 27 February 1874 (Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 210–211).
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As appears from a letter which he wrote on 6 February 1860, Stokes did not expect 
any short-term solution to the difficulties besetting Irish lexico graphy, telling Pictet 
in a kind of grim resignation:18 

You will I fear never have a thesaurus of the Irish language unless some German 
scholar comes and does it. Curry & O’Donovan are getting old & do not work cor-
dially together; and there is no one else competent. Even they could not produce 
such a work as modern scholar-ship demands & has a right to expect. They are still 
confused by the blundering rules of the native Irish grammarians & translate hápax 
legómena (of which there are a large number) with the most surprising rashness. 
Meanwhile the best thing to do is to print all attainable glosses & glossaries, of which 
there are many.

Occasionally we also get glimpses of exciting new discoveries that continued to be 
made in libraries, Stokes informing Pictet in the very same letter:

You will be glad to hear that a ms. formerly belonging to the Abbey of Deer in Aber-
deen-shire has been discovered in the Public Library at Cambridge, containing spec-
imens of Scotch Gaelic of the 8th or 9th & the 13th centuries. They are not extensive, 
but very interesting.

Turning from matters of philology to personal relationships, the scholar with whom 
Stokes cooperated most closely and most cordially may safely be taken to have been 
Rudolf Thomas Siegfried (1830–1863).19 From the many instances in which his name 
is mentioned in the letters to Pictet, it appears that Stokes trusted his scholar ly judg-
ment implicitly and without hesitation. Thus Stokes referred to Siegfried’s share 
in the gestation of his own book Irish Glosses in the above-quoted letter by writing: 

Indeed whenever you meet with anything you think particularly ingenious you may 
attribute it to Siegfried — who read all the proofs & made most valuable suggestions 
which however he would rarely permit me to acknowledge.

This lavish praise evidently intrigued Pictet, who consequently appears to have 
asked Stokes about Siegfried’s background. Presumably in response to some such 
question Stokes told him in a letter dated 14 April 1860:20

18. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 169–170.
19. See Ó Dochartaigh 2011.
20. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 171–172.
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As to my dear friend Siegfried, he is a German (a native of Dessau), but with Slavon-
ic (Bohemian) blood in his veins by the mother’s side. I hope to God he will live to 
finish his book, but fear that he has some complaint in his spine.

The book here mentioned was an introduction to Comparative Philology, about the 
progress of which Stokes reported to Pictet on 24 March 1861:21

You will be glad to hear that he is not now complaining of his health, & is working 
steadily at his introduction to Comparative Philology. Whether he will ever finish 
it, is another question. “While the wise men ponder the fools take the footsteps” is a 
Servian [i.e. Serbian] proverb which, I fear, is very applicable to his case.

The following short note in a letter to Pictet dated 4 August 1861 refers to what 
may well have been the last occasion on which Siegfried and Stokes saw each other 
before the latter departed to India:22

Our friend Siegfried surprised me by walking in here last Friday on his way to Des-
sau for his vacation. He looked very well & as happy as a man ought to be under 
such circumstances. I despair of his ever finishing his Introduction to Comp. Philol-
ogy. He has a morbid love for unattainable perfection.

Writing from Madras on 16 September 1863, Stokes referred to Siegfried’s death in 
terms which leave no doubt about how keenly he felt this loss:23

But you have doubtless heard as I have since I came to India of the deplorable death 
of Sieg fried — a death brought on by relentless unremitting study. The last by-work 
which he did was an essay on your Gontauros inscription, which Lottner has pub-
lished in the Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy. His death has taken from my 
life half its brightness and hope.

