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ABSTRACT. The reconstructed Proto-Indo-European phonemes known as 
laryngeals underwent an unusual change in Proto-Celtic when between vocalic or 
consonantal resonants and the glide *y. This paper examines the evidence for 
laryngeals between resonants and the other Proto-Indo-European glide *w, and 
discusses the results in the light of previous scholarship. Conclusions are made 
difficult by the sparsity of clear evidence, but what is available points to a double 
reflex of laryngeals in this position, depending on whether they are preceded by a 
vocalic or consonantal resonant. 

1. Introduction 

This paper1 has two purposes. The first is to examine the reflexes of the Proto-
Indo-European phonemes known as laryngeals in Proto-Celtic, specifically before 
the glide *w and after a resonant2. This will be done by collecting and comparing 
the evidence of the attested Celtic languages (which include Gaulish, Welsh, 
Breton, Cornish and Irish). On the basis of this data a proposal will be put 
forward regarding the regular outcome of these clusters. 

The second purpose is to act as a case study for the difficulties that we come 
across when reconstructing prehistoric stages of languages and language families, 
especially those of relatively limited attestation, such as the ancient Celtic 
languages. A particular problem is the meagre and confused state of the data, 
which frequently leads to a range of possible explanations. Furthermore, it is 
often the case, as we shall see, that scholars have suggested a range of differing 
interpretations, not always on the basis of a full collection of the data. 

2. Proto-Indo-European Laryngeals 

Proto-Indo-European laryngeals are a set of phonemes reconstructed on the basis 
of the comparative method. Their phonetic status has not been fixed (e.g. Beekes 
                                                      
1 I would like to thank Wolfgang de Melo for his useful comments, and Ranjan Sen for 
reading this paper in draft form and drawing my attention to many mistakes and 
infelicities. Those that remain are of course my own. This paper was written while in 
receipt of an AHRC Doctoral Competition grant.  

2 The PIE phonemes included as resonants here are *l, *r, *m, *n. 
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