
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

CELTIC STUDIES IN POLAND: 
RECENT THEMES AND DEVELOPMENTS1 

PIOTR STALMASZCZYK 

0. Introduction 
Any discussion of Celtic Studies should start with a clear delimitation of 
the field and scope of research pertaining to Celtology. For the purpose of 
the bibliography of Celtic Studies in Poland (cf. Stalmaszczyk 2004), I 
have assumed the following tentative definition: 

Celtic Studies are concerned with the languages, literature, culture, 
mythology, religion, art, history, and archaeology of historical and 
contemporary Celtic countries and traces of Celtic influences elsewhere. The 
historical Celtic countries include ancient Gaul, Galatia, Celtiberia, Britain 
and Ireland, whereas the modern Celtic territories are limited to Ireland, 
Scotland, Wales, Isle of Man, Cornwall and Brittany. It has to be stressed 
that Celtic Studies are not identical with Irish (or Scottish, Welsh, or Breton) 
Studies, though they are, for obvious reasons, closely connected. 

Though the definition is not without problems,2 it clearly demonstrates 
that the field of Celtic Studies (CS) is subdivided among a number of different 
academic disciplines. In this presentation I limit my attention to recent 
Polish research on Celtic languages and literatures, with only sporadic 
reference to more general publications.3 First, though, it is necessary to 
mention some of the most important earlier achievements. 

Though work devoted to various aspects of Celtic philology and history 
appeared in Poland already at the turn of the twentieth century,4 it is Stefan 

1 I am very grateful to Prof. Séamus Mac Mathúna for his kind invitation to take part in the first 
colloquium of the Societas Celto-Slavica, and to Dr. Maxim Fomin for splendid organisational 
work and assistance. 

2 For some recent contributions to the debate on ‘Celticity’ and Celtic Studies, see Schmidt 
(1992), Evans (1997), the contributions in Hale & Payton (2000), and Tristram (2004). 

3 There are two reasons for this limitation: firstly, identifying CS on the basis of languages is most 
fundamental (and secure), cf. Tristram (2004). Secondly, and more personally, I am far better 
acquainted with research on Celtic languages and literatures than with other subdisciplines of 
CS. Unfortunately, there is – as yet – no overview of research within other fields of CS in 
Poland. For a list (admittedly incomplete) of Polish publications on Celtic ‘culture and history’, 
see Part Three of Stalmaszczyk (2004). 

4 Cf. Rozwadowski (1897), devoted, in considerable part, to Old Irish etymologies and historical 
phonology; Parczewski (1902), on the Irish mission and the beginnings of Christianity in 
Poland, and Bieńkowski (1908), on Gaulish representation in Hellenic art. 
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Czarnowski who deserves to be called the forerunner of CS in Poland. 
Stefan Czarnowski (1879–1937), the author of numerous studies on sociology, 
religion, history and theory of culture, also published several articles 
devoted to Celtic issues, especially literature and religion, and translations 
of specimens of Celtic literatures (for an overview, see Rosen-Przeworska 
1961 and Sadowska 1988). His most important achievement in the field of 
Celtology was Le culte des héros et ses conditions sociales. Saint-Patrick, 
Héros national de l’Irlande (Paris 1919), an historical and sociological 
study of St. Patrick and mediaeval Ireland. In this study, Czarnowski 
followed closely the methodological assumptions worked out by the 
French sociologist Émile Durkheim. Le culte des héros et ses conditions 
sociales is concerned with the social background of hero worship in 
Ireland. Czarnowski studied the historical reality in the light of documents 
and the mythical history of Patrick as recorded in the current legends. 
Though published more than eighty years ago, this study has lost very 
little of its value and importance, and still deserves to be closely analysed. 
As observed by Sadowska (1988: 185): 

[Czarnowski] was the first in Poland, and one of the first few in Europe, 
to have shown the scale of relationships between two apparently quite 
different cultures: Celtic heathenism and Christianity, by demonstrating 
the penetration of the consolidating Christian tradition by ancient elements 
which were becoming accommodated in it. 

Unfortunately, today Le culte des héros et ses conditions sociales is not 
known well enough and as a result references to it are extremely rare. 

Czarnowski also devoted some shorter studies and conference reports 
to religion and cult in ancient Gaul (cf. Czarnowski 1925a, 1925b, 1929, 
1930a), he also wrote popular essays on Celtic literatures (cf. Czarnowski 
1914, 1930b), discussed in section 3, below. 