All the more pleased Stokes was when he read Pictet’s obituary of Siegfried, prais-
ing his deceased friend in terms which say much about the way in which he wished 
to be regarded and regarded himself:24

21. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 175–176.
22. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 177–178.
23. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 179–190.
24. Letter dated 6 October 1867 (Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 191–192).
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What you have said about him will be more than justified by an article called Mis-
cellanea Celtica, which, with much labour, I have put together from over 3000 scraps 
of paper in his handwriting which Dr Todd sent me some time ago. The article will 
appear in the Philological Society’s Transactions, & also, I hope, in the Beitraege. I 
am sorry that you do not speak of Lottner, whose discoveries about the Celtic verb 
are, in my opinion, quite as important as Ebel’s about declension; & I regret that you 
shd  have placed me so nearly on a level with Siegfried, a position which I do not, & 
never shall, deserve.

Among the comparative philologists whom Stokes evidently valued less highly was 
Max Müller, as may be gauged from the following reference in a letter to Pictet 
dated 4 August 1861:25

M. Müller’s “Lectures on the science of language”, which have just been published, 
will, I trust, make the English cease to regard our science as the guesswork of foolish 
learned men. — But his orthodoxy, which is more than English orthodoxy — makes 
him say strange things about his three families of languages & I know not what. And 
the book will not increase his reputation in Germany.

Nevertheless, Stokes was always measured in his criticism of other scholars — at 
least in his letters to Pictet and, one might add, in those to Adalbert Kuhn. Thus he 
told Pictet on 24 March 1861:26

Your friend Weber has just received a formidable castigation in Goldstücker’s book 
on Pânini which accompanies a facsimile of the Mânava-kalpa-sûtra. Kuhn, too, & 
Böhtlingk are not spared. Altogether it is a savage onslaught, reminding one of the 
way scholars of the 17th century used to call one another porcus quidam.

As regards the situation of Celtic Studies in general, he gave a rather gloomy assess-
ment in a letter dated 12 October 1874:

I am very glad you have got the second edn of Goidelica. I fear that poor Trübner the 
publisher will lose heavily by the book, there is so little demand for such publications 
in England, and not at all in Ireland. — Anything more deplorable than the state of 
Celtic studies in Ireland you can hardly conceive. Zeuss & Ebel have (so far as the 
Irish are concerned) laboured in vain. Then the religious difficulty comes into play. 

25. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 177–178. For recent appreciations of Max Müller and his role in Victorian philol-
ogy and linguistics, see Davis and Nicholls 2018.
26. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 175–176.
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The priests are in an agony lest anything shd be published likely to discredit their 
Church, & this leads to suppressions & falsifications. The printing of my three-text 
edition of the Calendar of Oengus (which the Royal Irish Academy undertook) has 
been stopped after it had got down to May 21 — why? I believe because I refused 
compliances with the request of Cardinal Cullen’s secretary to suppress those stories 
of Créd’s pregnancy & Becnait’s impregnation — they occur as marginal notes to the 
Lebar Brecc copy of the Calendar of Oengus — published in the Revue celtique IV, 199, 
200. In Irish matters the Academy is wholly under the dominion of Catholic priests 
& bishops.

Small wonder that the small band of Celticists should occasionally have felt that they 
had to brace themselves and face a sea of troubles, Stokes telling Pictet in a letter 
from Calcutta on 12 January 1869:27

I, too, have often thought of the fate that seems to persecute Celtic scholars: Zeuss, 
Glück, Siegfried, O’Donovan, Curry dead, Todd dying, myself in exile. But courage! 
You & Ebel are still at work, Ascoli proposes to print the great Milan codex, and M. 
Gaidoz tells me that a distinguished German scholar — Giesler — (who is he?) has just 
been appointed to a chair in Galway & is going to study Irish. When one soldier falls 
another of the little band is ready to take his place in the ranks. In 1871 I hope to 
return to Europe for a year and then to have the happiness of making your personal 
acquaintance.

As regards the final remark in this passage, it may be noted that Stokes only rarely 
referred to his own condition or to his own future plans, except in connection with 
scholarly projects. Thus he reported to Pictet on 16 September 1863:28

In the autumn of 1861 I was near you — having gone to Turin & got the O. Ir. glosses 
there; thence to Milan where is a ms. black with Ir. glosses; thence, over the Weisz 
Thor, to Zermatt, & so to Berne, when I got the Ir. glosses on the Horace which Orelli 
makes known in the preface to his edition. These please God shall all be printed soon.

