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FOREWORD

Although (or perhaps because) it is intended primarily for students, including
beginners, the present work has experienced a rather long gestation period of
several years before finally making its way into print. In essence it has developed
out of undergraduate (ahd some postgraduate) teaching over the last few years and
my thanks are due to those students who contributed to this process. In this regard
special mention should be made of Louisa Moss and Ailis Ni Mhaoldomhnaigh,
who are now engaged in postgraduate research towards a Ph.D. in NUI
Maynooth’s Department of Old and Middle Irish after successfully completing
three years of study based upon the present course as it evolved. Both showed a
useful aptitude for spotting mistakes and inconsistencies as this work underwent
various different recensions until taking the form in which it has now been
published. Needless to say, I alone am responsible for remaining errors and
imperfections.

Kim McCone
Department of Old and Middle Irish
NationalUniversity of Ireland, Maynooth
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CHAPTER I
PRELIMINARIES

A. INTRODUCTION.

A.1. The main phases of Irish.

Irish (or Gaelic, including the Scottish and Manx varieties; OIr. Goidelc, ModIr. Gaeilge etc.)
is a Celtic language whose closest relatives are the three members of the British Celtic family,
namely Welsh, Cornish and Breton. Irish and British constitute the two branches of Insular
Celtic, which probably developed certain peculiarities (most notably the double ‘absolute’ and
‘conjunct’ verbal inflection discussed in III.A.3 and V.A.1c) in Britain in the course of several
centuries straddling the middle of the first millennium B.C. before being brought to Ireland
some time later. Thereafter Irish (or Goidelic) and British began to diverge on their separate
islands. The Insular Celtic languages are more distantly related to imperfectly documented and
long dead Celtic languages on the Continent, notably Celtiberian in Spain (some inscriptions
from the first and second centuries B.C.) and Gaulish (documented chiefly from various
inscriptions ranging in date from the fifth century B.C. to about the third century AD)in
France, Northern Italy and a swathe of territory stretching eastwards along the Danube as far
as what isnow central Turkey. All of these languages together make up the Celtic family, to use
anow conventional linguistic term established by the great Welsh scholar Edward Lhuyd in the
early eighteenth century. This is then related at a further temove or removes to various other
language families, notably Germanic (e.g. English, German and the Scandinavian languages),
Italic (notably Latin and its modern Romance descendants such as Italian, Spanish and French), -
Baltic (notably Lithuanian and Latvian), Slavic (e.g. Polish, Serbo-Croat and Russian),
Albanian, Greek, Armenian, Indo-Iranian (further subdivided into Iranian and Indic branches)
as well as the long extinct Anatolian (notably Hittite with records from the second millennium
B.C. in Asia Minor, present-day Turkey) and Tocharian (documented from the sixth to the
eighth centuries A.D. in the Karim Basin, now in eastern China). Ultimately all of these are
branches of the vast Indo-European family of languages assumed to descend from a common
ancestor known as Proto-Indo-European that has left no records (since its speakers could not
write) but must have been spoken around the fourth and third millennia B.C. somewhere in
Eastern Europe or Western Asia, an area just north of the Black Sea currently being the best bet.

Irish seems to have been steadily going its own way for the best part of a thousand years in
Ireland before it began to be written down, first on very brief Ogam inscriptions around the
early fifth century A.D. and then in continuous texts in manuscript in the course of the seventh
century A.D. Prior to this its precursor shared various demonstrable nodes of development with
other languages, namely an Insular Celtic stage (with British Celtic) around the middle of the
first millennium B.C., a Proto-Celtic stage (with all known Celtic languages, dead or living)
around the later part of the second and the early first millennium B.C, and finally a
Proto-Indo-European stage that probably drew to an end in the course of the third millennium




2

B.C. In the absence of written documentation these stages are only accessible by means of
scientific historical linguistic comparison and reconstruction. On this basis the development of
Irish can be traced back, at least in outline, some five thousand years, although its directly
recorded history begins no earlier than some sixteen hundred years ago with the scanty Ogam
evidence and the language has only been adequately documented for the last thirteen centuries
or so since the emergence of a manuscript tradition. The long undocumented period can be
regarded as the language’s prehistory, and the shorter period (albeit a longer one than can be
boasted by any other Western European language except Latin) since more or less continuous
records began as its history. The latter, of course, is the main concern here.

The linguistic phase from the fifth to the sixth centuries A.D. is best designated Primitive Irish
and is marginally historical by virtue of the exiguous documentation provided by a couple of
hundred short and formulaic Ogam inscriptions. These and comparative linguistic
considerations combine to show that it was a watershed during which Irish underwent major
changes that transformed an essentially ‘old Indo-European’ profile similar to that of the
Continental Celtic languages or Latin, say, into a significantly different type, certain key
features of which have characterised Irish ever since (cf. the remarks on Ogam INIGENA versus
Old Irish ingen ‘daughter’ in B.8 below).

The reliable manuscript records of the language of the seventh century are few and far between
but they do suffice to show that the Early Old Irish of this period was not unduly different
from the ‘classical’ Old Irish of the following two centuries, the main divergences being of a
relatively trivial phonetic nature (see VI.B.6a). The tenth century saw the emergence of a stage
of the literary language known as Middle Irish (see XII) that was characterised by considerable
innovations and fluctuations in morphology above all, especially where the verbal system was
concerned. Around the end of the twelfth century this in turn gave way to the appreciably more
streamlined grammatical system known as Early Modern Irish, which continued in use until
about the end of the sixteenth century. Thereafter texts increasingly show various dialect and
other features seen in the Modern Irish of the present day. Irish, then, has a continuous textual
tradition in the Roman alphabet going back at least as far as the seventh century A.D. This
grammar and reader is chiefly concerned with the early or ‘Old Irish’ part of that evolution, a
period extending roughly from the late seventh to the early tenth century A.D., but the final
chapter offers a basic introduction to the subsequent ‘Middle Irish’ stage extending down to
approximately the end of the twelfth century. ’

The long period of development culminating in Old Irish as known to us from various sources
did not, of course, take place in complete isolation. As in the case of other recorded languages,
certain external influences can also be detected. It has, for instance, sometimes been claimed
that, whereas the basic sounds and forms (or phonology and morphology) of Old Irish can.
usually be accounted for as the outcome of a continuum of internal change stretching back
through Proto-Celtic to Proto-Indo-European itself, certain key features of the language’s
syntax, particularly where word order is concerned, are due to the so-called ‘substratum’
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influence of a non-Indo-European language or languages encountered by early Celtic speaking
settlers in Britain and Ireland. However, this can be no more than unproven and unprovable
speculation in the absence of any record of the pre-Celtic speech of these islands and this
approach has been rejected by most scholars in the field for the good reason that plausible
internal derivations of the features in question are available.

Various studies of other languages have revealed that external influences are most likely to
make themselves felt in the field of vocabulary, and Celtic, Insular Celtic and Irish are no
exception to this tendency. Although the bulk of their vocabulary can be shown to have wider
Indo-European connections, Irish and British Celtic nevertheless contain a number of obviously
related words such as OIr. mucc and MW moch-en ‘pig’ (< *mukk-), Olr. brat and MW breth-yn
‘cloak’ (< *bratt-), Olr. fannall and MW gwennawl ‘swallow’ (< *we/anal-) that not only lack
obvious cognates elsewhere in Indo-European but also have a distinctly non-Indo-European
look. That being so, they are likely to have been taken over from an otherwise unknown
non-Indo-European language or languages at a prehistoric Irish (or British), Insular Celtic or
Proto-Celtic stage. Given the already mentioned inadequacy of the documentation of Gaulish
and Celtiberian, lack of attestation of similar forms there so far hardly suffices to prove that
these external elements made their way into the language(s) in question at an Insular rather than
an earlier Proto-Celtic phase. On the other hand, attestation in one or both of these does
constitute solid grounds for positing borrowing as early as Proto-Celtic, a case in point being
the PC but apparently non-IE *kurmi ‘ale’ underlying OIr. cuirm, OW curum (MW cwrwf),
Gaul. curmi, Celtib. kurmi-. However, words like these afford no more than occasional glimpses
into early prehistoric borrowings from unidentified sources.

Unsurprisingly, the first securely identifiable external source of borrowings into Irish (and, for
that matter, British) is Latin. As the official language of the Roman Empire and of the Catholic
Church it not only survived the former’s downfall but also succeeded in extending its reach
beyond the old imperial boundaries. Apart from a handful of arguably pre-Christian borrowings
relating to trade and seafaring such as Olr. ingor ‘anchor’ (Lat. ancora), the bulk of early Latin
loanwords seems, predictably enough, to have entered Old Irish in the wake of the introduction
of Christianity into Ireland, which occurred at least as early as the first half of the fifth century
A.D. Detailed studies of the various ways in which a considerable number of early borrowings
from Latin were adapted into Irish have shown that this was a virtually uninterrupted process
during the ﬁ;st couple of centuries after the establishment of Christianity and that it emanated
chiefly from Britain, as St. Patrick’s clearly stated British origins might lead one to expect. Old
Irish words of Latin origin are generally. indicated in the vocabulary, which includes the
following: abb ‘abbot’, aine ‘fasting’, aingel ‘angel’, apstanit ‘abstinence’, apstal ‘apostle’,
bachall ‘crozier’, baithis ‘baptism’, baitsid ‘baptises’, bendachaid ‘blesses’, bendacht
‘blessing’, caille ‘veil’, caindel ‘candle’, caland ‘first (day of the month)’, castdt ‘chastity’, cell
‘church’, cland ‘offspring’, con:secra ‘consecrated’, credal ‘devout’, crésen ‘Christian’, demun
‘demon, devil’, descipul ‘disciple’, domnach ‘Sunday, church’, diir ‘hard’, ecla(i)s ‘church’,
epscop ‘bishop’, fetarlic ‘Old Testament/Law’, fin ‘wine’, geinti ‘pagans’, grdd ‘grade, rank’,
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ifern ‘hell’, intliucht “intellect’, latrann ‘robber’, lebor ‘book’, loc ‘place’, manach ‘monk’,
martar ‘martyr’, matan ‘morning’, meirtrech ‘harlot, prostitute’, membur ‘member, limb’, mias
‘table’, mur ‘wall’, mo/untar or muinter ‘community, followers’, omaldéit ‘humility’ peccaa'
‘sin’, penn(a)it ‘penitence’, pian ‘punishment, pain’, port ‘place’, praind ‘meal’, precept
‘preaching’, pridchid ‘preaches’, prim- ‘first’, sén ‘sign’, senad ‘synod’, stans ‘sense’, spirut
‘spirit’, sroigled ‘flogging’, tempul ‘temple, church’.

