
was to encourage the s tudy and use of the Cornish language. 
Their pioneering ef for ts have cont inued th rough the w o r k of the 
Cornish Language Board, originally the creation of the Federation 
of Old Cornwall Societies and the Cornish Gorsedd but n o w an 
independent body, and have achieved a considerable measure of 
success. This has gained wide acknowledgement shown most 
recently by a grant f r om the European Commission to the Cornish 
Language Board to enable an updated and revised dict ionary to be 
produced. 

It is very pleasing to learn that since these articles were 
wr i t ten discussions have begun between supporters of Unif ied 
Cornish and the Language Board wh ich it is hoped wil l resolve 
the issue. These t w o articles stand as records of opinions held. 

Ed 

A PLEA FOR UNIFIED CORNISH 

by P.A.S. Pool, M.A. , F.S.A. 

It has long been apparent to all concerned w i th the revival of 
the Cornish Language, that a generally accepted system of spelling 
and pronunciat ion was a necessity, w i thou t wh ich progress w o u l d 
be impossible. People teaching or learning any language below 
University level take this for granted, and w i thou t it wou ld abandon 
the task as impossible. The existence of such a system is so vital 
that , for purposes of tu i t ion , it is more important than the merits of 
the system adopted. W i t h o u t general agreement on h o w Cornish 
should be wr i t ten and pronounced, its revival could never have 
succeeded, and n o w that such agreement is being tragically lost, 
there is a real danger that the revival wi l l fai l . 

The object of the revival has always been to make Cornish 
readily available to those Cornish people w h o w a n t it. In recent 
years a grat i fying number have shown that they w a n t it , and as 
few of them are experienced l inguists, they are enti t led to expect 
unanimity among their teachers as to the nature of the language 
to be taught . 

The first to a t tempt the popular revival of Cornish, as opposed 
to its academic s tudy, was Henry Jenner. He accepted the necessity 
of a un i form system of spell ing, and used a system based on Late 
Cornish, 17th and early 18th century. He aimed ' to represent in 
an intelligible f o r m the Cornish of the later per iod ' , and to 
produce a system 'fairly consistent wi th in itself, not too di f f icul t 
to understand, and not too start l ingly dif ferent f r om the spellings 
of earlier t imes, especially f r om that of Lhuyd ' . He acknowledged 
that his system could not be strict ly accurate, but considered it t o 
be 'near enough for practical purposes' (Handbook of the Cornish 
Language, 1904, pages ix ,x) . 
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There was little immediate response to Jenner 's appeal for the 
revival of Cornish. Little progress was made unti l the rise of Celtic 
awareness in Cornwall in the 1920s led to the foundat ion of the 
Old Cornwall movement and the Gorsedd, and aroused interest in 
the language as a historical proof of our Celtic nat ionhood and the 
most obvious symbol for cultural revival. Robert Mor ton Nance, 
w h o was a close fr iend and devoted fo l lower of Jenner, evolved 
a new system of standard Cornish very di f ferent f r om Jenner 's 
and embodied it in Cornish for All (1929) and his Dictionaries. 
Nance's aim was to restore Cornish as it had been in its prime, 
rather than as it was last recorded, the deciding factor being 
that , whi le Late Cornish literature was almost non-existent, his 
system wou ld give the student early access to the texts of Middle 
Cornish. His spelling was thus 'based on the Middle Cornish of the 
Ordinalia and Passion Poem, wh ich is the most perfect fo rm of 
the language as wel l as being the one best k n o w n ; but apart f rom 
the re-spell ing, to match Middle Cornish, of words known only 
as Old Cornish or Late Cornish, some irregularities or ambiguit ies 
of Middle Cornish itself have been removed' (Cornish-English 
Dictionary, 1938, page iii). 

Thus , whi le Jenner had proposed to revive Cornish at the 
point where its last native speakers had left it, Nance aimed at 
the earlier point of its greatest literary f lower ing and f reedom 
f rom English inf luence, by evolving a system of spelling based on 
Middle Cornish but free (to assist the learner) of many alternatives 
and inconsistencies. This system, k n o w n as Unif ied Cornish, has 
been the vehicle of the revival for sixty years; for most of this t ime 
progress was s low, and only in the last f e w years has the revival 
achieved real popular success, far beyond the dreams of Jenner 
and Nance. 