Some more remarks about his situation in India are to be found in the same letter: 

Since my arrival I have been appointed Reporter to the High Court and also Acting 
Administrator General. The last is a lucrative appointment & I have been enabled 
to indulge myself in printing the Félire Oengusso — the longest & most important of 

27. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 202–203.
28. Ms. fr. 4229, ff.  179–190.
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our Old Irish poems. The text is already printed. I am going on with the translation 
& intend to add a glossary, which will be a good step to making an Irish Dictionary. 
During my voyage from England I amused myself trans crib ing & translating a Cor-
nish play on the Creation & the Flood, of which the ms. is in Oxford.

As is evident from this passage, Stokes’ professional career in India was some thing 
of a mixed blessing, bringing financial success, but straining both his health and 
his time.29 Thus Stokes told Pictet on 25 September 1868 in a letter from Simla:30

I am so deplorably taken up by my heavy official duties that I have scarcely even an 
hour for philology, and the Govt. is going to give me, in addition to my present office, 
that of Standing Counsel to the Indian Army.’

Significantly, Stokes is largely silent as regards family matters, mentioning his wife 
only once in passing and his children not at all. All the more revealing is the fol-
lowing passage in a letter dated 4 August 1861:

I am ashamed of having left your last letter so long unanswered, but there has been 
a great sorrow in my family — my favourite sister has died — and I have been disin-
clined to write more than was absolutely necessary.

As the only occasion on which Stokes talked politics in his letters to Pictet, one might 
finally quote his comment about political tensions between Switzerland and France:31

You rejoice me greatly by what you say as to the spirit of your countrymen. Ah if 
I were prime-minister of England you should not have to rest satisfied with mere 
expressions of sympathy. I would say to Louis Napoleon: Stop arming, stop building 
warships, stop throwing Europe into chronic alarm and irritation, or fight — and God 
defend the right. We shd never have heard of the annexation of Savoy if our cabinet 
had had the manliness to say so six months ago — But it is a cabinet d’aisance.

“I feel very much gratified & honoured by the gift of your portrait”, Stokes told 
Pictet in the autumn of 1875, some three months after he had sent him his own 
photograph at the latter’s explicit request. “You seem so hale and strong that I have 
good hopes of seeing you when I return to Europe — hopes in which my wife heart-
ily joins.” This, however, was to be Stokes’ last letter to the Swiss scholar. Dated 

29. On Stokes’s life in India, see Chancellor 2011.
30. Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 200–201.
31. Letter dated 14 April 1860 (Ms. fr. 4229, ff. 171–172).
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Simla, 23 September 1875, it probably reached his correspondent only weeks before 
the latter’s death on 20 December 1875. Looking at all 126 pages of Stokes’ letters 
to Pictet, the wealth of ideas enshrined in them and the many references to work 
just printed, in press or in progress, one feels bound to acknowledge that Whitley 
Stokes amply fulfilled the resolution expressed at the outset of this correspond-
ence, namely that “if time & health are only spared I trust to do something yet to 
set these poor old Celtic languages on their legs”.32 

2. The letters of Henri d’Arbois de Jubainville to Ernst Windisch
If the beginnings of Celtic Studies in Ireland were intimately bound up with the 
study of Irish antiquities in the wake of Romanticism, the French interest in all 
things Gaulish had originated as early as the Renaissance, Guillaume Postel (1518–
1581) publishing his Histoire memorable des expeditions … faicts par les Gaules in 1552. 
Some 150 years later, Paul-Yves Pezron (1639–1706) and his Antiquité de la nation, et 
de la langue des Celtes autrement appelez Gaulois (1703) ushered in the period when 
Gaulish and Celtic came to be regarded as near synonyms, leading to an enthusias-
tic reception of the Poems of Ossian in France and the establishment of an Académie 
celtique in 1804. If the first-ever Chair of Celtic was established at Oxford in 1877, 
France could boast to have produced the first scholarly journal for the newly estab-
lished academic discipline, the folklorist Henri Gaidoz (1842–1932) having founded 
Revue celtique in 1870. Yet when it was decided to establish a Chair of Celtic Language 
and Literature at the Collège de France in Paris, its first incumbent was not Gaidoz, 
but an historian and medievalist.

