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Abstract 

The origin, history and present-day usage of the Irish typeface. 
The brighter future due to and METAFONT. Irish types in 
a range of sizes and weights unimaginable a generation ago are 
now being designed with METAFONT and will shortly be ready 
for use. 

In a recent article in the TUGboat, Yannis Haralam- 
bous made the statement that the Irish language has 
its own, most beautiful alphabet. I do not disagree 
with him as regards the beauty. His assertion does, 
however, require some qualification. Firstly. the use 
of this alphabet for ordinary printing purposes has 
not been widespread during the past twenty years. 
Secondly, what we call the Irish alphabet is no more 
than a simple variant of the roman one; certainly it 
has its own distinctive features, but these are not 
so obtrusive - in the later typefaces, anyway - as 
to hinder speedy recognition of the letter forms by 
anyone familiar with standard roman types, or to 
inhibit comfortable reading by those who know the 
language. 

The Roman Empire never extended as far as 
the shores of Ireland. Nonetheless, there was 
considerable traffic by Irishmen across the Irish sea 
in the days of Roman Britain. The very name 
by which we Irish call ourselves, Gaeil, and the 
name of our language, Gaeilge. are in origin Welsh 
names. Indeed there were Irish settlements and 
strongholds in Wales during most of the period of 
the Empire, and it would have been surprising if the 
Irish had not been affected by some aspects of the 
roman culture. One of the most important concepts 
transmitted by that culture was that of writing. The 
Romans wrote not only for their own benefit, but 
also for posterity. They erected stone monuments 
and inscribed on them. The ancient Irish copied the 
practice. The Irish however preferred in most cases 
to write their own language in their own alphabet. 
Their language has survived the mighty Latin of 
the empire as an everyday tongue, and their is some 
evidence that their alphabet, known as Ogham. was 
never completely forgotten. 

Each character of the Ogham alphabet consists 
of strokes, or sometimes dots, numbering one to 
five, written to the left or the right of a vertical 

baseline, or across that baseline. That the Ogham 
alphabet existed before it was put to use in the 
medium of stone can hardly be doubted. It may 
have been a finger alphabet used for sign language; 
its ultimate origin may even be in the use of fingers 
for counting. Whatever its early history, it was 
used during the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries 
A.D. by Irishmen in south-western Britain and in 
the south of Ireland to make inscriptions on stone. 
Many of the Ogham stones have been uprooted 
from their original locations; several are preserved 
in the cloisters around the quadrangle of University 
College, Cork. 

The Ogham alphabet in its written form is 
distinctly Irish; but as a written alphabet it is 
rather clumsy. It has more in common with the 
finger signs of the american baseball player than 
it has with fine literature. In the fifth century 
Christianity came to Ireland, and with it came 
book-writing. Ogham was not very suitable for 
writing on vellum or parchment. nor indeed for 
writing very much more than the terse memorials 
for which it was used. It is not surprising, therefore, 
that by the end of the sixth century it had generally 
fallen into disuse. 

By that time, the seeds of Christianity in 
Ireland had begun to bear fruit. Irish missionaries 
were already spreading across Europe. They not 
only took with them the Christian faith; they had 
also become custodians of a culture which was 
centred around the written word. For a thousand 
years their mission continued. It extended from 
Iceland to the Mediterranean and from Scotland as 
far east as Kiev. Irishmen were in the forefront 
of the Christianization of half of Europe, and 
Europeans in turn travelled to the great monastic 
universities of Ireland to receive education. 

The writings of Irishmen, mostly in Latin but 
sometimes in Gaelic. are to be found scattered 
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across the vast territory of their missionary activity. 
These men brought their own particular genius to 
the way in which they used and ornamented the 
roman alphabet. The hand of the Irish monk 
is distinctive; latterly it developed, as did other 
national hands, alongside of, but separately from, 
the Carolingian. That it was a neo-Carolingian 
hand which eventually dominated in Europe is a 
matter of history; but that the Irish hand still 
flourished at the advent of printing was important 
for the future of Irish typography. 

At home too. Irishmen were at their books. 
They committed to writing the early Irish legal 
system and their medical knowledge, together with 
some of the folklore of the Irish people. They 
copied religious works. St Columba, usually known 
in Ireland as Colm Cille, who, in the sixth century, 
established the famous monastery on the island of 
Iona and became the patron of Scottish Christianity, 
once borrowed a book from Finnian Droma Fhinn 
and spent days and nights making a copy of it. 
When Finnian learnt of this, he was outraged and 
staked his claim to the copy. The case was brought 
before the King, Diarmaid Mac Cearbhaill, whose 
judgement that "every calf belongs to its mother, 
and every copy of a book to the owner of the 
book" constituted Ireland's first copyright law; its 
harshness no doubt evokes a variety of responses 
from today's listeners. 

It is to the English reformation, and to the 
Privy Council of the English Queen Elizabeth I, that 
we owe our gratitude for establishing Irish letter 
forms as those proper to the printing of the Irish 
language. In the hope that "God would, in mercy, 
raise up some to translate the New Testament 
into their mother tongue" that Queen ordered that 
a special typeface be designed, cut and sent to 
Dublin for use in publishing religious material. The 
typeface was to be based on Irish written letter 
forms. She also ordered that an Irish grammar be 
prepared in order that she herself might learn the 
language. 

