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Ogam (Modern Irish ogham) is a unique script: it is three-dimensional and consists only of straight strokes and notches, which are
mostly engraved along and across the edges (arris) of large stones (over 400 are known from Ireland and Britain, plus two dozen small,
portable objects with ogam on them). The origins of ogam are unknown, but it is probable that it was invented by someone with a
knowledge of Latin grammar in Ireland in the 4th century A.D.

The letters of the ogam alphabet are arranged in four groups (Old Irish aicme). There is grammatical reasoning behind this arrangement
since all vowels are grouped together in one aicme, the notches, whereas all consonants are represented by strokes. Later extra
symbols, the forfeda, were added to the core inventory. The letters bear traditional names, sometimes those of trees. The antiquity of

those names is not ascertained.

OGAMINSCRIPINOINS

Ogam stones record almost exclusively the
names of male persons in the genitive case
(‘of’), followed by the name of their father
(MAQI ‘of son of’) or of another ancestor (e.g.,
AVI ‘of the descendant of’ or MAQI MUCOI
‘from the kin-group of’), e.g., CATTUVVIRR
MAQI RITUVVECAS MUCOI ALLATO ‘of
Cathair son of Rithech from the kin-group of
Allaid’ (I-KER-122).

THE OGAM ALPHABET
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beith ‘birch’
luis ‘rowan’?
fern ‘alder’
sail ‘willow’
nin ‘ash-tree’?
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uath ‘whitethorn’?
dair ‘oak’

tinne ‘holly, elder’?
coll ‘hazel’

IHE LANGUAGE

The ogam script was originally devised for
the sounds of Primitive Irish (4th century
A.D.), the immediate ancestor of the later
Old and Modern lIrish languages and Scot-
tish Gaelic. During the classical ogam peri-
od (5th-7th centuries), the language under-
went drastic changes so that by its end the
sounds of the language could no longer be
expressed correctly through the inherited

ceirt ‘apple-tree’? .
spelling system.

From the 8th-19th centur-
les, ogam was sometimes
used as a cipher in manu-
scripts to write Old and
Modern Irish. Over a 100
such manuscripts have
been identified so far.

Very rarely, words other than names or kin-
ship terms occur, e.g., VELITAS ‘of the poet’.
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muin ‘vine’?

gort ‘ivy’?

ngétal ‘wounding’
straif ‘sulphur, sloe’?
ruis ‘elder-tree’?

The inscriptions typically begin at the left
8 bottom, run up to and across the top and go
e . down on the right-hand side again.
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ailm ‘pine’?
onn ‘ash’

ur ‘heath’?
edad ‘aspen’?
idad ‘yew’?
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Today, the ogam script
sees a renaissance for
writing Irish and English;
because of its aesthetic
qualities it lends itself to
ornamental purposes.

K, EA ébad ‘aspen, elecampane’?
O 6r ‘gold’

Ul uilleann ‘elbow’

1O, | iphin ‘gooseberry’?

P peith ‘?’

CS, X, AE emoncholl ‘twin hazel’
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database of ogam inscrip-
tions at DIAS

0G(H)AM

project website, a wealth of
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Ogam inscriptions on large stones and portable objects, the history of the ogam script from the
4th century to the present, the transition from ogam to Roman script and ogam writing in manu-
scripts are being studied in three research projects at the Maynooth University Department of
Early Irish, jointly with colleagues at the University of Glasgow and in collaboration with the
Dublin Institute for Advanced Studies:

e ﬂYouTuhe
OG(H)AM project video

» Harnessing Digital Technologies to Transform Understanding of
Ogham Writing, from 4th-21st Century (OG(H)AM, 2021-2025)

= Ogham Palaeography+ (OPal+, 2023-2025)

= Early Medieval Irish Script on Stone (EMISo0S, 2023-2027)

podcast: interview with

. The aims of these projects are the 3D-recording and digitisation of all ogam
K. Forsyth & N. White

texts, digital palaeography, as well as community and cultural outreach.

The projects are funded by the UK Arts and Humanities Research Council, the
Irish Research Council and Science Foundation Ireland.
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= David Stifter, Ogam scholars in Maynooth:
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