Born in Nancy in 1827, the son of a lawyer, Henri d’Arbois de Jubainville had 
been a student at the École nationale des chartes from 1845 to 1850, having subse-
quently been Director of the Archives départementales de l’Aube from 1852 to 1880. 
While his main work was an eight-volume Histoire des ducs et comtes de Champagne 
depuis le VIe siècle jusqu’ à la fin du XIe (1859–1869), he had also published a Répertoire 
archéologique du Département de l’Aube (1861) and a volume on Les premiers hab-
itants de l’Europe (1877). As a Professor of Celtic, his chief legacy came to be his 
twelve-volume Cours de littérature celtique (1883–1902).  As d’Arbois was something 
of a newcomer to Celtic Studies when he was first appointed to the Paris chair, 
he sought to establish cordial links with the small band of other scholars tilling 
the same field. One of these was the German Indo-Euro peanist Ernst Windisch, 
who had picked up Irish from Standish Hayes O’Grady during a stay in London in 
1871, being subsequently appointed Professor of Comparative Philology in the uni-
versities of Heidelberg, Strasbourg and Leipzig. 43 letters and 13 postcards among 
the papers of Ernst Windisch in Leipzig University Archive (Nachlass Windisch 

32. Letter dated 30 July 1859 (Ms. fr. 4229 ff. 167–168).
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2.7.1–56), the majority dating from the years between 1884 and 1900, testify to the 
cordial relationship between the two scholars at a time when Franco-German rela-
tions were frequently rather strained. The complimentary tone which d’Arbois 
generally adopted towards Windisch is evident from the very first of these letters, 
dated 30 April 1884, in which he praised a recent article by Windisch, reminiscing 
about a scholarly discussion which he had just had with the latter:33 

Cher ami, J’ai reçu votre article, je l’ai immédiatement parcouru, mais je ne l’ai pas 
lu à fond. Je l’ai envoyé à mon relieur. Quand il me reviendra, dans peu de jours, 
il sera plus commode à étudier à fond. J’ai vu que sous forme d’article vous avez 
donné la matière d’un volume, très bien disposé et plein de science. Les seuls points 
sur lesquels je ne suis pas de votre avis sont ceux sur les quels nous avons déja dit 
quelques mots, lors de votre aimable visite. 

The extent to which d’Arbois was ready to acknowledge Windisch’s superior knowl-
edge as an Indo-Europeanist and Celticist is unequivocally stated in a letter dated 
21 August 1887: “Je ne parlerai pas des éloges  que vous méritez. Quoique plus âgé 
que vous, je suis votre élève”.34 Nevertheless, his letters and postcards are gener-
ally written in an easy-going conversational tone, which is  well exemplified by 
the following postcard dated 6 August 1890:35

Cher ami, Me voici à la campagne, pensant au plaisir que j’ai eu de vous y voir et à 
celui que j’aurais à vous y revoir.  A quoi employez vous vos vacances? Je pense y 
terminer le second volume des Premiers habitants de l’Europe. Je vais me trouver sur 
quelques points en désaccord avec vous, comme vous avez pu le voir dans la chro-
nique de la Revue celtique à propos de Rhys. Je vais me servir beaucoup des travaux 
de Kluge. Qui donc a fait la partie celtique de son Etymologisches Woerterbuch?  

