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Course goals and aims
An overview

Focus on the following linguistic areas:
Historical phonology
Historical morphology
Synchronic syntax and information structure

Other aims:
Familiarity with some major research themes and controversies in 
Celtic linguistics
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
The assumptions used here

The sound system

[Root structures]

Nominal formations

Verbal formations

But first….



The Indo-European background to Celtic
Celtic Prehistory

5000-4000 BCE: Bronze Age Indo-Europeans

1000 BCE: Iron Age Celts

500 BCE (?): Insular Celts in place in the British Isles

1st century CE (?): Pre-Irish speakers in Ireland
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Celtic Prehistory: the PIE Homeland
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Celtic Prehistory
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Celtic Prehistory
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
The sound system: consonants

Labials Dentals Palatals Velars Labiovelars
Voiceless p t k ́ k ku ̯

Voiced (b) d g ́ g gu ̯
Voiced aspirates bh dh g ́h gh gu ̯h

Fricatives:
s [s,z]

Laryngeals:
h1 h2 h3

Resonants:
r l m n

Semivowels:
i ̯ u̯

Obstruents
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
The sound system: vowels

Short vowels: Long vowels:
e o i u a ē ō ī ū ā

Short diphthongs: Long diphthongs:
ei̯ oi̯ ai ̯ ēi̯ ōi̯ āi ̯

eu̯ ou̯ au̯ ēu̯ ōu̯ āu̯

Syllabic resonants:

r̥ l ̥ m̥ n̥



6 september 2022Celtic, Lecture 1: Background and Basics 11

Pavia International Summer School
for Indo-European Linguistics

The Indo-European background to Celtic
The sound system: vowels

Relevant Celtic sound changes:

*ē > *ī (probably PC)
*ō > *ū in final syllables, otherwise *ā (possibly PC)
*ei̯ > *ē (probably post-PC)

*p > Ø (first stages probably PC)
*gu̯ > *b (assuredly PC)
Aspirates become deaspirated
Palatals become regular velars
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Nominal Formations

Thematic Nouns

From: Fortson, Benjamin W., IV (2004). Indo-European Language and Culture. 
Malden, MA.

Singular Plural Dual

nominative *-o-s
*-o-es > *-ōs

*-o-h₁ > *-ōvocative *-ĕ
accusative *-o-m *-o-ms  > *-o-ns

nom./voc./acc. 
neuter *-o-m *-e-h₂ > *-ā

*-oi̯h₁

instrumental *-o-h₁ > *-ō
*-o(i)bʰ- ?dative *-o-ei̯ > *-ōi̯

ablative *-o(h₂)at > *-ōt
genitive *-o-s (?) / *-o-si̯o (?) *-ōm

?
locative *-o-i̯ *-o-i̯-su
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Nominal Formations

Athematic Nouns

From: Fortson, Benjamin W., IV (2004). Indo-European Language and Culture. 
Malden, MA.

Singular Plural Dual

nominative *-s
*-es

*-h₁vocative *-Ø
accusative *-m *-ms > *-ns

nom./voc./acc. 
neuter *-Ø *-h₂ *-ih₁

instrumental *-h₁
*-bʰ- ?dative *-ei̯

ablative
*-s

genitive *-ōm ?

locative *-Ø + vowel length / 
*-i *-su

?
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Nominal Formations

Athematic Nouns - Ablaut

Key Concepts:
• Root Nouns (R + E) and Suffixed Nouns (R + S + E)

• Strong Cases (nominative and accusative), Weak Cases (all others), 
Locative (sg.)
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Nominal Formations

Athematic Root Nouns - Ablaut

Acrostatic
Strong: R(ó) + E(ø) nom. sg. *dóm-s ‘house’
Weak: R(é) + E(ø) gen. sg. *dém-s 
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Nominal Formations

Athematic Suffixed Nouns - Ablaut

Acrostatic
Strong: R(ó) + S(ø) + E(ø) nom. sg. *nóku̯-t-s ‘night’
Weak: R(é) + S(ø) + E(ø) gen. sg. *néku̯-t-s 

Proterokinetic
Strong: R(é) + S(ø) + E(ø) nom. sg. *men-ti-s ‘mind’
Weak: R(ø) + S(é) + E(ø) gen. sg. *mn̥-téi̯-s
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Nominal Formations