A lmost all books produced for students of revived Cornish 
have used Nance's Unif ied Cornish, and unti l recently there have 
been few suggest ions to the contrary. Nobody, least of all its 
creator, wou ld claim that the system was perfect, a l though his 
fr iend and col laborator and sometimes candid crit ic, A . S . D . Smi th , 
considered it 'as near perfect ion as any system can be' (The Story 
of the Cornish Language, 1947, page 13). Unif ied Cornish does 
contain some errors and inconsistencies, and arbitrary choices 
between valid alternatives, but as a medium for teaching and 
learning Cornish it served Cornwal l we l l . It was evolved not as 
an academic exercise, but to meet an urgent practical need, and 
w i thou t it there could have been no meaningful revival of Cornish. 
A f ter more than f i f ty years it has come to exist as a twent ie th 
century language in its o w n r ight; it is, moreover, a beautiful and 
a dignif ied language to read, wr i te and speak, and ful ly wor thy of 
the respect and af fect ion wh ich it has gained. 

Unti l recently the main crit ics of Unif ied Cornish have been 
academic philologists f rom outside Cornwal l , w h o have pointed 
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out some errors and inconsistencies in Nance's w o r k , and the fact 
that much of our vocabulary has necessarily been evolved to cover 
things wh ich did not exist when Cornish was naturally spoken. 
This att i tude has of ten caused resentment in Cornwal l , especially 
in v iew of the patronising and sometimes arrogant at t i tude of 
the academics. But the total ly dif ferent aims of academics and 
revivalists make mutual incomprehension almost inevitable. The 
philologist is concerned only w i th the language as it can be proved 
by study of texts to have existed in the past, and he cares nothing 
for the problems of the revivalist, w h o needs a language wh ich can 
be used in the condit ions of today. Unif ied Cornish was evolved 
specifically for use as a medium of popular revival; students w h o 
continue their studies to University level naturally leave it behind 
as they progress to the study of the original texts. Philologists 
should not be blamed for lack of interest in revived Cornish, but 
only when they seek to deride something of wh ich they fail to 
understand the purpose and necessity. 

In 1968 the Gorsedd of Cornwall and the Old Cornwall 
Federation, the t w o bodies wh ich had carried the main 
responsibility for the revival of Cornish, set up the Cornish 
Language Board to cont inue and develop this task. The Board's 
founders had nearly all worked closely w i t h Nance, and were 
resolved to carry on w i th his life's work . The Board's initial 
declaration of policy stated: 

The Board considers that Unif ied Cornish provides an 
acceptable c o m m o n basis for spelling modern wr i t ings in 
the language, such a basis being essential if the revival is 
to secure any degree of public acceptance. For this reason 
all works intended for students or for general reading should 
cont inue to use unif ied spell ing, and no deviation theref rom 
should be encouraged. It is however recognised that Unif ied 
Cornish has little signif icance for more advanced linguistic 
studies. 

The status of Unif ied Cornish as the vehicle for revival of the 
language has come under challenge f rom t w o dist inct quarters. Dr. 
Kenneth George has produced a scholarly and much needed study 
of the origins and basis of Unif ied Cornish (The Pronunciation and 
Spelling of Revived Cornish, 1986), and has concluded that it is 
so defective that it should be replaced be a new system evolved 
by himself, also based on Middle Cornish but at a later stage 
than that used as Nance's model . Mr. Richard Gendall, on the 
contrary, urges the use of a system based (like that of Jenner) 
on Late Cornish, but w i t h the rules of grammar much simpli f ied. 
It is remarkable that these t w o people, whose knowledge of 
linguistic matters and personal devot ion to the revival of Cornish 
are unquest ioned, should both favour abandonment of Unif ied 
Cornish, and yet produce total ly opposed views on w h a t should 
replace it. 
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The Cornish Language Board, having been granted autonomy 
(wi th hindsight most unwisely) by its sponsoring bodies, has 
somewhat astonishingly declared itself in favour of adopt ing Dr. 
George's system, thus reversing one of the most important of its 
initial policy decisions after w h a t seemed inadequate consultat ion 
w i th other bodies and individuals. The Board has no authori ty 
to impose any f o r m of Cornish outside the sphere of its o w n 
activit ies. Its inf luence is persuasive only, and can be effective 
only if met w i t h a widely favourable response approaching to 
unanimity. This it has not received, since many have refused to 
fo l low its lead in this matter , including most of those w h o have 
borne the greatest responsibil i ty for the revival of Cornish over 
the last th i r ty years. M y o w n reasons for making this plea for 
the retention of Unif ied Cornish are partly sentimental but , for 
the most part , severely pract ical. 

