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more unified, and the Saxons started to move into the Cornish-speaking lands, the areas
where Cornish was spoken were reduced and pushed further west. From this point, Corn-
wall faced a battle for survival. The people held on to their language and customs, but by the
16th century English had become the dominant language of religion and business. Cornish
hung on for another 200 years, but it was a losing battle. No one can say exactly when a
language dies, but it is generally accepted that the last true monolingual speaker of Cornish
was Dolly Pentreath, who died in 1777.

Of course, a language does not instantly disappear. Many words from the old Cornish
language, particularly those connected with Cornwall's main two industries, fishing and
farming, remained in use, a few still can be heard today. Most of the names of towns and
villages in Cornwall are from the Cornish language; for example, Penzance (Holy Head),
Camborne (Crooked hill), Angarrack (the Rock). Many family names come from Cornish,
beginning with Tre... (homestead), Pol... (pond), Pen... (head). So in a sense, the language
still lives on in daily speech, even though many Cornish people nowadays do not know the
original meaning of the names.

When a language dies, a part of a nation's soul dies. Languages are disappearing fast
around the world. Language and culture are bound together; a language death usually leads
to the disappearance of many aspects of the culture. The sister languages of Cornish were a
little luckier, though they too have had to fight to survive. Welsh, a close relative to Cornish,
is getting stronger due to great efforts to strengthen it. Scottish Gaelic is hanging on, but

survives mostly in remote islands. So what happened to Cornish?

(continued on p.21)
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[ Cornish Language

Kernewek
Philip Rush

Deth da, matys. Fatel a-genough why? Otomma yu an gavas goth an Gernow; kernewek yu.

These words are a typical greeting in the old Cornish tongue, a language which flourished in
the south west of England for over a thousand years. Sadly nowadays there are very few who
can communicate in this ancient language; but we need to start at the beginning of this story.

We are not completely familiar with the Celtic lan-
guages spoken in England before the coming of the Romans
in 55A.D., as there are no written records. However, with the
arrival of the Anglo-Saxons from the 6th century, the Celtic-

speaking peoples were pushed north and west, settling in the

areas now known as Scotland, Wales, Cornwall and Ireland.
Just as European languages began to take different forms, the Celtic languages did the same.
The language of Cornwall, Cornish, began to develop its own character. Because of its
isolation and the harsh landscape, Cornwall was not so much affected by Anglo-Saxon. It

remained the everyday language of the people. However, as its neighbour England grew

-9 —UsE

R N N N N A N N A N N A N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N N LA

19 MRESHEOHR



Cornish of 500 years ago and 200 years ago. Cornish scholars and teachers divided into
three groups; one wanted to use the Middle Cornish, another preferred Later Cornish, and
the third wanted the Unified version created in the early 20th century. At this point, it is
believed that there were only around 300 fluent speakers of Cornish, with another thousand
or so who could manage a few simple phrases. Can you imagine learning Japanese with
three different spelling systems and some differences in grammar? The inevitable result
was a slowing down of Cornish learning and interest in the language, and the struggle for
dominance between these three groups continues.

I love languages. When I began to learn the old language spoken by my distant ances-
tors, somehow, despite the huge difference in our lifestyles then and now, it brought them
closer to me. How hard it must have been to survive in such a hard and unforgiving rocky
land, where the seas are wild and dangerous, and the soil poor. I studied Cornish until I
came to Japan, but sadly here, as you can expect, it is hard to connect. There are less than
300 speakers in the world, and very probably I am the only speaker in Japan. My aunt is

over 90 years old now, but still fights to keep Cornish alive. I hope I can do so too.

T4V T Zyva
NEREFE - EAKEER

pellwollok - television!  pellgowser - telephone!  jynmargh - airplane!
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In 1904 a Celtic scholar, Henry Jenner, made the first effort to revive Cornish with his
Handbook of the Cornish Language. His main purpose was to teach the language and ensure
its existence. Think of the problems he faced. Cornish had effectively disappeared 200 years
before. There were very few texts with examples of the language, and most of these were
religious texts with little connection to daily life. By the 1900s the world had changed, and
many words with modern meanings like car, airplane, engine, had no words in Cornish, as
they did not exist at that time. So Jenner had to invent words for his new Cornish. Can you
guess what these three machines are?

pellwollok (far-seeing)  pellgowser (far-speaking)  jynmargh (flying horse) — answers below!

A Cornish dictionary was made in 1934, but learning the language was restricted mostly
to scholars. The 1970s and 80s saw a big revival in Cornish. I was living and teaching in
Cornwall at the time, and this is when I began to learn the language of my ancestors.
Cornish was taught in schools, and more and more people became interested in learning at
least a few words. My aunt, Hilda Gillbard, became so proficient in Cornish that she became
a Bard, or teacher. Things were looking bright for Cornish — then it started to go wrong.
A language is a living organism. It changes and adapts with time. However Cornish
did not have this long time to develop. In order to spread, it had to be “unified” — in other
words, all teachers and learners had to agree on basic spelling and grammar rules to be
taught to learners. As I said earlier, there were very few texts in Cornish, and because there

was no dictionary, the spellings were random. Also, there were differences in the written
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