Athematic Suffixed Nouns - Ablaut

Hysterokinetic
Strong: R(ø) + S(é) + E(ø) nom. sg. *ph2-tḗr (< *-tér-s) ‘father’
Weak: R(ø) + S(ø) + E(é) gen. sg. *ph2-tr-és

Amphikinetic
Strong: R(é) + S(o) + E(ø) nom. sg. *dhégh-om-ø ‘earth’
Weak: R(ø) + S(ø) + E(é) gen. sg. *dhgh-m-és

Note: These types are idealized and (almost) never appear as such in he 
daughter languages. Rampant analogy typically regularizes the patterns
in one way or another. There is increasing opposition to this system 
from more generatively-oriented phonologists.
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Verbal Formations: verbal categories

Tense/Aspect
Present-Aorist-Perfect

Mood
Indicative-Subjunctive-Optative

Voice
Active-Mediopassive

Other categories
Desiderative
Verbal adjectives (past participles)
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Verbal Formations: present categories

Thematic Presents (root *bher) Thematic Presents (root *h2erh1)

cf. OIr. beirid ‘carries’ cf. OIr. airid ‘ploughs’
MW arddaf ‘id.’

Singular Plural

1st *bher-oh2 *bher-o-mos(i)

2nd *bher-e-si *bher-e-te(si)

3rd *bher-e-ti *bher-o-nti

Singular Plural

1st *h2erh1-i̯oh2 *h2erh1-i̯o-mos(i)

2nd *h2erh1-i̯e-si *h2erh1-i̯e-te(si)

3rd *h2erh1-i̯e-ti *h2erh1-i̯o-nti
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Verbal Formations: present categories

Root Presents (root *h1es) Nasal Infix Presents (root *bhei̯H)

cf. OIr. is ‘is’ cf. OIr. benaid ‘strikes’
MW ys ‘is’

Singular Plural

1st *h1és-mi *h1s-émos(i)

2nd *h1és-(s)i *h1s-éte(si)

3rd *h1és-ti *h1s-énti

Singular Plural

1st *bhi-né-H-mi *bhi-n-H-émos(i) (?)

2nd *bhi-né-H-si *bhi-n-H-éte(si) (?)

3rd *bhi-né-H-ti *bhi-n-H-énti
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Verbal Formations: aorist categories

Thematic Aorist (root *h1ludh) s-Aorist (root *bher)

cf. OIr. luid ‘went’ cf. OIr. birt ‘carried’
MW cymerth ‘took’

(< *kom-bert)

Singular Plural

1st *h1ludh-o-m *h1ludh-ó-mo (?)

2nd *h1ludh-é-s *h1ludh-é-te (?)

3rd *h1ludh-é-t *h1ludh-ó-nt

Singular Plural

1st *bhēr-s-m̥ *bher-s-mo (?)

2nd *bhēr-s-(s) *bher-s-te (?)

3rd *bhēr-s-t *bher-s-nt
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Verbal Formations: the perfect

The perfect (root *kan)

cf. OIr. cechain ‘sang’

Singular Plural

1st *ke-kan-h2e *ke-kan-mé- (?)

2nd *ke-kan-th2e ke-kan-é (?)

3rd *ke-kan-é *ke-kan-ēr < *-érs
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Verbal Formations: the subjunctive

The subjunctive (root *h1es)

The optative plays no obvious role in Celtic.

Singular Plural

1st *h1és-oh2 *h1és-o-mos(i)

2nd *h1és-e-si *h1és-e-te(si)

3rd *h1és-e-ti *h1és-o-nti
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Verbal Formations: the desiderative

The desiderative (root *ker)

cf. OIr. célaid ‘will hide’ < *ki-klāti < *ki-kl̥-h1s-e-ti 

There are a large number of PIE verbal categories built with an s-
formant. This is one of them.

Singular Plural

1st *ki-kr ̥-h1s-oh2 *ki-kr ̥-h1s-o-mos(i)

2nd *ki-kr ̥-h1s-e-si *ki-kr ̥-h1s-e-te(si)

3rd *ki-kr ̥-h1s-e-ti *ki-kr ̥-h1s-o-nti
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Verbal Formations: the medio-passive

The active vs. medio-passive (root *h2erh1)

cf. OIr. airid ‘ploughs’ (airit ‘they plough’)
OIr. airthir ‘is ploughed’ (airtir ‘they are ploughed’)

Non-3rd person forms are not relevant for Celtic.