A far more restricted linguistic influence, this time from the Scandinavian Germanic language
usually termed Old Norse, was introduced from outside by the establishment of a Viking
presence in parts of Ireland in the course of the ninth century. The. obvious period for the
borrowing of a small number of Norse words into Irish will have been the tenth to the twelfth
century. Consequently there was negligible Norse impact upon Old Irish and no more than
slight influence upon Middle Irish literature, insofar as most loanwords of Scandinavian origin
are first attested in manuscripts later than the twelfth century. Predictably enough, borrowings
into Irish such as margad ‘market’ (ON markadr), stivir ‘rudder’ (ON styri), trosc ‘cod’ (ON
porskr), scilling ‘shilling’ (ON skillingr), scuird ‘shirt, tunic’ (ON skyrta) relate to ﬁshmg,
seafaring, trade and clothmg above all.

A.2. Contemporary Old Irish sources.

A more or less complete grammar of the language can be inferred from the reasonably copious
material found in manuséripts datable to the Old Irish period itself as just defined. Nevertheless,
there are inevitably some gaps as the vernacular sources in question are limited in scope. For
the most part, they consist of so-called ‘glosses’, i.e. notes (translations, clarifications or
explanations as the case might) written in Irish (alongside and not infrequently intermingled
with Latin) in the margins or between the lines of Latin texts of importance to the monastic
learning of the time. Surviving collections of Old Irish glosses are named- after the various
placesin which the manuscripts containing them are to be found. All of these are on the
Continent, doubtless as a result of well documented Irish missionary and scholarly activity in
various parts of Europe from the sixth to the ninth centuries. The linguistic significance of these
glosses resides in the fact that they represent the only substantial body of Old Irish material that
has come down to us in eighth~ or ninth-century manuscripts dating from the Old Irish period

itself. The largest and most important collections are the Wiirzburg Glosses (Wh., ¢. 750 AD)

on a Latin text of St. Paul’s epistles, the Milan Glosses (ML1., c. 800 AD) on a Latin commentary
on the Psalms and the St. Gall Glosses (Sg., ¢. 850 AD) on Priscian’s Latin Grammar. Smaller
collections include the Turin Glosses (Tur.) on St. Mark’s Gospel and the Carlsruhe Glosses
on Priscian (PCr.). The latter sometimes overlap with the much larger St. Gall. set, thus proving
the existence of a still earlier set of Old Irish glosses on Priscian upon which both the St. Gall
and the Carlsruhe glossators drew to some extent. Although the vast majority of the material
in the early ninth-century Book of Armagh now kept in Trinity College, Dublin, is in Latin,
the collection of miscellaneous items therein known as the Additamenta or ‘Additions’ does
contain some short pieces of Old Irish, notably the relatively brief account of the foundation of
Sletty (see VI.A.7f), which is the only Old Irish prose narrative of any length surviving in a

5

contemporary manuscript. In addition to the liturgical text that constitutes the bulk of the
manuscript, the Stowe Missal contains a short Old Irish tract on the Mass and three Old Irish
charms (see V.C.4c).

The Milan and St. Gall manuscripts also contain a few short occasional poems in Old Irish,
apparently produced by the scribes as a source of relief from the demanding and at times
presumably tedious task of glossing. Two well-known examples will be found in V.C.4e and
VILB.3e below. A few Old Irish poems are included in the rather curious miscellany of short
texts that constitutes the eighth- or ninth-century Codex Sancti Pauli, a four-leaf manuscript
preserved in the monastery of St. Paul in Carinthia, Austria. The most famous of these is the
charming poem Me-sse ocus Pangur bdn (V.A.3b below), in which a man of letters compares
and contrasts his own bookish pursuits with his cat’s hunt for mice, but mention must also be
made of the intriguing charm given in VIIL.6d as well as of the solitary example of an Old Irish
bardic praise poem to have come down to us.

Apart from the two main glossators responsible for most of the Wiirzburg glosses on the first
thirty two and the final couple of folios respectively, there is a sprinkling of some eighty brief
glosses (usually a single word) in a further rather spidery hand, the so-called Prima Manus or
‘First Hand’. The language of these Prima Manus glosses is somewhat earlier than that of the
bulk of the Wiirzburg collection and can be regarded as ‘Early Old Irish’, of which there are
further traces in a couple of other small collections of glosses. However, the only substantial
specimen of this later seventh-century phase of the language to have come down to us in a
near-contemporary manuscript is the Cambrai Homily, arather short text consisting of Old Irish
passages sandwiched between Latin ones and preserved in an eighth-century manuscript
belonging to the public library of Cambrai. The 72-folio manuscript is in a continental hand and
otherwise contains a text of the Latin Collectio Canonum Hibernensis or Irish Collection of
Canons. It seems to have been copied from an insular original into which this fragment had
somehow been inserted. The scribe’s evident unfamiliarity with Irish has resulted in quite a few
errors, most of them easy enough to remedy, but saved the text from the linguistic
modernisation that an Irish scribe would have been prone to apply. A number of linguistic
features (see VI.B.6a) show that the original was produced earlier than the roughly
mid-eighth-century bulk of the Wiirzburg Glosses and it can thus be plausibly dated to the
second-half of the seventh century.
5

All of the vernacular material preserved in manuscripts plausibly dated to the Old Irish period
has been most conveniently collected and translated by John Strachan and Whitley Stokes in
their two-volume Thesaurus Palaeohibernicus.

A.3. Old and Middle Irish texts surv1vmg in later manuscripts. ,
The corpus of Ola Irish material extant in manuscripts datable between the late seventh and the
early tenth century is thus somewhat limited in extent and even more restricted in genre. With
a couple of shining exceptions, it is rather short on literary merit and comprises next to no
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narrative text of any extent. Consequently there are compelling linguistic, literary and historical
reasons for attempting to supplement this core with the evidence of texts .of demonst.rable orat
least probable Old Irish provenance that happen to be preserved.only in manuscripts of the
twelfth century or later, usually in partly modernised copies or versions. The recognition of this
stratum is not always easy and there are inevitably cases of seripus doubt. In what fol}ows the
focus will be upon some basic issues and upon a few texts of this type that have peen 1pc1uded
in the selections for reading practice below and can be used to illustrate various different
criteria capable of pointing to or substantiating an Old Irish date of composition.

Medieval Ireland (say, down to the sixteenth century) boasts an extensive literature in Irish as
well as Latin and it seems clear that texts were being produced in the vernacular from at legst
the middle of the seventh century onwards. However, owing to a combination of chance with
the inevitable effects of wear and tear upon manuscripts in constant use for the reading _and
copying of the texts contained therein, very little Early Old or Old Ir%sh material survives
directly in Ireland itself in manuscripts dating from the period in question (late 7th. to ear}y
10th. century). As seen in A.2 above, most of what is extant has come down to us in
manuscripts preserved on the Continent, where they presumably tended to be used less and
ceased to be copied as the Irish ecclesiastical presence in mainland Europe waned towa‘rds the
end of that era. That said, the great bulk of medieval Irish vernacular material is found in later
manuscripts produced and kept in Ireland in the first instance at least, partif:ular importance
attaching to the collections currently in Trinity College Dublin, the Royal Irish Academy and
the National Library of Ireland. Quite a few Irish manuscripts have also been acqu}red relatively
recently by institutions abroad such as the British Library, Oxford’s Bodelian Library and the
Edinburgh Advocates Library thanks to the activities of antiquarians such as Edward Lhuyd
(mentioned in A.1 above) from Britain and elsewhere.

There is, then, a vast and varied corpus of material in Irish preserved in manuscripts dating from
roughly the twelfth to the sixteenth century and later. Three major manuscripts containing
substantial amounts of vernacular literature date from the last century or so of the Middle Irish
period, namely in probable chronological order the RIA’s Lebor na hUidre or ‘Book of the
Dun Cow’ (LU, main hand c. 1100), the Bodleian’s Rawlinson B 502 and TCD’s massive
Lebor Laigen or ‘Book of Leinster’ (LL). Manuscripts dating from the post-Norman period but
containing a significant amount of earlier material are a good deal more numerous and include
TCD’s large composite but basically late-fourteenth-century Yellow Book of Lecan (YBL), the
Bodleian’s composite but partially late-fifteenth-century Rawlinson B 512, and various
sixteenth-century manuscripts such as the British Library’s Egerton 1782, Egerton 88 and
Harley 5280.

In the case of LU, Rawl. B 502 and LL one can at least be confident that a given text or
linguistic form is at least as old as the Middle Irish period but with the remainder written in the
Early Modern Irish period or later even this much a priori assurance is lacking. In both
categories, however, the problems relating to the recognition and/or restoration of texts of at
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least probable Old Irish provenance are fundamentally the same. Old and Middle Irish prose
literature is for the most part anonymous and, even where an author is named (as is not
infrequently the case with poetry), uncertainty about the correctness of a given attribution can
be hard to dispel, whereas certainty about the incorrectness of some attributions is more readily
attainable. The usefulness of a plausibly named author for dating purposes is, of course, then
dependent upon reliable information (frequently but by no means always available in Medieval
Ireland’s extensive annalistic compilations) as to when he lived or, more likely, died. Providing
that later interpolation can be reasonably excluded, references to known historical individuals,
foundations, political situations or events within a text can also provide evidence as to date,
more likely than not for a terminus ante quem non after which a work must have taken its
present form. However, really helpful indications of this type are less widespread than one
might hope, not only in expository genres such as legal, wisdom or homiletic texts but also in
narratives that all too often deal with what purport to be happenings in the distant past. Under
these circumstances, linguistic considerations tend to be paramount and here the obvious
problem is that, when copying earlier texts, scribes of the Middle and Early Modern Irish
periods were understandably prone to replace older obsolete forms with later current ones or
even to produce ‘hypercorrect’ forms in reaction against this natural tendency.

On the whole, poems surviving in later manuscripts are easier to ascribe to a particular
linguistic phase of composition than similarly transmitted prose works. This is because features
such as rhyme and syllable count (see IL.B.2g, V.A.3b and V.C.4e) often provide firm criteria
for deciding whether a Middle Irish form is or is not to be emended to its Old Irish equivalent
in order for conformity to the expected metrical pattern to be achieved. For instance, Félire
Oengusso or ‘The Calendar of Oengus’ is a long poem commemorating the feasts of the saints
throughout the year from the first of January to the thirty-first of December, one quatrain being
allocated to each day. The metrical calendar at the heart of the work is introduced by a prologue
of over three hundred lines and rounded off with an even longer epilogue of over five hundred
lines. Although it is only preserved in relatively late manuscripts, the fact that there are ten of
these and that the work has a tight metrical structure made it possible for its editor Whitley
Stokes (Félire Oengusso Céli Dé: The Martyrology. of Oengus the Culdee, London, 1905;
reprinted Dublin, 1984) to restore an original Old Irish text with some confidence. Moreover,
various surviving prefaces to the poem and some other references ascribe it convincingly to a
certain Oengus son of Oengobae son of Oeblén. Stokes summarises the further information to
be gleaned from these sources as follows on p. xxvi of the introduction to his edition. ‘He was
a contemporary of Aed Ordnigthe, overking of Ireland from the year 793 to 817, of Fothuth of
the Canon (flor. 804), and of Conmac bishop of Armagh (ob. 806). He became a monk in the
monastery of Clonenagh on the banks of the Nore.... He afterwards joined the fraternity of
Tallaght near Dublin, then presided over by S. Maelruain, who died in 787, and whom Oengus
commemorates at Aug. 11’ (actually July 7). Composition of the Félire, then; can be dated quite
securely to c. 800 AD. Similar considerations led Stokes and Strachan to include restored Old
Irish texts of the metrical hymns to various Irish saints preserved in the Liber Hymnorum (see
VILB.3f for an example in a metre-based on stress rather than the more normal Syllable count)




8

in the second volume of the Thesaurus Palaeohibernicus mentioned at the end of A.2 above,
even though none of the numerous manuscripts concerned was of Old Irish date.