Matthew Parker, the man to whom the id- 
iomatic expression 'Nosy Parker' was first applied, 
had been Elizabeth's Archbishop of Canterbury 
since the first year of her reign. Anglo-Saxon fonts 
had already been cut for him by John Day, and 
it is probable that it was the archbishop himself 
who determined that a new typeface should be de- 
signed to accommodate the Irish language. A brief 
glance at the hand of the Book of Kells and that 
of the Lindisfarne Gospels is sufficient to convince 
us of the similarity between Irish and Anglo-Saxon 

manuscript writing*; since the Anglo-Saxons had 
been taught to write by the Irish, the likeness is 
not surprising. The wheel turned full cycle with 
the advent of printing, and it seems that it was 
Day's Anglo-Saxon typeface which became the in- 
spiration, though not the model, for the new Gaelic 
one. 

Elizabeth's interest in the Irish language may 
seem strange. Her father, Henry VIII, had issued 
a statute demanding that all the English living in 
Ireland learn the English language within a year. 
The statute, which was translated into Irish for 
their benefit, had had no noticeable effect. He had 
also ordered that they shave off their moustaches 
and wear their beards after the English fashion: one 
wonders if they were willing to comply even with 
this much simpler command. Now, Elizabeth was 
promoting the language! Certainly it was not as 
remote from her as it had been from her father, 
for there were Irish nobles at her court who spoke 
it. She was probably motivated primarily by the 
desire to save the souls of the Irish people from 
popery. In England, The Book of Common Prayer 
had replaced the Latin liturgy of the Catholic 
church by one which the ordinary people could 
understand. Elizabeth was simply doing the same 
thing in Ireland. 

The new type was cut in London and was 
in use in Dublin from 1571. A religious poem 
by Philip Mhac Cuinn Chrosaigh, dated for that 
year and now preserved in Cambridge University 
Library, is the oldest surviving document printed 
with it. The typeface is strong and well-balanced. 
and the overall eifect is extremely neat. However, on 
closer inspection, it displays better than any of the 
other early Irish typefaces how slight the differences 
between the Irish letter forms and the more standard 
roman ones really are. Some ligatures were cut, 
but it is doubtful if more than half of the letters 
were new designs; several clearly belong to a roman 
typeface, and the 'a' belongs to an italic one. 
Indeed, it should have been possible to print Irish 
language material without any new type design. 
and we are very fortunate that Queen Elizabeth's 
adminisration ordained it otherwise. 

Thus it was English Protestantism that first 
made use of printing in the battle for the souls 
of the Gaelic nation; but its adversaries on the 
continent eventually became stronger and more 
determined in their continued use of it. Some 
of Ireland's greatest scholars were Catholic priests 

* Examples of these hands and of some of the 
Irish typefaces are shown on separate pages. 
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living in exile. In about 1611. the Irish Franciscans 
in Belgium designed a thoroughly Irish type. based 
on Irish manuscript letters, which for over a century 
kept a steady stream of Catholic religious material 
flowing from Louvain to Ireland. Around 1675, 
a new Irish type was cut in Rome for Sacra 
Congregatio de Propaganda Fide and the Rome 
press became engaged in a like task. In the 
eighteenth century, a new Gaelic type was cut in 
Paris and that city too became a centre for the 
publication of Irish language material. It is curious 
to read in the preface to the first English-Irish 
dictionary, that published at Paris in 1732, an 
apology for any errors that might have resulted 
from the printers' ignorance of both languages. In 
1804, the Rome type of 1675 and a much later 
one also from Rome were used by J.J. Marcel of 
the Imprimerie Nationale in Paris. They had been 
carried off from Rome as part of the booty of 
Napoleon and deposited by him at the Imprimerie. 
Had it not been for Napoleon they may well have 
been lost, as are so many of the other early types. 

In time, Queen Elizabeth's prayer that some 
Irishman might translate the New Testament into 
his mother tongue was answered. That and 
The Book of C o m m o n  Prayer were translated by 
Nicholas Breatnach, Bishop of Ossory, and by Uil- 
liam 0 Domhnuill, Archbishop of Tuam. But it was 
left to an Englishman, William Bedell, to embark on 
the task of translating the Old Testament. Bedell 
arrived in Ireland in 1627 at the age of 56 to take 
up the post of Provost of Trinity College, Dublin. 
He set to work at once to learn the language, and 
he insisted that students who proposed to be cler- 
gymen should do likewise. He engaged competent 
natives to work on the translation, and he himself 
was responsible for the final form of words, which 
was approved on a chapter by chapter basis only 
after careful comparison with the Hebrew and with 
a polyglot Bible. 