Singular Plural

3rd active *h2erh1-i̯e-ti *h2erh1-i̯o-nti

3rd passive *h2erh1-i̯e-tor(i) *h2erh1-i̯o-ntor(i)
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The Indo-European background to Celtic
Verbal Formations: the to-participle

The to-participle is a simple verbal adjective.

*bher ‘carries’ => *bhr ̥-tó- ‘carried’ (cf. OIr. ·breth ‘was carried’)

*h2erh1 ‘ploughs’ => *h2r ̥h1-tó- ‘ploughed’ (cf. OIr. ·aired ‘was ploughed’)

*bhei̯H ‘strikes’ => *bhiH-tó- ‘struck’ (cf. OIr. ·bíth ‘was killed’)

*kan ‘sings’ => *kn̥-tó- ‘sung’ (cf. OIr. ·cét ‘was sung’)
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Overview of the Celtic languages

Continental Celtic
Gaulish: 250BC-600AD
Lepontic: 550BC-0
Celtiberian: 200BC-0

Goidelic
Old Irish: 700-950
Middle Irish: 950-1200 
Early Modern Irish: 1200-1600

Scottish Gaelic: 16th c. (from EMoIr.)
Manx: 17th c. (from Scottish Gaelic)-1974
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Overview of the Celtic languages

Brythonic / Brittonic / British Celtic
West Brittonic (= Welsh)
• Old Welsh: 800-1150
• Middle Welsh: 1150-1400    
• Early Modern Welsh: 1400-1600

Southwest Brittonic (Breton and Cornish): 800-1100
• Middle Breton: 1100-1600    
• Early Modern Breton:1600-1800
• Old Cornish: 1100-1300
• Middle Cornish: 1300-1600    
• Modern Cornish: 1600-1800
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The Celtic Family Tree
Theoretical Side

Filiation is based on shared innovations
Depends on features assumed for the Proto-Language (PIE / PC)
Depends on the route from parent to daughter languages

For Celtic
• Morphological assumptions about PIE and Celtic formations are one

flash-point.
• For certain beginning and end-points, the route is another flash-

point.
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The Celtic Family Tree
Schmidt’s view

Schmidt, Karl Horst. 1993. ‘Insular Celtic: P and Q Celtic’ in The Celtic 
languages, hgg. von Martin J. Ball, James Fife, 73. London/New York.
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The Celtic Family Tree
McCone’s view

McCone, Kim. 1996. Towards a relative chronology of ancient and medieval 
Celtic sound change. Maynooth.
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The Celtic Family Tree
Sims-Williams’s view

Sims-Williams, Patrick. 2007. ‘Common Celtic, Gallo-Brittonic and Insular 
Celtic’, in: Patrick Sims-Williams, Studies in Celtic languages before the year 
1000. Aberystwyth 2007: 1–42.
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The Celtic Family Tree
Schumacher’s view

Implied in KP 84–85: Schumacher, Stefan. 2004. Die keltischen Primärverben. 
Ein vergleichendes, etymologisches und morphologisches Lexikon. Unter 
Mitarbeit von Britta Schulze-Thulin und Caroline aan de Wiel. Innsbruck.
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Resources for studying Celtic
Print Resources

Historical and Comparative Grammars:

Pedersen, Holger. 1909. Vergleichende Grammatik der keltischen Sprachen. Erster Band.
Einleitung und Lautlehre. [Now dated but still valuable].

Lewis, Henry / Pedersen, Holger. 1961. A concise comparative Celtic grammar. Göttingen.
[Useful for synchronic data, but not reliable for diachronic derivations].

GOI: Thurneysen, Rudolf. 1946. A grammar of Old Irish. Revised and enlarged edition. 
Dublin. [Still the best grammar of Old Irish; historical derivations frequently dated, though 
usually sensible].

GMW: Evans, Daniel Simon. 1964. A Grammar of Middle Welsh. Dublin. [The standard 
grammar of Middle Welsh; historical derivations must be used with care].