The dating of prose works tends to be more problematical, particularly when a given text is
extant in no more than one or two later manuscripts. That said, the Life of Saint Brigit surviving
(minus its beginning owing to loss of a leaf) only in a late fifteenth-century section of the
manuscript Rawlinson B 512 (Bodleian Library, Oxford) canbe dated with confidence to the
ninth century A.D. for the simple and good reason that, allowing for a number of essentially
trivial later orthographic features, about three quarters of it is found to be in unmistakable Old
Trish, the remaining quarter or so being in Latin. A few excerpts from this work are given in
standard Old Irish orthography here and there in the ‘reading practice’ sections in subsequent
chapters. Occasional divergences from spellings in the manuscript version can be conveniently
checked by referring to Donncha O hAodha’s edition (Bethu Brigte, Dublin 1978). Early law
tracts found only in later manuscripts (e.g. those mentioned in IV.C.3b-d) likewise tend to
preserve original Old Irish forms well, although these may be more or less heavily disguised
by later spelling practices.

Where a largely or exclusively prose text survives in several later manuscripts, convincing
evidence for an Old Irish date can often be winnowed from the variant readings, due allowance
being made for the relationship between the various manuscript versions and for the fact that
some grammatical features are more secure as diagnostics than others. The establishment of a
strong presumption of Old Irish provenance may then provide the confidence to restore a
consistent O1d Irish text, even to the extent of normalising a form in the face of all of the
available manuscript variants on occasion. A text of the short Old Irish saga Compert Con
Culainn, which tells of Cti Chulainn’s remarkably Christlike conception and birth on three
different levels, is found in the important manuscript Lebor na Huidre (LU) or ‘The Book of
the Dun Cow’ mentioned earlier. The part down to and including birt mac in VILB.3a
(continuing VII.A.3a and VI.B.4b) is in the hand of the main scribe M(4el Muire), who seems
to have worked on it around 1100 AD, but thereafter a later interpolator conventionally dubbed
“H’ has added an ending that is considerably more elaborate than the one found in several other
manuscripts, notably Trinity College Dublin H.4.22, Royal Irish Academy 23 N.10 and British
Library Egerton 88. H also appended a note to the tale’s title in LU conveying the information
that M’s version came a Libur Dromma Snechta “from the Book of Druimm Snechtai’, an
evidently important lost manuscript referred to as a source three times in LU as well as on a
number of further occasions in various other manuscripts. The basically Old Irish language of
Compert Con Culainn and a number of other sagas thought to have been contained in Lebor or
Cin Dromma Snechtai led the great Old Irish scholar Rudolf Thurneysen to date that lost
manuscript to the eighth century AD without discounting the possibility that it was written as
late as the tenth-century but drew Old Irish material such as Compert Con Culainn from an
unknown earlier manuscript. Either way, the version of Compert Con Culainn preserved in
H.4.22, 23 N.10, Eg. 88 and M’s hand in LU (i.e. excluding the conclusion added by H)
obviously derives from an Old Irish original and is one of the earliest Irish sagas to have
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survived. Similar arguments can be and have been convincingly advanced with reference to the
short tale Echtrae Chonnlai or ‘Connlae’s Expedition’ (VII.A.3b and B.3b), which is mostly
in prose, and also to the much discussed fmmram Brain or ‘Bran’s Voyage’ (VI.A.6c-¢), which
is somewhat longer by virtue of containing two substantial poems, each of which is twenty eight
stanzas long. In the not infrequent case of so-called prosimetrum texts in which prose alternates
with a substantial amount of verse, the latter may provide useful metrically controllable criteria
for dating the composition as a whole in the absence of any clear indication that the prose and
verse components were produced at significantly different stages.

On occasion it may be deemed appropriate to normalise a text or a portion thereof to standard
Old Irish despite a lack of confidence that it was actually produced in the Old Irish period
proper (basically before the end of the ninth century). The most obvious reason for doing this
is pedagogical, the aim being to provide a comparative beginner with interesting reading
material that does not require him or her to confront the additional difficulties posed by Middle
Irish. It is in this spirit that Strachan and Bergin produced their selection of Stories from the
Tain (see A.4 below). Similarly in the present work a certain amount of normalisation has been
applied to excerpts from, say, Tecosca Cormaic or ‘Cormac’s Instructions’ (I1.B.2b etc.) for
strictly pedagogical purposes and not on the assumption that the text was produced in the ninth
rather than the tenth or eleventh century. The same applies to the normalised text of dided
Cheltchair Maic Uthechair or ‘The Death of Celtchar son of Uthechar’ in X1.2. Since this only
survives in full in a late manuscript now in Edinburgh, supplemented by a version of the first
halfonly in the twelfth-century Book of Leinster, the abundant Middle Irish forms found therein
may well be due to later scribal redactions of an Old Irish original. However, this can hardly
be proved and so there is no obvious way of excluding the tenth or even the eleventh century
as the period of composition. Either way, the language of the surviving manuscript version(s)
is readily accessible in the form of the text published by Kuno Meyer on pages 24-31 of his The
Death-tales of the Ulster Heroes (Royal Irish Academy 1906; 2nd. reprint Dublin Institute for
Advanced Studies 1993). ’

A.4. The main aims of this book.

The present work seeks above all to provide some remedy for a major obstacle confronting
learners of Old Irish, namely the lack of a suitable reference grammar accompanied by a
reasonably extensive set of graded readings drawn from original texts and geared to those topics
already covered by the stage in question. John Strachan’s Old-Irish Paradigms and Selections
Jfromthe Old-Irish Glosses (4th. ed. revised by Osborn Bergin; Royal Irish Academy 1949 with
frequent subsequent reprints) presents a comprehensive and well-arranged series of paradigms
that are invaluable for reference purposes (note especially the extremely useful collection of
forms of the copula on pp. 71-3) but does not supply any discussion of them. The selections
from the glosses in the second part of the work are not only sensibly graded according to the
various tenses and moods of the Old Irish verb before concluding with sections on the
participle, verbal of necessity and various preverbs but are also accompanied by the necessary
linguistic notes and vocabulary. The main disadvantages are threefold. Firstly; the strict focus




10

upon the tenses and moods of the verb as a grading criterion means that difficult grammatical
features such as affixed pronouns and relative constructions are encountered at an undesirably
early stage. Secondly, the meaning of glosses is often dependent upon the Latin passage glossed
and, although the relevant part of this is usually supplied by Strachan, today’s students are often
unable to avail of this aid owing to the unfortunate decline in the study of Latin at school.
Finally, owing to their rather dry subject matter and inevitably disjointed nature, glosses are
likely to appeal only to the more linguistically oriented student and are less likely to enthuse
those desiring introductory material of more literary interest. This problem was addressed by
the selection of 2 number of eminently entertaining episodes, normalised to conform as far as
possible to Old Irish usage, in Strachan’s Stories from the Tdin (3rd. ed. revised by Bergin;
Royal Irish Academy 1944 with subsequent reprints). However, these were inevitably ungraded
as far as grammar was concerned and as such were only really suitable for those who had
already worked through Old-Irish Paradigms and Glosses, as conceded by Bergin in his preface
to the revised edition of Stories.

Rudolf Thurneysen’s A Grammar of Old Irish (Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies 1946,
with subsequent reprints) is, of course, the utterly indispensable standard reference grammar
of the language but the very wealth of information contained therein makes it rather difficult
for the beginner to use effectively. The accompanying Old Irish Reader (Dublin Institute for
Advanced Studies 1949, with subsequent reprints) offers a valuable selection of material
(glosses, some short poems and a couple of short pieces of continuous prose) contained in
manuscripts dating from the Old Irish period along with commentary and vocabulary, but this
isungraded. Gordon Quin’s Old-Irish Workbook (Royal Irish Academy 1975) has finally made
a graded course available to learners. However, the brief but lucid grammatical introductions
to each chapter were intended to be supplemented by the relevant sections of Strachan’s
paradigms and Thurneysen’s grammar, while the exercises consist of often rather wooden and
artificial sentences composed by the author himself for translation from Old Irish into English
and vice versa as a means of practising the various grammatical points introduced.

The present work has been produced with the primary aim of supplying learners of Old Irish
with a relatively- slim but self-contained reference grammar interspersed as frequently as

practicable with suitably graded readings drawn from original sources and accompanied by a’

comprehensive vocabulary at the end of the book. The readings have been selected with a view
to illustrating a wide range of medieval Irish literary genres and are preceded, where deemed
appropriate, by brief introductions providing some background information. With the obvious
exception of the final chapter on Middle Irish, these selections have been subjected to mostly
trivial normalisation to standard Old Irish usage as a matter of course and on occasion to more
significant modifications such as the omission (indicated by dots) of passages containing forms
not yet encountered or, more rarely, the alteration (usually noted in the introduction to the
section in question) of such forms to grammatically familiar equivalents. It is hoped that the
provision of graded readings from a variety of essentially original medieval Irish sources will
not only stimulate and encourage the reader but will also inculcate a feeling for Old Irish idiom
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and sentence structure from an early stage in the learning process.

As far as the arrangement of subject matter is concerned, the primary aim has been to present
the basic grammatical features of Old Irish in a sequence dictated chiefly by (i) considerations
of relative difficulty or importance, (ii) the desirability of keeping information on a given topic
together for ease of reference and (iii) the need to equip the reader with the means of extending
his or her reading repertoire as quickly as practicable. These are not always easy to square with
one another and some compromises have been unavoidable, although an attempt has been made
to ameliorate the effects of these by the frequent use of cross-referencing. By any standards,
spelling and pronunciation rules are an almost inevitable first step and are duly dealt with in the
second part of this opening chapter. Thus B below presents and illustrates the key features of
the system step by step in order to provide the reader with an initial overview and an
opportunity to master the details by regularly referring back to a given section. Chapter two
concentrates upon the nouns, adjectives and definite article of Old Irish, partly because these
are less complicated than the verbal system but also because students unfamiliar with other
highly inflected languages such as Latin are likely to find this an area requiring a fair amount
of practice. The paradigms are grouped together for ease of reference rather than for learning
in blocks. The typical learner should concentrate upon comprehending the system as a whole,
memorising no more than a couple of key paradigms (noun classes I and II, for example) and
absorbing the remaining details gradually in the course of reading. To that end it is important
that the discovery of a particular word’s declension class in the vocabulary should regularly be
followed up by consultation of the paradigm in question with a view to establishing the precise
case and number of a noun or adjective. Although the behaviour of the verb ‘to be’ in Old Irish
is not without its difficulties, it has been tackled early on, namely in chapter three, partly
because of its extreme statistical frequency, partly because of its centrality to basic word order
patterns and partly because the substantive verb especially can be used to provide a convenient
preview of the basic tense and mood categories of the Old Irish verbal system as a whole. The
resultant expansion in reading potential then makes it possible to introduce some descriptive
passages. As before, the detailed paradigms are for reference rather than memorising, although
it would be a good idea to try to learn the paradigms of the present and preterite indicative of
both substantive verb and copula by heart at this stage. Indeed, this eclectic and gradualist
approach to mastering inflections is to be recommended throughout as a rule, unless a student
has a particular aptitude for learning large numbers of paradigms by heart. Chapter four rounds
off the main ‘non-verbal® part of the grammar.