Bedell's Bible was subsequently to be used 
everywhere the Gaelic language was spoken: in 
Scotland, in America and in Canada. It is said 
that it was used even in Catholic liturgy in Ireland 
during the 1960s and 1970s, before the first complete 
approved Catholic Bible in Irish was published in 
1981. Though Bedell's work was probably finished 
not long after 1630, and though he himself died 
in 1642, his Bible was not published until 1685. 
Indeed, it might never have been published had 
it not been for the good services of the illustrious 
scientist Robert Boyle. Boyle was the seventh son of 
Richard Boyle. Earl of Cork. It appears that by the 
time of Bedell, the brief affair of the English court 

with things Gaelic was over. Bedell's Elizabethan 
frame of mind was out of step with the time, or 
at least with the attitude of those in power in his 
day. When Boyle set about printing the Old and 
New Testaments, Bedell's manuscript was in a sorry 
condition. Parts of it were illegible, having become 
damp. Boyle had another difficulty: the Queen 
Elizabeth type had disappeared. He was informed 
that the fonts of this type had been stolen by the 
Jesuits and were being used at Douai to publish 
Catholic propaganda for shipment to Ireland. In 
fact, there is no record of any Catholic material 
printed with that type. Nonetheless, the fonts and 
all that went with them were gone. Boyle had a new 
set of Irish characters cast in London. Moxon was 
the cutter of this type, and it is thought that the 
model for it was the first Catholic type of Louvain. 
Boyle footed the entire bill for the printing of the 
Bible, around £330. 

Although some copies of the Boyle printing 
were used in Gaelic Scotland, it is of interest to 
note that it was deemed necessary to create a new 
edition of the Bedell Bible, printed in the Roman 
character, for that part of Gaeldom. The Scots 
were never subsequently exposed to Gaelic printing 
based on the letter forms which their early saints 
had helped to create. 

All the types we have mentioned, and indeed 
all those designed before 1840, were based on a 
spiky manuscript hand. It was not representative 
either of the best or of the most widely known of 
Irish letter forms. The beautiful writing in the 
Book of Kells, for example, is in a neat round hand, 
which displays moreover some features which have 
never been included in any Irish type. In the year 
1841. the Irish Archaeological Society was founded. 
It was devoted to the study of the language, 
literature, history and antiquities of Ireland. and 
to the publication of material in those areas of 
interest. The Society arranged for the design and 
cutting of a new series of types for its publications. 
The designer of these is thought to have been 
George Petrie, and they were probably cut and cast 
in Dublin by James Christie. These fonts were 
based on the round hand, suitably modified to the 
medium of printing. They are clean-cut and easy to  
read, and owe little to the Irish types that preceded 
them; they can boast both originality and artistry. 
Moreover. they made a considerable contribution to 
the design of the important Keating type of 1863 
and. through it, to the design of all the Irish types 
which followed. They were probably also the model 
for the very attractive twentieth century Colm Cille 
Gaelic type of Colm 0 Lochlainn. 
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t -  ,j*hPpdm 3 9  

-1eutlesb1- 
5ryd la '  

celac>enuum=- 
i owylon, kc e ) w  

Illpurrem suam 
7 ~"b+&pbo* pdp 

Otamuezuntual 
ST-'IPC 

Some lines from the Lzndzsfarne Gospels The Anglo-Saxons had been taught to  write by the Irish 

An example of Irish writing from the Book of Kells. Note the similarity between this 
and the much earlier Lindisfarne Gospels. 

------UU-IYY F~I* rhlm@~zri, 
U J K W F *  rolsaenhe, ra&ummlndI 
b j u o a ~ ~ u ~ p c h ~ i l r n ~  h n i t  

.,oh urngJlspsnr - , ~ch  pay,  Cncnohrbi i rnt  
~ . -  , ,  

g . z s r u ~ o r o ~ ~ ~ u  FA ocpem. pq lproypaya 
1 S hi.rni-hc.1115 tnh.dlls mra!.n, Srrdbharrnrncal~ 

~ c h d l l  rr cuis ~ h ~ i c c h r ~ ~ ~  BUD q + j : ~ n n  
~ 1 0 ~ ~ ~  plu6Jll cocho yr..:holI,. h l ~ ~ l n  0obh101 

U!C !iochc DU ~.unologhulL . ,-.I h r p ; c  n t p  n: 
c & p o  imgltn1j 

a n  chr.~~w~.;cI :oc! : - ,zhr~~ jtrnoc, ~ c h b a  morcu 
13 5 4  .n1 :"qi ohlllnor: 

Lca rpwhyc  FOSIUTJI :J ,  00 i e h  gab ou 
r.i10$111 he 1 5  ionmho:;.~. on lligh ou p i p  

f inegco,~  :eons !oi.toh, c7p cdlpw I I O C ~ A  

o ~ t z e g ~ i n  1.e.m j.e;;)-howl: a r~ iyoe~nr . tco  - 
t e  c.~ne.xpc 04 .I}\ &ou~ne, 11 I y hcorr anullc 

i:chr;pcj, h i p  e.1glulo11.r oo:n oron o i  n 
Sn b h r k h ~ y l n  n 

~ o g u ~ r i a r h c r s ~  Iiaohtnc, r i ~ r e x l m h ~  oc 
ou;nn nl cu jp:hc.~ 6c;1nncabIwjpc: 

Lin.zr;o5hrrn~.z oho :hr.tcha, Lf b m c h  d mom 
a c h ~ m a } ~ ~ ~ o . ' a c i . ~ ~  : o )gh t~~ho .  nr i - m ~ p ~ o h  IW 

4 part of Tuair Ferge Foighide, in the Queen Elizabeth type of 
1571. This is t he  earliest known document to  have been printed 
n Irish. 