W h e n , as w i th Unif ied Cornish, a system has been generally 
used and accepted for over half a century, the burden of proof 
rests f i rmly on those w h o w a n t to abandon it, not on those w h o 
w a n t to retain it. It is for those w h o w a n t change to establish, 
if they can, not only that this or that new system is superior to 
Unif ied Cornish, but that the change wou ld be both practical and 
in the interests of the cont inued revival of Cornish. 

Unif ied Cornish is not fault less, and some modif icat ions might 
w i t h benefi t be adopted . Dr. George's system may be in some 
ways more logical, and possibly more authent ic as being closer 
to w h a t medieval Cornishmen actually said ( though not to wha t 
they wro te ) . If our predecessors at the early stages of the revival 
had been faced w i t h Dr. George's arguments and conclusions, or 
the contrary ones of Mr . Gendall , it is possible that one of their 
systems might have been adopted. But in fact our predecessors, 
faced w i th a choice between the systems of Jenner and Nance, 
chose the latter, and w e have fo l lowed their choice for sixty years. 
Unti l recently nobody doubted it, except the group of extraneous 
academics whose objects are total ly di f ferent f rom ours. N o w w e 
are urged to change, but in completely di f ferent ways, by t w o of 
the ablest of our o w n number. They cannot both be r ight, and it 
seems highly probable that they are both w r o n g . 

Unif ied Cornish has served our movement wel l for the lifetimes 
of nearly all of us. The revival of Cornish has become a t r iumphant 
success, verging at t imes almost on the miraculous. The number 
of people using Cornish has g r o w n , especially in the last decade, 
beyond the greatest expectat ions of our predecessors. This wou ld 
have been impossible w i t h o u t a common ly accepted system of 
spelling and pronunc ia t ion. If Unif ied Cornish is n o w to be 
abandoned, or to become one of t w o or three rival systems, 
there wi l l inevitably fo l low (and there has indeed begun) a period 
of confus ion for teachers, students and all users of the language, 
wh ich wou ld be intolerable to many and wh ich seems likely to lose 
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the revival much of its present support , and indeed to make us all 
look publicly absurd. Mutual comprehension is being replaced by 
a situation akin to a Celtic Babel. The revival of our language, one 
of the marvels of our t ime, is gr inding to a halt, and may even go 
into reverse. 

Moreover, half a century of devoted work by hundreds of 
people is being virtually cast aside; everything wr i t ten in or about 
Cornish is in danger of becoming out of date and virtually useless. 
Thousands of pounds spent on publ icat ion wou ld have been spent 
in vain, and nearly all the work of three generations wou ld have 
to be done over again. H o w could we convince those w h o have 
learnt Cornish that they have learnt the w r o n g Cornish, and should 
begin again? H o w could w e expect those th inking of learning 
Cornish to choose between t w o or three rival systems of spelling 
and pronunciat ion, each w i th its teachers? 

It is more important that w e should all speak and wr i te Cornish 
in the same way , than the way should be correct according to 
some theoretical ideal, however wel l researched. W e have all 
travelled too far d o w n the road of Unif ied Cornish to accept 
its abandonment now in favour of something else. For better or 
worse, Unified Cornish is twent ie th century Cornish, the language 
of our forefathers so wonder fu l ly revived. It is certainly capable 
of improvement in detai l , but the very success of the revival has 
commit ted us to cont inuing d o w n this pa th , if w e are to get 
anywhere. 

So much for the practical object ions to the proposed changes. 
The sentimental object ion is that they wou ld involve virtual 
repudiation of the w o r k of Robert Mor ton Nance, our Grand 
Bard w i thou t compare. He devoted his life to the revival of 
Cornish, and all our w o r k has been based on foundat ions wh ich 
he laid. He died knowing that his generation had set Cornish on 
its feet, and hoping that another wou ld make it walk (as w e did) 
and that a later one still wou ld make it run (as they have). Mordon 
was not merely a great scholar, but also a patr iot and a prophet , 
the greatest Cornishmen of our t ime. W h a t was good enough for 
him should be good enough for us all, and for Cornwal l . 

Wr i t ing as a Language Bard of more than th i r ty years standing, 
as the virtual founder of the Cornish Language Board, and , above all 
as one whose greatest privilege was to have learnt Cornish as the 
pupil of Mordon , I urge all to retain and cherish Unif ied Cornish, 
and to repudiate before it is too late (as it very soon wil l be) both 
the alternatives offered in its place. 

Let us remember the advice given to J o h n of Chyannor in the 
oldest folk-tale recorded in Cornish, 'Never leave the Old Road for 
the New Road' , recall the sad fate of those whose fol ly led them 
down that new road, and turn overselves aside f rom this one. 
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