The following chapters focus chiefly upon the verbal system, beginning with the two most
important indicative stems of the verb, namely the present (ch. V) and the preterite active (ch.
VI), and also with the crucial interrelated issues of simple versus compound verbs, affixed
object pronouns (both in ch. V) and relative constructions (ch, VI). By this stage the learner is.
in a position to translate some narrative passages, including the bulk of the prose framework
of Immram Brain and the first half of the early saga Compert Con Culainn. Chapter seven
introduces the passive and deponent conjugations of the tenses and moods encountered up to
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that point as a prelude to reading (among other things) the conclusion of Compert Con Culainn,
- while chapters eight and nine deal chiefly with the two remaining verbal stems, namely the
subjunctive and the future respectively. Chapter ten on the ‘augment’ covers the only major
aspect of the Old Irish verbal system still outstanding. By this stage the student should b.e
capable of tackling any reasonably straightforward Old Irish text and chapter eleven is
concerned with further reading, offering a normalised Old Irish version of the saga Aided
Cheltchair maic Uithechair ‘The Death of Celtchar son of Uithechar’ by way of additional

practice.

Given that the amount of consistently Old Irish reading material available is somewhat limited,
particularly where saga texts are concerned, the student desiring more or less unrestricted access
to the sources will eventually have to come to grips with Middle Irish too. As yet no
comprehensive grammar of this stage of the language is available in English, although a
reasonably full account of the Middle Irish verbal system is provided by the long final chapter
(pp. 163-248) of the present writer’s book The Early Irish Verb (2nd. ed. Maynooth 1997).
Since the student hitherto unfamiliar with Middle Irish is likely to find this description of the
verb too detailed to be absorbed readily and anyway will also need information on various key
developments elsewhere in the grammatical system (e.g. in the declension of nouns, adjectives
and definite article), it has been decided to append a basic introduction to Middle Irish as well
as some reading material culminating in arelatively short Middle Irish narrative text (Comthéth
Léegaire ‘Léegaire’s Conversion’ from Lebor na hUidre) to this volume as a final chapter
twelve.

This grammar and reader is not primarily intended as a self-tutor, although the linguistically
experienced may prove capable of using it in this way. Rather it has been designed with Old
and/or Middle Trish courses taught by properly qualified lecturers in mind, either as the basic
course book or as a supplement to, say, Quin’s Workbook or Strachan’s Paradigms and Glosses.
Tn some chapters at least, the amount of reading material provided may well be more extensive
than is practical within a given time frame but in that case the teacher should have no difficulty
in selecting a particular piece or particular pieces for work in class.

B. SPELLING AND PRONUNCIATION.

B.1. Stops and corresponding fricatives.

In unmodified initial position Old Irish stops seem to have been spelt and pronounced pretty
much as in, say, Modern English. Examples in' sections (i) and (ii) of the tables below, where
the forms between slashes indicate the probable rough pronunciation of the Old Irish letters
immediately to the right. Within the word stops had typically undergone so-called lenition after
avowel (which was then not infrequently lost by syncope) well before the Old Irish period. This
process turned them into the corresponding fricatives. In Old Irish spelling voiceless fricatives
were normally distinguished by an extra 2 (ph, th, ch; examples in vi below) from the
corresponding stops (p, # ¢). The voiced fricatives, by contrast, were invariably written b, d, g
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and as such were often not distinguished in writing from the corresponding voiced stops. After
a vowel (symbol V) the voiced stops /b/,/d/,/g/ were written p, ¢, ¢ and were consequently
indistinguishable from the corresponding voiceless stops, which were always written p, ¢, ¢ as
in (iii) below. However, they were normally differentiated from the corresponding vc;iced
fricatives, which were regularly written b, d, g as in (iv) below. After another Old Irish
consqnant (symbol C) the voiced stops /b/,/d/,/g/ could be written p, ¢, ¢ (in which case they
were indistinguishable from the voiceless stops /p/,/t/,/k/) or b, d, g (in which case they were
indistinguishable from voiced fricatives /v/,/8/,/Y/). As the exampleé in (v) below illustrate,
ambiguities in any given instance can often be overcome on the basis of a collection of
examples: after another consonant consistent p,#,c indicate a voiceless stop, consistent 4,d,g
indicate a voiced fricative and fluctuation between p/b, t/d or c/g within a given word (b, d, g

generally being the commoner spelling) indicates a voiced stop. The table below summarises
these basic rules.

Unmodifed Lenited

(Stops) (Fricatives)
(voiceless) /p/ p /fI ph/f

oot 10/ th

K ¢ I/ ch
(voiced) /ol b-, (-)Vp(-), (-)Cp/b(-) N b

/d/ d-, (-)Vt(-), (-)Ct/d(-) nd

g g (IVe(), (-)Celg(-) Nl g

1t will be seen that /p/, /t/, /k/, //, /0/ (as in Eng. thin), /%/ (like Mod. Ir. or Germ. ck; no Eng.
equivalent) and /v/, /8/ (as in Eng. the or this), /'y/ (the voiced equivalent of /y/, like gh in
Mod. Ir. an-gharbh ‘very rough’) were always spelt the same way. Although their pronunciation
is straightforward, /b/, /d/, /g/ are more problematical because their spelling varies according
to position: b, d, g at the beginning of a word, p, ¢, ¢ within or at the end of a word after a
vowel and either way within or at the end of a word after a consonant.

Some examples:

@) per;n ‘pen’/peN/ (mod. peann), tech ‘house’ /te/ (mod. teach), cenn ‘head’ /keN/ (mod.
ceann), )

(ii) ?)en ‘woman’ /ben/ (mod. bean), dorus ‘door’ /dorus/ (med. doras), gel “bright’ /gel/ (mod.
geai); ‘

(iii) sop ‘whisp’ /sop/ (mod. sop) vs. ap ‘abbot’ /ab/ (mod. ab),

eite ‘wing’ /et’e/ (mod. eite) vs. aite ‘foster-father’ /ad’e/ (mod. oide),

mac ‘son’ /mak/ (mod. mac) vs. bec ‘small’ /beg/ (mod. beag);

(iv) sliab ‘mountain’ /sliav/ (mod. sliabh), mod ‘mode’ /mod/ (mod. modh), ,

[led ‘feast’ /fled/ (mod. fled), suide ‘sitting’ /sud’e/ (mod. suf), sleg ‘spear’ /sié’y/ (mod. sled);
(v) art ‘stone’ /art/ (mod. art) vs. ard or art ‘high’ /ard/ (mod. ard), o

serc ‘love’ /serk/ (mod. searc) vs. serg or serc ‘wasting sickness’ /serg/ (mod. searg);
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marb ‘dead’ /marv/ (mod. marbh) vs. orb(a)e or orp(a)e ‘inheritance’ /orbe/ (mod. orbfz),
ingen (Ogam INIGENA) ‘daughter’ /in"y "@n/ (mod. inghean, inion) vs. ingen or (theoretically)
incen ‘nail’ /in’ g’ @n/ (mod. ionga); ,

(vi) sephain or sefain ‘played’ /sefon’/, tofonn ‘hunting, barking’ /tofoN/ (mod. tafann),
cath ‘battle’ /kab/ (mod. cath), ech ‘horse’ /ey/ (mod. each).

It can be seen that Modern Irish equivalents can be a great help in determining which type of
sound was involved owing to the extension of the 4 spelling from voiceless to voiced fricatives
(whence bh, dh, gh) and the consistent use of p, ¢, ¢ for voiceless versus b, d, g for voiced stops.
It is to be noted, however, that some sounds (notably /6/,/8/,//) are no longer pronounced the
same in Modern Irish (where th is /b/ and dh has fallen together with gh, being sometimes
pronounced /y/ or /y/ but often omitted entirely as in Mod. Ir. inion, fled, sui, sled above) as
they were in Old Irish (where the values given between slashes are to be assumed to have
applied consistently). Stops are not infrequently written double, particularly after a vowel, bgt
this device (e.g. mac or macc /mak/, bec or becc /beg/) seems to be devoid of phonetic

significance.

B.2. Nasals and liquids.

These too are found in an unmodified and a lenited form. The former may be written single or
(at least after a vowel) double but the latter are invariably written single. A double spelling is
thus unambiguously unlenited but a single spelling is ambiguous in any given instance,
although a collection of examples will usually indicate which variant is involved by the
presence or absence of fluctuation between single and double spellings. As far as pronunciation
is concerned, it is not certain quite how the difference between unmodified /N/, /R/, /L/ (as they
are conventionally represented) and lenited /n/, /r/, /1/ was realised but lenited m was basically
anasalised /v/ (written mh in Modern Irish).

/m/  m(m) N m
/N/ . n(n) m/ n
/R x(r) il r
o noo1

Some examples: .

lomm or lom ‘naked’ /lom/ (mod. lom) vs. ldm ‘hand’ /1a:9/ (mod. lamh),
benn or ben ‘peak’ /beN/ (mod. beann) vs. ben ‘woman’ /ben/ (mod. bean),
corr or cor ‘heron, crane’ /koR/ (mod. corr) vs. cor ‘cast’ /kor/ (mod. cor),
cial or ciall ‘sense’ /kiaL/ (mod. ciall) vs. scél ‘tale’ /ske:l/ (mod. scéal).