This is part of the New Testament printed using the Moxon type 
:ommissioned by Robert Boyle around 1680. 
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Par t  of a very common catechism printed in Antwerp with t h  
Lonvain t v ~ e  of 1611. 

The Rome type of 1676. 

Religious material printed using t he  Louvain type of 1641. 

nlr + 'op~ ln+  an anit-1-0 , 146 AH I 

DO ( '  ) ;3h@ bp6ne  yr;t n o  r v 3 n j  r' r 
n'7ctp3,tl6, o 11" ~eapl i%n 3 ~ p  n l  6 dlI 
yj c r n  b l n ~  y E p  ,TO p ~ p i ? l x ~  oo Z)hglb i 
n3Yr 30 by$ yP innl? nnM v&)n; ni.r 
Y F  jr an ; i ~  C'EMVI~L , D A  n~mi1en.% 
ntni  Don C h p  joyor; j, 31.p rolpbpen.b . 
DO 3 h i l l '  l~pt5~3.e . 3 v p  i 6 j p  66 nip 1.0 
=<f ,  r a n  ' n  p ; nni  pd16 y i  za lpb  
a, ~ o l l n m r ~ k  ; n7vf nni  np c c  ;ipz 
@, hc'lrne DO -&b'rijpr 30 M A  h ) m ~ j e & y L  
a nx Cjne5rncnlli , nZ ~ ' C . q l y ~ *  2 6 .  1 
rnnjren.b 6 n* K P y ~ o l  c v p  'tn d j n ] ~  4 

zn6 nn h e q l y y e ,  n 3 ~ ~  n TZ 76 co 
r l n  vn-bn, 30 n 0 p v ;  jennn y6 .bv;nn cc L 

vo +nlinlp.t T ' Z ~  n~nirnpiir. iy6 , n3, 
The Paris type of 1732. 

Fry's type.  1819. 
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The Watts type of 1818. 

Cpecl~ I<( h.  rcielcin bcip cluciin ~pci~pb, An 
bi3ci1L n& cpeiche Tin. rlucii3 LA tnc 
neccAbA 7 IA tnc'fl~elncimbo A I J l i b ~ ,  cop 
loirc ycc celM p. W I ~ I  uile r. tncib becc. 
3A1pbec 1 1 .  C n d q h 3  .p. bpe3 bo 3AbAll 
bo Conclrob. 11. p&l l -  c o  yq13ci1b UI I .  ncrr 
ci13e. Cci~~cci rq~ .]I. bcitnlln~ .It. /dcilne 7. 
11. rdlcicllt. 7. 11. ~lAnbciccin 7 A n  Clelpe&c. 
h. rciibg 7 lnc bll~cibAccill~ p. b ~ l n l ~ n h  
b e ~ b t l ~ ,  cop bplr ~ o l ~ p o  7 cop ~ncipb tuk. 

The rather unattractive Figgins type of 1825. 

- 
PS I N  EIOSCRCI I ~ I S O L U  qUe UOCaCtll? hlben~ia 

osrreNsus esc honii~ibus ma,rlnils m~nablCibus 
clue penpeclc pen peLlccin ceLescls uire 111n6i~em 
pnecclCe~cem pno menico mapio I N  nlurmi cinculo 

s isre an~e l i ce  sunimeque SaNcce bniiyre 
Fan1 kiorr ualcc ointiia ulncucum minabilia 
que ~~oscn ls  lwtlqucm aunibus si S I N G  Facca auDiulmus 
P ~ S I  PCR iscclm uinglrlem inanle sat-lcce slmiLcm 

/ Capitals of one of the Irish Archaeological Society's types used as ordinary type, 1855. 

peachcar  bo 6ua1pe  a i b n ~  1 bo Churnoft: 
Fobs 1 bo Calm~n innl.1 Cealclia irin ecclflrr 
I nlnlr C e a k p a  FOP lo6 nDripcc-*clpr, 
ebon In ecclor ni6p tro p o n d  la Cninilne 
onn. baccapyoi i~  bin n6 cabapc  nnmcnip- 
heTa pop Euaive. n?aic a 6 h u a i ~ e ,  oL 
Caimlnc, cill b e i t  m a l t  l a c  bol ionab na hec- 
clairr 1 cr4m. Fpcccpui r  auaipo he, 1 i reb 
o bubalpc, pa b a  n ~ w c  Iim a Ian bi op 1 
bapccucc, ni a p  rtilnc an borhalnri, a6c 
b ~ a  c~ob lacob  pop manmarn bo naernlicubh, 
7 bo rcca l ra lb ,  1 ba  &a6 nech bo iapppa16 e 
nptena.  d o  p a b  d i a  pupcacc buic a @u- 
wpe, ol. Caimine, 7 bo  b e p t a p  buic an tyai-  
l e t c a ~ i i  bo Donalp b ~ a  cabepc  ap  c'anniam, 

rish Archaeological Society type. 1841. 

Cin  po baol an TZ106pai6 nu n-opeann 
ino ailiuch ~iulpeac Fpi;jpeunn, 
sun clioin~mearj FOP neach oi le  
acc p p  Dub n-~uil, n - ~ c r g  oolpe. 

