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6 The story of the Cornish language

history, originating, according to ancient chroniclers, from the region ro
the Lower Danube. They invaded and settled in Italy at the beginning of
third century B.C. and sacked Rome itself in 387-386 B.C. Polybios tells us th:
the Romans remained under Celtic domination until 349 B.C. when th
rose against their conquerors and, by 355 B.C. the Celtic conquest had bee
turned back. However, the Celts remained in Italy as settlers down
imperial times. Evidence of their settlement is shown in such place names
northern Italy as Trevi, Treviso, Treviglio, the River Trebia etc. A comparis:
with some Cornish place names is interesting.
In the next century the Celts turned towards Greece and in a spectacular
campaign destroyed the armies of Macedonia, Haemos and Thessaly. Finally
they defeated an Athenian army at Thermopylae before flooding through
gorges of Parnassos to sack the great temples of Delphi in 279 B.C. Although
the Greeks finally turned back this Celtic invasion, Thrace remained a Celtic
kingdom until 193 B.C. Some Celts pushed into Asia Minor and established
a state called Galatia. Henri Hubert in The Greatness and Decline of the Celts
points out: “What we know of the Galatian state gives us our first example of
the organisation of a Celtic state.” What is astonishing is the intrinsic
democratic character of Galatia, a state referred to by the chroniclers as the
Commonwealth of the Galatians. Government was by an assembly of 300
elected representatives and Galatia remained a Celtic speaking country up to
the fifth century A.D.
Of the early Celtic civilisation, the druids as philosophers, exponents of the
Celtic religion and natural scientists, were well known and respected in the
chnt world. Thc religion was one of the first to eVolve a doctnng im-

gives up living men. Therefore a constant exchnngc of sogh
between the two worlds . . . death in this world brin u
deathmtbeotherworld bnngs a soul to this one. Julit

fumoreehbouteﬂunm rud
Coligny now in the Palais des
extensive document in a Celtic la



3 The story of the Cornish language
small kingdom of Cymru (pronounced Cum-ree) was incorporated a
the Celtic kingdom of Scotland in the eleventh century. By the end
following century, the Scottish ruler Callum a’ chmmhor(the
MacBeth) was defeated by the English and had to surrender his ki
England as the price of defeat. The English retained the ancient name o
Cymru in the Anglicised form of Cumbria and Cumberland. Although
Celtic language soon ceased to be spoken, Cumberland is still full of C
place names whilst the peculiar style of Cumberland wrestling is rem:
similar to that in Cornwall. 3
In the south-west of Britain, the Celts of Devon and Cornwall united i
the kingdom of Dumnonia but its eastern border was weak and slowly t
Saxons began to move into Devon. Within a few years Dumnonia
dasintegrated and the Celts were oonﬁncdmthehngdom of Kernow, w

the invaders.
As a result of the geographical separation imposed upon the
groups of Brythonic Celts there began to emerge differentiations in
languages. Breton had its own growth while the Brythons of Cumbria, by
eleventh century, were swamped by Scottish Gaelic and English. In g
language began to flourish as a vehicle for a rich literature, although
first recorded poetry composed in “Welsh™ was written in Scotlan
sixth century Aneirin was a poet attached to the
Mwynvawr, king of the Gododdin whose capital was
Also from the sixth century Taliesin and L

1t is not until the ninth century, howaver.
words of a language which can safely t

LITTLE IS KNOWN
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to forage into north-east Cornwall but the Saxons were soundly defe:
the Cornish at Camel in 721-722 A.D., butthewexghtafnumbm‘
against the Cornish. In 825 A.D. the latter fought a great battle in De )
a few years later, realising their precarious position, theyenhstedtahehdp
the Danes. The subsequent battle fought at Hingston Down, east of Calli
ton, resulted in a Cornish defeat. However, it was not until the year 936
that Athelstan, king of Wessex (925-940 A.D.), drove the Cornish out
Exeter and defeated Hywel, the last independent king of Cornwall. Athe
fixed the River Tamar as the boundary between his Saxon kingdom &
“the west wealhas”. Cornwall was, in fact, marked on maps as “West Wi
until as late as the seventeenth century. In spite of the boundary that he
fixed, the Saxon king did not allow the Cornish an independent existence.
He started to eradicate the Celtic culture as a “reform” and in this w
remodelled Celtic monastic centres of learning along Saxon lines. It can s
be supposed that, in doing so, Athelstan destroyed a great many early C g
manuscripts, accounting for the sad lack of literature from this peno@@ .
Perhaps the original Tristan and Iseult tales were destroyed in this on.
The Saxons also made St. Germans the see of the bishopric of Cornwall
had been the seat ofaCormshhshopsineeagAD This bishopric
transferred to Crediton in 1043 A.D. and then to Exeter. Not until
mpeteenth century did Cornwall have its own bushop once more.
It was durmg this stru@e agamst Samn n,

