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Chapter 1: The Catalan Language in the Late Middle Ages
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The medieval period in Catalunya, roughly spanning from the 10th to the 15th centuries, was one of profound transformation, both culturally and linguistically. Catalan, as the vernacular language of this Iberian region, evolved in a unique sociopolitical and cultural environment. By the late Middle Ages, the Catalan language had come to be a defining feature of the region's identity, intricately tied to the political, religious, and economic developments that shaped Catalunya during this period. To fully understand the evolution of Catalan, one must consider the complex interplay of these forces and how the language both reflected and influenced the societal changes unfolding across this period.

The birth of the Catalan language is rooted in the late Roman Empire, emerging as a variety of Vulgar Latin spoken by the local population. By the 9th century, as the Carolingian Empire fragmented and the Christian Reconquista began in the Iberian Peninsula, the people of Catalunya had developed a distinct linguistic identity. Catalan evolved alongside the other Romance languages of the Iberian Peninsula, such as Castilian and Aragonese, but it carved out a unique path due to the political and cultural autonomy enjoyed by the County of Barcelona. The language's development was intertwined with the region’s growth as a political and economic power, especially after the formation of the Crown of Aragon in the 12th century.

The 12th century was a period of remarkable cultural and political flourishing for Catalunya, and it is during this time that the Catalan language emerged as an important vehicle for expression in both high culture and daily life. The courts of the Counts of Barcelona, and later the kings of Aragon, fostered an environment that celebrated Catalan as a language of both administration and art. The Catalan Chronicles, written by authors such as Ramon Muntaner, were some of the earliest examples of Catalan literary works. These chronicles, recounting the history of the Crown of Aragon, were written in the vernacular, making the events of the region's history accessible to a wide audience. Through these works, Catalan was not only a language of everyday speech but one capable of expressing complex political and cultural ideas, thus reinforcing its place in the intellectual landscape of medieval Europe.

Parallel to the literary developments, Catalan became increasingly associated with the growing sense of regional identity within the Crown of Aragon. As the crown expanded its territories throughout the Mediterranean, Catalan gained prominence as a language of trade and diplomacy. In the major cities of the Mediterranean, including Majorca, Valencia, and Sicily, Catalan was spoken and written by merchants, intellectuals, and political figures. Its use in legal and administrative contexts further cemented its status as the language of governance and authority. This linguistic expansion was not limited to the Iberian Peninsula but extended across the Mediterranean as the Crown of Aragon forged relationships with other kingdoms, most notably France, Italy, and the Maghreb. In these foreign lands, Catalan was used in official documents, legal texts, and correspondence, and was increasingly seen as a tool for maintaining the political autonomy of the Crown of Aragon.

However, the cultural and linguistic prestige of Catalan was not without its challenges. The integration of Catalunya into the larger political framework of the Spanish Crown, particularly after the dynastic union of Ferdinand and Isabella in 1469, began to have long-lasting consequences for the Catalan language. This chapter addresses the shifting dynamics that took place during this period, especially the rising dominance of Castilian as the language of the unified Spanish monarchy. While Catalan remained a vital language in the cultural and religious spheres of Catalunya, it began to experience increasing pressure from Castilian, which gained favor in administrative and legal contexts. The imposition of Castilian through royal decrees further marginalized Catalan, even as the language continued to serve as a symbol of local identity and resistance to centralized authority.

Despite these challenges, Catalan literature and language did not simply fade into obscurity. The vitality of Catalan continued to manifest in religious texts, poetry, and songs. The Cançoner de Barcelona, a compilation of Catalan poetry from the 14th century, is one example of how the language persisted in the cultural sphere, even as political circumstances began to shift. The prominence of Catalan as a poetic and literary language remained particularly evident in the works of the great Catalan poets of the period, such as Ausiàs March, whose writings provided a crucial bridge between the medieval and early modern periods of Catalan literature. March’s Cants d’amor and other works became vital symbols of the emotional and intellectual depth that Catalan was capable of conveying.

The political and linguistic challenges that faced Catalan in the late medieval period must be understood within the broader context of European medieval history. The rise of centralized monarchies throughout Europe during this period placed pressure on regional languages and identities. Just as Castilian began to dominate in Spain, French, English, and Italian were asserting their dominance in their respective regions. The decline of regional languages like Catalan in favor of national languages is a broader European trend that marked the late medieval and early modern periods.

In Catalunya, however, Catalan’s persistence as a language of local identity, resistance, and cultural expression helped to maintain its presence. Though Castilian came to dominate political and legal discourse, Catalan continued to thrive in the realms of religion, folk traditions, and popular culture. The resilience of the Catalan language in the face of growing political centralization is a testament to the deep connection between language and identity in medieval Catalunya.

Throughout the late medieval period, Catalan was not merely a tool for communication but a central part of the region’s identity. As we move through the following chapters, we will examine how Catalan evolved as a language of power, resistance, and culture, even in the face of external pressures. From the chronicles of the Crown of Aragon to the poetry of the Catalan court, from the rise of Catalan as a trade language in the Mediterranean to its eventual decline under Castilian dominance, the history of the Catalan language in late medieval Catalunya is a history of resilience, transformation, and cultural continuity.
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Chapter 2: The Birth of the Catalan Language

[image: ]




The emergence of the Catalan language is a story of linguistic evolution, social change, and the emergence of a distinct cultural identity within the broader context of the Iberian Peninsula. Catalan, as we understand it today, evolved from the Vulgar Latin spoken by the Romanized inhabitants of the Iberian Peninsula. The linguistic roots of Catalan can be traced back to the collapse of the Western Roman Empire, which left a fragmented political and linguistic landscape in its wake. The process of Romanization, which had begun centuries earlier, resulted in the spread of Latin throughout the Iberian Peninsula. Over time, this Latin evolved into a variety of regional dialects as the Western Empire fragmented, and the Iberian Peninsula became home to various Germanic and Visigothic kingdoms following the fall of Rome.

