
The word Celt derives from the Greek
Keltoi, used by Greek and Roman

writers to describe a people occupying
part of Europe who were similar in social,
material and linguistic character.

The oldest recorded instance of the
word Celt used in connection with a
distinguishable people was penned by the
Greek historian Heroditus in the Fifth
Century BC. There are no examples of the
word Celt having been applied to the
people of the British Isles by ancient
historians. The term Celt was popularized
through the academic work of Scot
George Buchanan ₍-₎ and Edward
Lhuyd ₍-₎, who were early
pioneers of Celtic language studies.

Celt, as a modern word, has become a

designation for those people of Britanny,
Ireland, Wales, The Isle of Man, Scotland
and Cornwall. They are the heirs of an
antique culture, the vestiges of which
survive in the languages they speak.

Renowned for their reverence of the
spoken word, the ancient Celts believed
that the power of eloquence surpassed
that of  physical strength. Closely
associated with the Celts’ verbal prowess
is their astonishing feats of memory.

Nova Scotia is one of two areas in the
world today where a Celtic language and
its attendant culture has survived
generationally outside its homeland. The
other area is Patagonia, Argentina, where
Welsh is spoken.

What is Celtic? Tangled Strands

What is Gaelic?

BY JOYCE RANKIN

It is impossible to separate out the
various strands of culture, language,
music and dance, and while the debate

goes on about the precise nature of the ties
between them, no one denies that the ties
are there. And so to explain or discuss the
music we have to talk also about language
and culture and dance.

The people who came to Judique over
two hundred years ago – the village was
founded in  – often brought little with
them but their culture and a few material
possessions. It’s not surprising that their
Gaelic culture was so important to them,
and that music and dance, songs and sto-
ries, continued (as had been in Scotland)
to be the primary expressions of it.

What was important was that these
expressions of culture were ones that
didn’t require special materials,
equipment or tools; usually just an
instrument, and sometimes not even that.
A tune is not a concrete thing; the singer
or musician carries it in the head and plays
or sings it, and that expression of it lasts
only as long as the notes hang in the air,
or perhaps as long as the sound lingers in
the audience. But the person who knows
the tune or the song or the story keeps it
in their head, available for expression
whenever they wish.

The erosion of language meant that
eventually, for some people, the only
Gaelic they spoke was the Gaelic of songs.
We often hear native speakers say that
certain stories could only be told in Gaelic,
since they don’t mean the same in English.
Or they say that the humour isn’t the same
in English. What they are saying is that the
stories, when told in English, are not
centred in the same world-view. The
vocabulary and grammar the speaker is
thinking in and working within will
influence how they look at the world.
There were songs and prayers for many
activities and circumstances that were
recited in Gaelic, and which didn’t bear
translation into English. So as the use of
the language diminished, so too did the

expression of some of these. But some
ways of looking at the world survived the
language transition, and English-speaking
Cape Breton culture is strongly influenced
by Gaelic.

The tunes, too, survived the language
transition. Some of the fiddle tunes we
hear today are adapted from pipe tunes,
and some of those came from Gaelic
songs. In other cases, the tunes were made,
and words were added later. The sung
notes of the canntaireachd were used to
represent pipe tunes, and puirt-a-beul
(mouth music) was used to represent fid-
dle tunes – or to substitute for fiddle tunes
when no other instrument was available.
Many of the puirt-a-beul tunes are a mix-
ture of nonsense words and satirical com-
mentary. To the non-Gaelic speaking lis-
tener, though, it is difficult to distinguish
between the nonsense words and the
Gaelic lyrics. The pitch and inflection of
the words transmit the tune, and the tune
determines the inflection.

So though many of the fiddlers who play
traditional music don’t have Gaelic, they
come from a culture that has been shaped
by the language, and they play tunes that
are linked to the language. They are a
product of the culture as it is now – shaped
by a language that many of them don’t
even speak, and that culture includes a
large amount of traditional music. Most
traditional Cape Breton fiddlers and pi-
ano players still learn tunes by ear, so the
elements in the music that came from
Gaelic are still present, as they are in other
aspects of Cape Breton culture. If you hear
an unfamiliar tune being played by a fid-
dler, you’d be hard-pressed to tell if it was
the traditional Cape Breton version of a
-year-old Scottish tune, a Cape Breton
tune from the turn of the century, or a
modern Cape Breton tune.

Joyce Rankin is a writer from Judique, Inverness
County. She has been active in developing the rich
collection of music, photos and information on the
Gaelic music of the area which is housed in the Celtic
Music Interpretive Centre of Judique.

Gaelic is a Celtic language like English is
a Germanic language. Celtic refers to the
language tree of which Gaelic (Scottish
and Irish) belongs. There are four other
Celtic languages: Welsh (spoken in
Wales), Cornish (from Cornwall, Eng-
land), Breton (spoken in Brittany, France)
and Manx (spoken on the Isle of Man).

Gaelic is the English word for any of
three languages which form the Q-Celtic
language family group. These three Gaelic

languages are; Irish, Manx, and Scottish
Gaelic. These languages are spoken in
Ireland, the Isle of Man, and Scotland and
Nova Scotia.

Gaels are the peoples who speak these
languages or did so in the past. Gaelic has
been in danger of being exterminated in
many of the traditional Gaelic speaking
areas, but now a renewed interest in
Gaelic language has slowed, if  not
reversed this trend.

Who are the
Nova Scotia Gaels?

Descendants of Scottish Gaels who immi-
grated to Nova Scotia during the late th
and th centuries, can trace their origins
to the prehistoric Celtic-speaking people
of continental Europe.  The Gaelic-speak-
ing Celts settled in Ireland at an early
date. Around , Gaels in Ulster
spread across to Scotland. Latin histori-
ans of the time labeled these Celtic peo-
ple as ‘Scotti’.  Scotland came to take its
modern English name from the invading
Gaelic-speaking Celts.

These ancient Gaelic-speaking Celts
founded the Argyll kingdom of Dalriada.
By the seventh century their growing
colonial domain included some Inner
Hebridean Islands and areas in the
adjacent mainland. Succeeding
generations of Gaels extended their
political influence over much of Scotland

as Christian missionaries and conquering
invaders. By the th century the Gael had
assimilated other Celtic-speaking tribes
of Scotland and instituted a distinct
system of law, kinship organization,
religious order, music, literature and art,
expressed through the medium of Gaelic
language and culture.  At the time of
reigning kings Duncan and MacBeth,
made famous by Shakespeare, Gaelic was
Scotland’s language of court and royalty.

A series of political and economic
changes eventually left the Gaels largely
contained in the area now referred to as
the Highlands and Islands of Scotland.  It
is from this region that the pioneer
Gaelic-speaking emigrants left to take up
new homes in Nova Scotia. – Frances
MacEachen
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