sumved was written by the We
twelfth century He states thst

black shicld with golden bos
armsofthenwhy would



Ftench to Enghsh, he states: . John of Cornwall a grammar m
changed the instruction and censtrumg in the grammar schools from F
into English: and Richard Pencrych learned that kind of teaching from
and other men from Pencrych, so that now, in the year of Our Lo
the nineth of the second King Richard after the Conquest, in all the
schools of England, children are now dropping French and consf
learning in Enghs . Basil Cottle, in The Triumph of English
writes: “. . . we are asked to believe, by a Cormshma.u w1th a Co

what wasn’t even theu' native tongue, since all three must hav,e beﬁn ol
Celtic speahng!"

French or Latin, and in 1 362 also, members
debate in English. The final step was in 14
official language of the royal court. Whlle

be cmployod for these
by the end of the fou
strong. In north e:
east the people
they usually begin t
Only in the west of the

UNTIL THE R

knowledge as



14 The story of the Cornish language
the Crucifixion of Christ while the third play is Resurrectio Domini sho
the Resurrection, Ascension and even the death of Pontius Pilate.

The most interesting piece of literature, however, is Bewnans Meryasek-
the life of St. Meriasek or Meriadoc, the Bishop of Vannes, in Brittany, o
became a missionary in Cornwall and the patron saint of Camborne. This is.
the only full length saint’s play to survive in a British language. It was written
for a performance over a two day period at a Camborne festival and it is
interesting to note that Meriasek’s name survived until recently in the nick-
name used for Camborne people—*“merra-jecks™ or “merry sticks”. The first
manuscript of this play was written by a priest named Radulphus Ton in
1504. It is significant to note that the rector of Camborne in 1504 was John
Nans who had previously been Provost of Glasney, Penryn, where most
the Middle Cornish dramas were written. Bewnans Meryasek was unknown
until the nineteenth century when the manuscript was discovered by chance
by the Cornish scholar Robert Williams in 1869. o

The Reformation, starting in 1533, was the turning point against those who
had struggled to keep Cornish alive. During the reign of Henry VIII, An
Borde had written in his Boke of the Introduction of Knowledge, published i i
1542, that: “In Cornwall is two speches, the one is naughty Englysshe, and
the other is Cornysshe speche. And there be many men and women
which cannot speake one word of Englysshe but all Cornysshe.”” The
of the language at the beginning of the Reformation is clear from this sta
ment.

In 1547 Edward VI decreed that The English Book of Common Prayer sh
be introduced into Cornwall. Old Celtic customs adapted by the Catl
Church were to be stamped out. It was recorded that Dr. John Mor
rector of Menheniot, was the first to introduce the English
church services in 1540. R. Polwhele (History of Cornwall) comm
the inhabitants of Menhenniet [sic] then, in the East of Cornw
acquainted even with the Lord’s Prayer in English before they
structed by their vicar, it may well be supposed that furthe
had still less knowledge of English.” King’s Commissioner
enforce this new legislation in Cornwall. One of them, 2
religious statues from Heiston parish church in t
was stabbed to death. Feelings grew extremely bitter a
for the third time since the Norman Congques!
to defend the rights of Cornishmen L
across the River Tamar, led by Humphrey
Boyer, Mayor of Bodmin.

At first they sent a petition to
their loyalty, simply stated “We will
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guage and customs to the English. The Italian agent thought the
would be likely to help Catholic Spain in their wars against Prof
England. N
Following the subjugation of Cornwall, the Cornish language w
as a mere dialect by playwrights. In 1550 a play appeared entitled
of Idleness . . . translated out of the Troyance or Cornyshe tongue by Ol
Old Wanton. This play, a second edition of which appeared in 1574, derid
the language and includes some Cornish in it.
By the start of the seventeenth century there were only a few mq
Cornish speakers left, mostly in the extreme west from St. Ives to L

Zennor and Land’s End. Most of eastern Cornwall spoke only English.
the rest of the Duchy was bilingual.

chapter four
The Cornish Scholars

THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY SAW A RAPID DETERIORATION O]
language as an everyday form of speech. By the end of the century Co;
speakers remained only in the extreme west of the peninsula. Because.
ultimate death of the language was foreseen, a group of scholars b
together in the latter part of the century and began to make a study
its literature. This period can well be called the period of Cornish sch
Writing at the beginning of the century, however, Richard €
Survey of Cornwall (1602), stated that the majority of Cornish wer
He also noted that the plen an gwary plays still attracted large a
In Speculum Magnae Britanniae pars Cornwall (1610), the
Norden addresses himself to King James I and explains the r




Journal (Exeter) in 1727, it states: “And I hear of a gentleman
whohasmkennobkmigmypmmttmhﬁngmmm‘
Cornubian Welsh”.