33. “My Dear Friend, I have received your article, I have skimmed through it immediately, but I 
have not read it carefully. I have sent it to my binder, and when it is returned to me in a few days, 
it will be more convenient to study it in depth. I have seen that under the guise of an article you 
have given the substance of a book, very well organized and full of scholarship. The only points 
on which I do not agree with you are those on which we have already had some discussion during 
your amiable visit” (Nachlass Windisch 2.7.1).
34. “I shall not eulogize you in the way you deserve. Although I am older than you, I am your 
student” (Nachlass Windisch 2.7.15).
35. “My Dear Friend, Here I am in the country, thinking of the pleasure I have had in seeing you 
there and of that which I should have in seeing you there again. How do you use your holidays? I 
propose to finish the second volume of the Premiers habitants de l’Europe. On some points I shall 
find myself in disagreement with you, as you may have seen from the chronicle of the Revue 
celtique with regard to Rhys. I shall make copious use of the works of Kluge. Who was responsible 
for the Celtic part of his Etymologisches Wörterbuch? Give my kind regards to Mrs. Windisch and 
believe me yours truly H. d’Arbois de Jubainville” (Nachlass Windisch 2.7.29).
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Veuillez présenter mes respectueux hommages à Madame Windisch et me croire 
votre bien dévoué H. d’Arbois de Jubainville.

Unsurprisingly, the letters contain both references to debates in Celtic Studies 
(such as a brief discussion of the Celtic origins of Old French veltre in a letter 
dated 8 October 1886) and the inevitable gossip, d’Arbois telling Windisch in a letter 
dated 30 April 1884:36 

Je reçois à l’instant les Keltische Studien de Zimmer. Il est vraiment très drôle. Il me 
semble y avoir au fond de cette brochure une découverte intéressante, mais l’auteur 
y associe des sottises qui ne peuvent porter d’un esprit judicieux.

An interesting aspect of university life is highlighted by a brief reference to an 
exchange of students, d’Arbois thanking his German friend and colleague for the 
way in which the latter had welcomed a student of his at Leipzig in a letter dated 
19 November 1886:37

Mon cher ami, Je tiens à vous remercier de la façon si bienveillante dans vous avez 
accueilli Louis Duvau qui me fait bien de plaisir en me donnant des nouvelles de vos 
leçons. Il y prend un grand intérêt, notamment à ce que vous dites des neo-gram-
mairiens ; il trouve très amusante la forme que vous savez donner à votre scepticisme.

The fear of an impending war between France and Germany is mentioned in a letter 
dated 28 October 1887, but on this controversial topic d’Arbois chose to adopt a rather 
philosophical approach:38

36. “I have just received Zimmer’s Keltische Studien. He is really a very droll fellow. It seems to me 
that his booklet is based on an interesting discovery, but the author mixes this up with follies which 
do not commend themselves to a judicious mind” (Nachlass Windisch 2.7.1). 
37. “My Dear Friend, I should like to thank you for the benevolent way in which you have received 
Louis Duvau, who gives me great pleasure by providing me with news of your lectures. He takes 
great interest notably in what you say about the neo-grammarians; he finds the form in which you 
couch your scepticism most amusing” (Nachlass Windisch 2.7.11).
38. “The prospect of seeing Ariovist in my home and of having to choose between the quality of 
a Lorrain and that of a Frenchman is to me unspeakably painful; I had rather die before it comes 
to that, although that does not keep me from entertaining a profound affection  for you. […] But I 
still hope that war will be avoided. For a long time I have seen the same animosity between France 
and Britain, which exists now between France and Germany, and there was no war” (Nachlass 
Windisch 2.7.17).
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La perspective de voir Arioviste chez moi et d’avoir à choisir entre la qualité de Lor-
rain et celle de Français, m’est on ne peut plus pénible; je voudrais mourir avant; ce qui 
ne m’empêche pas d’avoir pour vous une profonde affection. […] Mais j’espère toujo-
urs que la guerre sera évitée. J’ai vu longtemps entre la France et l’Angleterre la même 
animosité qu’aujourd’hui entre la France et l’Allemagne et il n’y a pas eu de guerre.