TjuG~olpe nocllcxn Feapll 
wclach oile buibheach ; 
oia lr ouine aya C O I ~  

Duboipe ua Zi$eayinoig. 
Zuccrha logh a leanna lrnn 

T)O T)hutj~,oipe ~ 1 1 ,  upeachna~p, 
oo clipelch Da l  Clpa,rje "alp, 

Another Irish Archaeological Society type, 1841. 
L 
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Zhristie's type, 1815. 

follnrgie 6 ireann go core le Iubra an peahrd, a dul : 
ranad na ngrdsa so arr sn  Te a m-brdmnrd cur fexrge 
laeiaharl ? 09 ! cad erle, cra axr a n-xarfamhd Le n 
sm ? Cra an carad, no an durne mumtrrila aIr a d- 
barfarnard akara 6 rrnneamar namaxd d' ar g-carad 1, 

mum,-Crioet ? A ti, a Saxrde, orr an Maridean Nurr 

An attempt by Canon Burke to  produce a hybrid Gaelic-Roman 
type, 1877. Note the ridiculous s6imhili over the lower case ' t ' .  

an %eat& f ~ o ~ ~ u i d k  oo f a o p t l i s a i  q&.' 
C. C eav ir eigean o o  deanad cuigc Tin ? r. Cfi eicpe neidte. 
C. Cav i a ~  ran? r. An  eeao ni6, pi: ni6 o'j.oiLLp$ V ia ,  

The seminal Keating Society type, 1863. 

Ti an scribinn seo go direat mar yuair m i  i o 
Iiik an udair aCc amain go bp i1  an rnortuid 
~ a g c a  ar Iar de deascaib easba spPis agus ~ o s  de 
deasciiib a raib innci de tratcas ar  neite nak b ~ u i l  
oiriunat. Beid a deiC oiread eile le ~ b i l  go re, mar 
sin rein, ~116's amlaid a bionn aon klaod ag an 
bpobal ar an leabran so. 

Tuigcear go soilCir pur i kit Chorca DorCa 
a~na in  aon ni aca luaice ann agus na cuigcear go 
6 ~ u i k e a r  ag crate go ~oir leafan ar na Gaelcatcai 

I A rather better attempt at  hybrid type, Liam Miller's Times 
New Roman was used in one edition of An Be'al Bocht. 

Ap n-n ta tp  azii ap  neafn, go n a o m t a p  t ' a m m :  [go] 
bztge bo p i o i a k ;  m a p  nb2anzap bo t o l l  av  an  ca tam 
m a p  n i t eap  ap neatn. Ap n-apiil ( a ~ i i n )  taezafnatt ,  
zabatv bfitnn m b m ;  m a t t  X t n n  ap t ipat '  t e  map  mate  
tifitnn. Nii liilg bfltnn z u m m  t gca tu ig te ,  ac raop 
p n n  5 gai. o lc  'notr ogur ap ua tv  a v  mbi in.  Amen. 

I A rather stylish Gaelic type cut about 1925, possibly in Germany. I 

C.C. [ u n n a i  nn son n Soitse a n  b a n n i o n .  

A t l A R n A .  An n A t a i n  neamdi ,  oLL-ano uiLe- 
Cum~CcdC, ?X i  nA n i t e ,  Cidnn&\ nn ~ c i n n n ~ i ,  

A o n n i ~ t c o i n  na  BpLat, A t 'mentnaios 6 D O  ni- 
Catdoin An LuCc dicnitj kn Domnin uiLe; 
idnndiml'o o m  50 LAPIDCI tlidCcdC ~ e d c d i n c  Le 
DO j n j s c ~  An A S o i t s e ,  An n~xuOnnclnn.~ lA,  An 
'bannion eLiz .4be~h;  A ~ S  i a Liondo Qe 
$ion =oe j ndsca  An Sp1ondi-o ndo lm,  1 3caoi 30 
gctdond. s i  1 gc6nd.i Cun Do COLA ASUS 30 SIULA  

Standard twentieth century Gaelic type. Excerpt from the Book of Common Prayer of the Church 
of Ireland. Here Irish-speaking Protestants in Northern Ireland pray for their Queen. Note the 
foreign '2 '  in her name. 
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20. A y y  ~ u a i p c  Dia: " ~ e l p e a 6  na h-uirgi 50 lionmap 
an cpkacuip coppuioi: 'nu b ~ u i l  beata ,  aguy kanlalt 
eiceallar 6r cionn na zalman In iopmailc 'ti1 nelme". 
Cputuig Dia Fpeiyin miolza m6pa aguy gak cpkacuip 
be6 toppuior; pug na h-uiy8i lao go lioninap aguy na 
hCanlait rgiat6nata oo pli'ip a gcin6il. Aguy ba leip 
oo b ia  goma malt i. a @oiap.  fjeannui;j Dia annpn 

6 6 iao: "Birf16 coppat", neip r k ,  a5uy ~oiplionaib, aguy 
lionaii, na h-uiy@ az6 yna ~ail ipgi, agur ~oiplionalj 
na h-&mlait ap an zalam". 10ip n61n a6uy maioin bi 
an cuigea6 16 iyzig. 