6 september 2022Celtic, Lecture 1: Background and Basics 35

Pavia International Summer School
for Indo-European Linguistics

Resources for studying Celtic
Print Resources

Journals (many now also available online)

• Ériu.[The flagship journal for all aspects of the Irish language; significant linguistic content].
• Zeitschrift für celtische Philologie. [top journal for earlier Celtic languages and literatures]
• Journal of Celtic Linguistics. [top journal for (theoretically oriented) linguistic studies].
• Cambrian Medieval Celtic Studies (not online, but TOC here) [especially good literature and

historical coverage, but also features linguistic topics]
• Celtica (not online, but TOC here) [dedicated to Celtic languages and literatures].
• Studia Celtica. (as Bulletin of the Board of Celtic Studies from 1922–1992; TOC here).

[dedicated to all things Celtic; strong Welsh content].
• Études Celtiques. [dedicated to all things Celtic; significant Gaulish content].
• Keltische Forschungen. [journal dedicated to all things Celtic; irregular appearance]
• Palaehispanica. [dedicated to the study of the ancient Iberian peninsula]

https://www.ria.ie/eriu
https://www.degruyter.com/journal/key/zcph/html?lang=de
https://www.uwp.co.uk/journal/journal-of-celtic-linguistics/
https://celt.ucc.ie/cmcs.html
https://www.dias.ie/celt/celtica/celtica-contents/
https://www.uwp.co.uk/journal/studia-celtica/
https://codecs.vanhamel.nl/Studia_Celtica
https://www.persee.fr/collection/ecelt
https://journals.univie.ac.at/index.php/kf
https://ifc.dpz.es/publicaciones/periodica/id/18
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Resources for studying Celtic
Print Resources

Other important resources

Sims-Williams, Patrick. 2007. ‘Common Celtic, Gallo-Brittonic and Insular Celtic’, in: Patrick
Sims-Williams, Studies in Celtic languages before the year 1000. Aberystwyth 2007: 1–42.
[Important work in which all the presently presssing problems concering the Celtic family tree
and historical phonology are discussed].

McCone, Kim. 1996. Towards a relative chronology of ancient and medieval Celtic sound
change. Maynooth. [Complete discussion of the historical phonology from Indo-European to
Old Irish, with an excursus on Brittonic Celtic].

KP: Schumacher, Stefan. 2004. Die keltischen Primärverben. Ein vergleichendes,
etymologisches und morphologisches Lexikon. Unter Mitarbeit von Britta Schulze-Thulin und
Caroline aan de Wiel. Innsbruck. [Discusses historical phonology from PIE to PC (115–138)
with exhaustive discussion of all primary verbs in Celtic, including countless details of
historical phonology of the individual languages].

Matasović, Ranko. 2009. Etymological dictionary of Proto-Celtic. Leiden. [the only complete
etymological dictionary of Celtic, but must be used with care].
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Resources for studying Celtic
Print Resources

LEIA: Vendryes, Joseph, Édouard Bachellery, and Pierre-Yves Lambert, Lexique etymologique
de l'irlandais ancien, 7 vols, Dublin: Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies, 1959–1996. [Good
etymological dictionary of Old Irish. Not yet complete.].

LHEB: Jackson, Kenneth. 1953. Language and history in early Britain. A chronological survey
of the Brittonic languages, 1st to 12th century A.D. Edinburgh. [Dated but still important work
tracing the historical phonology from PIE to Brittonic Celtic, with special focus on Welsh].

HPB: Jackson, Kenneth. 1967. A historical phonology of Breton. Dublin. [Traces Breton
phonology from Proto-Brittonic to the Modern Breton dialects].

Schrijver, Peter. 1995. Studies in British Celtic historical phonology. Amsterdam/Atlanta.
[Essentially an extension and correction to Jackson LHEB, with much information on other
Celtic languages as well].

BC-BK: Elmar Ternes (ed.) 2011. Brythonic Celtic – Britannisches Keltisch. Bremen.
[Important work with chapters on Old British, Middle and Early Modern Welsh, Middle and Late
Cornish, Middle and Early Breton, and Modern Breton].
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Resources for studying Celtic
Print Resources

On Gaulish:

Lambert, Pierre-Yves. 2003. La langue gauloise. Paris. [General introduction to Gaulish,
covering phonology, morphology, etc.].

Delamarre, Xavier. 2018. Dictionnaire de la langue gauloise: une approche linguistique de
vieuw celtique continental. Paris. [A lexicon of Gaulish. Occasionally somewhat speculative.].