John and Thomas Boson left behind them a great deal of Cornish
ature, but much of the credit given to them should really go to thei
Nicholas Boson of Newlyn. Nicholas was a native speaker of Cornish,
acquired his knowledge without making any academic study of the
He had brought up his three children, John, Thomas and Katherine,
Cornish speakers but he made them study the language academically
The writings of the Bosons, especially that attributed to John (born
have become of great value to Cornish scholars. In 1700 he ]
Nebbaz Gerriau dro tho Carnoack—A few words about Cornish. R.
Nance, the Cornish scholar, has claimed that it was Nicholas who 1
text and not his son. So far there is little evidence to substantiate thi
study Boson writes that Cornish was “only spoken from Lan

Mount and towards St. Ives, and Redruth and again from
Helston and Falmouth”.

Scholars claim that Nicholas was the author of what is perh
folk tale written in Cornish—Jowan Chy an Hor—John of Chy
Lhuyd, the eminent Celtic scholar who first published the tale
written about 1667. A portion of the manuscript Lhuyd c
manuscripts in the British Museum, was in John B
story of Jowan Chy an Hor is a popular tale, of a labour
St. Levan and who travels eastwards seeking work.
printed in Blackwood’s Magazine in 1818 whilst another
early volume of Chamber’s Journal but de: ¢

John Boson carried on a correspondence




] ced a bcok entitled
pﬁnted a Cornish grammar—the first tex
Tonkin and Gwavas also helped him compi
remained unpublished until the latter p he
of Cornish, Lhuyd wrote an Elegy on lelmn Ql:ange i
Dr. William Borlase published a vocabulary in 1754
a work entitled Antiquities Historical and Monument n
wrote: “I do not pretend to be a critic in it (Cornish) but desi
something very difficult—to recover a lost language”.
In 1735 Gwavas and Tonkin conducted a survey among the vi
the coast from Penzance to the Land’s End. They reported that
still using Cornish in their everyday speech. In 1746 Admiral
Samuel Barrington took a Cornish sailor from Mount’s Bay on
Brittany. Barrington wrote to his brother, the historian Daines
that the Cornish speaking sailor had made himself readily un
Bretons. It was Daines Barrington who wrote an account of an
had with Dolly Pentreath of Mousehole, in 1768. Unwittin,
account gave the foundation to the now popular—but enti
belief that Dolly Pentreath was the last speaker of Cornish.
Mousehole—pronounced Mou’zl, an old Cornish
meaning—was certainly one of the last strongholds
church of St. Paul, its parish church half a mile awa;
few epitaphs in Cornish. This is to Captain Stephen
south aisle. i
Barrington, during a tour of Cornwall in 17
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knowlcdge of the la.nguage Jago, in his Engl )
“Even now there are men living (Mr. Bernard Victor of N
W. F. Pentreath of Newquay, to wit) who know many Co!
apart from books; words which have been handed down and are n
Furthermore, the Cornish dialect is to this day full of Celti

newspaper, The Cornishman, in 1879. Dr. Stevens of St. Ives, talking
historian John Hobson Matthews in 1892, recalled he was taught to cou
Cornish. He remembered his grandfather frequently used to exclaim S
angow! which was been interpreted as “a pack of lies!” This coul
equivalent to the Welsh ysgafael ongou!

Of John Davey of Zennor who died in 1891, it was claimed that h
last surviving native speaker of the language. His stone memomf
“John Davey 1812-1891 of Boswednack in this parish . . . who was |
to posses any traditional considerable knowledge of the Cornis!
Davey, it was reported, could hold conversations on many topxes m
He also sang various traditional Cornish songs.

It would seem, then, that there were at least a small number
who had learned the language, or phrases of it, from their parent:
evidence it can safely be said that the last native speakers of Co:
die out until the end of the nineteenth century. :

Cornish scholarship did not die out either. On the contrary,
flourish more than ever with a great number of text boo!
Cornish grammar. In 1826 Davies Gilbert edited Keigy
agan Arluth and the following year edited Jordan’s Gwryans ¢