During the Visigothic period (5th-8th centuries), Latin remained the primary language of the elite and the church, while the vernacular Latin spoken by the common people began to evolve into what would eventually become the Romance languages. It was in this period, under the influence of the Visigothic Kingdom, that the first identifiable linguistic elements of Catalan began to emerge, although the language would not yet be fully distinct from other Romance dialects spoken in the region. The Visigoths themselves, having arrived in the Iberian Peninsula as part of the larger Germanic migrations, spoke a Germanic language, but their integration into the Roman world meant that Latin remained dominant in official and religious life.

The 8th century witnessed a seismic shift in the Iberian Peninsula with the arrival of the Islamic Caliphate of Al-Andalus. The Moors, as they are commonly known, controlled much of the southern part of the peninsula from 711 onwards. The rapid spread of Islamic rule created a sharp divide between the Christian north and the Muslim south, a divide that would define the political and cultural contours of the Iberian Peninsula for centuries. In the Christian kingdoms of the north, which would later form the basis of the Christian Reconquista, the spoken language of the common people continued to evolve along a distinct path. These early Christian kingdoms, such as the Kingdom of Asturias and later the Kingdom of León, maintained Latin as the liturgical and administrative language, but vernacular forms of Latin, increasingly regionalized, were being used by the common population.

By the late 9th century, in the region that would become Catalunya, the vernacular Latin spoken by the people had begun to develop recognizable features of what would eventually be the Catalan language. The key factor in this development was the process of Romanceization in the Iberian Peninsula, where the Latin spoken by the Romanized population began to diverge in different regions due to geographical, political, and social fragmentation. It is during this period, between the 9th and 10th centuries, that the linguistic characteristics of Catalan begin to emerge as distinct from the other Romance dialects of the Iberian Peninsula, such as Castilian and Aragonese.

The formation of the County of Barcelona in the early 9th century under Charlemagne's Frankish Empire helped solidify the linguistic and political boundaries of the Catalan-speaking region. Under the Frankish influence, the local elite began to strengthen ties with the wider Christian world, but it was the local population who continued to speak their evolving Latin dialects. By the end of the 9th century and into the 10th century, these dialects had grown increasingly distinct, eventually leading to the emergence of a fully developed Catalan language.

In the 12th century, the linguistic distinction between Catalan and other Iberian dialects had become firmly established. This is the period in which the first written examples of Catalan began to appear. One of the earliest and most significant works written in Catalan was the Homily of Organyà, a religious text composed in the early 12th century, likely around 1100. This text is widely regarded as one of the first examples of written Catalan, although the language of the Homily still bears some resemblance to Latin. The Homily is notable for its phonetic structure, which already exhibits the key linguistic features of Catalan, including its characteristic vowel system, which set it apart from its Romance cousins.

The Homily of Organyà reflects the strong connection between language and religious life in early Catalan society. Latin remained the language of the Church and of high culture, but Catalan began to take its place as the language of the people, and the Homily is indicative of this shift in religious and linguistic practices. While Latin continued to be the language of theology, law, and scholarship, the vernacular Catalan language began to develop a distinctive literary and cultural form.

By the late 12th and early 13th centuries, the Counts of Barcelona were consolidating their power through the union of the counties of Aragon and Catalonia, forming the Crown of Aragon. This political unification had significant implications for the language. With the rise of the Crown of Aragon as a dominant Mediterranean power, Catalan began to be used more widely in the administration, legal documents, and diplomacy. The use of Catalan in official contexts, alongside Latin, marked a critical moment in the language’s evolution from a local vernacular to a prestigious language of power and governance.

At the same time, the 12th century saw a flourishing of Catalan literature, which would solidify the language’s status as a literary language. The Chronicles of the Kings of Aragon (Cròniques dels Reis d’Aragó), written by various authors, including Ramon Muntaner, became essential historical texts that were not only political records but also the vehicle for the expression of a distinctly Catalan identity. These works, written in Catalan, helped solidify the connection between the language and the political autonomy of the Crown of Aragon.

The use of Catalan in legal documents, literature, and daily communication in the 12th and 13th centuries led to the establishment of the language as a significant marker of identity for the Catalan-speaking people. The increasing use of Catalan in written forms was central to the formation of a cohesive linguistic identity, one that was linked to the political and cultural growth of the Crown of Aragon. As the Catalan-speaking territories expanded into the Mediterranean, the language was carried across the seas to new territories, influencing the local dialects and fostering cultural exchanges with other Mediterranean peoples.

However, the spread of Catalan was not without its challenges. Despite the political and cultural dominance of the Crown of Aragon, the rise of other languages such as Occitan and Castilian presented both competition and influence. The influence of Occitan was particularly strong in the literary sphere, with troubadour poetry and courtly literature playing a significant role in the development of Catalan as a language of refined culture. Writers like Guillem de Berguedà, who wrote in both Occitan and Catalan, helped to bridge the cultural worlds of the Occitan-speaking and Catalan-speaking regions. Meanwhile, Castilian was gradually asserting itself as the dominant language in the Iberian Peninsula, particularly in the political and royal courts of Castile, which began to overshadow Catalan’s prestige in the later medieval period.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE

CATALAN
LANGUAGE

IDENTITY AND EVOLUTION IN
LATE MEDIEVAL CATALUNYA

PHILIP DECKER





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