1. Polish research on Celtic languages 
First linguistic remarks on Celtic languages may be found in the already 
mentioned grammatical and etymological investigations by Jan Michał 
Rozwadowski (1897). This was followed by historical and onomastic 
remarks by Michał Rudnicki (1936) and Tadeusz Milewski (1961). Tadeusz 
Lehr-Spławiński (1956a, 1956b) was the first to discuss Celtic-Slavonic 
language contacts, this was followed by Jerzy Kuryłowicz (1961a), and, 
from an anthropological perspective, by Jan Czekanowski (1961). A recent 
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addition to this debate is proposed in etymological investigations of the 
Celto-Slavonic language connections by Piotr Stalmaszczyk and Krzysztof 
Tomasz Witczak (1995). 

Within the domain of broadly understood ‘traditional’ and descriptive 
linguistics the names of Jerzy Kuryłowicz, Leszek Bednarczuk and Witold 
Stefański have to be mentioned. Jerzy Kuryłowicz (professor at Lvov 
University, later Wrocław University, and Jagiellonian University) devoted 
to Celtic languages a number of papers on diverse historical and comparative 
problems, among them a study of Slavonic, Gothic and Old Irish conjugations 
(Kuryłowicz 1960), notes on Ogam (Kuryłowicz 1961c), notes on 
morphological palatalisation in Old Irish (Kuryłowicz 1971), a study of 
morphological gemination in Celtic and Germanic (Kuryłowicz 1972), and 
others. Leszek Bednarczuk (Cracow) has produced several studies on Celtic 
phonology (Bednarczuk 1976, 1977), on typological issues (Bednarczuk 
1987, 1989, 1997), and on the Italo-Celtic hypothesis (Bednarczuk 1988b). 
He has also published a comprehensive chapter on Celtic languages 
(Bednarczuk 1988a), the most detailed study of the subject available in 
Polish. Witold Stefański’s (Toruń, formerly Poznań) work is concerned with 
different aspects of Old Irish grammar (Stefański 1988, 1989, 1997) and 
interrogative and negative structures in Modern Breton (Stefański 2002). 

Today, several scholars and institutions conduct research in Celtic 
linguistics. The most important institution is undoubtedly the Chair of Celtic 
Philology at the Catholic University of Lublin (KUL), founded in 1991.5 

The Chair is the only place in Poland where courses in modern Irish and 
Welsh are offered on a regular basis, and where rigorous research in the 
field of Celtic linguistics is being conducted. Aidan Doyle (now University 
College Cork) and Edmund Gussmann (now Poznań) prepared a handbook 
of Modern Irish in Polish, with detailed grammatical notes and commentaries, 
phonetic transcriptions, and a short Irish-Polish glossary (cf. Doyle & 
Gussmann 1991, 2nd ed. 1997). The same authors compiled a reverse 
dictionary of Modern Irish (Doyle & Gussmann 1996), an indispensable (and 
unique) tool for linguists interested in Irish morphology and word-formation, 
and more recently Doyle published a descriptive grammar of Modern Irish 
(Doyle 2001a). 

The founder of the Chair, and the first Head (till 1998), was Professor Edmund Gussmann. 
Since 2004 the Chair has been headed by Eugeniusz Cyran. 
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Scholars from KUL have authored several major publications, revised 
doctoral dissertations and post-doctoral dissertations (i.e. 
habilitationsschriften), devoted to the phonology, word-formation and 
syntax of Modern Irish: Anna Bloch-Rozmej (1998), a study of selected 
phonological processes in Connemara Irish; Anna Bondaruk (2004), a 
generative analysis of control phenomena in English, Irish and Polish; 
Eugeniusz Cyran (1997), a study of selected phonological processes in 
Munster Irish; Aidan Doyle (1992) on noun derivation in Modern Irish, 
and Doyle (2002), a generative approach to covert and overt pronominals 
in Irish.6 Other unpublished doctoral dissertations devoted to Celtic 
linguistics include the following: Anita Buczek-Zawiła (1998) on Modern 
Welsh phonology, Krzysztof Jaskuła (2004) on the phonology of Old Irish, 
and Maria Bloch-Trojnar (2004) on verbal nouns in Modern Irish. 

Scholars from Lublin have often provided new insights on well-known 
and described problems and processes, e.g. on lenition in Irish (cf. 
Gussmann 1983, 1986; Bloch-Rozmej 1995, 1998), or mutation in Modern 
Welsh (cf. Buczek 1995). The new insights were possible due to applying 
modern theoretical frameworks, such as Government Phonology (cf. 
Bloch-Rozmej 1995, 1998; Cyran 1995a, 1995b, 1996, 1997), or 
Minimalism in generative syntactic research (cf. Bondaruk 2004; Doyle 
1996, 1998, 2002). 