RIG: Duval, Paul-Marie (ed.), Recueil des inscriptions gauloises, 4 vols, Suppléments à
'Gallia' 55, Paris: Éditions du Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique, 1985. [Collection of
all Gaulish inscriptions known at the time of publication].
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Resources for studying Celtic
Print Resources

On Celtiberian:

MLH: Untermann, Jürgen, Monumenta linguarum Hispanicarum, 6 vols, Wiesbaden: Reichert,
1975–2019. [Collection of all inscriptions from the Iberian peninsula, together with analyses
and dictionary.]

Villar, Francisco. 1995. A new interpretation of Celtiberian grammar. Innsbruck  [Title is
pretty self-explanatory]

Jordán Cólera, Carlos. 2004. Celtibérico. Zaragoza. —. 2007. Estudios sobre el sistema dual 
de escritura en epigrafía no monetal celtiberica, in Palaeo-hispanica 7, 101–142. [A new 
interpretation of the writing system].
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Resources for studying Celtic
Electronic Resources

For Irish:

Dictionary of the Irish Language. [On-line dictionary of pre-modern Irish. Indispensible for
research into the early language].

Corpus palaeohibernicum = CORPH. [Somewhat difficult to use but extremely powerful parsed
collection of early Irish texts. Important for much linguistic work on the early language].

Milan Gloses Database. [Easy-to-use morphologically tagged database of the largest collection
of early Irish glosses in contemporary manuscripts. Included in CORPH above].

St. Gall Glosses Database. [Easy-to-use morphologically tagged database of an important
collection of early Irish glosses in contemporary manuscripts. Included in CORPH above].

St. Gall Priscian. [Easy-to-use online database of the St. Gall glosses on Priscian, with
reference to Latin base text and Irish glosses].

Parsed Old and Middle Irish Corpus = POMIC. [Syntactically tagged corpus of early Old and
Middle Irish texts. Partially integrated into CORPH above].

dil.ie
http://chronhib.maynoothuniversity.ie/chronhibWebsite/tables?page=0&limit=0&fprop=&fval=&dtable=text&ctable=text&search=false
https://indogermanistik.univie.ac.at/milan-glosses/
https://indogermanistik.univie.ac.at/priscian/
http://www.stgallpriscian.ie/
https://www.dias.ie/celt/celt-publications-2/celt-the-parsed-old-and-middle-irish-corpus-pomic/
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Resources for studying Celtic
Electronic Resources

For Welsh:

Geiriadur prifysgol Cymru = GPC. [Dictionary of Early Welsh. Indispensible for work with
texts.]

Isaac, Graham R., Simon Rodway, Silva Nurmio, Kit Kapphahn, and Patrick Sims-Williams
[eds.], Rhyddiaith Gymraeg o lawysgrifau’r 13eg ganrif: fersiwn 2, Aberystwyth: Aberystwyth
University, Department of Welsh and Celtic Studies, 2013. [Searchable file of 13th century
Welsh texts. Somewhat difficult to use word document, but important for the early period].

Welsh prose 1300-1425. [Searchable corpus of Middle Welsh prose].

Historical corpus of the Welsh Language 1500-1850. [Searchable and (lightly) tagged corpus
suitable for linguistic work].

https://welsh-dictionary.ac.uk/gpc/gpc.html
https://www.academia.edu/610554/Rhyddiaith_Gymraeg_o_Lawysgrifaur_13eg_Ganrif_Fersiwn_2_0
http://www.rhyddiaithganoloesol.caerdydd.ac.uk/en/
https://www.celticstudies.net/menu.htm
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Resources for studying Celtic
Electronic Resources

For Continental Celtic:

Lexilogos. [Collection of Gaulish material with many articles of varying quality, both past and
present, on the language. Includes a basic dictionary].

Lexicon Leponticum = LexLep. [Collection of all material relevant to the inscriptions in
Lepontic]

Recueil informatisé des inscriptions gauloises = RIIG. [An updated and digitized version of
the indispensable RIG = collection of all Gaulish inscriptions. Still in progress].

MNAMON (Ancient writing systems in the Mediterranean): Celtic, Celtiberian. [A useful
collection of online resources on Celtiberian].

https://www.lexilogos.com/gaulois_dictionnaire.htm
https://lexlep.univie.ac.at/wiki/Main_Page
https://riig.huma-num.fr/?lang=en
https://mnamon.sns.it/index.php?page=Risorse&id=60&lang=en