Sadly, however, cordial feelings between individuals did not prevent the inter-
national political situation from deteriorating further and further, leading ulti mate ly 
to the outbreak of that Great War which had been in the minds of politicians, mili-
tary officers and the public at large for so long. Henri d’Arbois was spared to witness 
the ensuing ravages, having died at the age of 82 on 26 February 1910. His friend 
Ernst Windisch died on 30 October 1918, twelve days before the armistice came 
into force, leaving the letters that he had received from numerous friends and col-
leagues as a testimonial to that spirit of cordial international cooperation between 
scholars of widely different backgrounds which may still be upheld as a model.

Eberhard-Karls University of Tübingen
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Gary Manchec-German

In his article ‘Dans le silence de l’ histoire’,1 Jean Le Dû quotes the French author, 
Michel Robida, whom he describes as a ‘un bourgeois parisien’. The latter wrote 
about a vacation he had spent in Plougrescant, an isolated fishing community on 
the Tregor coast of north-western Brittany where Jean’s parents and family origi-
nated. Robida offers the following account: ‘To pass the time we were taken to the 
farms where the use of the fork was still unknown. The farmworkers would dip 
their hands directly into the cabbage, lard, potatoes and curdled milk that consti-
tuted their everyday meal and which was placed before them in cavities that had 
been hollowed out directly into the wood of the table.’ The Parisian author adds 
that the roads were so rough that it took over an hour to travel to the closest town, 
Tréguier,2 a mere 10 km away. This was the world into which Jean Le Dû was born 
in 1938 and which he knew intimately. Thoroughly Breton-speaking, only a few 
educated people in the parish spoke French, namely, the schoolmaster, the mayor, 
the priest and a few shop owners. All those from outside the parish boundaries, 
whether Breton or French-speaking, were viewed with suspicion and as outsiders. 

After the war, Jean’s family moved to Dieppe, in Normandy, where a large 
Breton-speaking community manned the fishing and merchant marine fleets. Jean’s 
father earned his living on a fishing trawler. In a revealing passage from his article 
‘Can a language be saved, the case of Breton’,3 he recounts a childhood experience 
which marked his realization that language is simply an extension of self. 

I vividly remember my first day in the École Michelet, the local school in Dieppe, 
around Easter 1948, when the children came dancing around me shouting “Un Bret-
on!” as if I had landed from another planet ... Children do not like to be different, so I 
quickly picked up their local brand of French, sprinkled with traces of Norman patois. 
That is probably the reason why I have ever since been interested in the way people 
vary in habits and languages. Up to that period, I took someone’s manner of speaking as 
a component of his personality, on a par with his gait, his size or the colour of his hair.

1. Cf. Le Dû, J. & Y. Le Berre, 2019, Métamorphoses, 30 ans de sociolinguistique à Brest : 1984–2014, 
Brest: CRBC, 267–73. For a synthesis of their book and their work more generally, cf. German, G., 
fc., ‘Elements of a Sociolinguistic Theory: the Case of Breton’, Dialectologia et Geolinguistica.
2. The birthplace of Ernest Renan.
3. In Kallasmaa, M. & V. Oja, eds., 2009, Ko-dukeela ja keele kodu. Home language and the home of a 
language, Tallinn: Eesti Keele Sihtasutus, 77–89.
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As an adolescent growing up in Dieppe, Jean Le Dû remained attached to his 
Tregor dialect of Breton and made a point of speaking only Breton to his parents. 
At 18, after being admitted to the University of Rennes II, he majored in English 
and Breton language and literature. It bears mentioning that Jean and his grand-
mother served as Kenneth Jackson’s informants for the Plougrescant area while he 
was preparing his monumental Historical Phonology of Breton (1967).4 After earning 
his licence (BA), Jean was accepted as a lecteur to the University of Galway (1960–
62) where he mastered the Connemara variety of Irish that was still in general use 
as a community language. During his stay in Galway he became a lifelong friend 
of his roommate, Pádraig ‘Paddy’ MacKernan, who was later to become Secretary 
General of the Irish Department of Foreign Affairs as well as ambassador to France 
and the United States. He was also a good friend of Professor Proinsias Mac Cana.