Whereas research carried out in Lublin is very much theory-oriented, 
scholars from other universities opt for theoretically-neutral research and 
studies which take into consideration sociolinguistic and historical aspects. 
For example, Andrzej Skrzypiec (Wrocław) has discussed several Welsh 
grammatical constructions (cf. Skrzypiec 1991a, 1991b, 2000a), he has 
also devoted attention to problems of Celtic identity and language change 
in Wales (cf. Skrzypiec 1998, 1999, 2000b). Sociolinguistic issues have 
been also discussed by Anna Cisło (Wroclaw; cf. Cisło 1997, 2003), and 
Piotr Stalmaszczyk (Łódź; cf. Stalmaszczyk 1993, 1997, 2005). The issue 
of language contact and Celtic-English influences, especially at the lexical 
level, has been tackled by Elżbieta Majewicz (Poznań; cf. Majewicz 
1989), and Stalmaszczyk (1998b, 1999, 2002, 2005). 

Historical linguistics is always fundamental in developing a 
multidimensional approach to language studies, and therefore in CS it is 

Doyle (2002) appeared as the first volume of a new series – Lublin Studies in Celtic Languages. 
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of utmost importance to devote appropriate attention to Old Irish and 
Continental Celtic. Polish linguists have contributed to historical and 
typological Celtic linguistics, cf. Kuryłowicz (1961b) on Celtic sandhi, 
Zabrocki (1951) and Bednarczuk (1977) on Celtic lenition, and Stefański 
(1986, 1989) on selected problems of Old Irish grammar. Very importantly, 
this research is continued by younger linguists, e.g. Krzysztof Jaskuła 
(Lublin), whose work is devoted predominantly to Old Irish phonology 
(cf. Jaskuła 1997, 1998, 2004), and Krzysztof Tomasz Witczak (Łódź), 
whose work covers, among other issues, historical and comparative 
phonology, Indo-European etymology, language contact in ancient Gaul 
and substratal features in Celtic (cf. Witczak 2000, 2002a, 2002b). He has 
recently published a comprehensive study of the language and religion of 
the ancient Lusitanians (cf. Witczak 2005). Witczak and Stalmaszczyk 
have co-operated on several Celtic and Indo-European etymological studies 
(cf. Stalmaszczyk & Witczak 1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1995, 2002). 

Other minor publications devoted to historical aspects of Celtic and 
comparative linguistics include the papers by Iwona Milewska (Cracow) 
on sandhi in Sanskrit and the Celtic languages (cf. Milewska 2000), 
Przemysław Popławski (Radom) on Indo-European *s in Celtiberian (cf. 
Popławski 2000), and Stalmaszczyk (1998a) on the position of Cumbric 
and Pictish. 

Further remarks on Celtic languages may be found in the popular 
introduction by Alfred F. Majewicz and Elżbieta Majewicz (Poznań) 
(1983), and in the comprehensive study of British civilisation by Wojciech 
Lipoński (Poznań), first published in 1995 (3rd ed. 2004). Historical and 
comparative comments on Celtic languages are also included in the 
publications of Jadwiga Pstrusińska (Cracow), who organised, at the Institute 
of Oriental Philology at the Jagiellonian University, the ‘Celto-Asiatic 
Seminar’, devoted to interdisciplinary comparative research (cf. Pstrusińska 
1997, 1999; see also the contributions in Pstrusińska & Fear 2000). 

2. Polish research on Celtic literature 
The bibliography of CS in Poland in the twentieth century lists publications 
which appeared between 1897-2000, cf. Stalmaszczyk (2004). 93 of these 
publications are devoted to Celtic languages and linguistic problems, 26 to 
Celtic literature, and 85 to culture, history, mythology, religion, archaeology, 
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etc. These numbers show that interest in Celtic literature has been considerably 
smaller than in languages or culture. Nevertheless, some important 
publications have appeared, especially in more recent years. As with CS in 
Poland in general, also in the field of literature it is Stefan Czarnowski 
who was the first to devote scholarly attention to the field. He published a 
series of popular essays on Old Irish literature, cf. Czarnowski (1914), and 
a chapter on Celtic literatures for the great encyclopaedia of world literature, 
cf. Czarnowski (1930b), followed by a selection of Celtic literary texts 
translated into Polish, Czarnowski (1932). These essays were popular in 
character, but with erudite bibliographical notes and commentaries, and, 
as observed by Sadowska (1988: 185): 

... they fully testify to Czarnowski’s profound knowledge of the texts 
he discusses. From the comparative point of view the important point is 
that Czarnowski demonstrated the contribution of Celtic literatures to the 
European treasure-trove. 