The truly artistic Colm Cille Gaelic type of Calm 6 Lochlainn. 

I C l o c 6 6  CoLm C ~ l l e  
peace n-aon DO cua l5  CoLm ClLle I gceann ~ l n n -  
6ln &oma ~ l n n  a g u s  o'lam lasacc L e a b a l ~  alR, 
a g u s  FualR s 6  sln 6 ~ l n n l a n .  ~ S U S  o 'pana6  s 6  I 
nola16 c61c  c a R  61s n a  o e ~ 6 t  agus  n a  n a l ~ n e a n n  
sa ceampaLL 00 bi sa b a l e  sln ~ 6 l n  a g u s  DO bi 
se a g  s c ~ i o b  a n  l e a b a l ~  ann gan Clos ~'( ' lnnlan. 
a g u s  a n  ualR t l gea6  a n  oice culge, IS  la0 ba 
colnnle 06  a g  o6anam n a  s c ~ i b n e o l ~ e a c c a  sln, 
. I .  c i r ~ g  meolR a Ldlme oelse DO lasa6 a m a l l  cirig 
1 6 c ~ a n n a  ~ 6 l a s d n a c a  lonas 50 SCUIR ID~S  oea l -  
Ram a g u s  so las  ~ 6 n  ceampaLL ul le.  

a g u s  a n  oice r jeanac DO C o ~ m  ClLLe a g  S C R ~ O ~  

o e 1 ~ 1 6  a n  l e a b a l ~  sln, 00 C U I R  Flnnlan oulne 
~ ' ~ a n ~ a l i ,  a LeabalR alR. a g u s  a R  nou l  go o o w s  
a n  ceampalLL a Ralb CoLm ClLle 06 ,  o o  b' loncac 
Lels m6ao n a  so~Lse oo  eonalc  s 6  1sc1g a g u s  DO 

j a b  e a g l a  m6R 6 ,  a g u s  o'p6ac s 6  go p a ~ e e a c  mi 
pol l  DO bi aR comLa oonals a n  c e a m p a ~ l l ,  agus  
a R  t j ~e l sc l nc  ~ o l m  Cl l le  06  a R  a n  1nneu1L s ln,  
a m a l l  a o d ~ a r n a ~  ~ o m a l n n ,  nion Llg a n  e a g l a  
0 6  L a b a l ~ c  R I S  n6  a n  leaban D ' I ~ R R ~ I V  ~ I R .  0 0  

~01Ls io6 ,  IomoRRo, oo  ~ o l m  CllLe a n  c-6sLac DO 

be l t  '56  elt team a m l a 1 6  sm,  a g u s  o o  s a b  Feang 
m 6 ~  6 p6n ni s ln. agus  00 L a b a l ~  s6  R e  peaca  
COlRRe o o  bi a lge,  agus  IS e a  oI31nc ma :  

"Is c e a o  Llomsa, m6s  c e a o  Le Dlu,  c u s a  DO 

bualn a SliL as a n  6gLac Go oo  t61n1g  oom peat- 
a l n c  gan plos oom ~ 6 1 n . "  

0 ' 61~16  a n  CORR I g c B a o 6 1 ~  Le b R l a t 0 ~  C o ~ r n  
CiLLe, a g u s  t u g  bulLLe 06 gob e ~ i  pol l  n a  comLa 
I sirlL a n  6gLa1j  g u ~  baln a SlilL as a ceann,  

gun p65 a R  a @ua a m u l s  i .  O'lmij; a n  c -6s lac  
l a R  s1n maR a ~ a l b  F lnnlan a g u s  o ' l n ~ s  06  m a n  
a o'lml j a l R  6 t i rs  go o e 1 ~ e a 6 .  n i o ~  m a l t  l e  
p ~ n n ~ a n  a n  ni s ln ,  a g u s  00 beanna~ j ;  a g u s  DO 

COISRIC s 6  S ~ I L  a n  65Lals, a s u s  DO CUIR  Ina hlon- 
ao p61n a ~ i s  i ,  gan  ~iobCrlL, gan  ulReasa oo  be l t  
U I R ~ I ,  a m a l l  oo bi s i  6 t a s .  

a g u s  maR DO c u a l a  F l n n ~ a n  a L e a b a ~  o o  
S C R I O ~  gan c e a o  06  p 3 n ,  DO c u a l s  sB o ' a g a l ~ c  
CoLm ClLLe ann ,  a g u s  O ~ I R C  n & ~  c 6 1 ~  a l e a b a ~  
o o  s c ~ i o b  gan c e a o  06. 

"00  b e a ~ s a  b ~ e l t  Ri e l ~ e a n n  oinn," a R  CoLm 
ClLte, . I .  b ~ e l t  6 i ) l a ~ m a v a  mlc CeaRbalLL. 