Jean’s love for Ireland and the Irish language never diminished and, in 2010, he 
published his French translation of Micil Chonrai’s autobiography (Une vie irlandaise 
du Connemara à Ráth Chairn, histoire de la vie de Micil Chonraí, Terre de brume-PUR, 
2010) even before it was translated from Irish into English. His special affinity for 
the people of rural Ireland stemmed in large part from the close parallels he saw 
between his native Tregor and the poor Irish-speaking communities he encountered 
in the Gaeltacht.5 Given Jean’s personal background, it is logical that his perception 
of language, whether Breton, Irish, English or French, should be from the perspec-
tive of vernacular speakers who, in general, have tended to be on the bottom rung 
of the social ladder. This social view fundamentally determined the orientation of 
his future research leading him to fiercely oppose the prescriptive policies advocated 
by certain Breton-language colleagues and activists at the University of Rennes II.

Upon his return from Ireland in 1962, Jean was nominated as an assistant de 
phonétique at the University of Rennes II and, despite two years of obligatory mil-
itary service (1964–1965), he successfully completed a PhD (Doctorat de 3ème Cycle) 
in English phonology at the University of Rennes II in 1968. During this same year 
he was appointed as a Maître-Assistant de Celtique at the newly founded University 
of Western Brittany, Brest, where he spent the rest of his career. It was here that 
he applied to do a habilitation (Thèse d’ état), devoted to the study of his native vari-
ety of Plougrescant Breton (Tregor dialect), under the supervision of Professor 
François Falc’hun. It was the latter’s work in geolinguistics and Breton phonology 
that inspired Jean to focus his life’s work on these topics. 

In 1978, at the age of 40, he successfully defended his habilitation and, in 1980, 

4. Jackson, K., 1967, Historical Phonology of Breton, Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies. 
5. Cf. Le Dû, J., 2013, ‘Revivalists and native speakers in Brittany and in Ireland: a paradoxical 
misunderstanding’ in: C. Hambro, L. I. Widerøe, Lochlann: festskrift til Jan Erik Rekdal, Oslo: 
Hermes, 331–343.
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was promoted to full professor, replacing Professor Falc’hun who had retired two 
years previously.

Shortly after his nomination, he embarked upon his Nouvel Atlas Linguistique 
de la Basse-Bretagne, an immense endeavour which will certainly be considered to 
be his greatest legacy. Published in 2001, it is a two-volume work comprising 600 
maps each of which is composed of 187 geographical points of enquiry, nearly three 
times as many as Professor Le Roux’s Atlas Linguistique de la Basse-Bretagne (1927–
1977). Few languages of the world, whether endangered or not, can boast of two 
high-quality linguistic atlases documenting the state of vernacular Breton through-
out the 20th century. Taken together, the two atlases represent a treasure trove of 
information for both variationists and diachronic linguists. 

During the early 1980s, Jean Le Dû and his colleague, Yves Le Berre (who 
shared a similar social and linguistic background), decided to coordinate their work 
on the Breton language in an attempt to construct a coherent theoretical sociolin-
guistic framework in which to analyse language. In order to provide a forum in 
which scholars specializing in Breton and other languages could test and share their 
ideas, they founded the GRELB (Groupe de recherche sur l’ économie linguistique de la 
Bretagne) in 1984. After ten years of fruitful seminars, Le Dû and Le Berre organ-
ized a seminal three-day international colloquium held in Brest entitled Badume/
Standard/Norme (in 1994).6 In this colloquium, they presented many of the core the-
oretical concepts that are expressed in their Metamorphoses (cf. footnote 1). 