For a very long time nobody continued Czarnowski’s work and interests. 
After more than sixty years Alfred and Elżbieta Majewicz (in co-operation 
with Andrzej Lubach) prepared a new and very detailed overview of Celtic 
literary heritage for a modern history of European literatures (cf. Majewicz 
& Majewicz 1991). This remains the most comprehensive presentation of the 
subject in Polish. The lengthy (over 120 pages) chapter provides the necessary 
background introduction, and detailed individual sections on Irish, Scottish 
Gaelic, Welsh, Cornish and Breton literatures, furnished with notes on Polish 
translations (if any) and supplementary readings. Additionally, the text is 
accompanied by numerous illustrations of books and authors. 

Most recently, Anna Cisło (Wroclaw) has published a study (a revised 
doctoral dissertation, in Polish) devoted to Irish identity and the prose of 
the literary revival (cf. Cisło 2003), and Piotr Stalmaszczyk (Łódź) has 
published a book on ‘Celtic presence’, with chapters on Cornish and 
Scottish Gaelic literature, and a discussion of place-names in Celtic 
literature (cf. Stalmaszczyk 2005). 

A brief presentation of Celtic literatures may be also found in a concise 
introduction (in Polish) to Celtic culture by Bożena Gierek (1998). Other 
popular and minor publications worth mentioning, include an essay on 
Celtic influences upon Yeats by Rafał Węgrzyniak (1997), an article on 
the poetry of Cathal Ó Searcaigh by Aidan Doyle (2001b), popular, and 
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very personal, essays on different aspects of Celtic culture and literature 
by Adam Królikowski (1999), and short essays on Irish poetry by Ernest 
Bryll, a poet, translator and former Polish ambassador to Ireland (cf. Bryll 
2000; Goraj & Bryll 1977). 

The last publication to be mentioned in this overview is, very appropriately, 
an online report on Celtic sources on the Internet, compiled by Katarzyna 
Gmerek from Adam Mickiewicz University Library Information Services 
(cf. Gmerek 2005). 

3. Conclusion 
In conclusion of this brief and selective overview of CS in Poland it is 
necessary to mention the problems facing the discipline and prospects for 
the future. Three main problem areas may be identified: lack of financial 
support and institutional recognition, no place for CS in university programs 
(apart from Lublin), and unsatisfactory knowledge of Celtic languages 
among scholars willing to conduct research in the field of CS. These 
problems are obviously interconnected, as lack of financial and institutional 
support results in marginalisation of CS, which in turn hampers genuine 
research. On the positive side, the Chair of Celtic Philology at Lublin, 
entering into its fifteenth year of existence, is no longer the only academic 
institution devoted to Celtic research. The second one is the Department of 
Celtic Languages and Literature at the School of English, Adam Mickiewicz 
University (Poznań), established in 2004, and headed by professor Sabine 
Heinz (formerly Berlin, Vienna and Lublin). There are plans for establishing 
similar units at Łódź University and possibly elsewhere as well. Hopefully, 
the future will see more of such initiatives and, crucially, they will meet 
with understanding, both within the Polish universities, and abroad, as 
active support from institutions in Ireland, Scotland, Wales and Brittany is 
instrumental in further development of research in Celtic Studies. Also at 
the international level, the establishment of academic societies, such as 
the Societas Celto-Slavica, should facilitate the co-operation of scholars 
from different countries. 

University of Łódź 
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SUMMARY 

PIOTR STALMASZCZYK 

CELTOLOGIA POLSKA: WSPÓŁ CZESNE TENDENCJE 

CHOĆ P IERWSZE NAUKOWE UWAGI NA TEM AT JĘ ZYKÓW CELTYCKICH UKAZAŁY SIĘ W 

P IŚ M IENNICTWIE P OLSKIM  JESZCZE P OD KONIEC XIX W., TO DOP IERO DZIAŁALNOŚĆ STEFANA 

CZARNOWSKIEGO ZASŁUGUJE NA OKREŚ LENIE M IANEM  ‘CELTOLOGICZNEJ’, NATOM IAST 

DALSZY ROZWÓJ TEJ DZIEDZINY NASTĄP IŁ W DRUGIEJ P OŁOWIE XX W. ARTYKUŁ P RZEDSTAWIA 

WSP ÓŁCZESNE OSIĄGNIĘ CIA CELTOLOGII P OLSKIEJ, KONCENTRUJĄC SIĘ ZWŁASZCZA NA 

BADANIACH DOTYCZĄCYCH JĘ ZYKÓW I LITERATUR CELTYCKICJ. DO OM ÓWIENIA DOŁĄCZONA 

JEST OBSZERNA BIBLIOGRAFIA. 
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