B.3. Thesibilant and f. /s/  s(s)
/1 f

Examples: fer ‘man’ /fer/ (mod. fear);
sacart/d ‘priest’ /sagard/ (mod. sagart), cos or coss ‘leg, foot’ /kos/ (mod. cos).
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B.4. Stressed and final vowels. ) )

With few exceptions (the most important being the so-called ‘deuterotonic’ forms of compound
verbs, on which see V.B.2), the first syllable of a word was stressed in Old Irish as in most
varieties of Modern Irish or Scots Gaelic. In the stressed syllable of a word five short vowels
were distinguished from five corresponding long vowels, pretty much as in Modern Irish or
English. The ‘acute’ length mark is often omitted in manuscripts but is regularly supplied by
modern editors, although some earlier editors reserved the ‘acute’ for where length was actually
marked in the manuscript and otherwise used &, € etc. with so-called ‘macron’ to indicate
length. Thus:

Short - Long
/a/ a (e.g. cath ‘battle’ /kab/, mod. cath)

/el e (e.g. secht ‘seven’ /sext/, mod. seacht) le:/ é(e.g. fér ‘grass’ /fe:r/, mod. féar)

fif i(e.g. ith ‘corn’ /i0/, mod. ioth) it/ i(e.g. fir ‘true, truth’ /fi:r/, mod. fior)
/ol o (e.g. trom(m) ‘heavy’ /trom/, mod. trom) /0:/ 6 (e.g. slég ‘host’ /slo:y/, mod. slua)
A/ u (e.g. cruth ‘shape’/kru@/, mod. cruth) A/ 0 (e.g. drith “fool’ /dru:0/, mod. d#)

la:/ 4 (e.g. bds ‘death’ /ba:s/, mod. bds)

The same fivefold distinction applied to stressed final vowels, which were regularly long: e.g.,
-bd ‘dies’, mé ‘I, me’, -bi “is’, g6 ‘lie’, i “you’ (sg.). Although theymight be long in the second
element of compounds such as droch-mnd ‘bad women’, droch-gné ‘bad appearance’ or ard-ri
‘high king’, unstressed final vowels were normally short and displayed the same five
distinctions of quality, although these were tending to be reduced to four through the falling
together of -0 with - in this position: e.g., cossa ‘feet, legs’ /kosa/, sude ‘sitting, seat’ /sud’e/,
céli ‘fellows’ /ke:l'i/, siilo /su:lo/ or sula /su:la/ ‘of an eye’, firu ‘men’ (acc. pl.) /firu/.
Conversely stressed vowels in absolute final position were automatically lengthened to
produce alternations such as those between emphatic me-sse, tu-ssa (IV.A.2a) with stressed
non-final e/u and non-emphatic mé ‘I, me’ and # ‘you’ with the same vowels in stressed final
position or between 3sg. abs. biid ‘is’, baid ‘dies’ with stressed non-final i/a in hiatus and
corresponding 3sg. conj. -b, -bd with the same vowels in stressed final position without hiatus.

B.S. ‘Broad’ or non-palatal versus ‘slender’ or palatal consonants. -

A fundamental feature of the Old Irish sound system was a significant or phonemic distinction
between a more retracted or non-palatal (‘broad’) and a more fronted or palatal (‘slender’)
articulation of each and every consonant. This contrast between non-palatal (C) and palatal
consonants (C” as in /in"y'@n/ in B.1, /sud’e/ and /ke:!'i/ in B.4 above) applies equally to
Middle and Modern Irish. A consonant before stressed a, o and u (short or long) was
non-palatal and a consonant before stressed e and i (short or long) was palatal as a rule in Oid
Irish. Being quite automatic, the distinction between palatal and non-palatal initial consonants
was non-phonemic and hence is not marked in cases such as penn (phonemically /peN/ but
phonetically [p"eN]), tech /te/ (or [t"e]), cenn /keN/ (or [k’ eN]), ben /ben/ (or [b"en]), gel /gel/
(or [g'el]). The distinction between palatal and non-palatal quality was phonemic after a
stressed vowel. No orthographic change took place when the following consonant was
non-palatal: e.g., cath /ka/, bds /ba:s/, secht Isext/, fér Ife:tl, ith 10/, fir /fi:x/, trom(m) ftrom/,
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slog /slo:y/, cruth fxrub/, drith /dru:0/ in B.4 above. However, when the following consonant
was palatal, a glide i was usually but by no means invariably xnsertecli between stressed a, o, u
or (less regularly) e and the palatal consonant, especially where .t}.ns‘was ,\Nord:ﬁngl 1eg.,
maith ‘good’ /maB’/ (mod. maith), 4il ‘desire’ /a:l’/, berz"d or beu'*zd bears /l3er 80 /’(moc’l.
beireann), céle or céile ‘fellow’ /ke:1’e/, ithid ‘eats’ /i(?'eé / (mod. itheann), ﬁ.r o‘f t.ru‘th /fiir {
(mod. fir), -oirg ‘slays’ /or'g’/, sldig ‘of a host’ /slo:y /(mod.’s_'lya),su,de or.gyzde s1tt1nlg, seat
/sud’e/ (mod. suf), siil ‘eye’ /sw:l’/ (mod. suil) and siuli or suili ‘eyes’ /sw:1'i/ (mod. suile).

Note thatin Old Irish, except in the case of a diphthong (on which see B.7 below), only the first
in a sequence of two vowel letters in a stressed syllable is tp be pronounced as normal, the
second (in practice, i) being a mere glide to indicate a following p'filatal consonant, However,
in the case of an unstressed final vowel the glide was inevitably inserted between it and t}}e
preceding consonant. A non-palatal consonant was directly followed by ﬁnal. -a, -0 and -u in
spelling (e.g. cossa, silo and firu in B.4) but after a palatal consqnant a glide was usu.ally,f
inserted to give -ea, -eo and -iu as in -léicea ‘may leave’ /le:.g al/, {ezctheo ‘of leaving

Ne:g' 0 o/, guidiu ‘1 pray’ /gud’u/). Conversely -e and -i were written 'dlrectly‘ after a palatal
consonant (e.g. su(i)de, cé(i)le and su(i)li above) but a glide a was optionally inserted b'cforc
them after a non-palatal to give luge or lugae ‘oath’ /luye/, lugi or lugai ‘of an oath’ /}u'Y1/. As
a comparison of su(i)de with lug(a)e indicates, ambiguity as toa consonant’s quality could
result from failure to write the appropriate glide before or after it. »

B.6. Unstressed internal vowels. 3 ‘

Old long vowels were shortened in unstressed syllables (e.g. zéit ‘goes’ but con.:e(z)-tet goes
in with, accompanies’) but some secondary long vowels remained (e.g. cenél ‘kin’). Unless in
absolute final position (see B.4 above), all short unstressed vowels (includ1ng~shortened long
vowels) except W/ (e.g. [é(i)ciud ‘leaving’ /le:g ud/, tomus ‘measurement’ /tf)vus/) haq fallen
together as an ‘obscure’ mid-central phoneme /8/ or ‘schwa’ (pronounced like the ¢in Eng.
mother etc.). This was then automatically coloured by the surrounding consonants, being spelt
a between two non-palatals (CaC; e.g. marbad ‘killing’ /marved/), e bctwe:en a palatal and a
non-palatal (C'eC; e.g. aicned ‘nature’ /ag'n'98/), i between two palatals (C'i C’; e.g., be(i)rid

‘bears’ /ber’'©8'/) and (a)i between a non-palatal and a palatal (C(a)iC’; e.g. tabir or tabair

‘give!’ /taver'/).

B.7. Diphthongs.

In this case two vowels are combined to produce a sound sliding from one to the other. Old
Irish had the following i-diphthongs: /ai/ spelt ai or de, /0i/ spelt oi or de, and /ui/ spelt ui (all
>mod. ao(i)) as in coim or cdem ‘fair’(mod. caomh), moidem ‘boasting’ (mod. qu’omh), a.’rui
‘druid’ (mod. draoi). The first two of these were already beginning to fall together in Old Irish,
as in maidem alongside commoner moidem in Wb. The mark of length is often omitted in
manuscripts and, where it is written, may be placed quite arbitrarily on the first or the second
element of the diphthong. Modern editors prefer consistency, placing the length mark over the
first element (e.g. céem or cdem) except where this would cause confusion with long vowel plus

|
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i (e.g. coim or caim as opposed to Ji or di for long /0:/ or /a:/ plus palatal glide). Short and long
a, e, i could form a diphthong with following u (e.g. dat. sg. neurt ‘strength’, Sfiur ‘man’, cenéul
‘kin’ or 1sg. -bfu ‘I am wont to be*) but au had mostly become u (e.g. acc. pl. baullu or bullu
‘limbs, members’) and du mostly 6 (1sg. a:tdu or a:t6 ‘I am’) in Old Irish. Two further
diphthongs were /ia/ ia (e.g. ciall ‘sense’ /kial/, mod. ciall) and /ua/ sa (e.g. sliag ‘host’
/sluay/, mod. slua, alternating with slég /slo:y/).

B.8. Initial mutations.

It was remarked in B.1 above that consonants were liable to be lenited after a vowel within the
word and that the internal vowel responsible for this change was then quite often Jost by
syncope so that a lenited consonant could stand after another consonant in Old Irish. This
lenition could also occur between two closely connected words such as article plus noun or
noun plus adjective, the final vowel responsible then being prone to be lost by so-called
apocope well before the Old Irish period (compare apocopated and syncopated Olr. ingen
‘daughter’ with Ogam INIGENA in B.1(v) above). As a result a lenited initial consonat could
stand after a a word ending in a consonant in Old Irish, as in ingen chdem “fair daughter’ /inyen
X0iV/ (mod. inion chaomh), where ch- for c- is due to the leniting effect of the -a with which
ingen once ended.

Since it was no longer obvious that a lost final vowel had caused this change, alternations such
as that between ingen chdem with lenited and fer céem “fair man’ /fer koiv/ (mod. Jear caomh)
with unlenited following adjective were seen as depending on grammatical factors such as the
gender of the noun. Old Irish, then, had a system of grammatically conditioned initial
mutations that is still well preserved in Modern Irish. Consequently even in initial position /p/,
M, /k/ and /b/, /d/, /g/ could be lenited by certain preceding elements to /f/, /6/, I/ and v/, 18/,
/y/ with the same spelling conventions applying as in B.1 above: lenited P~ t-, c- were written
Dh-, th-, ch- but lenited b-, d-, g- were not distinguished in spelling (until the Modem Irish
invention of bA-, dh-, gh-) from the unlenited initials. Likewise initial m-, n-, r-, I- were always
written single when lenited but were sometimes written double when unlenited as in B.2 above.
In initial position /s/ became /h/ and /f/ disappeared completely through lenition but, apart from
sporadic omission of lenited /- in spelling, these changes were not indicated in writing until the
ninth century, when a dot came to be optionally placed over lenited s and fto give s and f. In
certain circumstances words ended in a nasal that affected a closely connected following word
before the final syllable was lost. The result was a further mutation known as ‘eclipsis’ or
nasalisation that changed initial /p/, /t/, /k/ to /b/, /d/, /g/ (still written p-, -, c- as in the case of
internal /b/, /d/, /g/ after a vowel in B.1), /f/ to /v/ (still written £-) and prefixed a nasal to initial
v/, 1d/, /g/ or a vowel (whence mb-, nd-, ng-, nV-), although original /mb/, /nd/ and /ng/ were
probably assimilated in pronunciation to /m/, /N/ and /1)/ during the Old Irish period. Certain
elements that neither lenited nor nasalised could prefix /b/ to a following vowel but the
presence or absence of 4- in spelling is no sure guide, since it was a “silent’ letter in Old Irish
as in later Latin (and still in French words such as honeur ‘honour’): e.g. Olr. is ed or is hed ‘it
is’ /is €8/ (mod. is ea) versus ni hed or ni ed ‘it is not’ /ni: hed/ (mod. ni hea).
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These mutations are tabulated below (e stands for any V = vowel):