One of their later research projects led them to contemplate the possibility of a 
common Gaulish substratum in both French and Breton. This was a hypothesis that 
had first been proposed by Professor Falc’hun during the 1950s and that had been 
received with considerable scepticism and was even openly mocked by leading Celtic-
language specialists. Nevertheless, the view has recently gained wider acceptance, 
particularly among French toponymists who have found undeniable (and often late) 
Gaulish evidence in their micro-toponymic studies of France. Together with Yves 
Le Berre and Guylaine Brun-Trigaud, Jean Le Dû co-authored a thought-provoking 
book on this topic entitled Lectures de l’Atlas Linguistique de la France de Gilliéron et 
Edmont. Du temps dans l’espace, CTHS, 2005, showing the shared linguistic heritage 
of French and Breton and long-standing Celtic (i.e. Gaulish) and Latin elements in 
both languages. His article in this volume was inspired from this research. It appears 
here for the first time in English for the benefit of an international audience. We are 
honoured to publish what was sadly destined to be Jean’s last article. 

6. Badume (unwritten, highly variable, ‘paritary’ basilects of Breton spoken by the mass of the 
Breton-speaking population); Standard (the ecclesiastical model proposed by the Catholic clergy for 
the celebration of mass, sermons, hymns and religious rites); Norme (the highly formal/disparitary 
form of French which is the official language of the French Republic).
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I cannot do justice to his many accomplishments and contributions in such a short 
text and I can only mention of few of these. From 1984 until his retirement in 1999, 
Jean was also the director of the Celtic dimension of the Atlas Linguarum Europae. 
In 1988, Jean was nominated by the France’s prestigious Centre National de Recherche 
Scientifique as the director of the regional linguistic atlases of France. His insatia-
ble curiosity about language contact and cross-cultural exchanges prompted him to 
co-author the two-volume Atlas linguistique des Petites Antilles (2011) with Guylaine 
Brun-Trigaud (CNRS, University of Nice) dedicated to documenting the French-based 
creoles spoken in the French Antilles (Saint-Barthélémy, Guadeloupe and Martinique). 

Over the years, Jean never forgot his roots and remained ever-faithful to his 
Plougrescant badume. In 2012, he published a monumental two-volume Breton-
French / French-Breton dictionary (1,038 pages) on the Breton of his parish.  
It represents a lifetime of patient fieldwork and each entry is presented in an easy-
to-read, phonetically accurate Breton orthography that he conceived especially to 
facilitate the task of those unable to read standard Breton. This should be required 
reading for anyone seeking an in-depth understanding of the language and is a 
wonderful complement to Jules Gros’ volumes on Tregor Breton.

As a university professor, Jean left an indelible mark on several generations 
of students who discovered the Breton language through his eyes, not as the lan-
guage of a down-trodden Celtic people struggling to preserve their language and 
culture against their traditional French enemies, but rather in the timeless, practi-
cal and down-to-earth way it was (and still is) viewed by the peasantry and fisher 
folk who spoke/speak it naturally as their first language. 

Well-known internationally, he was a frequent speaker for decades at colloquia, 
conferences and seminars around the world. Jean’s affable nature was apparent even 
in these formal academic settings but he was perhaps happiest exchanging, bantering 
and joking with the everyday people he encountered at home and abroad. He loved 
spontaneous encounters and was as eager to learn from his interlocutors — regard-
less of their social status — as he was to share his vast knowledge, but always in a 
humorous, matter-of-fact way. His love of language simply reflected his love of people. 

Never would I have imagined when I first asked Jean to contribute an arti-
cle to Celto-Slavica on his ALF study that I would now be writing his obituary. 
Tragically, he unexpectedly passed away near his home while taking a walk with 
his wife, Françoise, on the morning of May 6, 2020. This short account offers a mere 
glimpse into his rich and productive life. Hopefully, it also conveys some idea to the 
reader not only of his scholarly accomplishments but also his humanity and kind-
ness. He will be sorely missed.