" S a b p a ~ s a  sin," a R  Flnnlan.  
0 0  c u a o a ~  R e  c6l le  Ina 6lal6 sln go  C e a m a l ~  

n a  Ri,  maR a Ralb DlaRmal0 rnac C e a ~ b a ~ L l ,  
a g u s  o'lnls F lnnlan a sceala a n  ocirs Don ~i 
a g u s  IS ea a D ~ I R C :  

"Do scniob CoLm ClLLe mo l e n b a ~  gan p ~ o s  
oom ~ 6 1 n , "  a n  se, "agus oelwm ~ U R  Llom ~ 6 l n  
rnac mo Leaba l~ . "  

" O e ~ n ~ m s e , "  a R s a  CoLm CllLe, "nac mlsce 
Leaban ~ l n n e l n  a n  scniob m6 as, a g u s  n a c  c 6 1 ~  
n a  n ~ t e  o laga  00 bi sa L e a b a ~  I30 DO mi1ca6 n6 
a baca6  oorn p61n n 6  DO ~ u ~ n e  e~Le a s c ~ i o b  n h  
a L6arii n6  a sioLa6 ~6 n a  c ln ioca~b;  a g u s  p6s 
oe lwm,  rn6 oo  t i  c a l ~ b e  DO n o  polbLeacalb, a g u s  
gan oiob61l o 'c lnn61n n6 a Leaba~n o o  teacc as, 
~ U R  c e a o a ~ t e  oom a s c ~ i o b . "  

Is ansln R U ~  O l a ~ r n a m  a n  bnet t  OIRIRC, . I .  
" l e  sac b o ~ n  a botnin, a g u s  Le S a c  Leabar? a 
kabR6n."  

Eleven point C16 Naithi. 1990. This typeface is still in the experimental stage, and will be improved. The sample is printed at 300dpi 
usine an H P  LaserJet 111. 
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The Irish Alphabet 

The least Irish and least attractive of all Gaelic 
typefaces was that of Vincent Figgins, the first 
typefounder of that name. His Irish type of 1825 
was apparently used in only two books. This is the 
same Figgins who. in 1832. made the first major 
promotion of sans serif types and popularized the 
name by which they are known today. By the 
beginning of the twentieth century. there was a 
considerable demand for printed material in Irish. 
and the Irish fonts necessary for mass production 
were not available. It was the London firm of 
Figgins which satisfied the demand. The same 
firm, under the name of Stevens, was responsible 
for the 1922 monotype which became familiar to 
succeeding generations of Irish school children as 
the standard form of the Irish letter before it was 
gradually phased out in the 1960s by governmental 
decree. 

Though. in the Irish language revival. there 
had always been a faction which wanted to adopt 
the roman letter forms, it is probable that the main 
reason for its eventual success was a purely practical 
one. The variety of sizes and weights in which 
Irish type was available was extremely limited; 
moreover, Irish typewriters were old-fashioned and 
clumsy. The written language was apparently being 
strangled by its dependence on materials which did 
not belong to the mainstream of European trade 
and culture. In any case the change was made, 
and a whole generation has now grown up for the 
most part ignorant of a very distinctive part of its 
history. 

may well prove to be one of the most 
important innovations in the history of typesetting. 
If that is true, then it is even more certain that the 
invention of METAFONT will come to be regarded 
as revolutionary for type design and casting. If 
METAFONT had been available thirty years ago. 
it might well have saved the Irish typeface. As 
it is, Irish fonts in a range of weights and sizes 
unimaginable a generation ago are now being made 
using SBMF, a particularly fast PC version of 
METAFONT perfected by Dr Wayne Sullivan in 
the Mathematics Department of University College. 
Dublin. 

The new typeface. known as C16 Naithi after 
one of the local saints of the area of County Dublin 
in which I live, already comprises the most extensive 
set of Gaelic fonts ever produced. It is, moreover. 
the only truly Gaelic typeface to include in a single 
design all twenty six letters of the modern English 
alphabet. It is intended primarily for everyday 
typesetting. not for fancy work: simplicity and 
readability have been the main considerations in 

its design. The point sizes of five, ten, eleven and 
seventeen are available in four types: unslanted 
and slanted, each at standard weight and in an 
extended bold form. There is yet a considerable 
amount of work to be done: parameters for other 
point sizes need to be worked out; the numerals 
and many special characters have to be designed; 
there are some questions about punctuation which 
must be settled; essential variant forms of letters 
and optional ligatures have to be created; sans- 
serif routines have to be finalised; large initial fancy 
letters. which were quite a common feature in Gaelic 
printing, should be included; work on kerning is yet 
to begin; moreover there are many imperfections 
in what has already been done, and these must be 
weeded out relentlessly. The Naithi project should 
also include mathematical fonts so that technical 
material can be typeset without difficulty; it ought 
also to include the production of a comprehensive 
hyphenation dictionary. How much of this can be 
achieved will probably depend on whether or not 
the workforce of one and the zero funding level can 
be increased. 

There are more than sixty phonemes in the 
Irish language; it is thus phonetically one of the 
richest languages in Europe. To accommodate this 
splendid variety of sound, the Irish traditionally 
employ an alphabet of only seventeen letters; this 
number does not include aitch, which is used only 
to prevent hiatus; nor does it include the various 
letters which have crept in with some loan words 
in the past few years. The vowel sounds of the 
language are, for the most part, pure; they may 
be either short or long, the latter usually being 
indicated in the written language by a length mark. 
commonly called the sineadh fada; this is similar in 
appearance to the French acute accent. 