Unmodified Lenited Nasalised Prefixed h- (V- only)
/p/ p- /f/ . ph- o/ p-

oot /6/  th- /d/ t-

X c- I/ ch- g/ c-

b/ b- Nl b- /mb/>/m/ mb-

/o d- 8/ d- /md/ >/N/ nd-

g g Nl g lpg/ >yl ng-

M mm- A m- v, m(m)-

N/ n(n)- m/ o N/ n(n)-

R/ r(@)- ot R/ (7)-

- Wb- ool 0 10)--

o -t f- vl f-

/sl s(s)- M s s- Is/ s-

lel  (he- /el (h)e- ne/ ne- /he/  (h)e-

The above table makes it clear that Old Irish orthography only accorded limited recognition to
initial mutations. Lenition of p, ¢, ¢ was clearly shown but nasalisation was not. The reverse
applied to b, d, g, nasalisation of which was regularly indicated whereas lenition was not.
Double spellings of m, n, r, | definitely denoted non-lenition but single spellings were
ambiguous. At first no mutation of for s was expressed in writing but optional use of a dot later
emerged as a clear indicator of lenition. Owing to the inconsistent use of 4- only nasalisation
of an initial vowel was clearly indicated in Old (as opposed to Modern) Irish. As in noted B.1
above, Modern Irish is often a help in resolving earlier orthographic ambiguities. The examples
below will use the third person possessives. Comparison with related languages shows that m.
a ‘his, its’ (leniting) had an old final vowel, that f. a ‘her, its’ (non-mutating except for
prcﬁxmg k- to a vowel) once ended in -k < -s and that a ‘their’ (nasalising) once ended in -n
< -m. The same mutations survive after these elements in Modern Irish.

penn ‘pen’ /peN/ (mod. peann): a phenn *his pen’ /a feN/ (mod. a pheann), a penn ‘her pen’ /a
peN/ (mod. a peann), a penn ‘their pen’ /a beN/ (mod. a bpeann).

tech ‘house’ /tey/ (mod. teach): a thech ‘his house’ /a Be/ (mod. a theach), a tech “her house’
/atey/ (mod. a teach), a tech ‘their house’ /a de)/ (mod. a dteach).

cenn ‘head’ /keN/ (mod. ceann): a chenn ‘his head’ /a yeN/ (mod. a cheann), a cenn ‘her head’
/akeN/ (mod. a ceann), a cenn ‘their head’ /a geN/ (mod. a gceann).

b6 ‘cow’ (mod. bean): a b6 ‘his cow’ /a vo:/ (mod. a bhé), a bé ‘her cow’ /a bo:/ (Mod. a bd),
a mbé ‘their cow’ /a m(b)o:/ (mod. a mbJ).
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deug ‘drink’ (mod. deoch): a deug ‘his drink’ /a 8euy/ (mod. a dheoch), a deug “her drink’ /a
deuy/ (mod. a deoch), a ndeug ‘their drink’ /a ndeuy/ > /a Neuy/ (mod. a ndeoch).

galar ‘illness’ (mod. galar): a galar *his illness’ /a Yal®r/ (mod. a ghalar), a galar ‘her illness’
/a galer/ (mod. a galar), a ngalar ‘their illness’ /a ngalr/ > /a galor/ (mod. a ngalar).

mac ‘son’ /mak/ (mod. mac): a mac ‘his son’ /a vak/ (mod. a mhac), a m(m)ac ‘her son’ /a
mak/ (mod. a mac), a m(m)ac ‘their son’ /a mak/ (mod. a mac).

nert ‘strength’ /Nert/ (mod. neart): a nert ‘his strength’ /a nert/ (mod. a neart), a n(njert ‘her
strength’ /a Nert/ (mod. a neart), a n(njert ‘their strength’ /a Nert/ (mod. a neart).

ri ‘king’ /Ri:/ (mod. ri): a ri ‘his king’ /a ri:/ (mod. a ri), a ¥(r)i ‘her king’ /a Ri:/ (mod. a r),
a r(r)i ‘their king’ /a Ri:/ (mod. a ri).

lém ‘hand’ /La:v/ (mod. ldmh): a ldm ‘his hand’ /a 1a:¥/ (mod. a ldmh), a I(1)dm ‘her hand’ /a
La:V/ (mod. a ldmh), a I(1)dm ‘their hand’ /a La:¥/ (mod. a ldmh).

Ser “man’ /fer/ (mod. fear): a fer (later also a fer) ‘his man’ /a er/ (mod. a fhear), a fer ‘her
man’ /a fer/ (mod. a fear), a fer ‘their man’ /a ver/ (mod. a bhfear).

sil ‘seed’ /si:l/ (mod. siol): a sil (later also a sil) ‘his seed’ /a hi:l/ (mod. a shiol), a sil ‘her seed’
/a si:V/ (mod. a siol), a sil ‘their seed’ /a si:l/ (mod. a siol).

enech ‘face, honour’ /en'@y/ (mod. eineach): a enech or a henech ‘his honour’ /a en’8y/
(mod. a eineach), a henech or a enech ‘her honour’ /a hen'9%/ (mod. a heineach), a n-enech
‘their honour’ /a nen’ @Y/ (mod. a n-eineach).

Itis to be noted that, since p- only occurred in loanwords (normally from Latin; e.g. penn above
from Lat. penna), there was no pre-existing pattern of mutation to which it could be directly
adapted. Consequently it remains unlenited more often than not in Old Irish, whence frequently
a penn ‘his pen’ /a peN/ etc., and was presumably equally resistant to nasalisation (a penn ‘their
pen’ /a peN/ etc.) despite the ambiguity of Old Irish spelling on this point. Only gradually did
extrapolation from the patterns ¢ /t/, len. th /0/, nas. t /d/ or c /k/, len. ck /%{/, nas. ¢ /g/ produie
a corresponding labial series p /p/, len. ph /f/, nas. p /b/.
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CHAPTER II
THE NOUN, ADJECTIVE AND ARTICLE

A. THE NOUN.

A.l. Basic categories:

(a) Like Modern Irish, French or German (but unlike Modern English) Old Irish ascribed
grammatical GENDER to its nouns. Whereas Modern Irish and French have a two-gender
opposition between masculine and feminine nouns, a three-gender opposition between
masculine, feminine and neuter applies to the nouns of Old Irish as to those of German and
Latin (reduced to two in descendants of Latin such as French; cf. the development from Old to
Modern Irish). Although this grammatical distinction correlates to some extent with natural
gender (e.g. OIr. ben ‘woman’ and fer ‘man’ are grammatically feminine and masculine
respectively), this is very often not the case: e.g., flaith (f.) ‘lord’, cloch (f.) ‘stone’ but lie (m.)
‘stone’, briathar (£.) ‘word’ but focull (n.) ‘word’. As in Modemn Irish, French, German or the
like, the gender of a noun in Old Irish was liable to have various grammatical consequences and
these will be encountered at various points below.

01d Irish nouns make a familiar distinction between singular and plural NUMBER (e.g. ben
‘woman’, mnd ‘women’) but also have a special dual form used exclusively after the numeral

r

*two’ (e.g. di mnai ‘two women’).

They also undergo various formal changes in CASE depending upon their grammatical function
in the sentence. Some languages (such as Modern French and English) make next to no formal
case distinctions, preferring to use other devices such as word order and prepositions in order
to indicate the grammatical functions in question: e.g. ‘the man{s»= killed [V**! the dog!°®*<}
with(rrerostmion] the stone’ versus ‘the dog!®®=T killed {2%2] the man(©¥] with[PRerosmon] (jts) teeth’
or ‘the stonelSUBEcT] killed [VE*8l the doglo=c", Other languages rely more heavily upon changes
in the form of the nouns themselves in such circumstances. For instance, formal changes of case
would be the means of indicating these basic grammatical relations in the following Latin
equivalents of the above three sentences, namely homo'® canem!®® lapide™ ™™= gccisitlERel
versus canisis®) hominem!®®! dentibus™™MENT oeeisitVE®l or lapistUs] caneml®®] occisitlVerel,
Whereas a change in their order is prone to alter the basic grammatical relations between words
in Modern English, as in ‘the man killed the dog’ versus ‘the dog killed the man’, in Latin such
changes can be made for different types of emphasis without affecting the basic grammatcial
structure and hence meaning of the sentence. Thus canem lapide occisit homo or lapide homo
canem occisit still mean ‘the man killed the dog with the stone’ (but with emphasis upon ‘dog’
and ‘stone’ respectively) and hominem canis occisit dentibus or dentibus hominem occisit canis
still mean ‘the dog killed the man with (its) teeth’ (but with emphasis upon ‘man’ and ‘teeth’

_respectively).
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Old Irish occupies a roughly intermediate position insofar as it has quite rigid word-order
. patterns and makes extensive use of prepositions like, say, Modern English but also formally
distinguishes five separate grammatical cases rather like Latin, which has six. Whereas Modern
English word order is typically Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) as in the above examples, the basic
order of these constituents in an Old (Middle or Modern) Irish sentence is
Verb-Subject-Object (VSO) followed by other elements such as prepositional phrases and
adverbial expressions: e.g., béoigidir™ in spirut®™ in corp'® in fecht 0" ‘the spirit’™
vivifiest! the body™! (at) this time!™?* (from the Wiirzburg Glosses already discussed in A. 2)
The five Old Irish cases and their basic uses may be summarised as follows:

(b) The nominative denotes the SUBIECT of the sentence (typically its main point of reference
and very often the performer(s) of a verbal action) as well as the predlcate of the verb ‘to be’
known as the copula. Thus zéit in fer ‘the man (nom. sing. subj.) goes’, tiagait ind fir ‘the men
(nom. plur. subj.) go’ and is sacart in fer ‘the man (nom. sg. subj.) is a priest (nom. sg. pred.)".

(c) The vocative denotes someone (or rarely something) addressed and is regularly preceded
by the particle a (leniting). Except in masculines of groups I and IVa below (e.g. a fir ‘O
man’), the voc. sg. is identical with the nom. sg: (e.g. @ ben ‘O woman’). The voc. pl. is
identical with the acc. pl. in all noun classes (e.g a firu ‘O men’).