The majority of Middle Cornish manuscripts were now
in the British Museum or the Bodleian Library. They
remained lost to posterity had it not been for the
Edwin Norris and Dr. Whitley Stokes. In 1859
published Edwin Norris” The Ancient Cornish D
translation of the three dramas of the Ordinalia. In
of Bosalian made a copy of the Keigwi
script of which lies in the Bodleia: I
agan Arluth in 1860-61, followed by G»
accompanied by a rather li
The first y
author beinga native 'W
manuscript of Be y
very thorough pre
some ancient Cor
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But one man had the idea of there being a living Co
Henry Jenner saw his fellow Cornishmen in total ignorance of
and their history; troubled by the Celtic spirit within them but with
for it. He decided to provide Cornishmen with the incentive and the
of returning to being Cornish in speech as well as name. Jenner’s reason
stated in his work A Handbook of the Cornish Language, published in
“Why should Cornishmen learn Cornish ? There is no money in it, it serves 1
practical purpose, and the literature is scanty and of no great originality
value. The question is a fair one, the answer is simple. Because they ¢
Cornish.”
Jenner was born at St. Columb Major in 1848, a brilliant scholar who
a paper to the Philological Society in 1873 on “The Cornish Langua
This excellent study was published in 1893. He then read a paper to the B! i
Archaeological Society meeting in Penzance on August 1876, entitled “The
History and Literature of the Ancient Cornish Language”. This created
great interest among British scholars, few of whom realised the existence of
any Cornish language. This paper was published in the Society’s journal the
following year. Jenner, who held a post in the British Museum, made
important discovery while researching there in 1877. On the back of an old
charter dated 1340 he found 41 lines of Cornish verse, a fragment of an old
play, written circa 1400. This added a most important piece of Middle Cornish
drama to the fragments that remained. ;

The Breton editor of the Revue Celtique also sent a
become proficient in Breton as well as Cornish and
the Breton Gorsedd, founded in 1901, under the
Mikael (Servant of Michael). In 1901 Jenner insti
Cowethas Kelto-Kernuak—the Celtic Cornish
language movement.

Two years later Jenner al
Bretonne at Lesneven, Finj
attending. This was the first time



Cornish which they may not take in less than two successi

In 1929, the year following the first Gorsedd, Morton Na
Cornish For All embodying his unified system of spelling:
students adopted his instructions on phonology, spelling and p

In 1930 A. S. D. Smith, a schoolmaster from Sussex who had
Welsh bard and had written a text book Welsh Made Easy, learnt
through Lewis’ Llawlyfr Cernyweg Canol published in 1923. Smith,
ceptional linguist, was teaching in Cornwall at the time and started
instruction to a class of interested boys. By 1931 the progress this
made inspired Smith to produce a book entitled Lessons in Spoken
Smith was convinced, because of the progress of his pupils, that L
could be revived as a generally spoken language. Jenner had already
proached the education authorities in the County in 1930 on the
introducing Cornish as an optional subject in local schools. But the au
ities were cynical and refused to consider the suggestion.

A Celtic Congress was held in Truro in 1932 at which eight Cornish
delivered talks in Cornish. The highlight of the Congress was the perfo:
of a play An Balores, the Chough, by Morton Nance. The next year |
Cornish national movement with a political interest was formed. Thi

E. H. Hambly. T'yr ha Tavas was a pressure group which approached

and pointed out wrongs in Cornwall. The movement marked a

change in the Cornish attitude. No longer apathetic, people were

to awake to a sense of Celtic nationality again. Tyr ha Tavas i

annual church service in Cornish, first held on Sunday, August
ved in 1678.
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promote the interests of C‘omwa]l asa Ceih
of Cornwall qsnd e Cornish people
advance of Cornwall and its right to
Also to: "Fosmr Cormgh studxes and cultr

separable from that of the language l:e’vival‘ ; one
without reviving the idea of nationhood.
At first Mebyon Kernow was met with sceptism but by 1968 t
local elections on Cornwall County Council, and on vario: )
dismot counclls two Cornish Members of Parhamentu e

self govemment for Comwa]l as enJoyed by the Isle of Man and
Islands. Mebyon Kernow envisages a Cuntelles Kernow, an assen
wall, rather hke the County Councxl but i

Islands’ States Parliament The Presidentkt‘)fk Mebyon K _' ;
Dunstone, claims that t}
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Cornish Christmas cards, calendars and even ca;
Kernow have proved their commercial worth. In 1
in wrappers decorated with choughs, fishing miners
bearing the inscription Bara an gwella dyworth Ker
from Cornwall! Many people have been quick to |
language restoration: Cubert post office, for example, bears th
[Post Office; a public house in Mabe Burnthouse bears the s
Noweth/New Inn. In July 1965, Cape Cornwall Secondary Mode:
produced extracts from two Middle Cornish dramas at the plen an
amphitheatre in St. Just. The plays, performed by students from
attracted many curious visitors.
More than ever today, the Cornish language is being used comn
Serviettes and tea towels, bearing words in the language, have proved
and in 1968, the bulletin of the Cornwall branch of Keep Britain Tid
used the language for its campaign. A Truro cinema in 1968 sho
spectacular musical Camelot (concerning King Arthur) had Arthur 1
A Ve Hag A Vyth (Arthur, Once and Future King) in high letters acrc
frontage.
With the language movement gaining popular momentum in
was decided in 1967 to set up Kesva an Tavas Kernewek-
Ianguage Board, form'ed to assume 'responsﬁﬂit‘y for all aspeets,