Each of the twelve consonants is used to rep- 
resent at least two distinct sounds, one broad and 
one slender; which of the two sounds is intended 
is usually indicated by adjacent vowels - if these 
are slender (e or i), then so is the consonant; 
otherwise the consonant is broad. Most of the con- 
sonantal sounds (of both varieties) are subject to a 
qualitative softening, indicated by the placing of a 
dot, called a se'zmhzli. over the appropriate letter. 
These sounds may also be subject to vocalization or 
nasalization. which is indicated by placing the ap- 
propriate consonant before the one to be inflected. 
There are. properly speaking. no written accents in 
Irish, and only the two diacritical marks noted here. 
The language is written more or less phonetically 
according to its own phonetic rules, which differ 
considerably from those of English. 
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The Irish language, in both spoken and written Some Sources 
forms, is highly inflected. Approximately one in six 
vowels takes a length mark, and around one in five 

Anderson, Donald M. "The Art of Written Forms." 
consonants a softening mark. Plain m ' s  English 

New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, inc., 
language conventions for accessing diacritical marks 
are therefore clearly unsuitable for typesetting in 1969. 

Atkins, Gordon. "The Classification of Printing 
Irish. In Clb Naithi all diacritical marks are treated 

Types." Leicester, England: Apple Barrel1 Press, 
as ligatures: for example, 'ch' is printed as '6' and 
'/a' as 'a'; the ligatures can of course be broken if 

1975. 

that is desired. On the other hand, the situation Berry, W. Turner and A.F. Johnson. "Encyclopaedia 
of Type Faces." London: Blandsford, 1953. 

for the user of Computer Modern with standard 
Breatnach, Deash .  "The Best of the English. 

conventions is considerably eased by noting that 
the correspondence between letters and diacritical William Bedell and the Irish version of the 

Old Testament." Cavan, Ireland: Abbey Printers, 
marks is one-to-one. By making, say, the forward 
slash active and writing the appropriate macro, each 

1971. 
Dickins, Bruce. "The Irish Broadside of 1571 and 

desired inflection can be got by typing the slash 
before the letter to be inflected. There are few Latin Queen Elizabeth Types." Transactions of the 

Cambridge Bibliographical Society, 1, pages 48 - 
alphabet languages in which such a proliferation of 
inflections can be dealt with so simply by w. 60, 1949. 

Henry, P.L. "Saoithiulacht na Sean-Ghaeilge." Baile 
For many of us whose homes are Gaelic- 

speaking, there is little doubt that Gaelic fonts hitha Cliath,   ire: Oifig an tsolathair, 1978. 

are more suitable for the printing of our language Johnson, A.F. "Type Designs. Their History and 

than are the Roman. One reason for this is the Development." 3rd ed. London: Andre Deutsch, 

profusion of aitches with their ugly ascenders which 1966. 

take the place of the se'zmhzli in the roman fonts. Laistner, Max L.W. "Thought and Letters in West- 

Around twenty per cent of all other consonants are ern Europe A.D. 500 to 900." London: Methuen, 

followed by the letter aitch; this percentage would 1931. 

have been even greater had not simplified spelling Lynam, E.W. "The Irish Character in Print 1571 - 

accompanied the change to roman fonts*. Histor- 1923." Dublin: Irish University Press, 1968. 

ically, there is justification for the introduction of Mac Giolla Chomhaill, Anrai. "Beatha Cholm 

the aitch, at least in conjunction with the letters c, Cille." Baile ~ t h a  Cliath,   ire: FoilseachBin 

p and t ,  but that should hardly be used to support NBisilinta Teoranta, 1981. 

the widespread adoption of ugliness: the dot is less Martin, Judy. "The Complete Guide to Calligra- 

conspicuous than the ascending h, and it also helps phy." London: Quill, 1984. 

to provide a sense of balance in a typeface with Morison. Stanley . "On Type Designs Past and 

upper-case ascenders. Another reason for preferring Present." Revised edition. London: Benn, 1962. 

the Gaelic typeface arises from the difficulty of plac- Ni Mhuiriosa, MBirin. "Gaeil agus Breatnaigh 

ing diacritical marks over upper-case roman letters Anallbd." Baile ~ t h a  Cliath,   ire: Clodhanna 

whose height already extends more or less to the Teoranta, 1974. 

extremities dictated by the typeface; this difficulty 0 Fiaich, An Cairdineal Tom&. "Gaelscrinte san 

~ ~ i ~ h  has in common with many languages, ~ ~ ~ l i ~  Eoraip." Baile ~ t h a  Cliath,  ire: Foilseachain 

typefaces it has never been a problem, since they Abhair SpiOradB1ta, lgg6. 

have upper-case ascenders which determine that the 0 Fiannachta, Padraig. "Milis an Teanga." Corcaigh 
natural height of fonts is to accommodate agus Baile Atha Cliath,   ire: Cl6 Mercier, 1974. 
all such marks without any squeezing. ~h~ ~ ~ ~ l i ~  Williams, N.J.A. "I bPrionta i Leabhar." An 
typeface has tradition, beauty and practicality on C16chomhar, Baile Atha Cliath,  ire: 1986. 
its side, and it will give many of us great joy to see 
it being used more frequently in the future. 

* Despite my interest in the re-emergence of 
Gaelic typefaces, I have no intention of promoting 
old spelling conventions. 
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