(d) The accusative designates the DIRECT OBJECT (typically the experiencer(s) of the action)
of an active transitive verb. Thus caraid in fer in mnai ‘the man (nom. sg. subj.) loves the
woman (acc. sg. obj.)’, carait ind fir inna mnd ‘the men (nom. pl. subj.) love the women (acc.
pl. obj.)’ and carait inna mnd inna firu ‘the women (nom. pl. subj.) love the men (acc. pl. obj.)’.
The accusative is also used with certain prepositions such as la ‘with, by’ or imm ‘around,
about’ and it is to be noted that, when a verb shifts from active to passive, the accusative object
becomes nominative subject, as in carthair in ben la fer ‘the woman (nom. sg. subj.) is loved

by a man (acc. sg. after prep. la)’ or cartair inna mnd la-sna firu ‘the women (nom. pl. subj.)

are loved by the men’ (acc. pl. after prep. la). It is also frequently used in expressions of time
such as in fecht so ‘(at) this time’ above or fecht n-and ‘on(c)e (upon a) time’ (lit. ‘(at) a time
there’).

(e) The genitive typically indicates the dependence of one noun upon another and as such |

almost invariably follows another noun in Old Irish. It frequently denotes possession and can
almost always be translated into English as ‘of” or -5’ e.g. tech ind fir ‘the man’s house’, benn
sléibe ‘a mountain’s peak’ or ‘a péak of amountaih’, tige fer ‘men’s houses’, benna inna sléibe
‘the mountain(s’) peaks’ or ‘the peaks of the mountains’. The so-called ‘objective’ genitive is
seen most clearly after a verbal noun (see IIL.A.2¢) in Old Irish: e.g. oc precept soiscéli
‘preaching the Gospel’ (lit. ‘at preaching of the Gospel’; nom. sg. soiscéle, class IVa in A.2
below). It is sometimes used on its own in expressions of time such as cecha bliadnae ‘every
year’ or as predicate of the copula in phrases such as ammi Dé ‘we are God’s’ or ni torbi ‘it is
not of profit, it is no use’.

J
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(f) Apart from a couple of vestigial independent uses, e.g. as an alternative to the accusative in
expressions of time such as ind fecht so “(at) this time’ or fecht and ‘on(c)e (upon a) time’ (see
also I1.B.3 on the dative of comparison and IV.C.1b on a usage with personal numerals), the
dative is only used in OId Irish prose with those prepositions that do not take the accusative
(and sometimes with certain prepositions that take either acc. or dat.). Thus 6/do fiur ‘from/to
aman (dat. sg.)’ (6/do + dat.) or i tig ‘in a house (dat. sg.)’ vs. i tech ‘into a house (acc. sg.)’ (i
+ dat. or acc.). The dat. pl. ending of all nouns is -(a)ib, as in 6/do feraib ‘from/to men’ or
i tigib ‘in houses’ vs. i tige ‘into houses’.

It can thus be seen that some Old Irish prepositions govern the accusative, others the dative
and still others the accusative or dative case.

A.2. The main patterns of noun declension:
Like other early Indo-European languages such as Latin, Old Irish has a number of different
declension classes for nouns. This feature 1s still seen in Modern Irish and numbers I-V below
refer to the patterns underlying the corresponding declensions I-V in traditional grammars of
Modern Irish. Where necessary, these are further subdivided by means of an additional a,bor
¢. In the case of V 2 mnemonic referring to the type of consonant involved (lenden. = lenited
dental, unlenden. = unlenited dental, gutt. = guttural, nas. = nasal) seemed a more helpful
subclassification. Category VI is residual and does not correspond directly to a Modern frish
declension. There remain, of course, a number of individual 1rregular nouns (e.g. ben £., gen.
sg. mnd ‘woman’; dia m., gen. sg. dé ‘god’; b6 f., gen. sg. bo ‘cow’; siur f., gen. sg. sethar
‘sister’) that do not fit properly into any of the six patterns below. The designations ‘o-stems’
etc. in brackets after the Roman numeral relate to the historical classification used in such
standard descriptions as Strachan’s Old-Irish Paradigms and Selections from Old-Irish Glosses
and Thurneysen’s Grammar of Old Irish so that these can be easily referred to when desired.

Knowledge of the form of the nom. sg. (the basic citation or ‘dictionary’ form) and the gen. sg.
of a noun is usually sufficient in order to assignit to the correct declension. It is also necessary
to know the gender (or another case form such as the acc. sg.) in order to distinguish II from
VIb. Even in the absence of information as to gender confusion between IVc and VIb is
impossible because the former are always disyllabic whereas the latter’s stem is basically
monosyllabic and ends in -m(m). The list below is intended &s a ready reference for the
identification of a given noun’s declension from the information supplied in the vocabularies
of such essential introductory works as Strachan’s Stories from the Téin and the aforementioned
Old-Irish Paradigms... and Glosses.

I (o-stems) nom. -C, gen. -C’, m./n.; e.g., mac, maic (m.) ‘son’; s‘cél, scéuil (n.) ‘tale’.
II (a-stems) nom. -C, gen. -C’e (rarely -Ce), f.: e.g., tiath, tiaithe (£.) ‘petty kingdom’.

HIa (i-stems) nom. -C’, gen. -Co/a, m./f/n.: e.g., bitachaill, biachallo/a (m.) ‘cowherd’;
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suil, sulo/a (£)) ‘eye’; biiaid, buado/a (n.) ‘victory’.

; ¢ ’ ¥ n.
IIIb (u-stems) nom. -(1)C, gen. -Co/a, m./n.: &.g., cath, catho/a (m.) 13‘2:':; , ind, rendo (n.)

“fosterling’, cride, cridi (n.)
. ‘heart’.

IVD (ia-stems) nom. -e, gen. -€, f.: e.g., maithe, maithe )¢ good‘ness”.

IVe (i-stems) nom. -C’, gen. -¢, f.: e.g., bliadain, bliadn(a)e (f.) ‘year’.

IVa (io-stems) nom. -€, gen. -i, m./n.: e.g., dalt(a)e, dalt(a)i (m.)

onant stems) nom. -, gen. -C, m./f. ‘ ' )
Y (COH‘SI lenden. (t-stems) nom. -V (oft. -u), gen. -vd, m/f.: e.g., arae, arad (m.) ‘charioteer’;

teng(a)e, tengad (f.) ‘tongue’. ‘ 5
V unlenden. (n-stems): nom. -V (oft. -€), gen. -Vt,m/f: e.g., fiche fichet (m.) ‘ascore’;
ainmne, ainmnet (£) ‘patience’. p ! g (m) King’
. (guttural stems): nom. -, gen. -(V)eh/g/c, m/f.: e.g., ri, rig (m.) ing’;
Vg (et cathair, cathrach (£ ‘monastic settlement, city’.
V nas. (n-stems) nom. - or -u (rarely -€), gen. -(Y)n or -(V)}l(n), n}:/f.: e.g.
talam, talman (m.) ‘earth’, cu, con (m.) hounq ; o
menm(a)e, menman(n) (m.) ‘mind’, toimtiu, toimten ) op1’mon .
VIa (neut. n-stems) nom. -m’, gen. -m’e or -me, 0. e.g., céim(m), céim(m)e (n.) ‘step’.
VIb (s-stems) nom. -C, gen. -C’e, n.: nem, nime (n.) ‘heaven‘. ,
Vic (r-stems) nom. -+', gen. -r, m/f.: e.g., athair, athar (m.) ‘father’.

A.3. Full declensions. . ' highlighting
111 be made to group these in a manner conducive to highlig
B e et to oo i basically opposes a palatal final consonant

in similarities as an aid to memory. Class I (m.) 4
fr?rtt;;n\féf zlzn. sg. and nom. pl. to a non-palatal elsewhere. In the fiat. sg. a -u- is usually
inserted be’fore this and in the acc. and dat. pl. an ending follows it. In class IVa (m.) a

i i i 1: -i corresponds to palatal -C’, -e to
onding set of alternations applies to the ﬁpal vowel: -i¢ . .
:gg-e;:latal -g and -(i)u to -uCin 1, while the ending acc. pl. -u gnd dat. pl. -(agzb occgr in both(i
In the other three exclusively fem. classes a similar relationship b;tween -C an(cill v‘lg(a:%;ﬁg
\ ppli d IVb, the gen. sg. ending -
.sg.), -C and -e (nom. sg. and gen. pl.) applies to II an , ding -
::lzimsr%o)n to both. I\(fc-has exactly the same alternation in final voxlv:els a:; Igb, dlffcrzlngafr(;gq
in havi in -C’ -e. Occasionally a ‘short’ acc. and dat. sg.
the latter only in having a nom. sg. in -C" rather than e
identi i i f class IVe. All three fem.
.. bliadain) identical with the nom. sg. is seen In nouns ol ci .
g’ce)rgmations haw)/e the same form in the nom./voc./acc. pl. but t?us is-iinIVb/c and -a in I;. Sec;
42 below on the neuters in I and IVa. The bracketed vowel signs rpcrely Qenote the quality o
a following or a preceding consonant and are sometimes omitted in spcflhng‘ (see’I.B.S).
I ‘man’ (m.) IVa ‘fellow’ (m.) I ‘kingdom’ IVb ‘prayer’IVc‘year

oo cé(i)lelcé()li  tiath gu(ijde  bliad(a)in

. /fir )de ; .
22;1’1 o ;z:f cé(i)le tuaith gu(i)di blz'adn(a)z
gen' ’ fir cé(i)li tuaithe gu(i)de bliadn(a)e

dat. fiur cé(i)liu tuaith gu(i)di bliadn(a)i
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plur.

nom. fir cé(i)li tuatha _ gu(i)di bliadn(a)i

voc./acc.  firu cé(i)liu tuatha gu(i)di bliadn(a)i

gen. Jer cé(i)le tiath gu(i)de bliadn(a)e

dat. feraib cé(i)lib tuath(a)ib gu(i)dib  bliadn(a)ib

Classes ITla and b both oppose a gen. in -0 (later -a) to a form with no ending in the other cases
of the singular, the difference being that this is palatal -C” in IIIa but non-palatal -C (usually
preceded by «) in ITIb. The plural of ITla (m./f) is the same as that of IVb/c but ITIb (m.) not
only has a distinctive nom. pl. -e alongside the ‘Illa’ type -i and a rarer -a (see 4a below on
neuters) but is also characterised by an acc. pl. -u like that of I.

The exclusively neuter classes VIa and b both have a gen. sg. in -e and a2 nom./acc. sg. with
final consonant, palatal -C” in the former and non-palatal -C in the latter. Both have a dat. sg.
in-C" but VIa also has a distinctive ‘long’ dat in -(a)im(m).In VIa -n(n)(-) appears throughout
the plural, while VIb has -C’e in the nom./acc. and gen. pl. and the ubiquitous dat. pl. -ib. The
acc., gen. and dat. sg. of Vlc follow the scheme of V below, the difference being that the
stem-final consonant also appears in the nom. sg. The nom., acc. and dat. pl. can also be
compared with V but the gen. pl. in -e rather resembles that of ITIa/b.

sing. Ila ‘eye’ (£) ITIb ‘shape’ (m.) VIa ‘name’ VIb ‘plain’ VIcfather’ (m.)

nom./voc.  suil cruth | ainm mag ath(a)ir

acc. suil cruth ainm mag ath(a)ir

gen. sulo/a crotho/a anm(a)e maige ath(a)r

dat. suil cruth ainm/ maig ath(a)ir
-anm(a)im(m)

plur.

nom. suili crotha/(a)e/i anman(n)  maige aithir

voc./acc.  suili cruthu anman(n)  maige athra/aithrea

gen. suile croth(a)e anman(n)  maige athr(a)e/aithre

dat. suilib crothaib anman(n)aib maigib athr(a)ib/aithrib

The characteristic feature of m./f. consonant stems is that a particular stem consonant appears
throughout the paradigm except in the nom. sg. and sometimes in the dat. sg. (see A.4a below
on one of the few neuters in V unlenden.). Although there are a number of variants of the nom.
sg. ending (notably -C, -C’, -e or -u depending upon type), all of these have in common a lack
of the defining stem consonant (¢4/d, ¢, n and ch/g/c respectively) seen in the rest of the
paradigm. This is regularly non-palatal in the gen. sg. and pl. but palatal in the acc. sg., ‘long’
dat. sg. and nom. pl. The acc. pl. adds -a and the dat. pl. the usual -(a)ib to the stem consonant.
A number of sub-classes also display a ‘short’ dat. sg. lacking the characteristic stem consonant.
As can be seen from the above paradigms this form is often identical with the nom. sg. but on
occasion differs from it (e.g. toimte above or nom. sg. tene ‘fire’, gen. sg. tened, dat. sg. ‘long’
tenid and ‘short’ tein). The ‘short’ datives were tending to be replaced quite rapidly by the
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‘long’ datives identical with the acc. sing. during the Old Irish period. O.ccasionally the reverse
process results in a ‘short’ accusative singular such as ointu and cathair.

V lenden. V unlenden. V gutt. Vna.s.. o ’
sing. ‘poet’, ‘unity’ (m.) ‘friend’ (m.) ‘city’ (f:) ‘oglmgn ) IJ)uflie (m.)
nom./voc. fili  ointu car(aje cath(a)‘zr toz'mtl'u brz_them -
acc. filid oint(a)id  car(a)it cathraig toz.mtzn rz'themam
gen. filed ointad carat cathra(:'h tOl.mt(.Zn brz't eman
dat. filid oint(a)id/  car(a)it cathraig/ tO{mtzn/ . .brzthem(a)m
ointu cath(a)ir  toimte/toimtiu

g?rﬁ. f ilid car(a)it cathraig brz:them(a)m
voc./acc.  fileda cairtea cathracha brl.tZemna
gen. filed carat cathrach . brz.theman .
dat. filedaib cairtib cathrach(a)ib brithemn(a)i

A.4. Further notes on noun declension. . .
(a) Within a given declension neuter forms are always identical to those of the

corresponding masculines in the gen. and dat. sg. and pl. H?wever, neuter nouni, zlill)ways
have a single form for the nom./voc./acc. (cf. Via nva. sg. ainm andpl. anmanr(zl,‘ Ibnva.
sg. mag and pl. maige above) and this tends to be dlttfercnt from the correspon mlg1 masc.
in at least some of the cases in question. This feature is further 111ustratef1 ‘t})./ the fo owing
paradigms, as is the identity of nva. sg./pl. in some classes and the possibility of avoiding

is by means of a ‘long’ plural such as scéla beside scél. ‘ ’
fs by I ‘tale’ ’ IVa ‘heart’ IIla ‘sea’ IIIb ‘star’ V unlenden. tooth

; , . : dét
sg.nva. scél cride muir rind :
g%n. scéuil cridi moro/a rendo/a de’t.
dat. scéul cridiu muir rind déit
pl. nva. scél(a) cride mu(i)re rind/renda de:t(a)
gen. scél cride mu(i)re rend(a)t.a de’t '
dat. scél(a)ib  cridib mu(i)rib  rend(a)ib  dét(a)ib

(b) It will have been noticed that changes within the paradigm, pamcular_ly a shift fro¥n
non-palatal to palatal consonance and vice versa, are often accompanied b);‘ c/ertatm
changes in the root vowel (e.g. 1 fer vs. fir, fiur, firu or IlIb cruth(u) vs. crot It;Ia e cl
above). The commonest alternations of this type are.those betw?en e and t'(e;g: d’a mi

‘honey’, gen. melo), 0 and u (e.g. I olc ‘evil’, gen. uzlc),‘ é and’eu/‘o (e.g.,I én ‘bird’, gsg.
éuin or éoin), fa and é(i) (e.g. 1 giall *hostage’, gen. gezll; 1 ciall ’sense R acc./dat.lc'ez \
gen. céille). There is also less clearly defined fluctuation between o and lil{ (.e..g. ?s g o‘;
shiag ‘host’, gen. sg. sloig or shiaig). It is important to bear these pOSSibllltles‘ in min

when trying to look up a form containing one of these stressed vowels in a

vocabulary or dictionary.
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(c) When the post-tonic syllable (i.e. the one directly after the stressed syllable, which was
usually initial; see .B.4) was non-final, its vowel was normally lost by syncope (marked
below), which thus reduced words of three and four syllables to two and three syllables
respectively. Within a paradigm the addition of a syllable (e.g. dat. pl. -(@)ib) to a
disyllabic form thus usually resulted in syncope of the middle syllable, whereas a basic
monosyllable was unaffected because the added syllable did not produce an internal
unstressed syllable (e.g. fer, dat. pl. feraib etc.). Examples above involving syncope are
IVc (regularly affected by syncope as the nom. sg. was always disyllabic in this class)
bliadain vs. acc. bliad'nai etc., V unlenden. carae vs. acc. and dat. pl. cair'tea, cair'tib,

-V gutt. cathair vs. acc./dat. sg. cath’raig etc. Acc. pl. athra or aithrea etc. in VIc can

likewise conveniently be regarded as syncopated in relation to nom. sg. athair etc.,
although this happens not to be the correct historical explanation, and the same applies
to II briathar ‘word’ and acc./dat.sg. bréithir (cf. ciall, céill in b above) vs. gen. sg.
bréithre,nva. pl. briathra. Further examples of genuine syncope are I m. claided ‘sword’
vs. acc. and dat. pl. claid'biu, claid’bib (the case of Im. lebor ‘book’ and dat. sg. libur vs.
acc. pl. libru and dat. pl. lebraib is similar to that of athair), Il buiden ‘troop’ vs. gen. sg.
buid'ne etc., llla f. saigid ‘seeking’ vs. gen. sg. saig’theo/a etc., IIIb . dorus ‘door’ vs.
gen. sg. doir'seo/a etc., V lenden. m. tengae ‘tongue’ vs. acc. and dat. pl. teng’tha and
teng'thaib respectively.

(d) Dual forms have not been included in the above paradigms because they are relatively
uncommon and can be easily recognised by virtue of always being preceded by the
numeral ‘two’ (nom./acc. da and di (f.), gen. da, dat. dib). Thurneysen’s Grammar or
Strachan’s Paradigms should be consulted for the precise forms (note dat. dual always
-(a)ib, which nasalises unlike the otherwise identical but non-mutating dat. pl.) and
II1.A.5b below provides a number of examples.

A.S5. Reading practice.

(a) A gnomic or wisdom text entitled Briathra Flainn Fina or ‘The Words of Flann Fina’
basically contains several series of brief aphorisms introduced by the same word. In one
of these every unit consists of 3sg. pres. ad:cota ‘gets’ followed by its subject and object,
while in another sentences of the same structure are introduced by 3sg. pres. dligid
‘deserves’. Some suitably normalised selections from these two sequences are given
below. Note the extensive use of alliteration. The cluster cht is resistant to palatalisation
in Old Irish, whence for instance the lack of an otherwise expected palatal final in the
acc./dat. sg. of class II nouns ending in -acht.

ad:cota dochell cesacht, ..., ad:cota santach séotu, ..., ad:cota cuirm cornu, -, ad:cota
gdes airmitin,-ad:cota des allud, ad:cota bées bdegul, ad:cota briugu bronnad, ad:cota
brig barainn, ad:cota barae bibdaid, ad:cota biltengae brdth, ....., ad:cota ferann féinnid,
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ad:cota léigend libru...... Dligid ecnae airmitin, .., dligid fir fortacht, dligid g6 a cairigud,
dligid cléen cuindrech, dligid aite a sochraidi,... dligid rath a imdegail, dligid fiadnaise
fugell, dligid diummus dermat, dligid maith mérad, .., dligid dall ditin,.., dligid oac
eladain, ..., dligid mdthair mingairi, dligid athair a Ogréir.....

(b) Many of the statements in early Irish wisdom literature have a legal slant apparent
from a comparison with various surviving medieval Irish legal texts. In one of these, a
tract on secular social divisions and status entitled Crith Gablach ‘The Forked Purchase’,
the king’s activities are spread over the whole week on a day by day basis that mixes

pleasure with business.

Domnach do oul chormae...; liando brithemnacht, do chocertad tiath; mairt oc fidchill;
cétain do déicsiu milchon oc tofunn; tardain do lanamnas; ain diden do rethaib ech;

satharn do brethaib.

(c)The seventh- or eighth-century Aipgitir Chrdbuid or ‘Alphabet of Piety’ is also a
gnomic text, this time one explicitly concerned with the virtues conducive to and the vices
detrimental to a good Christian life and salvation. It begins with the following list of the

components of holiness.

Ires co ngnim, accobar co fedli, féthamle co lléri, castét co n-umlai, aine co n-indmus,
bochtae co n-eslabrai, taue co comlabrai, fodail co cosmali, foditiu cen indiri, apstanit
co fochraibi, ét cen acarbi, cennsae co firinni, tairisiu cen eslis, omun cen derchoiniud,
bochtae cen diummus, foisitiu cen erchomded, forcetal co comalnad, dréim cen
tairindiud, isel fri ard, slemon fri garb, gnim cen fodord, semplae co trebairi, omaldoit
cen condarcilli, crésine cen sechtai.

B. ADJECTIVES.

B.1. Basics.
Whether predicative or attributive, Old Irish adjectives agree with their nouns in gender,

number and case. Atcordingly they are inflected for all of these categories but have no
separate dual form, and use their plural form for concord with a noun in the dual
(examples in IIL.A.5b below). They fall into three main groups. One declension can be
termed I/II (traditionally o-/A-stems) because it basically inflects like a class I noun if
masc. or neut. and like a class ITif fem. Another will be called ITIa (traditionally i-stems)
on account of affinities with [Ila nouns and the third will be designated IV (traditionally
yo-/yA-stems) because it inflects like IVa nouns if masc. or neut. and like IVb if fem.
There are a few ITIb (traditionally u-stem) adjectives and the merest vestiges of class V,
notably unlenden. tee ‘hot’ with nom. pl. teit. The three groups that matter can be
distinguished quite straightforwardly from one another on the strength of the nom. sg.
‘dictionary’ form alone (all genders): in the nom. sg. III has a final non-palatal
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consonant (-C), Ila a final palata